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Part I: Are Catholics Even Christian?
https://chnetwork.org/2020/01/29/a-damning-system-of-works-righteousnesspart-i-are-catholics-even-christian 
Ken Hensley, January 29, 2020
This is the first part of an ongoing article series from Ken Hensley.
“No doctrine is more important to evangelical theology than the doctrine of justification by faith alone — the Reformation principle of sola fide. Martin Luther called it the article that determines whether the church is standing or falling.”¹

These words form the opening sentence of a little book I have in my library titled Justification by Faith Alone. In this book a number of fairly well-known Protestant theologians make the case for the Reformation view and against the Catholic view.

What must we do to inherit eternal life? Do we have to do anything at all? Is salvation something that can be had and then lost? The answers to these sorts of questions are so foundational to the Christian Faith that it’s hard to believe that to this day the doctrine of justification remains one of the most disputed. But it is.

Oh, I hear from time to time about how this whole issue has been resolved. Tell that to the authors of Justification by Faith Alone. For them, the Reformed Protestant doctrine of justification is still the article upon which the church must stand or fall. It is the only view, they believe, that is both true to the teaching of Scripture and that gives glory to God alone. In contrast, the Catholic view is described as “a damning system of works righteousness.”²

Before becoming Catholic, I was in the Reformed Protestant camp for about twenty years. So how does one come to leave behind a view that is “true to the teaching of Scripture and that gives glory to God alone” in order to embrace a “damning system of works righteousness”? This is the question I hope to answer over the next several articles.
Justification by Faith Alone
The Catholic Church has always presented salvation as a process, a process in which we are intimately involved.

This process includes not only the forgiveness of our sins, but also our interior renovation, our sanctification, and our being re- molded in the image of Christ and made fit for heaven. The theological term the Church uses for this process is “justification.”
We can think of the Exodus as an archetype of the Catholic view. While deliverance from bondage in Egypt was God’s gift to the children of Israel, and He provided the Israelites with everything needed to make their journey from Egypt to the Promised Land, still Moses and the people had to actually cross the desert. They had to follow the pillar of cloud and fire. 
They had to eat the manna given to them every morning. They had to bring their sacrifices and confess their sins again and again. They had to make the journey.

In the same way, the Catholic Church has always viewed salvation as a road that must be taken, a path that must be walked and persevered in. We don’t walk that path in our own strength. We don’t walk it without falling countless times and returning to the Lord over and over to receive forgiveness and grace to begin again. But still, salvation is a process and a process in which we cooperate with God’s Spirit and grace and are actively involved.

Now, Martin Luther was a man who felt himself utterly unable to walk this path of salvation. No matter how hard he tried, God, for Luther, was always an angry Father he would never be able to please. Luther wrote:

I was a good monk and I kept the rule of my order so strictly that I may say that if ever a monk got to heaven by his monkery, it was I. All my brothers in the monastery who knew me will bear me out. If I had kept on any longer, I should have killed myself with vigils, prayers, reading, and other work.³

Looking back many years later, Luther describes how he felt during those years of struggle: “I was more than once driven to the very abyss of despair so that I wished I had never been created. Love God? I hated him!”4
Eventually, Luther was appointed Professor of Scripture at the University of Wittenberg. Between 1513 and 1516, while lecturing through the Psalms and St. Paul’s letter to the Romans, he came to a view of “justification” that was new. He began to teach that justification has nothing to do with God actually making us righteous. Nor does it involve our obedience to God. Rather, the righteousness by which we stand before God, holy and blameless, is a righteousness that is “imputed” to those who simply believe.

Luther spoke of a “glorious exchange” that takes place the instant one looks to Christ in simple faith. At that moment, all of our sins are credited to Christ, and His perfect righteousness is credited to us. God, as it were, legally transfers (“imputes”) to us Christ’s perfect righteousness, and from that moment we are, in terms of our standing before God, as righteous as Jesus Himself.

It’s no wonder this new view of justification brought peace to Luther. He later wrote, “I felt myself to be reborn and to have gone through open doors into paradise. The whole of Scripture took on a new meaning, and whereas before the ‘justice of God’ had filled me with hate, now it became to me inexpressibly sweet.”5
Important Clarifications
So does this mean that those who embrace the doctrine of justification by faith alone don’t believe that God actually changes us and makes us holy — that He just “credits” us as being holy?

Not at all. In fact, most Protestants are quite clear in insisting that those whom God justifies He also sanctifies. He gives them new hearts and the gift of the Holy Spirit and begins in them a process of sanctification conforming them to the image of Christ.

But this, they insist, is not how we are justified. We are made “right” in the sight of God, they would say, by “the imputed righteousness of Christ received by faith alone.”

So does this mean Luther, and Protestants since then, don’t believe that obedience to God is important?

Again, not at all. The vast majority, in fact, view the desire that a Christian has to become holy and obedient to God as “evidence” that that person has been justified. Because, again, “those whom God justifies He also sanctifies.” And what better evidence is there that one has been given a new heart and received the Holy Spirit than that he or she now desires to live a life of holiness?

Protestants care about obedience. What they insist upon is that our obedience has nothing to do with our justification, which is by the imputed righteousness of Christ, received by faith alone.

That is, for Protestants, how we are “saved.”

The Importance of sola fide
Luther’s commitment to justification by faith alone was total. He began to interpret all of Scripture in the light of this teaching, even questioning the inspired authority of the Epistle of James, which he viewed as being in conflict with St. Paul on this matter.

Luther once wrote, “Away with James! Its authority is not great enough to cause me to abandon the doctrine of faith … If they [referring to other teachers] will not agree to my interpretations, then I shall make rubble of it. I almost feel like throwing Jimmy [the Epistle of St. James] into the stove. It is flatly against St. Paul and all the rest of Scripture in ascribing justification to works … Therefore, I do not want him in my Bible.”6
Luther even asserted that no one could be saved who didn’t agree with him on this issue, “I do not admit that my doctrine can be judged by anyone, even the angels. He who does not receive my doctrine [of justification by faith alone] cannot be saved.”7
Would it surprise you to know that this is still how serious Reformation-minded Protestants feel about this issue?

For instance, Dr. John Gerstner, professor for many years at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, tells in his chapter of Justification by Faith Alone, how he mourned for his former student Scott Hahn when he learned of Scott’s conversion to the Catholic Faith. He mourned because he believed that no one could be saved who had once understood and embraced the doctrine of justification by faith alone and then rejected it.
Dr. Gerstner writes, “Instead of leaving the Protestant Church … [Scott] was leaving the lost world into which he was born — and from which he was never actually separated — for the false church of Rome. He has leapt from the frying pan into the fire, and only God can deliver him as a brand from the burning.”8
Are Catholics Even Christians?
Here’s the question some of you must be asking at this point: Why? Why is Luther ready to throw Jimmy [the Epistle of St. James] in the stove rather than question his own doctrine of justification? Why is Professor Gerstner, a sincere follower of Jesus Christ, ready to consign Scott Hahn to hell over this issue? Are Catholics not even Christians in their eyes? Is it their way or the highway when it comes to justification?

Yes, it is. And here’s the reason: as they understand the teaching of Scripture, there are really only two options: either one is justified by the imputed righteousness of Christ, received by faith alone, or one is involved in some damning system of works righteousness and attempting to “earn” their own salvation.

So, if we are “made right” in the sight of God because the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ has been “credited” to our account, then — so the reasoning goes — salvation is entirely the free gift of God. Then you and I have nothing about which to boast. Then God receives all the glory for the great work of salvation.

On the other hand, if we are “made right” in the sight of God by a process involving — in any sense whatsoever! — our cooperation with God, our obedience to God, then salvation is not the free gift of God. Then you and I have in some sense “earned” our salvation. Then we have something about which to boast. Then God does not receive all the glory for the great work of salvation.

This is how those committed to justification by faith alone think about this issue. In their view, the only way to protect the full glory of God in the work of redemption is to make sure that human activity does not enter into the picture in any way.

Now, we Catholics know that salvation is the free gift of God and that there will be no grounds for boasting when we enter the presence of God. And even though salvation involves a path that we must walk, that it’s a process in which we are involved, we know that it’s God’s grace that enables us to walk this path. We know this.

But no. According to the authors of Justification by Faith Alone, because we believe that we must use our freedom to cooperate with God’s grace, and that faith and obedience are required in order to inherit eternal life, we are teaching salvation by works. We have embraced a “damning system of works righteousness.”

Here’s how Reformed Baptist pastor and author John MacArthur sums up the situation:

“The difference between Rome and the Reformers is not theological hair-splitting. A right understanding of justification by faith is the very foundation of the gospel. You cannot go wrong at this point without corrupting every other doctrine as well. And that is why every “different gospel” is under the eternal curse of God.”9
Conclusion
Now, this Reformed doctrine of justification is one I know well. It’s the only view I knew in my early years as a Christian. I was taught this view in Bible College and Seminary. It was the view of all my theological heroes: Calvin, Luther, the Puritans. I taught it myself for a number of years as a Protestant pastor.

But over time I began to have doubts. And it wasn’t because I was paying attention to the writings of Catholic theologians. This would come much later in the story. It was because I was paying attention to the writings of the Old and New Testaments, including the writings of St. Paul. This is what set me to doubting.

So what was it that started me thinking that the classic Protestant teaching on justification was not the teaching of the Bible? What set me on a path that concluded a decade later with my receiving the sacraments and entering the Catholic Church?

This is where we will begin in the next article.
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Part II: Faith and obedience in the Old Testament
https://chnetwork.org/2020/02/05/a-damning-system-of-works-righteousness-part-ii-faith-and-obedience-in-the-old-testament/
Ken Hensley, February 5, 2020
Virtually every presentation of the Reformation doctrine of sola fide (faith alone) contains within it the following line of thought:
“Justification must be received by faith alone. After all, if our obedience to God were required in order to receive God’s blessing, then God would not receive all the glory for the great work of redemption. Then we would be able to say that we had, at least in part, saved ourselves; that we had to some degree earned our own salvation. Then we would have something in which to boast before God. This cannot be. Justification must be received by faith alone!”

For me, the path away from justification by faith alone and toward a more Catholic understanding of salvation began when I came to see that this line of thought was simply not biblical.
And, ironically, this occurred while I was attending Protestant seminary in preparation for a life in Protestant ministry!
Faith and obedience in the stories of Scripture
I can still remember the moment my favorite New Testament professor casually tossed a wrench into this entire way of thinking. He had been talking about Luther and Calvin, faith and obedience.

All of a sudden he said: “It’s a curious thing, but when you think about it, the Bible is essentially comprised of one story after another, one illustration after another, of men and women and their relationships with God. And never in these stories do we find people receiving God’s blessings by ‘faith alone.’ Instead, the pattern we see in Scripture is always ‘trust me (faith), do what I tell you to do (obedience), and I will bless you (blessing).’ The pattern is always faith, leading to obedience, resulting in God’s blessing.”

The professor offered some simple illustrations from Scripture. He talked about Noah, who had to trust God (faith) and build the ark (obedience) in order to be saved through the flood (blessing).

He mentioned Abraham, who had to trust God (faith) and leave his home and family in Mesopotamia (obedience) in order to receive what God had promised him (blessing).

He brought in the illustration of Moses and the children of Israel, who in order to be delivered out of bondage in Egypt and inherit the Promised Land, had to trust God (faith) and sacrifice the Passover, and smear its blood above the doorposts, and cook the lamb and eat it, and leave Egypt, and cross the Red Sea, and follow the pillar of cloud and fire through the desert for forty years, and cross the Jordan, and take the cities of Canaan one by one.

He talked about Naaman the Syrian, who had to trust God and dip himself in the Jordan River seven times in order to be cleaned of his leprosy, and the man born blind who had to trust Jesus and wash in the Pool of Siloam in order to receive his sight.

On and on the professor went through the biblical stories, relating what was perfectly obvious to everyone in the classroom. On virtually every page of the Bible, the pattern we find in God’s dealings with people is never “faith alone.” Rather, it is always faith, leading to obedience, resulting in blessing.

What struck me first was simply how easy it was to see that this was indeed the pattern of Scripture. Every single story taught it! I remember thinking, “If God wanted to teach the world that the blessing of eternal life must be received by faith alone, and that our obedience must never enter into the equation, why did He fill the entire Bible with the stories of men and women whose obedience is always an integral part of the equation?”
“I am jealous for Christ to get all the glory”
What also struck me was how these simple biblical stories tore the heart right out of this notion that, for God to receive “all the glory,” salvation must be by faith alone.

In the Reformed way of thinking, faith and obedience tended to be viewed as near opposites of one another. You either receive God’s blessings by faith alone, in which case God gets all the glory and you have nothing in which to boast, or you receive God’s blessings by obedience, in which case you have earned God’s blessings and God does not receive all the praise and glory.

In Counted Righteous in Christ, Protestant theologian John Piper explains what motivated him to write a book in defense of the Reformation doctrine of justification by faith alone.

I am jealous for Christ to get all the glory He deserves in the work of justification. My concern is that in the more recent challenges to this doctrine that I am about to address He is robbed of a great part of His glory (pp. 34-35).

This represents a way of thinking that I understood fully. After all, how can God receive all the glory if my obedience is a part of what is required in order for me to receive His blessing?

At the same time, questions were coming to mind based on these Old Testament stories. For instance, it’s clear that Noah’s obedience was a part of what was required in order for him to receive God’s blessing. He had to build the ark! Does this mean that God didn’t receive all the glory for Noah’s deliverance through the flood?

Abraham’s obedience was also required. Does this mean that Abraham is in heaven right now boasting about how he earned God’s blessing through his obedience?

Moses and the children of Israel also had to obey God in order to receive the blessings. Is Moses for all eternity robbing God of His glory by reminding Him continuously that while He (God) took care of the Egyptian armies and provided manna from heaven, they (Moses and the Israelites) did, after all, make the journey from Egypt to the Promised Land on their own blistered feet?

Are all of these Old Testament stories illustrations of the way God doesn’t want us to relate to Him? Are they all illustrations of what amounts to “a damning system of works righteousness”?
And, if so, why are they consistently held up in the New Testament as examples for Christians to imitate? In the Letter to the Hebrews, the author runs through a long list of Old Testament heroes of faith and presents them as models for us to emulate. In each case, we find this pattern of faith, leading to obedience, resulting in blessing.

By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain, through which he received approval as righteous …. By faith Noah, being warned by God of events as yet unseen, took heed and constructed an ark for the saving of his household … By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place which he was to receive as an inheritance …. By faith [Moses] left Egypt (11:4,7,8,27).
Faith and the obedience that flows from faith
It was clear that in Scripture that faith, and the obedience that flows from faith, were conceived as nearly interchangeable.

I remember the professor asking us: “So, was Noah saved from the flood by his faith, or by his obedience? Take your pick. Which was it? How about Abraham? Did he receive the fulfillment of God’s promises because of his faith or because of his obedience? How about Moses and the children of Israel? How about Naaman the leper? The man born blind? Was it their faith, or was it their obedience?”

The correct answer was clearly “both!” If Noah hadn’t believed God’s warning about the coming flood, he wouldn’t have been saved. But he wouldn’t have been saved because he wouldn’t have built the ark. Both his faith and the obedience that flowed from his faith were required in order for him and his family to be saved.

It was the same with Abraham. If he hadn’t believed God’s promises, he never would have left his home in Ur of the Chaldees to follow the Lord to a new land. But if he hadn’t left his home to follow the Lord, he would never have come to that new land. It was likewise with Moses and the Israelites. If they hadn’t trusted in God’s promises, they never would have left Egypt. But if they hadn’t left Egypt…

It was both. It was always both faith and obedience. And because of this, while at times in the biblical narrative a character’s faith will be highlighted as the reason for God’s having blessed him, at other times his obedience will be highlighted. We see this in the story of Abraham. Abraham’s faith is something emphasized throughout Genesis 12-25. But notice what is emphasized when Abraham demonstrates his willingness to sacrifice his own son at the command of God.

By myself I have sworn, says the Lord, because you have done this, and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will indeed bless you (Gen 22:16-17, emphasis added).

Even more striking, notice what is emphasized when, after Abraham’s death, the Lord comes to confirm His covenant with Isaac.

Sojourn in this land, and I will be with you, and will bless you; for to you and to your descendants I will give all these lands, and I will fulfil the oath which I swore to Abraham your father. I will multiply your descendants as the stars of heaven, and will give to your descendants all these lands; and by your descendants all the nations of the earth shall bless themselves: because Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws (Gen 26:3-5, emphasis added).
Conclusion
It would be another ten years before the word “Catholic” would enter my mind. But this is where it started. This is where I saw for the first time that the way I, as a Protestant, had reasoned about faith and obedience was in some fundamental way flawed. It wasn’t the way Scripture reasoned about faith and obedience.

According to how I had been taught to think, faith had to be carefully separated from obedience as the sole instrument for receiving God’s blessing. Only in this way could the nature of salvation as “pure gift” be preserved. In the Bible, I saw something entirely different.

Suddenly the idea that obedience might be as necessary for us as it was for Noah, or Abraham, or Moses, or Naaman, or the man born blind, no longer sounded impossible.

The next step would come several years later as I graduated from seminary, was ordained into the Protestant ministry and began to preach verse-by-verse through books of the New Testament. It began to become clear to me that the pattern of “faith, leading to obedience, resulting in blessing” I had come to see in the Old Testament continued right on through the New.

Part III: Faith and obedience in the New Testament
https://chnetwork.org/2020/02/12/a-damning-system-of-works-righteousness-part-iii-faith-and-obedience-in-the-new-testament/ 

Ken Hensley, February 12, 2020
Imagine you received a letter from a college you applied to informing you that from the moment you first expressed sincere interest in attending that college, a degree had been credited to you. You were now a graduate. Your diploma was on the way. It was a “done deal.” 
Imagine you then received a second letter from this college, informing you that in order to graduate you would need to attend classes for four years, accomplish required homework, write papers, pass tests, and so forth. Think you might be a bit confused? It’s only when a diploma is something granted you at the end of your college experience that it becomes natural to describe little things like attending classes and doing homework and passing tests as though they were requirements for receiving a diploma.
This is common sense. And it illustrates pretty well the tension I felt as I tried to reconcile the doctrine of justification I had been taught as a Protestant with what I saw on nearly every page of the New Testament.
Justification as Imputation
According to the classic Reformed view of justification, I had been “declared righteous” in God’s sight the moment I first looked to Christ in sincere faith. At that moment, a legal transaction had taken place in which the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ was “imputed” or “credited” to my “account.” This is the sort of language we used to describe what happens in justification.

Yes, I believed that I would go on in my life as a Christian to grow in obedience to Christ. But this had nothing to do with my “justification,” which was having Christ’s righteousness imputed to me and received “by faith alone.”

From the instant I was justified, I was as assured of heaven as Jesus Himself. I was “saved.” It was a “done deal.”

Now, once you’ve defined justification as something that takes place and is completed forever the instant one believes, then, obviously, anything that comes after that in the Christian’s life cannot be viewed as a requirement for receiving the blessing of salvation. Because of this, while I looked at the things that come after justification — discipleship, growth in holiness, good works, and so forth — as evidence of justification, as expressions of thankfulness to God for the free gift of justification, I did not view them as requirements or conditions for the inheritance of eternal life.

To make obedience to God a condition for being saved, well, that would amount to a damning system of works righteousness. That would be the equivalent of saying we earn our own salvation!
Old and New Testament Patterns
Now, as I related in the previous article, I had come, during my time in seminary, to see that obedience in the Old Testament is always presented as a condition for receiving the promised blessings of God. From Noah to Abraham to Moses to the Israelites, the call of God is always, “Trust me, do what I command you to do, and I will bless you.” The pattern we see in the Old Testament is always faith, leading to obedience, resulting in blessing. And never is this viewed as something negative. Never is the response of God’s people in faith and obedience portrayed as some evil form of “works righteousness.”

It was after I graduated from seminary, was ordained into the Protestant ministry, and began on Sundays to preach verse-by- verse through entire books of the New Testament that I was increasingly struck by the sheer number of New Testament passages that presented the same pattern I had seen in the Old Testament.
Faith and Obedience in the Gospels
For instance, what was I to make of a passage like Luke 9:23- 25?

If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for my sake, he will save it. For what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses or forfeits himself?

And what about Luke 14:26? Here Jesus says, “If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple.”

Verse 33 is even stronger: “So therefore, whoever of you does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple.”

If my salvation was assured the moment I first believed, and the righteousness of Christ was credited to my account, why is Jesus describing salvation as though it were contingent on my taking up my cross and following Him and even being willing to lose my life?

What was I to make of John 15:10, where Jesus says, “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love”?

Remain in my love? I thought that from the moment of my justification, when I was clothed in the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ — that, in terms of my standing before God, I was from that moment as righteous as Jesus Himself!

And then, what in the world was I to make of Matthew 25:31- 46, where the eternal destiny of human beings is described as though it will be determined by their good deeds, or lack thereof?

Then the King will say to those at his right hand, “Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me…”

It seemed that the preaching of Jesus reflected the same essential pattern I had seen in the Old Testament: “Trust me (faith), do what I ask you to do (obedience), and you will be blessed (salvation).”
Faith and Obedience in the Epistles
And it wasn’t just Jesus in the Gospels. I was continually running into the same message in the New Testament Epistles.

For instance, what was I to make of Galatians 6:7-9?
Do not be deceived; God is not mocked, for whatever a man sows, that he will also reap. For he who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption; but he who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life. And let us not grow weary in well-doing, for in due season we shall reap, if we do not lose heart.
Here’s Paul, in a letter supposedly devoted to teaching the doctrine of justification by faith alone apart from obedience, and how does he conclude his exhortation to his readers? He concludes by reminding them that they will reap exactly what they sow and that if they want to reap the harvest of eternal life, they had better focus on sowing to the Spirit by “doing good” and persevering in this.
Even more difficult to reconcile with the doctrine of justification by faith alone was Romans 2:6-7, where the Apostle describes obedience as though it were the very key to whether or not one will inherit eternal life.

For he will render to every man according to his works: to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life.

Finally, what was I to make of those passages, scattered throughout the New Testament, that speak as though salvation is not something that is guaranteed at the beginning of one’s walk with Christ?

The Epistle to the Hebrews contains a number of such passages.

Take care, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today,” that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. For we share in Christ, if only we hold our first confidence firm to the end (Heb 3:12- 14, emphasis added; see also 6:4-6, 10:23-31; 12:1-17).

In Colossians 1:22-23 St. Paul reminds his readers that Christ has reconciled them to God in order to present them holy and blameless and irreproachable before Him, “provided that you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel which you heard” (see also 1 Corinthians 10:1-13).

And there were more of these as well.
Explanations and Answers
Of course there were ways of explaining these “difficult” passages, ways of defusing them. The only problem was, these explanations seemed in almost every case to amount to saying in one way or another that Jesus and Paul and the other New Testament authors didn’t really mean what they seem to be saying.
“Sure, Jesus says that to remain in His love we have to keep His commandments. But He doesn’t mean that keeping His commandments is an actual condition for remaining in His love. Surely not. That would be salvation by works! What Jesus really means here is…” At this point there follows some fairly convoluted explanation of how “what Jesus really means here” turns out to be totally different from what Jesus actually said there!

The same with Paul. “Sure, Paul says that God will give eternal life to those who persevere in doing good. But he doesn’t mean that perseverance in doing good is a requirement for receiving eternal life. That would be salvation by works! He just means…”
The same with those passages in Hebrews. “Yes, the author of Hebrews does urge his readers to make sure they do not become hardened by sin and fall away from the living God. But surely he doesn’t mean that it is actually possible for a Christian to fall away from the Living God. He just means…”
I thought about Jesus speaking to crowds of simple men, women, and children and presenting the path to eternal life as though it were about believing in Him (faith) and following Him (obedience). “If you keep my commandments, you will remain in my love.” “If any man will not take up his cross and follow me, he cannot be my disciple.” “It’s not those who say, ‘Lord, Lord,’ but those who do the will of my Father in heaven.” If what Jesus really wanted these simple folk to know was that they would be justified by faith alone, completely apart from obedience, how could He look them in the eyes and say so many of the things He said? And why does Jesus never seem to feel the need to correct the impression His words are giving?

Why do we never find any of the New Testament authors sensing the need to “explain” to their readers how what they are saying about obedience doesn’t conflict with justification by faith alone? There’s not a hint that any of them felt the need to do so.

I struggled for years with how to make these New Testament passages fit the view of justification I had been taught and that I held. Over time I began to suspect that they simply don’t.
It isn’t natural to speak of attending classes and doing homework and passing tests as requirements for receiving a diploma you already have hanging on your wall. And it isn’t natural to speak of persevering obedience as a requirement for receiving a salvation you’ve already had credited to you by faith alone. These New Testament passages do not sit naturally within the theological framework of the Reformed doctrine of justification. They don’t fit.

At some point it struck me. I spent a good deal of time trying to understand how to interpret those “difficult” passages in such a way as to make them fit a doctrine of justification that I never questioned. I assumed the Reformed doctrine to be true to the teaching of Scripture. This was, after all, the very heart of the gospel as taught by Luther and Calvin and all of the Reformers. And what was the alternative but to accept some damning system of works righteousness, like that taught by the Catholic Church?

For the first time the thought entered my mind: What if these passages are not the problem? What if these passages should be read in their natural sense? What if the problem is with the Reformed doctrine of justification? What if Luther and Calvin were wrong?
It was about this time that I learned an old friend from my time in seminary had become Catholic.
Part IV: Imputation: The Heart of the Protestant Doctrine of Justification?
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I had been wrestling for some years with the suspicion that there was something not right about the doctrine of justification I had learned.
If anything was evident to this Protestant preacher, it was that in both the Old and New Testaments the promised blessings of God are consistently described in conditional terms. Things always have to be done in order to receive them. Whether it’s Noah being required to build a boat, Abraham to leave his home, Moses and the children of Israel to cross a burning wilderness, a blind man to “Go, and wash in the Pool of Siloam” in order that he might come up seeing; on every page of Scripture the Lord is saying to His people: Trust me, do what I tell you to do, and I will bless you!
And never is there a hint that somehow this requirement of obedience makes the relationship one of brute legalism rather than of grace. No. Jesus says, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (John 4:5), and throughout the New Testament discipleship is everywhere depicted as a path one must walk and persevere in to the end. Yes, the disciple walks by faith. Yes, he walks in the power of the Holy Spirit and not his own strength. Yes, his obedience, like his faith, flows from a new heart that God has given him (Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27). But still he must walk, and choose to continue walking, and not turn back.

[Christ] has now reconciled [you] in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and blame- less and irreproachable before him, provided that you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel which you heard (Colossians 1:22-23).

All this I could see. And here was my Reformation doctrine of justification insisting that one’s salvation is determined at the moment one first believes when Christ’s own righteousness is legally credited to his account and that, as evangelicals like to put it, there is “nothing we have to do” in order to inherit eternal life. Nothing.

After all — so the reasoning goes — bringing obedience into the picture as a requirement or condition for receiving the blessing and entering heaven, would turn the gospel of grace into a damning system of works righteousness — like the Catholics teach!
Becoming a Theological Detective
About this time, I learned that an old friend from seminary days had left the Protestant ministry to become Catholic. I called to straighten him out and the two of us began to talk.

The more we talked the more I came to understand how the struggles I was having with putting the Reformation understanding of justification together with so much of what I saw in Scripture were struggles the Catholic view of justification answered. I decided to take a fresh run at the entire issue. I would look at the whole history of Christian thought on this doctrine of justification and everything inspired Scripture had to say about it. Like some theological detective, I would take the evidence boxes from their shelves, dump the contents on my desk and examine the case again from scratch.

I drove over to the Fuller Theological Seminary bookstore and picked up Alister McGrath’s classic two-volume work, Iustita Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification. It was recommended as being the most thorough and scholarly historical treatment ever written.

I sat in the coffee shop at Fuller and began to read.
Examining the Historical Evidence
McGrath began with the early Church Fathers. He stated that while these earliest witnesses to the faith of the early Church speak of both faith and obedience as necessary for salvation, there is not a developed doctrine of justification in their writings per se.
This doctrine of justification comes with St. Augustine (354- 430). And when it comes, it is the Catholic doctrine that is presented. Justification is not the crediting of righteousness to the sinner but the entire process by which the sinner is actually made righteous and fit for heaven. McGrath writes: “A real change in man’s being, and not merely his status, is envisaged in his justification, so that he becomes righteous and a son of God, and is not merely treated as if he were righteous and a son of God” (italics original).

The author went on from here to discuss the development of the doctrine of justification during the long millennium separating Augustine and Luther. His conclusion was that what we have here is little more than an elaboration of Augustine’s doctrine. Justification throughout is about the total renovation of the sinner.

Then he came to Luther, Melanchthon, and the Reformation doctrine of justification as legal imputation. I read the following paragraph and jumped up as though my chair was on fire.

Despite the astonishing theological diversity of the late medieval period, a consensus relating to the nature of justification was maintained throughout …. It continued to be understood as the process by which a man is made righteous …. The essential feature of the Reformation doctrine of justification is that a deliberate and systematic distinction is made between justification and regeneration … where none had been acknowledged before in the history of the Christian doctrine. A fundamental discontinuity was introduced into the western theological tradition where none had ever existed, or ever been contemplated, before. The Reformation understanding of the nature of justification [as imputation] must therefore be regarded as a genuine theological novum (italics added).

So many thoughts raced through my mind. What? For five hundred years we Protestants have been declaring the Reformation doctrine of justification to be the “article upon which the Church stands or falls” and insisting that this precise understanding of justification is so crucial to the Gospel of God’s grace that it’s doubtful anyone who rejects it could be a true Christian. And now I hear this world-class Protestant scholar admitting that the idea was brand spanking new with Luther? That it was unknown in the first fifteen centuries of Church history? That the idea had never even been “contemplated” in fifteen hundred years of theological reflection?

I immediately wanted to leave the historical case and move on to examining the biblical evidence. If no one before Luther thought of justification as the Reformers did, what exactly was the New Testament evidence in support of it? After all, one would think that if the evidence was strong, someone, somewhere, over the course of a millennium and a half would have seen it!
Examining the Biblical Evidence
I closed McGrath and opened John Murray’s classic Protestant work: Redemption Accomplished and Applied. I read his chapter on justification and was struck by two things:

First was the simple fact that Murray could point to no passage in the New Testament that actually describes justification as the legal imputation of Christ’s righteousness. Not one. Rather, he explained, this “truth” is one that while not stated can be “inferred” from other things that are stated, especially in the writings of St. Paul.

Now this is not necessarily a deal-breaker. Something that is inferred rather than stated can be true — like the doctrine of the Trinity, which is nowhere spelled out explicitly in Scripture.

At the same time, given that Paul devoted more space to the doctrine of justification than any other New Testament author, and was concerned specifically with debates about how believers are justified, if imputed righteous really was as central to his thinking as Protestantism has insisted it is, it does seem a bit strange that he never got around to simply saying it.

Second, when I looked at the biblical passages and themes from which Murray inferred the idea of imputation, none of them seemed to require the interpretation he gave them or to demand the inference he made from them. For most of them, it was as easy to infer the Catholic position as the Protestant!

For instance, he brought forward texts that describe justification, or righteousness (same word in both the Hebrew and the Greek) as the “free gift” of God and inferred from this that justification is the legal imputation of Christ’s righteousness to the believer. But why? I thought. Catholics also believe that justification is the free gift of God. They just understand the nature of justification differently.

He referred to passages that describe justification as received “by faith” and inferred from this that justification is the legal imputation of righteousness. But again, how exactly does this argue that justification is the legal imputation of Christ’s righteous rather than the actual imparting of righteousness as Catholicism teaches? Either one, it struck me, could be received “by faith.”

Murray pointed out that in Scripture the verb “to justify” does not normally mean “to make righteous” but rather to “declare one to be righteous.” From this he inferred imputation.

But again, how does this argue for imputation? OK, the verb “to justify” most often means “to declare one to be righteous.” What if God “declares” His people to be righteous because He has begun the work of actually making them righteous?

Murray’s strongest evidence — what Protestants take to be the deathblow to any view other than the Protestant view — was to point to where Paul reminds his readers that “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness” (Romans 4:3). Murray infers from this that God saw Abraham’s faith and imputed or credited the righteousness of Christ to Abraham’s account.

Except that what the text says is that God saw Abraham’s faith and reckoned it, considered it, counted it as righteousness. In fact, Paul right away speaks of the man whose “faith is reckoned as righteousness” and he equates this with the man’s sins being “forgiven” (Romans 4:5 and 7).

To summarize, it seemed to me that once one assumed the truth of the Protestant conception of justification it could be read into all these biblical texts. One could import imputation into each of them. But it didn’t arise from what the biblical authors actually said. There was no New Testament passage from which it followed as a necessary inference.

No wonder it took fifteen hundred years for someone to see it.

Protestants in Protest Against Protestantism
It turns out that despite the insistence of Reformation-minded Protestants that imputation constitutes the absolutely non-negotiable heart of the Gospel, the actual biblical evidence for it is so thin that a number of high-profile Protestant (not Catholic!) Scripture scholars have in recent years come out advocating that the idea be discarded.

For instance, New Testament scholar Robert Gundry:

The doctrine that Christ’s righteousness is imputed to believing sinners needs to be abandoned …. The doctrine of imputation is not even biblical. Still less is it “essential” to the Gospel.

In fact, there are so many recognized scholars beginning to take this position that Gundry is willing to speak of a new “developing standard in biblical-theological circles.”

For me, taking the idea of imputation out of the picture, and with it the notion that because we have been clothed in Christ’s righteousness we are guaranteed heaven and there is nothing we have to do and so forth — was like taking a wrench out of the biblical machinery. Now, when I heard Jesus say, “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love” (John 15:10), I wouldn’t have to explain how Jesus isn’t really saying what it sounds like He’s saying. God’s word could be allowed to speak.
As the same time I could hear my evangelical friends quoting to me from St. Paul: “For we hold that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the law” (Romans 3:28) and asking me: How can you read these words and believe that our obedience is in any way, shape or form a condition for entering heaven? How?

Part V: But Paul says, “Not of works!”
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Do not be deceived; God is not mocked, for whatever a man sows, that he will also reap. For he who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption; but he who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life. And let us not grow weary in well-doing, for in due season we shall reap, if we do not lose heart (Gal 6:7-9).
I was still a number of years away from giving even a thought to the Catholic Church when I had come to accept a view of salvation that was more Catholic than Reformed. What I had become convinced of — from Scripture alone — was that in the teaching of both Old and New Testaments, perseverance in faith and obedience is required of those who would receive God’s blessing, including the blessing of eternal life.

A thousand stories and statements in Scripture pointed in this direction: the path to eternal life is the path of faith and obedience. Not perfect obedience. I knew that my obedience to Christ would be no more perfect than my faith in Christ. I knew that in order to persevere to the end in faith and obedience, God’s grace and forgiveness would be needed every step of the way. But still, I was convinced that the path to eternal life was foreshadowed by, and therefore is like, the path of the Israelites to the Promised Land. You recall that in order to reach their destination, Moses and the children of Israel had to trust God’s word and follow the pillar of cloud by day and fire by night. Same with us.

So how was I to understand St. Paul’s explicit insistence that “a man is justified by faith apart from works of the law” (Rom 3:28)? The answer for me was rooted in coming to see that in the Bible not all “works” are the same. There is a kind of “works,” a kind of obedience, that is absolutely required for salvation, and there is a kind of “works,” a kind of obedience, that is absolutely rejected for salvation.

Now, lest one suspect that this is a clever distinction I’ve devised in order to get around Paul’s clear teaching that salvation is by faith and “not because of works, lest any man should boast” (Eph 2:8-9), let me point out that this is a distinction that can be easily seen throughout the Bible.
The Obedience of Faith
From the beginning, there were always those — usually only a remnant — who responded to God’s call with humble faith and who walked with God in the obedience that flows from humble faith. These are the Old Testament saints described in Hebrews chapter 11:

By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain, through which he received approval as righteous, God bearing witness by accepting his gifts (Hebrews 11:4).

By faith Noah, being warned by God concerning events as yet unseen, took heed and constructed an ark for the saving of his household (Hebrews 11:7).

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place which he was to receive as an inheritance (Heb 11:8).

Notice that in each of these examples, both faith and the obedience that flowed from faith were “necessary” in order to receive God’s commendation and blessing. Noah had to build the ark in order to be saved. Abraham had to leave his home in order to receive the inheritance. Abel received approval as righteous because by faith he offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than his brother Cain.

Notice as well that the author of Hebrews does not set these Old Testament figures forward as examples of those who attempted to “earn” God’s blessings by their “works” so that they might “boast” in their “achievement.” There’s not a hint that the author of Hebrews means to present these as illustrations of men and women living under a “damning system of works righteousness.” Instead, they are described as those with whom God was “pleased” (Hebrews 11:5-6) and are presented as examples for New Testament believers to emulate!

This is the obedience of faith. This is the kind of obedience that is required of those who would inherit eternal life.
The Obedience of Works
But then there is another kind of obedience. While some responded to God’s gracious call with an obedience of faith, too often the majority did not. These responded with a different kind of obedience. And while the obedience of those described in Hebrews 11 “pleased” God, the obedience of these others was a stench in God’s nostrils.

Bring no more vain offerings; incense is an abomination to me. New moon and Sabbath and the calling of assemblies — I cannot endure iniquity and solemn assembly. Your new moons and your appointed feasts my soul hates; they have become a burden to me, I am weary of bearing them … Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes; Cease to do evil, learn to do good (Isa 1:13-17).

In essence, the mindset of those described by Isaiah — and there are many other similar passages — went something like this: “God is going to bless us because we are the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Because we bear the covenant sign of circumcision. Because we possess the law and the temple and the priesthood and the sacrifices. Because we observe the Sabbath and the required festivals and keep ourselves ceremonially pure.”
These believed they “had it made” because they were the right people and because they wore those badges of identity that marked them out as separate from the Gentile nations surrounding them.

While there are a number of passages in the Old Testament that describe this kind of “obedience” — an obedience that appears to be the very opposite of obedience — it is the prophet Jeremiah who boils this “obedience of works” down to its essence: Behold, the days are coming when I will punish all those who are circumcised but yet uncircumcised … for all the house of Israel is uncircumcised in heart” (Jer 9:26).

At its heart, the “obedience of faith” is an obedience that flows from humility. This is the obedience that pleases God and is necessary to receive God’s blessing. The “obedience of works” is an obedience that flows from pride and is the opposite of what God desires.
The Obedience of Works in the Gospels
This contrast we find throughout the Old Testament is never a contrast between faith and obedience. It’s a contrast between the humble and the proud, between those who trust God and, therefore, seek to walk in His ways (faith and obedience) and those who trust in their own righteousness.

And when we move into the New Testament, we find the same contrast being described, and the same message that was preached by Isaiah and Jeremiah now preached by John the Baptist and Our Lord Himself!

What did John say to the Pharisees and Sadducees who came to Him? “Bear fruit that befits repentance, and do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham” (Matt 3:8-10). In other words, “You who are trusting in your status as a Jew, I don’t care whose descendant you are! I don’t care that you are able to boast that you are among the circumcised! What God desires, what God requires, is humble faith and the obedience that flows from humble faith!”

And what did Our Lord say to the religious leaders in the temple?

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for you tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law, justice and mercy and faith; these you ought to have done, without neglecting the others. You blind guides, straining at a gnat and swallowing a camel! Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cleanse the outside of the cup and of the plate, but inside they are full of extortion and rapacity. You blind Pharisee! First cleanse the inside of the cup and of the plate, that the outside also may be clean (Matt 23:23-26).

Whether we read Isaiah or Jeremiah or John the Baptist or Jesus, in each of these cases notice that we do not find obedience to God being set against faith in God. It isn’t ever faith or obedience. And it isn’t that the Jews being addressed in all these passages were focused on “obedience” when they ought to have been focused on “faith.” Ironically, their problem was precisely that they were not focused on faith or obedience! They did not walk in the steps of the faith of their father Abraham.

In their minds, it was enough that they could claim Abraham as their father — and make sure to keep the outside of the cup nice and clean.
The Obedience of Works in Paul
And, yes, what I’m suggesting is that when the Apostle Paul says that we are saved by faith and “not because of works, lest any man should boast” (Eph 2:8-9), he isn’t setting faith in opposition to obedience. When he writes, “For we hold that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the law” (Rom 3:28) he isn’t saying that we are justified by “faith alone” apart from the need to be obedient to Christ. He isn’t saying, “There is nothing a believer has to do in order to inherit eternal life, and if you think there is then you have bought yourself into a damning system of works righteousness!” Rather, Paul is standing directly in line with Isaiah, Jeremiah, John the Baptist, and Jesus and saying nothing more or less than what they said in their own way and in their own circumstances.

At the time Paul was writing, he was dealing with a situation in which certain Jewish believers, mainly from among the Pharisees, were insisting that for Gentiles to be saved they had to be circumcised and keep the customs of Moses — essentially that they had to become Jews (see Acts 11:1-3 and 15:1-2; Rom 3:28- 30 and 4:9-12; Gal 2:1-5 and 11-16).

In response to this, when Paul says that a man is “justified by faith, apart from works of the law,” what he is saying is: “A man is justified by faith in Christ, not by being circumcised and living under the Mosaic code.”

And for Paul, faith in Christ includes love for Christ and obedience to His commandments.
Conclusion
Three times in his letters to the Galatians and the Corinthians the Apostle Paul states clearly and simply exactly what doesn’t matter to God, what doesn’t count with God. He also tells us what does. While evidence for the understanding of Paul I’ve outlined here can be found scattered throughout his writings, it was these three statements that confirmed to me that I was on the right path with Paul.

For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is of any avail, but faith working through love (Gal 5:6).

For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation (Gal 6:15).

For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of God (1 Cor 7:19).

Three times Paul tells us what doesn’t matter to God. Three times he uses exactly the same language to impress on his readers precisely what doesn’t count with God: it’s whether or not one has received the sign of circumcision. “Who cares whether one is a Jew or not!” Paul says. After all, as he had already stated earlier in his Letter to the Galatians, in Christ Jesus there is no longer Jew or Greek, but all have become sons of God and heirs of the promises made to Abraham through faith and baptism (Gal 3:26-29).
So what does matter to God? What does count with God? What matters, what counts, Paul says, is that we: (a) possess a faith that works through love (Gal 5:6); that we (b) have become a new creation in Christ (Gal 6:15); and that we (c) keep the commandments of God (1 Cor 7:19).

Faith and obedience. It would be some years before I would realize that this is, in essence, the Catholic view of salvation.
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How did this Protestant minister come to abandon the classically Reformed (Calvinist) doctrine of justification and accept as biblical and true what he once considered unbiblical, false, and even damning?
In this article, I want to recap seven intellectual steps I took during my years in seminary and as a Baptist pastor that brought me to the borderland between Protestantism and Catholicism and created in me a desire to hear what the Catholic Church had to say in answer to that most important question: What must I do to inherit eternal life?

The answer I had been taught went like this: At the instant I reached out to Christ in faith, all my sins were credited to His account and all His righteousness was credited to mine. This is the doctrine of “imputation.” At that moment, all my sins were forgiven, including all future sins. I was saved, and no sin I would ever commit could alter that fact.

While obedience to God would follow in my life as a Christian, as I grew in faith and knowledge and as the Holy Spirit did His work in me, any talk of obedience, as though it were a requirement or condition for salvation, was to be entirely rejected. After all, if this were the case, salvation would no longer be the “free gift of God.” Eternal life would then be something I had “earned.” Then God would not receive “all the glory” for the great work of redemption. Then I would have something in which to “boast.” In short, this would turn the Gospel of grace into a “damning system of works righteousness.”

No, according to this view, faith is, and must be, the only condition for salvation. And since the Catholic Church continually speaks of faith and obedience as though both were conditions for entering heaven, Catholicism, I believed, was the epitome of a “damning system of works righteousness.”

So how did things change for me?
Step One
I came to see that in the Old Testament stories of men and women and their relationships with God, God always required faith and obedience of those who would receive His blessing.
An illustration of this could be found on virtually every page. Noah had to trust God and build an ark in order to be saved from the flood. Abraham had to trust God and leave his home and kindred in order to seek an inheritance from God. Moses and the Israelites had to trust God and follow the pillar of cloud and fire through the wilderness in order to enter the Promised Land. Naaman had to trust God and wash in the Jordan in order to be cleansed of his leprosy.

In the stories of the Old Testament, faith and obedience were always required of those who would receive God’s blessing. God was always saying to His people: “Trust me and do what I tell you to do, and I will bless you!”
Step Two
It struck me that this is never presented as something bad.
If anything was clear to this Protestant, it was this: the second you make obedience to God a requirement for receiving His blessing, you are waist-deep in a damning system of works righteousness. You’ve turned the Gospel of grace on its head. You are now a “legalist.”

So how come there wasn’t a hint of this in these Old Testament stories? Why was there not a whiff of a notion that because obedience had been required of Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Naaman, these had now “earned” God’s blessing and had something in which to “boast”? Why was there no sense that by these examples God had now been robbed of His glory? Why is this all presented as something good?

I was beginning at this point to scratch my head a little.
Step Three
I came to see that the pattern illustrated in the lives of these Old Testament figures carried right on through into the New Testament.
In the Gospels, Jesus comes saying “Believe in me!”

But He also comes saying, “If you keep my commandments you will remain in my love” (Jn 15:10). He also comes saying, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matt 7:21).

It was the same with Paul. In his letters, the Apostle insists that a man is justified by faith in Christ “apart from works of the law” (Rom 3:28). But he also insists that in order to reap the harvest of eternal life, we must persevere in good deeds. “Let us not grow weary in doing good, for in due season we shall reap, if we do not lose heart” (Gal 6:7-9).

The writings of Peter and Paul, James and John are filled with passages like these. 
But the passage that really hit me was Hebrews chapter 11. Here the inspired author rehearses a number of Old Testament examples of those who through faith and obedience received the promised blessings of God — including Noah and Abraham and Moses — and he sets them forward as examples for us to imitate!

But these are all examples of a pattern we Protestants thought of as heresy! If believing that we must trust God and do what God says in order to receive God’s blessing is the essence of legalism, why are we being shown these examples? Why are we being cheered on to imitate them?

I was beginning now to scratch my head a great deal!
Step Four
I came to understand that when St. Paul speaks of “works” or “works of the law” he isn’t talking about obedience to Christ.

In other words, I came to believe that at the heart of the Reformation view of salvation, a critical mistake had been made. We took Paul to be setting faith in opposition to obedience and teaching that we are saved by faith in Christ apart from obedience to Christ.

What I came to understand was that in passages where Paul speaks against “works” or “works of the law,” he has something specific in mind. He was dealing with a situation in which certain Jewish believers were insisting that in order to be saved Gentile converts would need to receive circumcision and begin to keep the “customs of Moses” — essentially they would need to become Jews. In other words, when Paul sets “works” in opposition to “faith,” he’s not saying that we are saved by faith alone, apart from obedience to Christ. He’s saying that we are saved by faith in Christ, not by becoming Jews.

And for Paul, faith in Christ includes obedience to Christ.

I found that a careful reading of Galatians and Romans confirmed this interpretation. Read through Galatians for hints of exactly what Paul has in mind when he uses the term “works” and you will find him talking about circumcision (1:3-5; 5:6; 6:15), Jewish dietary laws (2:11-21) and Jewish Sabbaths and festivals (4:8-11). You will never find him insisting that obedience doesn’t matter. But you will find him insisting — repeatedly — that it doesn’t matter whether one is a Jew and whether one has been circumcised (3:27-29; 5:6; 6:15).

And the same is true in Paul’s letter to the Romans.
Step Five
I learned that the Reformation doctrine of justification as the imputation of Christ’s righteousness had never been held, had never even been conceived, in the first fifteen hundred years of Christian thought.
And from a well-respected Protestant theologian, no less!

Given that I was already seeing so many weaknesses in the position, this had a real effect on me. I remember thinking: For five hundred years we Protestants have been insisting that justification by the imputed righteousness of Christ is the heart and soul of the Gospel, so much so that it’s doubtful any who deny it — Catholics, for instance — could even be real Christians. And now I learn that the idea was brand new at the time of the Reformation in the 16th century?
Step Six
I learned that an increasing number of Protestant biblical scholars were beginning to discard the doctrine of “imputation” as not really taught in the Bible.
For instance, New Testament scholar Robert Gundry writes: “The doctrine that Christ’s righteousness is imputed to believing sinners needs to be abandoned …. The doctrine of imputation is not even biblical. Still less is it ‘essential’ to the Gospel.”

Apparently, so many recognized Protestant scholars are beginning to take this position that Gundry is willing to speak of a new “developing standard in biblical theological circles.”

A new developing standard!
Step Seven
I examined the New Testament evidence for the Protestant doctrine of justification and found it surprisingly thin.
As it turns out, nowhere in the New Testament is justification described as the legal imputation or crediting of Christ’s righteousness to the account of the one who believes. Nowhere. And nowhere is anything said that necessarily implies this.

In fact, when I examined carefully the primary New Testament passage cited as teaching the doctrine of imputation, it fell apart completely. I’m talking about Romans 4:3, where Paul quotes Genesis 15:6: “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” Because the word “reckoned” can also be translated as credited or imputed, Protestants read this passage and take it to mean that when Abraham believed God, God credited or imputed righteousness to him.

But this cannot be what Genesis 15:6 is saying.

First, if Genesis 15:6 is supposed to be describing the moment when God legally credited righteousness to Abraham’s account and Abraham was “justified by faith alone,” what was I to make of the fact that at the time of this event Abraham had already been walking in the steps of faith for some twenty-five years? Are we to say Abraham wasn’t justified during all those years? That Abraham didn’t have “real faith” when he left his home back in Genesis 12:4 to follow the Lord to a land he would inherit?

Second, where is the idea of legal imputation in Genesis 15:6? The word translated “reckoned” can also be translated “considered,” “counted,” and “imputed.” 
When I say that I “reckon” someone to be a good man, that I “consider” someone to be a good man, that I “impute” goodness to someone, do I mean that I have legally transferred goodness to that man’s account? No. I just mean that I consider him to be a good man! That’s all I mean. There’s no reason to assume that Genesis 15:6 is talking about what Protestants mean by “legal imputation.”

Third, notice that the passage doesn’t even say, “Abraham believed God and righteousness was reckoned to him.” What the passage says is that Abraham believed God and his “faith was reckoned as righteousness.”

In other words, the essential meaning of the passage seems to be similar to what we find in Genesis 7:1, where God says to Noah, “Go into the ark, you and all your household, for I have seen that you are righteous before me in this generation.” Or what we find in Hebrews 11:4: “By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain, through which he received approval as righteous.” The most natural reading of Genesis 15:6 is that because of Abraham’s faith, he received approval as being righteous. God is saying, “I have seen you as righteous before me in this generation.”

Finally, I found that the exact words “and it was reckoned to him as righteousness” occur only one other time in the entire Old Testament, and in a passage that, to put it mildly, would be difficult to interpret as Protestants interpret Genesis 15:6.

In Numbers 25 we read about a terrible time in Israel’s history. The people have fallen into idolatry. They’re offering sacrifices to the gods of the Moabites and committing adultery with Moabite women. The Lord’s anger is kindled and He sends a plague among them. As Moses and the faithful of Israel are on their faces weeping before the tent of meeting and crying out to God, Aaron’s grandson Phinehas sees an Israelite man take a woman into his tent in the sight of everyone. Phinehas rises, takes his spear in hand, runs to the tent, and impales the two of them.

In Psalm 106:31 this event is recalled and hear the most interesting thing said about this man Phinehas:

“They provoked the Lord to anger with their doings, and a plague broke out among them. Then Phinehas stood up and interposed, and the plague was stayed. And that has been reckoned to him as righteousness from generation to generation forever.”

These are the same words as we find in Genesis 15:6.

Now, I’m not entirely certain, but I imagine there aren’t many Protestant biblical scholars who would wish to make Psalm 106 the basis for a doctrine of “justification by execution alone.”

In Psalm 106:31, God is commenting on something He sees in this man Phinehas. He sees in Phinehas zeal for the holiness of God and He approves Phinehas as being a righteous man. He says to Phinehas what he said to Noah, “I have seen you as righteous before me in this generation.” It is the same with Genesis 15:6. Neither of these passages has anything to do with the legal imputation of righteousness.
Conclusion
So how does Catholicism put the biblical pieces together on this subject of justification? Having taken these seven steps in my thinking about the Reformed doctrine of justification, I was ready to listen to the answer the Church would give to this important question.
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What does it mean to be justified? As a Protestant, I would have answered like this: “At the moment we believe in Christ, His righteousness is imputed (credited) to our account. We are from that moment in God’s sight as righteous as Christ Himself. Our salvation is assured. We are saved — past tense!”
At the same time, I struggled with this view because it seemed to me that in both Old and New Testaments salvation is never presented as something “assured” at the beginning of one’s journey with God.

I thought about the Exodus, the primary Old Testament image of salvation. Do we see the children of Israel “assured” of reaching the Promised Land from the moment they put their faith in God’s word through Moses? Is the promised inheritance “credited” to them at that moment? No. To reach the end of their journey, they must sacrifice the Passover lamb, and walk out of Egypt, and cross the Red Sea, and follow the pillar of cloud by day and fire by night, and receive the bread from heaven every morning, and keep God’s commandments, and offer sacrifice to make atonement when they fail.

The promised inheritance isn’t guaranteed at the beginning, but to those who persevere in faith and the obedience that flows from faith.

I could see this pattern illustrated throughout the Old Testament, and I could see that it continued unchanged in the New. “If a man loves me,” Jesus said, “he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him” (Jn 14:23). “To him who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God” (Rev 2:7). “For we share in Christ, if only we hold our first confidence firm to the end” (Heb 3:14).

How was I to take this message seriously when I had been taught that Christ’s perfect righteousness was credited to me the instant I first believed and that my salvation was a “done deal”?

From Genesis to Revelation, the message of God’s Word is consistent: “Know therefore that the Lord your God is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments” (Deut 7:9). 
According to Catholic teaching, justification isn’t about Jesus fulfilling the call to “love God and keep his commandments” and then crediting that to us. It isn’t about righteousness being “imputed” to us. Instead, justification is about God acting in us to make us the sort of people who have the ability to love God, keep His commandments, and live.
Old Testament Promises
There are a handful of passages in the Old Testament that speak directly to this issue. These passages describe what God will do to solve the problem of our inability to love God and keep His commandments. In none of them do we hear a whisper about the imputation of righteousness.

The first is in the book of Deuteronomy. Moses is preparing the people of Israel to cross over the Jordan into the Promised Land. He has reminded them of God’s call upon their lives to love Him and keep His commandments. At the same time, Moses knows that because they are a sinful people they will not be able to do this and therefore they will suffer. But the day will come, Moses promises, when the Lord will step in to solve the problem. “The Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you will love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live” (Deut 30:6).

Notice, the solution is not to “credit” love and obedience to God’s people so that they can be “regarded” as having loved God and kept His commandments. The solution is to change them from the inside, to circumcise their hearts, so that they become the kind of people who “will” love the Lord their God and live.

In Jeremiah 31:31-34 we find the first explicit promise of a New Covenant God will one day make with His people.

The first thing we learn is that this New Covenant will not be “like the covenant which I made with their fathers when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant which they broke.” So how exactly will this New Covenant differ from the Old? “This is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts.” In other words, God will change the hearts of His people, enabling them to love Him and keep His commandments. And then, “I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.” In the New Covenant, God will forgive sins and make His people the sort of people who can do what they could not previously do.

One more Old Testament passage. In Ezekiel 36:24-27 we are given even more detail as to what this New Covenant will entail. The passage is so rich that I think we should read it in full.

For I will take you from the nations, and gather you from all the countries, and bring you into your own land. I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances.

Again, there is nothing here about the legal imputation or crediting or transfer of righteousness.

When the Lord institutes a New Covenant with His people, it will be about imparting righteousness to them. It will be about washing their sins away and circumcising their hearts to love the Lord their God, removing their hearts of stone and giving them hearts of flesh, writing His laws on their hearts. It will be about giving them His own Spirit. In short, the New Covenant will bring the forgiveness of sins and the ability to love God and keep His commandments and live.
The New Testament Fulfillment
Now if this is what we find promised in the Old Testament, this is what we ought to find fulfilled in the New. And we do.

St. Paul offers the fullest treatment of the New Testament doctrine of justification in his Epistle to the Romans. In chapters 1 and 2 he reminds his readers that they are called to love God and keep His commandments. “To those who by patience in doing good seek for glory and honor and immortality, He will give eternal life” (Rom 2:7).

In chapter 3, Paul establishes that both Jews and Gentiles are under the power of sin and have both failed to love God and obey Him as they ought. “Since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 3:23).

In chapters 4 and 5, Paul argues that through faith in Christ, who reconciled us to God through His blood, we are brought from the state of being in Adam to that of being “in Christ,” where we have received “the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness” (Rom 5:17).

In chapter 6, St. Paul explains what exactly happens to us when we come to faith in Christ. In our Baptism, he says, we are united to Christ in His death and resurrection and experience our own death to sin and resurrection to life. The power of sin is broken in our lives. We are no longer “slaves to sin” but are given the ability “to walk in newness of life.” The Apostle is clearly not talking about the legal imputation of righteousness but about an experienced reality. And he refers to this dying and rising to as our being “justified from sin” (Rom 6:7).

In chapters 7 and 8, Paul adds the final touch. It is the Spirit of God coming to dwell within us that enables us to love God and keep His commandments. Listen to how St. Paul summarizes his entire teaching on justification in Romans 8:1-4, and as you read it, remember Deuteronomy 30, Jeremiah 31, and Ezekiel 36.

There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and death. For what the law could not do in that it was weakened by the sinful flesh, God has done, sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, put sin to death so that the righteous requirements of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit (Rom 8:1-4).

According to St. Paul, the righteous requirements of the law — that we love God and keep His commandments — are fulfilled in us as we walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. 
This is how the righteous requirements of the law are fulfilled in us. This sounds exactly like Ezekiel 36:26-27: “A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances.”

No wonder St. Paul begins his Letter to the Romans by describing the Gospel as “the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes” (Rom 1:16). His message is not about the imputation of righteousness. His message is about power — to become what God has called us to become and to do what God has called us to do. “For the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you will love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live” (Deut 30:6).
Conclusion
But how can our imperfect love and obedience be acceptable to a God who is “of purer eyes than to behold iniquity and cannot look on wrong” (Hab 1:13)? We can understand God accepting us on the basis of the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ credited to our account. But our feeble and inconsistent love and obedience? How can God accept this?

The answer is simple: God is compassionate and forgiving to those who (imperfectly) love Him and (imperfectly) keep His commandments.

Remember when the Prodigal Son returned home? His father didn’t say to him, “Son, I see your repentance and desire to do right, but these are imperfect and therefore do not provide sufficient basis for me to accept you. Come back when a perfect righteousness has been credited to your account!” Instead, what do we read in the Gospel?

While he was yet at a distance, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him … [And] said to his servants, “Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet; and bring the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and make merry; for this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.” And they began to make merry (Lk 15).

Once I understood that this was the Catholic teaching, I was home. A “damning system of works righteousness”?

Not even close. Not even close.
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Part X:
https://player.fm/series/on-the-journey-with-matt-and-ken/a-damning-system-of-works-righteousness-part-x-on-the-journey-ep-26
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MZ8ks4bHA6o 
Matt Swaim and Ken Hensley continue to look at evidence for justification being by the legal imputation of Christ's righteousness in the Bible, this time diving into the New Testament.
The theology of the Reformation, crafted and put forth by leaders like Martin Luther and John Calvin, argues that when God saves someone, He credits His righteousness to their account. Catholics, Orthodox, Wesleyans and a number of other groups of Christians believe that when God saves someone, He actually forgives them and empowers them by grace to truly *become* righteous.

So what does the New Testament teach about how God saves someone? Matt and Ken explore the evidence in the latest episode of On the Journey...

