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One

KILLING SIN

The Definition of Mortification

Cory Byrne was showing off his pet. Draped over his
neck and shoulders was his nine-foot-long, twenty-fivepound boa constrictor. To the horror of a watching friend,
the reptile’s large, lumbering coils began to tighten around
its owner like a noose. Slowly, irresistibly, the great snake
squeezed Cory’s life away. His air supply was cut off. His
face turned red and he passed out. Unable to remove the
snake by herself, Cory’s friend called for emergency help.
But several hours later Cory died in a local hospital.
Some animals cannot be tamed. You may call a snake
your pet and give it a cute name, but that doesn’t take the
wild out of it. No matter how long you’ve housed, cared
for, and fed a boa constrictor, it may still turn on you.
After all, it is still a snake.
It is much the same with sin. You may cuddle sin like
a pet, but that doesn’t take the wild out of it or make it
less dangerous. Evil cannot be domesticated. Sin is poised
to attack your faith at any moment. Sometimes it bares
its fangs and strikes in a surprise attack. Sometimes it is
cunning enough to play dead and subtle enough to pose
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as something good. But either way, sin is wired to kill.
Slowly, cleverly, when you’re not paying attention, sin
will squeeze the faith, love, and holiness right out of you.
This is the nature of sin. Left unchecked, it always
destroys. Sin’s hostility is both unchanging and fatal. Sin
defiles the human conscience, hijacks human relationships, and weighs down the world with brutality and
injustice. Worst of all, sin creates a gulf between us and
God. Our intention towards sin must therefore mirror
its hostile intentions towards us: death and destruction.
This was precisely Paul’s point when he wrote, “if you live
according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you
put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Romans
8:13). Or in the words of seventeenth-century pastor John
Owen, “Be killing sin or it will be killing you.”1
Theologians of past generations, following Romans
8:13 in the KJV (“if ye through the Spirit do mortify the
deeds of the body”), called the duty of killing sin mortification. We do not often use the word mortification
today. When we do, we usually mean humiliation. If I
say, “Michelle was mortified,” I mean that she was really
embarrassed about something. But Paul isn’t talking
about being embarrassed. When he commands us to
“mortify the deeds of the body” he has one thing in mind:
killing sin. That’s what this book is about.
Licensed to Kill is intended to serve you as a field
manual for mortifying sin. But this isn’t the kind of fieldmanual a backpacker or naturalist might carry. There is
nothing so tame as bird-watching or collecting butterflies
in the pages that follow. This is more like the field-manual
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of a covert intelligence agent. The context is war and the
goal is survival. Kill or be killed. What we need is detailed
instruction on surviving a dangerous assignment while in
aggressive and hostile enemy territory. With that aim in
mind, each chapter of this book will:
• address an important aspect of this gritty but
necessary business of killing sin;
• explore a key passage from Scripture about
mortification;
• and conclude with a series of “Examine and Apply”
questions .
In this first chapter we will define and clarify what
mortification actually is by setting it in contrast with what
it is not.

Mortification Is About
Indwelling Sin, Not the
Physical Body
Some people associate mortification with the medieval
Roman Catholic practice of “mortification of the
flesh,” which employed ascetic techniques such as selfflagellation and wearing rough clothing. Others equate
mortification with less severe forms of asceticism, prescribing vows of fasting, solitude, poverty, or celibacy
as the path for fighting sin—as if food, companionship,
possessions, or sex were evils in themselves.
But Scripture cautions against this approach to
spirituality. Paul alerts us to the danger of false teachers
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who “forbid marriage and require abstinence from foods
that God created to be received with thanksgiving” (1
Timothy 4:3). In another passage, he warns against those
who say, “‘Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch’”
with the goal of promoting “self-made religion and
asceticism and severity to the body” (Colossians 2:21–23).
These people advocate spiritual advancement through a
lifestyle of bodily renunciation. But Christianity is not
against the body. As C. S. Lewis said,
Christianity is almost the only one of the great
religions which thoroughly approves of the body—
which believes that matter is good, that God himself
once took on a human body, that some kind of body
is going to be given to us even in Heaven and is going
to be an essential part of our happiness, our beauty,
and our energy. 2
No, our physical bodies are not evil. God made the
body and sent his Son to redeem it.
What, then, does Paul mean when he says, “If you live
according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you
put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Romans
8:13)? By “the flesh,” Paul doesn’t mean the physical body,
but indwelling sin, the sinful disposition of the fallen
human nature. By “deeds of the body,” he doesn’t mean
all the deeds of the body, but those that are sinful.
This is the obvious interpretation when we compare
Romans 8:13 with two other verses. Colossians 3:5 says,
“Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual
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immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.” This list of sins clarifies that when
Paul says we should put to death “what is earthly in you,”
he means sinful deeds and desires. This interpretation is
even clearer in Galatians 5:24, which describes our relationship to sin in terms of crucifixion. We’ll take a closer
look at why Paul compares mortification to crucifixion
in chapter 7, but for now notice what he says is crucified:
“And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the
flesh with its passions and desires.”
So, “the flesh” is our fallen and sinful disposition
towards evil, which has passions that war against the
desires of the Spirit (Galatians 5:17), and those desires
must be killed. The focus of mortification, then, is not our
physical body, but our sinful desires and the sinful deeds
they produce.

Mortification Targets the Heart,
Not Just Behavior
If we want to kill sin, we must aim at the right target. That
target is not merely bad behavior but the sinful desires of
the heart that produce the behavior. Mortifying sin will
certainly bring about changes in what we say and do, but
we need more than external reformation. Many people
change their behavior without changing their heart to
any significant degree. But Jesus is concerned about the
root and motivation of sinful behavior—our drives and
desires—not simply the behavior itself.
For example, Jesus denounced the most religious
people of his day, the Pharisees, for their externalism and
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hypocrisy. He said that they were “like whitewashed
tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within are
full of dead people’s bones and all uncleanness. So you
also outwardly appear righteous to others, but within you
are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness” (Matthew 23:2728). You can’t always tell what’s going on in the heart by
looking at behavior. Sometimes we present a fine moral
exterior that actually conceals inward evil and corruption.
This emphasis on the heart means that we must be
careful in our assumptions about sin, whether our own
sins or the sins of others. We should not assume that the
lack of certain behaviors means that sin is mortified or
the heart is pure. Just because someone is no longer given
to certain kinds of sins is no indication that his heart has
been changed. John, for example is enslaved to food. On
the surface, this is a sin of the appetites, the sin of gluttony.
John may become self-disciplined through diet and
exercise, and lose a lot of weight, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that the deeper root of sin has been mortified
in his heart. For John may still be bound to the sin of
selfishness. Once his sin took the form of overeating.
Now it may take the form of vanity and an over-concern
about appearance. The expression of sin was pruned away
in one area, but because the root was left intact, a different
expression simply grew up in another location.
Here is another example. Jennifer never indulges in
angry outbursts or vindictive behavior. She appears to be
as calm as a still lake on a cool, cloudless day. If you met
her, you would think: “Wow. She is really peaceful—like
Jesus.” But those who know her well understand that
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this peaceful exterior is due to her placid personality,
not any particular working of grace in her heart. While
Jennifer appears calm and never struggles with anger, the
truth is that she frequently falls prey to fear, anxiety, and
cowardice. She never gets mad at anyone, but neither does
she confront others when she needs to. Her life is a web of
codependent relationships, and she is the enabler. 3
You see, sin expresses itself in different people in
different ways. That’s why measuring external behavior in
one area alone simply isn’t enough to determine the state
of one’s heart. The only way to kill sin is to mortify the
roots of sin in the motives, desires, and drives of the heart.
But to detect these desires we have to look comprehensively at our lives. You can’t measure holiness by simply
taking one or two slices of behavioral patterns. In the two
examples above, if you only focused on behavior in one
area of John or Jennifer’s life, you could easily be misled.
You could think, “here is a tree that produces only good
fruit.” But that would be a false assessment, based on a
surface judgment. We simply have to dig deeper. And one
of the aims of this book is to help us with that task.
So, mortifying sin is not merely changing behavior,
but rather addressing sinful desires in the heart. But how
are sinful desires weakened?
Think for a moment about the act of killing. How
do you kill something? To make this more palatable,
let’s consider snakes again! There are lots of ways to
kill a snake. You can crush it with a rock, starve it, burn
it, drown it, or chop off its hideous little head. Choose
your favorite method, but what you’re essentially doing
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in each is depriving the snake of something it needs to
live—be it brains, food, air, or a hospitable environment.
That’s what we have to do with sin in the heart. We have to
weaken sin by taking away the things that give it strength,
by depriving it of food and air, as it were. This means that
one of the most practical ways to kill sin is to quit giving it
opportunities to thrive: “Make no provision for the flesh,
to gratify its desires” (Romans 13:14b). We’ll return to this
topic in the next chapter.

Mortification Leads to
Progressive Holiness, Not
Sinlessness
What is the goal of mortification? What does “kill sin”
actually mean? It’s an important question, because our
expectations ought to be aligned with what God intends
and what Scripture promises. If we aim too low, we will
dishonor God and regularly miss out on important
opportunities for growth in holiness. If we demand more
of the process of mortification than the Bible says we can
expect, we set ourselves up for discouragement and defeat.
The goal of mortification is a life of genuine holiness
that results from the gradual weakening of sin’s influence
in our hearts and lives. Notice that this is clearly different
from the total removal of sin from our hearts. Do not be
mistaken: mortification does not produce perfection in
this life.
Of course, we desire sinless perfection, and we should.
And the Lord has purchased this for us. Someday we
will be like him, conformed to his image in every way
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(Romans 8:29, 1 John 3:2). But while perfection is our
ultimate desire, we will not attain it this side of glory. We
will contend against indwelling sin all our days in this life
(Romans 7:14–25). This means that life on earth is marked
by warfare: “Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles
to abstain from the passions of the flesh, which wage war
against your soul” (1 Peter 2:11). We are engaged in a
lifelong battle.
This reality shouldn’t discourage us, but it should
make us vigilant. Imagine you are a foot soldier at war in
enemy territory. Your squadron faces daily skirmishes
against enemy soldiers who are experts in guerrilla
warfare. Though the fight is brutal and fierce, you know
you are on the winning side. Victory is on the horizon.
This confidence keeps you from losing hope. But the
daily danger keeps you from dropping your guard. So
you study the strategies of your enemy. You watch the
perimeter of your base. You maintain the best defenses
possible. You keep yourself always armed for battle.
This is how we must engage in the war against sin.
We need to study the strategies of our enemy. We need
to know ourselves and our weaknesses. And we must
always be armed with our spiritual weapons.
So when you see an exhortation to “kill sin,” resist
any impulse to think you can deal a once-and-for-all
death blow to your sinful nature. Mortification is an
umbrella term for a whole range of activities designed
to gradually weaken the power of sin in your life — the
range of activities we will spend the rest of this book
examining.
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Mortification Is for Believers,
Not Unbelievers
You might expect Jesus to require more of unbelievers
than he does believers. But here, as in so many other areas,
the Lord turns our expectations upside down. He invites
non-Christians to come to him, and offers them rest for
their souls (Matthew 11:28–30). But to us, we who claim
to love and follow him, Jesus demands drastic measures
in dealing with our sin. Paul’s teaching reflects the same
emphasis. The scriptural commands to put sin to death
are always addressed to those who already believe in Jesus.
This tells us two things. First, as we saw above, Christians still have to deal with sin. The Bible holds out no
illusions of moral perfection in this life. But second, this
underscores the truth that we cannot grow in holiness
apart from the power of Christ that is ours through
salvation.
None of us can kill sin on our own. Jesus doesn’t call
us to become holy prior to saving us by his grace, because
we can’t be holy without his grace. The only way to kill
sin is through faith in Christ and the power of the Spirit.
If we fail to remember this, we will try to turn mortification into a means of earning salvation—even though we
are Christians. This reverses the order of the gospel. The
good news of Jesus Christ is not “kill your sin and you
will be accepted,” but “God accepts you through faith in
Christ alone, so pursue holiness in the power and joy of
his acceptance.”
Putting sin to death is the duty of every Christian,
but no one can become a Christian through mortifica-
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tion. The only sins we can kill are the sins that have been
forgiven through the shed blood of Jesus. Owen said,
“There is no death of sin without the death of Christ.”4 To
attempt to kill sin without Christ will only delude us and
harden us further in our sins. The first priority in dealing
with sin is to look to the crucified Savior, Jesus Christ.
In one of the most interesting stories in the Old
Testament, the newly rescued people of Israel sinned by
murmuring against God and his servant Moses. Their
unprovoked sin was so evil that the Lord judged them
by sending poisonous snakes into their camp. These
“fiery serpents . . . bit the people, so that many people of
Israel died.” Then the people came to Moses, confessed
their sin, and begged him to ask God to take the snakes
away. Moses prayed for the people, and God gave him a
strange command: he was to make a serpent from bronze
and place it on a pole in the middle of the camp. Then, if
someone had been bitten by a snake, he or she only had to
look at the bronze snake in order to be healed. The simple
act of gazing at the brazen serpent brought life and healing
(see Numbers 21:4–9).
But more amazing is how Jesus used this story in the
New Testament: “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in
the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that
whoever believes in him may have eternal life” (John
3:14–15).
The most important thing to understand in this
first chapter is this: before you can kill sin, you have to
look to the Lord who was lifted up on the cross for you.
You cannot fight sin unless you have found rest in the
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inexhaustible sufficiency of the doing and dying of Jesus
Christ in your place. You cannot mortify sin unless that
sin has already been nailed to the cross of Christ. There is
no death of sin without the death of Christ.

Examine and Apply
1.

2.

3.

Are you a genuine Christian? Do you have a relationship with God through faith in Jesus Christ that is
characterized by a desire for holiness and a commitment to keep turning from sin? When did you first
believe in Jesus?
Is it news to you that sin isn’t simply an external
behavioral problem, but an internal problem of the
heart? Think about your own struggles with sin.
Have you been focused on modifying your behavior
or changing your deepest desires, drives, and
motives?
Have you had unrealistic expectations for your
Christian life? Have you been expecting to arrive
at sinless perfection? How does learning about the
ongoing conflict with indwelling sin affect you?
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TOWARD LIFE OR
DEATH
Why Sin Must Be Killed

Alone in the Utah wilderness, Aron Ralston was scaling
a three-foot-wide slot canyon when he came upon some
large boulders wedged into the opening. As he tried to
scramble over them, one stone rolled free. Aron fell to the
bottom of the slot, the 800-pound rock falling with him. As
they landed, the boulder pinned his right hand to the wall.
He was out of sight, in a narrow crevice far below
ground level, in a 500 square mile national park, and he
could not free his hand. No one even knew he had gone
climbing that day.
Ralston first tried to chip away at the boulder and cliff
wall. It didn’t work. His efforts to lift the boulder with his
climbing gear also failed. A day passed with no progress,
and then another.
On day three, Ralston’s food and water ran out. He
made a drastic decision: he would cut off his arm. But
equipped with only a dull-bladed pocket knife, his initial
attempts were unsuccessful.
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On day four, Ralston determined to snap the bones
in his arm, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. On day five,
he summoned the courage and performed the amputation.
First he snapped the radius, then the ulna, then the
wrist. Ralston next applied a tourniquet and began cutting
through skin, muscle, tissue, and nerve. The excruciating
operation took an entire hellish hour. Finally free, Ralston
still had to get out of the slot canyon, rappel down a sixtyfive-foot wall, and begin the seventeen-mile hike to his car.
Six hours later, after encountering a family of hikers who
gave him water and alerted the authorities, he was rescued
by a helicopter search team. Aron Ralston encountered
one of the worst dilemmas any person could ever face.
Passivity would lead to certain death. The only way to live
was to take bold and decisive action. Ralston’s decision to
amputate his own hand was stark, gruesome, awful. But
it was the right decision, the only rational choice under
the circumstances. In fact, his decision echoes the kind of
ruthless intention Jesus urges us to have when faced with
the realities of sin, death, and hell.
Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe
in me to sin, it would be better for him if a great
millstone were hung around his neck and he were
thrown into the sea. 43And if your hand causes you to
sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life crippled
than with two hands to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. 45And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it
off. It is better for you to enter life lame than with two
feet to be thrown into hell. 47And if your eye causes
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you to sin, tear it out. It is better for you to enter the
kingdom of God with one eye than with two eyes to
be thrown into hell, 48 “where their worm does not
die and the fire is not quenched.”(Mark 9:42–48)
Sin has placed the human race in a life and death
predicament. Left unaddressed, sin always leads to hell.
This is the unalterable principle of sin that Jesus explains to
his disciples in this passage. Jesus warns against the deadly
dangers of sin with the some of the starkest, most gruesome
metaphors found in Scripture. He is exhorting his disciples
to embrace the most costly sacrifices, the most radical
refusals, and the most drastic measures in the fight against
sin. He is calling us to a life of holy violence against sin.
Perhaps this raises some tensions in your mind. If
you are not a believer (and I don’t assume that all readers
of this book will be), you might feel a tad confused or
even a bit put off by such gruesome imagery. And if you
are a Christian, you might read a passage like this, scratch
your head, and think, “But I thought we were saved by
grace alone, through faith alone. This stuff about ‘cutting
of a hand’ and ‘plucking out an eye’ in order to avoid
hell sounds more like salvation by works than salvation
by grace!” Well, it would be dishonest for me or anyone
else to pretend that Jesus’ words are never shocking or
offensive. But Jesus loves us enough to offend us with
the truth. His warnings about hell do not contradict his
consistent emphasis on God’s love and mercy. They demonstrate, instead, just how deep that love is.
Nor is Jesus teaching that we are saved by works.
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Jesus is speaking to us in terms of our fallen condition as
rebellious human beings who live outside the reign of
God’s grace. And he is showing us how sin works and
where it inevitably leads for all those who refuse to trust
him for eternal life and entrance into the kingdom of God.
Jesus is calling us to forsake our sins, no matter how dear
to our hearts they are, and embrace instead his rule and
reign as our true Lord and King. It is true that Jesus saves
us by grace alone through faith in his saving work on the
cross alone. As he later says to his disciples, he came “not
to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom
for many” (Mark 10:45). The ransom payment of his
death effectively delivers all believers from the dreadful
consequences of sin. No serving or working or striving
on our part can earn us merit with God. But genuine faith
in Christ’s saving work always sets our feet on the narrow
path of holiness and one of the means he uses to help us on
this path are vivid warning signs that show us where sin
leads for those who don’t stay the path. A wise and careful
driver on a winding mountain road will pay close attention
to signs warning of steep ledges and falling rocks, and true
faith will in like manner take note of the dangers of sin.

The Dangers of Sin
While sin cannot drag a true blood-washed believer in
Jesus to hell, the basic lesson Jesus teaches in this passage
is vital to the life of faith. Jesus’ words still hold true: sin
is out to ruin us, as badly as it can, dragging us as far away
from God as it can, in any way that it can. Just as Aron
Ralston didn’t decide to sever his own arm until it was
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clear there was no other alternative, so we will not exert
holy violence against our sins until we’re convinced that
they really are dangerous.
We often tolerate anger, avarice, and anxiety in our
hearts because we don’t see them the way Jesus does. We
claim to believe that sin is an awful thing—after all, we’re
good Christians, aren’t we?—yet we conveniently assume
that in our special case our transgressions are really
nothing more than minor offenses against overly rigid
rules, like driving 5 mph over the speed limit. We treat
sins like annoying warts—unpleasant, perhaps, but not
threatening to a robust spiritual life. Christ, in contrast,
considers them cancerous.
But everything in our hearts and in our culture tells
us the opposite: that sin is no big deal. For many people
outside the church this mindset is reinforced by the
misguided belief that right and wrong are relative categories. (Although almost everyone, when pressed, will
admit that there are some things such as rape, murder,
and genocide which are absolutely wrong.) Those who
are Christians, on the other hand, sometimes take sin too
lightly because they wrongly view grace as a Get-Out-ofJail-Free card. But the Scriptures counter both the false
messages of our culture about right and wrong and the
misguided logic of our fallen minds about sin and grace.
Let’s consider three specific dangers of sin.
Sin is deceitful. “But exhort one another every day,
as long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of you may be
hardened by the deceitfulness of sin” (Hebrews 3:13). Sin
portrays itself as something other than what it really is. Sin
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comes to us in disguise. Sin looks satisfying, but hidden
beneath the pleasing exterior are death and destruction. Sin
is chocolate-covered poison. And, as this passage warns,
sin’s deceitfulness puts us in a precarious position. As
leprosy damages the nerves, rendering a person incapable of
feeling pain, thus tending toward disastrous injuries, so sin
deadens our hearts to the warnings of conscience, tending
toward the destruction of ourselves and others.
Sin is dehumanizing. Sin dismantles human relationships and corrupts the human soul. This is implicit
in Scripture, which describes the new creation work of
Christ and the Spirit as the restoration of human beings in
the image of God. The less we bear the image of God due
to the presence of sin, the less human we really are. We
call some crimes savage, beastly, and brutal because they
are so debased, so inhuman and inhumane, that we have
to reach down for words to describe them. Sin dehumanizes us. And this is true for both believers and unbelievers.
Sin, wherever it is present, always tends towards the
deforming of the divine image within us, the dismantling
of our relationships, and the distortion of our souls.
The dehumanizing effect of sin is vividly illustrated in
C. S. Lewis’s book The Pilgrim’s Regress. In perhaps the
most memorable scene in the book, the protagonist, John,
discovers a group of disfigured and deformed men.
[A]ll seemed to be suffering from some disease of a
crumbling and disintegrating kind. . . . It was doubtful
whether all the life that pulsated in their bodies was
their own: and soon John was certain, for he saw what
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seemed to be a growth on a man’s arm slowly detach
itself under his eyes and become a fat reddish creature,
separable from the parent body. . . . Once he had seen
that, his eyes were opened and he saw the same thing
happening all round him, and the whole assembly was
but a fountain of writhing and reptilian life quickening
as he watched and sprouting out of the human forms.
Moving among these tormented men was a woman,
a witch “dark, but beautiful,” who carried a cup from
which they longed to drink. Her name was Luxuria, the
Latin word for self-indulgent sexual desire, one of the
traditional seven deadly sins.
One young man looked healthy, though there was
“an unpleasant suspicion about his fingers—something a
little too supple for joints—a little independent of his other
movements.” As the witch moved near to him, “the hands
shot out to the cup, and the man drew them back again: and
the hands went crawling out for the cup a second time, and
again the man wrenched them back, and turned his face
away.” The witch stood silently before him, saying nothing,
“but only holding out the cup and smiling kindly on him
with her dark eyes and her dark, red mouth.” When he
continued to refuse the drink, she began to walk away.
But at the first step she took, the young man gave a
sob and his hands flew out and grabbed the cup and
he buried his head in it: and when she took it from his
lips, clung to it as a drowning man to a piece of wood.
But at last he sank down in the swamp with a groan.
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And the worms where there should have been fingers
were unmistakable.
Lewis’s comment on this gruesome scene is telling:
“Lechery means not simply forbidden pleasure but loss of
the man’s unity.”6 Sin divides our hearts, disintegrates our
souls, and disfigures the image of God within us. When
we choose to sin, we think it will make us feel happy,
alive, and whole. We are reluctant to reject any possible
satisfaction, no matter how illusory. But choosing sin will
never make us whole. Sin only makes us less human, less
ourselves, less what God intended us to be.
Sin is damning. Sin’s greatest danger is its threat to
the eternal souls of the unsaved. As Scripture so often
warns, sin leads to death, judgment, and eternal punishment in hell. The doctrine of hell is not popular today,
but Jesus spoke unequivocally about it. His words in this
passage teach us three things about hell.
Hell is a fate worse than death. “Whoever causes
one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would
be better for him if a great millstone were hung around
his neck and he were thrown into the sea” (v 42). To be
thrown into the sea with a millstone around one’s neck is a
death sentence. But Jesus says it would be better to receive
such a death sentence than the fate which awaits those
who cause a believing child to sin. So, whatever hell is, it is
worse than death.
Hell is the final destiny of those who refuse Jesus’
terms of discipleship and fail to enter into eternal life
in the kingdom of God. This is clear from the contrast
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between hell and life in verses 43 and 45, and the contrast
between hell and the kingdom of God in verse 47. There
are only two possible destinies: life or death; the kingdom
of God or destruction; heaven or hell.
Hell involves both painful and eternal punishment.
This is evident from the phrase “unquenchable fire” in
verse 43, as well as the vivid imagery of verse 48: “where
their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched.”
This is a quotation from Isaiah 66:24, which describes
God’s future judgment of the wicked with an allusion
to the Valley of Hinnom. The prophets of the Old
Testament declared God’s judgment against the Valley of
Hinnom because that was where the idolatrous people of
Israel sacrificed their children by fire to the god Molech.
Eventually, the Valley of Hinnom (or gehenna, the Greek
word for hell used in this passage) was equated with God’s
final judgment of the wicked, where the fires will never
stop burning and the maggots will never stop feeding.
This imagery tells us something about the conditions
of hell. Externally, fire burns and consumes, disintegrates
and destroys, while the worm symbolizes the internal
condition of the condemned person. The damned not only
will be eternally consumed by the fires of God’s unmitigated judgment, they will be everlastingly devoured by
the gnawing pain of their sinful cravings and the torments
of their self-condemning consciences. “Not only will the
unbeliever be in hell, but hell will be in him, too.”7
This is frightening imagery that should cause us to
both weep and fear. Jesus uses these images to portray
the severity of eternal judgment. To refuse his forgive-
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ness, spurn his words, and disdain his claims is to choose
for our eternal destiny unending punishment under the
righteous judgment and wrath of God. Jesus doesn’t
spare us this knowledge any more than a good oncologist
spares her patient the grim prognosis of cancer. But there
is mercy in Jesus’ words, for the cancer of sin that leads to
eternal death can be removed.

Drastic Measures Required
Because Jesus understands the dangers of sin, he urges us
to be ruthless with it in our lives. He says that we should
cut off our hands, cut off our feet, and pluck out our eyes
if these organs cause us to sin.
Some people have mistaken Jesus’ hyperbole as
a call for literal self-mutilation. But we can reject that
interpretation with confidence because Jesus elsewhere
makes it clear that our problem lies in the heart (e.g., Mark
7:20–23). Pulling out an eye won’t cure a lust problem
because adultery and sexual immorality proceed from the
heart. No, Jesus is calling for mortification, not mutilation.
But this still sounds drastic, especially to modern people
who prize personal autonomy and individual freedom. In
fact, even some religious people react negatively to the idea
that Jesus could be so severe in dealing with sin. Several years
ago, a friend of mine preached a message on mortifying sin.
After the sermon, a woman in the church told him that she
didn’t like the sermon and had no intention of applying it.
He thought she must have misunderstood, so he began to
clarify what he meant by mortification. But as he clarified,
she confirmed that she had, in fact, understood him and
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would not be mortifying sin! “I’m not going to do that!” she
said with finality. She left the church and began attending
another church in the same town.
Her reaction wasn’t that different from the typical
response of an unbeliever who resists Jesus’ moral
demands because they seem overly restrictive. But these
reactions underestimate the deadliness of sin. Sin, like
a cancer, eats away at our hearts and souls, rendering us
incapable of receiving God’s love for us or loving him
and others in return. Sin leads to hell in the same way that
melanoma leads to death.
This is why Scripture insists that salvation involves
not only forgiveness for sin but also freedom from sin. We
are called to resist and renounce sin because sin is a kind
of slavery, a slavery leading to death (see Romans 6:15–23).
But Christ came to rescue us from slavery to sin and the
death to which it leads. That’s why both Jesus and Paul
tell us to mortify it, to cut it off, to put it to death: “So then,
brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according
to the flesh. For if you live according to the flesh you will
die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the
body, you will live” (Romans 8:12-13).
This statement draws motivational force from the
surrounding context. As believers, we are in Christ Jesus,
and have therefore been delivered from condemnation
and set free from the law of sin and death (Romans 8:1-3).
We have also been indwelt by the Spirit of Christ (v 9),
who will someday give life to our mortal bodies (v 11). So
the call to mortify sin is framed by the reality of salvation
from the condemnation of sin (in the past) and the
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confident expectation of resurrection life (in the future).
These realities do not nullify the demand to mortify sin.
No, the certainties of our past justification and our future
glorification empower us for present sanctification. This
is how grace empowers mortification. (We will return to
this again in chapter six).

Holy Violence Against Sin
The Bible is never casual toward sin. Rather, Scripture
urges what the Puritans called a “holy violence” against
sin in all its varied forms. What does this holy violence
against sin look like? It begins with a wartime mentality,
an Aron Ralston kind of ruthlessness toward evil, a
mindset that takes biblical warnings and demands
seriously. There are three specific forms this holy violence
against sin should take in our lives.
We should be putting sin to death in all areas of our
lives, not just some areas. This is one of the tests of our
sincerity. Are we committed to obedience in all areas of life?
Sometimes we are selective in mortifying sin. We kill most
of our sins, but not all of them. We spare the respectable
sins that most people overlook or the dark sins that dwell
deep in our hearts. We quickly settle for partial obedience.
Maybe you are ruthless in dealing with lust, but are you
also seeking to mortify your anger problem? Ask the Spirit
to examine your heart, to show you anything that grieves
his heart or quenches his influence. Then set yourself to
mortify all your sins, not only the obvious or easy ones.
We should give no opportunity to sin. “Make no
provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires” (Romans
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13:14). There are some things we must not do and some
places we must not go if we are to guard ourselves against
sin. For one of my friends, this means never drinking
alcohol. For him, the temptation to drunkenness is too
strong. For others, it means no unprotected time on the
Internet, lest they fall into pornography. In order to apply
this command, you have to study your heart and know
your unique temptations.
We should reject the first solicitations of sin. This
means saying no to temptation immediately. We must not
pause to consider whether we will give in, for if we do our
resolve will weaken. Eventually we will fall. Which fire
is harder to extinguish, the flicker of a match or the blaze
of a forest fire? Fires start small, then get bigger. “Rise
mightily against the first sign of sin. Do not allow it to gain
the smallest ground.”8
The promises of grace and salvation made to sinners
in Scripture are great. But they are promises made to
those who believe and repent. God’s purpose is not only
to save us from the penalty of our sins but to actually
deliver us from sin’s power and pollution. To be sure, this
deliverance is a gradual process that takes place over time,
amid many failures and setbacks. We are not yet fully
redeemed. Sinful flesh still wages war against the soul.
But though grace gives peace to sinners, it does not make
peace with their sins. It rather calls us to arms and gives us
the unceasing mandate of mortifying sin. Because turning
from sin really is a matter of life and death.
Jesus tells us that it is better to lose a hand or an eye
than for one’s whole body to be thrown into hell. But on

31

Licensed to Kill

the cross, Jesus himself, body and soul, was “thrown into
hell” for us. He absorbed the wrath we deserved in order
to free us from both the curse and captivity of sin. Our
only hope of turning from sin is in turning to Jesus, who
became sin for us. The only reason we can wage war on
sin with holy violence is because Christ himself suffered
the violence of the cross for us. The only way to escape
hell is to trust in the one who took hell in our place.

Examine and Apply
1.

Do you find Jesus’ words about dealing with sin
shocking? Do you find them offensive?
2. Are you sufficiently aware of the dangers of sin? Do
you have a healthy fear of God and eternal punishment? If you are a believer, have you developed an
unhealthy Get-Out-of-Jail-Free card mentality
about grace?
3. As you examine your life, do you see evidences that
you have been deceived by sin?
4. Have you witnessed the dehumanizing effects of sin
in your life and relationships?
5. Is your life characterized by holy violence against sin?
Has it ever been characterized by holy violence against
sin? Why did that end? How could it begin again?
6. Are there any sins you have left untouched? Are you
frequently yielding to the solicitations of sin? Where
in your life are you giving sin an opportunity?
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Reclaiming Adoption

Missional Living Through the
Rediscovery of Abba Father
Dan Cruver, Editor
John Piper, Scotty Smith
Richard D. Phillips, Jason Kovacs
			“There is no greater need in our day
			
than theological clarity. Dan has
			
brought us near to God’s heart. As
			
you read this book, you will sense
			
the need to embrace your own
			
acceptance as God’s adopted child.”
			
Darrin Patrick, Pastor and author
“I can’t recall ever hearing about, much less reading, a book like
this before. Simply put, this remarkable volume fills a muchneeded gap in our understanding of what the Bible says both
about God’s adoption of us and our adoption of others. I highly
recommend it.”
Sam Storms, Author of The Singing God: Discover the Joy
of Being Enjoyed by God
“The authors writing here are some of the most fearless thinkers and
activists in the Christian orphan care movement. Read. Be empowered. And then join Jesus for the orphans of the world.”
Russell D. Moore, Pastor and author of Adopted for Life
“With spiritual insight and effective teaching, Reclaiming Adoption will help believers better understand our place with Christ
and work in His kingdom.”
Ed Stetzer, President, LifeWay Research
“Something like…a revival, is happening right now in evangelical
theology….it may have the momentum to reinvigorate evangelical
systematic theology….The most promising sign I’ve seen so far is the
new book Reclaiming Adoption.
Fred Sanders, Ph.D., Faculty, Torrey Honors Institute,
Biola University

“But God...”

The Two Words at the Heart of
the Gospel
by Casey Lute
Just two words.
Understand their use in Scripture,
and you will never be the same.

“Rock-solid theology packaged in an
engaging and accessible form.”
– Louis Tullo, Sight Regained blog
“Keying off of nine occurrences of “But God” in the English Bible,
Casey Lute ably opens up Scripture in a manner that is instructive,
edifying, encouraging, and convicting. This little book would be useful in family or personal reading, or as a gift to a friend. You will enjoy
Casey’s style, you will have a fresh view of some critical Scripture,
and your appreciation for God’s mighty grace will be deepened.”
Dan Phillips, Pyromaniacs blog, author of The World-Tilting
Gospel (forthcoming from Kregel)
“A refreshingly concise, yet comprehensive biblical theology of grace
that left this reader more in awe of the grace of God. “
Aaron Armstrong, BloggingTheologically.com
““Casey Lute reminds us that nothing is impossible with God, that we
must always reckon with God, and that God brings life out of death
and joy out of sorrow. “
Thomas R. Schreiner, Professor of New Testament
Interpretation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
“A mini-theology that will speak to the needs of every reader of this
small but powerful book. Read it yourself and you will be blessed.
Give it to a friend and you will be a blessing.”
William Varner, Professor of Biblical Studies,
The Master’s College

Servanthood as Worship
The Privilege of Life in a Local
Church
by Nate Palmer
We [serve] because he first
[served] us. – 1 John 1:19 [sort of]
What ever happened to servanthood? Here is a biblical presentation of our calling to serve in the
church, motivated by the grace
that is ours in the gospel.
“In an age where the church can be likened to Cinderella – beautiful,
but largely ignored and forgotten – Nate Palmer’s brief book forces
us to rethink both the church and our relationship to her. In an age
where egocentrism ensures we sing, ‘O say, can you see – what’s in
it for me?’ on a weekly basis, Palmer forces us to say instead, ‘How
can I best serve the church?’ Looking at the needs of others rather
than one’s own is possibly the most serious deficiency in the church
today. Reading this book will help redress the deficiency. I heartily
recommend it.”
Derek W.H. Thomas, Professor of Theology
Reformed Theological Seminary (Jackson)
“Think of these pages as a handbook. It contains a sustainable, practical vision for serving in the local church that is powered by grace.
Along the way, you’ll get a mini theological education.”
Justin Buzzard, pastor, San Francisco Bay Area, Buzzard Blog
“In our media-crazed, me-first culture, the art of the basin and the
towel has been shoved off onto those who get paid to serve –
certainly a call to serve in humility can’t be God’s will for all of us, or
could it? Nate Palmer gets at the heart of our resistance.. I strongly
recommend this book.”
Elyse Fitzpatrick, author of Because He Loves Me

