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Alister McGrath: Justification by Faith 

McGrath, A.E., 1990. Justification By Faith. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Academie Books. 

This is not a summary of the book but rather a selection of statements that have stood out to me. 

1. Introduction 

Paul Tillich commented (9): 

Protestantism was born out of the struggle for the doctrine of justification by faith. This 

doctrine is strange to the man of today, and even to Protestant people in the churches; 

indeed, as I have over and over again had the opportunity to learn, it is so strange to the 

modern man that there is scarcely any way of making it intelligible to him. “The Protestant 

Message and the Man of Today” in The Protestant Era. 

“…the truth is that the preachers of every age recognized the need to apply the theme to their 

specific situation – with the apparent exception of the modern period. For Augustine, the theme was 

to be proclaimed in neo-Platonist terms; for Anselm of Canterbury, in feudal terms; for Thomas 

Aquinas, in Aristotelian terms; for Calvin, in legal terms – in short, they proclaimed the doctrine in 

terms that drew upon the experience, hopes, and fears of their own day and age.” 11 

“Another stumbling block theologians have put in the way of recovering the vitality and relevance of 

this doctrine stems from a mixture of Cartesianism and Platonic idealism. This is the concept of a 

universal abstract truth that is valid for all people and for all time. For some theologians, the 

doctrine of justification embodies exactly this sort of universal abstract truth.” 12 

“Doctrines are fundamentally concerned with experience rather than with abstract conceptual 

truths!... The doctrine of justification by faith is concerned with the Christian’s experience of a 

redemptive encounter with the living God.” 13 

 

Part One. The Background of the Doctrine 

2. The Biblical Foundation 

“In the Old Testament, righteousness is a personal concept: it is essentially the fulfilment of the 

demands and obligations of a relationship between two persons.” 24 

“The most important relationship, the relationship that underlies all others, is the covenant 

relationship between God and his people. And ‘righteousness’ in the Old Testament most often 

refers to the fulfilment of the conditions of that all-important covenant.” 24-25 

“Just as ‘righteousness’ is primarily concerned with faithfulness, so ‘sin’ is primarily concerned with 

faithlessness….the idea of the betrayal of a personal relationship is fundamental to a biblical 

understanding of sin.” 25 

“Abraham’s relationship with God is ‘right’ when he puts is trust in God’s promises. The 

righteousness that is demanded of Abraham is faith in the faithfulness of God.” 25 

“…for either God or an Israelite ‘to act righteously’ is ‘to act in accordance with the covenant.’” 25 
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“‘Justifying’ is something God does. It is something dynamic rather than static. The basic sense of the 

Old Testament idea of ‘justifying’ is probably best expressed as ‘declaring to be within the 

covenant’.” 26 

“…the verdict to be pronounced on the last day is brought forward into the present, in that God 

declares in advance that those who believe in Jesus Christ are in the right.” 27 

“Paul’s polemic against ‘justification within the law’ and ‘justification by works’ appears to be aimed 

primarily against the Jewish claim that Jews, and Jews alone, may be justified.” 29 

“…God’s justification of humanity through faith demonstrates his faithfulness to the promises once 

made to Abraham and to the covenant pledged to Abraham.” 30 

“By ‘faith,’ James explicitly means ‘acceptance of revelation without corresponding behaviour’ 

(James 2:19), a dead orthodoxy that bears no relation to Paul’s concept of faith. For Paul, faith 

involves the reorientation of the individual towards obedience to Jesus Christ – not the important 

phrase ‘the obedience that comes from faith’ (Rom 1:5)…” 30-31 

 

3. Augustine and the Pelagian Controversy 

“Manichaeanism (to which Augustine himself was initially attracted) was a form of fatalism that 

upheld the sovereignty of God but denied human freedom, while Pelagianism upheld the total 

freedom of the human but denied the sovereignty of God.” 35 

“The term ‘free will’ (which is a translation of the Latin liberum arbitrium) is not a biblical term but 

derives from Stoicism. It was introduced into Western Christianity by the second-century theologian 

Tertullian, who borrowed this Latin term to translate the Greek word autexousia, which meant 

something rather different: ‘responsibility for one’s own actions’ is probably the most helpful 

translation. What Augustine had to do, therefore, was to keep the term ‘free will’ (which during the 

two centuries since Tertullian had become so well established that its elimination was impossible) 

but to try and bring its meaning back into line with teaching of the New Testament, especially that of 

Paul.” 35 

“…grace removes the weights loading the scales towards evil and allows us to recognize the full 

weight of the case for choosing God.” 37 

Pelagius: “since perfection is possible for humanity, it is obligatory.” 39 

“For Pelagius, grace is external and passive, something outside us, whereas Augustine understands 

grace as the real and redeeming presence of God in Christ within us, transforming us – something 

internal and active.” 42 

 

4. The Reformation 

“Luther’s early views on justification (up to about 1514) can be summarized as follows. God has 

entered into a covenant or contract (the Latin word pactum is used to express this idea) with 

humanity. This contract lays down certain conditions that must be met before it is possible to be 

justified. God has promised that he will justify anyone who meets the precondition that the 

individual turn to God in faith and humility.” 49 
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“At this early stage, Luther understood the ‘righteousness of God’ (iustitia Dei) to refer to an 

impersonal attribute of God, which stands over and against us and judges us with complete 

impartiality on the basis of whether or not we have met the basic precondition for justification.” 50 

“For Luther, the twin conditions of faith and humility made justification impossible: it was as if God 

promised a blind man a million dollars, provided that man could see, or as if someone who could not 

speak was promised the contents of Fort Knox if he recited aloud the works of Shakespeare… Luther 

became increasingly persuaded that an individual needed the assistance of the grace of God if 

justification was to be a real possibility.” 50-51 

“….he came to realize that the righteousness of God that is revealed in the gospel is a gift of God 

given to sinners.” 51 

“Just as a mother hen covers her chicks with her wing, so God clothes us with an ‘alien 

righteousness.’” 52 

“Luther insists that justification involves a change in an individual’s status before God, rather than a 

fundamental change in his nature: although the individual believer is righteous by faith, he remains a 

sinner. It is this insight that underlies Luther’s famous assertion that the believer is ‘righteous and a 

sinner at one and the same time’ (simul iustus et peccator)” 52 

“Although the Reformation insights into justification are often summarized in the slogan 

‘justification sola fide’ (by faith alone), they are probably better represented in the slogan 

‘justification per fidem propter Christum’ (through faith on account of Christ).” 53 

“Faith is the earthen vessel that conveys the treasure of Christ, as Calvin put it.” 53 

“…the concept of forensic justification was seen as establishing the foundation of the Christian life 

far more reliably than the Augustinian concept of justification by infused, imparted, or inherent 

righteousness.” 53 

“A popular misunderstanding of the Reformation doctrine of justification by faith is that we are 

justified because we believe, that it is our decision to believe that brings about our justification.” 53 

“In the Schmalkald Articles of 1535, Luther wrote thus of the doctrine of justification: ‘Nothing in this 

article may be given up or compromised… On this article rests all that we teach and practice against 

the pope, the devil and the world.’” 55 

“Luther’s understanding of ‘righteousness’ as external to us led him to criticize Augustine, who 

understood the righteousness in question to be part of our being… For Augustine, justifying 

righteousness is an internal righteousness, something God works within us; for Luther, it is external, 

something God works outside us.” 56  

“It is often overlooked that early Reformed theology was strongly moralistic. Zwingli’s chief concern 

was with reforming the morals, structures, and practices of the church of his day and bringing them 

into line with Scripture. Zwingli argued that Christian morality consists in following the example of 

Jesus Christ, and that justification took place as a result of this imitation of Christ (an idea already 

found in the writings of Erasmus of Rotterdam). The moral regeneration of the individual was thus 

the cause of his justification.” 56-57 

“The early Reformed theologians therefore viewed Luther’s teaching on justification with alarm, as it 

seemed to them (quite wrongly, as it happened) to break the link between morality and religion.” 57 
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“The righteousness of Christ is thus ‘imputed’ to us – in other words, it is treated as if it were ours, 

or reckoned to us, without ever becoming ours.” 59 

“For Augustine, the righteousness on the basis of which we are to be justified is already present 

within us, through the gracious action of God – and God therefore analyses what is already there in 

order to justify us. But for Melanchthon and Calvin, there is no righteousness within us which could 

function as the basis of the divine verdict of justification – and God must therefore synthesize this 

righteousness himself.” 60 

“…the Roman Catholic opponents of the Reformation misunderstood the Reformers to be suggesting 

that it was not necessary for a justified sinner to be regenerated, and they criticized the doctrine of 

forensic justification as a result.” 60 

 

5. Denominational Differences 

“The Eastern churches – such as the Greek and Russian Orthodox churches – have always preferred 

to discuss the redemption of humanity in terms of the image of deification.” 63 

“The Council of Trent defined the Roman Catholic understanding of justification as follows: ‘The 

movement from the state in which man is born a son of the first Adam to the state of grace and 

adoption as sons of God through the second Adam, our saviour Jesus Christ.’ Justification is thus 

understood as involving the entire transition from nature to grace, involving both the event by which 

the Christian life is begun and the process by which it is developed and finally consummated. In 

many ways, this understanding of justification parallels that of Augustine of Hippo.” 64 

“It will… be obvious that the Roman Catholic understands by ‘justification’ what the Protestant 

understands by ‘justification’ and ‘sanctification’ linked together.” 65 

“…there is general agreement between Protestant and Roman Catholic that the Christian life is 

begun through faith and continued and developed through obedience and good works.” 65-66 

“…the forensic understanding of justification merely highlights the fact that sinners have nothing to 

contribute to their own justification – an insight shared with even those who do not adopt a forensic 

understanding of justification!” 66 

“…the view that justification is based on and contingent on moral regeneration is associated with the 

Enlightenment and represents an abandonment of the idea of justification by grace in favour of 

justification by merit.” 66 

Council of Trent: “Faith is the beginning of human salvation, the foundation and root of all 

justification, without which it is impossible to please God.” 67 

“…justification by faith does not mean that we are justified on account of our faith, but that we are 

justified on account of Christ through the grace of God.” 67 

“For the Roman Catholic… justifying righteousness is inherent in the believer, part of his person… 

Protestants understand justification to be based on a synthetic divine judgment, whereas Roman 

Catholics understand it to be based on an analytic divine judgment.” 68 

“The suggestion that an individual can merit his justification is actually associated with the 

rationalistic Enlightenment, rather than with Roman Catholicism.” 69 
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“For Augustine, ‘merit’ is not something we may claim because of what we have achieved, but 

something God gives to us on account of who he is.” 70 

“In many ways, the Enlightenment marked the rebirth of Pelagianism, with a new emphasis upon 

human moral capabilities and responsibilities.” 71 

 

Part Two. The Contemporary Significance of the Doctrine 

6. The Existential Dimension 

“Existentialist philosophy is basically a protest against the view that human beings are ‘things’ and a 

demand that we take the personal existence of the individual with full seriousness.” 79 

“This distinction between ourselves and objects or things is brought out with special clarity by the 

highly influential German existentialist philosopher Martin Heidegger in his analysis of the structures 

of human existence. Heidegger draws a distinction between the mode of existence of a human 

being, aware of his own existence (Dasein), and the mode of existence of an inanimate object, a 

thing (Vorhandenheit – literally, ‘being at hand’). And Heidegger emphasizes that there is every 

danger that Dasein will become Vorhandenheit – in other words, that our existence will be reduced 

to the level of things. We can get so tied up and concerned with things, with the world, that we lose 

our distinctive identities as individuals. We become a member of the crowd, as our individual 

identity is swallowed up and lost.” 79 

“…there is no real possibility of a neutral, disinterested, or objective knowledge of God, simply 

because we realize that we ourselves, our own personal experience, is bound up with his existence. 

Subjective knowledge involves knowing something which is of importance to our own personal 

existence. The distinction between ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ knowledge is probably best brought 

out in relation to the knowledge of death.” 79-80 

“…contemporary existential philosophy has placed great emphasis upon ‘subjective’ knowledge.” 80 

Kierkegaard, “truth is subjectivity”: 

“‘Truth’ is not just about intellectual theories or concepts, involving just the human mind, 

but it is about the whole person, the whole of human existence. Our emotions and our wills, 

our passions as well as our intellects, must be caught up and involved in our search for truth. 

Truth must be personally relevant if it is to transform us and our existence.” 80 

“A distinction often made by existentialist thinkers is between knowing about the truth (in other 

words, objective truth) and being grasped by the truth (in other words, subjective truth). And it is 

with this latter that the doctrine of justification is concerned – subjective knowledge of God as 

redeemer through Jesus Christ.” 81 

“Existentialism draws a careful distinction between two modes of existence, two ways of existing in 

the world, that are open to individuals. Following Heidegger, these ways of existence are usually 

referred to as ‘authentic existence’ and ‘inauthentic existence.’ And individual who exists 

authentically may be said to be existing in such a way as to fulfil his potential as a human being. In 

this state, he may be said to have fulfilment, purpose, and meaning. In inauthentic existence, on the 

other hand, an individual loses his distinctive capacities and identity. He is trapped by forces he 

cannot master and is a slave to illusions about the nature of existence. He refuses to face up to the 

realities of life, such as death and finitude. His whole life is a sham, and he probably knows it.” 81 
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“The seductiveness of the words of the serpent to Eve lie in the fact that they suggest that death is 

not inevitable: ‘You will not surely die… you will be like God’ (Gen. 3:4-5). And so humanity becomes 

trapped within its own lie, as it tries to deny death and protect itself against it. Fallen humanity is 

tempted to base its entire existence upon a delusion and a lie; and feels threatened by the possibility 

of the exposure of this lie. And yet the way to authentic existence is through facing the realities of 

human existence – such as our death and finitude.” 82 

“Heidegger speaks of individuals ‘falling’ away from a state of authentic existence, or being 

‘alienated’ from authentic existence. For Heidegger, this ‘fallenness’ or ‘alienation’ can come about 

through obsession with transitory things or through becoming absorbed into a crowd and losing 

individual identity. Conversely, this fallenness and alienation may be overcome by adopting a correct 

attitude towards existence. And the first step in this process, according to Heidegger, is the 

disclosure of inauthenticity. In other words, something happens to make you aware that you’re living 

a lie, that you are running away from the realities of existence. Existential anxiety (Angst) is perhaps 

the most important of these realities, and this is often grounded in the fear of death.” 82 

“Heidegger this emphasizes that existential anxiety in the face of death discloses to individuals that 

they are living a lie if they cannot cope with it, that their whole existence is based upon a delusion 

unless they face up to its reality and inevitability and re-orient themselves accordingly.” 82 

“The New Testament recognizes two quite distinct modes of human existence: an unbelieving, 

unredeemed form of existence, based on illusion and lies, and a believing and redeemed existence, 

in which the human existential potential is brought to its fullness. Similarly, the New Testament 

recognizes the need to disclose to humanity that its unbelieving and unredeemed mode of existence 

is inauthentic, in order that the way may be opened to authentic existence – life in all its redeemed 

fullness.” 83 

“[The individual] tries to gain his essential nature, his authentic way of existence, through his own 

powers. His entire way of life is bound up with what is transitory, and so his life is subject to 

transitoriness and death. This individual lies in dependence upon the world, upon things that must 

ultimately pass away. And it is this attempt at self-sufficiency on the part of humanity that both the 

Old and New Testaments designate as ‘sin.’” 83 

“Instead of denying that we are God’s creatures, we recognize and exult in this fact and base our 

existence upon it.” 83 

“At this point, we need to note one very important difference between the New Testament 

understanding of inauthentic existence and that associated with existentialist philosophers such as 

Heidegger. For Heidegger, inauthentic existence is something we choose. It is one of several options 

open to us. But for the New Testament, inauthentic existence is a given, not a choice. Whether we 

like it or not, we must all recognize that we enter the world already in a state of inauthentic 

existence, alienated from our true way of being.” 85 

“The doctrine of original sin is fundamentally an assertion that humanity is trapped in its existential 

situation and unable to extricate itself.” 87-88 

In Paul’s dialectic between ‘flesh’ (sarx) and ‘spirit’ (pneuma): “The word ‘flesh’ is not being used to 

refer to the human body or any specifically sexual aspects of human existence, but to a mode of 

human existence that is oriented away from God, towards the world and things that are tangible, 

temporary, and transitory.” 91 
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“Inauthentic existence involves treating the world both as the place in which we live and as the 

bounds and norms of our existence; authentic existence involves treating the world as the place in 

which we live and God as the reason and basis of our existence.” 91   

“In its negative sense, ‘the world’ stands for the forces that threaten to overwhelm us and trap us 

through shackling us to things that are temporary, transient, and temporal.” 91 

 

7. The Personal Dimension 

“…the Old Testament concept of ‘righteousness’ is now generally regarded as being grounded in 

personal relationship: to be righteous is to be faithful to a personal relationship. It implies acting 

upon the obligations, responsibilities, and privileges this relationship brings with it.” 98 

Martin Buber’s personalist philosophy: ‘dialogical personalism’: “…there are two basic ways in which 

we experience things”: experience and encounter. As per the passive stone: “We experience them, in 

that they do not actively contribute to our attempts to know and understand them… it does not 

participate in the relationship, it is not affected by it.”  

Buber (I and Thou): “The world does not participate in experience. It allows itself to be experienced, 

but it is not concerned, for it contributes nothing, and nothing happens to it.” 99  

“An object I something that is passive, that is available for our inspection, but that does not initiate 

disclosure. A subject, however, is someone who is active, who takes the initiative in knowing or 

understanding.” 99 

Buber re experience: an “I-It” relationship. 99 

But contrast the above with the example of being introduced to a person: “But a ‘You’ may be 

changed by the encounter with an ‘I,’ just as the ‘I’ may be changed by the encounter with a ‘You.’” 

99-100 

This is an “I-Thou” relationship. 100 [same as “I-You” relationship, but ‘You’ is singular, not plural] 

“An ‘I-You’ relationship is an encounter between two subjects, each of which actively contributes to 

the relationship.” 100 

“As Buber pointed out, God must be treated as a ‘You,’ a subject we encounter rather than an object 

we experience. Many theologians have tended to treat God as some sort of object that human 

beings could discover by thinking hard or by studying culture, the world, or the stars.” 100 

“We are not required to discover God but to respond to him as he has made himself known.” 101 

“…‘God’ is not something we can examine at leisure under conditions of our own choosing. He is no 

stone on a table awaiting our examination and study. Rather, we must recognize that – like any 

other person – God is independent, with a will of his own, who allows us to encounter him on his 

own terms.” 101 

“….God has revealed himself primarily in personal form. God addresses us as persons in the form of 

a person.” 101 

“The essential point that must be made is that the doctrine of justification may be recast in terms of 

personal relationship.” 102 
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Regarding the false doctrine known as universalism: “Although superficially attractive, this doctrine 

is in fact deeply offensive and harsh. It parallels Pelagianism in this respect: although seeming to be 

reasonable and positive, it is actually intensely authoritarian and continually threatens to 

compromise humanity’s God-given integrity.” 104 

“This privilege of saying ‘No!’ to God must be respected. One of the greatest travesties of this 

privilege – indeed, one of the greatest travesties of human dignity – is precisely this doctrine of 

‘universalism.’ According to this doctrine, everyone will eventually be saved. They may not wish to 

be saved, but they have no say in the matter… it is perfectly obvious that at least a substantial part 

of the human population would regard the idea of being cooped up with God for eternity as 

something to be avoided at any cost!” 105 

“…for the universalist, God must force [the] individual to be saved. He must violate [the] individual’s 

freedom and integrity… In an insulting display of paternalism, universalism represents God as 

brushing aside and overruling the wishes of the individual on the grounds that he knows best what is 

right for that person… Rape involves treating a person as an object – and that is precisely what is 

happening in this unthinkable scene.” 105-106 

“Universalism perverts the gospel of the love of God into an obscene scene of theological rape quite 

unworthy of the God whom we encounter in the face of Jesus Christ.” 106 

“Scripture does not see the relationship between God and humanity established through the death 

and resurrection of Jesus Christ as being the institution of a new relationship, but rather as the 

restoration of an old one.” 107 

“Original sin is the state of existing in a broken relationship, alienated from the true way of 

existence.” 109 

C.S. Lewis (The Weight of Glory): 

“The books or the music in which we thought the beauty was located will betray us if we 

trust in them; it was not in them, it only came through them, and what came through them 

was longing. These things – the beauty, the memory of our own past – are good images of 

what we really desire; but if they are mistaken for the thing itself they turn into dumb idols, 

breaking the hearts of their worshippers. For they are not the thing itself; they are only the 

scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of a tune we have not heard, news from a 

country we have not visited.” 112 

 

8. The Ethical Dimension 

“The question addressed by Christian theology is how our faith expresses itself in the way we think, 

while the question addressed by Christian ethics is how our faith should express itself in the practical 

affairs of human life… Ethics and theology are thus concerned with the unfolding of faith…. The 

Christian church must think and act on the basis of its faith – and that thinking and acting are not 

independent of each other, but are related in the closest of manners.” 116 

“The gift of our justification lays upon us the obligation to live in accordance with our new status.” 

117 
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“We do not become the children of God by imitating the Son of God, but we imitate the Son of God 

because we already are the children of God on account of what Jesus Christ accomplished through 

his death and resurrection, which we appropriate by faith.” 118 

“….whereas secular ethical systems tend to discuss moral acts in terms of their goal (in other words, 

what they achieve or are intended to achieve), a theological ethical system based on the doctrine of 

justification will discuss moral acts in terms of what they presuppose or are intended to express – the 

individual’s radical transformation through his conversion.” 122 

“The congenital weakness of human nature is the submerged rock on which the naïve claims of 

optimistic liberal thought founder so cruelly and so totally.” 124 

“The doctrine of justification by faith results in a realist approach to Christian ethics, which 

recognizes that the pursuit of self-interest is an inevitability because of the total permeation of 

human nature by original sin.” 125 

Reinhold Niebuhr (The Nature and Destiny of Man): 

“…where there is history at all, there is freedom; and where there is freedom, there is sin.” 125 

“…the goal of Christian social moral action is not the perfection of society but its amelioration – to 

make society better in the realization that it cannot be perfect because of human fallenness.” 126 

“The doctrine of justification does not stipulate any specific ethical system – it establishes the 

framework by which such ethical systems are to be judged.” 127 

 

9. Conclusion 

“The essential purpose of Christian doctrine is to provide a framework within which the experience 

of the first Christians may become ours. Just as engineers may construct a channel to bring water 

from a reservoir to a parched and arid desert area in order that it might flourish and blossom, so 

Christian doctrine provides the intellectual framework by which the experience of the first Christians 

may be passed down to us.” 129 

“Just as a channel has to be dredged in order to allow the current to flow, so the intellectual 

framework had to be overhauled to ensure that the Christian experience of God in Christ could be 

mediated through it.” 130 

“We cannot study God as if he were an object – if we did, theology would certainly make far more 

sense, but the price paid for this enhanced intelligibility would be a total loss of the real God and the 

substitution of an idea of God we felt we could handle! The difficulty lies simply in expressing in 

words what we experience.” 131 

 

Appendix: the Dogmatic Significance of the Doctrine 

“For Augustine, justification included both the event of being declared to be righteous and the 

process of being made righteous. For Calvin, two aspects of this one entity could be distinguished – 

the event of justification (in which we are declared to be righteous) and the process of regeneration 

or sanctification, in which we are made righteous.” 142 

“Augustine meaning by ‘justification’ what Calvin means by ‘justification’ and ‘sanctification.’” 142 
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Distinction between the concept of justification and the doctrine of justification: 

“The doctrine of justification… is concerned with the fundamental question of how ‘the benefits of 

Christ’ may be appropriated… It is this doctrine that controls the gateway to the church. It is this 

doctrine that controls the Christian preaching of Jesus Christ.” 143  

“And just as one of St. Paul’s soteriological terms [‘atonement’] has come to mean ‘the grounds on 

which reconciliation to God is possible,’ so another (justification) has come to mean ‘the free gift of 

salvation in Jesus Christ’… We could say that the doctrine of the atonement, or of the work of Christ, 

deals with the question why justification is possible, and the doctrine of justification with the 

question what must be done if we are to be justified.” 145 

“Atonement is the powerhouse of the Christian faith, the source of the new life of the Christian and 

the basis on which the power of God becomes ours. But we still have to make the connection by 

appropriating that power, by switching in to it. And justification is rather like throwing a switch: it is 

through justification that the ‘benefits of Christ’ become ours, are actualized in our lives. They are 

both essential links in the same chain – one deals with the ‘why,’ the other with the ‘how.’” 146 

“So important was the doctrine for Martin Luther that he stated it to be ‘the master and ruler, lord, 

governor and judge over all other doctrines, which preserves and governs every Christian doctrine 

and upholds our conscience before God.’” 147 

Luther: “The proper subject of theology is man as a thing of sin and the justifying God, the saviour of 

sinful man.’” 148 

“For Beza, Christian theology should not begin with the saving death of the death and resurrection 

of Jesus Christ, but with the theological framework within which this event is set. Beza thus begins 

with the divine decision to predestine and redeem the elect in Jesus Christ, and then proceeds to 

deduce the actuality of this redemption of the elect in Christ. Beza thus employs a synthetic and 

deductive approach, quite distinct from that of Calvin, which assigns priority to the doctrine of 

predestination. The logical consistency of Beza’s scheme is achieved through replacing the New 

Testament’s emphasis upon an event with a quite different emphasis (foreign to the New 

Testament) on a conceptual framework. Furthermore, in keeping with the logical rigor of his 

theological framework, Beza draws conclusions that are dictated by logic, but not by theology – for 

example, that Jesus Christ died only for the elect, a view that is not found in the New Testament 

itself.” 152-153 

“The doctrine of justification points not merely to the fact that humanity is created in the image of 

God but also to the necessity and possibility of the renewal of that divine image by redemption 

through Christ. It forces us to recognize a tension, a dialectic, between nature and grace.” 154 

“Justification discloses what we now are, what we are called to be, and how the transition between 

these two states may be effected.” 155 

“…the doctrine of justification by faith… allows us to clarify the limits of [the Christian] faith. How 

this may be done is of particular interest in relation to a perennial difficulty – the problem of 

defining heresy, and of distinguishing this from simply unbelief.” 157 

Vincent of Lerins’ test for determining whether something was authentically Christian or not – the 

‘Vincentian Canon’: (1) Was it believed everywhere? “If there was a significant section of the 

Christian church that refused to accept a certain doctrine, it could not be regarded as authentic”; (2) 

Was it always believed? “If it was a recent innovation, there were excellent reasons for questioning 
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its authenticity.”; (3) Was it believed by everyone? “…did the doctrine command widespread support 

among ordinary believers?” 157-158 

“…the basis principle encapsulated in the doctrine of justification satisfies all three conditions.” 158 

“…only God can save. Unless Jesus Christ is God in some sense of the word, redemption is 

impossible.” 159 

“The doctrine of justification affirms that we cannot achieve redemption, but that if someone else 

obtains that redemption for us we are in a position to receive.” 160 

 

 


