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work possible. Joni, I'm finally done.

Aaron T. O'Kelley
Jackson, Tennessee
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Over the last three decades, the field of Pauline studies has been influenced
dramatically by the rise of the so-called "new perspective on Paul." While the new
perspective is a diverse movement with a diversity of claims, arguments, and viewpoints,
it is held together by a common reaction to the Lutheran paradigm of reading Paul. The
movement's proponents argue that a new perspective on Paul is necessary because
Protestantism has long accepted a false view of Paul's Jewish context, leading to a faulty
understanding of Paul's polemic against Judaism. The result has been a misreading of
Paul, particularly with regard to his doctrine of justification. More than any other work,
E. P. Sanders's Paul and Palestinian Judaism has provided the historical foundation upon
which new perspective proponents have built their case. 1 By arguing that Second Temple
Judaism exhibited a grace-based pattern of religion, as opposed to the legalistic caricature
portrayed by New Testament scholars in the Lutheran tradition, Sanders laid the
groundwork for a paradigm shift in Pauline studies. A number of scholars have
concluded, largely as a result of Sanders's work, that historic Protestantism has misread
Paul in significant ways because of a tendency to impose foreign categories onto him,
namely, the categories of grace and merit that defined the debates of the Reformation. 2

IE. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison ofPatterns ofReligion
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1977).

1

2
As they argue, Sanders's insights into Second Temple Judaism indicate the unlikelihood
that Paul's doctrine of justification stands opposed to a doctrine of works-righteousness,
for, steeped in grace as it was, Judaism did not uphold such a doctrine. Thus, Sanders's
work has generated a hermeneutical presupposition that has led to a reinterpretation of
Paul's polemic and, consequently, a reinterpretation of his doctrine of justification.
The new perspective has elicited responses from a number of scholars who
hold to more traditional views. 3 These responses have focused primarily on the nature of
Second Temple Judaism and/or the exegesis of relevant Pauline passages. At least one
aspect of the debate, however, has yet to be explored adequately, and that is whether the
new perspective's claims concerning Second Temple Judaism, when read in light of the
debates of the Reformation era and beyond, actually warrant the significant modifications
that its proponents offer for the interpretation of Paul. 4 If, for the sake of argument, one
grants that Sanders has accurately described Second Temple Judaism as a grace-based
religion, does this observation necessarily overthrow the Reformation reading of Paul?

2For an excellent survey of the work of a number of scholars associated with the new
perspective on Paul, see Stephen Westerholm, "The New Perspective at Twenty-Five," in Justification and
Variegated Nom ism, vol. 2, The Paradoxes ofPaul, ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O'Brien, and Mark A.
Seifrid (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 1-17.
3Friedrich Avemarie, Tora und Leben: Untersuchungen zur Heilsbedeutung der Tora in der
frilhen rabbinischen Literatur (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1996); D. A. Carson, Peter T. O'Brien, and Mark
A. Seifrid, eds., Justification and Variegated Nomism, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 20012004); R. Scott Clark, ed., Covenant, Justification, and Pastoral Ministry: Essays by the Faculty of
Westminster Seminary California (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2007); A. Andrew Das, Paul, the Law, and the
Covenant (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2001); Simon J. Gathercole, Where Is Boasting? Early Jewish
Soteriology and Paul's Response in Romans 1-5 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002); Seyoon Kim, Paul and
the New Perspective: Second Thoughts on the Origin ofPaul's Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002);
John Piper, The Future ofJustification: A Response to N. T. Wright (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007); Guy
Prentiss Waters, Justification and the New Perspectives on Paul: A Review and Response (Phillipsburg, NJ:
P & R, 2004); Stephen Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New on Paul: The "Lutheran" Paul and His
Critics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004).
4This question has been addressed by Bart Anders Eriksson, "Luther, Paul and the New
Perspective" (Th.M. thesis, University of Toronto, 2004), but this investigation is limited only to Luther.
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Thesis
This study will argue that the new perspective's hermeneutical presupposition
generated by Sanders's view of Second Temple Judaism is a non sequitur; as such, it
does not overturn the Reformation paradigm for interpreting Paul's doctrine of
justification. The hermeneutical presupposition does not follow specifically because
Sanders's argument has no bearing on the categories that defined the concepts of grace,
merit, and justification in the Reformation debates. Although some exegetical
observations will be noted in the conclusion, this study is not primarily exegetical in
nature. It is, rather, an argument that addresses the presupposition that new perspective
proponents bring to the Pauline epistles. If that presupposition, which is the driving force
behind the perceived need for a "new perspective" on Paul, can be shown to be
unwarranted, then the traditional, Reformation view of Paul's polemic and his
corresponding doctrine of justification will stand vindicated no matter how one evaluates
Sanders's portrayal of Second Temple Judaism. It must not be denied that the new
perspective has brought much-needed attention to Paul's own historical context, an
emphasis that has yielded much exegetical and theological fruit. Nevertheless, what this
study will suggest is that, because ofthe failure of Sanders's thesis to warrant the kind of
hermeneutical presupposition that drives the new perspective's approach to Paul, what is
needed is not a new perspective on Paul but a further refining of the old one in light of
recent scholarly discussion. The relationship between Jews and Gentiles need not be an
unwelcome guest at the table of the Reformation doctrine of sola fide. 5

5Some scholars who have incorporated insights from the new perspective as a way of refming
rather than overturning the old one include Tim Chester, "Justification, Ecclesiology, and the New
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The New Perspective and Justification
The significance of this study lies in its focus on the doctrine of justification,
which Calvin regarded as ''the main hinge on which religion turns.,,6 For centuries this
doctrine has been the primary soteriological divide between Roman Catholics and
Protestants. Solajide has provided the distinguishing contours of the Reformation
tradition. 7 It is, therefore, a matter of great importance when a movement in Pauline
studies asserts that Paul's own understanding of justification was very different.
The doctrine of justification that arose from the Reformation and has persisted
in both the Lutheran and Reformed traditions since that time has been enshrined in the
Lutheran Formula o/Concord:
We believe, teach, and confess [t]hat our righteousness before God is this: God
forgives our sins out of pure grace, without any work, merit, or worthiness of ours
preceding, present, or following. He presents and credits to us the righteousness of
Christ's obedience [Romans 5: 17-19]. Because of this righteousness, we are
received into grace by God and regarded as righteous.
We believe, teach, and confess that faith alone is the means and instrument
through which we lay hold of Christ. So in Christ we lay hold of righteousness that
benefits us before God [Romans 1: 17], for whose sake this faith is credited to us for
righteousness (Romans 4:5). 8

Perspective," The Northern Training Institute Papers 12 (March 2008): 1-14; Bruce W. Longenecker, The
Triumph ofAbraham's God: The Transformation ofIdentity in Galatians (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998);
Francis Watson, Paul, Judaism, and the Gentiles: Beyond the New Perspective (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2007); Michael Bird, The Saving Righteousness of God: Studies on Paul, Justification, and the New
Perspective (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2007; originally published by Paternoster, 2007). Some of
these works give too much ground to the new perspective, but it is refreshing to see a more chastened
approach, one that incorporates new insights without promoting a sweeping paradigm shift.
6John Calvin Institutes ofthe Christian Religion 3.11.1, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis
Battles, Library of Christian Classics, vols. 20-21 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), 1:726
7A good historical survey of sola fide is provided by Samuel E. Waldron, "Faith, Obedience,
and Justification: Current Evangelical Departures from Sola Fide" (Ph.D. diss., The Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary, 2005), 1-131.

Formula of Concord 3.2-3 [3.4-5], in Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions, 2nd ed., ed.
Paul Timothy McCain (S1. Louis: Concordia, 2006), 480.
8 The
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With even greater theological precision, this doctrine of justification has been proclaimed
for centuries by the preeminent Reformed confession, The Westminster Confession of
Faith:
Those whom God effectually calleth, he also freely justifieth: not by infusing
righteousness into them, but by pardoning their sins, and by accounting and
accepting their persons as righteous; not for anything wrought in them, or done by
them, but for Christ's sake alone; not by imputing faith itself, the act of believing, or
any other evangelical obedience to them, as their righteousness; but by imputing the
obedience and satisfaction of Christ unto them, they receiving and resting on him
and his righteousness by faith; which they have not of themselves, it is the gift of
God. 9
As a new perspective on Paul has emerged in the wake of E. P. Sanders's work on
Judaism, this doctrine, at least insofar as its major contours have been attributed to Paul,
has been called into question. Arguing that the grace/works antithesis of the Reformation
is anachronistic when read into Paul, some scholars have concluded that Paul's polemic
must be aimed, not at legalism, but nationalism, and that his primary concern in
unfolding his doctrine of justification is not the standing of individual sinners before God
but the relationship between Jews and Gentiles in God's covenant purpose. Thus, the
phrase "works of the law" that appears at crucial junctures in Paul's letters as a foil to
faith (Rom 3:20, 28; Gal 2:16; 3:2, 5, 10) must be taken to connote primarily the badges
of Jewish identity, most notably circumcision, food laws, and Sabbath, not good works in
genera1. 10 According to the new perspective, Paul's concerns are less anthropological

9The Westminster Confession ofFaith ILl, in Creeds and Confessions of the Christian
Tradition, ed. laroslav Pelikan and Valerie Hotchkiss (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003),
2:620.
101ames D. G. Dunn, "The New Perspective on Paul," in The New Perspective on Paul:
Collected Essays (Ttibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 98-101; idem, "Works of the Law and the Curse of the
Law (Galatians 3.10-14)," in The New Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays (Ttibingen: Mohr Siebeck,
2005), 115-16; N. T. Wright, The Letter to the Romans: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections, in The
New Interpreter's Bible, vol. 10, ed. Leander E. Keck et al (Nasvhille: Abingdon, 2002), 460-61.
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than they are sociological and redemptive-historical.
N. T. Wright's view on this question has been most prominent. 11 According to
Wright, justification is an eschatological declaration of covenant membership. God
justifies, that is, declares to be in the covenant, those who belong to him. At the final
judgment this declaration will be based on works, though in a redefined sense. Final
justification, then, is not a justification by faith, at least not in the traditional Reformation
sense of sola fide. 12 What, then, is justification by faith? For Wright it is the present
anticipation of that eschatological verdict. It is the doctrine that gives assurance to
believers that they have been reckoned covenant members in the present in anticipation
of their final justification. In other words, justification by faith assures believers now that
God's work, once begun, will not fail to be completed (Phil! :6). For Wright, faith does
not appropriate the righteousness of Christ for the sinner; the imputation of righteousness
is no part of Paul's doctrine of justification. 13 Rather, faith (which is exhibited by both
Jews and Gentiles) is the badge of covenant identity that stands opposed to the boundary
markers, or "works of the law," that nationalistic Jews upheld proudly as evidence of
their covenant identity to the exclusion of outsiders. Significantly, for Wright
justification is not initiatory; it does not change one's legal standing, nor is it associated

liN. T. Wright, "New Perspectives on Paul," in Justification in Perspective: Historical
Developments and Contemporary Challenges, ed. Bruce L. McCormack (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic,
2006),243-64; idem, What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paulo/Tarsus the Real Founder o/Christianity?
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 113-33; idem, Paul: In Fresh Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005),
120-22; see also Piper, The Future 0/Justification and Wright's rejoinder in Justification: God's Plan and
Paul's Vision (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009).
12"We now discover that this declaration, this vindication, occurs twice. It occurs in the future,
as we have seen, on the basis of the entire life a person has led in the power of the Spirit-that is, it occurs
on the basis of 'works' in Paul's redefmed sense." Wright, "New Perspectives on Paul," 260.
I3"Righteousness is not an object, a substance or a gas which can be passed across the
courtroom." Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, 98.
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with conversion. It is, rather, a divine recognition of what is already the case. 14 Those
who are in the covenant are justified by faith, that is, declared to be what they already are
because they exhibit the badge of covenant membership.
Besides Wright, James D. G. Dunn has been the other most prominent
proponent of the new perspective on Paul, and he has likewise sought to modify the
traditional Protestant formulation of justification. IS In his Pauline theology, Dunn begins
his discussion of justification by addressing the key phrase "the righteousness of God,"
arguing that "righteousness" is a relational term that refers to the fulfillment of one's
obligations to another in the context of a relationship.16 God's righteousness, then, is
"God's fulfilment of the obligations he took upon himself in creating humankind and
particularly in the calling of Abraham and the choosing ofIsrael to be his people.,,17
Within the context of this discussion of God's righteousness as the fulfillment of his

14"What, then, is this vindication, this dikaiosis? It is God's declaration that a person is in the
right-that is, (a) thatthe person's sins have been forgiven and (b) that he or she is part of the single
covenant family promised to Abraham. Notice the opening phrase: God's declaration that. Not 'God's
bringing it about that' but God's authoritative declaration of what is in fact the case." Wright, "New
Perspectives on Paul," 260. However, in his most recent work, Wright appears to contradict himself:
"When the judge in the lawcourt justifies someone, he does not give that person his own particular
'righteousness.' He creates the status the vindicated defendant now possesses, by an act of declaration, a
'speech-act' in our contemporary jargon" (Wright, Justification, 69, emphasis original). If this and similar
statements in Wright's most recent publication (pp. 91, 135) indicate that he has changed his mind and now
regards the verdict of justification as a synthetic, rather than an analytic, statement, then it is a most
welcome development. Nowhere, however, does Wright say that he has changed his mind, and thus the
apparent contradiction remains in his work.
ISJames D. G. Dunn, "The New Perspective on Paul,"; idem, "The Justice of God: A Renewed
Perspective on Justification by Faith," in The New Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays (Tiibingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 2005), 187-205; James D. G. Dunn and Alan M. Suggate, The Justice of God: A Fresh Look at the
Old Doctrine ofJustification by Faith (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993); James D. G. Dunn, The Theology
ofPaul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998),334-89.
16Dunn, The Theology ofPaul, 340-46. As Dunn indicates, credit for this "Hebraic"
understanding of righteousness goes to H. Cremer, Die paulinische Rechtfertigungslehre im
Zusammenhange ihrer geschichtlichen Voraussetzungen (Giitersloh: Bertelsmann, 1900). Wright likewise
adheres to this understanding of righteousness. See Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, 95-111.
17Dunn, The Theology of Paul, 342.
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salvific obligations, Dunn describes justification by faith in a manner very similar to
Wright. He argues that it involves God's reckoning of covenant membership, particularly
with reference to the Gentiles, in fulfillment of his salvific purpose.1 8 That it is by faith
as opposed to ''works of the law" is a statement of universality, an argument against
Jewish nationalism, not Jewish legalism. 19
In the early days of the new perspective, Dunn argued (as Wright would
subsequently) that justification is not a term indicating transfer but status recognition:
God's justification is not his act in first making his covenant with Israel, or in
initially accepting someone into the covenant people. God's justification is rather
God's acknowledgment that someone is in the covenan[t]-whether that is an initial
acknowledgment, or a repeated action of God (God's saving acts), or hisjinal
vindication of his people. 20
However, in subsequent publications Dunn's language has changed somewhat on this
issue. Justification by faith appears in a chapter entitled "The Beginning of Salvation" in
his Pauline theology, and he tends to speak more freely of justification as transfer
terminology than does Wright. 21
One final example to be noted here of the new perspective's impact on the
doctrine of justification is to be found in Richard B. Hays, whose article on justification

18Dunn, The Theology of Paul, 344; idem, The Justice ofGod, 25.
19Dunn,

The Theology ofPaul, 354-79.

zo.ounn, "The New Perspective on Paul," 97, emphasis original.
ZIThis is the case not only in his acknowledgement that justification involves "the initial
acceptance by God into restored relationship," but also in the ongoing aspect of justification, whereby "the
human partner will ever be dependent on God justifYing the ungodly." Dunn, The Theology ofPaul, 386.
These statements represent some remaining Lutheran themes in Dunn. See also James D. G. Dunn, "The
New Perspective: Whence, What, and Wither?" in The New Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays
(Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 1-88, where Dunn acknowledges several aspects ofthe Lutheran tradition
of reading Paul that he finds legitimate.

9
in The Anchor Bible Dictionary clearly defines the doctrine in terms of covenant
membership:
Insofar as "righteousness" may be ascribed to the human beneficiaries of God's
grace (cf. such passages as Phil 3:9; Rom 9:30-10:4), this righteousness should be
interpreted primarily in terms of the covenant relationship to God and membership
within the covenant community.... "Righteousness" refers to God's covenantfaithfulness which declares persons full participants in the community of God's
people. This declaration has a quasi-legal dimension, but there is no question here
of a legal fiction whereby God juggles his heavenly account books and pretends not
to notice human sin. The legal language points rather to the formal inclusion of
those who once were "not my people" in a concrete historical community of the
"sons of the living God" (Rom 9:25-26). (Justification is only one of the metaphors
that Paul can use to describe this act of inclusion by grace; elsewhere he can speak,
for example, of "adoption," as in Gal 4:5 and Rom 8:15.i2
Hays's rejection of the Lutheran paradigm is clear, as is his identification of justification
as a declaration that marks off God's covenant people. What is not clear from the article,
however, is whether Hays agrees with Wright that justification is non-initiatory. The
quote above seems to imply that Hays considers justification an event that changes one's
status from "out" to "in," but ultimately he does not address this question directly.
The new perspective on Paul represents the fruition of seeds sown by Krister
Stendahl a half-century ago in an article that suggested that Paul, even from the time of
Augustine, has been forced to address questions that had little significance in his own
first-century context, questions about how individual sinners might find a gracious God. 23
Out of these concerns the Reformation doctrine of justification emerged. As the new

22Richard B. Hays, "Justification," in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman
(New York: Doubleday, 1992),3:1131-32. See also Richard B. Hays, The Letter to the Galatians:
Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections, in The New Interpreter's Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck et aI,
(Nashville: Abingdon, 2000), 11:236-38.
23 Krister Stendahl, "The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West," Harvard
Theological Review 56 (1963): 199-215; subsequently published in Krister Stendahl, Paul Among Jews and
Gentiles (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 78-96.
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perspective has argued, however, Paul's primary concern was not about individual
sinners facing God as judge but about God's global purpose of redemption that
encompasses both Jews and Gentiles, uniting them into one covenant community.
Understood in this manner, justification need no longer constitute a rigid barrier between
Protestants and Catholics. Both sides have missed the mark to some degree, and some
measure of theological rapprochement might be possible if both sides recognize
justification for the great ecumenical doctrine that it is. 24 In light of the fact that solajide
has been the defining soteriological distinctive of the Reformation tradition, this claim on
the part of new perspective proponents merits careful scrutiny. Of significance for this
study is the fact that these modifications to the doctrine of justification stem from one
important work published in 1977, to which attention must now be given.

E. P. Sanders's Paul and Palestinian Judaism
Two of Sanders's stated purposes in his 1977 work were "to destroy the view
of Rabbinic Judaism which [was at the time] still prevalent in much, perhaps most, New
Testament scholarship" and then "to establish a different view of Rabbinic Judaism.,,25
Sanders traced the prevalent view in need of destruction from Ferdinand Weber through
three prominent scholars (among others) who appropriated Weber's view and made it
dominant in New Testament scholarship: Wilhelm Bousset, Paul Billerbeck, and Rudolf
Bultmann. 26 Scholars in this school of thought characterized Judaism as a religion in

24Wright (What Saint Paul Really Said, 158-59) has sounded this note strongly. Dunn has also
to a lesser extent in The Theology ofPaul, 344.
25Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, xii.
26Ibid.,33-59.
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which works earn salvation by a careful weighing of merits against demerits at the final
judgment, entailing as a significant corollary the denial or downplaying of God's grace in
Israel's election. 27 Sanders argued that this view of Judaism, though lacking warrant
from the evidence, did serve a theological purpose, especially for the Lutheran tradition:
The supposed legalistic Judaism of scholars from Weber to Thyen (and doubtless
later) serves a very obvious function: It acts as the foil against which superior forms
of religion are described. It permits, as Neusner has said, the writing of theology as
if it were history. One must note in particular the projection on to Judaism of the
view which Protestants find most objectionable in Roman Catholicism: the
existence of a treasury of merits established by works of supererogation. We have
here the retrojection of the Protestant-Catholic debate into ancient history, with
Judaism taking the role of Catholicism and Christianity the role of Lutheranism. 28
Arguing that the prevailing view of Judaism among New Testament scholars was a
caricature created by the theology of the Lutheran tradition, Sanders sought to expose it
as a falsehood.
Sanders's methodology involved surveying the Tannaitic literature, the Dead
Sea Scrolls, and the Apocrypha and Psuedepigrapha in an effort to determine a common
"pattern of religion," which he defined as "the description of how a religion is perceived
by its adherents to/unction. 'Perceived to function' has the sense not of what an adherent
does on a day-to-day basis, but of how getting in and staying in are understood: the way
in which a religion is understood to admit and retain members is considered to be the way

27Ibid.,54. Interestingly, Sanders argued that those who followed Weber continued to promote
a legalistic view of Judaism even while they ignored Weber's view of the Rabbinic narrative ofIsrael's
history, namely, that Israel forfeited the grace of God in the golden calf incident and, subsequently, had to
pursue salvation based on a system of weighing merits against demerits. According to Sanders, this
narrative was foundational to Weber's portrayal of Judaism, for it provided a coherent, even if incorrect,
means of harmonizing the grace of election with the legalistic system of earning salvation. That Weber's
followers simply dropped this narrative from consideration is, therefore, surprising.
28Ibid.,57. Here Sanders refers to Jacob Neusner, The Rabbinic Traditions about the
Pharisees Before 70 (Leiden: Brill, 1971),3:359-63.
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it 'functions'. ,,29 According to Sanders, the relevant sources reveal a pattern of religion
that may be defined as "covenantal nomism.,,3o This phrase ties together both the
gracious and legal aspects of Second Temple Judaism. The covenant, as an expression of
God's electing grace, has priority. Once in the covenant by grace, Israelites maintain
their covenant status by keeping the law as a proper response to the grace of God. Perfect
obedience to the law is neither demanded nor necessary, for the law itself contains
provision for atonement. With eight propositions, Sanders defined covenantal nomism as
follows:
(1) God has chosen Israel and (2) given the law. The law implies both (3) God's
promise to maintain the election and (4) the requirement to obey. (5) God rewards
obedience and punishes transgression. (6) The law provides for means of atonement,
and atonement results in (7) maintenance or re-establishment of the covenantal
relationship. (8) All those who are maintained in the covenant by obedience,
atonement and God's mercy belong to the group which will be saved. An important
interpretation of the first and last points is that election and ultimately salvation are
considered to be by God's mercy rather than human achievement. 31

By unfolding covenantal nomism as the pattern of religion of Palestinian Jews in the
Second Temple period, Sanders sought to dismiss the caricature prevalent in New
Testament scholarship prior to 1977 and replace it with a portrayal of Judaism free from
Protestant distortions.
The final section of Paul and Palestinian Judaism addresses Paul. Sanders's
most significant argument about the apostle, in light of the thesis of the book, is that
Paul's polemic against the law and Judaism did not stem from anthropological

29Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 17, emphasis original.

30lbid., 75.
31Ibid., 422.
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considerations, either to the effect that fallen humanity could not keep the law or that
even an attempt to keep the law would constitute sin.32 Rather, Paul's polemic stemmed
from his Christology, and his thinking moved from solution to plight. Having found
Christ to be the savior of all people, Paul then worked backwards to the conclusion that
all people needed saving. More specifically, if all people needed saving, then the law
must have been incapable of saving. And thus Paul opposed Judaism, with its devotion
to the law, not because he found it inadequate on its own terms but because he saw that
Christ's exclusivity and universality entailed the end of the law for believers.33 Sanders's
conclusion about Paul's polemic fits his prior conclusion that works-righteousness does
not constitute the essence of Second Temple Judaism.
Comparing, then, one pattern of religion with another, Sanders ultimately
concluded that Paul represents a different pattern than covenantal nomism, a pattern that
finds its center in participatory rather than covenantal categories. 34 However, these two
patterns do overlap at one significant point: grace and works. According to Sanders,
"Paul is in agreement with Palestinian Judaism.... There are two aspects of the
relationship between grace and works: salvation is by grace but judgment is according to
works; works are the condition of remaining 'in', but they do not earn salvation.,,35 If

32The latter point was argued by RudolfBultmann, Theology o/the New Testament, ed. and
trans. Kendrick Grobel (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1951), 1:264.
33Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 474-511.
34Ibid., 511-15; 543-52.
35Ibid., 543, emphasis original.
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Paul agreed with the prevailing view among his kinsmen on these matters, then the
traditional Protestant view of Paul would seemingly require some revision. 36

Sanders's Judaism and the New Perspective
Sanders's work on Paul has not had near the influence in Pauline studies as has
his work on Second Temple Judaism. Convinced that Sanders has proven that the
"Lutheran" Paul is an anachronism, proponents of the new perspective have diverged in
multiple directions as they have unfolded different visions of Paul. Thus, there is no
single "new perspective" on Paul. What unites these various perspectives is their
common rejection of the Protestant grace/works antithesis as the key to Paul's doctrine of
justification, a rejection that has grown out of the perception that the whole of the
Reformation tradition has misread Paul by forcing him to address sixteenth century
questions about soteriology, foreign to his own context.
In the decades following Sanders's groundbreaking work, the new perspective
on Paul has emerged largely as a result of a perceived historical link between a legalistic
medieval Roman Catholicism and a misrepresented legalistic first-century Judaism. A
refrain that describes the shortcomings of the traditional Protestant reading of Paul has
been repeated over the years by prominent proponents of the new perspective. Their
argument may be summarized as follows:
1.

Sixteenth-century Roman Catholicism was legalistic.

2.

The Reformers opposed this legalism with their doctrine of justification.

36Sanders further developed his analysis of Paul in Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983) and, at a more popular level, in Paul (New York: Oxford University Press,
1991).
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3.

This doctrine of justification emerged from, but also helped to shape, a certain way
of reading Paul that depended on having a legalistic foil in his own context, a role
attributed to Judaism.

4.

In fact, Jews of Paul's day were not legalists; they believed strongly in the grace of
God.

5.

Thus, the Roman Catholic legalism of the sixteenth century has caused Protestants
37
to misrepresent Judaism and misread Paul.

In Paul and Palestinian Judaism, Sanders did not go quite so far in his argumentation.
To be sure, he criticized New Testament scholars of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries for allowing their (Lutheran) theology to impact the way they understood
Second Temple Judaism, but he did not specifically argue that the whole of the
Reformation tradition was at fault in this regard. His primary concern was to correct a
faulty view of Judaism that stemmed from Weber, not to evaluate the prevailing
Protestant view of Paul. References to the Reformers or to major theologians who gave
shape to the Protestant doctrine of justification are scant throughout his work. In this
regard, some who have followed Sanders's work have taken his premise further than he
did in an attempt to argue, not only that the WeberlBoussetlBillberbeckiBultmann school
of interpretation has been skewed by a misrepresentation of Judaism, but that historic
Protestantism itself shares in this unfortunate mistake.
Wright first leveled this charge in 1978, when he first identified with the new
perspective (before that phrase had been coined) in an article, previously delivered as a
lecture, entitled "The Paul of History and the Apostle of Faith.,,38 Here Wright took aim
directly at "one particular misunderstanding of Paul which has dogged the footsteps of

37Here

38N.

"legalism" refers to the attempt to earn salvation by human effort.

T. Wright, "The Paul of History and the Apostle of Faith," TynBul29 (1978): 61-88.
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Pauline studies, particularly (though by no means exclusively) in the Lutheran tradition."
That misunderstanding, he claimed, rests on a false view of Second Temple Judaism:
"My case here is simply stated: the tradition of Pauline interpretation has manufactured a
false Paul by manufacturing a false Judaism for him to oppose.,,39 Alluding to the work
of Sanders, Wright argued that "the real Judaism was not a religion of legalistic worksrighteousness." This misrepresentation, he concluded, has resulted from the imposition
of Protestant-Catholic debates onto the first century.40
The same charge has been leveled in many of Wright's subsequent
publications. The following examples are taken from his 1986 commentary on
Colossians:
Paul's critique of Judaism does not aim, as in the old caricature, at 'legalism', the
supposed attempt to earn righteousness through good works. 41
What Jewish scholars rejected as Paul's misunderstanding of Judaism is itself a
misunderstanding of Paul, based on the standard Protestant (mis)reading of Paul
through Reformation spectacles. 42
Wright's 1997 monograph on Paul includes the following statements:
Since the publication in 1977 of Ed Sanders' Paul and Palestinian Judaism, the fat
has been in the fire. Everything we know about Paul, or thought we knew, has had
to be re-examined. Sanders argued, basically, that the normal Christian, and
especially Protestant, readings of Paul were seriously flawed because they attributed
to first-cent~ Judaism theological views which belonged rather to medieval
Catholicism. 4
39Ibid., 78.
4°lbid., 79-80.
41N. T. Wright, The Epistles ofPaul to the Colossians and to Philemon: An Introduction and
Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 30.
42Ibid., 108, emphasis original.
43Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, 114.
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There [in 4QMMT], 'justification by works' has nothing to do with individual Jews
attempting a kind of proto-Pelagian pulling themselves up by their moral bootstraps
and everything to do with the definition of the true Israel in advance of the final
eschatological showdown. 44
Paul has no thought in this passage [Rom 3 :21-31] of warding off a protoPelagianism, of which in any case his opponents were not guilty.45
Wright's 2002 commentary on Romans repeats the same idea:
One of the great gains of the last quarter of a century in Pauline scholarship has
been to recognize that Paul's contemporaries-and Paul himself prior to his
conversion-were not "legalists," if by that we mean that they were attempting to
earn favor with God, to earn grace as it were, by the performance of law-prescribed
works. Paul's fellow Jews were not proto-Pelagians, attempting to pull themselves
up by their moral shoelaces. They were, rather, responding out of gratitude to the
God who had chosen and called Israel to be the covenant people and who had given
Israel the law both as a sign of that covenant membership and as the means of
making it real. 46
Wright's indebtedness to Sanders is evident, as is his concern that Protestantism has long
misread Paul in part because of a faulty view of Second Temple Judaism.
Dunn has repeatedly made the same charge. In 1983 he coined the phrase
"The New Perspective on Paul" by publishing an article by that title. 47 Dunn opened his
argument with a discussion of Sanders before moving on to his own understanding of
Paul. Along the way he sought to expose the problem with historic Protestant exegesis of
Paul's letters:
Looked at from another angle, the problem is the way in which Paul has been
understood as the great exponent of the central Reformation doctrine ofjustijication
by faith. As Krister Stendahl warned twenty years ago, it is deceptively easy to read
44Ibid., 119.
45Ibid., 129.
46 W right,

Romans, 460-61.

47James D. G. Dunn, "The New Perspective on Paul," BJRL 65 (1983): 95-122; subsequently
published in The New Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 89-110.
Subsequent references are to the latter.
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Paul in the light of Luther's agonized search for relief from a troubled conscience.
Since Paul's teaching on justification by faith seems to speak so directly to Luther's
sUbjective wrestlings, it was a natural corollary to see Paul's opponents in terms of
the unreformed Catholicism which opposed Luther, with first century Judaism read
through the 'grid' of the early 16th century Catholic system of merit. To a
remarkable and indeed alarming degree, throughout this century the standard
depiction of the Judaism which Paul rejected has been the reflex of Lutheran
hermeneutic. 48
This charge has been leveled repeatedly in subsequent publications, as a few examples
will indicate. In an article originally published in 1985, Dunn argued the following:
What I have been pleading for in effect is a shift in perspective-from one
dominated by the categories of the Reformation debates, to one properly set within
the horizons of the social world of first century Judaism. When such a shift is
carried through it releases a flood of fresh light on the issues confronting Paul and
on his response to them. A key example is the phrase ta erga tou nomou, 'the works
of the law'. The fact that Paul uses it only in the context of his argument with other
Jewish Christians (or Jews) is usually recognized by commentators. But sooner or
later (usually sooner) the perspective slips and the assumption begins to dominate
the exegesis that by 'works of the law' Paul means the attempt to win God's favour
by human achievement, or some such paraphrase. 49
In 1992 the argument appeared again:
Luther had striven to please God by his acts of penitence and good works. The
Church of his day taught that salvation could be gained by merit, the merit of the
saints, that the time spent in purgatory could be diminished by the purchase of
indulgences. That was what the discovery of justification by faith had freed him
from. It was all too easy to read Paul's experience through the same grid. What
Luther had been delivered from was also what Paul had been delivered from. As the
medieval church taught salvation by merit and good works, so must the Judaism of
Paul's day. It was a degenerate religion precisely because it was legalistic,
dependent on human effort, and self-satisfied with the results. And the Pharisees
were the worst of all-narrow minded, legalistic bigots.
In vain might Jewish scholars protest: this was not the Judaism they knew.
Possibly another form of early Judaism of which no trace now remains-in the
diaspora, from where Paul came, perhaps. But not traditional Judaism, with its
48Ibid., 91-92, emphasis original.
49Dunn, "Works of the Law and the Curse of the Law," 115-16 (originally published in NTS 31
[1985]: 523-42).
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emphasis precisely on repentance (a category strikingly absent from Paul) and
atonement-that is, on God's provision for sin. 50
Again, the refrain appears in Dunn's 1998 magnum opus, The Theology ofPaul the

Apostle:
The negative side of this emphasis [on justification by faith since the time of the
Reformation] was an unfortunate strain of anti-Judaism. Paul's teaching on
justification was seen as a reaction against and in opposition to Judaism. As Luther
had rejected a medieval church which offered salvation by merit and good works,
the same, it was assumed, was true of Paul in relation to the Judaism of his day.51
Like Wright, Dunn has used Sanders's thesis to expose what he perceives to be the
weakness of the traditional Protestant reading of Paul.
Although less prolific and less prominent as a proponent of the new
perspective, Hays has made the same charge:
Martin Luther found in Paul's dichotomy between "faith" and "works of the
law" a hermeneutical principle that provided the theological impetus for the
Reformation. Luther interpreted "works of the law" as a metaphor for all human
striving for God's approval. Thus, he saw in Gal 2:16 a contrast between earning
salvation through meritorious performance of good deeds and receiving salvation
through faith alone (sola fide). This doctrine provided him with a powerful
polemical weapon against the practices and teachings of the sixteenth-century
Roman Catholic Church. Luther's reading of Paul exercised widespread influence
on subsequent Christian interpreters, who associated the attempt to earn salvation
through good works with Pharisaic Judaism and, therefore, saw Paul as announcing
a radical break with the Jewish understanding of God and salvation.
The difficulty with this account of the matter is that it rests upon a caricature of
Judaism, as E. P. Sanders has demonstrated in his watershed study Paul and
Palestinian Judaism. Judaism has never taught that individuals must earn God's
favor by performing meritorious works; members of the covenant people are already
embraced by God's gracious election and mercy. Obedience to the Law is not a
condition of getting in; rather, it is a means of staying in the covenant community.
Sanders describes this Jewish pattern of religion as "covenantal nomism." Nearly
all scholars who study early Judaism and Christianity now acknowledge that
Sanders's description of Palestinian Judaism is basically correct. 52
5°Dunn,

"The Justice of God," 192 (originally published in JTS 43 [1992]: 1-22).

51 Dunn,

The Theology of Paul, 336-37.
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It is difficult to imagine a clearer account of the new perspective's understanding of its

ownongm.
Other new perspective proponents have traced a paradigm shift in Pauline
studies to Sanders's thesis, which they generally regard as firmly established. 53 While
Stendahl may have anticipated Sanders by raising questions about the traditional
approach to Paul's writings, there can be no doubt that Sanders has given the new
perspective its primary historical foundation. What has become clear throughout this
discussion is that the new perspective on Paul depends for its existence on a foil, namely,
the traditional Protestant approach to reading Paul. 54 The new perspective holds to a
particular thesis about this foil, namely, that it arose from the imposition of sixteenthcentury categories derived from debates over grace and merit onto the Pauline writings,
in the process tearing Paul away from his own context and misrepresenting the Judaism
of his day. The primary offenders in this regard are New Testament scholars in the
Weber/BoussetIBillerbecklBultmann stream. While it may be apparent that the
chastisement these scholars have received from Sanders and company is well-deserved, it
must be noted here that such chastisement cannot be legitimately applied to the whole of
the Reformation tradition without further argument. That Lutheran New Testament

52Hays ,

Galatians, 239.

53Francis Watson, Paul, Judaism and the Gentiles (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1986), 1-22; Neil Elliot, The Rhetoric ofRomans: Argumentative Constraint and Strategy in Paul's
Dialogue with Judaism (Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Academic, 1990), 146, 212; Daniel Boyarin, A Radical
Jew: Paul and the Politics ofIdentity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 11,41-56; Terence
L. Donaldson, Paul and the Gentiles: Remapping the Apostle's Convictional World (Minneapolis: Fortress,
1997),3-27. Stephen Westerholm provides an excellent survey of the paradigm shift in Pauline studies in
Perspectives Old and New on Paul, 3-258.
54 This is most often called the "Lutheran" approach, but it would also include historic
Protestantism more broadly, especially the Reformed tradition.
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scholars four-hundred years after Luther might have misrepresented Judaism in light of
their own theology seems to be entirely probable. That these misrepresentations can be
blamed for the rise of the whole of the Lutheran tradition, or of historic Protestantism
itself, is a claim with an enormous logical gap. Richard Gaffin has, in passing, drawn
attention to this subtle move made by new perspective proponents:
I leave to the side here the general tendency, as it seems to me, of the 'new
perspective' too readily to lump together the Reformation with modem
Protestantism prior to Sanders as the target of its criticisms; such similarities as
there may be between Luther and Buitmann, for instance, are upon more careful
reflection little more than merely formal. 55
By arguing that the discovery of a grace-based Judaism overturns the way Paul has been
read among Protestants since the sixteenth-century, new perspective proponents not only
make a historical claim about Judaism; they make a historical claim about the
Reformation itself. This study will, in part, investigate the validity of that claim.

The Hermeneutical Presupposition
of the New Perspective
Sanders's Paul and Palestinian Judaism has generated a hermeneutical
presupposition among new perspective proponents, one that could be stated simply as
follows: covenantal nomism could not have served as Paul's foil in the promotion ofa

doctrine ofjustification that resembles that of the Reformation. Expanded into a more
complete explanation, the presupposition could be given in four propositions:
1.

The antithesis of grace/faith and works in Paul seems to suggest categories of grace
and human merit that formed the contours of the debate over justification during the
Reformation.

2.

However, as E. P. Sanders has demonstrated, Second Temple Judaism upheld a
pattern of religion that was based on grace, not works.
55Richard B. Gaffm, "Review Essay: Paul the Theologian," WTJ 62 (2000): 132.
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3.

Therefore, Paul could not have opposed a doctrine of merit, for there was no such
doctrine in his historical context.

4.

Therefore, the antithesis of grace/faith and works in Paul must be defined in
categories other than those that framed the Reformation debate over justification.

This presupposition has been identified before by none other than Francis Watson, who,
although formerly identified with the new perspective, now seeks to move beyond it, as
the subtitle of a more recent edition of his Paul, Judaism, and the Gentiles indicates. 56 In
2001 Watson wrote the following:
In interpreting the relevant Pauline texts, the new perspective repeatedly performs a
characteristic exegetical manoeuvre in three steps. Here's how it works. Step one:
we observe that a Pauline text appears to be contrasting the logic of the gospel with
the logic of a Jewish or Jewish Christian understanding of the law. Paul speaks of
grace over against law, faith over against works; he seems to set believing the
gospel of divine saving action over against practising the law. Step two: we know,
however, that the point of these Pauline antitheses cannot be to contrast the gospel's
emphasis on divine agency with a Jewish emphasis on human agency. If we think
that we see this antithesis between divine and human agency in Paul, we're still held
captive by the ideology of the Reformation, resulting as it must do in a hostile
caricature of Judaism. But how do we know that an antithesis between divine and
human agency cannot be present in Paul's texts? Because Sanders has taught us
that Judaism was and is a religion of grace; and, on this matter, Sanders speaks not
only the truth but also the whole truth and nothing but the truth. Step three: we must
therefore read the Pauline antithesis differently, as an 'ecclesiological' statement
about the nature of the people of God. For Paul, 'faith' represents an inclusive
understanding of God as including non-law-observant Gentiles; 'works' represents
an exclusive understanding of the people of God according to which full conversion
to the practice of Judaism is a necessary precondition of salvation. What Paul is
propounding is, in effect an inclusive, universal, liberal form of Jewish covenant
theology.57
This hermeneutical presupposition seems to be driven by the prior assumption that only a

56Francis Watson, Paul, Judaism, and the Gentiles: Beyond the New Perspective (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007).
57Francis Watson, "Not the New Perspective" (paper presented at the British New Testament
Conference, September 2001),14, as cited in S. M. Baugh, "The New Perspective, Mediation, and
Justification," in Covenant, Justification, and Pastoral Ministry: Essays by the Faculty o/Westminster
Seminary California, ed. R. Scott Clark (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R. 2007), 140, emphasis original.
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strict merit theology could serve as a foil to the Reformation doctrine of solafide. Only
Weber's Judaism could have served as a foil to Luther's Paul. In fact, an investigation of
the way the doctrine of justification was framed during the Reformation and beyond will
demonstrate that such is manifestly not the case. The Reformers and their successors
never faced pure Pelagianism, just as (if one grants Sanders's point for the sake of
argument) Paul never faced pure legalism. Yet pure Pelagianism was not necessary for

sola fide to arise. The true foil to sola fide was the medieval Catholic synthesis of law
and gospel, the mixture of grace and human effort that is not unlike the monocovenantal
pattern of Sanders's Judaism. 58 In fact, the distinguishing mark of the Reformation
doctrine of sola fide is not that it rests on grace as opposed to works. Rather, what
distinguishes sola fide from the Roman Catholic doctrine of justification is that the
former declares that justification occurs on the basis of an alien righteousness. The need
for this alien righteousness arises from a divine demand for perfect obedience, which then
gives rise to a clear law-gospel distinction (bicovenantalism), wherein justification may
be pursued by faith or by works, but never both at the same time. It is in these categories,
and not in a simplistic contrast between grace and works, that the Reformation doctrine
of justification was forged. For this reason, Sanders's thesis about Second Temple
Judaism has no bearing on the categories that defined justification during the
Reformation. Therefore, the hermeneutical presupposition that has resulted from his
work simply does not follow.

58The term "monocovenantal" refers to a soteriological synthesis between law and gospel. The
term "bicovenantal" refers to a soteriological distinction between law and gospel, such that the pursuit of
one for justification mutually excludes the other. The use of these terms is dependent on Michael S.
Horton, Covenant and Salvation: Union with Christ (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2007),80-101;
idem, "Which Covenant Theology?" in Covenant, Justification, and Pastoral Ministry: Essays by the
Faculty o/Westminster Seminary California, ed. R. Scott Clark (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2007), 197-227.

24

Methodology
The foregoing claim will be demonstrated by an investigation of the
development of the doctrine of justification in the Reformation and post-Reformation
periods. It will be shown that the doctrine of sola fide arose because of the Protestant
conviction that God demands perfect obedience for salvation, and this demand leaves
open two distinct paths to right standing before him: the path of works and the path of
faith. These two paths do not intersect. One must obey the law of God perfectly or
receive by faith the imputed righteousness of Jesus Christ in order to be justified before
God. Law and gospel must not be mixed together. Because of the universality of sin, the
law's demands cannot be met, and thus the only hope for humanity is the way of faith.
Chapter 2 will set the historical-theological background for this argument by
surveying the themes of grace and merit in several prominent representatives of the late
medieval Catholic tradition, culminating in the definitive declaration of the Council of
Trent. Chapter 3 will demonstrate that the key element that distinguishes the
Reformation doctrine of justification in Luther, Melanchthon, and Calvin in opposition to
Rome is not that the former proclaimed justification by grace through faith, but rather
that they proclaimed justification by grace alone through faith alone, on the basis of an
alien righteousness. Chapter 4 will then trace further developments of the doctrine of
justification in the post-Reformation period, developments that indicate that the necessity
of perfect obedience, the distinction between law and gospel, and the doctrine of alien
righteousness continued to define the Protestant view of justification, thereby bringing to
maturity the "old perspective" on Paul. The concluding chapter will then apply the
observations of chapters 2,3, and 4 to the question at hand, the hermeneutical
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presupposition of the new perspective, revealing it to be unwarranted and expendable.
The thesis of this study having been demonstrated, the final chapter will also
take the argument one step further by sketching in some exegetical observations that
indicate that Paul's polemic moves in the same orbit as that of the Reformers and their
heirs. Is there any evidence in Paul that would indicate a bicovenantal theology
dependent on a divine demand for perfect obedience and issuing forth in a doctrine of
alien righteousness? If so, could this argument have been formulated against a Jewish or
Jewish-Christian theology that was essentially gracious in character and yet upheld Torah
observance as at least a partial basis of final justification? How might these observations
square with Paul's doctrine of judgment according to works and James's doctrine of
justification by works? Because this study is not primarily exegetical in nature, these
questions can only be answered in a preliminary way, pointing out areas for more fruitful
work to be done by others.

CHAPTER 2
GRACE AND MERIT IN LATE
MEDIEVAL THEOLOGY

If the case for a grace-based Judaism overturns the Reformation reading of
Paul by undermining the legalistic foil imported from medieval Catholicism, the
implication would seem to be that medieval Catholicism was not a grace-based religion.
If, however, the medieval Catholic Church did hold to an essentially gracious framework
for its soteriology, and yet the Reformation doctrine of justification still emerged in
response to it, then it would appear that the new perspective on Paul that has arisen in
Sanders's wake has offered a claim about the significance of a grace-based Judaism that
does not follow. This chapter will demonstrate that such is indeed the case. Medieval
Catholicism was not legalistic in the sense that it eliminated grace from the soteriological
equation. It was not characterized by an undiluted Pelagianism, nor did it promote a
doctrine by which self-attained merits are weighed against demerits at the final judgment.
The medieval Catholic doctrine of justification, in all of its diverse formulations, adheres
to a pattern that places primacy on divine grace and then incorporates human merit as
part of the legal basis of final salvation. It was this doctrine, in whatever way it may have
been formulated, that the Reformers rejected. This claim will be demonstrated by an
investigation of some prominent works of the pre-Reformation scholastic traditionbeginning with Peter Lombard's Sentences-and moving on to the definitive decree of
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the Council of Trent on justification in 1547. 1
As this survey will demonstrate, the Catholic Church of the Middle Ages did
not consider perfect obedience to be a requirement for right standing with God. Although
conceived in different ways, medieval theologians viewed salvation, including its legal
dimension, as a result of the grace of God working in conjunction with an imperfect
human obedience. This theological issue, and not legalism per se, became the central
dividing line between Rome and the Reformers. Because of their commitment to the
necessity of a perfect righteousness as the legal basis of justification, the Reformers and
their heirs upheld a clear distinction between divine demand and divine gift (law and
gospel), entailing a doctrine of alien righteousness as a necessity for the salvation of
sinners. Roman Catholic soteriology developed very differently because it did not
include a requirement for perfect obedience, leading to a synthesis of law and gospel and
an outright rejection of alien righteousness in its polemic against the Reformation. These
categories define the debates over justification of the sixteenth century and beyond, and
they are categories basically left untouched by Sanders's thesis on Second Temple
Judaism. Whether a religion is grace-based or not is essentially irrelevant to the
discussion at hand. Any religion that fails to distinguish between law and gospel, or

lThe purpose ofthis chapter is to set a theological context for the next chapter addressing
justification among the Reformers. The approach followed here is to bookend the Reformation by tracing a
theological pattern that reveals continuity between pre-Reformation scholasticism and the Council of Trent.
In Sanders's terminology, this chapter will reveal a common "pattern of religion" among the preReformation scholastics and Tridentine theology. Although Trent is not technically "medieval" in
chronology, it will be treated here because of its location at a time of historical transition out of the
medieval period and because of its conceptual ties to the medieval theology that preceded it. Some ofthe
Roman Catholic "sparring partners" of the Reformers, omitted from discussion here, will be noted in the
next chapter in connection with specific polemical works that they provoked.
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between the principle of doing and that of receiving by faith, comes under the attack of
the Reformation doctrine of justification, as the grace-based Catholicism of the late
Middle Ages certainly did.

The Pre-Reformation Scholastic Tradition
Catholic theologians of the late medieval period use the terminology of grace
primarily in connection with the infusion of charity. For the purpose of this study,
however, any kind of unmerited divine favor shown to human beings will be included in
the discussion of their theology of grace, whether the specific term gratia is used or not,
for it is unmerited divine favor that is the primary connotation of grace in Sanders's
portrayal of covenantal nomism. In the centuries that preceded the Reformation, grace
was not a peripheral theme in soteriology. It was, without question, the dominant theme.
No theologian from this period would have denied that salvation is by grace. However,
this fact alone does not tell the whole story, for no distinctive Reformation soteriology
could have arisen if there were not more nuance to the discussion. Therefore, it is
necessary to look more closely at the contours of late medieval Catholic soteriology in
order to see precisely how the Reformation doctrine of justification emerged in response
to it, beginning in the twelfth century.

Peter Lombard's Sentences
In his monumental work Justitia Dei, Alister McGrath argues that the medieval
scholastic doctrine of justification is essentially an outworking and clarification of
Augustine's teaching, namely, that to justify is to make someone just; justification is a
moral transformation that occurs by the grace of God, which thereby sets the sinner right
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in relation to God. 2 Peter Lombard (c. 109511100-1161) contributed to this development
by producing the most enduring theological textbook of the late medieval period, the

Libri IV Sententiarum. This work, which consists largely of quotations from Augustine,
will be the starting point for this survey.3
The Lombard's soteriology is rooted in divine grace, and the doctrine of grace
as set forth in the Sentences is broadly Augustinian. It begins with a principle of
discrimination, a doctrine of predestination by which God has determined from eternity
that certain people will, by his grace, "be good and blessed," receiving eternallife. 4
God's mercy, and thus his eternal decree of predestination, cannot be merited, lest grace
be emptied of its character as grace. 5 There is an asymmetry between predestination and
reprobation. The Lombard explains the latter as a subset of foreknowledge, which, in
distinction from predestination, is not causative. 6 Furthermore, while reprobation is not

rd
2Alister E. McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine ofJustification, 3 ed.
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 56.

30n Peter Lombard's theology of grace, see Marcia L. Colish, Peter Lombard (New York:
Brill, 1994),2: 488-507; Philipp W. Rosemann, Peter Lombard (New York: Oxford University Press,
2004), 135-43; Karlfried Froehlich, "Justification Language in the Middle Ages," in Justification by Faith:
Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VII, ed. H. George Anderson, T. Austin Murphy, and Joseph A.
Burgess (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985), 143-61; Aage Rydstmm-Poulsen, The Gracious God: Gratia in
Augustine and the Twelfth Century (Copenhagen: Akademisk Forlag, 2002), 343-91.
4"Ergo ab aetemo praedestinavit quosdam futuros bonos et beatos, id est elegit, ut essent boni
et beati, et bona eis praedestinavit, id est praeparavit." Peter Lombard Libri IV Sententiarum 1.35.4
(Quaracchi: Ex Typographia Collegii S. Bonaventurae, 1916), 1:221.
5"Si autem quaerimus meritum obdurationis et misericordiae, obdurationis meritum invenimus,
misericordiae vero meritum non invenimus, quia nullum est misericordiae meritum, ne gratia vacuetur, si
non gratis donatur, sed meritis redditur." Ibid. 1.41.1 (Collegii S. Bonaventura, 1:253).
6"Cum igitur gratiae, quae apponitur homini ad iusificationem, nulla sint merita, multo minus
et ipsius praedestinationis, qua ab aetemo elegit Deus quos voluit, aliqua possunt existere merita; ita nec
reprobationis, qua ab aetemo quosdam praescivit futuros malos et damnandos." Ibid. 1.41.1 (Collegii S.
Bonaventurae, 1:254). Note especially the difference between the words "elegit" and "praescivit" with
reference to the elect and the reprobate, respectively.
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strictly merited, divine hardening (the enactment of the decree of reprobation in time) is a
divine judgment that is given in response to sin, and thus mercy and hardening do not
exist as arbitrary parallel concepts. The Lombard seeks to honor God for the good end
attained by the elect and place blame for damnation squarely on sinners. However, while
the Lombard's doctrine of predestination is Augustinian in character, noticeably lacking
in his discussion is any notion of irresistible grace. 7
The Lombard's soteriology begins with the sovereign grace of God, but human
free will also plays a prominent role in the acquisition of merit that leads to eternal life, as
Colish notes: "There can be no merit without free will. And, when God rewards the
meritorious, He rewards not Himselfbut the virtues that moral agents have made their
own ingrained character traits."s Grace and merit are not mutually exclusive concepts.
The end that God ordains by grace (eternal life) is itself attained by merit, but this merit
in turn arises from grace: "For the principal cause of good acts of merit is grace itself, by
which free will is kindled and healed, and also the human will is helped, so that it might
be good. ,,9 In the Sentences this process occurs by a synergistic interplay between the
grace of God and the human will. God's grace enables the acquisition of merit by
providing its necessary condition. 1o By operative grace (gratia operans) God brings a
sinner from the state of sin into the state of justification through faith, thereby providing

7Colish, Peter Lombard, 1:289.
8Marcia L. Colish, "Peter Lombard," in The Medieval Theologians: An Introduction to
Theology in the Medieval Period, ed. G. R. Evans (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2001),175.
9" . . . quia principalis causa bonorum meritorum est ipsa gratia, qua excitatur liberum arbitrium
et sanatur, atque iuvatar voluntas hominis, ut sit bona." Peter Lombard Sententiarum 2.27.7 (Collegii St.
Bonaventurae, 1:448), my translation.

IOColish, Peter Lombard, 1:289.
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the necessary precondition for free will to merit eternal life. The sinner who is justified
by operative grace is not, in the Reformation sense, declared righteous; he or she is, in the
Augustinian sense, made righteous. By cooperative grace (gratia cooperans) God assists
the will that has been healed and directed toward good, making its good aims effective
for merit. Operative grace precedes a good will, and cooperative grace follows it. 1 1
Grace begins and completes the process of salvation, but there is a division of labor that
occurs throughout the process, leaving room for free will to attain merit before God.
Faith may be said to merit justification and eternal life, but only as an
acceptable figure of speech:
For if faith itself, the prevenient virtue, were said to be an act of the mind, which is
a merit, then it would have its origin from free will; but because it is not, it is said to
be a merit in this way: that its act is a merit, but only if charity is present, without
which neither believing nor hoping is meritorious of life. 12
In other words, faith does not originate from free will; it is a gift of God's operative
grace. 13 The sine qua non of all merit is charity, which the Lombard identifies as the
Holy Spirit himself. 14 When faith is joined to charity, it is capable of producing acts that
are meritorious of eternal life, and in this way faith can be said to be meritorious. Merit

llHaving quoted from Augustine's De Gratia et Libera Arbitrio, the Lombard writes, "Ecce
his verbis satis aperitur, quae sit operans gratia, et quae cooperans: operans enim est quae praevenit
voluntatem bonam, ea enim liberatur et praeparatur hominis voluntas ut sit bona, bonumque efficaciter
velit; cooperans vero gratia voluntatem iam bonam sequitur adiuvando." Peter Lombard Sententiarum
2.26.1 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae 1:436-37); cf. ibid. 2.27.1-2.28.2; Colish, Peter Lombard, 2: 488-89.
12"Si enim fida ipsa, virtus praeveniens, diceretur esse mentis actus, qui est meritum, iam ipsa
ex libero arbitrio originem haberet; quod quia non est, sic dicitur esse meritum, quia actus eius est meritum,
si tamen adsit caritas, sine que nec credere nec sperare meritum est vitae." Peter Lombard Sententiarum
2.27.9 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 1:449), my translation.
13"Fides enim, qua iustificatus es, gratis tibi data est." Ibid. 2.26.3 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae,
1:439).
14Ibid. 2.27.9 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 1:449).
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only applies to acts that proceed from free will,15 and this means that faith itself cannot
qualify; nevertheless, meritorious acts do proceed from faith.
Justification is particularly connected to the two sacraments of baptism and
penance, for it is by means of baptism that justification is first received, and it is by
means of penance that it is restored after being lost through mortal sin. The Lombard
defines a sacrament as "so great a sign of the grace of God and a form of invisible grace,
that it might bear the image of it and be the cause of it. Therefore, the sacraments were
instituted not only for the grace of signifying, but also for that of sanctifying." I 6 The
sacraments are indeed signs of grace, but not mere signs; they are themselves the
instrumental causes of grace, which comes to the believer by virtue of the atonement of
Christ. Because baptism is the initial sacrament, it is the one connected to the reception
of justifying grace, for justification is virtually indistinguishable from conversion.
Concerning baptism, the Lombard writes, "Therefore, the thing [i.e., substance or
content] of this sacrament is justification." I 7 Penance restores justifying grace to those
who, subsequent to baptism, have lost it. Here the Lombard's influence has been
particularly significant for the subsequent development of Roman Catholic theology, for
in his day there was no widespread agreement that penance even constituted a sacrament.

IS" .•• nullum est meritum in homine, quod non sit per liberum arbitrium." Ibid. 2.27.7
(Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 1: 448).

16"Sacramentum enim proprie dicitur quod ita signum est gratiae Dei et invisibilis gratiae
forma, ut ipsius imaginem gerat et causa existat. Non igitur significandi tantum gratia Sacramenta instituta
sunt, sed etiam sanctificandi." Ibid. 4.1.4 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 2: 746), my translation.
17"Res ergo huius Sacramenti iustificatio est." Ibid. 4.3.9 (Collegii st. Bonaventurae 2: 761),
author's translation. In the previous paragraph the Lombard had written, "et haec est res huius Sacramenti,
scilicet interior munditia." The parallel nature of these statements indicates that for Peter Lombard,
justification is nothing other than interior cleansing.
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The popularity of the Sentences in subsequent generations helped set the trajectory for the
teaching solidified at the Council of Trent, a sacramental theology that endures to this
day.I8 In particular, the Lombard's omission of a physical element from the definition of
a sacrament made possible the inclusion of penance among the sacraments and thereby
linked much subsequent theological discussion of justification to the sacramental
system. 19
The Lombard affirms Jerome's metaphor that penance is a second plank: after
shipwreck. 2o While both baptism and penance are instrumental causes of justification,
baptism is a sacrament only, while penance, which has both an exterior and an interior
aspect, is both a sacrament and a virtue of the mind. 21 Rosemann argues that "inner
penance is a virtue of the mind because, like all other virtues, it is an indissociable effect
of charity, which, in turn, has its source in Christ, and in our adherence to Him in faith.,,22
And since charity is none other than the Holy Spirit, the interior aspect of penance must
be linked to the internal working of the Holy Spirit, a work that is manifested outwardly
in acts of confession and satisfaction. And so, while the sacrament, taken as a whole, is
both a sign and an instrumental cause of grace, it is itself the result of grace through the

18Rosemann, Peter Lombard, 159-68, places the Lombard's doctrine of penance in its
historical-theological context. On Trent's doctrine of penance, see Council of Trent 7, 14 in Decrees ofthe
Ecumenical Councils, vol. 2, Trent-Vatican II, ed. Norman P. Tanner (Washington, DC: Georgetown
University Press, 1990),684, 703-09.
l~cGrath, Iustitia Dei, 120-22. To be sure, penance includes an outward act, but there is no
physical element like water, bread, or wine as part of the sacrament.

20Peter Lombard Sententiarum 4.14.1 (CoUegii St. Bonaventurae, 2:819).
21"Baptismus tantum est Sacramentum, sed poenitentia dicitur et Sacramentum et virtus
mentis. Est enim poenitientia interior et poenitentia exterior: exterior Sacramentum est, interior, virtus
mentis est; et utraque salutis causa est et iustificationis." Ibid. 4.14.1 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 2:849).
22Rosemann, Peter Lombard, 166.
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gift of the Holy Spirit. Whether referring to first justification (at baptism) or second
justification (through penance), the Lombard's doctrine is one of justification by grace,
with the sacramental system functioning as a gracious provision for the weakness of
humanity.
In summary, for Peter Lombard, salvation begins in God's sovereign,
discriminating decree of predestination from eternity. In time, however, eternal life is
merited by those who are, first, justified by operative grace through baptism, thereby
being enabled to perform meritorious works, and, second, assisted in their works by
cooperative grace. Those who fall from grace have recourse to the sacrament of penance,
which is a sign, instrument, and even an effect of divine grace. A divine demand for
perfect obedience is not a factor in this equation. The Lombard acknowledges that
perfect fulfillment ofthe commandment to love God with all of one's heart is impossible
to fulfill in this life. 23 Yet he still upholds a doctrine whereby eternal life is merited by
works of charity that flow from faith. Furthermore, he envisions at the final judgment
two groups who receive salvation: the elect who "wipe away the stains of life with tears
and hide them with the covering of alms" and the elect who "even surpass the precepts of
the law by the virtue ofperfection.,,24 The latter group will not even face judgment but
will instead participate in administering it. The bare fact that the Lombard envisions that

23"IIlud autem praeceptum ['Diliges Deum ex toto corde'] non penitus impletur ab homine in
hac mortali vita, sed ex parte, non ex toto, quia ex parte diligimus, sicut ex parte cognoscimus [1 Cor 13:9];
in futuro autem implebitur ex toto." Peter Lombard Sententiarum 3.27.6 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 2:676).
24"Ex electorum vero parte alii iudicantur et regnant, scilicet qui vita maculas lacrymis tergunt
et eleemosynarum superinductione operiunt; quibus index veniens in dextera consistentibus dicet: Esurvivi,
et dedistis mihi manducare. Alii autem non iudicantur et regnant, qui etiam praecepta legis perfectionis
virtute transcendunt." Ibid. 4.47.3 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 1019-20), my translation. Here the Lombard
quotes Gregory. The word "perfection" does not refer to perfect obedience to God's law here, for the
Lombard admits that there is no possibility ofthat.
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some, who are sinners incapable of perfect love for God in this life, will obtain surplus
merit in the end indicates that the standard for eternal life is not perfection. Because of
God's grace given through Christ and the sacraments, even sinners are capable of going
beyond what God requires of them to attain eternal life. While the dominant note in the
Lombard's soteriological scheme is grace, it is worked out in such a way that
incorporates an imperfect human obedience as the instrumental, yet meritorious, cause of
final salvation.

Thomas Aquinas's Summa Theologiae
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) represents the pinnacle ofthe Roman Catholic
scholastic tradition. As such, his views on grace, merit, and justification deserve
attention as a prominent pattern in the mosaic oflate medieval theology. This survey will
focus on his most mature and enduring work, the Summa Theologiae. 25
Thomas treats the subject of grace at length in the Prima Secundae of the
Summa Theologiae, particularly Questions 110-112, followed by a treatment of

justification (Question 113) and merit (Question 114). However, his discussion of these
topics presupposes and completes the discussion of predestination addressed in the Prima

25The literature on Thomas's view of grace includes Albrecht Ritschl, A Critical History 0/ the
Christian Doctrine 0/Justification and Reconciliation, trans. John S. Black (Edinburgh: Edmonston and
Douglas, 1872),74-81; Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, Grace: Commentary on the Summa Theo10gica o/St
Thomas, fa IIae, q. 109-14, trans. The Dominican Nuns (St. Louis: Herder, 1952); Bernard Lonergan,
Grace and Freedom: Operative Grace in the Thought o/St. Thomas Aquinas, ed. J. Patout Bums (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2000); Bernard McGinn, "The Development of the Thought of Thomas
Aquinas on the Reconciliation of Divine Providence and Contingent Action," The Thomist 39 (1975): 74152; Joseph Wawrykow, God's Grace and Human Action: 'Merit' in the Theology o/Thomas Aquinas
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995); idem, "Grace," in The Theology o/Thomas
Aquinas, ed. Rik Van Nieuwenhove and Joseph Wawrykow (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame
Press, 2005), 192-221. Wawrykow ("Grace," 206-09) notes significant development in Thomas's doctrine
of grace from the earlier Scriptum Super Libros Sententiarum to the later Summa Theologiae. Because the
latter represents Thomas's mature thought, and because its influence is by far more enduring, this study
will focus on the latter.
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Pars, Question 23, and must, therefore, be read in light ofit. 26 Thomas's doctrine of
predestination is the foundation of his doctrine of grace, rooting the salvation of sinful
human beings completely in the sovereign will of God. He affirms that the love of God
differs from human love in that human love is roused by what it perceives to be good,
whereas divine love is the cause of good in that which is loved. 27 For this reason,
predestination has no respect to foreknown merit in those predestined to life, for all merit
in them is the result of God's prior love for them. 28 Thomas specifically rejects what he
terms the view of "the Pelagians," although what he actually describes as such resembles
a semi-Pelagian doctrine whereby God gives grace in response to those who prepare
themselves for it by their own power. Thus, for Thomas, predestination is
unconditional,29 although there is an asymmetrical relationship between predestination to
life and reprobation to eternal condemnation. The former occurs by God's active will
and the latter by his permission?O

26 Wawrykow,

"Grace," 199.

27"Electio tamen et dilectio aliter ordinantur in nobis et in Deo, eo quod in nobis voluntas
diligendo non causat bonum, sed ex bono praeexistente incitamur ad diligendum; et ideo eligimus aliquem
quem diligamus, et sic electio dilectionem praecedit in nobis. In Deo autem est e converso, nam voluntas
ejus, qua vult bonum alicui diligendo, est causa quod iIIud bonum ab eo prae aliis habeatur." Thomas
Aquinas Summa Theologiae l.23.4, ed. Thomas Gilby (New York: McGraw-Hili, 1967),5:120.
28 Ibid.

1.23.5 (ed. Gilby, 5:120-29).

29"Sed quare hos elegit in gloriam et ilIos reprobavit, non habet rationem nisi divinam
voluntatem." Ibid. 1.23.5 (ed. Gilby 5:128). In this context Thomas explains that God's design in
predestination and reprobation is to display his goodness by mercifully sparing the elect and by justly
punishing the reprobate.
30"Sicut enim praedestinatio includit voluntatem conferendi gratiam et gloriam, ita reprobatio
includit voluntatem permittendi aliquem cadere in culpam, et inferendi damnationis poenam pro culpa."
Ibid. l.23.3 (ed. Gilby, 5:116).
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Significantly, Thomas's discussion of predestination intersects with his
doctrine of merit prior to the more comprehensive discussion of the latter in Question
114. He argues that "predestination as an effect can be considered in two ways, as to its
parts and in its entirety." Considered in its parts, one aspect of predestination may be
considered the cause of another, and in this manner it is legitimate to say that glory is
given by God on the basis of merit, so long as it is understood that human merit is itself
the result of God's predestination. 3l Thus, Thomas argues that, when considered as to its
parts, predestination to life includes the predestination of merits that will gain life. God
ordains the end of etemallife for his elect, and he also ordains the means by which they
will attain that end, namely, at least some degree of merit. Salvation is all of grace, and
yet it is still earned in some sense. A grace-based soteriology does not preclude a form of
works-righteousness. Thomas's doctrine of grace begins with a strong doctrine of
unconditional divine predestination to life.
In the Prima Secundae, Thomas begins his discussion of grace by addressing
the need for grace (Question 109). Article 2 of this question asks whether man can will
and do good apart from grace. 32 Here Thomas introduces an important anthropological
distinction: the difference between human nature as originally created and human nature
as corrupted by the fall. In the state of integrity, man is capable of performing the good
that is proportionate to his nature, but he cannot perform the transcendent good (bonum
superexcedens) that is meritorious. In the state of corruption, man is not even capable,

31Ibid. 1.23.5 (ed. Gilby, 5:124-27).
32The generic term "man" will be used here because of its ability to represent the human race
as a whole and also to denote a generic individual at the same time. The term "human being" cannot
denote the former, and "humanity" cannot denote the latter. The term "man" best captures the sense of the
Latin homo as used by Thomas in this context.
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apart from grace, of performing that which is proportionate to his created nature; thus, for
fallen man, grace is necessary, first to provide healing to his nature and then to empower
him to perform the transcendent good necessary for merit. 33 In a subsequent discussion
(Article 4) Thomas denies the haeresim Pelagianorum that man can fulfill the precepts of
the law apart from grace. While this would be possible for man in his unfallen state, it is
impossible for fallen man; Thomas clearly affirms a doctrine of original sin that has left
humanity helpless apart from divine assistance. 34 It comes as no surprise, then, that in the
following article (Article 5) he denies the possibility of meriting eternal life apart from
grace. 35 In the midst ofthis discussion, Thomas reiterates a point previously made in the
question regarding predestination. Answering an objection to his position, he argues that
man does indeed perform works that merit eternal life, but these works are themselves the
result of grace. 36 For Thomas there is no possibility of eternal life, especially for man in
his corrupt nature, apart from grace.
He takes the concept of grace still farther. In the sixth article of Question 109
he asks whether a man can prepare himself for grace on his own apart from grace. What
he has in mind here pertains to the distinction between habitual grace and auxilium

33"Sic igitur virtute gratuita superaddita virtuti naturae indiget homo in statu naturae integrae
quantum ad unum, scilicet ad operandum et volendum bonum supernaturale. Sed in statu naturae corruptae
quantum ad duo, scilicet ut sanetur, et ulterius ut bonum supernaturalis virtutis operetur, quod est
meritorium." Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae 1-2.109.2, ed. Cornelius Ernst (New York: McGrawHill, 1972) 30:72-77.
34Ibid. 1-2.109.4 (ed. Ernst, 30: 80-85); cf. Thomas Aquinas Summa Contra Gentiles 4.50-52,
ed. and trans. Charles J. O'Neil (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1957),4:212-23.
35Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae 1-2.109.5 (ed. Ernst, 30:84-87).
36.'Ad primum ergo dicendum quod homo sua voluntate facit opera meritoria vitae aeternae;
sed, sicut Augustinus dicit, ad hoc exigitur quod voluntas hominis praeparetur a Deo per gratiam." Ibid.
(ed. Ernst, 30:86).
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divinum, that is, divine assistance. Habitual grace is the infusion of virtue into the soul,
and justification occurs when, by reception of habitual grace, one is transferred from a
state of sin into a state of grace. But before habitual grace can be received, the soul must
be prepared to receive it. Thomas affirms that grace is necessary even for the preparation
to receive grace; more specifically, auxilium divinum--divine assistance that occurs on a
specific occasion, which enables man to do something that is pleasing to God-must
precede habitual grace in justification in order to prepare the soul to receive it. Man is
incapable on his own of even preparing himself for grace. 37 It follows, then, as Thomas
argues in the next article (Article 7), that man cannot rise up from sin to a state of justice
apart from grace. Here he offers a definition of justification: returning from the state of
guilt to the state of justice, a moral transformation that can only occur by grace. 38 In
article 10 Thomas goes still one step further on the necessity of grace, arguing that one
who is established in grace cannot persevere in it apart from grace. 39 From preparation to
receive grace, to its reception in justification, to perseverance in grace, to works
meritorious of etemallife, Thomas views the whole process of salvation as one that
depends on the grace of God, rooted in his electing love and predestination. 4o
Question 110 addresses the nature of grace, a discussion not directly related to

371bid. 1-2.109.6 (ed. Ernst, 30:86-91).
3S"Ergo non potest per seipsum justificari, idest, redire de statu culpae ad statum justitiae."
Ibid. 1-2.109.7 (ed. Ernst, 30:92).
391bid. 1-2.109.10 (ed. Ernst, 30:104-07).

4°It is worthwhile to note here the five effects of grace that Thomas sets forth in Question Ill,
article 3: "quorum primus est, ut anima sanetur; secundus, ut bonum velit; tertius est, ut bonum quod vult,
efficaciter operetur; quartus est, ut in bono perseveret; quintus est, ut ad gloriam perveniat." Ibid. 1-2.111.3
(ed. Ernst, 30:132).
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this study. It only needs to be observed here that, for Thomas, grace is more than a
divine disposition toward the creature; it is a quality that is actually infused into the
sou1. 41 Question 111 then addresses the divisions of grace. For the purpose of this study,
the most important division of note is that seen previously in Peter Lombard: the
distinction between operative and cooperative grace. Thomas's discussion here is much
more nuanced than that of the Lombard. Whether referring to habitual grace or to the
auxilium, grace may be divided into the two categories of operative and cooperative.

Habitual grace has a twofold effect, related first to being and then to activity. Just as heat
works internally on its object and then radiates outward from it, so does habitual grace
work both inwardly and outwardly. As it pertains to being, habitual grace that heals or
justifies the soul is termed "operative" (operans), for God alone is the agent involved in
its working. But as habitual grace becomes the principle of meritorious works, by which
one performs actions that are pleasing to God that proceed from free will, it is termed
"cooperative" (cooperans), for it involves the human will in an active capacity. The
same distinction pertains to grace as auxilium: in specific instances in which divine
assistance comes to a person, the interior act of the will, by which it is moved to the good
by God, occurs by operative grace. The external act of the will, by which it carries out a
specific act that is good and pleasing to God, occurs by cooperative grace. 42
The foregoing distinction is important because it forms the outline by which
Thomas goes on to discuss the effects of grace in Questions 113 and 114. The first effect

411bid. 1-2.110.1-4 (ed. Ernst, 30:108-23).
421bid. 1-2.111.2 (ed. Ernst, 30:128-33). Wawkyrow, "Grace," 196-99, provides a helpful
discussion of the distinction between operative and cooperative grace. Lonergan, 38, summarizes aptly:
"For grace operates inasmuch as the soul is purely passive; it cooperates inasmuch as the soul is both
passive and active."
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of grace he discusses is justification (Question 113), which is the effect of operative
grace. The second effect he discusses is merit (Question 114), which is the effect of
cooperative grace. For Thomas, justification is a process that consists of four logically
successive elements: (1) the infusion of grace; (2) the movement of free will toward God
by faith; (3) the movement of free will away from sin; (4) forgiveness ofsins. 43 These
elements arise from Aristotelian physics. Because justification is a movement of the soul
from a state of sin to a state of justice, it must begin with the act of the mover, proceed to
the movement of the object, and culminate in the object's arrival at its end. God moves
the soul by the infusion of grace, resulting in a twofold movement of free will, both
toward God and away from sin, culminating in the divine blessing of the forgiveness of
sins. Because any act may be defined by its end, Thomas does at times define
justification as the forgiveness of sins. 44 This definition cannot be considered exhaustive,
as though Thomas views justification in primarily forensic terms. For Thomas, the
forgiveness of sins is the culmination of a movement of the soul that begins with the
infusion of grace, and justification, properly considered, is nothing less than the process
by which the soul is moved from a state of sin to a state of justice. Although justification
is a process with logically successive elements, it nevertheless happens in an instant. 45

43Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae 1-2.113.6 (ed. Ernst, 30:180). McGrath, Justitia Dei,
63-67, places this fourfold pattern within its historical-theological context.
44"Et quia motus denominatur magis a termino ad quem, quam a termino a quo, ideo
hujusmodi transmutatio, qua aliquis transmutatur a statu injustitiae ad statum justitiae per remissionem
peccati, sortitur nomen a termino ad quem, et vocatur justificatio impii." Thomas Aquinas Summa
Theologiae 1-2.113.1 (ed. Ernst, 30: 162-67).
451bid. 1-2.113.7 (ed. Ernst, 30:182-89).
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The second effect of grace, which is merit, occurs by cooperative grace. After
affinning that man can merit something from God,46 Thomas argues that it is impossible
for man to merit eternal life apart from grace. 47 Even in the original state that would not
have been possible, for man would still have needed grace to reach beyond his natural
capacities and gain eternal life. 48 Much more, then, is grace necessary for man in his
fallen state, for before he can receive the grace that enables him to surpass his created
nature, he must first receive grace in order to be reconciled to God and have his sins
forgiven. 49 In essence, justification must precede the possibility of meriting eternal life;
that is, operative grace must precede cooperative grace. Man in a state of grace can merit
eternal life by condign merit, that is, the merit of strict equivalence, if the meritorious
work is considered as proceeding from the grace of the Holy Spirit. 50 However, insofar
as meritorious work proceeds from free choice, it is impossible for man to merit anything
from God by condign merit but only by the merit of congruence, that is, in a way that is
proportionate to man's capacity but is not strictly equivalent to the value of his works
before GOd. 51 By condign merit, then, God crowns his own works in man. By congruous
merit, God graciously accommodates himself to man's limited capacity.

46Ibid. 1-2.114.1 (ed. Ernst, 30:200-03).
47Ibid. 1-2.114.2 (ed. Ernst, 30:204-07).
4S"Vita autem aetema est quoddam bonum excedens proportionem naturae creatae." Ibid. 12.114.2 (ed. Ernst, 30:204).
49Ibid. 1-2.114.2 (ed. Ernst, 30:204-07).
50Ibid. 1-2.114.3 (ed. Ernst, 30:206-08).
5]"Si [opus meritorium hominis] consideratur secundum substantiam operis, et secundum quod
procedit ex libero arbitrio, sic non potest ibi esse condignitas propter maximam inaequalitatem; sed est ibi
congruitas propter quamdam aequalitatem proportionis." Ibid. 1-2.114.3 (ed. Ernst, 30:208).
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Grace works primarily through the virtue of charity in order to obtain the merit
of eternal life. 52 Man can merit growth in charity, for growth in charity is a means to the
end of eternal life, which is also merited. 53 Thus both the end (eternal life) and one of the
means to that end (growth in charity) are merited. However, man cannot merit the first
grace for himself,54 nor can he merit restoration to grace after he has fallen from it due to
sin. 55 Given Thomas's anthropology, this is not a surprising conclusion. Whether one
has never been justified or has fallen from the state of grace, one is in a corrupt state that
requires healing prior to the possibility of attaining merit. Therefore, the grace that
justifies and the grace that restores cannot be merited. Nor is man in the state of grace
able to merit perseverance in grace on the way to glory. However, once he reaches the
final state, his irreversible perseverance in grace is secured by an act of free will, and thus
perseverance in the state of glory is the result of merit. 56
Thomas affirms that God is the principal cause of grace, and the sacraments
are the instrumental cause, "[f]or it is manifest that through the sacraments of the New
Law man is incorporated into ChriSt.,,57 Baptism wipes away all sin and remits all eternal
punishment due to sin because it incorporates a person into the passion of Christ. 58 Given

52Thid. 1-2.114.4 (ed. Ernst, 30:210-13).
53Ibid. 1-2.114.8 (ed. Ernst, 30:222-24).
54Ibid. 1-2.114.5 (ed. Ernst, 30:212-15).
551bid. 1-2.114.7 (ed. Ernst, 30:218-21).
5°lbid. 1-2.114.9 (ed. Ernst, 30:224-29).
57T homas Aquinas Summa Theologiae 3.62.1, ed. and trans. David Bourke (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1974),56:53.
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the fact that Thomas earlier defined justification as the forgiveness of sins, it is evident
that baptism effects justification. 59 Baptism is also the means by which virtue is infused,
which is likewise a component of the process of justification outlined earlier. 6o The
sacrament of penance restores justification that has been lost by wiping away all mortal
sin. 61 Grace is not a private transaction between God and the individual; it takes place in
the context of the Catholic Church, by means of the sacramental system.
The foregoing discussion will suffice to draw out a soteriological pattern. For
Thomas Aquinas, salvation is by grace from beginning to end. The elect are chosen and
predestined by the will of God alone, without reference to foreknown merits in them.
God's love for them precedes and creates their worthiness, not vice versa. In order to be
saved in the end, man in his fallen state must first, by divine operative grace, be prepared
to receive the infusion of habitual grace. This infusion is an act of God alone, which
leads to a twofold movement of the will and results in justification, or the transfer from a
state of sin to a state of justice. Justification does not guarantee eternal life. It only
restores man's fallen nature and places him in a state of grace before God, a state in
which he may potentially merit eternal life or lose grace because of mortal sin. There is
no dichotomy between grace and merit; merit is itself the result of grace, not only the

58Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae 3.69.1-3, ed. James J. Cunningham (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1974),57:122-32. Thomas affirmst that baptism does not, however, remit temporal
punishments for sin.
59Thomas indicates in passing that baptism effects justification when he addresses the problem
of an insincere reception of the sacrament: "Et ideo ad hoc quod aliquis justificetur per baptismum,
requiritur quod voluntas hominis amplectatur et baptismum et baptismi effectum." Ibid. 3.69.9 (ed.
Cunningham, 57: 148).
6OIbid. 3.69.4 (ed. Cunningham, 57:132-35).
6lThomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae 3.86.1, ed. Reginald Masterson and T. C. O'Brien (New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1965),60:72-77.
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divine electing grace by which God predestines the elect to salvation, but also the
cooperative grace by which man through charity merits eternal life. In a state of grace,
man can merit growth in charity, but he cannot merit perseverance until the final state.
Grace is by far the dominant note in this soteriological pattern. However, this grace does
not preclude a doctrine of human merit and a form works-righteousness.
Given the fact that eternal life can be merited by restored sinners whose
obedience in this life is never perfect, it is clear that Thomas does not regard perfect
obedience as a requirement for final salvation. 62 With his doctrine of purgatory Thomas
does leave room for a satisfaction of God's justice for venial sins that remain within the
redeemed at the time of death, and this doctrine indicates a view of divine justice as
thorough and unmitigated, though one that is certainly not divorced from abundant divine
mercy.63 Nevertheless, this doctrine does not have quite the same effect as the
Reformers' understanding of a divine demand for perfect obedience, for purgatory exists
for Thomas precisely so that those who have merited eternal life by charity, though they
have fallen far short of perfect obedience, may not be hindered from the beatific vision

62Thomas affIrms that it is possible to attain a kind of perfection of charity in this life, but it is
not the perfection that the saints will know in heaven, nor does it prohibit the commission of venial sins.
Furthermore, not all who possess charity (and thus will be saved if they die in this state of grace) attain to
this kind of earthly perfection, thereby proving that perfect obedience is not a requirement for final
salvation. See Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae 2-2.24.8, ed. R. J. Batten (New York: McGraw-Hill,
1974),34:56-61.
63"For it sometimes happens that during their lives people have not done full penance for the
sins they have committed, but for which they have been sorry in the end. Since the order of divine justice
demands that punishment be undergone for sins, we must hold that souls pay after this life the penalty they
have not paid while on earth. This does not mean that they are banished to the ultimate misery of the
damned, since by their repentance they have been brought back to the state of charity, whereby they cleave
to God as their last end, so that they have merited eternal life. Hence we conclude that there are certain
purgatorial punishments after this life, by which the debt of penalty not previously paid is discharged."
Thomas Aquinas Compendium o/Theology 181, trans. Cyril Vollert (St. Louis: Herder, 1947), 197; cf.
idem Summa Contra Gentiles 4.91.6 (trans. O'Neil, 4: 336). The unfinished Summa Theologiae has no
section on eschatology, so Thomas's doctrine of purgatory must be drawn from other sources.
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because of their venial sins. In other words, the mere existence of the category "venial
sin" demonstrates that perfect obedience is not necessary for salvation, for no sin can be
venial if perfection is the standard. For Thomas the principles of doing and receiving are
mixed together, and even though God is entirely responsible for salvation, the
soteriological pattern is one that does not clearly distinguish between demand and gift,
between law and gospel.

Bonaventure's Breviloquium
Bonaventure (1217-1274) ranks as the thirteenth-century Franciscan
counterpart to the Dominican Thomas Aquinas. His two works, Journey ofthe Mind to
God and Breviloquium, are generally regarded as his masterpieces. The latter, a
condensed, yet substantive treatment of the spectrum of theological topics, is an ideal
source from which to glean his doctrines of grace and merit. 64 He addresses the grace of
the Holy Spirit in chapter 5, followed by a treatment of the sacraments in chapter 6.
These two chapters constitute an area of interest for this study.
Bonaventure argues that eternal blessedness consists of possessing God, the
supreme Good. However, this Good is beyond anything that humanity in its creaturely
limitations could merit. Therefore, grace is necessary to elevate humanity and so bring it
to God. 65 The primary action in salvation is a divine condescension, not a self-wrought

640n Bonaventure's theology of grace, see Gordon R. Payne, "Augustinianism in Calvin and
Bonaventure," WTJ 441 I (1982): 1-31; Christopher M. Cullen, Bonaventure (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2006), 153-64; Etienne Gilson, The Philosophy o/St. Bonaventure, trans. Dom Illtyd Trethowan and
Frank J. Sheed (Paterson, NJ: St. Anthony Guild, 1965),391-425.
65" ••. beatitudo aetema consistit in habendo summum bonum; et hoc est Deus et bonum
excellens improportionaliter omnem humani obsequii dignitatem: nullus omnino ad illud summum bonum
dignus est pervenire, cum sit omnino supra omnes limites naturae, nisi, Deo condescendente sibi, elevetur
ipse supra se." Bonaventure Breviloquium 5.1.3 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, BOO 5:252).
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human elevation. As it condescends to humanity's creatureIy limitations, divine grace
operates by a process of inward transformation that makes a person worthy of eternal
blessedness:
If, then, the rational soul is to become worthy of eternal beatitude, it must partake of
the God-honoring flow. Because this inpouring, rendering the soul deiform, comes
from God, conforms to God, and leads to God as an end, it restores our spirit as the
image of the most blessed Trinity, affecting it not only as part of the order of
creation, but also in terms of the righteousness of the will and of the repose of
beatitude. 66
In order to be acceptable to God, the soul must exhibit the vigor of virtue, the splendor of
truth, and the fervor of love, and these qualities, out of reach of the natural capacity of
humanity, are the effects of grace. 67
The grace of the Holy Spirit functions in two primary ways: as a help toward
the attainment of merit and as a remedy for sin. 68 With regard to merit, Bonaventure
distinguishes between grace in a general sense, in a special sense, and in its proper sense.
In a general sense, grace is simply concurrence, the power of God that sustains
everything in existence and enables the successful performance of every creaturely act. 69
In a special sense, grace is that which prepares the soul for the reception of the Holy

66Bonaventure Breviloquium 5.1.3, in The Works ofBonaventure, ed. and trans. Jose de Vinck
(Paterson, NJ: St. Anthony Guild, 1963),2:182.
67"Postremo, quia mens nostra non efficitur conformis beatissimae Trinitati secundum
rectitidinem electionis nisi per vigorem virtutis, splendorem veritatis, etfervorem caritatis; et vigor virtutis
animam purgat, stabilit et elevat; splendor veritatis animam illuminat, reformat et Deo assimilat;fervor
caritatis animampeljicit, vivificat et Deo iungit, et ex his omnibus homo Deo placens et acceptus existit."
Bonaventure Breviloquium 5.1.6 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 5:253), emphasis original.
68This distinction is introduced in ibid. 5.2.1 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 5:253). The fIrst
aspect is treated in chapter 2 and the second in chapter 3.
69" ... generaliter dicitur adiutorium divinum creaturae 1iberaliter et gratis impensum et
indefferenter ad quemcumque actum; et sine huiusmodi adiutoro gratiae nec possumus aliquid efficere nec
durare in esse." Ibid. 5.2.2 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 5:253), emphasis original.
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Spirit. This actual grace is known as "grace freely given" (gratia gratis data), and it
corresponds to the auxilium divinum as set forth by Thomas. 70 In its proper sense, grace
is the divine assistance that enables the acquisition of merit. This is known as "grace that
makes pleasing" (gratia gratumfacientis, often translated "sanctifying grace"), otherwise
known as "habitual grace," that which is possessed in the soul of the justified. This grace
precedes all merit. 71 Because merit is that which renders a person pleasing to God,n and
yet because merit is itself the result of grace, Bonaventure's soteriology fits the pattern
seen thus far in which salvation occurs by grace through the means of works. As free
will cooperates with sanctifying grace, grace merits its own increase, leading to an
inward transformation by which free will makes its own what belongs to grace. 73
Bonaventure's discussion of grace as a remedy for sin (Chapter 3 of Part 5) is
essentially a discussion of the doctrine of justification, which he envisions as a
synergistic process in which actual grace (gratia gratis data) prepares the soul for

7o"Specialiter dicitur gratia adiutorium divinitus datum, ut quis praeparet se ad suscipiendum
Spiritus sancti donum, quo perveniat ad meriti statum; et talis dicitur gratia gratis data, et sine hac nullus
sufficienter facit quod in se est, ut se praeparet ad salutem." Ibid. 5.2.2 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 5:253),
emphasis original. Bonaventure does not use the phrase facere quod in se est here in the same sense in
which it would later be used by the via moderna (see below). For Bonaventure, preparatory grace must
precede human effort, whereas the via moderna views grace as a divine response to the one who does what
is in him.
71"Proprie vero gratia dicitur adiutorium datum divinitus ad merendum, quod quidem dicitur
donum gratiae gratum facientis, sine quo nullus potest mereri nec in bono proficere nee ad aetemam
pervenire salutem. Ipsa enim tanquam radix merendi omnia merita antecedit." Ibid. 5.2.2 (Collegii St.
Bonaventurae, 5:253), emphasis original. De Vinck's translation uses the phrase "sanctifying grace."

72"Et ideo omnis radix merendi fundatur in gratia gratum faciente, cuius est facere hominum
Deo dignum." Bonaventure Breviloquium 5.2.3 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 5:254).
73"Ipsa autem habita meretur sua ips ius augmentum in statu viae per bonum eius usum merito
digni. Nam cum solus Deus sit ipsius gratiae fontale principium influendi, ipse solus est principium
augmentandi per modum infundentis, et gratia per modum meriti et dignitatis, et liberum arbitrium per
modum cooperantis et merentis, pro eo qoud liberum arbitrium cooperator gratiae et quod est gratiae suum
facit." Ibid. 5.2.4 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 5:254), emphasis original.
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sanctifying grace (gratia gratum Jacientes), but free will has the power to assent to
preparation or refuse it. Iffree will assents to preparation and then receives the infusion
of grace, the person is justified. The one who is justified must then cooperate with
sanctifying grace in order to attain merit. The will that cooperates until the end earns the
reward of eternal salvation. 74
The sacraments are the means by which the grace of Christ is conferred.
Bonaventure regards the seven sacraments as a sevenfold remedy for the disease of sin:
First, because ... the disease [here] is sevenfold, comprising three forms of
sin, original, mortal, and venial, and four forms of penalty, ignorance, malice,
weakness, and concupiscence; and because, as Jerome says, "what heals the foot
does not heal the eye"-therefore, seven different remedies are needed to expel
completely this sevenfold disease. These are: Baptism, against original sin;
Penance, against mortal sin; Extreme Unction, against venial sin; Orders, against
ignorance; Holy Eucharist, against malice; Confirmation, against weakness; and
Matrimony, against concupiscience, which it tempers and excuses. 75
As seen in both Peter Lombard and Thomas Aquinas, baptism is the initiatory rite that
transfers a person to a state of grace. 76 Penance is a "second plank after shipwreck," a
remedy for the restoration of grace, which is nothing other than the restoration of charity,
after it has been lost through mortal sin.77 Baptism is the occasion and instrumental cause

74" ... quod in nostra iustificatione concurrit actus fiberi arbitrii et gratiae, consone quidem et
ordinate, ita quod gratiae gratis datae est excitare liberum arbitrium; liberi arbitrii autem est huiusmodi
excitationi consentire, vel dissentire; et consientis est ad gratiam gratum facientem se praeparare, quia hoc
est facere quod in se est; et sic disposito gratia gratum faciens habet infundi, cui liberum arbitrium potest
cooperari, si vult, et tunc meretur; vel contrariari per peccatum, et tunc demeretur. Si ergo cooperetur ei
usque in finem, meretur pervenire ad aetemam salutem." Ibid. 5.3.5 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 5:255),
emphasis original. In 5.3.4 Bonaventure argues that infants who are unable to assent to the preparation for
grace by an act of the will are justified on the basis of the faith of the Church and the merits of Christ.
75Bonaventure Breviloquium 6.3.2 (trans. de Vinck, 230-31).
76Bonaventure Breviloquium 6.7.4 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 5:272).
n.'De sacramento poenitentiae hoc tenendum est, quod ipsa est 'secunda tablua post
naufragium,' ad quam nanfagans per mortale peccatum recurrere potest, quamdiu est in statu praesentis
vitae, quandocumque et quotiescumque divinam c1ementiam voluerit implorare." Ibid. 6.10.1 (Collegii St.

50
of initiatory justification, and penance is the means by which justification is restored.
Bonaventure's soteriological pattern fits what has already been observed in
Peter Lombard and Thomas Aquinas. Salvation is by grace, through the instrumental
cause of merit. Grace operates first as "grace freely given," that which prepares the will
for the reception of habitual grace. The infusion of the latter justifies a person by means
of an inward transformation, enabling merit and the increase of grace until the attainment
of eternal life. Bonaventure emphasizes the indispensable role of free will in consenting
to grace, but this synergistic aspect of his soteriology does not negate the fact that
salvation begins with the divine initiative that answers human limitations and is carried
out by the effects of divine grace. A person may merit acceptance with God by grace.
Given the fact that, like Peter Lombard and Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure speaks of
sinners meriting eternal life by their grace-empowered obedience, it is evident that for

Bonaventure perfect obedience is not a divine demand. The formal cause of right
standing with God is the ethical condition of the one who has been justified by grace,
even though it necessarily falls short of perfection.

The Via Moderna
Although theologians of the fourteenth and fifteenth-century movement known
as the via moderna held to the same basic soteriological framework as their predecessors
surveyed thus far (salvation by sacramental grace, which restores the soul and enables the
accumulation of merit), they developed a doctrine of justification within the framework
of a voluntarist theology, which simultaneously introduced both a new dimension of

Bonaventurae, 5: 275); on the restoration of the virtues (of which charity is the fonn) through penance, see
ibid. 5.4.1 (Collegii St. Bonaventurae, 5:256), emphasis original.
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grace to the equation and a new role for human effort. 78 With the via moderna, divine
grace takes on a covenantal dimension, establishing the framework within which one
receives grace from God as a result of doing one's best to cease from giving assent to sin.
Gabriel Biel (c. 1420-1495) will serve as the primary exemplar of this development. 79
For theologians of the via moderna, the will of God is supreme over all;
therefore, the nature of causality is subject to divine determination. There is no necessary
connection between the infusion of grace and salvation. Works of charity are not
intrinsically meritorious. God could save someone apart from the infusion of grace, and
he could just as easily damn someone who had never sinned, ifhe so chose to act, for
God cannot be a debtor to anyone. 80 The value of any meritorious act depends on God's
free decision to count it as meritorious. Thus, merit depends, not on the intrinsic nature
of any act, but on a covenant (pactum) that God has established with humanity, in which
works of charity are deemed meritorious. 81 Included in the terms of this covenant is the
assurance that God will give grace to the one who does what is in him (jacienti quod in se

7SJohn Duns Scotus is a transitional figure whose voluntarist theology anticipated that ofthe
via moderna. For the purpose of this study, it is not necessary to survey his work here because the main
contours of his thought were taken up by the via moderna and will, therefore, receive attention in this
section. On Scotus's doctrine of justification, see McGrath, Justitia Dei, 69-70, 123-24, 152, 165-67, 17580, 195-97,214-15.
79Biel is especially important for this study because of Luther's acquaintance with his work.
On this connection, see Leif Grane, Contra Gabrielem: Luthers Auseinandersetzung mit Gabriel Biel in der
Disputatio contra scholasticam theologiam 1517 (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1962); Harry J. McSorley,
"Was Gabriel Biel a Semipelagian?" in Warheit und Verkiindigung: Michael Schmaus zum 70. Geburtstag,
ed. Leo Scheffczyk, Werner Dettloff, and Richard Heinzmann (Miinchen: Ferdinand SchOningh, 1967),
2:1109-20.
SO"Deus potest aliquem acceptare in purls naturalibus tamquam dignum vita aeterna sine omni
habitu caritatis, et etiam reprobare sine omni peccato." William ofOckham Quaestiones in Librum Tertium
Sententiarum (Reportatio) 9.1 (ed. Francis E. Kelley and Girard I. Etzkorn, OPT 6:279-280); "Et negetur
quod Deus nullius potest esse debitor." Gabriel Biel Collectorium circa Quattuor Libros Sententiarum
2.27.1.2, ed. Wilfrid Werbeck and Udo Hofmann (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1984),2:515.
SlBiel Collectorium 2.27.1.1 (ed. Werbeck and Hofmann, 2:510-512).

52
est).82 This formula refers to the human act of desisting from giving consent to sin. 83
Although the statementfacere quod in se est preceded the via moderna, it took on a new
significance within the context of the voluntarist theology of this school of thought. The
doctrine that God will not deny grace to one who does what is in him succinctly
expresses a unique synthesis between grace and human effort. Human effort has value,
but only within the gracious framework established by God in the covenant.
In his sermon, "The Circumcision of the Lord," Biel outlines three effects of
grace. First, grace makes human nature acceptable to God, not intrinsically but according
to the evaluation of God's free decision. Second, grace justifies, which consists ofthe
remission of guilt and acceptation to eternal life. Third, grace makes the works of one
who has been justified acceptable for eternal reward, though this applies only to works
that are themselves prompted by grace. 84 Meritorious acts depend on both free will and
grace, and free will can resist grace. However, grace is the principal cause of all
meritorious acts, for "grace is nothing other than infused love.,,85 God could have
decided to accept human works as meritorious apart from the gift of grace, but instead

82"Deus dat gratiam facienti quod in se est necessitate imInutabilitatis et ex suppositione, quia
disposuit dare imInutabiliter gratiam facienti quod in se est." Biel Collectorium 2.27.1.3 (ed. Werbeck and
Hofmann, 2:523).
83" ... obex gratiae quandoque dicitur peccatum mortale quantum ad reatum, quandoque dicitur
peccatum mortale quantum ad actum interiorem et exteriorem, qui est consensus et complacentia peccati.
Primum removere non potest homo, quia peccatum quoad reatum non removetur nisi per peccati
remissionem; quod solius Dei est, qui tamen paratus est remittere facienti quod in se est. Obicem secundo
modo dictum potest removere peccator, quia potest cessare a consensus et actu peccandi, imIno odire
peccatum et velIe non pecarre." Ibid. (ed. Werbeck and Hofmann, 2:524).

840abriel Biel, "The Circumcision of the Lord," in Forerunners ofthe Reformation: The Shape
ofLate Medieval Thought Illustrated by Key Documents, ed. Heiko A. Oberman, trans. Paul L. Nyhus
(New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1966), 168-69.
85Ibid., 170.
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"God has established the rule [covenant] that whoever turns to Him and does what he can
will receive forgiveness of sins from God. God infuses assisting grace into such a man,
who is thus taken back into friendship.,,86 Salvation depends on the gracious covenantal
framework established by God and on the grace of infused charity that is given within
that framework to the one who does what he can on his own.
The via moderna's doctrine of justification has been evaluated as Pelagian in
nature. 87 In order to weigh the accuracy of this claim, it is necessary first to define
Pelagianism. McGrath provides a suitable definition consisting of three tenets:
1) Adam's sin injured only himself, and his posterity sinned by imitation, not
inheritance;
2) man's free will is autonomous, so that he can avoid sin by his own natural
goodness;
3) eternal life can be merited without the need for interior (as opposed to exterior)
grace, by due and proper use of the free will. 88
The charge of Pelagianism has been related to both the absolute power of God (potentia

Dei absoluta) and to the ordered power of God (potentia Dei ordinata). On the one hand,
this charge has been leveled at the via moderna because of its allowance for the
possibility that God, in his absolute power, could have granted eternal life apart from the
infusion of grace. 89 On the other hand, with regard to the ordered power of God, it has
been argued that the mechanism of salvation that God has actually ordained is de facto

86Ibid., 173.
87Heiko A. Oberman, The Harvest ofMedieval Theology: Gabriel Biel and Late Medieval
Nominalism, 3 rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2000), 176-77.
88Alister E. McGrath, "The Anti-Pelagian Structure of 'Nominalist' Doctrines of Justification,"
Epheremerides Theologicae Lovanienses 57, no. 1 (1981): 118.
89McGrath ("Anti-Pelegian," 112-13) notes such a conclusion drawn by a commission of six
theologians against the works of William ofOckham in 1326.
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Pelagian. 9o However, on both counts the charge is unwarranted. First, the fact that God
could have ordained that etemallife be granted apart from the infusion of grace only
means that for the via moderna, a Pelagian means of salvation exists in some possible
world, but not this one. Within the covenant that God has de facto established, salvation
is invariably by grace. Second, while the sloganfacere quod in se est does indicate an
important human component prior to the reception of grace (and a departure from the
Thomistic doctrine of a grace that prepares one to receive grace), it does not constitute a
denial of the necessity of grace for salvation. Two important factors must be taken into
account: (1) it is only within the terms of the covenant, which itself proceeds from the
grace of God, that the facere quod in se est doctrine is operative at all;91 (2) the person
who does what is in himself prepares himself to receive interior grace, by which he will
ultimately be saved; he does not render grace superfluous. This doctrine may represent a
form of semi-Pelagianism, but it is certainly not Pelagian. 92
It is evident that for the via moderna, perfect obedience is not a legal

900 berman (Harvest, 177) writes, "It is clear that the emphasis falls on 'justification by works
alone'; the concept of 'justification by grace alone' is a rational outer structure dependent on the distinction
between potentia absoluta and potentia ordinata. The outer structure is, of course, discernible by one who
in pious meditation retraces God's revelation to its very sources, to that point where God could de potentia
absoluta have decided otherwise. But the message preached and taught by the Church is the inner structure
itself. An analysis ofBiel's sermons proves that this is indeed the case. It is therefore evident that Biel's
doctrine ofjustification is essentially Pelagian" (emphasis original).

9l Mc Grath (Justitia Dei, 147), writes of the via moderna's soteriology: " ... the moral abilities
of humans are largely irrelevant, as the ultimate grounds of merit lie outside of humanity, in the extrinsic
denomination ofthe divine acceptation." Thefacere quod in se est really says more about God than it does
about humanity.

92The defining characteristic of semi-Pelagianism is the idea that ''the first movement towards
God is made by human efforts unaided by grace." Alan Richardson and John Bowden, eds., The
Westminster Dictionary of Christian Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1983), s.v. "Semi-pelagian," by
E. J. Yarnold. Semi-Pelagianism was condemned by the Second Council of Orange in 529, but the canons
of this council appear to have been unknown in the late Middle Ages. For an argument that Biel was
indeed a semi-Pelagian, see McSorley, "Was Gabriel Biel a Semipelagian?"
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requirement for eternal life, for what is required is that human beings do their best in
accord with their capacity as sinful creatures. Grace makes such people worthy of eternal
life, not intrinsically but within the framework of the covenant. In this soteriological
pattern one can see that grace is, again, the dominant theme. The framework within
which merit is possible results from God's gracious decision, and eternal life can only be
merited by the grace of infused charity. And yet the notion that eternal life is merited by
works remains, both in the sense of the facere quod in se est doctrine and in the sense,
already noted in earlier medieval theology, that works of charity performed in a state of
grace accrue merit before God.
This survey of the soteriological patterns evident in the pre-Reformation
Catholic scholastic tradition has revealed several noteworthy observations relevant to the
question at hand. First, for all theologians of this period, salvation is by grace. Rooted in
the freedom of God (whether understood as a decree of election or as also encompassing
a covenant by which merit is made possible), salvation begins with the divine initiative
toward humanity. Second, justification is a transformation from a state of sin to a state of
righteousness that occurs by the infusion of habitual grace. Third, within this state of
grace, it is possible to merit eternal life by works of charity. Whether this possibility is
owing to the nature of charity itself or to the free decision of God to accept works of
charity as meritorious, salvation is given on the basis of a grace-wrought merit. Fourth,
justification is connected to the sacramental system, particularly the sacraments of
baptism and penance. The former is the instrumental cause of initial justification, and the
latter restores justification once it has been lost through mortal sin. Fifth, perfect
obedience is not a requirement for meriting eternal life. The gift of grace makes possible
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the fulfilling of divine demands to a sufficient degree that warrants the reward of the
beatific vision. Final salvation, therefore, is the result of an inherent, though imperfect,
righteousness. Any notion of an alien righteousness imputed to believers as necessary for
the fulfillment of God's perfect standard does not enter the equation at all. The
soteriological pattern is, as Michael Horton observes, mono covenantal in nature, meaning
that it is a pattern that "attempts to combine merit and grace, and the result is that both
concepts are weakened. The place traditionally given in Reformed theology to Christ's
full and meritorious obedience as our representative is eclipsed or even denied, while our
own obedience (however weak) is seen as a condition ofjustification.,,93 The synthesis
between merit and grace, demand and gift, law and gospel, is the primary aspect of
Roman Catholic soteriology that gave rise to the Reformation doctrine of justification.

The Council of Trent
The pre-Reformation scholastics never encountered a doctrine of alien
righteousness; it appears that the idea never occurred to them. But once the Reformation
doctrine of justification came onto the scene in the sixteenth century, Rome responded by
drawing on its pre-Reformation heritage and branding the notion of alien righteousness
with the label of heresy, thereby rejecting a bicovenantal distinction between law and
gospel and hardening in its commitment to a monocovenantal soteriology. The decree of
the Council of Trent on justification represents the Catholic Church's official response to

93 Michael S. Horton, "Which Covenant Theology?" in Covenant, Justification, and Pastoral
Ministry: Essays by the Faculty of Westminster Seminary California, ed. R. Scott Clark (Phillipsburg, NJ: P
& R, 2007), 200-01. The term "monocovenantal" does not have specific reference to the pactum of the via
moderna but is simply a general description of a soteriological framework.
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the Protestant doctrine. This section will focus on the council's decree in order to finish
setting the background for an examination of the Reformation doctrine of justification.
The Council of Trent's decree on justification was issued on January 13, 1547,
one of the results of its sixth session.94 The decree was promulgated as a counter to the
Protestant threat, offering an official ecclesiastical definition and exposition of the
doctrine of justification. This doctrine stands in continuity with the theological tradition
that preceded it, setting forth a grace-based soteriology that specifically rejects the
innovative element of alien righteousness that had been introduced by the Reformers.
The decree consists of sixteen chapters and thirty-three canons. The first four
chapters establish a theological framework for the doctrine of justification by setting it in
the context of redemptive history. Chapter 1 declares the need for justification by
defining the plight of humanity as fallen in Adam and incapable of rising from this
condition by the power of nature or even through the divine gift of the law. Although
free will has not been obliterated by the fall, it is powerless on its own to lift any person
from the state of sin. 9s The decree thus begins with a denial of Pelagianism and an
affirmation of the necessity of grace for salvation. At the same time, it guards against the
Protestant doctrine of the enslaved will, leaving some residual power to the human agent

940n the Council of Trent's decree on justification, see Hubert Jedin, A History o/the Council
o/Trent, vol. 2, The First Sessions at Trent, 1545-47, trans. Dom Ernest Graf (New York: Thomas Nelson,
1961), 166-316; Heiko A. Oberman, "The Tridentine Decree on Justification in the Light of Late Medieval
Theology," Journal/or Theology and the Church 3 (1967): 28-54; Carl J. Peter, "The Decree on
Justification in the Council of Trent," in Justification by Faith: Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VII,
ed. George Anderson, T. Austin Murphy, and Joseph A. Burgess (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985),218-29;
G. R. Evans, "Vis Verborum: Scholastic Method and Finding Words in the Debates on Justification of the
Council of Trent," Downside Review 106 (1988): 264-75; Marvin W. Anderson, "Trent and Justification
(1546): A Protestant Reflection," Scottish Journal o/Theology 21, no. 4 (1968): 385-406.
95Council of Trent 6.1 (ed. Tanner, 671).
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to be an active participant in his or her own justification. Chapter 2 describes the divine
response to the human plight: the advent and atoning work of Jesus Christ, the objective
ground of justification.96 Chapter 3 then declares that, while Christ died for all, not all
are justified by his death, but only those who are reborn by the merit of his passion.
Significantly, this chapter, in good Augustinian fashion, equates justification with being
made just.97 Chapter 4 then offers a more comprehensive definition of justification: "a
transition from that state, in which man is born a son of the first Adam, to a state of grace
and adoption of the sons of God, through the second Adam, Jesus Christ our savior.,,98
This transition cannot occur without "the washing of regeneration" (lavacro

regenerationis), which in this context refers to the sacrament of baptism.
Having set the theological framework, in the remaining chapters the council
expounds on the nature of justification, including the components of preparation,
justification proper, the ongoing aspects of justification, the restoration of justification
that has been lost, and the accrual of merit for those who are justified. Chapters 5 and 6
address the issue of the preparation for justification in adults. 99 Chapter 5 affirms that
preparation for grace is itself the result of prevenient grace, given without regard to
merits. The person who receives this divine assistance toward the reception of habitual

96Ibid. 6.2 (ed. Tanner, 671).
97., ... ita nisi in Christo renascerentur, numquam iustificarentur, cum ea renascentia per
meritum passionis eius gratia, qua iusti fiunt, illis tribuatur." Ibid. 6.3 (ed. Tanner, 672).

981bid. 6.3 (ed. Tanner, 672), my translation. As noted earlier, the word homo is translated
"man" because this English word can denote both humanity in general and a generic individual. In
addition, the masculine nounjilius further defmes homo in this context.
99The decree contains no discussion of preparation in infants, presumably because the faith of
the Catholic Church is sufficient for their justification through baptism; no preparation is necessary in that
case. On the baptism of infants, see Council of Trent 7.13-14 (ed. Tanner, 686).
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grace has the power to cooperate with it or refuse it, and at this point the significance of
the residual power of free will declared in chapter 1 becomes obvious. 1oo Trent affirms a
synergistic doctrine of salvation, but it is a doctrine in which the priority of grace is
affirmed; thus, semi-Pelagianism is denied: " ... without the grace of God [man] is not
able to move himself by free will toward justice in [God's] sight."lOl The echoes of the
Second Council of Orange, which by this time had been rediscovered, are prominent. 102
Chapter 6 affirms that the manner of preparation consists of a turning toward God in faith
and a turning away from sin. 103
Chapter 7 moves from preparation to actual justification, which includes both
the forgiveness of sins and inward transformation, so that the one who is unjust becomes
juSt. 104 The final cause of justification is the glory of God and of Christ and etemallife.
The efficient cause is the mercy of God. The meritorious cause is Christ and his atoning
work. The instrumental cause is baptism. The formal cause is the justice of God, not
specifically in reference to his own character but to that by which he makes sinners

lOO"Declarat praeterea, ipsius iustificationis exordium in adultis a Dei per Christum Iesum
praeveniente gratia sumendum esse, hoc est, ab eius vocatione, qua nullis eorum existentibus meritis
vocantur, ut qui per peccata a Deo aversi errant, per eius excitantem atque adiuvantem gratiam ad
convertendem se ad suam ipsorum iustificationem, eidem gratiae libere assentiendo et cooperando,
disponantur, ita ut tangente Deo cor hominis per Spiritus sancti illuminationem neque homo ipse nihil
omnino agat, inspirationem illam recipiens, quippe qui illam et abiicere potest." Ibid. 6.5 (ed. Tanner, 672).
IOIIbid. (ed. Tanner, 672), my translation.
102Jedin (2:241) remarks briefly about the use of the canons of the Second Council of Orange
at the sixth session of Trent.
103Council of Trent 6.6 (ed. Tanner, 672-73).
104"Hanc dispositionem seu praeparationem iustificatio ipsa consequitur, quae non est sola
peccatorum remissio, sed et sanctificatio et renovatio interioris hominis per voluntariam susceptionem
gratiae et donorum, unde homo ex iniusto fit iustus et ex inimico amicus, ut sit haeres secundum spem vitae
aeternae [Tit 3:7]." Ibid. 6.7 (ed. Tanner, 673).
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just. lOS The unjust receive the merits of Christ by the infusion of the virtues of faith,
hope, and charity through the Holy Spirit. By means of these infused virtues, the unjust
are made just, and this inherent righteousness constitutes the legal basis of their salvation
at the last judgment:
Thus, receiving true and christian justness in exchange for that which Adam, by his
disobedience, lost for himself and for us, the reborn are immediately ordered to
preserve the justice freely granted to them through Jesus Christ in a pure and
spotless state like a best robe, so that they may carry it before the tribunal of our
Lord Jesus Christ and possess eternal life. 106
Although the decree does not use the terminology of "final justification," the concept is
clearly present.
Chapters 8 and 9 further define the nature of faith in relation to justification.
Chapter 8 addresses two aspects of the Pauline doctrine of justification: that it is by faith
(Rom 3:28) and that it is a free gift (Rom 3:24). Trent affIrms that faith is the beginning
of salvation, and in this sense justification is by faith.107 The council further affIrms that

105Ibid. (ed. Tanner, 673).
106"Itaque veram et christianam iustitiam accipientes, earn ceu primam stolam, pro ilIa, quam
Adam sua inobedientia sibi et nobis perdidit, per Christum lesum illis donatam, candidam et immaculatam
iubentur statim renati conservare, ut earn perferant ante tribunal domini nostri lesu Christi et habeant vitam
aetarnam." Ibid. (ed. and trans. Tanner, 674).
107" ... per fidem ideo iustificari dicamur, quia fides est humanae salutis initium, fundamentum
et radix omnis iustificationis, sine qua impossibile est placere Deo [Heb 11 :6] et ad filiorum eius
consortium pervenire." Ibid. 6.8 (ed. Tanner, 674). Oberman ("Tridentine Decree") argues that the use of
the word promereri as opposed to mereri in this chapter has massive theological significance. He interprets
promereri narrowly to refer only to meritum de condigno, but not meritum de congruo. If this is the case,
then it appears that the council, by denying only the possibility of meriting justification de condigno, left
room for justification on the basis of meritum de congruo, thereby aligning itself with the Scotist tradition
as opposed to the Thomist. In other words, the council may have deliberately safeguarded the facere quod
in se est. Oberman's thesis, which hangs entirely on the meaning of one disputed word, faces at least two
difficulties. First, it does not address chapter 5 of the decree, which discusses the preparation for grace and
deliberately echoes the language of the Second Council of Orange. Oberman has not demonstrated how
this chapter can be compatible with the facere quod in se est. Second, even if Oberman is correct, the most
he demonstrates is that the council refused to deny the facere quod in se est, but this is a far cry from an
affirmation of it. At most, Oberman can prove only that the Council of Trent left one aspect of its doctrine
of justification sufficiently vague enough to encompass both the Thomist and Scotist schools of thought.
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justification is a free gift because nothing that precedes justification, whether faith or
works, can merit the grace of justification. 108 By tying faith and unmerited grace to the
beginning aspect of salvation and not to its completion, the council interprets Paul's
teaching in such a way that leaves room for a doctrine of merit in the ongoing process
and culmination of justification. Having defined a proper role for faith in justification,
the council proceeds in Chapter 9 to deny that faith alone can provide proper assurance of
one's salvation. l09 Faith is necessary for justification, but these two chapters indicate a
desire to refute the Protestant doctrine of sola fide.
Having addressed preparation for justification and actual justification, the
council proceeds to define the ongoing aspects of justification in chapters 10-13. Chapter
10 affirms that those who are justified continue to increase in the righteousness they have
received,110 and Chapter 11 denies antinomianism, the perceived consequence of sola

fide. III Of significance for this study is the affirmation of Chapter 11 that perfect
obedience is impossible even for those who are most holy and just; nevertheless, venial
sins do not result in the loss of the righteousness that one has received in justification. 112
This affirmation clearly fits the pattern that has been noted to this point, namely, that for
late medieval Roman Catholicism, perfect obedience is not a requirement for right

108" .•• gratis autern iustificari ideo dicarnur, quia nihil eorum quae iustificationern praecedunt,
sive fides, sive opera, ipsarn iustificationis gratiarn prorneretur." Ibid. (ed. Tanner, 674).

I09Ibid. 6.9 (ed. Tanner, 674).
llOIbid. 6.10 (ed. Tanner, 675).
lllIbid. 6.11 (ed. Tanner, 675-76).
I\2"Licet enirn in hac rnortali viata quanturnvis sancti et iusti in levia saltern et quotidiana, quae
etiarn venialia dicuntur, peccata quandoque cadant, non propterea desinunt esse iusti." Ibid. (ed. Tanner,
675).
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standing with God. For the most part, however, the council's purpose in this chapter is to
encourage the faithful to keep the commandments of God, for obedience to God's
commands is possible in this life, even ifit is never completely perfect. Chapter 12
briefly addresses the subject of the assurance of salvation by warning against the rash
presumption that one definitely belongs to the company of those who have been
predestined to life. l13 The council does not offer a detailed statement on the doctrine of
predestination, but this chapter indicates a broadly Augustinian position that locates the
divine initiative of grace toward specific individuals in the eternal plan of God. Chapter
13 then addresses the gift of perseverance, ascribing it to the grace of God, yet
encouraging wayfarers to commit themselves with all diligence to good works lest they
fall away and come short of eternal life in the end. God gives the gift of perseverance,
but those who neglect his grace will not receive it.114
For those who fall away from the state of grace, there is provision for the
restoration of justification. Chapters 14 and 15 address this subject. Chapter 14 affirms
the familiar metaphor of penance as a second plank after shipwreck. I IS When grace is
lost through mortal sin, it can be restored by contrition, confession to a priest, absolution,
and works of satisfaction. These works do not remit eternal punishment, which is
remitted either through the sacrament of penance itself or the desire for the sacrament on
the part of the one who has fallen. Rather, works of satisfaction remit temporal

113Ibid. 6.12 (ed. Tanner, 676).
114"Deus enim, nisi ipsi illius gratiae defuerint, sicut coepit opus bonum, ita perficiet, operans
velie et perficere." Ibid. 6.13 (ed. Tanner, 676).
115"Hic enim iustificationis modus est lapsi reparation, quam secundam post naufragium
deperditae gratiae tabulam sancti patres apte nuncuparunt." Ibid. 6.14 (ed. Tanner, 677).
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punishments for sin. 116 Chapter 15 affirms that, apart from the sin of apostasy, mortal
sins do not result in the loss of faith. Therefore, it is possible for one to possess faith and
yet still be cut off from the grace of Christ through mortal sin.117 Although the chapter
does not explicitly say so, it is evident that this kind of faith is that which is devoid of
charity and is, therefore, dead. 118
Having addressed preparation, actual justification, the ongoing aspects of
justification, and the restoration of justification, the council proceeds to address in the
final chapter the fruit of justification: merit that comes from good works. Those who are
justified are enabled, by the grace of God, to perform meritorious works that result in
eternal life. The reward of eternal life, therefore, can be attributed both to the grace of
God and to the good works of the one who merits it.

119

The meritorious nature of good

works is affirmed alongside the teaching that God alone is ultimately responsible for all
good in us. Indeed, "no Christian should ever either rely on or glory in himself and not in
the Lord, whose goodness towards all is so great that he desires his own gifts to be their
merits.,,120 This chapter exhibits the synthesis between gift and demand that has been
evident throughout late medieval Roman Catholic theology.
The canons that follow further refine the council's position on justification,

116I bid.

1171bid. 6.15 (ed. Tanner, 677).
1180n the nature of justifying faith, see Trent 6.7 (ed. Tanner, 673).
119"Atque ideo bene operantibus usque in finem et in Deo sperantibus proponenda est vita
aetema, et tamquam gratia filiis Dei per Christum Iesum misericorditer promissa, et tamquam merces ex
ipsius Dei promissione bonis ipsorum operibus et meritis fide liter reddenda." Ibid. 6.16 (ed. Tanner, 67778).
12°Ibid. (ed. and trans. Tanner, 678).
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and a selection of these is noteworthy for this study. Canons 1 and 2 reject any
possibility that justification can occur apart from grace, thereby denying Pelagianism. 121
Canon 3 then rejects any possibility that one can be disposed to receive the grace of
justification apart from grace, thereby denying semi-Pelagianism. 122 At the other end of
the spectrum, in canons 4 and 5 the council anathematizes those who affirm the
Protestant teaching on the bondage ofthe will. 123 Canons 9 and 12 deny sola fide, and
canons 10 and 11 deny its corollary: justification on the basis of the imputed
righteousness of Christ. 124 Canon 23 denies two doctrines, one of which is the teaching
that those who are justified can attain perfection in this life. 125 Canon 24 denies the

121" 1. Si quis dixerit, hominem suis operibus, quae vel per humanae naturae vires, vel per legis
doctrinam fiant, absque divina per Christum Iesum gratia posse iustificari coram Deo: a. s. [anathema sit].
2. Si quis dixerit, ad hoc solum divinam gratiam per Christum Iesum dari, ut facilius homo
iuste vivere ac vitam aetemam promereri possit, quasi per liberum arbitrium sine gratia utrumque, sed aegre
tamen et difficultur possit: a. s." Ibid. 6, canons 1-2 (ed. Tanner, 679).
122"3. Si quis dixerit, sine praeveniente Spiritus sancti inspiratione atque eius adiutorio
hominem credere, sperare et diligere aut poenitere posse, sicut oportet, ut ei iustificationis gratia conferatur:
a. s." Ibid. 6, Canon 3 (ed. Tanner, 679).
123"4. Si quis dixerit, liberum hominis arbitrium a Deo motum et excitatum nihil cooperari
assentiendo Deo excitanti atque vocanti, quo ad obtinendam iustificationis gratiam se disponat ac praeparet,
neque posse dissentire, si velit, sed inanime quoddam nihil omnino agree mereque passive se habere: a. s.
5. Si quis liberum hominis arbitrium post Adae peccatum amissum et extinctum esse dixerit,
aut rem esse de solo titulo, immo titulum sine re, figmentum denique a satana invectum in ecclesiam: a. s."
Ibid. 6, canons 4-5 (ed. Tanner, 679).
124"9. Si quis dixerit, sola fide impium iustificari, ita ut intelligat, nihil aliud require, quo ad
iustificationis gratiam consequendam cooperetur, et nulla ex parte necesse esse, eum suae voluntatis motu
praeparari atque disponi: a. s.
10. Si quis dixerit, homines sine Christi iustitia, per quam nobis meruit, iustificari, aut per earn
ipsam formaliter iustos esse: a. s.
11. Si quis dixerit, hominess iustificari vel sola imputatione iustitiae Christi, vel sola
peccatorum remissione, exclusa gratia et charitate, quae in cordibus eorum per Spiritum sanctum
diffundatur atque illis inhaereat, aut etiam gratiam, qua iustificamur, esse tantum favorem Dei: a. s.
12. Si quis dixerit, fidem iustificantem nihil aliud esse quam fiduciam divinae misericordiae,
peccata remittentis propter Christum, vel earn fiduciam solam esse, qua iustificamur: a. s." Ibid. 6, canons
9-12 (ed. Tanner, 679).
125"23. Si quis hominem semel iustificatum dixerit amplius peccare non posse, neque gratiam
amittere, atque ideo eum, qui labitur et peccat, numquam vere fuisse iustificatum; aut contra, posse in tota
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Protestant teaching that good works are merely the evidence of justification and not the
means of its increase. 126 On a similar theme, Canon 32 anathematizes those who do not
adhere to the council's doctrine of merit. 127
The Council of Trent's decree on justification stands squarely within the
tradition that emerged from the broadly Augustinian teachings of pre-Reformation
scholasticism. For Trent, justification occurs when one who has been prepared by actual
grace receives the infusion of habitual grace through baptism. Perseverance in grace is a
gift from God, and God has also made provision through the sacrament of penance for
those who lose habitual grace through mortal sin. Justification enables the acquisition of
merit through charity and good works, and thus final salvation is the result both of divine
grace and of human merit. Trent affirms the power of free will to resist grace or to
cooperate with it while also affirming a doctrine of predestination, and the coherence
between these two teachings is never explained in detail. Where Trent moves beyond the
scholastic theologians of previous centuries is with its explicit rejection of the Protestant
teachings of the enslaved will, sola fide , the imputation of righteousness, and assurance
of salvation. In the face of a bicovenantal soteriological pattern, which demands a perfect
obedience for salvation and thus incorporates alien righteousness-as divine gift that

vita peccata omnia etiam venialia vitare, nisi ex speciali Deo privilegio, quemadmodum de beata Virgine
tenet ecclesia: a. s." Ibid. 6, Canon 23 (ed. Tanner, 680).

126"24. Si quis dixerit, iustitiam acceptam non conservari atque etiam non augeri coram Deo
per bona opera, sed opera ipsa fructus solummodo et signa esse iustificationis adeptae, non etiam ipsius
augendae causam: a. s." Ibid. 6, Canon 24 (ed. Tanner, 680).
127"32. Si quis dixerit, hominis iustificati bona opera ita esse dona Dei, ut non sint etiam bona
ips ius iustificati merita, aut ipsum iustificatum bonis operibus, quae ab eo per Dei gratiam et Iesu Christi
meritum (cuius vivum membrum est) fiunt, non vere mereri augmentum gratiae, vitam aetemam et ipsius
vitae aetemae (sit amen in gratia decesserit) consecutionem, atque etiam gloriae augmentum: a. s." Ibid. 6,
Canon 32 (ed. Tanner, 681).
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answers divine demand-into the equation of justification, Rome hardened in its
commitment to a monocovenantal scheme that blends grace and works together as a joint
basis of final salvation. 128

Conclusion
The Reformation doctrine of justification did not arise in a Pelagian context.
For the emerging Roman Catholic theology ofthe late medieval and Reformation
periods, Pelagianism was universally denied. With the exception of the via moderna,
even semi-Pelagianism was widely denied. The soteriology of this tradition is
undoubtedly based on grace.
Sanders's Judaism likewise exhibits a grace-based, monocovenantal pattern of
religion. To be sure, medieval Catholicism and Second Temple Judaism according to
Sanders are not parallel in every respect. It seems doubtful that the phrase "covenantal
nomism," as Sanders defines it, could be applied strictly to the former, lacking as it does
the nationalistic features of Judaism's covenant theology. Nevertheless, similarities
between the two are apparent. First, both traditions teach that "getting in" is by divine
grace. For Judaism, Israel's election is the basis of all salvific blessings. For
Catholicism, the divine acts of predestination and unmerited preparatory grace bring
sinners into the state of righteousness through baptism. Some theologians emphasize the
power of free will to cooperate with or refuse preparatory grace, and some do not.

128Peter ("The Decree on Justification in the Council of Trent," 221) writes, "For Trent,
because ofthe divine promise in Christ, eternal salvation (heaven) is both a grace and a reward for the
justified adult who hopes in God and perseveres to the end in good works. But justification is only a grace
for the sinner, who has no merits; nowhere is it proposed as a reward for works of nature, free choice, or
some combination of these with divine grace." This distinction between justification and eternal salvation
is crucial. For Trent, the legal aspect of fmal salvation includes personal merit, even if one is initially
justified by grace alone.
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Alternatively, the via moderna begins with a gracious divine decision to establish a
covenant by which the one who does what is in him receives grace as a reward. In
whatever form it comes, however, salvation is rooted in grace, not human effort. Second,
both traditions teach that "staying in" is a condition of final salvation and that it is
accomplished by human effort working in conjunction with divine grace. For Judaism,
Israelites must strive to keep the law, but the law itself contains provision for their
inevitable failures through the sacrificial system. For Catholicism, those who are
justified must, by cooperating with grace, persevere and increase in grace, thereby
accruing merit that results in eternal life. Those who commit mortal sin along the way
have the gracious provision of the sacrament of penance to restore them. Finally, both
traditions implicitly deny the necessity of perfect obedience as the legal basis of right
standing with God, and this in turn accounts for their monocovenantal soteriological
patterns. For Sanders's Judaism, "All those who are maintained in the covenant by
obedience, atonement and God's mercy belong to the group which will be saved.,,129 The
synthesis between divine provision and human effort here exemplified is quite similar to
that of late medieval Catholicism, where those who are righteous by grace, yet
imperfectly so, bring their grace-wrought merits before the judgment seat of God and
receive eternal life as a reward.
This chapter has set the background for an exposition of the doctrine of
justification that arose during the Reformation and that was refmed in the postReformation period, thereby becoming the theological hallmark of the "old perspective"

129 E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1977), 422.
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on Paul. It has demonstrated that such a doctrine did not arise in a Pelagian, or strictly
legalistic, context. If the Reformers and their heirs did not define their doctrine of
justification in opposition to a Pelagian foil, what then distinguishes their doctrine from
that of Rome? Chapters 3 and 4 will pursue an answer to this question by surveying the
works of three prominent Reformers and the traditions that succeeded them.

CHAPTER 3
THREE PROMINENT REFORMERS
ON JUSTIFICATION

What does it mean to be Protestant? If the doctrine of justification is the
material principle of the Reformation, the article by which the church stands or falls,
what unique aspect of the Protestant doctrine of justification distinguishes it from that of
Rome? As McGrath points out and as the foregoing chapter has demonstrated, it cannot
be merely Protestantism's anti-Pelagian character: "Such [anti-Pelagian] doctrines of
justification can be adduced from practically every period in the history of doctrine,
particularly in the later medieval period. ,,1 The Protestant doctrine of justification, the
hallmark of the "old perspective" on Paul, is certainly an anti-Pelagian doctrine, but this
fact alone does not make it Protestant. That which truly distinguishes Protestantism from
Rome on this question is the doctrine of alien righteousness, or the location of the legal
basis of right standing with God outside of, rather than intrinsic to, the believer. The
issue of grace per se is not in dispute. Both sides agree that salvation is by grace. Where
they differ is over the question of how grace operates for the purpose of granting sinful
human beings a favorable verdict before the judgment seat of God. Does God render this
verdict because he sees that his grace has accomplished an effective, though not yet
perfect, transformation of the sinner? Or does God count the believer righteous with

lAlister E. McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine ofJustification, 3rd ed.
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 209.
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regard to an alien righteousness imputed to him or her? This issue is the real dividing
line between two major streams of Christendom. 2
Historically, although not every proponent of the doctrine of alien
righteousness went on to spell out its important theological corollaries, it will be argued
here that, within Protestantism as a whole and especially in its most theologically
developed expressions, two significant theological issues, noted already in previous
chapters, are tied to this doctrine. First is the divine demand for perfect obedience.
Because God demands perfection, no member of Adamic humanity can ever attain
justification on the basis of an inherent righteousness, for no matter what degree of
righteousness one might attain, it would all be nullified by the presence of even one sin.
Given that sin is a universal human condition, the hope of an intrinsic righteousness that
justifies before God is a false hope. The second theological corollary of alien
righteousness is the necessity of a clear distinction between law and gospel, that is,
between the principles of divine demand and divine provision, or the contrast between
doing and receiving. Those who seek justification on the basis of an inherent
righteousness place some measure of confidence in their ability to obey the law, at least
in a manner that is satisfactory enough for a God who does not require perfection. To be
sure, it is the gospel that supplies the grace that makes this obedience possible, but that is
precisely the point: law and gospel have been synthesized into a monocovenantal

2Ibid., 209-10: "The notional distinction, necessitated by a forensic understanding of
justification, between the external act of God in pronouncing sentence, and the internal process of
regeneration, along with the associated insistence upon the alien and external nature of justifying
righteousness, must be considered to be the most reliable historical characterisation of Protestant doctrines
of justification. As the Osiandrist controversy made clear, an anti-Pelagian doctrine of justification could
still be rejected as unrepresentative of the Reformation ifjustifYing righteousness was conceived
intrinsically"; emphasis original.
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scheme. However, those who seek justification on the basis of an alien righteousness
place no trust in the law to justify them. They must look instead to one who has fulfilled
the law on their behalf. Thus, the law retains its integrity as an unwavering standard of
perfection, and the gospel gives entirely by grace what the law demands. There is an
additional theological corollary of the doctrine of alien righteousness, but it is one that
remains rather implicit in the works of the Reformers and their heirs, and thus it will be
noted briefly but not traced out in detail. That corollary is the eschatological nature of
justification. In its Roman Catholic expression, justification is not a present anticipation
of the final judgment. It is a transformation that heals the fallen nature of the sinner and
puts him or her in a position to merit etemallife. It is by no means irreversible, for when
mortal sin drives out the infused virtue of charity, one is no longer justified. Justification
must then be re-appropriated through the sacrament of penance. By contrast, the forensic
nature of the Protestant doctrine places justification within an eschatological courtroom
setting, where the final judgment is anticipated in the present as sinners are justified by
faith on the basis of the imputation of Christ's righteousness. 3 Therefore, even though

3Berndt Hamm unpacks this idea further: "Since in Reformation thinking justification is the
unconditional acceptance of the sinner, for Christ's sake and not because of any previous, present or future
quality in his life and morals, and is always founded outside us in God himself-since that is the case,
justification acquires an eschatological meaning in the Reformation that is foreign to it in Catholic
theology. In scholastic thinking, as we have seen, man's acceptance into grace and righteousness in
justification, and his acceptance into sanctification at the Last Judgment, are two separate things, divided
by the way of life inherent in obedience to the law and the principles of satisfaction and merit. Man's
morality is the prerequisite of his final acceptance. Reformation unconditionality brought the two aspects
together: the sinner has already been accepted for salvation through his justification and in advance of his
new life and good works, despite the enduring power of sin. This is the eschatological final validity of
justification. Through the acceptance of the sinner, his entering into the righteousness of Christ, something
fmal has taken place; it cannot be superseded even by the Last Judgment, but will then be brought out of
concealment into the revelation of bliss." Berndt Hamm, "What Was the Reformation Doctrine of
Justification?" in The German Reformation: Essential Readings, ed. C. Scott Dixon (Malden, MA:
Blackwell, 1999),73-74.
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the believer is a sinner in the present, he has already been declared righteous before God:

simu/ iustus et peccator.
These are the theological categories and nuances that define the Reformation
doctrine of justification. Within the context of a grace-based system of salvation, the
Reformers and their successors set forth an opposing view of the nature of grace and
proclaimed, in truth, a different gospel. Whatever one may conclude about E. P.
Sanders's portrayal of Second Temple Judaism, it should be evident that the existence of
a grace-based soteriological pattern among Jews in the first century does not warrant the
kind of hermeneutical presupposition that new perspective proponents have developed in
Sanders's wake, anymore than the historical reality of a grace-based soteriological pattern
in the late medieval Catholicism renders absurd the kind of polemic that the Reformers
and their successors produced. Sanders's thesis leaves untouched the categories that
have, historically, defined the Reformation doctrine of justification.
The purpose of this chapter and of the following one is to demonstrate the
veracity of the claim made above, namely, that alien righteousness, and not grace per se,
is the defining characteristic of the Protestant doctrine. The "old perspective" on Paul
that has been enshrined in the theology of mature Protestantism has its roots in the
teachings of three prominent Reformers: Martin Luther, Philip Melanchthon, and John
Calvin. 4 It is to their work that we now tum.

4These three figures have been chosen because they, more than any of the other first or secondgeneration Reformers, were responsible for setting the trajectory of the historic Protestant doctrine of
justification by the imputation of Christ's righteousness. To be sure, there are differences among them, as
the subsequent discussion will show, but the main contours of the "old perspective" on Paul are common to
all three men. It can hardly be disputed that Luther and Melanchthon are the two towering figures that
stand at the head ofthe Lutheran tradition. It may be asked, then, why Calvin, a second-generation
Reformer, should be the only representative ofthe Reformed tradition in this chapter. The answer is that
the doctrine of justification that became standard in the Reformed tradition is that of Calvin. Major first-
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Martin Luther
The turn toward alien righteousness as the legal basis of right standing with
God began with Martin Luther (1483-1546), whose importance for Reformation theology
is universally acknowledged, even though his own doctrine of justification and its
relationship to subsequent Protestant theology is debated. The best way to proceed with
an investigation of Luther's most significant writings on this theme is to do so
chronologically, taking note of the fact that "Luther's doctrine of justification was one
thing in 1513 and became another by 1536.,,5 The evidence indicates that Luther
underwent a gradual theological development in the period 1513-1521, during which time
the main contours of his mature doctrine of justification were being formed. 6 Thus, a fair
assessment of his theology will take note of the fact that, especially in the years leading
up to his decisive break with Rome after the 1521 Diet of Worms, Luther's theology was
still in process. At the tail-end of this discussion, it will be necessary to interact with a
contrary understanding of Luther's doctrine, particularly the claim made by the Finnish
School that Luther's doctrine of justification was primarily theotic instead of forensic.

generation Reformers like Ulrich Zwingli and Martin Bucer did not develop a doctrine of justification that
has endured in Reformed circles down to this day. For a discussion, see McGrath, Iustitia Dei, 248-58.
5R. Scott Clark, "Iustitia Imputata Christi: Alien or Proper to Luther's Doctrine of
Justification?" CTQ 70 (2006): 273.
6 Timothy George, "Martin Luther," in Reading Romans through the Centuries: From the Early
Church to Karl Barth, ed. Jeffery P. Greenman and Timothy Larsen (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2005), 101-19.
This understanding of a gradual development stands in contrast to what Heiko Oberman called the
"romantic" and "unrealistic" view of a definitive Reformation breakthrough that occurred all at once.
Heiko A. Oberman, The Two Reformations: The Journey from the Last Days to the New World, ed. Donald
Weinstein (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 47-48. Others who argue that Luther's
development was gradual throughout this period include Lowell C. Green, "Faith, Righteousness, and
Justification: New Light on Their Development Under Luther and Melanchthon," Sixteenth Century
Journal 4, no. 1 (1973): 65-86; Alister E. McGrath, Luther's Theology ofthe Cross: Martin Luther's
Theological Breakthrough (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1985),93-147.
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Luther's Early Thought, 1513-1521
In his first lecture series through the Psalms (1513-1514), it is clear that
Luther, who had studied the works of Gabriel Biel, was still an adherent to the theology
of the via moderna. In his comments on Psalm 51 :4, Luther argues that human works are
intrinsically nothing before God, and yet God has determined, according to the terms of
his freely ordained covenant (pactum), that faith and baptism will result in salvation. 7
His comments on Psalm 115: 1 are more explicit, for here he indicates full agreement with
the principle ofJacere quod in se est. Speaking of the necessity of preparation to receive
Christ, Luther writes,
Hence the teachers correctly say that to a man who does what is in him ffacienti
quod in se est] God gives grace without fail, and though he could not prepare
himself for grace on the basis of worth [de condigno], because the grace is beyond
compare, yet he may well prepare himself on the basis of fitness [de congruo]
because of this promise of God and the covenant of His mercy.... Therefore He
bestows everything gratis and only on the basis of the promise of His mercy,
although He wants us to be prepared for this as much as lies in us [quantum in nobis
est]. Hence, as the Law was the figure and preparation of the people for receiving
Christ, so our doing as much as is in us [quantum in nobis est] disposes us toward
grace. 8
In accord with the via moderna, Luther's theology at this point has a strong anti-Pelagian
character, for he insists repeatedly on the inherent worthlessness of human works and
constantly exalts the mercy and free promise of God as the only hope for sinners. And
yet, within the framework of God's merciful covenant, there is room for some to
distinguish themselves by doing what is in them to prepare themselves for grace. In other

7"Quia adeo nos coram deo sumus iniusti et indigni, ut quecunque facere possemus, nihil
coram eo sint. Immo et fides et gratia, quibus hodie iustificamur, non iustificarent nos ex seipsis, nisi
pactum dei faceret. Ex eo enim precise, quia testamentum et pactum nobiscum foecit, ut qui crediderit et
baptisatus fuerit, salvus sit, salvi sumus." Martin Luther Dictata super Psalterium (WA 3:289).
8Martin Luther, First Lectures on the Psalms II: Psalms 76-126, ed. Hilton C. Oswald, trans.
Herbert J. A. Bouman (LW 11:396-97).
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words, the promise of grace is a conditional promise that leaves room for congruous
merit.
Luther's struggle with the phrase ''the righteousness of God" found in Romans
1: 17 is well-known from his 1545 preface to his Latin works: "For I had hated that phrase
'the righteousness of God' which, according to the use and custom of all the doctors, I
had been taught to understand philosophically, in the sense of the formal or active
righteousness (as they termed it), by which God is righteous, and punishes unrighteous
sinners.,,9 McGrath has advanced a probable hypothesis about how Luther would have
conceived of the righteousness of God in the years prior to 1515. Given his theological
context, it is likely that the early Luther understood God's righteousness to refer to his
strict, impartial equity in the administration of the terms of the pactum: God is righteous
precisely because he is no respecter of persons but rewards impartially with grace those
who do what is in them and condemns those who do not fulfill this covenant stipulation.
Thus, "justification can only be based upon merit" as God, the impartial judge, allows
human beings to distinguish themselves by their deeds.1O It must be kept in mind that the
kind of merit in view is entirely congruous, for it is only by free grace that God has
determined to accept any human work as meritorious. Nevertheless, because of the
conditionality of the pactum, the decisive element in justification comes from the human
side of the equation. The young Luther would have struggled to understand how this
notion of righteousness could be good news for the sinner (as stated in Romans 1: 17)

9The English translation is McGrath's, cited in Luther's Theology o/the Cross, 96. The
original may be found in WA 54: 185-86.
l~cGrath, Luther's Theology o/the Cross, 109.
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when it was impossible to know whether one had truly done quod in se est. McGrath
observes,
The 'righteousness of God' thus remains an unknown quality, the impersonal
attribute of an utterly impartial and scrupulously just judge, which stands over and
against man, and ultimately justifies or condemns him on the basis of a totally
unknown quality-and is thus the cause of much Anfechtungen! To someone such
as Luther, who appears to have become increasingly uncertain about his own moral
qualities as the Dictata progress, it must have seemed inevitable that God, in his
righteousness, would condemn him. II
And so the theology of the via moderna provides a quite plausible context within which
to understand Luther's struggle over the righteousness of God.
McGrath further argues that a major breakthrough occurred in 1515 that set
Luther on a trajectory toward a very different understanding of justification. Adducing
evidence from Luther's 1515-1516 lectures on Romans, he argues that by this time
Luther's theology has taken an Augustinian turn. 12 Significantly, Luther has changed
course on the principle offacere quod in se est. In his Romans lectures he regards the
idea as a Pelagian notion, even though he acknowledges that "there are now no Pelagians
by profession and title.,,13 Pelagianism was universally condemned as a heresy, but by
1515 Luther detects it in the theology he once espoused. Luther's evaluation is
technically incorrect, as was argued in the previous chapter. The via moderna was not a
Pelagian movement, for it espoused a soteriology in which God takes the initiative by
graciously establishing the terms of the pactum for fallen humanity, whose works are

lllbid., 11 0-11.
12Tbe discussion that follows draws on the insights of McGrath, Luther's Theology of the

Cross, 128-36.
\3Martin Luther Lectures on Romans, ed. Hilton C. Oswald, trans. Walter G. Tillmanns and
Jacob A. O. Preus (LW25: 496; WA 56:502).
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intrinsically nothing before him. Nevertheless, this example illustrates the kind of
rhetoric the Refonners used to brand their opponents. In this rhetorical, non-technical
sense, even a kind of Pelagianism can exist within a grace-based theological context.
Whereas Luther had previously viewed God's righteousness as his impartial
administration of the terms of the pactum, resulting in a doctrine of justification by
(congruous) merit, the Romans lectures indicate a decisive shift toward a more
Augustinian view of salvation. No longer does he urge his listeners to do what is in them
in order to attain grace. Instead, he argues that one must receive the first grace
passively,14 and this is directly related to the fact that the will is enslaved to sin and
cannot, apart from grace, will anything good. IS Luther explicitly repudiates his earlier
view that the human will is decisive in salvation. 16 He espouses instead an Augustinian
doctrine ofpredestination. 17 Necessarily, this new understanding of the particularity of
grace entails that God's righteousness can no longer consist in his impartial
administration of a covenant that allows human beings to distinguish themselves by their
deeds. God's righteousness, he notes in his comments on Romans 1: 17, does not consist

14"Ad primam gratiam sicut et ad gloriam semper nos habemus passive sicut mulier ad
conceptum." Martin Luther Divi Pauli apostoli ad Romanos Epistola (WA 56:378).
15"Liberum arbitrium extra gratiam constitutum nullam habet prorsus facultatem ad iustitiam,
sed necessario est in peccatis. Ideo recte b. Augustinus ipsum apellat li. contra Iulianum 'Servum potius
quam liberum arbitrium'. Habita autem gratia proprie factus est liberum, saltern respectu salutis. Liberum
quidem semper est naturaliter, sed respectu eorum, que in potestate sua sunt et se inferiora, sed non supra
se, cum sit captivum in peccatis et tunc non possit bonum eligere secundum Deum." Ibid., 385.
16" ... quod nostro arbitrio fiat vel non fiat salus. Sic enim ego aliquando intellexi." Ibid.,

382.
I7lbid., 383-88.
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in his personal rectitude; it is, rather, that by which he makes us righteous. 18 Divine
righteousness is opposed to human righteousness, for the latter arises from works but the
former precedes them.
Even at this early stage Luther begins to move beyond Augustine by teaching a
doctrine of alien righteousness. Several observations will demonstrate this claim. First,
when commenting on Romans 1: 17, Luther contrasts the righteousness of humanity,
which is the result of works, with the righteousness of God, which is "by faith alone, by
which the Word of God is believed.,,19 In the Catholic scholastic tradition, faith is only
effective insofar as it is formed by charity. Thus, it is viewed as a grace-wrought virtue
that commends the sinner to God by means of an inward moral transformation. This
particular understanding of faith makes the expression "faith alone" nonsensical, for it is
only by means of its conjunction with charity that faith has any saving value. For Luther
to use the expression "faith alone,,,20 and then to define faith as that which believes the

lS"Et hic iterum 'Iustitia Dei' non ea debet accipi, qua ipse iustus est in seipso, sed qua nos ex
ipso iustificamur, quod fit per fidem evangelii. Unde b. Augustinus c. XI. De spi. et lit.: 'Ideo Iustitia Dei
dicitur, quod impertiendo earn Iustos facit. '" Ibid., 172.
19Martin Luther Lectures on Romans, ed. Hilton C. Oswald, trans. Walter G. Tillmanns and
Jacob A. O. Preus (LW25:151). The Latin reads, "Sed in solo evangelio revelatur Iustitia Dei (i.e. quis et
quomodo sit et fiat Iustus coram Deo) per solam fidem, qua Dei verbo creditur." Martin Luther ad
Romanos (WA 56:171-72).

20Green ("Faith, Righteousness, and Justification," 69-77) argues that in the Romans lectures
Luther was still operating with a Roman Catholic understanding ofjides as a shorthand for the theological
virtues faith, hope, and love. However, this claim does not sit well with Luther's explicit affirmation in his
comments on Romans 1: 17 that the righteousness of God is given to us by faith alone. In fact, Green
himself argues (75) that Luther's new view of faith first becomes evident in the 1518 Acta Augustana, and
he basis this argument in part on the fact that Luther writes, "Sola fides iustificat" (WA 2: 14). It appears
that there is no material difference between this statement and the earlier one in the Romans lectures that
attributes the righteousness of God to faith alone. It appears that Luther came to a new understanding of
faith earlier than Green imagines. Yet even if Green's argument stands, there is still clear evidence that
Luther espoused a doctrine of alien righteousness as early as the Romans lectures.
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word of God, is to shift the locus of divine saving action from within the sinner to the
external promise of GOd. 21
Second, commenting on Romans 4:7, Luther makes his doctrine of alien
righteousness explicit and links it specifically to Christ:
Therefore, I was correct when I said that all our good is outside of us
[Extrinsecum nobis], and this good is Christ, as the apostle says (1 Cor. 1:30): "God
made Him our wisdom, our righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption."
And none of these things are in us except through faith and hope in Him. Hence all
the praise of the church in the Song of Solomon belongs to Christ, who dwells in
His church through faith, just as all the light of the earth does not belong to the earth
but to the sun which sheds its light upon it. Thus in the Song of Solomon the church
confesses that she is often naked and described as having no other desire than for
her Bridegroom, saying (Song of Sol. 1:4): "Draw me after Thee, we will run to the
odor of Thine ointments." Always she seeks, always she desires, always she praises
her Bridegroom. And thereby she shows that she herself is empty and poor in
herself, and that only outside of herself [extra se] is her fullness and righteousness. 22
Luther speaks of both the alien character of our righteousness, which lies outside of us in
Christ, and also of our possession of it through faith, by which "these things are in us."
He does not deny, but rather affirms, the necessity of the sinner having righteousness in
himself. Yet this righteousness does not arise through grace-wrought works but through
possession of Christ by faith.
Third, commenting on Romans 5: 19, Luther ties the notion of alien
righteousness specifically to the obedience of Christ counted to sinners. In particular,
commenting on the nature of the "gift" mentioned in this verse, Luther argues, "This gift
is 'by the grace of that one Man,' that is, by the personal merit and grace [merito et gratia

21See Bayer's discussion of promise as a key Reformation breakthrough in Luther's theology
in Oswald Bayer, Martin Luther's Theology: A Contemporary Interpretation, trans. Thomas H. Trapp
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 44-58.
22Luther, Lectures on Romans (LW25:267; WA 56:279). Here Luther adopts the allegorical
interpretation of Song of Solomon, which was widespread until more recent times.
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personali] of Christ, by which He was pleasing to God [qua Deo placuit], so that He
might give this gift to US.,,23 He further specifies that the "gift" of Romans 5:19 is the
righteousness that has been given to US.

24

If this gift of righteousness is that which comes

to us by the personal merit and grace of Christ, the merit and grace that render him
pleasing to the Father, it is fair to conclude that only Christ's righteousness, counted to
us, is that which renders us pleasing to the Father. Luther is articulating here a nascent
doctrine of the imputation of Christ's righteousness to the believer.
Alien righteousness appears in other writings from this period. In his sermon
"Two Kinds of Righteousness" (1519), Luther articulates a distinction between the
righteousness that comes from outside of us and that which is properly our own. Alien
righteousness is "instilled [infosa] from withoUt.,,25 While the use of the word infosa
indicates that Luther is not speaking the exact language of later Protestant orthodoxy, he
is nevertheless beginning to articulate concepts that would later develop into the
Protestant doctrine. That some notion of imputation is present here is evident from the
context, for Luther goes on to argue that the person who has received this alien
righteousness canjustly claim, "Mine are Christ's living, doing, and speaking, his
suffering and dying, mine as much as if I had lived, done, spoken, suffered, and died as
he did.,,26 It is impossible to account for this kind of transfer of Christ's obedient life to

23Luther, Lectures on Romans (LW 25: 306; WA 56:318).

25Martin Luther, "Two Kinds of Righteousness," trans. Lowell J. Satre (LW 31 :297); idem
Sermo de duplici iustitia (WA 2:145).
26"Haec ergo iusticia datur hominibus in baptismo et omni tempore verae poenitentiae, ita ut
homo cum fiducia possit gloriari in Christo et dicere 'meum est quod Christus vixit, egit, dixit, passus est,
mortuus est, non secus quam si ego illa vixissem, egissem, dixissem passus essem et mortuus essem.'"
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the believer without at least a nascent doctrine of imputation. Luther employs the
metaphor of marriage to make sense of the transfer. Just as a husband and wife possess
all things in common because they are united together as one flesh, so does the church
possess all that belongs to Christ because they are one spirit. 27
Luther does not, however, speak of alien righteousness as received all at once.
He says that the righteousness of Christ is given in baptism as well as anytime a person is
truly repentant. Furthermore, he speaks of a progression in this righteousness: "Christ
daily drives out the old Adam more and more in accordance with the extent to which faith
and knowledge of Christ grow. For alien righteousness is not instilled all at once, but it
begins, makes progress, and is finally perfected at the end through death. ,,28 Luther is not
referring here to the believer's growth in personal righteousness, that is, the righteousness
of good works. That is the second kind of righteousness, a subject that he has not yet
addressed at this point in the sermon. What Luther is apparently referring to here as a
growth in alien righteousness is progress in faith. In fact, only a few lines earlier Luther
had virtually identified faith with Christ's righteousness. 29 As faith, which is God's work
within the believer, continues to grow and progress, so does the believer's possession of

Luther dup/ici iustitia (WA 2:145). The significance of the phrase et omni tempore verae poenitentiae will
be noted below.
27"Sicut sponsus habet omnia quae sunt sponsae, et sponsa habet omnia quae sunt sponsi
(omnia enim sunt communia utriusque, sunt enim una caro), ita Christus et Ecclesia sunt unus spiritus."
Ibid.
28 Luther, "Two Kinds of Righteousness," (L W 31: 299); "Et ita Christus expellit Adam de die
in diem magis et magis, secundum quod crescit illa fides et cognition Christi. Non enim tota simul
infunditur, sed incipit, proficit et perficitur tandem in fine per mortem." WA 2: 146.

29" ... et haec vocatur in psalterio per multa loca opus domini, confessio, virtus dei,
mericordia, veritas, iusticia. Omnia haec sunt nomina fidei in Christum, immo iusticiae quae est in Christo.
Unde Apostolus ad Gala: ij. Audit dicere: Vivo iam non ego, vivit vero in me Christus, et ad Eph: iij. Ut det
vobis Christum habere per fidem in cordibus vestris." Luther duplici iustitia (WA 2: 146).
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alien righteousness. It is then from the root of alien righteousness that our own proper
righteousness, that of good works, grows. 30 Alien righteousness must always precede our
own proper righteousness.
Several quotations above indicate that Luther still conceives of righteousness
as in some sense infused into the believer. How does this differ from the standard Roman
Catholic teaching? In what sense can Luther uphold an alien righteousness together with
the concept of infusion? Luther differs from Rome on this point by linking infused
righteousness to Christ's obedience in such a way that what Christ has done is counted to
the believer. The believer's righteousness is nothing other than Christ himself, who has
been united to the believer like a husband is united to his wife. This righteousness is
alien in that it belongs properly to Christ, and the believer has done nothing to warrant
acceptance in God's sight. The believer's only hope is in the righteousness of another.
Yet this righteousness is also infused through the divine work of faith, by which Christ
himself is present within. 31 This doctrine stands in stark contrast to the grace-empowered

30"Haec [secunda] iusticia est opus prioris iusticia et fructus atque sequela eiusdem." Ibid.,
147.
31paul Althaus (The Theology ofMartin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz [Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1966], 231) describes aptly the twin dynamic of alien righteousness and the internal work of God:
"It is not enough, however, to say either that faith receives justification or that man receives justification in
faith. Luther's thought must be expressed more definitely. Justification is received with faith, that is, in the
form of faith. Faith is the work and gift of God. God justifies a man by giving him faith. Christ is the
righteousness of men and to this extent this righteousness is outside of us. But Christ is my righteousness
only ifI appropriate him and make him my own. Faith is the only way in which Christ can give himself to
me. Only the Christ who is appropriated in faith, that is, the Christ who lives in my heart through faith, is
my righteousness. Christ is not only the 'object' offaith but is himself present in faith. Through faith
Christ is present with and in a man. The believing heart holds fast to Christ just as the setting of a ring
grasps the jewel: we have Christ in faith. Only in faith are Christ and man so joined together, so made one,
that man in God's judgment participates in Christ's righteousness." See also Mark A. Seifrid, "Luther,
Melanchthon and Paul on the Question of Imputation," in Justijication: What's at Stake in the Current
Debates, ed. Mark Husbands and Daniel J. Treier (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004), 137-52;
Gerhard Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction to His Thought, trans. R. A. Wilson (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1970), 159-74.
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cultivation of a righteousness of works proclaimed by Rome. And so, while Luther does
not break away from infusion as an aspect of justification as later Protestantism would, he
nevertheless articulates a doctrine of alien righteousness that is significantly different
from the prevailing understanding of justification in his own context.
In the 1519 lectures on Galatians, Luther speaks of two ways of being justified,
and these two ways correspond to the law-gospel distinction that would become a
hallmark of Lutheran theology. The first is the way of works, which leads to justification
before men but is damnable in the sight of God. The second way is the way of faith,
wherein a person views his or her own former righteousness as nothing and trusts only in
the mercy of God in Christ. 32 Luther speaks of alien righteousness again in this context,
arguing that Christ's righteousness and that of the Christian are one and the same. Just as
all have become sinners by the sin of another, so do all become righteous because of the
righteousness of another. 33 Furthermore, that he clearly regards his view of justification
as antithetical to the prevailing theology and practice of his day is evident from his
polemic against ''the great mass of sententiarists" who teach remission of sins through
human acts associated with penance. 34 It is important to remember that in Catholic
theology the sacrament of penance is a gracious provision of God, an accommodation to
human weakness, much like the sacrificial system was for Israel. And yet, compared to

32Martin Luther In Epistolam Pauli ad Galatas commentarius 1519 (WA 2:489-90).
33"Immo cum [haec iusticia] sit in Christum et nomen eius, quod est iusticia, fit, ut Christi et
Christiani iusticia sit una eademque ineffabiliter sibi coniuncta ... Ita fit, ut, sicut alieno peccato omnes
facti sunt peccatores, ita aliena iusticia omnes fiant iusti." Ibid., 491.
34"Quocirca satis impie et nimis gentiliter docetur, quando remissio peccatorum per
satisfactiunculas, per contritiones coactas fieri docetur, hac fidei in Christum doctrina prorsus omissa, ut
nunc vulgus sententiastrorum theologisat." Ibid; Martin Luther Lectures on Galatians 1519, trans. Richard
Jungkuntz (LW27:222).
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the righteousness that comes by faith, Luther saw it as an empty, merely human attempt
to procure righteousness by moral effort. For Luther, the gift of a passive righteousness
of faith revealed in the gospel so eclipses the grace of the medieval sacramental system
that the latter is reduced to a paltry form of Pelagianism by comparison.
Commenting on Galatians 3: 10, Luther implicitly affirms the criterion of
perfect obedience as necessary for divine approval. He acknowledges the tension
between Paul's quotation of Deuteronomy 27:26, which pronounces a curse on all who
do not do the works ofthe law, and Paul's explicit argument that those who are of the

works of the law are, therefore, cursed. 35 At first the opposite conclusion might seem to
follow: because the law curses those who do not fulfill its demands, therefore, we ought
to perform the works of the law in order to avoid the curse. Yet Luther argues that Paul's
logic moves in a different direction because of his presupposition that no one can fulfill
the law. Perfect obedience is an impossible standard for sinful human beings to attain.
For this reason, all who place themselves under the law are, de facto, cursed: "The result
is that with this word Moses has forced all men under the curse; and when he says:
'Cursed be everyone, etc.,' he means exactly what he would mean ifhe were to say: 'No
man will do these things that are written; therefore all will be cursed and in need of Christ
as Redeemer. ",36 Thus, Luther draws a line in the sand to separate the law from the
gospel. The former can only condemn sinful humanity, and thus sinners must seek
righteousness in Christ alone.

35WA 2: 513; LW27:255-56.

36Luther, Galatians (LW27:256).
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The same themes emerge in the 1520 treatise The Freedom ofa Christian,
published at a time when a break with Rome was imminent, though Luther still retained
the hope that separation would not be necessary.37 Here Luther argues that only the
Word of God can bring righteousness, and it must be received by faith, not works. 38 He
then expounds three effects of faith. First, faith alone justifies. 39 This argument is
dependent on the distinction between commands and promises, a distinction that would
later be formulated in terms of law and gospel. The law demands perfect obedience, an
obedience that no human being can render, as Luther states:
Now when a man has learned through the commandments to recognize his
helplessness and is distressed about how he might satisfy the law-since the law
must be fulfilled so that not a jot or tittle shall be lost, otherwise man will be
condemned without hope-then, being truly humbled and reduced to nothing in his
own eyes, he finds in himself nothing whereby he may be justified and saved. Here
the second part of Scripture comes to our aid, namely, the promises of God which
declare the glory of God, saying, "If you wish to fulfill the law and not covet, as the
law demands, come, believe in Christ in whom grace, righteousness, peace, liberty,
and all things are promised you. If you believe, you shall have all things; if you do
not believe, you shall lack all things. ,,40
The law exposes the sinfulness of humanity, thereby revealing the emptiness of works
and demonstrating that justification must be by faith alone. Thus the law is preparatory
for the gospel.

37Luther's prefatory address to Pope Leo X indicates both his extremely low estimation of the
current condition ofthe Roman Church but also his desire to remain in submission to the pope in hope of
bringing at least some measure of reform. Martin Luther The Freedom of a Christian, trans. W. A.
Lambert and Harold J. Grimm (LW31:334-43).
3S"Una re eaque sola opus est ad vitam, iustitiam et libertatem Christianam. Ea est
sacrosanctum verbum dei, Euangelium Christi." Martin Luther Tractatus de libertate christiana (WA 7:50).
39Ibid., 52.
4°Luther,

Freedom, (LW31:348-49); WA 7:52-53.
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The second effect of faith is that it truly fulfills the law of God. By ascribing
to God truthfulness and reliability, faith fulfills every divine demand. 41 Unlike Calvin
and the Reformed tradition, Luther does not speak of faith as something empty in and of
itself. For Luther, faith is the righteousness ofa Christian.42 The third effect of faith "is
that it unites the soul with Christ as a bride is united with her bridegroom. ,,43 Herein lies
the doctrine of alien righteousness, for the sinner's wickedness and damnation now
belong to Christ, and Christ's righteousness now belongs to the sinner. The doctrine of
imputation flows from the faith-union that a believer shares with Christ. It is out of the
righteousness that comes by faith that good works grow naturally like fruit from a tree. 44

Luther's Mature Thought, 1522-1545
The main contours of Luther's doctrine of justification have already been
established in the foregoing discussion. In the years after his break from Rome, Luther
apparently did not undergo any major theological shifts comparable to his discovery of
the true meaning of the righteousness of God and the corresponding theological
developments that grew out of it from the period already discussed. 4s The most notable

41"At nonne talis anima hac fide sua per omnia obedientissma deo est? Quod ergo praeceptum
est reliquum, quod talis obedientia non abunde impleverit? Quae plenitude plenior quam omnimoda
obedientia? At hanc non opera, sed sola fides praestat." Luther de libertate (WA 7:54).
42"Hoc nomine fides sola est iustitia Christiani hominis et omnium praeceptorum plenitudo."
Ibid., 56. This does not mean that faith has become a surrogate work by which the one who believes
performs a meritorious act before God. Faith is the work of the gospel, and its righteousness consists in the
fact that Christ is present in it. Like the Reformed tradition, Luther ties righteousness ultimately to Christ,
but he does not thereby remove the quality of righteousness from faith itself.
43Luther Freedom, (LW 31:351); WA 7:54-55.
44Luther

libertate (WA 7:61); LW31:361.

450n which see McGrath, Luther's Theology a/the Cross.
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development in his theology during this time is that the doctrine of justification became
the center and organizing principle of his whole theology.46 This fact is evident as early
as 1522, where in his "Preface to the New Testament" Luther clearly articulates a lawgospel distinction as a hermeneutical axiom. The command-promise dichotomy
previously mentioned in The Freedom ofa Christian now becomes the key to faithful
interpretation of Scripture: " ... no one any longer knows what is gospel or law, New
Testament or Old. Necessity demands, therefore, that there should be a notice or preface,
by which the ordinary man can be rescued from his former delusions, set on the right
track, and taught what he is to look for in this book, so that he may not seek laws and
commandments where he ought to be seeking the gospel and promises of God.,,47 The
reason Luther considers it so important for the ordinary reader of Scripture to recognize
the difference between law and gospel is for the sake of justification: "Hence it comes
that to a believer no law is given by which he becomes righteous before God ... because
he is alive and righteous and saved by faith.,,48 Justification by the free grace of God,
given in the gospel, determines his approach to Scripture as a whole. 49
In 1525 Luther published what has widely been regarded as his greatest work,

46McGrath,
47Martin

Iustitia Dei, 223.

Luther "Preface to the New Testament," trans. Charles M. Jacobs, LW35:357.

48Ibid., 361.
49Luther's doctrine of justification is what led him to elevate certain books of Scripture (John,
Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, 1 Peter) over other books (the Synoptic Gospels and the letter of James).
Justification by faith became for him the criterion by which to determine a canon within the canon. See
ibid., 362 and his "Preface to the Epistles ofSt. James and St. Jude" (LW35:395-98).
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The Bondage a/the Will,50 a response to Erasmus of Rotterdam's The Free Will.51 In the
conclusion of this work, Luther commends Erasmus for being the only theological
opponent to cut through extraneous matters and address the main issue of contention
between Luther and Rome. 52 This comment indicates the importance of the doctrine of
the bound will for Luther, a doctrine that requires in turn a monergistic work of grace to
result in salvation. Although monergism and alien righteousness are not identical
concepts, for Luther they necessarily go together, so that Luther's doctrine of the bound
will becomes a succinct expression of his doctrine of justification. 53 Whereas the early
Luther conceived of the righteousness of God as a personal attribute by which he upholds
the terms of the pactum and so allows human beings to distinguish themselves by their
own free will, the mature Luther regarded such a notion as antithetical to the gospel and
instead conceived of the righteousness of God as a divine gift given through the gospel to

5~artin Luther De servo arbitrio (WA 18:551-787); idem, The Bondage ofthe Will, trans.
Philip S. Watson and Benjamin Drewery (LW33:3-295). For an analysis of Luther's argument, see
Gerhard O. Forde, The Captivation ofthe Will: Luther vs. Erasmus on Freedom and Bondage, ed. Steven
Paulson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005).

510esiderius Erasmus De libero arbitrio, in Desiderii Erasmi Opera Omnia (New York: Georg
Olms Verlag, 2001), 9: 1215-47; idem, The Free Will, in Discourse on Free Will, ed. and trans. Ernst F.
Winter (New York: Frederick Ungar, 1961).
52Luther, Bondage, (LW33: 294). Among the extraneous matters are the Papacy, purgatory,
and indulgences.
53 McGrath (Iustitia Dei, 231), rightly argues, "Essential to his understanding of justification is
the concept of iustitia Christi aliena, which is not necessarily implied by the doctrine of the unfree will. If
human free will is enslaved, it is certainly true that humans cannot justify themselves-but this does not
place God under any obligation to justify them by means of an extrinsic righteousness, provided the source
of justifying righteousness is conceded to be none other than God himself. That the will of humans is
enslaved is one matter; that God should choose to justify them in one specific manner as a result is quite
another." It is true that outside the context of Luther's theology there is no necessary theological link
between these two concepts. Nevertheless, for Luther they cannot be separated. God's monergistic work
of salvation consists of the gift of faith given in the gospel, and since faith that is created by the gospel
cannot exist apart from Christ and his righteousness, alien righteousness thereby becomes a necessary
component of a monergistic doctrine of salvation.
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the elect. There is and can be no human preparation for justification. It is the work of
God, who creates faith by means of the gospel. The act of creating faith in the hearer of
the gospel is the act of justification, for the faith that apprehends Christ thereby possesses
him as righteousness.
The close link between these two concepts-monergism and alien
righteousness-is apparent when Luther criticizes Erasmus's view of merit for being
worse than Pelagianism. He argues that Erasmus's doctrine of congruous merit attempts
to leave room for grace but nevertheless ultimately ascribes the distinction between the
saved and the lost to the free will of humanity instead of to grace, thereby amounting to a
form of condign merit. 54 Therefore, Luther prefers Pelagianism to Erasmus's view, first
because Pelagianism is honest about its doctrine of merit, and second because at least
Pelagianism allows for the purchase of grace at a worthy price, whereas Erasmus's view
cheapens grace by ascribing it to moral efforts that are, intrinsically, oflittle or no worth.
Luther, on the other hand, eliminates all merit from consideration, whether condign or
congruous, and ascribes justification completely to the grace of God.
Although the subject of imputation arises rarely in this work, Luther does
speak of justification, in line with Romans 4:2-3, as a forensic reckoning of
righteousness. 55 Because, according to Paul, righteousness is reckoned not to the one
who works but to the one who does not work, justification cannot result from a synthesis

54Luther, Bondage, (LW33:266-70).
55"Ac vide, quomodo Paulus nitatur verbo reputandi, ut urgeat, repetat et inculcet. Ei (inquit)
qui operator, merces non reputatur secundum gratiam, sed secundum debitum, Ei vero, quo non operator,
credit vero in eum qui iustificat impium, reputatur fides eius ad iustitiam secundum propositum gratiae Dei.
Tum adducit David itidem de reputatione gratiae dicentem: Beatus vir, cui non imputavit Dominus
peccatum etc. Pene decies eo capitulo repetit verbum reputandi." Luther servo (WA 18:772).
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of grace and merit, faith and works, law and gospel. One must either work or not work in
order to attain justification:
In short, Paul sets the one who works and the one who does not work alongside each
other, leaving no room for anyone between them; and he asserts that righteousness
is not reckoned to the former, but that it is reckoned to the latter provided he has
faith. There is no way of escape for free choice here, no chance for it to get away
with its endeavoring and striving. It must be classed either with the one who works
or with the one who does not work. If it is classed with the former, so you are told
here, it does not have any righteousness reckoned to it, whereas if it is classed with
the latter-the one who does not work but has faith in God-then it does have
righteousness reckoned to it. But in that case it will no longer be a case of free
choice at work, but of being created anew through faith. 56
Luther's problem with Erasmus is not that the latter lacks any conception of grace. 57 It is,
rather, that by failing to understand the true nature of justifying grace, Erasmus has
sought a middle ground between grace and works. For Luther, this error entails the
nullification of grace, replacing the gospel with a kind of moralism comparable to the
error of the Pelagians, or even worse.
Luther's 1535 commentary on Galatians reiterates the centrality of
justification. In his summary of the letter's argument, he asserts that the whole oftrue
Christian doctrine hangs on this one article. 58 Justification does not occur through the
active righteousness of works, the righteousness that operates on the earthly plane among
human beings. 59 Rather, justification results from the passive righteousness of faith, the

56Luther, Bondage (LW33:271).
570n Erasmus's doctrine of grace, see The Free Will, sections 20, 44, 48-50,52,56.
5S"Siquidem amisso articulo iustificationis amissa est simul tota doctrina Christiana." Martin
Luther In epistolam S. Pauli ad Galatas Commentarius [1531J 1535 (WA 40/1:48).
59Ibid., 40-42; Martin Luther Lectures on Galatians 1535, trans. laroslav Pelikan, LW26:4-6;
Clark (Justitia Imputata, 294) oversteps the evidence when he argues that iustitia activa "is that
accomplished by Christ." Luther does not mention Christ's own righteousness in this context.
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righteousness that is Christ himself, seated in heaven at the right hand of the Father: "Sin
cannot happen in this Christian righteousness; for where there is no Law, there cannot be
any transgression (Rom. 4:15).,,60 Faith alone takes hold of Christ in heaven and his
righteousness, in spite of the fact that the sinner remains on earth under the condemnation
of the law. 61 The believer is, therefore, simul iustus et peccator, a sinner in this earthly
sphere but righteous in Christ. It is, therefore, essential that these two kinds of
righteousness be distinguished, and this distinction corresponds to that between law and
gospel, a distinction that is absolutely necessary to a proper understanding of
justification.
A particularly striking contrast between Luther and Rome appears in his
comments on Galatians 2: 16. Whereas Rome attributes the formal righteousness of faith
to the virtue of charity that animates it, Luther attributes the justifying power of faith to
Christ himself. 62 Faith "takes hold of Christ in such a way that Christ is the object of
faith, or rather not the object but, so to speak, the One who is present in the faith itself.,,63
This contrast constitutes a succinct expression of the major difference between Rome and

6'Luther, Galatians 1535 (LW26:8; WA 4011:47).
61"lta utrumque manet dum hie vivimus: Caro accusatur, exercetur, contristatur et conteritur
iustitia active legis, Sed spiritus regnat, laetatur et salvatur passive iustitia, quia scit se habere Dominum
sedentem in coelis ad dexterarn patris, qui abolevit legem, peccatum, mortem et omnia mala conculcavit,
captiva duxit et triumphavit de eis in semet ipso." Luther Galatas 1535 (WA 40/1:48).
62"Nos autem loco charitatis istius ponimus fidem, Et sicut ipsi dicunt fidem l1ovoyp~l1a et
charitatem vivos colores et plenitudinem ipsarn, ita nos e contra dicimus fidem apprehendere Christum quie
est forma, quae fidem ornate et informat, ut color parietam. Quare fides Christiana non est otiose qualitas
vel vacua siliqua in corde quae possit exsistere in peccato mortali, donec charitas accedat et earn vivificet,
Sed si est vera fides, est quaedarn certa fiducia cordis et frrmus assensus quo Christus apprehenditur." Ibid.,
228.
63Luther Galatians 1535, LW26:129. "Sic ut Christus sit obiectum fidei, imo non obiectum,
sed, ut ita dicarn, in ipsa fide Christus adest." Luther Galatas (WA 40/1:228-29).
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Luther on the question of justification. For Rome, faith derives its significance from an
infused virtue, and Christ's atoning work is relegated to the position of a necessary
precondition for the infusion of grace. For Luther, faith justifies because the crucified
Christ is present in it, and he constitutes the believer's righteousness. The former locates
the legal basis of right standing with God in a grace-wrought virtue intrinsic to the
believer; the latter locates it outside of the believer, in Christ, who is possessed by faith.
Perhaps the best place to end this survey of Luther's work is where it began,
namely, with a glance toward his 1545 recounting of his struggle over the righteousness
ofGod. 64 Recalling his encounter with Augustine's On the Spirit and the Letter
sometime after his own understanding of God's righteousness had changed, Luther
recounts the pleasant surprise that it was to him to find that Augustine had also taken "the
righteousness of God" in Romans 1: 17 as a divine gift, not a personal attribute. Yet in a
passing comment given only as a minor qualification, Luther speaks volumes about his
own doctrine of justification: "And although this [Augustine's interpretation] is expressed
somewhat imperfectly, and he does not explain everything about imputation clearly, it
was nevertheless pleasing to find that he taught that the 'righteousness of God' is that, by
which we are justified.,,65 That the Reformation was an Augustinian movement is
undeniable. But it is instructive to note where the Reformers themselves offer a critique
of Augustine's soteriology. Luther acknowledges that the great Western father held to a

640f course, many other works in the voluminous Luther corpus could be cited. For a
discussion ofa 1536 disputation over the relationship of works of justification in which Luther was a
participant, see Seifrid, "Luther, Melanchthon, and Paul"; cf. Clark, "Justitia Jmputata, 301-06.
65Translation provided in McGrath, Luther's Theology a/the Cross, 97. "Et quamquam
imperfecte hoc adhuc sit dictum, ac de imputatione non clare omnia explicet, placuit tamen iustitiam Dei
doceri, qua nos iustificemur." Martin Luther "Borrede zum ersten Bande der Gesamtausgaben seiner
lateinischen Schrifien," WA 54: 186.
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doctrine of justification that was deficient in one respect: it did not include an adequate
explanation of imputation. This brief comment, published in the year prior to Luther's
death, is a testimony to the centrality of alien righteousness for his doctrine of
justification.

Summary:
Luther's Doctrine of Justification
For Luther the Reformer, the article of justification is the cornerstone of
Christian theology, for it alone expresses what is required for sinful humanity to be made
right with God. Although there is a civic righteousness that any human being can attain
by works, before God there are no human works that can justify, for the sinful human
being is a bad tree that can only bear bad fruit. In order to bring forth good fruit, the tree
must first be made good, and this is what happens in justification. In the particularity of
his grace, God creates faith in his elect by means of the gospel. Faith justifies because it
takes hold of Christ, who is the righteousness of the sinner. God's act of justifying is
essentially his act of evoking faith through the effective power of his Word, so that faith
is not so much the condition of justification as it is the means by which God justifies. For
Luther, unlike Calvin and the Reformed tradition, justification is completely
unconditional. 66
Luther does not draw a distinction between justification and sanctification, as

66As will be discussed below, for the Reformed tradition, faith is a precondition of
justification. Election to salvation is unconditional, and effectual calling and regeneration arise from God's
unconditional decree of election, thereby creating faith in the elect. But faith is still a condition that must
be met in order for the elect to be justified.
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later Protestantism would.

67

Instead, he regards the divine transformative work as an

aspect of the declaration of righteousness given in justification. Nevertheless, this link
between the forensic and the transformative aspects of salvation does not follow the same
lines as the Roman Catholic doctrine. For Rome, the legal basis of one's right standing
with God is the grace-wrought righteousness that inheres within the believer. There is a
logical priority of personal righteousness over legal standing, for the former is
determinative of the latter. At the final judgment, God evaluates the human being for
what he or she is intrinsically. For Rome, the salvific term "justification" refers to a
transformative event that imparts habitual grace to its recipient, an event that is
disconnected from God's final legal evaluation. As for the final judgment itself, the
Roman position is essentially one that entails the justification ofthe godly. For Luther,
by contrast, Christ's righteousness alone is the legal basis of right standing with God.
The believer's own proper righteousness, then, has no determinative bearing on his legal
standing before God. The believer's good works are simply the natural product of what
he has become in Christ: a new creation. Alien righteousness retains a logical priority
even when the forensic and transformative aspects of salvation are not clearly
distinguished. Justification is not merely an event in which grace is received. It is itself a
present anticipation of the final judgment, so that it may be truly said that God justifies
the ungodly by creating faith within them.

67Peter A. Lillback, "Calvin's Development of the Doctrine of Forensic Justification: Calvin
and the Early Lutherans on the Relationship of Justification and Renewal," in Justijied in Christ: God's
Plan/or Us in Justijication, ed. K. Scott Oliphint (Fearn, UK: Mentor, 2007),51-80; Olli-Pekka Vainio,
Justijication and Participation in Christ: The Development o/the Lutheran Doctrine 0/Justijicationfrom
Luther to the Formula o/Concord (1580) (Boston: Brill, 2008), 36-42.
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Crucial to this doctrine is the distinction between law and gospel, in contrast to
the Roman Catholic synthesis. The law demands perfect obedience, and without the hope
of offering such to God, the sinner's only recourse is to the gospel. God does not offer
etemallife as a reward for grace-wrought merit. He gives it freely and unconditionally
through his Son, whose righteousness belongs to the sinner by faith.
In recent years some, most notably those associated with the so-called "Finnish
School," have argued that Luther's doctrine of justification is essentially a theotic, rather
than a forensic, doctrine. 68 Tuomo Mannermaa, for example, speaks of a"communication
of attributes" between the believer and the indwelling Christ, and he writes of the
Christian "participating in God's essence" and "becoming a partaker ofthe properties of
this essence. ,,69 According to this line of thought, the true significance of justification for
Luther lies not in the alien righteousness of Christ imputed to us but rather in our own
ontological participation in the divine essence through the divine-human person of Christ.
Insofar as this interpretation of Luther displaces alien righteousness as the key dividing
line between him and Rome, it threatens the thesis of this section. 7o It is, therefore,
necessary to interact with the Finnish School, if only briefly.

68Tuomo Mannennaa, Christ Present in Faith: Luther's View ofJustification (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2005); Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson, eds., Union with Christ: The New Finnish
Interpretation ofLuther (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). Although he does not belong to the Finnish
School and his aims are different, Stephen Strehle (The Catholic Roots ofthe Protestant Gospel: Encounter
Between the Middle Ages and the Reformation [New York: Brill, 1995], 66-85) offers some similar
arguments in an attempt to tie Luther more closely to Osiander than to Melanchthon.
69Tuomo Mannennaa, "Justification and Theosis in Lutheran-Orthodox Perspective," in Union
with Christ: The New Finnish Interpretation ofLuther, ed. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 32, 34.
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The methodology of the Finnish School has been subjected to devastating
criticism. 71 The root problem of their thesis is that it reads theosis into Luther without
warrant. For example, in their interpretations of Luther, these scholars often load words
and phrases with unwarranted theological freight. A few examples will suffice to
illustrate the point. 72 Addressing the matter of union with Christ, a central theological
category for the Finnish School, Trueman notes, "the Finnish case rests not so much upon
the idea that union with Christ is central to Luther's articulation of justification but rather
upon the use of realistic language to describe the union and its effects." 73 In other words,
while it is undeniable that union with Christ constitutes a central aspect of Luther's
theology, it is simply illegitimate to presuppose that this union is ontological in nature
without adequate warrant. So, for example, one finds Mannermaa quoting from a sermon
in which Luther refers to participation in the divine nature (a reference to 2 Pet 1:4),
followed by a claim on Mannermaa's part that this means that the Christian "becomes a
partaker of the properties of this [divine] essence.,,74 But Mannermaa does not offer any
contextual justification for this radical interpretation. Instead, he merely reads a
theological presupposition into Luther's language. The same phenomenon occurs when

7°Of course, even if the arguments ofthe Finnish School are granted, it would not ultimately
threaten the overall thesis of this work, for it can still be established that Protestantism as a whole, whether
with Luther or against Luther, developed its doctrine of justification on the basis of an alien righteousness.
71Timothy J. Wengert, review of Union with Christ: The New Finnish Interpretation ofLuther,
ed. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson, Theology Today 56 (1999): 432-34; Carl R. Trueman, "Is the
Finnish Line a New Beginning? A Critical Assessment of the Reading of Luther Offered by the Helsinki
Circle," WTJ 65, no. 2 (2003): 231-44; Clark, "Iustitia Imputata," 307-10; Mark Seifrid ("Paul, Luther, and
Justification in Gal 2:15-21," WTJ65, no.2 [2003]: 215-30) offers a more modest critique.
72See Trueman, "Finnish Line," for a more detailed discussion.
73Trueman, "Finnish Line," 235.
74Mannermaa, "Justification and Theosis," 34.
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Mannermaa imports the concept of the communication of attributes from Christology to
soteriology, claiming that Luther upholds a realistic conception of the exchange between
Christ and the believer. 75 This kind of theologically weighted language is simply
misleading, for it reads the doctrine of theosis into Luther by assuming that any reference
to the concepts of union, participation, and exchange necessarily constitute ontological
realities. Furthermore, it applies to soteriology a theological concept normally restricted
to the doctrine of the hypostatic union, which constitutes a claim of massive significance.
And Mannermaa makes this claim without providing a shred of evidence that Luther ever
spoke this way about the communicatio idiomatum. 76 The Finnish School, because of its
theological presuppositions, appears to fall prey to the error of eisegesis in its reading of
Luther, and these examples are not isolated. 77
The Finnish School and its supporters have been open about their ecumenical
motivation. 78 Unfortunately, it appears that this motive has led to shoddy historical work,
resulting in a distorted picture of Luther. Wengert's final appraisal is worth noting:

75Ibid., 32.
76Leaving aside at this point the unique features of the Lutheran doctrine of the communication
of attributes, one wonders how the claim that there is a communication of attributes (however that may be
conceived) between Christ and the believer might impact the uniqueness of the incarnation itself. If this
doctrine is not unique to the hypostatic union, in what sense does Christ retain his unique personhood?
77Trueman, Wengert, and Clark all note the historical insensitivity of the volume Union with
Christ, displayed in its overreliance on sources from Luther's early, transitional period, as well as a number
of citations that reveal little awareness of context.
7S"Now of course the Finnish theses may seem so evident to me because I so want them to be
true. My interest in Luther is not that of a Lutherforscher, but that of a systematic theologian and
ecumenist. As a systematic ian, I have found I can do very little with Luther as usually interpreted. And the
sort of Lutheranism that constantly appeals to that Luther has been an ecumenical disaster. With Luther
according to the Finns, on the other hand, there can be much systematically and ecumenically fruitful
conversation." Robert W. Jenson, "Response to Tuomo Mannermaa, 'Why Is Luther So Fascinating?''' in
Union with Christ: The New Finnish Interpretation ofLuther, ed. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998),21.
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In short, this book will help readers to know what Finnish theologians think of their
own tradition. Here one sees what happens when modem ecumenical agendas and
old-fashioned pietism become the chief spectacles through which to view an
historical figure. If readers want to understand Luther's radical approach to
justification by faith alone, this book will finally disappoint. 79
The evidence presented throughout this section indicates that Luther's doctrine of
justification stands in basic continuity with that of Protestantism in general. To be sure,
there are some notes of discontinuity between Luther and later Protestant theologians. 80
However, Luther's shift to a doctrine of alien righteousness as the legal basis of right
standing with God has defined justification for Protestantism as a whole. The untenable
claims of the Finnish School do not threaten this assessment.

Philip Melanchthon
Scholarly discussion surrounding Luther's theology in relation to that of Philip
Melanchthon (1497-1560) sometimes suggests that Melanchthon departed radically from
the teachings of his colleague and subsequently led Lutheranism as a whole down a faulty
path, one that essentially buried Luther's rich, life-giving teaching under the dry soil of
legal fiction. 81 This "Luther against the Lutherans" thesis should be rejected, but not

79Wengert, review of Union with Christ, 434.
80As mentioned before, Luther did not draw a hard distinction between the legal and
transformative aspects of salvation. He did not hesitate to affirm that faith itself is righteousness. His
doctrine of justification is completely unconditional, in contrast to the Reformed doctrine of justification
based on the condition of faith.
81After tying Luther's view to that ofOsiander, Strehle (Catholic Roots, 82-83) writes, "No
matter how one might feel about this matter or other details ofOsiander's system we must at least
recognize that the church has become greatly impoverished in adopting Melanchthon's one-dimensional
concepts to the exclusion of other tensions in Luther's thought-tensions that Osiander had hoped to bring
forth." See also Mannermaa, Christ Present in Faith, 4-6; Seifrid ("Luther, Melanchthon and Paul," 143),
who is generally more nuanced in his arguments, writes, "In any case, it is clear that Melanchthon and
Luther differ dramatically from one another on the question of justification because they proceed from
radically different perspectives."
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before it has been mined for at least some kernel of truth. Especially in his later writings,
Melanchthon did depart from Luther on some issues related to justification, developing
ideas in ways that Luther never did. And yet, Luther continued to speak approvingly of
Melanchthon's work, granting high praise to the 1535 edition of the Loci Communes, the
first revision in which Melanchthon's independence had started to show:
If anybody wishes to become a theologian, he has a great advantage, first of
all, in having the Bible. This is now so clear that he can read it without any trouble.
Afterward he should read Philip's Loci Communes. This he should read diligently
and well until he has its contents fixed in his head. If he has these two he is a
theologian, and neither the devil nor a heretic can shake him....
There's no book under the sun in which the whole of theology is so compactly
presented as in the Loci Communes. If you read all the fathers and sententiaries you
have nothing. No better book has been written after the Holy Scriptures than
Philip's.82
At the very least, the thesis that Melanchthon departed significantly from Luther becomes
hard to sustain in the light of such statements on Luther's part. Yet the polar opposite
conclusion, namely, that Luther and Melanchthon formulated the exact same doctrine of
justification, does not necessarily follow either. It is better to allow that there are some
aspects of discontinuity between Luther and Melanchthon within an overall shared
theological context that revolves around the doctrine of justification by free grace on the
basis of an alien righteousness. Of greatest significance for this study is the fact that,
whatever theological alterations Melanchthon may have made and however they might
have influenced Lutheranism as a whole, he never departed from that foundational point
of division from Rome.

82Martin Luther, Table Talk, ed. and trans. Theodore G. Tappert, LW 54: 439-40. This
comment is dated in the winter of 1542-1543. Melanchthon's first edition of the Loci Communes was
published in 1521.
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Continuity with Luther
The 1521 edition of the Melanchthon's Loci Communes may best be described
as an organized arrangement of Luther's theology. On point after point Melanchthon
follows closely on the heels of his Wittenberg colleague. He affirms that all things
happen by necessity and that, therefore, there is no such thing as free will. 83 He draws a
clear distinction between law and gospel, attributing justification solely to the mercy of
God to the exclusion of all human merit. 84 He critiques the scholastic understanding of
grace, arguing that in Scripture grace is divine favor rather than a quality imparted to the
soul. 85 He affirms that faith itself is righteousness and that it is not within the power of
human nature. 86 He argues that the law's proper function is "to reveal sin and especially
to confound the conscience. ,,87
The main contours of Luther's doctrine of justification would remain in place
throughout all of Melanchthon's subsequent works. In the 1521 Loci he affirms

83"Quandoquidem omnia quae eveniunt, necessario iuxta divinam praedestinationem eveniunt,
nulla est voluntatis nostrae libertas." Philip Melanchthon Prima Aetas Locorum Theologicorum ab Ipso
Me/anthone Editorum 7a.19-20 (ed. Henry Ernest Bindseil, CR21 [1854]:87-88).
84"Duae in universum scripturae partes sunt, Lex et Evangelium. Lex peccatum ostendit,
Evangelium gratiam. Lex morbum indicat, Evangelium remedium." Ibid. 54b.21-24 (CR 21:139).
85"Significat autem plane id quod latinis favor, atque utinam verbo favoris uti maluissent
interpretes, quam vocabulo gratiae .... Non significant ergo gratiae vocabulum qualitatem aliquam in
nobis, sed potius ipsam dei voluntatem, seu benevolentiam dei erga nos." Ibid. 71b.12-15, 72a.1-3 (CR
21: 158).
86"Sed sola fides de misericordia et gratia dei in Iesu Christo iustitia est.... atque has duas
quidem sententias [Rom 4:5 and Gen 15:6] ob hoc yolo tibi commendiatores esse, ut intelligas apposite dici
fidem, iustitiam. Offenduntur enim hac loqueni forma sophistae, cum dicimus fidem esse iustitiam." Ibid.
73a.15-17; 73b.3-8 (CR 21:159-60).
87Philip Melanchthon, Loci communes theologici, trans. Lowell J. Satre with rev. Wilhelm
Pauck, LCC 19: 118; see idem, Paul's Letter to the Colossians, trans. D. C. Parker (Sheffield, UK:
Almond, 1989),64-66 for an exposition ofa twofold use the law. The latter work was originally published
in 1527. The third use of the law would not make its appearance in Melanchthon until 1534.
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repeatedly that the law demands the impossible,88 a conviction that remained unchanged
by the time he published his 1543 edition:
There is no doubt that the law of God demands both inner and outward
obedience, as it says, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart," Deut.
6:5. But since this corrupted nature of men cannot produce perfect obedience, as
Paul so clearly testifies in Romans 7-8, and since this sin remains in us in this life in
the form of doubt, lack of faith and insufficient fear and love of God, and countless
desires which run counter to the law of God, it follows that men are not pronounced
righteous, that is, accepted before God by reason of the Law. 89
It is the theological reality of divine justice, a justice that cannot be compromised by an

easing of the law's demand, combined with the anthropological reality of sinful
corruption, that drives Melanchthon to affirm that justification must be propter Christum
as opposed to propter Legem. 9o Human righteousness must be radically distinguished
from the righteousness that avails before GOd. 91 Contrary to the Roman doctrine, the
atoning work of Christ is not the prerequisite for a gift of grace that enables sinners to
attain right standing with God by law.92 On the contrary, for Melanchthon, Christ's

88"Exigit lex impossibilia, coarguitur peccati rea conscientia." Melanchthon Prima Aetas
70a.13-14 (CR 21:156); cf. ibid. 61b.23-62a.l (CR 21:147); 103b.I-2 (CR 21:190)
89philip Melancthon Loci Communes 1543, trans. J. A. O. Preus (St. Louis: Concordia, 1992),
72; "Non dubium est Lege divina flagitari interiorem et perfectam obedientiam, iuxta illud [Deut. 6, 5]:
Diligas Dominum Deum tuum ex toto corde. Cum autem haec corrupta natura hominum non possit
praestare integram obedientiam, sicut clare testator Paulus Rom. 7 et 8 et maneat in hac vita peccatum,
scilicet dubitation, diffidentia, non satis timere et diligere Deum, et infiniti motus errantes contra Legem
Dei, sequitur hominess non pronuntiari iustos, id est, acceptos coram Deo propter Legem. " Idem Tertia
Aetas Locorum Theologicorum ab Ipso Melanthone Editorum 4 (ed. Henry Ernest Bindseil, CR 21
[1854]:716).
90"Ideo est Mediator, ut propter ipsum simus iusti, quia lege non sumus iusti." Ibid. 4 (CR
21 :664); "Si enim iudicandum esset, tum demum nos habituros esse remissionem peccatorum, cum
contritio aut dilectio sufficiens esset, adigeretur animus ad desperationem. Quare ut habeat certam et
firmam consolationem, pendet beneficium Dei non ex conditione dignitatis nostrae, sed ex sola
misericordia propter Christum promissa." Ibid. 8 (CR 21 :741-42).
91Melanchthon, Colossians, 38-42, 46-57.
92Melanchthon (Prima Aetas 58b.14-61 b.4 [CR 21: 143-47]; LCC 74-77) criticizes the
medieval teaching that the gospel is the "new law," a republication of divine demand that focuses on
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righteousness is our righteousness, and the blessing of justification is given by God's free
grace alone, apart from all works or merits. 93 Given the divine demand for perfection, it
could be no other way. The bicovenantal theology of Luther, a dividing line drawn
between himself and Rome, remains intact for Melanchthon from beginning to end. If, as
Luther said, the ability to distinguish between the law and the gospel is the mark of a true
theologian, it is no wonder that Luther held Melanchthon in such high esteem. 94
At this point it is worth noting the inappropriateness of the charge, brought
forth by Strehle, that Melanchthon' s doctrine of justification is essentially voluntaristic.
With Melanchthon in view, Strehle writes, "And so, the doctrine of forensic justification
arises, not so much from the seminal ideas of Protestantism, but from the Nominalists'
concept of God. It is based upon their presupposition that the will of God is free from
any sense of absolute righteousness and can declare the black white or white black in
accordance with its desires.,,95 On the contrary, it is precisely Melanchthon's
commitment to the uncompromising justice of God that drives him to a doctrine of
imputation. If the will of God were severed from any sense of absolute righteousness,
then why would the law require perfect obedience? Why couldn't God count less than
perfect obedience as acceptable, as in the theology of the via moderna? Melanchthon's

inward obedience instead of merely external obedience. For Melanchthon, not only does this teaching
obscure the nature of the Mosaic Law (which addressed inward obedience as well), but it also conflates law
and gospel, thereby obscuring the glory of God's provision of free justification in his Son.
93" ... et illi fide adhaeremus, nihil dubitantes quin Christi iustitia sit nostra iustitia, quin
Christi satisfactio, sit expiatio nostri, quin Christi resurrectio nostra sit." Ibid., 73a.7-10 (CR 21 :159).
94"Therefore whoever knows well how to distinguish the Gospel from the Law should give
thanks to God and know that he is a real theologian." Luther, Galatians 1535 (L W 26: 115).
95Strehle, Catholic Roots, 70.
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doctrine of imputation is not rooted in a voluntaristic doctrine of God. Rather, it is rooted
in a doctrine of divine righteousness that is absolute and uncompromising, combined with
a divine provision in Jesus Christ that meets the standard of righteousness. For
Melanchthon, perfect obedience is required for justification. Imputation makes
justification possible in a fallen world, and the most natural place to look as a source for
Melanchthon's doctrine of imputation is Scripture, particularly Paul's arguments in
Romans 4:1-8 and 2 Corinthians 5:21, not to the writings of medieval Nominalists.

Elements of Discontinuity with Luther
In the 1530s Melanchthon began to forge his own path on certain issues,
although none of these theological developments threatened the central reality of alien
righteousness or the law-gospel distinction. Four particular issues related to the doctrine
of justification are worthy of mention.
First, Melanchthon eventually modified Luther's doctrine of free will and
necessity. Whereas the first edition of the Loci Communes sounds virtually identical to
Luther's later work, The Bondage o/the Will, by 1535 Melanchthon had made some
adjustments to his former view. In later editions of the Loci Communes he denies that all
things happen by necessity and affirms that human beings have some measure of free will
in relation to external, or civic, righteousness. 96 However, he continues to maintain that
humanity's fallen condition renders the will incapable of pleasing God, and so the will is

96"Prius autem dicemus de causa peccati, propterea quod cum constabit causam peccati non
esse Deum, postea facile erit ratiocinari quondam esse contingentiam, seu quod non omnia necessario fiant
necessitate absoluta." Philip Melancthon Secunda Aetas Locorum Theologicorum ab Ipso Melanthone
Editorum 18a (ed. Henry Ernest Bindseil, CR 21 [1854]:271); "Quare voluntas humana potest suis viribus
sine renovatione aliquo modo externa Legis opera facere." Idem Tertia Aetas 4 (CR 21 :654); cf. idem,
Colossians, 39-42.
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still bound in some sense. 97 Scheible notes, "With this didactic he proved himself to be a
genuine student of Luther. But it is so formulated that Erasmus could also agree.
Melanchthon 'transcended' the conflict over the freedom of the will. ,,98 There is no
evidence that Luther opposed Melanchthon on this score, but it is important to note that
the transition involved here constitutes an embrace of some form of synergism. This fact
is evident from a passage in the 1543 Loci:
The free choice in man is the ability to apply oneself toward grace, that is, our free
choice hears the promise, tries to assent to it and rejects the sins which are contrary
to conscience.... Further, these points become clearer when the promise is
considered. Since the promise is universal and since in God there are not
conflicting wills, it is necessary that there is some cause within us for the difference
as to why Saul is rejected and David received, that is, there must be a different
action on the part of the two men. 99
Seeing a universal salvific will in God and refusing to allow for a hidden, discriminating
decree behind the promise that has been revealed, Melanchthon is driven to the
conclusion that something in the individual constitutes the decisive cause of his or her
salvation or damnation. The distinction between David and Saul is finally owing to
David's assent to grace and Saul's obstinacy toward it. Such an idea is foreign to
Luther's doctrine of unconditional justification. For Luther, God justifies by creating
faith in his elect; justification is a monergistic divine work. For the mature Melanchthon,
the two issues of alien righteousness and monergism become separated, as he upholds the
former but ultimately denies the latter. Melanchthon gives free will a decisive role in

97"Nunc vero in hac imbecillitate interiores motus congruentes Legi Dei non accenduntur sine
Spiritu sancto." Melanchthon Tertia Aetas 4 (CR 21 :663).
98Heinz Scheible, "Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560)," in The Reformation Theologians: An
Introduction to Theology in the Early Modern Period, ed. Carter Lindberg (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2002),
71.

99Melanchthon, Loci Communes 1543 (trans. Preus), 44.
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salvation, but he consistently maintains that justifying righteousness is alien, rather than
intrinsic to, the sinner.
A second way that the mature Melanchthon modified his earlier view is with
his description of the nature of faith. Like Luther, the early Melanchthon did not hesitate
to affirm that faith itself is righteousness. By 1543 Melanchthon no longer speaks with
such terminology. Instead, he locates righteousness in Christ and affirms that faith is
merely an instrument that grasps Christ, and, as such, is intrinsically unworthy in itself:
... we are righteous by faith, that is, through mercy for the sake of Christ we are
righteous, not because faith is a virtue which merits the remission of sins by its own
worthiness.... Therefore we do not say that we are righteous by faith in the sense
that this is a worthiness of such great power that it merits remission, but in the sense
that there must be some instrument in us by which we lay hold upon our Mediator
who intercedes for us, and on account of whom the eternal Father is favorable
toward us. 100
For Luther, Christ and faith are tied so closely together that it is difficult to distinguish
between them. Melanchthon, on the other hand, offers some refinement on this question
and argues for a conceptual distinction between Christ and faith. In doing so, he guards
against the charge that faith is nothing more than a surrogate work, a charge that would
reduce his gospel to another kind oflaw. For the mature Melanchthon, Christ alone is the
sinner's righteousness. Even faith cannot stand in his place. But faith is necessary to
take hold of Christ, and thus the doctrine of justification by faith means that God's
imputation of righteousness occurs when the sinner, by the work of God's grace and the
assent of free will, meets the condition of faith and so grasps Christ and his
righteousness.
Third, the mature Melanchthon defined justification exclusively as a forensic

IOOlbid., 109.
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term, giving rise to a distinction between the forensic and transformative aspects of
salvation, aspects that were never clearly distinguished in Luther. In his 1532
commentary on Romans, Melanchthon argues that the word "justify" means ''to
pronounce or to reckon just. ,,101 He subsequently defmes justification in terms of divine
acceptation: ''justification signifies the remission of sins and acceptance to eternal
life."lo2 The latter phrase "acceptance to eternal life" may correspond to the positive
imputation of righteousness, which Melanchthon had previously mentioned alongside the
forgiveness of sins. 103 By 1543 Melanchthon includes three components in the definition
of justification:
This is the definition of the Gospel in which we lay hold on three Gospel
blessings: that for the sake of Christ our sins are freely remitted; that we are freely
pronounced righteous, that is, reconciled or accepted by God; that we are made heirs
of eternal life.... Only keep this in mind, that these blessings belong to the Gospel
and are otherwise summed up in the one word "justification."lo4
Melanchthon nowhere organizes the transformative aspect of salvation under a different

IOI"Iustificare Hebraica phrasi usitate, est iustum pronunciare vel reputare, ut Ebraice diceretur:
Populus Romanus Scipionem accusatum a Tribunis iustificavit, id est, absolvit, seu iustum pronunciavit."
Philip Melanchthon Commentarii in Epistolam Pauli ad Romanos (ed. Carolus Gottlieb Bretschneider, CR
15 [1848]:5lO).
102Philip Melanchthon, Commentary on Romans, trans. Fred Kramer (St. Louis: Concordia,
1992),25. This work is a translation ofMelanchthon's 1540 commentary, but this particular passage
underwent no changes from 1532 to 1540, thereby making Kramer's translation suitable. "Ita in his Pauli
disputationibus certo sciamus iustificationem significare remissionem peccatorum, et acceptationem ad
vitam aetemam." Melanchthon ad Romanos (CR 15:510).
103" ... et eam vocem quae est ipsius Evangelii propria, scilicet promissionem beneficii
Christi, mostrat mediatorem filium Dei, sicut Ioannes eum monstrabat, inquiens: Ecce agnus Dei, qui tollit
peccata mudi, iubet statuere, quod propter hunc mediatorem filium Dei, Dominum nostrum legum
Christum, certo nobis donetur remissio peccatorum, et imputatio iusticiae." Ibid. (CR 15:501).
I04Melanchthon, Loci Communes 1543 (trans. Preus, 82). "Haec sit Evangelii defmitio, in qua
tribus membris complexi sumus beneficia Evangelii propria, scilicet, quod propter Christum gratis
remittantur peccata, quod gratis pronuntiemur iusti, hoc est, reconciliati seu accepti, et haeredes vitae
aetemae .... Tantum hic memineris, haec propria Evangelii beneficia esse, quae alioqui uno verbo
lustificationis comprehenduntur." idem Tertia Aetas 7 (CR 21 :734-35).
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locus, such "sanctification," but his definition of justification as an exclusively forensic
term introduces a distinction that Luther never made. Although both men proclaimed a
forensic doctrine of justification, the theological nuances that distinguish the forensic
from the transformative became more pronounced in Protestantism as a whole, and in this
sense Protestantism has been stamped more with Melanchthon's influence than with
Luther's.
Closely related to the previous point is the fourth element of discontinuity
between Luther and Melanchthon: Melanchthon's promotion of a third use of the law. lOS
Highly motivated to defend his gospel against the charge of antinomianism, Melanchthon
began to argue by 1534 that the law has an ongoing function in the lives of believers,
namely, to aid them in the practice of obedience. 106 In the 1543 Loci Melanchthon argues
that believers have been freed from the law's condemnation, but nevertheless the law
must continue to be preached to the regenerate in order to point out the remnants of sin in
them and to inform them of what God demands. 107 It is evident in his argument that his
concern is to safeguard an objective standard of righteousness for believers so that they
will not seek to worship God on the basis of their own imaginations but will adhere to

105The historical context and origin of this doctrine in Melanchthon is explained in Timothy J.
Wengert, Law and Gospel: Philip Melanchthon's Debate with John Agricola ofEisleben over Poenientia
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997).
I06Wengert, Law and Gospel, 195-96.
107"Tertio quaeritur de usu Legis in renatis. Quatenus autem renati et iustificati fide sint liberi
a Lege, dicendum est suo loco. Sunt enim liberati a Lege, id est, a maledictione et damnatione seu ab ira
Dei, quae in Lege proponitur, scilicet, si fidem retinent et fiducia filii Dei repugnant peccato et vincunt
terrores peccati. Interim tamen docenda est Lex, quae reliquias peccati indicat, ut crescat agnitio peccati et
poenitentia, et simul sonnet Evangelium de Christo, ut crescat fides. Item, Lex regnatis ideo proponenda
est, ut daceat cert.a opera, in quibus Deus vult nos exercere obedientiam." Melanchthon Tertia Aetas 6 (CR
21:719).

108
what he has revealed. lOS Although one must wonder how the first section of Luther's
Small Catechism avoids using the law as an aid to obedience in the lives of the
regenerate, the fact remains that Luther never explicitly articulated a third use of the
law.109 Some have argued or implied that the rise of the third use in Melanchthon
indicates an encroachment of law into gospel, resulting from a truncated doctrine of
justification. llo Whether Melanchthon's doctrine of justification, in comparison to
Luther's, is too narrowly forensic is not a question this study intends to address. What is
of significance for this study, however, is the relationship between law and gospel in
Melanchthon's mature theology. However his introduction of the third use of the law
might be interpreted theologically, it must be kept in mind that the mature Melanchthon
explicitly and consistently separated the believer's obedience to the law from the question
of justification. Insofar as right standing with God is concerned, Melanchthon stands
with Luther in his assertion that the law has no bearing on the issue, that faith alone
justifies, and that justifying righteousness is alien to the sinner.

\OS"Non enim vult nos Deus nostro consilio excogitare opera aut cultus; sed vult nos verbo suo
regi, sicut scriptum est: Frustra colunt me mandatis hominum. Item: Lucema pedibus meis verbum tuum
etc. Et ratio humana cum non regitur verbo Dei, facile deerrat." Ibid.
\09 After expounding both the positive and negative aspects of each of the Ten Commandments,
Luther concludes the fIrst section by saying, "God threatens to punish all who break these commandments.
Therefore we are to fear his wrath and not disobey these commandments. However, God promises grace
and every good thing to all those who keep these commandments. Therefore we also are to love and trust
him and gladly act according to his commands." Martin Luther, The Small Catechism, in Martin Luther's
Basic Theological Writings, 2nd ed., ed. Timothy F. Lull (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005). It is difficult to see
how this kind of instruction differs from what Melanchthon advocated as a third use of the law.

lloSeifrid ("Luther, Melanchthon, and Paul," 142) writes, "Since 'justifIcation' no longer had
an effective dimension, the Law (in its 'third use') moved in to fIll the vacuum left behind." Wengert, Law
and Gospel, 190-91, hints very strongly at a similar evaluation.
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Summary:
Melanchthon's Doctrine of Justification
For Philip Melanchthon, justification consists of the remission of sins and the
imputation of righteousness, namely, the righteousness of Jesus Christ to the sinner. This
divine declaration occurs when the sinner takes hold of Christ by faith. Although
revealing some measure of discontinuity with Luther, Melanchthon shares a basic
theological framework that sets the two Reformers apart from the Roman Catholic
doctrine of justification. Even more explicitly and consistently than Luther, Melanchthon
affirms that the law demands of sinners that which is impossible: perfect obedience. For
this reason, and contra Rome, divine grace cannot be merely an aid that enables one to
fulfill the law in a satisfactory, though incomplete, manner. Instead, the gospel must be
clearly distinguished from the law so that the divine provision of righteousness through
Jesus Christ might be given to sinners by faith alone. With Luther, Melanchthon stands
apart from Rome not because he affirms a grace-based soteriology in opposition to
Pelagianism, but rather because he affirms a bicovenantal doctrine, tied to his
understanding of the divine demand and provision, as opposed to a monocovenantal
scheme that blurs the distinction between law and gospel, resulting in the absorption of
gospel into law. This is no small matter, for the gospel itself and the glory of Christ are
at stake: "And so those who deny that faith justifies, teach nothing but the law by
abolishing the gospel and by abolishing ChriSt."lll

\\\"ltaque qui negant fidem iustificare, nihil nisi legem abo lito Euangelio, et abo lito Christo
docent." Philip MelanchthonApologia Confessionis Augustanae (1531) (ed. Henry Ernest Bindseil, CR 27
[1859]:39), my translation.
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John Calvin
For John Calvin (1509-1564), the doctrine of justification is ''the main hinge
on which religion turnS.,,1l2 With Luther and Melanchthon, Calvin's doctrine depends on
the bicovenantal distinction between law and gospel, rooted in a divine demand for
perfection and resulting in a doctrine of alien righteousness. With Melanchthon, Calvin
distinguishes the forensic and transformative aspects of salvation, tying justification
entirely to the former. With Luther, Calvin affirms a monergistic doctrine of salvation
rooted in God's decree of unconditional election. The two issues of imputation and
monergism, though inextricably bound for Luther and separated by Melanchthon, are for
Calvin two distinguishable issues that nevertheless belong together. Monergism locates
the basis of the whole of salvation outside the sinner; God alone is responsible for
salvation. Imputation locates the legal basis of justification outside the sinner; Christ
alone is the believer's hope for righteousness. Both doctrines nullify human effort and
magnify the grace of God. In his polemic against the Roman Catholic doctrine of
justification, Calvin often attacks the distinguishable concepts of free will and inherent

112 John Calvin Institutes of the Christian Religion 3.11.1, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford
Lewis Battles, Library of Christian Classics, vol. 20 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960),726. Discussions
of Calvin's view of justification may be found in Wilhelm Niesel, The Theology of Calvin, trans. Harold
Knight (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1956), 130-39; Fran~ois Wendel, Calvin: Origins and Development of
His Religious Thought, trans. Philip Mairet (Durham, NC: Labyrinth, 1987),255-63; Karl Barth, The
Theology ofJohn Calvin, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 166-67,277-78;
McGrath, Iustitia Dei, 253-57; T. H. L. Parker, "Calvin's Doctrine of Justification," EQ 24 (1952): 101-07;
Pierre Marcel, "The Relation Between Justification and Sanctification in Calvin's Thought," EQ 27 (1955):
132-45; Thomas Coates, "Calvin's Doctrine ofJustification," Concordia Theological Monthly 34 (1963):
325-34; W. Stanford Reid, "Justification by Faith According to John Calvin," WTJ 42 (1980): 290-307;
Trevor Hart, "Humankind in Christ and Christ in Humankind: Salvation as Participation in Our Substitute
in the Theology of John Calvin," SJT 42 (1989): 67-84; Jonathan H. Rainbow, "Double Grace: John
Calvin's View of the Relationship of Justification and Sanctification," Ex Auditu 5 (1989): 99-105; Craig
B. Carpenter, "A Question of Union with Christ? Calvin and Trent on Justification," WTJ 64 (2002): 36386.
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righteousness as the basis of right standing with God. When Calvin's doctrine of alien
righteousness is viewed as one aspect of his monergistic soteriology, his appeal to both
doctrines as polemic against the Roman view makes good sense. For Calvin, alien
righteousness is more central to the doctrine of justification than is monergism, serving to
distinguish his view even from that of the great Augustine; nevertheless, the two
doctrines mutually support and illuminate one another.
The following survey will demonstrate that what distinguishes Calvin's
doctrine of justification from that of Rome is a doctrine of alien righteousness within the
overall context of a monergistic soteriology. This survey will trace Calvin's doctrine as it
is developed in the Institutes of the Christian Religion, followed by an examination of a
few polemical treatises, then concluding with some gleanings from exegetical works.

Institutes of the Christian Religion
Although Calvin's section on justification in the Institutes underwent major
developments in length and organization between 1536 and 1559, the basic theological
substance of his doctrine remained intact from the beginning. 113 The 1536 edition sets
the doctrine of justification against the background of the divine demand for perfect
obedience. The law demands absolute perfection. To argue otherwise is to despise the
righteousness of God. 114 Therefore, it is vain to trust that one's own works might serve

I BIn fact, in the 1536 edition there is no separate heading for justification, but the subject is
treated under the heading ofthe law. In his translation of the 1536 edition, Battles identifies two sections
that directly address the doctrine of justification, which total about eleven pages combined (John Calvin,
Institutes a/the Christian Religion [1536], revised ed., trans. Ford Lewis Battles [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1986],29-35,37-41). By contrast, the 1559 edition translated by Battles contains over one-hundred pages
on the subject of justification (LeC 20:725-833).

114"Dei etiam iustitia contemnitur, ubi talis tamque perfecta non agnoscitur, ut nihil ei
acceptum sit, nisi integrum ac perfectum, nullaque sorde iniquitatum. Quod si ita est, omnia nostra, si sua
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as even a partial basis of justification. Nor can works of satisfaction and supererogation
compensate for human weakness and thereby meet the standard of God's
righteousness. I IS As Scripture testifies, whoever has broken the law at even one point is
guilty of breaking the whole. 116 There is absolutely no hope for sinful humanity to attain
righteousness by law. For this reason, justification must be sought, not from an infusion
of grace that sends us back to the law better equipped, but rather completely apart from
the law: "The fact, then, remains that through the law the whole human race is proved
subject to God's curse and wrath, and in order to be freed from these, it is necessary to
depart from the power of the law and, as it were, to be released from its bondage into
freedom."lI7 And lest one imagine that the exclusion of the law pertains only to an initial
act of justification but not to the maintenance of one's right standing with God, Calvin
rules out that possibility as well. 118 The extent of human depravity renders justification

dignitate censeantur, nihil nisi inquinatio sunt et sordes." John Calvin Christianae Religionis Institutio 1536
45 (ed. Peter Barth, OS 1 [1926]:57).
115"Neque vero garriamus, quod a multis hodie iactari so let, qui postquam fateri coacti sunt:
rem sibi esse impossibilem, perfectam ultimamque iustitiam assequi operum meritis, cum legem nunquam
perficiant; id quidem fatentur, sed ne videantur omni gloria spoliati, hoc est, prorsus Deo cessisse, legem se
pro parte servare allegant, hac pro parte se iustos esse, quod vero deest, id suffici ac redimi contendunt per
satisfactiones ac supererogationis opera: hanc sibi esse coram Deo sui defectus compensationem. In hunc
errorem eos demersit sui ipsorum oblivio iustitiae Dei contemptus ac peccati sui ignorantia." Ibid. 44 (OS
1:56).
116"Deinde, etiam si fieri posset, ut aliqua nobis essent omnino pura iustaque opera, unum
tamen peccatum satis est ad delendam extinguendamque omnem memoriam prioris iustitiae, ut ait propheta
(Ezech. 18) cui et lacobus consentit (lac. 2): qui offendit, inquit, in uno, factus est omnium reus. lam cum
vita haec mortalis nunquam a peccato pura sit (Prov. 24. 1 loan. 1), quidquid iustitae a nobis comparatum
esset, id sequentibus peccatis corruptum, oppressum et perditum, in conspectum Dei non veniret, nec ad
iustitiam nobis imputaretur." Ibid. 45-46 (OS 1:57).
117Calvin, Institutes (1536) (trans. Battles, 33); "Manet igitur illud: totum hominum genus per
legem argui maledictioni et irae Dei obnoxium, a qua ut solvantur e potestate legis exire necesse est et velut
ab eius servitude in libertatem asseri." Calvin Institutio 153647 (OS 1:58).
l1S"Hanc vero peccatorum remissionem non semel, ut multi stolide opinantur, nobis largitur
Deus, ut impetrata praeteritae vitae venia, postea in lege iustitiam quaeramus, quo nohil quam in spem
falsam inductos rideret ac luderet. Cun enim perfectio nulla obtingere nobis possit, quamdiu hac came
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completely unattainable, from beginning to end, by the law. Instead, sinners must look
elsewhere, to a perfect righteousness that is alien to them and is made theirs by faith:
But Christ's righteousness, which alone can bear the sight of God because it alone is
perfect, must appear in court on our behalf, and stand surety for us in judgment
(Heb. 11 :6; Rom. 8:34). Received from God, this righteousness is brought to us and
imputed to us, just as if it were ours. Thus in faith we continually and constantly
'..
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Thus it is the doctrine of the imputation of Christ's righteousness that meets the
uncompromising standard of divine perfection, so that the sinner stands before God as if
he has fulfilled the law in its entirety.
By 1559 Calvin's argument, now greatly expanded, follows much the same
pattern. 120 Calvin acknowledges that there are two ways of righteousness, that is, two
paths by which to obtain justification before God: the way of faith and the way of
works. 121 Since the way of works entails perfection, and sin has rendered perfection
unattainable, all people must seek righteousness by faith, and "faith righteousness so
differs from works righteousness that when one is established the other has to be

induti sumus, lex autem mortem ac iudicium omnibus denunciet qui non integram iustitiam opera
perfecerint, habebit semper quo nos accuset, reosque agat, nisi contra occurreret Domini misericordia, quae
assidua peccatorum remissione nos subinde absolveret." Calvin Institutio 153647 (aS 1:59).
1l9Calvin, Institutes (1536), 35; " ... verum iustitiam Christi, quae una ut perfecta est, ita sola
Dei conspectum sustinere potest, pro nobis sisti oportet ac iudicio repraesentari velut sponsorem (Hebr. II.
Rom. 8). Ipsa vero a Deo accepta fertur ac nobis imputatur, perinde ac si nostra esset. Ita in fide
peccatorum remissionem subinde atque assidue obtinemus." Calvin Institutio 153649 (aS 1:61).

120See Wendel, Calvin, 257-58 for a brief explanation of small developments that occurred in
intervening editions of the Institutes.
121" ••. primum explicemus quid sibi velint istae locutiones, Hominum coram Deo iustificari,
Fide iustificari vel operbius. Iustificari coram Deo dicitur, qui iudicio Dei et censetur iustus, et acceptus est
ob suam iustitiam." John Calvin Instituto Christianae Religionis 15593.11.2 (ed. P. Barth and G. Niesel,
as 4 [1959]:182).
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overthrown.,,122 This claim stands in opposition, not to a doctrine of worksrighteousness, but rather to the prevailing medieval doctrine of righteousness by a
mixture of faith and works, where grace is the dominant note. Like Luther and
Melanchthon, Calvin's doctrine of justification hinges on the absolute dichotomy
between doing and receiving. Law and gospel, as pathways to justification, are mutually
exclusive and cannot be blended together.
Echoing Melanchthon, Calvin defines justification as divine acceptation,
consisting of the two components of the forgiveness of sins and the imputation of Christ's
righteousness. 123 For Calvin, this divine reckoning is dependent on union with Christ,
which results from faith.124 Against Luther, Calvin does not speak of faith as
righteousness but defines it rather as an empty vessel that receives Christ. 125 The phrase
"justification by faith" means that once the sinner has met the condition of faith (this in

122John Calvin, Institutes ofthe Christian Religion 3.11.13 (ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford
Lewis Battles, LCC 20 [1960]): 743; "Sed quoniam bona pars hominum iustitiam ex fide et operibus
compositum imaginatur, praemonstremus id quoque, sic inter se differre fidei operumque iustitiam, ut
altera stante necessario altera evertatur." Calvin Instituto 15593.11.13 (aS 4: 197).
123"Ita nos iustificationem simpliciter interpretamur acceptionem qua nos Deus in gratiam
receptos pro iustis habet. Eamque in peccatorum remissione ac iustitiae Christi imputatione positam esse
dicimus." Calvin Instituto 15593.11.2 (aS 4: 183).
124" ... fateor hoc tam incomparabili bono nos privari donec Christus noster fiat. Coniunctio
igitur illa captis et membrorum, habatitio Christi in cordibus nostris, mystica denique unio a nobis in
summo gradu statuitur: ut Christus noster factus, donorum quibus praeditus est nos faciat consortes. Non
ergo eum extra nos procul speculamur, ut nobis imputetur eius iustitia: sed quia ipsum induimus, et insiti
sumus in eius corpus, unum denique nos secum efficere dignatus est." Ibid. 3.11.10 (aS 4:191). Brian J.
Vickers (Jesus' Blood and Righteousness: Paul's Theology ofImputation [Wheaton: Crossway, 2006], 36)
writes, "In Calvin we fmd an example of how it is not a matter of either imputation or union, but that the
two ideas work together. Christ's righteousness is imputed to the believer in the context of the believer's
union with Christ." Carpenter ("A Question of Union with Christ?") likewise notes the importance of union
with Christ in Calvin's theology, but his extreme conclusions overreach the evidence.
125" ••. fidem vero quasi vasi conferimus, quia nisi exinaniti ad expetendam Christi gratiam
aperto animae ore accedimus non sumus Christi capaces. Unde colligitur, non detrahere nos Christo vim
iustificandi, dum prius eum fide recipi docemus quam illius iustitiam." Calvin Institutio 15593.11.7 (aS
4:188).
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itself being a gift of divine grace), he is so joined to Christ that all of his sins are counted
to Christ, and Christ's righteousness is counted to him.
Union with Christ is the fundamental soteriological reality for Calvin:
First, we must understand that as long as Christ remains outside of us, and we are
separated from him, all that he has suffered and done for the salvation of the human
race remains useless and of no value for us. Therefore, to share with us what he has
received from the Father, he had to become ours and to dwell within us. 126
Union with Christ and imputation do not stand at odds with one another. Rather, the
imputation of Christ's righteousness to the believer represents the legal aspect of union
with Christ. Calvin clearly distinguishes between the transformative and legal aspects of
salvation, treating the former in chapters 1-10 of Book III of the Institutes and the latter
in chapters 11-18. Nevertheless, both realities proceed from union with ChriSt. 127 Contra
the claims of some, however, it does not appear that Calvin envisions the legal and the
transformative as two parallel branches growing side-by-side. 128 It appears, rather, that
Calvin ascribes logical priority to justification over sanctification, making the latter
dependent on the former: "For unless you first of all grasp what your relationship to God
is, and the nature of his judgment concerning you, you have neither a foundation on

126Calvin,

Institutes 3.1.1 (LCC 20: 537).

127Although Calvin does not yet have his own "Finnish School," there is some current debate
about his doctrine of justification in relation to union with Christ. See, for example, Carpenter, "A
Question of Union with Christ?"; Hart, "Humankind in Christ"; Thomas L. Wenger, "The New Perspective
on Calvin: Responding to Recent Calvin Interpretations," JETS 50, no. 2 (2007): 311-28; Marcus Johnson,
"New or Nuanced Perspective on Calvin? A Reply to Thomas Wenger," JETS 51, no. 3 (2008): 543-58;
Thomas L. Wenger, "Theological Spectacles and a Paradigm of Centrality: A Reply to Marcus Johnson,"
JETS 51, no. 3 (2008): 559-72.

I28S 0 argues Wendel, Calvin, 257; Rainbow, "Double Grace," 103.
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which to establish your salvation nor one on which to build piety toward God.,,129 Thus,
while union with Christ is the root from which all blessings of salvation grow, there
appears to be an order of causation among its distinguishable aspects.
Chapter 11 of Book 3 of the 1559 Institutes is quite polemical in nature, taking
aim at both at both Osiander and scholastic theology and refuting both for their
synthesizing of law and gospel. First, Calvin argues that Osiander's doctrine of
justification by the indwelling divine righteousness of Christ shatters the assurance of
faith by making justification dependent on an imperfect righteousness that is essential to
us. 130 Given the law's requirement for perfection, it is impossible that moral regeneration
can become the legal basis for righteousness before God. Second, Calvin rejects the error
of the "sophists" and the "Schoolmen" that attributes righteousness before God in some
measure to meritorious works. 131 He responds with an anthropological argument: "Now
we confess with Paul that the doers of the law are justified before God; but, because we
are all far from observing the law, we infer from this that those works which ought
especially to avail for righteousness give us no help because we are destitute of them." 132
This error represents "a sort of Pelagianism," not identical to the universally condemned
heresy, but akin to it in its corruption of the gospel. Even Augustine does not escape this

129Calvin, Institutes 3.11.1 (LCC 20:726); Marcel, "Justification and Sanctification," 133-34,
and Wenger, "The New Perspective on Calvin," 321-25, both discern a logical priority for justification in
Calvin's thought.
13°"Neque enim conscientias pacaret aliqua iustitiae portio, donec statutum sit nos Deo placere:
quia sine exceptione iusti coram ipso sumus." Calvin Institutio 1559 3.11.11 (aS 4: 194).
I3ICalvin, Institutes 3.11.14-15 (LCC 20:744-45). The "Schoolmen" are referred to in the
1560 French edition as "Ies theologiens Sorboniques."
132 Ibid.

3.11.15 (LCC 20: 745).
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section unscathed, for though Calvin approves of Augustine's attribution of all credit for
salvation to divine grace, the revered Western father does not articulate a doctrine of
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Thus, Calvin's discussion of justification in his greatest theological work
revolves around the question of what God demands of us and how that demand may be
met. Because God demands perfection, and we are incapable of providing it, we must
receive, in union with Christ by faith, the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ counted to
us. In the 1559 edition the discussion of justification takes place within a context in
which Calvin has already affirmed a monergistic soteriology,134 though he has not yet
addressed the doctrine of election itself.135 His doctrine of alien righteousness fits neatly
into this monergistic context, even if the question of free will and the effectiveness of
grace does not come into view often in the course of discussing justification. The two
issues-monergism and alien righteousness-become intermingled more often in some
of Calvin's polemical treatises, to which this study will now tum.

Polemical Works
Calvin's polemical treatises are especially helpful in the present study because
they indicate sharply the primary points at which he conceived his own views to differ
from those of his contemporary opponents. Therefore, they shine helpful light on the

133"Scholae in deterius semper aberrarunt, donec tandem praecipiti ruina devolutae sunt ad
quendam Pelagianismum. Ac nec Augustini quidem sentential, vel saltern loquendi ratio, per omnia
recipienda est. Tametsi enim egregie hominem omni iustitiae laude spoliat, ac totam Dei gratiae transcribit:
gratiam tamen ad sanctificationem refert, qua in viatae novitatem per Spiritum regeneramur." Calvin
Institutio 15593.11.15 (OS 4:199-200).
134Calvin, Institutes 2.4 (LCC 20:309-16).
135Calvin treats the doctrine of election in 3.21-24 (LCC 21: 920-87).
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precise categories that define the Protestant doctrine of justification over against Rome.
Three particular works are worthy of investigation here: Calvin's "Reply to Sadoleto,"
his reply to articles drawn up by the theological faculty of Paris, and his Acts of the
Council of Trent, with the Antidote.
In March of 1539, after Calvin's dismissal from Geneva, Cardinal Jacopo
Sadoleto wrote to the city's magistrates and citizens, inviting them to return to the Rome.
In this letter, he argues, "we obtain this blessing of complete and perpetual salvation by
faith alone in God and in Jesus Christ." However, he immediately goes on to explain that
this faith is not "a mere credulity and confidence in God" that one's sins have been
forgiven by the work of Christ. This kind of faith may be the beginning of justification,
but "we must also bring a mind full of piety towards Almighty God, and desirous of
performing whatever is agreeable to him." Ultimately, Sadoleto affirms that "in this very
faith love is essentially comprehended as the chief and primary cause of our salvation.,,136
He also briefly discusses lapses into sin, arguing that they are covered by "whatever
expiations, penances, and satisfactions, she [the Church] tells us that our sin is washed
away, and we (always by the grace and mercy of God) restored to our former integrity,
these methods of expiation and satisfaction we have recourse to employ-trusting, when
we do so, to find a place of mercy and pardon with God.,,137 Clearly, Sadoleto affirms
the necessity of grace and faith in justification, and he calls upon his audience to entrust

136Jacopo Sadoleto, "Letter to the Genevans," in A Reformation Debate, ed. John C. Olin,
trans. Henry Beveridge (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002), 35-36; "Quum ergo dicimus fide sola in Deum et
Iesum Christum salvos nos esse posse, in hac ipsa fide caritatem vel in primis comprehendendam esse
ducimus, quae princips et potissimum nostrae salutis est causa." Idem "Epistola ad Senatum Populumque
Genevensem" 375 (ed. P. Barth, OS 1 [1926]:447).
137Ibid., 37.
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themselves to the mercy of God. Yet he does so within a synergistic framework that
places emphasis on one's inherent righteousness.
Calvin viewed Sadoleto's appeal as a spiritual danger to the people of Geneva,
and in spite of his recent dismissal from the city, he published a response to Sadoleto in
August of 1539 in order to protect those who had been (and would soon be again) his
flock. In his polemical treatises he never argues that his Roman Catholic opponents
misunderstand justification by basing it entirely on works as opposed to grace. Instead,
he argues that they misunderstand the true nature of grace and mix together two mutually
exclusive principles: the righteousness of faith and the righteousness of works.
Addressing justification in his response to Sadoleto, he argues, first, that the law
pronounces all people guilty, humbles them, and casts away all self-confidence, so that
sinners can find "the only haven of safety" in God's mercy.138 The only hope for sinners
is the righteousness of Jesus Christ:
As all mankind are, in the sight of God, lost sinners, we hold that Christ is their only
righteousness, since, by his obedience, he has wiped off our transgressions; by his
sacrifice, appeased the divine anger; by his blood, washed away our stains; by his
cross, borne our curse; and by his death, made satisfaction for us. We maintain that
in this way man is reconciled in Christ to God the Father, by no merit of his own, by
no value of works, but by gratuitous mercy. When we embrace Christ by faith, and
come, as it were, into communion with him, this we term, after the manner of
Scripture, the righteousness of faith. 139

138Calvin, "Reply to Sadoleto," in A Reformation Debate, ed. John C. Olin, trans. Henry
Beveridge (Grand Rapids: Backer, 2002), 66.
139Ibid., 67; "Quum ergo universi mortales perditi sunt coram Deo peccatores, dicimus
Christum unicam esse iustitiam: quandoquidem obedientia sua transgressiones nostras abo levit, sacrificio
iram Dei placavit, sanguine maculas abstersit, cruce maledictionem nostram sustinuit, morte pro nobis
satisfecit. In hunc ergo modum dicirnus hominem Deo patri in Christo reconciliari, nullo suo merito, nulla
operum dignatione, sed gratuita clementia. Quum autem fide amplectamur Christum, et veluti in eius
communionem veniamus, hanc, secundum scripturae morem, vocamus fidei iustitiam." Idem "Ad Sadoleti
Epistolam" 397 (ed. P. Barth, OS 1 [1926]:469).
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Calvin does not use the language of imputation here, but the concept is unmistakable,
rooted in the sinner's faith-embrace of Christ, which establishes the union upon which the
imputation of righteousness is based. He then goes on to explain how works relate to
justification. Works have no basis in the justification of the sinner,140 which is based
solely on the free imputation of righteousness, as evidenced by the meaning of the word
"justify" in Scripture. 141 However, good works are the evidence of justification and
always accompany it because, wherever Christ is, there his Spirit is as well; whoever has
taken hold of Christ by faith for justification has also been regenerated by the work of the
Holy Spirit. Justification and sanctification may be distinguished, but never separated. 142
In 1543 the theological faculty of the Sorbonne published twenty-five articles
rejecting Reformation teachings as a means of defending the university from heresy.
These articles were endorsed by King Francis I and so attained the status of official
doctrine. 143 In 1544 Calvin published a response to these articles. This work, entitled

Articles Agreed upon by the Faculty ofSacred Theology ofParis: With the Antidote,
walks through each article in a three-step manner. First, Calvin quotes the article in its

14°In his response to Sadoleto, Calvin does not specifically mention free will in relation to
justification, but this omission does not entail an omission of any monergistic argument whatsoever. Given
the fact that Roman Catholic synergism included not only free will but also good works as a partial basis of
justification, Calvin's opposition to the latter constitutes an implicit critique of synergism. If, as has been
argued, alien righteousness properly belongs within a monergistic framework, then the denial of works as a
basis for justification constitutes an implicit denial of synergism, at least of the Roman Catholic variety.
141"Imo si animadverteres, quid scriptura per verbum iustificandi significet, in eo non
haesitares. Non enim ad propriam hominis iustitiam refert, sed ad Dei clementiam, quae iustitiam
peccatori, contra quam sit promeritus, accepto fert, idque iniustitiam non imputando." Calvin "Ad Sadoleti"
397 (OS 1:470).

142Ibid., 68; cf. Rainbow, "Double Grace," 102-03; Marcel, "Justification and Sanctification,"
132-45.
143Wulfert De Greef, The Writings ofJohn Calvin: An Introductory Guide, expanded ed., trans.
Lyle D. Bierma (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2008), 146.
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entirety. Second, he includes a section entitled "Proof' for each article, a section in
which he impersonates his opponents and constructs absurd proofs for their arguments,
employing irony as an argument against them. Finally, he responds with his own
"Antidote" to each article. In his antidote to an article concerning free will, Calvin
clearly affirms human inability and a corresponding monergistic doctrine of salvation:
... we again conclude with Augustine, that the children of God are actuated by his
Spirit to do whatever is to be done. Also, that they are drawn by him, so as out of
unwilling to be made willing. Also, that since the fall it is owing only to the grace
of God that man draws near to him, and that it is owing only to the same grace that
he does not recede from him.144
When he comes to address the doctrine of justification directly, particularly the claim by
the faculty that justification is based on faith and good works, Calvin's "Proof' section
indicates the bicovenantal theology that drives his doctrine of justification by the
imputation of Christ's righteousness. Impersonating his opponents in order to expose
their elevation of philosophy above Scripture, Calvin writes the following:
First, by a philosophic reason; righteousness is a quality, and therefore no man is
righteous out of himself, but on account of the quality of his works. Again, the ratio
of part to part is the same as that of whole to whole. But perfect obedience of the
law is righteousness. Therefore, partial obedience is a portion of righteousness. But
when the Lutherans place the righteousness of faith in the predicament of a relation,
saying that we are righteous merely because God accepts us in Christ, according to
what Paul teaches the Ephesians, they act contrary to the whole system of
philosophy. Again, when they deny that the principle of proportion between the
whole and the part applies to this subject, because God promises the reward to none
but those who fulfil his law, pronouncing those cursed who offend in anyone point,
I answer, that one who denies first principles is not to be argued with. 145

144John Calvin, Articles Agreed Upon by the Faculty ofSacred Theology ofParis in Reference
to Matters ofFaith at Present Controverted; with The Antidote, in Tracts and Treatises on the Reformation
ofthe Church, vol. 1, ed. Thomas F. Torrance, trans. Henry Beveridge (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1958),

77.
145Ibid., 80.

122
The antidote that immediately follows this section brings forth numerous Pauline
statements that separate the righteousness of faith from works and the law (Rom 3:21-23;
4:4-7, 14, 16; Eph 2:8-9), further affirming Calvin's bicovenantal framework. Of course,
Calvin's opponents were well aware of these passages, but they harmonized them with
their own theology by interpreting them in reference to the ceremonial law only. This
hermeneutical move is virtually identical to the new perspective's definition of "works of
the law" as ceremonial boundary markers. Calvin responds to this interpretation with
further exegetical comments and then concludes the section by affirming that all glory
belongs to God in justification; humanity has no grounds whatsoever for boasting, for
human works form no part of our righteousness before God. 146
The Council of Trent's decree on justification was discussed in the previous
chapter. Calvin published a response to this decree in 1547 entitled Acts ofthe Council of

Trent: With Antidote. 147 In his response, Calv.in first expresses disdain toward Trent's
anthropology. The Council erred in assigning some power to the free will of fallen
humanity to choose good. By contrast, Calvin affirms on the basis of Paul's teaching that
the will "is not only prone to sin, but it is made subject to sin.,,148 This argument paves
the way for Calvin's affirmation of a monergistic soteriology. Because the human will is
completely enslaved to sin, no person can contribute anything to salvation from himself;

146Ibid., 82.
147For a discussion of the Council of Trent on justification and Calvin's response to it, see
Carpenter; Theodore W. Casteel, "Calvin and Trent: Calvin's Reaction to the Council of Trent in the
Context of His Conciliar Thought," Harvard Theological Review 63 (1970): 91-117.
148John Calvin, Acts of the Council of Trent, with the Antidote, in Tracts and Treatises on the
Reformation ofthe Church, vol. 3, ed. Thomas F. Torrance, trans. Henry Beveridge (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1958), 109.
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salvation is ultimately and entirely God's work. God's grace is effectual in transforming
the will: "Scripture ... makes God the author of a good Will.,,149
Next Calvin addresses justification directly. Responding to the seventh chapter
of the decree,lSO Calvin criticizes Trent for confusing justification with sanctification. He
argues on the basis of Romans 4:6 and 2 Corinthians 5:19 that justification consists of the
forgiveness of sins but not inward transformation. Justification and sanctification belong
together, just like the light and heat of the sun, but they are not the same thing. 151 To
confuse them is to bring one's own righteousness into justification and thereby mix the
righteousness of faith with the righteousness of works:
The whole dispute is as to The Cause of Justification. The Fathers of Trent
pretend that it is twofold, as if we were justified partly by forgiveness of sins and
partly by spiritual regeneration; or, to express their view in other words, as if our
righteousness were composed partly of imputation, partly of quality. I maintain that
it is one, and simple, and is wholly included in the gratuitous acceptance of God. I
besides hold that it is without [outside] us, because we are righteous in Christ
only. 152

149Ibid., Ill.
lSOsecause Calvin regarded the introduction to the decree as the first chapter, his references to
Trent's chapter numbers are always one number higher than the actual chapter numbers of the decree.
References to chapter numbers in this section do not correspond to Calvin's numbering system but to the
actual chapter numbers of Trent's decree.
lslCalvin was fond of the metaphor oflight and heat to refer to the legitimate distinction
between justification and sanctification without implying that they are ever separated. He employs this
metaphor against Chapter 7 of Trent's decree and against Canon 11. See Calvin, Acts ofthe Council of
Trent, 116, 152. The latter reference reads, "It is therefore faith alone which justifies, and yet the faith
which justifies is not alone: just as it is the heat alone of the sun which warms the earth, and yet in the sun it
is not alone, because it is constantly joined with light." He uses the same metaphor against Osiander in
Institutes 3.11.6 (LCC 20:731-33).
lS2Calvin, Acts of the Council of Trent, 116; "Sed tota nostra disceptatio est de causa
iustificationis. Hanc Tridentini patres duplicem esse fingunt: ac si partem remissione peccatorum, partim
spirituali regeneratione iusti essemus. Vel, ut aliis verbis exprimam quod sentient: ac si partim
imputatione, partim qualitate, iustitia nostra constaret. Ego autem unicarn et simp1icem esse assero, quae
tota continetur gratuita Dei acceptione. Earn praetera extra nos constituo: quia in solo Christo iusti sumus."
Idem Acta Synodi Tridentinae cum Antidoto (ed. G. Baum, E. Cunitz, and E. Reuss, CR 35 [1868]:448).
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In this passage forgiveness of sins is basically equated with imputation, although Calvin
does distinguish the two concepts elsewhere.

IS3

Their equation here is probably owing to

the fact that both concepts are forensic as opposed to regenerative, and Paul's argument
in Romans 4:6-8 (a passage Calvin had recently quoted) basically equates the two.
Furthermore, in the last sentence Calvin beautifully expresses the concept of alien
righteousness ("without us") on the basis of union with Christ ("because we are righteous
in Christ only"), thereby guarding against any distortion of the gospel through the mixing
of faith and works or the partitioning of justification to Christ's objective work and our
own inherent righteousness.
With regard to the continual aspect of justification, Calvin responds to chapter
8 by arguing "that the completion, not less than the commencement of justification, must
be ascribed to faith."Is4 This comes in response to the Council's teaching that faith
begins justification but does not complete it. In this way, the Council supposed that it
could affirm the Pauline teaching that justification is by faith and not by works by
relegating those particular passages to the beginning of justification. Calvin will have
none of it, arguing instead that justification is, from beginning to end, by faith alone;
there can be no mixing of faith and works as the ground of one's righteousness before
God. In response to the teaching that justification increases through faith and good works
(Chapter 10), Calvin again affirms imputation as the sole basis of righteousness. Here he
also introduces the idea of double justification, which signifies the justification of both a

153Calvin Institutes 3.11.2 (LCC 20:725-27).
154Calvin, Acts a/the Council a/Trent, 122; see also Institutes 3.14, a chapter entitled, "The
Beginning of Justification and Its Continual Progress" (LCC 20:768-88).
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person and that person's works: "In short, I affirm, that not by our own merit but by faith
alone, are both our persons and works justified; and that the justification of works
depends on the justification of the person, as the effect on the cause.,,155 In Calvin's
thought, the justification of a believer's good works rests not on their own intrinsic worth
but on the believer's connection to Christ. 156
In response to chapter 14, Calvin vehemently denies any scriptural basis for the
sacrament of penance. Not only is it a mere human decree, he argues, it is one that
detracts from the sufficiency of Christ: "They lay upon me the burden of satisfaction,
ordering me to provide at my own hand that which Christ shews me is to be sought from
his blood alone.,,157 While much more could be said about Calvin's response to Trent,
the basic contours of his thought have been outlined here: (1) a monergistic soteriology in
response to Trent's faulty anthropology and (2) the imputation of Christ's righteousness
as the sole basis of justification from beginning to end in response to Trent's doctrine of
inherent righteousness obtained through a process of divine-human cooperation. The
second point, driven by a bicovenantal theology, makes best sense within the wider
framework of the first.

155Calvin, Acts o/the Council o/Trent, 128; "Denique, non proprio merito, sed fide sola, tam
personam quam opera iustificari affirmo: et ex personae iustificatione hanc operum, tanquam ex causa
eifectum, pendere." Idem Tridentinae (CR 35:458).
156"Therefore, as we ourselves, when we have been engrafted in Christ, are righteous in God's
sight because our iniquities are covered by Christ's sinlessness, so our works are righteous and are thus
regarded because whatever fault is otherwise in them is buried in Christ's purity, and is not charged to our
account." Calvin Institues 3.17.10 (LCC 20: 813).
157Calvin, Acts o/the Council o/Trent, 139.
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Exegetical Works
Because Calvin reserved theological disputations primarily for the Institutes,
his commentaries focus much more on verse-by-verse exposition and show restraint
when it comes to polemics. IS8 However, on occasion he does interact with theological
opponents in the commentaries. Commenting on Paul's statement that no one will be
justified by the law (Rom 3 :20), Calvin argues that to be a sinner is to be deprived of
righteousness altogether. This means that it is frivolous "to invent, as the sophists do, a
half-righteousness, so that works in part may justify."IS9 He further expounds this view
of his opponents in his comments on verse 21, where Paul writes of "the righteousness of
God" that is revealed apart from the law. He argues that they have illegitimately mixed
the righteousness of faith with the righteousness of works. To pursue righteousness by
faith means to pursue it by faith alone. Although he does not specifically mention the
imputation of Christ's righteousness in this section, he clearly alludes to the concept
when he writes, "We are, therefore, in Christ, because we are out of ourselves.,,160 To
seek justification by faith is, for Calvin, to go outside of oneself to the alien righteousness
of Christ, which is possessed by being "in Christ." Having gone out of oneself, it is
illegitimate to seek to return to the law, to human effort, to human righteousness, as even
a partial basis of justification.

1580n Calvin's methodological aims for the Institutes and his commentaries, see Richard A.
Muller, The Unaccommodated Calvin: Studies in the Foundation of a Theological Tradition, Oxford
Studies in Historical Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 118-58.
159Calvin, Romans, 70; cf. Calvin's treatment of Romans 3:28 in ibid., 79. See H. Paul
Santmire, "Justification in Calvin's 1540 Romans Commentary," Church History 33 (1964): 294-313, for a
discussion ofthis subject.
160Caivin Romans, 72.
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Calvin's comments on 2 Corinthians 5:19 further illumine his understanding of
justification. Here he accuses the "Papists" of misunderstanding Paul's statement that
God has committed to ministers of the gospel the ministry of reconciliation. They regard
it as "a pretext to provide some shadow of warrant for the altogether ungodly and
execrable traffic they conduct over the salvation of souls." More specifically, ''the
Papists ... shut up the forgiveness of sins in lead or marble statues or connect it with
fictitious and frivolous superstitions." The various Roman ceremonies, including the
sacrament of penance, are probably here in view, although a reference to indulgences
may not be far from Calvin's mind. He then adds, "Beware of placing any confidence at
all in anything but the Gospel.,,161 Here he does not attack the claim that justification is
based partly on good works in fulfillment of the moral law but the claim that it is based
on anything other than Christ alone. The whole Roman system of absolution was
predicated on the idea of grace, specifically, the grace that forgives sins. However, this
grace was perverted because it led sinners to place their faith in something other than
Christ. For Calvin, justification by faith alone answers not only the heresy of merit
theology; it answers any system of salvation that denies the sufficiency of Christ and
directs sinners to look elsewhere, no matter how full of grace that system may be.
Ultimately, Calvin envisions no significant distinction between the attempt to be justified
partly on the basis of good works or partly on the basis of fulfillment of certain
ceremonial requirements. Both ideas detract from the glory of Christ and ultimately
reduce to a form of justification by works.

161 John Calvin, The Second Epistle ofPaul the Apostle to the Corinthians and the Epistles to
Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, trans. T. A. Smail, Calvin's Commentaries, ed. David W. Torrance and
Thomas F. Torrance (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964),79.
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Calvin makes a similar argument in his comments on Galatians 2: 15. Again he
is at pains to deny that Paul's polemic against ''works of the law" pertains only to Jewish
ceremonies and not to good works in general. He grants that Paul's particular focus in
Galatians is the ceremonial aspects of the Jewish law, but he argues that even ceremonial
observances can lead one away from Christ and thereby threaten justification by faith
alone. He draws a parallel between the ceremonial observances Paul argued against in
Galatians with those of the Roman Catholic Church:
Paul was worried not so much about ceremonies being observed as that the
confidence and glory of salvation should be transferred to works. Just as, in the
dispute over forbidding flesh [meat] on certain days, we do not so much regard the
importance of the prohibition itself as the snare which is set for consciences. Paul
therefore is not wandering from the point when he begins a disputation on the law as
a whole, whereas the false apostles were arguing only about ceremonies. 162
Further down he makes explicit his "all or nothing" view of justification: "we cannot be
justified through the righteousness of Christ unless we are poor and destitute of our own
righteousness. Consequently, we have to ascribe either nothing or everything to faith or
to works.,,163 Calvin engages his Catholic opponents in other significant passages
pertaining to justification, including Ephesians 2:8-9, Philippians 3:9, and Titus 3:5.

164

However, the main substance of his polemic and its implications for the doctrine of
justification has been given here.

\62John Calvin, The Epistles o/Paul the Apostle to the Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians and
Colossians, trans. T. H. L. Parker, Calvin's Commentaries, ed. David W. Torrance and Thomas F. Torrance
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965),39. See also idem, Sermons on Galatians, trans. Arthur Golding, ed. W.
Robert Godfrey (Audobon, NJ: Old Paths, 1995),218-40.
163Ibid., 39-40.
164Ibid., 144-45,274-75; idem, Second Corinthians, Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 381-82.
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Summary:
Calvin's Doctrine of Justification
Calvin unfolds his doctrine of justification consistently in opposition to the
Roman Catholic doctrine of faith and works as a joint basis for righteousness, a mixing
together of law and gospel. Affirming that the law demands perfection and that
perfection is out of the reach of Adamic humanity, Calvin argues that works can be no
part of the legal basis of right standing with God. Instead, sinners can only be declared
righteous before God on the basis of the imputed righteousness of Christ, which is given
to those in union with Christ by faith. Faith in itself is intrinsically nothing; it is an
empty vessel that receives Christ, who alone is the sinner's righteousness. Alien
righteousness, therefore, is the heart of Calvin's doctrine, situated aptly within a wider
monergistic soteriology.

Conclusion
Surveying the theological landscape of the sixteenth-century Catholic Church,
Luther, Melanchthon, and Calvin did not observe rampant Pelagianism; therefore, they
did not articulate the doctrine of justification by faith as a foil to Pelagianism, properly
defined. The Catholic Church did not proclaim that unaided human ability could keep
the law of God and so attain righteousness by works. Its soteriology was rooted in grace,
as was demonstrated in the previous chapter.
What the Reformers encountered was a grace-based, monocovenantal
soteriology where the purpose of grace is to provide necessary assistance for the keeping
of the law, at least in a satisfactory manner. Those who were justified by grace were
infused with the ability to merit eternal life, if they cooperated with grace and availed
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themselves of the gracious provisions of the sacraments (particularly penance) when
necessary. Final salvation was indeed a reward for works, but the whole scheme took
place within a gracious, though law-driven, framework.
The Reformers responded to this soteriological pattern with a bicovenantal
theology. By distinguishing between the law and the gospel, they affirmed that reliance
on the law and works must be completely renounced, and the sinner must in turn fully
rely on Jesus Christ. Any measure of reliance on the law is ineffective, for the law
demands absolute perfection, which is out of the reach of sinful humanity. Rather than
misplacing one's hope in the law and works (even if only in part), the Reformers argued
that only the righteousness of Christ is sufficient to grant sinners right standing before
God. Therefore, the gospel requires abandoning all trust in the law for justification. To
attribute righteousness to both grace and works is to nullify the sufficiency of Christ's
atoning work and to put one's hope in something other than the gospel.
Theologically, the Reformation doctrine of justification can be traced back to a
conflict in understanding over the nature of God and what he requires. Catholic
theologians were by no means unified on this question, but that they did not share the
Reformers' adherence to perfection as the divine demand is evident. Merit theology,
whether that of the Thomist or Scotist variety, ultimately conflicts with the view of God
held by the Reformers, namely, a view that regards his holy transcendence so highly that
nothing short of perfection can be received into his favor. For the Reformers, God's
righteousness cannot be subjected to the compromised standard of the slogan Facientibus
quod in se est Deus non denegat gratiam. Righteousness before God may only be
received as it is counted on the basis of the obedience of the one who has attained
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perfection, Jesus Christ. And so the bicovenantal theology of the Reformers safeguards
the integrity of both the law and the gospel by maintaining both the uncompromising
standard of divine demand and the corresponding glory of the gift of God given through
his Son in the gospel to those who are unworthy of his grace.
It should be evident at this point how this historical-theological observation

intersects with the new perspective on Paul. The hermeneutical presupposition that has
arisen in the wake of Sanders's Paul and Palestinian Judaism assumes that a grace-based
soteriology cannot serve as a foil to the Reformation doctrine of solafide. As some have
argued, Paul must be freed from the Lutheran shackles imposed on him during the
sixteenth century in order to read his polemic appropriately, and that means avoiding the
conclusion that his polemic has much, or even anything, to do with legalism. If anything
has been proven in these last two chapters, it is that a grace-based soteriology, namely,
that of the late medieval Catholic Church, serves quite well as a foil to the Reformation
doctrine of solafide. The reason for this is because the Reformation doctrine is
predicated, not on the antithesis of salvation by grace and salvation by works, but rather
on the bicovenantal distinction between law and gospel and the monocovenantal
synthesis ofthe two. Sanders's Judaism, whatever its merits mayor may not be in terms
of historical analysis, simply does not alter the categories of this debate.
Monocovenantalism remains fully intact once Sanders's covenantal nomism is
expounded. For Sanders, first-century Jews may not have attempted to earn salvation by
good works, but they certainly maintained that adherence to the law was necessary to
remain in the covenant and that one's faithfulness to the law was at least partly
determinative of one's standing at the final judgment. That Paul could have opposed this
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teaching with a bicovenantal doctrine of justification is entirely conceivable and should
not be ruled out a priori. In fact, exegetical arguments will be presented in Chapter 5
indicating that Paul argued in precisely this kind of way. But before these arguments are
presented, it is necessary to finish up this historical survey by noting some theological
developments that pertain to the doctrine of justification in the post-Reformation period.

CHAPTER 4
JUSTIFICATION IN THE POSTREFORMATION PERIOD

The previous chapter has established that the Refonnation doctrine of
justification stands opposed to that of Rome because of its adherence to a divine demand
for perfect obedience, its bicovenantal structure, and its corresponding doctrine of alien
righteousness. The present chapter will demonstrate that post-Refonnation theologyl
retained the same themes and, in some cases, refined and nuanced them, thereby giving
shape to the historic Protestant doctrine of justification. 2 The goal of this chapter is not to
provide a detailed survey of any particular theologian's work. It is, rather, to trace the

1A number of confessions of faith have been chosen as representative samples of historic
Protestant teaching on the doctrine of justification because oftheir value in assessing, not merely the views
of an individual, but of an entire tradition. In addition, some prominent theologians of the postReformation period are consulted as well for the following reasons: first, in order to broaden the scope of
the survey and further confirm the presentation of the historic Protestant doctrine that I aim to set forth
here; second, in order to probe deeper into theological issues that are typically not addressed in confessions
due to their brevity. While the Lutheran and Reformed streams of Protestantism did not develop identical
doctrines of justification, there is sufficient overlap between them to speak in broad terms of one single,
historic Protestant doctrine of justification, namely, justification by the imputation of Christ's righteousness
through faith. Aspects that are unique to the Reformed tradition will be noted in the discussion below.

2As will be demonstrated below, the most significant theological developments to the doctrine
of justification during this period pertain to the rise of covenant theology among the Reformed, on which
see Alister E. McGrath, Justitia Dei: A History ofthe Christian Doctrine ofJustification, 3rd ed. (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 265-77; William Klempa, "The Concept of the Covenant in
Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Continental and British Reformed Theology," in Major Themes in the
Reformed Tradition, ed. Donald K. McKim (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992),94-107; J. Mark Beach,
Christ and the Covenant: Francis Turretin's Federal Theology as a Defense of the Doctrine of Grace
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 2007). For more general discussions of justification during this
time period, see G. C. Berkouwer, "Justification by Faith in the Reformed Confessions," trans. Lewis B.
Smedes, in Major Themes in the Reformed Tradition, ed. Donald K. McKim (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1992),132-41.
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three previously mentioned themes in a representative sample of confessions and
theologians of the post-Reformation period. Because the "old perspective" on Paul
encompasses both the theology of the historic Lutheran and Reformed traditions,
confessions and theologians of these two traditions will be treated together.

The Demand for Perfect Obedience

As the previous chapter has demonstrated, the doctrine of justification cannot
be abstracted from the doctrine of God. What is the nature of God's righteousness? Is it
such that he will condescend to the weakness of sinners and allow them to merit eternal
life by grace through an imperfect, yet ever-increasing obedience? Or is God's standard
one of immutable perfection, requiring full vicarious satisfaction for those who have
fallen short? The Reformers clearly advocated the latter, which had major implications
for their doctrine of justification, transferring the locus of righteousness from inside the
sinner (who could never, by a perfect standard, measure up) to the alien righteousness of
Jesus Christ. The post-Reformers followed the lead of their predecessors by insisting on
the same divine standard of perfection. Without a perfect righteousness, there can be no
justification.
Justification cannot have a partial basis in good works because all good works
performed by fallen human beings are stained with sin and are, therefore, imperfect and
in violation of the divine standard. So argues Zacharias Ursinus (1534-1583) in both the
Heidelberg Catechism and in his Commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism, the latter of

which contains the following statement:
We must now refute the false doctrine of the Papists, according to which we are
justified by works; or partly by faith, and partly by works. This is the argument
which we employ; It is necessary that that righteousness which will stand in the
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judgment of God must be absolutely perfect, and conformable to the law in every
respect. But our best works in this life are imperfect, and defiled with sin.
Therefore our best works cannot be the whole, nor even a part of our righteousness
before God. 3
Significantly, Ursinus opposes his own Reformed view not only to a doctrine of
justification by works but also to a doctrine that blends faith and works into a
monocovenantal scheme, and he does so precisely because the divine demand for
perfection cannot cohere with either doctrine. If perfect obedience is the standard, it
matters little whether one seeks justification by works or by some combination of faith
and works. In either case, the standard of perfection cannot be met, and so the gracebased soteriology of Rome remains a suitable foil for the theology of the postReformation.
The great Lutheran theologian Martin Chemnitz (1522-1586) likewise affirms
perfect obedience, expounding the doctrine of justification in connection with God's
unchanging character:
But God has revealed His will in the Law, and this cannot be annulled. For it is
easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for the least jot or tittle of the Law to
be done away with so that it is not fulfilled.
Therefore, in keeping with His revealed will, God does not will to justify a
person without righteousness, that is, not unless satisfaction has been made for sin
in keeping with the Law and unless the Law has been fulfilled by perfect obedience .
. . . But God has set forth His Son as our Mediator, made under the Law, for which
He has made satisfaction both by bearing our sins and by His perfect obedience. 4
3 Zacharias Ursinus, Commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism 62, trans. G. W. Williard
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1954),333. Question 62 of the catechism reads, "But why cannot our good
works be our righteousness before God, or at least a part of it?" The answer reads, "Because the
righteousness which can stand before the judgment of God must be absolutely perfect and wholly in
conformity with the divine law. But even our best works in this life are all imperfect and defiled with sin."
The Heidelberg Catechism (1563), in Creeds and Confessions ofFaith in the Christian Tradition, ed.
laroslav Pelikan and Valerie Hotchkiss (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 2:441.

4 Mart in Chemnitz, Justification: The ChiefArticle of Christian Doctrine as Expounded in Loci
Theologi, trans. 1. A. O. Preus, ed. Delpha Holleque Preus (St. Louis: Concordia, 1985); see also idem,
Examination ofthe Council of Trent 1.8-9 in Documents from the History ofLutheranism 1517-1750, ed.
Eric Lund (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002),232-34. On justification in Lutheran orthodoxy, see Robert D.
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Elsewhere he writes the following:
We do not teach that God out of some kind of capriciousness without any basis
imputes righteousness to believers, but we affirm from the Word of God that there
must be the firm, solid, entirely pure, and totally complete and perfect foundation of
the free imputation, so that even the righteousness which dwelt in Abraham and
David cannot be the foundation of this relationship and imputation.... But it was
necessary that the Son of God become incarnate and be 'born under the Law' in
order that His completely pure satisfaction and perfect obedience might be the firm,
solid, and immovable "basis" of this imputation. 5
Chemnitz's denial of a divine capriciousness represents a denial of any kind of
voluntarist theology that would divorce God's justifying verdict from his immutably holy
character. The affirmation ofthe necessity for perfect obedience thereby fortifies his
position against the charge of a legal fiction, an arbitrary decree of God that is completely
disconnected from reality. Instead, God's decree of justification is based on the perfect
obedience of Christ imputed to the believer.
The Synod ofDort (1618-1619) specifically rejects the Arminian affirmation
that the new covenant consists of a withdrawal of the divine demand for perfection and a
reckoning of faith and its imperfect obedience as a perfect fulfillment of the law:
... [T]he synod rejects the errors of those... [w]ho teach that what is involved in the
new covenant of grace which God the Father made with men through the
intervening of Christ's death is not that we are justified before God and saved
through faith, insofar as it accepts Christ's merit, but rather that God, having
withdrawn his demand for perfect obedience to the law, counts faith itself, and the
imperfect obedience of faith, as perfect obedience to the law, and graciously looks
upon this as worthy of the reward of eternal life. 6
Preus, "The Justification of a Sinner before God as Taught in Later Lutheran Orthodoxy," in Doctrine Is
Life: Essays on Justification and the Lutheran Confessions, ed. Klemet I. Preus (St. Louis: Concordia,
2006), 39-53; idem, "The Doctrine of Justification in the Theology of Classical Lutheran Orthodoxy," in
Doctrine Is Life: Essays on Justification and the Lutheran Confessions, ed. Klemet I. Preus (St. Louis:
Concordia, 2006), 79-96.
5Chemnitz, Justification, 86.

6The Canons ofthe Synod ofDort, in Creeds and Confessions ofthe Christian Tradition, ed.
Jaroslav Pelikan and Valerie Hotchkiss (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 2:582. The Latin
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It is noteworthy that Dort rejects, not a doctrine of justification by works (which did not

exist in Arminianism), but rather a doctrine of gracious condescension on God's part that
would compromise his commitment to uphold the law. Such a doctrine shifts the locus of
saving efficacy from Christ, the object of faith, to faith itself. 7 Unlike the Remonstrant
tendency--expressed in the governmental theory of the atonement-toward a sundering
of God's law and his person, post-Reformation theologians held tenaciously to the
teaching that God's law brooks no violations without consequence. 8
Perfect obedience is often tied to a prelapsarian covenant between God and
Adam, the fulfillment of which would have resulted in the attainment of etemallife.
What later came to be known as the "covenant of works" finds expression in the 1615
Irish Articles:

Man being at the beginning created according to the image of God (which consisted
especially in the wisdom of his mind and the true holiness of his free will), had the
covenant of the law ingrafted in his heart, whereby God did promise unto him
everlasting life upon condition that he performed entire and perfect obedience unto
reads, "Exposita doctrina orthodoxa, rejicit Synodus errores eorum: ... Qui docent, 'Foedus illud novum
gratiae, quod Deus Pater, per mortis Christi interventum cum hominibus pepigit, non in eo consistere, quod
per fidem, quatenus meritum Christi apprehendit, coram Deo justificemur et salvemur; sed in hoc, quod
Deus, abrogata perfectae obedientiae legalis exactione, fidem ipsam et fidei obedientiam imperfectam pro
perfecta legis obedientia reputet, et vitae aetemae praemio gratiose dignam censeat.'" Canones Synodi
Dordrechtanae second "Rejectio Errorum" 4, in The Creeds ofChristendom, 4th ed., ed. Philip Schaff (New
York: Harper and Brothers, 1877),3:563.
7The previous chapter demonstrated that Luther regarded faith as righteousness. However, it is
important to distinguish Luther's view from the view rejected by Dort. For Luther, faith and Christ are tied
so intimately together that it may be said that faith itself is Christ in the believer. In addition, faith is a
divine act that is created by the gospel alone. Luther certainly did not conceive of faith as a human act that
measures up to a lower-level divine standard.
8The classic exposition of the governmental theory is Hugo Grotius Defensio Fidei Catholicae
de Satisfactione Christi Adversus Faustum Socinum Senensem, in Opera Theologica, ed. Edwin Rabbie,
(Assen, The Netherlands: Van Gorcum, 1990), 1:1-277; see also Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics,
vol. 3, Sin and Salvation in Christ, ed. John Bolt, trans. John Vriend (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic,
2006),349-50,358; Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996),388-89; Roger
E. Olson, Arminian Theology: Myths and Realities (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006), 221-41.
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his commandments, according to that measure of strength wherewith he was endued
in his creation, and threatened death unto him ifhe did not perform the same. 9
As the doctrine of the covenant of works took hold in Reformed orthodoxy, it became a
theological premise for the Reformed doctrine of justification by the imputation of
Christ's perfect obedience. By tying eternal life in the prelapsarian state to perfect
obedience to the law, Reformed theologians developed a new dimension to the AdamChrist typology of Scripture. For Reformed orthodoxy, Christ fulfilled the covenant of
works that Adam transgressed, thereby making eternal life available to all who are
clothed in his righteousness. The perpetuity of the covenant of works becomes explicit
by the time ofthe Westminster divines (1647), who argue that, even during the Mosaic
dispensation of the covenant of grace, the covenant of works was republished as a divine
demand for perfect obedience, to which was attached the promise of eternal life, even
though it was unattainable for fallen humanity:
God gave to Adam a law, as a covenant of works, by which he bound him and
all his posterity to personal, entire, exact, and perpetual obedience, promised life
upon the fulfilling, and threatened death upon the breach of it, and endued him with
power and ability to keep it.
This law, after his fall, continued to be a perfect rule of righteousness, and, as
such, was delivered by God upon Mount Sinai, in ten commandments, and written
in two tables: the first four commandments containing our duty towards God; and
the other six our duty to man. 10
For the Reformed, God's mercy to the elect cannot be conceived in such a way that it
could possibly detract from his justice, and thus the requirement for perfect obedience

9 The Irish Articles 21, in Creeds and Confessions ofFaith in the Christian Tradition, ed.
Jaroslav Pelikan and Valerie Hotchkiss (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 2:556.

IOThe Westminster Confession ofFaith 19.1-2, in Creeds and Confessions of the Christian
Tradition, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan and Valerie Hotchkiss (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003),
2:628-29. For a recent exegetical defense of the doctrine of republication, see Bryan D. Estelle, J. V.
Fesko, and David VanDrunen, eds., The Law is Not of Faith: Essays on Works and Grace in the Mosaic
Covenant (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2009).
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remains a crucial component of the doctrine of justification into the period of Reformed
orthodoxy, as it was incorporated into the covenant of works.
And yet, the demand for perfect obedience in the covenant of works does not
entail the denial of any divine condescension toward man in his prelapsarian state. On
the contrary, the covenant of works itself represents a free promise of God that only
obligates him to reward perfect obedience with eternal life ex pacta, as Francis Turretin
(1623-1687) argues:
By his own right, God could indeed have prescribed obedience to man (created by
him) without any promise of reward. But in order to temper that supreme dominion
with his goodness, he added a covenant consisting in the promise of a reward and
the stipulation of obedience. As he wished to assert more strongly his own right
over man, so he demonstrated the highest benignity in this-that he (himself in need
of nothing) willed to invite to a nearer communion with him (and more powerfully
allure by that bond oflove and mutual obligation), the creature (already subject to
him by right of creation and owing him all things from natural obligation) by
entering into a covenant with him, so that man now excited by the promise of God
can certainly expect happiness, not from his mere philanthropy alone, but also from
a covenant (on account of his truthfulness and fidelity).ll
While this free, divine condescension may echo the voluntarist theology of the via

maderna, it must be kept in mind that for the Reformed, the divine promise of eternal life
is attached only to the condition of perfect obedience. Thus, in contrast to the principle

ofJacere quod in se est, it specifically excludes eternal life as a merited reward for any
fallen creature. The covenant of works, therefore, represents a doctrine of divine
condescension that steadily maintains a commitment to a divine demand for perfect
obedience, one that is rooted not only in the free condescension of God to his creatures
but also in his uncompromising holiness.

llFrancis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology 8.3.2, trans. George Musgrave Giger, ed.
James T. Dennison, Jr. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 1992), 1:574. See also Beach, Christ and the Covenant.
The Westminster Confession (7.1) also speaks of the covenant of works as a divine condescension.
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Against the Roman doctrine of final justification on the basis of graceempowered merit, theologians of the post-Reformation period continued to affirm, with
Luther, Melanchthon, and Calvin, that God will accept nothing less than perfect
obedience to the law. Since perfect obedience cannot be attained by a sinner, the law
cannot be the sinner's means of justification.

Bicovenantalism
As has been demonstrated already in the Reformation period, the divine
demand for perfect obedience within the context of universal human sinfulness entails a
bicovenantal soteriological framework wherein the way of the law must be abandoned
and the way of the gospel embraced. 12 Justification must be received by faith alone and
not attained by any mixture of faith and works. The mutual exclusivity of the two
covenants finds continued affirmation during the post-Reformation period.

The Belgic Confession (1561) asserts that salvation is by faith alone because it
is found in Christ alone. To add anything to Christ would be to make him a half Savior. 13

12This statement should not be taken to imply antinomianism. For most theologians of this
period, the law-gospel distinction pertains only to the legal basis of justification. One must seek
justification either by the law or by the gospel, but one cannot do both. How the law functions for a
believer aside from the question of justification is another matter.
13"We believe that for us to acquire the true knowledge of this great mystery the Holy Spirit
kindles in our hearts a true faith that embraces Jesus Christ, with all his merits, and makes him its own, and
no longer looks for anything apart from him. For it must necessarily follow that either all that is required
for our salvation is not in Christ or, if all is in him, then he who has Christ by faith has his salvation
entirely. Therefore, to say that Christ is not enough but that something else is needed as well is a most
enormous blasphemy against God-for it then would follow that Jesus Christ is only half a Savior. And
therefore we justly say with Paul that we are justified 'by faith alone' or by faith 'apart from works.'
However, we do not mean, properly speaking, that it is faith itself that justifies us-for faith is only the
instrument by which we embrace Christ, our righteousness. But Jesus Christ is our righteousness in
making available to us all his merits and all the holy works he has done for us and in our place. And faith
is the instrument that keeps us in communion with him and with all his benefits. When those benefits are
made ours they are more than enough to absolve us of our sins." The Belgic Confession 22, in Creeds and
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The Second Helvetic Confession (1566) concurs, arguing explicitly that justification
cannot be attributed partly to Christ and partly to human merits, as in the Roman
doctrine. I4 The Lutheran Formula o/Concord (1577) makes the following affirmation,
which indicates the mutual exclusivity of law and gospel with respect to justification:
We believe, teach, and confess that it is necessary to teach with special diligence the
particulae exclusivae for the preservation of the pure doctrine about the
righteousness of faith before God. We mean the exclusive particles, that is, the
following words of the holy apostle Paul, by which Christ's merit is entirely
separated from our works and the honor is given to Christ alone. For the holy
apostle Paul writes, "Of grace," "without merit," "without Law," "without works,"
"not of works." All these words together mean that we are justified and saved
through faith alone in ChriSt. I5
The Formula likewise denies the following teachings:
Faith has the first place in justification, yet renewal and love also belong to our
righteousness before God in a particular way. Although renewal and love are not
the chief cause of our righteousness, nevertheless our righteousness before God is
not entire or perfect without such love and renewal.
Believers are justified before God and saved jointly by Christ's righteousness
credited to them and by the new obedience begun in them. Or, believers are
Confessions ofthe Christian Tradition, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan and Valerie Hotchkiss (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 2003), 2:416.
14"Itaque justificationis beneficium non partimur, partim gratiae Dei, vel Christo, partim nobis,
aut dilectioni operibusve, vel merito nostro, sed insolidum gratiae Dei in Christo per fidem tribuimus. Sed
et non possent Deo placere dilectio et opera nostra, si fierent ab injustis; proinde oportet nos prius justos
esse, quam diligamus aut faciamus opera justa. Justi vere efficimur, quemadmodum diximus, per fidem in
Christum, mera gratia Dei, qui peccata nobis non imputat, sed justitiam Christi, adeoque fidem in Christum
ad justitiam nobis imputat. Apostolus praeterea apertissime dilectionem derivat ex fide, dicens: Finis
praecepti est caritas, ex puro corde, conscientia bona, etfide nonficta." Confessio Helvetica Posterior
15.5, in The Creeds ofChristendom, ed. Philip Schaff (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1877),3:267.

15The Formula of Concord 3.7, in Concordia: The Lutheran Corifessions, 2nd ed., ed. Paul
Timothy McCain (St. Louis: Concordia, 2005), 481. The Latin reads, "Credimus, docemus et confitemur,
quod ad conservandam puram doctrinam de justitia fidei coram Deo, necessrium sit, ut particulae
exclusivae (quibus Apostolus Paulus Christi meritum ab operibus nostris prorsus separate, solique Christo
earn gloriam tribuit) quam diligentissime retineantur, ut cum Paulus scribit: ex gratia, gratis, sine meritis,
absque lege, sine operibus, non ex operibus. Quae omnia hoc ipsum dicunt: 'Sola fide in Christum
justificamur et salvamur.'" Formula Concordiae 3.7, in The Creeds o/Christendom, ed. Philip Schaff (New
York: Harper and Brothers, 1877), 3: 118.
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justified in part by the credit of Christ's righteousness, but in part also by the new
obedience begun in them. 16
The Formula affirms the absolute necessity of distinguishing between faith and personal
merits, or between the principles of doing and receiving. Because the essence of the law
is that it commands performance, the distinction between law and gospel hinges on the
distinction between faith and personal obedience. The two cannot be mixed together as a
joint basis for right standing with God, for they make opposite demands.
Johannes Andreas Quenstedt (1617-1688) echoes the teaching ofthe Formula

o/Concord:
On our part it is this faith alone which justifies us and effects (influit) our
justification. Whatever merely embraces and apprehends to itself the promises of
grace, the forgiveness of sins and the merit of Christ does so without any admixture
of works. . .. Thus we are said to be justified by faith exclusively without the deeds
of the Law, Rom. 3.28. Eph. 2.8, 9. True, faith is never alone, never all by itselfand
isolated from good works, and yet faith alone apprehends the merit of Christ, and
we are justified by means of faith alone. 17
These snippets from the history of Lutheranism reveal that Lutheran orthodoxy tends to
favor Melanchthon's more narrowly forensic theological formulations over Luther's
(although the bicovenantal structure is common to both Reformers). For postReformation Lutheranism, the distinction between law and gospel is reinforced by an
instrumental conception of faith. Faith saves, not because of any inherent quality that it

16The Formula o/Concord 3, denials 8-9 [3.20-21] (ed. McCain, 482). The Latin reads,
"Fidem in justificationis negotio primas quidem partes tenere, sed tamen etiam renovationem et caritatem
ad justitiam nostram coram Deo pertinere, ita ut renovatio et caritas quidem non sit principalis causa
nostrae justitiae: sed tamenjustitiam nostram coram Deo (si absint renovatio et caritas) non esse integram
et perfectam." "Credentes in Christum coram Deo justos esse et salvos, simul per imputatam Christi
justitiam, et per inchoatam novam obedientiam, vel, partim quidem per imputationem justitiae Christi,
partim vero per inchoatam novam obedientiam." Formula Concordiae 3, denials 8-9 (ed. Schaff, 120).
17J. A. Quenstedt, quoted in Robert D. Preus, "The Justification of a Sinner before God," 46.
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possesses, but rather because it connects the sinner to the righteousness of Jesus ChriSt. I8
In this way, the gospel-which demands faith as opposed to works-may be more
sharply distinguished from the law, for whereas the law commands performance, the
gospel commands the non-act of reception.
Reformed statements like The Westminster Confession tie this bicovenantal
soteriology to the historical covenants of works and of grace:
The first covenant made with man was a covenant of works, wherein life was
promised to Adam, and in him to his posterity, upon condition of perfect and
personal obedience.
Man by his fall having made himself incapable of life by that covenant, the
Lord was pleased to make a second, commonly called the covenant of grace,
wherein he freely offereth unto sinners life and salvation by Jesus Christ, requiring
of them faith in him that they may be saved, and promising to give unto all those
that are ordained unto life his Holy Spirit, to make them willing and able to
believe. 19
Taken together with the Confession'S explicit affirmation of Christ's perfect obedience to
the law, these statements indicate that the covenant of works has an ongoing validity and
functions as the legal basis upon which righteousness is counted to those who trust in
Christ. 20 The great divide between justification by faith and justification by works (as
opposed to the Roman doctrine of justification by both faith and works) stems from the

ls"Credimus etiam, docemus et confitemur, solam fidem esse illud medium et instrumentum,
quo Christum Salvatorem, et ita in Christo justitiam illam, quae coram judicio Dei consistere potest,
apprehendimus: propter Christum enim fides illa nobis adjustitiam imputatur (Rom. iv. 5)." Formula
Concordiae 3.3 (ed. Schaff, 116); "Faith is the unique means and instrument through which we lay hold on
the righteousness of Christ, receive it, and apply it to ourselves." Chemnitz, 86; "If man has offered unto
him the justification, then he accepts of it by faith, which is, as it were, the spiritual hand, by which the
grace of God, the merits of Christ, the forgiveness of sins, righteousness, life, and salvation are laid hold
of." Nikolaus Hunnius Epitome Credendorum 500, trans. Paul Edward Gottheil, in Documents from the
History ofLutheranism, 1517-1750, ed. Eric Lund (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002),243.

19The Westminster Corifession ofFaith 7.2-3 (ed. Pelikan and Hotchkiss, 615).
20See The Westminster Confession ofFaith 8.4-5.
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absolute necessity of pursuing righteousness either by means of the covenant of works or
by means of the covenant of grace, but never by means of both at the same time.
Turretin aptly expresses the dichotomy between the two covenants:
This double covenant is proposed to us in Scripture: of nature and of grace; of
works and of faith; legal and evangelical. The foundation of this distinction rests
both on the different relation of God contracting (who can be considered now as
Creator and Lord, then as Redeemer and Father) and on the diverse condition of
man (who may be viewed either as a perfect or as a fallen creature); also on the
diverse mode of obtaining life and happiness (either by proper obedience or by
another's imputed); finally on the diverse duties prescribed to man (to wit, works or
faith). For in the fonner, God as Creator demands perfect obedience from innocent
man with the promise oflife and eternal happiness; but in the latter, God as Father
promises salvation in Christ to fallen man under the condition of faith. The former
rests upon the work of man; the latter upon the grace of God alone. The former
upon a just Creator; the latter upon a merciful Redeemer. The former was made
with innocent man without a mediator; the latter was made with fallen man by the
.
. 0 f a med"lator. 21
mterventIOn
Expressed in these terms, it becomes apparent how the Reformed doctrine of justification
impacts the whole of theology. The conflation of the covenant of works with the
covenant of grace (the Roman doctrine) confuses the God-human relationship by
downplaying the extent of human depravity, lowering the divine standard of
righteousness, and lessening the redemptive accomplishment of the cross.
John Owen's 1677 treatise The Doctrine ofJustification by Faith includes an

21 Turretin, Institutes 8.3.4 (ed. Dennison, 575). The Latin reads, "Faedus istud geminum nobis
proponitur in Scriptura, Naturae et Gratiae, Operum et Fidei, Legale et Evangelicum. Cujus distinctionis
fundamentum pendet, tun ex diversa GXEGEt Dei contrahentis, qui mod out Creator et Dominus spectari
potest, mod out Redemptor et Pater; tum ex diversa hominis conditione, qui vel ut Creatura integra, vel ut
lapsa consideratur; tum ex diverso modo vitam et felicitatem consequendi, vel per obedientiam propriam,
vel per alienam imputatam; tum ex diversis officiis homini praescriptis, scilicet operibus, vel fide. In illo
enim Deus ut Creator obedientiam perfectam ab homine integro postulabat cum promissione vitae et
felicitates aeternae; Sed in isto Deus ut Pater, salutem in Christo pollicetur homini lapso, sub conditione
fidei. Illud opera hominus nititur; Istud sola Dei gratia. Illud a Creatore justo; Hoc a Redemptore
misericordi pendet. Illud cum homine integro sine Mediatore; Hoc cum lapso, interventu Mediatoris,
pactum est." Francis Turretin Instituto Theologiae Elencticae, Pars Prima 8.3.4, in Francisci Turretini
Opera (Edinburgh: John D. Lowe, 1847), 1:518. I am grateful to the Archives at Boyce Library on the
campus of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary for making this resource available to me.
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argument very similar to that of Turretin. Owen compares the covenant of works to the
covenant of grace, arguing that the blessing of the former depends on personal obedience,
that it is an unmediated covenant, and that only perfect, sinless obedience could be
rewarded with life. Once the covenant of works had been established (as it was in the
Garden of Eden), it was impossible that God could have established a different covenant,
unless that covenant differed in its essential form. And because the covenant of works
offers a reward on the basis of personal obedience, the covenant of grace can in no way
depend on such, for if it did it would not be essentially different from the covenant of
works and, therefore, could not in principle constitute a distinct covenant. In essence,
Owen argues that the newness of the covenant of grace excludes any possibility of
justification by personal obedience?2
The dichotomy between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace does
not entail that the two covenants have absolutely no similarities. As Johannes Wollebius
(1589-1629) argues, both covenants "exhibit a mirror of perfect obedience." Yet while

the covenant of works teaches perfect obedience, the covenant of grace shows where it
may be found: in Jesus ChriSt. 23 The law stands as a signpost pointing to the gospel. The
danger of mono covenantal ism (even grace-based monocovenantalism) is that it allows
the sign to obscure the reality.
Covenant theology, by tying the principles of works and faith to the historical
unfolding of the two major covenants, develops and nuances the law-gospel distinction in

22John Owen, The Doctrine ofJustification by Faith through the Imputation ofthe
Righteousness of Christ; Explained, Confirmed, and Vindicated, in The Works ofJohn Owen, ed. William
H. Goold (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1965),5:275-77.
23Johannes Wollebius Compendium Theologiae Christianae 1.15.3, trans. John W. Beardslee
III, in Reformed Dogmatics, ed. John W. Beardslee III (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1965),85.
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some ways not present in the Reformers. Yet even among those theologians who do not
pursue this line of thinking, the bicovenantallaw-gospel distinction remains entrenched
in post-Reformation theology.

Alien Righteousness
If God demands perfect obedience, and Adamic humanity is incapable of
offering perfect obedience to God; if Christ the mediator between God and man has
obeyed the law perfectly and has made satisfaction for sinners, it follows that only the
righteousness of Jesus Christ can suffice before God for the sake of his people. Ifperfect
obedience and bicovenantalism constitute the theological background of the
Reformation and post-Reformation doctrine of justification, the doctrine of the
imputation of Christ's righteousness to the believer takes center-stage. With no hope of
justification by means of personal obedience (because personal obedience is always
imperfect), sinners must abandon all hope of right standing with God on the basis of
works, even if those good works are produced by the grace of God working in them.
For Chemnitz, the doctrine of imputation entails that justified sinners stand
before God as if they have fulfilled every obligation of the law:
Thus we can now draw three conclusions from these true fundamental points
pertaining to the word "imputation" in this article. 1. The "basis" by reason of
which and in respect to which righteousness is imputed unto blessedness does not
lie in the believers themselves, not even in Abraham after he was adorned by the
Holy Spirit with outstanding gifts of spiritual renewal. 2. A contrary "basis" is
found if God should wish to enter into judgment. This must be covered so that sin is
not imputed to us. 3. This imputation is also a "relationship" of the Divine mind
and will, which out of free mercy for the sake of Christ does not impute their sins to
the believers but imputes to them righteousness, that is, they are considered before
God at the tribunal of His judgment as if they had perfect righteousness dwelling in
them, and therefore salvation and eternal life are given to them as righteous
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people. 24
Chemnitz's argument is, essentially, that inherent righteousness (even in a man like
Abraham who has been granted the Holy Spirit) cannot suffice for justification. If God
chose to judge us on the basis of what is within us, then we would only face his wrath.
Yet for the sake of Christ God imputes righteousness to us, and because of him we are
reckoned perfect law-keepers.
In the wake of the Osiandrist controversy, The Formula o/Concord carefully
seeks to avoid any possible affirmation that justification results from the indwelling of
Christ's divine nature. The confession likewise avoids the opposite conclusion, namely,
that the righteousness of sinners is grounded only in Christ's human nature. Instead, it
affirms the unified person of Christ and the imputation of his righteousness to those who
believe:
Against both the errors just mentioned, we unanimously believe, teach, and
confess that Christ is our Righteousness neither according to His divine nature alone
nor according to His human nature alone. But it is the entire Christ who is our
Righteousness according to both natures. In His obedience alone, which as God and
man He offered to the Father even to His death, He merited for us the forgiveness of
sins and etemallife. For it is written, "For as by the one man's disobedience the
many were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the man will be made
righteous" (Romans 5: 19).
We believe, teach, and confess [t]hat our righteousness before God is this: God
forgives our sins out of pure grace, without any work, merit, or worthiness of ours
preceding, present, or following. He presents and credits to us the righteousness of
Christ's obedience. Because of this righteousness, we are received into grace by
God and regarded as righteous. 25
24Chemnitz, Justification, 150.
25 The Formula o/Concord 3.1-2 [3.3-4] (ed. McCain, 480). "L Ad refellendum utrumque
errorem, credimus, docemus et confitemur unanimiter, quod Christus vere sit nostra justitia, sed tamen
neque secundum solam divinam naturam, neque secundum solam humanam naturam: sed totus Christus,
secundum utramque naturam, in sola videlicet obedientia sua, quam Patri ad mortem usque absolutissimam
Deus et homo praestitit, eaque nobis peccatorum omnium remissionem et vitam aetemam promeruit. Sicut
scriptum est: 'Sicut per inobedientiam unius hominis peccatores constitute sunt multi: ita et per unius
obedientiamjusti constituentur multi' (Rom v. 19).
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Even though in the Osiandrist view justifying righteousness is given by grace and is
properly Christ's own divine righteousness, nevertheless the Formula regards it as a false
teaching because it obscures the distinction between law and gospel by basing the
justifying decree on a righteousness that inheres in the sinner. What is needed is a
righteousness that is extra nos and is, therefore, left uncontaminated by our sin. This
righteousness may be found, not in a divine or human nature, but in the single divinehuman person of Christ.
In his 1625 work Epitome Credendorum, Lutheran theologian Nikolaus
Hunnius (1585-1643) defines the verdict of justification as a twofold act of imputation,
the reckoning of righteousness and the forgiveness of sins:
In the act of our justification two different things are accomplished; namely, in the
first place, the righteousness of Christ and his fulfilling the law are imputed unto
man, as if he had done these things himself, and second, the sins that he had
committed are not imputed to him, as ifhe had never committed the same. By the
first act he is delivered from a debt, which he never possibly could have paid; whilst
by the second he is freed from the burden of sin, which he never could have atoned
for, and the punishment for which he could never have sustained. By these two acts
he is delivered from the judgment of God in such a manner that henceforward he
has not any more to fear either guilt or transgression, nor the evils that are the
consequence of them. 26
Other than the fact that he lists these two components in a different order, Hunnius's
definition of justification is virtually identical to that of Calvin, displaying the absolute
necessity of an alien righteousness.

"II. Credimus igitur, docemus et confitemur, hoc ipsum nostram esse coram Deo justitiam,
quod Dominus nobis peccata remittit, ex mera gratia, absque ullo respectu praecedentium, praesentium, aut
consequentium nostrorum operum, dignitatis, aut meriti. Ille enim donat atque imputat nobis justitiam
obedientiae Christi; propter earn justitiarn a Deo in gratiarn recipimur, et justi reputamur." Formula
Concordiae 3.1-2 (ed. Schaff, 115-116).
2~ikolaus Hunnius Epitome Credendorum 485, trans. Paul Edward Gottheil, in Documents
from the History ofLutheranism, 1517-1750, ed. Eric Lund (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002), 242.
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The doctrine of imputation does not require a distinction between Christ's
active and paSsive obedience. Such a distinction does not seem to be evident in, for
example, Luther's writings. Nevertheless, the distinction itself represents a further
refining of the doctrine of imputation that falls in line with the bicovenantal theology of
post-Reformation theology, especially that of covenant theology. The doctrine of the
covenant of works places Adam in a prelapsarian state, not in possession of the fullness
of divine blessing, but in a position to merit eternal life by his obedience. The law that
governs the divine-human relationship offers the reward of eternal life on that condition.
But because Adam sinned, he plunged humanity under the curse of the law. This means
Christ's atoning work involves more than simply the removal of the guilt of sin. Mere
forgiveness of sins, without a corresponding fulfillment of the law's positive demands,
does not meet the condition of the covenant of works. For this reason, an active
obedience is necessary for true fulfillment of the law, which by the terms of the covenant
of works, merits eternal life. Thus the righteousness of Christ is conceived as addressing
both the negative sanctions of the law and its positive demands. Believers receive an
alien righteousness when, joined to Christ by faith, his righteousness-in both of its
dimensions-is counted to them. 27
Several Reformed confessions from this period stop short of an open
affirmation of a distinction between Christ's active and passive obedience, but

27A popular misunderstanding of the distinction between active and passive obedience seeks to
distinguish between two distinct periods of distinct types of obedience in the work of Christ: his active
obedience during his life and his passive obedience at the time of his death. However, the proper
conception of active and passive obedience is that the whole of Christ's obedience consists of both aspects,
and that these pertain, respectively, not to distinct periods oftime or distinct events, but rather to his entire
obedience as fulfillment of the positive demands of righteousness and in its penal aspect. See John Murray,
Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955), 21-22.
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nevertheless the theological concepts involved in this distinction do seem to be present in
them. For example, the Second Helvetie Confession distinguishes between the
forgiveness of sins and the imputation of righteousness that makes sinners worthy of
eternallife. 28 By doing so the Confession appears to affirm that mere forgiveness of sins
is not enough for eternal life and that positive righteousness is an additional requirement.
Merely forgiven sinners are no better off than Adam in his prelapsarian state, not yet in
possession of eternal life. However, forgiven sinners who are clothed in the
righteousness of Christ receive the reward of eternal life because they are reckoned as
having fulfilled the positive demands of the law, which Christ has fulfilled for them. The
same theological presupposition seems to underlie the statement of the Irish Articles: "He
[Christ], for them [believers], paid their ransom by his death. He, for them, fulfilled the
law in his life; that now, in him, and by him, every true Christian man may be called a
fulfiller of the law.,,29 The ransom paid by Christ's death and the fulfillment of the law
by his life seem to indicate distinct but inseparable aspects of Christ's obedience, which
results in a righteousness that is imputed to believers, who are counted as having satisfied
the divine demand for perfect obedience.

2S"Etenim Christus peccata mundi in se recepit et sustulit, divinaeque justitiae satisfecti. Deus
ergo propter solum Christum passum et resuscitatum, propitious est peccatis nostris, nec ilia nobis imputat,
imputat autem justitiam Christi pro nostra: ita, ut jam simus non solum mundati a peccatis et purgati, vel
sancti, sed etiam donati justitia Christi, adeoque absoluti a peccatis, morte vel condemnatione, justi denique
ac haeredes vitae aeternae. Proprie ergo loquendo, Deus solus nos justificat, et dumtaxat propter Christum
justificat, non imputans nobis peccata, sed imputans ejus nobis justitiam." Confessio Helvetica Posterior
15.3 (ed. Schaff, 266-67).
29The Irish Articles 35 (ed. Pelikan and Hotchkiss, 558).
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While the Westminster divines make no explicit reference to Christ's active
and passive obedience, they do speak of "his perfect obedience, and sacrifice of himself'
as though to distinguish two aspects of his redemptive accomplishment. 3o Furthermore,
Christ's obedience and satisfaction are clearly regarded as two aspects of his redemptive
work in Article 11 on justification: "Yet, inasmuch as he was given by the Father for
them, and his obedience and satisfaction accepted in their stead, and both freely, not for
anything in them, their justification is only of free grace, that both the exact justice, and
rich grace of God, might be glorified in the justification of sinners" (emphasis added).31
The word "both" indicates that "obedience" and "satisfaction" are not being used
interchangeably. The omission of any explicit mention of Christ's active and passive
obedience in the Westminster Confession remains something of a mystery. Nevertheless,
the distinction the Confession draws between "obedience" and "satisfaction" indicates
that the Westminster divines were working with such categories. 32
On the other hand, leading Reformed theologians of the post-Reformation
period leave no ambiguity whatsoever regarding their commitment to the distinction
between active and passive obedience and the imputation of both to believers. Wollebius
writes, "Just as the passion of Christ is necessary for the expiation of sin, so his active
obedience and righteousness are necessary for the gaining of etemallife.,,33 He supports

30The Westminster Confession of Faith 8.5 (ed. Pelikan and Hotchkiss, 617).
31Ibid. 11.3 (ed. Pelikan and Hotchkiss, 621).

320n this question, see Jeffery K. Jue, "The Active Obedience of Christ and the Theology of
the Westminster Standards: A Historical Investigation," in Justified in Christ: God's Planfor Us in
Justification, ed. K. Scott Oliphint (Fearn, UK: Mentor, 2007), 99-130.
33Wollebius Compendium 1.18.2.1 (ed. Beardslee, 106).
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this claim with several arguments, among which is the primary argument that the law
binds human beings both to punishment and to obedience. In their sinful state, human
beings have a twofold misery: guilt for their sins and a lack of righteousness. It is for this
reason that a twofold satisfaction of the law is required, a satisfaction offered by Christ's
active and passive obedience. The active obedience of Christ, which merits eternal life
for those in him, corresponds to the active disobedience of Adam, which merits
. lor
c.
. him. 34
condemnatlon
t hose In
Turretin makes the same argument, claiming that it is one thing to be released
from prison and quite another to be set upon a throne; it is one thing for a fugitive slave's
punishment to be remitted but quite another for the slave to be named a son. 35 In the
same way, the innocent Adam was not in possession of eternal life, which awaited his
obedience to attain. By the same token, it should not be automatically assumed that God
should reward eternal life to those whose sins have been forgiven. If mere forgiveness of
sins is all that is granted, then God could place such forgiven sinners under an obligation
similar to Adam's to earn the reward of eternal life by their works. 36 But because
Christ's atoning work is sufficient not merely for the remission of punishment but also

34Ibid. (ed. Beardslee, 106-07).
35"Quia aliud est redimere a poena, aliud praemium etiam addicere; aliud a morte liberare,
aliud vita et felicitate donare; ex carcere educere, et super thronum evehere. Illud tollit malum, hoc vero
bonum etiam superaddit; Ut si servus fugitivus non modo absolvatur a poena debita, sed et evehatur ad
dignitatem etjus filii." Francis Turretin Instituto Theologicae Elencticae, Pars Secunda 16.4.8, in Francisci
Turretini Opera (Edinburgh: John D. Lowe, 1847),2:578.
36"Licet enim haec duo inseparabili nexu inter se conjuncta sint ex Foedere Gratiae, Ex natura
rei tamen potuerunt separari; Ut Adamus etsi innocens ab initio Creationis, et nulla poena dignus, non tame
statim dignus fuit praemio, donee curriculum obedientiae perfecisset: Ita non necesse fuit absolute, ut ille
cui pecca sunt remissa, et qui a mortis reatu liberatur, illico immortalitatis corona donaretur, cum si Deo
libitum fuisset, potuisset hominem denuo ad opus amandare, quo praemium consequeretur." Ibid.

153
for the securing of etemallife, his obedience includes both passive and active
dimensions. 37 Thus, his imputed righteousness is sufficient for justification.
Owen bases his argument for the imputation of Christ's active and passive
obedience to the believer on the glory and honor of God. 38 His argument proceeds in two
steps. First, he argues that the only reason Christ underwent the penalty of the law for
sinners was so that God's righteousness might not be violated through the infringement
of the law in the relaxation of its penal demands. Second, he asks why, if God will not
allow the penal sanctions of the law to be infringed, he should allow the positive demands
of the law to go unfulfilled? To treat forgiven sinners who have not fulfilled the law as
though they have fulfilled it would constitute an infringement of the law, unless Christ
has fulfilled the positive requirements of the law for them. Thus the imputation of
Christ's active obedience to the believer hinges on God's commitment to defend his glory
and honor by defending the holy standards of his law. 39

37"Tertio, supponimus istam obedientiam Christi duplicem vim habere, satisfactoriam et
meritoriam, illam, qua liberemur a poenis, in quas per peccatum incurrimus, istam qua acquiratur nobis Jus
ad vitam et salutem aeternam per peccatum amissum. Vt enim peccatum duo mala in nos accersivit, vitae
jacturam, et mortis reatum; Ita redemption duo bona opposita debuit afferre, liberationem a morte, et Jus ad
vitam, exitum ex inferno, et introitum in coelum." Turretin Instituto 14.13.10 (ed. Lowe, 2:393).
38A good discussion of Owen's doctrine of justification is provided by Carl R. Trueman, "John
Owen on Justification," in Justified in Christ: God's Plan for Us in Justification, ed. K. Scott Oliphint
(Fearn, UK: Mentor, 2007),81-98. Trueman draws attention to the fact that Owen's commitment to the
doctrine of Christ's active and passive obedience can be seen by his role in the development ofthe Savoy
Declaration of 1658, a revision of the Westminster Confession, which makes active and passive obedience
explicit articles of faith.
39"For why was it necessary, or why would God have it so, that the Lord Christ, as the surety
of the covenant, should undergo the curse and penalty of the law, which we had incurred the guilt of by sin,
that we may be justified in his sight? Was it not that the glory and honour of his righteousness, as the
author of the law, and the supreme governor of all mankind thereby, might not be violated in the absolute
impunity of the infringers of it? And if it were requisite unto the glory of God that the penalty of the law
should be undergone for us, or suffered by our surety in our stead, because we had sinned, wherefore is it
not as requisite unto the glory of God that the preceptive part of the law be complied withal for us,
inasmuch as obedience thereunto is required of us?" Owen, Justification by Faith, 251 (emphasis original).
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Owen proceeds to defend this doctrine against two objections. First, in answer
to the objection of Socinus that Christ's active obedience cannot be vicarious because he,
as a man, owed obedience to God for himself, Owen responds by an appeal to the
hypostatic union. While the human nature of Christ was "made under the law" (Gal 4:4),
and Christ's obedience was performed through his human nature, nevertheless it was the
obedience of the single theanthropic person. While his obedience has special reference to
his human nature, nevertheless it cannot be sundered from the divine person, the Son of
God, who owed no obedience to the law for himself and indeed stands above the law as
God. In other words, apart from the incarnation, there is no sense in which the Son of
God could be under the law, and the specific purpose for which he freely took to himself
a human nature and came under the law was so that he could fulfill the law pro nobis. As
an illustration of his point, Owen refers to the argument of Hebrews 7 that Levi, in the
loins of Abraham, paid tithes to Melchizedek and thus demonstrated the latter's
superiority. Why, Owen asks, would the author not suppose that Christ likewise paid
tithes to Melchizedek, since he too was in the loins of Abraham (at least in regard to his
human nature)? The answer is that Christ, as the eternal Son of God, "without father,
without mother, without genealogy, without beginning of days or end of life" (and so
typified by Melchizedek), was not in the loins of Abraham in the same sense that Levi
was. For the personhood of Christ is the personhood of the eternal Son of God, who
exists independent of Abraham. And so there is a sense, unique to his human nature, in
which Christ was present in Abraham, and yet one cannot cast aside his divine nature or
theanthropic personhood and relegate him to the same status as Levi. In the same way,
Christ's status as one under the law is not the same as that of all others who are under the
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law, for as the theanthropic person he has come under the law freely not for himself, but
to fulfill it on behalf of his elect. 40
The second objection that Owen addresses is that the imputation of Christ's
active obedience is unnecessary due to the fact that justification consists of the
forgiveness of sins. What more is necessary once one's sins have been forgiven? In
response, Owen argues that one who is pardoned of sins may have his punishment
remitted, but he is not thereby counted as having done everything required of him. His
argument merits a substantive quotation:
The like may be said of what is in like manner supposed,--namely, that not to
be unrighteous, which a man is on the pardon of sin, is the same with being
righteous. For if not to be unrighteous be taken privatively, it is the same with being
just or righteous: for it supposeth that he who is so hath done all the duty that is
required of him that he may be righteous. But not to be unrighteous negatively, as
the expression is here used, it doth not do so: for, at best, it supposeth no more but
that a man as yet hath done nothing actually against the rule of righteousness. Now
this may be when yet he hath performed none of the duties that are required of him
to constitute him righteous, because the times and occasions of them are not yet.
And so it was with Adam in the state of innocency; which is the height of what can
be attained by the complete pardon of sin.41
Pardon alone does not constitute justification. In order to be declared righteous, one must
be reckoned as having done everything the law demands. For this reason, Christ's active
obedience must be imputed to the believer. Without it, there is no hope for a satisfaction
of God's demand for perfect obedience.
The doctrine of alien righteousness, whether unfolded with the nuances of
active and passive obedience or not, remains the defining mark of the Protestant doctrine
of justification throughout the post-Reformation period. Given the theological structure

4°lbid., 252-62.
41Ibid., 264.
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of post-Reformation theology, with its demand for perfect obedience and its
corresponding law-gospel distinction, there could be no other basis for the justification of
sinners than the righteousness of Christ imputed to believers.

Conclusion
Developments within post-Reformation theology with regard to the doctrine of
justification do not essentially alter the basic dividing line that had previously been drawn
between the Reformers and Rome. On the contrary, these developments follow the
trajectory of the Reformers and, in many cases, give further theological nuance to their
formulations. Perfect obedience remains an immutable divine standard, tying the
doctrine of justification to the immutable holiness of God. Because perfect obedience is
unattainable for sinners, obedience to the law can have no place in the doctrine of
justification, either in a Pelagian scheme of justification by works or in a Roman doctrine
of final justification on the basis of grace-empowered merit. Abandoning any hope for
justification by means of the law, post-Reformation theologians continuously point to the
imputed righteousness of Christ, granted to believers through the instrument of faith, as
the only hope for justification.
Within the Reformed tradition, covenant theology adds new dimensions to
these three aspects of justification. Covenant theologians link perfect obedience to a
prelapsarian covenant of works that the first Adam transgressed but the last Adam
fulfilled on behalf of his elect. With regard to the bicovenantal framework of
justification, covenant theology asserts that the principles of the covenant of works and of
the covenant of grace are mutually exclusive of one another and that works must be
excluded entirely (as a legal basis of justification) for sinners seeking right standing with
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God under the covenant of grace. Covenant theologians also typically affirm that what is
necessary for justification is not mere pardon of sins but also the imputation of Christ's
active obedience in fulfillment ofthe positive demands of the law, and in this way they
add further nuance to the doctrine of alien righteousness.
The words of Turretin indicate how these three aspects of Reformed
theology-perfect obedience, bicovenantalism, and alien righteousness---coalesce into a
coherent doctrine of justification:
However, we must premise here that God, the just Judge, cannot pronounce anyone
just and give him a right to life except on the ground of some perfect righteousness
which has a necessary connection with life; but that righteousness is not of one kind.
For as there are two covenants which God willed to make with men-the one legal
and the other of grace-so also there is a twofold righteousness-legal and
evangelical. Accordingly there is also a double justification or a double method of
standing before God in judgment-legal and evangelical. The former consists in
one's own obedience or a perfect conformity with the law, which is in him who is to
be justified; the latter in another's obedience or a perfect observance of the law,
which is rendered by a surety in the place of him who is to be justified-the former
in us, the latter in Christ.... Hence a twofold justification flows: one in the legal
covenant by one's own righteousness according to the clause, 'Do this and live'; the
other in the covenant of grace, by another's righteousness (Christ's) imputed to us
and apprehended by faith according to the clause, 'Believe and thou shalt be saved.'
Each demands a perfect righteousness. The former requires it in the man to be
justified, but the latter admits the vicarious righteousness of a surety. The former
could have a place in a state of innocence, if Adam had remained in innocence. But
because after sin it became impossible to man, we must fly to the other (i.e., the
gospel), which is founded upon the righteousness ofChrist. 42
Thus the dividing line between Rome and the post-Reformation tradition hinges not on
justification by grace versus justification by works, but rather on the clear distinction
between law and gospel.
As was noted in the previous chapter, it is in these categories that the "old
perspective" on Paul developed, not in a simple dichotomy between grace and works

42Turretin, Institutes 16.2.2 (ed. Dennison, 2:637).
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based on a proto-Weberian misreading of Judaism. The hermeneutical presupposition
that drives the new perspective's revised readings of Paul does not accurately represent
the Reformation doctrine of justification as it developed in history. Given what has been
demonstrated here about the nature of the Reformation doctrine of justification, the
argument of Sanders's Paul and Palestinian Judaism, as historically enlightening as it
mayor may not be, cannot sustain the radical conclusion that an entirely new approach to
Paul's doctrine of justification is warranted.

CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

The hermeneutical presupposition of the new perspective on Paul, which has
been generated in the wake ofE. P. Sanders's Paul and Palestinian Judaism, was
formulated in chapter 1 of this study as follows: covenantal nom ism could not have
served as Paul's foil in the promotion ofa doctrine ofjustification that resembles that of
the Reformation. The grace-based character of covenantal nomism, so it might seem,

would apparently rule out such a possibility. New perspective proponents instead
interpret the grace/works antithesis in Paul as a sociological and ecclesiological, rather
than an anthropological and soteriological, reality. The foregoing survey of the
development of the Protestant doctrine of justification during the Reformation period and
beyond has demonstrated that such a presupposition is unwarranted. The aim of this final
chapter is to tie together the various threads that have been traced throughout this study in
order to demonstrate the expendability of the new perspective's hermeneutical
presupposition. Finally, some concluding exegetical observations on the bicovenantal
structure of Paul's doctrine of justification will be offered in order to demonstrate that the
Reformation doctrine, formulated as a bicovenantal response to the monocovenantal
soteriology of Rome, has roots in the text of Scripture.
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Summary of Observations

The emerging Roman Catholicism of the late medieval and Reformation
periods, like Sanders's Judaism, was itself a grace-based religion. As demonstrated in
both the pre-Reformation scholastic tradition and in the definitive decree of the Council
of Trent, late Catholic theology steadfastly proclaimed a doctrine of justification by
grace.
A survey of Peter Lombard's Sentences, Thomas Aquinas's Summa

Theoiogiae, and Bonaventure's Breviloquium has shown a common soteriological
pattern. The divine initiative is primary in salvation. Justification occurs through the
infusion of habitual grace through the sacrament of baptism, which heals the soul and
enables the performance of works of merit, empowered by cooperative grace, for the
purpose of attaining eternal life. Knowing the weakness of humanity, God has instituted
the sacrament of penance as a way of restoring habitual grace once it has been lost, so
that justification may be repeated after the commission of a mortal sin. Justification is
distinct from the final judgment. It represents a movement from a state of sin to a state of
grace, but it represents only the beginning of a journey toward the final judgment. In
Sanders's terminology, after one "gets in" by grace, one must "stay in" by a combination
of grace and works until one reaches the beatific vision. There are certainly differences
among these three theologians. For example, Thomas develops a more robust doctrine of
predestination, and Bonaventure places greater emphasis on free will. Nevertheless, there
is a common pattern that is best described as grace-based and mono covenantal. There is
no clear distinction between law and gospel, for the purpose of the gospel is to transform
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the viator and make him capable of fulfilling, in an imperfect but nevertheless adequate
way, God's righteous demands.
The via moderna conforms this soteriological pattern to its own voluntarist
theology. For theologians of this school of thought, God has taken the initiative in the
salvation of humanity by entering into a pactum in which works that are intrinsically
nothing before him are accepted as worthy of reward. It is within this gracious
framework that the slogan Facientibus quod in se est Deus non denegat gratiam must be
understood. The statement cannot be taken as an endorsement of Pelagianism. It seems,
rather, to be a species of semi-Pelagianism, for it speaks of human initiative in the
personal reception of grace, but it does so within the context of a gracious covenant
established by the divine initiative. Furthermore, it does not affirm, but rather denies, the
intrinsic worthiness of human works. The via moderna likewise exhibits a pattern of
religion that is grace-based and monocovenantal, though with a greater emphasis on the
human initiative in the initial reception of grace.
The decree of the Council of Trent on justification represents Rome's official
response to the bicovenantal doctrine of justification proclaimed by the Reformers. Trent
denies both Pelagianism and semi-Pelagianism, affirming that divine grace is necessary
to prepare the soul to receive grace. However, at the same time Trent carefully spells out
a doctrine of free will in which the sinner has the capacity to submit to or resist the grace
of God that is offered. Justification, which is the infusion of habitual grace, occurs
through the sacrament of baptism. God grants the gift of perseverance in grace to those
who will receive it, but he has also provided penance as a second means of justification
after habitual grace is lost through mortal sin. By transferring the viator from a state of
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sin to a state of grace, justification makes possible the acquisition of merit that will result
in eternal life. Trent stands squarely within the tradition of medieval scholasticism, but it
moves beyond its predecessors by anathematizing specific Protestant doctrines: the bound
will, sola fide, the imputation of Christ's righteousness, and assurance of salvation. Trent
therefore represents a clear reaffirmation of a grace-based monocovenantal soteriology in
the face of the bicovenantal theology of the Reformation.
The works of three prominent Reformers-Martin Luther, Philip Melanchthon,
and John Calvin-have been surveyed in an attempt to understand the rise of the
Protestant doctrine of justification in the context of late medieval theology. It has been
argued that what distinguishes the Reformers from Rome is not that the former argue for
justification by grace and the latter argue for justification by works. Rather, the dividing
line is the doctrine of alien righteousness, which depends in turn on a clear law-gospel
distinction within the context of a divine demand for perfect obedience.
Martin Luther espouses a doctrine of unconditional justification. God justifies
the ungodly by creating faith within them through the gospel. Christ himself is present in
faith, and so by the unconditional decree of justification God so unites the believer and
Christ that, like a bride united to her bridegroom, everything that Christ has-including
his righteousness-is counted to the sinner. Justification is the central organizing
principle for the theology of the mature Luther, and the law-gospel distinction is the
driving force behind his hermeneutic. Luther does not clearly distinguish between the
legal and transformative aspects of salvation, but his doctrine, in contrast to that of Rome,
does propose a justification of the ungodly through the unconditional, creative work of
the gospel. God's justifying verdict, which creates faith in the elect, represents a present
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anticipation of the final judgment, so that one's standing with God is based solely on
God's mercy in Christ and not on anything inherent in the sinner. Nevertheless, since
Christ is present in faith, good works flow from faith just like good fruit comes from a
healthy tree.
Philip Melanchthon stands in significant continuity with Luther, affirming
clearly a law-gospel distinction that is based on the divine demand for perfect obedience.
Likewise, he argues that justification is by faith alone, based on the imputed
righteousness of Christ. Nevertheless, the mature Melanchthon does show some signs of
independence from Luther. He departs from Luther's doctrine of the bondage of the will,
arguing that the will retains some limited freedom in external, civil matters, as well as the
freedom to receive or reject grace. He argues that faith itself is not righteousness but is
merely instrumental toward the attainment of righteousness in Christ. He defines
justification in more narrowly forensic terms than does Luther, arguing for a distinction
between the legal and transformative aspects of salvation. He promotes a third use of the
law for believers. In spite of these differences, Luther and Melanchthon share the same
bicovenantal structure that marks their division with Rome.
John Calvin argues that there are two ways of righteousness: the way of faith
and the way of works. Because righteousness by works is unattainable for Adamic
humanity, those who seek righteousness before God must seek it by faith in Christ.
Justification is defined as the remission of sins and the imputation of Christ's
righteousness to the believer. Calvin's doctrine of alien righteousness fits squarely
within the context of his monergistic soteriology, for both doctrines-justification by the
imputation of an alien righteousness and monergistic regeneration-magnify the grace of
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God by showing that all hope for salvation lies outside the sinner. These three Reformers
do not sing in complete unison on the doctrine of justification, but they do share the same
basic soteriological framework: a bicovenantal structure rooted in a divine demand for
perfect obedience, issuing in a doctrine of alien righteousness as the basis of justification.
The post-Reformation period extends and develops the theology of the
Reformation on the doctrine of justification in both the Lutheran and Reformed streams
of Protestantism. The necessity for perfect obedience remains a fixture in postReformation thought, binding the doctrine of justification to the nature of God's holiness.
The law-gospel distinction remains firmly in place in light of the impossibility of meeting
the standard of perfection. Post-Reformation theologians stand with their predecessors
by arguing for the necessity of the alien righteousness of Christ imputed to the believer as
the legal basis of right standing with God.
Covenant theology develops all three of these aspects of justification. PostReformation Reformed theologians explicate the demand for perfect obedience in terms
of the covenant of works, first given to Adam in the Garden of Eden and then
subsequently republished in the law of Moses. The law-gospel distinction is then spelled
out as a distinction between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace, which
differ from one another in form and thereby reveal two different, mutually exclusive
ways of attaining etemallife. The unmediated covenant of works offers life on the
condition of perfect obedience, but the covenant of grace, mediated through Christ, gives
life to the elect on the condition of faith alone. Life is granted to the elect because ofthe
righteousness of Jesus Christ, which in covenant theology is often explicated in terms of
his passive obedience, which satisfies the penal sanctions of the law, and his active
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obedience, which fulfills the law's positive requirements. Because the covenant of works
promises life on the condition of obedience and not mere innocence, the forgiveness of
sins is not enough for believers; they also need the imputation of Christ's active
obedience in order to surpass Adam's prelapsarian state in Christ and thereby receive
eternal life.

The Expendability of the New Perspective's
Hermeneutical Presupposition
E. P. Sanders's Paul and Palestinian Judaism is a seminal work on Second
Temple Judaism. While his conclusions continue to be debated, few would argue that he
has not made a significant contribution to that field of study. However, Sanders's
resulting portrayal of Paul has been received with less enthusiasm. Yet Sanders remains
a figure of great importance in Pauline studies because he has given a number of other
scholars a platform on which to construct a new perspective on Paul, even though this
new Paul often looks very different from the Paul of Sanders himself. I Taking for
granted that Sanders has overturned the Reformation paradigm for reading Paul, new
perspective proponents have sought to explain the nature of Paul's faith/works antithesis
in different ways. The hermeneutical presupposition at work in such explanations is that
covenantal nomism could not have served as Paul's foil in the development of a doctrine
of justification that resembles that of the Reformation.
The foregoing survey has demonstrated that such a presupposition is a non
sequitur. Accepting Sanders's thesis for the sake of argument, the fact that first-century
Jews might be better described as "covenantal nomists" rather than "legalists" has no

lSee chapter 1 for a survey of the work of several new perspective scholars.
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bearing on the categories that gave shape to the historic Protestant doctrine of
justification. Strict legalism was not an error the Reformers or their heirs ever
encountered. Pelagianism was universally condemned as a heresy among Protestant and
Catholic alike. In fact, even semi-Pelagianism was widely regarded as an errant teaching.
The Reformation doctrine of justification arose specifically in response to the
mono covenantal doctrine of Rome, a doctrine of justification in which law and gospel are
not clearly distinguished, and right standing with God is attained by grace-empowered
merit. The Roman Catholic doctrine is not a mirror image of Sanders's portrayal of firstcentury Judaism, but the similarities between the two are quite striking. Both affirm that
"getting in" is by grace and that "staying in" results from a blend of grace and works.
Both provide ongoing means of atonement for sin: the sacrificial system in Judaism and
the sacrament of penance in Roman Catholicism. Both locate salvation at the end of a
process of divine-human cooperation. Neither draws a sharp distinction between the
principle of demand in the law and the principle of reception in the gospel; Second
Temple Judaism really has no gospel to speak of, and Roman Catholicism views the
gospel primarily through the lens of moral reformation, thereby finding its chief value in
its capacity to aid sinners in obeying the law. Neither Judaism nor Roman Catholicism
upholds a divine demand for perfect obedience, and so neither requires a doctrine of
perfect vicarious obedience as the only hope for sinners.
If the Reformation doctrine of justification arose in response to the gracebased, monocovenantal foil of late medieval Catholicism, there is absolutely no reason to
suppose that Paul's doctrine of justification could not follow a similar line of thought in
response to the foil of a grace-based, mono covenantal Second Temple Judaism. It is yet
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to be explained why Paul could not have argued for a doctrine of faith that receives the
imputed righteousness of Christ in response to the law-based piety of covenantal nomism.
New perspective scholars have misread the implications of Sanders's argument. Nothing
that Sanders has argued necessarily implies that the Reformation reading of Paul cannot
be sustained. The new perspective on Paul has provided greater sensitivity to Paul's firstcentury Jewish context, thereby providing numerous exegetical insights that had been
lacking in centuries past. But while this historical sensitivity may yield some nuances to
the interpretation of Paul's letters, it does not lead to the kind of radical revisions
proposed by new perspective advocates. Helpful nuances should be warmly welcomed,
but what is not needed is a completely new perspective.

Concluding Exegetical Observations
It is one thing to argue that the Reformers and their heirs upheld a demand for

perfect obedience, together with a doctrine of alien righteousness, incorporated into a
bicovenantal scheme, as the primary soteriological dividing line with Rome. To say that
Paul's doctrine of justification follows a similar pattern is another claim entirely. The
purpose of this work has not been to establish the latter claim but only the former in an
attempt to expose fallacious reasoning in new perspective exegesis. Nevertheless, the
historical-theological observations offered here do have the potential to illumine the
interpretation of Paul's letters. That is not to say that Reformation theology should
exercise a rigid control over biblical interpretation. It is, rather, to argue that
understanding with precision the claims made by theologians of the past yields an
exegetical richness that results when interpreters of today transcend the concerns of their
own generation and learn from the past some ways that they might pose questions of the
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text. In light of the foregoing study, two questions worth posting are these: (1) Do Paul's
letters indicate that a divine demand for perfect obedience necessitates a bicovenantal
structure for the doctrine of justification, as opposed to a monocovenantal blurring of law
and gospel upheld by his opponents? (2) If so, does this bicovenantal structure cohere
with Paul's statements about the role of works at the final judgment and James's doctrine
of justification by works? The following observations are offered, not as full-fledged
exegetical treatments, but rather as preliminary answers to these questions and
suggestions for further study.

Bicovenantalism in Paul
Paul unpacks his doctrine of justification most fully in his letters to the
Galatians, to the Romans, and in the third chapter of his letter to the Philippians.
Evidence from all three letters indicates that Paul held to a bicovenantal structure that
forms the framework of his doctrine of justification, one that presupposes a divine
demand for perfect obedience. This framework sets his doctrine of justification against
any monocovenantal scheme, whether it be a strict form of legalism, a grace-based
covenantal nomism, or anything in between.

Galatians 3:10-14. An initial glance at Paul's argument in Galatians 3:10
reveals an apparent incongruity between the claim he makes and the proof-text he
employs to back it up. Having argued that the blessing of Abraham-justificationcomes to those who are of faith (Gal 3:1-9), Paul then proceeds to argue that only cursethe opposite of blessing--comes to those who are of the law: "For all who rely on works
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ofthe law are under a curse" (v. 1O)? Paul quotes Deuteronomy 27:26 to establish this
claim, a verse that pronounces a curse on all who do not abide by all things written in the
law. It would seem that the verse establishes the opposite of what Paul argues, namely,
that in order to avoid the curse, one must strive diligently to abide by all things written in
the law. At first glance it appears that Paul has gift-wrapped a winning argument for the
Judaizers. More attention to Paul's argument, however, reveals that this is not the case.
Traditionally, interpreters have understood Paul's argument to contain an
unstated premise, namely, that no one is capable of keeping the law, and thus all who
seek justification by that route are doomed to inherit the curse of Deuteronomy 27:26. 3
This interpretation has been called into question in recent years by new perspective
proponents. James Dunn, Joel Green, and Mark Baker espouse what might be termed the
"ecclesiological" reading of Galatians 3:10-14. 4 According to these scholars, the nature
of the curse is not that the law cannot be fulfilled. It is, rather, that Israel has misused the
law, turning it into a boundary marker that stokes the flames of nationalistic pride and
excludes Gentiles from fellowship. Those who "rely on works of the law" (v. 10),

2Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are taken from the English Standard Version.
3Martin Luther, Commentary on Galatians, Modem English Edition (Grand Rapids: Fleming
H. Revell, 1988), 159-89; Steve Jeffery, Mike Ovey, and Andrew Sach, Pierced/or Our Transgressions:
Rediscovering the Glory o/Penal Substitution (Nottingham, UK: IVP, 2007),89-95; Leon Morris, The
Apostolic Preaching 0/ the Cross, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 56-59; Moises Silva,
Interpreting Galatians: Explorations in Exegetical Method, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001),
217-35; Thomas R. Schreiner, The Law and Its Fulfillment: A Pauline Theology o/Law (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1993),44-63. F. F. Bruce (The Epistle to the Galatians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC
[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982], 157-67) generally follows the traditional reading, but his argument that at
this time in redemptive history eternal life could not be gained by perfect obedience (if it were possible)
departs from the traditional reading somewhat.

4James D. G. Dunn, "Works of the Law and the Curse of the Law (Galatians 3.10-14)," in The
New Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 111-30; Joel B. Green and
Mark D. Baker, Recovering the Scandal o/the Cross: Atonement in New Testament and Contemporary
Contexts (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000), 60-62.
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therefore, are "those who have understood the scope of God's covenant people as Israel

per se, as that people who are defined by the law and marked out by its distinctive
requirements.,,5 This exclusionary attitude mistakenly elevates matters of secondary
importance and thereby falls short of what the law actually requires. Having misused the
law, therefore, Israel finds herself under its curse, and the Gentiles likewise experience
the curse because they have been excluded: "It was a curse which fell primarily on the
Jew (3.10; 4.5), but Gentiles were affected by it so long as that misunderstanding of the
covenant and the law remained dominant.,,6 Christ's work on the cross addresses this
problem. By putting himself under the curse and outside the scope of the blessing of the
covenant people, he essentially put himself in the place of the Gentile. God's vindication
of him through the resurrection indicates that God is for the Gentiles, thereby
undercutting the notion that the law serves as a boundary between Jews and Gentiles.
Jews who recognize this truth find redemption from the curse when they give up their
exclusive attitude, and that in turn creates a new situation where Gentiles are welcomed
as Gentiles into the international people of God. 7
This construal of Paul's argument must be deemed implausible for several
reasons. First, it rests on a highly unlikely view of the curse ofthe law. In Deuteronomy
28:15ff., the curse is threatened against disobedience to the law in general, not against
exclusive nationalism. Paul's quotation from Deuteronomy 27:26 (v. 10) says nothing

5 Dunn, "Works of the Law," 124. Green and Baker (Recovering the Scandal, 61) argue
similarly, "[T]hose who use the law to drive a wedge between Jews and Gentiles have abused the law and,
therefore, fall under the same curse as that assumed to accrue to Gentiles on account of their lawlessness."

6Dunn, "Works ofthe Law," 127.
7Ibid., 128-29; Green and Baker, Recovering the Scandal, 61.
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about Jewish nationalism but threatens those who do not obey "all things written in the
Book of the Law."g Second, this reading involves a fair amount of equivocation. 9 Dunn
seems confused as to what the curse of the law actually is and how it applies to both Jews
and Gentiles. l O On the one hand, Dunn writes of the curse of the law being directed
against Israel on the basis of nationalism. 11 This implies that, by excluding the Gentiles,
Israel has broken the law and fallen under the wrath of God. However, he writes later
that Christ's redemptive work has accomplished "the deliverance of the heirs of the
covenant promise from the ill effects of the too narrow understanding of covenant and
law held by most of Paul's Jewish contemporaries.,,12 As Kim points out, "It is no longer
the curse [pronounced by the law]for a wrong understanding of the law, but the curse of
a wrong understanding.,,13 Furthermore, how do Gentiles come under this curse? They
cannot be implicated in Israel's nationalism. Instead, Dunn sees the Gentiles being
affected by the curse because Jewish misunderstanding leaves them outside the covenant

8Stephen Westerholm (Perspectives Old and New on Paul: The "Lutheran" Paul and His
Critics [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004], 318), asks a number of probing questions that expose the
inadequacy of this reading: "According to Paul, Jews before Christ lived 'under sin' no less than did the
Gentiles (Gal. 3:22); they lived in the 'flesh'-a flesh for whose typical expressions Paul has a handy list
(5:19-21), none of whose items is readily rendered 'ethnocentrism.' How is it, then, that their failure to
'abide by all the things written in the book of the law' can be limited to the claims of racial privileges? Did
the Sinaitic covenant itself provide atonement for all transgression except this one? For that matter, were
all Jews guilty of racism-or were the select few who escaped this sin in no need of Christ's death? Was
the death of Christ the only way Jews could be disabused of their misunderstanding? Had it no broader
function?"
9Seyoon Kim, Paul and the New Perspective: Second Thoughts on the Origin ofPaul's Gospel
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002),132-34
IOThese comments are directed at Dunn's exegesis because his discussion of the text is much
more detailed than that of Green and Baker, who basically offer a condensed version of his argument.
II

Dunn, "Works ofthe Law and the Curse of the Law," 125.

12Ibid., 127, emphasis added.
13Kim, Paul and the New Perspective, 133.
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people. 14 On the one hand, this reading almost reduces the curse ofthe law to a
horizontal reality, which extracts it completely from its biblical context. In Deuteronomy
27-29, the curse is God's response to the sin of the people, not the tragic sociological
situation created by an exclusive attitude. On the other hand, Dunn's reading makes no
sense of the context of Galatians itself, a letter written to combat Judaizers who sought to
include Gentiles in the covenant people by bringing them under the law. One can

imagine the Judaizers responding to Dunn's Paul by appealing to their great love for the
Gentiles exemplified in their desire to extend Torah-observance beyond the borders of
Israel.
Third, the ecclesiological reading truncates the biblical theme of redemption.
According to Dunn, Christ redeemed Jews and Gentiles by, in effect, becoming a Gentile
in order to reveal that God is for the Gentiles. Jews who understand this will give up
their exclusive attitude and welcome the Gentiles as Gentiles into the covenant people,
thereby removing from themselves the curse of misunderstanding and removing from the
Gentiles the exclusionary effects of the curse. As Westerholm points out, "So limited a
view of the atonement would have astonished even the most dogmatic TULIP
theologian."ls The biblical concept of redemption involves much more than a revelation
that results in a changed attitude. The verbs ayopa~w and

Esayopa~w

(the latter appears

in Gal. 3:13) connote the ideas of purchase and ownership (Matt 13:44,46; Mark 6:36,

14Dunn, "Works of the Law and the Curse of the Law," 127.
15Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New, 317-18.
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37; John 6:5; 13:29; 1 Cor 6:20; 7:23, 30; 2 Pet 2:1; Rev 3:18)16 pointing toward arI
objective accomplishment on the cross, not a visible demonstration of arI existing reality
(God's favor for Gentiles). In Paul's writings redemption is linked to forgiveness of sins
(Eph 1:7; Col 1: 14),justification (Rom 3:24), arId adoption into God's family (Gal 4:5;
Rom 8:23). This indicates that his concept of redemption involves a charIge in one's
starIding before God, not merely a subjective charIge of heart toward outsiders. The
ecclesiological reading, as N. T. Wright notes, is simply "tortuous arId improbable" arId
must, therefore, be deemed inadequate. 17
Wright has offered arIother alternative to the traditional reading, arId in this he
has been joined by Richard B. Hays arId HarIS Boersma. 18 The interpretive proposal put
forth by these scholars might best be deemed the "national-historical" reading of
GalatiarIs 3:10-14. They argue that the traditional reading misunderstarIds Paul's view of
the law. Paul did not assume that no individual Jew could ever fulfill the law. He did not
uphold a starIdard of perfection, for the law itself allowed for humarI failure by providing
various mearIS of atonement. Looking back on his preconversion life, Paul indicates that

16Morris, Apostolic Preaching, 53-60. The use ofil;ayopa(,;w in Eph 5:16 and Col 4:5 does
not constitute an exception, for there Paul exhorts his readers to "buy up" the time, which means to
"redeem" it or make the most of it.

17N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 153.
18 Wright, Climax, 137-56; idem, Paul: In Fresh Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005),
139-40; idem, Paulfor Everyone: Galatians and Thessalonians (London: SPCK, 2002), 31-35; Richard B.
Hays, The Letter to the Galatians, in vol. 11 of The New Interpreter's Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck et al.
(Nashville: Abingdon, 2000), 256-62; idem, The Faith ofJesus Christ: The Narrative Substructure of
Galatians 3: 1-4: 11, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 177-83; Hans Boersma, Violence, Hospitality,
and the Cross: Reappropriating the Atonement Tradition (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 170-77.
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he had indeed kept the law sufficiently (PhiI3:6).l9 Hays adds the thought that the
traditional reading involves "a ridiculous caricature of Judaism.,,2o How, then, could Paul
argue that all who rely on works of the law fall under the curse of the law? The answer
lies in the narrative oflsrael's history. Israel as a nation had failed to keep the law and
was, therefore, experiencing the curse of the exile. Whoever takes on Israel's identity
markers ("works of the law"), therefore,joins Israel under the curse?l However, in
Christ a shift in redemptive history has occurred. In verse 13, Paul declares, "Christ
redeemed us [i.e., believing Jews] from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us."
That is, Christ took upon himselflsrael's exile (the curse threatened in Deuteronomy 28)
and exhausted it. He suffered as Israel's representative, thereby removing the curse from
Israel and putting back on course God's redemptive purpose for the world, which had
been blocked by Israel's failure. This is why Paul concludes by saying that the blessing
of Abraham has come to the Gentiles (v. 14).22
The national-historical reading of Galatians 3: 10-14 is not without merit. Its
proponents rightly discern the importance of the redemptive-historical shift that has
occurred with the atoning work of Christ. Israel's exile does indeed represent a vivid,
climactic expression of the curse of the law from which believers in the new covenant
age have been delivered. Wright, Hays, and Boersma do well to trace elements of

19Wright,

Climax, 145; Hays, The Letter to the Galatians, 257; Boersma, Violence, 174.

2~ays, The Letter to the Galatians, 257.
21 Wright,

Climax, 146-49; Hays, The Letter to the Galatians, 257-59; Boersma, Violence, 174-

76.
22Wright, Climax, 151-56; Hays, The Letter to the Galatians, 260-63; Boersma, Violence, 17677. Hays and Wright differ in their understanding of the scope of "we" in v. 14. Wright takes it to refer to
believing Jews, and Hays takes it as a reference to Jews and Gentiles together.
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Scripture's storyline in Paul's argument, for the sequence of events in the Old Testament
forms a major role in his argument in Galatians 3_4.

23

Nevertheless, the national-

historical reading does not offer the most plausible interpretation of the passage in
question. It must be noted that while Wright, Hays, and Boersma reject the unstated
premise ofthe traditional reading (universal human inability), they nevertheless posit
their own unstated premise (the historical reality of Israel's failure and exile).24 At the
very least, then, it is evident that the traditional reading is not the only one forced to infer
a major step in the argument that Paul did not make explicit. Which inference, therefore,
makes the most sense within the context of Paul's argument? Several considerations
indicate that the premise of universal human inability better explains the totality of the
evidence than does the premise of Israel's continuing exile.
First, the national-historical reading illegitimately limits both the nature and
scope of the curse. On this reading, the curse is reduced to the historical event of the
exile and is, therefore, limited in scope to Israel. However, Deuteronomy itself speaks of
multiple curses for disobedience: "But if you will not obey the voice of the LORD your
God or be careful to do all his commandments and his statutes that I command you today,
then all these curses shall come upon you and overtake you" (Deut 28:15, emphasis
added). The list of curses that follows (vv. 16-68) climaxes with exile, but the concept of
curse cannot simply be reduced to exile. In fact, Deuteronomy 21 :23 (which Paul quotes
in v. 13 in reference to Christ's crucifixion) has nothing to do with exile but rather

23Most notable is Paul's argument that the Mosaic Covenant---characterized by law, is
subordinate to the Abrahamic Covenant---characterized by promise-because of the latter's historical
precedence (GaI3:IS-IS).
24Wright, Climax, 146-48.
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pronounces a curse on all who are hanged on a tree. The five kings executed by Joshua
fall under this curse (Josh 10:26-27), indicating that the scope of divine curse extends
beyond Israel. The curse on the ground of Genesis 3: 17-19 indicates that all humanity
has come under God's wrath, not just Israel. Wright and company mistakenly subsume
the idea of curse under exile, when it should actually be the other way around. The exile
represents one particular historical demonstration of God's wrath, but God's wrath is
directed against all humanity under sin (Rom 3:9-20; 5:12).
Second, apart from the question of whether or not the continuing exile theme
can be sustained as a genuine Pauline category transferred from Second Temple
Judaism,25 the fact remains that positing the continuing exile as the missing step in Paul's
argument enables the Judaizers to put him in checkmate with only one move. Agreeing
with Paul that Jesus the Messiah had exhausted the exile in himself, thereby bringing it to
an end, the Judaizers would have claimed a golden opportunity to recommit themselves
(and those under their teaching) to the law. They would have been able to reply to Paul's
argument in Galatians 3: 10-14 by saying, "We went into exile for disobedience to the law
in the first place. Now that the exile is over, we must reaffirm our commitment to the law
so as to avoid going into exile again. ,,26 It is difficult to see how Paul's argument on

25N. T. Wright (Justification: God's Plan and Paul's Vision [Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2009], 57-63) rightly notes that Dan 9 paints the future oflsrael as one in which the seventyyear exile has been extended. However, it is one thing to take note of a legitimate biblical-theological
category and quite another to demonstrate that this particular category forms a major hinge of Paul's
theological argumentation. Wright's continuing exile thesis has been critiqued by Mark A. Seifrid, "Blind
Alleys in the Controversy over the Paul of History," TynBul45 (1994): 89-91; Douglas J. Moo, "Israel and
the Law in Romans 5-11: Interaction with the New Perspective," in Justification and Variegated Nom ism,
vol. 2, The Paradoxes ofPaul, ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O'Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2005), 200-05.
26Kim,

Paul and the New Perspective, 138-40.
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this reading leads to the conclusion that to remain under the law after the coming of
Christ puts one back under the curse. Wright and company want to say that because the
law led to exile, Gentile believers must not identify themselves with the law. But this
only works as an argument if the law always leads to exile, which in tum only follows if
human beings are unable to keep the law. Thus, the only way the national-historical
reading can make sense is when it smuggles in the unstated premise of the traditional
reading: human inability. The redemptive-historical shift away from the law that has
occurred in Christ only makes sense if the law was unable to provide salvation because of
the universality of sin. If Paul did not presuppose universal human inability, then he
would have no answer to the argument that, now that the Messiah has brought the exile to
an end, the people of God should go back to the law and get it right this time.
Third, the wording of Paul's quotation of Deuteronomy 27:26 indicates that the
law pronounces a curse on anyone who falls short of perfect obedience. 27 The Hebrew
text simply pronounces a curse on "anyone who does not confirm the words of this law
by doing them," lacking the adjective "all" to specify the extent of obedience required.
By contrast, the LXX translation pronounces a curse on "every man who does not abide
by all the words of this law to do them.,,28 Significantly, Paul's quotation stands closer to
the LXX than to the Hebrew by including the word "all," yet his wording differs at
several points. 29 Whatever thought process lies behind the wording of Paul's quotation

27For a discussion of perfect obedience in Paul, see Thomas R. Schreiner, "Is Perfect
Obedience to the Law Possible? A Re-Examination of Galatians 3:10," JETS 27, no. 2 (1984): 151-60;
idem, "Paul and Perfect Obedience to the Law: An Evaluation of the View ofE. P. Sanders," WTJ 47
(1985): 245-78.

28My translation.
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(whether a loose adherence to the LXX or his own personal translation of the Hebrew), it
appears that Paul made a deliberate choice to include the word "all" when he could have
omitted it. That Paul deliberately chose to specify the extent of obedience required by the
law as a total obedience speaks strongly in favor of the traditional reading. The unstated
premise of human inability falls right into place once the quotation from Deuteronomy
27:26 establishes a divine standard of perfection, to which no one can attain.
Fourth, the contrast between law and faith that Paul establishes in verses 11-12
speaks not merely of redemptive-historical realities but ofundedying principles, namely,
the principles of "doing" and "receiving." In verse 11 Paul appeals to Habakkuk 2:4 to
establish the principle that eschatological life is received by faith, not law. 3o Even more
significant is Paul's direct assertion, ''the law is not of faith" (v. 12). This statement
establishes a general principle; it is not a mere observation of a historical contingency.
Paul's proof-text for this assertion is Leviticus 18:5: "The one who does them [the
requirements of the law] shall live by them." Paul quotes this verse to establish the point
that eschatological life is promised to the one who "does" the law, but this way of

2'blJi~ nitu~? nl'ffjJ-n,iM '.,~'-n~ C'VT'-N' 'W~ ,~,~ (MT)
'ETTlKaTapm; TTae; av9pWTTOe; ae; OUK EIJIl£V€l EV TTaGl TOle; Myole; TOO VOIlOU TOlhou TTOlflaat
athoue;. (LXX)
'ETTlKaTapae; TTae; ae; OUK EIJIl£V€l TTaGlV TOle; Y€YPOIJIl£VOle; EV Tq> ~l~Aiq> TOO VOIlOU TOO TTOlflaat
aUTO. (Paul)
3Opaul's use ofHab 2:4 here and in Rom 1: 17 is full of exegeticallandmines, and it is beyond
the scope of this work to investigate them here. The best interpretation of both Habakkuk and Paul is
provided by Mark A. Seifrid, Christ, Our Righteousness: Paul's Theology ofJustification (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity, 2000), 37-38. For a lengthy exegetical and theological treatment that follows the main
contours ofSeifrid's proposal, see Alexander Stewart, "The Hermeneutical Validity of Paul's Use of
Habakkuk 2:4 in Romans 1: 17" (paper presented at the southeastern regional meeting of the Evangelical
Theological Society, Chattanooga, TN, 4 Apri12009). However, the argument for opposing principles of
"doing" and ''receiving'' that forms the binge of the law-faith antithesis in these verses is not dependent on
anyone particular interpretation of Paul's use ofHab 2:4. For example, Bruce (Galatians, 161-62) takes an
approach that differs from Seifrid but nevertheless reaches a similar theological conclusion.
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attaining life is not the way of faith, for it operates by a different principle.

3l

Thus, the

law is not of faith. Paul has drawn a clear distinction between law and gospel, a
distinction that exists in principle and therefore also in redemptive history. The exile of
Israel-under-Torah may indeed lie in the background of Paul's thought here, but when an
exegete allows the background to swallow up the foreground, the result is reductionism.
The national-historical reading fails to grasp that Paul's argument reaches back through
the failure of Israel to an underlying Adamic condition common to all nations.
Fifth, the wider context of Paul's argument confirms the unstated premise of
the traditional reading. The "climax and capstone" of Paul's argument in Galatians 3-4
appears in 4:21-5:1, where Paul connects Hagar and Sarah to Mount Sinai/the present
Jerusalem and the heavenly Jerusalem, respectively.32 The primary difference between
the two women is that Hagar the slave gave birth to a son "born according to the flesh,"
whereas Sarah the free woman gave birth to a son "born through promise" (Gal 4:23).
Ishmael was born when Abram and Sarai took it upon themselves to act independently of
God in an attempt to attain his blessing. His birth was the result of mere human effort.
By contrast, the unlikely birth of Isaac was the fulfillment of a divine promise. As Fesko
rightly notes, "the contrast is between sinful human effort, or works-righteousness, and

311t may be true that Lev 18:5, in its original context, speaks of a faithful Israelite living a
blessed life in the promised land without specific reference to eschatological life. However, it appears that
Paul uses the promise in a typological manner to encompass eschatological life, which is promised to those
who obey the law perfectly. The reason for this assertion is the parallel use of the verb ~~aETOl from both
Hab 2:4 and Lev 18:5 (vv. 11, 12). The former clearly refers to eschatological life because it is tied
conceptually to justification. By implication, then, the latter also refers to eschatological life.

32J. V. Fesko, Justification: Understanding the Classic Reformed Doctrine (Phillipsburg, NJ: P
& R, 2008), 175. It is beyond the scope of this work to investigate the nature of Paul's interpretive method
here, whether it stands closer to what modem scholars refer to as "typology" or "allegory."
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grace.,,33 This is the same contrast evident in the traditional reading of Galatians 3:10-14.
The point of the Hagar/Sarah contrast is not to establish that Israel has, in fact, failed to
keep the law and now lies under the punishment of an ongoing exile. The point, rather, is
that the law itself represents a way of relating to God that is incompatible with receiving
the promise. Paul links Hagar and Ishmael to the law in order to demonstrate that no
autonomous effort on the part of sinful humanity can bring the promise of God to
fulfillment. The law is not of faith.
Following right on the heels of Paul's capstone argument in Galatians 4:21-5:1
is his warning in 5 :2-6 that acceptance of circumcision entails a nullification of the
benefits of Christ, a falling away from grace. Why does Paul make such a radical claim?
It is because "every man who accepts circumcision ... is obligated to keep the whole law

[OAOV TOV

v6~ov]"

(v. 3). The man who binds himself to the law through circumcision

puts himself under the obligation of perfect obedience, which is impossible for sinners to
attain. 34 Therefore, to accept circumcision is to accept the inevitable consequence of
failing to keep the law, and that is the curse of the law. Significantly, Paul's argument
here focuses not on the plight of national Israel but on the demands placed upon the
individual. Paul does not say that acceptance of circumcision identifies one with Israelin-exile. Nowhere does he paint the threat of Judaizing with that particular brush.
Rather, the threat represented in Galatians 5 :2-6 is specifically the threat of an individual
taking on an impossible obligation and thereby incurring the consequence of failing to

34 Galatians 6: 13 further confirms this point by indicating that the ludaizers themselves were
not really law-keepers, in spite of appearances to the contrary. No doubt the ludaizers would have
disagreed with Paul's assessment, showing that Paul, who viewed the law through the lens of the gospel,
understood the law's demand as much higher than any sinful human being could attain.
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fulfill it. In other words, Paul's warning is not based on the reality that Israel has failed
to keep the law (true though that may be); rather, it is based on the reality that no one can
fulfill the law, ever. Therefore, as a means of right standing with God, acceptance of the
gospel entails leaving the law behind. Insofar as they pertain to the legal basis of
justification, the way of the law and the way of faith are antithetical in principle.
These five considerations indicate that, with regard to Galatians 3:10-14, the
unstated premise of the traditional reading makes better sense in context than does the
unstated premise of the national-historical reading. If, therefore, Paul presupposes in
Galatians 3: 10 that no one is capable of fulfilling the law, the bicovenantal structure of
his doctrine of justification becomes evident. Because no one can live up to the demand
for perfect obedience (Deut 27:26), which is the condition by which the law promises
eternal life (Lev 18:5), the only pathway to justification for a sinful race is faith (Hab 2:4)
directed to the crucified Christ, who has taken the curse of the law upon himself (Deut
21 :23). Strict legalism is not a necessary foil to this argument. Any blurring of the
distinction between law and gospel could have summoned this response from Paul.

Romans 9:30-10:13. In a passage situated within a larger argument

concerning Israel's unbelief and the divine purpose behind it (Romans 9-11), Paul
explores the failure of Israel by drawing a contrast between two kinds of righteousness.
This contrast is stated three times in Romans 9:30-10:13:
(1) "the righteousness based on faith" versus "the law of righteousness" (9:30-

31);
(2) ''the righteousness of God" versus ''their own righteousness" (10:3);
(3) "the righteousness based on the law" versus "the righteousness based on
faith" (10:5-6).35
3500uglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996),619.
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These two different kinds of righteousness represent, respectively, the righteous status
promised by the law for perfect obedience, which is unattainable for fallen human beings,
and the righteousness that is freely given by God through the gospel and is received by
faith. This reading makes the best sense of the flow of Paul's argument.
In 9:30-32, Paul contrasts the Gentiles as those who have attained
righteousness, even though they did not pursue it, with Israel, who pursued "a law that
would lead to righteousness,,36 but did not attain it. "Righteousness" here must refer to a
forensic reality, that of right standing in God's courtroom, not a moral condition, for
certainly Paul was well aware that many pagans pursued virtue with great energy.37 Paul
goes on to explain that Israel "did not succeed in reaching that law" because "they did not
pursue it by faith, but as if it were based on works." The primary question that surrounds
this passage is this: what is the nature of Paul's contrast between these two kinds of
righteousness? Is it a contrast between law and gospel, or does Paul place law and gospel
on one side over against Israel's misuse of the law on the other?
Scholars who favor the latter view include C. E. B. Cranfield, Daniel P. Fuller,
James D. G. Dunn, and N. T. Wright. 38 Cranfield and Fuller identify Israel's misuse of

36The ESV rendering ofvOIlOV BtKalOaUVTJs is clearly interpretive, but it makes the best sense
in context. Paul's statement that Israel "did not succeed in reaching that law" is antithetical to the
statement that the Gentiles have attained righteousness. The conceptual parallel between the
"righteousness" that the Gentiles have attained and the "law" that Israel has not attained implies that Paul is
thinking of the law as a means to righteousness.
37Moo, Romans, 621.
38C. E. B. Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans, vol. 2, ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1979),
508-10; Daniel P. Fuller, Gospel and Law: Contrast or Continuum? The Hermeneutics of
Dispensationalism and Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980),71-79; idem, The Unity ofthe
Bible: Unfolding God's Planfor Humanity (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992),465-67; James D. G. Dunn,
Romans 9-16, WBC, vol. 38B (Dallas: Word, 1988),593; Wright, Climax, 240.
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the law as a form of legalism by which they sought to place God in their debt, while
Dunn and Wright identify Israel's misuse of the law as a form of nationalism by which
they took pride in their status as those marked out by Torah over against Gentile
outsiders. The view that Israel's misuse of the law, as opposed to the law itself, stands in
contrast with ''the righteousness based on faith" is an attractive option specifically
because of Paul's statement that Israel did not attain the law of righteousness "[b]ecause
they did not pursue it by faith [£K nton:w<;], but as ifit were based on works [w<;

£~

lpywv]" (v. 32). With some measure of plausibility, the scholars who favor this view
have argued that all along Israel should have pursued the law by faith. According to
Cranfield, this kind of pursuit of the law would have entailed
accepting, without evasion or resentment, the law's criticism of one's life,
recognizing that one can never so adequately fulfil its righteous requirements as to
put God in one's debt, accepting God's proffered mercy and forgiveness and in
return giving oneself to Him in love and gratitude and so beginning to be released
from one's self-centredness and turned in the direction of a humble obedience that is
free from self-righteousness. 39
Dunn agrees that Israel should have pursued the law by faith, but he differs in his
explanation of what this would have entailed:
But the obedience God looked for was the obedience of faith, obedience from the
heart (6:17), that is, from a commitment and lifestyle which penetrated far below
matters of race and of ritual and which could be sustained and maintained
independently of either. This was the lesson Israel ought to have learned from its
own scriptural record of God's choice ofIsaac and Jacob (9:6-13) but evidently had
failed to do SO.40

39Cranfield, Romans, 510.
4Dounn, Romans 9-16,593.
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That Israel has misused the law is plain from Paul's argument. 41 However, it does not
necessarily follow that Israel's misuse of the law implies that the law itself must be
regarded "as an offer of grace which is to be fulfilled 'in faith. ",42 A recognition of the
misuse of the law on Israel's part does not entail a denial of the law-gospel antithesis. In
spite of the apparent merits of the view represented by Cranfield, Dunn, and others, this
construal of Paul's argument must ultimately be rejected, for the following reasons. 43
First, within the immediate context there is clear evidence of a contrast
between law and gospel. Romans 10:5-6 contrasts "the righteousness that is based on the
law" with ''the righteousness based on faith." Here "law" and "faith" stand over against
one another. Paul again quotes Leviticus 18:5 in Romans 10:5 in order to demonstrate
that the principle of "doing" is at work in the law according to the law's own testimony,
as opposed to faith. Second, there is clear evidence elsewhere in Paul of a law-gospel
contrast, most notably in Galatians 3:12, which explicitly affirms that the law is not of
faith. Philippians 3:9 likewise distinguishes between the righteousness of the law and the
righteousness of faith.44 In light of these clear statements, it strains credulity to imagine
that Paul would have set law and gospel on a continuum in Romans 9:30-32.

4IIsrael's failure to recognize Christ as the T£AO<; of the law (Rom 10:4) is the primary
exemplification of this failure.
42Seifrid, Christ, Our Righteousness, 120. Seifrid here does not represent his own position but
describes what has become a popular view of the law.
43Scholars who stand on the other side of this question, locating the antithesis between law and
gospel instead of between Israel's misuse of the law on the one hand and law-gospel on the other, include
Moo, Romans, 620-30; Seifrid, Christ, Our Righteousness, 120-23; and Westerholm, Perspectives Old and
New, 325-30.
44Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New, 327-28
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Third, and perhaps most significant, the law-gospel contrast can be maintained
in Romans 9:30-32 even while acknowledging Israel's misuse of the law as a major
component of Paul's argument. Paul's argument becomes clear once it is recognized that
the particular failure on Israel's part that Paul has in mind is neither a legalistic distortion
of the law (as Cranfield argues) nor a nationalistic distortion of it (as Dunn argues), even
though both claims might be true to some degree. Rather, what Paul specifically affirms
about Israel is that they "have stumbled over the stumbling stone" (v. 32), and this
constitutes their failure to pursue the "law that would lead to righteousness" by faith. 45 In
other words, Israel has failed with respect to the law by failing to heed the law's own
testimony to Christ and, consequently, to the law's own limitations. Israel has distorted
the law by absolutizing it, when the law itself always looked forward to the day when its
guardian role would be brought to end by the advent of faith (Gal 3:23-25). Thus, Paul
does argue that Israel has misused the law, but this misuse is tied specifically to a failure
to recognize that law must give way to gospel. Israel pursued by works the law that
would lead to righteousness, but was ultimately unable to offer the obedience required by
the law. Instead, Israel should have recognized the law as a sign pointing away from
itself and to Christ. 46 In short, to pursue the "law that would lead to righteousness" by

45Seifrid (Christ, Our Righteousness, 120-21) rightly argues, "This 'pursuit of the law by faith'
does not constitute some special form of accomplishment of the demands of the law. We can hardly set
aside the message which Paul has presented thus far in Romans when we arrive at this passage. He surely
has not forgotten his declaration that 'apart from the law ... the righteousness of God has been manifest'
(3:21), or his assertion that 'the law works wrath' (4:15). This same understanding of the law is implicit in
Paul's citation of Leviticus 18:5 in 10:5 ('the one who does these things shall live by them'). Furthermore,
'faith' for Paul cannot be regarded as the special means by which one may obey the law properly, since it is
not a mere disposition of the human being. Faith is defined by its content: Israel stumbled against the stone
which God placed in Zion and did not submit to Christ, the righteousness of God (9:33; 10:3; cf. 2 Cor.
1:20). To 'pursue the law from faith', as Israel might have done, would have been to look for and expect
'Christ', who, Paul says, 'is the goal (telos) of the law' (10:4)."
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works means to strive to obey the demands of the law, which are impossible for fallen
human beings to fulfill, as a means of right standing with God. On the other hand, to
pursue the "law that would lead to righteousness" by faith means to recognize from the
law itself its own inherent limitations and believe in Christ, to whom it points and gives
way. In this latter sense, the law does in fact lead to righteousness, but only by pointing
beyond itself. In Romans 9:30-32, Paul's thought with regard to the law moves in the
same orbit as his statement in Galatians 3:19: "For through the law I died to the law, so
that I might live to God" (emphasis added).47
The second contrast between two kinds of righteousness in this passage is that
between Israel's own righteousness and the righteousness of God (10:3). Israel, Paul
says, did not submit to God's righteousness because they are ignorant of it and are,
consequently, bent on establishing their own righteousness. 48 Some have argued that the
nature of this contrast pertains to Israel's nationalism. According to this view, Israel has
jealously sought to guard its own privileged status through the boundary markers of the
law, thereby establishing "their own" righteousness, a righteousness that does not extend

4~ light of his precise definition of "law of righteousness" (Romans, 622-26), Moo would
likely argue that this interpretation equivocates on the meaning of "law," switching back and forth between
law as "demand" and law as "revelation," the former referring more narrowly to the commands of the law
and the latter referring more broadly to the Torah as canonical Scripture. In response, I would argue that
Paul himself uses the term "law" in this kind of flexible manner in other places. He can oppose faith to
"works of the law" in Romans 3 :28 and then immediately claim, "we uphold the law" in 3 :31, followed by
a reference to Abraham's justification, an event announced by the law itself (4: 1-5). He can argue that "the
righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law," and then immediately say that "the Law and
the Prophets bear witness to it" (Rom 3:21). Moo's argument on this latter verse appears overly pedantic.

47A similar reading of Rom 9:30-32 is presented by John Piper, The Future ofJustification: A
Response to N T. Wright (Wheaton: Crossway, 2007), 191-95. Piper distinguishes between the "overall,
long-term aim of the law," which is to point to Christ and so give testimony to faith, and the "short-term
aim ofthe law," which is rightly described as "not offaith" (Gal 3:12). According to its short-term aim, the
law demands perfect obedience. But according to its overall, long-term aim, the law points to the gospel.
48Moo, Romans, 636, rightly argues that both participles ayvoouvTE<; and ~l1TOUVTE<; are
causal.
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to the Gentiles. But this narrow view of God's saving purpose demonstrates their
ignorance of the fact that God's plan has always been to establish an international people.
In this way, Israel has failed to submit to the righteousness of God. 49 As Wright cleverly
remarks, "It is as though the postman were to imagine that all the letters in his bag were
intended for him. ,,50 This view sees no inherent contrast between law and gospel, but
rather, as in 9:30-32, a contrast between Israel's (nationalistic) misuse of the law and the
saving purpose of God expressed through both the law and the gospel. This
interpretation views Israel's own righteousness as a corporate reality dependent on her
elect status as opposed to a possession of individual Israelites dependent on obedience to
the law.
Moo rightly argues, however, that ''their own" is better interpreted in a
distributive sense here, referring to a righteousness sought by each individual Israelite on
the basis of law-keeping. 51 He offers three convincing reasons for this interpretation.
First, Paul's reference to "their own righteousness" has Old Testament antecedents, the
most notable of which is the reference in Deuteronomy 9:4-6:
Do not say in your heart, after the LORD your God has thrust them out before you,
"It is because of my righteousness that the LORD has brought me in to possess this
land," whereas it is because of the wickedness of these nations that the LORD is
driving them out before you. Not because of your righteousness or the uprightness
of your heart are you going in to possess their land, but because of the wickedness
of these nations the LORD your God is driving them out from before you, and that
49Dunn, Romans 9-16, 595-96; N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paulo/Tarsus
the Real Founder a/Christianity? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 108.
50Wright,

What Saint Paul Really Said, 108.

51 Moo, Romans, 634-35. Although Moo does not say so, it would be incorrect to exclude the
corporate dimension from this text. Individual Israelites pursued righteousness, but they did so as part of
the covenant people. Both realities are true at the same time, and it is reductionistic to use one to exclude
the other.

188
he may confirm the word that the LORD swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to
Isaac, and to Jacob.
Significantly, this passage defines Israel's own (non-existent) righteousness in opposition
to the wickedness of the nations, indicating that righteousness refers to doing what is
right. Here Moses forbids Israel, not from jealously guarding her covenant membership
and thereby excluding the nations from blessing, but rather from thinking that she has
done anything to deserve the Lord's favor. Furthermore, in the Hebrew this passage
contains all singular pronouns, adding a personalized dimension to the command. To be
sure, this command is directed to Israel as a whole, but it is given in terms that would be
applicable to every Israelite as an individual. 52 This is an illuminating Old Testament
background for Paul's statement in Romans 10:3, and that Paul had it in mind is evident
from his quotation of the phrase "Do not say in your heart" in Romans 10:6.
Second, within the immediate context Israel's attempt to establish their own
righteousness parallels their pursuit of the law of righteousness by works instead of by
faith (9:32) and, most convincingly, "the righteousness that is based on the law" of 10:5,
which Paul specifically defines according to the demand of Leviticus 18:5. In other
words, the nature of the contrast that runs through this passage is between doing and
receiving, just as in Galatians 3: 10-14.
Third, the closest parallel to this passage is Philippians 3:9, where Paul
contrasts "a righteousness of my own that comes from the law" with "that which comes

52The shema of Deut 6:4-9 follows the same individual/corporate dynamic. It is addressed to
the nation ("Hear, 0 Israel!"), and yet the pronouns are all singular.
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through faith in Christ," which he further defines as ''the righteousness from God that
depends on faith." Although this too is a disputed passage that will be discussed below,
two observations are noteworthy here: (1) Paul speaks of his own personal righteousness
as a faithful Jew, which demonstrates that corporate righteousness is not the only
category in his thinking; (2) this righteousness is specifically said to be "from the law"
(£K VOJlou), which, in light of Paul's use of Leviticus 18:5 in other contexts, implies that
righteousness, and thus etemallife, is a reward for obedience. In light of these
considerations, it is best to conclude that Israel's attempt to establish their own
righteousness constitutes an attempt to pursue righteousness by obedience to the law, in
spite of the law's own testimony to its limitations. Paul says of Israel, "they did not
submit to God's righteousness" (Rom 10:3), which is conceptually parallel to his
previous statement, "They have stumbled over the stumbling stone" (Rom 9:32). In
short, Israel has failed to believe in Christ, and so they go on pursuing the law in the time
of its obsolescence. The hinge of the entire section appears in 10:4, where Paul declares,
"For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes."s3 So far,
Paul's argument in Romans 9:30-10:4 is primarily redemptive-historical, drawing a
distinction between the Law of Moses and the gospel of Christ because of their respective
places in history.
However, beginning in 10:5, the argument turns toward a matter of inherent
principle, and here appears the contrast between "the righteousness that is based on the
law" (TT)V 8tKalOauvT)v TTj £K [TOG] VOJlOU) and "the righteousness based on faith" (i)

53 Moo, Romans, 638-43, rightly argues that T£AO<; carries both the sense oftermination and
goal, and thus he prefers the term "culmination."
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£K 1Tlan:wc; OlKalOaUVTI). As in Galatians 3:12, Paul appeals to Leviticus 18:5 in
reference to the righteousness offered by the law and then contrasts the principle of
having eschatological life by means of obedience with the principle of grace operative in
the gospel. Interestingly, Paul sets Leviticus 18:5 in contrast with Deuteronomy 30:1214. The nature of the contrast is apparent: "the person who does the commandments"
(Rom 10:51Lev 18:5) is the person who could claim to have performed a magnificent
feat, such as ascending into heaven or descending into the abyss (Rom 10:61Deut 30:1213). But because the righteousness of faith stands opposed to the righteousness of the
law, there is no need to perform such an impossible feat. Christ does not need to be
retrieved either from heaven or from the abyss by the strength of human effort. The
righteousness of faith declares, instead, "The word is near you, in your mouth and in your
heart," which Paul goes on to define as the word of faith proclaimed in the gospel (Rom
10:8-10). Divine grace has brought Christ near through the gospel, where he is to be
received in faith, not attained by effort. Paul operates with a works/grace contrast here,
which corresponds to that between law and faith. The argument follows these lines of
thought, but it is difficult to see how Paul could quote one Old Testament passage that, in
context, refers to the accessibility of the law (Deut 30: 12-14) in order to express a gospel
principle in opposition to another Old Testament passage that refers to the demands ofthe
law (Lev 18:5). In other words, how can Paul use a passage about the law to refer to the
gospel, specifically as the gospel stands in contrast to the law?
Dunn argues that Deuteronomy 30:12-14 emphasizes both inward and outward
obedience, whereas Leviticus 18:5 emphasizes only "doing," which slides easily into a
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mere externalism, and so herein lies the contrast between the twO. 54 This view, by
arguing that only Israel's misuse of the law is in view and not the law itself, does not
adequately grasp the law-faith contrast that runs throughout this passage. The promise of
life as a reward for "doing" contained in Leviticus 18:5 is presented as a genuine
promise, though admittedly no fallen human being could ever attain it. As such, it
establishes a law-principle that is inherently different from the gospel. In contrast to
Dunn, Schreiner locates the contrast between these two Old Testament passages in the
new covenant idea of Deuteronomy 30:1-10, which promises circumcision of the heart on
the other side of exile, so that Paul is actually speaking of different epochs in redemptive
history. 55 This view rightly maintains the law-faith antithesis, but it suffers from one
major weakness: it fails to note the shift that takes place within Deuteronomy 30.
Certainly, verses 1-10 speak of new covenant realities, but verse 11 refocuses attention
on the Israel of Moses' day, exhorting them to obey the law by removing from them any
claim that they did not know what God had commanded. Since the verses Paul quotes
stand outside the section dealing with new covenant realities, it seems unlikely that Paul
would set up the contrast in precisely the way that Schreiner argues. The best view of
Paul's contrast is that offered by Moo, who finds in the quotation from Deuteronomy
30: 12-14 a principle of grace evident in Israel's history and now even more evident in the
proclamation of Christ crucified. 56 In other words, Paul focuses on the law as demand

54Dunn,

Romans 9-16, 613-14.

55Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998),557-58.
56Moo, Romans, 653. He writes, "The grace of God that underlies the Mosaic covenant is
operative now in the New Covenant; and, just as Israel could not plead the excuse that she did not know
God's will, so now, Paul says, neither Jew nor Gentile can plead ignorance of God's revelation in Jesus
Christ." See also the helpful discussion in Seifrid, Christ, Our Righteousness, 122-23.
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when he quotes Leviticus 18:5, but he focuses on the law as a gracious act of divine
revelation when he quotes Deuteronomy 30:12-14. The former stands in opposition to
faith, whereas the latter stands in continuity with it.
Thus, there is evident in Romans 9:30-10: 13 the same kind of law-gospel
distinction that was seen in Galatians 3: 10-14. The righteousness of faith (9:30; 10:6),
which is another way of referring to the righteousness of God (10:3), stands opposed to
the righteousness of the law (10:5), and it is the latter that Israel aimed for in their pursuit
of "a law that would lead to righteousness" (9:31), which is another way of saying that
they tried establish ''their own" righteousness (10:3). Israel has failed to see the law's
testimony to its own obsolescence, and so they go on pursuing the law for what they
cannot attain through it. Only the gospel gives what the law cannot provide. This
bicovenantal distinction stands opposed to any attempt to achieve right standing with God
by means of the law, whether it be a strict legalism, as in Weber's portrayal of Judaism,
or in the softer legalism of Sanders's covenantal nomism.

Philippians 3:2-11. For the purpose of this study, only two questions about
Paul's argument concerning justification in Philippians 3 demand attention. First, what
does Paul mean when he refers to his former observance of the law as "blameless" (v. 6)?
Second, what is the nature of the contrast between "a righteousness of my own that
comes from the law" and "the righteousness from God that depends on faith" (v. 9)?
Each question will be pursued in turn.
The question of Paul's blamelessness with respect to the law impacts the thesis
of this section, for if one understands Paul to mean that he had obeyed the law
sufficiently to meet its demands, then it follows that he did not regard the law as
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demanding perfect obedience. 57 Sanders argues that Paul saw no inherent deficiency in
his former obedience: "Paul had no trouble fulfilling the law satisfactorily. It is most
important that Paul's argument concerning the law does not in fact rest on man's inability
to fulfil it.,,58 The nature of the contrast between the righteousness of faith and the
righteousness of the law, according to Sanders, is not that the latter is deficient and the
former is not. It is, rather, that the righteousness of faith supersedes the righteousness of
the law in such a way that by comparison the latter becomes nothing.
It is better, however, to understand Paul's claim to blamelessness as one that

proceeds from a Pharisaic perspective. Insofar as he adhered to the law's demands,
viewed through the lens of his former Pharisaic piety, Paul really was blameless
(dJ.tf:~nToc;).

In other words, his public reputation was without blemish; no one could

charge him with wrongdoing with respect to the standards of the law as interpreted within
his community. 59 A similar concept is present in the demand of the Pastoral Epistles that
overseers/elders should be "above reproach" (1 Tim 3:2; Tit 1:6), that is, without any
overt character deficiencies. 6o The blamelessness in view in Philippians 3:6 (as well as in

57Krister Stendahl appealed to Phil 3:6 in order to argue against the idea that the pre-Christian
Paul had a troubled conscience in his groundbreaking article, "The Apostle Paul and the Introspective
Conscience of the West," Harvard Theological Review 56 (1963): 199-215. This article was reprinted in
Krister Stendahl, Paul among Jews and Gentiles (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 78-96.
58E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison ofPatterns ofReligion
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1977),443; idem, Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People (philadelphia: Fortress,
1983),44-45.
59Peter T. O'Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991),
379-81; Gordon D. Fee, Paul's Letter to the Philippians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995),309-10;
Schreiner, "Paul and Perfect Obedience," 260-62.
60The word ~EIlTTTOC; is not used in either 1 Tim 3:2 or Tit 1:6, but the terms aVETTlArU.l1TTOV
and aviYlCAT]TOC; communicate a similar idea.
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the Pastorals) pertains to one's standing before men, and it does not conflict with Paul's
clear teaching elsewhere that the law has no power to justify sinful human beings before
God (Rom 3 :20).
Furthermore, there are positive indications in the context of Philippians 3 that
Paul the Christian does not share the evaluation of Paul the Pharisee regarding the
praiseworthiness of his former obedience to the law. In other words, where Paul the
Pharisee could claim to be blameless by Pharisaic standards, Paul the Christian
understands that his former life was full of sin. The most obvious clue from the
immediate context is the fact that Paul cites his persecution of the church as a
demonstration of his zeal for the law (v. 6).61 It is beyond question that Paul the
Christian regards as sinful what Paul the Pharisee once regarded as honoring to God (1
Cor 15 :9; 1 Tim 1: 12-16). In addition, Paul begins his argument in this section by
warning, "Look out for the dogs, look out for the evildoers, look out for those who
mutilate the flesh" (v. 2). He then proceeds to list his own former credentials as one who
used to belong to that group.62 It is obvious, then, that Paul's blamelessness in verse 6 is
relative to the standards of his community as a Pharisee. From the perspective of the
gospel, his ritual purity is like the uncleanness of a dog; his works are those of an
evildoer; his circumcision is mutilation of the flesh. And so he counts it all as loss and
dung (w. 7-8). This language is not merely a hyperbolic expression showing how much

610'Brien, Philippians, 375-76 rightly argues that while Paul does not specifically mention the
law in connection with his zeal, the law is implied as the focus of his zeal.
620f course, Paul is warning about the threat of Judaizers, a group to which he never belonged.
But as a Pharisee who persecuted the church, Paul's zeal for the law and opposition to the truth of the
gospel parallels that of the Judaizers who troubled his churches. And that is why he is able to capitalize on
his former experience as a Pharisee in his argument against them.
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Christ surpasses everything else by comparison. It is a true statement of what sinful
opposition to the truth of the gospel is, opposition represented by Paul's former
persecution of the church as well as the Judaizing threat to some of the churches he
planted. It is no wonder, then, that Paul attributes every former credential to the flesh (v.
4), which he says elsewhere is incapable of pleasing God (Rom 8:7-8; 7:14, 18).
Westerholm aptly makes the case for this understanding of Paul's "blamelessness:"
The point Paul is making is that he knows the righteousness of the law as well
as any and surpassed others in its performance, so that the Philippians may safely
trust his judgment, follow his example, ~d reject the advocates of the law: that is
his point. From what he says one may also infer that he did not suffer from poor
self-esteem, nor was his conscience of an introspective, troubled sort. On the other
hand, it would be wrong to conclude from what Paul says here that he saw nothing
unsatisfactory in the righteousness of the law and only opted for faith in Christ
because it somehow seemed even better. Though "blameless" from his former
perspective, his persecution of the church (3:6) could only have appeared to him,
from the moment he encountered the risen Christ, as a bad thing to have done (cf. 1
Cor. 15:9). And all his merits under the law he characterizes as belonging to the
realm ofthe flesh (Phil. 3:3-4). For Paul that means they could not please God (cf.
Gal. 3:3; Rom. 8:7-8); true service is carried out by the Spirit of God (Phil. 3:3).63
In no way does Paul's claim to a certain kind of blamelessness in his former piety amount
to a denial of the divine demand for perfect obedience. Paul the Christian fully
understands that the blamelessness of Paul the Pharisee, originating from the flesh,
amounts to nothing before God.
Having addressed the first question, we can now proceed to the second: what is
the nature of the contrast between "a righteousness of my own that comes from the law"
and "the righteousness from God that depends on faith"? According to Wright, Paul does
not refer here to "a moralistic or self-help righteousness, but the status of orthodox

63Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New, 403, emphasis original.
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Jewish covenant membership.,,64 In keeping with the new perspective's hermeneutical
presupposition, Wright apparently wishes to deny that any form of merit theology lies in
the background of Paul's statement regarding his own righteousness. By framing an
antithesis between "self-help righteousness" and "orthodox Jewish covenant
membership," Wright implies that Paul's "own" righteousness consists exclusively in his
Jewish identity as opposed to his personal piety. But these two things cannot be divided,
as is evident from Paul's list of Pharisaic credentials in verses 4-6. He lists four items
that pertain to his birth and heritage and then three that pertain to his works. 65 Paul's
boast in his Jewish heritage moves seamlessly into a boast in his personal devotion to the
law. 66 Jewish heritage and personal achievement with respect to the law cannot be
divorced from one another, as is further evident in Paul's statement in Galatians 1:14 that
he, a Jewish man who shared the same national heritage as his Jewish contemporaries,
nevertheless surpassed many ofthem by his zeal for the law.
When Paul speaks of "a righteousness of my own that comes from the law," he
means a righteous status that is based on doing as opposed to receiving, a righteousness
that arises from personal obedience to what the law demands. 67 This righteousness is set

64Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, 124; idem, Justification, 141-43.
65In v. 5 Paul lists items of his Jewish heritage: "circumcised on the eighth day, of the people
ofIsrael, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews." Then in vv. 5-6 he lists his own pious
works: "as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness, under the law
blameless."
66Paul's Pharisaic devotion to the law cannot be reduced to a mere devotion to the law's
external boundary markers. Certainly, devotion to the law would include devotion to its ceremonial
aspects, but Paul mentions specifically his standing as a Pharisee, his persecution of the church, and his
blamelessness with respect to the law, none of which can be reduced to mere badges of Jewish identity.
Thomas R. Schreiner (The Law and Its Fulfillment: A Pauline Theology o/Law [Grand Rapids: Baker,
1993], 112-14) provides a helpful discussion of the legalistic elements of this passage.
67Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New, 311; O'Brien, Philippians, 391-96.
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in opposition to the righteousness of faith, that which comes from God as a gift through
Jesus Christ. Again, Paul sets forth an antithesis between doing and receiving, between
law and gospel. Two primary considerations confirm this reading of the passage. First,
the strong note of personal achievement with respect to the law has already been noted in
Philippians 3:4-6. The mix of Jewish identity and piety unfolded in these verses is
specifically what Paul counts as loss in verses 7-8, which in turn may be identified as the
basis for the righteousness that Paul rejects in verse 9. To deny any element of obedience
to the law as a basis for right standing with God in this passage is to tear Paul's argument
asunder. Second, the contrasting righteousness to that which comes from the law is "the
righteousness from God" (T~V E:K aEOU BtKalOaUVTJv). The preposition E:K indicates
that the righteousness in view comes from God as a gift and is received by faith (cf. Rom
5: 17). Thus, Paul opposes the gospel to the law in principle once again, showing that to
adhere to one for righteousness means to abandon completely the other.
These observations are by no means exhaustive, either in terms of the
exegetical detail offered or the range of passages selected. Nevertheless, these three
passages provide an adequate sample of the theological reality behind Paul's doctrine of
justification: a divine demand for perfect obedience that requires in turn an antithesis
between law and gospel. Because the law, which by its very nature demands its hearers
to do certain things, cannot be fulfilled by sinful human beings, it must give way to the
gift of righteousness that can only be received by faith in Christ. Strict legalism of the
Pelagian variety is not the only teaching that functions as a foil to this Pauline doctrine.
Covenantal nomism would also fall under Paul's rebuke. The Reformers, who
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themselves never encountered a strict legalism in their theological opponents, did not
read the law-gospel distinction into Paul. They correctly read it out of him.

Justification and Works
One more exegetical question merits attention here, though it may be answered
much more briefly. That question is whether or not Paul's statements regarding judgment
according to works (Rom 2:1-16; 1 Cor 3:10-15; 2 Cor 5:10) and James's argument for
justification by works (Jas 2:14-26) necessarily stand at odds with the bicovenantal
framework advocated here. Does Paul smuggle the law into the equation of justification
through the backdoor by linking the final judgment to works? Does James openly
contradict a bicovenantal theology by arguing that justification is by works and not by
faith alone? Both questions may be answered in the negative.
Leaving aside the book of James for the time being, it is important to note
three theological concepts that Protestant interpreters typically employ when addressing
Pauline statements about judgment according to works. All three concepts preserve the
law-gospel distinction and the bicovenantal theology that defines the Reformation
tradition. The first concept is the standard of judgment under the divine law. 68 Several
interpreters have argued that Paul's statement that it is "the doers of the law who will be
justified" (Rom 2:13) refers to the criterion of judgment according to the law. 69 So far as
the law is concerned, the standard of judgment is doing, not merely hearing, and thus the

68The divine law in view here is that which is revealed in the Mosaic legislation and in the
innate sense of divine demand present in every human heart (Rom 2: 14-16).
69Moo, Romans, 139-41; 166-68; Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New, 267-72; John
Murray, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968), 71-72; Fesko, Justification, 312-13.
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law only justifies those who fulfill it. The fact that no fallen human being will actually
fulfill the law in such a way (Rom 3:20) does not rule out the genuine condition of
justification by means of the law on the basis of perfect obedience. The second
theological concept employed by Protestant interpreters when approaching passages
about judgment according to works is that of rewards that do not belong to the essence of
justification. First Corinthians 3: 10-15 is a case in point. Paul specifically states that the
one whose work does not endure the fire of judgment will nevertheless be saved in the
end, "but only as through fire," that is, with a loss of reward. This passage does not
address justification but rather rewards that will be given to those charged with the task
of building God's church. 7o Finally, the third theological concept that enables a
bicovenantal theology to cohere with the Pauline statements about works is that of works
as the fruit or manifestation of faith. Although they may differ in their manner of
explanation, some interpreters argue that the works of believers will form the evidential
basis of their standing with God on the last day. Justification is by faith alone, but faith is
necessarily manifested by good works, and thus if the latter are missing, so must the
former necessarily be missing as well. Only in this sense, then, will works function as a
criterion of judgment on the last day.71
Among Protestants there is no widespread agreement about whether all three
concepts should be employed at all, or which passages might express which concept. For

70See Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eercimans,
1987), 128-45, for a good discussion of this passage.
711t is important to note that N. T. Wright's doctrine of justification in relation to the fmal
judgment presents a different strategy altogether. For Wright, justification by faith is only the present
anticipation ofa final justification on the basis of Spirit-wrought works, that is, "on the basis of the entire
life" (Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, 129). Wright's proposal actually entails a twofold justification
that blends together law and gospel and is thus incompatible with a bicovenantal theology.
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example, Fesko argues that at the general resurrection, which itself constitutes the final
judgment, the works of believers will not be evaluated as manifestations of saving faith.
Works only have significance for believers at the final judgment insofar as they result in
rewards that are not essentially related to justification. 72 This represents, in effect, a
denial of the third concept described above. On the other hand, Schreiner, Seifrid, and
Bird deny that the first concept outlined above is present in Romans 2, arguing that
justification of the doers of the law refers to the justification of believers, whose works
represent manifestations of faith. 73 The exegetical issues involved in adjudicating
between these conflicting interpretations would take this study too far away from its
purpose at this point, which is merely to affirm the presence of a bicovenantal structure in
Paul. Thus, the important point to note here is that wherever one might settle in regard to
these in-house debates among Protestants, there is no necessary contradiction between the
bicovenantal theology of the Reformation and the Pauline statements regarding judgment
according to works.
But what about James's bald assertion, "You see that a person is justified by
works and not by faith alone" (las 2:24)? Does this statement represent a scriptural
affirmation that works do have a necessary role to play in the attainment of right legal
standing before God?74 In fact, James does not contradict the bicovenantal structure or

72Fesko, Justification, 299-331.
73Thomas R. Schreiner, The Law and Its Fulfillment: A Pauline Theology ofLaw (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1993), 179-204; idem, Romans, 104-45; Seifrid, Christ, Our Righteousness, 147-50;
Michael Bird, The Saving Righteousness of God: Studies on Paul, Justification, and the New Perspective
(Eugene, OR: Wipfand Stock, 2007), 155-78.
74The apparent tension between Paul and James on this question does not matter if one's
concern is only to investigate Paul's understanding of justification. However, the evangelical principle of
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the affirmation of sola fide present in Paul. James's concern is different from Paul's, as
is his use of important terminology.
It is crucial to recognize the question that James treats throughout 2:14-26.

This question is introduced in verse 14: "What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he
has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him?,,7S This is not the question
of justification in the Pauline sense. In fact, James's question already presupposes the
Pauline teaching that salvation is by faith.76 Rather, the question relates to the nature of
true, saving faith. Can a faith that does not issue forth in works truly save the one who
possesses it? James offers an illustration in verses 15-16 to make his point: well-wishers
who see a brother or sister in need and offer nothing more than empty words accomplish
nothing. James's conclusion, then, is that faith without works is dead, which means that
it is useless and incapable of effecting salvation (v. 17). This statement, the primary
argument of the entire section, will be repeated in substance two more times (vv. 20, 26).
To this point James has not mentioned justification; his focus is on what constitutes
genuine, saving faith.
Verse 18a introduces an objection that faith and works could be viewed as
separate spiritual virtues. One believer may exhibit faith, and another may exhibit works,

the unity of Scripture, based on the unity of its divine origin, demands an explanation of the tension,
especially with regard to such an important question for theology.
75This discussion follows the outline ofthe passage provided by Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of
James, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 119.
76J. A. Motyer (The Message ofJames, The Bible Speaks Today [Downers Grove, IL: IVP,
1985], 109) writes, "It is important to ask what James is assuming about his readers. Unless they are
accustomed to say 'Salvation is by faith' there is no point in James approaching them in this way. But he
approaches them with this challenge question, not because he would propose a different way of salvation,
but because he would have them understand what 'by faith alone' really means."
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but, according to the objection, there is no reason to suppose the two must always go
together. James responds in 18b-19 by affirming that faith can only be demonstrated by
deeds. The proof of this assertion lies in the fact that even the demons, who have an
intellectual apprehension of central theological truths, possess a kind of faith that is
clearly not a saving faith because it is not manifested by works that exhibit trust in God's
promise in the gospel. No professing believer would want to possess a kind of faith on
par with that of demons. Verse 20 then restates (in a question form) James's primary
contention that faith without works is useless, and this question leads into the two
illustrations of Abraham and Rahab (vv. 21-25), a section that contains James's most
controversial statements. It is important to recognize that the question of verse 20, which
concerns the uselessness of faith without works, drives the argument of verses 21-25,
demonstrating that James's concern remains, not to discuss justification in its Pauline
sense, but to explicate the true nature of saving faith.
In verse 21 he appeals to Genesis 22 in order to prove his point that Abraham
was justified by works when he offered up Isaac on the altar. What does James mean
when he uses the verb ''justify'' (81KatOW) in this context? Moo argues that the verb most
likely means "vindicate in the judgment.,,77 Tying the present section to James's primary
contention about the kind of religion that avails before God (Jas 1:27), Moo argues that
James's point is to affirm that Abraham (and, consequently, all believers) are vindicated
in the final judgment before God by works, and this is the sense in which justification is
by works. However, this doctrine does not contradict Paul's affirmation of justification
by faith, Moo argues, because Paul's doctrine pertains to the initiatory aspect of

77 Moo,

James, 133-35.
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justification, whereby God puts the ungodly in right standing with himself, and James's
doctrine pertains to the final judgment, where those who are believers are vindicated by
their works. 78 Moo affirms that this distinction between initial and final justification
represents a kind of covenantal nomism, but he seeks to set this teaching apart from
Second Temple Judaism by arguing that a monergistic doctrine of salvation (as affirmed
by both Paul and James) sets the Christian view apart from the Jewish view. 79 Thus,
James can affirm "that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone" (v. 24)
without contradicting Paul because James has the final judgment in view, not the
initiatory aspect of salvation.
Moo's exegetical arguments appear to be basically on target, but his
theological synthesis between Paul and James requires some revision. It is doubtful that
Paul's doctrine of justification can be limited to an initiatory aspect. For Paul, the final
judgment has already been anticipated in the present justification of the ungodly (Rom
8:1,33-34). One who relegates Paul's teaching to the beginning aspects of salvation and
James's teaching to the final judgment runs the risk of creating two distinct acts of
justification, the initial act that is by faith and a subsequent act that is based on works. 8o
Is there a better way to fit Paul and James together? Indeed there is. One can adopt
Moo's understanding of James's use of 81KatOW as "vindicate in the judgment" without
tying this meaning exclusively to the final judgment. In fact, James's two examples of
Abraham and Rahab lead in precisely this direction, for neither example pertains to the

78Ibid., 14l.
79Ibid., 37-43.
80Theologically, this is the same kind of distinction between initial and fmal justification that is
present in Roman Catholic theology and in N. T. Wright.
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final judgment, but both pertain to vindication of their faith during times of testing.
When James argues that Abraham was justified by works when he offered his son Isaac
on the altar (v. 21), he likely has the divine pronouncement of Genesis 22:12 in mind:
" ... for now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only
son, from me."Sl James argues that this event constitutes a fulfillment of Abraham's
prior justification by faith in Genesis 15:6. Significantly, James agrees with Paul by
tracing Abraham's justification to his faith (Rom 4:3; Gal 3:6). However, he sees this
faith being "fulfilled"s2 when Abraham demonstrates his belief in God's promise of a
multitude of descendants by his willingness to sacrifice his only son in obedience to the
divine command, trusting that God will fulfill his promise in some wondrous way in spite
of Isaac's death. The implication is that if Abraham had refused to heed the divine
command, then his faith would have been revealed as a sham, and the declaration of
Genesis 15:6 would have been left empty. The same principle applies to Rahab (v. 25),
whose declaration of faith in God's promise to give Israel the land (Josh 2:9-11) would
have been revealed as fraudulent if she had been unwilling to align herself with Israel by
protecting the Israelite spies from danger.
What James is saying, then, is that both Abraham and Rahab were vindicated
in judgment before God, who was testing them through particular circumstances to reveal
the true character oftheir faith. In this sense, both were justified by works. Significantly,
however, in both cases Abraham and Rahab were vindicated by their works as those who

81Motyer, James, 106-15, rightly argues that God's statement (which implies that he has
learned new information) is anthropomorphic in nature.
82Moo, James, 138, rightly argues that "fulfill" in this context means "fill up" or "give ultimate
significance."
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trusted in the promise of God. 83 In other words, the particular kind of justification in
view is not a declaration that one has kept the law and so has attained eternal life by
obedience. Rather, the question before the divine court in each instance is whether one is
or is not truly believing God's promise, which in turn is the basis upon which eternal life
is granted. Justification by works pertains only to this secondary aspect of vindication in
judgment. Thus, what James espouses is not a form of covenantal nomism, for the works
in view are not driven by the law but by the promise. The obedience of believers is a
gospel obedience. Works that are performed in faith are, in a sense, nothing more than
faith in its public aspect (Gal 5:6).
There is no reason to tie James's view primarily to the final judgment and
thereby bifurcate the doctrine of justification into two distinct divine acts. 84 It is better to
understand the Pauline reality of justification by faith as the final judgment brought
forward into time, thereby giving rise to the strangeness of existence in the overlap of the
ages. Those who have already been declared right with God and thus belong to the new
age must nevertheless undergo testing while the present evil age remains in order to
prove that their faith in the promise is real, in contrast to those who profess faith and yet

830ther commentators who do not understand "justify" in this context to mean "vindicate in the
judgment" nevertheless come very close to this idea. See Peter H. Davids, The Epistle ofJames, NIGTC
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 127; Fesko, Justification, 292-94; Ralph P. Martin, James, WBC, vol. 48
(Waco, TX: Word, 1988),91; Motyer, James, 105-16.
84Moo, James, 135, argues that the overall thrust of this section of James focuses on "true
religion" that will survive the judgment of God (1:21-27; 2:12-13). While his observation is correct, there
is no reason to assume that James's doctrine of justification by works pertains exclusively to the final
judgment. In fact, there are at least two reasons to suppose that it pertains to any incident in which the faith
of a believer is tested, including but not limited to the fmal judgment. The first reason has already been
discussed: James cites the examples of Abraham and Rahab, both of whom were justified by works at a
point prior to the final judgment. The second reason is that James's purpose is to cause his readers to
consider whether or not their faith is real by observing the works they have done during times of testing.
They do not have to wait until the fmal judgment to make this evaluation. In fact, it is imperative that they
do not.
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remain captive to the present age because their faith is akin to that of demons. Living out
their faith with concrete acts of obedience, true believers are justified by works in the
sense that God vindicates them as true believers when they obey through times of testing.
This theological synthesis of Paul and James implies that there remains a
future vindication for believers at the final judgment, but this vindication is only the final
in a series of vindications that occur as believers progress through periods of testing. In a
sense, one might say that the justifying verdict pronounced at the moment of faith is
ratified again and again and again as the believer demonstrates faith through times of
testing in acts of obedience that show trust in the divine promise. James's doctrine of
justification by works does not contradict the bicovenantal theology of Paul.

Conclusion
The new perspective on Paul rests largely on an unfounded hermeneutical
presupposition. The illegitimacy of that presupposition has been exposed by an
investigation of the development of the Reformation doctrine of justification in response
to the grace-based mono covenantal theology of late medieval Roman Catholicism.
Furthermore, the preceding exegetical section has offered an interpretation of Paul that
includes a strong bicovenantal element, showing that, even if Sanders's pattern of
covenantal nomism holds true for Second Temple Judaism, Paul still could have used
such a monocovenantal pattern as a foil in the explication of his doctrine of justification
on the basis of the imputed righteousness of Christ. The primary burden of this study has
been to expose the fallacy in the new perspective's hermeneutic, but a secondary aim in
this final chapter has been to give at least some positive evidence for the presence of
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Reformation categories in Paul as a suggestion for more fruitful study to be taken up by
others.
New insights into Paul will continue to be offered by scholars of all
perspectives. But it is always a wise course of action to listen closely and carefully to the
voices who have come before us. In the recent paradigm shift that has occurred in
Pauline studies, it does not appear that the Reformers and their heirs have been extended
this courtesy, and this study is offered in hope of helping to remedy that defect. After all,
if the old perspective is not broken, then there is no need to fix it.
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ABSTRACT
A HISTORICAL-THEOLOGICAL CRITIQUE OF
THE NEW PERSPECTIVE ON PAUL

Aaron Thomas O'Kelley, Ph.D.
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2010
Chairperson: Dr. Gregg R. Allison
This dissertation argues that the new perspective on Paul rests on a faulty
heremeneutical presupposition. This presupposition is that covenantal nomism (as
advocated by E. P. Sanders as a proper conception of Second Temple Judaism) could not
have served as a foil for Paul in the development of a doctrine of justification that
resembles that of the Reformation. The presupposition is faulty because Sanders's
portrayal of Judaism as grace-based has no bearing on the categories that defined the
shape of the doctrine of justification during the Reformation period and beyond. The
study neither accepts nor rejects Sanders's portrayal of Judaism. Instead, it accepts
Sanders's claim for the sake of argument and then demonstrates that his claim does not
warrant a radical revision of the Reformation approach to the Pauline writings.
Chapter 1 demonstrates the strong dependence of the new perspective on
Sanders's work and the hermeneutical presupposition that his work Paul and Palestinian
Judaism has generated.
Chapter 2 sets the historical-theological background for the thesis by surveying
important works in the pre-Reformation Catholic scholastic period, as well as the decree
of the Council of Trent on justification, in order to demonstrate that, much like

covenantal nomism, the emerging Roman Catholicism of the late medieval and
Reformation periods was a grace-based, yet monocovenantal, religion.
Chapter 3 surveys the works of three prominent Reformers-Martin Luther,
Philip Melanchthon, and John Calvin-in order to demonstrate that what defines the
Reformation doctrine of justification is not grace per se but rather a doctrine of alien
righteousness, situated within a bicovenantal framework, in which there is an
uncompromising divine demand for perfect obedience.
Chapter 4 traces the same themes-perfect obedience, bicovenantalism, and
alien righteousness-into the post-Reformation period in order to demonstrate that these
are the categories that define the "old perspective" on Paul.
Chapter 5 summarizes the foregoing observations, argues that the new
perspective's hermeneutical presupposition is unwarranted, and then concludes with
exegetical observations that demonstrate a bicovenantal theology in Paul that is similar to
that of the Reformation doctrine of justification, one that could have easily arisen in the
context of a prevailing covenantal nomism.
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