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Introduction- 
 
As we have been learning in Galatians, 
it is one or the other: 
 
“Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you 
accept circumcision, Christ will be of 
no advantage to you….You are severed 

from Christ, you who would be 
justified by the law…” 
 
Law or the gospel. Our own works or 
the perfect, finished work of Christ.  
 
“A little leaven leavens the whole 
lump” 
 
Faith + Anything done by us = no 
gospel. 
 
And we have also been learning that 
we must expect, and be on guard 
against, continuing attacks on the 
purity of the gospel of faith alone in 
Christ alone by grace alone. These 
perversions of the gospel are going to 
come in one of two categories: 
 
•   Antinomianism: simply believe 

in Christ and how you live is 
irrelevant; 1 Corinthians 
addresses this error. 

•   Legalism: mere faith is not 
enough. God also requires us to 
do certain things in addition. 
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False teachers are typically very crafty, 
sneaky, dishonest, and deceptive. Two 
useful descriptions for their methods 
are: 
 
•   Equivocation: “to use unclear 

language especially to deceive or 
mislead someone 

•   Studied Ambiguity: Ambiguity 
of course means “having more 
than one meaning.” This is really 
the same thing as equivocation, 
but the word “studied” helps 
point out that the ambiguity is 
intentional. Speaking in such a 
manner and with such words that 
people are not sure exactly what 
you mean.  Multiple meanings 
are possible. Studied ambiguity 
is not a mistake, it is done with 
planned purpose. 

 
God’s Word is not guilty of these 
things. The Lord has spoken to us 
clearly. Some of the things He has 
spoken are difficult. He Himself is 
incomprehensible in the sense that we 
cannot know Him fully. But in Christ 
God has spoken to us a very clear, 
unambiguous Word that we can know. 
The clarity of God’s revelation even in 
nature is unambiguous: 
 
Romans 1:20  For his invisible 
attributes, namely, his eternal 
power and divine nature, have been 
clearly perceived, ever since the 
creation of the world, in the things 

that have been made. So they are 
without excuse. 
 
It is inexcusable for a pastor or 
theologian to present the gospel of 
Christ in an unclear manner so that 
people are left in uncertainty and 
confusion. 
 
As we have seen in Galatians, 
justification before God, being 
perfectly righteous before Him and 
thus free of condemnation, is received 
simply by hearing the gospel and 
receiving it with faith. Christ has 
perfectly obeyed the Law for us and 
He has fully and completely taken our 
sin and nailed it to the cross. Daily, 
moment by moment, the Christian 
lives now by faith in Christ as our 
perfect and full righteousness: 
 
Galatians 2:20  I have been 
crucified with Christ. It is no longer 
I who live, but Christ who lives in 
me. And the life I now live in the 
flesh I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me. 
 
I have been crucified “with Christ.”  
There it is. Christ died for me. Became 
the curse for me. The Law is satisfied 
and has no demand upon me any 
longer. So now, moment by moment 
and day by day, I live placing my faith 
in Christ as my righteousness. His 
perfect life, His perfect obedience has 
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become mine. Even though I still sin in 
my flesh and am far from perfect. I am 
justified before God because of and 
only because of Christ. My merit, my 
own works are irrelevant when it 
comes to justification. 
 
Let’s take a look at these things stated 
very plainly in some of the historic, 
reformed confessions of faith. 
Remember, they were written in a time 
when the gospel had become almost 
extinguished by the false teachings of 
Rome. 
 
Here is the Heidelberg Catechism: 
 
 60 Q. HOW ARE YOU RIGHT 
WITH GOD?  
 
 A. Only by true faith in Jesus Christ. 
 Even though my conscience accuses 
me  of having grievously sinned 
against all God‟s  commandments  and 
of never having kept any of them,  and 
even though I am still inclined toward 
all evil,  nevertheless, without my 
deserving it at all,  out of sheer grace,  
God grants and credits to me  the 
perfect satisfaction, righteousness, and 
holiness of Christ,  as if I had never 
sinned nor been a sinner, as if I had 
been as perfectly obedient as Christ 
was obedient for me. 
  
All I need to do is to accept this gift of 
God with a believing heart. 
  

 And this is the Belgic Confession – 
 
“We believe that, to attain the true 
knowledge of this great mystery, the 
Holy Spirit kindles in our hearts an 
upright faith, which embraces Jesus 
Christ with all His merits, appropriates 
Him, and seeks nothing more besides 
Him. For it must needs follow, either 
that all things which are requisite to 
our salvation are not in Jesus Christ, or 
if all things are in Him, that then those 
who possess Jesus Christ through faith 
have complete salvation in Him.  
 
Therefore, for any to assert that Christ 
is not sufficient, but that something 
more is required besides Him, would 
be too gross a blasphemy; for hence it 
would follow that Christ was but half a 
Savior.  
 
Therefore we justly say with Paul, that 
we are justified by faith alone, or by 
faith apart from works. However, to 
speak more clearly, we do not mean 
that faith itself justifies us, for it is 
only an instrument with which we 
embrace Christ our righteousness. But 
Jesus Christ, imputing to us all His 
merits, and so many holy works which 
He has done for us and in our stead, is 
our righteousness. And faith is an 
instrument that keeps us in communion 
with Him in all His benefits, which, 
when they become ours, are more than 
sufficient to acquit us of our sins.” 
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Likewise the London Confession of 
Faith- 
 

11.	  	  Justification	  

1.  Those whom God effectually 
calls He also freely justifies, not 
by infusing righteousness into 
them, but by pardoning their sins, 
and by accounting and accepting 
them as righteous, not for 
anything wrought in them, or 
done by them, but for Christ's 
sake alone. They are not justified 
because God reckons as their 
righteousness either their faith, 
their believing, or any other act 
of evangelical obedience. They 
are justified wholly and solely 
because God imputes to them 
Christ's righteousness. He 
imputes to them Christ's active 
obedience to the whole law and 
His passive obedience in death. 
They receive Christ's 
righteousness by faith, and rest 
on Him. They do not possess or 
produce this faith themselves, it 
is the gift of God. 

 

2.  Faith which receives Christ's 
righteousness and depends on 
Him is the sole instrument of 
justification, yet this faith is not 
alone in the person justified, but 
is always accompanied by all the 

other saving graces. And it is not 
a dead faith, but works by love. 

 

3.  Christ, by His obedience and 
death, fully discharged the debt 
of all those who are justified, and 
by the sacrifice of himself 
through the blood of His cross, 
underwent instead of them the 
penalty due to them, so making a 
proper, real, and full satisfaction 
to God's justice on their behalf. 
Yet because He was given by the 
Father for them, and because His 
obedience and satisfaction was 
accepted instead of theirs (and 
both freely, not because of 
anything in them), therefore they 
are justified entirely and solely 
by free grace, so that both the 
exact justice and the rich grace of 
God might be glorified in the 
justification of sinners. 

And the Westminster Shorter 
Catechism- 
 
Q. 33. What is justification? 
A. Justification is an act of God’s free 
grace,  wherein he pardons all our sins, 
and accepts us as righteous in his sight, 
only for the righteousness of Christ 
imputed to us and received by faith 
alone. 
 
There is no ambiguity here. The 
confessions are quite plain, just as 
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Galatians is plain, and as the rest of 
Scripture is plain.  We are not justified 
by works in any manner. Any good 
works the Christian does are entirely 
the fruit of our regeneration and are 
done out of love for God and His 
Word. These works of the Christian 
contribute in no way to our 
justification.  
 
•   They are not “necessary” for 

justification.  
•   They will “necessarily” 

accompany justification in the 
same manner that apples 
accompany an apple tree. 

 
“For in Christ Jesus neither 
circumcision nor uncircumcision 
counts for anything, but only faith 
working through love.” (5:6) 
 
What I would like to do now is to 
provide you with two examples of 
teaching in our own day that is 
inserting the necessity of works into 
justification.  The way in which this is 
being done is this: 
 
“It is maintained that the good works 
which a Christian performs, though 
non-meritorious in their nature, are 
nevertheless necessary for final 
justification.” 
 
And I will suggest to you that this is 
nothing less than Rome’s age old 
perversion of the gospel.  As we 

examine these things, remember those 
methods of false teachers we defined 
earlier: 
 
•   Equivocation 
•   Studied Ambiguity 

 
The Federal Vision Distortion 
 
It is plain for us all to see that the 
Apostle Paul here in Galatians as in 
Romans and indeed the entire New 
Testament, is very careful to keep the 
Law and the Promise (the gospel) 
separate.  We are either: 
 
•   Slaves or sons 
•   Trusting in works or in Christ by 

faith 
 
False gospels seem to inevitably lead 
us to be or to do both. It is impossible. 
Any “other gospel” is no gospel at all. 
 
You have probably all heard of the 
theological camp which goes by 
various names, perhaps the most 
common is Federal Vision. This 
theology is a false gospel that adds 
human works to the work of Christ. I 
want to describe it to you so that you 
can, from this example, see more 
clearly how false teachers operate.  
The Federal Vision teachings touch 
directly upon the doctrine of 
justification and thus attack the very 
heart of the work of Christ.  Let’s take 
a look at what these people teach.  I 
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am drawing much of my information 
from the extensive examinations of FV 
by reformed denominations, all of 
which have concluded that the FV is 
not within the boundaries of their 
confessions of faith, nor of Scripture.  
This is why, for instance, Steve 
Wilkins and his Auburn Avenue 
Presbyterian church in Louisiana 
withdrew from the PCA.  Wilkins and 
his comrades have been major leaders 
in the teaching of FV theology. 
 
1.  First, the word “federal” is a kind of 
synonym for “covenant.” The FV 
proponents set out to rework the 
orthodox understanding of how God 
redeems and relates to His people in 
terms of His covenant – specifically in 
the New Covenant in Christ.   
 
2.  FV maintains that when a person is 
baptized, they are always brought into 
union with Christ.  Real union. 
Always. Every baptized person then, 
including children, are Christians and 
are to be treated as such. 
 
3.  Baptism becomes the primary 
source of a person’s assurance that 
they really are in Christ. FV very much 
dislikes the notion that a Christian is to 
look to himself, examine himself, to 
see if he is really saved. That, they 
maintain is too subjective. They prefer 
the “objective” fact that the person was 
baptized and that assures them that 
they are in true union with Christ. 

 
4.  FV redefines the doctrine of 
election, claiming that there are two 
kinds of election. If you have been 
baptized, then you are elect, but some 
of these “elect” may end up being lost.  
 
5. The FV rejects the imputation to the 
believer of what is commonly called 
the “active obedience” of Christ. We 
understand that Christ’s sufferings, 
especially His sufferings on the Cross, 
to be His “passive obedience” by 
which our sins are imputed to Him and 
His payment for them becomes ours. 
His “active obedience” is His perfect 
obedience to God’s Law. 
 
FV emphasizes the imputation of the 
benefits of Christ’s passive obedience 
to the believer, but very much hesitates 
to fully embrace the imputation of 
Christ’s active obedience (positive 
righteousness) to the believer.  That is 
to say, FV rejects the teaching that 
Christ’s obedience to the Law is the 
full and completed righteousness that 
becomes ours by faith – i.e., there is 
more obedience to be done, and it is to 
be done by US. 
 
FV teaches that justification is 
fundamentally the forgiveness of sins 
and not the imputation of the 
righteousness of Christ by which the 
believer is made fully righteous before 
God. Here is a quote taken from one of 
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the studies of FV by a reformed 
denomination: 
 
“Among FV authors, it is sometimes 
argued that the basis for the 
justification of believers is not the 
imputation of the whole of Christ’s 
obedience to the law. Some FV authors 
will acknowledge the importance of the 
act of imputation for the justification 
of believers; however, the 
‘righteousness’ that is imputed 
(credite) to believers is solely the 
righteousness of Christ’s so-called 
‘passive obedience’ or substitutionary 
endurance of the penalty of the law. 
Christ’s so-called ‘active obedience,’ 
namely, His life-long obedience to the 
Father’s will and voluntary subjection 
to the requirements of the holy law of 
God, may ‘qualify’ Christ to offer 
Himself as an unblemished sacrifice 
for the sins of His people. But some FV 
proponents deny that Christ’s entire 
obedience to the law is attributed to 
believers for their justification so that 
they are no longer under obligation to 
obey the law in order to be justified 
before God.” i 
 
6.  Where then is the believer’s full 
and positive righteousness to be 
obtained?  Listen again to the same 
report: 
 
“Provided the works of faith are ‘non-
meritorious’ works, they belong to 
faith as the proper instrument of 

justification and are necessary in 
order for believers to obtain final 
justification.” 
 
There is that key word – necessary. 
7.  FV adherents try to get around the 
accusation that they are teaching 
justification by works by claiming that 
the works a Christian does in 
connection with genuine faith are 
“non-meritorious works.”  That is, that 
they do not earn any merit for the 
believer who performs them. They 
point to the phrase “the obedience of 
faith.”  For example: 
 
“Norman Shepherd…persistently 
speaks of the instrument of justification 
as a ‘living,’ ‘obedient’ faith (or 
‘faithfulness’). Shepherd insists that 
faith justifies by virtue of the 
obedience it produces.” 
 
We believe that the Bible (see James 
for example) does indeed teach that 
genuine faith is accompanied by good 
works and that someone who claims to 
believe in Christ but whose life 
evidences a lack of repentance only 
possesses a dead faith that cannot save. 
Saving faith is never alone. However, 
this does not mean that the works 
which are the fruit of real faith 
proceeding out of a regenerated heart 
play any role at all in our 
justification. 
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8.  So this is how the FV brand of the 
gospel is supposed to work: 
 

1.  A person is baptized, infant or 
adult. 

2.  This baptism actually puts them 
in real union with Christ.  They 
are a Christian.  They are elect. 
They are justified. 

3.  Now they need to work out their 
baptism, demonstrating that their 
justification and election are 
sure, by “the obedience of faith.” 
Their good works that come 
along with faith are necessary for 
final justification. 

4.  It is possible therefore for such a 
“Christian” to end in hell. 

 
FV advocates complain that historic 
reformed theology fails to give 
adequate means to believers by which 
they can come to assurance of their 
salvation.  They claim that in contrast, 
FV theology’s view of baptism is very 
“objective” and gives a certain 
assurance.  You are a Christian and 
joined to Christ if you have  been 
baptized. 
 
BUT, as you no doubt realize, there is 
no assurance in this at all.  Why?  
Because essentially their view of 
justification is no different than that of 
Roman Catholicism. You may end in 
hell anyway, and you will if you do not 
do these works – “the obedience of 
faith.”  And where are we told just 

how many or of what nature these 
works of the “obedience of faith” are 
adequate? 
 
Do you want to know and be assured 
that you are justified before God?  
THE primary, biblical means of doing 
so is – LOOK TO THE 
RIGHTEOUSNESS OF JESUS 
CHRIST!  Are you trusting in Him as 
your righteousness?  Or are you 
trusting in your own works?  If your 
trust is in Christ as the One who paid 
for your sins and who obeyed the Law 
of God perfectly for you, then you 
ARE justified before God.   
 
How much faith does this require? you 
ask.  Well- 
 
Luke 17:5-6  The apostles said to 
the Lord, "Increase our faith!"  (6)  
And the Lord said, "If you had faith 
like a grain of mustard seed, you 
could say to this mulberry tree, 'Be 
uprooted and planted in the sea,' 
and it would obey you. 
 
And- 
 
Mark 9:23-24  And Jesus said to 
him, "'If you can'! All things are 
possible for one who believes."  
(24)  Immediately the father of the 
child cried out and said, "I believe; 
help my unbelief!" 
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It is not us exercising faith that saves 
us.  Faith is simply a gift from God, 
enabling us to trust in Christ as our 
righteousness.  But for the FV people, 
this is not adequate. More must be 
added. Works produced by faith are 
necessary for justification itself.  
Listen to the report once more: 
 
“To the degree that Christ’s works and 
merits in their entirety [i.e., His 
passive AND active obedience] are 
excluded from the basis for the 
believer’s justification, to that degree 
the works of faith are included within 
faith as an instrument for justification. 
It is impossible to avoid the conclusion 
that this reformulation of the doctrine 
of justification diminishes the work of 
Christ and enlarges the role played by 
the works of believers.” 
 
Galatians 3:11-12  Now it is evident 
that no one is justified before God 
by the law, for "The righteous shall 
live by faith."  (12)  But the law is 
not of faith, rather "The one who 
does them shall live by them." 
 
The FV Language of John Piper 
 
Now, though we have had one instance 
of people trying to introduce FV false 
gospel in our church, the FV has been 
more prevalent as a threat in 
Presbyterian and Reformed churches 
than in Reformed Baptist churches 
such as ours.  However, we can still 

find similar distortions of the gospel in 
teachers and writers and theologians 
that many of our people are exposed 
to. I would like to show you an 
example from some of John Piper’s 
writings. 
 
In our day, we have far too many 
Christian celebrities.  We need more 
people of the spirit of the Apostle Paul 
when he did not shrink from 
confronting Peter when Peter began to 
deny the gospel by his behavior 
(Galatians 2).  When celebrity 
personalities reach a certain tip-off 
point, it seems that Christians just 
accept whatever they say because they 
said it. This has been so in regard to 
John Piper. 
 
John Piper’s influence on the church 
can almost not be overstated. He has 
written some 60 books. He, until 
recently, pastored the 5,000 member 
Bethlehem Baptist Church in 
Minneapolis (for 33 years), and is the 
founder of Desiring God ministries. 
Piper hit the evangelical scene after the 
publication of his book Desiring God: 
Meditations of a Christian 
Hedonist (1986).  So his impact and 
influence have been worldwide and 
they continue to be so today. 
 
Piper specifically came to our attention 
at the A Cry for Justice blog because 
of his book This Momentary Marriage: 
A Parable of Permanence (2009). In 
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this book he has done untold harm to 
victims of domestic violence and abuse 
by insisting that God does not permit 
divorce for those reasons, and that if 
there is a divorce, the abuse victim is 
guilty of further sin if they remarry 
while their ex-spouse is still living. 
Piper is also infamous among domestic 
violence advocates because of his 
minimization of the seriousness of a 
wife being physically assaulted by her 
husband.   
 
How Should a Wife Respond to Abuse 
(John Piper) 
 
[http://youtu.be/3OkUPc2NLrM] 
 
Recently one of our blog team 
members examined Piper’s book What 
Jesus Demands from the World, 2006 
and found three chapters in it that 
reiterate Piper’s same “permanence 
view” teachings.  I decided to check it 
out myself and as I read through it, 
recently having done some study on 
the Federal Vision, I was able to see 
that Piper speaks in a very similar 
fashion about justification as do the 
advocates of FV.   
 
Recently I asked a Christian gal who is 
on staff at a mega church in California 
if she had ever heard of John Piper. 
She smile broadly and said, “Oh yes!”  
I asked her then if she knew what he 
taught about marriage and divorce and 
remarriage and abuse.  She did not 

know, so I told her.  This is very 
common.  Many, many Christians love 
John Piper and are highly offended if 
you are critical of him.  This is always 
a very dangerous and wrong state of 
affairs for the church to arrive at.  
Listen again to Paul- 
 
Galatians 1:8-9  But even if we or 
an angel from heaven should 
preach to you a gospel contrary to 
the one we preached to you, let him 
be accursed.  (9)  As we have said 
before, so now I say again: If 
anyone is preaching to you a gospel 
contrary to the one you received, 
let him be accursed. 
 
It is not my intent to pronounce John 
Piper anathema. If he is indeed 
teaching a false gospel of justification 
by works, then God knows it. But what 
I do want to do in just a few moments 
now is to read to you some of Piper’s 
troubling statements taken from his 
book.  This is an excellent “training 
exercise” in discernment for all of us- 
 
First of all, I was troubled by the 
book’s title: What Jesus Demands from 
the World.  Why? Because Piper does 
not differentiate these demands as to 
whether Jesus means them for unsaved 
people or for Christians?  Piper in fact 
lays them upon all people of all kinds. 
The world “demand” implies a spirit of 
law.  And censures for not meeting 
that law.  Yet Piper purposely chose 
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this word, “demand.”  His book has 50 
chapters. Each chapter is a demand. 
“Rejoice and leap for joy” for instance 
is the demand focused upon in chapter 
10.  Is that really what Jesus was doing 
when he says this? Demanding that we 
rejoice and leap for joy?  I think not.  
So the whole book smacks of an 
atmosphere of legalism.   
 
Now, what I find conspicuously 
lacking in Piper’s book is mention of 
the necessity of the active obedience of 
Christ and its imputation for 
righteousness to us.  This is how Piper 
presents the gospel early in his book 
(chapter 4) – 
 
“But the amazing truth is that God has 
sent His Son Jesus into the world not 
to add to this condemnation, but to 
rescue us from it. And the way Jesus 
rescues us is by taking the 
condemnation on himself, dying in our 
place, and then demanding not heroic 
acts of penance but that we trust him.” 
[p 49] 
 
Perhaps this was an oversight, I 
thought.  But then I read on, and 
particularly in his 20th and 21st 
chapters, it is plain that Piper is 
reluctant to plainly come out and say 
that we are fully justified and that the 
imputation of Christ’s righteousness to 
us gives us a full and complete 
righteousness before God.  Listen: 
 

“Jesus is the path to perfection. But 
how is he the path to perfection? The 
last chapter answered: by being the 
basis of our perfection before God as 
we trust in him. Now we turn to 
another answer, which is also true: 
Jesus, by his presence and power 
within us, transforms us so that we 
really begin to love like he does and 
move toward perfection. [p 159] 
 
“There is no doubt that Jesus saw 
some measure of real, lived-out 
obedience to the will of God as 
necessary for salvation. ‘Whoever does 
the will of God, he is my brother and 
sister and mother’ (Mark 3:35).  So the 
second historic answer to the question, 
how is Jesus the path to perfection? 
Has been that he enables us to change. 
He transforms us so that we really 
begin to love like he does and thus 
move toward perfection that we finally 
obtain in heaven. 
 
“That is why I say Jesus transforms us 
so that we really begin to love like he 
does so that we move toward 
perfection that we finally obtain in 
heaven.  But though our lived-out 
perfection only comes in heaven, Jesus 
really does transform us now, and this 
transformation is really necessary for 
final salvation. But the way our new 
behavior is necessary is different from 
the way trusting Jesus for our 
perfection is necessary. Trusting Jesus 
connects us with him. Then, because of 
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Jesus work alone, God counts us 
righteous, even before our behavior is 
transformed…Therefore, trusting Jesus 
is necessary in order to be connected 
to Jesus who is the foundation of our 
justification,. But new, transformed 
behavior is necessary as the fruit and 
evidence of this connection with 
Jesus.” [160-161] 
 
“This same faith that attaches you to 
Me for justification also attaches you 
to Me the way a branch relies on a 
vine, and in this way you bear the fruit 
of love that fulfills the law of God in 
real, lived-out behavior.”   
 
“We have seen that even though 
commandment-keeping will never 
provide a righteousness good enough 
to gain acceptance with God, 
nevertheless the effort to do God’s 
will is essential.”  [p 162] 
 
Now, that is Federal Vision talk.  That 
is taking the fruits and works of 
genuine faith and re-introducing them 
into the gospel as necessary for 
justification.  It also implies that our 
justification is not complete in this life 
but awaits a future time.   
 
So, John Piper, you can’t have it both 
ways.  You can’t talk out of both sides 
of your mouth. Either our justification 
is complete and perfect in the finished 
work, both passive and active, of 
Christ, or it is not. Either we are saved 

through faith alone in Christ alone by 
grace alone, or we are saved by our 
own works. 
 
We see then why it should not surprise 
us that John Piper’s writings so often 
inject “demands,” upon Christians, 
muddling up gospel and law rather 
than keeping the absolutely separate.   
 
In contrast to Piper, God’s Word 
declares that we have a perfect Savior 
who has accomplished ALL that is 
necessary for our justification.  It says 
that NOTHING more is necessary.  Of 
this we can be absolutely confident: 
 
Philippians 3:8-9  Indeed, I count 
everything as loss because of the 
surpassing worth of knowing Christ 
Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have 
suffered the loss of all things and 
count them as rubbish, in order 
that I may gain Christ  (9)  and be 
found in him, not having a 
righteousness of my own that 
comes from the law, but that which 
comes through faith in Christ, the 
righteousness from God that 
depends on faith-- 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
i Report of the Synodical Study Committee on the Federal 
Vision and Justification, The United Reformed Churches of 
North America, 2010 


