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Preface

The formula for a good “multiple views” book is relatively straightforward  
First, the book must address an important biblical or theological issue; ide-
ally, a topic on which there is currently substantial discussion and debate  
Second, the issue or debate itself must be capable of some degree of clear 
definition  Some topics are inherently poor candidates for this sort of book 
because of their conceptual complexity  In such a case, it is never clear which 
of the literally dozens of embedded questions is being addressed at any par-
ticular moment, and it is enormously difficult to avoid having conversations 
in which the interlocutors talk past each other  Third, the conversants must 
represent positions that are: (1) identifiably distinct from each other and (2) 
reasonably expressive of the range of views in the contemporary debate   

The reader will have to decide whether or how well this book meets the 
aforementioned criteria, but we take it for granted that few if any would ques-
tion the theological importance of and current interest in the topic of justifi-
cation  Stimulated by various ecumenical conversations and vigorous debates 
over the “new perspective” on Paul, the debate over the nature and implica-
tions of justification language in Scripture has reached a fever pitch  And, for 
most Christians, a lot is riding on this conversation; at stake is nothing less 
than the understanding of the nature of sin, the atonement, conversion and 
salvation itself  Of course, it is this very fact that makes this topic difficult for 
a multiple views book—there are many historical, biblical and theological 
issues that are intertwined with the justification debate  Consequently, we 
have asked our contributors to engage in a herculean task—namely, address a 
wide range of important biblical and theological issues as they present their 
views   
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10 Justification: Five Views

The selection of which perspectives to include in a multiple-views book 
is perhaps the most difficult of editorial tasks  There are always more 
views than can be included in a single volume, and almost every view has 
various subviews—each of which can lay claim to being the best represen-
tative of the broader perspective   When we selected contributors, we 
looked not only for people that could ably represent the primary views on 
this subject, but for people that could engage the justification question on 
multiple levels: biblically, historically and theologically   Our contributors 
are Michael Horton, defending the traditional Reformed view; Michael 
Bird, defending the progressive Reformed view; James Dunn, defending 
the “new perspective” view; Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, defending the deifi-
cation view; and Gerald O’Collins, S J , and Oliver Rafferty, S J , defend-
ing the Roman Catholic view   We take it for granted that the inclusion of 
these views needs no explanation  There is, however, an omission that 
needs some explaining  Readers might be surprised to see the Lutheran 
view missing from the list  Our response is that Horton’s traditional Re-
formed view is functionally identical in all the significant theological as-
pects to the traditional Lutheran view  Moreover, Kärkkäinen’s deification 
view represents a less traditional Lutheran view  There are, of course, 
many other possible views of justification, and some of them are genuinely 
interesting and important  We only hope that readers will understand the 
necessity of drawing the line someplace: this “five views” book is already 
long enough 

We would like to thank each of our contributors for their willingness to 
participate in this project  Working with them was a joy  Many others have 
given valuable advice or assistance along the way, including David Clark, 
Mike Holmes, Brendan Lorentz and Laine Gebhardt  Special mention, 
however, goes to two people  First, our IVP Academic editor, Dan Reid, 
has been a model of encouragement and tireless support  Second, our col-
league, Steve Enderlein, provided us with such a degree of assistance, in-
cluding coauthoring the introductory chapters, that it seemed only fair to 
acknowledge his efforts by making him an associate editor  Our greatest 
debt, however, is owed to our families and, particularly, to our children, to 
whom this book is dedicated  In all honesty, you make academic work 
more difficult—for we would rather be spending time with you  Neverthe-
less, you provide us with a daily reminder of the reality and depth of God’s 
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Preface 11

sacrificial love for us  Our prayer is that each of you will be able to say, with 
the apostle Paul, “For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither 
angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 
neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to 
separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 
8:38-39) 
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 1 

Justification in  
Historical Perspective

Theological debates within scholarly quarters of the church are nothing 
new for the Christian faith  Occasionally, however, one of these debates 
spills over from the academic world and begins to ignite controversy within 
and among churches and parachurch ministries, between pastors and 
friends  This was certainly the case with the “openness of God” debate 
that rocked the evangelical Christian world in the 1990s 1 At the opening 
of the second decade of the twenty-first century, it appears that another 
debate has reached similar proportions in evangelical circles and beyond, 
namely, the debate on the nature of justification and its proper place within 
Christian theology  

In an important sense, the church was handed the justification debate 
within the very texts that constitute its authoritative canon  There, the 
apostle Paul writes concerning the nature of grace, faith and works: “For 
by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own do-
ing; it is the gift of God—not the result of works, so that no one may 
boast” (Eph 2:8-9 nrsv)  And concerning justification:

Because by works of the law no f lesh will be justified in his sight, for 
through law comes the knowledge of sin  But now, apart from the law, the 
righteousness of God has been manifested, although it is testified to by the 
law; the righteousness of God has been manifested through faith of Jesus 
Christ to all those who believe  For there is no distinction, for all sinned 

1On which see James K  Beilby and Paul R  Eddy, eds , Divine Foreknowledge: Four Views 
(Downers Grove, Ill : InterVarsity Press, 2001) 
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14 Justification: Five Views

and are lacking the glory of God; they are justified freely by his grace, 
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus  (Rom 3:20-24, authors’ 
translation2)

And then there is James:

But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works ” Show me your 
faith apart from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith  You 
believe that God is one; you do well  Even the demons believe—and shud-
der  Do you want to be shown, you senseless person, that faith apart from 
works is barren? Was not our ancestor Abraham justified by works when he 
offered his son Isaac on the altar? You see that faith was active along with 
his works, and faith was brought to completion by the works  Thus the 
scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was reck-
oned to him as righteousness,” and he was called the friend of God  You see 
that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone        For just as the 
body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead  (Jas 
2:18-24, 26 nrsv)

Sixteen centuries later, the Protestant Reformers would seize upon 
Paul’s expression of justification as constituting the very essence of the 
gospel itself  Similar to traditional Lutherans, many Reformed evangeli-
cals today view the doctrine of justification by faith as “the heart of the 
Gospel,” as “the article by which the church stands or falls ”3 And so, it is 
not surprising to find a number of Reformed evangelicals making strong 
statements in defense of the centrality of justification over the last several 
decades 4 However, more recently the debate has intensified among evan-
gelicals in that challenges to the traditional Reformed understanding of 
justification are increasingly arising from within the broader evangelical 
camp itself  From academic monographs to the popular pages of Christian-
ity Today magazine,5 from the high-profile engagement of renowned  

2In some cases the authors have provided their own translation to preserve some of the ambigui-
ties in the text, in order not to privilege any single interpretive option 

3E g , J  I  Packer, “Justification in Protestant Theology,” in Here We Stand: Justification by Faith 
Today, by J  I  Packer et al  (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1986), p  84; James R  White, The 
God Who Justifies (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 2001), pp  17-32 

4E g , Packer et al , Here We Stand: Justification by Faith Today (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 
1986); D  A  Carson, ed , Right with God: Justification in the Bible and the World (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1992) 

5E g , see Simon Gathercole, “What Did Paul Really Mean?” Christianity Today, August 10, 
2007, pp  22-28; Trevin Wax and Ted Olsen, “The Justification Debate: A Primer,” Christian-
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Justification in Historical Perspective  15

pastor-scholars John Piper and N  T  Wright to controversy within campus 
parachurch ministries,6 the justification debate is being felt throughout 
the evangelical world 

Unlike the “openness of God” debate, however, contemporary ferment 
related to justification ranges far beyond evangelical circles  For example, 
in the eyes of many, the 1999 “Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justi-
fication” has served largely to reverse the five-hundred-year split between 
the Roman Catholic and Lutheran churches on justification 7 In academic 
New Testament studies today, the “new perspective on Paul” has embroiled 
scholars of many stripes in both exegetical debates about justification and 
historical disagreements about the nature of Second Temple Judaism(s)  In 
fact, as one begins to canvas the various issues related to justification to-
day, it quickly becomes apparent that almost every question is a contested 
one  Debate piles upon debate, layer upon layer  And like most theological 
controversies of magnitude, the intensity of the contemporary justification 
debate(s) is in large part due to the fact that it is inherently tied to a num-
ber of other issues of significant import—issues exegetical and hermeneu-
tical, soteriological and ecclesiological, methodological and historical, 
ethical and practical 8 This chapter offers a historical survey of the devel-
opment of, and debates concerning, the doctrine of justification in its many 
permutations throughout church history 

The early ChurCh

The seemingly straightforward question of the status of the doctrine of 
justification in the early church is, in fact, a significant point of debate 

ity Today, June 2009, pp  34-37; Collin Hansen, “Not All Evangelicals and Catholics Together: 
Protestant Debate on Justification is Reigniting Questions about Rome,” Christianity Today, 
November 2009, pp  19-22  

6John Piper, The Future of Justification: A Response to N. T. Wright (Wheaton, Ill : Crossway, 
2007); N  T  Wright, Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision (Downers Grove, Ill : InterVar-
sity Press, 2009)  On the split over justification within the InterVarsity Christian Fellowship 
chapter at George Washington University, see Hansen, “Not All Evangelicals and Catholics 
Together ”

7Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church, Joint Declaration on the Doctrine 
of Justification (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000) 

8The ethical and practical often appear to fade from view in this discussion  For words of cau-
tion in this regard see James B  Martin-Schramm, “Justification and the Center of Paul’s Eth-
ics,” Dialog 33 (1994): 106-10; Andrea Bieler and Hans-Martin Gutmann, Embodying Grace: 
Proclaiming Justification in the Real World, trans  Linda A  Maloney (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
2010) 
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16 Justification: Five Views

today  No one doubts that Pauline-like statements on justification are scat-
tered throughout the early church writings  For instance, near the end of 
the first century, we find Clement of Rome professing:

And so we, having been called through his will in Christ Jesus, are not 
justified through ourselves or through our own wisdom or understanding 
or piety, or works that we have done in holiness of heart, but through faith, 
by which the Almighty God has justified all who have existed from the 
beginning; to whom be the glory for ever and ever  Amen  (1 Clem  32 4)9

Similar statements throughout the next several centuries are common 10 
But the question is: What is to be made of such statements? For some, 
despite statements such as these, the pre-Augustinian fathers show an un-
fortunate lack of truly independent interest in, or reflection upon, Pauline 
doctrines of original sin, grace and justification by faith alone 11 Accord-
ing to Alister McGrath, the limited amount of attention given to the topic 
in patristic literature is characterized by “inexactitude and occasional ap-
parent naivety,” and reflects a “works-righteousness approach to 
justification ”12 For others, early Christian statements on justification re-
flect a significant continuity not only between the patristic writers and 
Paul, but between patristic writers and the Reformers themselves  No one 
has argued this point more forcefully than Thomas Oden, who claims that 
“there is a full-orbed patristic consensus on justification that is virtually 
indistinguishable from the Reformer’s teaching ”13

Between these two views, one finds a range of scholars who conclude 
for some form of a via media  Most emphasize that serious account must 
be taken of the historical, polemical and rhetorical particularities of the 
early church, that the richly textured images of salvation are many and 
varied within patristic literature, and that what Reformation-sensitive 
ears could easily hear as “ justification by works” is better interpreted as 

  9Michael W  Holmes, trans  and ed , The Apostolic Fathers in English, 3rd ed  (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2006), p  57 

10As documented by Thomas C  Oden, The Justification Reader (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2002) 

11E g , Thomas F  Torrance, The Doctrine of Grace in the Apostolic Fathers (Edinburgh: Oliver & 
Boyd, 1948) 

12Alister E  McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification, 3rd ed  
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005 [1986]), p  38 

13Oden, Justification Reader, p  49 
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Justification in Historical Perspective  17

an early Christian defense of the biblical notions of human freedom, 
moral responsibility and the goodness of God against the competing 
perspectives of astrology/fatalism, stoicism and Gnosticism 14 While 
concern with Paul broadly, and justification by faith specifically, can be 
found in the early church, we cannot thereby conclude that they meant 
by these statements what the later Reformers would mean 15 What does 
seem clear is that when the pre-Augustinian fathers wrote of the gra-
cious, works-free nature of salvation/justification, many of them indexed 
this to initial justification, which itself was connected to conversion and/
or baptism 16 Once initial justification had taken place, believers were 
expected to be caught up in a transformative process of growth in grace, 
virtue and good works 

Assessments of the distance between patristic and later Protestant con-
ceptions of justification vary  Again, Oden argues that a robust patristic 
“consensus” on justification existed and is in substantial continuity with 
the later Reformers  For others, certain early writers stand out as signifi-
cantly “more Protestant,” whether Clement of Rome, Marius Victorinus, 
Augustine of course, or even—in terms of an emphasis on “faith alone”—
Pelagius himself!17 And then there is Origen 

Origen 
Much of the debate about the fate of Paul’s doctrine of justification by 
faith in the pre-Augustinian church has centered on Origen and his 
Commentary on Romans. Here, Origen expounds on Paul’s teaching on 
justification:

14On the varied images of salvation in Pauline and early church literature, respectively, see Gor-
don D  Fee, “Paul and the Metaphors for Salvation: Some Reflections on Pauline Soteriology,” 
in The Redemption: An Interdisciplinary Symposium on Christ as Redeemer, ed  Stephen T  Davis, 
Daniel Kendall and Gerald O’Collins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp  43-67; 
Brian Daley, “‘He Himself Is Our Peace’ (Ephesians 2:14): Early Christian Views of Redemp-
tion in Christ,” in Redemption, ed  Davis, Kendall and O’Collins, pp  149-76  On the ubiq-
uitous patristic defense of the goodness of God and human freedom, see Robert L  Wilken, 
“Justification by Works: Fate and the Gospel in the Roman Empire,” Concordia Theological 
Monthly 40 (1969): 379-92; Eric Osborn, “Origen and Justification: The Good Is One, There 
Is None Good but God (Matt  19 17 et par ),” Australian Biblical Review 24 (1976): 18 

15Riemer Roukema, “Salvation Sola Fide and Sola Gratia in Early Christianity,” in Passion of 
Protestants, ed  P  N  Holtrop et al  (Kampen: Kok, 2004), pp  27-48 

16Ibid , pp  47-48; Robert B  Eno, “Some Patristic Views on the Relationship of Faith and 
Works in Justification,” Recherches Augustiniennes 19 (1984): 3-27 

17Eno, “Patristic Views,” pp  10-11 
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18 Justification: Five Views

A human being is justified through faith; the works of the law contribute 
nothing to his being justified  But where there is no faith which justifies the 
believer, even if one possesses works from the law, nevertheless because 
they have not been built upon the foundation of faith, although they appear 
to be good things, nevertheless they are not able to justify the one doing 
them, because from them faith is absent, which is the sign of those who are 
justified by God 18

And yet, despite such statements, Origen’s view of justification has not 
infrequently come under strong suspicion  Owing in no small part to 
Melanchthon, many within the Reformation tradition have come to see 
Origen as an early corrupter of the Pauline doctrine of justification by 
faith—even as something of a pre-Pelagian “Pelagian ”19 From this per-
spective, it is only with Augustine that we finally arrive at the “fountain-
head” of the doctrine of justification in the post–New Testament church 20 
Others, however, offer more complex assessments of Origen and the im-
port of his doctrine of justification—including his influence upon Augus-
tine’s later formulation  Rowan Williams, for example, proposes that Ori-
gen is “very close to Pauline thinking in his commentary on Romans,” 
while Eric Osborn concludes that the “gospel of justification by grace was 
still [Origen’s] chief concern ”21 Mark Reasoner has argued for a signifi-
cant conceptual continuity between Origen’s understanding of Paul’s 
thought in Romans and the new perspective on Paul 22

In the most comprehensive study of Origen’s doctrine of justification to 
date, Thomas Scheck argues that Origen’s commentary was not simply mo-
tivated by anti-Gnostic, anti-Marcionite concerns, but also by a real desire 
to understand Paul  This being said, Scheck reveals the importance of the 
anti-Marcionite factor  Given that Marcion was the first Christian to claim 
that the “works” of the believer will not be weighed by God in the final 
judgment, it is not surprising to find Origen (and not only Origen) argu-

18Thomas P  Scheck, Origen: Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, 2 vols  (Washington, 
D C : Catholic University of America Press, 2001, 2002), 1:228 

19Thomas P  Scheck, Origen and the History of Justification: The Legacy of Origen’s Commentary on 
Romans (Notre Dame, Ind : University of Notre Dame Press, 2008), chap  6 

20McGrath, Iustitia Dei, p  38 
21Rowan Williams, “Justification,” in Encyclopedia of Christian Theology, ed  Jean-Yves Lacoste, 

3 vols  (New York: Routledge, 2005), 2:844; Osborn, “Origen and Justification,” p  26 
22Mark Reasoner, Romans in Full Circle: A History of Interpretation (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox, 2005), pp  xxvi-vii 

Justification 5V.indb   18 8/29/11   3:12:52 PM

Copyrighted Material. www.ivpress.com/permissions



Justification in Historical Perspective  19

ing—in defense of the orthodox Rule of Faith, against Marcion—that faith 
and good works are “two complementary conditions of salvation that must 
not be separated ”23 Scheck concludes that “on the theme of justification, 
faith, and works, Augustine does not differ substantially from Origen ”24

Augustine
In turning to Augustine, there is wide agreement that his mature under-
standing of justification is indebted to a significant theological shift that 
came with a letter written in 396 to his former mentor, Simplicianus  In 
the years leading up to this, Augustine had wrestled with key Pauline texts 
from Romans concerning the nature of grace, election and salvation 25 
Prior to his Letter to Simplicianus, his conclusions on these questions re-
flected the wide-ranging patristic consensus—that is, he maintained a 
strong doctrine of human freedom, and explained God’s election as predi-
cated upon divine foreknowledge of future human choices, as opposed to 
divine predeterminism 26 However, with his 396 response to Simplicianus’s 
questions on these matters, Augustine essentially rejects his earlier ap-
proach—and with it the patristic consensus—and instead locates the rea-
son for the divide between the elect and the reprobate as, ultimately, resid-
ing within God’s own mysterious will  Decades later, Augustine would 
explain this 396 reversal: “I, indeed, labored in defense of the free choice 
of the human will; but the grace of God conquered, and finally I was able 
to understand, with full clarity, the meaning of the Apostle: ‘      what hast 
thou that thou hast not received?’”27

23Scheck, Origen and the History of Justification, p  11  
24Ibid , p  12  Similarly, Prosper Grech, “Justification by Faith in Origen’s Commentary on 

Romans,” Augustinianum 36 (1996): 354 
25W  S  Babcock, “Augustine’s Interpretation of Romans (A D  394-396),” Augustinian Studies 10 

(1979): 55-74 
26On this pre-Augustinian consensus, see Peter Gorday, Principles of Patristic Exegesis: Romans 

9–11 in Origen, John Chrysostom, and Augustine (New York: Mellen, 1983); Rowan A  Greer, 
“Augustine’s Transformation of the Free Will Defense,” Faith and Philosophy 13 (1996): 471-
86; Mark Nispel, “De servo arbitrio and the Patristic Discussion of Freedom, Fate, and Grace,” 
Logia 7 (1998): 13-22  Occasionally, the claim has been made that Augustine’s post-396 views 
reflect the earlier patristic tradition; e g , John Gill, The Cause of God and Truth, reprint ed  (Lon-
don: Collingridge, 1855 [1735-1738]), pp  220-328; R  K  McGregor Wright, No Place for Sov-
ereignty (Downers Grove, Ill : InterVarsity Press, 1996), pp  18-20  However, most within the 
Augustinian-Reformed tradition join the wide-ranging consensus of scholars who conclude oth-
erwise  For a particularly candid example, see Torrance, Doctrine of Grace, pp  133-41 

27Augustine, Retractions 2 1 3; cited in Joseph T  Leinhard, “Augustine on Grace: The Early 
Years,” in Saint Augustine the Bishop: A Book of Essays, ed  Fannie LeMoine and Christopher 

Justification 5V.indb   19 8/29/11   3:12:53 PM

Copyrighted Material. www.ivpress.com/permissions



20 Justification: Five Views

It is important to consider Augustine’s series of reflections on Pauline 
themes such as grace, election and justification in the context of the wider 
fourth-century renaissance in the study of Paul’s letters  Some scholars see 
Augustine’s study of Paul in the 390s as born of a “non-polemical context,” 
and motivated primarily by a straightforward interest in Paul 28 Increas-
ingly however, the fourth-century renewal of interest in Paul—Augustine’s 
own interest included and perhaps especially—is seen as directly tied to 
the spread of Manichaeism  The Manichees had made tireless use of Paul, 
particularly the very texts (Rom 7 and 9) with which Augustine wres-
tled—texts that could easily be read as supporting a robust anthropological 
dualism and predestinarian election that characterized Manichaean the-
ology 29 In fact, it has been argued that Augustine’s 396 shift was very 
likely directly—if unconsciously—related to his previous public polemical 
engagement with the Manichaean apologist, Fortunatus, in 392 30

In any case, Augustine’s post-396 perspective on the workings of grace 
led him to a conception of salvation—including justification—that is solely 
indebted to God’s sovereign grace and particular election, and in this sense 
Augustine can be seen as pre-shadowing the Reformation doctrine of jus-
tification  In Augustine’s words:

“What have you that you did not receive?” (I Cor  4:7)  If, therefore, faith 
entreats and receives justification, according as God has apportioned to 
each in the measure of his faith (Rom  12:3), nothing of human merit pre-
cedes the grace of God, but grace itself merits increase       with the will 
accompanying but not leading, following along but not going in advance 31

On the other hand, in contrast to what would emerge as the standard 
Reformation doctrine, Augustine often states that justification includes 
the idea of “making righteous,” not simply “declaring/reckoning as right-
eous ” This has led to a debate concerning just how closely Augustine’s 

Kleinhenz (New York: Garland, 1994), p  190  On Augustine’s 396 shift, see J  Patout Burns, 
The Development of Augustine’s Doctrine of Operative Grace (Paris: Études Augustiniennes, 1980), 
pp  30-44 

28McGrath, Iustitia Dei, p  39 
29W  H  C  Frend, “The Gnostic-Manichaean Tradition in Roman North Africa,” Journal of 

Ecclesiastical Studies 4 (1953): 21-22 
30Paul Rhodes Eddy, “Can a Leopard Change Its Spots? Augustine and the Crypto-Man-

ichaeism Question,” Scottish Journal of Theology 62 (2009): 342-46 
31From Augustine’s letter (186, 3, 10) to Paulinus of Nola; cited in Oden, Justification Reader, 

p  46 
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view of justification anticipates that of Martin Luther’s  While some pro-
pose a close affinity, others, such as McGrath, emphasize an important 
distinction:

Augustine has an all-embracing transformative understanding of justifica-
tion, which includes both the event of justification (brought about by op-
erative grace) and the process of justification (brought about by cooperative 
grace)  Augustine himself does not, in fact, see any need to distinguish 
between these two aspects of justification; the distinction dates from the 
sixteenth century 32

The laTin Middle ages

“All medieval theology is ‘Augustinian’ to a greater or lesser extent,” notes 
McGrath 33 And such is the case with the doctrine of justification in the 
Western/Latin context  Reflecting the thought of Augustine, the stan-
dard view of the medieval Catholic Church is that “ justification refers not 
merely to the beginning of the Christian life, but also to its continuation 
and ultimate perfection, in which Christians are made righteous in the 
sight of God and of humanity through a fundamental change in their na-
ture, and not merely in their status ”34 It is not surprising to find the con-
cept of justification taking on a new importance during this period of the 
Western church  In the eleventh century, Anselm of Canterbury con-
structed a critique of the Christus Victor model of the atonement, which 
had dominated the church throughout its first millennium 35 In its place, 
Anselm offered his satisfaction theory in his work Cur Deus Homo? (Why 
God Became Human). The attractiveness of Anselm’s theory in the Middle 
Ages is connected to the fact that it capitalized on an idea that was tied 
both to the Catholic practice of penance and to the recently arisen feudal 
system—the idea of satisfaction. This theory had the advantages of avoid-
ing some of the eccentricities of the Christus Victor model (i e , the ran-

32McGrath, Iustitia Dei, p  47; similarly, see G  R  Evans, “Augustine on Justification,” Studia 
Ephemeridis Augustinianum 26 (1987): 280-81, 284  For a contrasting view that emphasizes 
the affinity between Augustine and Luther on justification, see Mark Ellingsen, “Augustinian 
Origins of the Reformation Reconsidered,” Scottish Journal of Theology 64 (2011): 13-28 

33McGrath, Iustitia Dei, p  38 
34Ibid , p  59  See also Oliver Rafferty’s insightful section on this historical period in his essay 

contained in this present volume (below, pp  271-78) 
35Gustav Aulén, Christus Victor: An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea of the 

Atonement (New York: Macmillan, 1969 [1931]) 
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som theory with its “bait and switch” images), while providing an explica-
tion of the work of Christ that takes human sin seriously and offers a 
reasonable explanation of how Jesus’ death satisfies the demands of God’s 
honor  With Anselm’s new approach to the atonement came a turn from 
the “Satanward” paradigm of the Christus Victor model (i e , atonement as 
Jesus’ victory over Satan via cosmic battle) to an “objective” paradigm 
wherein legal and moral categories now took center stage 36 Within this 
theological context, the concept of “ justification” and its juridical entail-
ments found a natural home 

Taking Augustine’s concept of God’s indwelling presence in justified 
persons as a starting point, much of medieval theology’s reflection on jus-
tification can be seen, broadly speaking, as exploring the question of the 
“effect produced by that presence ”37 With Thomas Aquinas, we find a 
classic medieval expression of the four-stage process of justification in the 
life of the Christian: (1) the infusion of grace, (2) the movement of the free 
will directed toward God through faith, (3) the movement of the free will 
directed against sin, and finally (4) the remission of sin 38 Aquinas contin-
ues to reflect Augustine when he insists that justification includes both 
forgiveness of sins and the actual transformation of the sinner’s life: “in 
justification of souls, two things occur together, namely, the remission of 
guilt and the newness of life through grace ”39

With High Scholasticism (e g , the mid-thirteenth-century Summa 
Fratris Alexandri) came the idea that the unique presence of God within 
the justified sinner necessarily brings with it “created grace,” that is, grace 
that produces an ontological change in the soul of the Christian that con-
forms them to God 40 While God is seen as the sole author of this internal 
change of the soul, the change itself is real and transformative  

Later medieval theology saw the rise of the via moderna (i e , “Nomi-
nalism”) in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, associated with such 
scholars as William of Ockham and Gabriel Biel  Following the prior 

36For a survey of the three major atonement paradigms through church history, see Paul Rhodes 
Eddy and James K  Beilby, “Atonement,” in Global Dictionary of Theology, ed  William A  Dyr-
ness and Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen (Downers Grove, Ill : InterVarsity Press, 2008), pp  84-92 

37Williams, “Justification,” p  845 
38Summa Theologiae IaIIae, q  113, a  8  For discussion, see McGrath, Iustitia Dei, pp  64-65; 

John Riches, Galatians Through the Centuries (Malden, Mass : Blackwell, 2008), pp  118-21 
39Summa IIIa, q  56, a  2 ad  4 
40McGrath, Iustitia Dei, p  68; Williams, “Justification,” p  845 
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work of Duns Scotus, a strong emphasis on the absolute freedom of God’s 
gracious initiative characterizes this approach, one designed to make it 
abundantly clear that no human moral achievement of any sort ever obli-
gates God to any particular response  In regard to justification, this em-
phasis on God’s absolute, nonobligatory freedom in the salvation process 
eventually manifested itself in the concept of God’s “two powers”—that is, 
his “absolute power” to do whatever he pleases, on the one hand, and the 
power of his radically contingent, self-imposed decision to (in this case) 
graciously produce the effects of justification in the Christian’s life, on the 
other 41 Nonetheless, in his comprehensive survey of the doctrine of justi-
fication in the Latin Middle Ages, McGrath concludes that “the entire 
medieval discussion of justification proceeds upon the assumption that a 
real change in the sinner is effected thereby  This observation is as true of 
the via moderna as it is for the earlier period ”42 Among the various ways of 
expressing justification on the eve of the Reformation, the broad common 
ground held that justification was a process, one that began at baptism and 
continued on, and one that involved actual intrinsic righteousness, made 
possible by God’s initiating grace and subsequent human cooperation with 
that grace 

The ProTesTanT reforMaTion and iTs afTerMaTh

When it comes to the question of “forerunners” of the Protestant doctrine 
of justification, once again debate ensues  Heiko Oberman has argued that 
just such “forerunners” did exist in the context of the fourteenth-century 
Augustinian renaissance, with its strongly anti-Pelagian sentiments (e g , 
Gregory of Rimini) 43 In contrast, McGrath argues that, with respect to 
the real Protestant distinctives, there really is no medieval “forerunner ”44 
For McGrath: “The doctrines of justification associated with the Lutheran 
and Reformed Confessions may be concluded to constitute genuine theo-
logical nova.”45 And yet, while “forerunner” may be too strong a term, it 

41McGrath, Iustitia Dei, pp  69-71, 50-58; Williams, “Justification,” pp  845-46 
42McGrath, Iustitia Dei, p  71 
43Heiko A  Oberman, Forerunners of the Reformation: The Shape of Late Medieval Thought (New 

York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1966) 
44Alister McGrath, “Forerunners of the Reformation? A Critical Examination of the Evidence 

for Precursors of the Reformation Doctrines of Justification,” HTR 75 (1982): 219-42; idem, 
Iustitia Dei, pp  210-17 

45McGrath, “Forerunners,” p  241 
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has been pointed out that Luther and Melanchthon were both indebted to 
Erasmus—not least for his 1516 Greek New Testament, including his an-
notations and later paraphrases—for elements of what would become their 
breakthrough doctrine of justification 46

Martin Luther
Whatever the case, all can agree that Martin Luther’s prioritization and 
articulation of the doctrine of justification marks a seismic shift in the 
conversation  In Luther’s words:

[I]f we lose the doctrine of justification, we lose simply everything  Hence 
the most necessary and important thing is that we teach and repeat this 
doctrine daily, as Moses says about his Law (Deut  6:7)  For it cannot be 
grasped or held enough or too much  In fact, though we may urge and in-
culcate it vigorously, no one grasps it perfectly or believes it with all his 
heart  So frail is our f lesh and so disobedient to the Spirit!47

With Luther, the doctrine of justification is presented as “the article by 
which the church stands or falls ”48

As Luther himself reports, a key interpretive moment came when he 
happened upon a new understanding of Paul’s words in Romans 1:16-17:

For I am not ashamed of the gospel; for, it is the power of God for salvation 
to everyone who believes, to the Jew, first, and to the Greek  For, in it the 
righteousness of God is revealed by faith to faith, just as it is written, “The 
righteous one by faith will live ” (authors’ translation)

In his famous “tower experience” (recounted years later in the 1545 
preface to his Latin writings), Luther shifted from understanding the 
“righteousness of God” in this passage as God’s terrifying righteousness by 
which he justly judges and punishes sinners, to the gracious righteousness 
that God imputes to sinners and by which they are now counted as “right-
eous” in his sight  And this righteousness by which sinners are justified in 
God’s sight is appropriated by faith alone.

But what, exactly, did this mean for Luther, and how should we inter-

46Lowell C  Green, “The Inf luence of Erasmus upon Melanchthon, Luther and the Formula of 
Concord in the Doctrine of Justification,” Church History 43 (1974): 183-200 

47“Lectures on Galatians—1535,” in LW 26:26 
48Although Luther did not coin this famous formula himself, it is widely acknowledged that it 

nicely captures his sentiments concerning justification 
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pret his many subsequent statements on justification over the years? 
With these and other questions we are brought to another point of sig-
nificant debate today: How best to understand Luther’s own doctrine of 
justification?

McGrath has helpfully noted three points that distinguish the mature 
Protestant doctrine of justification: (1) Justification involves a forensic dec-
laration of righteousness that effects a change in legal status before God, as 
opposed to a process that actually makes one righteous  (2) There is a clear 
conceptual difference between justification (“the act by which God de-
clares the sinner to be righteous”) and either regeneration or sanctification 
(the actual “internal process of renewal by the Holy Spirit”)  (3) Justifying 
righteousness is understood as an external, “alien” righteousness, gra-
ciously imputed to the Christian through the act of faith 49 But where does 
the “historical Luther” fit with regard to these distinctives?

In scholarship today, the answer is anything but uniform  For some, the 
traditional Protestant story line of Luther’s view remains valid—while Lu-
ther’s own views clearly underwent development, with his mature view of 
justification we find remarkable consistency between Luther, Melanch-
thon and the Protestant orthodoxy that followed them 50 For others, Lu-
ther shared some but not all of what would become the classical Protestant 
distinctives  According to McGrath, while Luther clearly defended the 
“alien” nature of justifying righteousness, he “did not teach a doctrine of 
forensic justification in the strict sense        Indeed, Luther can be regarded 
as remaining faithful to the Augustinian understanding of justification as 
both event and process ”51 By McGrath’s lights, it is only with Melanch-
thon and later Protestant orthodoxy that an unambiguously forensic view of 
justification is reached, and with it an equally clear distinction between 
justification and sanctification  The idea of a decisive cleft between Lu-
ther and the later Melanchthon is a staple of this perspective, one that has 
characterized readings of Luther such as those of Albrecht Ritschl, Adolf 

49McGrath, “Forerunners,” p  223 
50Twentieth-century exponents of this perspective drew inspiration from a 1927 reissue of The-

odosius Harnack, Luther’s Theologie mit besonderer Beziehung auf seine Versöhnungs- und Erlö-
sungslehre, 2 vols  (Erlangen: Blaesing, 1862, 1885)  More recently, see R  Scott Clark, “Iustitia 
Imputata Christi: Alien or Proper to Luther’s Doctrine of Justification?” Concordia Theological 
Quarterly 70 (2006): 307 

51“Forerunners,” p  225 
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von Harnack and the twentieth-century “Luther renaissance” initiated by 
the work of Karl Holl 52 Finally, in recent years the “Finnish school” of 
Luther interpretation has emerged (on which, more below), and with it the 
claim that Luther’s approach to justification has far more in common with 
the Eastern Orthodox view of theosis than has generally been recognized  
One’s take on Luther here will, in part, depend upon one’s sense of the 
development—or essential lack thereof—of his doctrine of justification 
over the course of his lifetime 

The TradiTional reforMaTion doCTrine of 
JusTifiCaTion: luTheran and reforMed

Whatever one makes of the particulars of Luther, the traditional Protestant 
Reformed doctrine of justification emerged and, in its essentials, came to 
characterize both the traditional Lutheran and Calvinist-Reformed per-
spectives on the matter  John Calvin was no less clear than Martin Luther 
that justification was “the primary article of the Christian religion ”53 From 
the Lutheran Book of Concord to the Heidelberg Catechism to the West-
minster Confession, one finds the same general proclamation of justification 
by faith as a forensic declaration of God in which Christ’s righteousness is 
graciously imputed to the believer through faith alone 54

There are, of course, nuances that have distinguished Lutheran and 
Reformed articulations of justification over the years  Another matter of 
debate today is the nature and significance of these differences  One issue 
here involves the question of how Luther and Calvin approached the ordo 
salutis (i e , the “order of salvation”) regarding justification and union with 
Christ  Some argue that, while Calvin emphasized that union with Christ 
is the ground from which f low the distinct but unprioritized benefits of 

52Albrecht Ritschl, A Critical History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification and Reconciliation, 
trans  John S  Black (Edinburgh: Edmonston & Douglas, 1872), pp  167-69; Adolph von Har-
nack, History of Dogma, trans  Neil Buchanan, 7 vols  (New York: Dover, 1961), 7:256  On 
Holl and the “Luther Renaissance,” see Karl Kupisch, “The ‘Luther Renaissance,’” Journal of 
Contemporary History 2, no  4 (1967): 39-49 

53Institutes 3 2 1  On Calvin’s doctrine of justification, see David Steinmetz, Calvin in Con-
text, 2nd ed  (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010 [1995]), pp  65-73; Karla Wübben-
horst, “Calvin’s Doctrine of Justification: Variations on a Lutheran Theme,” in Justification in 
Perspective: Historical Developments and Contemporary Challenges, ed  Bruce L  McCormack 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), pp  99-118 

54Book of Concord, “Defense of the Augsburg Confession”: Article IV (II): Of Justification; 
Heidelberg Catechism, q  60-64; Westminster Confession of Faith, chap  13  
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justification and sanctification, Luther, in contrast, believed that justifica-
tion gives rise to union with Christ 55 Others have challenged this inter-
pretation of Luther, proposing instead that, while Luther may lack the 
terminological precision of Calvin and the subsequent Reformed tradition, 
his own view is quite close to that of Calvin, and perhaps helped to shape 
Calvin’s own idea of union with Christ 56 In any case, these sorts of nu-
ances aside, major voices from both Lutheran and Reformed groups have 
continued to articulate and defend the same basic contours of the Refor-
mation doctrine of justification 57 This traditional Reformation perspec-
tive is well represented by Michael Horton in this present volume 58

Anglicanism
Due to the inf luence of Luther and especially Melanchthon on Arch-
bishop of Canterbury Thomas Cranmer, the Anglican Church came to 
hold a view on justification largely in line with the traditional Reforma-

55E g , see Richard B  Gaffin Jr , By Faith, Not by Sight: Paul and the Order of Salvation (Colorado 
Springs: Paternoster, 2006) 

56E g , see J  V  Fesko, “Luther on Union with Christ,” Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical Theology 
28 (2010): 161-76 

57On the Reformed side, a remarkably consistent trajectory can be found through the centuries 
as evidenced by such landmarks as the Belgic Confession (1561); the Heidelberg Confession 
(1563); the Westminster Confession (1647); and the individual works of Reformed thinkers 
such as John Owen (seventeenth century), Jonathan Edwards (eighteenth century) and Charles 
Hodge (nineteenth century)  More recently, this traditional Reformed view has been presented 
in an impressive number of books, including Carson, Right with God; J  V  Fesko, Justification: 
Understanding the Classic Reformed Doctrine (Phillipsburg, N J : Presbyterian & Reformed, 2008); 
Ryan Glomsrud and Michael Horton, eds , Justified: Modern Reformation Essays on the Doctrine 
of Justification (n p : CreateSpace, 2010); Michael Horton, Covenant and Salvation: Union with 
Christ (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2007); Alister McGrath, Justification by Faith: What 
It Means for Us Today (Grand Rapids: Acadamie/Zondervan, 1988); K  Scott Oliphint, ed , Justi-
fied in Christ: God’s Plan for Us in Justification (Ross-shire, U K : Mentor, 2007); R  C  Sproul, 
Faith Alone: The Evangelical Doctrine of Justification (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995); White, God 
Who Justifies. 

  In the Lutheran context, a similar trajectory can be traced from the confessions within 
the Book of Concord, through various voices within the “Lutheran orthodoxy” from the late 
sixteenth to the early eighteenth centuries—although Carl Braaten ( Justification: The Article 
by which the Church Stands or Falls [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990], p  28) alerts us to its “steady 
deterioration” in Lutheran contexts throughout this period  More recently, see Gerhard O  
Forde, Justification by Faith: A Matter of Death and Life (Miff lintown, Penn : Sigler, 1990); 
Robert Preus, Justification and Rome (St  Louis: Concordia Academic, 1997) 

58Among Horton’s works that touch on justification and related topics, see Covenant and Salva-
tion; idem, The Christian Faith: A Systematic Theology for Pilgrims on the Way (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan Academic, 2011), pp  620-47; idem, Putting Amazing Back into Grace: Embracing 
the Heart of the Gospel, 2nd ed  (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002); Glomsrud and Horton, Justified.
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tion view (expressed in article 4 of The Thirteen Articles) 59 There has 
been a long-standing debate as to whether or not the inf luential six-
teenth-century Anglican Richard Hooker wandered from the Reforma-
tion view, but it appears that he maintained its essence 60 John Wesley, 
an Anglican until his death, deviated from the Reformed theological 
tradition by embracing the “Arminian” notion of a Christologically 
grounded universal prevenient grace that afforded all people the ability 
to exercise saving faith 61 Nonetheless, his “heart warming” experience 
on Aldersgate Street in 1738, while listening to Luther’s Preface to Ro-
mans being read aloud, left its mark on his doctrine of justification  Wes-
ley aligned himself with a significant tenet of the Reformation view by 
affirming that justification does not entail being made righteous; justifi-
cation and sanctification must be distinguished  However, contrary to 
traditional Protestantism, Wesley did not emphasize the imputation of 
Christ’s righteousness to the Christian 62

In the early nineteenth century, John Henry Newman presented his 
famous Lectures on Justification, originally offered as an Anglican “middle-
way” between Rome and Protestantism  Decades later, having converted 
from the Anglican Church to Roman Catholicism (in fact, just a few years 
before being made a cardinal), he reissued the original text with virtually 
no change of substance, saying that he was still able fully to embrace its 
essence  And so, this same text has been influential in both Anglican and 
Roman Catholic contexts  In it, he writes:

It appears that justification is an announcement or fiat of Almighty God 
breaking upon the gloom of our natural state as the Creative word upon 
chaos; that it declares the soul righteous, and in that declaration, on one 

59For a helpful summary of the Anglican approach to justification, see Peter Toon, Justification 
and Sanctification (Westchester, Ill : Crossway, 1983), pp  89-101 

60So argues Corneliu C  Simut, Richard Hooker and His Early Doctrine of Justification: A Study 
of his Discourse of Justification (Burlington, Vt : Ashgate, 2005); Williams, “Justification,” p  
847 

61On Wesley’s doctrine of prevenient grace, see J  Gregory Crofford  Streams of Mercy: Preve-
nient Grace in the Theology of John and Charles Wesley (Lexington, Ky : Emeth, 2010); Robert V  
Rakestraw, “John Wesley as a Theologian of Grace,” JETS 27 (1984): 193-203 (esp  pp  196-
97) 

62On Wesley’s doctrine of justification, see Kenneth J  Collins, “The Doctrine of Justification: 
Historic Wesleyan and Contemporary Understandings,” in Justification: What’s at Stake in the 
Current Debates, ed  Mark Husbands and Daniel J  Treier (Downers Grove, Ill : InterVarsity 
Press, 2004), pp  177-202; Rakestraw, “John Wesley,” pp  197-99 
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hand, conveys pardon for its past sins, and on the other makes it actually 
righteous.63

CounTer reforMaTion and Beyond: The roMan 
CaTholiC resPonse

The official Roman Catholic response to Luther and the Protestant Ref-
ormation, including its doctrine of justification, came with the Council of 
Trent, which met for twenty-five sessions between 1545 and 1563 64 As 
Oliver Rafferty wisely notes in his essay in this present volume: “It would 
be wrong       to think that the sophisticated and subtle theology expounded 
by Trent can easily be summarized ”65 (Rafferty himself does a remarkable 
job at this, and so we encourage the reader to turn to his discussion of 
Trent below for a more extended and nuanced summary than we are able 
to provide here ) For our purposes, it suffices to say that Trent’s primary 
intentions concerning justification were to present the Catholic position, 
while making clear the errors of the Protestants  As many have pointed 
out, the language of Trent avoids much of the technical phrasing associ-
ated with the medieval Catholic debates, frequently making use of biblical 
terminology  In fact, by Rowan Williams’s assessment, Trent’s decree on 
justification “is actually much closer to Luther and Calvin than to the 
medieval debate ”66 Nonetheless, contrary to the Protestant view, one of 
the chief emphases of Trent regarding justification is that it involves not 
only the forgiveness of sins but also the internal transformation of the be-
liever in terms of holiness 

Avery Cardinal Dulles, S J , helpfully summarizes the essential conti-
nuity on justification in the Catholic Church from Trent down to the 
twentieth century:

The theology of justification in Roman Catholic teaching has under- 
gone no dramatic changes since the Council of Trent        Justification is 

63Newman, Lectures on Justification (London: Rivingtons, 1838), p  90  On Newman, see Toon, 
Justification and Sanctification, pp  113-19 

64For Trent’s statement on Justification, see The Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, trans  
H  J  Schroeder (Rockford, Ill : Tan, 1978), pp  29-45  On Trent’s understanding of justifica-
tion, see McGrath, Iustitia Dei, pp  308-57; and Oliver Rafferty’s discussion of Trent in this 
present volume (pp  278-81 below) 

65Gerald O’Collins, S J , and Oliver Rafferty, S J , “Roman Catholic View,” p  278 below 
66Williams, “Justification,” p  846 
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rarely discussed at length except in polemics against, or dialogue  
with, Protestants        From the time of Trent until the early twentieth 
century, justification was studied primarily with the conceptual tools  
of late Scholasticism  It was accordingly understood as an efficacious  
divine intervention whereby a supernatural accident was infused into the 
human soul as a kind of ornament rendering it pleasing in God’s sight  
This accident (“sanctifying grace”) made its possessor inherently righ-
teous and able to perform meritorious actions, thus earning a strict title to 
eternal rewards 67

This basic continuity from Trent down to today is apparent from the 
official statement contained in the current Catechism of the Catholic Church: 
“ justification is not only the remission of sins, but also the sanctification 
and renewal of the interior man ”68 It should be noted that, contrary to 
Luther and Calvin—but quite in line with Erasmus, Eastern Orthodoxy, 
the Anabaptists, the Arminian-Wesleyan tradition and most Pentecos-
tals—the post-Tridentine Catholic Church has tended to maintain a role 
for some form of libertarian human freedom within the salvation process  
Ever since Augustine, lurking behind many of the twists and turns of the 
justification debate lay the issue of the nature of human freedom and its 
role in the salvific process 

Along with these fundamental continuities, the twentieth century did 
bring a change in tone in the articulation of justification among a number 
of leading Catholic theologians  Scholastic modes of expression were in-
creasingly modified  The combined forces of the Thomistic revival, per-
sonalist phenomenology and renewed interest in biblical and patristic the-
ology led a variety of Roman Catholic scholars to explore new ways of 
thinking about traditional theological categories, including justification  
The most influential twentieth-century Catholic theologian, Karl Rah-
ner, is a case in point 69 For Rahner, “while admitting that the objective 

67Avery Cardinal Dulles, S J , “Justification in Contemporary Catholic Theology,” in Justifica-
tion by Faith: Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VII, ed  H  George Anderson et al  (Min-
neapolis: Augsburg, 1985), pp  256-57 

68The Catechism of the Catholic Church (New York: USCCB, 1995), p  492 
69Rahner’s ref lections on justification include “Some Implications of the Scholastic Concept 

of Uncreated Grace,” in Theological Investigations, 23 vols  (Baltimore: Helicon, 1961-1992), 
1:319-46; “Questions of Controversial Theology on Justification,” in Theological Investigations, 
5:199-205; “Justified and Sinner at the Same Time,” in Theological Investigations, 6:218-30  On 
Rahner’s understanding of justification and its gracious context, see Avery Cardinal Dulles, 
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event of God’s act in Christ is causally prior to any change in the re-
deemed,” he continues to maintain the traditional Catholic view by af-
firming that “the subjective justification of the individual is really identical 
with that individual’s sanctification.”70 Yet, aided by the resources of tran-
scendental Thomism and the categories of mystery and symbol, Rahner is 
able to articulate the basic Catholic convictions about justification “in 
terms of uncreated grace and symbolic actuation,” and in doing so has 
provided many contemporary Roman Catholics with a new means of mov-
ing beyond traditional scholastic language and of entering more fruitfully 
into dialogue about justification with other Christian traditions 71 In this 
present volume, Gerald O’Collins, S J , and Oliver Rafferty, S J , together 
provide a contemporary Roman Catholic perspective on the doctrine of 
justification 72

noTaBle MoMenTs in The Modern  
ProTesTanT ConversaTion

With the rise of the Enlightenment, the broadly shared understanding of 
the basic human spiritual plight that characterized the Reformation-era 
debates came under attack  For all of their differences, the various view-
points represented in the medieval and Reformation periods agreed that 
the fundamental human problem was the dire state of sinfulness and the 
desperate need for a gracious God  Within the Enlightenment vision, this 

“Justification and the Unity of the Church,” in The Gospel of Justification: Where Does the Church 
Stand Today? ed  Wayne C  Stumme (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), pp  125-40; Paul D  
Molnar, “The Theology of Justification in Dogmatic Context,” in Justification: What’s at Stake 
in the Current Debates, ed  Mark Husbands and Daniel J  Treier (Downers Grove, Ill : Inter-
Varsity Press, 2004), pp  224-48 

70Dulles, “Justification in Contemporary Catholic Theology,” p  257 (emphasis added) 
71Ibid , p  277  For a range of contemporary Roman Catholic expressions of justification, see 

Dulles, “Justification in Contemporary Catholic Theology”; R  A  Sungenis, Not by Faith 
Alone: The Biblical Evidence for the Catholic Doctrine of Justification (Santa Barbara, Calif : 
Queenship, 1997); George H  Tavard, Justification: An Ecumenical Study (New York: Paulist, 
1983) 

72Prior work of O’Collins that touches on justification and/or related topics includes Jesus Our 
Redeemer: A Christian Approach to Salvation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007); idem, 
“Redemption: Some Crucial Issues,” in The Redemption: An Interdisciplinary Symposium on 
Christ as Redeemer, ed  Stephen T  Davis, Daniel Kendall and Gerald O’Collins (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), pp  1-24; idem, “Salvation,” in ABD, 5:907-13; O’Collins and 
Edward G  Farrugia, “Justification,” in A Concise Dictionary of Theology (New York: Paulist, 
1991), p  115; Gerald O’Collins and Mario Farrugia, Catholicism: The Story of Catholic Christi-
anity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp  209-11 
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problem, and therefore its solution, appeared less and less plausible  
Though stated several centuries later, this statement from a 1963 meeting 
of the Lutheran World Federation succinctly captures a sentiment that 
came to characterize the Enlightenment mindset:

The man of today no longer asks, “How can I find a gracious God?” He 
suffers not from God’s wrath, but from the impression of his absence; not 
from sin, but from the meaninglessness of his own existence; he asks not 
about a gracious God, but whether God really exists 73

Rather than spiritual justification, it was the here-and-now quest for hu-
man autonomy and fulfillment that progressively took center stage in the 
modern “enlightened” world  With Deism came a stream of critiques of 
particular Christian doctrines—the Trinity, the deity of Christ, original sin, 
substitutionary atonement—each of which played a significant role in more 
traditional views of justification  In such a context, the traditional doctrine 
of justification itself was sure to suffer in certain quarters 74

Pietism
During the modern period there are, of course, those like Whitefield and 
Wesley, like Jonathan Edwards and Charles Hodge—those who staunchly 
maintained traditional elements of the Reformation view of justification, 
despite the modernist tides  And then there is Pietism 

Reacting against the perceived “dead orthodoxy” of Protestant scholasti-
cism, the Pietist movement, originally centered in the University of Halle, 
has been assessed variously with regard to its embrace of justification by 
faith  On one hand, many scholars point out that the Pietist emphasis on a 
living faith that results in personal holiness and heart devotion naturally 
leads to a critique of the standard Reformation view of a purely forensic 
justification 75 On the other hand, there are those who see the early Pietists, 
with their commitment to biblical authority, as defending the traditional 
doctrine, even while warning of the damaging effects of its common misun-
derstanding 76 In any case, as Carl Braaten notes, after years of steady ne-

73Proceedings of the Fourth Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation, Helsinki, July 30–August 11, 
1963 (Berlin/Hamburg: Lutherisches Verlagshaus, 1965), p  57  

74McGrath, Iustitia Dei, pp  358-81; Williams, “Justification,” pp  847-48 
75Ritschl, Critical History, p  515; McGrath, Iustitia Dei, pp  292-95; Carter Lindberg, The 

Third Reformation? (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1983) 
76Gary DeLashmutt, “Early German Lutheran Pietism’s Understanding of Justification,” Xenos 

Justification 5V.indb   32 8/29/11   3:12:55 PM

Copyrighted Material. www.ivpress.com/permissions



Justification in Historical Perspective  33

glect and decline, it was with the nineteenth-century University of Halle 
theologian and Pietist Martin Kähler that the doctrine of justification made 
a “dramatic comeback”—and in “a fashion resembling the form and func-
tion it possessed in the thought of the Reformers ”77

The Liberal Protestant Response
As the Enlightenment mood spread, it fostered a rationalist sense of mo-
rality, one based in the commonsense workings of nature, which deeply 
affected certain European sensibilities about “ justification ” Essential to 
this moral vision was the presupposition that whatever was expected of 
humanity, ethically speaking, was well within its autonomous capacity to 
achieve  Immanuel Kant, in his own unique (if internally tensive) way, 
brought a moral challenge to this modernist approach 78

As the eighteenth gave way to the nineteenth century, bringing with it 
the growing sentiments of Romanticism, Friedrich Schleiermacher of-
fered a religious critique of the Enlightenment rooted in the fundamental 
idea of human “feeling” (a never entirely adequate translation of the Ger-
man term Gefühl), particularly the sense of being absolutely dependent upon 
God (i e , “God-consciousness”)  Schleiermacher’s attempt to find a medi-
ating path between Enlightenment religion and Protestant orthodoxy 
would, of course, deeply impact his concept of salvation: Christ’s superla-
tive God-consciousness is mediated to humanity, though always through 
natural means  With regard to justification specifically, Schleiermacher 
clearly strives to maintain a line of continuity with the Reformation tradi-
tion 79 And yet his proclivities, Pietist and otherwise, led him to resist 
emphasizing a purely imputed, forensic righteousness  He adamantly re-
jects the idea that justification is about appeasing God’s wrath and avoid-
ing divine punishment  While he distances himself from the Catholic 
Church, since it holds that justification “takes place [after faith is exer-
cised] by means of good works,” he also has critical words for the tradi-
tional Reformation doctrine  He writes: “There is only one eternal and 
universal decree justifying men for Christ’s sake ” And yet this decree is 

Christian Fellowship website (copyright 2010) www xenos org/essays/pietism htm 
77Braaten, Justification, p  28 
78McGrath, Iustitia Dei, pp  371-76 
79Friedrich Schleiermacher, The Christian Faith, ed  H  R  Mackintosh and J  S  Stewart, 2 vols  

(New York: Harper & Row, 1963 [1928]), 2:496-505 
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never simply a “declaratory act” alone 80

As the nineteenth century progressed under the continued pressure of 
modernism and Hegel’s increasing influence, attitudes toward traditional, 
objective notions of justification steadily declined within liberal Christian 
circles  However, after the mid-century faltering of Hegelianism, a new 
reconsideration of the doctrine of justification presented itself in the form 
of Albrecht Ritschl’s three-volume study, A Critical History of the Christian 
Doctrine of Justification and Reconciliation (1870, 1874)  Like a number of 
other left-leaning Christians of the modern age, Ritschl believed the pris-
tine faith of the early church had been progressively corrupted by Helle-
nistic metaphysics, an unfortunate effect that informed a number of clas-
sical Christian dogmas  Nonetheless, Ritschl’s study of justification, while 
critiquing aspects of the Reformation view, retains a central place for this 
longstanding Christian concept 

Ritschl saw himself as recovering the original kernel of insight that 
Luther had stumbled upon centuries earlier, an insight that, with Melanch-
thon and Reformation orthodoxy, had progressively degenerated  It is not 
surprising therefore that “Ritschl regards the justification of humanity as 
the fundamental datum from which all theological discussion must pro-
ceed, and upon which it is ultimately grounded ”81 Ritschl even returns an 
objective component to justification—justification involves the forgive-
ness of sins and the acceptance of sinful people by God back into relation-
ship with him  However, Ritschl’s reformulation of the doctrine of justifi-
cation remains decidedly “modern” in its essence  In his attempt to render 
it understandable, let alone palatable, to the modern Christian mind, 
Ritschl makes it clear that justification is ultimately a means to an end—
namely, “the communal striving for the kingdom of God ”82 And in this 
sense, Ritschl’s theology can be seen as “a reformulation and reinterpreta-
tion of Kant’s philosophy of religion ”83

Existentialist Reinterpretations
Reinterpretation and reformulation of the Reformation doctrine of justifi-

80Ibid , pp  501, 502 
81McGrath, Iustitia Dei, p  384; see pp  381-92 for McGrath’s helpful discussion of Ritschl’s 

approach to justification 
82Christophe Chalamet, “Reassessing Albrecht Ritschl’s Theology: A Survey of Recent Litera-

ture,” Religion Compass 2, no  4 (2008): 628 
83Ibid 
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cation continued unabated into the twentieth century  Existentialist inter-
pretations of justification were made popular by two German Lutherans, 
Paul Tillich and Rudolf Bultmann 84 From Kähler, his former teacher at 
Halle, Tillich appropriated the conviction of the centrality of justification 
to the Christian faith, even identifying its essence with “the Protestant 
principle ”85 Tillich’s reformulation, however, brought some interesting 
developments  For example, in Tillich’s words:

The step I myself made       was the insight that the principle of justification 
through faith refers not only to the religious-ethical but also to the reli-
gious-intellectual life  Not only he who is in sin but he who is in doubt is 
justified through faith  The situation of doubt, even doubt about God, need 
not separate us from God        So the paradox got hold of me that he who 
seriously denies God, affirms him  Without it I could not have remained a 
theologian 86

Bultmann, the son of a Lutheran minister, when engaged in descriptive 
exegetical tasks, echoes many Reformation themes  Thus, he regards the 
issue of justification—and self-justification—as important from early on  
In a 1924 essay, he writes: “Man’s fundamental sin is his will to justify himself 
as man, for thereby he makes himself God.”87 Later, he defined sin as “man’s 
self-powered striving       to procure salvation by his own strength”; then, 
he claims that the heart of Paul’s gospel, Romans 3:21–7:6, establishes 
“that ‘righteousness’ is bestowed upon the faith which appropriates the 
grace of God and not upon the works of the Law ”88 Furthermore, he con-
siders justification (or being “rightwised,” as he prefers) to be a forensic 
term—not being innocent, but acknowledged as innocent—and stresses 
that it is God’s eschatological judgment made real in the present 89

However, Bultmann’s existentialist hermeneutic and his program of 

84McGrath, Iustitia Dei, pp  409-13; Peter Sedgwick, “‘Justification by Faith’: One Doctrine, 
Many Debates,” Theology 93 (1990): 5-13 

85Braaten, Justification, pp  41-62; Toon, Justification and Sanctification, pp  127-33 
86Paul Tillich, The Protestant Era, trans  James L  Adams, abridged ed  (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1957 [1948]), pp  x-xi 
87Rudolf Bultmann, “Liberal Theology and the Latest Theological Movement,” in Faith and 

Understanding, trans  L  P  Smith (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), pp  46-47 (emphasis in 
text) 

88Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, trans  Kendrick Grobel, 2 vols  (New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1951-1955), 1:264  

89Ibid , 1:272  
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“demythologizing”—translating the mythological language of the New 
Testament into existentialist language relevant for contemporary human-
ity—lead him to reconfigure traditional Protestant thinking  In this re-
configuration, anthropology dominates  For instance, he determines that 
Pauline theology “deals with God not as He is in Himself but only with 
God as He is significant for man” and that “every assertion about God is 
simultaneously an assertion about man and vice versa  For this reason and 
in this sense Paul’s theology is, at the same time, anthropology ”90 As 
Richard Hays points out, this “inevitably tends to shift the weight of em-
phasis away from God’s action and onto the human-faith decision ”91 For 
justification this entails that the subjective side is magnified, while the 
objective grounding is minimized  Thus, once demythologized from its 
Jewish-cultic and Hellenistic-Gnostic redeemer myth elements, “the salva-
tion occurrence is nowhere present except in the proclaiming, accosting, demand-
ing, and promising word of preaching       which accosts the hearer and com-
pels him to decide for or against it ”92 Here, the historical reality of the 
death of Christ, while accepted by Bultmann, recedes into the background, 
and, in the process concedes the foreground to the existentially critical 
decision of faith in the present and, with it, the subjective appropriation of 
justification 93 Accordingly, Bultmann marginalizes the traditional con-
nection between atonement theology and justification 94 In the final anal-
ysis, because Bultmann’s concerns were overridingly anthropological, his 
understanding of justification placed primary emphasis on the anthropo-
logical dimension  This magnified a tendency, already present in the dom-
inant Lutheran understanding, to read justification texts as concerned 
principally with—myopically so, in the view of some—how humans ap-
propriate justification  The surprising fact is that Bultmann’s elevation of 
the subjective side of justification over its objective basis exhibits such cu-

90Ibid , 1:190-91  
91The Faith of Jesus Christ: The Narrative Substructure of Galatians 3:1–4:11, 2nd ed  (Grand Rap-

ids: Eerdmans, 2002), p  51 
92Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 1:302  
93Of course, reaction to Bultmann’s historical skepticism was a prime cause for the second quest 

for the historical Jesus 
94Note, for instance, his claim that “all pagan notions that men must do something to reconcile 

(propitiate) God, are far from Paul’s thought  It never occurs to him that God needed to be 
reconciled; it is men who receive the reconciliation which God has conferred” (Theology of the 
New Testament, 1:287)  He also contends that passages like Rom 3:25 “do not contain Paul’s 
characteristic view” (p  296) 
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rious affinities with traditions, like popular evangelicalism, which have 
overtly rejected his hermeneutical paradigm 

Karl Barth
Despite critique of the traditional Reformation doctrine of justification 
from classical liberal and existentialist Christian quarters, other twenti-
eth-century forces served to revive important elements of it, if in modified 
forms  Karl Holl and the “Luther renaissance” is one key factor here  So is 
the massive influence of the single most influential theologian of the 
twentieth century, Karl Barth  As with virtually any topic related to Barth 
today, there is ample discussion and debate about his doctrine of justifica-
tion 95 For some, Barth’s emphasis on the radical, transcendent “otherness” 
of God and his “righteousness” is something of a recovery of Luther’s sim-
ilar sentiments  For others, Barth is still too beholden to the modern mind, 
granting it far too much power to define things, even as he critiques it  
Here, we will avoid most of the debate about Barth, and simply note sev-
eral of the provocative statements from Barth himself that have energized 
that debate 96

In his monumental Church Dogmatics, Barth writes: “There never was 
and there never can be any true Christian church without the doctrine of 
justification  In this sense, it is indeed the articulus stantis et cadentis eccle-
siae” (i e , “the article by which the church stands or falls”) 97 And yet, for 
Barth, this is not the final word on the matter  Within a few pages, Barth 
picks up the same topic, with noticeably different results:

The articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae is not the doctrine of justification 
as such, but its basis and culmination: the confession of Jesus Christ,       

95E g , Braaten, Justification, pp  63-79; Hans Küng, Justification: The Doctrine of Karl Barth and a 
Catholic Reflection, trans  Thomas Collins et al  (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1983 [1957]); 
Bruce L  McCormack, “Justitia aliena: Karl Barth in Conversation with the Evangelical Doc-
trine of Imputed Righteousness,” in Justification in Perspective: Historical Developments and 
Contemporary Challenges, ed  Bruce L  McCormack (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 
pp  167-96; Molnar, “Theology of Justification ”

96Even so, perhaps it says something about the current state of Barth studies that this is the only 
section of this historical survey about which the authors are nervous to say anything for fear of 
being shown not just wrong, but pitifully wrong. Then again, we find a small bit of comfort in 
the fact that no matter what we say here, most likely someone in the Barthian world will come 
to our defense!

97Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics 4/1, trans  G  W  Bromiley (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1956),  
p  523 
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the knowledge of his being and activity for us and to us and with us  It 
could probably be shown that this was also the opinion of Luther  If here, 
as everywhere, we allow Christ to be the centre, the starting-point and 
the finishing point, we have no reason to fear that there will be any lack 
of unity and cohesion, and therefore of systematics in the best sense of the 
word 98

No one familiar with Barth will be surprised by this qualification  For, 
as Braaten has memorably put it, “Barth put all his methodological eggs in 
a Christological basket ”99 Everything in Christian theology—including 
the all-important doctrine of justification—must ultimately be seen 
through the lens of Christology  And so, in Church Dogmatics, justification 
finds its place as one of three aspects of the wider doctrine of reconcilia-
tion—justification, sanctification and vocation (i e , calling) 

But what, for Barth, constitutes the doctrine of justification? Again, 
the key is found in Jesus Christ—literally. Justification takes place, first 
and foremost, within Jesus Christ, specifically in his death and resurrection  
The objective reconciliation—including the justification—of God and 
sinful humanity takes place within the very person of the God-man, Jesus 
Christ  And so, as Bruce McCormack succinctly puts it, for Barth, “what 
Jesus Christ accomplishes is not merely the possibility of reconciliation but the 
reality of it.”100 But this does not mean that the subjective experience of 
justification is lost for the rest of humanity  As Barth states:

There is no room for any fears that in the justification of man we are deal-
ing only with a verbal action, with a kind of bracketed “as if,” as though 
what is pronounced were not the whole truth about man  Certainly we have 
to do with a declaring righteous, but it is a declaration about man which is 
fulfilled and therefore effective in this event, which corresponds to actual-
ity because it creates and therefore reveals the actuality  It is a declaring 
righteous which without any reserve can be called a making righteous 101

And so, with the range of complex and provocative language about justifi-
cation in his work, it is not surprising that Barth’s view has been variously 
interpreted as, on one hand, in “fundamental agreement” with that of the 

    98Ibid , pp  527-28 
    99Braaten, Justification, pp  76-77 
100McCormack, “Justitia aliena,” p  179 
101Church Dogmatics 4/1, p  95 
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Roman Catholic Church, and, on the other, as “an extension and radical-
ization of the Reformation doctrine ”102

voiCes froM The Margins: JusTifiCaTion in 
anaBaPTisT, liBeraTion, feMinisT and 
PenTeCosTal Theologies

It is not uncommon to find Western-based historical surveys on justifica-
tion skipping over a number of traditions and perspectives that deserve a 
voice in the conversation  Frequently, little to no mention is made of ap-
proaches to justification in Anabaptism, liberation and feminist theolo-
gies, Pentecostal thought, and Eastern Orthodoxy  In this section we will 
canvas the first four, saving Orthodoxy for a later section 

Anabaptist Theology
For some, there is good reason for the general neglect of the “Radical Re-
formers” when considering the doctrine of justification by faith: from such 
early Anabaptist founders as Denck, Grebel, Hoffman, Hubmaier, 
Marpeck, Philips, Riedemann and Menno Simons, on down through the 
centuries, it appears that the notion of a “forensic view of grace, in which 
the sinner is       undeservedly justified       [is] simply unacceptable” to the 
Anabaptists 103 Similar to Wesley, despite their appreciation of certain as-
pects of the magisterial Reformation, the Anabaptists soundly rejected the 
ideas of the utter bondage of the human will and God’s unconditional 
election of only a portion of humanity to salvation 104 They also feared that 
the traditional Reformed doctrine of justification led logically to “cheap 
grace” and the possibility of a Christian life that looked nothing like that 
of Jesus’ own example  And so, for most Anabaptists, there has been much 
to be concerned about with a doctrine of justification that amounts to a 
forensic declaration, an alien, imputed righteousness and a decisive separa-
tion of justification from sanctification 105

102See, respectively, Küng, Justification, p  277; McCormack, “Justitia aliena,” p  196 
103Robert Friedmann, The Theology of Anabaptism (Scottdale, Penn : Herald, 1973), p  91 
104Alvin J  Beachy, The Concept of Grace in the Radical Reformation (Nieuwkoop: De Graaf, 1977), 

esp  pp  33-34, 46-55; T  N  Finger, “Grace,” in The Mennonite Encyclopedia, ed  Cornelius J  
Dyck and Dennis D  Martin, 5 vols  (Scottdale, Penn : Herald, 1990), 5:352-53 

105Beachy, Concept of Grace, pp  29-32; Mennonite Church and the General Conference Men-
nonite Church, Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective (Scottdale, Penn : Herald, 1995), 
p  37 
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Then again, things may not be that simple  With his landmark 1943 
presidential address before the American Society of Church History, Har-
old Bender offered a new lens by which to understand Anabaptism  In 
Bender’s words, “Anabaptism is the culmination of the Reformation, the 
fulfillment of the original vision of Luther and Zwingli”; so much so that 
it deserves to be recognized as “consistent evangelical Protestantism ”106 
From this perspective, the general neglect of justification language in such 
a historic Anabaptist statement as the 1527 Schleitheim Confession can 
largely be explained in ways that leave connections with the traditional 
Reformers intact  For instance, regarding the Schleitheim Confession, 
Guy Hershberger writes:

It is first of all striking that these articles say nothing about God, Jesus 
Christ, and justification by faith  The central truths of the Christian faith 
are not mentioned  Why? Because the men who adopted this confession 
were in agreement with Luther and Zwingli concerning all of these central 
truths  Zwingli himself emphasized repeatedly that nothing involving be-
lief in God, Christ, and grace separated the Anabaptists from him  The 
Schleitheim Confession deals only with those points in which Anabaptism 
and the Reformation differ 107

Just such an interpretation explains how J  C  Wenger, in what  
can be considered the first real Anabaptist systematic theology text  
to be produced in over four hundred years, offers a discussion of  
justification that falls within the lines of what Mennonite theolo- 
gian Thomas Finger describes as “Protestant orthodox fashion with little 
development ”108

In his own recent exploration of justification in the Anabaptist tradi-
tion—one of the most thorough to date—Finger sheds much illumination 
on this contentious question 109 He reveals the points at which early Ana-

106Harold Bender, “The Anabaptist Vision,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 18 (1944): 74 
107Guy Hershberger, The Recovery of the Anabaptist Vision (Scottdale, Penn : Herald, 1957), p  

65 
108J  C  Wenger, Introduction to Theology (Scottdale, Penn : Herald, 1954), pp  284-90; T  N  

Finger, A Contemporary Anabaptist Theology: Biblical, Historical, Constructive (Downers Grove, 
Ill : InterVarsity Press, 2004), p  132 

109Contemporary Anabaptist Theology, pp  109-56  See also T  N  Finger, “An Anabaptist Per-
spective on Justification,” in Justification and Sanctification in the Traditions of the Reformation, 
ed  Milan Opocensky and Paraic Reamonn (Geneva: World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 
1999), pp  44-86 
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baptists—particularly Phillips, Hubmaier, Marpeck and even Menno Si-
mons himself—seemed quite comfortable with justification language 110 
And so: “Like Protestants, all Anabaptists affirmed that salvation origi-
nates from God’s initiative and is basically apprehended through faith ”111 
And yet, at the same time, Finger’s study reveals the significant disconti-
nuities between Anabaptists and the traditional Reformation view: 

Like Catholics, however, Anabaptists were most concerned about salva-
tion’s goal (righteous character) and the process leading to it  They sought 
to conceive faith as an activity that intrinsically produced works  To this 
end, many stressed that faith unites people directly with the risen Christ  
Yet such a union involved ontological transformation  At this point the 
faith-works question, raised within the justification framework, led beyond 
it to Anabaptism’s primary soteriological notion: divinization 112

Liberation and Feminist Theologies
Similar to Anabaptism, justification by faith has not played a dominant 
role in most forms of liberation and feminist theology  When the concept 
does appear, it is often in the context of interrogating and critiquing the 
traditional Reformation doctrine  For some, the traditional Reformation 
emphasis on the passive reception of justification by faith represents a 
threat to the hope of active—and actual—salvific liberation in the his-
torical here-and-now  Juan Segundo sounds this concern when he notes 
that the Lutheran doctrine of justification by faith “turns faith into the 
confident but essentially passive acceptance of God’s fixed plan for human 
destiny and the construction of his eschatological kingdom ”113 The Bra-
zilian Roman Catholic liberation theologian, Leonardo Boff, proposes an 
adjustment of terminology: “Instead of using the term ‘ justification’ (a key 
word in the theology of Paul and the Council [of Trent]), I shall use the 
term ‘liberation ’ It is the same reality, but now elaborated in terms of its 

110Finger, Contemporary Anabaptist Theology, pp  115-16, 124, 129 
111Ibid , p  131 
112Ibid  Beachy’s earlier work (Concept of Grace, pp  229-30) served to highlight the importance 

of salvation as “divinization” in Anabaptist thought  See also T  N  Finger, “Anabaptism and 
Eastern Orthodoxy: Some Unexpected Similarities,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 31 (1994): 
67-91 

113Juan Segundo, Liberation of Theology, trans  John Drury (Maryknoll, N Y : Orbis, 1976 
[1975]), p  143 (see pp  138-51 for his interaction with justification) 
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dynamic, historical dimensions ”114 For liberationist theologies, “God’s 
righteousness is manifested in liberative deeds ”115 And so, it is not justifi-
cation, but rather concrete, here-and-now justice and liberation that char-
acterize the central soteriological concerns of liberationist theologies 116 
Where justification language is taken up, reformulation is common  There 
is a promise of “liberation by grace alone,” and the call to solidarity with 
the poor and oppressed in their struggle for justice can, itself, be seen as “a 
reception of grace, a social justification by faith (not by work or achieve-
ment) and certainly not a privilege nor a right ”117

For a variety of feminist thinkers, the Reformation notion of justifica-
tion, and the constellation of doctrines and images surrounding it, can be 
especially problematic 118 For example, Serene Jones asks what happens 
when most women are placed “in the position of the sinner before God in 
Luther’s courtroom drama?” Her conclusion: One of two things  Either 
they cannot relate to this male-inspired scene at all, or, even worse, they 
embrace Luther’s scenario and take upon themselves a pride-centered role 
in a foreign soteriological script, one designed by and for males with their 
own particular manifestations of sin 119 In either case, the end result is 
unhelpful at best, damaging at worst  Given women’s very different expe-
rience, Jones suggests that, for women, the traditional Reformed order of 
justification followed by sanctification needs to be reversed, “starting with 
sanctification and its rhetoric of building up instead of with justification 
and its initial language of undoing ” This makes sense in light of the fact 
that “God desires to empower and liberate women rather than to break 

114Leonardo Boff, Liberating Grace, trans  John Drury (Maryknoll, N Y : Orbis, 1979 [1976]), 
pp  151-52 

115Allan Boesak, Black and Reformed: Apartheid, Liberation and the Calvinist Tradition (Mary-
knoll, N Y : Orbis, 1984), p  8 

116E g , James H  Evans Jr , We Have Been Believers: An African-American Systematic Theology 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), pp  16-18; Mercy Amba Oduyoye, Introducing African Women’s 
Theology (Cleveland: Pilgrim, 2001), p  64 

117Respectively, John W  de Gruchy, Liberating Reformed Theology: A South African Contribution 
to an Ecumenical Debate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), p  156; Feliciano V  Carino, “Bibli-
cal and Theological Reflections on Current Economic Life,” Reformed Life 42 (1992): 100 

118Feminist engagements with the doctrine of justification include Serene Jones, Feminist Theory 
and Christian Theology: Cartographies of Grace (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2000), pp  
49-68; Elsa Tamez, The Amnesty of Grace: Justification by Faith from a Latin American Perspec-
tive, trans  Sharon H  Ringe (Nashville: Abingdon, 1993 [1991]); Kathryn Tanner, “Justifica-
tion and Justice in a Theology of Grace,” ThTo 55 (1999): 510-23 

119Jones, Feminist Theory, pp  62-63 
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what little self-confidence they have ”120 For Jones then:

To be sanctified is to be a coherent self in the space of divine grace  In justi-
fication, by a divine decree of forgiveness, woman is pronounced a newly born 
agent and is called to live in just relation with others  To be justified means to 
be a self renewed and enabled for continued life in community 121

One of the most thorough engagements of justification by a feminist 
thinker is that of Latina theologian Elsa Tamez 122 Central for Tamez is a 
strong correlation between justice and justification:

Justification has been understood, and correctly so, as a synonym for hu-
manization        A Third World theological reading of justification in a 
context in which the poor are discriminated against and threatened in 
their existence demands that the accent be placed on the justice and grace 
of God, who raises the excluded to the dignity of being son or daughter of 
God  Rather than speaking of “reconciliation with the sinner,” it speaks  
of God’s solidarity with the excluded 123

For Tamez, human beings can hope to bring about world transformation 
“because they have been justified (made and declared just) by grace and 
faith ”124

Pentecostal Theologies
“Without any doubt, the mystery of our religion is great: He was revealed 
in the f lesh, justified by the Spirit ” First Timothy 3:16 is so rendered by a 
number of Pentecostal scholars  With these words, apparently drawn from 
an earlier creedal hymn, a Pauline text introduces a curious phrase to the 
average Western Christian ear—“justified by the Spirit ” And yet it is just 
such a phrase that resonates deeply with Pentecostal sensibilities  The 
Western church has always emphasized the holistic soteriological roles of 
the Father and, especially, the Son  However, “both Catholic and Protes-
tant traditions have been ambivalent about the role of the Spirit in justifi-
cation,” in essence, keeping the Holy Spirit “at arm’s length from the sub-

120Ibid , p  63 
121Ibid , p  112 
122See her Amnesty of Grace.
123Elsa Tamez, “Justification” (trans  Phillip Berryman), in Dictionary of Third World Theologies, 

ed  Virginia Fabella and R  S  Sugirtharajah (Maryknoll, N Y : Orbis, 2000), pp  116-17 
124Tamez, Amnesty of Grace, p  112 
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stance of justification ”125 In the last two decades, pneumatologically 
minded scholars have set out to address this imbalance, and in the process 
have begun to articulate what they consider to be a more authentically 
“Trinitarian theology of justification ”126

To date, the most extensive Pentecostal exploration of a pneumatologi-
cally oriented approach to justification is the collective work of Frank Mac-
chia 127 Within his work, one quickly notices a number of themes reminis-
cent of similar concerns within Anabaptist, Eastern Orthodox, liberationist 
and certain new perspective approaches to justification: wariness of merely 
forensic/legal categories, an emphasis on participation in the divine life of 
the indwelling Spirit, righteousness as covenant faithfulness, and justifying 
faith as, from the outset, always to be expressed in tandem with the con-
cretely liberating powers of hope and love 128 Making use of the “crown 
jewel of the Pentecostal message”—namely, “the baptism in the Holy 
Spirit”—Macchia offers a vision of justification that is more than simply

adding a charismatic experience onto a mainstream Protestant understand-
ing of forensic justification  Justification       is rather the pardon and lib-
eration experienced in the embrace of the Spirit, which leads to empowered 
witness, healing, and divine vindication through signs and wonders and, 
ultimately, resurrection        There is implicit potential here for a theology 
of justification that involves both the justice of divine communion (mutual 
indwelling) and the witness of the Spirit to the victory of God’s faithfulness 
in the world to embrace all f lesh  Justification can [be] regenerative without 
being anthropocentric 129

Pentecostal theologian Amos Yong has proposed a similar vision, wherein 
justification is understood as

a pneumatologically accomplished reality that includes, but is not limited 
to, the forgiveness of sins (understood in forensic terms)  This means       

125Frank D  Macchia, Justified in the Spirit: Creation, Redemption, and the Triune God (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), p  5 

126Ibid , pp  293-312  Inspiration came from Jürgen Moltmann’s The Spirit of Life: A Univer-
sal Affirmation, trans  M  Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001 [1991])  An inf luential article 
(originally a 1998 AAR conference paper) came from Lyle Dabney, “‘Justified by the Spirit’: 
Soteriological Reflections on the Resurrection,” International Journal of Systematic Theology 3 
(2001): 46-68 

127See especially his Justified in the Spirit.
128Ibid , pp  4-6, 75-85, 105-14, 214-18, 254-57, 311-12 
129Ibid , p  85 
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that baptism in the Holy Spirit understands justification as intimately re-
lated to sanctification, not in order to advocate any kind of works righteous-
ness but in order to see that God both declares sinners righteous through 
Jesus Christ and makes sinners righteous through the purifying fire of the 
Holy Spirit, restoring them to the full image of God as revealed in the life 
of Jesus 130

Finally, the Finnish theologian Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen—a contributor 
to this present volume—has added another dimension to the Pentecostal 
conversation 131 Kärkkäinen is a proponent of the Finnish school’s ap-
proach to Luther interpretation (on which, see below)  From this back-
ground, Kärkkäinen has explored a pneumatologically oriented doctrine of 
justification that makes substantial use of the Eastern Orthodox concept 
of theosis.132 He explains:

[I]mplied in the integration of justification and theosis is the role of the 
Spirit in salvation  Deification is a pneumatologically loaded image of sal-
vation        Participation in God is possible through the Spirit of Christ, the 
Spirit of adoption  “There is not [sic] justification by faith without the Holy 
Spirit  Justifying faith is itself the experience that the love of God has been 
poured into our hearts ‘through the Holy Spirit’ (Rom 5:5) ”133

The Turn To dialogue: JusTifiCaTion in 
ConTeMPorary eCuMeniCal ConTexTs

Over the last several decades, ecumenical concerns have led to a number of 
intra-Christian dialogues on the question of justification  Hans Küng’s 
1957 book, Justification: The Doctrine of Karl Barth and a Catholic Response, 
supplied a crucial impetus on the Roman Catholic side  In it, Küng comes 

130Amos Yong, The Spirit Poured Out on All Flesh: Pentecostalism and the Possibility of Global The-
ology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), p  102 

131Kärkkäinen’s prior work on justification includes One with God: Salvation as Deification and 
Justification (Collegeville, Minn : Liturgical, 2005); idem, “Justification,” in Global Diction-
ary of Theology, ed  William A  Dyrness and Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen (Downers Grove, Ill : 
InterVarsity Press, 2008), pp  447-52; idem, “Justification as Forgiveness of Sins and Making 
Righteous: The Ecumenical Promise of a New Interpretation of Luther,” One in Christ 37 
(2002): 32-45; idem, “The Holy Spirit and Justification: The Ecumenical Significance of 
Luther’s Doctrine of Salvation,” Pneuma 24 (2002): 26-39; idem, “Salvation as Justification 
and Theosis: The Contribution of the New Finnish Luther Interpretation to Our Ecumenical 
Future,” Dialog 45 (2006): 74-82 

132See especially Kärkkäinen, One with God.
133Kärkkäinen, “Holy Spirit and Justification,” pp  30, 34; here Kärkkäinen is quoting K  L  

Bakken, “Holy Spirit and Theosis,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 38 (1994): 410 
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to the startling conclusion that there is a “fundamental agreement between 
Karl Barth’s position and that of the Catholic Church in regard to the 
theology of justification seen in its totality ”134 With Küng’s work came 
new hopes of rapprochement between Catholics and Protestants concern-
ing the centuries-old divide on justification 

Roman Catholic–Lutheran Dialogue 
In the wake of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) and its encourage-
ment toward ecumenical dialogue, the Catholic Church has entered into a 
number of discussions on justification with other ecclesial traditions  Not 
surprisingly, the most high-profile of these has been its dialogue with Lu-
theranism  The stage was set for this dialogue on the Lutheran side by the 
1963 Helsinki meeting of the Lutheran World Federation (LWF)  The 
first major statement, coissued by the LWF and the Vatican Secretariat for 
Promoting Christian Unity, was the 1972 “Malta Report,” which con-
cluded that an important consensus was developing between the two 
groups  The landmark 1983 common statement on “Justification by Faith” 
marked the next major advance 135 Through the 1980s and 1990s, the 
question was faced of whether or not the sixteenth-century Roman Catho-
lic and Reformation condemnations regarding justification continue to ap-
ply to each other today in the context of dialogue 136 From 1994 to 1998, 
various drafts of a joint statement on justification between the LWF and 
the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (PCPCU) were 
drawn up, analyzed and modified, all working toward a joint declaration 

On Reformation Day, October 31, 1999, at Augsburg, Germany, the 
historic “Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification” was signed  It 
instantly made international headlines  The “Joint Declaration” explains 
that it “does encompass a consensus on basic truths of the doctrine of jus-
tification and shows that the remaining differences in its explication are 
no longer the occasion for doctrinal condemnations ”137 Though acknowl-

134Küng, Justification, p  277-78  On Küng’s book and its inf luence in Catholic circles, see An-
thony N  S  Lane, Justification by Faith in Catholic-Protestant Dialogue: An Evangelical Assess-
ment (New York: T & T Clark, 2002), pp  87-96 

135H  George Anderson et al , eds , Justification by Faith: Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VII 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985), pp  13-74 

136E g , Karl Lehmann, Michael Root and William G  Rusch, eds , Justification by Faith: Do the 
Sixteenth-Century Condemnations Still Apply? (New York: Continuum, 1997) 

137Joint Declaration, p  11 
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edging that differences remain, the “Joint Declaration” affirms that the 
consensus is “substantial,” and that the differences are not sufficient to 
prevent fellowship between the two churches  It is important to note that, 
while the joint declaration is seen as a historic accord, it is not officially 
binding on the faithful of either church body  Reactions to the joint decla-
ration have been mixed, with supporters and critics emerging from within 
both Catholic and Lutheran circles and beyond 138

Lutheran-Orthodox Dialogue and the “Finnish School”
A number of other intra-Christian dialogues (some official, others more 

informal) involving justification have also taken place, including those be-
tween Lutherans and the Eastern Orthodox 139 Unlike the Western 
Church, Eastern Orthodoxy has never seen justification as a central cate-
gory by which to express the soteriological process  Instead, Orthodoxy 
has prioritized the notion of theosis (“divinization,” “deification”), which 
envisions salvation in Christ as being graced to participate in the very na-
ture of God (e g , 2 Pet 1:3-4) 140 This difference between the Eastern and 
Western churches is due, in large part, to the fact that they are character-
ized by two “significantly different explanations of the economy of cre-
ation and salvation ”141 Given the dominance of this category in the West, 
most Orthodox statements on justification today come in the context of 
discussing East-West differences, and so, not surprisingly, can be tinged 

138See, e g , Gerhard O  Forde, “The Critical Response of German Theological Professors to 
the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification,” Dialog 38 (1999): 71-72; Lane, Justifica-
tion by Faith; Christopher J  Malloy, Engrafted into Christ: A Critique of the Joint Declaration 
(New York: Lang, 2005); William G  Rusch, ed , Justification and the Future of the Ecumenical 
Movement: The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (Collegeville, Minn : Liturgi-
cal, 2003); Reinhard Stenczka, “Agreement and Disagreement about Justification: Ten Years 
after the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification,” Concordia Theological Quarterly 73 
(2009): 291-316 

139E g , John Meyendorff and Robert Tobias, eds , Salvation in Christ: A Lutheran-Orthodox 
Dialogue (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1992) 

140On the Eastern Orthodox doctrine of theosis, see Michael J  Christensen and Jeffery A  Wit-
tung, eds , Partakers of the Divine Nature: The History and Development of Deification in the 
Christian Tradition (Madison, N J : Fairleigh Dickson University Press, 2007); Vladimir 
Lossky, The Vision of God, trans  Asheleigh Moorhouse (Crestwood, N Y : St  Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 1983); Norman Russell, The Doctrine of Deification in the Greek Patristic Tra-
dition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005)  On the biblical grounding of this concept, 
see Stephen Thomas, Deification in the Eastern Orthodox Tradition: A Biblical Perspective (Pis-
cataway, N J : Gorgias, 2008) 

141J  Patout Burns, “The Economy of Salvation: Two Patristic Traditions,” Theological Studies 
37 (1976): 599 
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with polemical undertones  For example: “Humanity’s justification through 
forgiveness of sins is not a mere covering over man’s sins, but a real de-
struction of them  It is not a mere external decision but a reality        God 
does not declare someone to be justified if he [or she] is not really free ”142 
As Eastern Orthodox Christians listen in to the ongoing discussions and 
disputes about justification in the Western Church, at one level they can-
not help but wonder “what all the fuss [is] about ”143

In recent years, the Eastern Orthodox concept of theosis has been re-
ceiving a stunning amount of attention in contemporary Western discus-
sions of soteriology 144 Increasingly, Western theologians from a wide va-
riety of backgrounds are coming to agree with F  W  Norris that “deification 
should be viewed by Protestants not as an oddity of Orthodox theology but 
as an ecumenical consensus, a catholic teaching of the Church, best pre-
served and developed by the Orthodox ”145 In light of this growing West-
ern interest in theosis, one of the most fascinating phenomena to emerge 
from intra-Christian dialogues on justification is the previously mentioned 
“Finnish school” of Luther interpretation that was inspired by a series of 
dialogues between Finnish Lutherans and the Russian Orthodox (1970-
1995) 146 Centered around Tuomo Mannermaa (professor emeritus of ecu-
menical theology at the University of Helsinki), and thus alternately known 

142Constantine Dratsellas, cited in Maximos Aghiorgoussis, “Orthodox Soteriology,” in Mey-
endorff and Tobias, eds , Salvation in Christ, p  49 

143Valerie A  Karras, “Beyond Justification: An Orthodox Perspective,” St  Paul’s Greek Ortho-
dox Church website, p  1, www stpaulsirvine org/html/Justification htm 

144As noted by Gösta Hallonsten, “Theosis in Recent Research: A Renewal of Interest and a 
Need for Clarity,” in Christensen and Wittung, eds , Partakers, pp  281-93  See, e g , Boff, 
Liberating Grace, pp  175-83; Gannon Murphy, “Reformed Theosis?” ThTo 65 (2008): 191-
212; Finger, “Anabaptism and Eastern Orthodoxy,” pp  76-83; Avery Cardinal Dulles, “Jus-
tification and the Unity of the Church,” in The Gospel of Justification: Where Does the Church 
Stand Today? ed  Wayne C  Stumme (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), pp  139-40; Kärk-
käinen, One with God; Clark H  Pinnock, “Spirit and Union,” in The Flame of Love: A Theol-
ogy of the Holy Spirit (Downers Grove, Ill : InterVarsity Press, 1996), pp  149-83; Michael  
J  Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God: Kenosis, Justification, and Theosis in Paul’s Narrative 
Soteriology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009) 

145F  W  Norris, “Deification: Consensual and Cogent,” Scottish Journal of Theology 49 (1996): 
422  On some of the complexities involved with regard to Western attempts to quickly and 
easily appropriate the Orthodox theosis concept, see Paul R  Hinlicky, “Theological Anthro-
pology: Toward Integrating Theosis and Justification by Faith,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 
34 (1997): 38-73 

146For a survey of Lutheran-Orthodox dialogues (from a member of the Finnish school), see 
Risto Saarinen, Faith and Holiness: Lutheran-Orthodox Dialogue 1959-1994 (Göttingen: Van-
denhoeck & Ruprecht, 1997) 
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as the “Mannermaa school,” this approach sees in Luther an understand-
ing of faith that involves

a real participation in Christ, that in faith a believer receives the righteous-
ness of God in Christ, not only in a nominal and external way, but really 
and inwardly        [W]e participate in the whole of Christ, who in his divine 
person communicates the righteousness of God  Here lies the bridge to the 
Orthodox idea of salvation as deification or theosis.147

A key idea for Mannermaa’s reading of Luther is that, in faith itself, 
Christ is really present  While this theme has been recognized before, 
Mannermaa and his followers argue that, due to mistaken philosophical 
(e g , neo-Kantian) assumptions, this theme has never been given its due in 
a robust way within modern Luther research 148 The Finnish school has 
made a noticeable impact in North America ever since it was given a favor-
able reception by leading Lutheran theologians Carl Braaten and Robert 
Jensen 149 It has also been warmly embraced by some within (particularly 
Lutheran) Pentecostal/charismatic spheres 150 The effects of this school 
are reaching to Pauline studies, specifically as one source of challenge to 
the way in which the “Lutheran Paul” has often been vilified in recent 
years 151 Again, the Finnish school perspective is represented by Kärk-
käinen in this present volume 

Responses to the Ecumenical Conversation 
Strong reactions to the fruit of some of the ecumenical dialogues—partic-
ularly the conclusions on Luther and theosis of the Finnish school—have 
come from more traditional quarters of Luther interpretation, including 
those who have been identified with the “radical Lutheran” approach 152 

147Carl E  Braaten and Robert W  Jensen, “Preface: The Finnish Breakthrough in Luther Re-
search,” in Union with Christ: The New Finnish Interpretation of Luther, ed  Carl E  Braaten 
and Robert W  Jensen (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), p  viii 

148See Tuomo Mannermaa, Christ Present in Faith: Luther’s View of Justification (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Fortress, 2005) 

149Braaten and Jensen, eds , Union with Christ; Robert W  Jensen, “Justification as a Triune 
Event,” Modern Theology 11 (1995): 425 

150Kärkkäinen, One with God; Markku Antola, The Experience of Christ’s Real Presence in Faith: 
An Analysis on the Christ-Presence-Motif in the Lutheran Charismatic Renewal (Helsinki: Luther 
Agricola Society, 1998) 

151Risto Saarinen, “The Pauline Luther and the Law: Lutheran Theology Reengages the Study 
of Paul,” in The Nordic Paul: Finnish Approaches to Pauline Theology, ed  Lars Aejmeleus and 
Antti Mustakallio (New York: T & T Clark, 2008), pp  90-113 

152On “radical Lutheranism,” see Gerhard O  Forde, “Radical Lutheranism,” Lutheran Quarterly 

Justification 5V.indb   49 8/29/11   3:12:57 PM

Copyrighted Material. www.ivpress.com/permissions



50 Justification: Five Views

Some of the critique is historical/exegetical in nature  For example, there 
is the counterclaim that theosis-like concepts are only found in Luther’s 
early writings, and do not characterize his mature views  Other critiques 
are more theological in orientation  At the forefront of this type of re-
sponse is the charge that the Finnish school and other ecumenical modi-
fications among Lutherans regarding justification have served to threaten 
the centrality of this doctrine as the “article by which the church stands or 
falls ” For these more “radically” traditional Lutherans, justification is not 
simply one of the central doctrines of the Christian faith  Rather, it is the 
center, the single criterion of the gospel—the gospel just is “the gospel of 
the justification of the ungodly ”153

At the end of the nineteenth century, Martin Kähler had made justi-
fication by faith something of a practical center of his theology  Into the 
twentieth century, some Lutheran theologians such as Ernst Wolf, 
Joachim Iwand and Gerhard Gloege came to identify justification as the 
theological center in an increasingly strong sense  They drew, of course, 
from some of Luther’s more provocative statements about justification, 
such as, “The article of justification is the master and prince, the lord, 
the ruler, and the judge over all kinds of doctrines; it preserves and  
governs all church doctrine and raises up our consciences before God  
Without this article the world is utter darkness and death ”154 Today, one 
increasingly finds among more traditional and “radical” Lutherans the 
claim that justification by faith is “the one and only criterion for all theo-
logical statements ”155 As such, it functions as a meta-criterion—as  
“the discrimen by which all theological loci are to be evaluated ”156 For 

1 (1987): 1-16; Robert Kolb, “Contemporary Lutheran Understandings of the Doctrine of 
Justification: A Select Glimpse,” in Justification: What’s at Stake in the Current Debates, ed  
Mark Husbands and Daniel J  Treier (Downers Grove, Ill : InterVarsity Press, 2004), pp  
153-76  For Lutheran critiques of the Finnish school, see Kolb, “Contemporary Lutheran 
Understandings,” pp  153-56; Mark C  Mattes, The Role of Justification in Contemporary Theol-
ogy (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), pp  126-32 

153Eberhard Jüngel, “On the Doctrine of Justification,” International Journal of Systematic Theol-
ogy 1 (1999): 25 

154Martin Kähler, What Luther Says: An Anthology, ed  Ewald M  Plass, 3 vols  (St  Louis: Con-
cordia, 1959), 2:703 

155Jüngel, “Doctrine of Justification,” p  51  See also idem, Justification: The Heart of the Christian 
Faith (New York: T & T Clark, 2001) 

156Mattes, Role of Justification, p  15 
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Oswald Bayer, justification is the “basis and boundary of theology ”157 
And for Eric Gritsch and Robert Jensen, justification is “a metalinguistic 
stipulation” about the “kind of talking” that can properly count as “proc-
lamation and word of the church ”158 From the perspective of “radical 
Lutheranism,” most strongly championed in North America by Gerhard 
Forde and his students, even those who agree that justification by faith 
is the single and central criterion can come under criticism for including 
elements—methodological or otherwise—that serve effectively to un-
dercut the undiluted force of this claim 159

In response to this radical centering of justification, other Lutheran 
theologians offer a warning  Wolfhart Pannenberg reminds his fellow Lu-
therans: “Even for Paul himself [justification] is not the only center of his 
theology that controls all else  For Paul this center is Jesus Christ ”160 Carl 
Braaten offers a warning as well: “Why cannot there be more than one 
indispensible criterion       ? The tyranny of a single principle is more the 
legacy of German Idealism than of the Lutheran Confessions.” According 
to Braaten, “exalting justification as the only criterion of Christian truth  
      borders on denominational ideology ”161 Interestingly, both Braaten 
and Pannenberg are favorable to Mannermaa and the Finnish school 162

Critical reactions to the treatment of justification within ecumenical 
contexts can be found outside Lutheran circles as well  As noted above, the 
number of evangelical publications that come to the defense of the tradi-
tional Reformation doctrine of justification is growing at a remarkable rate 
year by year, with many of them registering concern that, in pursuit of the 
laudable goal of ecumenical consensus, the historic Reformation perspec-

157Oswald Bayer, “Justification: Basis and Boundary of Theology,” in By Faith Alone: Essays on 
Justification in Honor of Gerhard O. Forde, ed  Joseph A  Burgess and Marc Kolden (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), pp  67-85 

158Eric Gritsch and Robert Jensen, Lutheranism: The Theological Movement and Its Confessional 
Writings (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), p  42 

159E g , by Mattes’ (Role of Justification) assessment, Jüngel, Pannenberg, Moltmann and even 
Robert Jensen all fall short in this respect  For Forde’s approach to justification, see his Jus-
tification by Faith.

160Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, trans  Geoffrey W  Bromiley, 3 vols  (Grand Rap-
ids: Eerdmans, 1991-1998), 3:213  For Pannenberg’s extended discussion of justification, see 
pp  58-96 

161Carl Braaten, That All May Believe (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), p  5 
162Braaten and Jensen, “Preface”; Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, 3:215 n  368 

Justification 5V.indb   51 8/29/11   3:12:57 PM

Copyrighted Material. www.ivpress.com/permissions



52 Justification: Five Views

tive itself has been placed in jeopardy 163 In addition, the British evangeli-
cal Alister McGrath (in the relatively short section on ecumenical dia-
logues within his magisterial study of justification) concludes that 
“ecumenical interests” have been “an important contributing factor to the 
quiet marginalization” of the doctrine of justification 164 McGrath’s senti-
ment reflects a broad consensus of concern among evangelical Reformed 
thinkers regarding the growing marginalization and/or misunderstanding 
of justification within the wider church today  At stake, they claim, is the 
heart of the gospel—the forensic declaration of God by which sinners are 
justified through the imputation of an alien righteousness found only in 
Jesus Christ  

There is, in fact, an interesting conceptual connection between one’s 
appraisal of the necessity and prospects of the ecumenical conversation on 
justification and one’s appraisal of the viability of traditional forensic ac-
counts of justification  On the one hand, even Reformed traditionalists 
who value ecumenical conversation may have a degree of uneasiness with 
the trajectory or conclusions of the ecumenical conversation  On the other 
hand, those committed to not just the value but the necessity of the ecu-
menical conversation typically are fully willing to modify traditional cat-
egories to achieve other theological or ecclesiological ends deemed to be 
valuable 

163E g , Henri A  Blocher, “The Lutheran-Catholic Declaration on Justification,” in Husbands 
and Treier, eds , Justification, pp  197-217; Fesko, Justification; Gary L  W  Johnson and Guy P  
Waters, eds , By Faith Alone: Answering the Challenges to the Doctrine of Justification (Wheaton, 
Ill : Crossway, 2006); Horton, Covenant and Salvation; Oliphint, Justified in Christ.

164McGrath, Iustitia Dei, p  418  On the other hand, A  C  Ogoko Nkwume, for instance, has 
recently proposed ecumenical dialogue on justification as the very thing that may prove effec-
tive at revitalizing and unifying the churches of Nigeria  See A  C  Ogoko Nkwume, Dialogue 
on Justification: A Model for Ecumenical Dialogue Among the Churches in Nigeria? (Berlin: LIT, 
2007)  
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