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36. Final Judgment and Future Justification 

Rich Lusk, “Future Justification: Some Theological 

and Exegetical Proposals.” 

Introduction 

Session 36 takes us to another aspect of the doctrine of justification – the doctrine of the Final 

Judgment (or Future Justification). We could delay our discussion of this subject until later in the 

course, when we consider eschatology. Indeed, we will return to this subject briefly when we look 

at the general resurrection, the Day of the Lord, and so on. However, as we shall see, it is very 

important to appreciate the close relationship between future justification and present 

justification, and so it seems wise to discuss the subject in detail at this point. 

There is a wide consensus within the Reformed tradition on this topic: that on the Last Day God 

will judge us according to our works. If you’re interested, you might want to check out John 

Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, pp. 60ff.; Herman Bavinck, The Last Things, pp. 140-141; 

Herman Bavinck, Our Reasonable Faith, pp. 564-565; G. C. Berkouwer, Faith and Justification, pp. 

103-112; Robert L. Dabney, Lectures in Systematic Theology, pp. 645, 848-849; Charles Hodge, 

Systematic Theology, 3:849-850; Anthony A. Hoekema, The Bible and the Future, pp. 258-261; 

James I. Packer, Concise Theology, pp. 259-260 (thanks to John Barach and David Field for the 

references), as well as William Ames, Jonathan Edwards, Thomas Goodwin, Benedict Pictet, 

Herman Ridderbos, Francis Turretin and James Ussher and chapter 33 of the Westminster 

Confession of Faith, to name just a few examples. 

However, most of the Reformed did not discuss the subject in much detail. It tends to be dealt 

with quite briefly and tangentially, perhaps because Reformed treatments of justification tended 

to be preoccupied with the errors of the medieval Catholic Church concerning justification by faith 

– the present status of the believer – rather than the character of the future judgment. For this 

reason, we will be looking at a more recent treatment of the theme (albeit one which touches 

briefly upon this historical background), namely Rich Lusk’s essay “Future Justification: Some 

Theological and Exegetical Proposals,” pp. 309-355 in A Faith That Is Never Alone, ed. P. Andrew 

Sandlin (La Grange, California: Keryma Press, 2007). 

Despite the broad Reformed agreement on the doctrine of the final judgment, this issue has 

become somewhat controversial among some Reformed and evangelical theologians in recent 

years. Perhaps the absence of detailed Reformed treatments of the topic has contributed to this, 

leading some to the (mistaken) conclusion that Reformed theology has no place for a doctrine of 

future judgment or justification according to works. Lusk’s essay is taken from a collection of 

essays entitled A Faith That Is Never Alone, written in response to Covenant, Justification, and 

Pastoral Ministry: Essays by the Faculty of Westminster Seminary California, ed. R. Scott Clark 

(Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2007), which takes a much more sceptical stance 

towards the doctrine of future judgment or justification according to works. This exchange is one 

of the more recent episodes in a long-running series of controversies (familiar to internet 

theologians under such monikers as Lordship Salvation, the Law/Gospel controversy, the Shepherd 

controversy, the New Perspective on Paul, and the Federal Vision) which have kept bloggers busy 

but done little to advance biblical understanding and Christian maturity among the people of God. 

As I’ve said before say, you’ll never learn decent theology on the internet. Our aim in reading 
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Lusk’s essay is not to “take sides” in regard to slogans which are now much more personal and 

political than theological, nor to give you ammunition for the comments section of your favourite 

cyber-theologian’s blog, but rather to think through the biblical and theological issues involved 

with the aim of better understanding the word of God.  

Hard copies of Lusk’s essay will be supplied to students formally enrolled on the Emmanuel Guided 

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

Questions for reflection 

i. How do you feel about the words of this song? 

The LORD rewarded me for doing right;  

he restored me because of my innocence.
 

For I have kept the ways of the LORD;  

I have not turned from my God to follow evil.
 

I have followed all his regulations;  

I have never abandoned his decrees.
 

I am blameless before God; 

I have kept myself from sin. 

The LORD rewarded me for doing right. 

He has seen my innocence. 

I have followed all his regulations;  

I have never abandoned his decrees.
 

ii. Is it possible for a Christian to keep God’s law? 

iii. What will happen on the final Day of Judgment? 

Study questions 

1. Lusk begins with six “preliminary principles that set the stage for this discussion” (p. 309). What 

are they (pp. 309-316)? (Note: The fourth, fifth and sixth principles are incorrectly numbered 

“third,” “fourth” and “fifth” on pp. 312-315.) 

Let’s look in a little more detail at a couple of these “preliminary principles,” beginning with the 

fourth. 

2. Can you explain the distinction between good works receiving eternal life, which Lusk and Calvin 

affirm; and good works meriting eternal life, which both Lusk and Calvin reject (p. 312)? 

Now let’s look at the fifth principle 

3. Why, according to Lusk, is it “actually a great comfort for believers to know that their works will 

be accepted in Christ at the last day” (p. 313)? How does N. T. Wright illustrate this claim (pp. 313-

314)? Do you agree? 

We turn now to the main body of the essay, beginning on p. 316. Lusk says that “the NT’s 

already/not-yet dynamic” pertains to “the entirety of our salvation” (p. 316). This is a familiar 

biblical theme: for example, we are already God’s children, for “we cry, ‘Abba, Father!’,” and yet 

we nonetheless “wait eagerly for adoption as sons” (Romans 8:15, 23).  

4. Lusk says that this “already/not-yet dynamic” (p. 316) also applies to our justification. Do you 

agree? 
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5. Lusk makes several distinct claims on pp. 317-318 about the character of our future justification. 

What are they? Do you agree? 

For reflection: Have you encountered any surprises so far? 

Having established that “in the final instalment of our justification, there is a very real sense in 

which works will be the decisive factor” (italics original), Lusk says that “it is crucial for us to relate 

initial and final justification to one another in the proper way” (p. 318). 

6. How, according to Lusk’s brief statement on p. 318, are initial and final justification related?  

The rest of Lusk’s essay is dominated by a discussion of three biblical texts – Romans 2:1-16, 

Numbers 19, and James 2 – which together clarify the relationship between present justification 

by faith and future judgment/justification according to works. 

Let’s begin with Romans 2:1-16 (pp. 318-329). Unless you know this passage by heart, please read 

it now, before proceeding with these questions. 

As you will have just seen, the key phrase in Romans 2:1-16 is Paul’s statement that “the doers of 

the law will be justified” (v. 13). As Lusk observes, “Some have argued that Paul must be thinking 

hypothetically since he elsewhere argues that no one can do good (Rom. 3:10-20) and works of 

Torah cannot justify (Rom. 3:28)” (p. 318). But Lusk, along with many other Reformed exegetes, 

takes a different view: Paul is speaking of the future justification of believers, who will be saved by 

“fidelity to the terms of the new covenant” (p. 319). 

7. Lusk advances eleven points on pp. 319-327 to support his reading of Romans 2:1-16. What are 

these points, and how does he believe they support his conclusion?  

For reflection: What do you think of Lusk’s reading of Romans 2:1-16? 

8. Lusk highlights three aspects of what he believes Paul is saying in Romans 2:1-16, which are 

related to “Christology, pneumatology [the doctrine of the Holy Spirit], and soteriology [the 

doctrine of salvation]” (p. 329). What are these three aspects? 

On pp. 329-333, Lusk discusses in a little more detail this “picture of future justification” (p. 329) 

and its relationship to present justification under the heading, “How Future Justification Works.” 

Let’s look at a couple of things he says. 

9. “Initial justification by faith is the really decisive thing” (p. 330, italics original). Why? 

10. “If initial justification is already settled by faith alone, why is there a final justification 

according to works?” (p. 330; see also pp. 331-332). 

11. “At the last day, when our works are approved and accepted, God will only be crowning his 

own gifts (as Augustine put it)” (p. 332, italics original). What does this mean? 

Lusk turns on pp. 333-342 to Numbers 19 and several other OT texts which show that “double 

justification is deeply woven into the typology of the OT” (p. 334). Unless you know Numbers 19 

by heart, please read it now. 

12. How do “the laws of purification in Numbers 19” reveal that “there are two resurrection (or 

justification) events” (p. 334)? 

13. How is the ceremonial pattern described in Numbers 19 related to “the already/not-yet 

pattern of redemptive history” (p. 335), particularly to the “already/not-yet” of justification (pp. 

335-336)? 
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*14. How does “this twofold resurrection/justification [explain] the texts in the Psalms where the 

Psalmist pleads his own righteousness” before God (p. 336, italics original)? 

For reflection: Does this exegesis of the Psalms help you to understand them? 

*15. “This same pattern [of initial/final justification] is seen in various historical types of the final 

judgment” (p. 337)? What examples does Lusk give here? Are you persuaded? 

In the section entitled “Twofold justification and the Necessity of Obedience” (pp. 339-342), Lusk 

engages directly with those critics who insist “that our deeds will be irrelevant to our standing in 

the final judgment” (pp. 339-340). He denies that works should be described as “instrumental in 

final justification,” for that terminology is normally reserved for faith which alone unites us to 

Christ (p. 340, italics original). He suggests that works might “perhaps” be described as “evidence 

in the final court scene,” while expressing the reservation that this might give the misleading 

impression that good works are “extrinsic to the whole process of salvation” (pp. 340-341, italics 

original). He prefers to say that obedience is a “condition of final justification,” for “obedience is 

just what faith does; it is faith in action” (pp. 341-342, italics original). 

[Personally, I think that the best answer to the question of whether faith, works or anything else 

can properly be described as an “instrument” or a “condition” of justification is found in Jonathan 

Edwards’ work Justification by Faith Alone, which clarifies the question considerably in just a few 

pages by re-orienting the whole question explicitly around the doctrine of union with Christ. 

Nonetheless, I think there is still value in Lusk’s analysis, which itself reflects terminology found 

elsewhere in the Reformed tradition. I agree with Lusk’s rejection of the term “instrumental,” and 

agree with his acceptance of the term “condition.” However, I would be more positive than he 

seems to be about the term “evidence.” It seems to me that to describe good works as the 

evidence to which God will look on the Last Day does not run the risk of making them “extrinsic” 

as Lusk fears; after all, if God finds no evidence of righteousness, he will most certainly not justify 

us. To describe good works as “evidence” places them at centre stage in what is, after all, God’s 

courtroom.] 

In the next section, entitled “The Grace of Judgment Day,” Lusk argues that some of his critics 

have misunderstood the character of the final judgment, thinking that even for believers the 

thought of a future judgment day could only be regarded as bad news. Lusk disagrees. 

*16. What biblical and/or theological reasons does Lusk give for thinking that the prospect of 

future judgment could be contemplated by believers as good news (pp. 343-346)? 

For reflection: Are you looking forward to the final judgment day? 

In the final section, entitled “James 2 and Eschatological Justification,” Lusk argues that “James 2 

and Romans 2 align perfectly” (pp. 346-347). Unless you have memorised James 2, please read it 

now. 

17. Lusk makes eleven points on pp. 347-354, which combine to elucidate his understanding of 

James 2 and to show how this text coheres with the teaching of Jesus and Paul. Try to summarise 

each of these points in turn. Do you agree with them all? 

18. Lusk concludes by stating “the biblical doctrine of justification more fully” (p. 354). Are you 

persuaded by what he says here? 

 

 

 


