THE WORK OF CHRIST: JUSTIFICATION AND RECONCILIATION
One of the most important terms used by Paul to describe the work of Christ is justification. 

· The verb ‘to justify’ = dikaioo and is built on the same root as ‘righteous’ (dikaios). The idea expressed by dikaioo is ‘to declare righteous’ (not ‘to make righteous’). The root idea in justification is God’s declaration as the righteous Judge, that all those who believe in Christ, though sinful, are righteous – are viewed as being righteous, because in Christ they have come into righteous relationship with God
(1) The Importance of the Doctrine

Paul’s use of well known terms relating to justification show how central they were to his thinking. He uses the verb ‘to forgive’ (x 3),
 the noun ‘forgiveness’ (x 2),
 but the verb ‘to justify’ (x 14) and ‘righteousness’ (x 52). The letters of Romans and Galatians contain the strong majority of the uses of ‘to justify’ and ‘righteousness.’
(2) The Background of Justification

Among the Greeks righteousness was an innate human quality. In the Old Testament though, the Hebrew word for righteousness = sadaq = conformity to a norm.
· Greek dikaiosyne = righteousness = justification

· Greek dikaios = righteous = just

· Some scholars in the Catholic tradition read into these terms ‘to make righteous’ but the majority understand justification to involve a relationship rather than an ethical quality. The distinctive Pauline meaning is ‘to be right with God’

Paul’s use of ‘righteousness’ follows the Old Testament (righteousness = conformity to a norm). Righteousness is a concept of relationship. A person is righteous who has fulfilled the demands laid upon him by the relationship in which that person stands. This is not an ethical quality but faithfulness to a relationship.

Righteousness is the standard God demands of human conduct. To be righteous is to meet God’s standard and so stand in right relationship with Him. God’s standard is determined by His character. Only God can determine if a person has met the standard and so be declared ‘righteous.’

The idea of righteousness is often understood in a legal sense: the righteous person is the one declared free from guilt by the judge. God is the Judge of humanity (Psalm 9:4; 33:5). To be judged to be in the right (Exodus 23:7) = righteous = acquittal = to stand in right relationship with God.
In Judaism righteousness came to be defined largely in terms of conformity to the Torah (the Law of Moses as exemplified in the oral scribal tradition). The rabbis did not believe God demanded flawless obedience to the Law because the rabbis recognised not only an impulse to good but an impulse to evil in humanity. The righteous was the person who nurtured the good impulse and restricted the evil so good deeds outweighed bad ones. Balances compared the two opposite sides and determined whether any person was justified or condemned. The study of the Torah, giving money and deeds of mercy were particularly meritorious on the good side.

The conflict between traditional Jewish thinking and Paul’s understanding is obvious. Paul declared that in Christ God justifies the ungodly (Romans 4:5). If the ungodly were treated as they deserved, they would be condemned. A judge in Old Testament times who acquitted (or justified) the wicked would be an unrighteous judge. Righteousness means upholding the norms of right conduct – the acquittal of the innocent and condemnation of the ungodly. Paul asserts that in justifying the ungodly, God has shown Himself to be righteous (Romans 3:26). This acquittal is apart from the works of the Law (Galatians 2:16; 3:11) and is by faith alone (Galatians 2:16)

(3) Justification is Eschatological

It is only in the final judgement that God will render a verdict as to any individual’s righteousness or unrighteousness. God alone has set the norm and God alone determines whether any person has met that norm and so will be declared ‘righteous.’ The essential meaning of justification is forensic (legal) and involves acquittal by the righteous Judge.
Romans 8:33,34 at the final judgement God’s verdict of acquittal can’t be set 

                           aside because someone has brought an accusation that
                           might result in condemnation

Romans 5:19 at the future judgement God will pronounce the verdict over 

                      the ‘many’ (who are in Christ)
Galatians 5:5 the righteousness for which we hope (NIV) is the expectation 

                      of acquittal on judgement day

Matthew 12:36,37 acquittal or condemnation happens on judgement day

An obvious difference between the Jewish understanding of justification and Paul’s is that in Paul’s thinking, justification has already taken place.
Romans 5:9 ‘since we have now been justified’
1 Corinthians 6:11 ‘you were justified’
The verb in each case is aorist tense meaning a completed act. Through faith in Christ, on the ground of His shed blood, we have already been justified, acquitted of the guilt of sin, and so are delivered from condemnation. Justification, which primarily means acquittal at the final judgement, has already taken place. An essential element of the salvation of the future age is the divine acquittal and the pronouncement of righteousness. This acquittal (justification), consisting of divine absolution of sin, has already been effected by the death of Christ and can be received by faith here and now. The future judgement has become a present experience. God in Christ has acquitted the believer so he or she no longer stands under condemnation (Romans 8:1) and has already been delivered from God’s wrath (Romans 5:9).

Justification is one of the blessings of the new age breaking into the present age. As the eschatological Kingdom of God is present in history, and as the eschatological eternal life is present in Christ, so the eschatological judgement has already occurred in Christ, and God has acquitted His people
(4) Justification is Forensic

By saying justification is forensic, God is seen as the ruler, lawgiver and judge, and justification is the declaration that a person is righteous. Justification also involves a new status – a new relationship. The unrighteous person stands in relationship to God as a sinner and must finally experience the condemnation of the righteous judge. The justified person has, in Christ, entered into a new relationship with God. God now views that person as righteous and treats them as such. Justification is the pronouncement that the person in Christ is righteous. This righteousness is a matter of relationship and not of ethical character.

Romans 8:33,34 justification is the opposite of condemnation but condemnation is not sinfulness of character. Condemnation is a decree pronounced against a guilty person. Similarly, justification is not ethical righteousness but is a decree of acquittal from all guilt, and brings with it freedom from all condemnation and punishment

2 Corinthians 5:21 Jesus’ sinfulness must be a forensic sinfulness as He stood in the place of sinners, carrying their sin, guilt and punishment. In the same way those who are ‘in Him’ have become the righteousness of God. Righteousness in this context is not ethical righteousness any more than Christ’s sin is ethical sinfulness. The person in Christ now stands in the position of a righteous person and sustains a relationship with God that only the righteous can enjoy

The doctrine of justification means that God has pronounced the eschatological verdict of acquittal over the person of faith in the present, in advance of the final judgement. The resulting righteousness is ‘sinlessness’ in the sense that God no longer counts a person’s sin against them (2 Corinthians 5:19). The righteous one is not ‘regarded as if he was righteous.’ He really is righteous because he has been absolved from sin by God’s verdict. When Christ was made to be sin (2 Corinthians 5:21), God did not just treat Him ‘as if’ He was a sinner. God made the (ethically) sinless One to be a sinner (forensically). So the individual in Christ is actually righteous, not ethically but forensically, in terms of the person’s relationship with God. They are righteous because of the verdict of the divine law court to which everyone is accountable. In the sight of God they are not a ‘sinner’ but a righteous person.
(5) The Ground and Means of Justification

Contemporary Jewish thought saw God, at the final judgement, vindicating the righteous. The ground of this final vindication in Jewish thought would be conformity to the Law of God; and sometimes acceptance of and obedience to the Law was described in terms of faith. The Gentile would be condemned for despising the Law. Acceptance of the Law by Israel was an act of faith that resulted in good works that conformed to the Law.
The Jewish concept makes acceptance of the Law as God’s Law an act of faith that contributed to their righteousness. Faith became a meritorious work. While perfect conformity to the Law was not demanded, a righteous “sufficient” was, to outweigh the depth of one’s sins.

In the first three chapters of Romans, Paul’s argument shuts up all humanity in sin, but not because their sinfulness outweighs their righteousness. All are sinful and guilty before a holy God because they have sinned. It is the fact of sin, not the degree of sin that makes everyone guilty before God

Romans 3:20 no one can live in perfect obedience to the Law. In fact the Law
                       declares our condemnation because it defines the will of a holy God.
                       Failure to obey the will of God defines sin  

Romans 7:7-12 the Law is not at fault; we are. By defining the will of God the Law
                          shows us how we’ve come far short of its standard and so
                          convinces us of our sin

Galatians 2:16; 3:11 Paul’s contentions with the Judaizers in Galatia was over the
                          means and the ground of justification. It is impossible to be justified
                          by the works of the Law. 

Galatians 5:4 anyone who has once believed in Christ and then turned away to try 
                      and be justified by obeying the Law has fallen away from grace. They 
                      have chosen to be condemned with all others who try through the Law
                      to live an impossible perfect life

The ground of justification is not obedience to the Law; it is the death of Christ

Romans 5:9 the ground for our acceptance before God is not our works but 

                     our faith in the death of Christ

Galatians 2:21 if it was possible for anyone to be justified through the Law 

                        Christ’s death would have been unnecessary
Romans 3:21-26 the shedding of Christ’s blood (His sacrificial death) was 

                           as a propitiation for our sin. God poured out His anger against sin
                           upon His Son until that anger was exhausted. Christ’s propitiation 
                           for our sin meant God could justly declare acquittal (justification) 
                           upon those whose faith is in Christ. Previously it appeared that God
                           was not dealing with our sin the way His character demanded. But 
                           the death of Christ demonstrates sin being dealt with as sin 
                           deserves. And because it has been dealt with justly, God can 
                           declare ‘righteous’ those who have faith in Jesus. The death of 
                           Christ was an act of righteousness on God’s part. Christ, who was
                           ethically sinless, took upon Himself the death and judgement sin 
                           deserved. The death of Christ was not merited because Christ had 
                           no sin. God manifested both His righteousness and love by laying 
                           upon Jesus the guilt and judgement of sin.
While the basis or ground of justification is the death of Christ, the means by which justification becomes effective to the individual is faith. Justification is a gift to be given but can only be received by faith (Romans 3:24,25). Faith means not only acceptance of the work of Christ for us, but complete reliance on it and so utter abandonment of our own works as the basis for justification 
(6) Justification and Subsequent Sins

If justification acquits the believer of sins committed prior to coming to faith, what happens to sins committed after? 
Because justification is an eschatological event, it belongs at the end of life when we stand before the final judgement of God to answer for our life. As such it is oriented back over the believer’s entire life. We are justified from all guilt – guilt from sin committed before faith and guilt from sin committed after coming to faith

(7) Imputation

In Jewish thought faith was considered a meritorious work. Paul’s main concern was to refute the idea that salvation was based in any way on human works or merit
Romans 4:5 God credits the one who does not work for it with righteousness 
                     on the basis of faith

2 Corinthians 5:21 our sins were ‘reckoned’ to Christ. Although sinless He 

                               identified with our sins, suffered their penalty and 

                               judgement – death. So we have ‘reckoned’ to us Christ’s 

                               righteousness even though in character we remain 

                               sinners. People of faith are justified because Christ’s 

                               righteousness is imputed to them

(8) Reconciliation

Justification is the acquittal of the sinner from all of sin’s guilt. Reconciliation is the restoration of the justified person to fellowship with God.

Reconciliation is necessary between two parties when something has occurred to disrupt fellowship and to cause one or both parties to be hostile toward the other. Sin has caused a broken relationship between humanity and God and become a barrier between them.
Humanity has clearly been cut off from God. We are rebellious in heart and mind and this rebellion needs to be turned into a willing submission to God. But is God equally cut off from humanity? Does humanity alone have to be reconciled or does God too have to be reconciled to humanity?
(9) The Exegetical Data

Reconciliation is the work of God and humanity is its object. Humanity cannot reconcile itself to God; humanity must be reconciled to God by God’s working

2 Corinthians 5:19 God reconciled the world to Himself
Romans 5:10 we were reconciled to God

Colossians 1:21,22 God has reconciled us to Himself through Christ’s death

Ephesians 2:16,18 through the cross Christ has reconciled both Jew and 

                               Gentile to God

God has both initiated and in Christ accomplished reconciliation. It is wrong to think there is a division within the character of God where one part of Him is love and the other part hostility, and that this hostility has to be appeased before His love can be released. Nor is there a division between God the Father and the Son so that Christ has appeased God’s anger through His death and turned His hostility into friendship and His hatred into love. Reconciliation is initiated by the love of God. Christ’s death was a proof and manifestation of God’s love for people even while they were sinners and in a state of hostility against Him (Romans 5:8).
(10) Reconciliation is Objective

Reconciliation is not primarily a change in humanity’s attitude toward God. Like justification, it is an objective event accomplished by God for humanity’s salvation. Reconciliation was accomplished for humanity, not in humanity

Romans 5:8,10 we were reconciled to God while we were still sinners and 

                         God’s enemies. The love of God, manifested in 

                         reconciliation, took place in the historic death of Christ, not 

                         when we believed on Christ and found our attitude to God 

                         changed
Romans 5:11 reconciliation is a gift to be received

2 Corinthians 5:19,20 God in Christ has reconciled humanity to Himself and 
                         has given us the message to call people to respond in 
                         submission to God’s grace and so be reconciled to Him
(11) The Need for Reconciliation

The need for reconciliation rests not only on the subjective hostility of sinners toward God but primarily on the objective alienation and hostility in which sinners stand toward God

Romans 5:10 we were reconciled to God while still His enemies. This can be 

                      understood ‘actively’ – humanity being actively hostile to God

                       – or passively – humanity being in a state of hostility, and 

                      being regarded as such by God

Colossians 1:21 we were ‘enemies in (our) minds’ to God

(12) The Character of Reconciliation

2 Corinthians 5:19 reconciliation primarily has to do, not with people’s

                              attitude toward God, but with God’s attitude toward them 

                              and their sins. People are ethically sinful and when God 
                              counts their sins against them, He must view them as 
                              sinners, as enemies, as objects of His wrath. It is an 
                              ethical necessity that the holiness of God manifest itself 
                              in wrath against sin. Reconciliation is the act of God, 

                              flowing from His love, in which He no longer counts 

                              people’s sin against them. The barrier of sin is removed. 

                              God has freed us from the guilt and debt of sin. This is 

                              entirely through His initiative  
(13) The Subjective Act of Reconciliation

Reconciliation is primarily a divine, objective act by which God has removed the barrier of sin that had separated humanity from God, and has made possible humanity’s restoration to fellowship with God. The act was accomplished when all humanity were objectively enemies of God and subjectively hostile to Him. However fellowship is not restored in the case of any individual, until they ‘receive’ the divine act of reconciliation – until they are reconciled to God. God has completed the objective work and committed to us the proclamation of the good news. We must appeal to people to accept God’s offered reconciliation and ‘to be reconciled to God’ (2 Corinthians 5:21). Until God’s offer of objective reconciliation has been received in an attitude of surrender, no person is actually reconciled to God; he or she is still a sinner and in the last day will suffer the full outpouring of God’s anger 
Colossians 1:21 the hostile minds of the Colossian Christians have been 

                           turned into a willing and happy submission, with the 

                           ultimate result that this inner change of attitude toward God 

                           will be sanctification

Reconciliation is both objective and subjective. It is impossible to accept the objective act of reconciliation as God’s gift without at the same time experiencing a reconciliation in their own minds toward God – starting them on the pathway to a sanctified life.
(14) The Results of Reconciliation

Justification is God’s pronouncement of acquittal of the sinner. Reconciliation is the restoration to fellowship that results from justification. Once the sinner has been restored to fellowship, other results occur. 
The first is peace with God.
Romans 5:1 this is not the subjective experience of peace. The justified

                    person has been reconciled and so has peace with God. God’s 

                    wrath no longer threatens them; they are accepted in Christ. We 

                    have peace with God because God is now at peace with us. We 
                    are no longer God’s enemies; we are the objects of His favour. 
                    While the result of this standing is an inward peace of heart, this 

                    scripture is describing the outward objective relationship.

                    Peace with God is firmly grounded on the redemptive work of 

                    Christ
A second blessing of being reconciled to God is being reconciled to people.

Ephesians 2:11-22 the hostility that existed between Jew and Gentile is 

                                 typical of all barriers that break fellowship between 

                                 people. Instead of two groups of people, Jews and 

                                 Gentiles, who were separated by hostility, there is now 

                                 one new person. This new person has been created in 

                                 peace through the cross. If God sees these two formally
                                 separated groups as one, we are to see them as one as 

                                 well

This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 33 ‘The Work of Christ: Justification and Reconciliation’
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