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Justified 
By faith alone

INTRODUCTION

Justification by faith alone is said to be the belief by which the church stands or falls.  Luther
is credited by his students as saying, ‘if that article stands, the church stands; if it fails, the 
church fails.’  John Calvin spoke of it as the ‘main hinge upon which religion turns’ and ‘the 
sum of all piety.’  Sadly, if you ask many Christians today what justification means, they 
don’t really know.  It has been said that where the formal cause of the Reformation was an 
argument about authority; the material cause was over this question of justification by faith 
alone.  In other words, the main concern and argument at the time of the Reformation was 
around this question, how can a sinner be righteous in the eyes of a holy God?  To this most
important question two different answers were given.  There was the Roman Catholic 
answer and the answer of the Reformation.  

Here is a quick summary of the way in which the Medieval Catholic Church answered the 
question how a sinner is made holy in the eyes of a holy God.  

A sinner was saved by and nurtured at the breast of the church.  From the cradle to the 
grave, the church by its priests through its seven sacraments was seen to shepherd a soul 
through this life into heaven.  At birth you had the stain of original sin washed away and 
were brought into a state of justification by baptism; and a seed of grace planted in your 
heart, you nurtured this seed of grace by doing good deeds, and the love produced by the 
good deeds were the good works were what God judged on judgement day to declare you 
justified/righteous.  The Catholic church had two categories of sin, mortal and venial sins.  
Mortal sins were the big ones by which you lost your justification and you needed to be 
rejustified.  You renewed your justification by going to confession and doing works of 
penance.  And just before you died you had last rites which washed away a whole bunch of 
other sins.  It was expected that almost all good Catholics would spend some time in 
purgatory.  This helps you to understand why indulgences were so popular.  Indulgences 
were seen as an aid to shortening your or loved ones time in purgatory.  Purgatory is seen 
as the temporal punishment for sins already forgiven.  Yes you heard it right, Christ’s 
sufferings were not enough you have to suffer too.  And it was believed that by donating 
alms, the donation of money for the poor, that this act would not go unrewarded.  Christ’s 
surplus good deeds, as well as the surplus good deeds of the saints were viewed as a 
treasury of merit that could be applied by the church to alleviate temporal punishments, i.e. 
shorten time in purgatory.  On account of the fact that justification could be lost and a 
justified person could go to hell, and that almost every Christian will spend some in time in 
purgatory, there was no certainty or assurance of salvation.  In fact later statements by the 
Catholic church made it clear that any who believed they could know they were going to 
heaven apart from direct revelation to people like the saints, were anathematised.

Martin Luther was a man seeking salvation in a climate where your good deeds ultimately 
determined your eternal destiny.  Because he had been taught that only those sins 
confessed can be forgiven Luther would spend hours confessing his sins to his superiors in 
the monastery.  To help him find peace he was encouraged to take a teaching post where 
he would teach Romans, Galatians and the psalms.  During his studies this guilty monk was 



having real trouble with the concept of the righteousness of God in Romans 1:16-17 ‘For I 
am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 
believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.  For in it the righteousness of God is 
revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, "The righteous shall live by faith.": 
‘I hated that word, “justice of God” (iustitia Dei), which, by the use and custom of all my 
teachers, I had been taught to understand philosophically as referring to formal or active 
justice, as they call it, i.e., that justice by which God is just and by which he punishes 
sinners and the unjust.
But I, blameless monk that I was, felt that before God I was a sinner with an extremely 
troubled conscience. I couldn’t be sure that God was appeased by my satisfaction. I did not 
love, no, rather I hated the just God who punishes sinners. In silence, if I did not 
blaspheme, then certainly I grumbled vehemently and got angry at God. I said, “Isn’t it 
enough that we miserable sinners, lost for all eternity because of original sin, are oppressed 
by every kind of calamity through the Ten Commandments? Why does God heap sorrow 
upon sorrow through the Gospel and through the Gospel threaten us with his justice and his
wrath?” This was how I was raging with wild and disturbed conscience. I constantly 
badgered St. Paul about that spot in Romans 1 and anxiously wanted to know what he 
meant.
I meditated night and day on those words until at last, by the mercy of God, I paid attention
to their context: “The justice of God is revealed in it, as it is written: ‘The just person lives 
by faith.’” I began to understand that in this verse the justice of God is that by which the 
just person lives by a gift of God, that is by faith. I began to understand that this verse 
means that the justice of God is revealed through the Gospel, but it is a passive justice, i.e. 
that by which the merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is written: “The just person lives by 
faith.” All at once I felt that I had been born again and entered into paradise itself through 
open gates. Immediately I saw the whole of Scripture in a different light. 
…I exalted this sweetest word of mine, “the justice of God,” with as much love as before I 
had hated it with hate. This phrase of Paul was for me the very gate of paradise. Afterward 
I read Augustine’s “On the Spirit and the Letter,” in which I found what I had not dared 
hope for. I discovered that he too interpreted “the justice of God” in a similar way, namely, 
as that with which God clothes us when he justifies us. Although Augustine had said it 
imperfectly and did not explain in detail how God imputes justice to us, still it pleased me 
that he taught the justice of God by which we are justified.’  

He saw that the righteousness of God is not something that we produce or attain to, but 
rather it is a gift that God gives to those who have faith.  This was one of the great 
breakthroughs that Luther experienced which has helped us break free from medieval 
notions of justification.  We are justified by faith alone.  Let us think a bit more deeply about
this concept.  

Justification

Can you define what this word means?  Sadly many today find themselves unable to give a 
technical definition of justification, and can’t even think of a verse where it is taught.  The 
word justification is in fact a misnomer, it is misnamed.  It is made up of two latin words 
‘make’ and ‘righteous’.  However, the bible is using the word in a more specific way than 
that.  The Greek word for justification, is a word borrowed from the sphere of law.  It is not 
a word used to describe the state but rather the status of someone.  When a judge 
pronounces a person to be righteous, this pronouncement is describing their legal standing 
in relation to the law.  The opposite concept of justification is condemnation.  This would be 
when the judge rules a person to be guilty.  In the same way that the word condemnation 
does not imply any constitutional change in the person, likewise the word justify is not being



used to describe a process of making someone righteous but rather declaring them 
righteous.  

To put it another way the big difference between medieval theology and the Reformers is 
the difference between imparted and imputed righteousness.   RC theology taught that 
grace was a substance that came to us in the sacraments and healed our sinfulness to make
us righteous.  They viewed justification as a process, not a once off act, and they saw it as 
an act of transformation from within not a declaration.  Here is a way I like to describe it.  
Think of your Kiwi citizenship, or rather think about someone who wants to become a NZ 
citizen.  Think of someone from South Africa who speaks with a South African accent, loves 
the food, supports the teams yet applies for citizenship.  They get given a NZ passport, this 
is receiving a new legal status.  The passport is not given when their accent changes or they
begin to support the all blacks.  The giving of their passport is the giving of a new legal 
status despite their rugby loyalties.  Justification works in the same way.  It is not 
descriptive of how holy you have become like medieval theology taught, it is the conferring 
of a new legal status.  You and I were sinners under the condemnation of God’s law, we 
were orphaned by sin and strangers to God; legally we were on death row.  But when we 
believe God confers a new status upon us moving us from guilty to righteous, from enemy 
to friend, from orphan to family.  

Let us consider the mechanics of how this happens, 2 Cor. 5:21, ‘For our sake he made him 
to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.’  
Luther realised that God gives us a gift of righteousness so that we can be as holy as God is 
in His sight.  This verse clearly emphasizes that we ‘become the righteousness of God.’  Now
is there anyone sitting here who can say they are as holy as God?  All Christians should put 
up their hands.  This verse is describing for us what Luther called the Great Exchange, 
which involves a double imputation of legal statuses.  My sin was credited to Christ, His 
righteousness is credited to me.  I was justified, He was condemned.  Now in order to 
understand the nature of how I become the righteousness of God, we first need to think 
about how Jesus becomes sin.  

Jesus does not become sinful in His nature.  He is the God-man and was the spotless Lamb 
of God.  He becomes sin not by a change in His nature but rather by our sins being 
transferred to His account, they are reckoned as His, credited to Him, it is a case of 
imputation not impartation/transformation.  In the same way, when we are declared 
righteous by God, justification is not a term we use to talk about a change in our nature but 
a declaration conferring a new legal status.  We are literally in a legal way as holy as God 
because Jesus who is the God-man has credited His righteousness to us just as our sins 
were credited to Him.  Jesus has swapped His criminal record with ours, not His body with 
ours.  This the Great Exchange.  

There is an important Latin phrase which sums up how God justifies us, simil justus et 
peccator, to be simultaneously righteous and sinful.  The Christian is both sinful and 
righteous at the same time, though not in the same way, just as Christ was sinful and 
righteous on the cross at the same time but not in the same way.  Luther used a picture to 
describe the Christian as a walking paradox.  He used the picture of a dung heap in a field, 
that is covered in snow.  That is a Christian.  In ourselves we are sinners, we are not yet 
glorified, we are dung, but in Christ, because His righteousness has been conferred on us 
we are as white as snow, as holy as Christ.  Christ can be thought of in the same way when 
He was bearing our sins on the cross.  He was a pile of snow covered in our dung.  He was 
unchanged and righteous in Himself, but our sins were imputed to Him and so He was both 



sinful and righteous at the same time though not in the same way.  He was sinful by 
imputation but righteous in nature, just as I am sinful in myself but righteous by imputation.
This action of the judge ruling that we are righteous is the bringing forward of our 
judgement day sentence.  In other words, the judgement day that God poured out on Jesus 
was the only judgement day that your sins will ever receive, there is no uncertainty about 
His verdict on the final day.  His resurrection from the dead is proof that the payment He 
made is sufficient.  ‘There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus.’  ‘Who shall bring any charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies.’  Nothing 
‘will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.’ 

Is Christ’s becomes mine and what is mine becomes Christ’s.  One of the earliest ways that 
Luther spoke of this great exchange was by referring to the way marriage pictures our union
with Christ.  In marriage we become one, and all that is the others becomes ours, this is a 
picture of what happens when we are justified.  He writes: ‘By this mystery, as the Apostle 
teaches, Christ and the soul become one flesh [Eph. 5:31–32]. And if they are one flesh and
there is between them a true marriage—indeed the most perfect of all marriages, since 
human marriages are but poor examples of this one true marriage—it follows that 
everything they have they hold in common, the good as well as the evil. Accordingly the 
believing soul can boast of and glory in whatever Christ has as though it were its own, and 
whatever the soul has Christ claims as his own. Let us compare these and we shall see 
inestimable benefits. Christ is full of grace, life, and salvation. The soul is full of sins, death, 
and damnation. Now let faith come between them and sins, death, and damnation will be 
Christ’s, while grace, life, and salvation will be the soul’s; for if Christ is a bridegroom, he 
must take upon himself the things which are his bride’s and bestow upon her the things that
are his. If he gives her his body and very self, how shall he not give her all that is his? And if
he takes the body of the bride, how shall he not take all that is hers?....  Who then can fully 
appreciate what this royal marriage means? Who can understand the riches of the glory of 
this grace? Here this rich and divine bridegroom Christ marries this poor, wicked harlot, 
redeems her from all her evil, and adorns her with all his goodness. Her sins cannot now 
destroy her, since they are laid upon Christ and swallowed up by him. And she has that 
righteousness in Christ, her husband, of which she may boast as of her own and which she 
can confidently display alongside her sins in the face of death and hell and say, “If I have 
sinned, yet my Christ, in whom I believe, has not sinned, and all his is mine and all mine is 
his,” as the bride in the Song of Solomon [2:16] says, “My beloved is mine and I am his.”’  

All of my sins, past, present a future were taken by Christ and paid for in full.  All of His 
righteousness He gives to me.  This is how God has solved the problem of the guilt of my 
sin.  Glorification will remove the presence of sin, but justification puts away the guilt of my 
sins.  Christ as my substitute is my unchanging righteousness.  This is the source of our joy,
our righteousness is not in ourselves or in anything we have done but is Christ and His 
righteousness.  It was this profound truth that helped John Bunyan when he thought he had
committed the unforgivable sin.  “One day as I was passing into the field . . . this sentence 
fell upon my soul. Thy righteousness is in heaven. And methought, withal, I saw with the 
eyes of my soul Jesus Christ at God's right hand; there, I say, was my righteousness; so 
that wherever I was, or whatever I was doing, God could not say of me, he wants [=lacks] 
my righteousness, for that was just before him. I also saw, moreover, that it was not my 
good frame of heart that made my righteousness better, nor yet my bad frame that made 
my righteousness worse, for my righteousness was Jesus Christ himself, "The same 
yesterday, today, and forever." Heb. 13:8. Now did my chains fall off my legs indeed. I was 
loosed from my afflictions and irons; my temptations also fled away; so that from that time 
those dreadful scriptures of God [about the unforgivable sin] left off to trouble me; now 
went I also home rejoicing for the grace and love of God."  (Piper)’

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Heb.%2013.8


By Faith Alone

Justification is what we receive and faith is how we receive it.  So we must consider the 
nature of faith and why the Reformation stressed that we are justified by faith alone.  Upon 
a first hearing of the statement we are justified by faith alone you can get a wrong 
impression.  You could think that faith is a work you render in order to earn justification.  
The word ‘by’ could lean in this direction.  This was not the intent behind the statement.  
The Catholic church taught that your initial justification happened by the instrument of 
baptism which infuses the righteousness of God into you, and if you lost that justification 
you renewed it through your works of penance.  In other words, baptism and penance are 
the instruments by which one is justified.  The Reformation saw that a church based 
sacramental view of salvation was incorrect and so rejected baptism as justifying us; and it 
saw that we are saved by faith and not by works and so rejected penance as well.  

We are justified by faith alone, not faith and works, not faith and baptism, faith is the sole 
instrument by which we are justified.  Romans 3:28, ‘For we hold that one is justified by 
faith apart from works of the law.’  So what is faith?  There are a few definitions for faith.  
There is faith that is opposed to doubt and fear which clings to God’s promises and 
faithfulness.  There is faith that persevered because it is set on the hope of eternal life.  The
faith spoken of by Paul and in the Reformation is the opposite of works.  To get at the 
meaning of ‘faith’ you can think of the synonyms ‘trust,’ ‘lean,’ ‘rely,’ ‘put your confidence for
holiness in,’ all these highlight that faith is a passive act of receiving not giving.  In faith we 
do not look at ourselves and the strength of our belief, but we look away from ourselves 
putting our confidence not in any strength we might have, but as Christ’s gift of 
righteousness as the only hope for acquittal in God’s court.  Ironically faith itself is not a 
work, but the object of its confidence is works, the work of Christ as our Saviour not any 
work we have done.  Faith is extraspective not introspective.  Faith is the empty hands we 
bring to God to fill with Christ’s righteousness they are not hands full of any goodness to 
offer to God.  Even the act of faith is not a perfect act that we seek to give to God as a way 
of earning salvation.  It is not an act of giving, or earning, of performing or even of 
purifying, it is an act of receiving.

Salvation is free not earned therefore justification can only be by faith.  Faith is the beggar’s
bowl that God puts Christ into to feed us with.  All fall short of the glory of God and God has
made a way where sinners can come and receive a full pardon by another’s work, and for 
free.  Our faith is an imperfect hold on a perfect Saviour, we are saved by the righteousness
of our Saviour not the righteousness of our hold.  

Now this teaching has caused many to think, ‘this sounds too good to be true.’  Many grow 
concerned about Christians pursuing holiness and so feel that justification can’t be so 
compete or you can’t lose your salvation.  And Christians need to always have a healthy fear
of going to hell or they won’t pursue holiness.  Others fear that if all the guilt of all our sins 
is paid for and we can know now that we will most certainly go to heaven that this would 
result in antinomianism, and a life where people just go about abusing grace.  Now I am 
deeply sympathetic with this sentiment, but grace is by nature abusable or it would not be 
grace.  But here is the truth, we are justified by faith alone, but not by a faith that stands 
alone.  Because God gives us a new heart and the Holy Spirit comes to abide within, every 
true Christian will produce the fruits of the Spirit.  If someone says they are saved but does 
not produce fruit, they prove that they are in fact not believers at all but self-deceived.  We 
must not cut away chunks from the wonderful truth of justification by faith alone and the 
certainty it brings because we fear that Christians might not pursue holiness, rather we 



should observe the way Paul handled this problem.  In Romans 5:20 Paul makes the 
statement that where sin abounds grace abounds all the more.  He has been showing how 
Christ’s gift of righteousness exceeds the sin of Adam.  He is commenting on the power of 
God to save sinners.  He recognises that some have falsely accused him of teaching that 
Christians have got full forgiveness and so can just go and live in sin, and he addresses this 
concern in Romans 6.  V-2 ‘What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace 
may abound?  By no means! How can we who died to sin still live in it?’  you will notice that 
Paul does not say, you will go to hell, but rather he points us to the work of God in the new 
birth which inevitably drives the Christian towards holiness and away from sin.  He does not 
use fear to manipulate people into action but reminds them of the grace of God in providing 
not only for the guilt of our sin in justification but also beings to overcome its power in the 
new birth and sanctification.  

Heidelberg Catechism Question 60:  ‘How art thou righteous before God?
Answer: Only by true faith in Jesus Christ; that is, although my conscience accuse me that I 
grievously sinned against all the commandments of God, and have never kept any of them, 
and that I am still prone always to all evil, yet God, without any merit of mine, of mere 
grace, grants and imputes to me the perfect satisfaction, righteousness, and holiness of 
Christ, as if I had never committed nor had any sin, and had myself accomplished all the 
obedience which Christ has fulfilled for me, if only I accept such benefit with a believing 
heart.’

            

        

  
          

             


