
Holiness, JC Ryle
Chapter 1: Sin

Ryle starts his study of holiness with the topic of “sin”.  
His reason, “He must dig down very low if he would build 
high”, p.1
When God saves an individual: he convicts - he “send(s) 
light into his heart and show him that he is a guilty 
sinner”, p.1

Definitions: 
 ‒ sin: “that vast moral disease which affects the whole 

human race”
 ‒ a sin: “doing, saying, thinking or imagining anything 

that is not in perfect conformity with the mind and law 
of God,” 1 john 3:4 “sin is lawlessness”

We can sin in:
 ‒ heart and thought, as well as outwardly
 ‒ by omission and commission
 ‒ in ignorance

Origin: 
 ‒ inherited from Adam;
 ‒ comes from within

 ‒ “The first cause of all sin lies in the natural 
corruption of the boy;s own heart - and not in 
public schools!”, p.5

Extent: 
 ‒ “every part of our moral constitution, and every 

faculty of our minds”, p.6
 ‒ every person
 ‒ still present in Christians, but it does not have 

dominion over them
 ‒ “Mighty indeed must that foe be who, even when 

crucified, is still alive!”

Guilt and Vileness:
 ‒ we can have no idea how vile sin is to God;
 ‒ it is seen most clearly at the cross:

 ‒ “Terribly black must that guilt be, for which 
nothing but the blood of the Son of God could 
make satisfaction.” p.10

 ‒ “Nothing, I am convinced, will astonish us so 
much, when we awake in the resurrection day, as 
the view we will have of sin,” p.10

Deceitfulness:
 ‒ we make excuses for sin and minimize it.

Implications:
1. “what deep reasons we all have for humiliation and 
self-abasement”
“How true it is that the holiest saint is in himself a 
miserable sinner, and a debtor to mercy and grace to the 
last moment of his existence.” p.13
“I am persuaded that the more light we have, the more we 
see our own sinfulness; the nearer we get to heaven, the 
more we are clothed with humility.”

2. “how deeply thankful we ought to be for the glorious 
gospel of the grace of God”

“There is a remedy revealed for man’s need - as wide and 
broad and deep as man’s disease.” p.15

Practical Uses:
A Scriptural view of sin is an antidote to:
a. vague, fuzzy theology.
“People will never set their faces decidedly towards 
heaven and live like pilgrims until they really feel that they 
are in danger of hell.” p.16

b. liberal theology
“If you stand up for these great Bible verities you are 
called narrow, illiberal, old-fashioned and a theological 
fossil!”
We must challenge their consciences and ask if they have 
peace.

c. ceremonial and formal Christianity
“A little child is easily quieted and amused with 
playthings, toys and dolls - as long as he isn’t hungry.” 
p.18
“Let him see the scope of his sin - and he will also see his 
need for his Saviour.  He hungers and thirsts - and nothing 
will satisfy him but the bread of life.”

d. overstrained theories of perfection
“I cannot find the slightest warrant in God’s word for 
expecting such perfection as this, while we are in the 
body.” p.19

e. low views of personal holiness
“There has been of late years a lower standard of personal 
holiness among believers than there used to be in the days 
of our fathers.  The whole result is that the Spirit is grieved 
and the matter calls for much humiliation and searching of 
heart.” p.21
“We must sit down humbly in the presence of God, look 
the whole subject in the face, examine clearly what the 
Lord Jesus calls sin, and what the Lord Jesus calls doing 
his will.”

“I am convinced that the first step towards attaining a 
higher standard of holiness is to realize more fully the 

amazing sinfulness of sin!” p.23

Questions
1. How can we tell what is sin and what isn’t?
2. How can we grow to see the seriousness of sin more 

clearly?
3. How would you persuade someone to sin?
4. Sin affects every part of us - how much does this 

explain why we have things to unlearn when we  
become Christians?

5. What influences us to play down the seriousness of 
sin?

6. How can an awareness of our sin co-exist with 
Christian joy?

7. How far is Ryle correct when he says that a Scriptural 
view of sin is an antidote to formal Christianity?

8. How is a Scriptural view of sin an antidote to low 
views of personal holiness?


