TEXT: Romans 8:13PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Mortification #1


Tonight, if the Lord blesses, we'll begin a new Puritan study.  The book is called On the Mortification of Sin.  The author is John Owen, a pastor and theologian who lived from 1616 to 1683.  


In my edition, the book is 86 pages and divided into 14 chapters.  That sounds short, but the content is deep and rich.  It has blessed the people of God for 300 years; I pray it will bless you and me too.  God make it a blessing.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.


Unlike Thomas Brooks and Matthew Henry, John Owen is not very quotable.  What he says is important, but not too clever.  Thus, I'll summarize his teaching, but not quote him very often.  


The first chapter explains the text under five brief headings.   

"A DUTY PRESCRIBED"


"Mortify the deeds of the body".  To "mortify" is to kill something.  You notice the extreme language, don't you?  It doesn't say, "try to manage your sin or minimize it as best you can", but "mortify" it, "put it to death", kill it! 


This implies sin is a terrible and determined foe.  Sin means business!   If you're going to have success with it, you'd better be serious too.  


The battle with sin is just that--a battle.  Not a mock battle, not manuevers--but the real thing.  Our Lord likens it to "plucking out right eyes", and "cutting off right hands".  Elsewhere, Paul compares it to a marathon, a boxing match, a fight, a war, even a crucifixion.  


Preachers are notorious for overstating their cases.  One week, they say, "This is the most important teaching in the Bible!".  The next week, they say the same thing about another doctrine.  


This is a fault with most preachers.  Including myself.  But Paul and our Lord are not guilty of it.  They are not exaggerating the effort needed to have victory over sin.  


If you're not willing to fight sin--with everything you've got--you won't "mortify" it.  Sin will "mortify" you.


That's the duty, "Mortify the deeds of the body".  

"THE PERSONS DENOTED"


The word is "you".  "If you mortify the deeds of the body..."  Who is meant by "you"?  The surrounding verses make that clear.


In v.1, we have persons "who are in Christ Jesus".


In v.9, the same are said to have "the Spirit of God dwelling in [them]".


In v.15, they have "received the Spirit of adoption, by whom [they] cry, `Abba, Father'".  


When you put these three verses together, what do you have?  How would you describe someone who is in fellowship with Christ, indwelt by His Spirit, and knows God as his Father?  You'd call him a believer or a Christian.  


This means two things:


Unbelievers are not told to "Mortify the deeds of the body".  The Church has no ministry of reform.  We're not trying to make bad unsaved people into good unsaved people|!  The Gospel doesn't reform, it transforms.  It doesn't polish the outside of the cup, but cleans out the inside.  


John Owen is outspoken on the matter.  


"The pressing of this duty on any other is a notable fruit of superstition and self-righteousness that the world is full of--the great work of devout men ignorant of the Gospel".  


To support his case, he cites two Scriptures, John 15:5--"Without Me you can do nothing"; and Romans 10:3-4--"For being ignorant of God's righteousness, and seeking to establish their own righteousness, they have not submitted to the righteousness of God, for Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes".  


"Mortify the deeds of the body" is not a universal duty!  If you're unsaved, God doesn't tell you to do that and promises no success if you try!  What He commands everyone to do is to believe in Christ.  


More to the point, the duty of mortifying sin is the work of every believer.  Not just some; not just ministers; not just people who want "an abundant life".  If you believe in Christ, God commands you to


"Mortify the deeds 


of the body".


"Mortification" is the believer's duty.  The duty of every believer, without exception.  If you're newly converted, get to work "mortifying the deeds of the body"--you won't finish early and have nothing to do in middle age!  If you're an older believer, who hasn't been very serious about it before, you've wasted enough time!  Get to work.  

"THE PROMISE ANNEXED"


"If you mortify the deeds of the body you shall live".  The "life" he has in mind is eternal life.  "Eternal" refers to both quantity and quality.  Eternal life is life in fellowship with God now--and forever.  


To whom is the promise made?  Not to everyone who says, "Lord, Lord".  Not to everyone who professes faith or is baptized or joins the church or tithes or witnesses--though these are all good things to do.  


No, the promise of "life" is made only to those who "mortify the deeds of the body".  


Does this mean salvation is by works?  Of course not!  It is by grace alone.  But the grace that converts someone doesn't stop there.  It goes on to enable him to fight against his sins.  And to succeed in some measure.  


This is the plain teaching of the Bible.  Titus 2:11-14 is a good summary.


"For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men, teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in the present age, looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for us, that He might redeem us from every lawless deed and purify for Himself His own special people, zealous for good works".  


No one is perfect.  The best men backslide and have "down times" of the soul.  But, if you're "mortifying the deeds of the body"--if you're trying to please God--then the promise is to you--"You shall live".  Not may live; not stand a good chance of living.  But "shall live".  Without any doubt.  God has promised.  And "God cannot lie".  

"THE CAUSE OR MEANS OF THIS DUTY" 


"If by the Spirit you mortify...".  


Owen is very careful here.  It is our duty to "mortify the deeds of the body"--not the Spirit's.  But we do it only by or through the Holy Spirit.  


To quote the Puritan,


"All other ways of mortification are vain; all helps helpless...Mortification by self-strength, carried on by ways of self-invention, unto the end of self-righteousness, is the soul and substance of all false religion in the world".  

This needs saying.  Holiness is not the result of a program!  It is the product of God's Spirit.  Only as we yield to the Holy Spirit will we make any headway against our sins.  


In the weeks to come, God willing, we will enlarge on this.  

"THE CONDITIONALITY THE WHOLE PROPOSITION"


"If you mortify the deeds of the body, you will live..."


"If"--Owen says--can be understood in two ways.  It may imply uncertainty.  "If the lawnmower starts, I'll cut the grass".  Is that how Paul uses "if" in the verse?  John Owen says "no".  


What does it mean, then?  Owen says


"The certainty of the coherence and connection that is between the things spoken of; as we say to a sick man, `If you take this [medicine], you will be well'...The certain connection between mortifying and living is intimated in this [word `if'].  

"Mortifying your sins" is not the cause of your spiritual life.  "The gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord".  Rather, it is the means to the end.  The source is God's grace, the end is eternal life, and the means for obtaining it is "mortifying your sins".  

CLOSE


John Owen closes the first chapter with the summary


"The vigor, power, and comfort of our spiritual life depends on the mortification of the deeds of the flesh".

QUESTIONS


Do you know what your sins are?  To "mortify" your sins assumes you know what they are.  Nobody knows his every sin.  David says, "Cleanse me from secret faults".  He had them; so do you.  But what about the ones you know?  Deep down, you know what they are.  But do you admit them to yourself?  If you're going to "mortify" them, you have to start there--with honesty.  Examine your life and soul.  Pray for greater knowledge.  If you do, you'll know your sins and just what to "mortify".


Are you mortifying them?  Not are you thinking about doing it one of these days--but are you doing it?  Not talking about it, but doing it?  Are you praying against your sins?  Are you taking steps to overcome them?  Are you asking others to help you?  If you're not, you're not serious.  And if you're not serious, you won't mortify your sins.  


Do you want to mortify your sins?  If not, ask God to burden you; He will.  If you do, then be of good cheer, "He who has begun a good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ".  If you want grace, God will give it--"The LORD gives grace and glory.  No good thing will He withhold from those who fear Him".  


We mustn't be hearers of the word.  We must go on to do it.  Is mortifying your sins God's will for your life?  No doubt about it.  Yes it is!  Then start doing it.  Do it in the power God's Spirit gives you.  Do it now.  "Now is the acceptable time; now is the day of salvation".  


God help you to mortify your sins.  God help me too.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.    

