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““Miserable-sinner Christianity’ undoubtedly keeps our sinfulness in higher profile
than other accounts of holiness do, but that is a mark of its clear-sighted realism,
not of its barrenness or bankruptcy.” ~J. I. Packer!

“For a perfectionist of any variety, the term ‘miserable sinner’ cannot and must not be used
in reference to the Christian. But Warfield is quite prepared to accept this as an accurate
and appropriate characterization of himself and of every Christian.” ~Fred G. Zaspel?

“The attitude of the ‘miserable sinner’ is not only not one of despair;
it is not even one of depression; and not even one of hesitation or doubt;
hope is too weak a word to apply to it. It is an attitude of exultant joy.
Only this joy has its ground not in ourselves but in our Savior.” ~B. B. Warfield3

“Work in me more profound and abiding repentance;
Give me the fullness of a godly grief that trembles and fears,
yet ever trusts and loves,
which is ever powerful, and ever confident;
Grant that through the tears of repentance I may see more clearly
the brightness and glories of the saving cross.”

Miserable Sinner Christianity is the name B. B. Warfield (1851-1921) used to describe the Reformation
teaching which says that we sin much every day and that the Christian life is characterized by an ongoing
awareness of sin, sorrow for sin, and repentance of sin. “Miserable” did not refer to the absence of
happiness, but to being in a state of wretchedness, pitiableness, and ill-desert—a state in which mercy is
needed. Hundreds of years before Warfield, the prayers of the church asked God to “have mercy upon us
miserable sinners.” When Warfield was writing about Miserable Sinner Christianity near the end of his life,
the subject of “the sins of Christians” was a popular and debated topic.

1]. 1. Packer (1926-2020), Keep in Step with the Spirit (Grand Rapids, MI: Fleming H. Revell, 1984), 124.
2 Fred G. Zaspel, The Theology of B. B. Warfield: A Systematic Summary (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 486.
3 B. B. Warfield, The Works of Benjamin B. Warfield, Volume V11 New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1932), 114.

4 The Valley of Vision: A Collection of Puritan Prayers and Devotions, ed. Arthur Bennett (Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1988),
“Yet I Sin,” 70.



John Wesley (1703—1791) had promoted a doctrine of Christian perfection that developed into a number of
different branches in the 1800s. All of these were part of the Holiness Movement. One particular branch was
the Higher Life Movement (1850—1875), based on the teaching of William E. Boardman (1810-1886) and the
married couple Hannah Whitall Smith (1832-1911) and Robert Pearsall Smith (1827-1898). Mrs. Smith’s book,
The Christian’s Secret of a Happy Life, was first published in 1875 and sold in many editions. It was said that the
book received wider circulation than any other Christian book on holiness. In the early Keswick Movement
(1875-1920) errant views of sanctification and sin continued.

George Marsden wrote that when Higher Life teaching came to Princeton, they were entering the lair of an
aging lion of Presbyterian orthodoxy, and spotting major doctrinal error, the lion pounced.5 The lion, of
course, was B. B. Warfield, who devoted the final years of his life to combating these errors. A thousand
pages of outstanding polemic theology was the result, published in volumes 7 and 8 of his Works.6

In those writings, Warfield expounded the nature of the Christian life and the role that sin plays in the
believer. His insights are helpful and no less relevant today as we consider the doctrine of remaining sin.

« Is it true that Christians sin much every day?
» To what degree should we live with an awareness of our ongoing sinfulness?
» Should our preaching and teaching emphasize sin in the believer?

Such questions should be carefully considered—first and foremost because we desire to personally grow in
holiness, and want to have our lives be increasingly marked by humility, repentance, and godliness, but also
because we want to protect those we serve from wrong ways of thinking about sin and grace.

I. THE HIGHER-LIFE MOVEMENT

In the second half of the 19th century, the subject of the sins of Christians was brought to the forefront of
theological discussion. The Higher Life movement, along with Keswick theology and the teaching of
Victorious Living, was a concerted effort to remove or minimize the doctrine of sin in the Christian life.

They taught that Christians should ‘let go and let God,” that we are sanctified by faith alone without effort,
and that the law has no ongoing role in the life of a believer. Christians, they said, needed to receive a
“second blessing,” and they taught that this baptism in the Holy Spirit is a second conversion. One of their
greatest errors was to divide Christians into two distinct types—some who are being sanctified and are
abiding in Christ, and some who are not.”

As it relates to the fight against remaining sin, they taught the following:

5 Fundamentalisnm and American Culture, Second Edition New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2006), 98. “When the Keswick
conferences came to Princeton, from 1916 to 1918, they were entering the lair of the aging lion of strict Presbyterian orthodoxy,
Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield of Princeton Theological Seminary. Unlike most of his contemporaries, Watfield was not in the least
distracted by the popularity, success, or practical results of a doctrine. True to the Princeton tradition, he spotted a major doctrinal
innovation and pounced. During the next several years, in a series of sharp and condescending criticisms, Warfield attempted to tear
apart once and for all innovative holiness teachings of every sort.”

6 I am grateful that my Dad, Ken Mellinger (1954-2025), bought me Warfield’s 10 volume Works when 1 was young, while I was
preparing for pastoral ministry. It is one of many (countless) investments he made in me.

7 See Andrew David Naselli, No Quick Fix: Where Higher Life Theology Came From, What 1t Is, and Why Its Harmful (Bellingham, WA:
Lexham Press, 2017) for a concise and helpful treatment.



1. The normal Christian life is one of sustained victory over sin.

Advocates of the Higher Life movement believed that a Biblical understanding of the Christian life stands in
sharp contrast to the perspective of the Reformers. They rejected the Reformation doctrine of the “miserable
sinner”’—the idea that Christians should go through life in a state of continual dissatisfaction with self, daily
awareness of our sin, and ongoing repentance and contrition.

They knew that Martin Luther (1483—1546), John Calvin (1509-1564), and others had taught this version of
the Christian life, but they said that the Bible, and the Apostle Paul in particular, presents a much different
picture. They followed the German theologian Albrecht Ritschl (1822—1889) in maintaining that for Paul, an
ongoing awareness of sin was clearly not the norm.

Hermann Scholz (1842-1937) “Paul makes no express use of the predicate miserable sinner for his
own person and in view of his daily life of sanctification. He would neither say with Luther, ‘for we
daily sin much and deserve nothing but punishment’; nor would he with Zinzendorf rest his hope
before God’s judgment ‘on the Ransom alone.”” (7:149)

Carl Clemen (1865-1940) “Paul nowhere speaks of sins committed by him after his conversion.”
(7:180)

Robert Pearsall Smith “I breath today the atmosphere of the love of God, every past sin forgiven,
and, through the blood of cleansing, without a present sense of transgression.” (8:526)

2. Christians are to be fully satisfied in what we now are in Christ.

Warfield said that the keynote of the Higher Life teaching was the language of delight, joy, and satisfaction in
what we now are in Christ. They believed that God is satisfied with those who are in Christ, and therefore we
should be satisfied with ourselves also.

Again, they looked to Paul for primary support. They said that Paul’s letters reveal a healthy satisfaction with
his own moral condition and his accomplishments. He sets himself up as a model, telling people to follow his
example, and he boasts of his work. He spoke of victory over sin and moral advance.

The Miserable Sinner Christianity that says we sin much everyday, that we are wretched, and that we should
live with an ongoing awareness of sin and sense of guilt, they considered to be entirely unbiblical, standing in
direct opposition to the delight and joy that should characterize our lives as Christians.

3. We should not be concerned with our sins, but with our salvation.

Paul, they said, was not preoccupied with his sins, and he did not encourage other Christians to be
preoccupied with their sins. Rather, he urges believers to set their minds on Christ and to enjoy the wondrous
peace, victory, and liberty of new life we have in him.

Higher Life teachers pointed out that sin is hardly mentioned by Paul—in most of his letters, the terms “sin”
or “to sin” are nearly lacking. “When Paul thinks of sin, in other words, he is not thinking of Christians; he is
thinking of something which Christians put behind them on becoming Christians.” (7:155) “The condition of
grace follows the condition of sin in chronological succession.” (7:156) So, not only does Paul never call
Christians “sinners”, he uses that designation to refer to our pre-Christian state: “While we were still sinners
Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). The plain implication, they said, is that we as Christians are no longer sinners.



Add to this the fact that Paul calls the Christians “saints” over and over again, and the Higher Life teaching
said we end up with a picture of the Christian that is far removed from the teaching of Luther and the
Reformerts.

II. WARFIELD’S RESPONSE

Warfield thoroughly immersed himself in the teaching of the Higher Life Movement. He concluded,
correctly, that the Higher Life teaching was a profoundly shallow treatment of the Scriptures, and, in
particular, a highly distorted representation of the teaching of the Apostle Paul.

Here are some of the points Warfield made in response to this teaching, I am quoting Warfield at length, to
let him speak for himself.

1. The “miserable sinner” conception of the Christian life has characterized every Protestant
generation from the Reformation to the present.

Warfield began building his case with an observation from church history.

“It belongs to the very essence of the type of Christianity propagated by the Reformation that the
believer should feel himself continuously unworthy of the grace by which he lives. At the center
of this type of Christianity lies the contrast of sin and grace; and about this center everything else
revolves. This is in large part the meaning of the emphasis put in this type of Christianity on
justification by faith. It is its conviction that there is nothing in us or done by us, at any stage of
our earthly development, because of which we are acceptable to God. We must always be
accepted for Christ’s sake, or we cannot ever be excepted at all.

This is not true of us only “when we believe.” It is just as true after we have believed. It will
continue to be true as long as we live. Our need of Christ does not cease with our believing; nor
does the nature of our relation to Him or to God through Him ever alter, no matter what our
attainments in Christian graces or our achievements in Christian behavior may be. It is always on
His “blood and righteousness” alone that we can rest. There is never anything that we are or have
or do that can take His place, or that can take a place along with Him. We are always unworthy,
and all that we have or do of good is always of pure grace. Though blessed with every spiritual
blessing in the heavenlies in Christ, we are still in ourselves just “miserable sinners”: “miserable
sinners” saved by grace to be sure, but “miserable sinners” still, deserving in ourselves nothing but
everlasting wrath. That is the attitude which the Reformers took, and that is the attitude which the
Protestant world has learned from the Reformers to take, toward the relation of believers to
Christ.

There is emphasized in this attitude the believer’s continued sinfulness in fact and in act; and
his continued sense of his sinfulness. And this carries with it recognition of the necessity of
unbroken penitence throughout life. The Christian is conceived fundamentally in other words as a
penitent sinner.” (7:113-114)

Warfield in fact begins much further back, with Augustine. Augustine, he said, teaches us, “There is no other
joy on earth like that of appeased remorse.” (7:115) Warfield moves on to Luther, and says, “He had tried to
think highly of himself. He found that he could not do so. But he found also that he could not possibly think
too highly of Christ. And so it became his joy to be a “miserable sinner,” resting solely on the grace of Christ;
and to preach the gospel of the “miserable sinner” to the world.” (7:115)



Warfield then moves on to cite numerous prayer books and catechisms that support this understanding of the
Christian life. “Embedded in the Protestant formularies, both doctrinal and devotional, this “miserable-
sinner” conception of the Christian life has moulded the piety of all the Protestant generations.” (7:117) In
Luther’s Short Catechism of 1529, Christians are taught to say, “God richly forgives me and all believers every
day, all our sins . . . for we sin much every day and deserve nothing but punishment.” (7:118) He draws from
the Heidelberg Catechism: “The teaching of the Heidelberg Catechism is to the same effect. We increase our
guilt daily, we are told; our whole Christian life is occupied with a conflict against sin and the devil; and our
best works in this life are imperfect and defiled with sin.” (7:120)8

All who teach the doctrine of sin and emphasize sin are aligning themselves with the Reformers and the
Puritans—with Luther, Calvin, Zinzendotf, Owen, Edwards, and many others.

2. The paradox of the Christian life is that we are both sinner and saint.

“We are sinners and saints all at once! That is the paradox of evangelicalism. The Antinomian and
the Perfectionist would abolish the paradox—the one drowning the saint in the sinner, the other
concealing the sinner in the saint. We must . . . ever see both members of the paradox clearly and
see them whole.” (7:130)

Warfield said that the reason the Higher Life teachers failed to grasp this paradox, and instead “concealed the
sinner in the saint,” was because they failed to see that salvation is a process. There is an eschatological ‘not
yet’ to our progressive sanctification in this life. This, in Warfield’s mind, was the fundamental NT truth that
was missing from the Higher Life perspective.

“The “miserable-sinner Christian” insists thus that salvation is accomplished not all at once, but in
the processes of a growth through an ever advancing forward movement. It occupies time; it has a
beginning, and middle, and end. And just because it is thus progressive in its accomplishment, it is
always incomplete — until the end. As Luther put it, Christians, here below, are not “made,” but
“in the making.” Things in the making are in the hands of the Maker, are absolutely dependent on
Him, and in their remnant imperfection require his continued pardon as well as need His
continued forming, We cannot outgrow dependence on the pardoning grace of God, then, so long
as the whole process of our forming is not completed.” (7:131)

Warfield on the Apostle Paul

How did Warfield respond to the Higher Life presentation of Paul? First, he objected to limiting the scope of
the discussion to Paul, because he believed all of Scripture is the holy Word of God. Some of the more brave
Higher Life teachers tried to disprove Miserable Sinner Christianity by taking on the entire N'T, which
produced some exceedingly novel and acrobatic exegesis. (7:275—282) They found it quite difficult to work
their way around many passages. For example:

. James says in chapter 1 of his epistle that Christians are lured and enticed by their own desires (1:14);
in 3:2 he says, “we all stumble in many ways”; in chapter 4 he calls them an “adulterous people.” He

8 The Westminster Confession of Faith 13.2 says, “This sanctification is throughout, in the whole man; yet imperfect in this life, there
abiding still some remnants of corruption in every part; whence arises a continual and irreconcilable war, the flesh lusting against the
Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh.” The Westminster Larger Catechism, Question 78, asks, “Whence ariseth the imperfection of
sanctification in believers?” Answer: “The imperfection of sanctification in believers ariseth from the remnants of sin abiding in every
part of them, and the perpetual lustings of the flesh against the spirit; whereby they are often foiled with temptations, and fall into
many sins, ate hindered in all their spiritual services, and their best works are imperfect and defiled in the sight of God.”



explicitly calls these brothers “sinners” and says they are “double-minded” (4:8), telling them to “be
wretched and mourn and weep” (4:9).

*  John,in 1 John, presented all kinds of problems for Higher Life teachers. “If we confess our sins, he
is faithful and just to forgive us our sins” (1:9). “If anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the
Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” (2:1).

. Hebrews was no easier. In chapter 3, the Christians are warned against an “evil, unbelieving heart”
that would lead them “to fall away from the living God.” And in 12:1, the author describes sin as
something that “clings so closely.”

. Peter tells Christians to “keep loving one another earnestly, since love covers a multitude of sins” (1
Pet. 4:8). Warfield says this verse “Seems to imply that they, one and all, commit a “multitude of
sins.” (7:281)

. The teaching of Jesus also threatened Higher Life teaching: In Matthew 6 he tells the disciples that
when they pray, they should regularly pray that God would forgive their debts (6:12), and in
Revelation 3:17, he tells the Christians in Laodicea that they are “wretched, pitiable, poort, blind, and
naked.”

Warfield insisted that it is wrong to limit the discussion to Paul.

But secondly, the purpose of Paul’s letters must be remembered. Warfield responded to the objection “Why
does Paul not confess he is a miserable sinner?” by saying, “It might be enough to answer that Paul was not
writing a confession but letters—letters dealing not with his own conduct but with that of his readers; and
that he constantly includes himself with them when speaking of their liability to sin.” (7:267) Warfield went
on to say, “It may be better to say simply, There is the seventh chapter of Romans.” (7:267)

A third component of Warfield’s response regarding Paul, is that even when we do turn to Paul’s letters, there
is clear evidence that Paul views himself and his readers as those who “sin much every day.”

His letters are packed with imperatives, exhortations, and threats, which imply sin and imperfection—
especially the repeated commands to mortify, cleanse, and put off. Warfield writes, “Obviously the implication
of exhortations to put away vices may be not merely that we are liable to these vices, but that we are afflicted
with them. Paul’s epistles fairly swarm with such exhortations.” (7:249) Additionally, Paul included himself in
these exhortations, frequently using the second person “we” and “us.” He deals explicitly and extensively with
the sins of Christians. He viewed all of Scripture as useful for teaching, correction, reproof, and training in
righteousness (2 Tim. 3:16), and correcting and reproving speak clearly to the reality of remaining sin.

When it came to Paul’s view of himself, he says things like “I am the least of all God’s people,” “I am the
chief of sinners,” “Wretched man that I am,” “I discipline my body and keep it under control,” “Forgetting
what lies behind, I press on.” Warfield took note of the present tense in all these verses.

“|Paul viewed] the Christian life as the yet uncompleted product of the combined operation of the forgiving
and renewing grace of God.” (7:206) Warfield said it was no different with the Reformers, and that we need
to recognize the “substantial faithfulness of the reproduction of Paul’s view in the teaching of the
Reformation.” (7:207)

3. Cultivating a sense of dissatisfaction with self is the only path to joy in Christ.

Finally, Warfield believed there was something profoundly mistaken with the thinking that says “The way to
grow in holiness is to think less about sin and talk less about sin.” He disagreed entirely with those who said
that the way to increase our peace and joy as Christians is to focus less on sin. Instead, he sided with the



Puritans, who used to say that it is through the tears of repentance that we see most clearly the brightness and
glories of the saving cross.

“The Reformers presented the Christian life as a life of continuous dissatisfaction with self and of
continuous looking afresh to Christ as the ground of all our hope. The effort of [the Higher Life
teachers] to present the Christian life rather as a life of complete satisfaction with self tends not
only altogether to undermine the entire evangelical system, but to strike a direct blow at the peace
and joy of the Christian which is [their| professed object to secure.”

In other words, by attempting to attain joy and peace through a means other than dissatisfaction with self,
they forfeit the very blessing they are aiming for. Warfield continues,

“For the Christian’s peace and joy are not and cannot be grounded in himself, but in Christ alone.
He rejoices in the sufficiency of Christ’s saving work for him; his exaltation is in a salvation made
his despite his unworthiness of it. This joy obtains its peculiarity precisely from the coexistence of
dissatisfaction with self and satisfaction with Christ. The dissatisfaction with self does not mar it;
it enhances it rather—because the more dissatisfaction we feel with ourselves the more the
greatness of Christ’s salvation is manifest to us, and the more our delight in it waxes.”

This is profound. Your dissatisfaction with yourself, your awareness of your sin, does not ruin satisfaction in
Christ, but enhances it. This is because, “the more dissatisfaction we feel with ourselves the more the
greatness of Christ’s salvation is manifest to us,” and the more delight we experience. Cultivating a sense of
dissatisfaction with self is the only path to joy in Christ.

“Transfer the ground of our satisfaction from Christ to ourselves, and all satisfaction becomes at
once impossible—except for the shallow souls who can find satisfaction in their own hearts and in
the works which proceed from them. We have returned the medieval work-salvation: the very
essence of Luther’s revolt turned on his inability to find satisfaction in self.

We are not preaching, and Luther did not preach, a lugubrious Christianity, which is always
and only preoccupied with shortcomings and failures. Of course the Christian delights in his
salvation. Of course he has no impulse to depreciate what he has already received. Of course his
joy is unbounded, and his peace supreme. But this is only because—and only on the condition that
he understands that—he has not yet “attained”; that what he has received is but the earnest of
what is to come; that what he has already done or is now doing is not the ground, and what he
already is is not the extent, of his hope.

It belongs to the very essence of Christianity that we have not “attained”; and that is the
same as saying that sanctification is in process and there is more to come. The Christian who has
stopped growing is dead; or to put it better, the Christian does not stop growing because he is not
dead. Luther rightly says the Christian is not made but is in the making.” (7:90-91)

Wiarfield describes the unrivaled joy of Miserable Sinner Christianity:

“There is emphasized in this attitude the believer’s continued sinfulness in fact and in act; and his
continued sense of his sinfulness. And this carries with it recognition of the necessity of
unbroken penitence throughout life. The Christian is conceived fundamentally in other words as a
penitent sinner.

But that is not all that is to be said; it is not even the main thing that must be said. It is
therefore gravely inadequate to describe the spirit of “miserable-sinner Christianity” as “the spirit
of continuous but not unhopeful penitence.” It is not merely that this is too negative a



description, and that we must at least say, “the spirit of continuous though hopeful penitence.” It
is a wholly uncomprehending description, and misplaces the emphasis altogether.

The spirit of this Christianity is the spirit of penitent indeed, but overmastering exaltation.
The attitude of the “miserable sinner” is not only not one of despair; it is not even one of
depression; and not even one of hesitation or doubt; hope is too weak a word to apply to it. It is
an attitude of exultant joy. Only this joy has its ground not in ourselves but in our Savior. We are
sinners and we know ourselves to be sinners, lost and helpless in ourselves. But we are saved
sinners; and it is our salvation which gives the tone to our life, a tone of joy which swells in exact
proportion to the sense we have our ill-desert; for it is he to whom much is forgiven who loves
much, and who, loving, rejoices much.” (7:114)

A focus on grace and a focus on sin condition each other. Our awareness of sin and our awareness of grace
are not so much things that need to be held in balance as they are things that fuel and strengthen each other.
Our awareness of sin and our awareness of grace are not inversely proportional, but directly proportional. So
that, our awareness of sin does not reduce our understanding of grace, nor does an awareness of grace
diminish the sense we have of our sinfulness and guilt. Instead, the greater our growth in grace, the greater
our awareness of sin will be, and the greater our awareness of our sin, the greater our amazement at God’s
grace will be.

The dangers we face in every generation are these: On the one hand, we can make the mistake of identifying
sin but failing to apply grace. On the other hand, we can make the mistake of attempting to enjoy grace
without identifying sin.

Gods desire is for the joy in our lives will swell in exact proportion to the sense we have of our ill-desert—
our awareness of sin. To this end, sin must be intentionally exposed and confessed, and the grace of Christ
must be intentionally proclaimed and applied to our needy souls. Warfield was aligning himself with both the
Reformers and the Scriptures when he said: we stand “in perpetual need of forgiveness, yet also in the
perpetual joy of salvation.” (7:202)

ITI. PERSONAL AND PASTORAL APPLICATIONS

There are many applications from Warfield’s writings on remaining sin that are relevant to our lives and
churches. Briefly, here are a few:

1. We should labor to maintain a sense of our unworthiness. It is vital in Sovereign Grace Churches that
we not lessen the sense of vigilance that we have historically brought to identifying sin, mortifying sin,
repenting of sin, and confessing sin.

2. We should model the exultant joy of “Miserable Sinner Christianity.” To use the designation of
Miserable Sinner Christianity today would probably be more confusing than helpful. But pastors have the
opportunity to show people, through our lives and through our counseling and conversations and preaching
and teaching, that an ongoing awareness of our sin and guilt does not make us depressed and gloomy, but full
of joy and peace and amazement at God’s grace. A joyful life has a unique way of silencing critiques that we
are excessively sin-focused.

3. We should be unapologetically committed to teaching about sin. Keeping a high profile on sin is
Biblical, and it is a hill worth dying on in our churches. The danger we face today is to minimize sin and



minimize the doctrine of sin, and to treat the wounds of God’s people lightly. Faithful pastors will labor to
graciously address the sins of those entrusted to their care.

4. We should seek to persuade people that God’s grace is greater than their sin. Whenever we talk
about sin, we should do so as a means of stunning people with grace. We must spend our greatest efforts
secking to amaze people with grace. There is a reason that our denomination’s name does not involve sin, but
celebrates the sovereign grace of God. This grace is our consuming passion and preoccupation.

5. We should spend our lives deepening our appreciation for the cross. Progressive sanctification
increasingly confronts us with our need for Christ. We are not working ourselves out of our need for a Savior.
The motre we mature, the more we see our sin, and more we marvel at the cross of Christ.



