
Praise for Faith Alone

“Dr. Schreiner has done a magnificent job of expounding the key doctrine 
of the Protestant Reformation, sola fide, which remains as vital for us today 
as when Martin Luther first proclaimed it. Schreiner’s clear explanation of 
justification by faith alone will do much to strengthen the faith of a new 
generation and its witness to this timeless truth.”

— Gerald Bray, research professor of divinity, Beeson Divinity School

“The doctrine by which the church stands or falls—that’s how Luther 
described the importance of justification by faith alone. Without the 
imputed righteousness of Christ received by faith alone, we are truly 
without hope before a holy God. Thomas Schreiner, one of the most clear-
headed and biblically faithful New Testament scholars of our generation, 
has produced a compelling and careful defense of the doctrine of justifi-
cation that readers will find both exegetically faithful and theologically 
enriching. This book will help the church in this generation to stand on 
solid ground.”

— r. alBert Mohler Jr., president of the 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“As new ideas about justification have proliferated in recent years, the 
need for a clear analysis of these ideas and a better understanding of the 
traditional Reformation view has grown. Tom Schreiner’s Faith Alone 
accomplishes both tasks admirably. Schreiner anchors his exposition of 
the key biblical themes in the history of the doctrine, and defends the 
Reformation view in light of the many current challenges. Comprehensive, 
readable, persuasive.”

— douGlas J. Moo, Wessner Chair of Biblical Studies, Wheaton 
College; Chair, Committee on Bible Translation (NIV)
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Praise for the Five Solas Series

“The Protestant Reformation was driven by a renewed appreciation of the 
singular fullness of the triune God and his unique sovereignty in all of human 
life. But that profound reality expressed itself with regard to many questions 
and in a number of forms, ranging from facets of the liturgy to soteriological 
tenets and back again. I’m delighted to see this new series expositing the five 
most influential expressions of that God-centeredness, the pivotal Solas of 
the Protestant Reformation. By expounding the biblical reasoning behind 
them, I hope these volumes will invigorate a more profoundly theological 
vision of our lives and callings as Christians and churches.”

—Michael allen, associate professor of systematic and his-
torical theology, Reformed Theological Seminary

“The Reformation’s five-hundredth anniversary will be celebrated as a 
significant historical event. However, the Five Solas series explores the 
contemporary relevance of this legacy for the global church. Superb evan-
gelical scholars have been enlisted not only to summarize the ‘solas,’ but 
to engage each from historical, exegetical, and constructive perspectives. 
These volumes demonstrate that, far from being exhausted slogans, the 
Reformation’s key themes need to be rediscovered for the church’s exis-
tence and mission in the world.”

—Michael horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic 
Theology and Apologetics, Westminster Seminary California

“I welcome this new series and its substantial engagement with the great 
themes of Reformation theology.”

—tiMothy GeorGe, founding dean of Beeson Divinity School of Samford 
University and general editor of the Reformation Commentary on Scripture.

“A timely project—and not simply because the five-hundredth anniversary 
of the Reformation will soon be upon us. Much of ‘who we are’ is deter-
mined by ‘where we have come from’; at a time when even so significant a 
part of our past as the Reformation is, for many, little more than a name, 
informed, accessible treatments of its basic principles are welcome indeed.”

—stephen WesterholM, professor of early 
Christianity, McMaster University
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A Note from the Series Editor

What doctrines could be more foundational to what it means to 
be an evangelical Protestant than the five solas (or solae) of the 

Reformation? In my experience, however, many in evangelical churches 
today have never heard of sola Scriptura (by Scripture alone), sola gratia 
(by grace alone), sola fide (by faith alone), solus Christus (by Christ alone), 
and soli Deo gloria (glory to God alone).

Now it could be that they have never heard the labels but would rec-
ognize the doctrines once told what each sola means. At least I pray so. 
But my suspicion is that for many churchgoers, even the content of these 
five solas is foreign, or worse, offensive. We live in a day when Scripture’s 
authority is questioned, the exclusivity of Christ as mediator, as well as the 
necessity of saving faith, is offensive to pluralistic ears, and the glory of 
God in vocation is diminished by cultural accommodation. The temptation 
is to think that these five solas are museum pieces of a bygone era with little 
relevance for today’s church. We disagree. We need these solas just as much 
today as the Reformers needed them in the sixteenth century.

The year 2017 will mark the five hundredth anniversary of the 
Reformation. These five volumes, each written by some of today’s best 
theologians, celebrate that anniversary. Our aim is not merely to look to 
the past but to the present, demonstrating that we must drink deeply from 
the wells of the five solas in order to recover our theological bearings and 
find spiritual refreshment.

Post tenebras lux

Matthew Barrett, series editor
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Foreword

Knowing from James 2:26 that there is such a thing as dead faith; and 
from James 2:19 that there is such a thing as demonic faith; and from 1 

Corinthians 15:2 that it is possible to believe in vain; and from Luke 8:13 
that one can “believe for a while, and in time of testing fall away”; and 
knowing that it is through faith that we are born again (1 John 5:1) and 
have eternal life (John 3:16, 36), therefore, surely we must conclude that the 
nature of faith, and its relationship to salvation, is of infinite importance. 

I use the word infinite carefully. I mean that, if we don’t have such faith, 
the consequences have infinite significance. Eternal life is an infinite thing. 
And thus the loss of it is an infinite thing. Therefore, any human concern 
that has only to do with this world, no matter how global, no matter how 
painful, no matter how enduring —  if it has only to do with this world —  
compares to the importance of saving faith as a thimble to the ocean.

Which means, this book is dealing with treasures of immeasurable 
importance. Infinity cannot be measured. And infinite things are at stake. 
As Tom Schreiner says, the book “tackles one of the fundamental questions 
of our human condition: how can a person be right with God?”

The stunning Christian answer is: sola fide  —    faith alone. But be sure 
you hear this carefully and precisely: He says right with God by faith alone, 
not attain heaven by faith alone. There are other conditions for attaining 
heaven, but no others for entering a right relationship to God. In fact, one 
must already be in a right relationship with God by faith alone in order to 
meet the other conditions. 

“We are justified by faith alone, but not by faith that is alone.” Faith 
that is alone is not faith in union with Christ. Union with Christ makes his 
perfection and power ours through faith. And in union with Christ, faith is 
living and active with Christ’s power.

Such faith always “works by love” and produces the “obedience of faith.” 
And that obedience —  imperfect as it is till the day we die —  is not the “basis 
of justification, but . . . a necessary evidence and fruit of justification.” In 
this sense, love and obedience —  inherent righteousness —  is “required of 
believers, but not for justification” —  that is, required for heaven, not for 
entering a right-standing with God.
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12 Faith Alone

Everything in this book is measured by the Scriptures. “We should 
hold to the tradition of sola fide because it accords with the Word of God.” 
Therefore, thematically and structurally, the center of the book is bibli-
cal exegesis. “In this book I attempt to tour the historical teaching of the 
church, explain the scriptural teaching on justification, and provide some 
sense of contemporary relevance” (emphasis added).

But even in the historical and contemporary sections, Scripture remains 
the lodestar, guiding the ship of Schreiner’s analysis. Thus the book is over-
whelmingly constructive rather than merely polemical —  and always careful, 
for when handling the most volatile issues, one must handle with care. 

Schreiner is unusually careful in handling viewpoints that are different 
from his own. I have never read another author who states his challenger’s 
viewpoint so fully and persuasively, that it seems so compelling, and then 
turns around and demolishes it one piece at a time with careful biblical 
observation and argumentation. It is a trait that awakens trust.

Schreiner does not play God. He does not render judgments about men’s 
souls, only their doctrines. He follows John Owen in the gracious position 
that “men may be really saved by that grace which doctrinally they do deny; 
and they may be justified by the imputation of that righteousness, which, in 
opinion, they deny to be imputed.” 

His aim is not to defeat others or merely win arguments; his aim is the 
glory of God and the everlasting joy of people. “Sola fide gives all the glory 
to God, so that no one will boast in human beings (1 Cor. 1:31).” This is 
true not only because Christ is the sole ground of our right standing with 
God, but also because faith itself is a gift: “No one can boast about faith, 
for faith itself is a gift of God.” Moreover, faith, by its very nature, “glorifies 
and honors God, for it confesses that God can do what he has promised.”

And this faith is no mere mental assent, but a heartfelt embrace of Jesus 
Christ as its all-satisfying treasure. “Justification is by faith alone, for faith 
finds its joy in Christ alone, seeing him as the pearl of great price, the one 
who is more desirable than anything or anyone else” (emphasis added). 

Thus Schreiner closes his book with a joyful testimony —  and I rejoice 
to join him in it: “My confidence on the last day . . . will not rest on my 
transformation. I have too far to go to put any confidence in what I have 
accomplished. Instead, I rest on Jesus Christ. He is my righteousness. He is 
the guarantor of my salvation. I am justified by faith alone, in Christ alone, 
to the glory of God alone.”

John Piper
Founder and Teacher, desiringGod .org

Chancellor, Bethlehem College & Seminary
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Introduction

“But when we rise to the heavenly tribunal and place before 
our eyes that supreme Judge . . . then in an instant the vain 
confidence of men perishes and falls and conscience is 
compelled . . . to confess that it has nothing upon which it 
can rely before God.”  —  Francis Turretin

One of the five rallying cries of the Reformation was the statement that 
we are saved by faith alone —  sola fide! These words declared that 

salvation does not come from looking at our own works of righ teous ness, 
but from looking outside ourselves to another, to the person and work of 
 Jesus Christ. This statement grew out of a desire to return to the biblical 
text and to the teachings of the early church fathers, a cry to reform the 
church and return it to biblical orthodoxy.

Centuries have passed since the Reformation, and we may wonder: 
Does sola fide still matter today? Is the notion of justification by faith 
alone just a relic of days gone by, reflecting a nostalgia for a previous time? 
As will be evident throughout this book, I believe that the Reformation 
cry of sola fide should continue to be taught and treasured today because it 
summarizes biblical teaching, and God’s Word never loses its transforming 
power. The Word of God speaks in every era and in every place. While 
some may hold on to sola fide to uphold tradition, I believe we should hold 
on to the tradition of sola fide because it accords with the Word of God. 
Justification by faith alone isn’t the product of rigid and brittle orthodoxy. 
It speaks to the minds and hearts of  people all throughout history because 
it tackles one of the fundamental questions of our human condition: How 
can a person be right with God?

The words of Francis Turretin (1623 – 1687) testify to the pastoral 
relevance of this truth that justification is by faith alone. He says we truly 
understand “the controversy” on justification when we consider our own 
standing, as individuals, before a holy and righ teous God:
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16 Faith Alone

But when we rise to the heavenly tribunal and place before our eyes 
that supreme Judge . . . by whose brightness the stars are darkened, 
at whose strength the mountains melt; by whose anger the earth is 
shaken; whose justice not even the angels are equal to bear; who does 
not make the guilty innocent; whose vengeance when once kindled 
penetrates even the lowest depths of hell . . . then in an instant the vain 
confidence of men perishes and falls and conscience is compelled . . . to 
confess that it has nothing upon which it can rely before God. And so it 
cries out with David, “Lord, if thou marked iniquity, who can stand?” 
. . . When the mind is thoroughly terrified with the consciousness of sin 
and a sense of God’s wrath, what is that thing on account of which he 
may be acquitted before God and be reckoned a righ teous person? . . . Is 
it righ teous ness inhering in us and inchoate holiness or the righ teous-
ness and obedience of Christ alone imputed to us?1

I will defend in due course the notion that sola fide is biblical, but we 
must never forget why its biblical truth matters to us today. While some 
may wish to talk about theology for the sake of theological disputation, 
the central issue, as Turretin points out, is personal. We are talking about 
standing before God on the last day, on the day of judgment, and sola fide 
answers that question: How will we stand before the Holy One of Israel?

Still, one might agree that how we stand at the final judgment is a 
crucial question and think at the same time that justification by faith 
alone should be abandoned. After all, sola fide is easily misunderstood, 
and because of this they believe that the slogan should be jettisoned. Why 
appeal to a slogan that needs to be qualified and explained carefully to 
avoid abuse? This objection, however, applies to every theological truth. 
We don’t surrender the term Trinity, even though it is frequently misun-
derstood. Instead, what we mean by the word Trinity must be carefully 
explained and qualified. Theologians, scholars, and pastors must carefully 
unpack what that term means and what it doesn’t mean, so that those who 
listen to them don’t think Chris tians are tritheists. Yet despite these chal-
lenges, we don’t abandon the word just because it is easily misinterpreted. 
Chris tians throughout history have believed that certain words and phrases 
are helpful in summarizing and enshrining crucial theological truths. We 
should not surrender a formula even though it is sometimes misunderstood 
or wrongly explicated, for the slogan expresses a vital theological truth, one 
that is worth cherishing and guarding.

1. Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology (trans. George Musgrave Giger; ed. James 
T. Dennison Jr.; Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1994), 639 – 40.
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Sometimes Reformed Chris tians are accused of focusing too much 
energy on guarding and protecting doctrines and traditions like justifica-
tion by faith alone. Perhaps, at times, we are guilty of overemphasizing 
doctrinal fidelity to the neglect of cherishing the truth we confess. Yet 
guarding the faith is certainly a noble and biblical endeavor. Jude calls us 
to such in no uncertain terms (Jude 3), and both Galatians and 2 Tim othy 
emphasize that we must guard the gospel and uphold it even when others 
deny it. Still, we must beware that our efforts at guarding the gospel do 
not become more important to us than cherishing the life-giving freedom 
and joy the gospel provides to us. We guard the truth because we cherish 
it, and we cherish the truth because it is our life. When we are alone and 
quiet before God, we remember our many sins and our great unworthi-
ness. In such moments we see and sense the glory and beauty of sola fide; 
we confess “nothing in my hand I bring, simply to the cross I cling.” We 
realize that we can enter boldly into God’s presence only because of the 
grace of God, through faith in the righ teous ness of Christ alone.

Indeed, sola fide is important because it reminds us of the grace of the 
gospel, testifying that ultimately our salvation, our standing and acceptance 
before God, is entirely of the Lord. The works of human beings cannot 
accomplish salvation. Thus, sola fide gives all the glory to God, so that no 
one will boast in human beings (1 Cor 1:31). Sola fide reminds us that 
everything we have is a gift, that every benefit we enjoy is granted to us by 
God (4:7). The five solas of the Reformation are closely tied together, but 
when it comes to sola fide there is an especially close link with sola gratia 
and solus Christus. Faith looks to another for salvation, so that salvation is 
by grace alone and in Christ alone. It is my hope that this book will both 
guard and cherish the gospel so that we look to Christ as our only hope 
and give thanks daily for the grace that is our only source of strength.

A final word about the use of slogans and doctrines. Anthony Lane 
rightly says that doctrines are maps and models, not mathematical for-
mulas.2 We must avoid, then, relying on simplistic appeals to sola fide, or 
condemning without conversation or understanding those who reject the 
term. Instead, we must ask what those who reject sola fide intend when they 
question its adequacy. Perhaps those who reject it and those who affirm it 
are speaking past each other. The fears of those who reject sola fide may 
constitute legitimate objections to misunderstandings of the phrase. To be 
clear, I am not saying that all disagreements are merely misunderstandings. 

2. Anthony N. S. Lane, Justification by Faith in Catholic-Protestant Dialogue: An Evangelical 
Assessment (London: T&T Clark, 2002), 128 – 32.
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What I am saying is that we should be open to dialogue so that we don’t 
too quickly assume that we disagree.

How important is “faith alone” —  the doctrine of justification? I am 
not arguing that sola fide is the gospel, though I believe it is one element 
or entailment of the gospel.3 Those who reject the motto aren’t necessarily 
proclaiming a different gospel. It is possible, as I said above, that they 
are responding to a misunderstanding of the phrase or they have heard 
an inadequate presentation of what faith alone means, and they rightly 
disagree with the explanation they have heard. Slogans are helpful, for they 
summarize briefly our theology, but slogans can also be dangerous, for we 
may be in a conversation or a debate where we are unknowingly operating 
with different definitions and concepts. Before we indict someone else, we 
must be sure that we have heard what they are truly saying.

In this book I attempt to tour the historical teaching of the church, 
explain the scriptural teaching on justification, and provide some sense 
of contemporary relevance. At the outset, I should state that this book is 
not a technical investigation. It is truly a tour, visiting several destinations 
during the journey and meeting many interesting figures from the past 
and from today. Still, it is not intended to cover everything that has been 
or can be said on the topic of justification. Many significant figures in the 
discussion will be briefly summarized, and others will be passed over. Key 
periods and figures throughout history are touched upon so that readers 
gain a larger perspective.

As evangelicals we believe in sola scriptura, that the Bible alone is 
authoritative as God’s Word, but it would be foolish to ignore the careful 
reflections of those who preceded us. It has often been pointed out that 
sola scriptura doesn’t mean nuda scriptura (bare scripture).4 With this in 
mind, my hope is that readers will be encouraged as a result of reflecting 
on justification by faith alone to stand in faith and to rejoice in faith and 
as a result give great glory to God.

3. For the nature of the gospel, see especially D. A. Carson, “What Is the Gospel? —  
Revisited,” in For the Fame of God’s Name: Essays in Honor of John Piper (eds. Sam Storms and 
Justin Taylor; Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 147 – 70.

4. See the forthcoming work by Matthew Barrett, God’s Word Alone —  The Authority of 
Scripture (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016) in this series.
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c h A P T e r  1

Sola Fide in the Early Church

“O the sweet exchange, O the incomprehensible work of 
God, O the unexpected blessings, that the sinfulness of 
many should be hidden in one righ teous man, while the 
righ teous ness of one should justify many sinners!”

 —  The Epistle to Diognetus 9.5

We begin our historical tour of the doctrine of justification by looking 
at the apostolic fathers and the patristic era. In doing so, we must 

acknowledge that our point of view affects how we read. At the outset 
we should say that the writings of the earliest Chris tians should be read 
with gratefulness and appreciation. When we read them, we recognize and 
affirm that they confessed the same faith we cherish. We resonate with 
their belief that  Jesus is the Christ and that he fulfilled Old Testament 
prophecy, for they confessed that Christ is the center of their faith. 
Evangelical Protestants recognize that God guided the early church as it 
wrestled with the christological dimensions of the faith revealed to them. 
Protestants influenced by Reformation traditions affirm that the Nicean 
and Chalcedonian creeds capture the message of the NT. Nor do we limit 
our appreciation to christological matters, for we rejoice in their affirma-
tion of the created world, their rejection of Gnosticism, and their concern 
for ethics proclaimed by  Jesus Christ and the apostles.

The oft-repeated saying that we stand on the shoulders of those who 
precede us applies to the earliest theologians in the history of the church 
and indeed to all the saints and scholars before us. Protestants who ignore 
or despise the contributions of the earliest era of the church show their 
folly and arrogance, for we stand in debt to the church throughout the 
ages. By affirming sola fide, we are not saying that we believe the true 
church only arose in the sixteenth century, nor are we saying that the 
church was deeply flawed until the time of the Reformation. On the con-
trary, we stand in the deepest appreciation of believers who followed the 
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Lord before us, gratefully acknowledging their faith, wisdom, courage, and 
devotion. Luther himself acknowledged that there was much good in the 
church in the 1,500 years preceding him.1 An observation like this doesn’t 
mean that there weren’t weaknesses in the church, nor should we assume 
that the church and its doctrines have always been biblical and healthy. The 
Reformation happened for a reason! Still, the danger for many Protestants 
is to assume that the church had little to no understanding of the Pauline 
gospel for its first 1,500 years. Such a judgment is a gross exaggeration.

This leads us to the question we first wish to consider: Is sola fide 
taught in the earliest period of church history? We know that the formula 
itself —  “faith alone” —  was confessionally adopted during the Reformation 
after the church had existed for nearly 1,500 years. This leads us to wonder: 
If the earliest Chris tians didn’t espouse faith alone, should we do so today? 
Today, many evangelicals are returning to and recovering the voice of the 
early church fathers.2 We recognize our debt to the early fathers, and there 
is now a fresh explosion of interest in their exegesis and theology.3 We 
now recognize that the early fathers were careful interpreters of Scripture, 
and hence our interest in whether they confessed that salvation is by faith 
alone is piqued. Did Protestants during the time of the Reformation and 
subsequently perhaps overreact to Roman Catholics? Could there be a 
more balanced and biblical stance found in the earliest fathers, in those 
who lived and wrote before the controversies of the 1500s began?

I haven’t said anything yet about the soteriology of the earliest Chris-
tians, for there is significant controversy in scholarship over whether they 
were, in fact, faithful to Paul’s theology of grace. I can scarcely resolve 
the matter here, given the extensive debate on the topic. Still, I hope to 
provide a perspective for our study, and it will become apparent where I 
lean in the dispute over whether the earliest fathers were faithful to Paul. 
Some have argued, perhaps most famously Thomas Torrance, that those 
in the patristic era misunderstood the Pauline gospel and actually contra-
dicted it.4 Others claim that Torrance’s conclusion isn’t warranted, that a 

1. Martin Luther, Church and Ministry II, in vol. 40 of Luther’s Works (ed. Conrad 
Bergendorff; Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 1958), 231.

2. This is evidenced by the movement known as the Theological Interpretation of Scripture.
3. The interest is witnessed in the multivolume Ancient Chris tian Commentary on Scripture 

and Ancient Chris tian Texts, both published by InterVarsity Press.
4. Thomas F. Torrance, The Doctrine of Grace in the Apostolic Fathers (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1948). For a survey of those who think the earliest fathers misconstrued Paul and 
did not understand justification, see Thomas C. Oden, The Justification Reader (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2002), 19 – 23. See also Louis Berkhof, who says that many of the earliest fathers did 
not understand justification by faith (Systematic Theology [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1938], 511). 
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sympathetic examination of the theology of the earliest era shows that they 
affirmed Paul’s gospel.5 I incline more to the latter viewpoint, but before 
making that case, I should say another word about the matter of doctrinal 
clarity and precision.

To put it simply, we cannot expect the earliest Chris tians to have the 
same clarity on the issue of sola fide as the Reformers.6 The emphasis we 
find among them on topics like good works and merit lacks the clarity of the 
later discussions, but a sympathetic reading doesn’t posit a contradiction 
between them and the Reformers. True faith results in good works, and the 
term “merit” in the early fathers may designate the reward given instead 
of being interpreted to say that one earns salvation.7 We must remember 
that the early believers were rightly concerned about antinomianism,8 a 
misreading of Paul’s theology of grace that supported a sinful lifestyle. 
The earliest fathers rightly opposed what Dietrich Bonhoeffer would later 
call “cheap grace,” an abuse of the freedom of the gospel leading one to 
excuse sinful behavior.

The Reformers, unlike the church fathers, had the benefit of 1,500 
years of Chris tian reflection in assessing justification and stood in debt 
to those who preceded them, especially to Augustine. The earliest church 
didn’t encounter significant theological controversy over soteriology and 
the role of faith and works. They gladly affirmed that salvation was of the 
Lord. They also, in line with the Pauline witness, confessed that salvation 
was by faith instead of by works. At the same time they concluded that 
good works were necessary for final salvation. These affirmations need 
not be seen as contradictory. They accord with what the NT itself teaches, 

He says that there is “an anti-Pauline strain of legalism” in the apostolic fathers (idem, The History 
of Chris tian Doctrines [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1937], 40 – 41). Later he says that both Irenaeus and 
Tertullian did not truly understand justification and were guilty of moralism (67 – 68). And the 
Alexandrian fathers “certainly did not have the Pauline conception of faith and justification” (74). 
Space is lacking to tackle all the fathers here, but for a different understanding of Irenaeus, see Mark 
W. Elliott, “The Triumph of Paulinism by the Mid-Third Century,” in Paul and the Second Century 
(ed. Michael F. Bird and Joseph R. Dodson; LNTS 412 (New York: T&T Clark, 2011), 248.

5. E.g., Eric Osborne, “Origen and Justif ication,” ABR 24 (1976): 18 – 29; D. E. H. 
Williams, “Justification by Faith: A Patristic Doctrine,” JEH 57 (2006): 649 – 67 (though I do not 
concur with Williams’s judgment that the view of the early fathers is a corrective to Reformation 
perspectives).

6. Nevertheless, Needham points out that the notion of faith, and even faith alone, was 
present in some of the early fathers, especially Chrysostom (Nick Needham, “Justification in the 
Early Church Fathers,” in Justification in Perspective: Historical Developments and Contemporary 
Challenges [ed. Bruce L. McCormack; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006], 38 – 42).

7. For this sympathetic reading, see ibid., 42 – 53.
8. So Robert B. Eno, “Some Patristic Views on the Relationship of Faith and Works in 

Justification,” in Recherches augustiniennes 19 (1984): 4.
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and thus they represent a faithful appropriation of the NT witness, even 
if some of the terms and expressions of the early fathers lacked the clarity 
and precision of later formulations. A faithful reception of the NT message 
shouldn’t be equated with a full understanding of soteriology or with the 
precision that we find with the Reformers and their followers. But the 
vagueness of the early fathers isn’t surprising, for controversy (as is evident 
with the early debates on the Trinity and Christology) is the furnace in 
which clearer theology is forged.

What we do not find in the patristic era, at least until Augustine, is a 
full discussion of the relationship between faith and works. That matter 
came to the forefront in Augustine’s dispute with Pelagius. Before that 
time the church fathers were content with simply saying what we find 
in the NT: salvation is by faith and due to the grace of God, and those 
who experience God’s grace should live a new life, for those who are not 
transformed will not receive an eternal reward. In that respect, the fathers 
faithfully captured the message of the NT. But we should not expect those 
in the patristic era to speak directly to issues that arose later in church 
history.

Some, lamenting the divisions between Roman Catholics and 
Protestants in the last five hundred years, may pine for the unity on sote-
riology we find in the early church and might wish that we could go back 
to that period. Such feelings represent nostalgia, a nostalgia that doesn’t 
accord with historical realities. The truth is that every period of church 
history has been marked by doctrinal strife and dispute. Indeed, once 
the matter of faith and works came to the table in the dispute between 
Augustine and Pelagius, the matter was sharply controverted. Pastors were 
alerted in a fresh way to the issues at stake.

It is also nostalgic and sentimental to wish that we could discuss the mat-
ter of sola fide apart from the Reformation and the Counter Reformation, 
not to mention the four hundred plus years since. The controversy during 
the Reformation sharpened the debate and posed the issues with a clarity 
we don’t find in the ancient church. Again, to say this is no criticism of the 
early fathers. We should not expect them to weigh in on issues that weren’t 
debated in their time. We must be careful of an anachronistic criticism that 
judges theologians based on subsequent history. Nor can we go back to an 
earlier era to find the doctrinal purity and unity we long for. Instead, we 
must assess the question of justification in light of the entirety of church 
history and of the intensive debates and discussions that have arisen. Some 
may be satisfied with being Augustinian, but the discussion has moved past 
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Augustine. Such a statement doesn’t mean that we ignore Augustine, for 
his contribution was vital and must be integrated into current discussions. 
Still, he did not give the final and decisive answer in the discussion, and 
the contribution of the Reformers and contemporary biblical scholarship 
must also be included in assessing the role of sola fide today.

Indeed, we should be grateful for the last five hundred years, for the 
debates and divisions and discussions have forced us to read the biblical 
text intensely and carefully. They prompt us to be like the Bereans, who 
examined the Scriptures to discern what they actually teach (Acts 17:11). 
Perhaps some theological formulations are more precise than Scripture 
warrants. Nevertheless, as the church has learned in christological con-
troversies, it may be that the intense study on justification has led us to a 
more nuanced view, a view that does justice to the entirety of the scriptural 
witness. One reason we will engage in a tour of church history, despite the 
dangers of being selective and brief, is that it provides a taste of the depth 
and breadth of the work of those who have gone before us.

To sum up, as we consider the contributions of the apostolic fathers 
and the patristic era, we must not expect too much from them, nor too 
little.9 We must not expect them to be conversant with the debates of 
the Reformation, for that would be anachronistic.10 At the same time, we 
can be guilty of expecting too little as well, for if they are faithful to the 
apostolic witness, we will detect the gospel in what they have written.

Defining Key Terms
For those who may be new to these discussions or who are unfamiliar 

with the historic or contemporary debates on the subject of justification, 
it is important to gain familiarity with some of the key terms used. So, 
before we dive into the historical evidence for sola fide, let’s consider some 
definitions.

Though I’ve used “justification” several times already and most read-
ers will be familiar with what the term means, we can define it as being 

9. Michael W. Holmes argues that Polycarp believed in both grace and human achievement 
and thus was synergistic in contrast to Paul (“Paul and Polycarp,” in Paul and the Second Century 
[eds. Michael F. Bird and Joseph R. Dodson; LNTS 412; New York: T&T Clark, 2011], 66 – 69). 
For an even stronger indictment, see Torrance, Doctrine of Grace in Apostolic Fathers, 93 – 96. But 
in defense of the notion that Polycarp was closer to Paul than many have claimed, see Joel Willitts, 
“Paul and Jewish Chris tians in the Second Century,” in Paul and the Second Century, 154 – 58.

10. Cf. Williams, “Justification by Faith: A Patristic Doctrine,” 664 – 65. See also the com-
ments by Andreas Lindemann, in Trajectories through the New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers 
(eds. Andrew F. Gregory and Christopher M. Tuckett; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 44.
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right before God. Justification, then, refers to how we attain righ teous-
ness. Forensic understandings of justification see this as being declared 
righ teous before God. By contrast, transformative understandings see it 
as being made righ teous before God. Along with this, it is important that 
we grasp the distinction between an imputed righ teous ness and an infused 
righ teousnes. Imputed righ teous ness means that we are declared to be in the 
right before God on the basis of the righ teous ness of  Jesus Christ, which 
is given to us when we believe. Infused righ teous ness means that we are 
righ teous before God because of our righ teous behavior, because of the 
righ teous ness that transforms and changes us.

Historically, Roman Catholics have defended the notion that the righ-
teous ness that saves us on the day of judgment is infused, while Protestants 
have maintained that the righ teous ness that delivers us from God’s wrath 
is imputed. I will argue in this book that the Protestant understanding is 
correct and that the Roman Catholic view deviates from the gospel of  Jesus 
Christ. For those who are new to this discussion, know that we will unpack 
more of this in the chapters that follow. With these basic definitions in place, 
we can now turn to the historical evidence for sola fide in the early church.

Justification by Faith in 1 Clement
In the writings of the earliest Chris tians we do not find many refer-

ences to justification, but the evidence we do have supports the notion that 
most early church fathers understood justification forensically, and thus, 
as we will see, they stand in contrast to Augustine.11 We begin with these 
fascinating words about justification in 1 Clem . 32:3 – 4,12 which most 
believe was written around AD 96.13

All, therefore, were glorified and magnified, not through themselves or 
their own works or the righ teous actions which they did, but through 
his will. And so we, having been called through his will in Christ 
 Jesus, are not justified through ourselves or through our wisdom or 
understanding or piety or works, which we have done in holiness of 
heart, but through faith, by which the almighty God has justified all 

11. See Needham, “Justification in the Early Church Fathers,” 27 – 37. Clement of Alexandria 
is the other signif icant exception and seems to have understood the word to mean “make 
righ teous.”

12. All quotes from the apostolic fathers are from Michael W. Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: 
Greek Texts and English Translations of Their Writings (2nd ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992).

13. Lindemann dates it in the late 90s AD (see “Paul’s Influence on ‘Clement’ and Ignatius,” 
in Trajectories through the New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers [eds. Andrew F. Gregory and 
Christopher M. Tuckett; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005], 9).
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who have existed from the beginning, to whom be the glory for ever 
and ever. Amen.14

Clement clearly says that our works or holiness do not justify us. As 
Lindemann observes, Clement “shows quite clearly that he is not a teacher 
of ‘justification by works.’ ”15 He often emphasizes God’s gracious work in 
believers.16 Instead, justification is God’s work and is granted to those who 
exercise faith. Such a notion accords with Clement’s teaching on election (1 
Clem . 32:3; 59:2), which features God’s grace in salvation.17 In Clement’s 
emphasis on justification by faith (31:1 – 2), we have an early example of 
what would later be known as sola fide .18 At the same time, Clement spends 
most of the letter exhorting his readers to live a virtuous life. Such an 
emphasis, however, does not mean that he denies what he wrote about jus-
tification.19 We must consider the occasion and circumstances that called 
forth the document.20 For Clement good works flow from faith (30:3) and 
are not the ground of justification. As Arnold says, good works in Clement 
“are the appropriate response to the work of salvation, not the foundation 
of justification.”21

Clement doesn’t tie justification to the person and work of Christ to 
the same degree Paul does. Even though we don’t have the same kind of 
clarity that we find in Paul, the importance of Christ’s blood is noted (7:4), 
and hence there are reasons to think that justification is due to what Christ 
has accomplished.22

Justification in Ignatius
Another early witness to justification by faith is Ignatius.23 Ignatius 

emphasizes that believers live according to grace and center on  Jesus 

14. In support of the notion that 1 Clement doesn’t deny grace, see Heikki Räisänen, “ ‘Righ-
teous ness by Works’: An Early Catholic Doctrine? Thoughts on 1 Clement,” in  Jesus, Paul and 
Torah: Collected Essays (trans. David E. Orton; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1992), 202 – 24.

15. Andreas Lindemann, “Paul in the Writings of the Apostolic Fathers,” in Paul and the 
Legacies of Paul (ed. William S. Babcock; Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1990), 33.

16. Rightly Räisänen, “Righ teous ness by Works,” 206 – 7.
17. Cf. Brian John Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after Paul” (Ph.D. diss., The 

Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2013), 43 – 44.
18. So ibid., 45 – 46.
19. For the contrary idea that Clement is legalistic, see Torrance, Doctrine of Grace in 

Apostolic Fathers, 49 – 50, 54.
20. So Lindemann, “Paul in the Writings of the Apostolic Fathers,” 35; Räisänen, “Righ-

teous ness by Works,” 205 – 6; Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after Paul,” 41 – 42.
21. Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after Paul,” 52.
22. Ibid., 53 – 54; Räisänen, “Righ teous ness by Works,” 209.
23. My discussion of Ignatius is indebted to Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after 

Paul,” 56 – 103, whom I largely follow here.
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Christ (Magn . 8:1; Phld . 9:2). Even though he doesn’t highlight the term 
justification, he features the content of the gospel and  Jesus’ death and 
resurrection (Phld . 9:2).24 Those who center on  Jesus Christ don’t fall prey 
to Judaism (Magn . 10:3; Phld . 6:1). Instead, Ignatius calls on his readers 
to exercise faith and love (Eph . 1:14; Magn . 1). Justification for Ignatius 
centers on  Jesus Christ (Phld . 8:2), and the atonement that comes through 
his blood (Smyrn . 6:1), so that Christ is understood as a substitute (Rom . 
6:1; Smyrn . 6:2; Trall . 2:1; 9:2). Indeed, it seems that justification is apart 
from works of law since he rejects circumcision for salvation.25 Ignatius 
recognizes his own imperfection and his need for mercy, finding rest in 
the death and resurrection of  Jesus Christ, so that the gospel is his hope 
(Phld . 5:1 – 2; Smyrn . 11:1).26

Thomas Torrance thinks that faith and love in Ignatius mean that faith 
and works justify us.27 But again we need to remember the situation and 
occasion that called forth the Ignatian letters. In this case, Ignatius was 
about to suffer martyrdom.28 Still, he continued to emphasize the grace 
of God (Magn . 8:1; Smyrn . 6:2), and love should be construed as the 
consequence and fruit of faith.29 Others see the emphasis on martyrdom in 
Ignatius to be opposed to justification by faith, as if he put his trust in his 
sacrifice. One could interpret his martrydom in this way, but the necessity 
of martrydom doesn’t necessarily communicate works-righ teous ness, for 
the desire to be faithful accords with the Pauline teaching that one must 
endure to be saved.30

The Great Exchange in the Epistle to Diognetus
Sometimes scholars will say that the earliest fathers didn’t understand 

substitution or grace, but the famous words of the Epistle to Diognetus 
9:2 – 5 (written in the second century AD) show that such statements are 
off the mark.31

24. Ibid., 80 – 83.
25. Ibid., 85.
26. Ibid., 86 – 88.
27. Torrance, Doctrine of Grace in Apostolic Fathers, 60 – 61, 66 – 69.
28. For the circumstances that called forth what Ignatius wrote, see Lindemann, “Paul in the 

Writings of the Apostolic Fathers,” 40 – 41.
29. Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after Paul,” 96.
30. Ibid., 99 – 102.
31. See Brandon Crowe, “Oh Sweet Exchange!: The Soteriological Signif icance of 

Incarnation in the Epistle to Diognetus,” ZNW 102 (2011): 96 – 109; Arnold, “Justification One 
Hundred Years after Paul,” 104 – 36.
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But when our unrigh teous ness was fulfilled, and it had been made 
perfectly clear that its wages —  punishment and death —  were to be 
expected, then the season arrived during which God had decided to 
reveal at last his goodness and power (oh, the surpassing kindness and 
love of God!). He did not hate us, or reject us, or bear a grudge against 
us; instead he was patient and forbearing; in his mercy he took upon 
himself our sins; he himself gave up his own Son as a ransom for us, 
the holy one for the lawless, the guiltless for the guilty, “the just for 
the unjust,” the incorruptible for the corruptible, the immortal for the 
mortal. For what else but his righ teous ness could have covered our sins? 
In whom was it possible for us, the lawless and ungodly, to be justified, 
except in the Son of God alone? O the sweet exchange, O the incompre-
hensible work of God, O the unexpected blessings, that the sinfulness of 
many should be hidden in one righ teous man, while the righ teous ness 
of one should justify many sinners!

Justification by grace and by the substitutionary work of Christ are 
clearly taught here, putting the burden of proof on those who claim that 
substitution is a modern or Western notion.32 This text clearly teaches that 
the only hope of forgiveness and justification is the work of  Jesus Christ 
on the cross, and thus there are reasons to conclude that he endorsed what 
we refer to as sola fide.33 Brandon Crowe observes that chapter 9 of the 
Epistle to Diognetus contrasts the righ teous ness of God with the unrigh-
teous ness of humanity, showing “the impossibility of humanity to enter 
the Kingdom of God based on its own ability. Instead, human beings must 
rely on the power of God to be made worthy.”34 This is not to say that 
Diognetus is like Paul in every respect, for there are differences as well, but 
we do see the elements of Pauline soteriology here.35

Justification in the Odes of Solomon
Paul’s understanding of justification doesn’t vanish into the thin air 

after the first century. We also see a Pauline view of grace and faith in the 
Odes of Solomon .36 In these writings, the grace of God is underscored by 

32. Crowe goes beyond this and sees the positive imputation of the righ teous ness of Christ 
here, arguing that the author interprets Rom 5:18 – 19 this way (“Oh Sweet Exchange,” 104 – 9).

33. Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after Paul,” 134.
34. Crowe, “Oh Sweet Exchange,” 101; so also Williams, “Justification by Faith: A Patristic 

Doctrine,” 654.
35. See Michael F. Bird, “The Reception of Paul in The Epistle to Diognetus,” in Paul and the 

Second Century (eds. Michael F. Bird and Joseph R. Dodson; LNTS 412; New York: T&T Clark, 
2011), 85 – 88.

36. Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after Paul,” 137 – 96. Again, I am indebted to 
Arnold for what follows.
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the doctrine of election,37 showing that salvation isn’t attributed to the 
work of human beings (Odes Sol . 25.4). Justification is rooted in God’s 
kindness and grace and is not based on human merit.38 Arnold suggests 
that the grace of God is, in fact, the main theme of the Odes.39 Justification 
is forensic and not transformative,40 and perhaps the recognition of jus-
tification’s forensic character is due to the writer being closer in time 
to the writings of the NT or to his knowledge of Greek, in contrast to 
Augustine, who, as we will see, believed justification was transformative. 
Indeed, it seems that the writer of the Odes believes in the imputation of 
righ teous ness in his conception of justification, which demonstrates that 
justification is a gift of God.41 Arnold says, “For the Odist, imputation of 
the Spirit necessarily means the imputation of righ teous ness.”42 The writer 
celebrates the truth that justification is the Lord’s work and is equivalent to 
imperishable salvation (17.1).43 The centrality of  Jesus is evident, for believ-
ers are united with Christ.44 The author maintains that justification is by 
faith (29.5 – 6), which, when it is aligned with his views of grace, election, 
and imputation, suggest that justification is by faith alone.

Justification in Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho
Though we cannot investigate the teaching of all the patristic writers 

on justification, the contribution of Justin Martyr in The Dialogue with 
Trypho is particularly fascinating and worth consideration.45 The substance 
of the Dialogue lends credence to the notion that Justin knew Paul’s theol-
ogy and propagated it, even if there are differences. Trypho seems to be 
similar to Paul’s opponents, for he insists that one must be circumcised 
and observe the other commands in the law to be saved (8.4; 10.1, 3 – 4).46 

37. Odes Sol . 4.7; 8.13; 10.3; 12.3; 23.2 – 3; 41.9. In the past the Odes were often considered 
Jewish, but it is now acknowledged that they are Chris tian. See J. H. Charlesworth, “Odes of 
Solomon: A New Translation and Introduction,” in Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (ed. J. H. 
Charlesworth; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1985), 2:725.

38. Odes Sol . 25.4, 12; 29.5.
39. Cf. Odes Sol . 4.13; 5.3; 23.2; 31.7; 34.6 (Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after 

Paul,” 169 – 72).
40. Odes Sol . 17.1 – 17; 25.12; 29.1 – 11 (Arnold, “Justif ication One Hundred Years after 

Paul,” 149, 154 – 56, 182 – 91).
41. Odes Sol . 25.7, 10; 33.12 (Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after Paul,” 166, 

175 – 78).
42. Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after Paul,” 179.
43. Ibid., 154.
44. Odes Sol . 3.7; 17.13 – 17 (Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after Paul,” 161 – 65).
45. See Arnold, “Justification One Hundred Years after Paul,” 197 – 230.
46. See Graham Stanton, “The Law of Moses and the Law of Christ,” in Paul and the Mosaic 

Law (ed. James D. G. Dunn; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1996), 102, 105 – 7.
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On the other side, Justin, like Paul, stresses that justification is by faith, 
and hence circumcision is not needed for salvation (23.3 – 4; 92.2). After 
all, Abraham was justified by faith instead of his observance of the law 
(23.4; 92.3 – 4). Those who focus on circumcision and the law fall prey to 
works-righ teous ness (137.1 – 2), for the law doesn’t save, but the death of 
 Jesus accomplishes salvation instead (11.4 – 5; 137.1). The righ teous ness 
of believers is rooted in the cross of Christ, for he took upon himself the 
curse that believers deserve (95.1 – 3). Undoubtedly, Justin is teaching an 
understanding of substitutionary atonement.47

Other Witnesses in the Patristic Period
As we consider witnesses from the patristic period, we have to remem-

ber that the issue wasn’t debated during this time and thus the theology 
isn’t always integrated or consistent. While I include quotes that support 
the doctrine of justification by faith, I could also quote other statements 
in the period and from some of the same authors that seem to contradict 
justification by faith, especially justification by faith alone. The point made 
here is not that the early writers reached the same clarity as the Reformers. 
Instead, the early fathers often recognized what the NT said about justi-
fication by faith and proclaimed its truth in their teaching and preaching. 
Hence, the doctrine wasn’t denied as we see in later Roman Catholicism. 
On the contrary, we see indications that justification by faith alone was 
embraced, even though the implications of the doctrine were not worked 
out thoroughly.

Origen (AD 185 – 254), for example, sees justification by faith in the 
thief on the cross and claims that faith is the foundation of our justifica-
tion, so that righ teous ness isn’t based on works of the law. Our obedience 
cannot justify since righ teous ness is by faith.48 Origen regularly emphasizes 
that faith leads to good works, and in saying this he ref lects a Pauline 
theme.49 Origen’s teaching on the matter is vague and imprecise at some 
points, but this is scarcely surprising, for he wasn’t pressed to clarify the 
matter, and some of the same questions arise in reading Paul.50 Yet there 

47. I owe the reference to Needham (“Justification in the Early Church Fathers,” 33 – 34).
48. Oden, Justification Reader, 45.
49. Cf. Williams, “Justification by Faith: A Patristic Doctrine,” 655; Arnold, “Justification 

One Hundred Years after Paul,” 655; Eno, “Some Patristic Views on the Relationship of Faith 
and Works in Justification,” 6.

50. Cf. David M. Rylaarsdam, “Interpretations of Paul in the Early Church,” in Rereading Paul 
Together: Protestant and Catholic Perspectives on Justification (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006), 152 – 55.
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are some statements in Origen that seem to contradict justification by faith, 
and hence he isn’t the clearest witness.51

The fourth-century father Theodoret of Cyrrhus comments on Eph 
2:8, “It is not of our own accord that we have believed . . . and even when 
we had come to believe, He did not require of us purity of life, but approv-
ing mere faith, God bestowed on us forgiveness of sins.”52 Chrysostom 
later in the same century understands Eph 2:8 similarly,53 though he 
granted free will a role that would have been denied by Luther and Calvin. 
Still, Chrysostom insists that justification can’t be given through works 
since God demands perfect obedience. Hence, the only way to be justified 
is through grace.54 Chrysostom stoutly denies any notion of meritorious 
works55 and sees good works as a consequence of faith.56 Chrysostom’s 
articulation of justification seems to be thoroughly Pauline.

Williams appeals to Marius Victorinus from the mid-fourth century, 
saying he taught “salvation by grace through faith. We are not saved by our 
own merits, as if by the works of the law, but only by the grace of God: ‘it 
is by faith alone that brings justification and sanctification.’’’57 Victorinus 
also believes that good works are necessary, but in making this point he 
was faithful to the NT.58 Williams especially highlights the writings of 
Hilary of Poitiers (fourth century), showing that he often used Pauline lan-
guage of justification by faith in his commentary on Matthew, confirming 
that the Pauline understanding was deeply embedded in this thinking.59 
Hilary taught that the law can’t bring justification on account of human 
sin.60 He says in his commentary on Matthew that “salvation is entirely 
by faith,”61 and emphasizes this theme repeatedly.62 Hence, Abraham, the 
thief on the cross, and the eleventh hour workers in the vineyard (Matt. 

51. See Eno, “Some Patristic Views on the Relationship of Faith and Works in Justification,” 5.
52. Cited from Oden, Justification Reader, 45.
53. Ibid., 44 – 45.
54. John Chrysostom, Homilies on Second Corinthians 11.5 (NPNF 1, 12:334).
55. See Oden, Justification Reader, 76.
56. Rylaarsdam, “Interpretations of Paul in the Early Church,” 160.
57. Williams, “Justification by Faith: A Patristic Doctrine,” 655 – 56. The quotation is from 

Victorinus’s commentary on Galatians, ii.15 – 16.
58. Cf. Eno, “Some Patristic Views on the Relationship of Faith and Works in Justification,” 

6 – 7 (though Eno raises questions about Victorinus’s understanding of justif ication by faith, 
wondering if he was repeating Paul’s wording without fully comprehending what Paul taught).

59. Williams, “Justification by Faith: A Patristic Doctrine,” 657.
60. Ibid., 658.
61. Cited in ibid., 658. The quotation is from xi.10 of Hilary’s Matthew commentary.
62. See Williams, “Justification by Faith: A Patristic Doctrine,” 658 – 60.
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20:1 – 16) are all justified by faith. Indeed, Hilary specifically declares that 
justification is by faith alone: “Because faith alone justifies . . . publicans 
and prostitutes will be the first in the kingdom of heaven.”63 Those who 
think that justification by faith alone is absent in the early fathers need to 
reckon with Hilary’s clear words on the matter.

Ambrosiaster also taught that justification was by faith alone.64 “By 
faith alone one is freely forgiven of all sins and the believer is no longer 
burdened by the Law for meriting good works. Our works, however, are 
demonstrative of our faith and will determine whether we are ultimately 
justified.”65 That sentence could have easily been written by Calvin or 
Luther. Nevertheless, Ambrosiaster lacked the clarity we find in the later 
Reformers, for he also wrote of meriting a final reward. In saying such, 
however, he called on another theme emphasized by virtually all early 
Chris tian writers, that is, the importance of good works.66

We could continue to cite others who made similar statements. Oden 
cites Prosper of Aquitaine, Ambrosiaster, Jerome, Augustine, and Marius 
Victorinus to demonstrate that justification by faith was a common teach-
ing.67 But we will conclude our brief tour of the early church with some 
comments on the most famous of the early church writers —  Augustine.

Augustine
My goal in this section is not to investigate Augustine’s entire theol-

ogy of justification, for that would warrant a book in its own right. The 
purpose here is to sketch with some broad strokes his view of justification.68 
Augustine’s understanding of justification is bound up with his mature 
view of predestination, so that God’s grace secures the faith of human 
beings. He clearly thought that justification is due to grace. In this respect, 
he is close to the understanding of the Reformers, and it is scarcely surpris-

63. This citation taken from xxi.15 is again taken from Williams, “Justification by Faith: A 
Patristic Doctrine,” 660.

64. Ambrosiaster wasn’t the name of this fourth-century commentator on Paul’s epistles. 
Originally, it was thought that these commentaries were written by Ambrose, but scholarship over 
the centuries has demonstrated that the author is unknown.

65. Williams, “Justification by Faith: A Patristic Doctrine,” 662.
66. See Eno, “Some Patristic Views on the Relationship of Faith and Works in Justification,” 

8 – 10.
67. Oden, Justification Reader, 46 – 49.
68. Cf. Lane, Justification by Faith in Catholic-Protestant Dialogue: An Evangelical Assessment 

(London: T&T Clark, 2002), 45. See Augustine’s discussion in “The Spirit and the Letter” in 
Augustine: Later Works (LCC; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1955), 193 – 250.
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ing that Luther and Calvin often quote Augustine, for in his theology of 
grace and his view of predestination they found a kindred spirit. Augustine 
often proclaims, especially in his anti-Pelagian writings, that believers are 
saved by grace and not by works. Salvation is of the Lord, for believers 
cannot do anything apart from what they have received (1 Cor 4:7), a verse 
to which Augustine returned again and again in the Pelagian controversy.

Augustine differs from the Reformers, however, in that he understands 
the word “justify” to mean “make righ teous” instead of “declare righ-
teous.”69 Augustine believed that justification was more than merely an 
event; it was also a process, and thus he believed in inherent righ teous ness 
rather than imputed righ teous ness. Justification isn’t a once-for-all dec-
laration in his mind, for justification means that believers continue to be 
transformed and perfected. Augustine did not operate with the distinction 
between sanctification and justification, which is typical in Reformed and 
Lutheran thought. Since justification for Augustine means “to make righ-
teous,” the term includes within it what evangelical Protestants typically 
would call sanctification.70

So would Augustine have endorsed the Reformation teaching on sola 
fide? Aware that the question is anachronistic, Alister McGrath attempts 
to answer the question. He thinks not, given Augustine’s emphasis on 
love. For Augustine faith is basically intellectual assent, and thus faith 
must be accompanied by love. Indeed, it works by love (Gal 5:6).71 David 
Wright, however, criticizes McGrath for going beyond the evidence, for 
Augustine never says we are justified by love.72 Perhaps different terminol-
ogy and circumstances explain these differences between Augustine and 
the Reformers on the matter of faith alone. Wright says that in reading 
Augustine and the Reformers, it is easy to pass from the one to the other 
without noticing significant differences, for they breathe the same air 
theologically.73 There is a sense, it seems then, in which Augustine would 

69. This is the typical view of Augustine. See “Spirit and Letter,” 208, 219, 228 (but see 
his comments on 229). See, e.g., Rylaarsdam, “Interpretations of Paul in the Early Church,” 
164. Wright, however, cautions that a declarative notion is present in Augustine as well (David F. 
Wright, “Justification in Augustine,” in Justification in Perspective: Historical Developments and 
Contemporary Challenges [ed. Bruce L. McCormack; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006], 55 – 72).

70. Lane notes that before the Reformation there wasn’t a clear distinction drawn between 
justification and sanctification. But he insightfully remarks that this doesn’t mean that the theo-
logical concept articulated in the distinction was absent, for a distinction was drawn between 
forgiveness of sins (status) and renewal of life (sanctification). Hence, we could overemphasize 
the difference between the Reformers and those who preceded them on this matter (Justification 
by Faith in Catholic-Protestant Dialogue, 139 – 40).

71. McGrath, Iustitia Dei: The History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification; Vol. 1, From 
the Beginning to 1500 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 1:30.

72. Wright, “Justification in Augustine,” 55 – 56, 66.
73. Ibid., 71.
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have endorsed faith alone, for his predestination theology emphasized that 
salvation is the Lord’s work and faith is a gift from him.

The notion that we are justified by faith alone fits with Augustine’s 
mature reading of Rom 7:14 – 25, for he believed that sin continues to 
bedevil Chris tians, and thus they fall remarkably short of God’s standards. 
At the same time, Augustine emphasized Gal 5:6, which says that faith 
works through love. Augustine interpreted the verse differently from the 
Reformers, but the difference between them may not be as significant as 
some claim, for Augustine insisted that true faith expresses itself in works, 
supremely in love for God and others.74 This is a notion that is shared by 
the Reformers as well. Augustine’s theology of justification, while it dif-
fers in some ways from what we find in Luther and Calvin, stands on his 
theology of predestination and is influenced by his understanding of grace. 
Grace doesn’t just make salvation possible; grace is effective and secures 
faith and love in the hearts of those God has chosen to be his  people.

Regardless of where one believes Augustine’s understanding of justi-
fication best fits, his place in the debate never grows old, for his influence 
on the Reformers and on Protestants today continues. At the same time, 
those who maintain that justification is a process and that it means “make 
righ teous” also call upon Augustine to support their theology.

Thomas Oden’s View
Thomas Oden, a well-known scholar of the early church, argues force-

fully that theologians in the patristic era faithfully understood Paul and 
agreed with the Reformational teaching on faith and grace, though he 
doesn’t claim that the teaching was “always rightly remembered or consis-
tently appropriated,” nor was it “always rightly integrated into preaching 
and pastoral care and moral instruction” or “grasped in a perfect way.”75 
If we understand what Oden says in broad terms, he is almost certainly 
right.76 At the same time we must beware of taking isolated sayings out of 
context and claiming that the fathers and the Reformers were on the same 
page. Individual statements must be interpreted in context, and typically 
the fathers weren’t expounding justification in any detail.77

The earliest fathers repeated what they understood Paul to be saying 

74. Cf. ibid., 66 – 69.
75. Oden, Justification Reader, 143.
76. But against this, see McGrath, Iustitia Dei, 1:180 – 87.
77. See here the wise comments of Lane, Justification by Faith in Catholic-Protestant 

Dialogue, 136.
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about justification, affirming grace and faith and disavowing works as a 
basis for justification. McGrath says that in the patristic period “matters 
such as predestination, grace, and free will” are “somewhat confused, and 
would remain so until controversy forced a full discussion of the issue upon 
the church.”78 The word confusion seems apt from our perspective, but 
we must be reminded again that these early Chris tians weren’t trying to 
synthesize the biblical teaching on justification and salvation.

Conclusion
If we are looking for a direct parallel between what the early church 

fathers wrote and the Reformation call to sola fide, we won’t find it. The 
early church did not have the clarity on justification by faith alone that we 
find in the Reformers. By the same token, those who claim that the early 
fathers denied this truth go far beyond the evidence. Even a cursory tour 
of some of their writings indicates that they frequently upheld the truth 
that we are justified by faith rather than by works. In saying that works are 
necessary for final salvation as well, they were simply reproducing the mes-
sage of the NT. Again, this is not to say that Protestants can claim the early 
fathers in support of the views articulated later, during the Reformation. 
Yet Roman Catholics can scarcely argue that the writings of the fathers 
are a ringing endorsement of the teaching of the Council of Trent either. 
In many respects, we find that a number of the fathers endorsed teachings 
that are similar to what we know today as the doctrine of justification by 
faith alone.

78. McGrath, Iustitia Dei, 1:19. McGrath probably underestimates the understanding of 
justification in the first 350 years of the church’s life (see his discussion, 1:17 – 23).
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