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About the book

Exploring the Depths of Sin with John Owen  

In his seminal work "The Mortification of Sin," John Owen, a notable

Puritan theologian of the 17th century, examines the ongoing struggle

against sin that every believer experiences. This classic text not only

establishes a theological foundation but also provides practical strategies for

Christians seeking to 'mortify' their sinful inclinations, relying on the

strength of the Holy Spirit.  

Through his insightful interpretation of Scripture, Owen sheds light on the

serious nature of sin and its tragic consequences for the soul, while

simultaneously offering encouragement and actionable techniques for

achieving spiritual triumph. Whether confronting personal weaknesses or

striving for greater spiritual rigor, readers will find Owen's enduring insights

to be a powerful invitation to pursue a holier, more disciplined existence,

positioning this work as a vital resource on the path to sanctification.
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About the author

Profile: John Owen (1616-1683)

Occupation: Theologian, Puritan Minister, Academic

Contributions: John Owen was an influential figure in English theology,

particularly within the realm of Reformed thought. His writings are revered

for their profound scriptural insight and deep theological exploration. 

Education: Owen studied at Queen’s College, Oxford, where he laid the

foundation for his scholarly career. He later became the dean of Christ

Church and vice-chancellor of Oxford University, reflecting his exceptional

academic skills and leadership capabilities.

Key Beliefs: A dedicated Congregationalist, Owen was deeply involved in

the political and religious upheaval during the English Civil War, notably

serving as chaplain to Oliver Cromwell. His commitment to his faith and

collaborative approach were pivotal during this tumultuous period.

Notable Works: Among Owen's numerous writings, "The Mortification of

Sin" is particularly distinguished, presenting a timeless exploration of the

believer’s struggle against sin. 
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Legacy: Celebrated for his intellectual rigor and spiritual devotion, John

Owen's contributions to Christian thought continue to resonate, shaping

discussions on doctrine and practice to this day.
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1. Understanding the Nature of Sin and Its
Impact on the Soul

In John Owen's seminal work, "The Mortification of Sin," the author delves

deeply into the nature of sin and its devastating effects on the soul. To truly

comprehend the significance of mortifying sin, one must first understand

what sin is at its core. Sin is not merely a set of actions or thoughts that are

deemed wrong by societal standards; it is, in Owen’s view, a dislocation of

one's relationship with God, a fundamental failure to live in accordance with

divine law.

Owen describes sin primarily as a rebellious act against God. This rebellion

originates within the soul itself, manifesting in attitudes, desires, and

ultimately actions that draw a person away from their Creator. Sin is

insidious, infiltrating every aspect of human existence, and as Owen argues,

it is a principle that resides within individuals, thriving on their weaknesses,

and distorting their perceptions and affections.

The impact of sin on the soul is profound. According to Owen, sin not only

alienates individuals from God but also corrupts their inner being. It darkens

the mind, blinds the heart, and warps the will, rendering the soul incapable

of operating in its intended space of righteousness. For example, the

emotional turmoil and inner conflict that arise when one succumbs to

temptation can lead to feelings of guilt, shame, and despair, which further
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alienate them from God’s grace. Owen poignantly illustrates this by noting

that those who allow sin to take root in their lives often experience a

paradoxical freedom that turns into bondage. What initially may seem

pleasurable becomes a source of constant struggle and dissatisfaction,

leading to a cycle of sin and regret that feels inescapable.

The nature of sin also involves an understanding of its habitual tendencies.

When one indulges in sin, it can create a pathology of behavior that becomes

harder to break. For instance, a person who consistently engages in

deceptive practices may find it increasingly difficult to tell the truth even

when the opportunity arises. The habit of sin creates a vice that traps

individuals in a cycle of deceit, leading to further estrangement from God

and internal discord. This concept aligns with Owen’s assertion that sin must

be actively mortified or put to death, not tolerated or overlooked, as the latter

will only allow it to flourish.

Furthermore, Owen outlines how the consequences of sin extend beyond the

individual and can affect broader relationships. The relational breakdowns

that result from sinful behavior serve as a painful reminder of the

interconnectedness of humanity. For instance, a person who harbors

bitterness towards others will find their relationships strained, impacting not

just their spiritual health but also their emotional and social wellbeing. Sin,

then, operates like a disease, spreading through relationships, weakening
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bonds that were intended to be nurtured in love and truth.

Owen concludes that to understand the true nature of sin is imperative for

believers seeking to live a life holy in the sight of God. Recognizing that sin

is a potent force, intrinsically linked to suffering and death, equips

individuals with the urgency needed for the mortification process. In

summary, acknowledging the nature of sin and its far-reaching impact on the

soul is the first step toward renewal and ultimately, the restoration of a

vibrant relationship with God.
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2. The Biblical Basis for Mortification of Sin
Explained

In his seminal work, "The Mortification of Sin," John Owen emphasizes the

critical importance of understanding the biblical foundation for the

mortification, or the putting to death, of sin. Central to Owen’s argument is

the idea that the necessity for mortification is not merely a theological

concept, but a core biblical mandate that reflects the believer’s relationship

with sin and God.

The biblical basis for mortification of sin is primarily rooted in the New

Testament, where the Apostle Paul profoundly addresses the issue of sin in

the life of a believer. In Romans 8:13, Paul asserts, "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." This verse encapsulates the critical choice

every believer faces: the choice between life in the spirit and the death that

comes from indulging the sinful nature. The stark contrast articulated by

Paul underscores that mortification is not optional but essential for spiritual

vitality and eternal life.

Furthermore, Colossians 3:5 reinforces this imperative by directly

commanding believers: "Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual

immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is

idolatry." This directive demands action; it calls for an intentional effort to
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confront and eradicate sinful behaviors. Owen interprets this as an active,

ongoing duty that the believer must engage in, as a response to the grace

afforded through Christ’s redemptive work. According to Owen, the

believer's death with Christ necessitates a corresponding put-off of sin,

echoing the transformative power of the crucifixion and resurrection.

Owen also draws heavily from a theological understanding of the doctrine of

sin. He posits that sin is not merely a set of behaviors but is entrenched in

the very nature of humanity; it infiltrates the soul and corrupts every aspect

of our being. As stated in Romans 7:18, "For I know that nothing good

dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right,

but not the ability to carry it out." This passage highlights the internal

struggle of the believer, wherein sin remains present even after conversion,

necessitating vigilant mortification.

A crucial aspect of Owen's biblical basis is the recognition that the

mortification of sin reflects obedience to Christ. In Matthew 16:24, Jesus

invites His followers to deny themselves and take up their cross, illustrating

that following Him involves a continual process of self-denial that

corresponds to the dying of earthly desires. This by no means suggests a

legalistic approach to holiness but rather emphasizes that genuine faith and

devotion result in a transformation of desires.
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Owen elucidates that the mortification of sin involves both an

acknowledgment of our inherent sinful tendencies and an active reliance on

the power of the Holy Spirit. Ephesians 4:22-24 calls believers to put off the

old self and put on the new self, an act that encapsulates the transformative

journey of the Christian life, fueled by the Holy Spirit at work within.

Importantly, Owen stresses that the process of mortifying sin is infused with

hope and encouragement. Romans 6:11 states, "So you also must consider

yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus." This offers

assurance that believers are not alone in their battle against sin; through

Christ, they possess the spiritual resources necessary to wage this war. Thus,

the mortification of sin becomes a positive engagement in the life of faith,

where believers learners to live out their identity in Christ.

In summary, the biblical basis for the mortification of sin elucidated by John

Owen presents a profound understanding that influences the believer's

spiritual journey. Mortification is rooted in scriptural commandments and

the transformative work of Jesus Christ, calling believers to recognize the

seriousness of sin and their active role in combating it. This ongoing process

is a vital expression of faith, undergirded by hope in the Holy Spirit's

empowering presence, highlighting the essential nature of mortification in

the life of every believer.
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3. Practical Steps to Mortify Sin in Daily Life

To effectively mortify sin in our daily lives, John Owen provides a series of

practical steps that believers can implement. These steps center around the

understanding of sin, vigilance, and the application of scriptural truths to our

daily conduct. Below are key strategies that Owen outlines for the

mortification of sin:

1. **Awareness of Sinful Habits:**  The first step to mortifying sin is to

cultivate an acute awareness of the specific sins and sinful patterns within

our lives. This requires a deep and honest self-reflection. Believers must

identify behaviors, thoughts, or feelings that lead them away from God. For

example, someone might struggle with pride, which manifests in a critical

attitude towards others. Recognizing such patterns is crucial as it allows one

to address these issues directly.

2. **Daily Examination:**  Engaging in daily spiritual examination allows

individuals to evaluate their actions and the state of their hearts. This may

involve setting aside time each day for prayerful contemplation, where one

reflects on thoughts and behaviors throughout the day. Keeping a journal can

also be helpful in tracking progress and areas needing attention. This

consistent self-reflection is key to understanding the root causes of one's sin.
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3. **Saturate Your Mind with Scripture:**  Immersing oneself in the Word

of God is essential for mortification of sin. The scriptures reveal truth and

provide power against the deceitful nature of sin. For instance, memorizing

verses that speak directly to particular struggles, such as Philippians 4:8

which encourages believers to think on things that are pure and wholesome,

serves as a mental shield against sinful thoughts and temptations. Meditating

on these truths strengthens one's resolve to avoid sin.

4. **Communicate with God and Seek Forgiveness:**  Regular prayer is

foundational in the fight against sin. In prayer, believers confess their sins

and turn to God for forgiveness and strength. 1 John 1:9 assures that if we

confess our sins, He is faithful and just to cleanse us. This act of confession

reinforces the belief that while we may falter, grace abounds more. Further,

it opens the heart to receive empowerment from the Holy Spirit, vital for the

battle against sin.

5. **Avoidance of Temptation:**  Owen emphasizes the importance of

avoiding situations, environments, or people that may lead us into sin. This

may involve setting boundaries in relationships or changing certain routines.

For example, if an individual struggles with gossip, they might choose to

distance themselves from conversations or settings where such talk is likely

to occur. Avoidance is a proactive measure that can significantly reduce

temptation and the likelihood of succumbing to sinful behaviors.
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6. **Engaging in Community:**  Being part of a supportive Christian

community can serve as both encouragement and accountability. Sharing

struggles with trusted friends or mentors provides a network of support,

making one less vulnerable to sin. In this community, members can pray for

one another, share insights from Scripture, and challenge each other in love

to pursue holiness.

7. **Replacing Sinful Patterns with Righteousness:**  Identifying sinful

thoughts and behaviors should be paired with intentional efforts to replace

them with righteous actions. For instance, if someone battles with jealousy,

they can actively practice gratitude by noting blessings in their lives and

intentionally rejoicing in others' successes. This conscious effort to replace

sin with good works facilitates spiritual growth and fosters a mindset

anchored in Christ.

8. **Cultivate the Fruit of the Spirit:**  Focusing on developing qualities

outlined in Galatians 5:22-23 - love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control - helps believers embody

Christ-like behavior. Cultivating these traits can counteract sinful tendencies

and leads to a more fulfilling and godly life. For instance, practicing

patience can reduce the urge to react sinfully in frustrating situations.
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By implementing these practical steps, believers can take proactive measures

towards mortifying sin. The journey of sanctification is continuous, and

while the struggle against sin remains, these practices ground believers in

their faith, empowering them to live lives that reflect Christ's love and

goodness.
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4. The Role of Faith and the Holy Spirit in
Mortification

In John Owen’s discourse on mortification, he places significant emphasis

on the role of faith and the Holy Spirit as pivotal components in overcoming

sin. Owen strongly asserts that mortification cannot be achieved through

human effort alone; it requires divine help and empowerment that comes

through faith and the work of the Holy Spirit.

Firstly, faith acts as the foundation for the believer's assurance and

confidence that they can indeed fight sin. Owen highlights that true faith is

the conviction of things not seen (Hebrews 11:1), and it engages the believer

in a heartfelt trust in God’s promises. When a believer is confronted with the

allure of sin, it is this very faith that provides the strength to resist

temptation. It is the realization that Christ’s power is made perfect in

weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9) that will compel one to lean on Him. For

example, a person struggling with habitual anger may find themselves

relying on their own understanding to overcome it, only to find repeated

failure. However, when they turn to God in faith, believing that He can

transform their heart, they begin to experience victory over this sin.

Moreover, Owen elaborates on the necessity of an active faith that manifests

in daily actions. It is not merely believing in Christ, but acting on that belief,

relying deeply on His grace and guidance. This active faith is what motivates
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believers to pursue holiness, leading them to pray for strength and wisdom

in their battle against sin. In this light, faith becomes a living, breathing

aspect of their daily walk with God, allowing them to face challenges with

courage instead of despair.

The role of the Holy Spirit is equally critical in the mortification of sin.

Owen asserts that the Holy Spirit is the advocate and helper in the believer’s

journey of sanctification. It is the Spirit who convicts of sin (John 16:8),

guiding the believer to recognize the sinful tendencies that must be

addressed. Without the Holy Spirit’s illuminating presence, individuals may

remain unaware of their sinful inclinations or simply accept them as part of

their character.

Furthermore, the Holy Spirit plays a transformative role in the believer's life.

When someone submits to the Spirit's leading, they begin to experience a

change of heart and desires. The fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22-23)—such

as love, joy, peace, and self-control—replaces the sinful inclinations that

once dominated their lives. For example, a believer who previously

struggled with jealousy may find, through the work of the Holy Spirit, an

increased capacity to rejoice in others’ successes, showcasing a significant

transformation.

Owen emphasizes the dynamic relationship between the believer's efforts
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and the Holy Spirit's empowering work. If mortification is to be effective,

the believer must actively seek to cultivate a relationship with the Holy

Spirit through prayer, Scripture reading, and obedience. Practically speaking,

this may mean setting aside time to meditate on God's Word or engaging in

fellowship with other believers to encourage one another in faith. Here, the

influence of the Holy Spirit becomes evident as believers begin to feel more

prompted to act in accordance with God’s will rather than their own desires.

Ultimately, the synergy between faith and the Holy Spirit fosters a climate

for mortification where the believer can genuinely maintain the aim of

putting sin to death. Each decision made in light of faith and the guidance of

the Holy Spirit furthers the believer’s journey toward holiness,

demonstrating that while mortification requires personal diligence, it is only

achievable through divine assistance.

In conclusion, Owen teaches that the mortification of sin is deeply

intertwined with faith in Christ and the active operation of the Holy Spirit.

This divine partnership empowers believers to move away from sin and

towards a life of freedom and grace. Recognizing the necessity of both faith

and the active presence of the Holy Spirit equips believers with the resources

they need to engage in the struggle against sin effectively, leading to true

transformation and the manifestation of a Christ-like character.
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5. Final Reflections: Living a Life Freed from
the Power of Sin

The culmination of John Owen's teachings in "The Mortification of Sin"

leads us to the crucial understanding of what it means to live a life freed

from the power of sin. This freedom is not merely an abstract concept but a

tangible reality that can be experienced daily by believers who actively

engage in the process of mortifying their sinful tendencies. Owen places a

strong emphasis on the necessity of this endeavor, as he argues that sin

remains a persistent and threatening force in the life of every Christian.

Therefore, final reflections on living a liberated life require a comprehensive

grasp of Owen's insights into the nature of freedom that comes from

combating sin.

Living a life freed from the power of sin implies that sin's dominion has

been broken through the work of Christ, but it does not suggest that

believers will no longer struggle against it. Owen insists, and many can

attest, that the reality of ongoing temptation is part of the Christian

experience. However, he also asserts that while believers grapple with sin,

they possess the resources necessary to resist and overcome it. This process

of mortification is indeed both a struggle and a victory.

Crucially, Owen highlights that this freedom should lead to a flourishing life

characterized by the fruits of the Spirit. Instead of falling prey to sin's
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enticing promises, a life rooted in the mortification of sin is marked by love,

joy, peace, patience, and self-control (Galatians 5:22-23). This

transformation reflects a shift in priorities and desires, where the redeemed

individual finds pleasure not in sinful indulgences but in the glory of God

and in serving others. For instance, a case in point is the individual who,

once entrenched in a life of selfish pursuits, turns toward acts of kindness,

service, and generosity after undergoing the mortification process through

faith and the Holy Spirit. Such visible changes not only enrich their lives but

also become a compelling testimony to others.

Owen also implies that living free from sin's power establishes a deep and

abiding relationship with God. This relationship is fostered through the

disciplines of prayer, reading scripture, and communal worship, which

fortify the believer against the allure of sin. In practical terms, one may

consider someone who regularly engages in the word of God and prayer.

Such engagement cultivates an awareness of God's will, illuminating the

destructive nature of sin while simultaneously nurturing a love for

righteousness. As a result, these practices serve as a shield against the

pervasive inclinations to surrender to sin.

Moreover, the community of believers plays a pivotal role in supporting

individuals in their struggle against sin. Owen encourages mutual

accountability, where believers can come alongside one another, share their
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battles, and provide encouragement and correction as needed. Through

genuine fellowship and support, individuals find additional strength to

continue striving against sin, knowing they are not alone in the fight.

As we reflect on what it means to live a life freed from the power of sin, it is

imperative to recognize that this freedom is rooted in

recognition—recognizing the pernicious nature of sin, acknowledging the

grace given through Christ, and actively choosing to walk in truth and light.

Owen’s teachings serve as both a caution and an encouragement that while

sin may never fully disappear from our lives until divine restoration, the

grace of God empowers us to lead vibrant, purposeful lives.

In conclusion, living a life freed from the power of sin as proposed by John

Owen is a dynamic process that continues throughout a believer's lifetime. It

brings about a transformation that impacts not only the individual but ripples

out to those around them. By remaining vigilant against sin, cultivating a

rich relationship with God, and leaning on the support of fellow Christians,

believers can embrace the freedom won for them by Christ. This journey of

mortification equips them to live boldly in the face of temptation, not as

defeated souls but as victors in a gloriously redeemed life.
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