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There is an idea that has circulated among different Christian groups through different times and 

ages. It involves the question of how it is that we obey and also then how we do good works. The 

Christians who hold to this idea commendably exert great emphasis on the importance of grace and the 

importance of not becoming legalists, works righteous or Pharisaical. They insist that the activity of 

obedience and good works is done by Christ and only by Christ within the believer and not by the 

believer him or herself. These believe that they uphold grace when they say that Christ is the one who 

obeys and does our good works and they believe that it teaches works righteousness to say that the 

believer does these things. 

These teach that actual obedience by us is essentially impossible in this life because of the 

continuous corruption of our natures. They teach our perpetual and unrelieved depravity. These 

emphasize that we are rotten sinners, dead in our trespasses and speak rarely, if at all, of our living in 

Christ, out of him, or of bearing fruit in union with him. They teach that all men are filthy and none do 

good based on their interpretation and application of Isaiah 64:6. They teach that any good that is in us 

cannot be truly ours and must exist only in Christ who is within us. They teach that the only way that 

obedience and good works flow from us is because it is Christ doing this for us. 

This teaching identifies our obedience as passive. This idea is part of the teachings promoted by 

what is currently called the Hypergrace Movement. Connected with this passive obedience is also their 

teaching that we cannot find assurance of our justification or salvation by looking at our sanctification 

(our holy walk). They believe that doing so would be relying on our works. Although they do promote a 

certain piety in one’s conduct and behavior; they teach that our holiness is spiritual and increased only by 

a greater and greater focus on the work of Christ and a greater thankfulness for it in heart and mind. For 

them, the activity of faith is to remember, revisit, and rediscover the cross of Christ, the finished nature of 

his work on it and the substitutionary aspect of it; Christ does everything else. They teach that for 

assurance and for motivation in piety we may look only to the work of Christ and be filled with gratitude 

for it. 

Those who promote this passiveness of our obedience believe that our sanctification is (for lack 

of a better word) sucked up into our justification. To them, sanctification is a sub-part of our justification. 

When sanctification is absorbed up into justification, they both become a one-time event for the believer. 



This is why these often do not hold to the idea of our growth in holiness, called progressive sanctification. 

They believe that holiness as our activity is essentially impossible. This is also why they will insist that 

obedience and good works are done by Christ in us. If our sanctification is indeed a sub-portion of 

justification, then our obedience cannot be of us. We are dead after all and need Christ to do it all on our 

behalf. So, Christ does it all, including our obedience and good works, end of story. 

Well, you are thinking that doesn’t sound so wrong. Saying that Christ does it all emphasizes 

grace, right? If we contend that the believer does the obeying and the good works, isn’t that hogging some 

of the glory that rightfully belongs to the Savior? Isn’t that saying that we are gaining salvation with our 

obedience? Indeed, only Christ’s obedience can ever be the basis and grounds for our justification. We 

contribute nothing to earn or gain our salvation. But the gospel does not stay at Easter and neither does 

the believer. Pentecost is following close on the heels of the resurrection and our redemption! 

Sanctification follows justification as a separate work that unfolds throughout our life. It is Christ’s work 

of redemption from eternity applied to his people over time by the Holy Spirit through the preaching. It is 

a holiness that does not remain cooped up in our heads or hearts like reservoirs for God to see but it 

always spills over into our daily lives. Sanctification is much more than growing in our conscious 

awareness of our belief in Christ and him alone. Our “remembering” is fickle and inconsistent. The Bible 

is clear over and over that we do not remember God, but it is God who remembers his people, and his 

remembering is perfect. 

Yes, man alone is incapable of doing any good; we were dead in sin. But now, as born again and 

united to Christ, we are dead to sin and alive to Christ (Eph. 2:1–5; Rom. 6. Unbelievers do no truly good 

thing ever. They cannot even see themselves as the wicked people that they are. Only God’s people 

acknowledge their sin as Israel did in Isaiah 64:6. Only God’s people ever obey God when they say “O 

wretched man that I am.” Not one person, other than the saved, even of those in all the wretched places of 

the hospitals, graveyards, insane asylums or wars will ever say that. Who but the redeemed are made alive 

in Christ (Col. 2:13)? Who but the redeemed in Christ can say, “I rejoice and am exalted; lifted out of my 

guilt, I am glad?” Only we repent. Only we cast ourselves upon God and claim him as our unchanging 

father (Isa. 64:8). Only we are able to actually do good works and actually obey God’s laws through 

God’s grace and by the power of Christ that we receive by faith. Granted, ours is a very small beginning 

of obedience, especially compared to what awaits us in heaven, and we soil it terribly. But our meager 

obedience is accepted by God because of Christ (2 Cor. 5:5–9; Heb. 11). God sanctifies us through the 

Spirit and we do good and our souls enjoy it. We are given so much more than a new spiritual state and 

legal status before God. We are given power to live unto God in thought, word and deed.  

Of all the ancient nations, only Israel was called to activities of obedience and given the hearts to 

do it. Obedience in the Old Testament was joyous to the people of God. Their obedience was tied to the 



pictures that the Old Testament was making. The Pharisees eventually corrupted obedience, made it 

tedious by adding to it and warped it into an earning of salvation. Jesus denounced this, but he did not 

ever denounce obedience or call it works-righteousness (John 14:15). Jesus obeyed. Perfectly his perfect 

obedience earned righteousness for us. This righteousness is imputed to us, put to our account. That is 

justification. Because we are counted as righteous in Christ, we are also made able to imitate Christ our 

obedient head as his recreated beings. That is sanctification. Righteousness is imputed, not imparted. 

Justification declares our new legal standing as righteous before God but it does not change us inwardly 

and subjectively. That is the work of sanctification by the Spirit.  

The teachings of Hypergrace, that Christ obeys on our behalf, leads the believer to think along the 

lines of Christ’s righteousness and obedience as being poured or inserted into us. Although we are his 

vessels in that he lives within us by his Spirit, his righteousness and therefore his personal obedience is 

not poured into us. This idea is a variation of Rome’s teaching of infused righteousness. Infused 

righteousness of Rome teaches that man co-operates with Christ in his salvation because it blurs or 

“bleeds” justification into sanctification. Hypergrace teaches the converse of this that man does 

absolutely nothing, ever. With justification absorbing sanctification, Hypergrace tries to protect grace 

from the filth of man’s hands. The Bible does not teach that Christ unites to us by any version of 

infusion. Christ does not merge with us like two colors of Playdoh squished together to make a new 

color; this is not our “new man” that now can cooperate with Christ. Nor is our ‘new man’ simply 

Christ obeying on our behalf which leaves us as inanimate objects of his participation. We are not like 

gloves for Christ who is the hand that performs obedience.  

The teaching that Christ does the obedience for us and we are passive makes our obedience 

impersonal and cold. It denies the transforming and life-changing power of the ascended Christ. We are 

given a living relationship with God through Christ by the Holy Spirit. The definition of a relationship 

is that there is communion, communication, back and forth between separate things. I have a living 

relationship with my hand. It is separate from my mind but it obeys and is empowered by my will for it. 

It communicates things back to me and what it touches gives me joy or displeasure. If I have an 

artificial hand and even though it may be wired to my brain to respond and obey my every thought, I do 

not and cannot have a living relationship with it. The communion is only one direction. To say that 

Christ does the obedience on our behalf in our lives here on earth changes our relationship with Christ 

to be more like the one I would have with my mechanical hand. 

This living relationship includes the gift of faith. Faith is more than just the ability to believe with 

the heart or remember with the mind. Being given faith is not a one-time event. Faith is something that is 

alive. It binds us to the living Christ, making us alive. Giving us living faith is Christ’s ongoing work by 

the Holy Spirit of making and keeping us spiritually alive like a grafted branch is alive in the vine (John 



15:4–5). The branch is enabled to produce good fruit by the power of the vine which it is grafted into. We 

were dead but are now alive in Christ. We are kept spiritually alive by the Holy Spirit through the 

preached word. Our living faith produces in us obedient activities of our bodies, our feet, hands, ears, 

eyes, hearts and minds. Our obedience not a moralism that the believer is compelled or driven to do like a 

student trying to get an A. Rather, it is our intentional activity that springs from our new man for God’s 

glory, as a witness and light to the world around us and as a reflection of the image of Christ that we bear. 

Our obedient activity is literally from our regenerated heart; it is our gift of love back to God because he 

first loved us (1 John 4:7–11). It is our thank-offering. We reflect the unconditional love God sends to us 

back to him with obedient deeds of unconditional love (Matt. 25:35–40). 

Our part in God’s covenant is to give God glory. We do that with our obedience as his new 

creatures in Christ (Baptism Form, Principal Part 3). God makes sure that he is glorified by our obedience 

by making us willing and able to do it by his power (Ez. 36:25–27). Our wills are no longer in bondage to 

sin and only able to hate and destroy, but we are alive in Christ with a new obedience of love. Our wills 

are set free and liberated from sin and death by Christ (John 8:36). Our obedience springs out of our 

liberty as well as gratitude and a hope of reward. This liberty is never sovereign but is always subject to 

Christ. We are not only obedient in principle, but we are inevitably obedient in reality, right here and now 

in our relationships among God’s people (Canons III & IV, 12). We will not fail to obey because we have 

been redeemed from the bondage of sin, death and its oppression (Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 64). Our 

personal obedience does not cause our salvation, but is the pathway to it that we follow (Ps. 119). As new 

creatures in Christ we are set on a new course; the way of destruction is removed and the way of life is 

our new path. This path ends in heaven. This path of obedience is our perfect freedom according to Rev. 

R. Decker in the Standard Bearer’s 1988 special issue on sanctification, p.278; we are free to obey and 

able to obey by the power of the Holy Spirit. This obedience is as much our own obedience as Adam’s 

was in his innocence (Belgic Confession 14; as Abraham’s was (Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:3–9; Gal. 3:6); and as 

Christ’s obedience is as our head and the first fruits of salvation. 

The ability to use thinking and reason has always left mankind’s rational soul morally 

responsible to live unto God. Salvation does not remove or replace our responsibility to live unto God 

(Rom. 12:1–2). Thankfully, God does not leave us the way that he finds us when he draws  

us to him but he transforms us into the likeness of his Son (John 15:3). As new, transformed beings we 

are able to fulfill our responsibility and able to make effort to change our lives, kill our old man, 

strengthen our new man and conform to Christ’s image (Eph. 4:20–25). The indwelling Spirit does not 

make us divine but empowers and enables a willing obedience in us (Phil. 2:12–13). We are still 

separate beings from God and mere creatures. But we are new creatures now with capabilities that we 

did not possess before (2 Cor. 5:17). The Spirit so works in believers that our obedience is truly our 



obedience. The psalms are full of language that teaches this personal nature of our obedience. Faith, 

though a gift, is our faith. The power comes from God; the act belongs to humans, starting with Christ 

in his human nature as our head (Heb. 9:14; Triple Knowledge.3:.22. 

It is then also our calling to learn obedience and grow in knowledge. Let’s not forget that even 

Christ in his finite human nature learned obedience1. He learned it through suffering (Heb. 5:7–9. And if 

he learned it, we are not greater than our master, so we must also learn it, and will mostly through 

suffering (John 15:2). Christ relied on the Holy Spirit for his holiness and obedience (Isa. 11:1–2), and 

this is also how it works for us, his brethren. Christ grew in grace and wisdom according to his age and 

knowledge and his divine nature was not unto him in the place of a soul but his rational soul willingly 

obeyed. His spiritual growth was the peculiar work of the Spirit in him. So it is also in us. 

What a gift is our sanctification! God gives us such power to live in obedience according to his 

word. We are freely given this power to live by from Christ’s immeasurable store. Understanding this 

keeps us from works righteousness and from apathy toward our Christian walk. Understanding this keeps 

us from despair and depression that may arise from assuming that we are not actively involved in our own 

obedience. The promise of new life is not a cold doctrinal idea but a reality that begins in our earthly 

existence. Although it is good to remember the great evil our old man is capable of, it is not correct to 

fixate on total depravity as if the message stops there. The gospel message does not stop at the point of 

Christ’s work for us but continues with all of his benefits imparted to us.  

As born again Christians we are new creatures; good creatures that are capable of and expected 

to obey and show forth good works in our lives (John 15:12–17). The Bible is full of passages that teach 

that the believer exerts themselves to grow in holiness and sanctification. Effort toward obedience is not 

automatically works righteousness (1 John 5:2–3). Effort empowered by the Spirit’s quickening work in 

us is our human responsibility as blood bought friend-servants. We are called to live what we claim to 

believe. So, if your will isn’t captured, captivated, in love with and directed by Christ’s will, you are 

not yet alive in Christ (James 2:20–26). Faith filled effort, trusting and obeying is a living faith 

(Westminster Confession 13:1 

Authors who to varying degrees are used to teach the error of passive obedience include but are 

not limited to John Eaton, Tobias Crisp, John Saltmarsh, John Cotton, Anne Hutchinson, Henry Vane and 

Tullian Tchividjian. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Don Doezema, Upon This Rock vol.1, chap.7 
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