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!
“JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH ALONE”!!

I. Introduction !
A. When God gave Moses a passing glimpse of his glory, he revealed himself 

as a God who forgives iniquity and transgression and sin and as a God 
who will by no means clear the guilty. (see Ex. 34:7)  !
1. God forgives, but he does not pardon those who are guilty.  !
2. How can both of these things be true?  !
3. This is an extremely important question, because each and every 

one of us stands guilty at the bar of divine judgment.  !
4. The answer to this question is found in the doctrine that is set forth 

in this passage:  the doctrine of justification by faith alone.  !
B. This doctrine is at the heart of the Christian faith.  !

1. Martin Luther said that justification by faith alone is the doctrine by 
which the church stands or falls.  !

2. John Calvin said, “Justification… is the principal hinge by which 
religion is supported” and “the sum of all piety”.  !

3. Calvin also noted that ”Whenever the knowledge of [justification] 
is taken away, the glory of Christ is extinguished, religion 
abolished, the Church destroyed, and the hope of salvation utterly 
overthrown.” !

4. It should go without saying that every Christian should endeavor 
to understand what the Bible teaches about this doctrine.  !

5. As we study this monumental text on justification this morning, we 
will consider what it tells us about the instrument of justification, 
the basis of justification, the purpose of justification, and the result 
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of justification.  !
II. The Instrument of Justification:  Faith Alone (21-24)  !

A. Our passage begins with the words, “But now.”  !
1. This sets up a contrast with what Paul said in the preceding section.  !
2. The argument of that section is summed up by the assertion made 

in 3:20:  “For by works of the law no human being will be justified 
in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin.”  !

3. That is the bad news, and it could not be any worse.  !
4. It tells us that none of us can do anything to merit God’s approval, 

because even our best works are corrupted by our sin.  !
5. When we keep this in mind, we can understand why Martyn 

Lloyd-Jones would say that “there are no more wonderful words in 
the whole of Scripture than just these two words ‘But now.’”  !

6. Under the law, we have no hope of securing a righteous standing 
before God.  !

7. “But now”, in the gospel, God has revealed a righteousness that is 
apart from the law.  !

B. Here in verse 21, Paul is using the phrase “the righteousness of God” in 
the same way that he used it back in 1:17.  !
1. He is not referring to the divine attribute of righteousness but to the 

righteousness that God provides for us through Christ.  !
2. As Augustine explained, Paul “does not speak of the righteousness 

of God, by which God is righteous, but of that with which He 
clothes a person when He justifies the ungodly.”  !

3. This righteousness is manifested in the gospel, which means it is 
manifested “apart from the law”, apart from the principle that 
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promises life upon condition of perfect obedience.  !
4. Of course, the Law and the Prophets do bear witness to the 

righteousness that is manifested in the gospel.  !
5. The Old Testament contained various types and ordinances that 

foresignified Christ to come.  !
6. Yet it is only in the gospel that the substance of all of those 

foreshadowings has been fully revealed.  !
C. After reminding us of this all-important contrast between the law and the 

gospel, Paul then tells us that the instrument of justification is faith alone.  !
1. The righteousness of God is “through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe.”  !
2. It is crucial for us to understand what Paul means by the phrase 

“through faith.”  !
3. He is not saying that God declares us to be righteous on account of 

our faith.  !
4. God does not look upon us and say, ‘Although you have not 

fulfilled the righteous requirements of my law, you do have faith.  
So I will count your faith as your righteousness.’  !

5. If God were to do that, faith would be the ground or the basis of 
our justification.  !

6. And if that were the case, then God’s justice would not be upheld 
because he would be pardoning the guilty.  !

7. God does not count us righteous because he accepts our faith as 
righteousness.  !

8. He counts us righteous because by faith we receive the 
righteousness of Christ.  !
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9. Faith is the instrumental cause of our justification.  !
10. It is the means by which we lay hold of the righteousness of Christ.  !

D. Because of this, faith is also the sufficient cause of our justification.  !
1. If we have faith in Christ as he is revealed in the gospel, then we 

are justified.  !
2. Nothing needs to be added to faith as the instrument of 

justification.  !
3. While it is certainly true that saving faith always produces the fruit 

of good works, those works are neither the instrument nor the basis 
of God’s acceptance of us.  !

4. They are the evidence of our justification, not the cause of it.  !
E. This is something that often gets confused, even among Reformed pastors 

and theologians.  !
1. An influential evangelical recently wrote that while we are “right 

with God by faith alone”, we do not “attain heaven by faith alone.”  !
2. I hope that this man only meant to say that true faith will always 

produce some measure of fruit, but his words contradicted the 
teaching of Scripture.  !

3. It is true that salvation is a broader category than justification.  !
4. Salvation also includes sanctification and glorification.  !
5. But we must never separate the other aspects of salvation from 

justification.  !
6. We need to remember what it means to be justified.  !
7. To be justified is to have God say that there is no basis of 

condemnation for you because he counts you as righteous on the 
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basis of the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.  !
8. The word “redemption” describes a deliverance that is brought 

about by the payment of a ransom. !
9. Christ ransomed all who look to him in faith from death and hell.  !
10. If you have been justified on those grounds, then there is no 

question about whether or not you will make it to heaven.  !
11. It would be unjust for God to keep a justified person out of heaven.  !
12. We certainly affirm that we are saved unto good works, but we 

deny that we are saved by or through those works.  !
13. This is why the apostle Peter says in his first epistle that it is 

through faith, not through our works, that we are being guarded 
for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. (see 1 Pet. 1:5)  !

III. The Basis of Justification:  Propitiation by Christ’s Blood (25a)  !
A. We turn now to the first part of verse 25, where we see that the basis of 

justification is propitiation by Christ’s blood.  !
1. The word “propitiation” is foreign to most of us, but it conveys an 

extremely important idea.  !
2. It is a word that should be extremely precious to every Christian.  !
3. A propitiation is a sacrifice that removes God’s wrath.  !
4. God is perfectly justified in his wrath towards us.  !
5. And he cannot simply pardon our sins.  !
6. He must uphold his justice.  !
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7. The word propitiation tells us that Jesus died on the cross in order 
to satisfy the demands of divine justice.  !

8. He died as our substitute.  !
9. He died to bear the penalty that our sins deserved.  !
10. This is why there is no condemnation for those who trust in Christ.  !
11. The basis of our justification is not anything in us.  !
12. It is not even the change that God brings about in our lives by 

causing us to be born again.  !
13. The basis of our justification is the work that Christ has 

accomplished on our behalf.  !
B. We should also note the significance of Paul’s use of the phrase “by his 

blood.”  !
1. This makes is clear that Jesus’ death is to be understood as a 

sacrifice.  !
2. The atonement was a matter of penal substitution.  !
3. Believe it or not, this is a point that is contested by a number of 

people who profess to be Christians.  !
4. They contend that Christ’s death should be seen only as a 

demonstration and example of God’s love, not as a satisfaction of 
God’s wrath.  !

5. In such thinking, God uses the cross as a means of persuading us to 
listen to him and follow his example.  !

6. Now it is true that the cross demonstrates God’s love, but it only 
does so because it is more than a mere demonstration.  !
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7. Jesus did not die in order to make a point.  !
8. He did not die to give us a good example.  !
9. He died in our place.  !
10. As the hymn writer puts it, “in my place condemned he stood.”  !

IV. The Purpose of Justification:  the Display of God’s Justice and Mercy (25b-26)  !
A. This brings us to the second half of verse 25 and verse 26, where we see 

that the purpose of justification is the display of God’s justice and mercy.  !
1. Paul says that the full manifestation of God’s gift of justification in 

Christ “was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine 
forbearance he had passed over former sins.”  !

2. In this context, the term “righteousness” does refer to God’s 
righteous character.  !

3. The gospel demonstrates the integrity of the divine character.  !
4. Prior to the coming of Christ, those who trusted in God’s promise 

as it was set forth in the Old Testament were not punished for their 
sins.  !

5. They too were counted righteous by faith, as Paul will demonstrate 
through the example of Abraham in chapter 4.  !

6. But this does not mean that God pardoned the guilty prior to the 
coming of Christ.  !

7. It only means that he had not yet revealed how he was going to put 
Christ forward as the propitiation for his people’s sins.  !

B. In the gospel, God shows himself to be just and the justifier of the one who 
has faith in Jesus.  !
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1. In other words, the gospel answers the question that we raised at 
the start of this sermon.  !

2. The gospel tells us how the God who will not pardon sin can 
forgive sinners.  !

3. God’s justice is upheld because Jesus bears the penalty our sins 
deserve.  !

4. And God justifies us by counting us righteous in Christ.  !
5. Of course, there are a lot of people who have no problem with God 

pardoning guilty people. !
6. On the contrary, that is exactly what they expect God to do when 

they stand before him.  !
7. Yet it was to people with that sort of mindset that the medieval 

theologian Anselm of Canterbury said, “You have not yet 
considered the weight of sin.”  !

8. This reminds us that people who have no awareness of God’s 
attitude toward sin will never be able to see their need for the 
gospel. !

9. It is utterly impossible to call the righteous to repentance.  !
V. The Result of Justification:  No Boasting (27-31)  !

A. We turn now to the final paragraph in our text, where we see that the 
result of justification is the exclusion of all boasting.  !
1. We tend to think of boasting as something brash and arrogant.  !
2. While that is certainly included in what Paul is saying here, it is 

actually a broader category than that.  !
3. Any time we assert our own personal merit, any time we look to 

the things that we do as the basis of our acceptability to God, we 
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are engaging in boasting.  !
4. If we regard ourselves as righteous because of the things that we 

do, we will be puffed up, even if we do not express it in an 
outwardly pompous manner.  !

5. Paul explains that the gospel eliminates all boasting because it does 
not operate by the law of works. !

6. The gospel humbles us and exalts God.  !
7. The righteousness by which we are righteous before God excludes 

even the works that flow forth from faith and from a regenerate 
heart.  !

8. As Charles Hodge explains, “The contrast is not between works 
produced by the law and works produced by faith, but between 
works and faith, between what is done by us (whether in a state of 
nature or a state of grace) and what Christ has done for us.” [101]  !

B. When Paul speaks of the “law of faith” here, he is using the term “law” to 
mean ‘principle.”  !
1. The law of faith is the principle that says that one is justified by 

faith alone apart from works of the law.  !
2. Under the law of works, eternal life can only be obtained by doing 

all that the law requires.  !
3. But under the law of faith, eternal life is obtained by receiving 

God’s gift of redemption in Christ.  !
C. God does not pronounce us righteous on the basis of the internal 

transformation that he brings about in our lives.  !
1. If that were the case, then we would have something to boast 

about.  !
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2. It would also make it impossible to explain why Jesus had to die on 
the cross.  !

3. Jesus’ death only makes sense if he died in our place, fully bearing 
the punishment that our sins deserve in order that we could be 
counted righteous in him.  !

4. And if Jesus’ death fully satisfied the demands of God’s justice, 
then there is no longer any possibility of condemnation for those 
who look to him in faith. !

D. This does not mean the law is overthrown by the gospel.  !
1. On the contrary, the gospel shows how God justifies sinners 

without in any way invalidating the requirements of his law.  !
2. Christ fully satisfied the demands of the law, both in his personal 

fulfillment of the law and in his bearing the curse of the law.  !
3. Paul makes it clear elsewhere in his writings that the law does have 

a continuing role in our lives as followers of Christ.  !
4. Paul is not an antinomian.  !
5. But he wants us to understand that the law plays absolutely no part 

in our justification.  !
6. The Lord leads his redeemed people in paths of righteousness, but 

he does not do so in order to give us something to boast about.  !
7. He leads us in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.  


