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Lesson 5 Acts 12-13-14 Handout - Justification 

JUSTIFICATION: One means of expressing the doctrine of salvation in the New 
Testament. It can refer to a divine action as well as a spiritual process. As an action, 
justification is the moment when God makes righteous the one who believes in 
Christ and establishes him or her in a covenant relationship with himself. As a 
process, justification is the growth in righteousness and grace that takes place in the 
believer who embraces the demands of the gospel and yields himself or herself to 
the leading of the Spirit. 

Old Testament Background of Justification 

Its beginnings can be traced to the administration of law and justice in ancient 
Israel, where the verb “to justify” meant “to vindicate” or “to acquit someone of 
charges” by declaring him to be in the right. In this sense, justification is a formal 
pronouncement of righteousness or innocence by God in heaven (Exodus 23:7; 1 
Kgs 8:32; Isaiah50:8) or by a qualified judge on earth (Deut 25:1; Prov 17:15; 
Isaiah5:23). 

The standard of judgment is the covenant between God and his people. It would 
follow that righteousness is a state of conformity to the covenant. The Lord is said 
to be righteous when he is acting in faithfulness to the covenant that he administers 
— fulfilling its promises, blessing the righteous, and, administering the penalties if 
necessary, (Nehemiah 9:8, 33; Ps 119:137; Dan 9:14; Zech 8:8). Humanity is 
righteous when fulfilling the obligations of keeping the commandments of the 
covenant relationship (Deut 6:25, 24:13; Isaiah48:18; Luke 1:6). 

The primary and original context of justification is thus the historical covenant 
between Yahweh and Israel. However there was a significant development in the 
concept. In one key passage, it is projected into the future. Isaiah’s fourth Servant 
Song is a disturbing vision of a man who is rejected and abused by his own people 
(Isaiah 52:13–53:12). Despite his innocence, he will submit to their violence as a 
way of making himself a sacrifice for the iniquity of all. The prophet then 
announces that not only will the servant bear “the sin of many” (Isaiah 53:12), but 
he will also justify the many; that is, he will “make many to be accounted 
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righteous” (Isaiah 53:11). It would not go unnoticed by Christian readers that here 
the notion of justification is linked with a suffering Messiah who offers his life in 
atonement for sinners, the result of which is a new standing in righteousness for 
many. 

New Testament Development.  

Justification is discussed in depth and in detail in several of St. Paul’s letters. It is 
essentially his way of speaking about salvation. For Paul, justification is made 
possible by the “blood” of Christ (Rom 5:9), and it means that believers are “made 
righteous” (Rom 5:19) by the gift of “his grace” (Rom 3:24). 

For various reasons, Paul was pressed to clarify the means of justification against 
possible misunderstandings. On the one hand, he identifies faith as the essential 
basis: “For we hold that a man is justified by faith apart from works of law” (Rom 
3:28). The indispensability of faith is something that he often stresses in his 
teaching (Rom 3:21–26, 4:5, 5:1; Gal 2:16, 3:25–26; Eph 2:8; Phil 3:9). Still, he 
never claims that faith alone is the means of justification. In fact, Paul is adamant 
that faith without love amounts to nothing (1 Cor 13:2); what truly avails is “faith 
working through love” (Gal 5:6). Thus, the Pauline notion of faith cannot be 
reduced to an intellectual assent or trust, but represents the total response of the 
believer to Christ, and this includes “obedience” to Christ (Rom 1:5; 16:26). 
Moreover, justification by faith is effected in the liturgical context of baptism. Paul 
indicates as much when he tells the Corinthians: “But you were washed, you were 
sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit 
of our God” (1 Cor 6:11). Baptism, being the sacrament of faith, is therefore the 
sacrament of justification (Titus 3:5–7). 

Likewise, because the grace that justifies is a “free gift of righteousness” (Rom 
5:17), Paul insists that man cannot be the author of his own justification, either by 
the performance of good works in general (Titus 3:5), or by the observance of 
specific works of the Law (Rom 3:28). Were this possible, humanity would have an 
occasion for boasting in itself (Rom 4:2; Eph 2:8–9) rather than in the Lord (1 Cor 
1:30–31). 
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However, questions seem to have come up. Important clarification on the doctrine 
of justification is found in the Letter of James (Jas 2:14–26). Many scholars hold 
that James addressed the issue because of misunderstandings circulating about 
Paul’s emphasis on justification by faith. James highlights the ongoing aspect of 
justification as a process—an idea that is also found in Paul, but with less 
prominence than the idea of the initial justification of the believer. 

Apparently some Christians in the early Church mistook Paul’s stress on “faith” to 
mean that “faith alone” justifies. This is incorrect and potentially dangerous, 
especially as it led some to dimmish or reject the importance of pursuing works of 
mercy and charity (Jas 2:14–17). James therefore asserts that believers are also 
“justified by works” (Jas 2:21). To demonstrate the point, he shows that not only 
was Abraham righteous by faith, and thus established in a state of friendship with 
God (Jas 2:23), but Abraham also put that faith into action when the Lord called 
him to sacrifice Isaac (Jas 2:21). This act also became an occasion for Abraham’s 
justification; only it was not the initial declaration of his righteousness, but a 
further advancement in righteousness made possible by his faith made active in 
works. James thus concludes from this scriptural example: “You see that a man is 
justified by works and not by faith alone” (Jas 2:24). 

Based on his writings, Paul would heartily agree with this assessment. For he too 
maintains the importance of works, not as a means of establishing one in a 
righteous covenant relation with God, but as a means of fulfilling the obligations of 
the covenant and thereby growing in righteousness (Rom 6:13, 16). For him, saving 
faith must be a working faith, for “it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous 
before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified” (Rom 2:13). 1 

 
1 Hahn, S., ed. (2009). In Catholic Bible Dictionary (p. 496-499). Doubleday. 
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