
“If you desire to follow Jesus but still feel like such a sinner, 

this is the perfect book for you.” —Edward T. Welch

Why do Christians—even mature Christians—still sin so often? Why 

doesn’t God set us free? We seem to notice more sin in our lives all the 

time, and we wonder if our progress is a constant disappointment to 

God. Where is the joy and peace we read about in the Bible?

Barbara Duguid turns to the writings of John Newton to teach us God’s purpose for our 

failure and guilt—and to help us adjust our expectations of ourselves. Her empathetic, 

honest approach, candidly incorporating illustrations from her own struggles, lifts our 

focus from our own performance back to the God who is bigger than our failures—and who 

uses them for his glory. Rediscover how God’s extravagant grace makes the gospel once 

again feel like the good news it truly is!

“I cannot commend this book enough. We need more and more books like this that remind 

us that the focus of the Christian faith is not the life of the Christian, but Christ.”

—Tullian Tchividjian, Pastor of Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church, Author of

Jesus + Nothing = Everything

“Take this book to heart. It will sustain you for the long haul, long after the hyped-up 

panaceas and utopias fail.”

—David Powlison, Faculty Member at the Christian Counseling and Educational Foundation

“Buy this book. Buy one for a friend and live in the freedom that only the good news of the 

gospel can bring.”

—Elyse Fitzpatrick, Author of Idols of the Heart

“Barb tells the story of God’s unrelenting compassion toward sinners like us with profound 

wisdom.”

—Michael S. Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and 

Apologetics, Westminster Seminary California

Barbara R. Duguid is a counselor and ministry assistant at Christ Presbyterian Church 

(ARP) in Grove City, Pennsylvania, where she crafts the weekly liturgy. She is a pastor’s 

wife and the mother of six children, and she holds an advanced certifi cate in biblical 

counseling from the Christian Counseling and Educational Foundation in Glenside, 
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In this fine book, Barbara Duguid combines her love of church 
history, her enthusiasm for John Newton, her insights honed as a 
pastor’s wife, and above all her love for Christ and his church. Here 
the reader will find sharp insights into the psychology of sin and 
sound practical advice on how the Bible speaks to the mundane 
rebellions of everyday human existence, The heart is indeed rest-
less above all things; Barbara Duguid ably directs us to where we 
can find rest: in Christ alone.

—�Carl R. Trueman, Paul Woolley Professor of Church History, 
Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia; Pastor, Cor-
nerstone Presbyterian Church (OPC), Ambler, Pennsylvania

Consider this: “What if growing in grace is more about humility, 
dependence, and exalting Christ than it is about defeating sin?” 
No, this is not heresy; this is deft and loving pastoral care. If you 
are earnest in your desire to follow Jesus but wondering why you 
still feel like such a sinner, this is the perfect book for you.

—�Edward T. Welch, Faculty Member, Christian Counseling 
and Education Foundation

John Newton was such a good pastor because he understood so 
well sin, suffering, and the amazing grace of Jesus Christ, and it 
helps to hear from those who are familiar with his work, sum-
marizing it in light of their own faith journey. Barb Duguid has 
done today’s church a great service by sharing with us her fine 
overview of Newton’s understanding of the Christian soul. Feast, 
be encouraged, and be built up.

—�Eric Johnson, Lawrence and Charlotte Hoover Professor of 
Pastoral Care, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 
Louisville, Kentucky; Society for Christian Psychology

Stay away from this book! Barb Duguid makes idolatry too nauseat-
ing, grace too promiscuous, the Trinity too omnipotent, Christian 

Duguid_Extravagant Grace.indd   1 7/22/13   3:49 PM



experience too diverse, sanctification too scary, and sovereignty 
too comforting.

—�Dale Ralph Davis, Teaching Pastor, Woodland Presbyterian 
Church, Hattiesburg, Mississippi

The way many Christians think about sanctification is, well, not 
very sanctified. In fact it’s downright narcissistic. We think way 
too much about how we’re doing, if we’re growing, whether we’re 
doing it right or not. We spend too much time brooding over our 
failures and reflecting on our successes. What I’ve discovered is 
that the more I focus on my need to get better, the worse I actu-
ally get. I become self-absorbed, which is the exact opposite of 
how the Bible describes what it means to be sanctified. This is 
why I was shouting, “Yes, yes!” again and again as I read Barbara’s 
excellent book.

Over and over again Barbara reminds us that spiritual growth 
is not arriving at some point where we need Jesus less and less 
because we’re getting better and better; it’s realizing how utterly 
dependent we are on Christ’s cross and mercy.

—�Tullian Tchividjian, Pastor, Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church, 
Fort Lauderdale; Author, Jesus + Nothing = Everything

Barbara is qualified to bring you a message of extravagant grace 
because she has drunk deeply of it herself. She knows that, along 
with John Newton, she is a great sinner who has a great Savior and 
it is this message of God’s mercy to undeserving sinners that will 
encourage you to live in the light of the sweetest news ever heard: 
“He died for a wretch like me!”

—�Elyse Fitzpatrick, Author, Idols of the Heart; Conference 
Speaker

Weaving together the delightful insights of John Newton with her 
own experience and that of many people she’s counseled over the 
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years, Barb tells the story of God’s unrelenting compassion toward 
sinners like us with profound wisdom. How amazing is grace? Like 
Newton, Barb has learned well the answer to that question from 
the greatest storyteller of all.

—�Michael S. Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Sys-
tematic Theology and Apologetics, Westminster Seminary 
California

If only there were some secret—a strategy, an answer, a truth, a 
fix—to end all the awkward struggle in life! There is a way to live, 
however, that teaches us to struggle well through the wrongs inside 
us and around us. Barb Duguid struggles well. She has learned 
well from another lifelong struggler, John Newton. Both of them 
learned well from the Man of sorrows and grace.

—�David Powlison, Faculty Member, Christian Counseling 
and Education Foundation
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For Wayne,
my dearly beloved son,

who loves Newton and needs Jesus almost as much as I do,
and who persuaded me to write this book.
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Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling 
and to present you blameless before the presence of 
his glory with great joy, to the only God, our Savior, 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, 
dominion, and authority, before all time and now and 

forever. Amen. (Jude 24–25)
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Foreword

T
his book has been a long time in the making. It had its roots 
in our time in seminary in Philadelphia, when Tim Keller 
recommended that Barb read The Letters of John Newton 

as a resource to understanding the Christian life. Specifically, 
her concern was the fact that those areas of her life where she 
sought to battle sin most energetically were precisely the areas 
where she seemed to be making least progress. Since then, John 
Newton’s warm, pastoral, and grace-centered understanding 
of sanctification has had a steadily increasing effect on Barb’s 
thinking (and my own). 

Yet this topic has never been an abstract intellectual field of 
inquiry for Barb. As one of the most honest people I know, she 
has wrestled through the practical application of these truths 
in her own battles with indwelling sin, as you will read in these 
pages. In addition, as she has grown in her own understand-
ing, she has been able to share those insights with others in the 
counseling room, in small group Bible studies, and on church 
retreats. Many have been blessed through her ministry with a 
new understanding of the dynamics of God’s grace at work in 
the midst of our sin.

It is not news to most Christians that the gospel of God’s 
grace is good news and that we also need to grow in our holiness. 
The challenge is putting these two truths together in a biblical 
way. Some have perhaps so emphasized God’s grace that people 
lose sight of striving toward the goal of holiness, while others 
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Foreword

put so much stress on the need for holiness that, for struggling 
sinners, Christianity seems hardly to be good news anymore. For 
many, our understanding of how God thinks about us is shaped 
by the old children’s hymn.

Jesus loves me when I’m good, when I do the things I should.
Jesus loves me when I’m bad, though it makes him very sad.

As a result, we have come to believe that God’s favor rests upon 
us when we obey, but when we disobey (which for most of us is 
much of the time), he is deeply disappointed in us. This leads 
many to wrestle with a pervasive sense of failure and guilt, which 
results in a lack of the joy and peace that we read so much about 
in the Bible.

In this book, you will read how God’s grace to us in Christ 
is the best news precisely when our struggle with sin is most 
intense. God’s extravagant and sovereign grace really is greater 
than all of our sin!

Iain Duguid
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Preface

E
verywhere I go I meet Christians who are depressed, anx-
ious, and discouraged because they still sin. In fact, the 
sins that they try the hardest to conquer and triumph 

over are often the very ones that they cannot defeat. Many of 
these people attend churches that believe and preach the Bible 
and love the Word of God passionately. They read their Bibles, 
desiring to live lives of growing obedience. They pray eagerly, 
sincerely asking God to change them. Every now and then they 
attend a retreat or hear a sermon, and with renewed energy and 
determination, they make a plan to beat this sin once and for all. 
They pray and fast, they memorize Scripture and attend account-
ability groups, they write in journals. For a while, it seems to work 
and things get better. But before long, their old sin creeps back 
in and once again wins the day. Only now it is even worse than 
before. Now discouragement wells up like a tsunami of shame 
as hope of real change is shattered once again. 

Many Christians suffer from this relentless cycle of convic-
tion, repentance, efforts to change, and complete defeat. They 
read about the joyful, victorious Christian life and think that 
God must be so disappointed in them because it does not describe 
their experience. Perhaps they conclude that they must not be 
saved at all.

So why do real Christians still sin so much, even after they 
have been saved for decades? Why can’t we just get our act 
together and keep getting better? What is God up to in allowing 
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so much disobedience and disgrace to remain in the lives and 
churches of his beloved people? If sanctification is all about us 
sinning less and less, then we would have to conclude that the 
Holy Spirit isn’t doing his job very well. Even the apostle Paul 
called himself the chief of sinners toward the end of his apostolic 
career (1 Tim. 1:15). Instead of growing out of his sin, it seems 
that he was seeing more and more of it.

Perhaps our greatest problem is not the reality of our sin, but 
our unbiblical expectations of what Christian growth should look 
like. What if growing in grace is more about humility, depen-
dence, and exalting Christ than it is about defeating sin? How 
would that impact our struggle with sin and our joy in Christ 
as we continue to live as weak sinners in a fallen world? Surely 
it would make all the difference in the world!

This book will seek to recover a more biblical theology of sin 
and sanctification, a theology that was familiar and dear to the 
wise pastors who framed the Westminster Confession of Faith 
and to their successors. In particular, we will take a fresh look 
at the writings of John Newton, the former slave trader turned 
Anglican minister who wrote the well-known hymn, “Amazing 
Grace.” This eighteenth-century pastor outlined a theology of 
sinful failure that humbles weak sinners, magnifies the fin-
ished work of Jesus Christ, and comforts people who just can’t 
seem to stop sinning by pointing them to Christ in their worst 
moments of defeat. This is a truth that has been largely lost to a 
contemporary church overwhelmed by individual triumphalism 
and the myth of the victorious Christian life. As a result, many 
Christians live lives of deep discouragement and anguish, hiding 
their shameful struggles from one another.

It is a radical and almost frightening thought to see that 
God is actually as much at work in our worst moments of sin 
and defeat as he is in our best moments of shining obedience. 
Far from leading us further into sin, this concept draws us into 
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deeper dependence on the promises and the power of God. If he 
who started a good work in us has promised to complete it, then 
we are safe. If Scripture shows us a God who is absolutely sover-
eign over the sins of all people, even those of his own children, 
then we may be comforted. If God uses our ongoing sin to show 
us the breathtaking beauty of our Savior, we will be captivated. 
If our ongoing sin keeps us at the foot of the cross, desperately 
in need of a refuge and redeemer, then the party starts here and 
now and my daily sin becomes the conduit for outrageous joy 
and celebration. So let the festivities begin.

In this book I am demonstrating a progressive work of grace 
through stories. The stories are all true, though in some places 
names have been changed to protect the guilty! Most of the 
stories involve me—not because I am trying to proclaim what 
a wonderful person I am; in fact, quite the contrary. They are 
about me because mine is the only heart I really know much 
about, and my sin is the only sin on which I can speak with some 
degree of expertise. 

The stories you will read are meant to connect great and 
mighty doctrinal truths to the minutes and hours of everyday 
life. It is wonderful to study God’s truth, but it is far better to 
take that truth and dress up in it day after day: to work in it, 
play in it, sleep in it, party in it, and die nestled safely inside it. 
I hope that this book blesses you and that the exuberance with 
which I write stirs your heart with a great desire to press on to 
discover the abundant joy that is your birthright in Christ Jesus.
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C H APTER      ONE 

welcome to your heart

The spirit of bondage is gradually departing, and the hour of 
liberty, which he longs for, is approaching. —John Newton 1

I 
fidgeted restlessly as I sat in the church sanctuary and waited 
for my big moment to arrive. Thoughts were racing through 
my mind and my heart was beating rapidly with excitement 

as I listened to the speaker drone on and on. I was interested in 
only one thing, and I was having a difficult time waiting for it. 

The speaker was a good friend of mine, a young woman who 
I had befriended at work, and I was thrilled that she’d been asked 
to give her testimony at church. Heather’s testimony was an 
exceptional story of transformation, and I had been a large part 
of it. When I first met Heather as a coworker in the laboratory 
of a big city hospital, she was almost invisible. She spoke hesi-
tantly and quietly, her facial expressions flat and unresponsive 
in conversation. Heather moved slowly, every step drawn out, 
every action painfully sluggish as though the simplest tasks in 
life were a heavy burden. I felt sorry for her. She was gossiped 
about by other workers and mistreated by some. Since she had 
moved to town to take this job, she had no friends and her life 
seemed sad and lonely. Heather needed help: she needed Jesus, 
and quite clearly, she needed me!
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Having grown up in a strong and enthusiastic missionary 
household, I knew exactly what God wanted me to do. He wanted 
me to love Heather, to become her friend, and to share the gospel 
with her. I got to work immediately. I had just moved back to 
the United States after working as a missionary in Africa and 
was newly married to a man who was called to the ministry and 
attending seminary.

 Evangelism topped the list of things that I knew God 
required of me, and to be honest, Africa hadn’t gone too well 
in that department. I had worked for two years in a hospital 
laboratory and tried hard to witness to people and disciple them, 
but I hadn’t led anyone to the Lord. In fact, I had behaved quite 
badly as a young, immature twenty-one-year-old missionary 
and had a nagging suspicion that lots of good people had wasted 
a great deal of money on me. No one else knew that I thought 
these things about myself, but I was tormented by my failure to 
be a good missionary. Ministering to Heather was my chance 
to redeem my reputation.

Heather turned out to be an even better project than I could 
have imagined. She responded beautifully to all my attempts 
to befriend her. Soon she was a fixture in our home and began 
coming to church with my husband and me. When I took a new 
job, she followed and moved to live near us and the church we 
attended. She made a profession of faith and seemed to come 
alive before our very eyes. 

Heather’s story was dramatic as it involved all the worst sins 
that good Christians could possibly imagine, sins like sexual 
promiscuity and abortion. Guilt and shame had shrouded her 
life and body, and she had lived life in zombie mode, walking 
through her world shielded from the gaze of others by a portable, 
invisible coffin of silence. As the guilt was lifted, her countenance 
began to change. She talked more, became more animated, and 
began to smile and laugh. After a couple of years, Heather began 
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dating a kind and gracious Christian man who proposed to her. 
New life took hold of her and transformed the invisible girl inside 
and out. This was a dramatic story, and I was the primary player 
on the stage of Heather’s new life.

Yet as I continued to listen to Heather’s lengthy narrative, 
I was starting to get annoyed. Heather’s version of the story 
sounded highly inaccurate. She kept talking about God and what 
he had done in her life, but she hadn’t mentioned my name even 
once. Annoyance blossomed into anger as I began to wonder 
if she was going to mention me at all. How on earth could she 
explain her story without thanking me and telling everyone how 
I had given my life to reach her with the gospel? Ministering to 
Heather had been costly to me, and surely I deserved some credit! 
What was more, this particular group of people had failed to be 
impressed by my missionary biography. They didn’t particularly 
care that I’d gone to deepest, darkest Africa. In fact, they hadn’t 
noticed me much at all, so I needed a little help in the notoriety 
department. Heather’s story was finally drawing to a close, and 
my anger turned to fury as I realized that she had no intention 
of mentioning me at all. Bitter thoughts flooded my mind and I 
rehearsed what I would say to punish her for her foul ingratitude. 
I desperately hated Heather in that moment.

A Moment of Insight

Suddenly, out of nowhere, a thought appeared in my mind: 
Barbara, you are a glory-hound and a limelight lover. This is not your 
story; it’s mine, and all the credit and glory belong to me. Never in my 
life had I had a thought quite like that before. It wasn’t a voice; 
it was a thought, but a thought so powerful and moving that I 
felt suddenly swallowed up in a hot blaze of light that exposed 
me to the core of my soul. 

I’d heard words like that before coming from the mouth of my 
college roommate as we competed shamelessly for the position of 
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president of one of the evangelical Christian fellowship groups 
on campus. She had seen things in me to which I was utterly 
blind, and she chose a moment on the steps of the dining hall 
to drop the bombshell on me four years previously. She told me, 
“Barbara, you are such a limelight lover and always have to be at 
the center of attention.” I was not rescued by a thought on that 
earlier day. Instead, anger rose up in me like a violent storm, 
and I gave my roommate a vicious shove that almost threw her 
down the stairway we stood upon. There was no metaphorical hot 
blaze of light to arrest my thoughts, only foul and bitter hatred 
toward a girl who would not adore me and who threatened my 
high view of myself.

This was completely different, however. I felt like the apostle 
Paul must have felt on the road to Damascus when Jesus con-
fronted him and said, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” 
(Acts 9:4). It was as if I were mentally thrown to the ground, 
blinded by a glory so bright that I couldn’t bear it. Now the Lord 
was asking me, “Barbara, why are you stealing my glory?” I imag-
ined a crushed and bleeding Jesus nailed to a cross, looking at 
me, knowing my thoughts, and asking, “How can you take credit 
for what I have done? Did you die for Heather? Did you give her 
faith and life? Did you open her eyes to see?” For a brief moment 
I felt deeply convicted, and the foulness of these sins threatened 
to consume me. I was shocked and undone by the ugliness of my 
thoughts, since I’d had no idea I was capable of such disgusting 
crimes against God and humanity! Yet it had been true all along! 
I had been sinning like this for years because my roommate had 
seen it clearly many years earlier.

Gradually, however, another thought dawned on me. Instead 
of feeling despair and rejection, I began to feel lavishly cherished. 
God was not at all surprised by my glory-loving, attention-seeking 
soul. I had been blind to the truth about myself, but Jesus had 
hung on that cross for me, for this specific sin. As I envisioned 
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myself standing before a bleeding Jesus, naked, ashamed, and 
exposed, I expected and deserved rebuke, disappointment, and 
rejection from my Savior. But this was not what I was receiving. 
Instead, he extended love, compassion, and infinite patience with 
my brokenness and weakness. I felt loved and treasured by God 
even though nothing had yet changed in me. I was a prideful 
Pharisee at that very moment, and in many ways I still am. On 
that day sorrow and gratitude rushed through my heart together 
as joyful companions for the first time. I responded, “Lord, I am 
so sorry that I am eager to steal your glory; it is true that this is 
really who I am. Thank you for loving me and forgiving me in the 
face of such treason.” Until that time I had always believed that 
God was lucky to have me on his side. Now I finally saw myself 
as a bitter enemy whom God had chosen to love and welcome as 
a precious child. For the first time in my life, grace looked and 
felt amazing, completely unexpected in light of my rebellious 
behavior toward God.

It would be years before I would understand what happened 
on that day. The Holy Spirit was beginning to open my eyes 
to see myself more clearly in order to free me from bondage 
to myself! Truth was starting to replace self-deception, and 
conviction was beginning to feel sweet instead of simply bitter 
and humiliating.

But those good and true thoughts were for a later time, 
because shame and embarrassment ruled this particular eve-
ning as my apprehension of God’s patient love faded away. My 
roommate had been right about me and I was mortified. Why 
hadn’t I seen it? How could a good Christian girl from a strong 
missionary family be so selfish and self-glorifying? How was I 
capable of such deep hatred toward others who were my brothers 
and sisters in Christ? How could I possibly be this sinful when 
I’d been a Christian for more than twenty years? What was this 
filth pouring out of me, and how would I ever survive it?
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The Anatomy of the Soul

Have you ever asked yourself those disturbing questions? 
Perhaps you have seen the secret inward sins of your heart that 
no one else sees and wondered how you could be such a bad 
Christian, or whether you’re a Christian at all. Perhaps you are 
alarmed by new patterns of sinful behavior that you see emerging 
now and your own powerlessness to defeat them. Do you wonder 
about those old sins that have been around for a long time and 
that you cannot conquer no matter how hard you try? I hope 
it will comfort you to know that you are not alone. In fact, all 
Christians have this problem, whether they are painfully aware 
of the secret sins that hold them captive or still blind to them, 
like I was for many years. 

The predicament we all share is that while we are new cre-
ations in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17) and have been given living hearts 
with which to know and worship God (Ezek. 36:26–27), we are 
still very sinful people. We remain weak, rebellious, and inclined 
toward drifting away from God until the day we see him face 
to face. Along with the hymn writer, each one of us can say 
that we are “prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, prone to leave the 
God I love.”2

You may not hear much teaching on this problem in our 
churches. Few people, and perhaps especially few pastors, 
are willing or able to open up their lives and hearts for pub-
lic exposure and scrutiny. Most of us prefer to hide our sin 
and weakness instead of revealing ourselves and experiencing 
shame and humiliation. As a result, our churches have become 
places where we perform well for others and speak far more 
about our victories than our struggles. In consequence, many 
Christians wrestle with the agony of sinful failure in isolation 
and desperation. The silent message is deafening: Christians 
are people who quickly grow and change, and if you are weak 
and struggling you must not be a believer, or perhaps worse, 
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you are a particularly bad Christian in whom God is very, very 
disappointed. 

This silence has not always been the case. In particular, there 
was one eighteenth-century pastor who was remarkably open 
about the secret sins of his heart—John Newton. You may know 
him as the author of the famous hymn “Amazing Grace.”

John Newton was born in 1725, and for the first six years of 
his life he benefited from the love and teaching of his mother. She 
was a devout Christian who faithfully taught him God’s Word 
and filled his young mind with psalms, hymns, and teachings 
from historic catechisms. When she died John was left to the care 
of his father, who was a moral man but had no faith in God or 
interest in religion. At the tender age of eleven, he found himself 
working on a ship for the first time and keeping company with 
other rough sailors. 

Newton soon became a young man who could swear and blas-
pheme like the rest of the crew. He took perverse joy in profaning 
the name of God and in stirring up trouble and chaos wherever 
he could. Despite many attempts at moral reform, it would be 
another eleven years before he was converted. He would go on to 
describe himself as one whom God rescued against his own will.

During his sailing career, Newton was involved in the slave 
trade and captained several vessels on voyages to pick up fresh 
cargo in Africa. Although he was not immediately convicted of 
the perversity of the slave trade at the time of salvation, he held 
distaste for this occupation that required chains and shackles. 
Eventually, health problems forced him to abandon life aboard 
ship and settle into a more stable job as surveyor of the tide pools 
in Liverpool. Newton’s mother had predicted and hoped that he 
would one day be set apart for the ordained ministry of the Word 
of God, but Newton barely dared to hope that one who had been 
as sinful and perverse as he had been could ever be given such 
a privilege. Yet this is exactly what God did.
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After several years of growth and training under godly evan-
gelical ministers, both inside and outside the Church of England, 
Newton was accepted as a minister in the established church 
and was made vicar of a church in Olney, where he served for 
many years before moving to London. He became known for his 
pastor’s heart and his great skill in counseling the large num-
bers of people who came to him—or wrote to him—for advice. 
Through years of ministering to people in every stage of life, 
Newton became an expert on “the anatomy of the soul” and took 
particular interest and joy in studying the progressive work of 
spiritual growth in believers, what theologians call “sanctifica-
tion.” Newton was captivated by what God teaches his children 
through the complex process of sinners maturing in grace from 
the time of salvation onward.

Excellent books have been written on the subject of sancti-
fication, yet Newton’s work stands above the rest for one simple 
and (to us) shocking reason. He was open about the fact that he 
was still a wretched sinner long after he became a Christian. 
Many believers are willing and eager to talk about what big sin-
ners they were before they were saved, but few invite you into 
their hearts to see what huge sinners they still are now. This is 
risky stuff. People might look down on you and reject you if you 
do that. They might not come to your church or listen to your 
sermons. They might trash your reputation and gossip about 
you. These dangers are indeed real. However, Newton had such 
great confidence in the love of God for him and such a great love 
for those he counseled that he refused to participate in the con-
spiracy of silence. He would not allow other believers to think 
more highly of him than they ought to think.

From his tremendous knowledge of Scripture, his vast expe-
rience as a sinner himself, and his service as a pastor of sinners, 
John Newton noticed that God is up to something purposeful 
and specific in the hearts of those he saves. If you were to ask 
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Christians around the world what God wants from the people 
he has saved, most would probably answer “obedience.” There 
is great truth in that answer, but it is not enough. If the sov-
ereign God’s primary goal in sanctifying believers is simply to 
make us more holy, it is hard to explain why most of us make 
only “small beginnings” on the road to personal holiness in 
this life, as the Heidelberg Catechism puts it (see Catechism 
Q. 113). In reality, God wants something much more precious 
in our lives than mere outward conformity to his will. After 
all, obedience is tricky business and can be confusing to us. We 
can be obedient outwardly while sinning wildly on the inside, 
as the example of the Pharisees makes clear. In fact, many 
of my worst sins have been committed in the context of my 
best obedience. Before the night of Heather’s testimony, I saw 
my relationship to her as a loving mentor to a young convert. 
Much of my behavior toward Heather was exactly how I should 
have acted. However, I was also a judgmental, self-righteous, 
and entitled Pharisee who craved recognition for all that I had 
done. My outward obedience actually became the framework 
and context for my inward sin.

In the same way, when we witness to unbelievers, we are 
obeying God. Yet if we are full of pride as we do it, looking 
down on those who find it difficult to witness and don’t do it, 
we can be sinning even while we’re obeying. If we think that the 
person who is rejecting the gospel is doing so because they are 
less intelligent or morally inferior to us, we are sinning. If we 
take credit for the new life of faith that only God can give, we 
are sinning. Christians thus face a seriously disturbing predica-
ment: when we are most successful in obeying God, we so often 
also hear that whisper of self-exaltation and superiority. We 
cannot escape it. If this is true of us even in our best moments, 
what hope is there for us in the race toward true holiness that 
changes us inside and out?
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John Newton teaches us, however, that God’s goal in our 
sanctification is not merely better obedience and increasing 
sinlessness. He observes that if God had wanted to do so, he 
could have made us instantaneously perfect at the moment of 
our salvation. After all, we know that he will make us instantly 
perfect when we die or when he comes again, and since all things 
are equally easy to the all-powerful God, he could as readily have 
sanctified us completely the moment we were saved.

 Let’s be honest: if the chief work of the Holy Spirit in sancti-
fication is to make Christians more sin-free, then he isn’t doing 
a very good job. The church throughout the ages and throughout 
the world has not usually been known for its purity and goodness. 
Instead, it is wracked by a constant history of strife, violence, and 
hypocrisy. People often cannot differentiate a believer from an 
unbeliever by their apparent goodness. In fact, there are many 
unbelievers who are morally superior to Christians and live lives 
of far greater nobility, generosity, and purpose than we who 
profess faith in Christ.

God could have saved us and made us instantly perfect. 
Instead, he chose to save us and leave indwelling sin in our hearts 
and bodies to wage war against the new and blossoming desires 
to please God that accompany salvation. This is a raging battle 
that we often lose, and that often leaves us feeling defeated and 
joyless in our walk with God. Yet Newton also points out that 
since we know God does all things for his own glory and the 
good of his people, his decision to leave Christians with many 
struggles with sin must also somehow serve to glorify him and 
benefit his people. This is shocking news, isn’t it? 

Think of what this means. God thinks that you will actually 
come to know and love him better as a desperate and weak sin-
ner in continual need of grace than you would as a triumphant 
Christian warrior who wins each and every battle against sin. 
This makes sense out of our experience as Christians. If the job 
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of the Holy Spirit is to make you more humble and dependent 
on Christ, more grateful for his sacrifice and more adoring of 
him as a wonderful Savior, then he might be doing a very, very 
good job even though you still sin every day.

Why It Mat ters

What difference does it make whether you believe that Chris-
tians should go from strength to strength and live victorious lives 
of obedience, or whether you believe that Christians will remain 
on earth in a state of great weakness and utter dependence on 
God for every single good thought? It makes all the difference in 
the world. It matters immensely what you believe about yourself 
and about God. It matters that you have a true and accurate 
assessment of who you are as a believer before God, what God 
expects from you, and what you should expect from yourself. It 
matters a great deal that you understand what the Holy Spirit 
is up to in your life and how he does his work. Jesus invited us 
to live lives of joy and rest at the same time as we pursue the 
hard work of striving to obey God and grow in holiness (Matt. 
11:28–30). I know many Christians who are trying hard to be 
holy, but few who are able to balance that hard work with joyful 
resting at the same time.

If you are a discouraged Christian who is surprised by your sin 
and sure that God is disappointed with you, then you need truth 
from God’s Word to free you from the emotional roller coaster 
ride of your successes and failures. If you are a proud Christian 
who feels better than others because of your many strengths and 
triumphs, you need God’s Spirit to show you the truth about your 
heart and humble you. If your peace now rests in what you are 
able to do, then where will you turn when you fall and commit 
sins that you never dreamed you could? On that day, you will 
need to know this truth to survive your failure and rejoice in the 
middle of it. Whoever you are and whatever spiritual state you 
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find yourself in, I urge you not to give up on finding your joy in 
Christ in this life. Sinless perfection and complete peace and joy 
must wait for heaven, but abundant joy here and now in Christ 
is your birthright and your inheritance, even when you sin and 
fail miserably to be a good Christian.

John Newton shows us from Scripture that true sanctifica-
tion is all about growing in humility, dependence, and gratitude. 
Joy blossoms in our hearts not as we try harder and harder to 
grow, but as we see more clearly the depths of our sin and under-
stand more fully our utter helplessness. Only then will we take 
our eyes off ourselves and look to Christ for all that we need in 
life and in death. Only then will we truly cherish our Savior and 
believe that we need him every minute of every day, and that 
without him we can do nothing (John 15:5).

Newton also demonstrates that God has some surprising 
ways of freeing his people from the bondage of their own per-
formance and leading them to the joy and freedom of resting 
in Christ alone. If it is true that “the heart is deceitful above all 
things, and desperately wicked” (Jer. 17:9 kjv) and that we will 
continue to struggle with our depraved hearts throughout our 
lives, our ongoing sin can actually be the means God uses to 
glorify himself even while humbling us.     

What if God chooses to glorify himself as much in our sinful 
failure, by bearing with us patiently, as he does by demonstrat-
ing his power to change us and strengthen us for obedience? 
What if sin continues to have victory over our best intentions 
many times each day? Is it possible for us to have profound 
joy even when we find ourselves sinning a great deal? We will 
investigate these important questions in this book, in order to 
understand ourselves and God’s way of working in this world 
and in our hearts individually. We will begin our exploration 
by observing John Newton’s description of the three stages of 
Christian growth and by noticing what God does in each stage 
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and how he does it. Buckle up, my friends—there is serious joy 
ahead!

For Further Reflec tion

	 1.	 What did you expect that growth as a Christian would look 
and feel like when you were first saved? How would you 
describe the way in which your growth has taken place?

	 2.	 Do you secretly consider yourself better or worse than other 
Christians? Why?

	 3.	 Are you shocked by the sin you still see in your heart and 
actions? Why or why not?

	 4.	 In what new ways have you been seeing patterns of sin that 
have actually been around for a long time?

	 5.	 Do you tend to share your sinful failure with other believ-
ers, or do you tend to hide it and cover it up? Why?

	 6.	 What do you think God’s goal is in sanctifying you?
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“If you desire to follow Jesus but still feel like such a sinner, 

this is the perfect book for you.” —Edward T. Welch

Why do Christians—even mature Christians—still sin so often? Why 

doesn’t God set us free? We seem to notice more sin in our lives all the 

time, and we wonder if our progress is a constant disappointment to 

God. Where is the joy and peace we read about in the Bible?

Barbara Duguid turns to the writings of John Newton to teach us God’s purpose for our 

failure and guilt—and to help us adjust our expectations of ourselves. Her empathetic, 

honest approach, candidly incorporating illustrations from her own struggles, lifts our 

focus from our own performance back to the God who is bigger than our failures—and who 

uses them for his glory. Rediscover how God’s extravagant grace makes the gospel once 

again feel like the good news it truly is!

“I cannot commend this book enough. We need more and more books like this that remind 

us that the focus of the Christian faith is not the life of the Christian, but Christ.”

—Tullian Tchividjian, Pastor of Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church, Author of

Jesus + Nothing = Everything

“Take this book to heart. It will sustain you for the long haul, long after the hyped-up 

panaceas and utopias fail.”

—David Powlison, Faculty Member at the Christian Counseling and Educational Foundation

“Buy this book. Buy one for a friend and live in the freedom that only the good news of the 

gospel can bring.”

—Elyse Fitzpatrick, Author of Idols of the Heart

“Barb tells the story of God’s unrelenting compassion toward sinners like us with profound 

wisdom.”

—Michael S. Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and 

Apologetics, Westminster Seminary California

Barbara R. Duguid is a counselor and ministry assistant at Christ Presbyterian Church 

(ARP) in Grove City, Pennsylvania, where she crafts the weekly liturgy. She is a pastor’s 

wife and the mother of six children, and she holds an advanced certifi cate in biblical 
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