
In the sight of God and of all 
Christendom, we want to testify to 
those now living and those who will 
come after us. This declaration 
presented here about all the 
controverted articles mentioned and 
explained above—and no other—is our 
faith, doctrine, and confession. By 
God’s grace, with intrepid hearts, we 
are willing to appear before the 
judgment seat of Christ with this 
Confession and give an account of it. 
We will not speak or write anything 
contrary to this Confession, either 
publicly or privately. By the strength of 
God’s grace we intend to abide by it. 
Therefore, after mature deliberation, we 
have, in the fear of God and by calling 
on His name, attached our signatures 
with our own hands. 
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The Christian article of the sinner’s justification before God is explained in countless tomes 

of theological writings, and with good reason.  This chief article of the Christian faith is the thick 
trunk of the tree that is the Christian faith.  Like the deeds of Christ Himself, the points of doctrine 
that sprout from this tree and the applications of it are so numerous that, “if they were written one 
by one, I suppose that even the world itself could not contain the books that would be written” (Jn. 
21:25). 

And yet, the article of justification itself has been condensed down to a single (divinely 
inspired) Volume for us.  It is further encapsulated, both eloquently and abundantly, in the first of 
the Pauline Epistles to grace our Bibles.  And it can be summarized so briefly and so simply that a 
child can grasp it. 

“For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him 
should not perish but have everlasting life. For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the 
world, but that the world through Him might be saved. He who believes in Him is not condemned; but 
he who does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only 
begotten Son of God” (Jn. 3:16-18 - NKJV). 

The Lutherans from the age of orthodoxy1 understood the simplicity of the article of 
justification.   While that understanding did not curtail their verbosity, all of their writings on the 
chief article were nothing more than elaborations on a common theme, the fleshing out of a few 
points of a common outline that remained unchanged from the time of Luther through the time of 
Gerhard. 

The problem in the Lutheran Church in our age is not that too little has been said since the 
age of Lutheran orthodoxy, but too much.  The outline has, in some cases, been supplanted; the 
concept, blurred.  I hope to demonstrate in this essay the level of clarity, consistency and precision 
that once characterized the Lutheran presentation of the doctrine of justification.  My contribution 
here will be minimal, as I intend to let the Blessed Fathers speak for themselves through their 
writings, in which we will explore their concept of the Biblical teaching of justification, noting 
especially the distinctions they make between the atonement that Christ has accomplished for all 
sinners and the justification of the sinner that only takes place as a result of a forensic appeal to the 
Throne of Grace.   

THE COMMON OUTLINE OF FORENSIC JUSTIFICATION 

A “common outline” was mentioned above.  One may speak of points of an outline, 
constituent elements, essential components, or simply the “causes” that are necessary and 
belonging to the article of justification.  In any case, it is presented succinctly in FC:SD:III:24-25: 

If the article of justification is to remain pure, the greatest attention must be given with special 
diligence. Otherwise, what comes before faith, and what follows after it, will be mixed together or 
inserted into the article of justification as necessary and belonging to it. For it is not one and the same 
thing to talk about conversion and to talk about justification. 

Not everything that belongs to conversion also belongs to the article of justification. Only God’s 
grace, Christ’s merit, and faith belong and are necessary to the article of justification. Faith receives 
these blessings in the promise of the Gospel, by which Christ’s righteousness is credited to us. From 

                                                             

1 For our purposes, the age of Lutheran orthodoxy will be defined as the period beginning with Martin Luther and ending 
with Johann Gerhard, c. AD 1515-1637. 
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this we receive and have forgiveness of sins, reconciliation with God, sonship, and are made heirs of 
eternal life. 

From these words, one can identify four necessary components in the basic outline of a 
sinner’s justification: 1) God’s grace, 2) Christ’s merit, 3) faith, through which the righteousness of 
Christ is imputed to the sinner, and 4) the promise of the Gospel, since faith is only kindled in the 
heart by the Holy Spirit working through the Word. 

The role of each of these components is described by all of the principal writers in the age of 
orthodoxy in “forensic,” that is, “judicial” or “courtroom” terminology, as they unfold the Biblical 
concept of “justification.” 

Luther combines the analogy of the sinner standing before God’s judgment seat with the 
sinner taking shelter under Christ, as a chick takes shelter under a mother-hen: 

I mentioned above in an Epistle that it was not enough for us to be pious, do good works, and live 
in grace; not even our righteousness, much less our unrighteousness, may stand up before the eyes of 
God and his judgment. Therefore I have said: faith, if it is true faith, is such that it does not rely on 
itself, on its believing, but it holds on to Christ and shelters itself under his righteousness; it lets this 
righteousness be its shelter and shield, even as the chick does not rely on its life and speed, but seeks 
shelter under the mother-hen’s body and wings. To survive before God’s judgment seat, it is not 
enough for one to say: I believe and have received grace; for everything within him is unable to 
protect him sufficiently. Rather he holds up to this judgment Christ’s own righteousness; he lets it 
deal with God’s judgment and it stands up for him forever with all honors, as Psalms 111[:3] and 
112[:3, 9] say: “His righteousness endures forever.” Under this righteousness he creeps, snuggles, 
and crouches; he trusts and believes and does not doubt that it will keep him protected. Then it also 
comes to pass that way, and he is preserved through this same faith, not for the sake of faith, but for 
the sake of Christ and his righteousness, under whose protection he is living. It also follows that faith 
which does not act in this manner is not the true faith. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 52, 96) 

Melanchthon, writing in the Apology: 

Furthermore, in this passage, to justify means (according to court language) to acquit a guilty 
person and declare him righteous. But this happens because of the righteousness of another, namely, 
of Christ. This righteousness is communicated to us through faith. Therefore, since our righteousness 
in this passage is the credit of the righteousness of another, we must here speak about righteousness 
in a way different than in philosophy or in a civil court. (There we seek after the righteousness of 
one’s own work, which certainly is in the will.) So Paul says in 1 Corinthians 1:30, “He is the source of 
your life in Christ Jesus, whom God made our wisdom and our righteousness and sanctification and 
redemption.” And in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “For our sake He made Him to be sin who knew no sin, so 
that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.” But because Christ’s righteousness is given 
to us through faith, faith is righteousness credited to us. In other words, it is that by which we are 
made acceptable to God on account of the credit and ordinance of God, as Paul says, “Faith is counted 
as righteousness” (Romans 4:3, 5). (Ap:V:184-186) 

The Formula of Concord:  

A person cannot stand with and ‹on the ground of this righteousness› [that is, the righteousness 
of new obedience] before God’s court. Before God’s court only the righteousness of Christ’s 
obedience, suffering, and death—which is credited to faith—can stand. So only for the sake of this 
obedience is the person pleasing and acceptable to God and received into adoption and made an heir 
of eternal life. (FC:SD:III:32) 

Chemnitz: 

The meaning of the word “justify” in this article is judicial, namely, that the sinner, accused by the 
Law of God, convicted, and subjected to the sentence of eternal damnation, fleeing in faith to the 
throne of grace, is absolved for Christ’s sake, reckoned and declared righteous, received into grace, 
and accepted to eternal life. And although John does not employ the word “justify,” yet he describes 
the doctrine in judicial terms: “He that believes is not judged; he does not come into judgment.” “He 
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sent His Son into the world, not that He should judge the world.” And 1 John 3: “We have passed from 
death to life.” In Acts 3 Peter says that “sins are blotted out.” Paul explains this when he says, Col. 2, 
that the hand writing which was against us has been blotted out. (Examination, Vol. 1, 474). 

Gerhard: 

The verb δικαιοῦσθαι has a forensic meaning, to be pronounced righteous, to be absolved, since 
the whole act of our justification is described with forensic terms.  The defendant is man the sinner; 
the plaintiff, or the accuser, is the law and the devil; the witness is the conscience; the advocate is 
Christ; the judge is God.  Both accusation and condemnation are contrasted with this justification. 
(Adnotationes ad priora capita Epistolae D. Pauli ad Romanos, Romans 3:24) 

(5) The contrast is evident in this apostolic text between justification and condemnation, v. 16 
and v.18. But since they are contrasted under the same genre, and condemnation is, to be sure, a 
judicial act, from which it follows that justification is also a judicial act, and hence it consists, not in 
the infusion of righteousness, but in the absolution from sins. Undoubtedly, as through the sin of 
Adam sin is propagated to all men, for it results in condemnation for them, that is, because of it they 
are damned by the righteous judgment of God unless reconciliation and remission take place, so 
through the merit of Christ righteousness and salvation have been obtained for all, so that they may 
be justified by faith, that is, that they may be pronounced righteous, absolved from sins and freed 
from condemnation.   

(6) To be made righteous and to be justified are considered by the Apostle to be equivalent 
expressions.  Therefore, to be made righteous is contrasted with “for condemnation” in v.19; so also 
“to be justified” in v.18; and hence each has a forensic meaning. The verb “they will be made”  
indicates that these things are carried out before the tribunal of God’s righteous judgment, who 
condemns Adam’s posterity on account of sin, but absolves believers in Christ from that damnation 
and makes them righteous (Rom. 10:3, 2 Cor. 5:21).   (Adnotationes, Rom. 5:19) 

Aegidius Hunnius, in his Articulus de iustificatione hominis peccatoris gratuita: 

What does the word “justify” mean in the present discussion? 

In a human judgment, they are said “to be justified” who are pronounced free from the guilt of 
the crimes of which they were accused.  (The Scripture speaks in this sense in Deut. 25:  If a case 
arises and they go to judgment, the righteous man should be justified and the ungodly man 
condemned, as this word “justifying” is understood in both Proverbs 17 and Is. 5).  In the same way, 
understanding the word in the same forensic usage, they are said to be justified before God who, 
fleeing to the Throne of Grace2, are absolved from the guilt of sin and from damnation, and are 
reckoned as righteous by the imputation of the righteousness of Christ, which consists in His 
obedience. 

A COMMON ANALOGY TO EXPLAIN THE COMMON OUTLINE 

The last citation above from Aegidius Hunnius briefly expresses an analogy that was 
commonly used among the Lutheran Fathers to describe forensic justification.  Gerhard used it3. 
Luther used it as well4.  It is essentially an expansion of Romans 3:22-26.  Chemnitz offers this 

                                                             

2 Latin: thronum gratiae.  Luther had translated the Greek word ἱλαστήριον (“propitiation, propitiatorium, Mercy Seat,” or 
“sacrifice of atonement” in the NIV) in Rom. 3:25 with “Gnadenstuhl.”  Elsewhere it is rendered “Gnadenthron.” 

3 In his commentary on Romans 3:22-26, explaining how Christ is the “Propitiatorium,” the antitype of the Old Testament 
Mercy Seat. 

4 Luther:  “[We know] about the unfathomable goodness and mercy of our heavenly Father: that Jesus Christ is our 
mediator, our throne of grace, and our bishop before God in heaven, who daily intercedes for us and reconciles all who 
believe in him alone, and who call upon him; that he is not a judge, nor cruel, except for those who do not believe in him, 
or who reject his comfort and grace; [and] that he is not the man who accuses and threatens us, but rather the man who 
reconciles us [with God], and intercedes for us with his own death and blood shed for us so that we should not fear him, 
but approach him with all assurance and call him dear Savior, sweet Comforter, faithful bishop of our souls, etc.” (Luther’s 
Works, Vol. 50, 20-21). 
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analogy in its most extended form, depicting the various aspects of this courtroom setting.  He 
alludes to it in his Examination, but fleshes out the presentation more thoroughly in his Loci 
Theologici and his Enchiridion.  It is presented here at length, because it expresses so clearly the 
Lutheran concept of justification in relation to the atonement. 

Thus, the use of the legal term “justification” refutes the ideas of the Epicureans. For it shows 
that the justification of the sinner is not some insignificant or perfunctory thing, but that the whole 
human being stands before the judgment of God and is examined both with respect to his nature as 
well as his works, and this according to the norm of the divine law. But because after the entrance of 
sin a human being in this life does not have true and perfect conformity with the law of God, nothing 
is found in this examination, whether in the person’s nature or in his works, that he can use to justify 
himself before God; rather the Law pronounces the sentence of condemnation, written by the very 
finger of God Himself. 

Now God does not justify the ungodly by some kind of mistake, as a judge often makes a faulty 
decision by failure to examine the evidence sufficiently or by wrong thinking; nor through 
indifference, as if He did not care about the transgression of His law; nor through wickedness, as if He 
approved of our iniquity, connived with it, or were in collusion with the impious. A justification of 
this kind God Himself pronounces to be an abomination, Ex. 23:1; Is. 5:23; Prov. 17:15. God cannot 
retract the sentence of condemnation revealed in the Law, unless it is perfectly satisfied or fulfilled, 
Matt. 5:18. 

Thus righteousness and satisfaction are required where God is to justify. Luther is correct when 
he says that God remits no sin unless the Law has been satisfied with regard to it. In the case of 
human judgment, to be sure, guilt is absolved either because of some preceding merit (for they are 
accounted worthy who deserve to be forgiven), or with respect to present righteousness and 
innocence either of the cause or of the person, or with respect to a satisfaction which the guilty party 
promises to make either to the judge or to his opponent in the case. But before God’s judgment man 
can put up nothing in his own defense in order that he might be justified, as many very clear 
Scripture passages declare. 

Therefore, because God does not justify out of frivolity, unconcern, error, or iniquity, nor because 
He finds anything in man whereby he might be justified before God; and yet the just requirement of 
the Law must be fulfilled in those who are to be justified5, Rom. 8:4, therefore a foreign righteousness 
must intervene—the kind of righteousness which not only with payment of penalties but also with 
perfect obedience to the divine law made satisfaction in such a way that it could be a propitiation for 
the sins of the whole world.  

To this the terrified sinner, condemned by the voice of the Law, flees in true faith. This he desires, 
begs for, lays hold of; to this he submits himself; this he uses as his defense before the judgment seat 
of God and against the accusation of the Law. By regard for this and by its imputation he is justified, 
that is, he is absolved from the comprehensive sentence of condemnation and receives the promise of 
eternal life. This is what Paul is saying in Rom. 3:31 : “The doctrine of the righteousness of faith does 
not destroy the Law but upholds it.” 

Paul clearly describes the act of justification in this way in Romans 3: 

1. The conscience of the sinner is through the Law placed before the judgment tribunal of God 
(who is a consuming fire and in whose sight not even the stars are pure), is accused, convicted, and 
condemned, so that it is afflicted and pressed down by a terrifying sense of the wrath of God, Rom. 
3:19: “… that every mouth may be stopped and all the world may become guilty before God” [KJV]. 

2. The heart thus contrite does not entertain Epicurean thoughts but anxiously seeks whether 
and how it can be freed from the comprehensive sentence of condemnation. From such thoughts 
come such passages as Ps. 130:3: “If You should mark iniquities ….”; Ps. 143:2: “Enter not into 
judgment …”; Rom. 7:24: “Who shall deliver me …?” … 

                                                             

5 Latin: in justificandis 
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3. Therefore God, “who is rich in mercy” [Eph. 2:4], has had mercy upon us and has set forth a 
propitiation through faith in the blood of Christ, and those who flee as suppliants to this throne of 
grace He absolves from the comprehensive sentence of condemnation, and by the imputation of the 
righteousness of His Son, which they grasp in faith, He pronounces them righteous, receives them 
into grace, and adjudges them to be heirs of eternal life.  

This is certainly the judicial meaning of the word “justification,” in almost the same way that a 
guilty man who has been sentenced before the bar of justice is acquitted. 

It is manifest how much clarity this gives to the discussion of justification. The fathers in 
disputing this matter often spoke inadequately about justification. But in their devotional writings, 
when they were looking at the picture of the divine judgment or the divine judicial process, they 
handled the doctrine of this article very well. 

The example of Bernard [of Clairvaux, 1091–1153] shows this clearly, because he was not 
involved in idle speculations but was exercising himself in the serious matter of repentance based on 
the doctrine and testimony of Paul. Gerson has some wonderful thoughts about the tribunal of God’s 
justice and the throne of His grace. For if we are discussing our common position before the tribunal 
of God, we are all subject to the tribunal of His justice; and because before Him no living person can 
be justified but all are condemned, therefore God has also set up another tribunal, the throne of 
grace. And the Son of God pleads for us the benefit of being called away from the tribunal of justice to 
the throne of grace. Therefore the Pharisee, because he was not willing to use the benefit of this 
calling, but wanted to enter into judgment before the tribunal of justice, was condemned. But the 
publican, who was first accused at the tribunal of justice, convicted and condemned there, later by 
faith called out to the throne of grace and was justified [Luke 18:9–14]. (Loci Theologici, p.481-482) 

And this is the process or act of the justification of a sinner before the judgment seat of God, so 
that he appeals from the throne of the strict justice of God to the throne of grace in the blood of the 
Son of God, as Gerson describes the matter of justification by the apt simile of forensic appeal. 
(Enchiridion, Q. 146) 

All these points so beautifully illustrating the doctrine of justification come from the correct 
linguistic understanding of the word “justification.” (Loci Theologici, p.482) 

Several things must be noted here.  First, that, on account of the satisfaction Christ made to 
the divine law, there exists, objectively, a Throne of Grace to which all sinners are invited (in the 
Gospel) to flee, an alternate place of judgment opened up as a result of God’s grace and the 
obedience, suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ. It is “another tribunal,” apart from the Law, 
where God is propitious, where absolution is pronounced, justification is declared, and eternal life 
is bestowed for the sake of Christ.  The “atonement” made by Christ has opened up this Throne of 
Grace, which is actually Christ Himself, the “atonement cover” or “Mercy Seat,” sprinkled with His 
own blood6, the “Atoner” or “Reconciler.” 

Second, that justification occurs in the divine courtroom, not without the accused fleeing in 
faith to the Throne of Grace, not before the accused flees in faith to the Throne of Grace, but 
simultaneously with this “fleeing” or this “forensic appeal.” This present-tense (that is, concurrent 
with faith) absolution and justification is perfectly in keeping with the language of the Augsburg 
Confession: 

Also they teach that men cannot be justified before God by their own strength, merits, or works, 
but are freely justified for Christ’s sake, through faith, when they believe that they are received into 

                                                             

6 Gerhard, Adnotationes on Rom. 3:25: “The type of the sprinkling of the Propitiatorium with the blood of the sacrifices, by 
which was signified that our Propitiatorium in the New Testament was likewise to be sprinkled, not with the blood of 
another, but with His own blood.”   
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favor, and that their sins are forgiven for Christ’s sake, who, by His death, has made satisfaction for 
our sins. This faith God imputes for righteousness in His sight. Rom. 3 and 4.7  (AC:IV) 

…in them that hear the Gospel, to wit, that God, not for our own merits, but for Christ’s sake, 
justifies those who believe that they are received into grace for Christ’s sake (AC:V) 

Scripture teaches that we are justified before God, through faith in Christ, when we believe that 
our sins are forgiven for Christ’s sake (AC:XXIV:28). 

Third, that, although the foreign righteousness of Christ has made satisfaction to the divine 
law so that it is a “propitiation for the sins of the whole world,” only those who appeal to this 
Propitiator actually escape condemnation under the divine law and are justified.  The act of 
justification is not simultaneous with the atonement made by Christ. 

Fourth, since “the just requirement of the Law must be fulfilled in those who are to be 
justified,” and since the only way in which that just requirement can be fulfilled for any sinner is if 
the accused pleads the “foreign righteousness” of Christ as his defense, then it would actually be 
contrary to God’s justice for Him to absolve or acquit the guilty man who is not using the “foreign 
righteousness” of Christ as his defense before the judgment seat of God. 

Fifth, Chemnitz says that his analogy presents the article of justification as clearly expressed 
by St. Paul in Romans 3.  The burden is on those who wish to read an already-pronounced 
justification of all unbelievers into Romans 3:24 either to demonstrate how such an interpretation 
is compatible with Chemnitz’ analogy, or admit that their own interpretation is at odds with 
Lutheran orthodoxy. 

Sixth, note that Chemnitz refers this analogy to the “correct linguistic understanding of the 
word ‘justification.’” He is not seeking to offer an arbitrary, partial or ad hoc definition of the word, 
but to faithfully convey the meaning of the word as used throughout the Holy Scripture.  As he says 
elsewhere, “Our question is in what sense the Holy Spirit employs the word ‘justify’ in those 
passages of the Scripture in which He treats and teaches the doctrine of justification, as we have 
already shown it most clearly.” (Examination, Vol. 1, 476) 

Chemnitz’ analogy illustrates that the concept of forensic justification, as described by the 
Lutheran Fathers, is not a piecemeal justification that already “happened” for all sinners, whether 
or not they appeal to the foreign righteousness of Christ, and then later “happens” again through 
the Word and faith.  Instead, it is the culmination of the four “causes” that comprise the article of 
justification, each of which is a sine qua non in forensic justification.  There can be no forensic 
justification of the sinner without God’s grace, or without the merit of Christ, or without the sinner 
being clothed by faith in the foreign righteousness of Christ, or without the promise of the Gospel 
that kindles faith. 

The Lutheran Fathers have much to say about the unique role that each of these four 
components plays in forensic justification. 

THE GRACE OF GOD 

                                                             

7 German: Weiter wird gelehrt, daß wir Vergebung der Sünden und Gerechtigkeit vor Gott nicht erlangen mögen durch 
unser Verdienst, Werke und Genugtun, sondern daß wir Vergebung der Sünden bekommen und vor Gott gerecht werden 
aus Gnaden, um Christus’ willen, durch den Glauben, 2] so wir glauben, daß Christus für uns gelitten hat und daß uns um 
seinetwillen die Sünden vergeben, Gerechtigkeit und ewiges Leben geschenkt wird.3] Denn diesen Glauben will Gott für 
Gerechtigkeit vor ihm halten und zurechnen, wie St. Paulus sagt zu den Römern am 3. und 4. 

Latin: Item docent, quod homines non possint iustificari coram Deo propriis viribus, meritis aut operibus, sed gratis 
iustificentur propter 2] Christum per fidem, quum credunt se in gratiam recipi et peccata remitti propter Christum, qui 
sua morte pro nostris peccatis 3] satisfecit. Hanc fidem imputat Deus pro iustitia coram ipso, Rom. 3 et 4. 
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The grace of God is sometimes spoken of by the Lutheran Fathers as the “efficient cause” of 
justification.  The “efficient cause” is the “doer” of something, the person (or the thing) responsible 
for effecting something.  Gerhard says that “the chief efficient cause is the grace of God, that is, God’s 
free favor that takes our misery into account.” Leyser names God Himself as the “efficient cause” of 
justification, while identifying God’s grace as the “interior motivating cause.”  (See Appendix 1, 
Leyser) 

The grace of God is behind every step of the sinner’s justification.  It was grace that moved 
God in eternity to make the decree that the human race, which would plunge itself into ruin, would 
be “redeemed and reconciled to God through Christ8.” It was grace that moved God to send the Son 
of God into the world to offer His life as a sacrifice for the sins of His enemies.  It is God’s grace that 
moves God to permit sinners to plead the foreign righteousness of His Son. It is grace that moves 
God to send His Spirit and cause the Gospel to be preached in a hostile world, and it is grace that 
still moves God to kindle faith in the hearts of those who, by nature, despise God’s grace, so that 
they may be received into grace and adopted as His children. 

Without the grace of God, sinners would be abandoned to the tribunal of the Law as the only 
tribunal at which they could be judged.  Their works have already been examined according to the 
Law and found wanting.  Their condemnation before the Law has already been in place from the 
moment of their conception.  But because God is rich in mercy, He “does not desire the death of 
anyone, but that all should come to repentance.”  Because of the abundance of the grace of God, who 
“wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth,” He sent His Son to fulfill the 
Law’s demands, to “satisfy” the Law vicariously, in the place of all sinners, and so to merit the 
setting up of this alternate place of judgment called the “Throne of Grace,” or the “righteousness of 
faith.” 

THE MERIT OF CHRIST 

The merit of Christ includes “the entire Christ according to both natures, in His obedience 
alone, which as God and man He rendered to the Father even unto death, and thereby merited for 
us the forgiveness of sins and eternal life.9” It refers to all the benefits that Christ has merited—
earned and deserved—for the whole world of sinners by His perfect obedience to the Law and by 
His innocent sufferings and death.  The merits of Christ (and often, Christ Himself10) are called “the 
price, or propitiation,11” that is, that which causes God to be favorable.  Christ’s obedience and death 
have made “satisfaction12” (also called “atonement” or “expiation13”) to the demands of God’s holy 
Law that required obedience from mankind, as well as the death and eternal condemnation of all 
who sin.  Thus Christ has “merited” (or “won, achieved14,” “acquired, obtained15”) for all people the 
benefits of redemption, reconciliation, forgiveness of sins, remission of sins, righteousness, eternal 
life, salvation, regeneration, adoption as God’s children, an eternal inheritance, the giving of the 
Holy Spirit, renewal.  Christ is said to have “redeemed” the human race in that He has paid the 
ransom price for the human race with His holy, precious blood.  Christ is said to have “made 

                                                             

8 FC:SD:XI:15 

9 FC:Ep:III:3 

10 AC:XX:9, AC:XXI:2, Ap:III (Of Love):58, Ap:III:143 

11 Ap:IV:53 

12 AC:IV:2;Ap:IV:40; Ap:III(V):57 

13 Ap:XXIV:23 

14 AE:40:213 

15 FC:Ep:V:5 
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reconciliation” for the human race by opening up a point of “access16” between sinners and God, 
namely, “in His blood.”   

The Formula of Concord summarizes it like this: 

But the Gospel is properly such a doctrine as teaches what man who has not observed the Law, 
and therefore is condemned by it, is to believe, namely, that Christ has expiated and made 
satisfaction for all sins, and has obtained and acquired for him, without any merit of his [no merit of 
the sinner intervening], forgiveness of sins, righteousness that avails before God, and eternal life. 
(FC:Ep:V:5) 

Note here what man is to believe.  First, that Christ has “expiated and made satisfaction for 
all sins.”  Second, that in so doing, Christ has obtained and acquired for him 
“forgiveness…righteousness…and eternal life.”   

Chemnitz: 

We have cited these testimonies to demonstrate that Christ alone has made satisfaction for all 
our sins, for guilt, and for punishment, so that there is nothing remaining for us to suffer or to make 
satisfaction for in expiating our sins. The passion of Christ and His being made a curse for us are 
substituted for our punishment, Gal. 3:13. The obedience of Christ is substituted for our guilt, for “He 
was made sin for us,” 2 Cor. 5:21. We should carefully note this division of these points, Is. 53:6: “The 
sins of all were laid upon Him”; John 1:29: “He takes away the sins of the world”; Rom. 8:32; 1 John 
2:2; Rom. 5:15; Titus 2:14. 2 Cor. 5:14: “If one died for all, then were all dead.” (Loci Theologici, p. 
550) 

(See also Appendix 1, Leyser and Gerhard on the “meritorious cause” of justification.) 

The “time” of the atonement made by Christ and the earning of benefits for the human race 
began with the conception and birth of the Son of God, who was “born under Law to redeem those 
under the Law” (Gal. 4:4-5), and was brought to completion or “finished” on the cross (John 19:30).  
Christ “made satisfaction for our sins” (AC:IV). And with regard to the scope of the atonement and 
the merit of Christ, the Lutheran Fathers readily acknowledged the universality of it and insisted in 
all their writings, especially against the Calvinist error, that Christ suffered and died for all. 

Hunnius: “This notwithstanding, we most willingly grant that there is a righteousness that 
avails before God for the entire human race, a righteousness that has been gained and acquired 
through Christ” (Theses Opposed to Huberianism, Thesis 5 on Justification). 

Hunnius in A Clear Explanation of the Controversy among the Wittenberg Theologians 
Concerning Regeneration and Election (pp. 7-8): 

Outside the controversy are these things: 

1) That God seriously “wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth,” 1 Tim. 
2.  We want this to be understood on both sides concerning the entire human race over against the 
blasphemies of the Calvinists, as also the rest of the Holy Spirit’s testimonies say: “As I live, I do not 
desire the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn and live” (Ezek. 33). “I do not desire the 
death of the one who dies” (Ezek. 18).  “The Lord does not want anyone to perish, but that all should 
be turned back to repentance” (2 Pet. 3). 

2) That God sent His Son for the whole world, and that the Son was made the propitiation not 
only for our sins, but also for the sins of the whole world, 1 John 2.  And that He is the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world (John 1).  Therefore, there never was nor will there be in the 
future any man for whose sins Christ did not shed His blood, to such an extent that the Scripture 
plainly affirms that His death was also for the reprobate and perishing (1 Cor. 8, 2 Pet. 2). 

                                                             

16 Ap:IV:81 
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3) That the merit of the Son is seriously offered to all men.  “Preach the Gospel to every creature” 
(Mark 16). “Now God commands men that all people everywhere should come to their senses” (Acts 
17). “Turn to me and you will all be saved—all the ends of the earth” (Isaiah 45). “Come to me, all you 
who labor and are burdened” (Matt. 11). 

Indeed, that Christ died for all is said to be the singular object of justifying faith. 

From that general faith that believes that Christ has suffered and died for the human race is born 
that special faith by which any believer says with the Apostle, Christ loved me (Gal. 2:20).  Therefore, 
he does not doubt that the benefits of Christ pertain also to him and that they are offered to him in 
the word of the Gospel, and consequently he applies them to himself in hope. From this special 
application of the benefits of Christ is born that “access to God.” (Gerhard, Adnotationes, Rom. 5:2) 

The resurrection of Christ is also said to be the object of justifying faith in this sense: 

One asks, why is Christ’s resurrection from the dead declared specifically to be the object of 
justifying faith?  We reply: (1) Because by raising His Son, our bondsman, who was put to death for 
our sins, God made manifest by that very act that full satisfaction has been made to Him by His death.  
(2) Consideration is given at the same time to the power of God which He exerted in the raising of 
Christ (Eph. 1:20).  This is how that statement is applied to the example of Abraham, whose faith is 
commended in 4:20 for the fact that he gave praise to God.  (3) The summary of the entire Gospel is 
contained in this article of the resurrection of Christ, and this single article encompasses all the rest 
(1 Cor. 15:1 ff.).  For it is understood from the fact that Christ rose from the dead that He truly died. 
And since He truly died, He was therefore also truly conceived and born, and truly suffered for our 
sins. (Gerhard, Adnotationes, Rom. 4:24) 

Without the grace of God and the merit of Christ, sinners would have no righteousness to 
plead before God, no sacrifice to hold up before God, no Mediator, no Propitiator or Reconciler, no 
Throne of Grace.  They would, again, be left appealing only to the Law.  But since the merit of Christ 
is in place, since “the work of redemption is done and accomplished” and “Christ has acquired and 
gained the treasure for us by His suffering, death, resurrection, and so on,” there is indeed a 
Righteous One to whom sinners can flee for refuge in God’s judgment. 

FAITH 

But neither the grace of God nor the merit of Christ, without this “fleeing for refuge,” results 
in the justification of sinners.  That Christ has earned or acquired the benefits of forgiveness, life, 
salvation, righteousness and adoption for someone, is not the same thing as saying that a person 
(much less the entire world) has already been “forgiven” or “made alive” or “saved” or “declared 
righteous” or “adopted.” As Chemnitz explained in his courtroom analogy, Christ with His merit 
stands as a Throne of Grace to which all sinners are invited to appeal.  But the merits of Christ do 
not benefit the sinner in the courtroom without such an appeal, because the merits of Christ must 
be applied or “counted” or “credited” to the sinner.  The merit of Christ is applied to sinners through 
imputation, and imputation takes place by faith.  Faith may be called “using Christ as a Mediator.” 

Numerous testimonies from the Lutheran Fathers can be adduced. 

Now we will show that faith justifies ‹and nothing else›. Here, in the first place, readers must be 
taught about this point: Just as it is necessary to keep this statement—Christ is Mediator—so is it 
necessary to defend that faith justifies. For how will Christ be Mediator if we do not use Him as 
Mediator in justification, if we do not hold that we are counted righteous for His sake? To believe is to 
trust in Christ’s merits, that for His sake God certainly wishes to be reconciled with us. Here is a 
similar point: Just as we should defend that the promise of Christ is necessary apart from the Law, so 
also we should defend that faith justifies. (Ap:IV:69-70) 

But in justification we have to treat with God; His wrath must be appeased and conscience must 
be pacified with respect to God. None of these occur through the works of the Second Table [by love, 
but only by faith, which apprehends Christ and the promise of God. (Ap:V:103) 
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The entire third article of the Solid Declaration portrays the justification of the sinner in 
these terms, in perfect harmony with Chemnitz’ courtroom analogy.  A few sections will be cited 
here. 

We unanimously believe, teach, and confess the following about the righteousness of faith before 
God, in accordance with the comprehensive summary of our faith and confession presented above. A 
poor sinful person is justified before God, that is, absolved and declared free and exempt from all his 
sins and from the sentence of well-deserved condemnation, and is adopted into sonship and 
inheritance of eternal life, without any merit or worth of his own. This happens without any 
preceding, present, or subsequent works, out of pure grace, because of the sole merit, complete 
obedience, bitter suffering, death, and resurrection of our Lord Christ alone. His obedience is credited 
to us for righteousness. 

These treasures are brought to us by the Holy Spirit in the promise of the Holy Gospel. Faith 
alone is the only means through which we lay hold on, accept, apply, and take them for ourselves. 
This faith is God’s gift [Ephesians 2:8–9], by which we truly learn to know Christ, our Redeemer, in 
the Word of the Gospel and trust in Him. We trust that for the sake of His obedience alone we have 
the forgiveness of sins by grace, are regarded as godly and righteous by God the Father, and are 
eternally saved. Therefore, it is considered and understood to be the same thing when Paul says (a) 
we are “justified by faith” (Romans 3:28) or (b) “faith is counted as righteousness” (Romans 4:5) and 
when he says (c) “by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous” (Romans 5:19) or 
(d) “so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men” (Romans 5:18). Faith 
justifies not because it is such a good work or because it is so beautiful a virtue. It justifies because it 
lays hold of and accepts Christ’s merit in the promise of the Holy Gospel. For this merit must be 
applied and become ours through faith, if we are to be justified by it. Therefore, the righteousness 
that is credited to faith or to the believer out of pure grace is Christ’s obedience, suffering, and 
resurrection, since He has made satisfaction for us to the Law and paid for ‹expiated› our sins. 
(FC:SD:III:9-14) 

This righteousness [of Christ] is offered us by the Holy Ghost through the Gospel and in the 
Sacraments, and is applied, appropriated, and received through faith, whence believers have 
reconciliation with God, forgiveness of sins, the grace of God sonship, and heirship of eternal life. 
Accordingly, the word justify here means to declare righteous and free from sins, and to absolve one 
from eternal punishment for the sake of Christ’s righteousness, which is imputed by God to faith, Phil. 
3, 9. For this use and understanding of this word is common in the Holy Scriptures of the Old and the 
New Testament.  (FC:SD:III:16-17) 

This remains the office and property of faith alone. It alone, and nothing else, is the means or 
instrument with and through which God’s grace and Christ’s merit in the Gospel promise are 
received, apprehended, accepted, applied to us, and appropriated. (FC:SD:III:38) 

Chemnitz describes in detail in his Examination and Loci that justification is the end result of 
the application of the merit of Christ, which is made by imputation of the righteousness of Christ to 
believers.  This section from his Enchiridion also states the matter concisely: 

   145   In What, Then, Does Justification of Man the Sinner Before God Consist According to 
the Statement of the Gospel? 

    In this very thing, that God imputes to us the righteousness of the obedience and death of 
Christ the Mediator and thus justifies us freely out of grace, without our works or merits, alone by 
faith that apprehends the grace of God the Father and the merit of Christ; that is, He forgives us [our] 
sins, receives [us] into grace, adopts [us] as [His] sons, and receives [us] to the inheritance of life 
eternal. Ro 4:24–25, 28; 4:5; 10:4; Gl 3:24; Eph 2:8–9; Tts 3:5–7. 

 149   Are All Men Justified and Saved Because of This Righteousness of the Son of God? 

    The way is broad that leads to damnation, and there are many that walk in it. Mt 7:13. 

 150   What, Then is the Reason? Did Christ Not Make Satisfaction for All? or Does the 
Heavenly Father Not Want This Benefit to Be Common to All? 
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    The cause or fault of damnation is by no means to be ascribed to God. For Christ is the 
propitiation for the sins of the whole world, 1 Jn 2:2. And the will of God is that no one should perish, 
but that all be saved. 1 Ti 2:4; 2 Ptr 3:9; Eze 18:23; Mt 18:14. But it is by the fault of men that not all 
are saved, because not all accept that benefit. Jn 1:5, 10–11; 3:19. For it is necessary that the benefit 
or merit of Christ become ours (Ro 8:32), that is, that it be applied to us, so that each one accept and 
apprehend it (Jn 1:12), and thus Christ be in us (Jn 6:56) and we be found in Him (Ph 3:8–9). 

    151      By What Means is Christ, or the Merit of Christ, Applied to Us? 

    For that application two things are absolutely required: First, that God, through the Holy Spirit 
set forth, offer, present, and give to us that benefit. For this purpose God has established a certain 
means or instrument, namely the word of the Gospel and the Sacraments. That means is, as it were, 
the hand of God, which He extends and opens to us, offering and presenting to us the merit and 
benefits of His Son for our salvation. Ro 10:17; 2 Co 5:19–20; Tts 3:5. 

    The other thing that is required for application is that we apprehend, receive, and apply to 
ourselves the benefit of the sons of God that is offered and presented to us in the Word and the 
Sacraments; this is done by no other means or instruments than faith. Ro 1:17; 3:28; 4:5; Jn 3:15–16; 
Gl 3:22, 24. For faith is, as it were, our hand with which we take, apprehend, and accept the benefits 
of Christ. Jn 1:12. And it is a kind of bond by which we are bound to Christ, that He might be and 
dwell in us (Eph 3:17) and that we might be found in Him (Ph 3:8–9). 

Hunnius teaches the same thing: 

We interpret those things that the Scripture contains regarding the redemption and 
reconciliation of the world  (or of the human race) concerning the benefit gained and acquired 
through the death of Christ, and concerning the sufficiency of that merit of Christ—that it is sufficient 
for the whole world to be reconciled, justified and saved, if the whole world were to believe; that it 
was also intended for the world and acquired to this end, that all men should thence obtain salvation 
through faith. Meanwhile, God has never intended it to mean that it avails for justifying or for 
remitting sins without faith, through some sort of general remission of sins or justification, which is 
also supposedly done among those who never have faith, never had faith, or never will have faith.  He 
who does not believe, says John the Baptist, will not see life, but the wrath of God remains on him 
(John 3).  Therefore, regarding those who never believe in the Son of God, from them also the wrath 
of God was never withdrawn (not even for a moment).  However much the treasure of the expiation 
of sins has been obtained for them and offered to them in the Gospel, nevertheless, it was never 
conferred on them through unbelief, nor was it ever received by them, since faith was lacking to 
them, which is the only organ for receiving the remission of sins. (A Clear Explanation of the 
Controversy among the Wittenberg Theologians Concerning Regeneration and Election, p. 60). 

Hunnius concludes, as did Chemnitz, that it would be contrary to God’s justice to justify 
anyone who is not clothed by faith in the foreign righteousness of Christ: 

But Proverbs 17 says that it is an abomination before God if someone justifies an ungodly man. 
Knowing this, how, then, shall we attribute this to God Himself? 

There is a great difference between the two.  To be sure, in a human judgment (where the 
imputation of a foreign righteousness has no place), it is called “justifying the ungodly” when he who 
is neither righteous by his own nor by a foreign righteousness is reckoned and pronounced 
righteous, without respect to or intervention of any righteousness—that is, by a false and unjust 
sentence.  But in God’s judgment, where a foreign righteousness is valid, the ungodly is justified, not 
without any righteousness at all, but, since he lacks his own righteousness (and is for this very reason 
“ungodly” by nature), nonetheless, he is clothed by faith with a foreign righteousness which most 
certainly can be and is imputed to believers by God, as was just demonstrated. (Articulus de 
Justificatione) 

Polycarp Leyser describes the role of faith as a “cause of application” in embracing the 
treasures of God hidden in Christ (see Appendix 1) and concludes: “And since no works of the Law, 
neither preceding nor present nor subsequent, constitute any cause (either of merit or of 
application), therefore we rightly and piously declare that man is justified by faith alone in Christ.” 
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Gerhard likewise insists, in Adnotationes on Rom. 3:26, that “The object of justification is 
man the sinner, but only such a one as believes in Christ, that is, who acknowledges his sins from 
the Law, who seriously grieves over them, and who by faith applies to himself the promise of the 
remission of sins for the sake of Christ.” 

He then answers the following question in discussing Romans 5:18, taking it for granted 
that everyone knows that “not all men are justified”: 

But how did the righteousness of Christ overflow to all men for justification, since not all men are 
justified?  We reply: The Apostle is not talking about the application of the benefit, but about the 
acquisition of the benefit.  If we want to descend to the application, that universality must be 
restricted to those who are grafted into Christ by faith. For as the unrighteousness of Adam is 
communicated to all those who are descended from him by carnal generation, so the righteousness of 
Christ is communicated to all those who are grafted into Him through faith and spiritual 
regeneration. 

(See also Appendix 2, Gerhard on Romans 5:18) 

Luther draws the same conclusion in his Galatians commentary.  Throughout he assumes 
the same outline that Chemnitz expressed in his analogy.  There is a Throne of Grace to which all 
sinners are invited to flee.  But only those who flee to Him in faith (that is, those who are “in Him” 
by faith17), and thus receive the application of His merit, are justified.  A few examples are cited 
here.  (See Appendix 3 for more citations from Luther’s Galatians commentary.) 

[Paraphrasing the Apostle Paul:] “Therefore my doctrine is true, pure, sure, and divine. Nor can 
there be any doctrine that is different from mine, much less better. Therefore any doctrine at all that 
does not teach as mine does—that all men are sinners and are justified solely by faith in Christ—
must be false, uncertain, evil, blasphemous, accursed, and demonic. And so are those who either 
teach or accept such a doctrine.” (Luther's works, vol. 26: Lectures on Galatians, 59) 

Therefore faith justifies because it takes hold of and possesses this treasure, the present Christ. 
But how He is present—this is beyond our thought; for there is darkness, as I have said. Where the 
confidence of the heart is present, therefore, there Christ is present, in that very cloud and faith. This 
is the formal righteousness on account of which a man is justified; it is not on account of love, as the 
sophists say. In short, just as the sophists say that love forms and trains faith, so we say that it is 
Christ who forms and trains faith or who is the form of faith. Therefore the Christ who is grasped by 
faith and who lives in the heart is the true Christian righteousness, on account of which God counts 
us righteous and grants us eternal life. (Luther's works, vol. 26, 59) 

Here it is to be noted that these three things are joined together: faith, Christ, and acceptance or 
imputation. Faith takes hold of Christ and has Him present, enclosing Him as the ring encloses the 
gem. And whoever is found having this faith in the Christ who is grasped in the heart, him God 
accounts as righteous. This is the means and the merit by which we obtain the forgiveness of sins and 
righteousness. “Because you believe in Me,” God says, “and your faith takes hold of Christ, whom I 
have freely given to you as your Justifier and Savior, therefore be righteous.” Thus God accepts you or 
accounts you righteous only on account of Christ, in whom you believe. (Luther's works, vol. 26, 132) 

This does not mean that there is no sin in us, as the sophists have taught when they said that we 
must go on doing good until we are no longer conscious of any sin; but sin is always present, and the 
godly feel it. But it is ignored and hidden in the sight of God, because Christ the Mediator stands 
between; because we take hold of Him by faith, all our sins are sins no longer. But where Christ and 
faith are not present, here there is no forgiveness of sins or hiding of sins. On the contrary, here there 

                                                             

17 Luther: “The question is what Christ is and what blessing He has brought us. Christ is not the Law; He is not my work or 
that of the Law; He is not my love or that of the Law; He is not my chastity, obedience, or poverty. But He is the Lord of life 
and death, the Mediator and Savior of sinners, the Redeemer of those who are under the Law. By faith we are in Him, 
and He is in us (John 6:56).” 
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is the sheer imputation and condemnation of sins. Thus God wants to glorify His Son, and He Himself 
wants to be glorified in us through Him. (Luther's works, vol. 26, 133) 

But the true theology teaches that there is no more sin in the world, because Christ, on whom, 
according to Is. 53:6, the Father has laid the sins of the entire world, has conquered, destroyed, and 
killed it in His own body. Having died to sin once, He has truly been raised from the dead and will not 
die any more (Rom. 6:9). Therefore wherever there is faith in Christ, there sin has in fact been 
abolished, put to death, and buried. But where there is no faith in Christ, there sin remains. And 
although there are still remnants of sin in the saints because they do not believe perfectly, 
nevertheless these remnants are dead; for on account of faith in Christ they are not imputed. 
(Luther's works, vol. 26, 286)18 

Luther also writes in his Bondage of the Will: 

This pair of statements by Paul, that “the righteous lives by faith” (Rom. 1:17), and that 
“whatsoever is not of faith, is sin” (Rom. 14:23), stand confirmed.  The latter follows from the former; 
for if it is only by faith that we are justified, it is evident that they who are without faith are not yet 
justified; and those who are not justified are sinners; and sinners are evil trees, and can only sin and 
bear evil fruit (The Bondage of the Will, 301). 

Without faith, by which a sinner flees to the Throne of Grace for mercy and through which 
the foreign righteousness of Christ is imputed, the sinner remains in his natural-born condition of 
appealing to the Law.  But all who seek to be justified by works of the Law stand condemned before 
God, not justified, not absolved, not declared righteous.  There are only two possibilities.  A person 
is either appealing to the Law in unbelief or he is appealing in faith to the Throne of Grace for 
mercy.  The former stands condemned before God, not justified; the latter stands justified before 
God, not condemned.  

THE PROMISE OF THE GOSPEL 

But faith is an utter impossibility for sinners, who are, by nature, hostile to God, blind to 
spiritual things and dead in sins and transgressions.  No one can know about the mercy of God or 
the Throne of Grace by nature, and even after learning about its existence, no one would want it, no 
one would flee to it willingly, except for the promise of the Gospel.   

That we may obtain this faith, the Ministry of Teaching the Gospel and administering the 
Sacraments was instituted. For through the Word and Sacraments, as through instruments, 2] the 
Holy Ghost is given, who works faith; where and when it pleases God, in them that hear 3] the Gospel, 
to wit, that God, not for our own merits, but for Christ’s sake, justifies those who believe that they are 
received into grace for Christ’s sake. (AC:V) 

The Holy Spirit, working through the means of grace, is the Person of the Holy Trinity who 
“gives to the unbelievers the gift of faith, and makes willing men out of those that were unwilling,19” 
as St. Augustine says, so that believers are justified in the divine courtroom.  Hence Polycarp Leyser 
can refer to the entire Holy Trinity as the “efficient cause” or the “doer” of justification, because 
sinners are not justified by the Father’s work alone, nor by the Son’s work alone, but by the 
combined working of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  “The efficient cause of justification is the entire 

                                                             

18 Those who wish to ascribe a “universal justification” to Luther based on the first sentence of this paragraph would do 
well to read it all the way to the end of the paragraph. Luther commonly makes broad statements like this that he goes on 
to explain later.  To cite another example: “Now that Christ reigns, there is in fact no more sin, death, or curse—this we 
confess every day in the Apostles’ Creed when we say: "I believe in the holy church." This is plainly nothing else than if we 
were to say: "I believe that there is no sin and no death in the church. For believers in Christ are not sinners and are not 
sentenced to death but are altogether holy and righteous, lords over sin and death who live eternally." (Luther’s Works, 
Vol. 26, 285) 

19 Augustine of Hippo. P. Schaff (Ed.), A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, First 
Series, Volume V: Saint Augustin: Anti-Pelagian Writings, 549. 
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Holy Trinity.  For the Father justifies us, in His Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, through the Holy Spirit (1 
Cor. 6)” (De Iustificatione Hominis—see Appendix 1). 

This is also the reason why the article on the forgiveness of sins is treated in the Third 
Article of the Apostles Creed (not to mention the Nicene Creed, which confesses “one Baptism for 
the remission of sins”).  It is not that forgiveness is earned for us as the Holy Spirit works through 
Word and Sacrament, even as ministers do not pronounce absolution by saying, “I make atonement 
for your sins.”  Atonement was made; the earning was accomplished at the cross. Absolution is 
pronounced; the merit is applied through the ministry of the Word. It is through the application of 
what Christ has earned that sinners are actually forgiven, absolved and acquitted, so that 
justification “happens” through the Word: 

God cannot be interacted with, God cannot be grasped, except through the Word. So justification 
happens through the Word, just as Paul says in Romans 1:16, ‘[The Gospel] is the power of God for 
salvation to everyone who believes.’ Likewise, he says in 10:17, ‘Faith comes from hearing.’ Proof can 
be derived even from this: faith justifies because, if justification happens only through the Word, and 
the Word is understood only by faith, it follows that faith justifies. (Ap:IV:67) 

What, then, is “the Gospel” through which the Holy Spirit applies the righteousness of Christ 
to sinners?  It is a promise, a promise that God will do something, namely, that He will “save 
everyone who believes.” The promise, to refer back to Chemnitz’ analogy, is not, “Everyone in the 
world has already been absolved.” The promise is not, “Everyone in the world has already been 
declared righteous.” That is neither true, nor is it a promise.  The promise of the Gospel, rather, is 
that the poor sinner who flees for refuge to the Throne of Grace receives forgiveness, is absolved, is 
justified, is received into God’s grace and eternal life for the sake of the merit of Christ.  The promise 
is that Christ’s righteousness affords a dependable shelter from the accusations of the law, so that 
“he who believes on Him will by no means be put to shame” (1 Pet. 2:6).  The promise is that, 
although mercy is found nowhere else in the universe, it will surely be found at the Throne of Grace. 

The Apology states: “And, again, as often as we speak of faith, we wish an object to be 
understood, namely, the promised mercy. For faith justifies and saves, not on the ground that it is a 
work in itself worthy, but only because it receives the promised mercy” (Ap:IV:55-56).  And again, 
“Christ Himself, since He has appeared, promises the remission of sins, justification, and life 
eternal” (Ap:IV:5). 

Chemnitz summarizes it as follows: “The Gospel (as the Apology says) is properly the 
promise of remission of sins and of justification for the sake of Christ, preaching the righteousness 
of faith in Christ” (Enchiridion, 69).  And in this longer section from the Enchiridion: 

136      What are the Chief Parts in Which the Doctrine of the Gospel is Comprehended and Set 
Forth? 

    The Gospel is properly the doctrine of the person and office or benefits of Christ. But this 
doctrine consists most of all in these chief parts: 

    I. That the Son of God, before the world of time, was, by a wonderful decree made in the hidden 
counsel of the Trinity, appointed to be our Mediator, Redeemer, Reconciler, and Savior. 

    II. That this decree was revealed by the word of promise immediately after the Fall, and the 
promise of the coming Messiah gradually renewed and repeated to the fathers during the whole time 
of the Old Testament. 

    III. Likewise that the Son of God, according to the promise, was made man in the fullness of 
time and most perfectly completed the work of redemption and reconciliation by His obedience, 
passion, and death, and thus gained righteousness and life eternal, by His resurrection and ascension, 
for those who believe in Him. 

    IV. The Gospel does not only set forth the account of Christ in story form, but the proper 
doctrine of Him is the promise of grace, by which God, in the Word and the Sacraments, sets before 
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and offers to miserable sinners—thoroughly terrified by the knowledge of sins and of divine wrath 
and damnation—grace, remission of sins, adoption, and the inheritance of life eternal freely and out 
of pure mercy or grace, without our merit, only for the sake of the obedience, passion, death, and 
merit of Christ. 

    V. The Gospel teaches that these benefits of Christ the Mediator are to be apprehended and 
applied by faith. 

    VI. The Gospel declares those who believe righteous and saved. 

The Gospel tells about the goodness and mercy of Christ, and that He helps all who come to 
Him for help.  This is how Luther most often speaks in his sermons, describing how people came to 
Jesus with their maladies and diseases because they had heard the “good report” about Christ.  This 
believing the good report about Christ is already identified by Luther as “faith.” 

Now this confidence of faith or knowledge of the goodness of Christ would never have originated 
in this leper by virtue of his own reason, if he had not first heard a good report about Christ, namely, 
how kind, gracious and merciful he is, ready to help and befriend, comfort and counsel every one that 
comes to him. Such a report must undoubtedly have come to his ears, and from this fame he derived 
courage, and turned and interpreted the report to his own advantage. He applied this goodness to his 
own need and concluded with all confidence: To me also he will be as kind as his fame and good 
report declare. His faith therefore did not grow out of his reason, but out of the report he heard of 
Christ, as St. Paul says: "Belief cometh of hearing, and hearing by the Word (or report) of Christ." Rom 
10, 17. (Luther’s Sermons, Volume 2. “Sermon for Third Sunday after Epiphany, Matthew 8:1-13.”) 

But what does it look like in practice?  Where is Christ to be found, now that He is ascended 
into heaven?  Where is the Throne of Grace located and how are sinners to flee to it for mercy? 

The Throne of Grace is not to be sought in heaven.  Rather, it is to be sought in the Church, 
where “the Gospel is rightly taught and the Sacraments are rightly administered.” (AC:VII)  So 
Luther can say in the Large Catechism, “For we are in the Christian Church, where there is nothing 
but continuous, uninterrupted forgiveness of sin. This is because God forgives us and because we 
forgive, bear with, and help one another. But outside of this Christian Church, where the Gospel is 
not found, there is no forgiveness, as also there can be no holiness” (Creed, Third Article, par. 55). 

How does one flee for refuge to the Throne of Grace?  One flees for refuge, first, to Holy 
Baptism where the Throne of Grace is to be found.  This is where the Apostle Peter told the 
convicted crowds on the Day of Pentecost to flee: “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in 
the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins” (Acts 2:38).  It is in Holy Baptism that sinners are 
“buried with Christ into death” and raised to new life and new birth.   It is for good reason that the 
Book of Concord so often equates “remission of sins” and “justification” with “regeneration”20 and 
locates them both in Baptism: 

What does Baptism give or profit? —Answer: It works forgiveness of sins, delivers from death and 
the devil, and gives eternal salvation to all who believe this, as the words and promises of God 
declare. (Small Catechism: Baptism Second) 

Augustine speaks in the same way when he says, “Sin is forgiven in Baptism, not in such a way 
that it no longer exists, but so that it is not charged.” (Ap:II:36) 

And on this account let no one boast of works, because no one is justified by his deeds. But he 
who is righteous has it given him because he was justified after the laver [of Baptism]. Faith, 
therefore, is that which frees through the blood of Christ, because he is blessed “whose transgression 
is forgiven, whose sin is covered,” Ps. 32, 1. These are the words of Ambrose, which clearly favor our 
doctrine; he denies justification to works, and ascribes to faith that it sets us free through the blood 
of Christ. (Ap:IV:103-105) 

                                                             

20 Ap:XIIb:60: “…We attribute justification and regeneration to this faith.” FC:SD:III:18: “The word regeneration is 
sometimes used for the word justification.”  Et al. 
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Luther offers this vivid picture in one of his sermons: 

Likewise in the last chapter of his epistle he says of Christ, “This is he who came by water and 
blood, Jesus Christ, not with the water only but with the water and the blood” [I John 5:6]. Thus he is 
always wanting to mingle the blood in the baptism in order that we may see in it the innocent, rosy-
red blood of Christ. For human eyes, it is true, there appears to be nothing there but pure white 
water, but St. John wants us to open the inward and spiritual eyes of faith in order that we may see, 
not only water, but also the blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Why? Because this holy baptism was purchased for us through this same blood, which he shed 
for us and with which he paid for sin. This blood and its merit and power he put into baptism, in 
order that in baptism we might receive it. For whenever a person receives baptism in faith this is the 
same as if he were visibly washed and cleansed of sin with the blood of Christ. For we do not attain 
the forgiveness of sins through our work, but rather through the death and the shedding of the blood 
of the Son of God. But he takes this forgiveness of sin and tucks it into baptism. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 
51, 325) 

Gerhard, too, sends the troubled sinner back to his Baptism: 

Therefore, if you are baptized, you can by no means doubt that you have the grace of God, 
remission of sins, and the promise of eternal life. Where there is regeneration, there is remission of 
sins, the grace of God, perfect righteousness, renewal, the gift of the Holy Spirit, adoption, and the 
inheritance of eternal life." (Handbook of Consolations, 30). 

One flees for refuge to the Throne of Grace in the Sacrament of the Altar, where He finds 
Christ handing out, together with His very body and blood, forgiveness of sins, life and salvation. 

What is the benefit of such eating and drinking?—Answer. That is shown us in these words: Given, 
and shed for you, for the remission of sins; namely, that in the Sacrament forgiveness of sins, life, and 
salvation are given us through these words. For where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life 
and salvation. (Small Catechism: Sacrament of the Altar) 

In the second place, there is besides this command also a promise, as we heard above, which 
ought most strongly to incite and encourage us. For here stand the kind and precious words: This is 
My body, given for you. This is My blood, shed for you, for the remission of sins…For here He offers to 
us the entire treasure which He has brought for us from heaven, and to which He invites us also in 
other places with the greatest kindness, as when He says in St. Matthew 11, 28: Come unto Me, all ye 
that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. (LC:Sacrament of the Altar:64,66) 

Finally, one flees for refuge to the Throne of Grace in Holy Absolution, where the sentence is 
delivered from the Throne of Grace through the mouth of the pastor, as penitent sinners “flee for 
refuge to Thine infinite mercy, seeking and imploring Thy grace for the sake of our Lord Jesus 
Christ…”21  As Gerhard urges: 

DOUBT CONCERNING THE APPLICATION OF THE MERIT OF CHRIST 

TEMPTED. Yes, of course, it is stated plainly that the merit of Christ is universal, but, at the same 
time, I do not see that the benefit of Christ has been offered and applied to me in particular or 
individually. Many things are offered universally that nevertheless do not extend to the individual. 

COMFORTER. No! The species is rightly taken from the genus; it rightly proceeds from the 
universal to the particular. As such, because God desires all to be saved, you may rightly and most 
firmly believe that He wants you to be saved. Because it is said that Christ died for all, you may rightly 
and most firmly believe that He died on the Cross for you and He wants to cleanse you from all your 
sins by His own blood. Moreover, what is offered by the Word of the Gospel for all in general is 
offered, presented, and applied by the Word of absolution to you in particular. Indeed, when the 
pastor of your church announces the remission of your sins in the name of God, you are to be certain 
that it is so established in heaven before God. This is how Christ arranged the matter: whatever you 

                                                             

21 The Lutheran Hymnal, The Confession of Sins, p. 6 
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loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven (Matt 18:18) and anyone's sins you forgive, they are forgiven 
for that person (John 20:23). This is that salutary ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:18) that God has 
entrusted to the pastors of the Church. These are the salutary keys that He committed to them in 
good faith. This is the salutary office of ambassadors that they perform in the name of Christ and by 
which God exhorts us and, as it were, implores us through them. What therefore is offered to you in 
particular, you must not doubt that it pertains to you in particular. 

When your heart is gravely distressed and you hear the voice of the pastor announcing the 
remission of sins in the name of Christ, know that you have heard Christ Himself. Whatever the 
pastor does in the name of Christ before you, Christ Himself does. It is Christ who announces the 
remission of sins to you. The pastor, in his own voice, speaks on behalf of Christ. If uncertainty wants 
to creep into your heart concerning this, listen carefully to the words of Christ saying to the Apostles 
and their successors, He that hears you, hears me (Luke 10:16). It is not you that speak, but the Spirit 
of my Father (Matt 10:20). Listen to the words of John the Baptist, I am the voice of one crying (John 
1:23). Truly I tell you, it is another that preaches and cries by me. The office is mine but the force and 
benefit of the office depends on another. Listen to the words of the Apostle, We are ambassadors for 
Christ (2 Cor 5:20). That is, in Christ's name and stead, as though God exhorts you by us. We pray on 
behalf of Christ that you be reconciled to God (2 Cor 5:20). Therefore he who despises this, despises 
not man but God, who gives to us His Holy Spirit (1 Thess 4:8). 

Believe, therefore, that even now, indeed today, Christ says to you as He did once to the paralytic 
and to the woman who was a sinner, Your sins are forgiven (Matt 9:2; Luke 7:48). There is, of course, 
no difference between these words of absolution and those uttered by the pastor; it matters not that 
one is spoken by man and the other by Christ. Therefore, when you hear the pastor announce to you 
the remission of sins, do not think that it is the voice of the pastor you hear but know that it is the 
voice of Christ. (Gerhard, Handbook of Consolations, 26-27). 

And so the old outline remains intact for the Lutheran Church throughout the age of 
orthodoxy, from Luther to Gerhard. Justification is the result of (1) the grace of God who sent Christ 
to save the world and wants all men to be saved; (2) the merit of Christ, who was obedient for all, 
suffered and died for all, and made atonement for all; (3) faith that lays hold of the merit of Christ 
and through which the righteousness of Christ is imputed to sinners; and (4) the promise of the 
Gospel, in Word and Sacrament, that kindles and sustains faith, and furnishes for sinners a place on 
earth where the Throne of Grace is to be found. 

HUBER’S DEVIATION FROM THE COMMON OUTLINE 

This common outline, this “justification by faith alone in Christ” was the only concept of 
justification espoused by the Lutherans in the age of orthodoxy.  No other justification was known 
in the Lutheran Church—until Samuel Huber (1547-1624) arrived on the scene. 

Huber was brought to Wittenberg from Switzerland, via Tübingen, in 1592.  In 1590, while 
still in Tübingen, Huber, fighting against the Calvinists, wrote a book comprised of 1185 theses 
entitled, “That Christ Jesus died for the sins of all men.”  This orthodox title and Huber’s steadfast 
confession against the Calvinists of the universal atonement made by Christ served to convince the 
Lutheran theologians in Wittenberg that Huber would be a staunch ally as they sought to rid the 
German lands of Calvinism in all of its forms. 

But within three years, the Wittenberg faculty noticed that Huber was straying from the 
“common (and Scriptural) outline” of justification.  He was teaching a justification that “happened” 
for all men apart from the Word and apart from faith. It was a “general justification,” a “universal 
justification” that was supposedly pronounced at some time on all men. As they dug back into his 
book of 1185 theses, the Wittenberg theologians found that he had already been teaching this false 
doctrine there. 

Our Churches have always taught and still teach the justification that is by faith and that pertains 
to believers, but that by no means extends to the whole world. 
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Besides this justification by faith, Dr. Huber teaches some other justification that is equally 
common to the entire human race. 

…Hence he writes in his Tübingen Theses, Thesis 270: “Moreover, this is the status and the 
condition of our redemption, that sins have been forgiven to all men equally, since the handwriting 
that was against us has been blotted out (Col. 2).  Theses 59 & 60: “But meanwhile, no less truly, 
properly, actually and effectively has Christ conferred redemption on the entire human race—just as 
truly, properly, actually and effectively as Adam brought ruin upon each and every man.  And lest 
anything remain in doubt, we are saying that, by the death and satisfaction of Christ for our sins, all 
judgment and divine wrath upon all men has been rightly, truly and properly removed and blotted 
out.”    

From these and many other examples from his own published books and writings, we are unable 
to come to any other conclusion but that Dr. Huber is clearly persuaded that, at some time (whether 
in eternity, or when God made the first promise in Paradise, or when Christ was sacrificed on the 
altar of the cross), the entire human race was—was, I say!— for the sake of the merit of Christ, truly 
received into grace, into the bosom and embrace of God; and that all men were loved in the Beloved 
through some general adoption; and that, through a justification that is just as general and extends 
just as widely as the condemnation from Adam extends widely upon all men equally, sins were 
forgiven to all men equally through a general remission of sins ; redemption was conferred on the 
entire human race in that very act and deed; and Adam’s guilt has been truly and properly washed 
away in all men, so much so that all judgment and wrath of God has been removed and blotted out in 
all men—truly and properly.  These are Huber’s own words, faithfully transcribed from his books… 

Here one may ask Dr. Huber when he thinks all this took place.  When were all sins remitted 
equally to the entire human race?  He has to confess one or the other—that this took place either 
from eternity, or in time.  But it will be clearly demonstrated shortly that neither of these options can 
be true.   

In addition, since this general justification, according to Dr. Huber’s hypothesis, embraces also 
unbelievers, let him respond to this: Were sins forgiven to them through the imputation of the 
obedience of Christ, or apart from it?  If it was without the imputation of the obedience of Christ, then 
the eternal justice of God will be endangered, since He remits sins without regard for a mediating 
satisfaction.  But if it is through the imputation of the merit of Christ, then let him explain: Does the 
Scripture ever, anywhere, mention any bare, simple imputation that is considered without respect to 
faith? And what need is there for several, since the Apostle teaches one method and one way alone 
for obtaining remission of sins, and that is through faith, so that he exclaims that, “We are not 
justified except through faith in Jesus Christ” (Gal. 2).  There are a great many sermons on the 
justification of men before God in our published writings—in the Augsburg Confession, the Apology, 
the Smalcald Articles, in both Catechisms of Luther, in the Epitome and the Formula of Concord—
indeed, in the entire controversy with the papists that has gone on now for more than 70 years.  But 
regarding this general justification by which all men were supposedly justified at some time, received 
into the embrace of divine grace, adopted, with sin having been forgiven to all men equally—truly, 
properly and by the deed itself—of this, I say, in all of these published writings and in all of Holy 
Scripture, there is nothing but eternal silence. (Hunnius, A Clear Explanation, 57-62) 

It can easily be determined, both from Huber’s writings (especially his Tübingen Theses) 
and from Hunnius’ writings against him, that Huber was by no means a “Universalist” in the modern 
sense of the word; he did not teach that all people go to heaven.  Nor did Hunnius ever bring that 
accusation against him. In fact, Hunnius expressly states that Huber denied teaching such a thing22. 

                                                             

22 Theses 12 & 13 on Election: “In addition, whether all men are, in fact, saved, including those who do not believe in 
Christ.  This, likewise, is not, at the moment, being called into question. For although that conclusion can most definitely 
be reached from Huber’s doctrine as a consequence affirmed by the testimonies of Christ and the apostles, nevertheless, 
since Huber directly and intentionally does not teach in such a way, we are still willing not to charge him directly with 
that paradox.”  (Hunnius, Theses Opposed to Huberianism, Concerning Justification). This “paradox” of Huber’s was that all 
men have been forgiven and justified before God, and yet not all men are saved.  Hunnius rejects this paradox, since the 
“testimonies of Christ and the apostles” affirm that those who are justified and forgiven are also saved. 
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What Huber did teach was that, although God had justified the whole world, people could reject this 
general justification and fall back under God’s condemnation.  But he taught that baptismal 
regeneration was necessary for salvation. He also taught that justification by faith was necessary for 
a person to be eternally saved. 

Huber’s problem was not that he was a Universalist.  It was that he strayed from proper 
Biblical exegesis of certain passages, including Romans 5:12-20 (See Appendix 2, Hunnius on 
Romans 5:18).  It was that he strayed from the common outline of forensic justification that 
requires the imputation, by faith, of Christ’s righteousness in order for any sinner to be justified.  It 
was that he strayed from the confessional Lutheran teaching that “restricts justification to believers 
only, as prescribed by all prophetic and apostolic Scriptures” (Hunnius, Theses Opposed to 
Huberianism, Thesis 20 Concerning Justification). 

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, though much has been written, what was said in the introduction holds true.  
The article of justification, as taught in Scripture and in the Lutheran age of orthodoxy, can be fully 
grasped and appreciated with a statement as simple as John 3:16-18. 

“For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him 
should not perish but have everlasting life. For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the 
world, but that the world through Him might be saved. He who believes in Him is not condemned; but 
he who does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only 
begotten Son of God” (Jn. 3:16-18). 

It really is just that simple, and the Lutherans in the age of orthodoxy got it right.  God loved 
the world in such a way that He gave His Son so that the whole world might be saved through Him. 
Whoever believes in Him is saved, justified (not condemned), and has eternal life.  Whoever does 
not believe in Him is neither saved, nor justified, nor made an heir of eternal life.   

Christ, the Throne of Grace, has made atonement for the sins of the whole world.  But only 
the forensic appeal to the Throne of Grace justifies.  In other words, faith alone justifies. 

 
Lord, let at last Thine angels come, 
To Abram’s bosom bear me home, 

That I may die unfearing; 
And in its narrow chamber keep 
My body safe in peaceful sleep 

Until Thy reappearing. 
And then from death awaken me 

That these mine eyes with joy may see, 
O Son of God, Thy glorious face, 

My Savior and my Throne of Grace.23 
Lord Jesus Christ, My prayer attend, my prayer attend, 

And I will praise Thee without end. 

 

 
+ Rev. Paul A. Rydecki 
Las Cruces, New Mexico 
Jubilate, A.D. 2013 

                                                             

23 The Lutheran Hymnal #429: “Fount of Grace;” Original: Gnadenthron. 
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APPENDIX 1: THE “CAUSES” OF JUSTIFICATION 

Polycarp Leyser 

Theological Assertions Concerning the Justification of Man before God 

The efficient cause of justification is the entire Holy Trinity.  For the Father justifies us, in His Son, 
our Lord Jesus Christ, through the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6). 

The interior motivating cause is not any preceding merit of ours, nor any subsequent satisfaction, 
but only the free and infallible mercy of God, who sees the miseries of the human race, procures their 
redemption, and freely justifies us without any condition of the law having been fulfilled by us. 

The exterior motivating or meritorious cause is the obedience, suffering, death and resurrection of 
Christ, the Son of God and of Man, by which He has perfectly made satisfaction to the Law for us, has 
made atonement for sins, has defeated death, has conquered Satan, and with the gates of Hades 
having been broken, has freed us for the freedom of the sons of God. 

The formal cause is no inhering quality in us, nor is it the essential righteousness of God dwelling 
in us.  But it is the remission of our sins and the righteousness of Christ alone which the heavenly 
Father imputes to us as our own, and by this He pronounces us to be righteous. 

The instrumental cause with regard to God is the ministry of Word and Sacrament, in which God 
opens His heavenly treasures, hidden in the Son, and offers them to all men without discrimination or 
condition. 

The instrumental cause with regard to us is faith, which acknowledges the fullness of the divine 
promise about Christ, offered in the Word and sealed in the Sacraments; embraces it with firm 
assent; and rests in it with great confidence that has no doubt concerning its salvation. 

And since no works of the Law, neither preceding nor present nor subsequent, constitute any 
cause (either of merit or of application), therefore we rightly and piously declare that man is justified 
by faith alone in Christ. 

The final cause of this free justification is not only that the dignity of God’s righteousness may be 
acknowledged, but also that our consciences, afflicted by sin in general, may have peace before God. 

The effects are: adoption as sons of God, regeneration, the indwelling of God, vivification, eternal 
life, and innumerable other things. 

Aegidius Hunnius 

In order that each part may be examined in order, give me such a definition of justification that 
embraces the sum of the whole treatment that will follow. 

Justification is the act of God by which He deigns to consider the man who is frightened by the 
awareness of sins and who flees to the Throne of Grace with pure mercy, through and for the sake of 
the merit of Christ, apprehended by faith; and, having forgiven him his sins, He reckons him as 
righteous, free from damnation, and also an heir of eternal life, without any human merit and without 
any view of God toward the virtues or the works of man. 

What kind of definition is this? 

It is a causal definition, seeing that the true causes are being enumerated and the false causes 
removed. 

How many causes of justification are there? 

Three.  First is grace, that is, the gracious favor of God.  Second: The obedience of Christ.  Third: 
Faith. 

Why do you number the causes in this order? 
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I put the grace of God in first place because this was given to us, as the Apostle testifies, before 
times of eternity, and it is also the source and beginning of the remaining causes, since it occurred by 
the mercy and grace of God that the Son was sent into the world to satisfy God in our place. Faith, on 
the other hand, since it is considered relatively to the obedience of Christ as the instrument that 
apprehends the thing that is apprehended, necessarily presupposes that which is apprehended, 
namely, the merit of Christ. In the order of causes, the merit of Christ comes before our faith, 
although in the case of the fathers, who lived before the Messiah was born and suffered, their faith 
(temporally speaking) existed prior to the suffering of the Lord, as they were naturally looking 
forward toward that which was to come.  Still, if you consider the order of causes, the suffering of the 
Son comes first before God, who justifies (who views the merit of His Son outside the realm of time).  
Similarly, if you weigh the order of causes and effects, the suffering of Christ, is naturally prior to the 
salvation of the patriarchs (for this depends on the suffering of Christ as the effect brought about by 
the cause), although if you view the priority of time, the fathers gained that salvation before the Lord 
suffered—indeed, before He was born into the world. 

Johann Gerhard 

In this passage the causes and the object of our justification before God are expressed. 

1. The chief efficient cause is the grace of God, that is, God’s free favor that takes our misery into 
account. 

2. The meritorious cause is Christ in the office of redemption which the Apostle describes with 
three very significant words.  First, with the word ἀπολύτρωσιν, which regards the spiritual captivity 
in Satan’s kingdom, from which we have been redeemed by the precious λύτρῳ of Christ.  Second, 
with the word ἱλαστήριον, which regards the lid of the ark of the covenant in the Old Testament.  
Third, with the phrase the αἷμα τοῦ χριστοῦ, which, by way of synecdoche, signifies the entire 
obedience of Christ, active as well as passive. 

3. The instrumental cause is faith, that receiving (ληπτικόν) means that embraces the benefits of 
Christ offered in Word and Sacraments, those imparting (δοτικοῖς) means. 

4. The formal cause is πάρεσις, the remission of sins, which is joined by an indivisible connection 
with the imputation of the righteousness of Christ. (Rom. 4:3). 

5. The final cause with respect to God is ἔνδειξις τῆς δικαιοσύνης αὐτοῦ.  In justification or the 
remission of sins, God remains just in that He justly punishes our sins in Christ, who received them 
upon Himself; and He justifies believers by means of the righteousness of Christ that has been 
imputed to them. 

The object of justification is man the sinner, but only such a one as believes in Christ, that is, who 
acknowledges his sins from the Law, who seriously grieves over them, and who by faith applies to 
himself the promise of the remission of sins for the sake of Christ. 
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APPENDIX 2: THE LUTHERAN FATHERS ON SPECIFIC BIBLE PASSAGES 

John 1:29 

Chemnitz, HARMONY OF THE FOUR EVANGELISTS 

We noted a little earlier what we must observe from the fact that he says "sin of the world." To 
that let me add only this: That the Baptist is showing in this way that the Messiah's kingdom was not 
political, for it is not like that ram and he-goat of Dan. 8:20, but a lamb that takes away the sin of the 
world. There is a silent antithesis in the phrase "of the world," for they used to place the sins only of 
the people of Israel on the Levitic sacrificial victims, but this Lamb takes away the sins of the entire 
world. Therefore, he is affirming that Christ's blessings have to do with not only the Jews but the 
entire world, and that from these blessings no one who is in this world is excluded if only they should 
wish to accept them by faith. 

Next, Chrysostom observes eruditely that the Baptist is not saying "who will take away" or "who 
takes away our sins" but "who takes away" or "taking away," signifying that the continuous act or 
unending office of Christ is to take away our sins so long as we are in this life, and this in three ways.  

First, the effective force of the expiation which took place once on the cross flourishes and is 
effective for ever for taking away sins, for He has found an eternal redemption. In fact, according to 
Rev. 13:8, it is valid from the beginning of the world.  

Second, whenever we are reconciled to God, the Lamb of God is taking away our sins, not by 
dying again but by applying the merit of His expiation to believers through the ministry of the Word 
and Sacraments. Also, although sin may dwell in our flesh, nevertheless, before the judgment of God 
upon those who are in Christ sin is covered up by Christ's intercession and is not imputed but taken 
or lifted away, as Psa. 32:1 says.  

Third, Christ also takes away sins in us by mortification and sanctification through the Holy 
Spirit which begin in this life and should increase therein but are not completed except in eternal life. 
Because the Baptist seems to speak principally about the expiation made on the cross when Christ 
bore our sins upon His body on the cross (1 Pet. 2:24), others explain the wording with this simile, as 
when people say that hellebore purges, they are not indicating a single act nor some specific time but 
signify that this is the inherent and constant power that exists in hellebore. Erasmus thinks that this 
"who takes away the sin of the world" was said by the same logic. Just as an herb does not heal a sick 
person unless he uses and applies it correctly, so the power of Christ's passion is sufficient to take 
away the sins of the whole world but it benefits those alone who accept this Lamb, John 1:12. 
Moreover, the Baptist is saying in this passage not "who remits" (something which is attributed to 
Christ elsewhere) but "who takes away sin." He is, after all, speaking about the office of the Mediator 
to the extent that He became a sacrifice for us. Sin is not remitted unless it should be taken away 
because of the expiation of Christ. (The Harmony of the Four Evangelists, Vol. 1, Book 2, 63) 

Romans 3:24 

Chemnitz: 

(See above in the essay Chemnitz’ “Common Analogy” describing the forensic justification that, 
he says, is “clearly described” by Paul in Romans 3.) 

Hunnius: 

Hence Paul, when he expressly discusses justification in Romans 3 and 4, does not know of a 
justification apart from faith, and especially as Galatians 2 plainly says, “Man is not justified except by 
faith in Jesus Christ.” (Theses Opposed to Huberianism, Concerning Justification, Thesis 6) 
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Luther, Smalcald Articles: 

Likewise: All have sinned and are justified (German: “werden gerecht” “become righteous”) 
without merit [freely, and without their own works or merits] by His grace, through the redemption 
that is in Christ Jesus, in His blood, Rom. 3, 23f. 

Now, since it is necessary to believe this, and it cannot be otherwise acquired or apprehended by 
any work, law, or merit, it is clear and certain that this faith alone justifies us as St. Paul says, Rom. 3, 
28: For we conclude that a man is justified by faith, without the deeds of the Law. Likewise 3, 26: 
That He might be just, and the Justifier of him which believeth in Christ. 

Romans 4:5 

Hunnius 

As I understand your thinking, you believe that a man who is righteous by nature is justified? 

When God justifies a man, He does not justify one who is righteous by nature.  For He finds none, 
in that all have sinned, all have become useless and unrighteous, and fall short of the glory of God. 
Indeed, Christ did not come for the sake of righteous people, but to save sinners, to seek and to save 
what was lost.  Paul does not hesitate to affirm in this regard that God justifies the ungodly (Rom. 
4)—not the ungodly as he continues in his ungodliness, but as he acknowledges it and turns to the 
Throne of Grace, Jesus Christ. 

Gerhard: 

With ἀσεβῆ [ungodly], the ungodly is not understood as remaining securely in his ungodliness 
without repentance (Prov. 17:15), but as he comes out of it through repentance and faith.  This one is 
judged as righteous before the judgment of God through the imputed righteousness of Christ and is 
absolved from sins, since compensation has been made for his sins through the satisfaction of Christ.  
Therefore, such a penitent and believing man, who is certainly ungodly and sinful in himself, is 
nonetheless righteous in Christ through faith. 

Romans 4:25 

Paraphrase from the Apology indicating the justification of believers as the final cause of 
Christ’s resurrection: 

The adversaries approve Article III, in which we confess that there are two natures in Christ. The 
human nature was assumed by the Word into the unity of His person [John 1:14]. Christ suffered and 
died to reconcile the Father to us and was raised again to reign, to justify, and to sanctify believers 
according to the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed. (Ap:III:52) 

Luther: 

Thus St. Paul declares that “Christ died for our sin and rose for our justification” [Rom. 4:25]. 
That is to say, in his suffering Christ makes our sin known and thus destroys it, but through his 
resurrection he justifies us and delivers us from all sin, if we believe this. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 42, 12) 

Chemnitz: 

Rom. 4:24,25: “It was written for our sakes. It will be reckoned to us who believe in Him that 
raised up from the dead Jesus our Lord, who was put to death for our trespasses and raised for our 
justification.” 

You hear both things, that God imputes something to the believers, and what it is He imputes; 
namely, that Christ was put to death for our sins and that He was raised for our righteousness. Rom. 
5:21: “Grace reigns through righteousness to eternal life through Christ Jesus our Lord.” Christ is, 
however, our righteousness. (Jer. 23:6; 1 Cor. 1:30; Rom. 10:4) 
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But how can we be justified to life eternal through this foreign righteousness? I reply, as Paul 
says, Gal. 3:27: “As many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.” At the same time we 
have been clothed also with His righteousness. Rom. 8:32: “With His Son God gives us all things.” But 
Christ has a perfect fulfillment of the Law, or righteousness, for us. Therefore the Father gives that to 
the believers that they may be justified on account of it. 7 What I have here briefly related is the 
constant teaching of the prophetic and the apostolic Scripture in the Old and in the New Testament 
concerning the justification of man before God to life eternal. On this we should, and safely can, place 
our trust that we may be justified on its account, that is, that we may receive remission of sins, be 
absolved from the deserved sentence of damnation, be received by God into grace, be adopted as 
sons, and finally be received to eternal life. (Examination, Vol. 1, 503-504) 

When, therefore, Paul wanted to explain, Rom. 4:24–25, what that righteousness is which is 
imputed to the believers without their own works, or what faith must apprehend that it may be 
imputed for righteousness, he says: To those who believe in Him who raised Jesus from the dead, 
who was delivered to death for our transgressions and was raised again for our justification. For that 
is our righteousness: (1) that the Son of God became a Mediator for us, being obedient to the Father 
to death; (2) that the Father accepted that satisfaction and obedience of the Son for our reconciliation 
and propitiation, which He showed by His resurrection.  (Examination, Vol. 1, 529-530) 

Gerhard, on Romans 4:24:  

One asks, why is Christ’s resurrection from the dead declared specifically to be the object of 
justifying faith?  We reply: (1) Because by raising His Son, our bondsman, who was put to death for 
our sins, God made manifest by that very act that full satisfaction has been made to Him by His death.  
(2) Consideration is given at the same time to the power of God which He exerted in the raising of 
Christ (Eph. 1:20).  This is how that statement is applied to the example of Abraham, whose faith is 
commended in 4:20 for the fact that he gave praise to God.  (3) The summary of the entire Gospel is 
contained in this article of the resurrection of Christ, and this single article encompasses all the rest 
(1 Cor. 15:1 ff.).  For it is understood from the fact that Christ rose from the dead that He truly died. 
And since He truly died, He was therefore also truly conceived and born, and truly suffered for our 
sins. 

Gerhard, in a separate pamphlet on Romans 4:25, says that the resurrection of Christ 
provides a “clear demonstration and manifestation” that Christ….   

 …is the Savior; that payment for our sins has now been made and perfect redemption 
accomplished; and that salvation and righteousness have been prepared (see Rom. 8:34, 1 Cor. 15:17, 
etc.). The resurrection of Christ was indeed necessary, both on account of the clear proof and on 
account of the application of our justification. For if Christ had not been raised, then death would not 
have been conquered; rather, He would have been conquered by death. In that case, He would not 
have merited for us life and righteousness. And even if He had merited them, He still would not be 
able to confer and apply them if He had remained in death. Having stated these things briefly, there 
emerges this sense of the passage: 

PARAPHRASE: 

Christ Jesus our Lord subjected Himself to death for our sake and was delivered over to it in 
order that He might make satisfaction for the sins of the whole world and atone for them.  He was, 
however, raised from the dead in order that He might testify and demonstrate that, with death now 
fully defeated and destroyed, righteousness and life have been provided for men; and that He might 

apply these things to those who believe in Him. (Summae Evangelii, hoc est, Aphorismi Apostolici 
Rom. 4 v.25 Consideratio) 

(See also Appendix 4, Gerhard’s “absolved us in Him”) 
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Romans 5:18 

Luther 

Thus here, too, the evangelist did not intend that John or any other human being or any creature 
should be the light, but that there is only one light which illumines all men and that not a single 
human being could come upon the earth who could be illumined by anybody else. I do not know how 
to disagree with this interpretation; for in the same manner also St. Paul writes in Romans 5[:18]: “As 
through one man’s sin condemnation has come over all men, so through one man’s righteousness 
justification has come over all men.” Yet not all men are justified through Christ, nevertheless he is 
the man through whom all justification comes. It is the same here. Even if not all men are illumined, 
yet this is the light from which alone all illumination comes. The evangelist has freely used this 
manner of speaking; he did not avoid it even though some would stumble over the fact that he speaks 
of all men. He thought he would take care of such offense by explaining before and after and by 
saying that “the darkness has not comprehended it,” and that the world has never recognized him 
and his own have never accepted him. Such passages should have been strong enough so that nobody 
could say he had intended to say that all men are enlightened, but that he alone is the light which 
enlightens everybody and that, without him, nobody is enlightened. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 52, 71) 

Hunnius 

This notwithstanding, we most willingly grant that there is a righteousness that avails before 
God for the entire human race, a righteousness that has been gained and acquired  through Christ, so 
that if the whole world were to believe in Christ, then the whole world would be justified.  With 
respect to this, Paul writes in Romans 5 that “through one man’s justification (δικαίωμα), the gift has 
spread toward all men for justification (δικαίωσις) of life.”  Nevertheless, no one is justified nor does 
anyone obtain remission of sins from this acquired universal righteousness without the imputation 
of this acquired righteousness of Christ .  But the imputation of righteousness does not take place 
except through faith. (Theses Opposed to Huberianism, Concerning Justification, Thesis 5) 

For when it says in Romans 5, “Just as through the sin of one man, evil spread to all men for 
condemnation, so through the righteousness of one man, good spreads to all men for justification of 
life,”  this is clearly what Paul means, that just as through the transgression of Adam, sin spread to all 
those who came after him resulting in their condemnation, so through the obedience of Christ, 
righteousness was acquired and obtained, which is more than sufficient for all men to be justified and 
made alive, if the whole world were to embrace it by faith.  For this is how Romans 3 explains this 
sentence: “The righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ to all and upon all those who 
believe.” One should not look to the Huberian dogma in order to confirm the true sense of the Pauline 
saying. For it is true that the Apostle, in each passage, mentions the established antithesis of 
propagation between Adam and Christ, not only of evil for condemnation, but also of good for 
justification. Now, certainly if one should press each and every aspect of the antithesis, wouldn’t we 
fall into the heresy of the papists, so that, just as sin was propagated from Adam to men through the 
indwelling of sin, so the righteousness of the Second Adam likewise must be transmitted and 
propagated to us by way of indwelling? But if we condemn this mode of propagation of the one , then 
it follows that no other mode exists for propagating in us the righteousness that avails before God, 
except for imputation.  For salvation and the righteousness obtained for the whole world are 
apprehended through faith, so that those who believe apply that to themselves which would have 
been propagated through imputation by faith to all men, if all men had believed.  

Therefore, although on account of a lack of faith, all men at once are by no means justified, nor 
were they ever justified, nevertheless the apostolic antithesis remains unshaken. Nor is the good or 
the benefit that is conferred on us through Christ rendered weaker than the evil that was transmitted 
to us by Adam’s sin.  For Christ surpasses Adam in this, that, since through one sin death reigned, 
Christ, for His part, obtained full justification from many sins for all those who believe in His name. 

He also surpasses Adam in this, that Adam killed those who came after him, that is, he delivered 
death and condemnation to them by the propagation of sin.  Christ, on the other hand, brings us back 
from condemnation to justification of life.  Now, just as it is a much greater  work to bring to life one 
who is by nature dead than it is to kill someone (since anyone can kill, while no one is able to bring to 



26 

 
 

life except for God, with His omnipotent power), so also Christ is to be regarded as having surpassed 
Adam by bringing to life those whom Adam, through sin, had made subject to death. 

And if Dr. Huber were teachable, the learned and vigorous response of the Wittenberg 
theologians could have abundantly satisfied him.  This is how they respond to Huber regarding that 
passage championed by Huber, Romans 5:  “On the contrary, isn’t your conclusion manifestly 
overthrown by that very passage that you cite, clearly demonstrating that there is no valid reason for 
your opposition?  To be sure, just as the condemnation pertained to all men by guilt , and 
nevertheless actually  pertains only to the impenitent and unbelieving, so also the gift of the grace of 
God and the merit of Christ is certainly universal.  Nevertheless, it is actually restricted to believers 
only—those who are released from condemnation by the benefit of Christ, who is apprehended by 
faith.” Thus far the Wittenberg theologians. 

And what will Dr. Huber reply to the Book of Concord, which, in citing these very words from 
Romans, explicitly confirms that those things mean nothing other than that we are justified by faith?  
This is what the Book of Concord says in the Latin edition, page 666: “Therefore, these statements are 
equivalent and clearly mean the same thing, when Paul says that we are justified by faith; or that 
faith is imputed to us for righteousness; and when he teaches that we are justified by the obedience 
of one Mediator, who is Christ; or that through the righteousness of one man, justification of life 
comes upon all men. For faith does not justify on account of this, that it is such a good work, or that it 
is such a splendid virtue, but because it apprehends and embraces the merit of Christ in the promise 
of the Gospel.” Thus far the Book of Concord . 

If the Pauline phrase (that “through the righteousness of One Man justification of life comes upon 
all men”) clearly means the same thing as that other statement, “We are justified by faith” (as the 
Book of Concord clearly and emphatically asserts), then the interpretation is rejected by the sentence 
of the Book of Concord that imagines from these words of Paul a justification apart from faith—one 
that extends also to those who have never had faith and never will.  Dr. Luther says it even better in 
[his lectures on] the second chapter to the Galatians: “Where Christ and faith are not present, there is 
no remission of sins, no refuge, nothing but pure imputation of sins and condemnation.” (A Clear 
Explanation, 62-65) 

Gerhard 

This verse is a summary of everything that came before.  That I may briefly summarize, he says, 
what I have said thus far concerning the comparison between Adam and Christ, the matter comes 
down to this: Just as the guilt that was contracted from one transgression of Adam sentences all men 
to death, so the righteousness of Christ that is imputed to believers by faith justifies them, so that 
they are again made participants in the eternal life that had been lost in Adam and through Adam. 

ὡς διʼ ἑνὸς παραπτώματος, εἰς πάντας ἀνθρώπους, εἰς κατάκριμα. Just as through one offense, 
namely, guilt came upon all men for condemnation. The Syriac translates:  Just as through sin, 
condemnation was to all the children of men.  The Apostle contrasts τὸ παράπτωμα of Adam and τὸ 
δικαίωμα of Christ.  Likewise, he contrasts the κατάκριμα that was propagated to all from Adam’s 
transgression with the δικαίωσιν ζωῆς that deduces its origin from the δικαιώματι of Christ and flows 
down to all. 

Οὕτω καὶ διʼ ἑνὸς δικαιώματος εἰς πάντας ἀνθρώπους, εἰς δικαίωσιν ζωῆς. So through one Man’s 
righteousness, namely, the benefit overflowed to all men for justification of life, that is, salvific 
justification.  For it is called “justification of life” because the goal and consequence of it is life and 
eternal salvation. 

But how did the righteousness of Christ overflow to all men for justification, since not all men are 
justified?  We reply: The Apostle is not talking about the application of the benefit, but about the 
acquisition of the benefit.  If we want to descend to the application, that universality must be 
restricted to those who are grafted into Christ by faith. For as the unrighteousness of Adam is 
communicated to all those who are descended from him by carnal generation, so the righteousness of 
Christ is communicated to all those who are grafted into Him through faith and spiritual 
regeneration. 
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He demonstrates the basis for the preceding comparison, which consists in this, that these two 
men have been set up as two stocks from which righteousness and life are propagated to others. For 
Adam was set up in the first creation as the stock from which righteousness and life should be 
propagated to all his posterity.  But since he turned away from God through sin, unrighteousness and 
death are propagated from him to all his posterity. Therefore, God out of grace took pity on the 
human race and opened up to us another source of righteousness and life.  He sent Christ the 
Mediator, from whom as a stock and a tree of life, righteousness and life should be communicated to 
all who are grafted into Him by faith. (Adnotationes, on Rom. 5:18) 

We reply:  

1) The comparison between the disobedience of Adam and the obedience of Christ is not 
instituted simply  and absolutely, but according to something in particular . For the Apostle is 
considering at that time the causes of our salvation and condemnation, for just as the condemnation 
draws its origin from Adam’s disobedience, so our salvation draws its origin from Christ’s obedience. 
Then, the Apostle considers the propagation and effects of Christ’s obedience and of Adam’ 
disobedience, for just as through the disobedience of one man, many were made sinners, so through 
the obedience of Christ they are made righteous.   

2) But by no means is this comparison to be extended to the mode of propagation and 
communication, which the Apostle is obviously not treating in this passage; but he dealt with that in 
the preceding passages, teaching that the righteousness of Christ is imputed to us by faith, but that 
Adam’s sin is propagated to us by carnal generation.  

3) If we wanted to go beyond the limits of the Apostolic comparison, someone could infer from 
the same that the righteousness of Christ is propagated to us through carnal generation, since the 
unrighteousness of Adam is communicated to us in that manner.  Likewise, one could infer that the 
righteousness of Christ is propagated to all men together, without any regard for faith or unbelief, 
since the sin of Adam is propagated to all through carnal generation.   

4) But since that is absurd, a distinction must fully be made between the acquisition and the 
application of the merit of Christ; or between the benefit itself and participation in the benefit.  The 
acquisition of the merit, or the benefit itself obtained by the death of Christ is general.  For as Adam, 
by his disobedience, enveloped all of his posterity in the guilt of sin, so Christ, who suffered and died 
for the sins of all, also merited and acquired righteousness for all.  But this benefit is only applied to 
those who are grafted into Christ by faith, and only they become participants in this benefit.   

5) The contrast is evident in this Apostolic text between justification and condemnation, v. 16 
and v.18. But since they are contrasted under the same genre, and condemnation is, to be sure, a 
judicial act, from that it follows that justification is also a judicial act, and hence it consists, not in the 
infusion of righteousness, but in the absolution from sins. Undoubtedly, as through the sin of Adam 
sin is propagated to all men, for it results in condemnation for them, that is, because of it they are 
damned by the righteous judgment of God unless reconciliation and remission take place, so through 
the merit of Christ righteousness and salvation have been obtained for all, so that they may be 
justified by faith, that is, that they may be pronounced righteous, absolved from sins and freed from 
condemnation.   

6) To be made righteous and to be justified are considered by the Apostle to be equivalent 
expressions (ἰσοδυναμοῦσι).  Therefore, to be made righteous is contrasted with for condemnation in 
v.19; so also to be justified in v.18; and hence each has a forensic meaning. The verb they will be 
made (κατασταθήσονται) indicates that these things are carried out before the tribunal of God’s 
righteous judgment, who condemns Adam’s posterity on account of sin, but absolves believers in 
Christ from that damnation and makes them righteous (Rom. 10:3, 2 Cor. 5:21).  (Adnotationes, Rom. 
5:19) 

2 Corinthians 5:19 

Melanchthon 

2 Corinthians 5:19 
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…not imputing their sins to them. 

This demonstrates what the effect is of the reconciliation made by the Son.  For since God the 
Father transferred the sins of us all from us to the Son so that He might pay for us the penalty for sins 
and in this way reconcile again the offended Father, the eternal Father now does not impute sins to 
those who believe in His Son; He regards them as righteous on account of the obedience and 
intercession of His Son.  For the righteousness of man which God regards as righteousness is that sins 
are remitted, are not imputed and are covered, as Paul defines righteousness in Romans 4, citing 
Psalm 32.  Therefore, the effect of reconciliation is that sins are not imputed; instead, the faith that 
embraces Christ the Reconciler is imputed for righteousness. 

And He placed among us, etc. 

That is, He instituted the ministry of teaching about the reconciliation made through the death of 
the Son.  For God wants it announced to the entire human race that reconciliation has been made by 
the Son, so that sins are not imputed to believers; instead, righteousness is imputed to them, and thus 
believers are saved.  For this reason, among the ruins of the empires and so many sects and heresies, 
God has to this day wondrously preserved this ministry, and will continue to preserve it until the end 
of the world and the advent of His Son, as Paul says, “You shall announce the death of the Lord until 
He comes.” (Annotationes Philippi Melanchthonis in Epistolam Pauli ad Rhomanos unam Et ad 
Corinthios duas, 2 Cor. 5:19) 

Chemnitz 

Now this power of forgiving sin must not be understood to have been given to the priests in such 
a way that God had renounced it for Himself and had simply transferred it to the priests, with the 
result that in absolution it is not God Himself but the priest who remits sin. For Paul expressly 
distinguishes between the power and efficacy of reconciliation which belongs to God, and the 
ministry which was given to the apostles, so that it is God who reconciles the world to Himself (2 Cor. 
5:19) and forgives sins (Is. 43:25), not however without means but in and through the ministry of 
Word and sacrament. 

Ministers indeed are said to loose and remit sins on account of the keys, that is, because they 
have the ministry through which God reconciles the world to Himself and remits sins. Thus Paul says 
(2 Cor. 1:24) that although he has authority, he nevertheless does not lord it over their faith but is a 
servant and steward of the mysteries of Christ (1 Cor. 4:1), so that he who plants and he who waters 
is nothing, but He who gives the increase, namely God (1 Cor. 3:7). Nevertheless, he shows that the 
use of the ministry is useful and necessary, for, says he, we are co-workers, that is, assistants, whose 
labors God uses in the ministry, but where nevertheless all the efficacy belongs to Him. We are 
servants, says he, through whom you have believed. Likewise: “I became your father in Christ Jesus 
through the Gospel” (1 Cor. 4:15). Paul treats this distinction clearest of all in 2 Cor. 5:18–20. It is God 
who reconciles us to Himself through Christ, not counting our sins against us. To the apostles, 
however, He gave the ministry of reconciliation. But how so? “He entrusted to us,” says Paul, “the 
message of reconciliation. So we are ambassadors for Christ, God making His appeal through us. We 
beseech you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.” 

Thus this distinction honors God and gives Him the glory that properly belongs to Him; it also 
claims for the ministry the honor and authority it has according to the Word of God. For even as it is 
Christ who baptizes through the ministry and also imparts His body and blood, so also it is Christ 
who through the ministry absolves and remits sins. (Examination, Vol. 2, 559-560) 

 

  



  29 

 
 
APPENDIX 3: CITATIONS FROM LUTHER’S COMMENTARY ON GALATIANS 

Therefore the afflicted conscience has no remedy against despair and eternal death except to 
take hold of the promise of grace offered in Christ, that is, this righteousness of faith, this passive or 
Christian righteousness, which says with confidence: “I do not seek active righteousness. I ought to 
have and perform it; but I declare that even if I did have it and perform it, I cannot trust in it or stand 
up before the judgment of God on the basis of it. Thus I put myself beyond all active righteousness, all 
righteousness of my own or of the divine Law, and I embrace only that passive righteousness which 
is the righteousness of grace, mercy, and the forgiveness of sins.” In other words, this is the 
righteousness of Christ and of the Holy Spirit, which we do not perform but receive, which we do not 
have but accept, when God the Father grants it to us through Jesus Christ. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 5) 

If here we cannot distinguish between these two kinds of righteousness; if here by faith we do 
not take hold of Christ, who is sitting at the right hand of God, who is our life and our righteousness, 
and who makes intercession for us miserable sinners before the Father (Heb. 7:25), then we are 
under the Law and not under grace, and Christ is no longer a Savior. Then He is a lawgiver. Then 
there can be no salvation left, but sure despair and eternal death will follow. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 
11) 

[Paraphrasing the Apostle Paul:] “Therefore my doctrine is true, pure, sure, and divine. Nor can 
there be any doctrine that is different from mine, much less better. Therefore any doctrine at all that 
does not teach as mine does—that all men are sinners and are justified solely by faith in Christ—
must be false, uncertain, evil, blasphemous, accursed, and demonic. And so are those who either 
teach or accept such a doctrine.” (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 59) 

For the faith that takes hold of Christ, the Son of God, and is adorned by Him is the faith that 
justifies, not a faith that includes love. For if faith is to be sure and firm, it must take hold of nothing 
but Christ alone; and in the agony and terror of conscience it has nothing else to lean on than this 
pearl of great value (Matt. 13:45–46). Therefore whoever takes hold of Christ by faith, no matter how 
terrified by the Law and oppressed by the burden of his sins he may be, has the right to boast that he 
is righteous. How has he this right? By that jewel, Christ, whom he possesses by faith. (Luther’s 
Works, Vol. 26, 88) 

Therefore faith justifies because it takes hold of and possesses this treasure, the present Christ. 
But how He is present—this is beyond our thought; for there is darkness, as I have said. Where the 
confidence of the heart is present, therefore, there Christ is present, in that very cloud and faith. This 
is the formal righteousness on account of which a man is justified; it is not on account of love, as the 
sophists say. In short, just as the sophists say that love forms and trains faith, so we say that it is 
Christ who forms and trains faith or who is the form of faith. Therefore the Christ who is grasped by 
faith and who lives in the heart is the true Christian righteousness, on account of which God counts 
us righteous and grants us eternal life. Here there is no work of the Law, no love; but there is an 
entirely different kind of righteousness, a new world above and beyond the Law. For Christ or faith is 
neither the Law nor the work of the Law. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 130) 

But by the true definition Christ is not a lawgiver; He is a Propitiator and a Savior. Faith takes 
hold of this and believes without doubting that He has performed a superabundance of works and 
merits of congruity and condignity. He might have made satisfaction for all the sins of the world with 
only one drop of His blood, but now He has made abundant satisfaction. Heb. 9:12: “With His own 
blood He entered once for all into the Holy Place.” And Rom. 3:24–25: “Justified by His grace as a gift, 
through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an expiation by His 
blood.” Therefore it is something great to take hold, by faith, of Christ, who bears the sins of the 
world (John 1:29). And this faith alone is counted for righteousness (Rom. 3–4).  

Here it is to be noted that these three things are joined together: faith, Christ, and acceptance or 
imputation. Faith takes hold of Christ and has Him present, enclosing Him as the ring encloses the 
gem. And whoever is found having this faith in the Christ who is grasped in the heart, him God 
accounts as righteous. This is the means and the merit by which we obtain the forgiveness of sins and 
righteousness. “Because you believe in Me,” God says, “and your faith takes hold of Christ, whom I 
have freely given to you as your Justifier and Savior, therefore be righteous.” Thus God accepts you or 
accounts you righteous only on account of Christ, in whom you believe.  (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 132) 
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Now acceptance or imputation is extremely necessary, first, because we are not yet purely 
righteous, but sin is still clinging to our  flesh during this life. God cleanses this remnant of sin in our 
flesh. In addition, we are sometimes forsaken by the Holy Spirit, and we fall into sins, as did Peter, 
David, and other saints. Nevertheless, we always have recourse to this doctrine, that our sins are 
covered and that God does not want to hold us accountable for them (Rom. 4). This does not mean 
that there is no sin in us, as the sophists have taught when they said that we must go on doing good 
until we are no longer conscious of any sin; but sin is always present, and the godly feel it. But it is 
ignored and hidden in the sight of God, because Christ the Mediator stands between; because we take 
hold of Him by faith, all our sins are sins no longer. But where Christ and faith are not present, here 
there is no forgiveness of sins or hiding of sins. On the contrary, here there is the sheer imputation 
and condemnation of sins. Thus God wants to glorify His Son, and He Himself wants to be glorified in 
us through Him. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 132) 

Therefore we define a Christian as follows: A Christian is not someone who has no sin or feels no 
sin; he is someone to whom, because of his faith in Christ, God does not impute his sin. This doctrine 
brings firm consolation to troubled consciences amid genuine terrors. It is not in vain, therefore, that 
so often and so diligently we inculcate the doctrine of the forgiveness of sins and of the imputation of 
righteousness for the sake of Christ, as well as the doctrine that a Christian does not have anything to 
do with the Law and sin, especially in a time of temptation. For to the extent that he is a Christian, he 
is above the Law and sin, because in his heart he has Christ, the Lord of the Law, as a ring has a gem. 
Therefore when the Law accuses and sin troubles, he looks to Christ; and when he has taken hold of 
Him by faith, he has present with him the Victor over the Law, sin, death, and the devil—the Victor 
whose rule over all these prevents them from harming him. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 133) 

When this doctrine, which pacifies consciences, remains pure and intact, Christians are 
constituted as judges over all kinds of doctrine and become lords over all the laws of the entire 
world. Then they can freely judge that the Turk with his Koran is damned, because he does not follow 
the right way; that is, he does not acknowledge that he is a miserable and damned sinner, and he 
does not take hold of Christ by faith, for whose sake he could believe that his sins are forgiven. With 
similar confidence they can pronounce sentence against the pope. He is damned with all his kingdom, 
because he, with all his monks and universities, acts as though we came to grace through the merit of 
congruity and as though we were then received into heaven by the merit of condignity. Here the 
Christian says: “That is not the right way to justify. This is not the road to the stars. For through my 
works preceding grace I cannot merit grace by congruity, nor can I deserve eternal life by condignity 
through my merits following grace; but sin is forgiven and righteousness is imputed to him who 
believes in Christ. This confidence makes him a son and heir of God, who in hope possesses the 
promise of eternal life. Through faith in Christ, therefore, and not through the merit of congruity and 
of condignity, everything is granted to us—grace, peace, the forgiveness of sins, salvation, and eternal 
life.” (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 134) 

By faith alone, not by faith formed by love, are we justified. We must not attribute the power of 
justifying to a “form” that makes a man pleasing to God; we must attribute it to faith, which takes 
hold of Christ the Savior Himself and possesses Him in the heart. This faith justifies without love and 
before love. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 137) 

We are pronounced righteous solely by faith in Christ, not by the works of the Law or by love. 
(Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 137) 

The question is what Christ is and what blessing He has brought us. Christ is not the Law; He is 
not my work or that of the Law; He is not my love or that of the Law; He is not my chastity, obedience, 
or poverty. But He is the Lord of life and death, the Mediator and Savior of sinners, the Redeemer of 
those who are under the Law. By faith we are in Him, and He is in us (John 6:56). (Luther’s Works, 
Vol. 26, 137) 

The only thing necessary is that we accept the treasure that is Christ, grasped by faith in our 
hearts, even though we feel that we are completely filled with sins. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 139) 

By this fortunate exchange with us He took upon Himself our sinful person and granted us His 
innocent and victorious Person. Clothed and dressed in this, we are freed from the curse of the Law, 
because Christ Himself voluntarily became a curse for us, saying: "For My own Person of humanity 
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and divinity I am blessed, and I am in need of nothing whatever. But I shall empty Myself (Phil. 2:7); I 
shall assume your clothing and mask; and in this I shall walk about and suffer death, in order to set 
you free from death." Therefore when, inside our mask, He was carrying the sin of the whole world, 
He was captured, He suffered, He was crucified, He died; and for us He became a curse. But because 
He was a divine and eternal Person, it was impossible for death to hold Him. Therefore He arose from 
death on the third day, and now He lives eternally; nor can sin, death, and our mask be found in Him 
any longer; but there is sheer righteousness, life, and eternal blessing.  

We must look at this image and take hold of it with a firm faith. He who does this has the 
innocence and the victory of Christ, no matter how great a sinner he is. But this cannot be grasped by 
loving will; it can be grasped only by reason illumined by faith. Therefore we are justified by faith 
alone, because faith alone grasps this victory of Christ. To the extent that you believe this, to that 
extent you have it. If you believe that sin, death, and the curse have been abolished, they have been 
abolished, because Christ conquered and overcame them in Himself; and He wants us to believe that 
just as in His Person there is no longer the mask of the sinner or any vestige of death, so this is no 
longer in our person, since He has done everything for us. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 284) 

Now that Christ reigns, there is in fact no more sin, death, or curse—this we confess every day in 
the Apostles’ Creed when we say: "I believe in the holy church." This is plainly nothing else than if we 
were to say: "I believe that there is no sin and no death in the church. For believers in Christ are not 
sinners and are not sentenced to death but are altogether holy and righteous, lords over sin and 
death who live eternally." But it is faith alone that discerns this, because we say: "I believe in the holy 
church." (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 285) 

But the true theology teaches that there is no more sin in the world, because Christ, on whom, 
according to Is. 53:6, the Father has laid the sins of the entire world, has conquered, destroyed, and 
killed it in His own body. Having died to sin once, He has truly been raised from the dead and will not 
die any more (Rom. 6:9). Therefore wherever there is faith in Christ, there sin has in fact been 
abolished, put to death, and buried. But where there is no faith in Christ, there sin remains. And 
although there are still remnants of sin in the saints because they do not believe perfectly, 
nevertheless these remnants are dead; for on account of faith in Christ they are not imputed. 
(Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 286) 

On the other hand, Christ did not come for the smug hypocrites and the openly wicked despisers; 
nor did He come for the despairing, who think that there is nothing left but the terrors of the Law 
which they are experiencing. He was not given for such people, and He is useless to both groups. But 
He is useful to those who have been troubled and terrified by the Law for a time; for they do not 
despair amid the grave terrors caused by the Law, but they confidently draw near to Christ, the 
throne of grace, who has redeemed them from the curse of the Law by being made a curse for them; 
and here they obtain mercy and find grace.  (Luther’s Works, Vol. 26, 362) 

  



32 

 
 
APPENDIX 4:  ANSWERING SOME QUESTIONS CONCERNING SPECIFIC CITATIONS FROM THE LUTHERAN 

FATHERS 

Luther’s “the king gives you a castle” analogy 

Question: Luther says, “Even he who does not believe that he is free and his sins forgiven shall 
also learn, in due time, how assuredly his sins were forgiven, even though he did not believe it. …A king 
gives you a castle. If you do not accept it, then it is not the king’s fault, nor is he guilty of a lie. But you 
have deceived yourself and the fault is yours. The king certainly gave it.”  Isn’t he saying that God has 
already forgiven all men their sins, whether they believe it or not? 

Answer: On the contrary.  This statement from Luther is taken from his discourse on the 
power and efficacy of the Keys—the same discourse in which he says about a minister’s spoken 
absolution: “Rely on the words of Christ and be assured that God has no other way to forgive sins 
than through the spoken Word, as he has commanded us.”  Luther is teaching that the Keys are 
effective, and that the spoken word of forgiveness is a valid object of faith.  Indeed, the spoken 
Word is the only means God has of interacting with men and forgiving sins (Ap:IV:67).  He says the 
same thing in his formula of Confession: “What is Confession?—Answer. Confession embraces two 
parts: the one is, that we confess our sins; the other, that we receive absolution, or forgiveness, 
from the confessor, as from God Himself, and in no wise doubt, but firmly believe, that our sins are 
thereby forgiven before God in heaven.”  

Therefore, to assert that “the king gave the castle” apart from His Word, or that the whole 
world has already been absolved apart from the use of the “loosing Key” is diametrically opposed to 
Luther’s words. 

Here we have the true significance of the keys. They are an office, a power or command given by 
God through Christ to all of Christendom for the retaining and remitting of the sins of men. For so 
Christ says in Matt. 9[:6], “But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority to forgive sins,” 
and he says to the paralytic, “arise,” etc. And soon thereafter, “When the crowd saw it … they praised 
God who had given such authority to men” [Matt. 9:8]. Do not allow yourself to be led astray by this 
Pharisaic babbling by which some deceive themselves, saying, “How can a man forgive sins when he 
can bestow neither grace nor the Holy Spirit?” Rely on the words of Christ and be assured that God 
has no other way to forgive sins than through the spoken Word, as he has commanded us. If you do 
not look for forgiveness through the Word, you will gape toward heaven in vain for grace, or (as they 
say), for a sense of inner forgiveness. 

But if you speak as the factious spirits and sophists do: “After all, many hear of the binding and 
loosing of the keys, yet it makes no impression on them and they remain unbound and without being 
loosed. Hence, there must exist something else beside the Word and the keys. It is the spirit, the 
spirit, yes, the spirit that does it!” Do you believe he is not bound who does not believe in the key 
which binds? Indeed, he shall learn, in due time, that his unbelief did not make the binding vain, nor 
did it fail in its purpose. Even he who does not believe that he is free and his sins forgiven shall also 
learn, in due time, how assuredly his sins were forgiven, even though he did not believe it. St. Paul 
says in Rom. 3[:3]: “Their faithlessness nullify the faithfulness of God.” We are not talking here either 
about people’s belief or disbelief regarding the efficacy of the keys. We realize that few believe. We 
are speaking of what the keys accomplish and give. He who does not accept what the keys give 
receives, of course, nothing. But this is not the key’s fault. Many do not believe the gospel, but this 
does not mean that the gospel is not true or effective. A king gives you a castle. If you do not accept it, 
then it is not the king’s fault, nor is he guilty of a lie. But you have deceived yourself and the fault is 
yours. The king certainly gave it. (Luther’s Works, Vol. 40, 366-367) 

Luther’s “forgiven before our prayer” from the Large Catechism 

Question: Luther says in the Large Catechism, on the Lord’s Prayer, par. 88: “Therefore there is 
here again great need to call upon God and to pray: Dear Father, forgive us our trespasses. Not as 
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though He did not forgive sin without and even before our prayer (for He has given us the Gospel, in 
which is pure forgiveness before we prayed or ever thought about it). But this is to the intent that we 
may recognize and accept such forgiveness.”  Isn’t he saying that God has already forgiven all sinners? 

Answer: No. Luther here is speaking about Christians who pray the Lord’s Prayer, and 
therefore, have been baptized and incorporated into the Church through faith in Christ.  He is in no 
way speaking about the Jews and Turks who do not pray the Lord’s Prayer.  He connects God’s 
forgiveness “without and even before our prayer” to “the Gospel,” “for He has given us the Gospel, in 
which is pure forgiveness.” 

Luther also says:  

The year of the release of debt is the whole time of grace, because the kingdom of Christ is 
nothing but the constant forgiveness of debts, so that they are forgiven. But that a debt is not forgiven 
to a stranger denotes that outside the church of God there is no remission of sins. For forgiveness 
cannot be granted to those who do not want it, who justify themselves and despise the church. 
Therefore repayment is to be demanded from them until they pay; that is, one must not yield to them 
but must always demand in order that they may think and act differently, until they repent. But to the 
repenting brother everything is to be forgiven. For where faith remains, there are no sins that are not 
forgivable and not to be remitted; but where unbelief remains, there are no sins that are not to be 
condemned and that should go unpunished. (Luther's Works, vol. 9, on Dt. 15:19) 

And Melanchthon says in his Loci Communes, p.144: 

This also is certain, that outside the church, that is, among those on whom the name of God has 
not been invoked through Baptism and who are without the Gospel, there is no remission of sins and 
a share in eternal life, as among the enemies of Christ, blasphemers, Jews, Mohammedans, and the 
like. This is clearly proved by this statement, “There is no other name given to mankind whereby 
[we] must be saved,” except the name of Jesus Christ [Acts 4:12]. 

Ambrose’s “forgave to all” statement from the Apology 

Question:  Ambrose is cited in the Apology (Apology IV, 103-105), stating that “He forgave to 
all sin which no one could avoid.”  Is Ambrose (or Melanchthon) stating that God has already absolved 
and justified all sinners, whether they believe and have been baptized or not?” 

Answer: No. Such an interpretation ignores the context of the whole Article IV (“The 
Righteousness of Faith”), as well as the immediate context, the stated conclusion of Melanchthon, 
and also the Scriptural context. 

Here and there among the Fathers similar testimonies are extant. For Ambrose says in his letter 
to a certain Irenaeus: Moreover, the world was subject to Him by the Law for the reason that, 
according to the command of the Law, all are indicted, and yet, by the works of the Law, no one is 
justified, i.e., because, by the Law, sin is perceived, but guilt is not discharged. The Law, which made 
all sinners, seemed to have done injury, but when the Lord Jesus Christ came, He forgave to all sin 
which no one could avoid, and, by the shedding of His own blood, blotted out the handwriting which 
was against us. This is what he says in Rom. 5, 20: “The Law entered that the offense might abound. 
But where sin abounded, grace did much more abound.” Because after the whole world became 
subject, He took away the sin of the whole world, as he [John] testified, saying John 1, 29: “Behold the 
Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world.” And on this account let no one boast of works, 
because no one is justified by his deeds. But he who is righteous has it given him because he was 
justified after the laver [of Baptism]. Faith, therefore, is that which frees through the blood of Christ, 
because he is blessed “whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered,” Ps. 32, 1. These are the 
words of Ambrose, which clearly favor our doctrine; he denies justification to works, and ascribes to 
faith that it sets us free through the blood of Christ.  

Both Ambrose and the Lutheran Reformers who cite him explain where and how exactly 
Christ “forgave to all sin which no one could avoid.”  He forgave to all and continues to forgive to all 
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“after the laver of Baptism,” so that “faith is that which frees through the blood of Christ, because he 
is blessed whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered.”  Here Ambrose clearly states that 
the “all” whose transgression is forgiven are the same “all” who have been justified through Holy 
Baptism and faith.  Melanchthon summarizes this teaching of Ambrose in the words that follow, “He 
denies justification to works, and ascribes to faith that it sets us free through the blood of Christ.” 

The Apostle Paul speaks in exactly the same way in Romans 3:20-26, where he puts all 
(namely, all people) under the condemnation of the Law, but then goes on to demonstrate that “all 
are justified” who believe in Christ as the Mercy Seat (Throne of Grace).  

Likewise, Ambrose is clearly paraphrasing Colossians 2:12-14, where the Apostle Paul 
locates the forgiveness of sins in Holy Baptism, which links believers to Christ’s death, burial and 
resurrection.  He is not placing our forgiveness at the time of the crucifixion, but at the time of our 
Baptism, which links us to the crucifixion: “Buried with him in baptism, wherein also ye are risen 
with him through the faith of the operation of God, who hath raised him from the dead. And you, 
being dead in your sins and the uncircumcision of your flesh, hath he quickened together with him, 
having forgiven you all trespasses; Blotting out the handwriting of ordinances that was against us, 
which was contrary to us, and took it out of the way, nailing it to his cross” (KJV).   

Gerhard’s “absolved us in Him” phrase 

Question:  Gerhard is often cited to prove that all sinners have already been absolved “in 
Christ.”  Did Gerhard teach that all sinners are “in Christ,” and have already been absolved and 
justified? 

Answer:  Not at all.  Following is Gerhard’s entire section on Romans 4:25 from his 
commentary on Romans 1-6, from which this testimony is often cited.  One should take into account 
his whole argument rather than focus on one phrase, as some have done. I will interject my own 
comments along the way. 

Gerhard, Adnotationes ad priora capita Epistolae D. Pauli ad Romanos, the entire section on 
Rom. 4:25: 

v.25  ὃς παρεδόθη διὰ τὰ παραπτώματα ἡμῶν, καὶ ἠγέρθη διὰ τὴν δικαίωσιν ἡμῶν. 

The papists conclude from this passage that our justification does not consist solely in the 
remission of sins, but also in inner renewal. Pererius, disp. 10 in cap. 4 Rom. Th. 48: Paul distinguishes 
in this passage between the remission of sins and justification, saying that “Christ died for our sins and 
rose for our justification,” clearly indicating that our justification does not consist solely in the remission 
of sins, but that the principal part of justification is renewal of life and uprightness of mind.  The 
resurrection of Christ was an example of this. Bellarmine, lib. 2 de Justif. Cap. 6: The Apostle attributes 
the word “justification” to the inner renewal rather than to justification, etc. For neither can it be 
doubted that the Apostle meant that the death of Christ was a model for the death of sins, while 
resurrection is a model for inner renewal and regeneration by which we walk in newness of life.  

We reply:  

(1) The argument depends on this hypothesis, that Paul does not attribute our justification to the 
death and resurrection of Christ for any other reason except that the death of Christ was a model for the 
death of sins, and the resurrection of Christ a model for inner renewal. But the following points show 
that this hypothesis is false.  

(2) In this same chapter the Apostle expressly teaches that our justification before God consists 
in the gracious imputation of the righteousness of Christ and the non-imputation, or the remission, of 
sins; it does not consist in our works. He cannot be stating in the conclusion of this chapter the 
opposite of what is deduced from the things said above.  
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As he does throughout his commentary, Gerhard consistently defines justification as “the 
gracious imputation of the righteousness of Christ/the non-imputation of sins.”  Both Paul and 
Gerhard iterate repeatedly that this imputation only takes place through faith.  And as Gerhard says 
in the last sentence above, “He cannot be stating in the conclusion of this chapter the opposite 
of what is deduced from the things said above.”  But what has the Apostle been proving 
throughout Romans chapter 4?  That “faith is imputed for righteousness.” 

(3) The Apostle, in this chapter, is not yet dealing with the effects and fruits of justification, to 
which renewal also pertains. Rather, he is dealing both with the cause and merit of justification, as is 
concluded from the particle διὰ, because of; and with the form and method of justification, which 
consists in the remission of sins which have been atoned for through Christ; and with the proper 
object of justifying faith, which is Christ, who died for our sins and was raised for our justification.  

Gerhard emphasizes throughout his commentary that Christ has merited justification for all, 
but that does not mean that all have been pronounced righteous.  Only when Christ’s merit is applied 
through faith is any sinner “declared righteous” before God.  Notice, too, the distinction between the 
remission of sins and the atonement, as well as the proper object of justifying faith.  This “proper 
object” is not a general absolution pronounced on Easter, but Christ Himself, who died, etc. 

(4) Although we do not disapprove of the goal of treating the death and resurrection of Christ as 
a model, when explained according to the analogy of faith, nevertheless the Apostle is not yet dealing 
with that in this passage, although he does later, in Chapter Six and following.  Here, however, he 
explains the other, and indeed, the principal goal of the death and resurrection of Christ, which is the 
expiation of our sins and our justification before God—indeed, the merit of our righteousness and 
salvation.  

(5) We grant that the resurrection of Christ is not only a model and a figure, but also the cause of 
our renewal, just as the death of Christ is not only the model of spiritual mortification, but is also the 
efficient cause of it (2 Cor. 4:12).  But it cannot be inferred from that that our justification formally 
consists in that very renewal, because one must deal differently with different benefits, and it is 
proved in its place that renewal is not part of justification, but a consequence and fruit of it.   

(6) The Apostle neither in this passage nor ever, anywhere, attributes the word “justification” to 
renewal.  Rather, he asserts that faith, which lays hold of Christ who died for our sins and was raised 
for our justification, is imputed to us for righteousness. 

Gerhard explicitly describes, in connection with this verse, how sinners are justified.  
Faith…is imputed to us for righteousness. 

But if someone further inquires: In what sense and respect, then, is our justification, which consists 
in the remission of sins, attributed to the resurrection of Christ? 

We reply: It should be taken in this way. 

(1) With respect to the manifestation, demonstration and confirmation, because the resurrection 
of Christ is the clear testimony that full satisfaction has been made for our sins and that perfect 
righteousness has been procured. Jerome on this passage: Christ rose in order that He might confirm 
righteousness to believers.  Chrysostom, hom. 9 ad Rom.: In the resurrection it is demonstrated that 
Christ died, not for His own sins, but for our sins. For how could He rise again if He were a sinner?  But if 
He was not a sinner, then He was crucified for the sake of others. 

This is Gerhard’s first explanation of how “our justification” is attributed to the resurrection 
of Christ, based on Rom. 4:25.  He emphasizes it as proof that “full satisfaction has been made” and 
“perfect righteousness procured.”  This is not a “pronouncement” that all men are righteous. This is 
the righteousness of Christ that would serve to justify the whole world of sinners, if the whole 
world of sinners would believe in Christ. It belongs to Christ alone, who distributes it in the Means 
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of Grace and applies it through faith, so that those who are “ungodly” with respect to their own 
works are counted as “godly” through faith in the Righteous One. This is far different from the 
assertion that “all mankind has been declared righteous.”  In fact, Gerhard even quotes Jerome 
approvingly on this passage, saying that Christ rose in order that He might confirm righteousness to 
believers.   

 (2) With respect to the application. If Christ had remained in death, He would not be the 
conqueror of death, nor could He apply to us the righteousness that was obtained at such a high price 
(Rom. 5:10, 8:34).  But since He rose from the dead and ascended into heaven and sat down at the right 
hand of God, He thus also offers to the world, through the Word of the Gospel, the benefits obtained 
by His suffering and death, applies them to believers, and in this way justifies them.  With respect to 
this application, Cardinal Toletus (in his commentary on this passage, and Suarez tom. 2, in part 3, 
Thom. disp. 44, p.478) acknowledges that our justification is attributed to the resurrection of Christ, 
writing thus: Christ, by His suffering, sufficiently destroyed sin.  Nevertheless, in order that we might be 
justified and that sin might be effectively remitted to us, it was necessary for the suffering of Christ to be 
applied to us through a living faith. Christ arose, therefore, for the sake of our righteousness, that is, 
so that our faith might be confirmed, and in this way we might be effectively justified.  The Apostle 
notably says that Christ died for our sins and was raised, not for the sake of δικαιοσύνην, which is 
contrasted with sins in general, but διὰ τὴν δικαίωσιν ἡμῶν, for the sake of our justification, which 
consists in absolution from sins. 

This is Gerhard’s second explanation of how “our justification” is attributed to the 
resurrection of Christ, based on Rom. 4:25. He unequivocally refers to the application of the benefits 
obtained by Christ to believers as the way in which we are justified. It could not be more clearly 
stated than that “He thus also offers to the world, through the Word of the Gospel, the benefits 
obtained by His suffering and death, applies them to believers, and in this way justifies them.” 
The application of the righteousness obtained by Christ is the manner in which God justifies a 
person.  And we are only effectively justified and sins are only effectively remitted to us when “the 
suffering of Christ is applied to us through a living faith.” Note: he does not say “when the general 
justification is applied to us,” but “when the suffering of Christ is applied to us.”  The suffering, 
death and resurrection of Christ + the application of the same through the Word of the Gospel, 
through faith = justification. 

Incidentally, among the “benefits obtained” by the suffering and death of Christ, Gerhard 
also includes elsewhere in his Romans commentary: adoption, the remission of sins, eternal life, 
salvation, regeneration, and even the giving of the Holy Spirit.  From these, it is clear that the 
“benefits obtained” by Christ do not refer to things that occurred or were “declared” or 
“pronounced” at a single point in time (i.e., either on the cross or on Easter Sunday), unless one 
wishes to claim that the Holy Spirit was given to all men on Easter Sunday, apart from the Word.  
Rather, all these benefits belong to Christ.  They do not belong to all men indiscriminately.  They are 
only distributed and applied through the Word and only received through faith, so that sinners can 
only be said to be declared righteous, adopted, forgiven, made alive, saved, regenerated, and given 
the gift of the Holy Spirit on an individual basis, “when they believe” (cf. Augsburg Confession:IV). 

(3) With respect to the actual placement under Christ’s protection from sin. Just as the heavenly 
Father, by delivering Christ into death for the sake of our sins, condemned sin in His flesh through sin 
(Rom. 8:3)—that is, condemned it because it had sinned against Christ by causing death for Him, 
even though He was innocent, and so He withdrew from sin its legal right against believers so that it 
cannot condemn them any longer; or He also condemned it, that is, punished our sins in Christ, which 
were imposed on Him and imputed to Him as to a bondsman—so also, by raising Him from the dead, 
by that very deed He absolved Him from our sins that were imputed to Him, and consequently has 
also absolved us in Him, so that, in this way, the resurrection of Christ may be both the cause and 
the pledge and the complement of our justification.  The following passages pertain to this: 1 Cor. 
15:17, 2 Cor. 5:21, Eph. 2:5, Col. 2:12-13, Phil. 3:8-10, 1 Pet. 1:3. 
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Finally, after discussing Romans 4:25 at great length and after offering several 
interpretations that unequivocally refer to the remission of sins and justification of believers only, 
we come to the final paragraph of Gerhard’s exposition of this verse, of which half of a sentence is 
quoted by some to assert that Gerhard “clearly” taught that “absolution has been pronounced upon 
all sinners.” 

The key question in this paragraph is whether anything in Gerhard’s words supports the 
conclusion “that all mankind is now regarded as righteous before His divine tribunal,” or that “the 
resurrection of Christ from the dead is the actual absolution pronounced upon all sinners.”  The 
answer is clearly revealed in Gerhard’s words. 

First, let it be noted again that this explanatory paragraph is the last in a series of 
explanations Gerhard has given.  In all of them, and in all the preceding commentary, he has 
connected absolution with faith in Christ alone. 

Secondly, even the first part of this paragraph makes clear that, in condemning sin, the 
Father “withdrew from sin its legal right against believers so that it cannot condemn them any 
longer.”  Gerhard clearly does not have all unbelievers in view as those who are declared free from 
the law. 

Thirdly, in calling Christ’s resurrection the “cause (causa) and the pledge (pignus) and the 
complement (complementum)” of our justification, he does not at all indicate thereby that our 
justification occurred simultaneously with Christ’s resurrection, but that our justification is 
inextricably linked with the resurrection of Christ.  The sense of this statement remains perfectly 
intact if Gerhard is referring to “our justification” as we are brought, as individuals, to faith in 
Christ. 

Finally, that Gerhard, when he asserts that God “consequently has also absolved us in Him,” 
is speaking only of the absolution of believers in Christ, and not of an “absolution pronounced upon 
all sinners,” is proved by the supporting passages cited by Gerhard. “The following passages 
pertain to this: 1 Cor. 15:17, 2 Cor. 5:21, Eph. 2:5, Col. 2:12-13, Phil. 3:8-10, 1 Pet. 1:3.” 

1 Cor. 15:17  And if Christ is not risen, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins!  Christ told 
the Jews who did not believe in Him that “if you do not believe that I am He, you will die in your 
sins” (John 8:24). According to Scripture, all unbelievers are “still in their sins” (c.f. also Eph. 2:1).  
But the Apostle is here speaking to the believers in Christ in Corinth who are no longer “still in their 
sins,” because they have been “washed… sanctified…justified in the name of the Lord Jesus and by 
the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor. 6:11).  Yet according to the Apostle Paul, his preaching would be in 
vain and their faith in Christ would be useless if Christ were still dead.  This indicates an 
inextricable link between the resurrection of Christ and justification by faith.  It does not, however, 
indicate a simultaneous justification of all unbelievers, or of all the souls in hell, at the moment of 
Christ’s resurrection. 

2 Cor. 5:21  For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him.  This passage speaks of what Luther called the “blessed exchange.”  The 
sin of all men was imputed to Christ on the cross and he was punished for the sins of all men.  But 
the exchange is not completed on the cross. Christ Himself is our righteousness, and we become the 
righteousness of God when we are grafted into Him by faith.  We could not be grafted into a dead 
man, or covered in the righteousness of a dead man, or given eternal life by a dead man.  
Furthermore, if Christ had been left in death, then Christ Himself would not have been righteous, 
but a liar, and would have no righteousness to impart to anyone.  Christ’s resurrection is essential 
for our justification.  But in no way can it be said that all unbelievers have already “become the 
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righteousness of God in Christ” when Christ was raised from the dead.  To be “in Christ” is to have 
faith in Christ.  (cf. Gal. 2:16-17, Rom. 6:23, Rom. 8:1, Rom. 12:5, 1 Cor. 1:2, 1 Cor. 15:18.) 

Eph. 2:5(-6)  even when we were dead in trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by 
grace you have been saved), and raised us up together, and made us sit together in the heavenly places 
in Christ Jesus,  This passage makes it clear in what sense Gerhard meant that “we have been 
absolved in Christ.”  These verses from Ephesians are a clear reference to conversion, not to the 
“objective justification (or vivification)” of all men at once.  In no way can one assert that “all men” 
have been “made alive together with Christ,” “raised up together with Him,” and “made to sit 
together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.”  This refers only to the vivification that took place 
for believers when the Holy Spirit brought us out of the spiritual death of unbelief into the spiritual 
life of faith.  Paul concludes this grand section with the climactic, “For it is by grace you have been 
saved, through faith.”  In the same way in which faith links a person to Christ’s death, burial, 
resurrection and session at God’s right hand, Gerhard also asserts the link between believers and 
Christ’s resurrection as an “absolution” from the sins that were imputed to Him.  We believers have 
been “absolved” in Christ in the same sense in which we have been made alive together with Him 
and seated in the heavenly places in Him. 

Col. 2:12-13  buried with Him in baptism, in which you also were raised with Him through 
faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead. And you, being dead in your trespasses and 
the uncircumcision of your flesh, He has made alive together with Him, having forgiven you all 
trespasses,  It is equally clear from this passage that Gerhard connects the justification of Rom. 4:25 
with our baptismal regeneration, which is entirely consistent with the Apology of the Augsburg 
Confession and the Formula of Concord, which consistently link “justification” with “regeneration.”  
Gerhard connects “our being raised with Christ” and “our absolution in Christ,” not to the time of 
Christ’s resurrection, but to the time of our baptism, when we were grafted into Christ, so that His 
death became our death, His life became our life, and His “absolution” became ours.  Since the 
unbaptized/unbelieving have never been grafted into Christ through Holy Baptism and faith, they 
cannot be said to have been raised with Him, or absolved in Him. 

Phil. 3:8-10  Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of the knowledge of Christ 
Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as rubbish, that I may 
gain Christ and be found in Him, not having my own righteousness, which is from the law, but that 
which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which is from God by faith; that I may know Him 
and the power of His resurrection, and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death,  
Again, the fellowship with the sufferings of Christ and with the resurrection of Christ and with the 
righteousness of Christ is only “through faith in Christ,” according to the Apostle.  Gerhard is not 
talking about any absolution of the unbelieving world, but of believers in Christ as they are 
connected to Him by faith. 

1 Pet. 1:3  Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His 
abundant mercy has begotten us again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from 
the dead,  This final passage cited by Gerhard as “pertaining” to what he had said about “our being 
absolved in Christ” is the final piece of evidence that he was not referring to an absolution of 
unbelievers, nor was he asserting that all unbelievers are “in Him.”  Peter’s words are clearly 
addressed to believers who have been “begotten again,” or “born again” through the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ.  The resurrection of Jesus Christ is, indeed, the “cause” of our rebirth.  But our rebirth 
was not simultaneous with the resurrection of Christ, nor can it be said that all men have been 
“reborn” through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Unless Gerhard was asserting that all mankind 
has been objectively “reborn” or “regenerated” (which would be absurd), he was only talking about 
believers being “in Christ,” and therefore being “absolved” in Christ. 
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