DISCUSSION MANUAL

FUNDAMENTALS

LESSON 10

“WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE JUSTIFIED?”
“Those whom God effectually called, He also freely justifieth: not by infusing
righteousness unto them, but by pardoning their sins, and by accounting and accepting
their persons as righteous; not for anything wrought in them, or done by them, but for
Christ’s sake alone…”
(Westminster Confession of Faith XI)

I.

The Doctrine of Justification by Faith
The biblical teaching regarding how sinful men are justified before a holy God is the defining doctrine
of Protestantism. It is perhaps the most fundamental doctrinal issue separating Roman Catholics and
Protestants. Martin Luther, who is often acknowledged as the official initiator of the Reformation, said
that justification by faith was such an important doctrine that the Church would “stand or fall” by it.
For this reason, it is absolutely essential for believers to understand what it means and what it does not
mean to be justified by faith in Christ.
Louis Hodges writes regarding justification:
“Justification…is a judicial act (or declarative act) of God whereby He declares that by virtue
of the imputed (credited or reckoned) righteousness of Christ, all the demands of the Law
upon a particular sinner are satisfied. By this act, the one joined with Christ has the full
forgiveness of sin (past, present, future) and is judged not on the basis of his own life, but on
the perfect life of Jesus Christ.”
A. Read the following scripture references and comment on what they tell us about justification.
Romans 4:1-3, 5

Romans 4:21-22

Romans 4:23-25

Romans 5:1

Romans 1:16-17

Galatians 3:11

Galatians 3:23-24

B. Imputation
The Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms defines the doctrine of imputation.
“To attribute or ascribe in the sense of reckoning. The concept relates to sin, guilt, or
righteousness, as when Paul indicates that through Adam’s sin, death and guilt are imputed to
all (Romans 5:12-14), while through Christ’s work, righteousness is ‘reckoned’ (imputed) to
those who believe.” (Romans 4:22-24; 5:15-21)
In the act of justification, there is a three-way imputation. First, Adam’s sin is imputed to all men
(hence, the need for justification). Second, the believer’s sin is imputed to Christ or, more
specifically, the consequences of his sin, which is God’s judgment. Third, the righteousness of
Christ is imputed (reckoned) to the believer. This is reflected below:

Read the following scripture references and comment on what they tell us regarding imputation.
Romans 5:12

2 Corinthians 5:21

1 Peter 3:18

Romans 5:18-19

C. Imputation ─ not Infusion
It is important to understand that Christ’s righteousness is not infused into us via some sort of
divine hypodermic needle, but rather justification is a legal declaration by God that we are just in
His sight. The term often used to describe the legal declaration is forensic. This is only important
to us insofar as it helps distinguish the correct view of justification from one that confuses it with
sanctification. The idea that righteousness is infused into us at conversion confuses justification
with sanctification. The reality is that, though our legal standing before a just and holy God is
perfected by the imputation of Christ’s righteousness, our behavior will not reflect this perfectly.
Luther said we become “simultaneously righteous and sinner.”
Read the following scripture references and comment on how they relate to imputation.
Acts 10:43

Romans 4:5

Romans 4:6-7

D. Justification by Imputation Has an Objective Basis
If righteousness were infused, it would be subjective in nature rather than objective. Robert
Reymond writes:
“…justification refers to God’s wholly objective, wholly forensic judgment concerning
the sinner’s standing before the law, by which forensic judgment God declares that the
sinner is righteous in his sight because of the imputation of his sin to Christ, on which
ground he is pardoned, and the imputation of Christ’s perfect obedience to him, on
which ground he is constituted righteous before God.”
Another way to understand the objective nature of justification is that the righteousness of Christ
that is imparted or bestowed on the believer is an “alien righteousness,” alien in that it does not
originate in or proceed from the believer but from Christ alone.
This “alien righteousness” is the active and passive obedience of Jesus Christ. Read the two
Scriptures below and identify which refers to Christ’s active obedience and which refers to his
passive obedience.
Hebrews 4:14-15

Philippians 2:6-8

In regard to the imputed righteousness of Christ, the believer receives the benefit of Christ’s active
and passive obedience. Thus our sin is atoned or paid for in Christ’s passive obedience, and our
position before a holy God is perfected as Christ’s active obedience is credited (imputed) to us.
E. For Further Discussion:
1. What are some practical benefits to understanding how believers are justified?

2. Is there really a difference between the Roman Catholic understanding of how one is saved and
that of the Protestant?

3. Apart from a clear understanding of justification by faith, can a believer know with certainty
that he will go to heaven at death?

4. Is there another word, a synonym, which conveys the same meaning as the justification of a
believer?

