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GLORYING IN CHRIST: JOHN GILL AND JUSTIFICATION FROM ETERNITY 
by  

Jonny White 
 

 John Gill (1697-1771) is known as a Bible expositor, theologian, and defender 

of Christian orthodoxy. He was a deep, thorough, and meticulous thinker, defending what 

he understood to be biblical truth. He often dealt with controversial subjects and sought 

to clarify in detail scriptural teaching on important doctrines.  

One important and controversial doctrine that Gill thoroughly dealt with was 

the doctrine of justification. One controversial aspect of justification involves the timing 

of justification. This paper will argue that Gill held to justification from eternity, meaning 

justification actually occurred in the eternal decree of God to justify His elect. The 

importance Gill places on this particular doctrine can be better appreciated when it is 

understood how Gill arrives at his particular assertions. His view of justification from 

eternity will be approached by examining his definition of justification, his view of the 

time of justification, and how justification is applied. The conclusion will summarize why 

this subject was important to Gill. 

Gill’s theology is rooted in historic orthodox Christian theology. Further, it is 

rooted in Protestant theology. Even further, Gill finds congeniality with Calvinistic and 

Puritan theology.1 In a day and age when Deism was infecting the churches of England, 

Gill stood firmly against any kind of deviation from orthodox Christology.2 He is credited 

                                                 

1 Gill also holds Baptist theology as a further elucidation of the truth. 

2 John Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity (London: 1893. Reprint, Arkansas: The Baptist 
Standard Bearer, 1984), 162-7. See Article 2 of A Declaration of the Faith and Practice of the Church of 
Christ of Carter-Lane, Southwark, Curt Daniel, Hyper-Calvinism and John Gill (Unpublished Ph. D. 
dissertation, University of Edinburgh, 1983), 836. See also Daniel, 246-60 for a discussion of Gill’s view of 
eternal sonship. 
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with assisting in stemming the tide of apostasy in the Baptist churches of his day.3 Gill 

also agrees with the Reformers that the centrality of justification by faith alone is 

essential to understanding the gospel correctly, as well as agreeing with the essential 

elements of Reformation and Puritan theology.4 However, in Gill’s view, one of the 

greatest dangers facing the church in England during his day was Arminianism. One of 

the reasons Gill gave for dissenting from the Church of England was the prevalence of 

Arminianism within the Church of England.5 While some saw the great doctrinal battle in 

England as one that must deal with Roman Catholicism, Gill saw Arminianism as the 

root doctrinal issue. He expressed his purpose for writing The Cause of God and Truth as 

an attempt to get to the root of the issue. 

This work was published at a time when the nation was greatly alarmed with 
the growth of Popery, and several learned gentlemen were employed in preaching 
against some particular points of it; but the author of this work was of opinion, that 
the increase of Popery was greatly owing to the Pelagianism, Arminianism, and 
other supposed rational schemes men run into, contrary to divine revelation. This 
was the sense of our fathers in the last century, and therefore joined these and 
Popery together in their religious grievances they were desirous of having redressed; 
and indeed, instead of lopping off the branches of Popery, the axe should be laid to 

                                                 

3 Timothy George, “John Gill” in Baptist Theologians, ed Timothy George and David 
Dockery, (Nashville: Broadman, 1990), 85-6. 

4 Richard A. Muller, “John Gill and the Reformed Tradition: A Study in the Reception of 
Protestant Orthodoxy in the Eighteenth Century” in The Life and Thought of John Gill (1697-1771): A 
Tercentennial Appreciation, ed. Michael A. G. Haykin (Leiden, The Netherlands: Koninklyke Brill, 1997), 
51-68. 

5 John Gill, The Dissenter’s Reasons for Separating from the Church of England [CD-ROM] 
(Pineville, NC: Sovereign Grace Library), IV: “We are dissatisfied with the doctrine preached in the church 
of England, which generally is very corrupt, and not agreeable to the word of God; and therefore cannot be 
a true church of Christ, which ought to be the pillar and ground of truth; for the visible church of Christ, as 
the 19th article runs, is ‘a congregation of faithful men, in the which the pure word of God is preached;’ of 
which pure word, the doctrines of grace are a considerable part . . . but there doctrines are scarce ever, or 
but seldom, and by a very few, preached in the church of England . . . Arminianism has generally 
prevailed; and scarce any thing else than Arminian tenets and mere morality are preached, and not Christ 
and him crucified, and the necessity of faith in him, and salvation by him; wherefore we are obliged to 
depart from such a communion, and seek out elsewhere for food for our souls.”  
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the root of the tree, Arminianism and Pelagianism, the very life and soul of Popery.6 

Gill used his pen to do battle against Arminianism throughout his life. Charles Spurgeon, 

in Commenting and Commentaries, speaks of Gill’s portrait that hung in Spurgeon’s 

study, saying that it had been painted following an interview Gill had “with an Arminian 

gentleman, turning up his nose in a most expressive manner, as if he could not endure 

even the smell of freewill. In some such a vein he wrote his commentary. He hunts 

Arminianism throughout the whole of it.”7 Many Calvinists saw Arminianism as a step to 

further doctrinal erosion.8 The Cause of God and Truth argues for the truth of the 

Calvinistic approach as opposed to Arminianism. In regard to the atonement, Gill agrees 

with the limited atonement view. Regarding the issue of justification from eternity Gill 

went further than most Reformed theologians but he was not alone in his approach.9   

Having commented on Gill’s firm roots in orthodox Christian views of Christ, 

the Protestant understanding of justification by faith, and the Calvinistic approach to 

limited atonement, this paper will now show that Gill sought further clarification on the 

relationship between justification and faith. The preceding discussion, which set Gill in 

                                                 

6 John Gill, The Cause of God and Truth (London: W. H. Collingridge, 1855), iv. 

7 Charles Spurgeon, Commenting and Commentaries, Lecture 1 [on-line], accessed 11/3/07; 
available from http://www.spurgeon.org/misc/c&cl1.htm. 

8 Charles Spurgeon, A Solemn Warning to Churches [CD-ROM] (Pineville, NC: Sovereign 
Grace Library): “You may fancy that I am raising an outcry about nothing at all. Ah, no! My anxious spirit 
sees the next generation—what will that be? This generation—Arminianism. What next? Pelagianism? And 
what next? Popery? And what next? I leave you to guess. The path of error is always downward. We have 
taken one step in the wrong direction. Only God knows where we shall stop.” Jonathan Edwards also 
sounded a warning against the effects of Arminianism in Freedom of the Will (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1957), 420: “The contrary doctrine of contingence, even as maintained by Arminians . . . takes away 
all proof of the being of God . . . it being built on a foundation that is the utter subversion of every 
demonstrative argument for the proof of a deity.”  

. 
9 Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 205: “This is the sense and judgment of many sound and 

learned divines.” He then lists some who held to justification from eternity. 
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limited theological context, was not superfluous, but serves the purpose of connecting, in 

Gill’s thought, the whole of contending for orthodox faith with the importance of 

guarding justification from any human contribution. For Gill, all aspects of biblical truth 

are interconnected and founded upon God’s sovereignty. In regard to justification, as will 

be shown, Gill’s approach was informed by his understanding of God’s sovereignty as 

shown in his eternal decrees, the covenant of grace,10 and the meaning of justification 

itself. In scrutinizing Gill’s approach to the doctrine of eternal justification, the remainder 

of this paper will examine his definition of justification, his view of the time of 

justification, and how justification is applied to the elect.  

The Definition of Justification 

Gill defines justification in his sermon, The Doctrine of Justification By The 

Righteousness of Christ, Stated and Maintained. In doing so, he first says what it is not. 

He distinguishes between justification and the pardon of sin. He admits that this is a 

technical distinction and thus, “Strictly, and properly speaking, it is not the pardon of 

sin.” Yet, he sees a “strict connection” between them and says they “are not to be 

separated . . . yet, I think, they may be distinguished.”11 The connection is such that “all 

who are justified are pardoned; and all who are pardoned, are justified.” However, “all 

                                                 

10 For a discussion of Gill’s view of the covenant of grace see Daniel, Hyper-Calvinism and 
John Gill, 231-9. 

11 John Gill, Sermons and Tracts, 6 vols (Lambs Conduit-Street: W. Hardcastle, 1814), 4:177. 
See also Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 203-9; 501-18. Gill’s sermon on justification and his Doctrinal 
Divinity parallel each other with the latter obviously using the text of the sermon which was preached 
earlier (published in 1730). The author of the paper made a decision to use the text of the sermon for the 
majority of the quotations while supplementing with Doctrinal Divinity where there are comments not 
contained in the sermon. It is also noteworthy that this sermon was a special lecture and thus should not be 
taken as normative for the way Gill preached to his congregation. 
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this does not prove them to be one and the same.” Why? Because “justification is a 

pronouncing a person righteous according to law, as though he had never sinned; not so 

pardon.” Pardon carries with it the idea of condemnation by the law with reception 

following. Justification deals with being “tried by the law, and, by it, to be found and 

declared righteous, as though he had not sinned against it.”12  

Moreover, though pardon takes away sin, and therefore is expressed by God’s 
casting of it behind his back, and into the depths of the sea, and by a removal of it 
from his people, as far as the east is from the west; (Isa. 38:17; Micah 7:20; Ps. 
103:13) yet it does not give a righteousness, as justification does; pardon of sin, 
indeed, takes away our filthy garments, but it is justification that clothes us with 
change of raiment. Besides, more is required, and was given for our justification, 
than for our pardon; the blood of Christ was sufficient to procure pardon; but, 
besides, his suffering of death, the holiness of his nature, and the perfect obedience 
of his life, must be imputed for justification. Again, though pardon frees from 
punishment, yet, strictly and properly speaking, it does not give a title to eternal life; 
that justification properly gives, and is one good reason why the apostle calls it 
Justification of life. (Rom. 5:18) If a king pardons a criminal, he does not thereby 
give him a title to his crown and kingdom; if he will, when he has pardoned him, 
take him to court, make him his son and heir, it must be by another distinct act of 
royal favour. Once more, justification passed on Christ, as our head and 
Representative, when he rose from the dead, but so did not pardon. We may truly 
say, that Christ was justified, because the scriptures say so, (1 Tim. 3:16) but we 
cannot say that he was pardoned; should we, it would sound very harsh in our ears, 
as well as be, I think, a very unwarrantable expression; therefore pardon and 
justification may he considered as two distinct things.13  

However, in giving his definition of justification Gill includes the idea of pardon. 

                                                 

12 Ibid., 4:178. See also Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 501-2: “Pardon of sin, and 
justification from it, are very closely connected; the one follows upon the other; according to the position of 
them in some passages of scripture, pardon is first, and justification next; (as in Acts 13:38, 39; 26:18), 
though they are not, the one, in reality, prior to the other; they are both together in the divine mind, and in 
the application of them to the conscience of a sinner; indeed, according to the order of causes, justification 
by the righteousness of Christ, imputed, may be considered as before pardon; since God forgives sin for 
Christ’s sake; that is, for the sake of his righteousness imputed. Now that for the sake of which a thing is, 
must be before that for which it is, as the cause is before the effect. . . . But though these are not to be 
separated, yet they are to be distinguished; and I should choose to consider them, not as distinct parts of the 
same thing, but as distinct blessings of grace; for though pardon and justification agree in some things, in 
others they differ.” 

13 Ibid., 4:178-9. 
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“Justification is an act of God’s free grace, whereby he clears his people from sin, 

discharges them from condemnation, and reckons and accounts them righteous for the 

sake of Christ’s righteousness, which he has accepted of, and imputes unto them.”14 

Where Gill parts company with many, though certainly not all, Reformed 

theologians is his attempt to explain justification more precisely. However, his 

understanding of justification from eternity does not place him outside the Reformed 

camp nor does it place him in the camp of Hyper-Calvinism.15 Yet, it is essential to see 

                                                 

14 Ibid., 4:180. See also Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 503-4: “The word ‘justify’ is never 
used in a physical sense, for producing any real internal change in men; but in a forensic sense, and stands 
opposed, not to a state of impurity and unholiness, but to a state of condemnation; it is a law term, and used 
of judicial affairs, transacted in a court of judicature; (see Deut. 25:1; Prov. 17:15; Isa. 5:22; Matthew 
12:37), where justification stands opposed to condemnation; and this is the sense of the word whenever it is 
used in the doctrine under consideration; so in Job 9:2, 3 and 25:4 so by David (Ps. 143:2), and in all Paul’s 
epistles, where the doctrine of justification is treated of, respect is had to courts of judicature, and to a 
judicial process in them; men are represented as sinners, charged with sin, and pronounced guilty before 
God, and subject to condemnation and death; when, according to this evangelic doctrine, they are justified 
by the obedience and blood of Christ, cleared of all charges, acquitted and absolved, and freed from 
condemnation and death, and condemned to eternal life; (see Rom. 3:9, 19; 5:9, 16, 18, 19; 8:1, 33, 34; Gal. 
2:16, 17; Titus 3:7).” The confession of faith that Gill drew up for his church in 1729 states “we believe, 
that the justification of God’s elect, is only by the righteousness of Christ imputed to them, without the 
consideration of the works of righteousness done by them, and that the full and free pardon of all their sins 
and transgressions, past, present, and to come, is only through the blood of Christ, according to the riches 
of his grace.” See Daniel, Hyper-Calvinism and John Gill, 839. 

15 There is considerable variation in discussions concerning the definition of Hyper-Calvinism. 
Curt Daniel defined it as a denial of the offer of the gospel and thus John Gill fits that standard in Hyper-
Calvinism and John Gill (Unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University of Edinburgh, 1983); Tom Nettles 
sees it as an issue of responsibility/ability in By His Grace and For His Glory (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 1986). Timothy George sets forth a five-fold criterion in Amazing Grace: God’s Initiative-Our 
Response  (Nashville: Lifeway Press, 2000), 90-1, one of which includes eternal justification (but Gill does 
not fit all of the criteria and thus would not be a Hyper-Calvinist). Phil Johnson has five criteria for 
defining Hyper-Calvinism, which differs from George’s and is not really helpful in pinpointing who a 
Hyper-Calvinist would be (http://www.spurgeon.org/~phil/articles/hypercal.htm accessed 11/03/07). James 
Leo Garrett has a still different five-fold criterion that also includes eternal justification 
(http://www.al.com/living/alabamabaptist/index.ssf?/base/living/118581126297920.xml&coll=8&thispage
=1 accessed 11/03/07). Article 26 of the Gospel Standard Baptist Articles of Faith is perhaps the best 
concise source to see historically what sets Hyper-Calvinism apart: “We deny duty faith and duty 
repentance - these terms signifying that it is every man's duty spiritually and savingly to repent and believe. 
We deny also that there is any capability in man by nature to any spiritual good whatever. So that we reject 
the doctrine that men in a state of nature should be exhorted to believe in or turn to God.” 
(http://www.gospelstandard.org/art_ind.html. Accessed 11/3/07). The last sentence is essential to the idea 
of Hyper-Calvinism. See also Articles 33-34. Eternal justification, in and of itself, does not make one a 
Hyper-Calvinist. 
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Gill’s understanding of the timing of justification in order to understand Gill’s approach 

to justification. 

The Date of Justification 

Concerning the date of justification, Gill gives five options for the timing of 

justification. The first views justification as completed at judgment day. Second is the 

view that justification begins at the point of belief. The third view says it took place at 

Christ’s resurrection. The fourth approach points to the promise of the Messiah, shortly 

after the Fall. The fifth approach, Gill’s view, sees justification beginning with the 

covenant between the Father and the Son in eternity.16 

When speaking of justification from eternity Gill knows he must seek to clarify 

what he means. Therefore, he sets forth what he is not asserting. He does not mean the 

elect “had an actual personal existence from eternity, though they had a representative 

one in Christ.” He also does not mean “that an actual payment of their debts, or an actual 

satisfaction for their sins was then made by Christ. . . . On the other hand, I mean more by 

justification from eternity, than merely God’s prescience, or foreknowledge of it . . . more 

than a mere resolution and purpose to justify his elect in time.”17  

While agreeing with God’s decree to justify the elect, Gill goes further than a 

mere decree to justify. The decree is an actual act of God to justify. 

I mean more than thus, and assert, with Dr. Ames, that justification "is a sentence 
conceived in the mind of God, by the decree of justification;" that this is an act in 
God, all whose acts in him are eternal; that this is the grand original sentence of 
justification; of which that pronounced on Christ, as our representative, when he 

                                                 

16 Ibid., 4:196-7. 

17 Ibid., 4:203-4. 
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rose from the dead, and that which is pronounced by the Spirit of God in the 
conscience of believers, as well as that which will be pronounced before men and 
angels, at the general judgment, are no other than so many repetitions, or renewed 
declarations.18 

The decree to justify is actual justification, while all other aspects of justification in time 

are declarations of the original justification in eternity. This means that the decree to 

justify is in the same category with the decree to elect and reprobate. But he carefully 

distinguishes the decree to justify from the decree to sanctify. What sets justification 

apart from sanctification is that justification is alien to us.  

As God’s eternal decree of election of persons to everlasting life, is the eternal 
election of them, so God’s will, decree, or purpose, to justify his elect, is the eternal 
justification of them; though his eternal will to sanctify them is not an eternal 
sanctification of them; because sanctification is a work of God’s grace upon us, and 
within us, and so requires our personal existence. Justification is an act of God’s 
grace towards us, is wholly without us, entirely resides in the divine mind, and lies 
in his estimation, accounting and constituting us righteous, through the 
righteousness of his Son; and so required neither the actual existence of Christ’s 
righteousness, nor of our persons, but only that both should certainly exist in time.19  

Because justification is alien to us it does not require our existence. However, because 

sanctification is internal to us it does require our existence.  

Scriptural proof for this doctrine is found at Romans 8:33. God’s elect are 

justified “and, if they bore this character of elect from eternity, or were chosen in Christ 

before the world began, then they must be acquitted, discharged, and justified by God 

                                                 

18 Ibid., 4:204. See Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 203. “Justification is by many divines 
distinguished into active and passive. Active justification is the act of God; it is God that justifies. Passive 
justification is the act of God, terminating on the conscience of a believer, commonly called a transient act, 
passing upon an external object. It is not of this I shall now treat, but of the former; which is an act internal 
and eternal, taken up in the divine mind from eternity, and is an immanent, abiding one in it.” It is not clear 
who in particular the “divines” are that Gill is referring to. However, a more modern theologian that has a 
clear discussion of the difference between active and passive justification is Louis Berkhof (although 
Berkhof does not agree with eternal justification). See his Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 517. 

19 Ibid., 4:204-5. See Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 203: “as God’s will to elect, is the 
election of his people, so his will to justify them, is the justification of them.” 
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from eternity, so as nothing could be laid to their charge.”20 Also, Ephesians 1:4-6 

declares that the elect were put in Christ before the foundation of the world.  

And if electing grace then put them in him, they must be considered in Christ as an 
unrighteous person, or as unjustified, or as in a state of condemnation. And, I think, 
we may be allowed to argue an eternal justification from eternal election, since 
eternal justification is a branch of it; and, as such, as one observes, "Is the Father’s 
eternal purpose and agreement with the Son, that the elect should be everlastingly 
righteous in his sight, in the righteousness of this dear Son of his; in which act he 
constituted and ordained them so to be." And his act, as the same excellent person 
observes, is no other than "setting apart the elect alone to be partakers of Christ’s 
righteousness, and setting apart Christ’s righteousness for the elect only." I think we 
may safely conclude, that if there is an eternal election of persons in Christ, there 
must be an eternal acceptance and justification of them in him; since as he always 
was the beloved Son of his Father, in whom he is ever well pleased, so he always 
has graciously accepted of, and is well pleased with all his elect in him.21 

In his commentary on Ephesians 1:6 Gill says,  

In him is their acceptance: which is to be understood of the acceptance of their 
persons, as founded in the blood and righteousness of Christ, and so of their services 
in him; of God's act of delight and complacency in them, as considered in Christ; 
who looks upon them, and is well pleased with them, and rests in his love towards 
them; which is an amazing instance of grace: it was grace that gave them a being in 
Christ, and which has provided in predestination everything to make them grateful 
to God; and the very act of acceptance is of mere grace; for internal grace, or grace 
infused, is not here meant, but the free favour of God.22 

Since God elects in Christ the elect must be considered justified in Christ. The scriptural 

teaching concerning the elect’s acceptance in Christ implies eternal justification. 

Gill’s understanding of the covenant of grace is also very important to his view 

                                                 

20 Ibid., 4:205. See John Gill, Exposition of the Old and New Testaments, Vol. 8 (London: 
Mathews and Leigh, 1809. Reprint, Arkansas: The Baptist Standard Bearer, 2005), 496: “Observe, that 
God’s elect, as such, are the objects of justification; which proves the eternity of it.” 

21 Ibid., 4:205-6. See Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 205, where he adds to this by saying 
that for the elect "’There is no condemnation to them which are in Christ’, (Rom. 8:1) and therefore must 
be considered as righteous, and so justified: ‘Justified then we were,’ says Dr. Goodwin ‘when first elected, 
though not in our own persons, yet in our Head, as he had our persons then given him, and we came to have 
a being and an interest in him.’" 

22 Gill, Exposition of the Old and New Testaments, Vol. 9, 62.  
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of justification. This covenant of grace means that although the elect “had then no 

personal or actual existence, yet they had a representative Being in Christ, in whom they 

were then blessed with all spiritual blessings. (Eph. 1:3)” All spiritual blessings would 

include justification.23 

The covenant of grace is central to Gill’s theology. In this covenant of grace 

Christ became a surety for the elect. “As soon as Christ became a surety, the sins of all 

those persons, for whom he became a surety, were reckoned and accounted to him; and, if 

accounted to him, then not to them.”24 It is in this covenant of grace  

that God from eternity willed to punish sin, not in the persons of the elect, but in the 
person of Christ their surety. That it is the will of God to punish sin, not in his 
people, but in his Son, is plain and manifest, from his setting him up (Rom. 3:25) in 
his purpose, to be a propitiation for their sins. . . . This will was notified to man 
quickly after the fall, though it did not then begin, for no new will can arise in God; 
he wills nothing in time, but what he willed from eternity. If it was God’s eternal 
will not to punish sin in his people, but in his Son, then they were eternally 
discharged, acquitted from sin, and secured from everlasting wrath and destruction; 
and, if they were eternally discharged from sin, and freed from punishment, they 
were eternally justified.25  

The transactions between God and Christ in the covenant of grace include within them 

                                                 

23 Ibid., 4:206-8. Gill references Thomas Goodwin’s comments on the date of justification: 
"The first progress, or step, was at the first covenant-making and striking of the bargain from all eternity: 
we may say, of all spiritual blessings in Christ, what is said of Christ, that his goings forth are from 
everlasting. Justified then we were, when first elected, though not in our own persons, yet in our Head, as 
he had our persons then given him, and we came to have a being and interest in him: You are in Christ, 
(saith the apostle) and so we had the promise made of all spiritual blessings in him, and he took all the 
deeds of all in our name; so in Christ we were blessed with all spiritual blessings, Ephesians 1:3. . . . So as 
then God told Christ, as it were, (for it was a real covenant) that he would look for his debt and satisfaction 
of him, and that he did let the sinners go free; and so they are, in this respect, justified from all eternity. 
And, indeed, if the promise of life was then given us, (as the apostle Paul speaks, Titus 1:2) then also 
justification of life, without which we could not come to life. Yet this is but the inchoation, though it be an 
estating us into the whole tenure of life." For Thomas Goodwin’s (1600-1680) discussion of eternal 
justification see The Works of Thomas Goodwin (Eureka: Tanski Publications, 1996), 8:133-9. 

24 Ibid., 4:208. 

25 Ibid., 4:209-10. 
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the actual justification of the elect in Christ.  

God’s elect are justified by Christ’s righteousness as manifested in His life, 

death, and resurrection. But Gill desires to go further and show that God’s elect are 

justified from eternity. Gill gives two reasons why justification can be pushed beyond the 

actual time of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection. First, “the saints under the Old 

Testament were justified by the same righteousness of Christ, as the saints under the 

New; and that before the oblation, or sacrifice, was actually offered up.”26 The 

implication of this is that  

if God could, and did, actually justify some, having taken his Son’s word as their 
surety, upon a view of his future righteousness, three or four thousand years before 
this righteousness was actually wrought out; why could he not, and why may it not 
be thought that he did, justify all his elect from eternity, viewing the same future 
righteousness of Christ, which he had engaged to work out for them, and which he 
knew full well he would work out; since, though they had not then an actual, yet 
they had a representative Being in Christ their Head?27  

The second reason Gill holds to eternal justification is because “the justification, which is 

by, at, or upon believing, is not properly justification, but the manifestation of it.” Here 

he wants to argue against using the phrase “justified by faith” in the sense of faith being 

counted for justification. He is concerned with a view that would make faith “to be 

accepted of God in the room of a legal righteousness.” He says “this is the way the 

Papists, Socinians, and Remonstrants take.” In contrast to this false approach “sound 

Protestant divines understand the phrase in an improper, tropical, or metonymical 

sense.”28 To take the former view is to confuse justification and sanctification.  

                                                 

26 Ibid., 4:210. 

27 Ibid., 4:210-1. 

28 Ibid., 4:211. 
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So if justification is an act of God in eternity, how is this justification applied 

to elect? What is the relationship of faith to justification? In order to answer these 

questions, it is necessary for Gill to explain the role of faith in regard to justification. 

Dating justification in eternity necessitates justification preceding faith. 

The Application of Justification 

Still speaking concerning a “strict” view of justification Gill says, “that which 

is properly justification, is before faith, or antecedent to any act of believing of ours.”29  

Faith is not the cause, but the fruit and effect of justification. The reason why we are 
justified, is not because we have faith; but the reason why we have faith is because 
we are justified. . . . The reason why some do not believe, is, because they are not of 
Christ’s sheep; (John 10:26) they never were chosen in him, nor justified by him, 
but are justly left in their sins, and so to condemnation; the reason why others do 
believe, is, because they are ordained to eternal life, (Acts 13:48) have a justifying 
righteousness provided for them, and are justified by it, and shall never enter into 
condemnation. . . . Now, if justification is the cause, and faith the effect; then, as 
every cause is before its effect, and every effect follows its own cause, justification 
must be before faith, and faith must follow justification.30 

Gill further states that “faith is the act” that is “conversant with” justification, which is 

the object of faith. He says “the object does not depend upon the act, but the act upon the 

object.” As such, the “object is prior to the act.” Faith does not bring justification into 

being. “Faith is the evidence, not the cause of justification.” This means justification must 

exist before faith. “Faith is the hand which receives the blessing of justification from the 

Lord, and righteousness, by which the soul is justified from the God of its salvation; but 

then this blessing must exist before faith can receive it.”31 

                                                 

29 Ibid., 4:197. 

30 Ibid., 4:197-8. 

31 Ibid., 4:199. He further says, “If any should think fit to distinguish between the act of 
justification, and the righteousness of Christ, by which we are justified; and object, That not justification, 
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A further evidence of justification preceding faith is that the elect are justified 

while in an ungodly state. That is, they are justified before they believe. Believers are not 

referred to as ungodly. The ungodly do not have Christ nor do they have grace. Gill’s 

conclusion is “if God justifies his elect when they are ungodly, then he justifies them 

before they believe.”32 

Faith is the means to the application of justification. But, for Gill, it is not the 

act of faith that justifies a person. It is the object of the act of faith that justifies a person. 

Faith is actually a part of sanctification.33 In making reference to Abraham’s faith 

credited as righteousness in Romans 4, Gill says that Paul “means not the act, but the 

object of faith, even the righteousness of Christ, which God, in verse 6, is said to impute 

without works.”34 This faith is to be viewed “objectively, as it looks to, receives, 

________________________ 

but the righteousness of Christ, is the object of faith; I reply, Either the righteousness of Christ, as 
justifying, is the object of faith, or it is not: if it is not, then it is useless, and to be laid aside in the business 
of justification; if, as justifying, it is the object of faith, what is it else but justification? Christ’s 
righteousness justifying me, is my justification before God, and as such, my faith considers it, and says 
with the church, Surely, in the Lord have I righteousness and strength. (Isa. 45:24) 

32 Ibid., 4:200. 

33 Ibid., 4:184-5. Gill sees an active role for the Holy Spirit in the application of justification. 
See Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 506. In speaking of the Holy Spirit Gill says, “He brings near the 
righteousness of Christ; not only externally, in the ministry of the word; but internally, by the illumination 
of his grace; this is one of the things of Christ he takes and shows to souls enlightened by him; he shows 
them the fulness, glory, and suitableness of the righteousness of Christ, how perfect it is, how adequate to 
all the demands of law and justice, and how suitable to them; to cover their naked souls, to secure them 
from condemnation and death, to justify them before God, and render them acceptable in his sight, and 
entitle them to eternal life. He works faith in convinced and enlightened persons, to look at the 
righteousness of Christ, and take a view of its glories and excellencies; to approve of it, desire it, and to lay 
hold on it, and receive it as their justifying righteousness. Such a faith is of the operation of God, of the 
Spirit of God; it is what he works in the saints, and enables them to exercise it; hence he is called, "the 
Spirit of faith" (Col. 2:13; 2 Cor. 4:13). He bears witness to their spirits, that they are interested in the 
righteousness of Christ, and are justified by it; and he pronounces the sentence of justification in their 
consciences, or declares them justified, in the name of Christ, and on account of his righteousness; and 
which is the meaning of their being justified ‘in the name of the Lord Jesus, and by the Spirit of our God’ 
(1 Cor. 6:11).” 

34 Ibid., 4:185. See Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 506: “As it is to faith the righteousness 
of Christ is revealed, and by faith it is received, hence believers are said to be justified by faith; so this 
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apprehends, and embraces Christ’s righteousness for justification. And let it be observed, 

that though we are said to be justified by faith, yet faith is never said to justify us.”35 In 

other words, since this faith is a gift from God there is nothing meritorious, or 

“justifying” in faith. Thus, Gill wants to move away from using the term “justifying 

faith.”36 

To think of faith as a condition of justification is wrong. Faith is a gift that is 

provided as a blessing of the covenant of grace. 

Nor are faith, repentance, and new obedience, the terms of it, and required by it, as 
conditions of men’s acceptance with God; faith and repentance, as doctrines, are 
gospel doctrines, and parts of the gospel ministry; and as graces, are not terms and 
conditions required in it, to be performed by men of themselves; they are blessings 
of grace, declared in it, and are gifts of grace bestowed on men; faith is the gift of 
God, and repentance is a grant from him; and both they, and new and spiritual 
obedience, are provided for in the covenant of grace (Ezek. 36:26, 27).37 

Faith is not what initiates, or brings about justification.  

________________________ 

faith, as well as righteousness, is of Christ; as he is the object of it, ‘Ye believe in God, believe also in me’; 
so he is the ‘author’ and ‘finisher’ of it (John 14:1; Heb. 12:2).” 

35 Ibid., 4:186. See pages 211-2: For Gill the proper understanding is to see faith as the object 
of faith “as in Galatians 3:23. But before faith came, etc. that is, before Christ, the Object of faith, came: so 
that we may be said to be justified by faith objectively, the act of faith being put for the object of it; the 
reason of which is, because it is to faith that this object is revealed. Faith is the recipient of it; it is the grace 
by which the soul lays hold on, apprehends, and embraces Christ’s righteousness, as its justifying 
righteousness before God. So that when we are said to be justified by faith, it is to be understood not in a 
proper, but in an improper, tropical, or metonymical, sense; faith being not our justification itself, but the 
evidence of it. “ See also Gill, A Body of Practical Divinity (London: 1893. Reprint, Arkansas: The Baptist 
Standard Bearer, 1984), 743. 

36 Ibid., 4:185-6. “Give me leave to correct a vulgar, though but a verbal mistake, in calling 
faith, justifying faith. I am well satisfied sound divines have used this phrase without any ill meaning; and 
no less a person than the great Dr. Goodwin, whose works I much value and esteem, has entitled one of his 
treatises, Of the Object and Acts of Justifying Faith: But why it should he called justifying faith, any more 
than adopting or pardoning faith, I see not; since it has just the same concern in adoption and pardon, as it 
has in justification. Are we said to be justified by faith, or, by faith, to receive the righteousness of Christ 
for justification? We are also said, by faith, to receive the remission of sins, and to be the children of God, 
by faith, in Christ Jesus. (Acts 26:18; Gal. 3:26) Besides, what do we, or can we say more of the 
righteousness of Christ; than that it is a justifying one? In one word, it is God, and not faith, that justifies.” 

37 Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 510. 
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It is also important to understand the “matter” of justification. The “matter” by 

which God justifies a person is the righteousness of Christ. By the righteousness of Christ 

Gill means “that which consists of what is commonly called his active and passive 

obedience.”38  

The way the righteousness of Christ justifies us is by God imputing Christ’s 

righteousness to us. “So when God is said to impute Christ’s righteousness to us, the 

meaning is, that he reckons it as ours, being wrought out for us, and accounts us righteous 

by it, as though we had performed it in our own persons.” We are not justified by an 

inherent righteousness because such righteousness would be imperfect because it is 

within us but “the righteousness by which we are justified is a righteousness without 

us.”39   

Imputation is necessary because “the righteousness of another cannot be made 

ours, or we be justified by it, any other way than by an imputation of it.” Imputation is 

the “way Adam’s sin became ours, or we are made sinners by it” and “Christ’s 

righteousness becomes ours, or we are made righteous by it.” Not only is imputation the 

way Adam’s sin became ours and Christ’s righteousness became ours, but imputation is 

“the same way that our sins became Christ’s.”40  

                                                 

38 Gill, Sermons and Tracts, 4:187. See page 189 where Gill adds a third aspect of the 
righteousness of Christ: “the holiness of his human nature is imputed to us for justification.” He expands on 
this idea in A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 512: “Holiness of nature: some consider this only as a 
qualification for his office, and the due performance of it in human nature; whereby he was capable of 
yielding sinless obedience to the law, and was qualified as an high priest to offer himself a spotless 
sacrifice, and to be a proper advocate for sinners, being Jesus Christ the righteous; but this not only fitted 
him for his work, but made him suitable to us, ‘Such an high priest became us, who is holy, harmless’; the 
law required an holy nature in conformity to it; it is wanting in us, it is found in Christ." 

39 Ibid., 4:195. 

40 Ibid., 4:195-6. See Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 514, where Gill makes a distinction 
between redemption and justification. Redemption, satisfaction, reconciliation, and atonement, are all 
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For Gill, it is extremely important to understand the distinction between 

justification and faith. “Faith adds nothing to the esse, but to the bene esse of 

justification. Justification is a complete act in God’s eternal mind, without the being or 

consideration of faith.” Faith does not affect man’s standing with God because “a man is 

not more justified after faith, than he is before faith, in God’s account.” Faith, however, 

“is of great use for our comfortable apprehension of it; without this grace we neither 

know, nor can claim, our interest in it; nor enjoy that peace of conscience, which is the 

happy result of it.”41  

Gill says that faith, in regard to justification, is not the  

moving cause of it, for that is the grace of God; nor the efficient cause of it, for it is 
God that justifies; nor is it the matter of it, for that is the obedience and blood of 
Christ; nor is it an instrument, or instrumental cause of it, which is no other than a 
less principal efficient cause. . . . Nor is it causa sine qua non, or that without which 
a man cannot be justified in the sight of God. For, I hope, I have already proved, 
that all God’s elect are justified in his sight, and in his account, before faith; and if 
before faith, then without it. Besides, all elect infants, dying in infancy, are 
completely justified, who are not capable of the τò credere, or act of believing in 
Christ, whatever may be said for the habit or faith in them.42 

So what is faith’s role? “Faith is the sense, perception, and evidence of our 

justification.”43 But faith should not be substituted for the strict or proper understanding 

________________________ 

accomplished by Christ’s sufferings and death. “Justification proceeds upon redemption. . . . The complete 
justification of a sinner, does not seem to be finished by Christ until his resurrection, after his obedience 
and sufferings of death; for he ‘was delivered for our offences, and was raised again for our justification’ 
(Rom. 4:25). In short, the righteousness by which we are justified, as Dr. Ames says, is not to be sought for 
in different operations of Christ, but arises from his whole obedience, both active and passive.” 40  

41 Ibid., 4:212. 

42 Ibid., 4:212-3. 

43 Ibid., 4:213. It is that grace whereby the soul, in the light of the divine Spirit, beholds a 
complete righteousness in Christ, having seen its guilt, pollution, and misery when it is enabled to renounce 
its own righteousness, and submit to the righteousness of Christ; which it puts on by faith, as its garment of 
justification: which it rejoices in, and gives him the glory of; the Spirit of God bearing witness with his 
Spirit, that he is a justified Person, And so he comes to be evidently and declaratively justified in the name 
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of justification. Faith is not “properly our justification.” He illustrates by pointing out that 

the pardon of a criminal is accomplished when the king decides upon it, not when the 

word is taken to the criminal. The latter aspect is necessary for the carrying out of the 

pardon but it is properly speaking not his pardon. “For a man may be truly and legally 

acquitted, and yet not have a copy of his indictment. For a man to have the copy of his 

indictment may be of great service in some cases, and be a good testimonial of his 

acquittance; but it is not the thing itself.” The same is true regarding justification. To 

make justification dependent upon faith is to say that believers “could be without it, since 

they may be with out those intimations of the blessed Spirit, and a comfortable sense and 

perception of their justification by faith which seems to be the case of David, when he 

said, Restore unto me the joy of thy salvation, and uphold me with thy free Spirit. (Ps. 

51:12)”44 

Objections Answered 

Gill answers nine objections to his view of justification from eternity.45 It is 

important to examine these because in his responses to the objections he clarifies his 

understanding of justification. 

The first objection that Gill answers is that it is not possible for a person to be 

________________________ 

of the Lord Jesus, and by the Spirit of our God. 
44 Ibid., 4:213-4. The issue of faith, assurance, and justification is considered on page 19 of this 

paper. 

45 John Flavel (1627-1691) had raised some of these objections in his discussion of 
Antinomianism. See The Works of John Flavel (W. Baynes and Son, 1820. Reprint, Edinburgh: The Banner 
of Truth Trust, 1982), 3:559-68. John Brine answered many of these same objections and others in A 
Defense of the Doctrine of Eternal Justification (London: A. Ward and H. Whitridge, 1732. Reprint, 
Arkansas: The Baptist Standard Bearer, 1987). 
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justified before they exist. In referencing Maccovius,46 Gill says that first, because of 

God’s foreknowledge, it is certain that the elect will come to exist. Second, the elect have 

“a representative being in Christ.” This means that they are “blessed with all spiritual 

blessings in Christ, before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:3)” and that grace was 

given “in Christ before the world began (2 Tim. 1:9).” Third, “Justification is a moral act, 

which does not require the present existence of the subject; it is enough that it shall exist 

some time or other." Gill says, fourth, that if the subject was the aspect of justification 

that “is declared to, and passes upon the conscience, by the Spirit of God, and is received 

by faith” it would be correct to say that “this requires the actual existence of the subject 

on whom it terminates but we are not speaking of justification as a transient, but as a an 

immanent act.”47 

The second objection against the justification of God’s elect from eternity is 

that this would mean that they are justified before they sin. Gill answers this by pointing 

out that the doctrine of imputation suffers from this same objection. That is, the sins of 

the elect were imputed to Christ before they were committed by the elect.48 

The third objection attempts to differentiate between the decree of justification 

and justification itself. Gill replies by saying, “That as God’s decree to elect certain 

persons to everlasting life and salvation, is his election of them to everlasting life and 

                                                 

46 Johannes Maccovius (1588-1644) was a Reformed theologian who had a part in the Synod 
of Dort. 

47 Ibid., 4:215-6. See Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 207, where Gill, in parallel with what 
he has said in the sermon, adds: “To which I answer, whatever is in this objection, lies as strongly against 
eternal election, as against eternal justification; for it may as well be said, how can a man be elected before 
he exists? He must be before he can be chosen, or be the object of choice.” 

48 Ibid., 4:216-7. 
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salvation; so his decree, will, and purpose to justify any, is his justification of them.”49 

Thus, justification from eternity, along with election, are to be considered immanent acts 

of God. Transient acts, on the other hand,  

produce a real, physical and inherent change upon the subject. It is one thing for 
God to will to act an act of grace concerning us, and another thing to will to work a 
work of grace in us. God’s will in the former instance, is his act; in the latter it is 
not: wherefore though God’s will to justify is justification itself, because 
justification is a complete act, in his eternal mind without us: yet his will to sanctify 
is not sanctification, because this is a work wrought in us. Hence it appears, that 
there is not the same reason to say, we were created, called, sanctified or glorified 
from eternity; as to say, that we were justified from eternity.50 

The decree to justify is the act of justification itself due to the legal nature of justification. 

The decree is the action. However, the decree to sanctify necessitates a person to sanctify 

because in the decree God does not actually sanctify but He determines that He will 

sanctify. In this case, the decree is a decree to take action. 

The fourth objection is that Gill’s approach distorts the biblical ordus salutis 

that is found in Romans 8:30, where calling comes before justification. Gill’s reply is that 

this passage does not set forth a strict order. Elsewhere, in 2 Peter 1:10, calling is placed 

before election. Also, salvation is listed before calling in 2 Timothy 1:9. The teaching of 

Romans 8:30, taken as an ordus salutis, would only apply if it “is meant the declarative 

sentence of it upon the conscience, by the Spirit of God, and received by faith.”51 

The fifth objection is that in many places the Scripture says that God’s elect 

are justified by faith and therefore faith is a “prerequisite to justification.” This rejects the 

                                                 

49 Ibid., 4:217. 

50 Ibid., 4:218. 

51 Ibid., 4:218-9. See Gill, Exposition of the Old and New Testaments, Vol. 8, 495. Gill seems 
to understand this declarative aspect of justification as the normal usage in the letter. can a man be elected 
before he exists? He must be before he can be chosen, or be the object of choice.” 
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idea of justification from eternity. Gill responds that these verses do not argue against 

justification before faith. “If by a prerequisite, is meant a prerequisite to the being of 

justification, it is denied that those scriptures teach any such thing; for faith adds nothing 

to the being of justification: but if by it, is meant a prerequisite to the sense and 

knowledge of it, or to a claim of interest in it, it will be allowed to be the sense of 

them.”52 Again, Gill sets forth his belief that justification has already occurred before 

faith exists. Faith is necessary as far as understanding that a person has been justified. 

However, faith is not necessary in order to bring justification into being. 

Gill then looks at some of the texts that are thought to prove this approach.  

Perhaps the words of my text may be thought . . . to furnish out an objection against 
justification, before faith; when the apostle says, And by him all that believe are 
justified. From whence it can only be inferred: that all who believe are justified 
persons, which no body denies; and they may be justified before they believe, for 
aught that the apostle here says. And if any one should think fit to infer from hence, 
that those who believe not, are not justified, it will he allowed that they are not 
declaratively, or evidentially justified: that they do not know that they are; that they 
cannot receive any comfort from it, nor claim any interest in justification; but that 
they are not justified in God’s sight, or in Christ the Mediator, cannot be proved. 
Again, the apostle in 1 Corinthians 6:11, says of the Corinthians, that they were now 
justified, as if they were not justified before. But this I conceive, does not at all 
militate against justification before faith: for they might be justified in foro Dei, and 
in their Head, Christ Jesus, before now, and yet not till now be justified in their own 
consciences, and by the Spirit of God; which, it is plain, is the justification the 
apostle is here speaking of. But the grand text, which is urged to prove justification 
a consequent of faith, is Galatians 2:16. Even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that 
we might be justified by the faith of Christ. Here the apostle is speaking of 
justification, as it terminates upon the conscience of a believer; and this is readily 
granted to follow faith, and to be a consequent of it; for that none are justified by 
faith until they believe, is acknowledged by all. The apostle’s meaning then is, that 
we have believed in Christ, or have looked to him for justification, that we might 
have the comfortable sense and apprehension of it, through faith in him; or that we 
may appear to he justified, or to expect justification alone by his righteousness, 
received by faith, and not by the works of the law. In the same light may many other 

                                                 

52 Ibid., 4:220. 



  21 

 

scriptures, of the same kind, be considered.53 

In Gill’s thought, faith is evidentiary, making manifest that Christ has justified a person. 

But faith is not the cause of justification. 

The sixth objection is that if a person is justified before faith a justified person 

would still be a child of wrath. Such verses as 1 John 3:8,14 and Galatians 5:21 would 

argue against this possibility. Gill says that “God’s elect may be considered under two 

different Heads, and as related to two different covenants at one and the same time.” 

Being “descendants of Adam, they are related to him, as a covenant-head, and as such, 

sinned in him . . . and so they are all, by nature, children of wrath, even as others.” 

However, “as considered in Christ, they were loved with an everlasting love: God chose 

them in him before the foundation of the world; and always viewed and accounted them 

righteous in Christ, in whom they were eternally secured from eternal wrath and 

damnation.” Considered in Adam, under the covenant of works, the elect “are under the 

sentence of condemnation.” Considered “in Christ, and according to the covenant of 

grace, and the secret transactions thereof, they are justified and freed from all 

condemnation.” Gill points out that anyone who views God as loving His elect from 

eternity faces the same seeming contradiction in regard to His living them with such a 

love while at the same time they are children of wrath. Also, “Jesus Christ was the Object 

of his Father’s love and wrath at one and the same time; sustaining two different 

capacities, and standing in two different relations when he suffered in the room and stead 

                                                 

53 Ibid., 4:220-1. For a fuller treatment of Galatians 2:16 see Gill, Exposition of the Old and 
New Testaments, Vol. 9, 7-8. 
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of his people.”54 

The seventh objection is “this doctrine makes assurance to be of the essence of 

faith.” Gill agrees that there is some degree of assurance that is essential to justifying 

faith. By this he means that justifying faith is the belief “that there is a justifying 

righteousness in Christ for him; and therefore he looks unto, leans, relies, and depends 

on, and pleads this righteousness for his justification: though this act of his may be 

attended with many doubts, fears, questionings, and unbelief. And what is short of this I 

cannot apprehend to be true faith in Christ, as the Lord our righteousness.”55 

The eighth objection is that justification preceding faith eliminates the need for 

faith. Gill responds that though faith itself does not justify us, since it is not the “cause or 

condition of our justification; yet, as it apprehends and receives Christ’s righteousness for 

our justification, it brings much peace, joy, and comfort into our hearts.” It is in the 

answer to this objection that Gill makes clear his view of how a person comes to Christ in 

relation to justification:  

The awakened sinner, before faith is wrought in his soul, or be enabled to exercise it 
on Christ, finds himself in a state of bondage, and under a sentence of 
condemnation; as he really is, as a descendant of Adam, and according to the open 
rules of God’s word: so that there is nothing else but a fearful expectation of fiery 
indignation to consume him. But when the Spirit of God brings near Christ’s 
righteousness, and puts it into the hand of faith, and declares the justifying sentence 
of God, upon the account of that righteousness, in the conscience, his mind is 
unfettered, his soul is set at liberty, and filled with a joy unspeakable and full of 

                                                 

54 Ibid., 4:221-2. See also p. 225: “The objects of justification are described by the quality of 
them, or by their state and condition. Before conversion, they are represented as ungodly; and after 
conversion, as believers in Christ.” See also p. 195: “That we are in our own persons ungodly, who are 
justified, for God justifieth the ungodly; (Rom. 4:5) if ungodly, then without a righteousness, as all Adam’s 
posterity are; and if without a righteousness, then if we are justified, it must he by some righteousness 
imputed to us, or placed to our account; which can be no other than the righteousness of Christ.” 

55 Ibid., 4:222-3. 
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glory.56  

Faith is thus passive.57 God is active in salvation. He, by His Spirit, brings Christ’s 

righteousness and places it in the receiving hand of the awakened sinner and thus declares 

that God has justified the sinner. Faith is that which receives and rejoices in the 

realization of God’s justification of the sinner. 

The ninth objection is that 1 Cor. 6:11 states, "Now ye are justified" and thus 

there was a time when they were not justified. Here Gill uses a distinction between 

different aspects of justification. He says that they may in fact have been justified before 

in the sense of being justified “‘in foro dei’, in the court of God.” In God’s mind, or in 

His decrees, the elect are viewed as justified. Also, “in Christ their Head and Surety, and 

especially when he rose from the dead.” So justification, in these senses, definitely 

precedes faith. However, in another sense, justification is to be considered “‘foro 

conscientiae’, in their own consciences, and by the Spirit of God; which is the 

justification the apostle is there speaking of.”58 In this same context, he sets forth some 

important statements which give a clear view of what he is setting forth in justification.  

In a word, the sentence of justification pronounced on Christ, the representative of 
his people, when he rose from the dead, and that which is pronounced by the Spirit 
of God in the consciences of believers, and that which will be pronounced before 
men and angels at the general judgment, are only so many repetitions, or renewed 
declarations, of that grand original sentence of it, conceived in the mind of God 

                                                 

56 Ibid., 4:223-4. 

57 See Daniel, Hyper-Calvinism and John Gill, 336-7. Faith is passive in that it is a receiving 
agent. 

58 Gill, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity, 209. Daniel asserts that Tobias Crisp popularized a 
justification consisting of three stages, or levels: (1) Eternal justification in election; (2) virtual justification 
in Christ’s resurrection; (3) actual justification in the conscience of the believer. See Hyper-Calvinism and 
John Gill (Unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University of Edinburgh, 1983), 309. 
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from all eternity; which is the eternal justification pleaded for.59 

Justification is originally conceived in the mind of God from eternity and is pronounced 

or declared at various points in time. It is important to keep the distinction between the 

one-time act of justification and the understanding, declaration, manifestations, or even 

“repetitions of the act of justification” (meaning the resurrection of Christ and the 

testimony of the Spirit to the conscience of the believer). Without this understanding 

justification becomes confused with sanctification.60 

For Gill, eternal justification means that faith will never fail. With this, Gill 

seems to understand that his approach to justification could bring charges of 

Antinomianism. He says that while a person can never fall from the righteousness that 

justification brings “a righteous man may fall into sin, yet he shall never fall from his 

righteousness, nor shall he ever enter into condemnation, but be eternally glorified.” 

However, though justification “frees persons from sin, and discharges them from 

punishment due unto it, yet it does not take sin out of them. By it, indeed, they are freed 

from sin, insomuch that God sees no iniquity in them to condemn them for it.” God sees 

“all the sins of his people, in articulo providentiæ, in respect of providence, and chastises 

them for them; yet in articulo justificationis, in respect of justification, he sees none in 

them; they being acquitted, discharged, and justified from all.” Elect, justified, and 

regenerated people still have indwelling sin. Also, the law, with all of its demands, is still 

in place. Good works are also encouraged in God’s Word “for this doctrine of grace 

teaches men, That denying ungodliness, and worldly lusts, they should live soberly, 

                                                 

59 Ibid., 209. 

60 Ibid., 4:227. 
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righteously, and godly, in this present world. (Titus 2:11, 12)”61  

Conclusion 

The great concern for Gill in stressing the doctrine of eternal justification is his 

desire for true theology. A great emphasis of theology, as Gill understands it, is the glory 

of God. God is glorified in the doctrines of grace. Nothing should detract from the 

emphasis of God’s glory. The covenant of grace is indeed a covenant that magnifies 

God’s free grace. Since salvation is all of grace, justification is of grace.  

Justification, therefore, is an act of God’s free grace. Justification is an alien 

work of God that is completely void of our work. The fact that it was accomplished 

before we ever existed is clear proof that it is fully a work of God. It is clear enough that 

there is some sense in which this justification took place through Christ’s atoning death 

on the cross. However, consistent deduction from Scripture, implication from other 

scriptural doctrines, as well as the teaching of Scripture itself, argues, from Gill’s 

perspective, for an eternal aspect of justification.62 This does not merely mean a decree to 

justify but that justification itself took place in eternity.  

Justification is comparable to election. God’s decree to elect means election 

actually takes place. God’s decree to justify means justification actually takes place. Gill 

recognizes there are differences between election and justification. Justification will 

manifest, or “declare,” itself in various ways throughout salvation history. The death and 

resurrection of Christ is an obviously important declaration of justification. The 

                                                 

61 Ibid., 4:228-9. 

62 See Daniel, Hyper-Calvinism and John Gill, 306-7. 
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application of justification, by faith, to our consciences also declares justification. The 

normal way Scripture speaks of justification is by faith. But to not believe in justification 

from eternity would seem to open up the door for a justification based upon man’s faith. 

This is what John Wesley contended for.63  

With all of this emphasis on the eternal aspect of justification it is almost 

inevitable that the charge of Antinomianism will be brought against Gill. A reading of his 

writings will clearly show that he was not a Doctrinal Antinomian and he was certainly 

not a Practical Antinomian.64 

The importance of justification from eternity to Gill’s view can perhaps best be 

understood by his own words as he concludes his sermon on justification. 

To conclude: If your souls are under the powerful and comfortable influence of this 
doctrine, you will, in the first place, bless God for Jesus Christ, by whose obedience 
you are made righteous: You will value his justifying righteousness, and make 
mention of it at all proper times; you will glory alone in Christ, and will give the 
whole glory of your justification to him; and will be earnestly and studiously 
desirous of having your conversations as become the gospel of Christ, and this truth 
of it in particular.65 

 

                                                 

63 Tom J. Nettles, “John Gill and the Evangelical Awakening” in The Life and Thought of John 
Gill (1697-1771): A Tercentennial Appreciation, ed. Michael A. G. Haykin (Leiden, The Netherlands: 
Koninklyke Brill, 1997), 131-170. 

64 Curt Daniel, “John Gill and Calvinistic Antinomianism” in The Life and Thought of John 
Gill (1697-1771): A Tercentennial Appreciation, ed. Michael A. G. Haykin (Leiden, The Netherlands: 
Koninklyke Brill, 1997), 171-190. See also Daniel, Hyper-Calvinism and John Gill, 608-91. Berkhof 
recognizes a category of Reformed theologians holding to eternal justification who do not hold to 
Antinomian doctrine. See Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 518. 

65 Ibid., 4:228-9. 
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