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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

One cannot describe the significance and meaning of Christianity without first 

addressing the issue of sin.  Apart from the sinfulness of mankind, the sacrificial death of 

Christ is nothing more than a symbolic gesture.  However, when seen in light of the total 

depravity mankind, it becomes an unparalleled truth concerning the grace and mercy of 

God.  Historically, theologians have taken very different approaches on the doctrine of 

sin, both prior to salvation and following spiritual regeneration.  John Owen is one of the 

many who dwells extensively on both aspects.  This essay will focus on understanding 

Owen’s approach to sin within Christians.   

Thesis Statement 

John Owen posits that sin is an ever present battle against a foe Christians cannot 

annihilate until heaven arrives to earth.   

Thesis Statement Expanded 

According to Owen, sin is a force which continually lives within the believer.  It 

will persistently attack the Christian as long as they are alive.  Furthermore, the stakes are 

extremely high and victory only comes through constant mortification of sin.  Owen’s 

understanding of sin stands against the idea of simply needing to accept who you are, put 
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off who you aren’t, tap into the good already present within you, and other similar 

theological approaches which make sin to be a burden of the past.   

CHAPTER 2 

 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

Influences surrounding individuals often shape how they think and develop their 

philosophies.  Theologians are no different.  Despite the necessity to remain true to the 

source, many theologians approach the Bible with preconceived notions.  Like with any 

other resource, if one comes searching for specific information, they will likely find what 

they are searching for in spite of how much manipulation it requires.  Hence it is always 

important to discern the historical background in order to understand to what degree each 

theologian was impacted by the dealings of his day.  It is also important to analyze 

whether the impact was positive or negative.   

A Glimpse into the Puritan Tradition 

 The Protestant Puritan tradition arose in the centuries following the Reformation.  

The impact of John Calvin, Martin Luther, and others slowly eroded away under the 

onslaught of the Counter Reformation and the enlightenment.  The Puritans formed from 

a desire to see the church of the day purified.
1
  Many labeled this particular group of 

                                                 

1. Justo L. González, The Story of Christianity Volume 2 (New York: Harper One, 

2010), 194. 
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people with this derogatory term due to the fact that they insisted on the requirement for a 

life adherent to the Scriptural commandments.
2
  A return to Scripture and a minimal 

lifestyle characterized many of the Puritans.  Perhaps other than their stronger emphasis 

on observing the commandments found in the Bible, one would wonder how this is any 

different than the Reformers.  In fact, many of the Puritans claim a close connection with 

the Reformers of the past.  John Owen is one such Puritan who has no qualms claiming 

his Reformation heritage.
3
  The Puritans, as a whole, specialized in understanding the 

Bible and understanding their fellow man. 

Knowing God, the Puritans also knew man.  They saw him as in origin a noble 

being, made in God’s image to rule God’s earth, but now tragically brutified and 

brutalised by sin.  They viewed sin in the triple light of God’s law, lordship, and 

holiness, and so saw it as transgression and guilt, a rebellion and usurpation, and as 

uncleanness, corruption, and inability for good.
4
         

Historical Overview of John Owen 

John Owen grew up in the heart of the Puritan movement.  Many historians agree 

that Owen was possibly the greatest Puritan theologian.
5
  His life was marked by turmoil 

and chaos.  Owen’s life spanned the chaos of the 17
th

 century British civil war.  He 

constantly fell in and out of favor with the powers that were in place.  Yet, despite it all, 

Owen was marked by an unwavering devotion to what he felt were Biblical convictions.  

As a result of his persuasion, his initial support of Cromwell concluded with his influence 

                                                 

2. Iain D. Campbell, The Doctrine of Sin (Fearn, Scotland: Christian Focus 

Publications, 1999), 100. 

3. Ibid. 

4. As cited in Campbell, 112. 

5. Ibid, 108. 
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in drafting resolutions to convince Cromwell to avoid attempting to take the British 

crown.
6
   

Yet, beyond political upheaval, Owen lived a life of sorrow and change.  As a 

family man, he only saw one of his eleven children survive into adulthood.
7
  Certainly 

one could imagine the personal pain this must have brought to his life.  On top of that, he 

was constantly moving to different preaching positions.  At one point he served as the 

army chaplain for Cromwell’s campaign into Ireland.
8
  As with many heroes of the faith, 

John Owen lived a life that was characterized by drama and a deep, transferable faith.  

Certainly his experience greatly shaped both his theological convictions and his pastoral 

role.  His written material continues to impact generations yet to come.  Owen died in the 

year 1683.
9
        

CHAPTER 3 

 

JOHN OWEN’S VIEW OF SIN 

John Owen’s Puritan heritage comes very much into focus when one seeks to 

understand his treatment of sin.  Like other Puritans, Owen sees mankind as devastatingly 

                                                 

6. Sinclair Ferguson, John Owen on the Christian Life (Carlisle: The Banner Of 

Truth Trust, 1987), 13. 

7. Ibid, 3. 

8. Ibid, 7. 

9. Ibid, 18. 
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corrupted by the ruinous effects of sin.  Clearly this was a central issue for him.  Owen 

devotes an entire book, Temptation and Sin, to this subject.  Within this volume, Owen 

exegetically digests Romans 7 to understand how sin impacts believers.   

Overview of Owen’s View on Sin 

Owen, like so many before and after him, saw sin as originating from an inbuilt 

sin nature.  He made this point very clear by classifying sin as a law found within every 

person.  Owen draws this language from Paul’s extensive treatment of sin in Romans 7.  

In Romans 7:23, Paul declares, “I see in my members another law waging war against the 

law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.”
10

  

The significance of sin being declared a law, according to Owen, is that laws are always 

accompanied by a certain weight and power with which to rule.
11

    

Furthermore, Owen does not see sin as something to be toyed with.  Rather, Owen 

declares that peace with sin is completely off the table.  It will not compromise and it will 

not yield.  Sin “is not only an enemy, -for so possibly some reconciliation of it unto God 

might be made, - but it is enmity itself, and so not capable of accepting any terms of 

peace.”
12

  Thus, for Owen, the battle against sin is seen as warfare with no possible hope 

for ceasefire.  Even more so, any attempted negotiations are merely opportunities for the 

enemy to gain a stronghold.     

                                                 

10. Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture references are taken from The Holy 

Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton: Standard Bible Society, 2001). 

11. John Owen, Temptation and Sin (Lafayette: Sovereign Grace Publishers, Inc., 

2001), 158. 

12. Ibid, 176. 
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The enmity of sin, which Owen so vividly describes is never satisfied.  Owen uses 

the word “violence” in connection with sin’s passionate opposition to the things of God.
13

  

But beyond this, sin fights using underhanded tactics.  According to Owen, it does not 

fight under conventional rules of war.  Instead, it is utterly deceitful.  Owen quotes from 

multiple Biblical passages clarify this point.
14

  He observes that “Scripture seems to make 

deceit the fountainhead of every sin.  The first sin began in deceit.”
15

 

Yet, despite all of this, it is important to clearly understand that John Owen did 

not consider the fight against sin to be one which is without hope.  Rather, a hallmark of 

his theology is that Owen understood that “grace and sin may be in the same soul at the 

same time, but they cannot bear rule in the same soul at the same time.”
16

  Based upon 

the marvelous work of Christ, Owen understood sin to be ever present, but powerless to 

control the believer.  Based upon this assurance, it is the duty of every Christian to seek 

to continually put to death the sin nature that is present within their heart.  Sinclair 

Ferguson aptly makes that point that “it is an axiom for Owen that while the presence of 

sin can never be abolished in this life, nor the influence of sin altered (its tendency is 

always the same), its dominion can, indeed must be destroyed if a man is to be a 

Christian.”
17

 

                                                 

13. John Owen, Indwelling Sin in Believers, Abridged Edition (Carlisle: The 

Banner Of Truth Trust, 2010), 58. 

14. Hebrews 3:13, Jeremiah 17:9, Ephesians 4:22, 2 Thessalonians 2:10, and other 

similar passages.  See Owen, Indwelling, 59. 

15. Ibid, 60. 

16. Ferguson, 126. 

17. Ibid, 125. 
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Continual Warfare 

The specific focus of this paper is on Owen’s position on the never ending battle 

against sin.  This stands in contrast to the modern message of sin as an abnormal blight 

upon our otherwise good character.  In many subtle ways, modern theologians and 

counselors attempt to paint sin as something of the past.  This is simply an occasional 

falling off the wagon, so to speak.  Dr. Bill Gillham is an example of this subtle tendency.  

While much of his work is well written and full of helpful nuggets of truth, his flagship 

book, Lifetime Guarantee, starts off with the premise that our flesh is nothing more than 

our former ways.
18

  Hence, anytime we sin, it is tantamount to falling back into old 

patterns rather than living out the present reality.  This certainly sounds wonderful, yet a 

close examination of it finds that it clashes at several key points with John Owen’s 

ascertain that a sinful nature is still present within the believer.  Our flesh is not a thing of 

the past that one occasionally relapses back into.  Nor is it a product of our culture or 

upbringing as Gillham tries to paint it.  The interesting thing is that both Owen and 

Gillham pull heavily from Romans 7 and yet both come away with different 

interpretations.  

Repeatedly Owen makes the case that sin is not relegated to the past.  Rather it is 

an ever present battle being fought.  In fact, Owen claims that “temptations and occasions 

put nothing into a man, but only draw out what was in him before.”
19

  The old nature 

might not be able to rule, but it is also not eradicated.  We fight a constant war against a 

foe who will never surrender.  There is no end to the strife on this side of heaven.  The 

                                                 

18. Bill Gillham, Lifetime Guarantee (Eugene: Harvest House Publishers, 1993), 

21 and 90. 

19. Owen, Temptation, 169. 
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critical difference for Owen between regenerated and unregenerate mankind is that the 

will and desire to sin is not present in the life of a believer.
20

  It is not the presence or 

absence of a sin nature which defines the Christian, but rather the desire to act upon their 

flesh. 

In fact, reading John Owen’s work on Indwelling Sin in Believers is similar to 

listening to a call to arms.  Owen not only unveils the enemy, but he also calls for 

preparation and watchfulness.  His language demands action.
21

  The continual presence 

and utter deceitfulness of sin means that Christians can never lower their guard.  Our 

cunning foe often waits until the very moment of slumber by the watchtower guard to 

commence the attack.  Sin never tires of inflicting damage upon the soul surrendered to 

God.  In this, Owen draws upon John Calvin and his teachings.  Calvin solemnly taught, 

and Owen would later echoed, that we are not sinner because we sin, but rather we sin 

because we are sinners by nature.
22

    

Upon reading Owen, one might be tempted to fall into despair.  Likely, this is one 

reason so many theologians from Schleiermacher to Barth attempt to paint sin as a blight 

or resulting from a lack of sufficient knowledge.
23

  Yet, for Owen the unending fight 

                                                 

20. Owen, Indwelling, 3. 

21. One such example is: "there is a vast efficacy and power in the remainder of 

indwelling sin in believers, and that it has a constant inclination toward evil.  Wake up, 

therefore, all of you in whose hearts is anything of the ways of God!  Your enemy is not 

only upon you, as in the case of Samson of old (Judges16), but is actually in you. Ibid, 5-

6. 

22. Timothy George, Theology of the Reformers (Nashville: B&H Publishing 

Group, 2013), 223. 

23. For a good summery of various theological theories on sin see: Louis Berkhof, 

Systematic Theology (East Peoria: Versa Press, Inc., 1958), 227-231. 
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against sin is not something which is without hope.  Rather, it is a noble endeavor only 

made possible because of the cross.  As already noted, according to Owen, only grace or 

sin can rule the heart.  The two cannot simultaneously occupy the throne.  Furthermore, 

one of them will rule.  It is not a question of if, but rather which.  Because of the 

redeeming work of Christ, the believer has the power to serve a new master.  

Additionally, Owen views despair as nothing more than surrender.  His work was written 

not to drag down, but rather to encourage the believer to face the reality at hand and to 

gear up for war.  “Let us, then reckon on it, that there is no way to have our work done 

but by always doing of it; and he who dies fighting in this warfare dies assuredly a 

conqueror.”  Sin will attack.  The question is will we stand ready or will we catch the 

onslaught sitting down?      

Biblical Support     

As discussed in the historical section, one of the characteristics of the Puritan 

movement was the desire to return to the commandments of the Bible.  This concept is 

clearly reflected in the meticulous exegesis of Scripture found throughout Owen’s work.  

For every major point, Owen includes multiple Biblical references.  Romans 7 forms the 

basis of his analysis, but he does not rely solely on this chapter.  Yet within this chapter, 

Owen finds sufficient claim to warrant the declaration that sin is ever present within the 

life of the believer.  A quick examination of the final few verses will suffice to 

understand his formulation of this theory. 

So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  For I 

delight in the law of God, in my inner being, but I see in my members another law 

waging war against the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin 

that dwells in my members.  Wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from 

this body of death?  Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!  So then, I 
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myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of 

sin.
24

 

Immediately one can see terminology which aligns with Owen’s claims.  Paul 

states that this law exists within his members (Romans 7:23), the evil is declared to 

perpetually be at hand (Romans 7:21), and it is a law abiding in his flesh (Romans 7:25).  

The word Paul uses for dwell finds its root in the Greek word eimi which means to exist, 

to belong, to have been, to be, to originate, to stay, to remain, and other such synonyms.
25

  

Paul, one of the amazing Christian saints of the past, is speaking of himself in using eimi.  

Thus, he indicates that in himself, within a Christian individual, continues to remain this 

fallen sinful nature.  Clearly, this lends tremendous weight to Owen’s assertion that sin is 

a continual presence within the life of the believer. 

Other passages could be examined which also indicate that sin is something that is 

generated from within rather than merely an influence coming from without.  Throughout 

the Bible, the authors use terminology which assumes an inner conflict.  The book of 

Hebrews is one such example.  The author exhorts his readers to “not grow weary or 

fainthearted.  In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of 

shedding your blood” (Hebrews 12:3-4).  Like the English translation, antagōnizomai 

indicates a continual struggle or conflict.
26

  It is not set in the past tense, but is a present 

continuous verb.  Here the picture is not a now and again attack, but a constant offensive.  

                                                 
24

 Romans 7:21-25 

25. James A. Strong, A Concise Dictionary of the Words in the New Testament 

and The Hebrew Bible, 1st ed., s.v. "eimi". 

26. Ibid, s.v. "antagōnizomai". 
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It finds it origin in the sports world and relates to one who competes in a particular 

game.
27

  Sports games are a continual contest from start to finish.   

Beyond the epistles, we also find evidence in the life of Christ Himself.  In the 

Garden of Gethsemane, Christ advocates his disciples to “watch and pray that you may 

not enter into temptation.  The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Matthew 

26:41, Mark 14:38).  Within this command is the urgency to stay on the guard.  Sin will 

strike at the most unsuspecting times.  Certainly Christ understood this, whereas the 

disciples, who much preferred sleeping, did not.  Peter would later level a similar charge 

to be watchful against our main adversary, the devil (1 Peter 5:8).   

Hence, it is clear that the Bible certainly does lend credibility to Owen’s claim that 

sin is ever present within us and is constantly seeking to destroy.  The call to be on guard 

did not originate with Owen, but we see it coming from our very Savior Himself.  Owen 

carefully joins Paul in making the distinction that sin, while ever present, is not the 

controlling factor in the life of a believer.
28

  As noted, this leads Owen to declare that the 

desire to sin is the key difference between the believer and the unbeliever. 

CHAPTER 4 

 

CONCLUSION 

                                                 

27. Robert L. Thomas, New American Standard Hebrew-Aramaic and Greek 

Dictionaries, Updated Edition (Anaheim: Foundation Publications, Inc., 1998), s.v.  

“agōnizomai”. 

28. Owen, Temptation, 206. 
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A full treatment of John Owen’s view on sin would require much more space than 

afforded in this brief analysis.  The very fact that he wrote volumes on this aspect speaks 

loudly to the fact that it is not something to be trifled with.  Consequently, due to space 

limitations, the author of this paper focused in on the ever present nature of sin as 

espoused by Owen.  However, Owen does not leave his readers in an unending battle.  

Rather, he also takes a significant portion of his book to address how to fight and how to 

gain victory – through continual mortification of sin.  In fact, one could legitimately 

claim that Owen dwells on the inbred nature of sin only to lead up to the solution of daily 

putting it to death.  It could be argued that the former was simply a necessary detail to 

arouse the Christian to take up their armor with the goal of teaching them how to fight.   

Nevertheless, what is clearly evident is that Owen is firmly convinced of the 

unending earthly struggle of the Christian against sin.  It is this conviction that leads him 

to mournfully state, “what a sad consideration it is that we constantly carry about with us 

that which is enmity against God, in all that he is and in all in which he has revealed 

himself.”
29

  It is a very sad consideration indeed!  Yet, as we saw from Paul, Christ, 

Peter, and the author of Hebrews, it is a reality that is founded about Biblical truths.  

Mankind, accorded to Owen, is not lacking the necessary knowledge nor the necessary 

strength to avoid sin.  Rather, mankind is indwelt by sin.  Sin makes its home in the 

deepest recesses of our heart.  Still, this does not render the battle hopeless.  Instead, the 

battle has already been won and the outcome is determined.  It is simply the small, 

detailed skirmishes that have yet to be decided.  And it is to these that Owen calls his 

reader to take up his arms and never let down his guard for an instant. 

                                                 

29. Owen, Indwelling, 25. 
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The Puritan influence clearly makes itself known in this battle cry.  The 

aggressive, yet meticulous approach to the destruction of sin is characteristic of the 

spiritual movement of Owen’s age.  As shown, the roots of Puritanism trace themselves 

back to the Reformers themselves.  In fact, it could be argued that Puritanism was a 

revival of the Reformation brought down to a more practical level.  Thus, out of Biblical 

convictions and the spiritual movement of his time, Owen cries for preparation and 

watchfulness.    

What is abundantly clear is that persistent warfare will occur.  Peace is not an 

option.  The question to consider is shall we approach the battlefield fully armed and alert 

or in a state of denial?  Owen very painstakingly describes the fight at hand.  Despite the 

unpopularity of this message, the truth is that we are engaged in a conflict against an 

internal foe.  While news of war is never popular, one cannot afford to ignore reality. 

As Owen goes on to demonstrate, this urgency immediately launches into the 

practical question of how can we fight against such a determined foe?  However, for the 

sake of this essay, a critical message found in Owen’s work is to stand prepared and alert.  

Sin will strike and it will target the times when our armor hangs low.  This is not only 

during seasons of sorrow and depression, but often times of victory.  John Own speaks of 

both as opportune moments when sin loves to strike.  Every second of every day, we 

must be prepared and ready to engage our enemy.  Spiritual war is upon us, will we rise 

to the occasion in the grace of God, through the power of the Holy Spirit, or shall we 

succumb to the onslaught of the foe?    
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