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Justi�ied by Faith, by Grace, by Christ2  

The doctrine of justi�ication offers a particular lens to human reality. 
Lutheran approach to the question of justi�ication is philosophical 
and mystical and suggests a faith language about the human 
existence, addressing theologically the different aspects of human life 
and hopes in this life and beyond.3 In Lutheran grammar, the keys to 
understand human experience and the sources of hope are described 
with a theological terminology that draws attention back to Christ 
and what Christ does for human beings: that Christ justi�ies and sets 
one free. Luther’s teaching of grace and holiness, forgiveness and 
freedom are all encompassed with the term “justi�ication,” which is 
the heart of Lutheran theology. Luther or Lutherans did not, however, 
invent the word.  
 

2Readings; see footnote 1.  
3On doctrine of justi�ication, see Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, One with God: Salvation as Dei�ication and Justi�ication (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 
Press, 2004); Tuomo Mannermaa, Christ Present in Faith: Luther’s View of Justi�ication, transl. Kirsi Stjerna (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2005); Alister E. McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine of Justi�ication, 3rd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005).  
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The word “justi�ication” in English sounds like the word “justice”; they come 
from the same root. In German, die Rechtfertigung and in Latin, iustitia similarly 
enough generate an image of a court room, law, and judging. Whereas in a 
religious sense the word strikes alien and requires explaining, in everyday use 
it is more easily understood, as a word referring to right-ness or entitlement or 
permission to do something. In religious discourse, behind the use of such a 
term is a long history of theological phrasing about the status of human-God 
relationship and the processes through which human beings have a chance to 
be redeemed or restored in their condition vis-à-vis their God and thereby be 
saved.4 Since the days of church father Augustine of Hippo, Christian theology 
has assumed and taught that human being had to be made right in this 
relationship. The relationship itself had to be made right, restored, to use the 
traditional Christian terminology.  

Given what is known of Luther’s Anfechtung and feeling of not meeting the 
expectations of God and failing miserably in his hopes to attain even 
satisfactory holiness, it is logical that he would employ the word “justi�ication.” 
Based on how he understood the just and merciful God of the Bible, something 
had to take place to justify one’s return to the kind of status and relationship 
with God that God had intended. A justi�ication act was needed to override what 
was separating human being from God—that is, be free from or overcome those 
factors that would separate one from God, which would mean the end of all ends 
and a status or condition of hopelessness, with no hope beyond death. 
Ultimately salvation language, which justi�ication language is, sets hopes for life 
after death and eternal union with God the source of life. Behind justi�ication 
language, thus, is a theological assumption that there is a problem in God—
human relationship and, in all human relations and the human existence in 
general, a distortion that needs correcting. A related assumption is that 
something must take place to override this dissonance and to restore the 
human being to a fresh relationship with God. In thusly corrected relationship, 
God is encountered merciful and not wrathful.  

This was Luther’s transforming, life-changing insight, �inding the merciful loving God, 
revealed to him in the Scriptures. The word “justi�ication” worked for Luther in his efforts to 
explain this experience and the theological rationales and hopes for that. The word 
“justi�ication” became his word to explain the impact of Christ’s person and life on human 
beings’ condition and fate; Christology is the framework for his arguments. Thus, regardless 
of how awkward the word is in today’s language, theologically it is an unmovable �ixture in 
Lutheran theology. It only works, though, when paired with another powerful word for 
Luther, namely, “faith.”  
4The rich and multilayered term “justi�ication” in theology has typically referred to the act or process of one being made right, acceptable, 
and reconciled with God.  
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In Lutheran faith language, justi�ication by faith is an umbrella statement as 
well as the speci�ic core for every other theological statement in Lutheran 
grammar. Given such weight, it is stated strikingly succinctly in the Augsburg 
Confession article four:  

Likewise, they teach that human beings cannot be justi�ied before God [non 
possint iusti�icari coram Deo] by their own powers, merits, or works. But they 
are justi�ied as a gift on account of Christ through faith when they believe that 
they are received into grace and that their sins are forgiven on account of 
Christ [gratis iusti�icentur propter Christum per �idem], who by his death made 
satisfaction [satisfecit] for our sins. God reckons [imputat] this faith as 
righteousness [iustitia]. (Rom. 3[:21–26] and 4[:5] (AC 4:1–3)5  

The emphasis in the article is two-fold: �irst, that forgiveness is the speci�ic 
personal impact of what happens in justi�ication, and second, that human 
beings as a result of this restoration are received into a restored communion 
with God—in grace—without their own earning or demonstrated worth and 
achievement; the communion has been justi�ied, healed, and made possible, by 
Christ. The article thus speaks of a gift, from God, to the human being. Christ is 
the hinge and the rationale, the justi�ier. The article assumes that Christ’s 
contribution is necessary, explicating the centuries earlier established 
Christian belief about atonement6—that is, that a reconciliation was indeed 
necessary, because of the reality of sin and because of who and how God is as 
God of justice and mercy.  

The placing of this article in the Augsburg Confession is important. It comes 
after the statements of faith in God (AC 1) and concerning Christ (AC 3), and the 
original sin (AC 2); they set the foundation for why justi�ication can and needs 
to happen: because of who God is and what sin does. What follows is an article 
on ministry (AC 5), which is explained to exist for the purpose of “obtaining” 
the kind of faith that justi�ies, and after that an article on “new obedience” (AC 
6) that the justifying faith naturally produces. This article needs to be read side 
by side with the justi�ication article; together they underscore faith as the 
central agent, stimulus, and fruit. 
 
5From the German text, a slightly different wording of the article: “Furthermore, it is taught that we receive forgiveness of sin and become 
righteous before God out of grace that we cannot obtain forgiveness of sin and righteousness before God through our merit, work, or 
satisfactions, but we receive forgiveness of sin and become righteous before God out of grace for Christ’s sake through faith when we 
believe that Christ has suffered for us and that for his sake our sin is forgiven and righteousness and eternal life are given to us. For God 
will regard and reckon this faith as righteousness in his sight, as St. Paul says in Romans 3[:21-26] and 4[:5]” (AC 4:1–3).  
6Atonement theories refer to theological rationales for the reasons and means of reconciliation between God and human beings, whose sin, 
disobedience, is atoned via Christ’s redeeming work and obedience (e.g., Anselm of Canterbury).  
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   Faith justi�ies, makes one right with God, and the same faith then results in 
“good fruits” in human life. “Likewise, they teach that this faith is bound to yield 
good fruits and that it ought to do good works commanded by God on account 
of Gods’ will and not so that we may trust in these works to merit justi�ication 
before God. For forgiveness of sins and justi�ication are taken hold of by faith” 
(AC 6:1–2). To avoid any misunderstanding here, referring to the Scriptures 
and ancient authors, such as Ambrose of Milan, the article repeats the 
underlying conviction that God has designed it so that via faith alone human 
beings receive the gift of forgiveness (AC 6:3).  

In their emphasis on the gift nature of justi�ication, Lutherans in the past have 
employed article four at the expense of article six. In their defending the gift 
nature and underscoring the human passivity in receiving grace, Lutherans 
have downplayed the teaching of the natural consequence of good works or 
good fruit. There is a reason for this, already imbedded in the confession itself. 
Article twenty-two (20:1–2) responds to the false accusations that Lutherans 
would in any way prohibit good works. The lengthy article explains: “In former 
times, consciences were vexed by the doctrine of works, they did not hear the 
consolation from the gospel” (AC 20:19–20). The human conscience was the 
main concern. “Consequently, it was essential to pass on and restore this 
teaching about faith in Christ so that anxious consciences should not be 
deprived of consolation but know that grace and forgiveness of sins are 
apprehended by faith in Christ” (AC 20:22).  

Luther’s stimulus for his calls for reforms had been exactly his concern for 
the teachings of the church that had burdened human consciences, an 
untenable situation that could be remedied with proper teaching of the gospel 
and proclamation of the gift of God’s grace. This did not, however, mean that 
Christians were expected to remain passive hence. Quite the contrary, the gift 
of righteousness would most certainly, naturally and logically, yield good fruit, 
just not as a mechanism to earn anything, a different status or worth, spiritually 
speaking. That said, any suggestion or inclination to consider that anything else 
was needed but Christ’s doing for the justi�ication of a human being would, in a 
sense, mean defaming exactly that—what Christ had done. That would be 
utterly scandalous in Christian imagination.  

The debate over the “necessity” or expectation of “good works” later evolved into the so-
called Majoristic controversy where Lutherans took different sides on the matter, the 
controversy proving the dif�iculty of teaching passivity in receiving grace and activity in 
conveying it to others, the core message of Luther’s The Freedom of a Christian: in faith and 
with faith matters human beings are free; with love and in love they are bound to serve.7  
 

7On Majoristic controversy, see The Formula of Concord, 1577 in Chapter 3.  
9780567686718_txt_rev.indd 69 24-07-2020 21:31:03  

LUTHERAN THEOLOGY 69 



In his Smalcald Articles Luther writes of the “chief article” (with Paul’s words 
in Romans 3:26): “For we hold that a person is justi�ied by faith apart from 
works prescribed by law” (SA 429). And this faith is a matter of faith and, as 
such, a life-and-death issue. “Nothing in this article can be conceded or given 
up” (ibid.). “On this article stands all that we teach and practice against the 
pope, the devil, and the world. Therefore we must be quite certain and have no 
doubt about it. Otherwise everything is lost” (ibid.).8 Luther being quite 
dramatic here, his Christological argument is clear.  

It is perhaps a surprise but disagreements continued also among Lutherans 
themselves about the very Christological argument. A controversy erupted 
particularly on the speci�ics of justi�ication as a Christ event: different parties 
taught differently on what it would mean that Christ justi�ied human beings, 
whether it implied a deeper communion or even oneness with the said Christ 
and if so, on what basis and with what results. A later document in the 
confessions, the Formula of Concord, attends to these complexities with the 
justi�ication doctrine by returning to the Christological basis; for example, it is 
stated in the Epitome (FC Ep. 3:1) that Lutherans teach “unanimously” that 
righteousness, justi�ication, and thus salvation happen by faith alone, as “Christ 
alone is our righteousness.” Christ being true God and true human makes this 
vicarious saving work possible; removing Christ from the equation would pull 
the rug from under the entire doctrine. Justi�ication is all about Christ or 
nothing.  

Just as the debate on Christ’s two natures vexed the early theologians who formulated 
creedal theology on this pivotal issue, Lutherans in the sixteenth century found themselves 
standing on slightly different positions on this when getting deeper into the meaning of 
Christ’s justifying work. Would that imply his indwelling in the human being, in his full 
humanity and divinity, or something less? A controversy around this erupted, named after 
Luther’s colleague Andreas Osiander, who was judged to teach that only the divine Christ 
would dwell in the justi�ied. (It is quite probable that behind the controversy is a 
misunderstanding Osiander’s point about the fullness of union. See earlier discussion in The 
Formula of Concord, 1577 in Chapter 3.) Af�irming the Chalcedonian teaching of Christ’s two 
natures and their unbreakable unity,9 Christ was believed to unite himself, in faith, with the 
human being in the gift of justi�ication.  

After naming the dangers of splitting Christ, that is, speculating on Christ’s presence being 
different or distinguishable in his human and divine being, the article draws attention to the 
fullness of Christ’s work for the humanity in justi�ication: “Our righteousness consists in this, 
that God forgives us our sins by sheer grace, without any works, merit or worthiness of our 
own” (FC Ep.3:4). 
 
8See also Kolb and Wengert, Book of Concord, SA 301, 4, 5.  
9The Council of Chalcedon, 451, added important wording to the creedal decisions about the nature of Trinity by clarifying Christ’s human 
and divine natures being both equal, united but not fused, distinguishable but not separate.  
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Forgiveness is thus underscored, and the gift nature of this merit of Christ is regarded to 
bene�it humanity. Faith is speci�ied as the instrument: “We believe … that faith alone is the 
means and instrument through which we lay hold of Christ” (FC Ep. 3:5). Formula of Concord 
also speci�ies what is meant with this faith:  

We believe ...that this faith is not a mere knowledge of the stories of Christ. It is instead a 
gift of God, through which in the Word of the gospel we recognize Christ truly as our 
redeemer and trust in him, so that solely because of his obedience, by grace, we have the 
forgiveness of sins, are regarded as godly and righteous by God the Father, and have 
eternal life. (FC Ep. 3:6)  

The bottom line is that the word “justify” means “to absolve” (FC Ep. 3:7). This point is 
made clear. Also, the Formula of Concord article does clarify the ultra-Lutheran position of 
unmerited gift of grace and names faith as the uniting agent. However, it leaves untreated 
the question of the depth of God’s indwelling in human being via Christ. Formula’s 
clari�ication had an impact in the future generation’s understanding of the dimensions of 
justi�ication. The emphasis has generally speaking remained on the wording “regarded” 
righteous with little attention been given to the meaning of “made” righteous. The common 
words10 in Lutheran discourse to describe these two dimensions of justi�ication are 
“forensic” and “effective,” paired with other clarifying terms, “alien” and “proper” 
righteousness. How Luther uses these terms manifests most succinctly in his 1519 sermon-
treatise Two Kinds of Righteousness.11  

In short, forensic language illustrates the absolution aspect of justi�ication, 
the meaning of Christ as a favor for human beings, his merits and sacri�ice being 
considered for the bene�it of the human being. The term brings to mind a 
courtroom and the judgment about freedom or guilt. The term “effective” 
targets the inner impact of justi�ication in the human beings’ existence when 
Christ enters as a gift. As the word “effective” implies, the question is how the 
justi�ication transforms the human existence once Christ becomes the subject. 
Luther uses an expression happy exchange to describe this transformative, new, 
and intimate relationship: Christ takes on all of the burdens and guilt of the 
human beings who in turn receive all of Christ and thus his holiness. The 
holiness of Christ gives the human being what Luther names as alien 
righteousness; forensically speaking, this external grace is  
 

10Some of the key terms are forensic and effective righteousness, Christ as a favor and a gift, happy exchange, alien and proper 
righteousness, and coram deo—coram hominibus.  
11See the revised English translation with an introduction and annotations by Else Marie Wiberg Pedersen, in The Annotated Luther, Vol. 2, 
ed. Kirsi Stjerna (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015). This translation is the most inclusive in terms of gender and pronouns, on the basis 
of the Latin original.  
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regarded by God to human being’s bene�it. Effective language reckons the 
reality of this event and the real presence of Christ and his holiness in the 
human being whose own, proper righteousness is then percolating. Luther’s 
own words phrase this the best: “The �irst is alien and infused from outside of 
oneself. This is the righteousness by which Christ is righteous and by which he 
justi�ies others through faith.” This alien righteousness, infused, is what 
justi�ies and is the reason “a human being can with con�idence boast in Christ 
and say: ‘Mine are Christ’s living, doing, and speaking, his suffering and dying, 
mine as much as if I had lived, done, spoken, suffered, and died as he did’” (Two 
Kinds of Righteousness, 13; see also 14, 15).12  

Yet another perspective from Luther needs to be added to the mix: the coram 
deo, coram hominibus distinction in viewing human existence theologically. 
Without this, Lutheran view of the dimensions of justi�ication would be quite 
dif�icult to comprehend. What is meant with these words is a dual view of 
human existence: coram hominibus pertains to human life in relation to other 
creatures, and coram deo to the divine realm of God and human being’s relation 
to God. In the latter, human beings’ alien righteousness effects complete 
holiness in God’s eyes and relation to God. In the former, the human being is a 
work in progress as holiness is experienced in part and as human being 
wrestles with one’s own righteousness. (These terms were discussed in Chapter 
2)  

To conclude at this point, for the Lutheran justi�ication language to work, one needs to 
assume an approach to human reality lived in two overlapping dimensions: life as it is 
experienced here and now and life as it is not yet visible in full to human beings in this 
lifetime but is equally real. Human daily existence in body and spirit right here and now with 
the many human and creaturely relations overlaps and coincides with the life… 
 
12See Tuomo Mannermaa’s exposition and drawing attention to the reality of Christ’s indwelling in the human being through faith, in Christ 
Present in Faith (2005) and Two Kinds of Love: Martin Luther’s Religious World (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010), both translations from 
the original Finnish works (see Bibliography). The late Tuomo Mannermaa spearheaded what has become known as the Finnish Luther 
School that had its start in already existing strong roots in Finnish and Scandinavian research. When Mannermaa participated in 1970s in 
an ecumenical dialogue between Luther scholars and Russian Orthodox theologians to �ind connecting points, upon reading Luther’s 
interpretation of Paul’s letter to the Galatians, it became evident that Luther’s understanding of the reality-changing effect of justi�ication 
when Christ becomes ontically present in the human being importantly resonates with what is meant with theosis, divinization, in Eastern 
Orthodox—and Patristic—thought. Mannermaa guided several dissertations that continued to elaborate, and critique, these �indings. The 
above-cited works list the �irst substantial rounds of these publications that have attracted ongoing global interest and debate. For an early 
example on the conversations, see Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson, eds., Union with Christ: The New Finnish Interpretation of Luther 
(Paperback) (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdman, 1998). The perspectives gained from Mannermaa’s fresh reading of Luther have opened 
new avenues for ecumenical conversation and study of Lutheran spirituality, not to mention reconsideration of Luther’s core theology.  
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...in the realm of God, the everlasting kind. In these two interwoven realities, 
human beings know themselves differently; they get a glimpse of how to see 
themselves through God’s eyes. This is where the language of faith, a theological 
grammar, is needed.  

In the former, human beings feel their �initude and know their imperfections; 
they probably feel more the sinner part than the holy part of their existence. In 
the latter, as a matter of faith, human beings are assured that they are whole 
and holy, 100 percent; this reality and this faith rely on the promise of God. The 
latter trumps the former, takes precedence, in the eyes of God, which is what 
matters the most: being accepted, beloved, considered worthy and authentic by 
God the source of life is the foundation for a life that can be characterized with 
the word “freedom.” It is the foundation for life that allows one to wake up to 
each day with no regrets and freedom to hope beyond what seems humanly 
impossible. It is the foundation for a life that is not satis�ied with one’s own 
security but seeks to ensure freedom for others as well, and this includes all 
creatures and living beings. Freedom from attempts to prove one’s worth, 
freedom from the damaging sense of condemnation, most of which is 
precipitated by one’s own fear or experience of failures. Freedom to be beloved 
and to love—freedom like this that starts from faith, another word for which is 
“trust.”  

The reality check for Lutheran justi�ication talk comes from the individual 
experience, which gives proofs for how well this language speaks to the human 
condition. Even with archaic words that per se or from the �irst look may have 
little or no obvious meaning to contemporary people, what is meant to say with 
them is not outdated. This becomes clearer when considering the word 
“freedom” in place of or as attached to the word “justi�ication.” Freedom—a 
desire for freedom or lack of freedom—is a ubiquitous human experience, 
which immediately opens relevant conversations with Luther, to whom 
freedom was the ultimate concern and really the heart of his justi�ication 
doctrine.  
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