
Coming Clean 

Purity isn’t instant, but it is attainable. 

By Tom Eisenman 

When I was a young boy, I came very close to drowning in a swift backwater slough of the 

Mississippi River. I remember it as vividly as if it had happened yesterday. I remember how utterly 

confused I was, how drained from fighting with all my strength and making no progress. And then 

there was the frightening moment when I realized that it might be easier to give up than to go on 

struggling against the rushing current and the deep, black water. 

Emotions like these have come to me many times since that frightening childhood experience—

most often in connection with my struggle against sin. Too many times I have been swept 

downstream in one of the polluted currents of our culture. I have been in over my head more than I 

would like to admit. Then I have felt again the fear of drowning in something I could not control. 

When we sin, there may be nothing more discouraging than the feeling that we are letting God 

down. We know our high calling: purity, perfection, holiness. But we experience daily how far we 

fall short of living the pure life we believe would be most pleasing to God. We have to come to God 

repeatedly to ask forgiveness for thoughts or choices we’ve made that we promised God we would 

work to overcome. 

I’ve learned that this is an area of our Christian lives where we can be our own worst enemies. 

We set ourselves up for failure by expecting too much too fast. Then when we can’t live up to our 

expectations, we pile on a load of unnecessary guilt. If we can fully grasp the fact that God neither 

promises nor expects instant perfection, then our growth toward purity can actually be a joy rather 

than a burden. 

Purity is a process. 

The Apostle Peter challenges us to live in purity when he writes, “But just as he who called you 

is holy, so be holy in all you do” (1 Peter 1:15). We are to walk in holiness because we belong to a 

holy God. But even Peter understands that purity is a lifelong process. 

In the apostle’s second letter, he says the goal is to grow up into mature Christian character—

into goodness, knowledge, self-control, perseverance, godliness, brotherly kindness, and love. Then 

he says, “For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being 

ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 1:8). The key 

phrase is “in increasing measure.” God’s desire is that we will make continual progress in our 

character development. This verse also assures us that we do not have to have it all together in order 

to be productive and effective for God. God just expects us to be growing. 

Yeast at Work 

At the moment of our spiritual birth we begin a life-transforming journey with God. All along 

the way the Holy Spirit is working in us to replace our natural desires for the things of the world 

with a growing hunger and thirst for the things that lead to righteousness and life. 

It reminds me of an infomercial for a dietary supplement a friend told me about. The 

spokeswoman claimed that over time her product took away a person’s appetite for harmful foods. 

The hunger for “junk” foods would be replaced by a growing desire to eat right. 

This infomercial is a great illustration of how the Holy Spirit works in our lives to produce the 

fruit of righteousness. Like a heavenly supplement, God’s Spirit brings to our inner person a 

powerful program of replacement therapy. God is at work in us replacing our old appetites for 

“junk” foods with a growing desire to feast on things that are eternally satisfying. 



We need to learn to trust God in this process. Phil. 1:6 says we can have full confidence that “he 

who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” The 

Lord is already at work accomplishing His purifying work in us, and we can fully trust Him to get 

the job done. 

I see now that I can take very little credit for progress I have made in my Christian walk. It is 

amazing to me how often I suddenly realize that I am different in some area. I’ve changed, but not 

because of anything purposeful I’ve done. Holy Spirit replacement therapy gets all the credit. 

For most of my life I had an irrational fear of people with severe physical handicaps. Some years 

after becoming a Christian, I realized that a change had occurred in me. Not only did I no longer feel 

repulsed by physical malformations in others, but I found myself reaching out to those I would have 

previously avoided. I even joined a musical group that went to institutions to entertain adults who 

were severely handicapped and mentally retarded. I looked forward to going and being with the 

people there. I relished the fact that it was now a joy for me to shake a man’s gnarled and twisted 

hand, to hug those bent, crippled bodies. 

The Holy Spirit’s replacement therapy works in us like yeast in bread. You can’t see the Spirit’s 

inner workings. But all of a sudden you see the bread rise. You notice the difference in your life. 

We need to deliberately broaden our vision to see the more comprehensive work God is 

accomplishing in us by His Spirit. The enemy loves it when we become preoccupied with some sin 

in our lives. When that happens, we shift our attention from God to ourselves. That’s when doubt 

and discouragement rush in. We can train ourselves to see and celebrate God’s power at work in our 

lives. 

A Lesson on the Mountain 

The Lord helped me to gain a broader perspective on Christian growth through a retreat 

experience I had some years ago. At that time I remember feeling as if I was making little progress 

spiritually. I would gain ground, even thinking I had put some sinful pattern behind me for good. 

But eight months or a year later, the temptation was back. It was frustrating. 

Then the Lord gave me a visual image that I believe captures what our growth actually looks 

like. Our progress in the Lord is like climbing a mountain to the summit—but instead of climbing 

straight up one side, we circle round and round the mountain, upward in a spiral pattern. On our first 

circuit around the mountain, we encounter an obstacle—a crevice or cliff perhaps, representing 

some pitfall of temptation. We struggle through that difficult spot and move on. 

As we continue to travel around the mountain, we eventually return to the same rough spot on 

the front slope. Facing the same struggle makes it seem as if we are going nowhere. But we have to 

realize that we’re not in the same place we were last time around. Now we’re encountering the cliff 

or crevice from a higher vantage point. 

God may bring us back to this region on the mountain for a third or fourth pass, or even more, 

before we are finally free of that particular temptation or sin. But all the while, we are moving 

steadily upward. Every time we encounter that temptation, we learn something new—about 

ourselves, about the temptation, or about God. When we finally learn God’s lessons regarding that 

troublesome area, we will leave that section of the mountain behind for good. Then we move on to 

encounter new challenges at higher elevations. This is the process of purity. 

Degree in Hand 

Another biblical concept that will help to keep things in perspective is the fact that we have 

already won the victory in this battle for purity against the pollution in the world. The Apostle John 

writes, “[God’s] commands are not burdensome, for everyone born of God overcomes the world. 

This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith” (1 John 5:3–4, emphasis mine). The 



victory we long for has already been achieved through the finished work of Christ on the cross. We 

share that victory at the moment we believe. 

Imagine moving into a dorm room for your freshman year of college. You hear a knock at the 

door. You open the door and are astonished to see the president of the university standing there. He 

hands you a rolled up piece of parchment. You open it and read it. It’s your degree, cum laude. What 

will you do now? 

Perhaps you would be tempted to say thanks, load your stuff back in the car, and head for home. 

I think, however, that I would have stayed in school. Having the degree in hand would have 

completely transformed my educational experience. I would have taken more of the courses I really 

wanted to take and lingered in the areas that were most beneficial to me. I wouldn’t have stressed 

out so much over grades, nearly killing myself with those all-nighters. Instead of cramming for tests 

and forgetting everything a day later, I believe I would have actually learned and retained more of 

what was really important. In short, with all the pressure off, I would have actually enjoyed my 

education. 

I believe that God wants us to realize we already have our degree in hand—with honors. We 

already have victory over the world and sin through faith in Christ. The pressure is off. We know the 

end of the story and can rest securely in what God has done. We can enjoy the freedom of growing 

in Christ without the pressures of constant guilt and perfectionism. 

I like how Eugene H. Peterson has translated the words of Jesus in Matthew 11:29 (The 

Message). The Lord says to us, “Walk with me and work with me—watch how I do it. Learn the 

unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on you.” That’s the picture of 

growing in purity when we already have the victory in hand. Learn the “unforced rhythms of grace.” 

Learn to rest in the promises and provisions God has already made for your personal purity. 

What can we do? 

If God is at work to purify us, how can we cooperate? 

One way is by having the courage to stay in the fight. The Apostle Paul struggled with 

temptation and experienced failure in his Christian walk just as we do (Romans 7:7–25). Late in life 

he openly admitted that he was not a finished product but a man still in process with God. He says, 

“Not that I have . . . already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ 

Jesus took hold of me” (Phil. 3:12). Paul was not perfect, but he was growing and determined to stay 

in the fight. God used him mightily. 

This determination to stay in the battle to the end is a defining characteristic of the men and 

women who desire to live pure lives. We should all be willing to make a resolution similar to that of 

Jonathan Edwards: “Resolved, never to give over, nor in the least to slacken, my fight with my 

corruptions, however unsuccessful I may be.” In this he was in league with Paul, who admitted it is 

impossible to achieve perfection in this life, yet could still hold this vision: “Since we have these 

promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, 

perfecting holiness out of reverence for God” (2 Cor. 7:1). 

“Purifying ourselves” means making good choices. We choose, for instance, to immerse 

ourselves in a rich faith environment. We seek opportunities to be with God in prayer. We walk in 

fellowship with other believers, worshiping regularly, allowing ourselves ample exposure to God’s 

Word through preaching, teaching, small-group studies, and personal daily times with God. We 

memorize scriptures that will sustain us for the battle we face daily. We get involved in serving God 

with our gifts. 

When temptation comes, we run from it. Each time we turn from sin and take a step in the right 

direction, God is eager and ready to step with us. Our desire for obedience brings the protection and 



power of God into our lives. God promises in 1 Cor. 13:10 that we will not be tested beyond our 

capacity to withstand and that with the temptation He will provide a door of escape. 

If we are willing to battle temptation all the way through the door to the freedom God provides, 

we will experience increasing strength and confidence in our walk with Him. Each time we prove 

God faithful, it motivates us to be even more determined to stand for Him the next time. And each 

time we take another step with God, we find that He is able to use us more effectively in ministry for 

Him. Our good choices have this immediate reward. There is nothing more exciting than to know 

that God can use us to influence others. 

I dropped out of school and left home at age 15 to travel with a rock-and-roll band. I had no 

Christian upbringing. I slipped into every conceivable sin and by my late teens was addicted to 

drugs and alcohol. I am alive today only by the grace of God. 

How is it that a strung out rock-and-roll musician could in time become a pastor, write books 

and magazine articles on Christian topics, and speak for God at conferences and retreats? The 

answer is that once I knew God, I learned that it was in my best interest to take steps of obedience 

with Him. I found God faithful and His promises trustworthy. Every step I took, He stepped right 

with me. 

The Apostle John could write, “His commands are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3), because he 

knew from experience that God never commands us to do anything He will not empower us to 

accomplish. That’s how someone like myself who should be dead becomes a person alive to God, 

growing in personal maturity and in usefulness to the Lord. 

By making good choices repeatedly, we build spiritual habits that protect and strengthen us. The 

more good habits we practice, the stronger are our walls of defense against the world’s temptations. 

And when we fail, we should be quick to ask forgiveness. Then we get up, brush ourselves off, and 

enter into the battle again. Proverbs 24:16 says, “Though a righteous man falls seven times, he rises 

again.” 

In His Time 

It bears repeating that we need to develop more patience with ourselves as we learn the rhythms 

of God’s grace at work in us. If we try to do too much too quickly—getting ahead of God’s 

leading—we crash. If you were to develop a diet-and-exercise program on your own, you would 

likely start out doing too much before you were ready and then give up in discouragement. It would 

be wiser to let a professional in the field advise you. Similarly, God knows what we need in our 

pursuit of purity and the steps it will take to make progress without burning out. Be satisfied to work 

steadily according to God’s timing. Jesus died on the cross to free us from that cycle of despair and 

failure that marks all human attempts to achieve righteousness. 

I have come to believe that most purity in the mature believer has been born in the pain of the 

battle. Those who, like the Apostle Paul, have fought the good fight of the faith over the long haul 

exhibit the qualities of character we associate with Christ: gentleness of spirit, meekness, 

graciousness, love, and humility. Spiritual pride often follows the immature Christian’s shallow 

victories. But those who willingly enter into the lifelong struggle for holiness win from the pain 

endured a true humility in the Lord, a genuine Christlikeness (Romans 8:17; 2 Cor. 1:5). We cannot 

become like the Master if we do not experience to some degree the pain that results from taking a 

courageous stand in the battle for the glory of God. 

Let’s remember in the last analysis that there is a huge difference between failing and becoming 

a failure. We only become a failure if we give up the fight. What God looks for in us is the heart to 

stay in the battle to the end. 

A good chef knows what a long soak in a rich marinade will do for a tough piece of meat. There 

is no way to slap on a glaze at the last moment and get the same fine result. We are involved in a 



similar process. We soak in the rich marinade of God’s grace for a lifetime. There is no way to rush 

the process without ruining the meat. A lifetime of soaking in the marinade of God’s grace will turn 

even the toughest sinner into a heavenly delicacy. 

 


