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Last week we discussed atonement, regeneration, concupiscence, and briefly sanctification. In this introduction, it is helpful to understand when God began His plan of salvation.  All Christians are familiar with the Creation account as man was declared good by God.  However Adam and Eve sinned and were banned from the Garden and so all mankind were born under the wrath of God (John 3:36).  We saw last week that atonement is necessary to deal with that sin and that Jesus was the sacrifice to gain it. Propitiation is the turning away of God’s wrath so that the atonement will be effective.  

The plan for propitiation was conceived by the Trinity before creation in what is called the Creation Covenant.  God was not surprised that Adam and Eve sinned!  This propitiation step was completed in ~A.D. 30 by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  It was then applied in time to God’s chosen people.  Those who lived before Christ received it by faith as do those who lived after Christ.  Natural man is God’s enemy because of his sin nature and sinful actions, and God’s wrath is against all sinners (Rom 1:18; 24, 26, 28).  Christ’s death is propitiation to remove the wrath of God from those who are in Christ: In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins. (1John 4:10) Paul elaborated on this act of God to remove His wrath (Rom 3:21-26) concluding with:  for the demonstration, I say, of His righteousness at the present time, that He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. (Rom 3:26)

Another salvation topic needing explanation is justification. An excellent definition based upon Scripture [The Shorter Catechism #33] is “Justification is an act of God’s free grace, wherein He pardons all our sins, and accepts us as righteous in His sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us, and received by faith alone.”  The emphasis is on God justifying repentant sinners through faith in Christ:  
Rom 3:19-28 Now we know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those who are under the Law, that every mouth may be closed, and all the world may become accountable to God;  20because by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight; for through the Law comes the knowledge of sin. 21But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been manifested, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, 22even the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all those who believe; for there is no distinction; 23for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24being justified as a gift by His grace through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus; 25whom God displayed publicly as a propitiation in His blood through faith. This was to demonstrate His righteousness, because in the forbearance of God He passed over the sins previously committed; 26for the demonstration, I say, of His righteousness at the present time, that He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. 27Where then is boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? Of works? No, but by a law of faith. 28For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law.

Justification is the born again status that God gives to the new child of God as distinguished from a person converting, which is given by God to His child working through regeneration, the giving of faith, and the act of repentance.  It is important to understand that justifying someone does not mean that the person is made righteous in himself for the ground of justification is not righteousness found in the person (Psa 130:3; Rom 3:20).  Nor is justification based upon anything done so as to be thought of as some meritorious work.  

Justification is the perfect righteousness of Christ applied to the believer before God so that He now sees not man’s sins or righteousness but the righteousness of Christ.  Justification is a judicial process assigning both sin and righteousness issuing from God’s grace assigning sin and wrath to Jesus, who did not deserve it, and grace and righteousness to men, who do not deserve it, thereby meeting God’s requirement for justice to be met by Christ and allowing for His great mercy to be received by those who are saved.  The concept of double imputation is very important for understanding justification: He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him. (2Cor 5:21) The phrase “to be sin on our behalf” is the first imputation of our sin unto the account of Jesus and the phrase “we might become the righteousness of God in Him” is the second imputation with the righteousness of Jesus credited to us.  

Faith is the only means by which anyone receives justification (Gal 2:16; Rom 3:28; Rom 1:17) and that has always been the case for the salvation of God’s people even for Abraham (Gen 15:6; Rom 4:1-5, 9-25) and David (Psa 32:1-2; Rom 4:6-8).  Hoekema (Hoekema, Anthony A. Saved by Grace, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1989) states “It is only because we are one with Christ that His righteousness can be credited to us, and can therefore become our own.”  

There are two different interpretations of justification.  The Roman Catholic view of justification is called analytic justification, which proposes that the verdict of justification is based upon an actual or inherent righteousness of mankind.  The Reformed view of justification is called synthetic justification which is based solely upon an imputed righteousness (2 Cor 5:21) as God actually places the perfect righteousness of Christ with the imperfect sinner and then graciously renders the verdict: justified.  

The eternal decree of God includes all things that He will accomplish, including the justification of His people, but it is accomplished in time (Rom 3:25, 26) through the exercise of faith given to the person by God.  Justification is applied at the time the person exercises his faith (Gen 15:6; Col 1:21-23; Titus 3:4-7).  Repentance is the first act of faith by the person who has been regenerated and given faith.  So after God has regenerated (born again) the person, given him faith, and the person exercises his faith by repenting, God places his sins onto the account of Jesus Christ so that Jesus paid the penalty for our sins and God puts the righteousness of Jesus Christ onto the account of the new child of God.  Although there is an evident theological and logical sequence, these conditions occur within an immediate time frame.  Justification is continuous in its effect including all sins that have been and ever will be committed by the child of God (1 John 1:7-9; 2:1-2).  Praise God for this freedom from sin! 
