
Letter to the Romans 
Study Supplement: Understanding Justification

Listen to Martyn Lloyd-Jones’ sermon titled ‘Justification Explained’

In discussing justification, it is important to understand where it comes into play in 
the redemption process. Its place in order makes a tremendous difference.

The Order of Salvation; The Stages of Redemption

1. Election - The sovereign choice of God as to who will be saved. (Romans 8:30)
2. God’s Call - God’s effective drawing of men to Himself through gospel 

proclamation. (John 6:44)
3. Regeneration - The inward instantaneous act of God that awakens us to a new 

spiritual life; the spiritual rebirth. (Acts 16:14)
4. Conversion - The willing response of man to turn from sin and to trust in Christ 

alone for salvation; it is one act consisting of repentance and faith. (Acts 20:18-21)
5. Justification - The one-time judicial act of God in which He pronounces that He 

regards the sinner as righteous on account of the righteousness of Christ which 
God accredits to our account and on which we can rest assured in faith. It does not 
mean God makes us righteous, but that He regards us as righteous. (Galatians 2:16) 

6. Adoption - The relational act of God that makes us His children and heirs of His 
promises. (Romans 8:14-17) 

7. Sanctification - The progressive work of God through the Holy Spirit that makes 
His children more and more like Christ bringing greater joy to the believer and 
glory to God. (John 14:15-17)

8. Perseverance - The act of God through the Holy Spirit that keeps His children in 
the family of God and empowers them to persevere as Christians until the end of 
their lives. (Ephesians 1:13-14)

9. Death - The act of going home to be with our Father and Lord Jesus Christ. 
(Philippians 1:21-23)

10. Glorification - The final act of God in the redemption of mankind that grants us 
imperishable resurrection bodies like Christ. (Philippians 3:20-21)
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While identifying these aspects of men’s redemption and the order in which they take 
place, we need to avoid the temptation to take this as a formula and attempt to make 
salvation as a mechanical adherence to stages in a process. Leaning the steps in a 
particular dance routine is not the same as spontaneously dancing at the sound of 
captivating music. There is freedom and a flow to the salvation of a soul that is very 
different than just placing your feet in the right number on the floor in front of you. 

However, that being said, it is beneficial for us to break down the steps in order to 
better grasp how God works on us and in us to redeem us as His own prized 
possession for the glory of His name. A slight error in our understanding of how God 
works out salvation can lead to great confusion and blindness to the beauty of what is 
meant by amazing grace. One very specific error that has caused great conflict 
throughout church history is the Christian’s understanding of justification versus 
sanctification.   

Throughout church history the Biblical doctrine of justification by grace alone in 
Christ alone through faith alone has experienced an onslaught of attempts by man to 
add himself into the equation. This doctrine reached its climax of controversy during 
the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic Counter Reformation during the 
sixteenth century and the ripple effects are still being felt today. It would be beneficial 
to trace our steps to that pivotal point in church history.   

100-350 A.D.

Immediately following the time period of the disciples, the early church continued to 
confirm that justification is an act of God alone by His grace alone and received 
through faith alone. However, in response to some issues of fatalism that arose (man 
has no freedom; everything has been predetermined) and possibly under the influence 
of Jewish legalism, some leaders in the church began to connect God’s gracious 
justification with human free will and self-determination. This opened the door for the 
idea of man working to earn God’s favor. The church began to drift towards a type of 
ceremonialism such as viewing baptism as that which forgives you of past sins and 
penance (confession) as that which forgives you of sins from that point on. 

Question for Discussion: According to Scripture, what would you say forgives us of past 
sins and what would you say forgives us of all future sins?
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350-600 A.D.

The open door created by the early church leaders allowed some pretty conflicting 
ideas on justification to come walking right in. In particular, a British monk named 
Pelagius came walking through this door claiming it was possible for man to obtain 
salvation apart from God’s grace. According to Pelagius, man can choose between 
good and evil and the preaching of the gospel and the example of Jesus teach man 
how to obtain salvation. All men can choose good or evil, but those who have heard 
the gospel have an advantage in obtaining their own salvation because they have a 
better understanding of how they ought to live. Therefore, to become a Christian, one 
must know God, believe he is accepted by God, obey the precepts found in the gospel, 
and imitate the holiness of Jesus rather than the sin of Adam.  

Another monk at this time named Augustine held a radically different view and 
declared that justification was by God’s grace alone through faith alone and could not 
possibly be earned by man’s good works. He once wrote:

“What is grace? That which is freely given. What is “freely given”? Given, not paid… For you 
did not obtain favor by yourself, so that anything should be owed to you. Therefore, in giving 

the reward of immortality, God crowns his own gifts, not your merits.”

Augustine regarded natural man as totally depraved and utterly unable to perform 
any spiritual good on his own. He didn’t deny free will; he simply stressed that man 
left to himself will always use his free will in a sinful manner. To Augustine, it is God’s 
irresistible grace alone that renews the heart, illuminates the mind, inclines man’s will, 
produces faith, and then enables man to do spiritual good. This irresistible grace isn’t 
forceful in the sense that it makes man to do what he doesn’t wish to do, but renews 
the heart so that man begins to voluntarily choose by his will what he ought to do.  

The church didn’t completely embrace the Augustinian position and began heading 
down a path towards the idea that human will initiates the request for grace, the wish 
for forgiveness of sins, and the desire to believe (semi-Pelagianism). Basically, God’s 
grace is universal and intended for all but only becomes effective in the lives of those 
who use their free will to obtain it. This means that it is up to the will of man to 
believe and to continue in faith, and God’s grace is only needed to strengthen man’s 
faith.
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However, the church came together at the Synod of Orange in 529 and put a stop to 
this semi-Pelagian position and established the Augustinian view. They declared that 
“the sin of the first man has so impaired and weakened free will that afterward no one can 
either love God as he ought or believe in God or do good for God’s sake, unless the grace of 
divine mercy goes before him.”

Question for Discussion: Do you agree or disagree with the statement that human will 
initiates the request for God’s grace, the wish for forgiveness of sins, and the desire to believe? 
Do you believe it is up to the will of man to believe and continue in faith or is it the gracious 

work of God that initiates our faith and keeps us faithful?

600-1500 A.D.

During the middle ages, church leaders agreed that there was no contradiction 
between Paul’s teaching on justification by faith alone and James’ teaching that 
justification is by faith and works (James 2:24). It was understood that a faith that 
wasn’t decorated with good works was not only lacking beauty but was in fact a dead 
and useless faith. However, a popular spirituality that began to view justification 
primarily as a continuous process rather than primarily the believer’s state before God 
reopened the door for the view that man cooperates with God in obtaining salvation. 

The medieval philosopher, Thomas Aquinas, believed strongly in the cooperative 
effort between God and man in achieving justification, and his theology on the 
doctrine of grace and justification would eventually become the official position held 
by the Roman Catholic Church. Aquinas did not believe that man could earn eternal 
life apart from God’s grace, but he viewed God’s grace as an initiating grace that 
moved a person toward God and away from sin which would result in the forgiveness 
of sins. Therefore, the grace of God alone did not justify the believer but served the 
purpose of enabling man to once again earn salvation by his works. According to 
Aquinas, justification was somewhat of a 4-step process:

1. The infusion of God’s initiating grace
2. The movement of man’s free will towards God by faith
3. The movement of man’s free will away from sin
4. The completed forgiveness of sin    
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Under this theology, justification is not guaranteed and can be lost during a person’s 
lifetime through unbelief and sin. However, if lost, it could be regained through 
penance and various works of satisfaction. Eventually, this idea of regaining and 
obtaining justification was no longer even confined to this life but could be completed 
after death in a place called purgatory. 

Purgatory was considered a place of temporal punishment where the soul is cleansed 
of forgivable sins before being transferred to heaven. Also, living believers could help 
speed up this cleansing and movement to heaven by offering prayers, celebrating the 
Lord’s Supper, and giving alms to the poor. Basically, the living believer does works of 
service to accumulate merits that can then be allocated to those in purgatory. 
Essentially, if you do enough works of service then you can accumulate more merits 
for justification than you personally need and therefore the church can pass those 
extra merits over to loved ones in purgatory to speed up their process there. This 
became the basis behind the sacrament of indulgences explained here by Aquinas:

“The reason why they help is the oneness of the mystical body in which many have performed 
works of satisfaction exceeding the requirements of their debts… So great is the quantity of 
such merits that it exceeds the entire debt of punishment due to those who are living at this 

moment.”

To put it plainly, when the church goes above and beyond in its works of satisfaction 
then it will benefit those hanging out in purgatory. To add to the corruption that such 
a concept could cause, it was declared that the pope was the one with the authority to 
distribute these merits to those in purgatory. 

Eventually, the system’s corruption hit its climax when the Roman Catholic Church 
began to allow and encourage believers to purchase these indulgences. As the church 
accumulated all these extra works of satisfaction, you could purchase them from the 
church in order to have them allocated to your specific loved ones stuck in purgatory 
(paying money to the church for forgiveness of sins and release from purgatory). The 
church even came up with a catchy slogan to promote this practice: “A penny in the 
coffer rings, a soul from purgatory springs.” At this point in history, the Augustinian view 
of justification by God’s grace through faith alone has been abandoned, and 
justification is being prostituted as a must-have product that can be purchased for the 
right price. 
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Question for Discussion: How might regarding justification as a cooperative process by God 
and man cause confusion and corruption in the evangelical church today?

1500-1750 A.D.

On October 31st, 1517, a young monk named Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-five 
Theses to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany calling upon the 
community to address the topic of indulgences. He had no idea that he was about to 
set off a fire storm over the issue of justification. Luther and his Reformation 
contemporaries rejected the concept of indulgences, confessions that brought 
atonement, the power of priests to forgive sins, the ability of man to outperform his 
sinful debt, and man’s ability to earn righteousness. Reformed theology insisted that 
justification is a legal act of God who, as Judge, declares sinners not guilty but 
righteous instead. He does so by crediting the righteousness of Christ to their account, 
so while they are not actually righteous, God regards them as being so because of 
Christ’s righteousness. And all of this is received freely through faith in Christ alone. 

In response to the Protestants, the Roman Catholic Church got together at the Council 
of Trent in 1547 and denounced the view of justification by grace alone through faith 
alone as heresy and condemned anyone who embraced this view to hell. In its official 
stance on justification the Roman Catholic Church declared:

❖ baptism is essential for justification
❖ justification is a cooperative work between man and God
❖ justification is defined as “not only forgiveness of sins but also the sanctification and 

renewal of the inward man, through the voluntary reception of the grace and the gifts”
❖ justification must increase daily in the lives of the justified
❖ justification can be lost through unfaithfulness, unbelief, or various sins

The most used text in defense of the Roman Catholic Church’s position concerning 
justification was of course James 2:24, “You see that a person is justified by works and not 
by faith alone.”

Question for Discussion: What is the major difference in what Paul is saying in Romans 
3:28 and what James is saying in James 2:24?
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As problematic as these two passages of Scripture can seem and as problematic as 
they have been throughout church history, we must always remember to thoroughly 
examine the context of Scripture in order to answer the question, “What is the author 
of this passage intending to say?”

In the second chapter of James’ letter, he proposes a question in v. 14 that he then sets 
out to answer in v. 15-26. The question raised by James is, “What good is it, my brothers, 
if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him?” So now, as 
readers of this passage, we must ask ourselves the appropriate question for contextual 
examination, What is James intending to address in this passage?

It’s fairly obvious, James is here describing a “say-so faith”, one that has nothing to 
back up its validity except the person’s profession to possess faith. If someone says he 
has faith but lacks any evidence of that faith from the way he lives life then this 
should be a huge red flag. A faith that doesn’t do anything descriptive of true saving 
faith in Scripture is nothing more than hot air that brings no benefit or blessing to 
anyone.  That is why James begins his answer to his proposed question by saying: 

If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, and one of you says to them, 
“Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things needed for the body, what 

good is that? So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.
 
We must properly view whole passages and not confine ourselves to single 
expressions made by James within his letter. There is no contradiction between the 
writings of James and Paul. James would agree that the basis of salvation is grace 
alone through faith alone, but works are the necessary result of a true saving faith. 
James is simply saying that true faith leads to a true change in the way that we live 
life. Only genuine faith in Christ alone justifies the sinner, but it is his works that 
prove his faith is genuine. The Protestant Reformers agreed and would eventually 
include a footnote of clarity to their popular phrase regarding justification.

“Justification is by faith alone but not by a faith that is alone.”

While the apostle Paul explains how we are legally declared righteous before the 
judgement of God, James attempts to explain how we demonstrate or show ourselves 
to be righteous before the eyes and judgement of others. (“show me your faith”).
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1750 A.D.-Present

While it is beneficial to see the events that led up to the church’s great divide over this 
issue of justification, it would be naive to think that this doctrine is limited to the 
traditional Protestant view versus the Roman Catholic view as defined at the Council 
of Trent almost five-hundred years ago. The church has repeatedly had a tendency 
throughout its history to stray away from the orthodox view of justification revealed 
in Scripture, and the evangelical church today is no exception. 

Most often this straying occurs out of the fear that Christians will cling to their 
justification as an excuse for laziness in living out their faith. Therefore, the church’s 
typical response is to closely link justification and sanctification in order to safe guard 
the potential abuse of God’s grace. Although their intentions might be pure, this 
inevitably leads to a confused and corrupted gospel message.

If we view justification as a process, we will constantly feel ourselves in bondage as 
we come face to face with the sinfulness still in us, and we’ll constantly question 
whether we are truly justified or not. However, the truth of the gospel is as Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones puts it, that “Justification comes before sanctification and does not happen 
because of our sanctification.” We are not made righteous when we are justified, but we 
are regarded as righteous. The proper understanding of justification versus 
sanctification is essential:
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Justification

❖ Justification is an act of God the 
Father as the Judge.

❖ Justification takes place outside of 
me.

❖ Justification removes the guilt of my 
sin.

❖ Justification is a one-time act never 
to be repeated; not a process. 

Sanctification

❖ Sanctification is a work of the Holy 
Spirit.

❖ Sanctification takes place inside of 
me.

❖ Sanctification removes the pollution 
of my sin.

❖ Sanctification is a continuous 
process in the life of the believer.



If we view justification as a process we will never have assurance of our salvation. We 
will remain in our insecurity, become overwhelmed by the weight of obedience, and 
therefore, never feel good enough about ourselves to share the gospel with others. 

The great reformer, Martin Luther, insisted that justification by faith alone is the article 
upon which the church stands or falls, and if the church does not get this right, the 
church ceases to be an authentic church. 

His successor, John Calvin, insisted that the doctrine of justification is the hinge by 
which everything else turns. 

John Murray, a twentieth century Scottish theologian said, “If justification is confused 
with regeneration or sanctification, then the door is opened for the perversion of the gospel at 
its center. Justification is still the article of the standing or falling of the church.”

And J.I. Packer, considered one of the most influential theologians in North America 
today said that the doctrine of justification by faith alone is the Atlas that carries the 
whole of the Christian faith on its shoulders.

Every other religion declares that we must provide a righteousness that we can offer 
to God for Him to accept us. But the gospel declares that God has provided a 
righteousness that He has offered to us if we will accept Him through faith. That is 
what makes the gospel the gospel. The gospel is the good news about the 
righteousness provided by God through faith in Jesus Christ and what He 
accomplished for everyone who actually believes. Those truly captivated by this 
remarkable news of God’s grace will find themselves naturally motivated to praise 
God and to live differently for Him.

“I’m tempted to say again you know that a very good test of our Christian position is whether 
we regard [justification by faith] as the most thrilling thing we’ve ever heard in our lives or 

not. It is the most glorious and the most liberating truth that can ever come to a soul.” 
- Martyn Lloyd-Jones

Question for Discussion: How do you feel the truth of God’s justification has liberated you? 
Does it create a greater confidence to share this good news with others or a complacency to keep 

living life the way you always have?
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