doctrine of justification

I. Preliminary considerations.

A. Justification is one of the basic doctrines of soteriology, which is the branch of systematic theology that deals with salvation.

B. God is absolutely righteous and that fact demands that He only associate with those who are likewise righteous.  Isa. 6:3  Note the impact on one who was not righteous when confronted with this fact.  Isa. 6:5
C. Man, on the other hand is minus personal righteousness due to position in Adam and the commission of personal sins.  Rom. 5:12ff, 3:23

D. The single greatest thing God can bestow on any man is His eternal life, but since man is lacking righteousness, God cannot impute eternal life and remain consistent with His +R.

E. There are only two possible approaches by which one can acquire personal righteousness:

1. One can obey every righteous demand set forth by God in His word.
2. One can be imputed with the righteousness of another.
F. The first approach demands that each person attain to the perfect standard of God and never fail to do what He would do in every situation from the day of one’s birth onward.

G. However, the Bible is adamant on the fact that human works of righteousness cannot earn man the +R he needs to merit eternal life.  Isa. 64:6; Rom. 3:20

H. Therefore, God chose to provide +R for men based on the work of Christ on the cross.

I. By imputing mankind’s sins to the sinless humanity of Jesus Christ, God secured a grace way to impute +R and eternal life to all that believe in Christ.  IICor. 5:21

J. God imputes our sins to His perfectly righteous Son and imputes His +R to the one who places his faith in the person and work of Christ.  Rom. 4:5
II. Vocabulary.

A. Hebrew vocabulary.

1. qd;c' (tsadhaq) literally, to be right or straight, to be just or righteous; passively, it means to be declared right or just, to be acquitted of charges or vindicated.

a. qd,c,  (tsedheq), rightness, that which conforms to the standard of God.
b. hq'd'c. (tsedhaqah), rectitude, right, righteousness.
B. Greek vocabulary.

1. dikaio,w (dikaioo), verb, to make or declare righteous.

a. di,kaioj (dikaios), adj., morally of those who are righteous, those who are rightly related to God.

b. dikai,wma (dikaioma), noun, God’s requirements, ordinances or regulations, used of the fulfillment of the requirements of righteousness.

c. dikai,wsij (dikaiosis), 2X, noun, an act of making right or just, acquittal or vindication.  Rom. 4:25, 5:18
d. dikaiosu,nh (dikaiosune), noun, the state of righteousness, conformity to God’s standards.

e. dikai,wj (dikaios), 5X, adv., conforming to what is right, rightly, justly.

III. Definition and description.

A. According to Webster, justification is defined as judging or treating one as righteous, holy, or worthy of salvation; it also involved being acquitted of crimes/sins against God, and being freed from the future penalty of sin.

B. Luther defined justification as a forensic act, by which God declares the penitent sinner in full possession of the righteousness that Christ secured for all men by His vicarious atonement.

C. Rome defines justification as a medical process, by way of sanctification or good works.  More recently, it has been understood as a term that denotes the transforming of the sinner from the state of unrighteousness to the state of holiness and sonship of God.  Justification is the work of God alone, presupposing on the part of the adult the process of justification and the cooperation of his free will with God’s preventing and helping grace.

D. Justification is that judicial aspect of salvation by which God qualifies man to share in eternal life via the imputation of the righteousness of Christ, on the sole condition of faith in Christ.

E. It is a matter of God’s declaration and our new position rather than experiential transformation; it deals with the forgiveness of sin as well as with the sinner’s lack of righteousness, without which he cannot be accepted by God.
IV. Phase one justification.

A. Ph1 justification is based on grace, not on works.

1. For justification to be based on works, a man would be required to attain absolute perfection, which is something that is not possible.  Rom. 2:12-13; Gal. 3:10

2. Christ, by bearing the penalty for sins on the cross, redeems all men from the curse of the Law.  Gal. 3:13

3. If there had been a way for men to attain righteousness, with which men could reasonably be expected to comply, salvation would have been through works.  Gal. 3:21

4. The Mosaic Law represented a perfect system of righteousness, not designed to make men righteous but designed to delineate God’s standards and point out the fact that men do not attain to that perfect standard.  Rom. 3:20; Gal. 3:10-12,24-25

5. Therefore, the only method by which God could make men righteous and thus qualify them to share in His eternal life was by means of His grace.  Rom. 3:24; Gal. 5:4; Titus 3:7

6. This effectively eliminates all human boasting and pride in achievement, since one cannot provide anything for his own salvation.  Rom. 3:27, 4:2; ICor. 1:26-29; Eph. 2:9 cf. Lk. 18:9-14

B. Ph1 justification occurs at the point of faith in Christ.

1. Omniscience recognized that no human being would be able to attain righteousness by works; therefore, God employed a non-meritorious system based on the principle of faith.  Eph. 2:8-9
2. Faith in the work of Christ is the basis for the imputation of His righteousness, qualifying believers to partake of eternal life.  Rom. 3:26-30, 4:5, 5:1; Gal. 2:16, 3:8,24

3. Mankind has never been justified by works; faith has always been the system by which men attain +R before God.  Rom. 4:3; Gal. 3:11

C. Ph1 justification was made possible by the work of Christ on the cross.

1. The love of God was His motivation to send His righteous Son to the cross to take upon Himself the sins of all mankind.  Jn. 3:16; Rom. 5:8

2. If personal righteousness could be attained by any system of law/works, then the spiritual death of Christ was needless.  Gal. 2:21

3. His spiritual death on the cross made salvation/justification a potential for all men, only realized in those that believe the gospel.  Rom. 5:9,18

4. The imputation of Christ’s righteousness forms the basis for the doctrine of reconciliation or Ph1 peace.  Rom. 5:1

5. His work on the cross and our justification guarantees deliverance from the eschatological wrath of God.  Rom. 5:9

6. Justification by faith provides eternal immunity from charges of unrighteousness.  Rom. 8:33

7. Justification is the basis for the believer’s eternal inheritance.  Tit. 3:7

D. The resurrection of Christ is the evidence that God accepted His work.

1. The resurrection was God’s stamp of approval on Christ’s work on the cross.  Rom. 1:4

2. His resurrection demonstrated that all sins had been judged and that Jesus was +R before God.

3. Therefore, one can confidently place his trust in His righteousness, the same righteousness that is imputed to the believer producing his justification.  Rom. 4:25

E. The mechanic of Ph1 justification is imputation.

1. Imputation is a term that means one thinks and acts according to logical rules.

2. It is used as an accounting term to denote the keeping track of various transactions, whether credits or debits, by making sure those items are reckoned/charged/imputed to the proper account.

3. In simplest terms, it means that the wealth of Christ’s +R, necessary to obtain eternal life, was credited to each believer at the point of faith in Christ.  Rom. 4:5

4. Each time God observes faith in His Son, He immediately responds by reckoning/imputing/crediting that person’s righteousness account with the +R of Jesus Christ.  Rom. 4:24

5. Following the imputation of +R, God immediately bestows eternal life on those that are now righteous.

6. It should be noted that the matter of righteousness is a judicial issue; the person is not made experientially righteous at the point of salvation.

F. Abraham and David are Old Testament examples of Ph1 justification.

1. Some organizations have promoted the idea that Old Testament believers obtained their righteousness by adherence to the Mosaic Law.

2. The example of Abraham directly refutes this since he lived before the Mosaic Law was instituted.  Rom. 4:1-3; Gal. 3:6-9

3. Although David lived under the Law, he did not believe that personal righteousness derived from his own works was sufficient for salvation.  Rom.4:6-8

4. The example of Abraham is cited to demonstrate that Jews and Gentiles both have equal access to justification.  Rom. 4:9-13

V. Phase two justification.

A. Phase 2 justification deals with the experiential righteousness of the believer following his salvation.

B. This doctrine is developed by James in his epistle.  James 2:14-26.

C. This aspect of justification involves faith in doctrine along with the works that the doctrine requires; one must apply the doctrine believed to the circumstances and tests of life.

D. It is important to note that the faith under consideration is not Ph1, or saving faith in the person of Christ, but rather Ph2 faith in the Word of God.

1. James’ main point is that faith (belief in the doctrine taught) apart from works (application of the doctrine to the issues of life) is dead/useless.  James. 2:17,20,26

2. This is designed to counter the believer that might boast about his level of doctrinal understanding while he is lacking the necessary Ph2 applications.

3. The correct position is that faith in doctrine (positive volition) is proven by works (application of doctrine).  James. 2:18b

E. James uses the concept of justification Ph2 in the sense of vindication.

1.  Abraham and Rahab are his primary examples.

2. The willingness of these two people to obey God in the face of very difficult tests demonstrates their righteousness.

3. Abraham’s willingness to comply with God’s directive and sacrifice his only son was proof of his faith in doctrine and demonstrated that he was justified (righteous).  James. 2:21-23

4. Rahab was not a mature believer as Abraham was, but she was positive and recognized the doctrine that God was for Israel and that her own people in Jericho were doomed.  James. 2:25

5. At great personal risk, she demonstrated her faith in that truth and protected the spies from her own people.

6. Because of her action, God blessed her by providing her a Jewish husband, who happened to be in the line of Christ.  Matt. 1:5

F. While works are not an issue in Ph1 justification, they are an issue in Ph2 justification; one’s works form the evidence of his personal righteousness.

G. Some have distorted this to mean that the absence of the applications of doctrine in time proves the absence of salvation/justification Ph1.

H. All it actually demonstrates is that a person may be positionally righteous and not experientially righteous.  IIThess. 3:6-11

VI. Concluding observations.

A. Ph1 justification involves the positional imputation of the righteousness of Christ to the one who exercises faith in Him.

B. Due to total depravity, man can bring nothing to offer to God and human righteousness falls far short of God’s perfect demands.  Isa. 64:6

C. There is no system of law/works that can make a person righteous and render him worthy of eternal life.  Gal. 2:21

D. What man could not attain, God provided via His grace.  Rom. 5:1ff

E. Ph2 justification is that doctrine that deals with man’s experiential righteousness in time as manifested by his willingness to apply the doctrine he believes to the circumstances of life.  James 2:14-26

F. Justification is certain for all those whom God elected in eternity past and is a necessary prerequisite to glorification.  Rom. 8:29-30

G. Since man provided nothing in his own justification, man cannot adversely affect it; however, believers who revert to any system of justification by works place their Ph2 in jeopardy.  Gal. 5:4,7-8
“Being justified as a gift by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus;”




       Rom. 3:24

“For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the law.”





       Rom. 3:28
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