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Avery Dulles, Jesuit scholar and Cardinal of the Catholic Church, described Vatican II as “Luther’s Unfinished 

Reformation.” We are happy to announce that Dulles will not be making any contributions to this article.  

 

The Bible derives its authority from the fact when God speaks through human prophets what is written remains God 

speaking. Whatever the short comings of the human agent, and they always existed, God intends what is written be 

received as if He Himself wrote it. In the history of religion the Bible has hardly ever been accepted in terms of what it 

represents. For much of its existence the church has conducted its business in ignorance of the biblical gospel.   

 

The Apocalypse contains three references to “the testimony of Jesus”1 which serves as a title for the entire Scriptures. In 

its role as “the testimony of Jesus” Scripture has only one function, to communicate the will of God through the recital of 

sacred history and prophetic testimony. (1Revelation 1:2, 1:9, 12:17) 

 

No part of biblical truth can be sacrifice for the sake of unity or treated as irrelevant because it disrupts our comfort zone 

or because the preaching of it is a cause of offense. All Scripture is the Word of God and every truth has its time when the 

preaching of it, or not, determines ultimate destinies, and its proclamation is required proof of loyalty to God. 

 

“If I profess with the loudest voice and clearest exposition every portion of the truth of God except precisely that little 

point which the world and the devil are at that moment attacking, I am not confessing Christ, however boldly I may be 

professing Christ. Where the battle rages, there the loyalty of the soldier is proved; and to be steady on all the battlefield 

besides, is mere flight and disgrace if he flinches at that point.” (Elizabeth Rundle Charles, 1864) 

 

On November 10 1883 in an address celebrating Luther’s birthday Albrecht Ritschl declared; “The genuine ideas of the 

reformation were more concealed than disclosed in the writings of Luther and Melanchthon.” (Cited David W. Lots, 

Harvard Theological Review, July-October 1980) 

 

Whatever Ritschl is referring to the fact is the reformation never really adopted the principle of sola scriptura. In Luther’s 

early thinking, the motto was the Bible as the only authority in religion. However in 1529 Luther wrote; “Christians … 

should daily exercise themselves in the catechism … that they may always teach the same [doctrine.]”1 Since Luther 

wrote the Catechism he was setting his own interpretation of Scripture above the Bible. (1The Large Catechism) 

 

The Lutheran adherence to sola scriptura was abandoned very early in exchange for the paradigm that the Lutheran 

articles of faith were the primary means for interpreting biblical truth. In his Key to the Scriptures (1567) Matthaeus 

Flacius expresses this idea exactly; “Every understanding and exposition of Scripture is to be in agreement with the faith 

... [and] must be in agreement with all that the Catechism declares or that is taught by the [Church’s] articles of faith.” 

 

In his Biblical Theology and the Analogy of Faith Daniel Fuller says, when “we consider how Luther and Calvin 

elaborated on this principle of the analogy of faith, it becomes clear that, in the final analysis, the subjective preference 

of the theologian himself is the only basis upon which this all-important norm for interpreting the rest of scripture is 

established. Consequently, the analogy-of-faith principle does not undergird but undermines the sola scriptura principle.” 

(Unity and Diversity in New Testament Theology, ed. R. Guelich 196-97) 

 

However he started out Luther came to believed that he had the authority to adjust the biblical testimony when its wording 

was not in agreement with his interpretation. “Every word [of scripture] should be allowed to stand in its natural meaning, 

and that should not be abandoned unless faith forces us to it.” (Cited, G. Ebeling, Meaning of Biblical Theology, p.82)  

 

 As Ebeling points out under these conditions sola scriptura became an empty slogan and Scripture was forced to teach 

what the interpreter wanted it to teach. “Reformation theology, like medieval scholasticism, also developed into a 

scholastic system. …There, too, exegesis of Holy Scripture went on not only within systematic theology but also 

separately alongside of it, yet so that the possibility of a tension between exegesis and systematic theology was a priori 

excluded. Exegesis was enclosed within the frontiers fixed by systematic theology.” (op. cit.)   



 

Calvin promoted the principle of sola scriptura but limited the practice exclusively to himself. In November 1552 the 

Geneva City Council declared Calvin’s Institutes to be a “holy doctrine which no man might speak against.” History 

records that this mandate had tragic consequences for anyone who disagreed with Calvin. In his commentary on Exodus 

22:20 Calvin declared; “God Himself has explicitly instructed us to kill heretics.” In reference to Calvin’s methods 

Luther wrote; “With a death sentence they solve all argumentation.” (Cited, Juergen Neve, Churches and Sects of Christendom, 

Vol. I, p.344, See http://www.stephenhicks.org/2010/11/27/john-calvins-geneva/) 

 

According to Luther in reference to the gospel Moses demand for torah obedience was heretical; “Learn here, therefore, to 

speak of the law as contemptuously as you can in the matter of justification … banish this stuttering and stammering 

Moses far from you with his law, and do not let his terrors and his threats move you. Moses must ever be looked upon 

with suspicion, even as upon a heretic, excommunicated, damned, worse than the Pope and the devil.” (LW, 26, 365) 

 

Both Luther and Calvin mistakenly imaged that in places such as Deuteronomy 6:2; (“if we are careful to obey all this 

torah before the Lord our God as He has commanded us that will be our righteousness”) Moses was in dialectical conflict 

with Paul. Calvin says; “Paul opposes [the Mosaic law] to the promise given to Abraham … [and] he separates it from the 

promises of grace.” (Commentaries on the Four Last Books of Moses (4 Vols.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1950)1,314) 

 

The cause of Calvin’s negative assessment of Moses arose because the reformers concocted a false law/gospel antithesis 

by which they doomed themselves to misinterpret the biblical testimony. It is the biblical texts they disagreed with most 

that most clearly expresses the truth. There is no salvation offered under any condition apart from loyalty to God. 

 

“You must obey My laws and be careful to follow My decrees. I am the Lord your God.” (Leviticus 18:4) 

  

Calvin and Luther were totally unaware of the fact that the dialectics behind Paul’s use of the terms “works of the law” 

was strictly limited to exclude “works” performed for “the sake of reward.” Their obsession with opposing “works” 

righteousness was so controlling that they were able to edit out Paul’s own testimony in Romans 2:7, 8 and 13) 

 

“[On] the day of God’s wrath, when His righteous judgment will be revealed. God ‘will repay each person according to 

what they have done.’ To those who by persistence in doing good … He will give eternal life. …  For it is not those who 

hear the law who are righteous in God’s sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous.”   

 

In the rabbinic oral law (Torah she-be-`al peh) opposed by Jesus1 a prescriptive obedience (“works of the law”) was 

means of acquiring a high status in the “Olam Ha Ba” or “World to Come.” For Paul “the obedience that comes 

from faith”1 has the character of loyalty or tsĕdaqah in a relationship of submission to God. As Jesus explains it, “If you 

want to enter life, keep the commandments.”2 The imperative for obedience in retaining forgiveness is stated in Hebrews 

10:26; “If we deliberately keep on sinning … no sacrifice for sins is left.” (1Romans 1:26, 2Matthew19:17) 

 

Matthew 23:13 Romans 2:7,8 and 13 and Hebrews 10;26 specify an ordo salutis in which obedience has sequential 

priority over forgiveness. This formula is expressed in Acts 3:19; “Repent, (1) and turn to God, (2) that your sins may be 

wiped out.” (3) This sequence in biblical teaching, which places repentance prior to forgiveness, is not a formula of 

works but described the order of redemption in which personal deliverance from sin is the first part of forgiveness. In 

biblical forgiveness the non-negotiable premise is that Jesus must possess us before we possess Him.  

 

Paul knows nothing of the Protestant doctrine of imputed righteous. For him forgiveness has its natural location in the 

sphere of the Spirit. “You are not in the realm of the flesh but in the realm of the Spirit. … And if anyone does not have 

the Spirit of Christ, they do not belong to Christ.”1 “The one who joins himself to the Lord is one Spirit with Him.” 2 

(1Romans 8:9, 21Corinthians 6:17) 

 

Paul offers two existential requirements that are an absolute sine qua non for receiving forgiveness. “I have been crucified 

with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the 

faithfulness of the Son of God.”1 “We have the mind of Christ.”2 (1Galatians 2:20, 21Corinthians 2:16) 

 

Through union with Christ the life of the believer becomes organized by the “mind of Christ” and Jesus’ personal 

faithfulness to God is manifested in them. This creates a new existential reality for the individual who has known nothing 

but moral failure. The new reality is “the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faithfulness of the Son of God.” 

Biblical “justification” is a new existence “in Christ” wholly source from Christ dwelling in the believer.  

http://www.stephenhicks.org/2010/11/27/john-calvins-geneva/


 

“The doctrine of justification by faith declares that God makes available as a gift a new mode of existence, a new lifestyle, 

and enables believers to act in such a way their actions correspond to those of Jesus.” (Alister McGrath, The 

Evangelical Theological Society: (1991-2002) Vol. 34, p.296) 

 

There is no forgiveness without personal union with Christ in the Spirit. Union with Christ in the Spirit is a union 

grounded in the deepest recesses of the human personality. This union is modelled on the words of Jesus in John 17:21 

“that they may all be one, just as You, Father, are in Me, and I in You, that they also may be in us.” It is expressed in 

Paul’s terms of “Christ in you the hope of glory.”1 In such a union Christ becomes the source of a new existence in which 

the believer shares inwardly in Jesus’ own devotion to God. The goal of the gospel is precisely this; the union that exits 

between Christ and God reproduced in the believer. Anything less than that is counterfeit religion. (1Colossians 1:27) 

“Wherefore Christ apprehended by faith and dwelling in the heart is the true Christian righteousness for which God 

counts as righteous and gives us eternal life.”1 “So far as justification is concerned, Christ and I must be so closely 

attached that He lives in me and I in Him.”2 (1Galatians p.135, 2LW, Vol.26, pp. 167-68) 

 

The moral preparation for receiving eternal life is spelt out in Deuteronomy 6:5. “You shall love the Lord your God with 

all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.”1 Jesus described this text a “the great commandment in the 

Torah.” And yet in nearly all the creeds of Christianity it hardly gets a mention. All too often the mantra is “faith alone” is 

all that is required. The truth is, it is moral fitness that ultimately determines who enters the kingdom of heaven, or not. 

Jesus put it this way; “If you want to enter life, keep the commandments.”2 (1Matthew 22:38,219:7) 

 

The Protestant doctrine of forensic justification is modelled on elements that have nothing to do with biblical teaching. 

The core elements in the theory are an objective forgiveness which cancels out objective guilt. This process is carried out 

in a heavenly tribunal that in Protestant teaching has an identical procedure to Roman legal proceedings. Melanchthon’s,   

(the architect of forensic justification) use of the term “acceptilation,” clearly identifies the secular source of this thinking. 

 

“‘Acceptilation’ is a Roman legal term, referring to the purely verbal remission of debt, as if the debt had been paid - 

whereas, in fact, it has not. ... Melanchthon frequently uses classical legal analogies and categories in his discussion of 

theological concepts. ... he could hardly have failed to notice the forensic implication of ‘imputation’ as the purely verbal 

remission of sin, without ... the prior or concomitant renewal of the sinner. … Melanchthon increasingly employed 

images and categories drawn from the sphere of Roman law.” (Aliter McGrah, Iustitia Dei Vol. 2, pp.23,24, 32) 

 

In biblical teaching the tension is not between guilt and forgiveness but life and death and matters relating to actual 

experience. The forensic gospel is a sixteenth century invention of theologians who had no understanding of the dynamics 

of the Hebrew language which employs concrete description based on real life experience. The biblical paradigm has 

nothing to do with bookwork accounting concerning forensic guilt and a strictly forensic forgiveness. The primary focus 

in the biblical gospel is centered on the issue of “life” and “death” based on an acceptance, or rejection, of Jesus. 

 

“Whoever hears My word and believes Him who sent Me has eternal life and … has crossed over from death to life.”1  

“If, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will … the gift of righteousness 

reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ!”2 “Just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through 

righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ.”3 “Offer yourselves to God as those who have been brought 

from death to life.”4 “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”5 “Through 

Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit who gives life has set you free from the law of sin and death.”6 “If The Spirit of Him 

who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, He who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal 

bodies because of His Spirit who lives in you.”7 (1John 5:24, 2Romans 5:17. 35:21, 46:13, 56:23, 68:2, 78:11) 

 

Scripture knows nothing about forensic guilt, only existential guilt, which is guilt attached to behaviour. 

 

“Our Father, our King, for the sake of our forefathers who trusted in You and whom You taught laws of life, may You 

graciously teach us. ... Show us mercy, instil in our hearts to understand and discern, to listen, learn, teach, safeguard, 

perform, and fulfil all the teachings of Your Torah with love. Open our eyes to Your Torah, attach our hearts to Your 

commandments, and unify our hearts to love and fear Your Name. Then we shall never be brought to shame. Trusting in 

Your great and awesome Name, we will delight and rejoice in Your salvation.” (Prayer of Ahavah Rabbah 350 BC)  


