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The Grace MESSENGER
Justification

King-pin of Christian Doctrine
Dr. George H. Fox

The doctrine of justification is the door of Christian theology through which we enter 
the glorious cathedral of faith, and on which hangs the whole weight of Christian 
theology. In the Preface to his Forty-Five Theses of 1537, Martin Luther wrote: 

“The article of justification is the master, the prince, the Lord, 
the ruler, and the judge over all kinds of doctrines; it preserves 
and governs all church doctrine and raises up our conscience 
before God.  Without this article the world is utter death and 
darkness.”

John Calvin in his Institutes acknowledged that justification is “The main hinge on 
which religion turns”

The Reformation leaders of the 16th and 17th centuries referred to the doctrine of 
justification as the “cardinal article” of the Christian faith.  They took this from the 
Latin word “cardo,” meaning hinge. They saw this great doctrine as the linchpin on 
which the entire weight of Christian doctrine stands.

Thomas Watson in A Body of Divinity warned, “An error about justification is 
dangerous, like a defect in a foundation. Justification by Christ is a spring of the water 
of life. To have the poison of corrupt doctrine cast into this spring is damnable.”

Given the immense importance of justification as a cardinal concept of Christian 
faith, one would assume that there would be no divisive debate as to its nature and 
application. However, sadly, debate has ebbed and flowed over the centuries. From 
the days of the English Reformation, when Puritans stood firm in their opposition to 
the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church, some viewed Rome as a true church in 
error and others considered it a false church altogether. John Owen took exception 
with fellow Puritan leader Richard Baxter over a view of justification that appears 
to be similar to Wright’s. Today views—such as, the New Perspective or Covenental 
Nomism, the Federal Vision; and the New Finnish Interpretation, identified with the 
Eastern Orthodox doctrine of theosis (human participation in God’s own life) have 
once again erupted in disagreement over justification. These views are associated 
with names like E. P. Sanders, Norman Shepherd, and N. T. Wright. The debate 
is now focused primarily on the latest book of N. T. Wright, the Anglican bishop 
of Durham, Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, published in 2009 and 
written to counter his critics, particularly John Piper, who published The Future of 
Justification: A Response to N. T. Wright in 2007.

In this short article I do not want to add to the cacophony. However, I am looking 
forward to teaching the book of Romans once again in the spring quarter at Grace 
School. In studying Romans, we will understand why the Reformation theologians 
saw justification as the doctrinal rock of Gibraltar, the sine qua non of the gospel of 
(continued on page 3)
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I wish to register for the following classes:

In Pleasant Hill, Tuesdays 
NT 103  Elemental Greek III		 4 Units

In Pleasant Hill, Tuesdays
ST 106  Biblical Theology		  4 Units

In Pleasant Hill, Thursdays 
BE 221  Exposition of Romans	 4 Units

C E R T I F I C A T E  P R O G R A M

CC 107  The Spiritual Life		
Tuesdays, Beginning March 23, 2010
11 one-hour classes		  2 Units

CC 103  Spiritual Leadership
Thursdays, Beginning March 25, 2010
11 one-hour classes		  2 Units

Due to the modest tuition and fee structure, students are encour-
aged to make full payment of all tuition and fees at the time of 
registration for each quarter. A minimum of 25% of fees and 
tuition is required unless special arrangements have been made 
with the registrar.

Registration 
and First Day of Class

Registration will begin the week of 

March 9, 2010, and will continue until 

the second week of class. Classes will 

begin on March 23 & 25, 2010. If you 

are planning to register on the first day of 

class, please be sure to come at least 1/2 

hour before classes begin in order to fill 

out any paperwork and buy any books.

School Holidays
Easter Break: April 5 – 9. 

Classes resume April 13 and 15.

Summer Break - Begins the week of 

June 15, 2010

Office Hours
Grace School office hours will be 

Tuesdays, 1:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. and 

Thursdays, 10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.   

Please feel free to contact the registrar at 

anytime at registrar@gstm.org or 

(925) 676-1639 and just leave a message 

or go online to www.GSTM.org 

for further information.
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“Make your ear attentive to wisdom,
Incline your heart to understanding; 

For if you cry for discernment,
Lift your voice for understanding; 

If you seek her as silver
And search for her as for 

hidden treasures; 
Then you will discern the fear 

of the Lord.”
 (Proverbs 2:2-5)

It is evident from these verses that wisdom is presented as the 

prime value in life. The Hebrew concept of wisdom (hokma) 

refers to what is skillful or well made. In the wisdom literature of 

the Bible it is most frequently used in “the moral sense of skill in 

living within the moral order of Yahweh’s world” (Derek Kidner). 

Wisdom, in this biblical sense, transcends human intelligence 

and cleverness because it is rooted in the knowledge and fear of 

the Lord. Hence, it is born of faith alone. 

This wisdom must be faithfully sought and is only found in God’s 

divine revelation. It is the “truth” that sets us free (Jn. 8:32), it 

is by the truth that Christians are sanctified (Jn. 17:17) and it is 

God’s word that is the truth (Jn. 17:17). This is the teaching of 

our Lord. 

Though our Father graciously provided true wisdom when He 

“breathed” it out as His inscripturated Word, its riches must still 

be plumbed by those with faith. “Cry for discernment” says the 

proverb. “Lift your voice for understanding” and finally “seek her 

as silver and search for her as for hidden treasures.” 

Here we learn that the acquisition of wisdom begins with an 

earnest spirit and practice of prayer. “Earthly wisdom is gained 

by study; heavenly wisdom by prayer” writes Charles Bridges. 

This reminds us that all our scholarly efforts amount to very little 

without a humble attentiveness to the Lord that is evidenced in 

our supplications. We need insight not just information. Please 

give it, Lord.

But prayer does not stand in the place of diligent study. Hidden 

treasures don’t lie on the surface to be fortuitously stumbled 

upon. They must be sought as precious metals because they are 

after all “hidden” treasures. Silver mining in the ancient world 

was a tedious and exhausting process. Thus, we are called to 

display the same indefatigable spirit as the miner—to give energy 

to our studies not simply complete assignments. 

Hence, instead of skimming the surface in your studies consider 

that vast rewards lie deep in the sacred storehouse of God’s Word. 

This wisdom is summed up in the person and work of Jesus 

Christ in whom are “hidden the all the treasures of wisdom and 

knowledge” and who has become for us “the wisdom of God.” 

Studying God’s word with a prayerful humble spirit and diligent 

effort with a keen eye for Christ in the text will not disappoint. 

None shall ever search in vain who search in faith. Let us seek this 

treasure this semester knowing that He has laid them up for us 

who come by faith in His Son. 

“I love those who love me;  And those who diligently seek me will 

find me” (Proverbs 8:17). 

 

Tony Sanelli

Board President

In Pleasant Hill on Tuesdays, Beginning March 23, 2010
NT 103  Elemental Greek III	 	 	 	 	 	 	 4 Units
Instructor:  Ryan Rippee	 	 	     	 	 	 	 	 4:00 - 5:45 p.m./Tuesday
This is the third quarter of a three quarter course on the language of the New Testament. The ultimate goal is to develop the ability to 
read and study the New Testament in the original language.  Besides learning the basic elements of the language during the quarter, 
the student will be introduced to some basic Greek tools and language aids. Prerequisite: satisfactory completion of NT101 & NT102 
or permission of the instructor. 

Ryan Rippee serves as the associate pastor at Calvary Community Church in Brentwood. He has a Master of Divinity Degree from The 
Cornerstone Seminary in Vallejo and has served at Grace Church of Napa Valley as the student ministries pastor over high school, 
college and career age.

ST 106  Biblical Theology	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 4 Units
Instructor:  Frank Griffith	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 7:15 - 9:15 p.m./Tuesday
This course is designed as an introduction to the discipline of Biblical Theology. It will enable the student to grasp the unity of the 
Bible, its central message from Genesis to Revelation and how understanding the Bible plot-line contributes to understanding the 
meaning of any one book or passage. Some attention is given to its history, definition, methods, and challenges. This course will help 
Sunday School teachers, Youth ministers and all students of the Bible understand how the Bible fits together as the story of God’s 
plan for salvation. 

Frank Griffith is the teaching pastor at Calvary Community Church in Brentwood, California and has served on the faculty of Grace 
School since its inception. He is a graduate of Talbot Theological Seminary and a member of the faculty of The Cornerstone Seminary 
in Vallejo, California.

In Pleasant Hill on Thursdays, Beginning March, 25, 2010
BE 221  Exposition of Romans	 	 	 	 	 	 	 4 Units
Instructor:  George Fox		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 7:15 - 9:15 p.m./Thursday
This study will include a look at this epistle’s background, theme, logical development of thought, doctrinal significance, interpretive 
problems, and relevant practical application. Understanding this key book is an absolute necessity for understanding Christian 
Theology.  It is impossible to understand the true nature of the Gospel without understanding the key truths taught in this book. This 
11-week course will be the beginning of a life-time study. 

Dr. George Fox holds degrees from Prairie Bible Institute and Columbia Pacific University. He has been a pastor in several countries 
and has been a Bible teacher for over 35 years. His doctoral dissertation was on the Old Testament Covenants and his approach to 
teaching the broad outline of Scripture is captivating and helpful.

Certificate Program Classes
Beginning Tuesday, March 23, 2010
CC 107  The Spiritual Life		 	 	 	 	 	 	 2 Units
Instructor:  Frank Griffith	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 6:00 - 7:00 p.m./Tuesday
A study of the biblical and theological principles for the development of a mature spiritual life. This course will explore the central 
place of growing intimacy with Christ as the basis for effective life and ministry. 

Beginning Thursday, March 25, 2010
CC 103  Spiritual Leadership      		          		 	 	 	 2 Units
Instructor:  George Fox		           	 	 	 	 	 	 	 6:00 - 7:00 p.m./Thursday
The overwhelming need for vigorous, visionary leaders in the church today is patently obvious. This introductory course on spiritual 
leadership is designed to explore the biblical principles of leadership, utilizing both Old and New Testament passages and those 
principles highlighted in our text, Spiritual Leadership, by J. Oswald Sanders. It will explore the biblical offices, examine the biblical 
qualifications, exegete the biblical texts, and encourage potential leaders to examine their own gifts and calling in the light of those 
scriptural patterns and principles.
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Christ. The Reformers taught so clearly, so cogently, and so 
compellingly “forensic justification through the imputed alien 
righteousness of Christ.” Some suggest today that the Reformers 
departed from Scripture in teaching this; but in our study of 
Romans we will see how right they were!

In this article I simply want to present Abraham, the grand old 
man of the Old Testament, as an illustration par excellence of 
the principle of justification by faith alone. Abraham is the pre-
eminent figure of the Old Testament, the patriarch of patriarchs, 
and the progenitor of the Jewish race.   

In Romans, chapter four, Paul assigns four impressive titles 
to him:  “Abraham our father” (vs. 1), “the father of all those 
who believe” (vs. 11), “the father of circumcision” (vs. 12), and 
“the (faith) father of us all (vs. 16).  By using Abraham as his 
prime illustration of the principle of justification by faith and 
by proving his case, Paul would silence Jewish opposition. He 
would also demonstrate that the works-based righteousness of 
the contemporary Jew was a radical departure from the faith-
based righteousness of their patriarchal ancestors. 

In Rom. 4:3 Paul quotes Gen. 15:6 (which is quoted three times 
in the N. T., here, in Gal.3:6, and James 2:23): “And he believed 
in the Lord, and He accounted it to him for righteousness.” The 
force of the verb implies that he did it repeatedly, again and again. 
When Abraham uprooted himself from family and friends and his 
comfortable life and set out for a land God would later show him, 
he exercised faith in implicit obedience to God’s call (Gen. 12:4). 
When the herdsmen of his nephew Lot and his herdsmen were 
becoming embroiled in conflict over grazing rights, Abraham in 
a magnanimous gesture—contrary to custom and culture—gave 
Lot the right of first choice, saying “Whatever way you choose, I’ll 
go the other way.” What an expression of faith in God that was!  
When he returned victorious from pursuing Chedarlaomer and 
his eastern confederacy, having rescued his nephew Lot and all 
the other captives, he was offered all the captured booty by the 
grateful king of Sodom.  But he declined it, saying, “I have raised 
my hand to the Lord” (Gen. 14:22). Again, he was expressing 
faith. So in this supreme moment, silent before God’s staggering 
promise of progeny as numerous as the stars of heaven, he 
believed; he exercised faith; he took God at His word!

The Hebrew word used to describe Abraham’s response has many 
shades of meaning: to clutch or grasp; to support with the arm, to 
carry a child; to lean upon, build upon, stand upon, count upon.  
It implies trust and confidence.

The N. T. equivalent of the word used to describe Abraham’s 
faith also has a wide range of rich meanings. The word appears 
most frequently in the writings of the Apostle John, especially in 
his gospel. Matthew uses the verb 10 times; Mark also 10 times; 
Luke 9 times; but John uses it 99 times! He literally owns the 
word pisteuo.  According to Vine, the word “believe” means to be 
persuaded of and, hence, to place confidence in, to trust. In John’s 
epistle we may crystallize the word to mean: to commit one’s self 
trustfully to the name. Faith is the complete commitment of trust 
or the total trust of commitment.

Perhaps an illustration will help to make the meaning crystal 
clear. The cocky little Frenchman known to the entire world as 
Blondin, the tightrope artist who dared the danger of the Niagara 
gorge, was born Jean Francois Gravalet. He walked across the 
Niagara Falls gorge, not just once, but with almost monotonous 
regularity during the summers of 1959 and 1860 and made it pay 
off handsomely.

Blondin made his first crossing on June 30, 1859, with a curious 
crowd of over 12,000 watching. He appeared in the late afternoon 
dressed in a tunic of yellow silk, pink tights, and buckskin 
moccasins. He chatted casually with friends and wisecracked 
with the crowd. Then, picking up his balancing stick, he started 
down the rope, walking firmly and rapidly.  When he was well 
out from the bank, he paused to balance on one leg.  A dozen 
paces more and he sat down on the rope and then stretched out at 
full length. At the middle, he dropped a line to the steamer, “Maid 
of the Mist,” churning below, pulled up a bottle of wine, bowed 
to the spectators, drank the wine, and continued to the Canadian 
side.  It has taken him 19 minutes. Resting briefly, Blondin started 
back, pausing only once to lie on the rope. He made the return 
trip in 8 minutes.

The crowd went wild with delight. Lifting him to their shoulders 
and then placing him in an open carriage, they drove him 
“amid wild cheers” through the streets of Niagara Falls. He then 
calmly announced that he intended to repeat the performance 
periodically!

On his various other crossings he gave the viewers the thrill of 
their lives! Among other antics, he feinted a foot-slip and fell 
heavily to the rope; stood on his head balancing the pole beneath 
him; did front and back somersaults; fell to the rope and went 
through the motions of a man swimming; ran across the rope 
on hands and knees like an ape; and finally, he hung by one 
foot, swinging slowly over the water.  My palms are sweaty just 
thinking about it!

He even carried his manager and press agent, Harry Colcord, 
across the gorge on his back. Colcord weighed 136 lbs., almost 
as much as Blondin himself. They had to pause five times, and 
each time Colcord wriggled down carefully to stand on the 
rope and then climbed back to his perch. The stunt required 42 
minutes. Reporters covering the spectacle wrote that at the end, 
“Blondin was flushed and very much fatigued,” and Colcord, 
understandably, was “pale”!

Then Blondin announced with a straight face that he intended to 
push a wheelbarrow across the gorge. Reportedly Blondin asked 
a little boy who was watching the proceedings with open-eyed 
wonder and adulation if he believed he could carry him across in 
the wheelbarrow.
The boy replied, “Yes, sir, I believe you could do it.”
“Then hop in,” invited Blondin.
“Oh, no!” exclaimed the lad shrinking back.
“Then you really don’t believe I can do it,” teased Blondin.
“Oh, yes, sir!”
“Then get in,” Blondin insisted.
But the boy would not be coaxed and drew back in fear.
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The boy’s attitude illustrates the difference between mental 
assent, or acquiescence, and faith, a trust that is willing to 
commit itself. The lad had seen the amazing feats, but climbing 
into the wheelbarrow was another matter! To commit himself 
totally to the demonstrated skill and daring of the great Blondin 
demanded much more than mere assent, mere acquiescence, 
and mere acknowledgement of his ability.

It demanded total trust. Commitment always entails total 
trust. Faith is the total trust of commitment, or the complete 
commitment of trust! Abraham expressed this kind of active, 
vital faith.

But it isn’t just the quality of our faith that counts. It isn’t faith in 
our faith that is important. Having faith in our faith is like casting 
the anchor inside the ship! It will hold absolutely nothing.  It is 
the object of our faith that counts. “Abraham believed God…”

The story is told of a scientific party of botanists who were 
exploring inaccessible regions of the Alps in search of specimen 
of new flora. One day they discovered a bloom of exquisite and 
rare beauty. Unfortunately, it could only be reached by lowering 
someone down into a deep, dangerous ravine and then pulling 
him up again.

A local lad who had been watching the proceedings was 
approached and offered money if he would consent to be lowered 
into the ravine. Taking a cautious look into the dizzying depths, 
he replied, “Wait, and I’ll be back.” Returning with an older man, 
the lad approached the leader of the expedition, he said, “I’ll go 
over the cliff now and get the flower if you let this man hold on 
to the rope. He’s my father.”

The one who holds the rope makes all the difference! Faith 
moves out over the edge, knowing that God, our loving heavenly 
Father, holds the rope. Abraham could say what many centuries 
later Paul, the Apostle of Faith, said, “I know whom I have 
believed, and I am persuaded that He is able to keep that which 
I have committed to Him” (2 Tim. 1:12).

When Abraham responded in the total trust of faith, God did 
something magnificent and munificent for Abraham: “He 
reckoned it to him as righteousness.”

The primary idea behind the word “reckoned” or “counted,” 
seems to be that of computing.  It means to be accounted, to 
be reckoned equal to some one, to be imputed to some one.  In 
essence, the word is a bookkeeping term, the language of the 
accountant.  God took Abraham’s trust and credited, or imputed, 
it to his account as a positive plus of righteousness.

Because of sin, Abraham, like everyone in the whole wide world, 
was deeply in God’s debt. His account was overdrawn; the ledger 
showed a staggering minus. But through the merits of Christ’s 
shed blood, the “lamb slain from the foundation of the world,” 
the Lord was able to take Abraham’s trust, his commitment, and 
convert it into a positive asset, into righteousness. His outstanding 
debt was remitted, cancelled, wiped out; the negative was turned 
into a positive, the minus into a plus, and he was given operating 

capital and assets of immeasurable worth. He was credited with 
righteousness! That is the one thing he didn’t have, the one 
thing he needed most.  And God conferred this gift on Abraham 
gratuitously.

God saved Abraham by grace through faith.  God’s grace means, 
negatively: G—od, R—ejects, A—ll, C—arnal, E—ffort. Like 
Abraham we must be brought to the point where we consciously 
confess that we can do absolutely nothing to procure God’s favor. 
God’s grace means, positively: G—od’s, R—esources, A—t, 
C—hrist’s, E—xpense! Just as Abraham believed God, so we 
must believe God.

Paul demonstrates that Abraham’s faith was firm only because 
it was rooted in God’s promise and power. Paul delineates 
Abraham’s faith both negatively and positively and thus 
demonstrates conclusively that God’s promise and power were 
the crucial elements in his justification.  

Negatively, he was not “weak in faith” (vs. 19), “not considering 
his own body, already dead” and further, “not considering the 
deadness of Sarah’s womb.” He did not “waver” (vs. 20).

Positively, he was constant in faith and hope in God’s promise, 
“who, contrary to hope, in hope believed” (vs. 18).  On this verse 
Charles Wesley penned his famous lines:

“In hope, against all human hope,
Self-desperate, I believe…
Faith, mighty faith, the promise sees,
And looks to that alone;
Laughs at impossibilities
And cries, It shall be done!

Abraham was completely convinced of God’s power; he believed 
that God would perform or fulfill His promise, “And therefore it 
was accounted to him for righteousness” (vs.22)

If, as Paul argues so strenuously and systematically, God justified 
Abraham by grace through faith, then everyone else is also 
justified on exactly the same basis. It was all based on what 
Christ accomplished for us, He “who was delivered up because 
of our offenses, and was raised because of our justification” (vs. 
25). Christ’s death was necessitated by our sin; His resurrection 
proved that His cross-work was acceptable to God and adequate 
to allow God to be just and yet justify the ungodly!

It would certainly appear that Paul’s argument supports what the 
Reformers taught—namely, “forensic justification through the 
imputed alien righteousness of Christ.” Soli Deo Gloria!
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