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JUSTIF I CATION 
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ARCIC-II 20 /( b ) (84 ) 

1. In discussing the salvation of humanity, Scripture 

employs a wide variety of images . Among them the 

language of reconciliation and forgiveness stresses the 

restoration of broken relationships (e . g . 2 Cor. 5:18; 

Eph. 2 :13-18; 4 : 32); that of adoption, our restoration as 

children of God, made and renewed in his image (e.g. Rom.8: 15-17, 

23 , 29); that of regeneration or rebirth, a work of recreation 

• and the beginning of new life (e . g. 1 Pet . 1 : 23 ) . The language 

of new creation speaks of radical renewal (e . g . 2 Cor. 5:17); 

that of redemption or liberation, of rescue fr om bondage and 

freedom bought for a price (e.g. Eph. 1: 7 ; 1 Pet . l:18f) ; 

• 

• 

that of justification, of a new standing in the eyes of God 

(e .g. Rom. 5:1; 1 Cor. 6:11). The language of s anctification 

under lines the fact that God has made us his own and c al ls 

us to ho liness of life (e.g . John 17 : 17 ; 1 Cor . 3:1 7 ; 6:11 ) ; 

while passages which speak of the gi.ving of the Spirit tell us 

that God, in cl a iming us for hi s own , has given us a share in 

his own life (e . g. Rom. 5:5; 8:9-11; 1 Cor.1 2 :13 ; Gal.3 : 2 ; 

Eph. 1:14). 

2 . These and other t e rms a re empl oyed i n Scr i pture bo th 

of the society of the Peopl e of God a nd of the individual to 

expre s s different fa cL ts of God' s work o f salva t ion which i s 

itse l f one and indivis ibl e . They each suggest, with dif fe ring 

emphas i s , bo t h aonc e - fo r- a l l divine ac t a nd a process r equ i ring 

time f or development a nd ma turity . God ca ll s u s once fo r a ll, 
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but his c al l i s worked out in the process of our journey 

through l i f e. Al t hough the image of justificat i on refers t o 

s alvation pr imarily unde r t he aspect of act rather than process 

(wh i ch is why baptism is properly described as "the sacrament 

of justific ation'', cf. Augustine, Sermo 152 .3 ) , none of these 

biblical images o f salvat ion can be exclusive ly associated 

wi th one or other of these emphases. Mi sunderstandings have 

occurred i n t he past t hrough a ttempts at such categorization , 

notably whe n t he ant i t hesis between act and process has been • 

a ssocia t ed with an over-sharp distinction between justification 

(as act) and sanc t ification (as proces s ) . 

3 . This misunde rs tanding has been compounded when the 

act of jus t if i ca tion has been seen not s o much as . God's 

escha tological dec i sion t o justify the ungodl y as tre oeginni ng 

of a temporal pr ocess continued by s anc tification. The term 

Justification speaks of a div i ne decl a r ation of acquitta l , not s o 

r ig idly fore ns ic as t o be impersona l, nor d ivor ced f rom Chr i sti an 

l i fe in the Sp i rit. For t he r emiss ion of s ins is a lso a renewal ,. 

a rebir t h to newne s s of life . This new life begins from the 

moment the be l ieve r receives the for g i ve nes s of sins, and to 

t ha t forgive ness re con t r ibute s onl y t he wil l (or willingness) 

t o be delive r ed. ? he culmina tion of t he process of sanc t i f ica tion 

i s salvation ; that i3 the making i n t he bel i eve r of tha t 

righ teous ness and ho l iness withou t which no man may see t he 

Lord . 

• 

• 
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II 

4. In the sixteenth century discussion of these issues wa s 

confused by a misunderstanding between Protestants who 
/ 

followed the New Testament in referring justification ( h l K~l WS~) 

primarily to the act of salvation and Catholics who followed 

medieval usage in referring justification (justificatio) also 

to the process. 

s. The problems in understanding justification in a way 

which does justice to the diverse passage;of Scripture 

are nct:inherent in the confessional division between the 

Roman Catholic Church and the Anglican Communion, but became 

caught up in the wider disputes of the sixteenth century . In 

1547 the Roman Catholic church's Council of Trent publ i shed 

a long Decree on the doctrine of justifica t i on, accompanied 

by censures of condemned propositions. The Church of Eng l and's 

Thirty Nine Articles, published in 1571 on the bas i s of e a r l i e r 

drafts, also contained sta tements about Justificat i on . 

Wha t t hese documents say on this subject is no t i n 

f act mutually exclusive. 

6 . The Council of Trent, in so f ar as it s doctrine wa s 

polemi c a lly f ormul a t e d, was directed against propos it ions 

associated with Luthe r, no t against Ang l ican l anguage . 

The fa thers of Trent we r e anx ious a t hearing that human works 

ca nnot r ea lly be good a t a ll, and wished to r eaffi rm the 

s trong b ibl ica l emphas i s tha t we a r e judged by our wor ks, 

whe ther they be good or bad. No t that the be l iever can have 
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merits other than by Christ's merits. The believer is indeed 

justified on condition of faith, but not a faith evacuated 

of any element of moral resolution or credal assent. Unless 

joined to hope and love, the assent of faith is dead and 

does not unite the believer to Christ. On the other hand, 

true faith is not identical with that certitude which is 

one of its fruits. Trent's decrees are concerned to 

avert both the denial of free will and the assertion of 

irresistible grace. They also seek to exclude the 

potential, or indeed in places actual antinomianism that could 

be read off protestant denials that good works are a condition 

of entry to the kingdom of heaven. 

7. The Anglican articles of 1571 emphasize (1) that 

we are accounted righteous before God onl y for the 

merit of Christ by faith, and not for our works or 

deservings: (2) that good works after justification are 

the fruits of faith, and though unable to put away our 

' sins, are nevertheless pleasing to God and spring necessaril y 

out of a true and living faith. 

III 

8. It has therefore never been in dispute between Roman 

Catholics and Anglicans that a ll human being; s t and 

in need of justification, not only because of their per sonal 

or actual sins, but a l so because a ll are born into an inhe1entl 

( 
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sinful condition. Our entire hope of justification and salvation 

rests on Christ Jesus and on the gospel of Godsgratuitous 

and merciful action in him. The prerequisite of final salvation 

is righteousness, which is both a judgment made by God in favour 

of the sinner declaring him righteous, and at the same time a 

gift which God besto\<Son him making him righteous. God's 

judgment is therefore not to beseen as a mere legal fiction: 

God's grace effects what hejeclares. On the other hand the 

• sinner can do nothing to merit justification, which is the 

free gift of God's grace. He retains the human freedom t o 

make choices among created goods, but without God's help is 

unable even to begin to turn to him. Even the very first 

movements of the soul, such as repentance and desire for 

forgiveness, which lead to justification, are God's work in 

us touching our heart by the illumination of the Holy Spirit. 

"What have you that you did not receive ?" (1 Car. 4 . 7). 

• 

• 

9. The Christian receives the grace of justification through 

faith which is obedience to the word of God. Baptism is the 

sacrament of justification by which the sinner is made a 

member of the Church, which is the body of Christ and the 

Community of the redeemed. 

10. Faith, itself a gift of grac~ is our r esponse to the 

g0spel by which we receive the e ff ec t s of Christ's action 

on our behalf. This r esponse i s not me rely intellectual 

acceptance of credal propositions , but the obedient asse nt by 

which adult man freely offers up to God his whol e se lf, inte ll ec t, 

feeling and will. Such f ai th is inse parabl e from hope 3nd 
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charity. It unites the believer with Christ, makes him a 

member of Christ's body, and issues in good works, which are 

pleasing to God. It is in this sense that we are justified 

by faith, or to put it more precisely, by grace through 

faith. 

11. Nevertheless the believer cannot rely on his good 

works as though these were not entirely the fruit 

of God's grace, or boast of his own merits as though he were 

not still in need of mercy. Sin no longer reigns in one 

who is justified, yet he remains liable to sinful inclinations, 

continues to fall repeatedly, and may even depart from the grace 

God has given. The Christian, even though he actively 

participates in the life and worship of the Church, may 

never presume on the gift of final perseverance, yet he should 

live his life with a sure confidence in God and with the 

firm hope that God will bring him to final salvation. 

12. Although the justfication of the sinner is a gift to 

which the sinner contributes nothing of his own, Scripture 

speaks of the good works of the justified performed in grace 

as recompensed by God, the righteous ju ge (Matt.25). Th is 

eternal reward promised to the righteous, is a lso a gift, 

depending wholly on God's grace. It is only with thi s 

underst anding that following St.Augustine we can speak of 

the believer's mer i ts: 'When God crowns our merits it is his 

• 
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own gifts that he crowns" (Ep . 194 . 5). He is true to his 

promise to "render to everyone according to his works" 

(Rom. 2 : 6) . At the same time the New Testament also sees 

that eternal life is the consequence of faith , while judgment 

is a consequence of unbelief (Jn. 3 : 18; 5 : 24). 

NOTE 

In preparing this Statement we have been greatly helped 

• by the Agreed Statement of the US Luthe ran/ Roman Catholic 

Dialogue, Justification by Faith (1983) . However, while 

making use of this material, where appropriate, we have also 

taken note of the fact that the issues between Anglicans and 

Roman Catholics are not identical with those between 

Luthe~ans and Roman Catholics . 

• 

• 
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