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Exhortation 2: Justification  
Michael Harrison (1640-1729) 
Isa. 45:24-25 
I. The Text Opened 

A.  Isa. 45:24-25 
1. "Surely, shall one say, in the LORD have I righteousness and strength: even to 
him shall men come; and all that are incensed against him shall be ashamed. In the 
LORD shall all the seed of Israel be justified, and shall glory." (Isa. 45:24-25). 

II. The Doctrine from the Text  
A. Doctrine: it is the duty and character of justified believers, to 
acknowledge and profess, that, the righteousness by which they are 
justified is in the Lord, and not in themselves. 

1. I am now to show you the nature of justification, or, what it is. 
a) Here is a description of justification: justification is an a quittance or 
discharge at God’s bar from all that the accusing Law has to lay to our 
charge, and God’s giving such a righteousness, by virtue of which, we can 
lay claim to eternal life as ours. 

2. Here are two parts of justification: 
a) A discharge from what the condemning Law has to lay to our charge.  

(1) Now the Law pronounces a curse.  
(2) Gal. 3:10 says. “For as many as are of the works of the law are under a curse; for it is 
written, cursed is every one, that continueth not in all things, written in the book of the 
law to do them.”  
(3) By the Law here is meant the Covenant of Works, as appears from, “Cursed be he 
that confirmeth not all the words of this law to do them. And all the people shall say, 
Amen,” (Deut. 27:26).  
(4) Here the apostle borrows this idea. To be under the curse of the Law, is to be liable 
to all the penalties the Law threatens.  
(5) Now eternal separation from God, is what the Law threatens to its breakers; for 
that first threatening in Gen. 2:17, “In the day thou eatest thereof, thou shalt surely die,” 
is threefold involving a temporal, a spiritual and an eternal death.  
(6) Now from this curse and death we must be acquitted.  
(7) This is the pardon of sin, “Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man 
his thoughts: and let him return unto the LORD, and he will have mercy upon him; and 
to our God, for he will abundantly pardon,” (Isa. 55:7).  
(8) “In whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, according 
to the riches of his grace,” (Eph. 1:7).  

(a) This forgiveness is of mere grace, Eph. 1:7, according to the riches of his 
grace. 

b) 2nd. The second branch of justification is by pleading a righteousness, or 
a satisfaction at God’s bar. 

(1) We are by nature sinners, and by the Law accused or impleaded at God’s bar; to this 
accusation we must plead guilty or not guilty.  
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(a) No one can plead not-guilty, for we are all under sin, Romans 3:9 says, 
“All the world is become guilty before God,” (Compare, “Now we know that 
what things soever the law saith, it saith to them who are under the law: that 
every mouth may be stopped, and all the world may become guilty before God,” 
(Romans 3:19)).  
(b) Therefore, the accused sinner must plead guilty; and in order to bring him 
off at God’s bar, he must plead one of the following: 

(2) Either mere sovereign mercy, where he says, Lord, I have sinned and deserved your 
wrath and curse, but you are a merciful and gracious God, ready to pardon, willing to 
forgive; a God which takes no pleasure in the misery and sufferings of your creatures.  

(a) I therefore plead free and sovereign mercy. 
(b) In this way the condemned creature throws himself on the mercy of the 
Judge.  
(c) This is not properly to plead, but to beg.  
(d) I do not say that God could not have saved the sinner this way, by passing 
a mere act of sovereign grace without respect to his justice.  
(e) But I do say, God will not do it.  
(f) He will save sinners in such a way as his justice, as well as mercy, shall be 
glorified in their salvation.  
(g) Therefore, mere mercy cannot be pleaded.  

(3) Therefore:  The accused sinner must plead a satisfaction to the Law, a 
righteousness, such as the Law and justice of God requires. 

(a) This is indeed the way, in which we are to look for justification.  
(b) We must plead a satisfaction made to divine justice, and a righteousness, 
in which we may stand righteous at God’s bar.  
(c) This must be either a righteousness inherent in our own persons, which is 
the righteousness of sanctification; or without us the merits and righteousness 
of another. 

c) Inherent in ourselves.  
(1) It is true, all God’s saints are inherently righteous, for by that blessed work of 
regeneration and sanctification they are truly, though not perfectly righteous.  
(2) As it is said of Zachariah and Elizabeth in Luke 1:6, they were both righteous before 
God, walking in all the ordinances and commandments of the Lord blameless.  
(3) They were not sinless and legally righteous, but they allowed no sin, sincerely 
endeavoring to keep a good conscience both towards God and man.  
(4) All regenerate believers are in this way righteous. God testifies of Noah in Genesis 
7:1, “Thee have I seen righteous before me in this generation.”  
(5) But this inherent righteousness of sanctification, cannot be pleaded at God’s bar for 
our justification. Why? 

(a) 1. Because the Holy Scripture abundantly assures us, that no one ever yet 
was, nor ever yet shall be justified by any righteousness in them, or worked out 
by them. Phil. 3:9, “And be found in him, not having mine own righteousness, 
which is of the law, but that which is through the faith of Christ, the 
righteousness which is of God by faith.”  
(b) And, “For they being ignorant of God's righteousness, and going about to 
establish their own righteousness, have not submitted themselves unto the 
righteousness of God,” (Romans 10:3).  
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(c) The Jews are said to be ignorant of God’s righteousness, and went about to 
establish their own righteousness.  
(d) Now that which the Scripture calls our own righteousness, is the grace of 
God in us by sanctification; that new obedience we are helped to perform by the 
Holy Spirit, given to us in regeneration.  
(e) This is elsewhere called the deeds of the Law, (Romans 3:20).  
(f) By the deeds of the Law no one ever yet, nor ever will be, justified in his 
sight. 

(6) 2. None can be justified by their own inherent righteousness, or sincere obedience to 
the Gospel.  

(a) The reason is this, because to be in this way justified would be to be 
justified by works.  
(b) What else is sanctification, but a new creation by the sanctifying virtue of 
the Holy Spirit to good works, and sincere obedience?  
(c) What else is it but good works, or the works of righteousness?  
(d) We read therefore, of the work of faith and labor of love. “Remembering 
without ceasing your work of faith, and labour of love, and patience of hope in 
our Lord Jesus Christ, in the sight of God and our Father,” (1 Thess. 1:3). 

3. Now the Holy Scripture excludes all works from justification.  
a) Romans 4:5, “To him that worketh not, but believeth on him that 
justifieth the ungodly,” etc.  

(1) Every believer is a worker.  
(2) He is still laboring to work the works of God, to yield sincere obedience to God’s 
Law.  
(3) But he does not work with a design to be justified by his works.  
(4) In this way faith without works justifies. 
(5) The righteousness that must justify us at God’s bar, must be a sinless and spotless 
righteousness. 
(6) There must be no blemish in it, but it must perfectly answer the Law that accuses 
and condemns us. 
(7) But our own inherent righteousness of sanctification, is full of spots and blemishes, 
and no way answers the terms of the Law; which requires perfect obedience, and curses 
everyone that does not answer its demands in every point, “For as many as are of the 
works of the law are under the curse: for it is written, Cursed is every one that 
continueth not in all things which are written in the book of the law to do them,” (Gal. 
3:10). 
(8) For if we keep the whole Law, and fail in one point, we are guilty of all, (James 2:10). 

b) Now our inherent holiness is weak, spotted and imperfect. 
(1) 1 Kings 8:46 says, “There is no man that doth good and sinneth not.”  
(2) 1 John 1:8 says, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in 
us.”  
(3) Therefore, we cannot be justified by our own sincere obedience. 

c) If we are justified by anything in ourselves, then have we something to 
glory in, in ourselves. 

(1) Romans 4:2, “If Abraham was justified by works, he has whereof to glory, but not 
before God.”  
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(2) But all that are justified at God’s bar, are justified in such a way as they have 
nothing to glory in, in themselves. 
(3) Romans 3:27, “Where is boasting then? It is excluded,” etc. Eph. 2:8, “By grace ye are 
saved.” 

d) 5. If we are justified by anything in ourselves, then we are not justified by 
grace. 

(1) Rom. 4:4, “Now to him that worketh, the reward is not reckoned of grace, but of 
debt.”  
(2) All that are justified, are justified by mere grace. 
(3) Rom.3:24, “Being justified freely by his grace.” 

4. Objection. 
a) If God accepts us as righteous for our own sincere obedience to the 
Gospel, as if it were legal and perfect, merely for the satisfaction of Christ; 
is not this of mere free-grace? 
b) Answer. It is granted that all that is worked in us in our regeneration, or 
done by us in a course of holy obedience, is all of mere grace. 

(1) Whatever we are, it is by the grace of God we are what we are. 
(2) “But by the grace of God I am what I am: and his grace which was bestowed upon 
me was not in vain; but I laboured more abundantly than they all: yet not I, but the grace 
of God which was with me,” (1 Cor. 15:10). 
(3) Some think Jesus Christ purchased for us a remedial Law, by which our faith and 
sincere obedience to the Gospel shall be accepted (through Christ’s merits) as if it were 
legal and perfect, and we are thereby justified and accepted at God’s bar. 
(4) Yet it must also be observed and granted that whenever in Scripture we are said to 
be saved by grace, justified by grace, in those places grace is opposed to all manner of 
works, evangelical as well as legal. 
(5) He that has anything in himself to plead, and to bring him off at God’s bar, may 
challenge justification as something which is due to it. 
(6) So that to be justified by free-grace, or by faith, which is all one, is to be accounted 
righteous at God’s bar, not for any works, righteousness or obedience of our own. 
(7) It is only by, and for the active and passive obedience of Jesus Christ received by 
faith, who of God is made to us righteousness, “But of him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of 
God is made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption,” (1 
Cor. 1:30). 

c) 6. If Abraham, who was the pattern of justification, was not justified by 
works, or by any acts of Evangelical obedience, then no one else can be. 

(1) Abraham was not justified by works, “Now to him that worketh is the reward not 
reckoned of grace, but of debt,” (Rom. 4:4). 
(2) Therefore, no one ever was or can be justified by works before God. 

5. Objection. The Apostle James says in James 2:21, “Abraham was justified by 
works,” and in verse 24 he says, “Ye see then how that a man is justified by works, 
and not by faith only.” Now how shall we reconcile these two apostles Paul and 
James, where one says, we are justified by faith only without works, and the other 
says, we are not justified by faith only, but by works also. 

a) Answer. These two apostles may be reconciled by rightly distinguishing 
and understanding these two terms: justification and faith. 
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(1) 1. If we rightly understand this term justification, there is a twofold justification, 
the one at God’s bar, the other before men, or in our own consciences. 

(a) 1). There is a justification at God’s bar, and that is an acquitting or 
absolving the sinner at God’s bar from the guilt of all sin, and accepting the 
person so acquitted as righteous, for the righteousness of another imputed to 
them. 
(b) This is not for any works done by the persons themselves, but of free-grace, 
as the apostle proves in Romans 4:4-5, and when St. 
(c) Paul speaks of justification, in Romans chapters 3-5; and in the epistle to 
the Galatians, and elsewhere, he speaks of it in this sense. 
(d) We are in this sense justified only by faith, apprehending the righteousness 
of another. 
(e) Works bear no part in our justification at God’s bar. 

(2) However, consider in James that: 2). Sometimes justification is taken for a 
declaration of a man’s righteousness before men, or an evidence of one’s justification in 
his own conscience, and this is by works. 

(a) For how shall I appear to others to be a righteous, justified person, but by 
my good works?  
(b) Our Lord has directed to judge a tree by its fruit, by their works you shall 
know them, or how shall a Christian know that he is justified at God’s bar, but 
by an internal evidence in his own soul, that he truly loves God, believes in 
Christ, and sincerely obeys the Gospel?  
(c) “For our rejoicing is this, the testimony of our conscience, that in 
simplicity and godly sincerity, not with fleshly wisdom, but by the grace of 
God, we have had our conversation in the world, and more abundantly to you-
ward,” (2 Cor. 1:12). 

(3) Now St. James, in James 2, does not speak of justification before God. 
(a) Abraham was justified at God’s bar at least twenty-five years before he 
offered up his son, as appears by this, “And he believed in the LORD; and he 
counted it to him for righteousness,” (Gen. 15:6). 
(b) So that James speaks only of a declarative justification before men, and in 
our own consciences. 
(c) So when Abraham is said to be justified by offering up Isaac, the meaning 
is, by his sincerity this was made known to him. 
(d) He had a full and clear discovery that his faith was a saving, justifying 
faith, “And he said, Lay not thine hand upon the lad, neither do thou any thing 
unto him: for now I know that thou fearest God, seeing thou hast not withheld 
thy son, thine only son from me,” (Gen. 22:12). 

b) 2. This seeming difference between St. Paul and St. James may be 
reconciled, by considering and rightly distinguishing the meaning of this 
term faith. 

(1) Now faith is taken sometimes, 1. For a true, saving, lively faith, which works by 
love, and is productive of all holy obedience, and this is that faith St. Paul means, when 
he says, we are justified by faith only. 
(2) 2. The word faith is sometimes taken for a false, dead and barren assent to the 
Gospel; and this is such a faith as devils and hypocrites may be supposed to have, and 
this is the faith St. James opposes in justification. 
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(3) We are not justified by faith, i.e. by a dead, barren, unactive assent to the Gospel. 
(4) But Abraham and Rahab were justified by works, i.e. their good works justified 
their faith, or proved that their faith was a truly lively, saving and justifying faith. 
(5) In this way these two apostles are reconciled.  
(6) St. Paul separates works from justification, but not from faith. 
(7) St. James joins works to faith, but not for justification at God’s bar, but before men, 
and in our own consciences. 

(a) Now by what has been said, it is abundantly evident that we have no 
righteousness in ourselves, by which we can be justified at God’s bar. 
(b) But that righteousness by which we are justified before God, must be a 
righteousness of another, performed for us, and in our stead. 

(8) Now my next work is to show you what that is. 

III. The Text Applied 
A.  


