JUSTIFICATION

Through the gospel call, God calls us to trust in Christ for salvation.  His prevenient grace allows us to respond to this call in repentance for sin and faith in Christ. The Holy Spirit then imparts new spiritual life to us as we are regenerated (born again).  
But what about the guilt of our sin?

The gospel call invited us to trust Christ for the forgiveness of our sins.  God’s grace made it possible for us to respond to that invitation. In conversion we did respond, trusting in Christ for forgiveness of sins.  Now the next step in the process of applying redemption to us is that God must respond to our faith and do what He promised – actually declare our sins to be forgiven. This must be a legal declaration concerning our relationship to God’s laws, stating that we are completely forgiven and are no longer liable to punishment.

Justification is a legal term, associated with the law courts.  God is the judge and humanity the guilty party.  Justification isn’t a work done within the sinner, but a judgement passed upon him.  In justifying the ungodly, God on the one hand does not “hold” our sin; rather He wipes out the record of if, and in doing so, forgives us. On the other hand, God accounts the now forgiven sinner with the righteousness of the perfect life of Christ, gained by Him as He lived out His earthly life in complete obedience to both the law and the Father.

In justification then, God cancels a past legal liability, and confers a new legal status.

Romans 8:30

1.  JUSTIFICATION INCLUDES A LEGAL DECLARATION BY GOD

The verb “justify” in the New Testament (Greek: dikaioo) has a range of meanings, but a very common sense is “to declare righteous”.

Luke 7:29

Romans 4:5

Romans 8:33,34

In this sense of “declare to be righteous” Paul frequently uses this word to speak of God’s justification of us, His declaration that we, though guilty sinners, are nonetheless righteous in His sight.  This legal declaration in itself does not change our internal nature or character.  In this sense of the word “justify”, God issues a legal declaration about us.
Regeneration is an act of God in us; justification is a judgement of God with respect to us.  The distinction is like that of the distinction between the act of a surgeon and the act of a judge. The surgeon, when he removes an inward cancer, does something in us.  That is not what a judge does – he gives a verdict regarding our judicial status.  If we are innocent, he declares accordingly.

The purity of the gospel is bound up with the recognition of this distinction. If justification is confused with regeneration or sanctification, then the door is opened for the perversion of the gospel at its centre.  Justification is still the article of the standing or falling of the Church.







John Murray

2. GOD DECLARES US TO BE RIGHTEOUS IN HIS SIGHT

In God’s legal declaration of justification, He specifically declares that we are just “in His sight.”  This declaration has two aspects:

(a) He declares that we have no penalty to pay for sin, including past, present and 

future sins

Romans 8:1

Romans 8:33,34

(b)  But if God only declared us to be forgiven from our past sins, we would only be morally neutral before God – in the same state Adam was before he had done anything right or wrong in God’s sight.  He was not guilty before God, but neither had he earnt a record of righteousness before God.  Our great need is to move from a point of moral neutrality to having positive righteousness before God  (the righteousness of a life of perfect obedience to Him).  In justification, God declares us to be not neutral in His sight, but righteous in His sight.  He declares us to have the merits of perfect righteousness before Him.

Isaiah 61:10

Romans 3:21,22

Romans 5:19

3.  GOD DECLARES US TO BE RIGHTEOUS BECAUSE HE IMPUTES CHRIST’S 
     RIGHTEOUSNESS TO US
Romans 4:1-6

To say God imputes Christ’s righteousness to us means God regards Christ’s righteousness as belonging to us; He ‘reckons’ it to our account.

Romans 5:17

Imputing guilt or righteousness to someone has three applications:

(a)  When Adam sinned, his guilt was imputed to us.  God viewed it as belonging to us, and therefore it did.

(b)  When Christ suffered and died for our sins, our sin was imputed to Christ.  God the Father regarded our sin as belonging to His Son, and Christ paid the penalty for it.

(c)  Christ’s righteousness (His record of a perfect life, lived in perfect obedience to the Father) is imputed to us.  God sees His Son’s perfect righteousness as belonging to us. 
1 Corinthians 1:30

Philippians 3:9

4.  JUSTIFICATION COMES TO US ENTIRELY BY GOD’S GRACE AND NOT ON 

     ACCOUNT OF ANY MERIT IN OURSELVES

Romans 3:20,23,24
Ephesians 2:8,9

Titus 3:7

5.  GOD JUSTIFIES US THROUGH OUR FAITH IN CHRIST


Galatians 2:16

Romans 5:1

Scripture never says we are justified because of the inherent goodness of our faith, as if our faith has merit before God or earns favour with God.  Scripture says we are justified by means of our faith.  Faith is the instrument through which justification is given to us.  We are justified solely because of the merits of Christ’s work. 
Why should God choose to justify those who express faith, rather than love, or joy, or wisdom, or self control?

Faith is the one attitude of heart that is the opposite of depending on ourselves. When we come to Christ in faith, we are saying, “I give up.  I can’t depend on myself and my good works any longer.  I know I can never make myself righteous before God.  Jesus, I trust You, and I depend on You completely to give me a righteous standing before the Father”.  In this way, faith is the exact opposite of trusting in ourselves. It is the attitude that perfectly fits a salvation that depends not at all on our merit, but entirely on God’s free gift of grace.

Ephesians 2:8,9

6.  HOW DO WE RECONCILE THE TEACHING ABOUT JUSTIFICATION IN JAMES’

     LETTER WITH JUSTIFICIATION BY FAITH IN PAUL’S WRITINGS?

The word “justify” has a range of meanings.  One significant meaning, and the meaning Paul is best known for adopting, is “declare to be righteous”.  Another meaning is “demonstrate or show to be righteous”.

Luke 16:15

Luke 10:28,29

Matthew 11:19

The larger concern James has in chapter 2 is that an intellectual agreement with the gospel is a “faith” that is really no faith at all.  He is arguing against those who say they have faith but show no change in their lives.

James 2:18-23
James 2:26

James is saying that “faith” that has no results or “works” is not real faith at all.  He is not denying Paul’s teaching that justification (in the sense of a declaration of a right standing before God) is by faith alone apart from works of the law.  James is affirming that justification, in the sense of an outward showing that one is righteous, only occurs as we see evidence in

a person’s life.  James is saying that a person is “shown to be righteous” by his works, that result from real faith anyway.  Paul’s writings are very similar.

2 Corinthians 13:5

Galatians 5:19-24

7.  HOW DOES THE ROMAN CATHOLIC VIEW DIFFER?

The Catholic Church understands justification as something that changes us internally and makes us more holy within.  Catholicism teaches that justification begins with baptism as an infant, but that for an adult, justification is confirmed through the acceptance of certain creedal “truths”.  This acceptance is called “dogmatic” or “confessional faith”.  Thus baptism is the means by which justification is first obtained, and then faith is necessary if an adult is to receive justification or to continue in the state of justification.
The Catholic view may be said to understand justification as based not on imputed righteousness but on infused righteousness – righteousness that God actually puts into us, and that changes us internally, in terms of our moral character. Catholicism teaches that God gives varying measures of justification according to the measure of righteousness that has been infused or placed within us.

The result of this view of justification is that people cannot be sure that they are in a “state of grace”, where they experience God’s complete acceptance and favour, unless they receive a special revelation from God to this effect.  The Council of Trent declared:

If one considers his own weakness and his defective disposition, he may well be fearful and anxious as to the state of grace, as nobody knows with the certainty of faith, which permits of no error, that he has achieved the grace of God.

Ludwig Ott, an established conservative Catholic theologian comments:

The reason for the uncertainty of the state of grace lies in this, that without a special revelation, nobody can with certainty of faith know whether or not he has fulfilled all the conditions which are necessary for the achieving of justification.  The impossibility of the certainty of faith, however, by no means excludes a high moral certainty supported by the testimony of conscience.

As already noted, Catholicism teaches that there are varying measures or degrees of justification according to the measure of righteousness that has been placed within us.  It follows that people can experience varying degrees of justification.  Further, grace can be increased by good works.

Ludwig Ott’s comparison between the Protestant and Catholic understanding of justification is particularly illuminating.

As the Reformers wrongly regarded justification as a merely external imputation of Christ’s justice they were obliged also to hold that justification is identical in all men.  The Council of Trent, however, declared that the measure of the grace of justification received varies in the individual person who is justified, according to the measure of God’s free distribution and to the disposition and the co-operation of the recipient himself.
The logical consequence of this view of justification is that our eternal life with God is not based on God’s grace alone, but partially on our merit as well. Ott explains, For the justified, eternal life is both a gift of grace, promised by God, and a reward for his own good works and merits …. salutary works are, at the same time, gifts of God and meritorious acts of man.
Protestantism, from the time of Martin Luther, has insisted that justification does not change us internally, and it is not a declaration based in any way on any goodness that we have in ourselves.

If justification changed us internally and then declared us to be righteous based on how good we actually were, then:

(a) we could never be declared perfectly righteous in this life, because there is always sin that remains in our lives.
(b) there would be no provision for forgiveness of past sins (committed before we were changed internally) and so we could never have confidence that we are right before God.

8.  PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

(a)  the doctrine of justification by faith alone enables us to offer genuine hope to unbelievers who know they could never make themselves righteous before God.  If salvation is a free gift to be received through faith alone, then anyone who hears and understands the gospel knows that eternal life is freely offered and can genuinely be obtained.

(b)  the doctrine of justification by faith gives us confidence that God will never make us pay the penalty for sins that have been forgiven because of Christ’s death on the cross.  There may be consequences of sin (an affair breaks up a marriage, a thief, though now a Christian, still may go to jail to pay the penalty for his or her crime).  As well, God may discipline us if we continue to act in ways that are disobedient to Him (Hebrews 12:5-11), doing this out of love and for our own good.  But God will never take vengeance on us for past sins, or make us pay the penalty for them, or punish us out of wrath and for the purposes of doing us harm.  This should give us great confidence before God that we are accepted by Him and that we stand before Him “not guilty” and “righteous” forever.
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