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In terms of its dynamics the Old Testament is not a theological treatise, it is an historical narrative written in the everyday 

speech of its original recipients. Whereas the New Testament was written in Koine Greek, which was the language of the 

street, Paul’s writings contain elements Peter describe as “hard to understand.”1 Peter’s comments are derived from the 

fact he was a fisherman and Paul was a trained theologian who made extensive use of rabbinic hermeneutics. The 

Protestant reformers collectively were more in the dark concerning rabbinic hermeneutics than Peter and if he found Paul's 

rabbinic exegesis “hard to understand” for the reformers it was a guaranteed impossibility. (12Peter 3:16) 

 

To be properly understood the entire biblical testimony needs to be interpreted from a Hebrew perspective. 

Although Paul wrote in Greek he describe himself as a “Hebrew of Hebrews”1 and his writing style expresses the contours 

of his Hebrew upbringing. The Prologue to Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirach says; “For the same things uttered in Hebrew, 

and translated into another tongue, have not the same force in them: and not only these things, but the law itself, and the 

prophets, and the rest of the books, have no small difference, when they are spoken in their own language.” (1Phil. 3:5) 

 

The Reformers were trained in Latin and employed a Latin Bible which caused them to intuitively invest biblical terms 

with Latin meanings. Also, their thinking was heavily influence by Aristotle and Augustine which provided them with 

erroneous cognitive parameters. One of their errors was to developed a theory of "forensic" justification modelled on 

Latin legal procedure and then apply this forensic theory to Jesus' death on the cross so that Jesus sacrifice became 

identified as the key element in a heavenly judicial procedure. 

 

The term forensic comes from the Latin forum, meaning courtyard, the traditional place where justice was dispensed in 

ancient Rome. The reformers adoption of the term “forensic” identifies Roman civil law as the source for their idea and it 

was the civil law model with its forensic structure which provided their justification thesis. Alister McGrath writes; 

 

“The influence of Roman law over the world in which the early theology of the Latin-speaking church was forged made it 

inevitable that Roman understanding of the nature of justice would be projected onto the term as and when it occurred in 

the Holy Scriptures.” (Alister McGrath Theology of the Cross, Basil Blackwell 1985 p.101, emphasis his) 

 

“It is a well-established fact that the vocabulary of Christian theology contained a number of important concepts which 

originate from a Hebraic context, and whose transference to that of Western Europe resulted in shifts of meaning which 

have quite unacceptable theological consequences. … The Hebrew root morpheme sdq is theological, rather than a 

secular term, which frequently assumes strongly soteriological overtones which simply cannot be conveyed by the mere 

substitution of iustitia at its every occurrence ... The most appropriate designation of the Hebrew terms sdq or sdqh is 

that of iustitia salutifera: God, in His righteousness, acts to redeem and sustain His people. The Hebrew terms simply 

cannot bear the meaning, characteristic of western thought, of iustitia distributiva, as it is encapsulated in the 

Ciceronian thought.” (Iustitia Dei, Cambridge University Press, 1986, Vol.1, pp.100,101) 

 

Throughout the entire Scriptures key soteriological terms such as “faith” and “righteousness” are embedded with Hebrew 

meanings and by necessity require an existential interpretation. In this paradigm “faith” is active or dynamic and never 

merely passive and righteousness is a “state of being” or “practice” and not merely a “status.” The biblical norm in 

Scripture is the “practice” creates the status. “The one who practices righteousness is righteous.”(1John 3:7) 

 

“He follows My decrees and faithfully obeys My word. That man is righteous.”1 “The Lord will repay each man for his 

righteousness and his faithfulness.”2 “Great and mighty God, whose name is the Lord Almighty … you reward each 

person according to their conduct and as their deeds deserve.”3 (1Ezekiel 18:9, 21Samuel 26:23,3Jeremiah 32:19)  

 

Just as human righteousness before God is a practice or activity in Hebrew thought God's “righteousness” is a practice or 

activity. When a Hebrew speaks of the “righteousness of God” they are referring to God’s righteous acts. “By awesome 

deeds in righteousness You will answer us, O God of our salvation.”1 “I will come and proclaim your mighty acts, 

Sovereign Lord; I will proclaim your righteous deeds.”2 “Lord, in keeping with all Your righteous acts, turn away your 

anger and your wrath from Jerusalem, your city, your holy hill.”3 (1Psalms 65:5, 2Psalms 71:16,3Daniel 9:16) 

 



Jesus confirmed the understanding that the “practice” creates the status in Matthew 19:17. “If you want to enter life, keep 

the commandments.” Paul confirmed the understanding that the “practice” creates the status in Romans 2:13. “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 are righteous.” This is 

what the Scripture teach but it is not what the Protestant reformers taught.  

 

In the biblical context obedience is the requirement of a personal relationship based on free grace and has no connection 

to merit. In the Roman Catholic formula of righteousness by works external obedience is a means of creating “merit” and 

obedience must first be converted into “merit” in order to create the relationship. If there are loose verbal parallels 

between these two ideas at their center they have nothing in common. What is required in the biblical paradigm is 

'emuwnah which is the inner instinct of loyalty, and not merely external obedience. In biblical whoever is loyal to God 

and obeys “from the heart,”1 is “righteous.” (1Romans 6:17) 

 

Alister McGrath points out the sixteenth century reformers went awry in their doctrine of justification on account of the 

transfer of biblical terminology from Hebrew to Greek and then into Latin which led to a confusion of word meanings. 

 

“[I]t is necessary to observe that the early theologians of the western church were dependent upon Latin versions of the 

Bible, and approached their texts and their subject with a Latin perspective which owed more to the Latin language and 

culture than to Christianity itself. The initial transference of a Hebrew concept to a Greek, and subsequently to a Latin 

context point to a fundamental alteration in the concepts of ’justification’ and ‘righteousness’ as the gospel spread from its 

Palestinian source to the Western world.”1 “Melanchthon increasingly employed images and categories drawn from the 

sphere of Roman law.”2 (1ibid, Vol.1, pp. 14-15, 2ibid pp. 23-24) 

 

Melanchthon adopted the Latin legal term acceptilation as the model for his concept of justification. Mohr Siebeck says; 

“Melanchthon appears to stand under the influence of legal conceptions other than those of Scripture.” (Justification and 

Variegated Nomism, p.68) 

 

“‘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. ... [H]e 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.” (McGrath, op.cit. p.32) 

 

Biblical scholars have pinpointed exactly where Protestantism made its mistake. 

 

“In the Western Roman Empire, the Old Latin versions of the NT displaced the Greek NT, and Paul was consequently 

understood via the Latin translation. The Old Latin and later Latin Vulgate rendered dikaiosyne by iustitia (“justice”). The 

legal connotation of this term in Roman Law was superimposed upon the word dikaiosyne which Paul had employed. The 

Roman legal understanding of justice was in a distributive sense: to give to each their due, the bestowal of rewards and 

punishments according to merit. The OT sense of righteousness as grounded in covenantal relationship was weakened, 

and its place was taken by the courtroom image of the sinner before God’s tribunal. Although righteousness in the OT 

had a legal aspect, it was that of a litigant being adjudged righteous by God before their enemies. The biblical image of 

the covenant between God and humanity faded into the background, while the Latin context called to mind stark legal 

realities of the court. The shift in language from Hebrew to Greek to Latin resulted in an alteration in theological content 

as the words that were employed either overlaid the earlier meaning or signified something new in the receptor language.” 

(K. I. Onesti M. T. Brauch, “Righteousness, Righteousness of God,” Dictionary of Paul and His Letters: A Compendium 

of Contemporary Biblical Scholarship (1993), p. 828) 

 

The problem with investing biblical terms with alien meanings which was the modus operandi for all the reformers began 

with Luther. Tuomo Mannermaa points out key elements in Luther’s teachings were derived by “employing analogies 

from Aristotelian philosophy.”1 This resulted in numerous statements in Luther’s writings being modelled on Aristotle’s 

thinking leading to faulty biblical exegesis. According to Philip Schaff' Luther’s Bondage of the Will “is one of his most 

vigorous and profound books, full of grand ideas and shocking exaggerations, that border on Manichaeism and fatalism.”2 

(1Union with Christ, p.11, 2History of the Christian Church, Vol. 3, p.3) 

 

With all these alien sources dominating their thinking it was inevitable sixteenth century theologians would misinterpret 

Scripture. And because they lived in a black spot in terms of biblical knowledge they are entitled to some sympathy. 

 



Careful research shows that Luther at times arrived at his conclusion not by means of biblical exegesis but by transferring 

Roman Catholic concepts from an ontological to an existential setting. His doctrine of the infusion of faith is essentially a 

parody of the Catholic teaching that Adam was first created in a state of “innocence” to which was added a supernatural 

gift of infused righteousness in order to keep him from falling. Catholic doctrine supplied the imagery of “infusion” and 

Luther adapted the terminology to an infusion of “faith” and in doing so he came close to Paul’s teachings.  

 

The core problem with the sixteenth century theologians is the fact they sidelined the biblical doctrine of free grace and 

based their forensic justification on merited grace. According to Martin Chemnitz justification is not based on grace alone 

but on a synthesis of grace and merit. For him Christ’s earthly works created merited grace and this merited grace then 

became the basis of a forgiveness based on Christ’s sufferings and His earthly good works. 

“Faith justifies solely for this reason and on this account, that as a means and instrument it embraces God’s grace and the 

merit of Christ in the promise of the Gospel.” (Martin Chemnitz Formula of Concord, p.547) 

Chemnitz’s thinking works this way. Our relationship to Christ is one of grace, but Christ’s relationship to God as our 

representative is one of merit. Christ presents the “merits” of His obedience to God on our behalf and in response to 

Christ’s merits God bestows the forgiveness of sins. In this synthesis of grace and merit free grace was replaced by 

merited grace and the Catholic doctrine of meritum Christi became the cornerstone of the Protestant forensic gospel. 

 “[Christ’s] obedience merits an eternal reward for us ... all we have to do is to accept and appropriate his finished 

substitutionary work, and to trust upon it as the legal and meritorious foundation on which our entire hope is built.” 

(Archibald Hodge, The Atonement, pp.230-231) 

The Protestant teaching of salvation by merited grace was based on the Roman Catholic distinction between two types of 

merit expressed by the Latin term’s satisfactio and meritum. Hodge admits Protestants make use of the Roman Catholic 

formula when they refer to the “active” and “passive” obedience of Christ. 

“The principle, which lies at the bottom of this distinction, was first discriminated by Thomas Aquinas, and by him 

denoted by the terms satisfacto and meritum. ... Both the Lutheran and the Reformed Churches, recognising the validity 

of this distinction, have maintained [it] in their Confessions.” (Hodge op.cit. p.253) 

Catholic teaching supplied the reformers with their concepts of meritum Christi and satisfacto. And because they believed 

in salvation by meritum Christi and satisfacto while they were Catholics they continued to believe it as Protestants. So 

that when they became Protestants they merely incorporated their Catholic beliefs into their new Protestant teachings. 

Roman Catholics believe in merited grace as a substitute for free grace. For Catholics there are three sources of merit. 

There is personal “merit” acquired by good works and also the surplus “merit” of the saints acquired by their works of 

supererogation. But the primary source of merit for Roman Catholic’s is Christ’s sufferings and obedience (meritum 

Christi) and it was the Catholic concept of “Christ’s merits” that became the basis of the Protestant forensic gospel. 

Catholic scholar Ludwig Ott writes, “Through the merits of Christ the supernatural riches of salvation were acquired 

which are dispensed in the subjective redemption.”1 In the Roman Catholic formula salvation by meritum Christi is not 

salvation by free grace, it is salvation by merited grace. In Catholic thinking meritum Christi is structured on the idea 

Christ “merited” the right for sinners to earn additional merit. (1 Ludwig Ott Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma, p.177) 

The Catholic doctrine of merit has two components. The first is the idea “the good works of the just establish a legal claim 

(meritum de condigno) to reward on God.”1 The second is the idea a person can acquire merit on behalf of someone else. 

Ott speaks of “the possibility of meriting for others,” and says, “the justified man can merit de congruo for others.”2 The 

Reformers’ corrupted the gospel by applying both the principle of meritum de condigno and meritum de congruo to the 

work of Christ. (1ibid p.265, 2ibid p.269) 

 “Faith justifies solely for this reason and on this account, that as a means and instrument it embraces God’s grace and 

the merit of Christ in the promise of the Gospel.”1 “[Christ’s] obedience merits an eternal reward for us ... all we have to 

do is to accept and appropriate his finished substitutionary work, and to trust upon it as the legal and meritorious 

foundation on which our entire hope is built.”2 (1Formula of Concord p.547, 2AA Hodge, The Atonement pp.230-231) 



The Protestant forensic gospel of salvation by “merited grace” retains the Catholic distinction between types of merit 

expressed by the Latin term’s satisfactio and meritum. Hodge admits Protestants make use of the Roman Catholic formula 

when they refer to the active and passive obedience of Christ.  

“The principle, which lies at the bottom of this distinction, was first discriminated by Thomas Aquinas, and by him 

denoted by the terms satisfacto and meritum. ... Both the Lutheran and the Reformed Churches, recognising the validity 

of this distinction, have maintained [it] in their Confessions.” (Hodge ibid p.253) 

When all the evidence is examined it is clear that, in the strictest sense, Calvin and Luther never taught a pure doctrine of 

justification by faith. The reason is, the basis of their doctrine of justification was not faith in Jesus but the doctrine of 

predestination which provided a chronological that represents the justification of the “elect” from eternity. 

“For these verses must always be understood as pertaining to the elect only, as the apostle says in 2 Tim. 2:10 ‘everything 

for the sake of the elect.’ For in an absolute sense Christ did not die for all, because he says: ‘This is my blood which is 

poured out for you' and 'for many' - He does not say: for all – ‘for the forgiveness of sin.” (Luther, Romans p.376) 

 “All things whatever arise from, and depend on, the divine appointment; [God’s eternal decree] whereby it was 

foreordained who should receive the word of life, and who should disbelieve it; who should be delivered from their sins, 

and who should be hardened in them; and who should be justified and who should be condemned.” God “purposely 

leaves and reprobates some to perish.” (1Boettner, The Reformed Doctrine of Election, p.15, 2Luther, Bondage, p.176) 

 “It may seem absurd to human wisdom that God should harden, blind and deliver up some men to a reprobate sense - 

that He should first deliver them over to evil, and then condemn them for that evil – but the believing spiritual man sees 

no absurdity at all in this, knowing that God would be never a whit less good, even though He should destroy all men.” 

(Luther, cited, Rich Lusk. Paedofaith. Athanasius Press, 2005: p. 2) 

Melanchthon, the originator of the forensic gospel, also subscribed to the doctrine of the justification of the elect from 

eternity. “All things turn out according to divine predestination; not only the works we do outwardly, but even the 

thoughts we think inwardly.” (Melanchthon, cited The Works of Augustus M. Toplady, (1748) Vol. 5, pp.208-209) 

The reformers taught a doctrine of theistic fatalism1 which maintains; “God does not lie, but brings all things to pass 

immutably, and that His will cannot be resisted, altered, or impeded.”1 Somebody forgot to explain the matter to Jesus, 

according to Him; “the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected God’s purpose for themselves.”2 (1Luther, Bondage, p.83, 
2Luke 7:30) 

 “This mightily offends our rational nature, that God should, of His own mere unbiased will, leave some men to 

themselves, harden them, and then condemn them; … that this is really the case, namely, that the sole cause why some 

are saved and others perish proceeds from His willing the salvation of the former and the perdition of the latter …” 

(Bondage of the Will) 

According to Calvin; “Predestination we call the eternal decree of God, by which He has determined in Himself, what He 

would have to become of every individual of mankind. For they are not all created with a similar destiny; but eternal 

life is foreordained for some and eternal death for others. Every man, therefore … is predestined either to life or to 

death.” (Inst. bk. 3, chap. 21, sec. 5) 

The Twenty Nine Articles of the Church of England, which expressed the beliefs of the translators of the King James Version says; 

“Predestination to life is the everlasting purpose of God, whereby, before the foundations of the world were laid, He hath 

constantly decreed by His counsel secret to us, to deliver from curse and damnation those whom He hath chosen in Christ 

out of mankind, and to bring them by Christ to everlasting salvation as vessels made to honour.” (Article XVII) 

The KJV is full of attempts to write the doctrine of predestination into the Bible by the use of words such as “ordained”1 

“predestined”2 and “God's elect.”3 (1Acts 13:48, 1Cor. 2:7, Ephesians 2:10, 2Rom. 8:29, 30, Eph. 1:511, 3Rom.8:33) 

In the reformers doctrine of election it is not faith in Christ that saves the elect, the coming of faith merely registers the 

historical moment when justification by an eternal decree is put in to effect. “[O]ur salvation is the result of our election 

by God from eternity, which is a gospel message.” (Robert G. Hoerber, Introduction to Concordia Self-Study Bible, (St. 

Louis: Concordia, 1984) p. xviii) 

http://www.members.tripod.com/~gavvie/39articles/art2.html#L17


Without discriminating between the elect and the non-elect Luther taught that a forgiveness of sin apart from faith took 

place at baptism but ultimately requires faith to maintain it. “Christ puts salvation into Baptism … through it salvation, 

forgiveness of sins, and redemption from death and the devil is given.”1 “[W]e are not so much concerned to know 

whether the person baptized believes or not; for on that account Baptism does not become invalid ...” “We see then how 

a baptized man … cannot lose his salvation by any sins however great, unless he refuses to believe; for no sins whatever 

can condemn him, but unbelief alone.” (1Larger Catechism XIII, 2LW 51, 84, 3Babylonian Captivity of the Church)  

The concept that sacramental forgiveness provided by baptism without faith and which “is not abolished by subsequent 

sins” can only be maintained by faith was a contortion in thinking that Luther never attempted to explain.  

In Luther’s teachings baptism can bestow forgiveness without faith that cannot be lost “by any sins however great.” The 

fact Adolf Hitler was a baptized Catholic, the same as Luther, and therefore entitled to the same ex opere operato benefits 

Luther was, must surely demolish this theory. 

According to James Atkinson in reference to baptism Luther “was more of a sacramentalist than the Romanists 

themselves.”1 James Bannerman writes; “if the sacraments are regarded as the causes or the means of justification, they 

are utterly inconsistent with the Protestant doctrine of justification by faith alone.”2 (1Martin Luther, p.191, 2The Church 

of Christ Vol.2:25) 

Calvin also linked automatic forgiveness to the sacrament of baptism. “Through baptism, believers are assured that this 

condemnation has been removed and withdrawn from them, since the Lord promises us by this sign (baptism) that full 

and complete remission has been made, both of the guilt that should have been imputed to us, and of the punishment that 

we ought to have undergone because of the guilt.” (Inst. bk.4, sec.15, par.1)  

Much like Luther Calvin taught that a sacramental forgiveness bestowed at baptism offers a “perpetual ablution” which is 

“not abolished by subsequent sins.” It is to be noted the Formula of Concord (Epitome, XI, Of God's Eternal Election) 

rejected predestination. 

  “Nor is it to be supposed that baptism is bestowed only with reference to the past, so that, in regard to new lapses into 

which we fall after baptism, we must seek new remedies of expiation in … as often as we fall, we must recall the 

remembrance of our [original] baptism … so as to feel certain and secure of the remission of sins. For though, when 

once administered [the remission of sins]… it is not abolished by subsequent sins. … [A]ll the godly may, during the 

whole course of their lives, whenever they are vexed by a consciousness of their sins, recall the remembrance of their 

baptism, that they may thereby assure themselves of that sole and perpetual ablution which we have in the blood of 

Christ.” (Inst. bk.4, chap.15, sec. 3-4) 

Yahweh’s admonition to Israel through Jeremiah provides a terminal wound for Calvin and Luther’s theistic fatalism 

which denies freedom of choice. “If serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day 

whom you will serve.” According to Luther the challenge to “choose for yourselves” represents an impossible demand 

because his doctrine of predestination convinced him that humanity was bereft of “free will.” 

 “[T]herefore, is also essentially necessary and wholesome for Christians to know: That God foreknows nothing by 

contingency, but that He foresees, purposes, and does all things according to His immutable, eternal, and infallible 

will. By this thunderbolt, ‘free-will’ is thrown prostrate, and utterly dashed to pieces.” (The Bondage of the Will, sec.9) 

Free will is part of a synergistic process, the sinner must make the choice according to their own “free will” but God 

supplies the power. In this paradigm the sinner is empowered to “choose for yourselves” albeit, free choice is only 

effective when the believer is aligned with the Spirit. In predestination, as taught by the reformers, God makes all the 

decisions for the individual, both good and bad, and the individual is robotically compelled to carry them out. Anyone 

who be believes in predestination at the same time they claim to teach righteousness by faith is in the grip of 

self-deception and deep hallucination, and whether they know it or not, they are telling lies about God. 

Whereas Calvin was a certified heretic and Luther a seriously failed reformer the contribution made by them has its 

benefits and many have been led to Christ by reading the better parts of their writings. God can cause the gospel to be 

proclaimed even through human error and misunderstandings. In the greater scheme of things God has empowered every 



individual to study the Bible for themselves and fully authorized them to make as many mistakes as are necessary before 

they come to a clear understanding of truth. All that is required is submission to the leading of the Spirit. 

Luther claimed it is necessary to understand Hebrew thinking in order to accurately understand the Bible. “One cannot 

fully understand the New Testament books without knowledge of the Hebrew language. For the New Testament, although 

it is written in Greek is full of Hebraisms and betrays the Hebrew style of writing.” (Martin Luther, Table Talk 

(Tischreden) Werke, WA, 1.525) 

The key to understanding the Hebrew mindset is to recognize that Hebrew thinking represents “dynamic thinking” which 

describes everything from the perspective of experience. In this mindset “faith” represents the experience of faith and 

“righteousness” represents the experience of righteousness. Righteousness by faith in Scripture is presented as the 

dynamic experience of union with Jesus in the Spirit. The issue is not what is your doctrine? God is in the business of 

saving heretics who are honestly seeking truth who put their trust in Him. This is the issue by which we are saved or lost;  

“Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?”1 “And 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.”2 “If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, they do not belong to Christ.”3 (1Acts 19:2,2Romans 8:11,3Romans 

8:9)    

I find the following statement so profound that it needs to be shared. 

“Christ’s true followers will represent Him in character. They will turn aside from worldly policy, and every day will train 

themselves for service in God’s cause. In active service they find peace and hope, efficiency and power. ... By obedience 

they are made partakers of the divine nature. The doing of the living principles of God’s law makes them one with Christ; 

and because He lives, they will live also. At the last day He will raise them as a part of Himself.” (RH June 18, 1901) 


