Justification
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Throughout the scriptures we find words and concepts of grave importance.  Often these words (for example, “faith” and “works”) are interrelated, and their connections are vital for understanding God’s will for His children.  At times these words become so interrelated that we begin to use them interchangeably, as if they were the same word. One such word is “justification.”  Often this word is used interchangeably with other similar and interrelated words such as “redemption”, “salvation”, or “sanctification”.  God, however, delineates between these words (e.g. 1 Corinthians 6:11), and intends that we use these words as He defined them. In this brief article we will define “justification.”  What does justification mean?  Who justifies, and what are they justifying? When does justification occur?  Lastly, we will look at what justification does not mean, as knowing how God does not use a word often brings as much insight as knowing how He does use it.   

In Exodus 23:7 the Lord tells Moses to tell the children of Israel, “Keep yourself far from a false matter; do not kill the innocent and righteous. For I will NOT justify the wicked.”  This is the first time in the scriptures we find the concept of justification specified.  We find here that justification is a term of judgment.  There is a delineation made here between two parties.  A judgment has been made, and the wicked are the ones God will not justify.  While this was given to the children of Israel under the Mosaic Law, the scriptures will show us that this principle is still true under Christ.

WHAT DOES ‘JUSTIFICATION’ MEAN?

In Romans 5:18-19 we find, “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.  For as by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so also by one Man’s obedience many will be made righteous.”  This last phrase, “many will be made righteous,” defines for us what is stated in verse 18, “resulting in justification of life.”  When one is justified, he is made righteous according to the righteousness of God. 
Isaiah 53:11 gives us further insight, “... By His knowledge My righteous Servant shall justify many, For He shall bear their iniquities.” Many are made righteous by Christ’s justification, because He bore their iniquities.  In effect, He made a way for man to be acquitted of his transgressions. 

Justification, therefore, means to be made right, to be acquitted of a charge, to be judged not guilty.  By this definition, justification is a process that occurs judiciously, whether by judge or jury.  Justification shows that a judgment has been passed, and the verdict finds the accused not guilty on all charges.

WHO JUSTIFIES, AND WHAT ARE THEY JUSTIFYING?
Romans 2:13 states, “for not the hearers of the law are just before God, but the doers of the law will be justified.”  Therefore it is the follower of the law who is justified, but who justifies them? 

Romans 3:30 tells us, “there is one God who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith.” And also Galatians 3:8:  “And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith…” God, therefore, is the one who justifies. However, justification implies  a reason. One who is acquitted is acquitted by the acquitter with just reason. What then gives God reason to justify?

Titus 3:7 tells us that it is by the grace of God that men are justified.  Romans 3:23 tells us that we are guilty of sin.  There is a charge laid against us, but as God has deemed it pleasing to Him to impart His grace to us, He has justified us freely through the redemption that is in Jesus Christ (Romans 3:24). 

This redemption therefore provides the vehicle whereby God’s grace may be applied so as to justify us, acquitting us of the charges laid against us.  Romans 4:25 explains this by saying, “Who was delivered for our offenses, and was raised again for our justification.”  Therefore we see that Christ’s death and resurrection from this death, out of the grave, provide us a means for justification of life. (see also Romans 5:8-9)
However, in Romans 3:26 Paul states that God justifies those who have faith in Jesus.  It must be then that God justifies man when man accepts his need for justification and believes on Jesus as the one who provides man with that great gift.  It should be noted that Paul spends much time in Romans 3, and following, arguing that man is justified by faith “apart from the deeds of the law.”  This law, as spoken of in Acts 13:39, is the Mosaic Law, and not the law of faith in Christ. (see Galatians 2:15-21 as further evidence to this point ) 

Understanding Paul’s argument in Romans becomes especially important when considering the apparent disconnect between what he says and what James tells us in James 2:20-24, that we are justified by works (using the same example of Abraham that Paul used in Romans to say Abraham was justified by faith).  Man is justified then when his faith, working together with his works, produces a life lived to God and the obedience to His will.  What we do in this life is very important, because it directly reflects on our faith in Christ.  However, it is not what we do, or will do, that makes us WORTHY of justification, but rather our actions signify to God that we are willing to follow His Son, because we have faith in Him.  As W.E. Vines said:  “Justification is primarily and gratuitously by faith, subsequently and EVIDENTIALLY by works.” (Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, p. 615)

We see then that justification is a multidimensional process.  At what point(s) does justification occur? 


First and foremost, justification came at the cross and by the resurrection of Christ as our Lord (Romans 3:23-26).  It was this sacrifice and victory over death that provided man with the means to God’s grace.  Christ enabled justification for all who believe by His obedience. 


Justification, though, is a very personal matter. Even though many are made righteous by One man’s obedience (Romans 5:19), this process is done on the individual level.  Paul uses the word “many”, because not “all” will be made righteous. Not “all” will be justified. 

Notice that Abraham (James 2:21) was justified when he HAD offered Isaac.  He stood on his own and was personally justified.  Therefore, the justification of the individual, while made available at the resurrection of Christ, is not applied till faith is shown through obedience to God.  Romans 8:30 tells us that when one accepts the call of Christ he is therefore justified by Christ.  When he chooses to follow Christ, Christ acquits him of the sins charged against him.  As Galatians 3:8 puts it, justification comes “through faith….” 

Our justification then is a choice we make.  God has established the opportunity and the means for justification.  Do we choose to follow these means and accept this opportunity?  

WHAT JUSTIFICATION DOES NOT MEAN

 God justifying us, making us righteous in His sight, does not free us to do as we please in this life. Romans 6:1-2 tell us not to continue in sin so that grace may abound.  By that same token, we should not conclude that we might continue in sin so that God’s grace may justify us. Galatians 2:7 makes it clear that Christ is not a minister of sin. 

James and Paul both conclude that Abraham’s justification by God is because, “It was accounted to him for righteousness.” (James 2:23;  Romans 4:22)  Thus we find that it was because of, and not regardless of, what Abraham did and why he did it that he was justified.  
SEEK THEREFORE GOD’S GRACE

Knowing that a day of judgment awaits all of us, should we not therefore seek, not to justify ourselves, but to live by faith in the Son of God, knowing that God will justify the sanctified by Jesus Christ our Lord?

Seek God, follow the righteous example left by Abraham, and be glorified by the Son forever in eternity.

1 Corinthians 6:11:  “And such were some of you, but you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of God.”  
