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Lords Day 23 

The Christian Glorying in His Righteousness 

  Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.59. But what doth it profit thee now that thou believest all this? 

A. That I am righteous in Christ, before God, and an heir of eternal life. 

Q.60. How art thou righteous before God? 

A. Only by a true faith in Jesus Christ; so that, though my conscience accuse me, that I have 
grossly transgressed all the commandments of God, and kept none of them, and am still 
inclined to all evil; notwithstanding, God, without any merit of mine, but only of mere grace, 
grants and imputes to me, the perfect satisfaction, righteousness and holiness of Christ; even 
so, as if I never had had, nor committed any sin: yea, as if I had fully accomplished all that 
obedience which Christ has accomplished for me; inasmuch as I embrace such benefit with a 
believing heart. 

Q.61. Why sayest thou, that thou art righteous by faith only? 

A. Not that I am acceptable to God, on account of the worthiness of my faith; but because 
only the satisfaction, righteousness, and holiness of Christ, is my righteousness before God; 
and that I cannot receive and apply the same to myself any other way than by faith only. 

 

Introduction 

As a kind of application to our meditation upon the various articles of our confession which we 
have just concluded, the catechism devotes this, and the next Lord's Day to the question, "What now is 
the benefit of all this; what does it profit thee that thou believest all this?"  

This rich and clear and beautiful Lord's Day constitutes the practical conclusion which the Christian 
draws at the end of a certain section of the instruction of the catechism. The catechism started by 
pointing out to the Christian that he is sinful and corrupt. It then continued the instruction by asking, is 
there any possibility of salvation? To this the Christian answered that he cannot save himself, nor can 
any creature, not even an angel from heaven. If he is to be saved, he must have a mediator; and having 
found such a mediator, the catechism continued by asking, "Are all then saved in this mediator, even as 
they all perish in Adam?" To that the Christian answered, "No, only they who are engrafted into Christ 
by a true faith.” So the catechism continued to explain the nature of such faith. It asked the question, 
“What is the contents of this faith, that is, what does the Christian believe?” To which it answered, "All 
that God reveals in His word, as expressed in the twelve articles of faith.”  

This the catechism has just discussed; and now the practical question comes, What does it profit 
you to believe all this, that is, is there any fruit, any benefit, in believing this? And when the Christian 
wants to express all at once, what is the fruit of believing all that he has confessed in the preceding, the 
catechism explains that the fruit is this, "that we are righteous before God.”  

Righteousness is the key to all the other blessings of God. Righteousness is the key to salvation. If 
we have righteousness, we have all. If we have not righteousness, we have nothing. If we are to have 
communion and fellowship with God, we must be righteous. And as it is in the objective sense, so it is in 
the subjective sense, in the consciousness of the Christian. The Christian can have no feeling of peace 
with God except in the consciousness that he is righteous before God. Peace with God, as far as our 
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conscious life is concerned, is rooted in the awareness that we are righteous.  

It is for this reason that this Lord's Day is so extremely personal. Here no man can help you. Here 
you must walk alone. Here you must live alone, and die alone. We must stand alone when it comes to 
the question of righteousness. Therefore the catechism comes with the personal question, "What does 
it profit thee now that thou believest all this?" And the answer is just as personal, "That I am righteous 
in Christ, before God, and an heir of eternal life.” And the other two questions and answers are just as 
personal.  

Let us therefore, in speaking to you on The Christian glorying in his righteousness, preserve a 
personal note.  

 

Theme: The Christian Glorying in His Righteousness.  

1. The Righteousness in which He Glories.  

2. The Ground for His Glorying.  

3. The Faith by which He Glories.  

1. The Righteousness in which He Glories 

I must first call your attention to the fact that the leading subject under discussion in this Lord's Day 
is the relation between the faith of the Christian and his righteousness before God.  

When discussing the twenty-third Lord's Day, the mistake is often made that justification and 
saving faith are made the main subject. That is not so. The catechism has already discussed these things, 
and has finished them, so that this is not the real subject matter of this Lord's Day. The goal of this 
twenty-third Lord's Day is to bring our attention to the relation of our faith to our being righteous before 
God. Why is the believer considered righteous before God? Why is it that, no matter how sinful and 
corrupt I may be, God will forget it all and declare me righteous before God? Why is it? That is what we 
have here. This Lord's Day speaks of the righteousness of the believer, and of his glorying in that 
righteousness.  

First of all then, we must consider the righteousness in which the Christian glories. And then I must 
call your attention to the fact that it is essential to the Church to know that this righteousness is not a 
righteousness that the believer personally possesses. The righteousness which the Christian possesses is 
not his own.  

Righteousness is a legal matter, a judicial concept. It has to do with my legal worth according to the 
sentence of the judge. Therefore it has to do with my state in relation to the law, and according to the 
judgment of a judge. When a judge pronounces a person righteous, whether he is or not, that is his legal 
state. That is the case here. From the viewpoint of our legal status, according to God's sentence, the 
catechism is speaking of righteousness.  

Righteousness does not mean, as the Roman Catholics have it, that God infuses righteousness into 
us. To get at the meaning of it, we must bear in mind the old distinction between the condition and the 
state of the Christian. When I speak of my condition, the question is, "Am I holy or corrupt, good or evil, 
just or unjust, righteous or unrighteous?” But when I speak of my state, I forget for a moment my 
condition and ask, “What does God say of me, does He declare me righteous or unrighteous?” That is 
the question of my righteousness, of my state.  

This question is fundamental. We do not hear a great deal about righteousness and 
unrighteousness in our silly age. People today speak of serving Christ and of serving one another. Service 
is made the fundamental question of religion today. But that is not the fundamental question of religion. 
The fundamental question of religion is not, what do we do in relation to one another? The fundamental 
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question is, what does God think of us? It is not what we may say about ourselves, or what we say about 
one another, but what God may say of us. That is fundamental. There is only one who has anything to 
say about the determination of righteousness. My word means nothing when it comes to that question. 
There is only one judge. There is only one court that has anything to say about it. And the question of 
our righteousness is, if we are brought into that court, before that judge, what does he declare us to be? 
Does he declare us righteous or unrighteous, free or guilty?  

The Judge being God, this sentence must be based on fact. God cannot pronounce an unjust 
sentence. God is a righteous God, so that He pronounces a person righteous only when he is in perfect 
harmony with the criterion of His law. When God finds a person perfectly in harmony with the demands 
of His law, He pronounces him righteous.  

In the first place, to such a person belongs his will and heart and mind, so that God pronounces him 
righteous when He finds that will, heart and mind to be in perfect harmony with His law. And then, in 
the second place, to this person belongs his works, and God pronounces him righteous when He finds 
that his works are in harmony with the law when it demands, love Me. That would be a righteousness of 
his own, an individual’s own righteousness.  

According to our catechism, however, and according to Scripture, such righteousness is impossible, 
and because it is impossible the righteousness of which Scripture speaks is of a different kind.  

Notice that the person speaking in the catechism is in every sense a sinner, one who says of 
himself, "My conscience accuses me that I have grossly transgressed all the commandments of God and 
have kept none of them.” He confesses that he has transgressed God's law in the past, and is still 
inclined to all evil. Nor does he say, “From now on I will keep the law, and God will justify me.” He knows 
that he is still a sinner, and when he looks at himself in connection with his nature and his works he can 
only say, "My conscience accuses me.” In other words, a person who glories in righteousness is a person 
who is conscious of his sinfulness, and has come to know himself to be nothing but a sinner without a 
claim before God.  

So I want to emphasize, first of all, that subjectively righteousness is only for such as this. It has a 
place only in their hearts and minds. It is only if we are rid of the notion that we can become righteous 
through our works, and we can only become subjectively righteous through the righteousness which is 
of God. It is not our righteousness, but that of another. There must be a righteousness of some kind, for 
God cannot justify the unrighteous.  I am unrighteous; and the righteousness in which a Christian glories 
must be of someone other than one’s self.  

Such righteousness is only that which belongs to Christ. He is the only righteous one. There is no 
one else who is righteous in this way. He is the only one who is himself perfectly righteous; and His 
righteousness implies three elements.  

First of all, Christ is perfectly righteous in the sense that He has a perfectly righteous human nature. 
There is no defilement in His human nature. His human nature is in perfect harmony with the standard 
of God's law.  

In the second place, Christ's righteousness means that He can lay claim to a perfect righteousness, 
positively. He can say, "I have always done righteousness.” His has a perfect obedience. He has always 
been in perfect submission to the demand of God, "Love Me!”  

In the third place, there is in the righteousness of Christ, a perfect satisfaction for sin. In His 
righteousness there is atonement.  

Jesus Christ has perfect holiness, perfect obedience and perfect satisfaction; so that the sinner who 
speaks in the catechism can claim that he through Christ is now so perfectly righteous that God acquits 
him as though he had never transgressed. In Christ there is no corruption, but holiness. In him there is 
no disobedience or rebellion, only obedience. In him there is no guilt and unrighteousness, but 
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satisfaction. And that righteousness of Christ is imputed to the sinner. God's sentence is that the 
righteousness of Christ is become the righteousness of His people. Somehow, that righteousness of 
Christ is ours. That is God's verdict. And so this sinner in the catechism glories, “Though I have nothing in 
myself, yet I know that I am righteous before God, by an imputed righteousness by the righteousness of 
another.”  

2. The Ground for His Glorying 

The ground on which the Christian glories in righteousness, is in the deepest sense the fact that he 
belongs to a corporation, a body of which Christ is the Head. In the deepest sense the only ground for 
the Christian's boasting is the work of Christ. He brought complete satisfaction; and that is the only 
ground on which a Christian pleads.  

Objectively, that ground is the resurrection of Christ. It is the verdict God places on Christ, and 
therefore on His people. And so the Christian pleads on the work of Christ, and claims that work as his 
own, because he is a member of Christ’s corporation.  

This corporation, of which the Christian confesses to be a member, is the body of Christ. It is a legal 
corporation, and has legal righteousness before God, due to the fact that God incorporated it in His 
eternal counsel. We do not form that corporation; God determined it. Moreover, God determined that it 
should not have legal standing for us individually, but that it should be represented by a Head.  

In the second place, God also determined who should be members of that corporation. If that were 
not so, justification would be impossible. If there is no election, there is no atonement.  

In light of this, the expression that Christ died for all, and we must now accept Him, is impossible. 
The corporation is not righteous because of the faith of its members; it is righteous only because of the 
righteousness of its Head. And if that corporation is all men, all are righteous, and then all are saved. But 
that is not the case. The righteousness of the Christian is based on the fact that he belongs to a 
corporation, which is represented in the court of God by one man upon whose work all the members of 
the corporation are declared righteous. That is the objective side of justification by faith.  

In this sense it can be said that justification is from eternity. That was why God could say that He 
sees no sin in Jacob. We are righteous only because of the work of Christ.  

But that is not the last word that must be said. If we do not say any more, we are apt to hold a 
conception of a merciful Christ and a wrathful God, so that Christ comes to satisfy this wrath of God. We 
would get the idea that salvation is from Christ, and the deeper fountain of our righteousness would not 
be seen. We must not simply go to Golgotha and say, "God justified us because of the blood of Jesus 
Christ?” It is true that the blood of Christ is the basis of our justification; and it is true that, if He was to 
affect our justification, Christ had to die. But it is also true that God declared us righteous from eternity, 
and therefore Christ had to die. We must not hesitate to say that justification is from eternity. Salvation 
is the fruit of the eternal love of God. We must not explain our justification from the cross, but the cross 
from our justification. Thus, in answer to the question, "How is the Christian righteous before God?" the 
believer answers, "God declared sinners righteous from eternity?”  

In the second place, God realizes that justification. The resurrection of Christ is a declaration that 
God justifies His people. Christ was raised by God for our justification.  

And, in the third place, the central declaration of the gospel is that God declared His people 
righteous, realized it in the cross and in the resurrection of Christ. And there will be another declaration 
of our righteousness in the last day. That will be its public declaration.  

So we have it like this. God declares His people righteous in His counsel. He declares His people 
righteous in the resurrection of Christ. He declares them righteous in the gospel. And He will publicly 
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declare them righteous in the last day. And the basis upon which God declares His people righteous is 
always the work of Christ, who is the Head of his people. And in that righteousness the Christian glories, 
on the ground that he belongs to this people, who are members of the corporation or body of which 
Christ is the Head.  

3. The Faith by which He Glories 

 If, then, we understand that the righteousness in which the sinner who speaks in our catechism 
boasts, we also understand why we cannot receive that righteousness except by faith. It is by faith that 
the Christian becomes a member of this corporation, which before the foundation of the world had legal 
standing before God.  

Faith, we must understand, is not a mere assent. Faith is not just a saying, I believe something. Even 
if one consents to all that has been said, it does not mean you have a living faith. Ultimately all men will 
have to acknowledge the truth. Even in hell, everyone will have to assent to it. But a mere assent does 
not mean one has a living faith. One may assent to the truth, and still in his deepest heart not accept it. 
Living faith is a spiritual power, a spiritual quality, which God gives to us, and which has its root in 
regeneration, in a new life. In that sense, faith is to the new, living soul what a magnet is to steel, and a 
dead soul is never attracted to the word of God.  

Or else you can compare a Christian to a living tree with his roots in Christ, and drawing out of Him 
all the fullness of salvation. If a tree could be conscious in its drawing, it would say, "I know that I am 
planted in the soil.” Faith is the power by which we cling to Christ.  

Or, to use still another illustration, suppose that there is a city in which there is nothing but natural 
gas, and a plant that supplies the whole city with that gas. Now, if one builds a house in that city, he will 
not automatically have light. If he is to have light, he must be connected to that central plant. And, even 
at that, if he does not turn on the gas jet, and does not apply a match to the gas, he still will have no 
light. Merely to be connected to the central plant does not give him light. To have light, one must turn 
open the jet and apply a match. Now this is a defective illustration; but it will do if we apply it right.  

Some people will say that God, through His Spirit, connects us with Christ. That is true, and we 
agree; but we must also go a step further. When God connects us with Christ, they would say that you 
must then turn on the gas jet and apply the match; and that is not so. It is the Holy Spirit who opens the 
jet; and it is He who applies the match of God's word. When God connects us with Christ by the bond of 
faith, and the Spirit opens the gas jet and applies the match of the word, then faith takes hold of the 
word by which the believer says, "I am righteous before God.” 

Moreover, faith, with relation to this righteousness, is not the ground of righteousness. We are not 
righteous because of our faith. According to some, justification is prepared for us, and God tells us that 
we must take it. But that is not so. It is as wrong as the denial of the virgin birth, and far more 
dangerous. When one denies the virgin birth, we know how far wrong things have gone; but the idea 
that God has prepared justification for us, and it is for us to take it, is far more deceiving. It leads to 
modernism just as really as does the denial of the virgin birth.  

In this regard, there is another presentation of which we should be aware, namely, that God 
accepts the worthiness of faith for the keeping of the law. We cannot fulfill the law, so God accepts our 
faith instead. That is not true either. Nor is it true that faith, with relation to righteousness, is a 
condition. There are no conditions in salvation which we must fulfill. The conditions have all been 
fulfilled by Christ.  

Nor does faith mean that we become righteous because by it we will presently bear fruit unto 
righteousness, as the Arminian has it. Faith is the means; it is God's means by which we become 
members of that body of which Christ is the Head, and we become partakers of His righteousness. It is 
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all of God, and all the fruit of the wonder of God's grace. It is God's work when He declares us righteous 
in eternity, in the resurrection, and in the gospel. It is His work that connects us to Christ. God turns on 
the jet and applies the match. And the Christian can say nothing but, “We, being justified by faith, have 
peace with God, through Jesus Christ our Lord.” And we may well end with the word of the Apostle, For 
by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: not of works, lest any 
man should boast. For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath 
before ordained that we should walk in them. 

 


