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The pilgrim is an alien in search of a home. He is a stranger in an hostile country whose hope is to find rest. Whether the image is of the Israelites wandering in the wilderness or of the Puritans who sought an untouched land where their faith might flourish, the pilgrim is a journeyman, a wanderer in search of a home.


Peter uses this concept to describe the scattered Christians of Asia Minor. In 1 Peter 2:11 his readers are addressed as "strangers and pilgrims" (KJV) or "aliens and exiles" (RSV). Their search for a home, however, is not an uncertain one. The biblical concept of hope as expectation and anticipation is clearly articulated in 1 Peter 1:3-9. We as Christians have experienced a new birth which gives us a living hope. It is a hope grounded in the resurrection of Jesus and sustained by the power of God through faith. We wait for, anticipate and expect the revelation of our hope in the last time. We await the goal of our faith, the salvation of our souls. The pilgrim here is not an uncertain wanderer who is in doubt of his destiny, or quaking in his boots about the prospect of what might or might not happen in the last time. Rather, he is certain of his salvation. He rejoices in his hope. Hope is what sustains the pilgrim in an hostile society. It is the certain hope of his inheritance that enables him to plod through the darkness of this world.


In the history of theology, however, the concept of pilgrim underwent a significant development which reversed this biblical concept of hope. One of the best illustrations of this is the trial and execution of Joan of Arc in 1431. Her judges condemned her on the basis of this pronouncement (among others): "This woman sins when she says she is as certain of being received into Paradise as if she were already a partaker of...glory, seeing that on this earthly journey no pilgrim knows if he is worthy of glory or of punishment, which the sovereign judge alone can tell."
[1] In medieval theology pilgrims were always "unworthy and uncertain of their fatherland."
[2] 


This approach to hope, an uncertain wishful-thinking, or an uncertain groping in the twilight, was a focal point of Roman Catholic theology in the sixteenth century. Even the Pope himself could not be certain of his salvation, and anyone who claimed certainty regarding their eternal destiny was anathema.
[3] The medieval pilgrim is lost in a sea of uncertainty. His hope is a mixture of fear and doubt. He cannot feel certain about his eternal destiny.
[4] 


This is quite different from the biblical pilgrim who through faith is certain of his hope. The biblical pilgrim knows that he has eternal life (1 John 5:13). But why the change Why the development from the certain hope pictured in Scripture to an uncertain hope in late medieval theology The answer to that question lies in the larger issue of the relationship between grace and works.

 


MEDIEVAL UNCERTAINTY AND THE REFORMATION'S RESPONSE
 


The sixteenth century saw a widespread rebellion against the anxiety and uncertainty that late medieval piety created. While the Reformation had its intellectual and scholarly dimensions, the roots of the tremendous explosion of religious activity in the early sixteenth century are found in the release that people experienced from the burden of religion.
[5] The Roman Catholic system of works, its system of penance and absolution, had become oppressive. Institutionally it created anxiety by its extremely "demanding penitential system" which did not permit the full assurance of salvation and, therefore, did not effectively remove "religious guilt and anxiety this side of eternity."
[6] In order to understand the Protestant rebellion against this system, and consequently gain a perspective for our discussion today, we need to understand why it created this anxiety. To do this, I turn to examine the soteriology of Gabriel Biel with whose students Luther studied at the University of Erfurt.
[7]
 

The Soteriology of Gabriel Biel
[8]
 


The central concept of Biel's soteriology is that God has made a covenant with man to accept as righteous something that is not truly righteous. He believed God decided to accept man's best efforts as meritorious (meritum de congruo) even though they are not in themselves meritorious (meritum de condigno). While those efforts could never earn salvation on their own terms in the context of strict justice, God, through his covenant with man in Christ, determined to accept something less than what strict justice demanded. Instead of perfect obedience by which genuine merit is earned, God would now accept something less on the part of man's obedience. He would ask man to measure up to something less than perfect righteousness, but measure up nonetheless.


God is gracious in that he has lowered the requirement of human righteousness that is necessary for salvation. God in his mercy and for the sake of Christ no longer requires perfect obedience. He will now accept man's feeble attempt at righteousness in the place of that perfect righteousness. The work of Christ on the cross lowered the standard and gave us the moral example and teaching we needed to measure up to that lower standard.


However, this places a tremendous burden on human effort. While the standard is lower, we still must measure up to it. For example, the heart of man must be dedicated to the hatred of sin and the love of God and he must seek God's forgiveness in the sacraments of the Catholic Church, particularly the act of penance. The key phrase that characterizes these attempts is that everyone must seek to do his best. God will not, Biel says, deny grace to anyone who is doing his best.


The problem, however, is that "although a sinner may be certain of God's mercy in granting his grace to those who do their very best, he has no certainty that he has in fact done his very best."
[9] For example, in order to do your best, you must love God with all your heart; a love that is pure and undefiled. The medieval believer found such a task impossible. Even his best efforts were still defiled. Thus, the best assurance one could have in this medieval context was a conjectural one. He could only guess that he had, in fact, measured up to God's lowered standard. "Since it is nearly impossible to be absolutely certain of this heroic motivation (that is, doing your very best, JMH), it is indeed not more than conjecture if one feels on these grounds that he is in a state of grace."
[10] This kind of assurance which is mere conjecture created deep anxiety, doubt and fear. Have I measured up Do I feel sorry enough Have I done enough Do I love God deeply enough It was this kind of assurance that Luther found fundamentally unbiblical and unsatisfying.

 

Luther's Response

 


In 1505 Luther became a monk in the wake of a terrifying encounter with possible death. He quickly found his life as a monk a terrifying experience as well. Through the rigor, self-flagellation and confessionals of the Augustinian Order, Luther came to believe that his soul felt and drank "nothing but eternal punishment."
[11] Even though he was the best monk one could be,
[12] Luther was plagued with doubt about his salvation and he feared God's judgment.


Luther's problem with assurance was that he viewed the righteousness of God as a punishing righteousness to which man must measure up, even if the standard has been mercifully lowered. In order to be considered righteous in God's sight, one has to be genuinely righteous (though in an inferior sense). He has to perform works of righteousness, that is, he has to do righteousness, to be righteous, in order to achieve this standard of God's righteousness so as to avoid punishment. Consequently, assurance rests on one's assessment of his own righteousness; whether he has effectively measured up; whether he has been good enough.


Luther broke through this anxiety when he came to a new understanding of what the "righteousness of God" means in Romans. Previously he had understood that righteousness as solely the justice of God by which he punishes sinners. Now he also came to understand it as the righteousness which God gives to believers in Christ. The righteousness of God is the right standing God gives to believers on the basis of the work of Christ. The righteousness of God is not something to be feared, but to be received in faith.


One of the first of Luther's works to attempt to outline this perspective is a pamphlet entitled On Two Kinds of Righteousness.
[13] Here he distinguishes between an active and a passive righteousness. Active righteousness is one which we earn for ourselves; it is our personal righteousness. Passive righteousness is a righteousness which we receive but we did not earn nor personally achieve. It is a righteousness which comes from outside of ourselves as opposed to one which comes from within us. It is the difference between saving ourselves by our own personal righteousness through measuring up or being saved by God's gift of righteousness in Christ through faith.


This was a breakthrough of assurance for Luther. Instead of being the struggling sinner who was constantly in doubt of his salvation and living in fear of the punishing righteousness of God, he now became the confident believer who stands righteous in the sight of God on the basis of Christ's work. Instead of the believer who works to measure up to a standard of righteousness in order to be saved, he now became the assured believer who has accepted God's gift of righteousness in Christ. Instead of wondering whether he was righteousness enough in the sight of God, he now knew that in Christ God considered him righteous despite his struggles with sin.

 

Two Theological Distinctions 

 


Luther's response to late medieval theology yielded two important theological distinctions which I think are biblically rooted.


First, there is a distinction between the ground of our salvation and the means by which we appropriate it. The ground of our salvation is the merit by which we stand before God. It is that which earns our righteous standing before God. The means by which we are saved is the method of appropriation. It is the way in which we receive our righteous standing before God.


The ground of our salvation is something wholly outside of ourselves. It is external to us; it comes from outside of us. Titus 3:5 explicitly denies that we are saved by "works of righteousness," that is, works which earn righteousness. We are not saved on the basis of the merit of our own obedience or works. We are not saved on the ground that we are good enough. Rather, we are saved by the merits of Christ and not our own. It is for the sake of Christ that God saves us. It is the righteousness of God that is imputed to us as a gift. The righteousness by which we are saved is not earned or churned up by our own moral and positive obedience. We are not saved by the righteousness which is inherent to us. Our obedience, no matter how blameless it may be, will never be sufficient to earn us a righteous, perfect standing before God.


It is in this sense that we can say salvation is wholly of God, that is, the merit or righteousness by which we are justified in the sight of God is not our own; it is the gift of God. The ground of our salvation, then, is the grace of God alone as it is offered to us in Christ Jesus. We did not earn the death of Christ nor did we measure up to the obedience of Jesus himself. We as imperfect and sinful beings have failed to live up to the standard of God's righteousness. Thus, when God accepts us, he accepts us on some other basis than our own righteousness. He imputes to us a righteousness which is not our own. We are justified on the merits of what Christ has done, not on the merits which we have earned.


Salvation, however, does not come to everyone. This gift of righteousness is not universally given to sinners. Rather, it is given to believers. Without faith no one can please God or enter into his presence since it is through faith that God gives his gift of righteousness. Faith is the means by which we receive the righteousness that comes from God. As a means, it does not contribute to the merit of our righteous standing, but it is the instrument by which the righteousness from God is received. The gift is the righteousness; faith is the open hand which receives the gift. Faith is an human act which responds to God's gracious offer of the gift of righteousness by accepting it. Faith, then, as a human act, is the means or instrument by which we appropriate salvation.


The second point is that there is a distinction between justification where righteousness is imputed to us and sanctification where we grow in personal holiness before God. Justification is that act of God which is accounted to believers so that we stand before him as if we had never sinned. We are acquitted of our sins. We are declared righteous. We stand righteous before God because God has imputed to us a righteousness which we did not earn. Sanctification, however, in its progressive sense,
[14] refers to the process by which we as Christians grow in personal holiness. In the context of progressive sanctification we seek to be transformed by the renewing of our minds into the image of Christ (Rom. 12:1-2).


Justification, then, is a forensic, legal declaration of righteousness. We are acquitted of any guilt before the judgment seat of Christ. We stand righteous in the sight of God on the ground of the work of Christ and through faith in Christ's propitiation we receive God's gift of righteousness. There are no degrees of righteousness here. Justification is the gift of God's righteousness which is 100% and is in no way defective.


Sanctification, however, is a process of growth that does involve a matter of degrees. Some Christians are weak in faith, others are strong. Some are immature, others are mature. Some display more of the Spirit's fruit than others. Through faith, we grow in personal holiness, in personal righteousness. We seek to serve God and are devoted to good works. We improve our service, our moral behavior and our brotherly relationships with each other through the process of that growth. We seek to be more and more conformed to the image of God's Son as we live our life in this present evil age.


Justification, then, is a forensic declaration in the great throne room of God's heavenly court by which we are accounted righteous in his sight. Sanctification is that process of faith by which we seek to conquer sin in our lives in this earthly pilgrimage. We are, at one and the same time, righteous by faith according to God's gift in justification and also sinners who continue to struggle with sin in this life. We are righteous in the sight of God and at the same time people who, through weakness, continue to sin even though we strive for holiness.


Luther correctly perceived the fundamental flaw in late medieval theology. Justification is not something which we earn through our own personal holiness. Rather it is a standing which we freely receive by faith; it is a gift of righteousness which God bestows upon us in Christ. The righteousness by which we are saved is not something that we have churned up for ourselves; it is not an inherent righteousness. While we are called to grow in personal holiness, this personal righteousness does not contribute to the merit of our standing before God or else we could boast in ourselves rather than in Christ. Justification and sanctification must be distinguished in order to preserve assurance and exclude boasting.

 


THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN JUSTIFICATION AND SANCTIFICATION
 


The two distinctions that I have just made raise some significant questions about assurance. What is the basis of my assurance if I am at one and the same time both righteous in the courtroom of God and sinner in my earthly existence On the one hand, as I look at the sin in my life and the struggles of my own weaknesses, how can I be assured On the other hand, if I am righteous in the sight of God, what does it matter that I sin These questions get to the heart of the issue because they raise the question of the relationship between justification and sanctification. This is, I believe, the real issue in our discussion of grace and works today. The key question is this: If grace saves through faith (if I am justified by faith on the basis of a righteousness that is not my own), how progressive must my sanctification be in order to retain my standing before God 

 

Two Extremes

 


There are two extremes which must be avoided as we attempt to answer this important question.


One extreme is antinomianism. Progressive sanctification implies a submission to law. We are under the law of God as his creatures and we bear an inherent responsibility to obey it and serve God. We as Christians must fulfill the law of Christ, the law of liberty (Gal. 6:2; James 2:12). When progressive sanctification is effectively severed from and unrelated to justification, then antinomianism results. If progressive sanctification is disconnected from justification, then justification is secured irrespective of sanctification. Consequently, personal holiness and service before God bear no relation to salvation or justification. There is, then, no need to be concerned about obeying the law of God. Antinomianism, in its rankest forms, means that no matter how I live my life, no matter how often I rebel against God, I remain justified by faith. This severs the sanctification of the believer from any meaningful relationship to his salvation.


In the history of theology pure antinomianism is difficult to find.
[15] Both Lutherans and Calvinists have had to deal with groups within their traditions which were antinomian in slant. Luther himself wrote a book entitled, Against the Antinomians.
[16] Antinomianism appears in the context of those who stress "salvation by faith alone" to the extent that the necessity of sanctification, and the works which exhibit it, are denied. We find, for example, some hyper-Calvinists arguing that it does not matter if one is an adulterer, thief or murderer, if he believes in Christ with some kind of intellectual assent, then he can be assured of his salvation. The most extreme interpretations of the Calvinist doctrine of "once saved, always saved" end up in antinomianism. If I believed that I was elect, and that nothing I did, no sin I could commit -- even a rebellious attitude -- could undermine my justification, I would be an antinomian because sanctification would be totally severed from justification.


Our pioneer preachers rightly rejected such antinomianism as it was expressed in frontier Calvinism. The biblical picture is quite clear, and it is the attempt to interpret some of these passages by would-be antinomians that has made pure antinomianism so rare. Paul, for example, links sanctification (obedience to the law of God) to the day of judgment. We will be judged by the deeds done in the body (2 Cor. 5:10). God will reward each person according to his deeds (Rom. 2:6). The description of the Great throne room scene in Revelation 20:12-13 relates the judgment of God to what good or evil the dead had done. In the context of these passages, antinomianism must be rejected. God has not completely severed justification from sanctification.


The other extreme is legalism. When progressive sanctification is too intimately tied to justification so that it becomes a further condition of justification, then progressive obedience to the law becomes the condition of salvation itself. Our salvation, then, depends on how well we keep the law. If our salvation depends on how well we keep the law, if it depends on our progressive sanctification, then the $64,000 question is: how progressive must our sanctification be in order to remain justified

There is no suitable answer when the question is asked in this manner. Must I be 50%, 60%, or can I be 10% on the scale of sanctification Perhaps it is even more complicated than that. Perhaps the percentage required of us is dependent not only on the amount of the law effectively kept, but also on how long we have been Christians. If you have been a Christian for only a year, then you are given a certain amount of "grace," or the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps if you have been a Christian for a year, 10% is acceptable. But if you have been a Christian for 20 years, then your threshold level might be 70%.


The problem with this line of thought, of course, is that Scripture gives us no such scale. Whatever the dividing line between what is sufficient sanctification and what is not sufficient is, it is something that none of us can decipher for ourselves much less for others. Take, for example, one of Biel's criteria: doing the best you can. None of us would deny that every Christian ought to do the best he can. But is any Christian really certain that he is doing the best he can, much less that another brother or sister is doing the best they can In fact, our problem is that we often come to realize that we have not done the best we could. We all recognize that the level of our progressive sanctification is deficient since it is not 100%.


This view of salvation can never attain any assurance because it can never answer the fundamental question: how progressive must our sanctification be in order for us to remain justified This approach to assurance burdens the believer with constant anxiety. It returns to the legalism of late medieval theology. It forces us to ask the questions: have I been good enough Have I done enough Consequently, we can never feel saved because we can never be sure that our level of sanctification is good enough.
Deathbed assurance, then, becomes a conjectural recounting of the goodness of one's life rather than trusting in God's gift of righteousness. To recount one's goodness as the basis of assurance is certainly to boast in works; a boasting that grace excludes. While our assurance is not based upon how or what we feel -- on the contrary, it is based on God's promises to us in his Word, -- nevertheless any theological system which does not permit a person to feel saved must be false.

 

The Principle of Submissive Faith

 


How, then, are justification and sanctification related If the two are not totally severed, but neither is justification dependent upon a certain level of sanctification, then what is it that relates these two aspects of our salvation There is, I believe, a principle that links the two and unites them for our salvation. It is the principle of submissive faith.
[17] It is summarized in the statement in Habakkuk 2:4, and repeated in the New Testament (Rom. 1:17; Gal. 3:11; Heb. 10:38): "the just shall live by faith." This is the principle by which all saints, in both the Old and New Testaments, were accounted righteous in God's sight.


The principle of submissive faith is also the means by which we are justified. According to Galatians 3:10-11, justification does not come from the works of law, but through a submissive faith. This is supported by the quotation of Habakkuk 2:4. Faith is the fundamental principle of justification, but this faith is not one that is alone. It is a faith that submits. It is a faith that obeys. Galatians 3:26-27 states that we are accounted children of God through faith because we have put on Christ in baptism. The emphasis is on Christ, not baptism. But baptism is the means by which or the context in which faith embraces Christ; where faith submits to Christ.


Baptism is an act of faith through which we are united with Christ. It is not an act of merit. It earns nothing. On the contrary, it receives everything because through
[18] it we are united with Christ and his benefits. Baptism is the expression of submissive faith by which we receive God's gift of righteousness. In baptism we passively receive God's gift rather than actively earn it. In this sense, baptism is not our work, but God's work. Luther himself effectively summarized this perspective in his Large Catechism:
[19]


Yes, it is true that our works are of no use for salvation. Baptism, however, is not our work but God's (for, as was said, you must distinguish Christ's baptism quite clearly from a bath-keeper's baptism). God's works, however, are salutary and necessary for salvation, and they do not exclude but rather demand faith, for without faith they could not be grasped...it becomes beneficial to you if you accept it as God's command and ordinance, so that, baptized in the name of God, you may receive in the water the promised salvation...




Thus you see plainly that Baptism is not a work which we do but is a treasure which God gives us and faith grasps, just as the Lord Christ upon the cross is not a work but a treasure comprehended and offered to us in the Word and received by faith.

Baptism, for Luther, was the objective mark of assurance.
[20] Whenever "our sins and conscience oppress us," he writes, "we must retort, 'But I am baptized! And if I am baptized, I have the promise that I shall be saved and have eternal life, both in soul and body'."
[21] When we doubt our assurance, we can look back to the moment of our baptism and remember God's promise to us; and if we continue in the same faith that led us to obey God's Word and receive the promise, then we can be assured of our present salvation because we believe the promise and the faithfulness of God to his promises. 


The principle of submissive faith is the means by which we are sanctified. The process of sanctification is rooted in faith. Our good works are works of faith; they flow from faith (1 Thess. 1:3). The best illustration of this is the "roll call" of faith in Hebrews 11. At the head of that chapter is the quotation of Habakkuk 2:4 in 10:38. It is not those who "shrink back," the Hebrew writer says, but "those who believe" that are saved (Heb. 10:39). That saving faith is then illustrated in chapter 11. It is a faith that obeys. It is a faith that submits to the commands of God. It is a faith that not only intellectually assents to God's existence ("believes that he is"), but also seeks to please him in every detail ("he rewards those who earnestly seek him," Heb. 11:6).


Abraham, more than any other individual in this list, exhibited this submissive faith (Heb. 11:8-19). He lived a faithful life by consistently submitting himself to the will of God. He lived the life of faith by believing on the promises of God. He trusted in God's faithfulness. Though his life was not without sin, even willful sin, he lived the life of submissive faith which was exhibited by his obedience to the will of God. 


Sanctification, therefore, is rooted in the principle of submissive faith. This faith is exhibited in obedience; in good works. The works of personal righteousness to which we are called flow from the principle of faith. The works, then, are a sign of the genuineness of our faith. 


The principle of submissive faith links justification and sanctification. There is a biblical text which, I think, summarizes the principle of submissive faith in the context of both justification and sanctification. Galatians 5:2-6 deals with both topics in the context of faith.


Anyone who attempts to be justified before God on the basis of obedience to law seeks a righteousness that is not by faith, but by works. They have, then, fallen from grace. Instead of seeking righteousness by means of an obedience to law through progressive sanctification, or by a righteousness which we have churned up for ourselves, we patiently wait for the righteousness that God will fully reveal. This is our hope. We hope for the full unveiling of God's gift of righteousness in the eschaton. Thus, we stand justified by faith and at the same time we wait for our hope to be revealed.


The principle which underlies both our standing and our waiting, both our justification and our sanctification, is stated in 5:6 -- "The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love." It is a loving, submissive faith that both justifies and sanctifies. It is a faith that works; a faith that loves; it is a faith that shows its genuineness by the way it works and the way it loves. 
Here, then, is the link between justification and sanctification. 


Here also is the principle which yields full assurance. The original question I asked in this section was: If grace saves through faith (if I am justified by faith on the basis of a righteousness that is not my own), how progressive must my sanctification be in order to retain my standing before God The question is actually misdirected. It is not a matter of how progressive my sanctification is or how much of the law I have kept well, but whether my attempts at sanctification are rooted in the proper principle -- the principle of submissive faith. My sanctification is acceptable before God if it is rooted in a genuine and submissive disposition of faith. My righteous standing before God does not depend upon how righteous I am or how progressive my sanctification is. Rather, through a submissive faith I at one and the same time stand 100% righteous before God's judgment seat on the basis of Christ's work and my level of sanctification is acceptable to him as it flows from the principle of submissive faith. Good works and sanctification naturally flow from such a disposition of faith. They are evidence of the genuineness of my faith.


In this context I have full assurance. I do not doubt my faith though my faith is often an admixture of doubt. I know whom I have believed even though my belief is often mixed with unbelief.
[22] The cry of the helpless father, "I believe, help my unbelief," characterizes my own faith (Mk. 9:24). I know that I trust Christ as my Savior and I know that my intention is to submit to anything that he asks me to do, though I often have trouble doing what I know to do. It is my faith, with its submissive approach to God, that erases the doubts that arise in the context of my sinfulness because I have received his gift of righteousness in Christ. My sin causes me to doubt, but my faith which seeks to love and serve God destroys the doubt as it looks to the merits of Christ rather than my own level of sanctification. When I look within myself, there is always reason to doubt (my righteousness will never measure up). But when I look to Christ alone I know that he is faithful to his promises, and God's gift of righteousness needs no contribution of merit from me. It is in that trust that my assurance is made full. May all the praise and glory and boasting be God's!

 


CONCLUSION
 


In conclusion, I call your attention to a significant passage that will not be formally addressed today. I think it is important to factor it into our discussion. Philippians 3 is a classic text for both justification and sanctification.
[23] 



The occasion for this text is Paul's response to some Judaizing teachers in Philippi. His thesis statement is that he will have no confidence in the flesh even though he has more reason than anyone else for such confidence (vv. 3,4). If anyone could claim the proper heritage, the proper zeal, and blameless obedience to God's law, it is Paul. However, Paul explicitly directs attention away from his own works; away from fleshly criteria. He gladly exchanges them for Christ. In verse 9 he explicitly states the nature of justification in words upon which we can hardly improve. He wishes "to be found in [Christ], not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ -- the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith." Thus, the ground of his justification is not the personal righteousness which he achieved by obedience to God's law, but rather the righteousness which he received as a gift from God through faith in Christ.


Verse 10 concerns the process of sanctification. Paul yearns to know the power of Christ's resurrection and the fellowship of Christ's suffering in his life. Through this life of power and suffering he hopes to reach his goal: glorification through resurrection from the dead. Paul does not make his sanctification a condition of justification. He knows his sanctification is incomplete; he knows he is not perfect (v. 12). He does not stand before God on the basis of how progressive his sanctification is. He struggles to "press on" so as to "take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold" of him. The goal is before him, and yet he knows that he falls short of it. But his confidence does not lie in his "pressing on" but in Christ Jesus who has already secured it for him. At his death, Paul will be found in Christ, and it is by that righteousness he will be saved, and not by the level of his own sanctification.


The meaning of Philippians 3 is wonderfully summarized by David Lipscomb in his Gospel Advocate commentary. He recognizes that the divine gift of righteousness is necessary if we are to have any assurance before God. He writes:
[24]


Even when a man's heart is purified by faith, and his affections all reach out towards God and seek conformity to the life of God it is imperfect. His practice of the righteousness of God falls far short of the divine standard. The flesh is weak, and the law of sin reigns in our members; so that we fall short of the perfect standard of righteousness; but if we trust God implicitly and faithfully endeavor to do his will, he knows our frame, knows our weaknesses, and as a father pities his children, so the Lord pities our infirmities and weaknesses, and imputes to us the righteousness of Christ. So Jesus stands as our justification and our righteousness, and our life is hid with Christ in God.

Our standing before God is dependent upon God's gift of righteousness in Jesus Christ. We struggle for perfection, but we do not attain it. However, in Christ we stand perfect before God through faith; through a faith that is submissive and "faithfully endeavors" to do the will of God. Our confidence, then, is not in the flesh, in our works or in our blamelessness before the standard of God's righteousness. Our confidence is in Christ who is ours through submissive faith. Christ stands in our place.


Paul contrasts two approaches toward salvation in this text. The distinction between them is the distinction between legalism and the gospel. Will we boast in the flesh or in Christ When you lay your head on your pillow at night, in what do you boast for your assurance Are you assured because you can list the good works you performed that day, or because you are confident about the level of your sanctification, or because you have just performed an act of penitential prayer that takes care of you for the night provided you do not sin before you fall asleep Or, are you assured because you boast only in Christ and know that your flesh is too deficient to sustain any kind of boast before God My assurances rests in Christ and not in myself. I will boast in Christ, and not in the flesh. As Paul wrote in Galatians 6:14, "May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ."


Our assurance, then, is not rooted in whether we have been good enough, whether we have reached a certain level of sanctification, whether we have done enough. Our assurance is based on God's promise in Christ which we have received through his inspired Word. God says: "If you will believe in Jesus and enter a relationship with me through baptism, then I will account you righteous. If you will submit your life to me and continue to trust in my Son throughout your life, then you can be confident of your salvation." This confidence is conveyed to us weekly when we commune with Christ in the Lord's Supper where we are assured by faith that Christ is ours as surely as the bread is eaten. The cross is our boast; it alone is the ground of our salvation. Baptism and the Lord's Supper are our means of faith.


God has given his church two objective markers of his love for us - baptism and the Lord's Supper. When we approach the cross through submissive faith in the context of baptism and the Lord's Supper, then we are assured of our relationship to God. We have God's promise, and God is faithful to his promises. Baptism initiates our covenantal relationship with God, and the Lord's Supper is its weekly renewal. Both events point us to Christ and not ourselves as the ground of our salvation. They point us to his death and resurrection as the basis on which we are accounted righteous in God's sight. In faith, we submit to the cross of Christ, and receive the promise. In the full assurance of faith, having our bodies washed and our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience, we draw near to God (Heb. 10:22). 


We are not pilgrims who are uncertain of our prospects. Our assurance does not rest upon the conjectures of the medieval pilgrim. Our assurance rests in the promises of God who accounts us righteous in Christ through the principle of submissive faith. We are pilgrims, but pilgrims certain of our home; certain that "when the roll is called up yonder," we'll be there.
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