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They will be called oaks of righteousness, 

a planting of the Lord for the display of His splendour. 

Isaiah 61:3 
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Sola Fide: Salvation by Faith Alone 

 

But when we rise to the heavenly tribunal and place before our eyes that supreme 

Judge… then in an instant the vain confidence of men perishes and fails and conscience 

is compelled… to confess that it has nothing upon which it can rely before God.   

Francis Turretin 

We are gathered together today to look at the fourth of the five solas: faith only. The question is 

why is faith only so important? Sproul in a pamphlet entitled Justified by Faith Alone begins the 

quest for understanding this vital doctrine with a brilliant first paragraph introduction. He asks, 

What is the matter with Martin Luther? Some might ask. The matter with Luther was a 

 matter of the greatest possible urgency. The matter with Luther was that sin matters. The 

 matter with Luther was that salvation matters, ultimately and eternally. Luther felt the 

 weight of these matters to a degree few people, if any, have felt them in human history. 

 These issues mattered enough to Luther to compel him to stand against the authority of 

 church and state in a lonely and often bitter contest that made him Luther contra 

 mundum.
1
 

The sad fact is the doctrines of ‘by grace alone’ through ‘faith alone’ does not ring the church 

bells today as they once did—primarily because the righteousness of God and the problem of sin, 

and guilt, are slighted today. In Pilgrim’s Progress, Pilgrim, when struggling with the pack on his 

back—representing his sin and guilt—cries, “this burden upon my back is more terrible to me 

than are all these things which you have mentioned: nay, methinks I care not what I meet in the 

way, if so I can also meet with deliverance from my burden.”
2
  

Sin mattered to Luther, to Bunyan, and should be of the greatest concern to us. It mattered to Job 

in his misery. He did not ask to healed but “How then can a man be righteous before God? How 

can one born of woman be pure?” (Job 25:4). We will never take justification by faith, in Christ 

alone, seriously until, as churches and individuals, we take sin as serious and the wrath of God 

upon sin as certain. 

 

A Brief History of Justification 

Like most doctrines in the Bible Sola Fide was forged in the fires of controversy and debate. As 

Schreiner points out in Faith Alone  

What we do not find in the patristic era, at least until Augustine, is a full discussion of the 

relationship between faith and works. That matter came to the forefront in Augustine’s 

dispute with Pelagius. Before that time the church fathers were content with simply 

saying what, we find in the NT: salvation is by faith and due to the grace of God, and 

                                                           
1
R.C. Sproul, Justified by Faith Alone (Wheaton, Illinois, Crossway Books, 1999) p.9 

2
 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress and Holy War. (London: Walter Scott, Pasternoster Row, 1885) p.8 
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those who experience God’s grace should live a new life, for those who are not 

transformed will not receive an eternal reward. In that respect, the fathers faithfully 

captured the message of the NT.
3
  

It is not until the fifteenth century that the real challenge between ‘faith’ and ‘works’ religion 

came to the fore. That challenge came from an unexpected source: an Augustinian monk greatly 

exercised by the righteousness of God and his own sinfulness who would find himself in the 

middle of a debate that would change the world. For Luther the phrase “the righteousness of 

God” was a fearful thing until he meditated on Paul’s epistle to the Romans and particularly 

Romans 1:17 — “The righteous shall live by faith.” He described his enlightenment this way:  

This immediately made me feel as though I had entered through the open Gates of 

paradise itself. From that moment, I saw the whole face of Scripture in a new light…And 

now, where I had once hated the phrase, “the righteousness of God;” I began to love and 

extol it as the sweetest of phrases, so that this passage in Paul became a very paradise to 

me.
4
 

 

Our Quarrel with Rome 

I trust that those of us here still have a quarrel with Rome or are we unsure what the quarrel is all 

about? Benjamin Warfield described the Roman Church as a cow (cash cow?), that God had 

given Rome a monopoly on grace. The teats of the cow were the sacraments and, as the priest 

squeezed the teats (seven of them), grace flowed to the recipient. As Warfield pointed out in 

describing the difference between the Romish views and the Protestant view in regard to 

salvation, Rome stands between the sinner and God as the sole mediator of true grace while in 

Protestantism the sinner is sent directly to God for the grace and mercy he stands in need of.  

In The Faith of Millions, John O’Brien, a Catholic writer, affirms Warfield’s observation:  

The sacraments and the holy Sacrifice of the Mass are the chief channels through which 

the fruits of the Redemption, the blessing and grace of God, are applied to individual 

souls…. Christ by His suffering and death gained vast spiritual riches for us; they may be 

said to constitute a huge spiritual reservoir. It is necessary that some means be devised to 

tap the reservoir. It is necessary that some means be devised to tap the reservoir and carry 

its riches to our souls. The sacraments are such means: channels of divine grace to the 

souls of men.
5
 

Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that Catholics regard grace, faith, justification as 

necessary for salvation. In fact, the New Catholic Catechism reads, “1996—Our justification 

comes from the grace of God. Grace is favor, the free and undeserved help God gives us to 

                                                           
3
 Thomas Schreiner. Faith Alone: The Doctrine of Justification (Grand Rapids, Michigan, Zondervan, 2015) p.24. 

4
 https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/magazine/article/dr-luthers-theology 

5
 James R. White. The Roman Catholic Controversy (Minneapolis, Minnesota, Bethany Publishers1996) p.129. 
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respond to his call to become children of God, adoptive sons, partakers of the divine nature, and 

of eternal life.”
6
 

We often hear there are so many religions in the world and who is to say who is right? The 

answer I give is that there are only two religions: those who teach salvation is by works and 

those who teach salvation is by faith alone. There is a middle ground which we call semi-

Pelagianism after the monk Pelagius who claimed man is capable of keeping God’s law without 

assistance from a higher power. Catholicism rejects, as do Protestants, full blown Pelagianism, 

and Catholicism is most anxious, and insists, man in his natural state needs help, and God has 

provided the necessary help needed through the church and the sacraments. Rome’s response to 

the question ‘How can a man be right with God?’ is to acknowledge God’s activity in making 

one just. Justification comes initially through baptism, meaning the infusion of grace whereby 

one is able to yield works that make one acceptable to God by living a life of faith, adhering to 

the church, and partaking of the sacraments for renewal. Sproul in Justified by Faith Alone sums 

up the Roman Catholic Doctrine in regard to justification this way: 

1. Baptism is the instrumental cause of justification. 

2. Justification is by infused grace. 

3. Believers must cooperate with and assent to grace to the extent that righteousness 

becomes inherent within them. 

4. Faith is necessary for justification but not sufficient for it. 

5. A person is justified until or unless he or she commits a mortal sin. 

6. The second plank of justification is the sacrament of penance by which works of 

satisfaction must be done to gain congruous merit. (Congruous Merit as in not incumbent 

for God to forgive but ‘fitting’) 

7. Believers who die without being pure must go to purgatory for cleansing before they 

enter heaven. 

8. A person is justified by faith plus works. 

9. A person is justified by grace plus merit. 

10. Justification is effected sacramentally. 

11. Sola fide is rejected and anathematized as a false gospel.
7
  

Thus, the Roman Church does not deny the necessity of God’s grace and the necessity of faith in 

Christ; however, faith needs to be accompanied by works and the meritorious assistance found in 

Christ and the saints, who had a super abundance of unused merit. As Sproul shares, “Rome 

rejects pure Pelagianism. To be just requires the infusion of grace. However, with the aid and 

assistance of this infused grace we are able to yield the fruit of good works. And nothing further 

is needed to fully satisfy the divine Law and truly merit eternal life.”
8
  

The Catholic church teaches people can lose their justification and still be in the faith. Rome 

distinguishes between venial and mortal sin. Venial sins are small sins while mortal sins are sins 

that deserve death. The answer to those who commit mortal sins is the sacrament of penance, a 

                                                           
6
 Ibid, p.136 

7
 Sproul, p.36  

8
 Ibid, p.20 
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second chance so to speak. The guilty party, confesses, repents, and then is assigned to do 

penance. Justification is restored if penance is sincerely done and any leftover sins will be purged 

by an unspecified time in the flames of purgatory. It is clear from this belief that assurance in this 

life is unachievable and awaits the great assize when all debts are settled. 

 

Justified Before God:  By Faith Alone 

So far, we have been shadowboxing. Now we turn our attention to the heavy bag. In Romans 4:5 

Paul writes one of the most startling sentences in Scripture: “However, to the man who does not 

work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness.” This is so 

stark a statement that, at first, we wonder if Paul has lost his mind, that much learning has made 

him mad. If he had said something like, the kind or the good or the loving, we could perhaps 

receive Paul’s statement as appropriate in accordance with our own perception of justice. But 

here, in all its starkness, a holy and just God, of purer eyes than to behold evil, declares the 

ungodly, the wicked, the sinner, the one on death row, the one without anything to commend or 

recommend themselves to us, let alone God, the clearly guilty, not guilty! Justified where it 

counts the most and that is in God’s court not man’s. This sentence is either a hoax in which 

someone is playing a cruel cosmic trick on us or the best good news this world will know, or 

ever know. Clearly David believed it to be good news when he penned Psalm 32:2 after his 

disastrous affair with Bathsheba: “Blessed is the man whose sin the LORD does not count 

against him and in his spirit, is no deceit.”  

 

What is Biblical Justification?  

The 1689 Baptist Confession defines Biblical Justification this way: 

Q. What is Justification? 

A. Justification is an act of God’s free grace, wherein he pardoneth all our sins, and accepteth us 

 as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us, and received by 

 faith alone.”
9
  

When Adam fell, sin entered the world and, through sin, death (Romans 5:12). God was not 

caught unawares, but in the eternal council of the Triune Godhead a “plan of salvation” was 

forged in heaven to secure the salvation “of the many” (Romans 5:15). That plan of salvation is 

illustrated by the imagery of four terms propitiation, redemption, justification and reconciliation. 

Propitiation takes us to the courts of the temple and the fire on the alter; redemption to the 

market place; justification, the court room; and reconciliation, to the family and home. Our 

concern today pertains specifically to the forensic nature of our salvation: justification, which 

deals with our sin and our guilt. 

The Forensic Nature of Justification: 

                                                           
9
 James White, p.143 
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What is meant by the term righteousness? The Hebrew term zedekah is normally translated in 

terms of ‘righteous’ or ‘righteousness.’ It can mean moral or ethical righteousness, as describing 

an upright man as in Psalm 7:8: “Judge me, O Lord, according to my righteousness, according to 

my integrity, O Most High.” David here is not claiming sinless perfection but innocence of 

wrong doing in the face of his enemy’s charges. But zedekah (righteousness) can also mean a 

legal righteousness where one is right, or not guilty, in the eyes of the law. Thus, we read in 

Deuteronomy 25:1: “When men have a dispute, they are to take it to court and the judges will 

decide the case, acquitting the innocent and condemning the guilty.” The idea here is not an 

infusion of righteousness but a declaration regarding a person’s standing in regard to the law. As 

James White makes evident,  

This is clearly seen by the term that is paralleled with the act of justifying: to condemn. 

Neither involves a subjective change of the individual; the righteous man was righteous 

inwardly even before the declaration of his righteousness, just as the guilty man was 

guilty before the proclamation of his guilt and condemnation.
10

 

There are four phrases used by Paul in regard to divine justification. One phrase is the source as 

in Romans 5:24 “and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Jesus 

Christ.” The source is the free-flowing stream of grace to undeserving sinners from the throne 

room of God. Justification is not of man’s doing but of God’s. By that I mean man opposes ‘free 

grace’ and fights to maintain self-justification. Proud sinners are convinced that they have the 

ability to save themselves or contribute something to the process of being saved. But it is God 

who justifies and it is God who does so freely without any strings attached. Any attempt to 

contribute anything to God’s justifying grace immediately nullifies the gift of the righteousness 

freely given in Christ.  Thus in, Romans 4:4, “Now when a man works, his wages are not 

credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation.”  

The second phrase used by Paul is the ground of our justification. How are we to be justified in 

the sight of a Holy God?  In Romans 5:9 Paul writes, “Since now we have been justified by his 

blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through him.” Justifying a sinner is 

not a simple declaration that the sinner is not guilty. If a fallen son of Adam cannot justify 

themselves, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23) and as even 

our “righteous acts are like filthy rags” (Isaiah 64:6), how can God declare him just in His sight? 

The answer is that God provided a way by sending His own Son to be punished for the sins of 

the many. As John Stott observes, 

Justification is not a synonym for amnesty, which strictly is pardon without principle, a 

forgiveness which overlooks—even forgets—wrongdoing and declines to bring it to 

justice. No, justification is an act of justice, of gracious justice. Its synonym is “the 

righteousness of God” (Romans 1:17; 3:21) which might for the moment be explained as 

his “righteous way of righteoussing the righteous.”
11

 

Likewise 

                                                           
10

 James White. The Roman Catholic Controversy, p154 
11

 John Stott. The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, Illinois, InterVarsity Press, 1986) p.191 
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When God justifies sinners, he is not declaring bad people to be good, or saying they are 

not sinners after all; he is pronouncing them legally righteous, free from any liability to 

the broken law, because he himself in his Son has borne the penalty of their law-

breaking. That is why Paul is able to bring together in a single sentence the concepts of 

justification, redemption and propitiation (Romans 3:24-25).
12

 

The third phrase used by Paul to describe justification is the means by which we participate in 

justifying grace: “…that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my 

own, that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ – the righteousness that 

comes from God and is by faith” (Philippians 3:9). Twice Paul mentions the means whereby we 

become recipients of “justifying grace” “through faith” and “by faith” whereby, we become 

partakers of “a righteousness not our own” but “which is through faith in Christ.” As Richard 

Hooker put it, “God doth justify the believing man, yet not for the worthiness of his belief, but 

for his worthiness who is believed.”
13

  

Fourthly, what are the effects of our salvation? Paul writes in Romans 5:1-2  

Therefore, since we have been justified through faith (1) we have peace with God [a past 

action continuing]; (2) through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we 

now stand [a present reality] and (3) rejoice in the hope of the glory of God [a sure and certain 

hope of a future reality]. 

In a word we are united to Jesus Christ, or as Paul put it “that I might gain Christ” and are 

recipients of all the benefits found in Him: “It is because of him (God the Father) that you are in 

Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God – that is, our righteousness, holiness and 

redemption” (I Corinthians 1:30). 

 

Righteousness is Forensic: 

What do we mean by forensic justification? Forensic justification seeks to answer the question 

“How can a mortal man—more, a law breaker—be right with God?” As we have seen, 

justification takes place in a court room and is therefore “forensic” in its meaning. The judge is 

making a declaration to whether a man is “not guilty” or “just” in the eyes of the law. As 

Michael Horton reminds us, “the understanding of justification as an exclusively forensic (legal) 

declaration, based on the imputation of Christ’s righteousness through faith alone, was the chief 

insight of the Reformation.”
14

 He adds, “This righteousness ‘consists in the remission of sins, 

and in this: that the righteousness of Jesus Christ is imputed to us.’”
15

 Medieval theology, and 

Catholic doctrine to this day, also agree that justification is a declaration by God. The difference 

between evangelical understanding of justification and Rome is what is being declared. For 

Rome, God is declaring people just because they are inherently just. In evangelical 

                                                           
12

 Stott, p.191 
13

 Stott, p.190 
14

 Michael Horton. The Christian Faith (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 2011) p.622 
15

 Ibid, p.623 
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understanding of justification, God is declaring people just who are in themselves not just. 

Opponents of justification by faith alone call this a legal fiction. That is, for God to declare the 

clearly guilty not guilty in His eyes would bring into question His own righteousness and 

undermine His justice. 

The Greek word to justify (dikaioo in the NT and the Hebrew word tsadak) has the primary 

meaning of declaring one righteous in the eyes of the law. Judges do not make persons guilty or 

innocent. They assess the facts of the case and declare someone to be innocent or guilty:  

Exodus 23:7 Stay far away from a false accusation. Do not kill the innocent and the 

just, because I will not justify the guilty. 

 Proverbs 17:15 Acquitting the guilty and condemning the just—both are detestable to the  

   Lord.  

Romans 3:20 Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the 

law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin. 

 Romans 5:5 However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies 

   the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness 

One thing is for certain—no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by law keeping. The 

reason is the law was never given to make men righteous in God’s sight but to make them 

conscious of sin.  So God has a problem of how to remain just while still the justifier of the 

many. Nonetheless God has no problems He cannot solve and amend. To make a bad man a 

good man would be a good thing, but the problem would still remain: the bad man now made a 

good man would still be guilty of breaking the law. He owes a debt and the debt must be paid 

even if he was to live a sinless life as a newly renovated man. Not only so, but we would deny 

that God declares a person justified on the grounds of some foreseen righteous righteousness as 

new creations in Christ Jesus. To quote from the Westminster Confession Chapter 13: 

Those whom God effectually calls, he also freely justifies; not by infusing righteousness 

into them, but pardoning their sins and by accounting their persons as righteous; not for 

anything wrought in them or done by them, but for Christ’s sake alone; not by imputing 

faith in itself, the act of believing, or any other evangelical obedience to them as their 

righteousness, but by imputing the obedience and satisfaction of Christ unto them, they 

receiving and resting on him and his righteousness by faith; which faith they have not of 

themselves, it is the gift of God.
16

  

This point lends credence to Luther’s simul justus et peccator as in “at the same time just and 

sinner” with links to the wretched man in Romans 7:24: “What a wretched man I am! Who will 

rescue me from this body of death?” Likewise, Spurgeon’s own unique description of work’s 

righteousness, “if I need to sew one thread in Christ’s garment of righteousness, that has any 

work of my own, I perish.” In justifying the ungodly, which we are by birth and by life, the Lord 

                                                           
16

 Ibid, pp. 624-625 
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does not take into account one act of righteousness, including our faith, when He pronounces us 

not guilty but wholly just in His sight. 

 

Imputation not Infused: 

When we think of our Lord Jesus Christ and His perfect righteous life lived for us, and His cross 

work on our behalf, we forget that all this was as necessary for God as well as for ourselves. 

Jesus came to obey the Father and glorify the Father. One of the ways He glorified the Father 

was to make plain how God could remain just while still being the justifier of the many. Before 

Jesus’ coming, God was clearly in the business of forgiving sins. But the question remained how 

God could do so while maintaining his integrity? We know from Romans 4:7-8 that sins were 

forgiven: “Blessed are they whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed 

is the man whose sin the Lord will never count against him.”   And again in that beautiful 

passage in Micah 7:19, “You will have compassion on us; you will tread sins underfoot and hurl 

all our inequities into the depths of the sea.” 

But it is in Zechariah 3 that we see how God can be both just and the justifier of many. In a 

courtroom scene, Joshua the High Priest stands in the presence of the Angel of the Lord with 

“Satan standing at his right side to accuse [Joshua]” (vs.1-2). Satan is ready to accuse Joshua and 

to question God’s righteousness because Joshua is filthy and not fit to stand in God’s presence, 

but before Satan can mount an accusation, he is silenced by the Angel of the Lord: “The LORD 

said to Satan, ‘The Lord rebuke you, Satan!  The LORD who has chosen Jerusalem, rebuke you! 

Is this man not a burning stick snatched from the fire?”’ (vs. 2). The thing is, Joshua is dressed in 

filthy clothes, which are his sins. Satan is ready to accuse Joshua, the Lord’s servant to the Lord. 

How can Joshua be a High priest unto God when he is such a sinner? The answer is in what 

happens next: “The angel said to those who were standing before him, ‘Take off his filthy 

clothes.’ Then he said to Joshua, ‘See I have taken away your sin, and I will put rich garments on 

you”’ (vs.4). There is an exchange. The old clothes, representing sin, Joshua’s sins, are taken off 

while the rich garments, representing Christ’s righteousness, are put on. The accuser has nothing 

to say because justice is done and seen to done. Was this passage what inspired Count 

Zinzendorf to write 

   O let the dead now her his voice;      

   Now bid thy banished ones rejoice;      

   Their beauty this, their glorious dress,     

   Jesus thy blood and righteousness.   

But in the New Testament it all becomes clear. Paul tells us in Romans 3:25-26 “God presented 

him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, 

because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished. He did it to 

demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who 

have faith in Jesus” [Italics mine]. God sent His Son into the world to live a perfect righteous life 

in our stead and then pay the punishment for our sins on the cross. This is how a holy and 

righteous God could at once forgive our trespasses and declare us righteous in His sight. 
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Likewise, Paul tells the Corinthians, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in 

him we might become the righteousness of God” (II Corinthians 5:21).  

There are two necessities in regard to justification and that is the forgiveness of sins (the 

negative) and the imputation of righteousness (the positive). It was necessary for both because if 

only my sins were forgiven I would not be righteous before God. If I did not kill, in obedience to 

the law (and even here I fail) it would not absolve me from the love that goes beyond law that I 

owe to my neighbor. Substitution is at the heart of God’s salvific purposes. This is wonderfully 

put by Stott in The Cross of Christ: 

The concept of substitution may be said, then, to lie at the heart of both sin and salvation. 

For the essence of sin is man substituting himself for God, while the essence of salvation 

is God substituting himself for man. Man asserts himself against God and puts himself 

where only God deserves to be; God sacrifices himself for man and puts himself where 

only man deserves to be. Man claims prerogatives’ which belong to God alone; God 

accepts penalties which belong to man alone.
17

 

In God’s justifying grace, you and I, receive what Luther called extra nos as in a righteousness 

not one’s own. It is foreign and alien to us, apart from, outside of us. It is a righteousness of 

another even Jesus Christ. A righteousness achieved before any of us were born and is credited 

to our account by faith. Thus, we read in Jeremiah 33:16 “In those days Judah will be saved, and 

Jerusalem will live in safety. This is the name by which it will be called: The LORD Our 

Righteousness.” [Bolding mine] 

Sproul in Justified by Faith Alone reminds us that Luther’s extra nos is known as synthetic 

justification as opposed to analytical justification. The idea being that a synthetic statement is a 

statement in which the predicate adds information not present in the subject. While an analytical 

statement is where the predicate adds nothing to the subject. An example of an analytic statement 

would be “A bachelor is an unmarried man.” In this case, the phrase unmarried man and bachelor 

is saying the same thing same, as unmarried man defines the word bachelor. In a synthetic 

statement such as “A bachelor is bald,” the word bald tells us something more about this 

particular bachelor, but not all bachelors. Likewise, analytic justification is a tautology in that it 

says the same thing in the subject and the predicate. God justifies the just because they are just. 

But in regard to Biblical justification, a person is just, not upon an analysis of the person. but 

based upon something added to the person. God justifies the unjust by adding to the unjust the 

justness of Christ and this is why it is called synthetic justification. 

The charge against synthetic justification is that it is either untrue, as in a ‘legal fiction,’ as in it 

would make God unjust. If God abominates those who declare the truly guilty, not guilty, how 

much more can God justify the ungodly and remain just?
18

 The answer is a righteousness that is 

credited to us from God: “What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, discovered in 

this matter? If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about—but 

not before God. What does the Scripture say? Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him 

                                                           
17

 John Stott. The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, Illinois, InterVarsity Press, 1986) p.160 
18

 See Proverbs 17:15 
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as righteousness” (Romans 5:1-3). The problem with merit salvation, if possible and if true, we 

would have something to boast of before God. But not even Abraham had anything to boast of as 

his blessing was all of grace. Further, merit righteousness runs into problems with the law. The 

law demands a perfection that none are able to achieve despite their best efforts. Paul is clear that 

salvation is not possible by works of the law, “For if a law had been given that could impart life, 

then righteousness would certainly have come by the law” (Galatians 3:21).  

 

The New Perspective: 

The so called New Perspective begs to differ with the reformed view of justification by faith 

alone. Not long ago the teaching of the New Perspective on justification popped up in the 

teaching of Dr. Don Garlington, at Toronto Baptist Seminary. One of the largest meetings ever 

held by our small group was when we invited Dr. Garlington to explain the teaching to us here in 

Thistletown. There was much tension as we grappled with this prickly new concept and tried to 

understand how it differed from justification as taught by the Reformers. Yet, out of the meeting 

and subsequent talks, I know of no Canadian Reformed Pastor who embraced the New 

Perspective. 

It would need another paper to go into any depth as the teaching by E.P. Saunders, N.T. Wright 

and Dunn on the New Perspective in regarding to Paul. Basically, they taught that the tension 

between works religion as in Catholicism and salvation by faith alone as taught by the Reformers 

was not Paul’s primary concern. According to NP adherents, “Paul’s main concern wasn’t 

legalism but the ethnocentricism, the racial superiority of the Jews.”
19

 Israel as a nation was to 

mirror God to the world and failed miserably. This was their chief fault. Now that Christ had 

come and established a new covenant, they had a second opportunity to mirror God to the world 

but instead were using ‘boundary markers’ (Sabbath laws, food laws, and circumcision) to reject 

Gentile applicants unless they submitted to the boundary markers. For those who espouse this 

cause, ‘faith’ is not how one is saved but rather the new boundary marker that one is saved and 

God’s righteousness is faithfulness to the covenant promises. Justification is not how one 

becomes a Christian; it is a declaration that they have become a Christian. Wright, et.al. rejects 

imputation in the strongest possible language: “If Paul uses the language of the law court, it 

makes not sense whatever to say that the judge imputes, imparts, bequeaths, conveys or 

otherwise transfers his righteousness either to the plaintiff or the defendant.”
20

 

Wright conflates faith and holiness claiming they belong together and often translates faith into 

‘faithfulness’ “which makes,” he says, “the point just as well.”
21

 And adds ominously, “If 

Christians could only get this doctrine of justification right, they would find that not only would 

they be believing the gospel, they would be practicing it; and that is the best way of proclaiming 

it.”
22
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 Schriener, p.240 
20

 Shreiner, p.255 
21

 Horton, p.641 
22

 Ibid, p.641 
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But the fundamental problem with this re-interpretation of the Scripture is that the sin of the Jews 

is not a bad attitude towards Gentiles (although they had that well enough) but their failure to 

obey God and keep his law. In Paul’s opening salvo in Romans Chapters 1-3, he goes to great 

lengths to prove both Jews and Gentiles are under wrath for both have failed to keep God’s law. 

The problem with boundary markers comes when one makes them necessary for salvation as in 

Christ plus. Paul had Timothy circumcised in order to reach unconverted Jews who might be 

offended but refused to have Titus circumcised when it was insisted upon for salvation. As we 

read in Galatians 5: 2-4, “Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be 

circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. Again, I declare to every man who lets 

himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law. You are trying to be justified 

by law have been alienated from Christ, you have fallen away from grace.”  

Jewish converts who sought to force circumcision on Gentile converts in order to be in right 

standing with God failed to see that as soon as one law was insisted upon the whole law must be 

followed. It is like Spurgeon’s one thread. Sew in one thread, why not two? Perhaps, even three 

would be better? The law is like a quagmire—the more the struggle, the deeper the debt. The 

same problem that Luther had with Rome over works of the law and justification is the same 

problem Paul had with his fellow Jews. The battle is the same and always will be. As Schreiner 

writes, 

Wrights reading of the role of Israel puts us on a false path. Yes, the point of the narrative 

is that Israel as a mirror is cracked. But the problem with Israel, according to Paul, isn’t 

fundamentally instrumental, that they failed to bless the nations and that they failed to 

fulfill their commission. The complaint against Israel is primarily ontological. Something 

is inherently wrong with Israel. The people of the Lord are themselves radically evil. 

They need the same salvation that the Gentiles need, and hence stand under the wrath of 

God (Romans 1:18; 2:5).
23

 

 

Justification and Sanctification: 

As we have noted, Wright seeks to do what fallen men always seek to do and that is contribute 

something to the process of salvation. Wright tells us that since Augustine, the church got off on 

the wrong foot in regard to justification. Amazing how so much comfort accrued to the body of 

Christ by bad theology until New Perspective teachers recovered and rescued Paul.  “If,” he says, 

“If Paul uses the language of the law court, it makes no sense whatever to say that the judge 

imputes, imparts, bequeaths, conveys or otherwise transfers his righteousness either to the 

plaintiff or the defendant.” 
24

 But why can God not impute Christ’s righteousness to us on the 

ground of our belief in His Son? As Schreiner opines, “God is not restrained by the rules of 

human courtrooms. This is a most unusual courtroom indeed, for the judge delivers up his own 
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Son to pay the penalty. That doesn’t happen in human courtrooms! And the judge gives us his 

own righteousness—a righteousness from God” (Philippians 3:9).
25

   

Neither, Rome nor the New Perspective, could not accept Luther’s simul justus et peccator, as in 

simultaneously just and a sinner. A person is either just, or a sinner, but cannot be both at the 

same time, so we are told. But their argument proves too much. If imputation whether 

(righteousness or guilt) is a legal fiction, then how could Christ atone for our sin and be holy at 

the same time? Only if His atonement does not make Him a sinner but rather our sin and guilt is 

credited to His account in order that the blessed man “is the man against whom the Lord will not 

count his sin” (Romans.4:8). It is not a legal fiction but a legal reality. “Luther writing to a monk 

in distress about his sins: ‘Learn to know Christ and him crucified. Learn to sing to him and say, 

“Lord Jesus, you are my righteousness, I am your sin. You took on you what was mine; yet set 

on me what was yours. You became what you were not, that I might become what I was not”.
26

 

To deny imputation of Jesus righteousness to sinners is to undercut Christ’s atoning work on the 

cross. Our redemption is grounded in what is called a double imputation. Jesus ‘becomes sin for 

us’ and takes to himself the punishment we deserve. In doing so God freely forgives us our sins 

and we find ourselves in a state of innocence. But the law requires more as in positive obedience 

to his commands. That is, we are not only to do no wrong we are also required to do right. This is 

the greatness of our Savior who not only provides payment for sin but by his life imputes, to the 

one freely forgiven, a perfect righteous standing before the most holy one in heaven. To deny, as 

Wright does that the righteousness of Christ given to our account, would be a legal fiction, is 

also to undermine the atonement achieved by Christ’s crucifixion  

We must be alert and on our guard against any assault that would seek to undermine our 

confidence in regard to the imputation of either guilt or righteousness. Horton quotes the 

following from Mark Seifrid’s, “…far-from-novel charge that, “in reducing “justification” to a 

present possession of “Christ’s imputed righteousness,”—Protestant divines inadvertently 

bruised the nerve which runs between justification and obedience.’”
27

 Not true! What the New 

Perspective does do, though, is cut the nerve between justification and assurance. Justification by 

faith alone in the imputed righteousness of Christ is the believer’s chief joy and strength. Fully 

conscious of his sin and guilt, he can come boldly to the throne of grace through the 

righteousness of his Lord and Savior Jesus Christ: “Who will bring any charge against those 

whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies” (Romans 8:33). 

The Dunghill: 

Luther, in his own inimical way, describes our justification as a dunghill covered in snow. The 

imputation of Christ’s perfect obedience to His Heavenly Father is stated in the plainest fashion 

through the word logizoumai—as in credited, accounted, reckoned—in multiple verses in 

Romans chapter 4 (verses 6, 8, 9, 11, 22, 23, 24). For example, in Romans 4:9, “Abraham’s faith 

was credited to him as righteousness.” Therefore, through the death of one man, the many will be 
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made righteous: “Consequently, just as one trespass resulted in condemnation for all people, so 

also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteousness” (Romans 5:18) 

We can prove infallibly from Scripture that Paul is teaching Justification by faith alone in the 

finished work of Jesus our Lord. Just as we can prove that Paul taught unconditional and 

conditional election by the response of those who opposed his teaching. For example in regard to 

unconditional election their response is summarized here:  “What then shall we say? Is God 

unjust? Not at all!” (Romans 9:14). In other words, if Paul were teaching conditional election, 

the cry that God is unjust would never come up. Likewise, if Paul was teaching that salvation 

includes our works, no one would be found to make the objection found in Romans 6:1: “What 

shall we say, then? Should we go on sinning so that grace may increase?” And why do they say 

that? Well, if a I am fully justified in the Lord’s sight by the righteousness of another, this would 

give us licence to sin all the more, so his opponents said. In fact it would encourage sin because 

the more you sin the greater the grace and glory God receives. 

This objection would not be made if Paul was teaching that salvation is dependent upon faith 

plus works, or a semi-pelagian gospel, which would be no gospel at all (Gal.1:6-7). It was Dr. M. 

L. Jones who claimed that if you do not get accused of preaching a libertarian gospel that permits 

sin, you are not preaching salvation by faith alone correctly. Likewise, Michael Horton writes, 

“Where most people think that the goal of religion is to get people to become something that 

they are not, the Scriptures call believers to become more and more what they already are in 

Christ.”
28

 Like Paul those who teach ‘sola fide’ will be accused of anti-nomianism. That is why 

Paul conclude his teaching on righteousness through faith alone in Romans 3 with, “Do we, then, 

nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold it” (vs.31). As Michael Horton points 

out, ‘Only when the law no longer can condemn us is the law a friend rather than an enemy.”
29

 

Further, the Reformers never denied the need for holiness. They consistently taught that 

justification by faith only, does not mean justification that is alone. Anyone who reads Jesus’ 

parable in John 15:1-2— “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every 

branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so they will be 

even more fruitful”—is aware that true faith is always accompanied by works that please God. 

But there is a vast difference between works produced out of gratitude and love and works 

produced to earn gratitude and love. The first is able to love freely without any strings attached; 

the second is self centered and done to gain something for one’s own needs, and is inherently 

selfish. Further, those who are filled with love to God and gratitude see no reason to boast before 

God. They are content to rest in Christ’s perfect goodness so much so in that regard that they 

even forget works done in His name (see Matthew 25). As Paul writes in that wonderful 

doxology in Romans 11:35, “Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him?”  We are 

saved to do good works (Ephesians 2:10) we are not saved by doing good works! 

Conclusions: 
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As seen at the beginning of this treatise, the quiver of God’s salvation has more than one arrow. 

We move from the courtroom to the room of reconciliation hence, to the room adoption. The 

very Judge who justified us we now address as Abba, Father. Hebrews 2:11, “Both the one who 

makes men holy and those who are made holy are of the same family. So, Jesus is not ashamed 

to call them brothers.”  The chasm between the two equations as seen in faith equals salvation 

plus works and salvation equals faith plus works is like the chasm between heaven and hell. As 

reformed theologians often pointed out: in salvation, justification and sanctification (growth in 

grace) must never be confused, nor are they ever to be separated. This is seen clearly in Hebrews 

10:13-14: “Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, because by one 

sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.” As Jay Pickney sings, 

“We know in this life we will never be sinless, but as proof of our salvation we will sin less.” 

The Roman Church mocked Luther’s analogy of the dung hill covered in snow to illustrate what 

it means to be justified by faith in Christ. They claimed we have something far better. By means 

of the sacrament of baptism we make the baby ‘pure gold’ by the infusion of righteousness. The 

truth is it is ‘fool’s gold,’ which should be made evident by the time baby learns to walk. 

Michael Horton writes,  

While our first impulse is to return to the law and self-effort in order to stem the tide of 

antinomianism, Paul and the Reformers call us back to the gospel, whose power in the 

face of continuing sin we have not sufficiently weighted. Apart from the imputation of 

righteousness, sanctification is simply another religious self-improvement program 

determined by the powers of this age (the flesh) rather than of the age to come (the 

spirit).”
30

 

It is amazing to me that great minds with great learning cannot see what is so plain to those of us 

who are less gifted in that regard. The New Perspective takes the documents during the second 

temple Judaism and seek to interpret Scripture by them rather than let Scripture interpret 

Scripture. The following quotation sums up what seems to me is the overwhelming teaching of 

God’s Word:  

Regeneration is an act of God in us; justification is a judgment of God with respect to us. 

The distinction is like that of the distinction between the act of a surgeon and the act of a 

judge. The surgeon, when he removes an inward cancer, does something in us. That is not 

what judge does—he gives a verdict regarding our judicial status. If we are innocent he 

declares accordingly.
31

  

That to me explains all without second temple Judaism. Jesus tells us in John 6: 24 “I tell you the 

truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be 

condemned: he has crossed over from death to life.” That is how we are saved in the present by 

believing in Jesus Christ. However, those so justified, Jesus teaches, will also be sanctified as in 
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“all who are in their graves will come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those 

who have done evil will rise to be condemned” (John 6:28-29). Those truly justified will also be 

sanctified and their deeds rewarded at the great assize because all joined to the true vine will bear 

fruit.  

We are not saved because we believe in ‘sola fide’ but because we have put our faith and trust in 

Jesus Christ. We are wed to Jesus Christ and enjoy all the benefits that accrue from our union 

with Him even if we never recognize some of them or even disagree with what Scripture has 

made plain. The only difference is that some, as in the “poor you have with you always,” which 

includes the theologically poor have not been taught, or do not recognize ‘the all’, that is ours in 

Christ Jesus. They limp, as it were, through the pearly gates rather than experiencing the fullness 

of God’s forgiveness and their righteous standing in His presence. But it is our tasks as Pastor’s 

to teach and pray that our congregations may: “…grasp how wide and long and high and deep is 

the love of Christ. And to know this love that surpasses knowledge – that they may be filled to 

the measure of all the fullness of God” (Ephesians 3:18,19). 

Schreiner concludes his book entitled Faith Alone with this reminder: 

On the one hand, God has worked in the church throughout history. By his grace he has 

changed lives, so the church has been the channel of God’s love, mercy, and justice in the 

world…. The church has fearlessly, courageously, and lovingly proclaimed the good 

news about Jesus to the ends of the earth, facing disease, death, and enemies. On the 

other hand, the record of the church, just like the record of our own lives, is mixed. The 

church has been guilty of horrifying sins. It has not always stood for the truth and for 

what is right.  In the annals of the church’s history, racism, political intrigue, persecution, 

and sexual abuse are also part of the story. Anyone who doubts such is blind to the 

history of the church…. It isn’t yet without spot and blemish, and sometimes the 

blemishes are deeply embarrassing. But the righteousness of the church is found in 

Christ. God has washed it clean with the blood of his Son so that we have white robes 

and can enter the city and partake of the tree of life.
32

  

Is this not the lesson learned again here today? We are sinners saved by grace. All our 

righteousness is filthy rags. When we meet at Carey, there is sin in our Assemblies, there is sin 

even here today in our hearts, words, thoughts, and deeds. Yes, even if God were to give a 

glorious revival, sin would still be present, so let us not dream of paradise on earth. There is 

gossip, insensitivity, ambition, lust, pride, and political maneuvering. It is not simply the Bible 

teaching justification by faith in Christ alone, but we have experienced it. Daily we confess our 

short comings and daily we cry “O wretched man.” But this is our hope, our joy, our comfort, not 

in what we have accomplished or hope to accomplish, but what Christ has accomplished for us. 

He is our righteousness. He is the guarantor of our Salvation (Hebrews 7:22). We are justified by 

faith alone, in Christ alone, to the glory of God alone. Perfection is nowhere to found on earth. 

We who live in the ‘now’ and are converted by God’s grace have learned, often by bitter 
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experience, the persistency of sin in our lives. Oh, mighty must be the foe who even when 

crucified is still alive! But we do not despair.  

The life of the believer is a life of victory not failure. ‘Therefore, there is now no condemnation 

for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me 

free from the law of sin and death” (Romans 8:1). And again, “Who will bring any charge 

against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies” (Romans 8:33). And there is one 

place, and one place only, where perfection in this life is achieved and that is by faith in Christ, 

alone. You may be more sanctified than I but you cannot be more justified. Nor can we be more 

justified in heaven than we are now, in the present, here on earth, so to God indeed belongs all 

the glory. 
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