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Shameless Advertisement: Before we begin our study, allow me to shamelessly advertise our church's new website (www.aplacefortruth.org/ketoctin)!  I am really proud of the site, and those whom I have never had the privilege of meeting face to face can see how God has truly blessed me in giving me the opportunity and privilege to serve Christ's people at KCPC!  Please visit KCPC's website today and if you are ever in this neck of the woods, drop in for a little worship and fellowship!  www.aplacefortruth.org/ketoctin.
 

End of shameless advertisement, and on to our study together in Romans 4!


Introduction
In our last study from Romans 3 we learned of the reality of mankind's depravity.  What is the "good news" or gospel to those who have fallen short of the glory of God? The good news that Paul declares to all is that God is just and the justifier of those who believe in Christ Jesus (Romans 3:23-26).  But some of the Jews at the Church of Rome would have asked: "What about God's promises to Abraham.  How was Abraham saved before Jesus Christ came into the world?"  The Apostle Paul teaches the Christians at Rome that all people in the Old Covenant as well as the New were saved by being justified-vindicated by faith alone by believing God's promises to them.  All are saved by believing in "him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord" (Rom. 4:24).

 

There is no greater truth of Scripture of which all people need to understand and know than the Biblical teaching of justification by faith alone.  Yet many in today’s churches, even in Bible-believing Evangelical Churches, Christians have a difficulty defining the gospel, which is the Biblical teaching of justification by faith alone.

This doctrine of Justification by Faith Alone was called the hinge on which the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century turned.  For Martin Luther it was literally and seriously the doctrine upon which the Church stands or falls!

Justification by faith alone is the true gospel of the Christian faith that the Apostle Paul explains clearly in Romans 4, and we need to make sure that we fully understand it.  

It is upon this teaching of justification by faith alone, that the whole Christian life is built!

Test yourself! What is the meaning of justification by faith alone? (Take a moment to answer this for yourself before continuing to read).

Justification by faith alone does NOT mean “to justify one’s sins before God”- -whatever that means!  I does NOT mean “clean oneself up and work hard to do well by going to church and being nice to people and God will reward you by justifying you!” 

What justification by faith means is that when we believe upon Jesus Christ by faith alone, his perfect merits and works that he earned by loving God with all his heart, soul, mind and strength, are given to us!  God declares us righteous based on Christ’s works alone!  

Salvation is by works - -but not the works of sinful man (John 3:11-13; Rom. 3:23; 6:23)…

…Salvation is by the works of Christ alone!

Justification can be a difficult teaching of the Bible to understand.  W. Robert Godfrey has written: “If Paul in his own day was not always understood by his own churches on the doctrine of justification, we should perhaps not be surprised that the churches since that time have so often failed to get it.  The true doctrine of justification always strikes some as antinomian, even though it is not.  Paul must often have faced the question: 

‘Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?’ (Rom. 6:1).  A doctrine of justification that does not from time to time evoke that question is not the biblical doctrine of justification.”- The Pattern of Sound Doctrine, VanDrunen, pg. 129.

Although it can be somewhat misunderstood, it is imperative for Christians that we understand this teaching because this is the gospel!  The good news (and what makes the news really good!) is that in the Person and Work of Jesus Christ in his perfect life, substitutionary death, resurrection, and ascension, we are justified, or declared righteous before God based on what Christ has done for us!  

Salvation is not, and never has been by the works of man!  Even our best works are unacceptable before a Holy God.  Jesus Christ’s works for us in his life, death, resurrection and ascension become our perfect works before God in our justification.  

We are justified before God, or declared righteous, because in Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, he was justified, or vindicated as righteous before the whole world, so that all those who believe in him would be vindicated or justified before God!
Romans 4
Romans 4:1 What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh? 2 For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. 3 For what does the Scripture say? "Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness." 4 Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due. 5 And to the one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness, 6 just as David also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart from works: 
7 "Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are covered; 8 blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his sin." 9 Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? We say that faith was counted to Abraham as righteousness. 10 How then was it counted to him? Was it before or after he had been circumcised? It was not after, but before he was circumcised. 11 He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so that righteousness would be counted to them as well, 12 and to make him the father of the circumcised who are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised. 

13 For the promise to Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the world did not come through the law but through the righteousness of faith. 14 For if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void. 15 For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression. 16 That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring- not only to the adherent of the law but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all, 17 as it is written, "I have made you the father of many nations"- in the presence of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist. 18 In hope he believed against hope, that he should become the father of many nations, as he had been told, "So shall your offspring be." 19 He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, which was as good as dead ( since he was about a hundred years old), or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah's womb. 20 No distrust made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, 21 fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised. 

22 That is why his faith was "counted to him as righteousness." 23 But the words "it was counted to him" were not written for his sake alone, 24 but for ours also. It will be counted to us who believe in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, 25 who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.

In Romans 4, the Apostle Paul teaches the Gentiles and Jews at Rome that this salvation made clear in Jesus Christ is not something new; it is not some new gospel as if the good news in the Old Covenant was somehow different!  In fact, it is helpful to note that the Book of Romans itself from beginning (Rom. 1:3-5) to the end (Rom. 15:3-4) is rooted in the Old Covenant story and absolutely nothing new!  

Paul is teaching the Church at Rome, that the story of Redemptive-History is complete now, with the full ending and understanding of the one story has been made clearer by Jesus Christ himself, who is the focus of the Old Covenant (Luke 24:44-49).  He starts with Abraham, rooting justification by faith alone in the Old Covenant, including in his argument in Romans 4 that David in the Psalms also believed and understood the teaching of justification by faith alone (Rom. 4:5-8; Psalm 32).
Who Is Your Father? 
Israel trusted in Abraham being their father by race and ethnicity, and the Gentiles knew that they did not have Abraham as their father.  The Israelites in the Church of Rome were to no longer see themselves separated ethnically or spiritually from the Gentiles.  Both Jews and Gentiles who believed had the right to call Abraham their father!  If you recall, when Jesus preaches in his earthly ministry he tells some of the Israelites, who are trusting in Abraham’s flesh more than in Abraham’s faith so to speak, that Abraham’s true descendents “do what Abraham did”!  That is, true believers are justified, or declared righteous based solely on believing God’s promises by faith.  In John 8:36-41, Jesus says:

“So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed. 37 I know that you are offspring of Abraham; yet you seek to kill me because my word finds no place in you. 38 I speak of what I have seen with my Father, and you do what you have heard from your father." 39 They answered him, "Abraham is our father." Jesus said to them, "If you were Abraham's children, you would be doing what Abraham did, 40 but now you seek to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God. This is not what Abraham did. 41 You are doing what your father did."

The Apostle Paul teaches us that it is not merely saying one is Abraham’s seed, or descendant, but those who are in Christ are truly Abraham’s children!  In Galatians 3:6-9, 26-29, Paul writes:

“…Just as Abraham "believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness"? 7 Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham. 8 And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, "In you shall all the nations be blessed." 9 So then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith...
... 26 for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 27 For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. 28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise.”
Some Christians believe that Jews were saved in a different way in the Old Covenant.  But this is just not true! 

All believers before the first coming of Christ in the Old Covenant and after the first coming of Christ in the New Covenant are saved through justification by faith alone.

Let’s consider Paul’s example of “Father Abraham” in Romans 4.  He demonstrates in Romans 4 that justification by faith alone has always been the gospel!  The Apostle Paul takes us back in time to when God called a man named Abram out of the paganism of his native country of Chaldea (Joshua 24:1-3), and God blessed him with promises based on nothing but His own grace!  In response, Abram believed God’s promises and God “reckoned him” or “declared him” righteous based on his faith alone.

Abraham’s Justification

In considering Father Abraham, let us first consider his name change in the Book of Genesis after God has called him to himself.  The full implications of the reality of the name change would not be clear until the New Covenant, but God changed Abram’s name from “Abram” to “Abraham” to show that all those who believed as Abraham believed (or “Did what Abraham did!”), would be justified by God!  

Abraham will be called the “Father of a Multitude of Nations”! (Gen. 12:1-3; 15:1-7).  Carefully read Genesis 12:1-3 and Genesis 15:1-6 from which Paul is quoting in Romans 4 and notice how God’s promises to Abraham extend to the ends of the earth far beyond ethnic boundaries of mere flesh (Rom. 4:13-17).

Genesis 12:1-3 Now the LORD said to Abram, "Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show you. 2 And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed."
Genesis 15:1-6 After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision: "Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great." 2 But Abram said, "O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for I continue childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?" 3 And Abram said, "Behold, you have given me no offspring, and a member of my household will be my heir." 4 And behold, the word of the LORD came to him: "This man shall not be your heir; your very own son shall be your heir." 5 And he brought him outside and said, "Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them." Then he said to him, "So shall your offspring be." 6 And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness. 
 

Notice in Romans 4:1, Paul speaks of Abraham as “our forefather according to the flesh” (v. 1).  Paul communicates the reality that the circumcised Jewish Father was not reckoned or declared righteous based on his being merely an Israelite or Jew.  Neither was Abraham declared or counted righteous because of his external works of obedience in the flesh in his circumcision, nor on having the Word of God given to him (Rom. 4:9-13).  

The grace of God, not race or obedience, is the true issue with regards to HOW Abraham was saved and how we are saved!

Abraham was counted, or declared righteous by faith!  This is the Apostle’s important point in Romans 4:9-13 (Remember to keep your view on the whole of the letter to the Romans.  The Apostle Paul is developing his point from chapter 3 that all men, both Jews and Gentiles are condemned as depraved sinners who fall short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:9-23), and he is answering possible objections from the Jews in the congregation based primarily on Romans 3:1-8 concerning “What significance is there in being a Jew?”):

“Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? We say that faith was counted to Abraham as righteousness. 10 How then was it counted to him? Was it before or after he had been circumcised? It was not after, but before he was circumcised. 11 He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so that righteousness would be counted to them as well, 12 and to make him the father of the circumcised who are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised.” (Romans 4:9-13)
Paul says very simply and clearly that “Abraham believed God” (v. 3).  This faith was reckoned/counted/imputed to him as righteousness.

It is important to note the contrast in Romans 4:1-6 between “works and believing” or “merit earned through obedience” and “a receiving-believing” of an alien and foreign righteousness that comes from God alone.  

A Declaration or Reckoning of Righteousness
Paul is saying that all Christians at Rome, both Jews and Gentiles, are considered, reckoned, or declared righteous based on their faith alone.  This is not some kind of work that justifies them before God, rather it is a trusting of God’s working for them in the Person of Jesus Christ, the Seed of Abraham (Gal. 3:17-24).  

If you are depending upon your works for God as the foundation for your salvation, you are damned.  Your works will earn something before God, but that wage that is earned is eternal death!  The only works that will be received by God now and in the life to come will be the perfect works of Jesus Christ - -in these works of HIS we must boast (cf. Rom. 4:2)!  

“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 6:23).

 

Notice in Romans 4 that Abraham is called “ungodly” (cf. Josh. 24:1-3) in order that Paul might emphasize the work of God for Abraham!

Paul writes: “And to the one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, 
his faith is counted as righteousness” (Rom. 4:5).

Abraham, the ungodly one, was also justified by faith, receiving a righteousness that was not inherent in himself because he too fell short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23), but a righteousness that was received from God, because he believed God.

...And upon receiving this righteousness, God counted/reckoned/declared him righteous in his ungodly state.

Ungodly Men Cannot Produce True Godliness!
This reminds us of the important fact that the first step toward trusting in Christ alone is an understanding that we are ungodly by nature before God’s Holy throne!  If you know yourself as ungodly, then trust God who saves the ungodly by faith because of Christ’s godliness!  The problem with people who think they are “good” and “decent” and “not as bad as others,” is that they are basing their so-called “goodness” and “decency”, by comparing themselves with other sinners.  

However, if sinners should (or would!) compare themselves with the revelation of God in His Law which reveals God’s perfections and holiness, they will find that they truly fall short, and do not love and serve God as they should.  If sinners are depending on their own self-righteous acts before other sinners, they may oftentimes appear as godly, but if they compare themselves to God’s perfections and holy attributes, then they should realize that they are damned before a Holy God apart from the grace of God in Christ.

How are we saved and justified? How did the Israelites in the first century think about justification by grace? Sure, there was legalistic self-righteousness in the Israelites of the first century just as there is still today (Matt. 23), but an average Israelite would have also used the language of being saved by God’s grace.  We must understand that Jews at this time in Redemptive-History would have agreed that Abraham was saved by God’s grace, but they would have added that Abraham had also worked or contributed something to his righteous standing before God.  Paul is saying in response to this notion in Romans 4:
“No, Abraham was ungodly; he had nothing to offer God but his own sins…”

…And Abraham received God’s righteousness not by any inherent, internal merit of cooperating with God, but simply by receiving God’s promises by faith!

Synergistic Salvation?
Essentially, the Israelites in the first century had a synergistic view of salvation by grace.  What synergism means is essentially “two working together” or “cooperative work”.  This means that if one had asked a Pharisee (all things being equal) in the first century if one was saved by grace he would have said “Yes!” BUT…and this is the point. If you were to ask that same Pharisee: “I hear you say that salvation is by grace, but is it by grace alone, received by faith?” The answer to this would have been “No!”  The thinking of this Pharisee would have been God has called the Jews as his special people through Abraham (grace), but we must now cooperate in the covenant with God’s grace through Law in order to achieve our salvation or justification-vindication before God’s Law.

There was not a full understanding of grace by Israel’s teachers, so therefore there was no confidence or assurance that their works were ever good enough! 

Therefore many in Israel, rather than believing and resting fully on the promises of God to them, relied on their works that they had accomplished, not merely apart from God as a kind of legalistic self-righteousness, but relied on their cooperative works with God through their so-called obedience to the Law, even though the Law’s purpose was to reveal their sins and lead them to Christ’s grace! (Gal. 3:19-25).  

Look at the Apostle Paul’s confidence in God’s grace and his cooperation with God in obedience found in Philippians 3, then notice how he disregards this former and false way of being justified by cooperation with God for the gospel way of being justified by faith alone:

“For we are the real circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh- 4 though I myself have reason for confidence in the flesh also. If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness, under the law blameless. 

7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith- 10 that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11 that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. 

12 Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13 Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. 15 Let those of us who are mature think this way, and if in anything you think otherwise, God will reveal that also to you.” (Philippians 3:4-15)

Achieving salvation by cooperating with God to the best of one’s ability and lacking assurance that one was truly justified until Judgment Day, was not only found among the first century Israelites, but there was a very similar situation in the time of the Reformation of the 16th century (there really is nothing new “under the sun”).  

Martin's Monergistic Method of Merit
In fact, it was Martin Luther’s high regard for God’s holiness and the great and impossible demands of God’s Law for sinners to achieve, that kept Luther tossing in his bed at night, frightened by the reality that his sins would damn him!  It was Martin Luther’s revelation from Scripture that even our best works are tainted by sin and therefore cannot be meritorious before God’s Holy Tribunal!  But then by God’s grace, Luther realized that Christ the Judge was also Christ the Savior!

As a Roman Catholic priest, Luther knew that all the cooperation with God that he could muster would only end up damning him!  Luther studied the Book of Romans and realized that a righteousness apart from him, found in Christ alone, received by faith alone, was his only hope to be saved and declared righteous!  

In the Reformation of the 16th century, Roman Catholic theology was essentially the same way of salvation as the first century Israelite.  Martin Luther was taught by the Roman Catholic Church that men were saved “by grace”, but this “grace” was understood as man’s cooperation with God in order to achieve salvation ("synergism")- -it was not grace received by faith alone in what God has done fully in Christ.  Martin Luther’s struggle to find God’s grace and to have his wrath appeased in the Person of Christ, led to a reformation of the Church and rediscovery of the gospel!

It is important to consider that Roman Catholics (during the Reformation and today!) would have disagreed that salvation-justification was by grace alone, received by faith alone! (This is still the great problem today and why Evangelicals and Catholics need to be truly honest with one another rather than merely uniting without any consideration of this important doctrine!).  

The one word “alone” in the phrase “saved by grace alone” (Eph. 2:8-10) separates us not only from our Roman Catholic friends today, but any other person who believes in a “cooperative” or "synergistic" way of God and man working together to achieve salvation.

The Reformed teaching (and Biblical teaching, I might add) is that we are saved by a monergistic work of God (monergistic: mono= “one”, ergo= “work”).  This means that God alone works in us to achieve our salvation and we are saved not by cooperating with God (even with our faith!), but by believing that God has fully accomplished in the Person and Work of Christ our salvation- - and this is believed by faith alone - -which is not our work, but a gift of God!  

Faith receives God’s grace held out in Christ, but faith is not a work in any way that is meritorious before God!

You see, this is the Apostle Paul’s point in Ephesians 2:1-10: Dead men, separated from God and following the prince of the power of the air will not and cannot believe, unless God in his mercy makes us alive and gives us the gift of faith.  That is why Paul contrasts the gift of faith with our works!  He says:

Ephesians 2:1-10: And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience- 3 among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. 4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 5 even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ- by grace you have been saved- 6 and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, 7 so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 10 For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.

As Ephesians 2:10 says clearly believers are God’s Workmanship!  There is no cooperation, or synergistic salvation by grace, this is what Paul calls “works” (Eph. 2:9).  Rather, there is only a monergistic, or solo work of God in us that makes us alive (Eph. 2:4), gives us the gift of faith (Eph. 2:8), and causes us to be regenerated so that we would believe and rest in Christ’s justification-vindication for us!

During the time of Jesus and Paul’s writing to the Romans, during the time of the Reformation of the 16th century, and even many who call themselves “Christian” today believe in a synergistic, or cooperative work of God with man in achieving salvation.  

The truth of Scripture is that there is only one working to achieve our justification, and this is our Sovereign God who seeks us out and loves us!  Remember as Romans 3:10-12 teaches: “No one seeks after God,” but by God’s grace, he seeks after us to enable us to believe and to release our enslaved wills from the domination and mastery of the flesh, in order that we might be justified by Christ’s Spirit! 

Imputation and Infusion
Let us learn two important theological terms that Christians should know with regard to justification by faith alone.  The two terms are imputed and infused.
Definition: What is Imputation? - Simply put: “A Declaration, or reckoning of Righteousness”.  Imputation is that God gives to the ungodly, spiritually dead, sinful person who believes the perfect righteousness of Christ!  We are in a right standing before God based on Christ’s works for us.  Paul says Abraham was reckoned/declared/considered (logizomai- Greek) justified based on faith alone.  Paul uses the term “logizomai” 12 times in this passage in Romans 4 to make the point crystal clear.

As believers, we are clothed in Christ’s righteousness, and we are reckoned/declared/considered righteous as was Abraham.  We receive an “alien righteousness” from God, the righteousness that was earned by Jesus Christ and is imputed to us.  This is a monergistic work of grace (meaning “no cooperation” between God and sinners), where God clothes us in Christ’s righteousness and this is received by faith alone!

Definition: What is Infusion? - Simply put: “To become righteous”.  This is a synergistic work, or cooperation between God and sinful man!  What the first century Israelite, the modern Roman Catholic, and some who are misguided who call themselves “Christians” claim, is that we become righteous- - then we are justified.  Now this makes the eternal difference between heaven and hell.

It is true that once a person is united to Jesus Christ by faith alone in their justification, then that person does become righteous or Christ-like; this is called “sanctification”.  But we must make sure that justification by faith alone because of God’s grace alone must precede our sanctification.

God justifies the ungodly sinner by faith alone.  He does not justify or declare righteous those who are already righteous by virtue of having “tried hard” to be good, or those who merely have gone through the motions in the visible church, going to church, listening to the Word, and participating in the sacraments, or those who have tried to work hard in any way cooperating with God’s grace in order to be justified!  

Those who have worked hard have not worked hard enough (and never will!)- -in fact they are condemned before God’s Holy Tribunal!  Why? Because they fall short of God’s glory and can never match the perfect and complete work of Jesus Christ!

Only in Christ are we justified!  When we believe and rest in Christ’s righteous work for us, God imputes to us the righteous works achieved by Christ!

The Reformed Pastor John Calvin in his Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans wrote concerning the good news of justification by faith alone: 

“When…we come to Christ, we first find in Him the exact righteousness of the law, and this also becomes ours by imputation.”

“Therefore, we explain justification simply as the acceptance with which God receives us into his favor as righteous men.  And we say that it consists in the remission of sins and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness.”- Institutes in the Christian Religion, Calvin, 3.11.2.

 

Professor John Murray wrote concerning justification by faith alone: 

“It is our Lord’s whole work of obedience in every phase and period that is described as active and passive, and we must avoid the mistake of thinking that the active obedience applies to the obedience of his life and the passive to the obedience of his final sufferings and death.  The real use and purpose of the formula is to emphasize the two distinct aspects of our Lord’s vicarious obedience. The truth expressed rests upon the recognition that the law of God has both penal sanctions and positive demands….Christ’s obedience was vicarious in the bearing of full judgment of God upon sin, and it was vicarious in the full discharge of the demands of righteousness. 

[Christ’s] obedience becomes the ground of the remission of sin and of actual justification.”- Redemption Accomplished and Applied, pgs. 21-22.

 

Our Justification-Vindication before God
Our justification-vindication before God’s Holy Tribunal as Christians is because of Christ’s justification-vindication in his resurrection and ascension from the dead! It is all of grace rather than merit.  Only in Christ are his wages paid because of his due, that is because Jesus earned the wages of life (cf. Rom. 4:4).  

You could say that for Christ, God justified-vindicated him in his resurrection of the dead to show that the “wages of a sinless life is eternal life, and the payment of God to him is eternal life.”  We however, receive Christ’s righteousness as a gift of God which leads to eternal life, because we had earned nothing through our sinful lives but death (Rom. 6:23).

All who hear (or read!) the preaching and proclamation of the gospel are called upon to repent and believe the promises of God held out in Jesus Christ that Abraham believed!  Whether Jew or Gentile, it does not matter, for Abraham is the “father of all who believe” (both Jew and Gentile).  This is such a reality in Scripture that Paul can say elsewhere in Ephesians 2:11-18 that God has made “One new man out of two.”

Ephesians 2:11 Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh, called "the uncircumcision" by what is called the circumcision, which is made in the flesh by hands- 12 remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. 

13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. 14 For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility 15 by abolishing the law of commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, 16 and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing the hostility.
17 And he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near. 18 For through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father.

The good news for the Church at Rome made up of Jews and Gentiles was to become one new man in Jesus Christ!  This one new man was justified by faith alone!

No matter where we are in the Christian life, we believe and trust in God’s promises by faith!  Abraham believed God against all of his fleshly hope (Hebrews 11), yet God justified him because he believed in the promises of God.  Romans 4:18-21 says of Abraham:

“In hope he believed against hope, that he should become the father of many nations, as he had been told, "So shall your offspring be." 19 He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, which was as good as dead ( since he was about a hundred years old), or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah's womb. 20 No distrust made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, 21 fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised.”

Lifetime and Eternal Assurance in Christ Alone!
We go through difficult times where are faith can grow weak, yet God is faithful even when we are faithless, and he calls us in Christ to continually and daily repent of our failure to believe perfectly that all of his promises are “Yes” and “Amen” in Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 1:20-22).  Because of God's faithfulness to us being emphasized in our justification-vindication by faith alone, we can be confident in Christ that nothing - - absolutely nothing- - can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus, even our faith that is weak at times.  Our hope is not in how strong our faith is, but our faith is in a strong Christ who is received by faith!
Our hope is in nothing less that Jesus’ blood and righteousness! Not only at the beginning of the Christian life, but all the way of our pilgrimage to the end.

Theologian and Professor J. Gresham Machen summarizes this great truth on his death bed when he sent a telegram of gospel truth to his friend and colleague John Murray.  Machen wrote:

"I'm so thankful for [the] active obedience of Christ. No hope without it."

Jesus' Justification?
Abraham’s justification and our justification is based solely on Christ’s justification before God!  Christ’s justification-vindication was in his resurrection because of his perfect active obedience to the will of God through every moment of his life!  This is how Paul ends Romans 4:23-25:

“…But the words "it was counted to him" were not written for [Abraham’s] sake alone, 24 but for ours also. It will be counted to us who believe in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, 25 who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.

How are we saved? By believing that Jesus’ justification-vindication is our justification-vindication by receiving his perfect righteousness by faith alone, because Jesus alone attained and earned merit before God by his active obedience to God’s will!

Notice Paul’s focus on Christ alone at the end of Romans chapter 4: “Jesus was delivered up for our sins and trespasses” (v. 25).  This means that Jesus suffered for our sins on the cross and experienced separation from God and eternal death for those who believe.  God did not leave him in the grave however, but Jesus was raised up for our justification (v. 25).

His justification-vindication is our justification-vindication by faith alone when we are united to him.

Christ is our righteousness, our right standing before God, because we are clothed in his righteousness…and so we have peace with God (Romans 5).  Therefore, Paul can say confidently and wholeheartedly that “there is no condemnation” before God, and nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus (Romans 8)!

Dr. Michael Horton reminds us all of our hope that we have in the teaching of justification by faith alone:

“…It is good to know--especially when facing the next world--that for every time we have failed to conform to God's will in thought, word, and deed, by actively sinning or failing to conform to his revealed will, his Son has fulfilled the obedience that we owe. By never once giving in to the lust, pride, sloth, greed, selfishness, and malice that are so often allowed space in our overcrowded hearts, Jesus Christ becomes our Savior not only in his atoning death but throughout his life. In this way, every day of his life was as necessary for our salvation as that dark afternoon on Golgotha. He was the only "fully surrendered, victorious, sold-out," Christian who ever lived! Our surrender is halfhearted and partial; our victories seem always to be sullied by pride. Even if we could live the "higher life," could God not smell our smugness? Wouldn't our best works be sabotaged by our own depravity? These good works would be corrupt enough to condemn us on the last day, so what we require is the obedience of someone else to stand in for us. It is not only Christ's atoning death, but his saving life during the thirty-three years of his conformity to the Father's will that shelters us from God's just sentence. "This is why," wrote Charles Hodge, "the believer, when arrayed in this righteousness, need fear neither death nor hell. This is the reason why Paul challenges the universe to lay anything to the charge of God's elect."- Michael Horton, ‘A Dying Man’s Consolation’, Modern Reformation, 1996.
In conclusion, because I believe this teaching of justification by faith alone is greatly misunderstood by modern, well-meaning Christians, I am going to do something that I normally do not do (Don’t try this at home in other words!).

I do not much care for the use of acrostics for summing up Biblical truth.  I believe that acrostics can overly simplify and trivialize the Biblical message many times, and I remember the wise words of Marshall McLuan: “The medium is the message”.  This aphorism means that how we communicate something in form can undermine or trivialize the content (For example, watch how the television-form undermines the worship of God when you watch it on TV!).

So, I am going against my better judgment and even the advice of Marshall McLuan (and Neil Postman!), but I think it is good in this case to make an exception IF it will aid Christians in more precisely understanding the important Biblical teaching of justification by faith alone.  So, here is my acrostic taken from Romans 4, offered by faith to you, with hopes that it will help you to know more precisely this teaching and that it will be a reality in your own life!

It is the acrostic C-H-R-I-S-T:

C- Christ Alone in His active and passive obedience, in his life and death, is sinful man’s only hope (Romans 3:23-26).

H- Humility is our only response as Christians!  We were saved by grace plus nothing we did for God (Romans 3:27; 4:1-2).

R- Real Righteousness is given to us, not a “legal fiction”, but the real righteousness that was earned by Christ for us, this alien righteous, was given to us and received by faith alone! (Romans 4:3).

I- Imputation is when God imputes, reckons, considers, declares us righteous by giving to ungodly sinners the righteousness of Jesus (Romans 4:5-8).

S- Saved by Christ through Faith.  To summarize what the great B. B. Warfield once said: “It is not so much that we are saved by faith. Rather, we are saved by Christ through faith.”  The emphasis is not on our faith, but on Christ who saves through faith! (Romans 4:16-17)

T- Total Confidence on Judgment Day!  We stand NOW, and we will stand THEN in Christ alone!  We will be justified-vindicated before God’s Throne because of Christ’s justification-vindication! (Romans 4:21-25)

Let us remind ourselves as the people of God how the Heidelberg Catechism in the first question teaches us concerning our hope in Jesus alone!  This devotional catechism is excellent for memorization!

Question 1. What is thy only comfort in life and death? Answer: That I with body and soul, both in life and death, am not my own, but belong unto my faithful Saviour Jesus Christ; who, with his precious blood, has fully satisfied for all my sins, and delivered me from all the power of the devil; and so preserves me that without the will of my heavenly Father, not a hair can fall from my head; yea, that all things must be subservient to my salvation, and therefore, by his Holy Spirit, He also assures me of eternal life, and makes me sincerely willing and ready, henceforth, to live unto him. 
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