
Emmanuel Evangelical Church Guided Reading Course (35) 1 

 

 

35. Justification and the Christian life 

Calvin, Institutes, III.xiv (1:768-788) 

Edwards, Justification by Faith Alone (extract) 

Introduction 

We’re continuing in session 35 of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course with the doctrine of 

justification, looking now at the relationship between justification and good works. We’ll be 

looking at Calvin, Institutes, III.xiv (1:768-788) and an extract from Jonathan Edwards’s Justification 

by Faith Alone. As we noted previously, the subject of justification was hotly debated during the 

Reformation, and Calvin deals with it extensively. It was also a hot topic in New England in 

Edwards’s time, and he returned to it repeatedly throughout his ministry as the doctrine of 

justification by faith alone came under attack from his theological opponents. 

Edwards’s work is available online at edwards.yale.edu. Hard copies will be supplied to students 

formally enrolled on the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course. 

Outline of Edwards’s Justification by Faith Alone 

Edwards’s work was written to argue the following proposition: “We are justified only by faith in 

Christ, and not by any manner of virtue or goodness of our own.” The work is divided into five 

sections, as follows: 

I. The meaning of the proposition. 

II. Evidence for the truth of the proposition. 

III. Explanation of the place of obedience in justification. 

IV. Answers to objections. 

V. Consideration of the importance of the doctrine. 

As ever, omit questions marked with a * if you’re pressed for time. 

Questions for reflection 

i. What might be meant by “progress in justification”? 

ii. Are all your righteous deeds like a polluted garment (Isaiah 64:6)? Or is God pleased with your 

good and faithful service (Matthew 25:21, 23)? Or both? 

iii. What might be meant by the term “nominal Christian”? Would you treat such a person 

differently from a Buddhist or an atheist? 

iv. How would you seek to persuade someone that we cannot justify ourselves in God’s sight? 
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Study questions on Calvin, Institutes, III.xiv (1:768-788) 

In III.xiv, Calvin is concerned to “examine what kind of righteousness is possible to man through 

the whole course of his life.” He begins by dividing people into four categories. 

1. What are the four categories into which Calvin believes all humanity may be divided (III.xiv.1)? 

For reflection: How do the people in group 1 differ from those in group 2? How do the people in 

group 2 differ from those in group 3?  

2. What would be God’s verdict on men if they were “judged according to their natural gifts” 

(III.xiv.1)? What biblical evidence does Calvin cite? What does Calvin say about those who excel in 

“that decency of morals which has some appearance of holiness among men” (III.xiv.1)? Do you 

agree? 

3. What does Calvin say about “all the notable endowments that manifest themselves among 

unbelievers” (III.xiv.2)? 

4. What, then, is wrong with the “good works” of those “who are estranged from the religion of 

the one God” (III.xiv.3)? 

5. How, according to Calvin (citing Augustine), does “our religion [distinguish] the just from the 

unjust” (III.xiv.4)? What biblical evidence does Calvin cite? 

For reflection: How is this related to Calvin’s earlier teaching about the centrality of union with 

Christ? 

6. What further biblical texts and theological arguments does Calvin outline in III.xiv.5-6 to support 

his insistence that we contribute nothing to our own justification in God’s sight? 

Calvin turns in III.xiv.7-8 to consider “hypocrites and nominal Christians,” that is, “the second and 

third classes in the above-mentioned division” (III.xiv.7; cf. question 1, III.xiv.1). 

7. Why, according to Calvin, are “all ungodly men, and especially all hypocrites ... puffed up with ... 

stupid assurance” (III.xiv.7)? 

For reflection: Have you ever encountered the attitude Calvin describes? Do you have any ideas 

about how to address it? 

*8. What point does Calvin seek to make from Genesis 4:4 at the end of III.xiv.8? 

In III.xiv.9-11 Calvin considers “what righteousness is possessed by those ... in the fourth class” 

(III.xiv.9), that is, those who are “regenerated by God’s Spirit” and “make holiness their true 

concern” (III.xiv.1; cf. question 1).  

9. How does Calvin describe the way(s) in which righteousness is displayed by true believers 

(III.xiv.9)? What further point does he add in III.xiv.10? 

In III.xiv.11, Calvin concludes his discussion of the righteousness displayed by true believers by 

highlighting “the pivotal point” of his “disputation” with the “Schoolmen,” i.e. the medieval 

Catholic Scholastic theologians (III.xiv.11). 

10. How do the Schoolmen “describe the righteousness of the regenerated man” (III.xiv.11)? In 

what respect(s) does Calvin disagree? What evidence does he provide to support his view? 
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In the rest of this chapter (III.xiv.12-21), Calvin discusses and critiques the medieval Catholic 

doctrine of “supererogatory works”. This is worth reading, and contains some great one-liners 

summarises some of what he’s said already, but we won’t look at this in detail in the tutorial.  

Instead, we’ll move on to an extract from Jonathan Edwards’s treatise Justification by Faith Alone, 

where he discusses the place that obedience may be said to have in justification. 

Study questions on Edwards, Justification by Faith Alone 

The pages references in the question below refer to the published version. These references are 

found in the printed handout in the form -- 144 --, -- 145 --, and so on. Note, however, that the 

page references appear at the top of the pages to which they refer. 

11. What has Edwards established “from what has been said already” (p. 201)? What else has 

“been shown, out of the Scripture” (p. 201)? In view of this, what place remains for “the acts of a 

Christian life” (p. 201) in justification? 

12. Edwards thinks that the place of works in justification can be determined only by “the 

resolving of another point” (p. 201). What is this point, and why do you think Edwards regards it as 

important? 

13. Edwards believes that “justification is by the first act of faith,” and yet “the perseverance of 

faith is not excluded” (p. 202). How, according to Edwards, do the following passages support this 

conclusion (p. 202): 

• John 15 

• Romans 8 

• Philippians 3 

• 1 John 2  

• Revelation 14? 

Do you agree with Edwards here? 

For reflection: Would you tell a new convert, “Your salvation is completely secure?” Why or why 

not? 

For reflection: Would you tell a new convert, “You are completely secure in Christ?” Why or why 

not? 

14. Can you explain how “the perseverance of faith ... comes into consideration” even though 

justification is by “the first act of faith” (p. 203)? Does this make sense to you? 

*15. Edwards believes that his argument is further supported by the fact that a new convert is 

justified not only “of all past sins, but also  of all future infirmities and acts of sin” (p. 203). Can you 

explain Edwards's argument here? Do you find it persuasive? 

16. How, according to Edwards, does the Lord’s Prayer support his argument (p. 204)?  

17. How do Hebrews 3 and Romans 11 support Edwards's view (p. 206)?  

18. How, then, are “the acts of an evangelical, child-like believing obedience” (p. 207) connected 

with our justification? 

 

 


