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Chapter 1
Justification by Faith Alone
A doctrine which contains the heart or essence of the gospel is justification
by faith alone. This doctrine is so central to the Christian faith that the apostle
Paul proclaimed an anathema upon anyone who would pervert it (Gal. 1:6-9).
Yet in spite of the importance attributed to it in the Bible and the critical role
it played in the Protestant Reformation, most professing believers today do
not understand it. We live in a time when most people are woefully ignorant
of basic Bible doctrines. An obsession with entertainment and emotionalism
has replaced a concern for theology. The great doctrines of grace that once
thundered from Wittenburg, Geneva and Scotland have for the most part been
replaced with a man-centered, subjective emotionalism. On what is called
Christian television today one can observe hours of crass entertainment
interspersed with the phrase “Let Christ come into your heart” or “Accept
Christ as your personal Savior.” There are several programs on television and
radio that deal solely with biblical prophecy. How many shows are there
which deal with the doctrine of God, or the atonement, or justification?
Professing Christians are often very critical of believers who emphasize
doctrinal precision. People who emphasize doctrine are accused of being
legalists and unloving. This attitude is puzzling considering the fact that the
New Testament is full of doctrine. The apostle Paul made hair-splitting
theological distinctions in his epistles. Paul makes it very clear that a mistake
with regard to justification is a mistake that sends people to the lake of fire.
Evangelical leaders have not been immune from the unscriptural
ecumenical and anti-doctrinal spirit of the age. In 1994 some evangelical and
Roman Catholic leaders produced the document Evangelicals and Catholics
Together: The Christian Mission in the Third Millennium. This document’s
statement on justification is vague enough to satisfy the pragmatists on both
sides, yet it completely ignores the critical differences between Romanism
and biblical Protestantism on justification. Professing Christians must ask
themselves: “Is it worth throwing out the gospel for the sake of political
cooperation and a false sense of unity?”” Do Evangelicals really believe that
revival can come apart from an emphasis on the true gospel? The solution to
the problems of society must begin with a return to justification by faith
alone. We must understand it, embrace it, and shout it from the rooftops.



Justification Defined
The doctrine of justification deals with the question of how God, who is
absolutely holy (Ex. 15:11; Lev. 11:44; Ps. 22:3; Isa. 6:3; 1 Pet. 1:15; Rev.
4:8) and who demands ethical perfection in His creatures, can allow men who
are guilty of breaking His law into His presence and fellowship. Two
problems must be resolved before men who are guilty can have eternal life
with God. First, the penalty due for sin must be paid in full. God’s nature and
law requires satisfaction for all disobedience. Second, God requires of all
men a perfect obedience. Shedd writes: “Whoever justifies the ungodly must
lay a ground both for his delivery from hell, and his entrance into heaven. In
order to place a transgressor in a situation in which he is dikaios, or right in
every respect before the law, it is necessary to fulfill the law for him, both as
penalty and precept. Hence the justification of the sinner comprises not only
pardon, but a title to the reward of the righteous. The former is specially
related to Christ’s passive righteousness, the latter to his active. Christ’s
expiatory suffering delivers the believing sinner from the punishment which
the law threatens, and Christ’s perfect obedience establishes for him a right to
the reward which the law promises.” When a person believes in Jesus Christ,
God the Father in the heavenly court declares that that person is righteous
solely on the basis of Christ’s full satisfaction for sin and perfect obedience to
the law.

Justification is not something that occurs in man, nor is it a process. It
refers to the legal, judicial and forensic declaration of God. “It is to declare
forensically that the demands of the law as a condition of life are fully
satisfied with regard to a person, Acts 13:39; Rom. 5:1, 9; 8:30-33; | Cor.
6:11; Gal. 2:16; 3:11.7 The ground of justification is Christ’s sacrificial
death and perfect obedience to the law (i.e., “the righteousness of God,”
Rom. 3:21). When a man by faith lays hold of Jesus Christ and His merits,
God imputes that person’s guilt for sins past, present and future upon Christ
on the cross. God also imputes Christ’s perfect righteousness to that sinner.
The Father then declares that man righteous or just in the heavenly court.
Because Christ has removed the guilt of that man’s sins past, present, and
future legally before God, it is as though that man never committed sin. He is
white as snow (Isa. 1:18). His record is perfect. Judicially, he is just as
righteous and perfect as Jesus Christ. Since Christ’s perfect obedience is
imputed to him, he has eternal life because Christ merited it for him.

The Scriptural Meaning of Justification
It is important to establish the forensic, declarative, objective nature of
justification from Scripture. The great heresy regarding justification is that
men are justified by God’s work in their own hearts and experiences. This is
a confounding of justification with sanctification. The Romish church teaches
that justification is “not remission of sins merely, but also the sanctification
and renewal of the inward man, through the voluntary reception of the grace
and gifts by which an unrighteous man becomes righteous.” Thus, for the
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Romanist, justification is a lifelong process that may not even be complete
until after death in purgatory. A study of Scripture proves that justification is
not subjective or a process, but is a legal declaration by God the Father in the
heavenly court.?

1. In the New Testament the verb dikaioo means to declare righteous or
just. “And when all the people heard Him, even the tax collectors justified
God” (Lk. 7:29). “The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say,
‘Look, a gluttonous man and a winebibber, a friend of tax collectors and
sinners!” But wisdom is justified by her children” (Mt. 11:19). “That You
may be justified in Your words and may overcome when You are judged”
(Rom. 3:4; cf. Ps. 51:4). “But he, wanting to justify himself, said to Jesus,
‘And who 1s my neighbor?”” (Lk. 10:29). “And he said to them, “You are
those who justify yourselves before men, but God knows your hearts” (Lk.
16:15). The passages which refer to men justifying God cannot mean to make
God righteous, for God is perfect. It is obvious that men are declaring God to
be righteous.

2. The term “justify” cannot mean to make just, because it is often
contrasted with judicial condemnation. A judge cannot make a person guilty
of a crime, he can only declare him to be guilty. Likewise, a judge does not
sanctify or make a person righteous; he declares him to be righteous.

“If there is a dispute between men, and they come to court, that the judges
may judge them, and they justify the righteous and condemn the wicked” (Dt.
25:1). “He who justifies the wicked, and he who condemns the just, both of
them alike are an abomination to the Lord” (Pr. 17:15). “Woe to men...Who
justify the wicked for a bribe, and take away justice from the righteous man!”
(Isa. 5:23) “Keep yourself far from a false matter; do not kill the innocent and
righteous. For I will not justify the wicked” (Ex. 23:7). “Should one who
hates justice govern? Will you condemn Him who is most just?” (Job 34:17)
“It is worthy of special observation that, in the passages cited above, the
terms ‘justify’ and ‘justification’ are contrasted, not with the process of
depraving or corrupting, but with the outward act of condemning; and that the
expressions used to explain and illustrate them are all derived, not from the
inward operation of purifying the soul or infusing into it righteousness but
from the procedure of courts in their judgments, or of offended persons in
their forgiveness of offenders. We conclude that these terms, wherever they
have reference to the sinner’s relation to God, signify a declarative and
judicial act of God, external to the sinner, and not an efficient and sovereign
act of God changing the sinner’s nature and making him subjectively
righteous.”

3. The biblical words and phrases that are used to describe and define
justification can only mean to declare righteous. The Bible never says that
men are justified by an infusion of righteousness or by becoming righteous
personally, but always uses the language of imputation. Sometimes the Bible
says that a person’s sins are not imputed to him. “Blessed is the man to whom
the Lord does not impute iniquity” (Ps. 32:2). “God was in Christ reconciling
the world to Himself, not imputing their trespasses to them, and has
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committed to us the word of reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:19). At other times the
Bible speaks of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to those who believe.
“And therefore ‘it was accounted to him for righteousness.” Now it was not
written for his sake alone that it was imputed to him, but also for us. It shall
be imputed to us who believe in Him who raised up Jesus our Lord from the
dead” (Rom. 4:22-24). The apostle Paul describes the removal of guilt and
the imputation of Christ’s righteousness as simultaneous. They both occur the
moment a person believes in Christ. “For what does the Scripture say?

‘ Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.’
Now to him who works, the wages are not counted as grace but as debt. But
to him who does not work but believes on Him who justifies the ungodly, his
faith is accounted for righteousness,’ just as David also describes the
blessedness of the man to whom God imputes righteousness apart from
works: ‘Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose sins
are covered; blessed is the man to whom the Lord shall not impute sin’”
(Rom. 4:3-8).

What does the word “impute” mean? It means that God reckons or regards
a believing sinner as perfectly righteous who is not personally righteous.
Hodge writes: “The word impute is familiar and unambiguous. To impute is
to ascribe to, to reckon to, to lay to one’s charge. When we say we impute a
good or bad motive to a man, or that a good or evil action is imputed to him,
no one misunderstands our meaning. Philemon had no doubt what Paul meant
when he told him to impute to him the debt of Onesimus. ‘Let not the king
impute anything unto his servant.” (I Sam. xix.19) ‘Neither shall it be
imputed unto him that offereth it.” (Lev. vii.18) ‘Blood shall be imputed unto
that man; he hath shed blood.” (Lev. xvii.4)... Imputation never changes the
inward, subjective state of the person to whom the imputation is made. When
sin is imputed to a man he is not made sinful; when you impute theft to a
man, you do not make him a thief. When you impute goodness to a man, you
do not make him good. So when righteousness is imputed to the believer, he
does not thereby become subjectively righteous.” The scriptural meaning of
imputation is plain and easy to understand. To insist on the infusion of
righteousness as the starting point of justification when the Bible clearly
teaches the imputation of Christ’s righteousness is a willful rejection of
divine truth.

4. That justification in Scripture cannot refer to a process in man in which
men are made righteous is proved from those passages which teach that God
justifies or declares righteous the ungodly. “And the tax collector, standing
afar off, would not so much as raise his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast,
saying, ‘God be merciful to me a sinner!” I tell you, this man went down to
his house justified rather than the other [the self-righteous Pharisee]; for
everyone who exalts himself will be abased, and he who humbles himself
will be exalted” (Lk. 18:13-14). “And Jesus said to him [the criminal on the
cross], ‘Assuredly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise’” (Lk.
23:43). “But to him who does not work but believes on Him who justifies the
ungodly” (Rom. 4:5). Charles Hodge writes, “If every man and all men are
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ungodly, it follows that they are regarded and treated as righteous, not on the
ground of their personal character; and it is further apparent that justification
does not consist in making one inherently just or holy; for it is as ungodly that
those who believe are freely justified for Christ’s sake. It never was, as
shown above, the doctrine of the Reformation, or of the Lutheran and
Reformed divines, that the imputation of righteousness affects the moral
character of those concerned. It is true, whom God justifies he also sanctifies;
but justification is not sanctification, and the imputation of righteousness is
not the infusion of righteousness. These are the first principles of the doctrine
of the Reformers.”®

5. Justification cannot mean to make righteous, for the Bible explicitly
teaches that no person can be saved by law-keeping. The Scriptures teach that
all believers this side of heaven commit sin.2 “By Him everyone who
believes is justified from all things from which you could not be justified by
the law of Moses” (Ac. 13:39). “Therefore by the deeds of the law no flesh
will be justified in His sight, for by the law is the knowledge of sin. But now
the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by
the Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God which is through
faith in Jesus Christ to all and on all who believe. For there is no difference;
for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified freely by
His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 3:20-24).
“Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds
of the law” (Rom. 3:28). “Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of
the law but by faith in Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Christ Jesus,
that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the law;
for by the works of the law no flesh shall be justified” (Gal. 2:16). “But
indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of the knowledge of
Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and
count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in Him, not
having my own righteousness, which is from the law, but that which is
through faith in Christ, the righteousness which is from God by faith” (Phil.
3:8-9). Martin Luther writes: “‘By the deeds of the law no flesh shall be
justified.” This do thou amplify and run through all states and conditions of
life thus: Ergo no monk shall be justified by his order, no nun by her chastity,
no citizen by his probity, no prince by his benefice, etc. The law of God is
greater than the whole world, for it comprehendeth all men, and the works of
the law do far excel even the most glorious will-works of all the merit-
mongers; and yet Paul saith that neither the law nor the works of the law do
justify. Therefore we conclude with Paul, that faith only justifieth.”*2

6. Justification cannot refer to something in man or to human merit, for
the Bible teaches that even the best works of God’s people are tainted with
sin and are non-meritorious.t “But we are all like an unclean thing, and all
our righteousnesses are like filthy rags” (Isa. 64:6). “So likewise you, when
you have done all those things which you are commanded, say, ‘We are
unprofitable servants. We have done what was our duty to do’” (Lk. 17:10).
“For the flesh lusts against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; and
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these are contrary to one another, so that you do not do the things that you
wish” (Gal. 5:17). “If You, LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who
could stand?” (Ps. 130:3) “Do not enter into judgment with Your servant, for
in Your sight no one living is righteous” (Ps. 143:2; cf. Rom. 7:15 ff.; Phil.
3:8-9). Good works do not and cannot cause or contribute to justification but
rather flow from it. Furthermore, good works are only acceptable before God
through Christ (Eph. 1:6; 1 Pet. 2:5; Ex. 28:38).

7. Justification cannot refer to a subjective process in a man that may take
decades to complete, for it occurs in an instant of time. “Most assuredly, I say
to you, he who believes in Me has everlasting life” (Jn. 6:47; cf. 5:24). When
a person believes in Jesus Christ, he has eternal life. He is in full possession
of the heavenly reward. When the criminal on the cross believed in Christ,
“Jesus said to him, ‘Assuredly I say to you, today you will be with Me in
Paradise’” (Lk. 23:43). When the tax collector said, “God be merciful to me a
sinner,” the Bible says he “went down to his house justified” (Lk. 18:13-14).
“He who believes in Him is not condemned” (Jn. 3:18). “Therefore, having
been justified by faith we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus
Christ” (Rom. 5:1). “It is necessary that men study much that eternal life is to
be had only in and by Christ.... It is necessary that all false ways to heaven be
cried down, and that men look on faith as the only and sure way of taking
hold of Christ; and of getting life in Him.”*2

Points of Clarification
Since the doctrine of justification is often confounded with sanctification, one
should note the differences between what God in Christ has done for us and
what He does in us.

1. Justification is objective. It takes place outside of the sinner in the
heavenly court. Justification does not directly change the believer’s inner life.
On the other hand, sanctification is subjective. It takes place in the sinner and
renders the sinner more holy over time.

2. Justification is an act of God the Father. God renders a verdict
regarding the one who believes in Christ. “It is God who justifies” (Rom.
8:33). Sanctification is the work of the Holy Spirit. “And do not be drunk
with wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled®® with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18).

3. Justification is instantaneous. God declares the believing sinner
righteous in a moment of time. “Most assuredly, I say to you, he who hears
My word and believes in Him who sent Me has everlasting life, and shall not
come into judgment, but has passed from death into life” (Jn. 5:24; cf. Lk.
18:14; Rom. 5:1). Justification is not a process, nor is it piecemeal. It takes
place only once, then it is complete. “There is no such thing as being more
and more justified. There are no degrees of acceptance with God. To be
justified is to be wholly justiﬁed.”M A “man is either fully justified, or he is
not justified at all.”*2 Sanctification is a continuous process. The Christian
grows in holiness and more and more conforms to the character of Jesus
Christ as the Holy Spirit applies God’s word to his heart. “The old sin nature
is progressively subdued, but never entirely abolished in this life.”
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Sanctification is progressive, imperfect, and not completed until death.

4. Justification removes the guilt of sin and clothes the believer with
Christ’s perfect righteousness, thus entitling him to eternal life in God’s own
family. Sanctification progressively removes the pollution of sin; subdues the
power of sin, and increasingly enables the believer to live in conformity with
the word of God.

5. Justification is an act of God obtained by or through faith. “There is one
God who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through
faith” (Rom. 3:30). Faith is not the ground or cause of justification but the
instrument by which the believer receives justification. Faith is the gift of
God which lays hold of and receives what Christ has accomplished. The
believer’s salvation and justification are totally a work of God. Sanctification
requires faith and flows from Christ’s death and justification, but it is a
process in which the justified sinner cooperates and contributes.
Sanctification involves obedience to God’s law and good works. In
justification there is not one iota of human merit, good works, or lawkeeping
involved, except Christ’s perfect righteousness.

The Elements of Justification
In order for men who are sinners to have eternal life, the guilt and penalty of
sin must be removed and men must have a perfect record of obeying God’s
law. Thus, justification contains two elements: one negative and the other
positive. Simply put, the negative element deals with the removal of guilt and
the penalty due for sin, while the positive element provides a perfect
righteousness. These elements are the ground, or foundation, of justification.
They are what enable God to be just while at the same time the justifier of
sinners (Rom. 3:26). These grounds of justification are both provided for in
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. “The ‘righteousness of God’
is the active and passive obedience of incarnate God. It is Christ’s vicarious
suffering of the penalty, and vicarious obedience of the precept of the law
which man has transgressed. It is Christ’s atoning for man’s sin, and
acquiring a title for him to eternal life.”*

The Negative Element
The negative element refers to Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross. When a
person believes in Jesus Christ, all his sins past, present, and future are placed
upon Jesus Christ on the cross. A whole life of sin and guilt is imputed to
Christ’s account. Sin is removed and the penalty—the curse of the law—is
endured for us by Christ. “Therefore, as through one man’s offense judgment
came to all men, resulting in condemnation, even so through one Man’s
righteous act the free gift came to all men, resulting in justification of life”
(Rom. 5:18). “For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we
might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor. 5:21). “Christ has
redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us (for it is
written, ‘Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree’)” (Gal 3:13). “But this
Man, after He had offered one sacrifice for sins forever, sat down at the right
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hand of God.... For by one offering He has perfected forever those who are
being sanctified.... Their sins and their lawless deeds I will remember no
more” (Heb. 10:12, 14, 17). God does not overlook sin or arbitrarily pardon
it, but judges it and punishes it in Christ. Christ’s death was the
demonstration of the judging and justifying judgment of God. “Paul’s gospel
or good news is ‘the power of God unto salvation.” The omnipotence of God,
His absolute power, is operative in His revelation of His righteousness. His
law stands; His court requires atonement, and Christ renders it for the elect
people.”®® Because Christ has suffered the penalty in the place of His people,
they are pardoned, forgiven and forever released from punishment. Many
evangelicals regard the negative element of justification as the only element
needed for eternal life, but the Bible teaches that more than forgiveness is
needed. To have the guilt and penalty of sin removed is to be in the same
place Adam was before the fall. It is true that one whose sins are removed
cannot go to hell, but a perfect, positive righteousness is required before one
is entitled to eternal life. This perfect righteousness is also provided by Jesus
Christ.

The Positive Aspect
The positive element refers to Christ’s perfect obedience to God’s law lived
in behalf of the believer. Christ’s life lived in perfect submission to God’s
will in thought, word, and deed is imputed to the believer’s account. In the
entire history of mankind there are only 331/2 years lived on earth by one
Man, the Lord Jesus Christ, that God will accept. Both elements of
justification are discussed in Zechariah 3:3-4. Note that God removes the
filthy garments (the negative aspect) and then provides new garments (the
positive aspect). “Now Joshua was clothed with filthy garments, and was
standing before the Angel. Then He answered and spoke to those who stood
before Him, saying, ‘Take away the filthy garments from him.” And to him
He said, ‘See, I have removed your iniquity from you, and I will clothe you
with rich robes’” (Zech. 3:3-4). Paul writes: “For by one man’s disobedience
many were made sinners, so also by one Man’s obedience many will be made
righteous” (Rom. 5:19). “But of Him you are in Christ Jesus, who became for
us wisdom from God—and righteousness and sanctification and redemption”
(1 Cor. 1:30). “In His days Judah will be saved, and Israel will dwell safely;
now this is His name by which He will be called: THE LORD OUR
RIGHTEOUSNESS” (Jer. 23:6). Paul says that those who receive grace also
receive “the gift of righteousness” (Rom. 5:17).

The necessity of obtaining a perfect, positive righteousness was taught by
Jesus Christ. “For I say to you, that unless your righteousness exceeds the
righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, you will by no means enter the
kingdom of heaven” (Mt. 5:20). Bavinck writes, “[ W]hen Jesus regards such
a righteousness as being necessary for entering the kingdom of God He does
not mean that a person is in his own strength to accomplish it. Were that
necessary, He would not have been a Messiah and His gospel would not have
been a glad tiding. His purpose, rather, is to shed light upon the nature, the
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spiritual character, the perfection of God’s kingdom: no one can enter it
unless he is in perfect harmony with the law of God and shares in the perfect
righteousness.” Similarly, when Paul says “the doers of the law will be
justified” (Rom. 2:13), he is not teaching that sinful men have the ability to
perfectly obey God’s law. He is simply pointing out a biblical principle of
justice: that if a person did perfectly obey God’s law he would be declared
righteous by God. Since the Bible makes it abundantly clear that no one can
perfectly obey God, the believer must look to and depend solely on Christ’s
perfect righteousness. Christ came “to fulfill all righteousness™ (Mt. 3:15) for
us. “God declares us righteous because we are legally righteous by virtue of
the imputation of Christ’s perfect righteousness to our account.”%

The Relation of Faith to Justification

The Bible teaches that God’s people are justified by or through faith (Rom.
1:17; 3:25, 28, 30; 5:1; Gal. 2:16; 3:11, 24; Eph. 2:8; Phil 3:9). The apostle
Paul uses three different expressions—dia pisteos, ek pisteos, and pistei
(dative)—that reveal the role that faith plays in a person’s justification. The
phrase dia pisteos means “by means of” or “through” faith. Faith is the
instrument which lays hold of Jesus Christ and His merits. God, through His
regenerating power, enables a person to believe. He gives a person the gift of
faith, and then by faith a person embraces Jesus Christ and all His benefits.
“Regeneration is the act of God and of God alone. But faith is not the act of
God; it is not God who believes in Christ for salvation, it is the sinner. It is by
God’s grace that a person is able to believe, but faith is an activity on the part
of the person and of him alone. In faith we receive and rest upon Christ alone
for salvation.”2

The phrase ek pisteos (“from,” “out of” or “by faith”) describes faith as
that which logically precedes a person’s justification. It “describes faith as
the occasion of justification, though never as the efficient or ultimate cause of
justification.”® The dative use of the noun pistis is used in an instrumental
sense (cf. Rom. 3:28). In the Bible, justifying faith is never presented as the
grounds for a believer’s justification. People are never described as being
saved because of their faith or on the grounds of their faith. “If this were the
case, faith would have to be regarded as a meritorious work of man. And this
would be the introduction of the doctrine of justification by works, which the
apostle opposes consistently, Rom. 3:21, 27, 28; 4:3-4; Gal. 2:16, 21; 3:11.7%

This point needs to be emphasized, because in our day faith is often
presented as virtuous in itself, as if God accepts men because of their faith
rather than because of Jesus Christ. People are told to have faith in faith
itself. But faith apart from the proper object of faith is useless and even
harmful. “We are justified not merely by faith, but by faith in Christ; not
because of what faith is, but because of what faith lays hold of and receives.
We are not saved for believing but by believing. In the application of
justification, faith is not a builder but a beholder; it has nothing to give or
achieve, but has all to receive. Faith is neither the ground nor the substance of
our justification, but the hand, the instrument, the vessel which receives the
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divine gift proffered to us in the gospel.”** To teach, as many do, that men
generate their own faith and are saved because of an act of their own will is a
denial of the gospel as taught by Christ and the apostles. God does not accept
a man’s faith in place of a perfect obedience to the law, but rather accepts
Christ’s perfect obedience laid hold of by faith. There is a world of difference
between these two views.

Illustrations have often been used to explain the instrumental and
appropriating nature of faith; faith can be compared to an empty vessel which
holds a great treasure or an empty ring which holds a priceless diamond.
Faith is described as the hand of the soul. “Nothing in my hand I bring; only
to the cross I cling” (Augustus Toplady). Faith is spoken of as an eye which
looks away from itself toward Jesus Christ. True faith is always directed
toward Jesus Christ. True faith always acknowledges that we have nothing to
contribute to our salvation; that all our righteousness is as filthy rags; that
apart from Christ we are hopeless, destitute, dead, and damned. “‘Faith alone’
is a confession that all which is necessary for our acceptance with God has
been done by God Himself in His redemptive act in Jesus Christ. It is an
acknowledgement that Christ Himself, in our name and on our behalf, met all
our obligations before the bar of eternal justice.”z—5

The Biblical Concept of Faith
It is important that people have a proper understanding of the biblical concept
of saving faith. Most people who regard themselves as Christians in this day
do not have saving faith. Many people are confused because the word “faith”
is often used in a manner that is contrary to the Christian usage. Some people
speak of faith as an irrational leap in the dark. Faith is described as a
willingness to accept what is totally absurd and illogical. The idea that faith
and reason are incompatible like oil and water is the language of infidelity,
“for faith in the irrational is of necessity itself irrational. It is impossible to
believe that to be true which the mind sees to be false. This would be to
believe and disbelieve the same thing at the same time.”?® The idea that faith
is irrational may be fine for the eastern mystic or Zen Buddhist, but it has
nothing to do with Scripture.

Others speak of faith as mental assent to certain propositions which are
probably true but cannot be proven to be true. A man who is on a walk
encounters an old wooden bridge that crosses a deep gorge. The bridge has
not been in use for many decades and has termite damage and dry rot. The
man carefully examines the bridge and determines that it is likely to support
his weight. He then carefully crosses the bridge. The man exhibits a trust that
the bridge will not collapse, but he is not sure. This illustration is an accurate
description of how the term “faith” is often used in every day speech.
However, as an illustration of biblical faith in Christ it is seriously defective.
One certainly does not find the apostles preaching the high probability of
Christ’s resurrection. This definition of faith would not apply to the apostles
who saw, touched, listened to, and dined with the resurrected Christ (e.g., 1
Jn. 1:1; Lk. 24:36-43). Did Thomas believe that Christ probably rose from the
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dead when he place his fingers into Christ’s hands and hand into his side (Jn.
20:27-29)? Doesn’t the Bible speak of a faith that precludes the possibility of
doubt? In certainly does! Job said, “I know that my Redeemer lives” (Job
19:25), “I know that I shall be vindicated” (13:18). Paul says, “I know whom
| have believed and am persuaded that He is able to keep what | have
committed to Him until that day” (2 Tim. 1:12). The author of Hebrews says
that “faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not
seen” (Heb. 11:1). “[F]Jaith lays hold of what is promised and therefore hoped
for, as something real and solid, though as yet unseen.... Faith...is the
foundation on which the structure of hope is raised.”?” The word translated
substance (hypostasis) can mean assurance, confident assurance or certitude
(e.g., RSV; NASB; ASV, “assurance”; NIV, “being sure”; Young’s Literal
Translation, “confidence”). The assured conviction spoken of in Hebrews is
much more than a hope in probabilities.

In everyday use the word “faith” refers to the trust that a person has in the
testimony of another. Based on the knowledge that one has regarding another,
one is convinced that his word is trustworthy, or true. A person believes that
something is true even though he has not personally witnessed that thing.
When the Bible says that “faith is a conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1,
A.S.V.) it is describing the fact that Christians believe in what the Bible
teaches even though they have not observed the historical events, miracles,
etc., which the Scriptures describe. The Christian believes in things not seen
based on God’s testimony.

This is the common definition found among orthodox Protestant
theologians both past and present. Turretin writes, “‘The object of faith is
none other than the written word of God according to the measure of
revelation.” Faith (pistis) is one thing; knowledge (gnosis) another. The latter
is gained even from nature by beholding the works of God, but the former
only from supernatural grace and revelation by the hearing of the word
(which alone is the object of faith [piston]).”% “Owen [writes], ‘All faith is
an assent upon testimony; and divine faith is an assent upon a divine
testimony.” John Howe asks, ‘“Why do I believe Jesus to be the Christ?
Because the eternal God hath given his testimony concerning Him that so He
is.” ‘A man’s believing comes all to nothing without this, that there is a
divine testimony.” Again, ‘I believe such a thing, as God reveals it, because it
is reported to me upon the authority.””? The Confession of Faith says, “By
this faith a Christian believeth to be true whatsoever is revealed in the Word,
for the authority of God himself speaking therein.”®® “Saving faith rests upon
the truth of the testimony of God speaking in his Word.... Saving faith
receives as true all the contents of God’s Word, without exception.”*t To
believe in God means that a person believes or trusts in everything that God
has spoken. “Mark 1:15 commands us to ‘believe in the Gospel.” Some
people make a distinction between believing a written account and believing
in a person. This verse undermines such a distinction. Really, when one
believes in a person, he believes the words the person speaks—he believes
his promises and his asserted ability to perform. This is what is meant by
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saying that we trust in a person.”*?

Spurious Forms of Faith
The Bible sometimes speaks of people who believe in Jesus or receive the
truth but who do not have saving faith. The Scriptures describe people who
believe in Christ, but the Christ they believe in is either one of their
imagination or one who fits preconceived notions regarding the Jewish
messiah. Also, there are biblical examples of people who have temporary
faith. God’s word says that they believe for a season. The epistle of James
describes people who have a dead faith. That is a counterfeit faith that does
not result in a life of obedience. Theologians refer to this type of faith as a
historical faith or a mere intellectual assent. The biblical examples of false
faith will be briefly considered as a warning to professors of Christ and as an
aid in sharpening our understanding of true saving faith.

1. Faith in an Improper Object

There are multitudes of people today who say that they believe in Christ but
who in reality believe in a false Christ. They do not believe in Christ as He is
presented in the Scriptures. They reject certain aspects of the scriptural
testimony regarding Jesus and they add their own doctrines in their place.
This is precisely what modernists and cults have done and continue to do.
The apostle John warned of heretics who deny Christ: “Whoever transgresses
and does not abide in the doctrine of Christ does not have God. He who
abides in the doctrine of Christ has both the Father and the Son” (2 Jn. 9).
Gordon Clark writes, “Saving faith...is faith in Christ. But we must be careful
not to empty the name of Christ of its New Testament meaning. Some
ecclesiastical leaders want to restrict faith in Christ to such an extent that
Christ becomes a mere name about which nothing is to be said. The general
tenor of modern religion is so antagonistic to doctrine that the Virgin Birth,
the two natures in one Person, and even the Atonement are said to be
unessential. One must believe in Christ, they say, but not in a Christ who pre-
existed as the second person of the trinity, not in a Christ who was virgin-
born, not in a Christ who rose from the grave. What Christ then do they
believe in? The answer is, no real Christ at all. They have put their faith in an
empty name; or, better, they have disguised their lack of faith by pious
terminology.”®

Faith in a Christ that is not defined by Scripture was common even in the
days of Jesus. “Now when He was in Jerusalem at the Passover, during the
feast, many believed in His name when they saw the signs which He did. But
Jesus did not commit Himself to them, because He knew all men” (Jn. 2:23-
24). Because of the miracles that Jesus performed, many Jews believed that
He was a great prophet or even the messiah. But Jesus did not trust Himself
to them because He knew that their concept of who he was false. They were
trusting in a physical warrior king (cf. 6:15), not the suffering servant. They
were trusting in the miracles but were not listening to Christ’s words.
“Observe, that all do not derive equal profit from the works of God; for some
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are led by them to God, and others are only driven by a blind impulse, so that,
while they perceive indeed the power of God, still they do not cease to
wander in their own imaginations.”%

The one who believes in a Christ fashioned by the imagination, or a cult or
popular culture is like the stony ground hearer in the parable of the sower, for
he never really even understands the gospel. “When anyone hears the word of
the kingdom, and does not understand it, then the wicked one comes and
snatches away what was sown in his heart” (Mt. 13:19). The fault of the word
not being understood lies with the hearer and not God’s word. The seed
cannot take root in a heart of stone, and thus is consumed by Satan. Satan’s
ministers take away the good seed out of the hearer’s mind and replace it
with poison.

2. A Historical or Dead Faith

The are many people who say they believe in Christ yet live worldly and
wicked lives. They honor Christ with their lips, yet prove they do not love
Him by their actions. James says that their faith is dead: “But someone will
say, ‘You have faith, and I have works.” Show me your faith without your
works, and I will show you my faith by my works. You believe that there is
one God. You do well. Even the demons believe—and tremble! But do you
want to know, O foolish man, that faith without works is dead” (Jas. 2:18-
20). Kistemaker writes: “In this chapter James refers to two kinds of faith:
true faith and pretense. The first kind is characteristic of the true believer who
shows faith