
Grudem's Systematic Theology: Chapter 36 - Justification 
(Right Legal Standing Before God)

 How and when do we gain right legal standing before God?

Definition: Justification is an instantaneous legal act of God in which he (1) thinks of 
our sins as forgiven and Christ's righteousness as belonging to us, and (2) declares us to 
be righteous in his sight. 

The primary issue in the Protestant Reformation was a dispute with the Roman Catholic 
Church over justification. A true view of justification is the dividing line between the 
biblical gospel of salvation by faith alone and all false gospels of salvation based on 
good works. 
 • Paul explicitly states that justification is something that God himself does for 

those he called he also justified (Romans 8:30) 
 • Paul teaches that God justifies him who has faith in Jesus indicating this happens 

after we come to faith (Romans 3:26) 
 • He also teaches that we are not justified by works of the law, but rather through 

faith in Jesus Christ (Romans 3:28; Romans 5:1; Galatians 2:16) 

(A) JUSTIFICATION INCLUDES A LEGAL DECLARATION BY GOD 
In scripture, justification is a legal declaration by God that means "to declare righteous". 
 This is the case in numerous passages that talk about us being declared righteous by 
God (Romans 3:20,26,28; Romans 5:1; Romans 8:30; Romans 10:4,10; Galatians 2:16; 
Galatians 3:24; Romans 4:5).  While regeneration is an act of God in us, justification is a 
judgement of God with respect to us such as a judge would do in declaring someone 
not guilty. 

(B) GOD DECLARES US TO BE JUST IN HIS SIGHT 
This declaration involves two aspects.  First, it means that he declares that we have no 
penalty to pay for sin, including past, present, and future sins: 
 • After teaching about justification by faith alone, Paul says "there is therefore now 

no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus" (Romans 8:1) 
 • Later in the chapter Paul emphasizes the same point when he asks the rhetorical 

question, Who shall bring any charge against God's elect?" (Romans 8:33-34) 
 • Paul quotes David in showing that justification involves the forgiveness of sins 

(Romans 4:6-8) 
Forgiving our sins only makes us morally neutral before God.  Scripture teaches that in 
our justification God declares us to have the merits of perfect righteousness before him: 
 • From the OT, Isaiah says that God covered him with the robe of righteousness 

(Isaiah 61:10) 
 • Paul speaks about us being made righteous before God through our faith in Jesus 

Christ (Romans 3:21-22) 



 • Paul says that "Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as 
righteousness" (Romans 4:3) 

 • In speaking of justification, Paul says that by one man's obedience (Jesus) many 
will be made righteous (Romans 5:19) 

(C) GOD CAN DECLARE US TO BE JUST BECAUSE HE IMPUTES CHRIST'S 
RIGHTEOUSNESS TO US 
When Adam sinned, his guilt was imputed to us.  In other words, God the Father 
viewed it as belonging to us, and therefore it did.  In the same way Christ's 
righteousness is imputed to us, and therefore God thinks of it as belonging to us.  It is 
not our own righteousness that we have earned in some way, but Christ's righteousness 
that is freely given to us. 
 • Paul says that God made Christ to be our righteousness (1 Corinthians 1:30) 
 • Paul speaks of a righteousness that is not his own, but instead is through faith in 

Christ (Philippians 3:9) 
 • All who believe in Christ have been made righteous before God (Romans 3:21-22) 

This idea that God declares us to be just or righteous not on the basis of our actual 
condition, but rather on the basis of Christ's perfect righteousness was the heart of the 
difference between Protestantism and Roman Catholicism at the Reformation.  Grudem 
covers the error of the Catholic Church teaching derived from the Council of Trent. The 
consequence of this view of justification held by many Catholics is that our eternal life 
with God is not based on God's grace alone, but partially on our merit as well or as 
Catholic Theologian Ludwig Ott stated "For the justified eternal life is both a gift of 
grace promised by God and a reward for his own good works and merits.... Salutary 
works are, at the same time, gifts of God and meritorious acts of man."  This is not 
supported Biblically.  Justification is all God, and not by any merit in us. 

(D) JUSTIFICATION COMES TO US ENTIRELY BY GOD'S GRACE, NOT ON 
ACCOUNT OF ANY MERIT IN OURSELVES 
In continuation of the last topic, our justification is entirely by God's grace, and not 
based on any merit is us. 
 • No human being will be justified in God's sight by works of the law (Romans 

3:20) 
 • We are justified by grace through Jesus Christ (Romans 3:23-24) 
 • We are justified by grace and not by works so no man can boast (Ephesians 2:8-9) 
 • Again Paul says we are justified by his grace (Titus 3:7) 

(E) GOD JUSTIFIES US THROUGH OUR FAITH IN CHRIST 
 • Paul makes it clear that justification comes after saving faith (Galatians 2:16) 
 • God justifies those who have faith in Jesus (Romans 3:25-26) 
 • It is important to note that scripture never says we are justified because of any 

inherent goodness of our faith, but instead we are justified solely because of the 
merits of Christ's work (Romans 5:17-19) 



Grudem discusses the true meaning of James when he says "You see that a man is 
justified by works and not by faith alone" (James 2:24) and how this is not inconsistent 
with Paul's teaching of justification by grace alone. 
 • The main reason it is not inconsistent is because James and Paul are using the 

term "justified" in different senses.  While the majority of the time Paul uses the 
term to mean "declare to be righteous"; depending on the context, the Greek term 
can also mean "demonstrate or show to be righteous".  This is the meaning of the 
term when Jesus uses it in Luke 16:15, Matthew 11:19,  and in Luke 7:35; when 
Luke uses it in Luke 10:29, Paul in Romans 3:4 and when James uses the term in 
the verse in question. 

 • The context of James 2 makes the above use clear.  James is trying to make the 
point that intellectual agreement with the gospel is not really faith at all.  True 
faith should show change in their lives, which is why he says, "Show me your 
faith apart from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith" (James 
2:18) and why he makes a similar statement in James 2:26.  James is not denying 
justification by faith, but instead  simply saying that a person is shown to be 
righteous by his works , and not by his faith alone (if the verse James 2:24 can be 
paraphrased).  It is something Paul teaches in 2 Corinthians 13:5 and Galatians 
5:19-24. 

http://www.thegravelperspective.com/blog/2013/11/11/grudems-systematic-
theology-chapter-36-justification-right-legal-standing-before-god


