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Our Scripture reading this morning is from the book of Romans. If you would turn there 
please, Romans 4. And we remind you that on communion Sundays, we don't provide a 
Wonders of Worship program for the little ones that all those workers down there might 
be able to enjoy the Lord's supper with us.

Romans 4:1, the Apostle Paul writes,

1 What then shall we say that Abraham our father has found according to 
the flesh? 2 For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to 
boast about, but not before God. 3 For what does the Scripture say? 
"Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness." 4
Now to him who works, the wages are not counted as grace but as debt. 5 
But to him who does not work but believes on Him who justifies the 
ungodly, his faith is accounted for righteousness, 6 just as David also 
describes the blessedness of the man to whom God imputes righteousness 
apart from works: 7 "Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, 
And whose sins are covered; 8 Blessed is the man to whom the LORD 
shall not impute sin." 9 Does this blessedness then come upon the 
circumcised only, or upon the uncircumcised also? For we say that faith 
was accounted to Abraham for righteousness. 10 How then was it 
accounted? While he was circumcised, or uncircumcised? Not while 
circumcised, but while uncircumcised. 11 And he received the sign of 
circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had while 
still uncircumcised, that he might be the father of all those who believe, 
though they are uncircumcised, that righteousness might be imputed to 
them also, 12 and the father of circumcision to those who not only are of 
the circumcision, but who also walk in the steps of the faith which our 
father Abraham had while still uncircumcised. 13 For the promise that he 
would be the heir of the world was not to Abraham or to his seed through 
the law, but through the righteousness of faith. 14 For if those who are of 
the law are heirs, faith is made void and the promise made of no effect, 15 
because the law brings about wrath; for where there is no law there is no 
transgression. 16 Therefore it is of faith that it might be according to 
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grace, so that the promise might be sure to all the seed, not only to those 
who are of the law, but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham, who
is the father of us all 17 (as it is written, "I have made you a father of 
many nations") in the presence of Him whom he believed--God, who 
gives life to the dead and calls those things which do not exist as though 
they did; 18 who, contrary to hope, in hope believed, so that he became 
the father of many nations, according to what was spoken, "So shall your 
descendants be." 19 And not being weak in faith, he did not consider his 
own body, already dead (since he was about a hundred years old), and the 
deadness of Sarah's womb. 20 He did not waver at the promise of God 
through unbelief, but was strengthened in faith, giving glory to God, 21 
and being fully convinced that what He had promised He was also able to 
perform. 22 And therefore "it was accounted to him for righteousness." 23 
Now it was not written for his sake alone that it was imputed to him, 24 
but also for us. It shall be imputed to us who believe in Him who raised up
Jesus our Lord from the dead, 25 who was delivered up because of our 
offenses, and was raised because of our justification. 

1 Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom also we have access by 
faith into this grace in which we stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of 
God. 

May God's blessing rest upon this portion of his inspired word.

Let's pray.

Father, speak to us now from your word. May our hearts, our minds, our souls be 
attuned to this living powerful word of God. Heaven and earth shall pass away, Jesus 
said, but my words shall not pass away. All Scripture is God breathed. Speak to us now 
through it, we ask in Christ's glorious name. Amen.

If you are familiar with the basic teaching of the Bible and with the natural state of your 
own soul, you are aware that each of us is born with a sinful nature, a nature which we 
inherited from our parents and which they inherited from their parents, a sinful nature 
which can be traced back to an original act of rebellion committed by our first father, 
Adam. "By one man's disobedience, many were made sinners," Romans 5:19. "By one 
man's offense judgment came to all men, resulting in condemnation," Romans 5:18. As a 
result of our depraved nature, every man, woman and child violates God's law. "There is 
not a just man on the earth who does good and does not sin," Ecclesiastes 7:20. Now, if 
you have any lingering doubts about the reality of original sin, innate sin, you've 
probably not done enough babysitting. I might recommend to you the toddler nursery. 
And even those who have never seen God's law in print, those who don't have the Bible 
in their own language or who have never heard it proclaimed, already have it written on 
their hearts and manifested by their conscience. They "show the work of the law written 
in their hearts, their conscience also bearing them witness," Romans 2:15. So the Bible 
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makes it clear that "as many as have sinned without law will also perish without law, and 
as many as have sinned in the law will be judged by the law," Romans 2:12. 

I'll remind you that it doesn't take a great number of sins to make us unfit for a holy God's
presence. The word of God says, "Cursed is everyone who does not continue in all things 
which are written in the book of the law to do them," Galatians 3:10. James says, 
"whoever keeps the whole law yet offends in one point, he is guilty of all"; he is a 
lawbreaker, James 2:10. It should be clear to us if we think about it for a few moments, 
that no one could ever be justified, that is declared righteous by the judge, by keeping the 
law since the Scripture and our own experience make it clear that no mere man ever 
could perfectly keep God's law. I suspect no one has ever done it for an entire day, let 
alone for an entire lifetime. 

The 19th century Baptist preacher, Charles Spurgeon, recounts the story of an 
Englishman who according to his own record was 103 years old. He said he had never 
neglected his parish church. He had brought up 11 children with little help from others. 
And he expected that by and by he would go home to God because he said he had never 
done anything wrong in his life that he knew of. But someone said to him, "You are a 
sinner, you know." "I know I ain't." "Well, but God says that you are." "God may say 
what he likes but I know I ain't." "So you see," said Spurgeon, "he even contradicted God
himself and is not that a great sin for anybody to commit? What clearer proof of the 
alienation of the human heart than that a man should flatly contradict God." Spurgeon 
didn't even mention the old man's murdering of the King's English.

"By the deeds of the law no flesh will be justified in His sight," Romans 3:20, "for by the 
law is the knowledge of sin," Romans 3:20. By the law is the knowledge of sin. The 
primary beneficial effect of the law is to drive home to me the truth that I am a sinner. By
the law is the knowledge of sin. It could never justify us, could never cause us to be 
declared righteous, and it was never intended to do so. 

So then the obvious question is: how can a just holy God ever declare sinners to be 
righteous? Well, many people seem to reason as the Pharisees did, the only possible way 
to be declared righteous by a righteous judge, they concluded, was in fact to be righteous,
so they set about establishing their own righteousness. They attempted to go beyond 
God's laws. God said to tithe of their firstfruits, they determined to tithe even of their 
spices. God said they should be ceremonially cleansed after touching a leper or a dead 
body, they would ceremonially cleanse themselves every time they entered their home, 
every time they were about to take a meal. Yet all their efforts fell short because they 
were still defiled in the inner man and they didn't seem to know it. Jesus said to them, 
"You are blind guides. You strain out a gnat and swallow a camel. You cleanse the 
outside of the cup and dish but inside you are full of extortion and self-indulgence," 
Matthew 23:25. Through the ages, there have been those who declared that God simply 
cannot justify the wicked so therefore we must become godly. We must become righteous
and holy before a just God can declare us to be so.
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But there are several problems with such thinking. The first one we've already 
mentioned: if God is going to declare me righteous on the basis of my actual 
righteousness, then I have to be perfectly righteous. I must have no sin and I must have 
lived without sin from birth. But the Scriptures declare, "there is none who does good, 
none who seeks after God," Romans 3, not in their natural state. And even those who 
have been regenerated, those who have been born again, remain conscious that they 
continue to sin. "If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves," is the way John put it. 
Paul said, "I delight in the law of God according to the inward man but I see another law 
in my members warring against the law of my mind, bringing me into captivity to the law
of sin which is in my members," Romans 7. Secondly, if God is going to declare me 
righteous on the basis of my own righteousness, I must from the point of that declaration 
live without sin for the rest of my life. Or if God's appraisal of me is based upon my 
sinlessness, he must change his appraisal if and when I sin. Thirdly, if I am to be declared
righteous on the basis of my own righteousness, then Jesus died in vain. Jesus died in 
vain. In other words, if we can be righteous on our own, then we clearly don't need an 
atonement, we clearly don't need a Redeemer, we clearly don't need a Savior.

So then we haven't yet answered the question: how can God justify the wicked? If he 
can't declare us righteous on the basis of our works, how can he declare us righteous at 
all? How can a holy God justify sinners? Romans 4:5, "But to him who does not work but
believes on Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is accounted for righteousness." He 
cannot ever, given his innate depravity, genuinely be righteous so God graciously sends 
his own Son into the world, Jesus lives a truly righteous life and God the Father applies 
Christ's perfection, his righteousness, to our account. God imputes Christ's righteousness 
to us even as he imputes our sin to Christ. 

On what basis does he impute it? Does God impute Christ's righteousness to me on the 
basis of my faith in Christ plus my renewed efforts to be holy? Does he impute Christ's 
righteousness to me on the basis of my faith in Christ plus my keeping his holy law? No, 
he imputes Christ's righteousness to me and to us on the basis of our faith in Christ plus 
nothing.

Look at Romans 4:1, "What then shall we say that Abraham our father has found 
according to the flesh? For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast 
about, but not before God. 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." Abraham did not do 
anything to be justified. He was not justified on the basis of works. Abraham simply 
believed God and his faith was accounted, was reckoned by God as if it were 
righteousness. He was saved by grace and not by works. "Not by works of righteousness 
which we have done but according to His mercy He saved us," Titus 3:5.

Paul then goes on to quote David from Psalm 32, verse 6, "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;  
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Blessed is the man to whom the LORD shall not impute sin.'" Now, is this salvation by 
faith only for the circumcised? Is it some special benefit God gives to those who obey 
him and perform some sort of religious ritual, be it circumcision or anything else? No, 
because Abraham's faith was accounted for righteousness while he was still 
uncircumcised. Look at verse 9, "Does this blessedness then come upon the circumcised 
only, or upon the uncircumcised also? For we say that faith was accounted to Abraham 
for righteousness. How then was it accounted? While he was circumcised, or 
uncircumcised? Not while circumcised, but while uncircumcised. And he received the 
sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had while still 
uncircumcised, that he might be the father of all those who believe, though they are 
uncircumcised, that righteousness might be imputed to them also, and the father of 
circumcision to those who not only are of the circumcision, but who also walk in the 
steps of the faith which our father Abraham had while still uncircumcised." So he might 
be the father of the Gentiles who believe and the father of the Jews, not just the Jews who
are children of Abraham by natural descent but who also walk in the same faith that 
Abraham had.

Now look at, we've looked at 9 to 12. Let me explain this a bit. God told Abraham that he
would be the father of many nations; that his seed, his descendants would be as the stars 
of heaven; that kings would come from him. Were these promises made to him because 
he was a righteous man? Clearly not. Did they come to him as a reward for Abraham's 
righteously keeping God's law? No. Verse 13, "For the promise that he would be the heir 
of the world was not to Abraham or to his seed through the law, but through the 
righteousness of faith. For if those who are of the law are heirs, faith is made void and the
promise made of no effect, because the law brings about wrath; for where there is no law 
there is no transgression. Therefore it is of faith that it might be according to grace, so 
that the promise might be sure to all the seed, not only to those who are of the law, but 
also to those who are of the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all." Theologian 
Charles Hodge explained it this way, "If salvation be in any form or to any degree 
dependent on the merit, the goodness or the stability of man, it can never be sure. No, it 
must be utterly unattainable. Unless we are saved by grace, we cannot be saved at all."

Paul goes on to highlight Abraham's faith in verses 17 to 20, and then he sums it up in 
verse 21 and 22, "and being fully convinced that what He had promised He was also able 
to perform." Abraham was fully convinced that what God had promised, that he would 
give him a seed, he was able to perform. "And therefore 'it was,'" what was? His faith 
"was accounted to him for righteousness." You say, "Well, that's all well and good. 
Abraham's faith was accounted for righteousness but what bearing does this have upon 
us?" Verse 23, "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, who was delivered up because of our offenses, and was raised because of 
our justification." It's not just about Abraham, it's about us, Paul said. 

Now, note this justification is a finished act. It was accomplished the moment that we 
exercised genuine saving faith, and now that we have been justified, we have peace with 
God. The judge who was going to declare us guilty and condemn us now declares us not 
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guilty, and not only not guilty, he declares us to be righteous. Look at chapter 5, verses 1 
and 2, "Therefore, having been justified," it's an accomplished act, "having been justified 
by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ." The enmity that we 
once had with God, God is angry with the wicked every day, that has been taken away. 
We have peace with God now, the peace that has been made through the cross. 

"We have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom also we have 
access by faith into this grace in which we stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of 
God." We are declared to be not guilty because the sentence that should have rightfully 
been pronounced upon us was pronounced upon Jesus. "God made Him who knew no sin
to be sin for us," 2 Corinthians 5:21. And we are declared righteous, we are declared not 
guilty and we are declared righteous because the righteousness of this perfect man has 
been transferred to our account. Paul goes on to say, "that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him," in Christ, the same verse, 2 Corinthians 5:21. 

No, it wasn't just Abraham who was justified by faith, the Scriptures foreseeing that God 
would justify the heathen by faith preached the Gospel to Abraham beforehand saying, 
"In you all the nations shall be blessed," Galatians 3:8. The Scriptures foreseeing that 
God would justify the heathen by faith. How were the heathen justified? By faith. The 
Scriptures preached the Gospel to Abraham. Abraham believed God and it was accounted
to him, it was reckoned to him as if it were righteousness. 

We see this concept of the innocent substituting for the guilty throughout the Scriptures, 
not only in the letters of the apostles but in the Gospels where Jesus speaks of laying 
down his life for his sheep and giving his life a ransom for many. We see it in the entire 
Old Testament sacrificial system: the innocent spotless lamb dying for the guilty. And we
see it in places like Isaiah 53 where we read of God's servant, "Surely He has borne our 
griefs And carried our sorrows; Yet we esteemed Him stricken, Smitten by God, and 
afflicted. But He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities; 
The chastisement for our peace was upon Him, And by His stripes we are healed." This, 
my friend, is the biblical doctrine of imputation and this is the heart of the Gospel. This is
the Gospel. 

Martin Luther wrote of his state before his conversion. Martin Luther was a Roman 
Catholic monk, of course, and he was studying the Scripture, he was reading the 
Scriptures and he was teaching the Scriptures, but he was troubled in his own soul 
because he didn't know if he had peace with God. "How can I be just before a holy God? 
He knows I'm a sinner." He said, "I greatly long to understand Paul's epistle to the 
Romans and nothing stood in the way but one expression, the justice of God, because I 
took it to mean that justice whereby God is just and he deals justly in punishing the 
unjust." This was a problem for Luther as it is for every honest man or woman because he
knew he was not in his natural state just or righteous nor could he be, "For there is none 
righteous, no not one," Romans 3.

He continues, "My situation was that although an impeccable monk, I stood before God 
as a sinner troubled in my conscience and I had no confidence that my merit would 
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assuage him. Night and day I pondered until I saw the connection between the justice of 
God and the statement that 'the just shall live by his faith.' Then I grasped that the justice 
of God is that righteousness by which through grace and sheer mercy God justifies us 
through faith. Whereupon," he said, "I felt myself to be reborn and to have gone through 
open doors into paradise. The whole of Scripture took on a new meaning and whereas 
before the justice of God had filled me with hate, now it became to me inexpressibly 
sweet in greater love. This passage of Paul became to me a gate to heaven."

He would later write, "We are in truth, we Christians are in truth and totally sinners with 
regard to ourselves and our first birth, contrariwise insofar as Christ has been given for 
us, we are holy and just totally. Hence from different aspects, we are said to be just and 
sinners at one and the same time. Christians are," he said, "simul iustus et peccator, 
simultaneously, at one and the same time, simul, iustus, justified, and peccator, sinful." 
At the very same moment, Christian, you are sinful and justified; at the very same 
moment from different aspects.

Westminster Seminary Professor Michael Horton illustrates it this way. He says in his 
college days he was traveling in Europe with some friends and he didn't budget very well 
and ran out of money and he didn't have enough money to get home. So he called home 
or contacted home somehow and his mom and dad wanted him to come home. He said, 
"I'm thankful for that," and so they placed money into his account. Their money in his 
account. He was fully aware that, in one sense, it wasn't really his money. He hadn't 
earned it. But in another sense, we're looking at it from another perspective, once it was 
in his account, it was his money to spend. From the vantage point of the cashier at the 
railway station or the bus station or the airline or the airport, there was sufficient money 
in his account, and as it was in his account, it was recognized to be his money. Friend, 
once your sins have been through imputation, placed on Christ, and his righteousness has 
been transferred to your account, you are viewed by a holy Judge to be righteous. You are
declared to be righteous. You are justified.

Calvin said, "To justify is nothing else than to acquit from the charge of guilt, as if 
innocence were proved." Michael Horton put it this way, "If we are in Christ, God 
regards us as though we had never sinned and, in fact, as though we had obeyed the law 
perfectly already. This is a once-for-all declaration that is not in any way dependent on 
our own performance." Luther called this, Christ's righteousness placed on your account, 
your sins placed upon Christ's account, he called this the marvelous exchange. And it is a 
marvelous exchange. The righteousness of Christ is applied to me. My sins were applied 
to him at the cross. It's a marvelous exchange.

Now, as we have seen, this truth is clearly set forth in Scripture but, as you know, by the 
Middle Ages, the established Christian church had largely forgotten it. You must 
understand that until the Gutenberg Bible was printed in the 15th century and after that, 
sometime after that, translations became available in the common languages of the 
masses, very few believers could read the Scriptures for themselves. It's not like they 
could go home and open up their own Bible. Every single Bible was written by hand by 
scribes and it took years and so not many people could afford it. So they would come to 
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church and they would hear the Scripture read perhaps, but then they would hear the 
expositions of the priests on the Scripture, and the Roman church had been teaching, as 
they later stipulated in the Council of Trent in the 16th century, they had been teaching 
that justification is not remission of sins or forgiveness of sins merely but justification is 
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. John MacArthur 
summarizes this view of the Roman church, "Justification means that God's grace is 
poured forth into the sinners heart making the person progressively more righteous. It 
then becomes the sinner's responsibility to preserve and increase that grace by various 
good works. The system, in other words, mixes works with grace so that justification is 
not, sola fide, by faith alone, and it makes justification an ongoing process rather than an 
accomplished fact." 

Now, you say, "What's so bad about that? Isn't this just semantics? I mean, after all, don't 
the Scriptures make it clear that it's not enough to just say you have faith? Anybody can 
go around saying he has faith. You must show your faith by your works," James said. "If 
any man claims to have faith yet has no works to evidence his faith, such faith is 
worthless," James 2. Quite right. What the Scriptures declare that good works proceed 
naturally from a man or woman who has already been justified by the finished work of 
Christ. Those works that he performs after salvation are not part of the justification 
process. "By grace are ye saved through faith, and this not of yourselves, it is the gift of 
God, not of works, lest any man should boast. For we are His workmanship, created in 
Christ Jesus unto good works which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in 
them," Ephesians 2:8-10. In other words, we are made new creatures for good works, not 
by good works. We are not co-redeemers. Salvation is not a tagteam effort, Jesus does all 
he can do and then we do the rest. We are saved by Christ alone. He authors our faith. He
finishes our faith, Hebrews 12:2. God has saved us and called us with a holy calling, "not 
according to our works but according to His own purpose and grace," 2 Timothy 1:9. 
Paul said, "To him that works, the wages are not counted as grace but as debt," Romans 
4:4. In other words, he gets what he earns. When you work, when you have a job and you
work and you get your check, it's counted as wages. It's not counted as grace. "Oh, look 
how gracious the boss was this week. He paid me my full salary." You don't view it that 
way. It is counted as debt. Paul says you can't have it both ways. If your salvation is of 
works, it cannot be of grace. If it is of grace, it cannot be of works. For Paul, this was 
simply nonnegotiable. 

Your works have absolutely no part in your justification and as this truth began to spread 
throughout Europe 500 years ago through the efforts of men like Luther and Melanchthon
and then later Calvin and Zwingli and Knox and primarily through the entrance of God's 
word which brings light, there was a great Reformation, a great turning, a great change, a 
great return to the Scriptures, to the truths of the Scriptures, a returning to the wonderful 
truth of justification by faith.

Now, let me reinforce this critical doctrine. Our Westminster Confession Shorter 
Catechism puts it this way: justification is an act of God's free spirit, God's free grace, 
whereby he pardons all our sins and accepts us as righteous in his sight only for the 
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righteousness of Christ imputed to us and received by faith alone. Do you see it? He 
accounts you righteous but it's not because of anything in you, only because of the 
righteousness of Christ which is imputed to you, put on your account, and it is received 
by faith alone. Because no man or woman, boy or girl, is in fact righteous, because none 
has perfectly kept God's law in thought, word and deed, we cannot stand justified before 
a holy God whose eyes are as a flame of fire, except through the righteousness of another.
Jesus perfectly kept his Father's law. He did not deserve punishment for sin. When he 
bore his Father's wrath at the cross, he was the Good Shepherd who was giving his life 
for his sheep. When you recognize your sin as abhorrent and you turn from it in disgust 
and you lay hold upon Jesus Christ by faith, transferring your trust from yourself to him, 
transferring your trust from your supposed righteousness to his actual righteousness, you 
are forgiven. You are declared by God to be righteous and you are declared by God to be 
justified. You are saved, in other words. You will be with him in heaven.

This justification is instantaneous and it is based on the merits of Christ alone, "therefore 
having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ," 
5:1. Justification takes place the very moment the repentant sinner places his saving faith 
in Jesus Christ. The repentant thief looked over to Jesus on the cross and said to him, 
"Remember me when you come into your kingdom." He believed that he was the 
Messiah. "You and I, we deserve to be here," he said to the other thief, "this man has 
done nothing worthy of death." Jesus said, "On the basis of that faith, this day thou shalt 
be with me in paradise." 

He was justified the very moment he believed. He hadn't committed any good work. The 
impetus to repent and believe comes from regeneration, of course, the new birth, which is
mysteriously wrought in the heart of the sinner by the Holy Spirit. But once a man is 
regenerated, once he is made a new creation, he will repent and believe, and the moment 
he places his genuine faith in the Lamb of God, he is justified. The moment he places real
true faith in the Lamb of God, he is justified. He is declared righteous in the court of 
heaven. He has received the gift of everlasting life. Jesus said, "He who believes in me 
has everlasting life," John 6:47. And at that moment the sinner is declared righteous, he is
made, he is declared righteous but he is not in fact righteous, he is not changed and 
suddenly become righteous, he is declared righteous. MacArthur says justification is a 
purely legal forensic reality. It's a declaration that God makes about the sinner. It takes 
place in the court of God, not in the sinner's soul. It changes the sinner's status, it doesn't 
change his nature. The actual changes that occur in the believer have to do with 
regeneration and sanctification, not justification. And it's absolutely vital to keep these 
ideas separate, he said. Regeneration is a spiritual quickening in which the sinner is born-
again with a new heart, John 3:3. Sanctification is a lifelong process whereby the believer
is conformed to the image of Christ, 2 Corinthians 3:18. As we look into that perfect law, 
we are changed as from glory to glory as we look into the image of Christ. It's a lifetime 
process but justification is an immediate decree, a divine not guilty verdict on behalf of 
the sinner.

The word "justified, dikaioo," means "to declare righteous." It conveys the exact opposite
of the word "condemn." So in justification, the righteousness of Christ is imputed to us. 
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It's not actually infused in us, rather it is reckoned to our account. Jesus didn't actually 
become a sinner when our sins were put on his account, although he was treated by the 
Father as if he were, and we do not actually become righteous when his righteousness is 
put on our account, although we are treated by the Father as if we were righteous. The 
Reformers call this our alien righteousness, our righteousness that comes from other than 
us. It's an alien righteousness. We're justified by faith alone, not by faith plus works. If 
it's by works, it's no more of grace. If it's of grace, then it's no more of works, Romans 
11:6.

Now, some people will object, "If you go around telling people, if you tell a man that he 
is justified now, that he has been declared righteous and he's going to heaven, then you're 
just encouraging men to sin." "Hey, I've already got my ticket to heaven, what's the 
difference?" "If you tell a man he is justified, that his sins past, present and future have 
been paid and his status cannot be affected by what he does, are you not simply 
encouraging him to sin?" The answer is: yes, you are, if he has never been regenerated, 
he has never truly been born again. You see, if he has never been truly born again, then 
he is not justified no matter what he may say.

Martin Luther didn't shy away from declaring complete forgiveness of sins past, present 
and future for those who repented and trusted in Christ, Christ alone. We mentioned 
before one of his students came up to Luther and said, "If what you're saying is true, Dr. 
Luther, then we may live as we want." And Luther replied, "Yes. Now, what do you 
want? Do you want to sin against the Savior who died for you? Do you want to drive 
nails into his hands and his feet by presumptuously sinning? Is that what you want? Then,
friend, you're not born again." No man who has truly been born from above, who sees 
himself as a desperate sinner deserving hell, who turns from his sins and lays hold upon 
Christ for justification, a man who is truly saved, he doesn't want to sin. That's why Jesus 
said, "By their fruits you shall know them." A true fig tree is going to bear figs.

Now, some of you are thinking, "This is an old old story. This is the simple Gospel 
message, justification by imputation. My sins imputed to Christ. Christ's righteousness 
imputed to me. This is old news, pastor. Why must you continue to harp on it? We get it. 
Now, go and read to your grandkids. Get thee to a nursery. To a nursery go." Well, I hope
so. I hope you get it. I hope you know what imputation means. I hope we have made it 
clear from this pulpit but, listen, I fear this crucial truth is not widely known or regularly 
taught in our society.

Some of you know the White Horse Inn is a weekly radio program hosted by  
Westminster Seminary Professor Michael Horton. We quoted from him a few moments 
ago. The producer of this program went to a national convention of evangelical pastors 
that's, in other words, pastors like me, like Barry, like Nick, pastors who believe and 
preach the Gospel, pastors who declare themselves to be evangelicals. They're not 
liberals, you know, they're not pastors who don't believe the Bible. So the producer of the
program went to a national convention of evangelical pastors and they asked this 
question, the producer asked this question with a microphone, "How important to your 
ministry is the doctrine of imputation?" Now, you would hope, I would hope that I would
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respond, "It's the heart of the Gospel message. Our sins imputed to Christ, his 
righteousness imputed to us, it's the way God saves us. It is of great importance to my 
ministry. It is, you might say, of paramount importance to my ministry." I have no doubt 
that Luther and Calvin and Knox and Wycliffe and Newton and Whitefield and Spurgeon
would have answered in words to that effect. 

So how did these evangelical pastors respond to the question, "How important to your 
ministry is the doctrine of imputation?" Here are some of their responses. 1. "What is 
imputation?" 2. "You're going to have to define that for me." 3. Laughter. 4. "Not very." 
5. "First explain that to me." 6. "Tell me exactly what you mean when you say that." 7. "I 
don't know what that is." 8. "Amputation?" Producer, "No, imputation." "Can you tell me 
what you mean?" 9. "I have to admit I've been out of seminary too long." 10. "I've never 
heard that word before." 11. "I have no idea what that means." "How important to your 
ministry is the doctrine of imputation?" "It's not really important." Here's one, "Probably 
not important enough for me to make a logical comment. I've heard of it but I can't 
remember, man." Laughter. "You're going to have to help me. You're going to have to 
explain that."

Now, of course, it's possible to know and proclaim a theological truth without knowing 
the theological term that describes it, right? It's certainly true that not everyone who has 
been saved has ever heard the terms "impute, imputation, justification." I guarantee you 
the thief on the cross wouldn't have been able to define it, or the woman at the well, or 
the former demoniac of Gadara, probably wouldn't be able to define justification or 
imputation, although they certainly experienced it, but these are seminary trained 
evangelical pastors. What in the world were they studying for those two or three years? 

Now, some of them did know what imputation means but even some of their answers 
were troubling. One of them said, "Yeah, I think imputation is a semantical theological 
gymnastic more than anything else. You know, gymnastics, twists and turns and I guess 
you could find it in Scripture somehow." One of them said, "Hey, I'm a youth pastor. I 
talk about it but I don't use the term imputation," because of course, modern youth can't 
understand a word with four syllables, is what he meant to say. One of them said, "I don't 
think it's important necessarily to articulate it." Well then, what in the world is important 
to articulate if not this? One pastor seemed to sum up the prevailing view, "If you talk to 
the congregations that I work with, they're not going to remember anything about 
doctrine. When I look at a person and I'm concerned about their state, what I'm looking 
for is life, and I'm not going to go and talk about justification and, you know, all the stuff 
that Paul goes through and struggles with in Romans. I'm not going to talk about that. 
What I want to know is: what's Jesus doing with you now?"

Well, dear brother, if what you're looking for is life, where do you think that life comes 
from? It's the message of the cross that is the power of God, 1 Corinthians 1:18. And 
what is that message? "I'm a sinner. I deserve death but Jesus went to the cross 
substituting for sinners and if I repent and trust in him, God will impute my sins to him 
and impute his righteousness to me." This is no mere theological gymnastic, this is the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ.
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A final word to believers: is it not clear to you that America is desperately in need of 
reformation like the one that spread through 16th century Europe? Listen, you cannot 
assume that your aunts and your uncles and your cousins are hearing the Gospel of 
Christ, not just because they go to some church. You can't assume it anymore, not even if
they go to an evangelical church, not even if they go to a church that professes to preach 
the Gospel can you be sure of it anymore. You know, my personality is not one that's 
inclined towards depression. I don't think so, but hearing pastors say things like that, it is 
disheartening to say the least.

A couple of weeks ago, somebody from our congregation said to me, "You know, I 
visited a church in town," and I was interested to hear because I view this church as an 
evangelical church, a church that preaches the Gospel, a church a few miles away from 
us. And of course as a pastor, I said, "Well, what did the pastor preach on? How was the 
message?" He said, "He did not even crack open the Bible." I'll tell you, I went home 
from that service that Sunday disheartened. There may be 150, 200, 300 people there, I 
don't know. He didn't even crack open the Bible? Well, what are they hearing? I said, 
"What did he say?" He says, "I don't even remember." He said, "It wasn't anything from 
the Bible. He was just walking around talking. He went into the congregation and he just 
walked around talking. He had the bulletin and he was talking about upcoming events or 
something. I don't know." This is the church that I would say, this is a denomination that 
I would say is a Bible believing denomination. 

I'll tell you, this country is in need of reformation. You can't just assume that your aunts 
and uncles and sisters and brothers and cousins are hearing the Gospel so it means it's 
incumbent upon us to get the message to them because they're not necessarily hearing it. 
Now, I hope that was an aberration, I hope it was an off-day. God has put us in their lives
for such a time as this. We need to get the Gospel message to those people that we know. 
They're not going to necessarily hear it anywhere else.

I want to suggest that every Christmas card you send this year, every gift you give, 
include a clear Gospel message. We've got Christmas tracts on our tract rack. Take them. 
Use them. Write your own testimony. Put it in print. Put it in there.

And finally, a word to others here: it may be that there is someone here this morning 
who's not trusting in Christ alone for salvation, someone here who's not yet justified. Let 
me plead with you to come to Christ today. Come to him today. No man knows what a 
day may bring forth. You're not guaranteed tomorrow. Come to him today. 

What must you do? Repent of your sins. Turn from them as something vile. Place your 
faith in Jesus Christ, "I believe that you are God in the flesh. I believe you lived a perfect 
life. I believe you died as a substitute for sinners. I believe you rose again from the dead. 
Forgive me and save me." You come to God, you come to Christ that way and say that in 
your heart. He'll forgive you. He promises that. He'll give you everlasting life. Jesus said, 
"All that the Father gives Me will come to Me and the one who comes to Me, I will by no
means cast out."
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Let's pray.

Father, I do pray that if there be anyone here outside of Christ, Lord, give that person no
rest, no peace, until he makes his peace with you, that he finds his rest in you and, Lord, 
may it be today. We ask it in Christ's name. Amen.

You can get ahold of your bulletin and please stand. We're going to sing from it. It's the 
hymn, "How Deep the Father's Love for Us." It's printed in your bulletin.

Please stand.
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