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The Way of Salvation

6 Lessons

About the Order of Salvation

Rev. C. Pronk

THE WAY OF SALVATION (1)
The Work of the Holy Spirit

No sinner could ever be saved if Christ had not died on the cross for sin. His finished work is therefore indispensable. But salvation would be equally impossible without the work of the Holy Spirit. Why? Because He has to apply to us what Christ has done for us. This applicatory work of the Holy Spirit is necessary because in his own strength and by his own will man would never accept the salvation that Christ has obtained for sinners.

The Bible teaches that sinners are spiritually dead (Eph.2:1). Dead people cannot answer the Gospel call nor accept the offer of salvation. What we need therefore is the Holy Spirit who alone can apply Christ's salvation to our hearts. He alone can give life to dead sinners. He does that by working the miracle of regeneration in sinners' hearts. Only then they will believe in  Christ and repent of their sins.

How does the Holy Spirit apply Christ’s merits to us? Is there a special method that He uses to bring this about? Yes, there is. Cod is a God of order, not of confusion. He works according to a certain pattern. We see that for instance in His work of creation. He first created the heaven and the earth out of nothing. Then the Holy Spirit moved or hovered upon the face of the waters. Then God said: “Let there be light" and so on. So it is also with the work of re-creation. Here also God works according to a definite plan or method. 

This method, which God uses to apply the redemption that Christ has obtained to the hearts of the elect, is called The Way of Salvation, or The Order of Salvation.
There are six steps or stages in this way of salvation. They are:

1.
Calling

2.
Regeneration

3.
Conversion

4.
Faith

5.
Justification

6.
Sanctification

Let us examine each of these steps or stages.

I. CALLING

The External Call

Before Christ returned to heaven He commanded His disciples to "go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature” (Mark. 16:15). This means that everyone who hears the gospel is called by God. This gospel call consists in the presentation of the gospel, the offering of salvation to sinners, and the sincere invitation to the sinner to embra​ce Christ as Saviour. This is known as the external or outward call.

Characteristics of the External Call:

1.
It is a general or universal call. The invitation is extended to all people. “Unto you, o men, I call; and my voice is to the sons of men" (Prov.8:4). 

“Look unto me and be ye saved all the ends of the earth; for I am God and there is none else” (Isa.45:22). 

“Whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely” (Rev.22:17). 

2. It is a sincere, well-meant call. "As I live, saith the Lord, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but that the wicked turn from his way and live: turn ye, turn ye from your evil ways; for why will ye die, o house of Israel! (Ezek.33:11).

3. It holds man responsible for the way he responds to this call. "Because I have called, and ye refused… I also will laugh at your calamity, I will mock when your fear cometh” (Prov.1:24,26).

You would expect that such a well-meant invitation would be welcomed by all. The truth is, however, that no man by nature is willing to receive the salvation God offers to him. In fact, he cannot, being dead in sins and trespasses. How then can a sinner be saved? Only if the external call is applied by the Holy Spirit to the heart of the sinner. Then the external call becomes also an internal or effectual call. 

The Internal Call

Two people may hear the same sermon, but while one is touched by it, the other is not. The Lord can speak powerfully to your soul so that you are deeply moved, but when you try to tell others about your experience you discover that the sermon has left them cold. How do we account for this difference in response to the same Word? We cannot explain it. We know that in His sovereign wisdom God speaks to some in such a way that they hear His voice, while others hear only the words of the preacher. How we should all pray for this saving work of the Spirit whereby He calls us internally and effectually!

Characteristics of the Internal Call

1. It is the fruit of God's electing love. "Whom He predestinated, them He also called” (Rom.8:30).

2. It is a powerful call. Those who are called internally cannot resist. The Holy Spirit breaks down all resistance and makes the elect sinners willing to receive the offer of salvation. "And as many as were ordained to eternal life believed” (Acts 13:48).

3. It is an unchangeable call. That means those who are called inter​nally are saved and God will never change His mind so as to withdraw His calling. "The gifts and calling of God are without repentance,” that is, they are permanent; they cannot be taken away from you.” (Rom.11:29).

Questions:

1. How many steps are there in the order of salvation and what are they?

2. What is the difference between the external and internal call?

3. Name some of the characteristics of the external call.

4. Name some characteristics of the internal call.

THE WAY OF SALVATION (2)

II. REGENERATION

The Internal Calling Results in Regeneration

When God calls a sinner in a saving way regeneration takes place. Regeneration or the New Birth is absolutely necessary to salvation. As Jesus said to Nicodemus: “Except6 a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God". (John 3:3).
Seeing here means recognize, appreciate, or understand the significance of the kingdom. Nicodemus was blind to spiritual realities. And he was a teacher in Israel! Nicodemus was not only blind. He was also shrouded in darkness. Later in John 3 Jesus says that men are in the dark, love the darkness, and hide from the light. Paul says men are darkness (Eph.5:11). They belong to the kingdom of darkness and are under its sway (Col.1:13).

The sad thing is, however, that many who are blind and groping in the darkness, imagine that they see things clearly and are enlightened. The Pharisees, probably Nicodemus included, once said to Jesus who had intimated that they were spiritually ignorant, “are we blind also? In other words, they thought they had perfect vision.

So we all think by nature. Left to ourselves we don't even see the need to be born again.

Characteristics of the New Birth”

1.
It is a Birth from Heaven

Over and over Christ emphasized this to Nicodemus. The words "born again" may also be translated "born from above." In John 3:31, 19:11 and 23 it conveys the idea from the top downwards, thus pointing to the heavenly origin of the new birth.

2.
It is Sovereignly Bestowed

Jesus says, “The wind bloweth where it listeth (pleases),and thou hearest the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it cometh, and wither it goeth: so is everyone that is born of then Spirit” (vs.8). We cannot control the wind. We cannot command it to blow this way or that. It is so with the work of the Holy Spirit in regeneration. The Spirit performs that miracle in whomever He wills.

3.
It is Passively Received

Consequently the sinner is passive in this process. Just as no one chooses to be born from his mother's womb, no one can decide to be born again. It is something over which man has no control whatsoever. It is an experience one undergoes. We are born again.

4. It Manifests itself by Certain Fruits and Evidences. 

"Thou hearest the sound thereof," Jesus said. The wind cannot be seen, but it can be heard. The new birth takes place in secret ,but its reality can be shown by its results. The newborn babe will cry or pray, begin to live for God, forsake sin, etc. In fact, all the things a Christian does, repent, believe, love God and Christ and fellow believers, etc., are all fruits of the new birth.

5. It Means the Transformation of the Whole Man

The transforming power of the new birth is total. That is not to say that the new creature in Christ is perfect yet. In Christ he is, but not as far as his old nature is concerned.

Yet just as total depravity means sin has influenced every area of our lives, so grace reaches into every aspect of our experience. It is through the new birth that the image of God, like an embryo in the womb, is restored. It then begins to grow to that full maturity of the later stages of Christian experience.

In regeneration the mind is illuminated. "Once I was blind, but now I see.” There is a whole new perspective on oneself and the world. In regeneration the heart is purified. This is probably the meaning of Christ's words about being "born of water” (Jn.3:5). God had promised through Ezekiel, "I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness…” (Ezek.36:25). 

The will is re-directed. While unregenerate our will opposes God's will. Through regeneration this changes. We become willing, are made willing in the day of God's power to obey God's commands.(Psalm 110:3).

The affections are renewed. We begin to hate what we formerly loved and vice versa. Where there was no taste for spiritual things before, now there is delight in the same things. The newborn child of God now craves for the milk of the Word that by it he may grow. Having tasted that the Lord is good, he wants more of the same!(1 Pet.2:2-3). Regeneration creates a desire to worship God, know His truth, meet His people, and serve His kingdom and love and honour His Son.

These aspirations are not perfect. They ebb and flow. At times we lament our weaknesses. But however short we come of the ideal, we are not what we once were. Our minds are now set on the things above where Christ is (Col.3:1,2).

Some Misconceptions

1. In regeneration God irresistibly changes sinners' hearts. Some think this means God forces man to do what he does not want to do. This is incorrect. God does not force anyone in the sense of coercing him and doing violence to his will. All that irresistible grace means is that God sends His Holy Spirit to work in the hearts of sinners sweetly and powerfully bending their wills, so that they also want to give up their sins etc.

2. Passivity in regeneration does not mean the sinner is inert or inactive. Man is dead in trespasses and sins, but this spiritual death, unlike natural death is an active thing. The "dead" sinner fights, rebels, resists, hates, etc. God, therefore, does not deal with him as a senseless stock and block, but as a rational, moral creature, responsible for his sins. He is passive only in this sense that he contributes nothing to his salvation. He is regene​rated by sovereign grace alone.

3. Regeneration is a key doctrine, but it is not the only doctrine that should be preached. Some so stress "ye must be born again that they say very little else. Especially today, when so many people claim to be "born again" it is important to be balanced in our preaching. We must indeed stress the need for regeneration, but we must also call sinners to faith in Christ. The burden of Paul's preaching was Christ crucified, risen and exalted to whom men should turn in faith and repentance. To counteract this by saying that man cannot believe and repent unless he is first regenera​ted is using an approach that is unbiblical and leading to false passivity. Rather, we must press the claims of Christ upon all sinners, at the same time reminding them that in their own strength they cannot meet those claims, so that they will cry to God so He may do for them what they can never do themselves.

Questions:

1. What is regeneration?

2. Describe some of its characteristics.

3. How does regeneration become visible?

4. What effect(s) does regeneration have on our lives?
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III. CONVERSION

What Is Conversion?

The work of God’s Spirit does not stop with the regeneration of the heart when our nature is changed and our minds and our lives are also changed.  The Holy Spirit, who works the  new birth in us, also leads us into a new way of living. This great change in our life is called conversion. Conversion is the turning away from sin and toward God. This turning away from sin the Bible calls repentance and the turning toward God is faith.

These two things we must experience as evidence of the fact that we are born again. They are repentance and faith. In this lesson we will talk only about the first of these two graces:

Repentance

That we need to repent the Bible teaches very clearly. Isaiah says, “all we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every on  to his own way” (53:6).

By nature we are our own lords and masters. We want to run our own life, make our own decisions, and do what we feel like doing. That is why we must repent. If we don’t,  we are headed for destruction because the road on which we are travelling is one that leads away from God and therefore to hell.

What is repentance? To repent is to turn from sin and this always involves a change of mind, change of heart and a change of will. This change respects basically four things: it is a change of mind respecting God, respecting ourselves, respecting sin, and respecting righteousness.

Apart from regeneration our thought of God, of ourselves, of sin, and of righteousness is radically perverted. Regeneration changes our minds and hearts; it radically renews them. Old things pass away and all things become new.

Repentance involves sorrow for sin, not just sin in general, but particular sins. It is easy enough to denounce sin in general or even the particular sins of others and yet not be penitent about our own specific sins. From our own particular sins we will also be directed by the Holy Spirit to our sinful nature or heart. This sorrow for sin will also lead to a determination to give up all known sins and an actual forsaking of them.

Common Characteristics of Repentance:

So what is experienced by a sinner who repents? The depth of emotion in repentance will vary from person to person depending on differences in circumstances and past conduct. But certain characteristics are commonly present in all repentance.

1. A sense of shame. We come to see that our sin has degraded us, and more important, that we have robbed God of the image of His glory in us.
2. This leads to humbling. When first confronted with our sins, we often try to defend ourselves, but where God works true repentance the mouth is shut. We confess our guilt before God and are humbled to the dust (Rom.3:19).

3. Thus humbled, sorrow and regret fill our hearts. That we have offended God, rejecting His Christ, hurt our fellow men, etc., will bring pain. That we have wasted so much time serving sin and the world causes regret.

4. We begin to see sin in its true nature. The devil always makes sin look good and attractive. But when God saves us, He illumines our minds so we see sin in all its ugly horror. We see the sinfulness of sin. Only then we will hate it and flee from it. To a true penitent sin is not just dangerous, it  is also detestable.
5. In our sorrow we turn to God, trusting in His mercy.

This is brought out very beautifully in the Westminster Confession which defines repentance unto life as "a saving grace, whereby a sinner out of a true sense of his sin, and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ, doth with grief and hatred of his sin, turn from it unto God, with full purpose of, and endeavour after, new obedience.

Apprehension means recognition of what is involved. The repentant sinner knows that if God should mark iniquities he could not stand in His presence. But he also realizes that the Lord having revealed this to him, there is forgiveness with Him. (Ps.130:3,4). Only when we turn away from looking at our own sin to look at the face of God, to find His pardoning grace, do we begin to repent. It is therefore the goodness of the Lord that leads us to repentance (Rom.2:4). The law may lead to conviction, exposing a sense of guilt and need, but only when grace appears on the horizon, offering forgiveness, will the sunshine of the love of God melt our hearts and draw us back to Him.

Questions:

1.
What is conversion?

2.
Of which two parts does conversion consist?

3.
To what three changes does repentance lead?

4.
Mention some characteristics of repentance.

5.
What is an indispensable part of true repentance?
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IV. FAITH

If the turning away from sin is repentance, the turning to God is faith. In a way we already talked about faith when we discussed repentance as including a recognition of the mercy of God in Christ.

What Is Faith?

Earlier when we studied Lord’s Day 7 we learned that faith consists of sure knowledge and firm confidence. We believe everything the Bible says, and we trust that the promise of salvation in Christ is also made to us as well as to others.

Faith As An Act of Man

Regeneration is the act of God, and of God alone. But faith is not the act of God; it is not God who believes in Christ for salvation, but the sinner. True, it is by God’s grace that a person is able to believe, but faith is an activity on the part of the person and of him alone.

Faith and Its Object
What is it we believe in or Who? Saving faith has for its object Christ as presented in the Gospel as the all-sufficient and willing Saviour of sinners. The Westminster Shorter Catechism says: “Faith in Jesus Christ is a saving grace, whereby we receive and rest upon Him alone for salvation ,as He is offered to us in the gospel.”

The Warrant of Faith

What warrant or right does a sinner have to commit himself to Christ? How does he know that he will be accepted by the Lord? How does he know that Christ is able to save or that his confidence is not misplaced? How does he know that Christ is willing to save him?

This warrant is based on the universal call of the Gospel. God invites all sinners to come to Christ His Son, assuring them that whosoever believes on Him will not perish but have eternal life. The Saviour Himself also said: “Him that cometh unto Me I will in no wise cast out” (Jn.6:37). (John6 :37). Because God has said it we may come and it cannot be wrong to come, but is well pleasing to Him.

We believe in Christ as freely offered in the Gospel to sinners.

Y ~  H -
Saving Faith and Assurance of Faith

The faith that saves is not the belief that we have been saved, but rather the trust or confidence in Christ in order that we may be saved. Only after we entrust ourselves to Christ like that we may conclude that we are saved. This leads to the assurance of faith or salvation. 

It is very important to be clear on this. To insist, as some do, that before one may believe the promises of the Gospel and come to Christ one must first know that we are saved or elect is to put the cart before the horse. The warrant of faith, therefore, is not the conviction that we are elect or regenerated or saved, but that Christ invites us to commit our souls to Him so as to be saved by Him. It is not as persons convinced of our election that we commit ourselves to Him, but as lost sinners. We entrust ourselves to Him, not because we believe we  have been saved, but as lost sinners in order that we may be saved.

Which Comes First? Repentance or Faith?

Because Scripture often mentions the two terms in the above order, many think that repentance precedes faith in our experience. As a result, some teach that sinners will never come to trust in Christ until they feel sorry for their sins and they insist that repentance must always be first.

This is not correct, because they confuse repentance with conviction of sin. Such thinking also leads to the view that a fixed degree of "repentance" is necessary as a kind of qualification for faith. But conviction is not repentance. Also, many of  God’s people have experienced deeper levels of conviction after their conversion than prior to it.

This has led others to say that faith always comes before repentance. Basing their view on such passages as Psalm 130:4 and Acts 2:38, they feel that only as the sinner grasps the promise of pardon by faith, he will be drawn to Christ by the rope of repentance (Sinclair Ferguson). Perhaps the best way is to view repentance and faith as inseparable like Siamese twins (Spurgeon). John Murray has some good comments on this issue. He considers the whole question as to which is prior, faith or repentance, as unnecessary and futile. “There is no priority. The faith that is unto salvation is a penitent faith and the repentance that is unto life is a believing repentance... The interdependence of faith and repentance can be readily seen when we remember that faith is faith in Christ for salvation from sin. But if faith is directed to salvation from sin, there must be hatred of sin and the desire to be saved from it.  Such hatred of sin involves repentance, which essentially consists in turning from sin unto God. Again if we remember that repentance is turning from sin unto God, the turning to God implies faith in the mercy of God as revealed in Christ. It is impossible to disentangle faith and repentance. Saving faith is permeated with repentance and repentance is permeated with faith. Regeneration becomes vocal in our minds in the exercises of faith and repentance.”

Degrees of Faith

Faith is liable to greater and lesser degrees. The New Testament speaks of:

1.
Little faith (Matt.6:30; 8:26; 14:31; 16:8).

2.
Great faith (Matt.8:10; 15:28).

3.
Weak faith and strong faith (Rom.14:19-20). 

4.
Growing faith (2 Thess.1:3).

5.
Unfeigned or sincere faith (2 Tim.1:5).

6.
Sound faith (Titus 1:13; 2:2).

7.
Assured faith (Heb.10:22).

8.
Shipwrecked faith (1 Tim.1:19)

Despite these varying degrees of faith it is important to remember that faith takes its character and quality from its object and not from itself. The strength or weakness of our faith has to do with the grasp we have of Christ and His promises. But even those whose faith is weak have the same strong Christ as those whose faith is stronger.

The object of faith does not change. Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever. But our love for Him, our knowledge of His grace and goodness, our acquaintance with His ways, our experience of His power may grow or diminish. It is only in proportion to that growth that there can be a strengthening of our faith. Regardless of the degree of faith we may possess, there is always reason for asking with the disciples: Lord increase our faith!

Questions:

1. How does Lord’s Day 7 of the Heidelberg Catechism define faith?

2. Does every believer have assurance of faith? Explain.

3. What is the most important question anyone can ask?

4. How does the Bible answer that question?
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V. JUSTIFICATION

How can a man get right with God? That is perhaps the most important question anyone can ask in life. Actually, I should change the question a bit. It is not simply, how can a man be right with God, but how can a sinful man be right with a holy God? The answer of the Bible is quite simple: by faith in Jesus Christ. The person who believes in the Saviour provided by God is regarded as righteous in His sight.

But simple as the Biblical answer may be, by nature no one understands it. It is a mystery that has to be revealed to us by the Holy Spirit. He alone can show us how a sinner who deserves to go to hell, can yet be forgiven and receive a right to eternal life.

The Example of Paul
The revelation of this mystery marked the great turning point in the life of the apostle Paul. Before his conversion he was a Pharisee who thought that by strict obedience to God’s law he was righteous in God’s sight. He even thought that he did God a favour by persecuting Christians.

All that changed on the road to Damascus, when Jesus spoke to him from heaven and made him see his terrible sins. Paul then realized that his own righteousness was worthless in the Lord’s eyes, and that only the perfect righteousness of Christ could save him. Only by faith in what Christ had done on the cross Paul could get right with God. That is what we call justification by faith alone.

The Example of Luther
This doctrine was rediscovered by Martin Luther in the sixteenth century. His problem was almost an exact replay of Paul’s. He was also tormented by the question, “how can I, a sinful man, be just with God?” Luther tried to keep all the rules in the Book. He fasted for days on end, and inflicted much pain upon himself by self-flagellation. Yet his conscience found no peace. Then, one day, while reading the book of Romans, the truth of justification by faith gripped him. Justification, he saw, comes not by a righteousness that God demands from us (which we can never produce), but by a righteousness that God freely gives us for Christ’s sake.

This righteousness, which God gives to sinners, becomes ours by faith, not by works. We cannot work our way into God’s favour. Nothing we do can make us right with God, because even our best actions are polluted with sin. God wants only perfect works. Only Christ has done such a perfect work, that is, a work with which God can be satisfied. This is how Paul put it in Romans 3:28: “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law.”

Justification: A Legal Term
In Scripture justification and righteousness are legal terms. They have to do with a person’s relationship to the law. It is like being a citizen of a country, say Canada. Every citizen of this country is viewed as either guilty or innocent with respect to Canadian law. Most of us are safe here. We are not in trouble with the law. But when it comes to God’s law, we all live in a state of guilt, because we are all transgressors of that law. Consequently, we are all under condemnation. God, as our Judge, has pronounced us all guilty in His sight.

The moment we believe in Christ this verdict is changed. God, again as Judge, pronounces us righteous or innocent in His sight. His law no longer has any claim against us.

God Declares, Not Makes us Righteous

Justification refers to a declaration on the part of God that I am righteous before Him. God does not make me righteous or good or holy by this act. He does that in regeneration and sanctification, but not in justification. It is one of Rome’s greatest errors that it regards justification as the infusion of grace whereby we are made inwardly righteous. It is on the basis of this inward, subjective righteousness, that God now views me as righteous, according to Rome. This is what gave Luther such a hard time, because he thought he had to have this subjective, personal holiness before God could forgive him.

Keep in Mind What Happens in a Court of Law
When a judge justifies an accused person, he does not make that person an upright person. He simply declares that in his judgment, based on the evidence, the person is not guilty of the charges against him, but that he is upright in terms of the law relevant to the case. Justification, in other words, is simply a declaration or pronouncement respecting the legal relation of the person to the law that he, the judge, is required to administer.

Biblical Examples

In Deuteronomy 25:1 we read, “If there be a controversy between men, and they come unto judgment, that the judges may judge them, then they shall justify the righteous, and condemn the wicked.” It was not the function of judges to make people righteous. All they were required to do was to declare righteous those who were innocent, and declare wicked those who were guilty.

Again we read, “He that justifieth the wicked, and he that condemneth the just, even they both are an abomination to the Lord” (Prov.17:15). It would not be an abomination to the Lord  to make the wicked upright. It would be a highly commendable thing if we could convert a wicked man and make him a righteous man. That is what God does when He regenerates a man. The meaning is clear. To justify the wicked is not to make him upright, but simply to declare him to be righteous when he is not. The abomination consists in giving a judgment contrary to truth and fact.

In the New Testament we have the same idea. In Luke 7:29 we read, “And all the people when they heard, and the publicans, justified God.” Did they make God upright or righteous? Of course not. It means that they declared God to be righteous; they vindicated Him.

God Justifies the Ungodly
When a judge declares a person to be righteous in terms of the law he is administering, the judge simply declares what he finds to be the case; he does not give the righteous standing to the person. He simply takes account of the character and conduct of the person concerned and gives his verdict accordingly. He will condemn the wicked and justify the righteous. The declaration of the fact presupposes the fact, which is declared to be.

The justification with which we are now concerned, however, is not quite the same, for it is God’s justification of the ungodly. It is not the justification of persons who are righteous, but of persons who are wicked, and therefore, of persons who are under God’s condemnation and curse. How can this be? God’s judgment is always according to truth. How then can He justify those who are unrighteous and ungodly.

We are faced here with something completely unique. Scripture states very clearly that God justifies the ungodly (Rom.4:5). If man were to do this, it would be all wrong, of course. Man must condemn the wicked, and he may justify only the righteous. But God, apparently, justifies only the wicked. Yet, He is not unrighteous in doing so. He is just when He justifies the ungodly (Rom.3:26). How can this be?

When God justifies the ungodly, He not only declares that the  sinner is righteous in His sight, but He actually constitutes him righteous. That is not the same thing as saying that God makes the sinner inwardly righteous, but to constitute means to establish the sinner in the right relationship with God.

Let us look to Scripture again to illustrate this point. In Romans 5:19 Paul, speaking of justification when he  says: “For as by one man’s disobedience many were made [constituted] sinners, so by the obedience of one shall many be made [constituted] righteous.” Believers in Christ are declared by God to be righteous because they really are righteous by virtue of their being in Christ. God imputes or reckons the righteousness of Christ to them. What Christ has done—living a righteous or holy life as well as dying a sacrificial, sin-atoning death--is credited to the sinner’s account. God now looks upon te sinner as if he himself had lived this perfect life and died this atoning death.

How can God justify the ungodly? Because of what Christ has done for the ungodly. This is the ground, the only ground of the sinners’ justification.

Justification by Faith
While Christ’s obedience is the ground of our justification, this blessing becomes ours only by faith. We are justified by faith. This does not mean on account of faith, but through or upon faith. In other words, faith is only the instrument whereby we receive justification, or the channel through which this blessing flows to us. J C. Ryle puts it this way: 

True faith has nothing whatever of merit about it, and in the highest sense cannot be called ‘a work.’ It is but laying hold of a Saviour’s hand, leaning on a husband’s arm, and receiving a physician’s medicine. It brings with it nothing to Christ but a sinful man’s soul. It gives nothing, contributes nothing, pays nothing, and performs nothing. It only received, takes, accepts, grasps, and embraces the glorious gift of justification which Christ bestows, and by renewed daily acts enjoys that gift. (Old Paths, p.228)

Justification Follows Faith
There are some Protestants who teach that justifying faith refers to the faith that we have been justified. They say that this faith whereby we are justified is a faith that results from justification. We do not believe in order to be justified, but we believe because we have been justified.

Scripture, however, is very clear that faith in Christ comes first and justification follows. There is, indeed, a faith that is consequent to justification. This is the so-called reflex or secondary act of faith that brings assurance of salvation. But when the Bible speaks of saving faith, it always refers to that initial and primary act of faith whereby the sinner lays hold of Christ and His righteousness. This faith unites us to Christ and serves as the instrument whereby we receive His righteousness and we are justified. The expression “justification by faith” does not, in Scripture, refer to our consciousness or assurance of justification, but to the sinner’s act of believing in Christ as his righteousness before God.

Galatians 2:16 says, “Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the law.” Paul says that we have believed in Jesus Christ in order that we might be justified by the faith of Jesus Christ. Faith comes before justification, not after it.

Justification by Faith: A Doctrine of Great Comfort
The glory of the Gospel is that God declares us righteous despite our many sins (cf. Lord’s Day 23, Heidelberg Catechism). The temptation is always great to try to smuggle our own works back into God’s work of grace. We so easily fall into the trap (laid by Satan) of thinking that we remain justified only as long as we feel righteous or holy. But Paul says that nothing we do or feel can contribute to our justification.

Definition of Justification

Summing up, justification is a judicial act of God, wherein He appears as Judge, and on the ground of the righteousness of Christ, which becomes ours by faith, acquits us of guilt and punishment, and gives us the right to eternal life.

Questions:

1.
What is meant by the statement: “justification is a legal term”?

2.
In justifying a sinner, does God declare or make him/her righteous, and what is the difference?

3.
What does imputation mean?

4.
Are we justified by faith or through faith? Is there a difference? What is it?

5. How would ;you define justification?

THE WAY OF SALVATION (6)

VI. SANCTIFICATION
What is sanctification?

Sanctification may be defined as that process whereby the Holy Spirit continues His renewing work in the life of the believer, a work which began at regeneration and which will end only when the believer, fit for glory, leaves this earthly life and appears before God.

1 Thessalonians 5:23: “And the God of peace Himself sanctify you wholly; and may your spirit and soul and body be preserved entire, without blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

The Author of Sanctification

The Author of sanctification is the Holy Spirit. I Corinthians 6:11, “And such were some of you, but ye were washed, but ye were sanctified, but ye were justified, in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and through the Spirit of God.”

Believer’s Activity Involved

Although the Spirit of God is the primary Author of sanctification, the believer also takes an active part in this process. Empowered by the Spirit, the Christian begins to “work out” his salvation “with fear and trembling,” even though he knows it is God who works in him “both to will and to work, for His own good pleasure” (Phil.2:12,13).

Basic Meaning of Sanctification

According to Scripture, to sanctify means basically to set apart or to separate. This action of separation or setting apart has two aspects:

1.
It means separation from something. Abraham was separated from Chaldea and from his father’s home. Israel was separated from Egypt. Christians are called to separate themselves from the world.

2.
Sanctification not only means separation from sin, but a separation to a holy life. Abraham was separated from Chaldea to become the friend of God. Israel was separated from Egypt and consecrated to the service of Jehovah. Believers are purged from dead works to serve the living God.

The Scope of Sanctification
Since it was the whole man that sinned, it is also the whole man whom God wants sanctified. In the passage already quoted (1 Thess.5:23), Paul says: “And the very God of peace sanctify you wholly; and I pray God your whole spirit and soul and body be preserved blameless.”

Any view of sanctification that does not include the whole man comes short of Bible sanctification. Some limit the renewing work of the Spirit to the heart or the affections. The emphasis is on how differently a believer feels and what he experiences. Progress in sanctification is measured by the intensity of their religious feelings.

Others emphasize the change that takes place in the believer’s mind. The new life in Christ brings a new understanding. The key word here is illumination. Whereas the sinful state of man is called blindness and darkness in Scripture, the Spirit is said to bring sight and light. Sanctification, according to this view, concerns mostly the knowledge of the Word and spiritual realities. The emphasis is on the need to grow constantly in that knowledge.

Finally, there are those who stress the effect of the new life on what the believer does with his body. Here Scriptural passages such as I Corinthians 6:18,19 and Romans 12:1 are important. Our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit and we must dedicate them to the service of God.

All of the above include important elements, but unless they are taken together, they lead to an unbalanced view of sanctification.

The Duration of Sanctification

Sanctification is a process that lasts as long as we live in this world. “He which hath begun a good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil.1:6). 

This implies that as long as we live we need to strive after holiness. We never arrive at a state of perfection in this life. The New Testament clearly teaches us that sanctification will never be complete until we get to heaven (Rom.8:17-25). “Sanctification is glory in the seed, and glory is sanctification in the flower” (Thomas Watson). “Not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect: but I follow after, if that I may apprehend that for which also I am apprehended of Christ” (Phil.3:12.

Sanctification Must be Urged Upon Believers

The New Testament constantly reminds believers of the necessity to live a holy life. Some preachers, forgetting this, have become very remiss in this duty. They say, just preach Christ and emphasize the love of God and salvation by grace, then sanctification will come naturally. When people believe the Gospel, they will be so full of gratitude that they won’t have to be urged or admonished to a life of holiness.

But this is all wrong. There is a fundamental reason why Christians need to be constantly reminded of the necessity of sanctification. That reason is the sinfulness of human nature. The best of God’s people still have a heart bent to backsliding, and they are prone to forget God’s love and man’s duty.

The Value of Sanctification

Since we are saved by grace and not by anything we can do, including our good works as believers, what can be the value of sanctification? If we cannot be perfect in this life, what is the point in trying to be holy? Doesn’t God see sin in our best works?

All this is true, but we should not conclude that therefore sanctification or personal holiness is without any value. Scripture teaches that God approves of those who seek to honour Him by their good works, imperfect though they be.

Peter says that the “adorning of the hidden man of the heart” with “a meek and quiet spirit … is in the sight of God of great price” (1 Pet.3:4). In Hebrews 13:16 Christians are exhorted to “do good and to communicate forget not: for with such sacrifices God is well pleased.” Again, the kindness of the Philippians toward the apostle Paul is called “an odour of a sweet smell, a sacrifice acceptable, well-pleasing to God” (Phil.4:18).

Provided we do such good works, not to earn heaven by them, but to show our gratitude to God for the salvation He provided in Christ, He is pleased with our efforts, imperfect as they are, because He views them as fruits of faith.

The Mainspring of Sanctification
Sanctification is what God does inside the believer. Important as it is, it is neither the basis of salvation nor the foundation of the believer’s hope. Sanctification is a work of grace, but it is fed from the springs of a higher, more primary work of grace: justification. Unless sanctification is firmly rooted in justification and constantly returns to justification, it cannot escape the destructive effects of subjectivism, moralism or Phariseeism.

Sanctification and the Believer’s Position in Christ

Justification and sanctification are dual benefits, which Christ won for His people by His life, death and resurrection. Yet we cannot secure an interest in these benefits. We cannot share in them unless we become one with Christ through faith whereby we are joined to Christ. As Luther says: “He who believes shall possess all things, and he who believes not shall possess nothing.”

Upon being united to Christ through faith, we are justified, for “if the root be holy, so are the branches” (Rom.11:16). If we are “in Christ,” that is, joined to Christ as the branch is united to the vine, it is inevitable that we will be “partakers of His holiness.” Union with Christ, therefore, secures the two benefits. The legal benefit is justification, and the moral benefit is sanctification. It is impossible to secure the one without the other.

As John Calvin put it: “Christ cannot be torn into parts… Whomever God receives into grace, on them He at the same time bestows the spirit of adoption, by whose power He remakes them to His own image… Why, then, are we justified by faith? Because by faith we grasp Christ’s righteousness, by which alone we are reconciled to God. Yet you could not grasp this without at the same time grasping sanctification also. For He is “given unto us for righteousness, wisdom, sanctification and redemption” (1 Cor.1:30). Therefore Christ justifies no one whom He does not at the same time sanctify.”

Some Practical Applications of this Truth

When Christ directed the woman taken in adultery to, “go, and sin no more,” He was commanding her to live the new life of holiness and purity. But this new life of sanctification was only possible as she first grasped the hope of justification that was given her in the promise of Christ. “Neither do I condemn thee…” (Jn.8:11). The liberating decree of “no condemnation” (Rom.8:1) sets the soul free to run the way of God’s commandments.

Here is another example of how the Biblical command to live in holiness is under-girded by the fact of justification: “Having therefore these promises, dearly beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor.7:1). The apostle teaches us that we must first grasp the promise of justification before we can obey the command of sanctification. We cannot “cleanse ourselves from all filthiness” unless we believe that we are already washed in the blood of the Lamb (1 Jn.1:9).

Justification Remains the Key Doctrine
Luther called justification, not sanctification, the article of the standing or falling of the church. He confessed that his whole soul and ministry were saturated with the truth of justification. That is why he bitterly complained against those who regarded sanctification or the new life in the Spirit, as the higher state in the life of a Christian. The Pentecostals and charismatics do the same thing today. Sanctification is seen by them as a second blessing. They distinguish between those who are “only” saved or justified and those who are also sanctified or spiritual.

Luther already warned against this error. “The man who thinks he can get beyond justification by grace falls from grace,” he said. Luther believed that the major aspect of sanctification is a growing appreciation of our need of God’s justification through Jesus Christ. Growing toward Christian maturity does not mean being weaned from our dependence on imputed righteousness. The man who is strong in faith is strong in the doctrine of grace. He becomes more and more overwhelmed and bowed down with a sense of God’s mercy and increasingly affixed to justification by the merits of Christ alone.

We may sum it all up this way: sanctification cannot exist without justification, for the heart of sanctification is the life that feeds on justification. Justification cannot exist without sanctification any more than light can exist without heat.

Questions:
1.
Give a definition of sanctification.

2.
What is the basic meaning of the word sanctification?

3.
What is its scope?

4.
How important is sanctification?
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