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Chapter #4

I. Importance of the Issue

n what is likely the earliest book of the Bi-

ble, the patriarch Job asks the penetrating
question, “How can a mortal be just before
God?” (Job 9:2, NRSV).! Down through the
centuries, this question of one’s standing
before God, how one is justified by Him,
has been viewed as the most crucial ques-
tion faced by human beings, foundational
to all other questions.

Martin Luther asserted that “if we lose
the doctrine of justification, we lose simply
everything.” Luther believed that justifi-
cation is “the article with and by which the
church stands, without which it falls.” In
the preface to his forty-five theses drawn
up in 1537, Luther makes this impassioned
plea: “The article of justification is the
master and prince, the lord, the ruler, and
the judge over all kinds of doctrines; it pre-
serves and governs all Church doctrine and
raises up our conscience before God. With-
out this article the world is utter death and
darkness.”

John Calvin considered the doctrine of
justification to be “the main hinge upon
which religion turns.” He explained fur-
ther: “For unless you understand first of all
what your position is before God, and what
the judgment which he passes upon you,
you have no foundation on which your

salvation can be laid, or on which piety to-
wards God can be reared.”

Ellen G. White wrote, in the wake of the
1888 General Conference Session, “The
light given me of God places this impor-
tant subject [justification by faith] above
any question in my mind.”® At the same
time, she warned that this subject is liable
to be confused and is the object of Satan’s
attack: “The danger has been presented to
me again and again of entertaining, as a
people, false ideas of justification by faith.
I have been shown for years that Satan
would work in a special manner to con-
fuse the mind on this point.”” Luther had
earlier given similar warnings: “Whoever
falls from the doctrine of justification is
ignorant of God and is an idolater. . .. For
once this doctrine is undermined, nothing
more remains but sheer error, hypocrisy,
wickedness and idolatry, regardless of
how great sanctity that appears on the
outside.”® “No error is so insignificant, so
clumsy, so outworn as not to be supremely
pleasing to human reason and to seduce us
if we are without the knowledge and the
contemplation of this article [of justifica-
tion].” We must clearly understand the
truth about justification by faith, in view
of its central importance in our lives and in
view of Satan’s special work to undermine
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and to confuse minds on this foundational
biblical teaching.

Il. The Debate Over Justification:
Differing Views

The traditional Protestant view'

The Protestant Reformation occurred
largely in protest against the Catholic un-
derstanding of justification, which Protes-
tant theologians considered to be a gross
distortion of the biblical teaching.

Building upon the writings of Paul, es-
pecially Romans and Galatians, and the
roots in the Old Testament, Martin Luther
presented justifying righteousness as “the
alien righteousness of Christ.”! This was
in opposition to the Augustinian under-
standing in which justifying righteousness,
although completely through the grace of
God, was something that inhered in the
human recipient.

Luther affirmed that the justified Chris-
tian was simul justus et peccator. R. C. Sproul
explains,

Luther’s famous dictum simul justus
et peccator goes to the heart of the is-
sue regarding forensic justification.
The Latin phrase means “at the same
time just and sinner.” This simultane-
ous condition refers to the situation
wherein the sinner is counted just fo-
rensically by virtue of the imputation
of Christ, while he remains in and of
himself, yet a sinner. ‘
Luther did not mean that the sinner
who is still a sinner is an unchanged
person. The sinner who has saving
faith is a regenerate person. He is in-

dwelt by the Holy Spirit. But he is still
unjust in himself. Nor does it mean
that the sinner is not in a real process
of sanctification by which he is be-
coming just. Those who possess sav-
ing faith necessarily, inevitably, and
immediately begin to manifest the
fruits of faith, which are works of obe-
dience. However, the grounds of that
person’s justification remain solely
and exclusively the imputed righ-
teousness of Christ. It is by His righ-
teousness and His righteousness alone
that the sinner is declared to be just.?

For Luther, justification was not before
the onlooking eyes of men, but coram Deo,
“before the face of God,” or as his theo-
logical colleague Philip Melanchthon put
it, “before the heavenly divine tribunal.”
Grace was not a holy substance that came
down from God and inhered in the human
being; it was an attitude of divine favor.

Melanchthon further worked out Lu-
ther’s concepts using more precise lan-
guage of imputation. Justification was
presented as the divine act of declaring sin-
ners righteous, based upon the extrinsic,
imputed righteousness of Christ. This was
in contrast with Augustine, who saw justi-
fication as God’s making sinners righteous
by a conversion of their wills.*

Calvin’s doctrine of justification was
deeply indebted to the concepts developed
by Luther and Melanchthon.* Calvin elo-
quently emphasizes the forensic nature of
justification by the imputed righteousness
of Christ as he clearly summarizes the
doctrine in his Institutes: “A man will be
[is] justified by faith when, excluded from






