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34. Justification by faith 

Calvin, Institutes, III.xi-xvi (1:725-802) 

Introduction 

We turn in session 34 of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course to the doctrine of justification by 

faith. This subject was hotly debated during the Reformation, and Calvin has an extensive section 

on the topic (and related issues such as the place of good works and Christian freedom) running 

from III.xi to III.ixx – a total of 125 pages. In this session we’re covering a shorter section, III.xi-xiii, 

and within this we’ll focus our attention in the tutorial on III.xi. Questions related to III.xii-xiii are 

included below, but they’re marked with a *; please omit them if you’re pressed for time 

Questions for reflection 

i. What is “justification”? What does “justified by faith” mean? What does “justified by works” 

mean? 

ii. Does the Bible teach that we are justified by faith alone, and not by works? If so, where? 

iii. Does the Bible teach that we are justified by works, and not by faith alone? If so, where? 

iv. Would you affirm the Reformation maxim “sola fide”? If so, what do you think it means? 

Study questions 

Chapter xi 

1. How does Calvin define justification in III.xi.2? How does he distinguish justification by faith 

from justification by works (III.xi.2)? 

2. What texts does Calvin cite in support of his definition of justification? Do they support the 

point he is seeking to make? 

3. What other words does Calvin believe are also used in Scripture to refer to justification (III.xi.4)? 

For reflection: What do you think about Calvin’s use of these different terms? Would you want to 

maintain sharp distinctions between them, or do you agree with Calvin that their meanings overlap 

or even coincide?  

In sections 5 to 12, Calvin examines and critiques the doctrine of justification held by Osiander, a 

German Lutheran theologian who occasionally finds himself on the sharp end of Calvin’s pen.  

4. What does Calvin think of Osiander’s doctrine of justification (III.xi.5)? Can you work out from 

Calvin’s critique what Osiander actually thought (III.xi.5)? 

5. How does Calvin respond to Osiander’s objection that faith does not justify in itself? (III.xi.7) 

6. How, according to Calvin, does justification relate to union with Christ (III.xi.10)? 



Emmanuel Evangelical Church Guided Reading Course (34) 2 

Osiander believed that “justification” cannot be “a legal term,” since (as Calvin explains) Osiander 

insisted that to be justified “we must actually be righteous” (III.xi.11, italics added). It wouldn’t be 

right, in Osiander’s view, for God to justify people who remain wicked in themselves. Calvin 

responds in section 11. 

7. How does Calvin respond to Osiander’s claim that “it would be insulting to God, and contrary to 

his nature, to justify those who still remain wicked” (III.xi.11)? 

In sections 13 to 20, Calvin addresses another set of misunderstandings centred around the 

medieval scholastic view that we can be justified by good works. 

8. What, according to Calvin, does “the greater part of mankind imagine” (III.xi.13)? How does 

Calvin respond (III.xi.13)? 

9. What is the “subtle evasion” that “the Sophists” employ to get around Calvin’s argument 

(III.xi.14)? How does Calvin respond? 

10. In III.xi.15 Calvin explains the medieval Catholic Lombard’s view that “justification is given to us 

through Christ in two ways.” Can you explain what Lombard means by these “two ways”? 

For reflection: What implications would Lombard’s view be likely to have for our assurance of 

salvation? Why? 

11. How does Calvin respond to Lombard’s view in III.xi.16? 

12. What does Calvin believe is “the distinction between law and gospel” (III.xi.17)? 

For reflection: Bearing in mind Romans 4:1–8, what do you think of Calvin’s distinction between 

law and gospel? (Hint: how was Abraham justified?) 

13. How, in Calvin’s view, is justification related to the forgiveness of sins (III.xi.22) and the 

imputation of Christ’s righteousness (III.xi.23)? 

The following questions focus on III.xii-xiii, which we probably won’t have time to cover in detail 

during the tutorial. 

*14. Why is it so important to contemplate the judgment and perfect righteousness of God (see 

especially III.xii.1, 4, 8) 

In III.xiii, Calvin explores two themes undergirded by the doctrine of justification by faith: (1) the 

glory of God; and (2) peace for our consciences. 

*15. How, according to Calvin, does the doctrine of justification by faith secure the glory of God 

(III.xiii.1-2)? 

*16. How, according to Calvin, does the doctrine of justification by faith secure peace for our 

consciences (III.xiii.3-5)? 

 


