
Mortification Of Sin: By John Owen
CHAPTER 4

Isaiah 57:18-21   18 I have seen his ways, but I will heal him; I will lead him and 
restore comfort to him and his mourners,  19 creating the fruit of the lips. Peace, 

peace, to the far and to the near," says the LORD, "and I will heal him.  20 But the 
wicked are like the tossing sea; for it cannot be quiet, and its waters toss up mire and 

dirt.  21 There is no peace," says my God, "for the wicked." 

Definitions
• vigour — strength, energy, or enthusiasm: ‘They set about their work with youthful 

vigour and enthusiasm.’
• immediately — this is an important word to know the definition of in relation to doctrine 

and theology. In this context it does not mean, ‘without a break in time’ as in ‘get off 
that ladder immediately’ but rather in direct connection or relation e.g. ‘the parties 
immediately involved in the case’ ‘he house immediately beyond this one’. The opposite 
is mediate which means indirectly, through another person or thing. So for example 
here we have mediate knowledge of Christ through the medium of the Word of God, but 
in heaven we shall have immediate knowledge of Christ, for we shall see him face to 
face.

• causa sine qua non — this is a Latin phrase used in law - literally it means, a cause 
without which, some event cannot or could have happened. In this case Owen is saying 
that the Christian cannot have peace etc. unless mortification is taking place, i.e. 
mortification is a ‘causa sine qua non’ of peace and consolation etc.

• depriving — the action of taking something away from someone - e.g. you may hear of 
someone taking someone to court because they deprived them of some human right, or 
due payment for some job. 

• contrivances — the plans and methods, devices or controls we have put in place to deal 
with sin.

• sluggard — a habitually lazy person

Owen presents and explains to us a third and final principle in connection with the 
discipline and grace of mortification, thus,
‘the life, vigour, and comfort of our spiritual life depend much on our mortification of 
sin.’

He suggests to us that if we were asked what troubles us as Christian everything we might 
mention could be categorised under one such headings as lack of strength, power, vigour 
and liveliness in our obedience to God, our walk with God, or our want of peace and 
comfort and consolation as we obey and walk.

Owen then explains his principle under three headings.
1) He does not mean us to understand that peace and consolation, automatically and 
always depend upon faithful mortification. 2) Mortification is not instituted by God to 



directly [Owen: immediately] produce peace etc. 3)However in the ordinary course of 
things peace etc. DO depend much upon mortification
1) He does not mean us to understand that peace and consolation, automatically and 

always depend upon faithful mortification.
This is an important qualification, Owen shows his pastoral heart here. A sensitive beliver 
could make a grave mistake here, that if they lacks peace and assurance and so forth that it 
is a sign that they are not engaging in mortification and are consumed with sin and 
therefore unconverted. Owen says this is not so.
‘A man may be carried on in a constant course of mortification all his days’ and yet 
never perhaps enjoy a good day of peace and consolation.’

He gives the example of Heman, the author or Psalm 88 whom he says God has given as a 
‘choice friend’, and as an example to all who after him would experience distress, 
depression and distress, in spite of walking faithfully with God and faithfully engaging in 
mortification. He furthermore says that peace and consolation are gifts which God may or 
may not give according to he grace and mercy (Isaiah 57:18,19).
‘The use of means for the obtaining of peace is ours; the bestowing of it is God’s 
prerogative.’

2) Mortification is not instituted by God to directly (immediately) produce peace etc.
It is such graces and adoption, justification the promises of the Gospel and so forth that 
directly [immediately] produce peace in us, not moritifcation itself, however, 

3) In the ordinary course of things peace etc. DO depend much upon mortification
Most Christians, will mostly be dealt with God in such a way that they will not have peace 
unless they engage in mortification, and when they do faithfully engage in mortification 
peace, comfort and assurance do normally follow.
‘In our ordinary walking with God. and in an ordinary course of his dealing with us, 
the vigour and comfort of our spiritual lives depend much on our mortification, not 
only as a “causa sine qua non,” but as a thing that hath an effectual influence 
thereunto.’

Owen then for the rest of the chapter explains why mortification is a key component 
contributing to our spiritual vigour and peace etc, and why if a Christian is not mortifying 
they will lack these things, or lack them truly. The Christian may think they have peace 
etc. but only by ignoring or suppressing their conscience. Or the Christian may substitute 
peace of a more material sense for spiritual peace and comfort, but unmortifed sin 
normally and usually leads to a loss of spiritual comforts, assurance etc. Though it bears 
repeating again, picking up on Owen’s earlier point, it is a reality that like Heman and Job 
righteous and holy saints can lack spiritual comfort etc.

Firstly he writes (1.) Mortification alone keeps sin from depriving us of strength and 
comfort,  he writes that it will certainly do two things [1.] it will weaken the soul, and 



deprive it of its vigour and [2.] it will darken the soul and deprive it of its comfort and 
peace.
And, secondly (2) Mortification prunes all the graces of God, and makes room for them in 
our hearts to grow.
And thirdly (3) Only Mortification builds a sense of peace in us through the comfort of 
knowing we have sincerely sought to kill sin and develop grace. 

(1.) Mortification alone keeps sin from depriving us of strength and comfort.
 [1.] Unmortified sin weakens the soul, deprives it of of strength
 For example consider David’s experience; Psalm 38:3-4   3 There is no soundness in 
 my flesh because of your indignation; there is no health in my bones because of my 
 sin.  4 For my iniquities have gone over my head; like a heavy burden, they are too 
 heavy for me.  How? Owen describes 3 ways in which our spiritual strength is 
 sucked away and taken from us by unmortified sin;
  1st. Unmortified sin untunes the heart itself, it diverts the heart from a 
  spiritual frame and focus that is required for vigorous communion with God 
  and instead focuses on earthly things, lusts and affections. It causes us to love 
  something else more than God.
  2ndly. Unmortified sin fills our thoughts and contrivances with itself, they 
  tempt our minds’ eyes off Christ, the Law, the things which are above to the 
  things of the flesh which our heart untuned by unmortifed sin itself desires.
  3rdly. It in due course breaks out and actually hinders us from doing our duty. 
  It actually moves beyond our heart and mind into our behaviour, which leaves 
  us unable to faithfully follow the Lord unto our peace and contentment.
 [2.] As sin weakens, so it also darkens.
 ‘[Unmortifed sin]is a cloud, a thick cloud, that spreads itself over the face of the 
 soul, and intercepts all the beams of God’s love and favour. It takes away all 
 sense of the privilege of our adoption; and if the souls begins to gather up 
 thoughts of consolation, sin quickly scatters them: of which afterward.’

 Consider Psalm 38 again, we already saw how David is weighed down and 
 weakened by his unmortified sin, observe how his experience of God and grace and 
 his assurance is darkened, Psalm 38:5-8  5 My wounds stink and fester because of 
 my foolishness,  6 I am utterly bowed down and prostrate; all the day I go about 
 mourning.  7 For my sides are filled with burning, and there is no soundness in my 
 flesh.  8 I am feeble and crushed; I groan because of the tumult of my heart. 

Thus Owen writes, mortification is the only means of the removal of that which will 
prevent us having strength to be spiritually healthy and permit us to enjoy and experience 
the goodness of God.

(2)Mortification prunes all the graces of God, and makes room for them in our hearts 
to grow.



‘The life and vigour of our spiritual lives consists in the vigour and flourishing of the 
plants of grace in our hearts. Now, as you may see a garden, let there be a precious 
herb planted, and let the ground be untilled, and weeds grow about it, perhaps it will 
live still, but be a poor, withering unuseful thing. You must look and search for it, and 
sometimes can scarce know it, whether it be the plant you look for or no; and suppose 
it be, you can make no use of it at all. When, let another of the same kind be set in 
the ground, naturally barren and bad as the other, but let it be well weeded, and 
everything that is noxious and hurtful removed from it,—it flourishes and thrives; you 
may see it at first look into the garden, and have it for your use when you please. So it 
is with the graces of the Spirit that are planted in our hearts. That is true; they are still, 
they abide in a heart where there is some neglect of mortification; but they are ready to 
die, Rev. 3:2, they are withering and decaying. The heart is like a sluggard’s field, —so 
overgrown with weeds that you can scarce see good corn. Such a man may search for 
faith, love, and zeal, and scarce be able to find any; and if he do discover that the 
graces are there yet alive and sincere, yet they are so weak, so clogged with lusts that 
they are of very little use; they remain, indeed, but are ready to die.’

On the other hand, cultivate the heart, weed out the sins and there is much space for the 
growth of the graces, leaving them ready for every use and purpose!

(3) Only Mortification builds a sense of peace in us through the comfort of knowing 
we have sincerely sought to kill sin and develop grace.
Mortification is the soul’s vigorous opposition to selfm and opposition to self is the main 
evidence that we are sincere, and sincerity is an important foundation for peace with God - 
to have a clear conscience that we have done all we can by the grace of God to overcome 
indwelling sin. Romans 8:16-17   16 The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that 
we are children of God,  17 and if children, then heirs- heirs of God and fellow heirs with 
Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him. 

Questions for thought and discussion.
• Why is it important to understand that mortification is not the foundation of a vigorous 

and content spiritual life, and yet that failure to mortify will certainly take it away? 
• What is the foundation of the Christian life if not mortification?
• In what ways does allowing sin to go unmortified affect your Christian life?
• How does continuing in sin impact upon your affections?
• How does it impact upon your thoughts and plans etc.?
• In what ways does unmortified sin affect your use of the means of grace such as the 

public means, worship, Lord’s Supper, and the private means, prayer and Bible reading?
• How does the practice of mortification allow for greater vigour and comfort in the 

Christian life?


