Sanctified - what is God doing?

The Term(s)

The Scripture contains so much related to the idea of being sanctified or “being set apart for a holy purpose.” If we really wanted to see this concept in its entirety we would have to look beyond the single term “sanctify”, but also look at the various forms which include “holy” and “saint”.

Because the word “sanctified” is not a word that we really use in everyday language we will prefer to us the term “set apart” interchangeably since it really drives home the idea that God has communicated in Scripture.
In the next lesson we will see what the believer’s part is in this teaching of separation or being set apart, but we must first understand God’s part in order to really grasp this teaching in its fullness.

The Basis Of Sanctification (Being Set Apart)
The basis of being set apart is found in the very nature and character of God Himself. In Isaiah 6:3 the Seraphim used the word “holy” three times to describe what God is like.

Isaiah 6:3


And one called out to another and said,

‘Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord of hosts,

The whole earth is full of His glory.’
We find a similar description in Revelation 4:8. The word "holy" means "set apart” or  “separated." Thus we could translate Isaiah 6:3 in this way: "Set Apart, Set Apart, Set Apart, is the Lord of hosts."
So we want to start with understanding how God is set apart.  We can develop an understanding of this in two ways:
1) God is totally and completely SET APART from all that is earthly or created.
God was never created (John 1:1). Although He made everything, He Himself was not made (John1:3). This basic understanding of God’s nature is completely lost in the average church today. God has been blended in with the creation and is now only somewhat greater than everything else, but still a fundamental part of it. This is largely due to the Eastern concepts that have literally taken over the mindset of many believers. today. The concept of the Creator-creature distinction is absolutely vital to all teachings of the faith and has a major role in properly understanding this one as well!

Psalm 90:2
Before the mountains were born

Or You gave birth to the earth and the world,

Even from everlasting to everlasting, You are God.

God is absolutely sanctified or separate from His creation and it is when we humans forget this very truth that we begin to have problems:
Romans 1:23

Professing to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image in the form of corruptible man and of birds and four-footed animals and crawling creatures. 
This worship exchange (idolatry) is a direct attack at the set apart nature of our God. A continued reading of the above Romans passage shows specifically where that worship takes a person and a culture.
2) God is totally and completely SET APART from all that is unclean and impure.
Looking back to Isaiah’s encounter with God’s holiness we notice that he not only learns something about God and His holiness, but also about himself:

Isaiah 6:5

Woe is me, for I am ruined!

Because I am a man of unclean lips,

And I live among a people of unclean lips;

For my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts. 

God remains set apart from all that is sinful. Isaiah realized and felt this in every way. He realized and felt a separation between himself and His Maker because that is what God’s holiness is; it is different, unique, a one-of-a-kind quality of the Creator, who is, by His nature set apart from His creation.
Fast forwarding to the cross we see this separation in a very purposeful and clear way. Because there is no darkness of sin in God (1 John 1:5), and because Christ was made to be a sin offering for us (2 Corinthians 5:21; see page 4), the Father literally separated Himself from His only begotten (unique) Son as the Son was upon the cross bearing our sins. So it is our sin that separates us from such a holy God, who is set apart from all sin:
 Isaiah 59:2 

“But your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, And your sins have hidden His face from you so that He does not hear.” 

Of course the question arises, how can we be joined with God once again and be separated from all that is sinful if we ourselves are sinful? This is where the gospel comes in and also how we understand sanctification (being set apart) from sin as believers. This is what we will study in the next lesson.  But we can be sure that it is impossible for us to be separated from all that is created. We can’t stop being creatures! Only the Creator is absolutely separate from all of creation. So we will never be holy in this sense, and by holy we mean:

1) God is totally separated from all that is created;

2) God is totally separated from all that is sinful.

Thus, in studying the biblical teaching of sanctification (being set apart) we must begin with God Himself and we always keep before our minds the fact of His holiness and His separateness.

God Sanctifies (Sets Apart) Believers

As New Testament believers we now need to begin grasping how God intends us to be set apart and from what. 1 Thessalonians 4:7 is a good place to start:

1 Thessalonians 4:7
“For God has not called us for the purpose of impurity, but in sanctification.”
While sin separates the believer from God in terms of fellowship (not relationship), here we see that God has not called us to impurity but to being set apart or holy, as it is often translated in this verse. God has literally called us to be set apart unto Himself.

According to Romans 1:7, believers were called to be “saints”. The word "saint" means "a holy person, a set apart person, a separated person." Remember the believers in 1 Corinthians 2:15-3:4?  Were the Corinthian believers spiritual or carnal (fleshly)? They were, as a generalization, carnal (1 Corinthians 3:1-3), so it is amazing to discover in 1 Corinthians 1:2 what Paul says about them: 
1 Corinthians 1:2
“To the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who have been sanctified [perfect tense] in Christ Jesus, saints by calling, with all who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours.”
In 1 Corinthians 1:30 we find that these believers were in Christ Jesus and they not only had wisdom and righteousness and redemption, but they also had sanctification. 
1 Corinthians 1:30

But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification, and redemption,

In 1 Corinthians 6:11 (see page 4) we learn that even though these Corinthian people were once terrible sinners (verses 9-11), they were now washed and sanctified (separated, set apart, and holy) and justified (declared righteous, which includes redemption and forgiveness; Romans 3:21-26; 4:1-15; Ephesians 1:7; Colossians 1:14) because they believed the gospel and were made to be in Christ (1 Corinthians 1:30).

It is through Christ’s work of the cross and empty tomb that God is setting believers apart from sin. When a person places his faith in the message of the gospel, God does the immediate separating from a positional perspective, that is, from His perspective. Think about it: when a brand new believer becomes sanctified is he automatically set apart from sin in practice – in his daily or moment by moment condition?  And is the process of being set apart totally complete?  No, he just came to know the Lord and needs time to understand his part in being separated from the world the flesh and the devil. He literally does not know what he has at his disposal to deal with the power of sin. However, from a positional perspective he is fully sanctified and that is why we can see these Roman and Corinthian believers called saints and called holy.

1 Corinthians 6:11

Such were some of you; but
 you were washed, but1 you were sanctified, but1 you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God. 

Positional sanctification is true of every believer. We have once and for all been set apart for God. This is why we are called “saints” because that is what we are in God’s sight. We have been sanctified and are holy before God. We are accepted in the Beloved.

So really, the greatest incentive for holy living is our position before God. We are not now righteous in ourselves, but we are accepted in the righteousness of Christ.

2 Corinthians 5:21 (NASU; plus the words ‘sin offering’)

He made Him who knew no sin to be a sin offering on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him. 
Our positional sanctification is just as perfect as Christ is perfect. Just as much as He is set apart, we who are in Him are set apart. It is our vital union with Christ. Positional sanctification is as complete for the youngest and weakest believer as it is for the strong and mature. Our positional sanctification depends only on our union and standing in Christ. In this standing before the Father the believer is righteous and accepted before Him forever.
Hebrews 10:10…14

By this will we have been sanctified [perfect tense] through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all [hapax] . . . 14 For by one offering He has perfected [perfect tense] for all time those who are sanctified [present participle].

The author of Hebrews sees the believer accepted, forgiven, sins paid by the sacrifice of Christ and already sanctified. “We have been sanctified . . . are sanctified” by the once for all perfect sacrifice of Christ. This position never ever changes.  But being sanctified is still an ongoing process (Hebrews 10:14), even for each one of us who has been totally and completely sanctified in our position [Hebrews 10:10, 14]. 
� In this case, Paul wrote ‘but’, with the Greek ‘alla’, which conveys a sharp contrast, three times in this verse.  Each of the verbs is an aorist indicative, which conveys ‘past tense’ – the aorist tense does not generally indicate past tense or any other sense of time.
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