
Introduction

Generations of Reformed Christ ians have been taught 
about the solas of the sixteenth century Reformation: 
sola gratia, solus Christ us, soli Deo Gloria, sola Scriptura, 
and sola fi de (grace alone, Christ  alone, to the glory of 
God alone, Scripture alone, and faith alone). While this 
index of doct rines is certainly not exhaust ive of Refor-
mation theology, whether of the Reformed or Lutheran 
wings, it has nonetheless provided the observer with a 
brief guide to the doct rinal rallying points that dist in-
guished the theology of the Reformation from that of 
the Roman Catholic Church (RCC). Until somewhat 
recently, that the solas accurately describe key points 
of Reformed theology has not been disp uted. 

Within recent years, both from the academy and from 
popular publications aimed at the church, there have been 
claims that one of the solas, sola fi de (faith alone) is not 
an accurate label for the hist oric Reformed underst and-
ing of the doct rine of just ifi cation. Th e claim has been 
made that sola fi de accurately describes the Lutheran 
underst anding of just ifi cation but that the phrase “faith 
working through love” more accurately describes the Re-
formed underst anding of the doct rine of just ifi cation. To 
say the least , the claim that there is a divergence between 
the Reformed and Lutheran underst andings of just ifi ca-
tion is quite signifi cant. If the claim is true, then it means 
that from the very foundations of the Reformation, we 
do not have unity between the Reformed and Lutheran 
communities on the chief issue of contention during the 
Reformation. While the Reformed and the Lutheran have 
always recognized diff erences in their theologies, such as 
in matters of the sacraments, many have oft en assumed 
that there was unanimity on just ifi cation by faith alone. 
More importantly, if there is a great divergence between 
the two communions on this issue it means that the Ref-
ormation was not a total recovery of the gosp el. 

It is the purpose of this essay to prove the the-
sis that sola fi de accurately describes the hist oric Re-
formed underst anding of just ifi cation and that there 
is st ill unanimity between the Reformed and Lutheran 
communities on the articulus st antis et cadentis ecclesiæ 
(“the article upon which the church st ands or falls”), and 
that both the Reformed and Lutheran traditions have 
rightly underst ood the gosp el. To prove this thesis we 
will fi rst  survey the recent claims of those who chal-
lenge the legitimacy of sola fi de. Second, we will survey 
the West minst er Standards and key confessional docu-
ments of hist oric Lutheranism to verify the accord that 
exist s between the two confessional communities on the 
doct rine of just ifi cation by faith alone.

Recent Challenges to Sola Fide

Th ere are three main fi gures to which we may draw our 
attention who bring challenges to the validity of sola fi de 
as an accurate description of the Reformed underst and-
ing of the doct rine of just ifi cation: P. Andrew Sandlin, 
Norman Shepherd, and Peter Lillback. 

Lutheranized Calvinism

In the essay, “Lutheranized Calvinism: Gosp el or Law, 
or Gosp el and Law,” P. Andrew Sandlin makes the claim, 
“Some rather prominent Calvinist s are leaning more 
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heavily toward the Wittenberg Reformer and leaning 
somewhat away from John Calvin and, more accu-
rately, from a more consist ently Reformed persp ect ive 
at key points.” Sandlin bases this claim upon his un-
derst anding of the Lutheran law-gosp el hermeneutic. 
It is uncontest ed that Lutherans adhere to a law-gosp el 
hermeneutic. Hist orically, confessional Lutheranism de-
fi nes law as “a divine teaching which gives inst ruct ion 
regarding what is right and God-pleasing and condemns 
everything that is sin and contrary to God’s will.” Hence, 
Lutherans believe that “everything that condemns sin is 
and belongs to the proclamation of the law.” By con-
trast , the gosp el is “the kind of teaching that reveals 
what the human being, who has not kept the law and 
has been condemned by it, should believe: that Christ  
atoned and paid for all sins and apart from any human 
merit has obtained and won for people the forgiveness 
of sins.” To confuse the two hermeneutical categories 
of law and gosp el leads to confusion in the doct rine of 
just ifi cation—the gosp el is to be believed whereas the 
law is to be obeyed. Th e law drives the sinner, who is 
unable to fulfi ll its demands, to the gosp el of Christ . 
Given these categories, it is easy to see how Lutherans 
would affi  rm sola fi de, that just ifi cation is by faith alone 
because just ifi cation is of the gosp el, not the law.

Based upon this underst anding Sandlin argues that 
the law-gosp el hermeneutic radically separates the 
gosp el from the law. Sandlin argues: “We Calvinist s 
oppose traditional Roman Catholicism’s soteriology, 
which sp eaks of ‘condign’ and ‘congruent’ merit, and 
ties salvation up with a cooperative eff ort between God 
and man. But we almost  equally oppose Lutheran sote-
riology, which so separates gosp el and law as to lead to 
antinomianism, the diminution of sanct ifi cation, and 

the dismissal of good works” (Sandlin, “Lutheranized 
Calvinism,” ). While Sandlin does not sp ecifi cally 
st ate his case in these terms, he nonetheless is subst an-
tively saying that the law-gosp el hermeneutic produces 
a doct rine of just ifi cation that may be charact erized by 
the slogan, sola fi de. In other words, there is no place 
for good works in a Lutheran soteriology. We can con-
fi rm this conclusion from the following st atement: “A 
crowning asp ect  of the genius of the Reformed faith is 
its recognition of the proper relationship between, but 
fundamental unity of, dogma and pract ice, gosp el and 
law, faith and works, mercy and just ice, grace and truth, 
rest raint and liberty” (Sandlin, ). Now, while Sandlin 
cast s a wide net concerning his observations concerning 
the law-gosp el hermeneutic and Lutheran soteriology 
in general, others have been much more sp ecifi c.

Faith the Alone Instrument

Norman Shepherd makes the claim that though the 
slogan sola fi de is popular in Reformed circles that one 
does not fi nd it in the West minst er Confession: “Al-
though ‘just ifi cation by faith alone’ is commonly used 
among us, the interest ing thing is that the West minst er 
Standards do not use that formula. Neither the Con-
fession nor the Catechisms say that we are just ifi ed by 
faith alone. What they do say is that faith is ‘the alone 
inst rument of just ifi cation.’” Shepherd goes on to exe-
gete the relevant passages of the West minst er Standards 
to show how faith as the alone inst rument is diff erent 
from the formula “faith alone.” He does so by making 
several key claims.

First , he argues that the West minst er Confession 
makes its case for the doct rine of just ifi cation not only 
upon the st andard Pauline texts such as Romans  or 
Galatians – but also upon texts such as James  and 
Galatians :–: “Th e Confession acknowledges that 
James is talking about faith and just ifi cation in the same 
sense that Paul uses these terms when he denies that 
just ifi cation is by works. Th e Confession also acknowl-
edges that Paul is talking about soteric just ifi cation in 
Galatians :– when he says that just ifi cation is by 
‘faith working through love’” (Shepherd, “Just ifi cation 
by Faith Alone,” ).

Second, Shepherd also defi nes faith in such a way 
that it includes obedience. Expounding upon Confes-
sion . he writes: “Saving faith is described not only 
as believing whatsoever is revealed in the word of God 
but also as obeying its commands, trembling at it threat-
enings, and embracing the promises of God.” In other 
words, faith is not alone, as Lutheran theology insist s, 

 . P. Andrew Sandlin, “Lutheranism Calvinism: Gosp el or Law, or 
Gosp el and Law,” Reformation and Revival Journal / () .
 . Formula Concord .– in Th e Book of Concord: Th e Confessions 
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, ed. Robert Kolb and Timothy J. 
Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress, ) : “Legem esse proprie doc-
trinam divinitus revelatam, quæ doceat, quid just um Deoque gratum 
sit; quæ etiam, quicquid peccatum est , et voluntati divinæ adversatur, 
redarguat. Quare, quicquid extat in sacris literis, quod peccata arguit, 
id revera ad Legis concionem pertinet” (Latin text from Philip Schaff , 
Th e Creeds of Christ endom,  vols., [; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 
] .).
 . Formula Concord . in Book of Concord, : “Quæ doceat, 
quid homo credere debeat, qui Legi Dei non satisfecit, et idcirco per 
eandem damnatur: videleict , quod illum credere oporteat, Jesum 
Christ um omnia pecata expiasse, atquie pro iis satisfecisse, et remis-
sionem peccatorum” (Schaff , Creeds, .).
 . Norman Shepherd, “Just ifi cation by Faith Alone,” Reformation 
and Revival Journal / () .
 . Shepherd, “Just ifi cation by Faith Alone,” . Th is is a trend that
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but faith is an obedient faith. Not only is it an obedient 
faith, but repentance, argues Shepherd, is also neces-
sary for one’s just ifi cation, as there can be no just ifi ca-
tion apart from repentance (Shepherd, “Just ifi cation by 
Faith Alone,” ). Hence, concerning the traditional for-
mula of “just ifi cation by faith alone,” Shepherd fi nds it 
wanting because “this persp ect ive off ers no way of ac-
counting for the gosp el demand for both faith and re-
pentance as necessary for the forgiveness of sins and 
no way of accounting for obedience as necessary for 
entering eternal life” ().

Given this scriptural and confessional exegesis Shep-
herd concludes that when Martin Luther (–) 
inserted the word “alone” into his translation of Ro-
mans . to make it read, “For we hold that one is 
just ifi ed by faith alone apart from works of the law,” 
the reformer dist orted Paul’s meaning (Shepherd, ). 
Given Luther’s supposed dist ortion, Shepherd sees a 
great diff erence therefore between the Reformed and 
Lutheran communities on the doct rine of just ifi cation. 
Shepherd claims 

Th ere is also a diff erence between the classic Lutheran 
and Reformed doct rines of just ifi cation. Lutheran doc-
trine holds that the Holy Spirit kindles faith in us by 
the hearing of the gosp el. Faith then lays hold of Christ  
and Christ ’s righteousness is imputed to the believer 
for just ifi cation. Aft er the believer has been just ifi ed, 
he is renewed and sanct ifi ed by the Holy Spirit and 
good works follow. Lutheranism can also maintain 
that ‘faith is never alone,’ but means by this that sav-
ing faith is always followed by works and is product ive 
of works. Th e sequence is of fundamental importance. 
Th is is not what the West minst er Confession means 
when it says that the just ifying faith is never alone and 
cites James :,  together with Galatians : to sup-
port that affi  rmation.

Shepherd, therefore, like Sandlin, sees a divergence 
between the Reformed and Lutheran communities. 
From the above quotation, one is left  with the impres-
sion that for Shepherd, the Reformed community sees 
obedience as a part of faith, whereas for the Lutheran 
community, obedience follows faith. Shepherd is not 
alone in his claims.

Faith working through love

Th e claims of Shepherd and Sandlin are largely dog-
matic as they make an eff ort to give a positive formu-
lation of their underst anding of the Reformed doct rine 

of just ifi cation by faith. A third contributor, Peter Lill-
back, makes similar claims concerning the diff erences 
between the Lutheran and Reformed communities. Lill-
back’s claims, however, are not dogmatic but hist ori-
cal theological. In Lillback’s research of the writings of 
Luther and a representative cross-sect ion of Reformed 
theologians, but esp ecially in John Calvin (–), 
as his monograph focuses upon Calvin’s role in the de-
velopment of covenant theology, he fi nds a signifi cant 
diff erence between the two communities—in their dis-
cussions of the doct rine of just ifi cation the Lutherans, 
unlike the Reformed, place the doct rine of just ifi cation 
in the context of the covenant. Given that the covenant 
is bi-lateral in nature, or a reciprocal relationship be-
tween God and redeemed man, it is natural that one 
would fi nd the Reformed incorporating obedience and 
good works in their discussions on just ifi cation.

Given Luther’s commitment to the law-gosp el herme-
neutic, there was to be no discussion of works or obe-
dience in connect ion with the doct rine of just ifi cation. 
Lillback writes, “Th e Reformed hermeneutic discussed 
works in the context of just ifi cation because the cov-
enant had two parts. Just ifi cation was the fi rst  blessing 
of the covenant while the second was the law of love 
engendered by the Holy Spirit. Faith was the condition 
of the fi rst  part of the covenant, and love or obedience 
was the condition of the second part.” Lillback goes on 
to conclude, “For Luther, it was ‘faith alone’; for the Re-
formed it was ‘faith working by love.’” As Lillback ex-
posits the broader developments in the Lutheran and 
Reformed communities on the doct rine of just ifi cation 
he observes that in Lutheran theology the inst rumental 
cause of salvation is not works but faith alone. By con-
trast , Reformed theologians such as Jerome Zanchius 
(–) argued that good works were key: “Good 
works are the inst rumental cause of the possession of 

one fi nds in other places in Shepherd’s writings: “Faith looks away 
from personal merit to the promises of God. Repentance and obedi-
ence fl ow from faith as the fullness of faith. Th is is faithfulness, and 
faithfulness is perseverance in faith. A living, act ive, and abiding faith 
is the way in which the believer enters into eternal life” (Th e Call 
of Grace: How the Covenant Illuminates Salvation and Evangelism 
[Phillipsburg, Pa.: P & R, ] , emphasis added). Again, Shep-
herd writes, “Gosp el proclamation call us to a living faith, that is to a 
penitent and obedient faith” (“Just ifi cation by Faith in Pauline Th eol-
ogy,” in Backbone of the Bible, ed. P. Andrew Sandlin [Nacogdoches, 
Tex.: Covenant Media Press, ] ; see also idem, “Just ifi cation 
by Works in Reformed Th eology,” in Backbone, ).
 . Shepherd, “Just ifi cation by Faith Alone,” . Shepherd cites J. 
T. Mueller, Christ ian Dogmatics (St. Louis, Mo.: Concordia, ) 
–.
 . Peter A. Lillback, Th e Binding of God: Calvin’s Role in the De-
velopment of Covenant Th eology (Grand Rapids: Baker, ) .
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eternal life; by these indeed, just  as by an obvious and 
legitimate way, God leads us into the possession of eter-
nal life.” Lillback adds the test imony of both Johannes 
Piscator (–) and Francis Turretin (–) 
arguing that good works are necessary for salvation. 
Lillback argues that the combination of the covenant 
context and just ifi cation in the Reformed tradition were 
codifi ed in the West minst er Standards.

In WCF . we read the following: “Faith, thus re-
ceiving and rest ing on Christ  and His righteousness, is 
the alone inst rument of just ifi cation; yet is it not alone 
in the person just ifi ed, but is ever accompanied with all 
other saving graces, and is no dead faith, but worketh 
by love.” Lillback argues that WCF . says that faith 
is accompanied “with all other saving graces,” and also 
that WCF . st ates that “the principal act s of saving 
faith are accepting, receiving, and rest ing upon Christ  
alone for just ifi cation, sanct ifi cation, and eternal life, 
by virtue of the covenant of grace” (Lillback, Binding 
of God, –). In other words, he argues that his-
torically the Reformed community has placed just ifi ca-
tion in the context of the covenant, which makes a place 
not only for the doct rine of just ifi cation but also for the 
necessity of good works. In the WCF, argues Lillback, 
one fi nds agreement between gosp el and law not the 
Lutheran law-gosp el hermeneutic ().

Summary

As we summarize the positions of the aforementioned 
authors we fi nd primarily two key claims that we can 
test  in a comparative examination of the West minst er 
Standards and confessional Lutheranism concerning 
the doct rine of just ifi cation. First , Do both communi-
ties affi  rm sola fi de, just ifi cation by faith alone? Second, 
Do the Lutheran and Reformed communities have a 
place for the believer’s good works under the broader 
category of soteriology? Or, in more precise theologi-
cal terms, Do Lutherans have a place for the third use 
of the law in their soteriology as the Reformed tradi-
tion does? Answering these quest ions will prove the 
thesis that both the Reformed and Lutheran commu-
nities affi  rm sola fi de.

Comparing the Two Traditions

Methodology

In our comparison of the two traditions we must  fi rst  
explore whether both communities affi  rm sola fi de. In 
our comparison it is important that we identify several 
presuppositions regarding the methodology employed. 
First , we must  compare the confessional documents of 
both traditions and not the theology of individual theo-
logians, in this case the West minst er Standards and the 
offi  cial confessions of hist oric Lutheranism found in the 
Book of Concord, among which include the Augsburg 
Confession (), the Small and Large Catechisms 
(), and the Formula Concord (). One will 
undoubtedly fi nd a great range of opinions among in-
dividual theologians whereas the confessional corpus 
of West minst er and the Book of Concord give us the 
hist oric majority report of both traditions.

Second, we must  initially delimit our inquiry to the 
doct rine of just ifi cation. In other words, we should not 
explore quest ions as they relate to the other elements 
of the ordo salutis. Th ere appears to be imprecision on 
the part of those who have challenged the legitimacy of 
sola fi de in the Reformed tradition. It is one thing, for 
example, to say that just ifi cation is by faith alone and 
entirely another to say that good works are necessary for 
salvation. Th e two st atements are very diff erent, in that 
just ifi cation is one element of the ordo salutis whereas 
salvation is an all-encompassing term. To use a simple 
analogy, it is one thing to say we will explore the func-
tions of the heart and not consider the funct ions of the 
lungs. A person requires both heart and lungs to live but 
if we delimit our survey to the funct ions of the heart, 
then we will not attribute breathing to it. Likewise, we 
must  confi ne our exploration, at least  in the initial st age 
of the invest igation, to the doct rine of just ifi cation and 
not confuse it with other elements of the ordo salutis, 
such as sanct ifi cation. 

Th ird, our invest igation will not explore both sides 
of each issue, as this would make the essay inordinately 
long. Rather, there is no need to est ablish that Luther-
ans hold to sola fi de but the quest ion is whether the Re-
formed tradition holds the same view. Likewise, there 
is no need to est ablish whether the Reformed tradi-
tion holds to the third use of the law but whether the 
Lutheran tradition does. Fourth, we are limiting our 
invest igation to the West minst er Standards given our 
ecclesiast ical context, nevertheless we will take note of 
parallels that exist  in the Continental Reformed tradi-
tion which fi nds expression in the Th ree Forms of Unity: 

 . Lillback, Binding of God, –. Lillback cites Zanchius as cited 
in M. Schneckenburger, Vergleichende Darst ellung des lutherischen und 
reformierten Lehrbegriff s,  vols., Hersg. Eduard Guder (Stuttgart: J. 
B. Metzler, ) ..
 . Lillback cites Heinrich Heppe, Reformed Dogmatics: Set Out 
and Illust rated from the Sources, ed. Ernst  Bizer, trans. G. T. Th om-
son (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, ) ; and Francis Turretin, 
Inst itutes of Elenct ic Th eology,  vols., trans. George Musgrave Giger, 
ed. James T. Dennison (Phillipsburg, Pa.: P & R, ).–.
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the Belgic Confession (), the Heidelberg Catechism 
(), and the Canons of Dort (–). Keeping 
these four methodological presuppositions in mind, we 
may proceed to invest igate the propriety of sola fi de as 
an accurate description of the doct rine of just ifi cation 
according to the West minst er Standards.

Sola Fide?

When we explore the West minst er Standards we see 
that the divines defi ne faith as: “Faith in Jesus Christ  is 
a saving grace, whereby we receive and rest  upon him 
alone for salvation, as he is off ered to us in the gosp el” 
(WSC q. ; cf. WCF .–; WLC q. ; cf. Heidel-
berg Cat, qq. –; Dort, Head , art. , rej., ). It is 
important to see that faith is extrasp ect ive in charact er, 
in that it is the inst rument by which a person looks to 
the person and work of Christ , trust ing and rest ing in 
that work alone. Faith does not include any act  of obe-
dience, contra the claims of Shepherd: “Faith just ifi es 
a sinner in the sight of God, not because of those other 
graces which do always accompany it, or of good works 
that are the fruits of it, not as if the grace of faith, or any 
act  thereof, were imputed to him for his just ifi cation; 
but only as it is an inst rument by which he receiveth 
and applieth Christ  and his righteousness” (WLC q. 
; cf. Belgic Conf., §). Faith, therefore, is not to be 
confused with any act  of the believer but is sp ecifi cally 
a grace that enables a person to trust  in the person and 
work of Christ .

Th e divines go on to identify the principal act s of 
faith: “Th e principal act s of saving faith are accepting, 
receiving, and rest ing upon Christ  alone for just ifi ca-
tion, sanct ifi cation, and eternal life, by virtue of the cov-
enant of grace” (WCF .). Notice in this st atement 
that the act s of faith involve no act s of obedience but are 
accepting, receiving, and rest ing. Some have inferred 
from the use of the term principal that the divines al-
low for other secondary act s, such as repentance or act s 
of obedience. Th is conclusion, however, is incorrect  for 
two reasons. First , from what we have seen already in 
WLC q. , a person is just ifi ed not because of any of 
the other evangelical graces that do accompany it, that 
is, good works is not faith but its fruit. 

Second, the hist orical context in which the confes-
sion and catechisms were written, namely against  the 
backdrop of the teaching of the RCC, rules out the pos-
sibility that obedience or repentance are part of faith. 
Th e RCC taught, and st ill teaches, that faith is only an 
intellect ual assent to the truth. For example, the Roman 
Catholic Catechism, quoting Th omas Aquinas (–

), st ates that “believing is an act  of the intellect  
assenting to the divine truth by command of the will 
moved by God through grace.” When the divines, 
therefore, identify principal act s of faith, it is not to im-
ply that obedience or repentance somehow fi gure into 
the defi nition of faith but rather to say that faith is not 
bare intellect ual assent but involves accepting, receiv-
ing, and rest ing upon the person and work of Christ ; 
in other words, faith includes trust ing in the promises 
of the gosp el.

One can see how one of the West minst er divines, 
Edward Reynolds (–), explains that faith rest s 
and does not work in just ifi cation: 

Faith has two properties, as a hand, to work, and to 
receive. When faith purifi es the heart, supports the 
drooping sp irits, works by love, carries a man through 
affl  ict ions, and the like; these are the works of faith. 
When faith accepts of righteousness in Christ , and re-
ceives him as the gift  of his Father’s love, when it ‘em-
braces the promises afar off ,’ and ‘lays hold on eternal 
life,’ this is the receiving act  of faith. Now faith just ifi es 
not by working (lest  the eff ect  should not be wholly of 
grace, but partly of grace and partly of work), but by 
bare receiving and accepting, or yielding consent to 
that righteousness of Christ , and in regard of working, 
was the righteousness of Christ , and in regard of dis-
posing, imputing, appropriating unto us, was the righ-
teousness of God.

In this quotation we can see Reynolds dist inguish 
clearly between what faith is versus what faith does. 
Faith rest s in the work of Christ  but produces the fruit 
of good works. Reynolds’ explanation is counter-evi-
dence against  Shepherd’s claim that the Confession 
underst ands Paul to be discussing just ifi cation by faith 
when they cite Galatians :– (Shepherd, “Just ifi cation 
by Faith Alone,” ). Rather, parallel with Reynolds’ ex-
planation, Confession . cites Galatians :– not to 
deny sola fi de but to say that faith does produce the fruit 
of good works. In other words, faith does work, but that 
work is not considered inst rumental in just ifi cation.

 . Joseph Ratzinger, ed., Catechism of the Catholic Church (Ligouri: 
Ligouri Publications, ) §, p. ; cf. Th omas Aquinas, Summa 
Th eologica (; Allen: Christ ian Classics, ) IIa IIæ qq. , .
 . See Robert Shaw, An Exposition of the West minst er Confession 
of Faith (; Fearn: Christ ian Focus, ) –; A. A. Hodge, 
Th e Confession of Faith (rep.; Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, ) ; 
Francis R. Beattie, Th e Presbyterian Standards (rep.; Greenville, S.C.: 
Southern Presbyterian Press, ) –.
 . Edward Reynolds, Th e Sinfulness of Sin (; Morgan, Pa.: Soli 
Deo Gloria, ) .
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One can highlight the divergence between the claims 
of Shepherd, for example, against  the st atements of the 
Standards to see his error in defi ning the nature of faith. 
Shepherd claims that just ifi cation “either is or includes 
the forgiveness of sins,” and therefore the formula of 
sola fi de, or just ifi cation by faith alone, “off ers no way 
of accounting for the gosp el demand for both faith and 
repentance as necessary for the forgiveness of sins and 
no way of accounting for obedience as necessary for en-
tering eternal life” (Shepherd, , ). In other words, 
Shepherd believes that repentance is necessary for just i-
fi cation. Yet, notice that the Standards mention nothing 
of repentance in its defi nition of faith. Moreover, in its 
treatment of repentance, the divines write: “Although 
repentance be not to be rest ed in, as any satisfact ion for 
sin, or any cause of the pardon thereof, which is the act  
of God’s free grace in Christ ; yet it is of such necessity 
to all sinners, that none may expect  pardon without it” 
(WCF .; emphasis added). Notice the diff erences 
between faith and repentance: faith is a “rest ing upon 
Christ  alone for just ifi cation” whereas repentance is 
neither “to be rest ed in,” nor “any cause of the pardon.” 
Shepherd’s claim falls in the light of what the divines 
have said concerning repentance and just ifi cation.

We can further demonst rate the errors in Lillback’s 
claim that just ifi cation is by faith alone in the Lutheran 
tradition and it is faith working through love accord-
ing to the Reformed tradition. Lillback argues that “the 
Reformed hermeneutic discussed works in the context 
of just ifi cation because the covenant had two parts. Jus-
tifi cation was the fi rst  blessing of the covenant while 
the second was the law of love engendered by the Holy 
Spirit. Faith was the condition of the fi rst  part of the cov-
enant, and love or obedience was the condition of the 
second part” (Lillback, Binding of God, ). To demon-
st rate the validity of this point in the broader Reformed 
tradition, Lillback makes appeal to three theologians, 
Zanchius, Piscator, and Turretin and then argues that 
just ifi cation by “faith working through love” was codi-
fi ed in the Reformed tradition in the WCF, articles  
and .– (Lillback, –).

First , we should note a methodological problem with 
Lillback’s claims. Lillback appeals to Turretin to support 
the claim that the Reformed underst anding of just ifi ca-
tion is “faith working through love,” which is codifi ed 
in the WCF. Such an argument has an inherent fl aw 
as Turretin was a seventeenth century continental Re-
formed theologian whose major theological work was 
written between –, some thirty years aft er the 
West minst er assembly concluded its work. Lillback does 
not cite any evidence to show that Turretin wielded any 
infl uence upon the West minst er assembly. While the 
continental and British Reformed traditions bear many 
similarities, Lillback has gone far afi eld to the continent 
rather than to the body of English and Scottish theo-
logical works that direct ly infl uenced or were written 
by participants of the West minst er assembly.

Second, Lillback’s quotation of Zanchius comes from 
a secondary source, whereas a quick perusal of one of 
Zanchius’ chief theological works contradict s the very 
point that Lillback makes. Zanchius writes, 

To be just ifi ed by faith in the sight of God, is nothing 
else, is to be counted just  by the remission of sin and 
just ice of Christ  apprehended by faith: and that this is 
only the true righteousness: whereas whatsoever in-
herent righteousness there is in us, and whatever good 
works we do, is such as cannot st and in the sight of God: 
according to that saying, ‘Enter not into judgment with 
your servant O Lord, for no fl esh is righteous in your 
sight’: and that also, ‘If you marked what is done amiss 
O Lord, Lord who can abide it?’ it plainly appears, that 
our belief concerning just ifi cation by faith alone is most  
certain and most  true.

Zanchius’ st atement and affi  rmation of just ifi cation 
by faith alone is a direct  contradict ion of the st atement 
to which Lillback appeals. Additionally, Lillback also 
cites Piscator who st ates, “Good works, with resp ect  to 
eternal life, have the reason of effi  cient causes, not as 
by merit, but as by a way or a walk, by which one ar-
rives at eternal life out of the ordination of God” (Lill-
back, Binding of God, ). Citing Piscator, however, 
as a representative of the common Reformed position 
is quest ionable.

Lillback notes that Lutheran theologians reject ed the 
positions of Zanchius, Piscator, and Turretin. He also 
explains that Piscator denied the imputation of Christ ’s 
act ive obedience, which is why Piscator believed that the 
believer’s good works were the effi  cient cause of one’s 
salvation. In Piscator’s theology, the believer receives the 
forgiveness of sins through the imputation of Christ ’s 

 . See, e.g., Samuel Rutherford, Th e Covenant of Life Opened (Ed-
inburgh: ) –; idem, Christ  Dying and Drawing Sinners to 
Himself (Edinburgh: ) , , ; idem, Th e Sum of Christ ian 
Religion, in Catechisms of the Second Reformation (London: ) 
–; Joseph Caryl, Bible Th oughts (rep., Morgan, Pa.: Soli Deo 
Gloria, ) –, –; Reynolds, Th e Sinfulness of Sin, –
; James Ussher, Th e Principles of Christ ian Religion (London: ) 
in Catechisms of the Second Reformation (London: ) –; 
idem, Irish Articles, in Schaff , Creeds, .–, §§ –.
 . Jerome Zanchius, Confession of Christ ian Religion (Cambridge, 
) –, updated sp elling.
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passive obedience alone; the believer then required his 
own good works in the place of Christ ’s act ive obedi-
ence. Turretin, for example, acknowledges that this is 
the position of Piscator but then goes on to say that the 
common opinion received in the Reformed churches is 
that both Christ ’s act ive and passive obedience is im-
puted to the believer in just ifi cation (Turretin, Inst itutes, 
..–, v..). For Lillback to say, therefore, that 
the reject ion of the imputed act ive obedience of Christ  
“was taught by various Reformed theologians, includ-
ing such highly resp ect ed authors as Piscator” is mis-
leading and gives the impression that his position was 
common and accepted, when this was clearly not the 
case (Lillback, ).

Th ird, when Lillback appeals to Turretin to subst an-
tiate that the Reformed tradition holds to just ifi cation 
“by faith working through love” he does so imprecisely. 
He writes that Turretin “also affi  rmed the necessity of 
good works for salvation”(Lillback, ). Yet, Lillback 
fails to note that the Turretin quotation to which he 
appeals comes, not from Turretin’s treatment of just i-
fi cation, but from his locus on sanct ifi cation and good 
works. Turretin st ates that good works are necessary for 
salvation, not for one’s just ifi cation, but as a part of one’s 
sanct ifi cation, or as the fruit of just ifi cation: 

Works can be considered in three ways: either with ref-
erence to just ifi cation or sanct ifi cation or glorifi cation. 
Th ey are related to just ifi cation not antecedently, effi  -
ciently and meritoriously, but consequently and declar-
atively. Th ey are related to sanct ifi cation const itutively 
because they const itute and promote it. Th ey are related 
to glorifi cation antecedently and ordinatively because 
they are related to it as the means to the end; yea, as 
the beginning to the complement because grace is glory 
begun, as glory is grace consummated.

Turretin then goes on to write, in direct  contradict ion 
of the point for which Lillback appeals to him: 

Although we acknowledge the necessity of good works 
against  the Epicurean, we do not on this account con-
found the law and the gosp el and interfere with gra-
tuitous just ifi cation by faith alone. Good works are 
required not for living according to the law, but be-
cause we live by the gosp el; not as the causes on account 
of which life is given to us, but as eff ect s which test ify 
that life had been given to us.

Given this evidence it seems that one cannot make 
the claim that Turretin holds to just ifi cation by “faith 

working through love” as Lillback claims. Moreover, we 
also see that Turretin, a marquis representative of the 
Swiss Reformed tradition, indeed a successor of Cal-
vin at the academy of Geneva, st ates that the Reformed 
do not confuse the categories of law and gosp el, which 
according to the claims of Sandlin and Lillback, is sup-
posedly a hallmark of Lutheran, not Reformed, herme-
neutics. To claim that Reformed theologians did not 
adhere to the law-gosp el hermeneutic does not accord 
with the evidence.

Th e Law-Gospel Hermeneutic
in the Reformed Tradition

We see in the writings of Zacharias Ursinus (–
), one of the chief authors of the Heidelberg Cat-
echism, which is the authoritative catechism for the 
Dutch Reformed tradition, the use of the law-gosp el 
hermeneutic employed in terms of the covenants of na-
ture and grace, which fi nds its parallel in West minst er’s 
covenants of works and grace: 

Th e law contains the natural covenant, est ablished by 
God with humanity in creation, that is, it is known by 
humanity by nature, it requires our perfect  obedience 
to God, and it promises eternal life to those who keep 
it and threatens eternal punishment to those who do 
not. Th e gosp el, however, contains the covenant of grace, 
that is, although it exist s, it is not known at all by na-
ture; it shows us the fulfi llment in Christ  of the righ-
teousness that the law requires and the rest oration in 
us of that righteousness by Christ ’s Spirit; and it prom-
ises eternal life freely because of Christ  to those who 
believe in him.

 . See Johannes Piscator, A Learned and Profi table Treatise on 
Man’s Just ifi cation (London, ) .
 . Turretin, Inst itutes, .., v. , p. : “Opera trifariam sp ec-
tari possunt, vel ratione Just ifi cationis, vel Sanct ifi cationis, vel Glori-
fi cationis. Ratione prioris non se habent antecendenter, effi  cienter, et 
meritorie, sed consequenter, et declarative. Ratione Sanct ifi cationis, se 
habent const itutive, quia eam const ituunt et promovent. Ratione Glo-
rifi cationis vero antecendenter et ordinative, quia ad eam referuntur 
ut medium ad fi nem, Imo ut initium ad complementum, quia gratia 
est  gloriæ inchoatio, ut Gloria est  gratiæ consummation” (Francisco 
Turrettino, Inst itutio Th eologiæ Elenct icæ [Edinburgh: John D. Lowe, 
]).
 . Turretin, Inst itutes, .., v.: “Quamvis necessitatem 
bonorum operum agnoscamus contra Epicureos, non confundimus 
ideo Legem et Evangelium, et laadimus just ifi cationem gratuitam per 
solam fi dem. Quia bona opera requiruntur non ad vivendum ex Lege, 
sed quia vivimus per Evangelium, no ut causæ propter quas nobis 
datur vita, sed ut eff ect a eque test antur vitam esse nobis datum.”
 . Larger Catechism, q. , in An Introduct ion to the Heidelberg
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In fact , Ursinus elsewhere st ates that, “Th e doct rine 
of the church is the entire and uncorrupted doct rine 
of the law and gosp el concerning the truth of God, to-
gether with his will, works, and worship.” Ursinus 
was not alone in this observation. 

Th eodore Beza (–), Calvin’s successor at 
Geneva also wrote that “ignorance of this dist inct ion 
between Law and Gosp el is one of the principal sources 
of the abuses which corrupted and st ill corrupt Christ i-
anity.” Calvin could likewise observe that the medieval 
Roman Catholic theologians confused the categories of 
law and gosp el, or promise 

by saying that works of their own intrinsic goodness 
are of no avail for meriting salvation but by reason of 
the covenant, because the Lord of his own liberality es-
teemed them so highly. Meanwhile they did not observe 
how far those works, which they meant to be meritori-
ous, were from fulfi lling the condition of the promises 
unless preceded by just ifi cation rest ing on faith alone, 
and by forgiveness of sins, through which even good 
works must  be cleansed of sp ots.

Continental Reformed theologians were not alone 
in affi  rming the law-gosp el hermeneutic, as one can 
fi nd similar st atements in the writings of British theo-
logians such as William Perkins (–). Based 
upon this, we must  conclude that “as far as the law-
gosp el dist inct ion is concerned, it is as integral to Re-
formed theology (embedded in federalism) as it is to 
Lutheranism.”

Summary

Based on the evidence presented above, therefore, 
one may safely reject  the claim that the Reformed un-
derst anding of just ifi cation is best  underst ood by the 
phrase, “faith working through love.” While the Re-
formed tradition, as it is represented in the West minst er 
Standards, maintains the necessity of good works for 
one’s salvation as “the fruits and evidences of a true and 
lively faith” (WCF .), this in no way means that its 
doct rine of just ifi cation is not by faith alone (cf. Belgic 
Conf., §; Heidelberg Cat., q. ). Sola fi de accurately 
describes the West minst er Assembly’s underst anding of 
the doct rine of just ifi cation: “Faith, thus receiving and 
rest ing on Christ  and His righteousness, is the alone 
inst rument of just ifi cation” (WCF .). We must  now 
turn to the second quest ion of our invest igation, namely 
whether Lutherans hold to the third use of the law.

Lutherans on the Third Use of the Law

In turning to the second-half of our invest igation, we 
must  explore the quest ion of whether the Lutheran 
commitment to sola fi de is such that they make abso-
lutely no place for the necessity of good works, in some 
sense, in the broader category of their soteriology. In 
other words, is Lutheran soteriology antinomian? Th ere 
have been those in both the dist ant and recent past  who 
have argued that Luther and Lutheranism only hold to 
two uses of the law: the political or civil, in rest raining 
evil, and the elenct ic or pedagogic, in leading people to 
a knowledge of sin and the need of redemption. Yet, 
at the same time a perusal of primary sources, includ-
ing Luther’s writings, Lutheran confessions, and other 
Lutheran theologians evidences that Luther and Luther-
anism hold to the third use of the law in some form, 
the didact ic or normative use, regulating the life of the 
regenerate. One may begin with Luther’s own writings, 
as his writings are incorporated in the confessional cor-
pus of the Lutheran church. 

Catechism: Sources, Hist ory, and Th eology, ed. and trans. Lyle D. 
Bierma, et al (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, ) –.
 . Zacharias Ursinus, Commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism 
(; Phillipsburg, Pa.: P & R, n. d.) .
 . Th eodore Beza, Th e Christ ian Faith, trans. James Clark (Lewes: 
Focus Christ ian Minist ries, ) ff .
 . John Calvin, Inst itutes of the Christ ian Religion, LCC, vols. 
–, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, ed. John T. McNeill (Philadelphia: 
West minst er, ) .., –: “Atqui hinc apparet quantopere 
delusi sint sophist æ, qui belle se absurda omnia evasisse putarunt 
quum dicerent, non intrinseca sua bonitate valere opera ad salutem 
demerendam, sed ex pact i ratione: quia Dominus liberalitate sua tanti 
æst imavit. Atqui non observabant interim, quæ meritoria opera esse 
volebant, quantum abessent a promissionum conditione, nisi et iust i-
fi catio sola fi de subnixa, et peccatorum remissio, per quam a macu-
lis bona quoque opera abst ergi necesse habent, præcederet” (idem, 
Inst itutionis Christ ianæ Religionis, in Opera Select a, vol. , ed. Peter 
Barth and William Niesel [Munich: –]). 
 . Expounding upon the application of Scripture in preaching, 
Perkins writes: “Th e basic principle in application is to know whether 
the passage is a st atement of the law or of the gosp el” (Th e Art of 
Prophesying [; Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, ] ff ).
 . Michael Horton, “Law, Gosp el, and Covenant: Reassessing Some 
Emerging Antitheses,” WTJ / () .
 . Th is sect ion is largely drawn and adapted from J. V. Fesko, 
“Calvin on Just ifi cation and Recent Misinterpretations of His View,” 
Mid-America Journal of Th eology  () –.
 . See Gerhard Ebeling, Word and Faith (London: SCM Press, 
) –; Werner Elert, Law and Gosp el (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
) –; Gerhard O. Forde, “Th e Lutheran View,” in Christ ian 
Spirituality: Five Views of Sanct ifi cation, ed., Donald L. Alexander 
(Downers Grove: IVP, ) –, esp . –.
 . Luther is truly the fountainhead of Lutheranism, unlike Calvin
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Luther

While Luther certainly divided the scriptures into the 
categories of law and gosp el, commands and promise, 
just  because a person became a Christ ian did not mean 
that he was now suddenly free from the demands of the 
law. Luther, for example, writes that

as long as we live in a fl esh that is not free of sin, so 
long as the Law keeps coming back and performing 
its funct ion, more in one person and less in another, 
not to harm but to save. Th is discipline of the Law is 
the daily mortifi cation of the fl esh, the reason, and our 
powers and the renewal of our mind ( Cor .)…. 
Th ere is st ill need for a cust odian to discipline and tor-
ment the fl esh, that powerful jackass, so that by this 
discipline sins may be diminished and the way pre-
pared for Christ .

So long as the Christ ian is simil iust us et peccator, 
there is always a need for the law in the life of the be-
liever. Luther’s use of the law in the life of the believer 
is further evidenced from his catechisms. 

Luther’s Small Catechism begins with an exposition 
of the Decalogue. At the close of the exposition of the 
Decalogue in Luther’s Large Catechism, Luther explains 
the importance of the law in the life of the believer:

Th us, we have the Ten Commandments, a compend of 
divine doct rine, as to what we are to do in order that 
our whole life may be pleasing to God, and the true 
fountain and channel from and in which everything 
must  arise and fl ow that is to be a good work, so that 
outside the Ten Commandments, no work or thing can 
be good or pleasing to God, however great or precious 
it be in the eyes of the world.

Luther saw a need for good works, but was careful, 
like the Reformed tradition, to teach about the proper 
relationship between good works and just ifi cation. 
Luther addresses the proper place of the law as it relates 
to just ifi cation when he writes:

Th e matter of the Law must  be considered carefully, 
both as to what and as to how we ought to think about 
the Law; otherwise we shall either reject  it altogether, 
aft er the fashion of the fanatical sp irits who prompted 
the peasant’s revolt a decade ago by saying that the 
freedom of the Gosp el absolves men from all laws, or 
we shall attribute to the Law the power to just ify. Both 
groups sin against  the Law: those on the right, who 

want to be just ifi ed through the Law, and those on the 
left , who want to be altogether free of the Law. Th ere-
fore we must  travel the royal road, so that we neither 
reject  the Law altogether nor attribute more to it than 
we should.

Luther, then, saw a place for the law in the life of the 
believer. When he was explaining the doct rine of just i-
fi cation he said that there was no place for works or the 

who is one among many infl uential theologians in the Calvinist , 
or more properly, reformed, tradition. Cf. Carl R. Trueman, “Is the 
Finnish Line a New Beginning? A Critical Assessment of the Read-
ing of Luther Off ered by the Helsinki Circle” West minst er Th eological 
Journal .; also Robert Kolb, Martin Luther as Prophet, Teacher, 
and Hero: Images of the Reformer, – (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
); Richard A. Muller, Aft er Calvin: Studies in the Development of 
a Th eological Tradition (Oxford: OUP, ) –.
 . Martin Luther, Lect ures on Galatians  Chapters –, trans. 
Jaroslav Pelikan, LW, vol. , ed. Jaroslav Pelikan (St. Louis, Mo.: 
Concrodia, ), p. : “Quamdiu igitur in carne quæ sine pec-
cato non est , vivimus, subinde redit lex et facit suum offi  cium, in 
uno plus, in alio minus, Non tamen ad perniciem, sed salutem. Hoc 
enim exercitium legis est  quotidiana mortifi cation carnis, rationis et 
virium et innovacio mentis nost ræ,  Corin  … Hic opus est  ad huc 
pædagogo qui fortem asinum, Carnem, exerceat et vexet, ut hac pæ-
dogogia minuantur peccata et Christ o via paretur” (idem, D. Martin 
Luther’s Werke [Weimar: –], vol , pt. , p. ).
 . Stephen West erholm, Israel’s Law and the Church’s Faith: Paul 
and His Recent Interpreters (; Wipf & Stock, ) . 
 . Martin Luther, “Small Catechism,” in Th e Creeds of Christ endom,  
vols., ed. Philip Schaff  (; Grand Rapids: Baker, ) .–, §.
 . Martin Luther, “Large Catechism,” in Triglot Concordia: Th e 
Symbolical Books of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, trans. F. Bente 
and W. H. T. Dau (St. Louis: Concordia, ) –. Luther also 
says: “Th erefore it is not in vain that it is commended in the Old Tes-
tament to write the Ten Commandments on all walls and corners, 
yes, even on garments, not for the sake of merely having them writ-
ten in these places and making show of them, as did the Jews, but 
that we might have our eyes const antly fi xed upon them, and have 
them always in our memory, and that we might pract ice them in all 
our act ions and ways, and every one make them his daily exercise 
in all cases, in every business transact ion, as though they were writ-
ten in every place wherever he would look, yea, wherever he walks 
or st ands. Th is in our own house and abroad with our neighbors, to 
pract ice the Ten Commandments, that no one need run far from 
them” (“Large Catechism,” ).
 . Carl R. Trueman, Luther’s Legacy: Salvation and English Reform-
ers – (Oxford: Clarendon, ) –; Bernhard Lohse, Mar-
tin Luther’s Th eology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999) –. 
 . Luther, Lect ures on Galatians, vol. ,  (Werke, /.–): 
“Ideo locus de Lege diligenter est  considerandus, Quid et quomodo sit 
de lege sentiendum, Nee am aut omnio reiiciams more Phanaticorum 
sp irituum qui ante decennium moventes seditionem rust icorum dice-
bant libertatem Evangelicam absolvere hominess ab omnibus legibus, 
aut ne vim iust ifi candi et tribuamus. Utrique enim in legem peccant, 
in dextra qui per legem iust ifi cari, in sinist ra qui prorsus a lege liberi 
esse volunt. Ingrediendum est  igitur regia via, ut neque legem plane 
reiiciamus, neque plus ei tribuamus, quam oportet.”
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law. In relationship, though, to one’s sanct ifi cation and 
the knowledge of what is pleasing to God, the Decalogue 
served as a guide as well as a tool in the hand of God to 
confront the remaining sin in the believer. Th is care-
ful fencing of just ifi cation from works, yet at the same 
time connect ing just ifi cation to sanct ifi cation, is esp e-
cially evident in the Lutheran confessions.

Lutheran Confessions 

Th e Augsburg Confession is the fi rst  offi  cial Lutheran 
confession, and was largely written by Luther’s lieuten-
ant, Philip Melanchthon (–). Th e Augsburg 
Confession carefully explains that just ifi cation is by faith 
alone: “Our works can not reconcile God, or deserve re-
mission of sins, grace, and just ifi cation at his hands, but 
that these we obtain by faith only, when we believe that 
we are received into favor for Christ ’s sake, who alone 
is appointed the Mediator and Propitiatory, by whom 
the Father is reconciled.” Yet, at the same time the con-
fession gives an apology against  antinomianism: “Ours 
are falsely accused of forbidding good works. For their 
writings extant upon the Ten Commandments, and 
others of the like argument, do bear witness that they 
have to good purpose taught concerning every kind of 
life, and its duties; what kinds of life, and what works 
in every calling, do please God.” 

Th e confession even goes as far as to say that Luther-
ans “teach that it is necessary to do good works,” but 
it sp ecifi es that “not that we may trust  that we deserve 
grace by them, but because it is the will of God that we 
should do them. By faith alone is apprehended remis-
sion of sins and grace. And because the Holy Spirit is 
received by faith, our hearts are now renewed, and so 
put on new aff ect ions, so that they are able to bring 
forth good works” (Augsburg Conf., §, in Schaff , 
Creeds, .–). So, here, in this Lutheran confession 
we see the emphasis upon just ifi cation by faith alone 
but also the need for good works, informed by the law. 
While this is not precisely the same nomenclature that 
one fi nds in the West minst er Standards is nonetheless 
parallel to the Standards’ emphasis on the third use of 
the law (WLC qq. –; WCF .; cf. Belgic Conf., 

§; Heidelberg Cat., q. ). What we fi nd in inchoate 
forms in the Augsburg Confession, however, emerges 
quite clearly in the Formula of Concord.

Th e Formula of Concord was born out of the need 
to interpret authoritatively the Augsburg Confession in 
the face of various controversies, which included sub-
ject s such as original sin, synergism, just ifi cation, good 
works, antinomianism, the Lord’s supper, christ ology, 
predest ination, and others. Hence, one fi nds several 
articles that explain and elaborate upon the relation-
ship between just ifi cation and good works (See Schaff , 
Creeds, .–). It is in the Formula of Concord that 
the Lutherans, legendary for their insist ence upon just i-
fi cation by faith alone, also st ate that “good works must  
certainly and without all doubt follow a true faith (pro-
vided only it be not a dead but a living faith), as fruits of 
a good tree” (Formula of Concord, §, in Schaff , Creeds, 
..). It is in article six, “Of the third use of the law,” 
where the document makes its most  pronounced st ate-
ment about the importance of the law and good works: 
“We believe, teach, and confess that although they who 
truly believe in Christ , and are sincerely converted to 
God, are through Christ  set free from the curse and 
const raint of the Law, they are not, nevertheless, on 
that account without the Law” (Formula of Concord, 
§, in Schaff , Creeds, .). Th e document goes on to 
st ate that “the preaching of the Law should be urged not 
only upon those who have not faith in Christ , and do 
not yet repent, but also upon those who truly believe 
in Christ , are truly converted to God, and regenerated 
and are just ifi ed by faith” (Formula of Concord, §, in 
Schaff , Creeds, .). So, then, it appears from pri-
mary sources such as Luther, the Augsburg Confession, 
and the Formula Concord that Luther and Lutheran-
ism places a heavy emphasis upon just ifi cation by faith 
alone but not to the exclusion of the importance and 
necessity of good works or the third use of the law. Th is 
is not a unique conclusion.

Later Lutheranism

Contemporary Lutheran theologians have previously 
observed that Luther and later Lutheranism have 
guarded just ifi cation by faith alone but at the same 
time maintained the importance of good works. Paul 
Althaus notes that “Luther saw the commandments not 
only as a mirror in which he recognizes sin—although 
they certainly are and remain that even for the Chris-
tian—but beyond this as inst ruct ion about the ‘good 
works’ God wants; and such inst ruct ion is necessary 
and wholesome for the Christ ian.” Likewise, Francis 

 . Contra Lillback, Binding of God, –; cf. Trueman, Luther’s 
Legacy, .
 . Mark A. Noll, ed., Confessions and Catechisms of the Reformation 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, ) –; also Trueman, “Finnish 
Line,” .
 . Augsburg Conf., § , in Schaff , Creeds, .–. 
 . Paul Althaus, Th e Th eology of Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. 
Schultz (Philadelphia, Pa.: Fortress, ) ; see also Eugene F. Klug,
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Pieper (–) notes that “while the theologian 
must  diff erentiate sharply between Law and Gosp el, 
yet he must  in pract ice join them most  intimately.” 
Pieper also list s three reasons as to why the Christ ian 
st ill needs the law:

. Because the Christ ian is simil iust us et pecca-
tor—he st ill sins and needs the law to underst and 
the gravity of his sin.

. Th e Christ ian must  learn from the law to 
know what is pleasing to God and what he would 
have him do.

. To keep the fl esh outwardly in check.

To say, then, that there is a large chasm between the 
Reformed and Lutheran traditions on just ifi cation be-
cause Reformed theologians hold to the third use of the 
law whereas Luther and the Lutherans reject  it neither 
accords with the evidence nor with hist ory. 

Conclusion

In our survey we explored the claims of those who ar-
gue that the Reformed tradition esp ecially as it is rep-
resented by the West minst er Standards is not properly 
described by the Reformation slogan of sola fi de. How-
ever, we found their claims wanting for several key rea-
sons: () issues over hist orical-theological methodology; 
() comparison of primary sources; and () a lack of pre-
cision at times in either the defi nition or use of terms. It 
appears, therefore, that the dogmatic interest s of Sand-
lin and Shepherd and the hist orical theological claims 
of Lillback require signifi cant reconsideration in light 
of the of gathered evidence.

Making a broader observation, while almost  anything 
is possible, it seems unlikely that two theological tra-
ditions such as the Reformed and Lutheran communi-
ties would acknowledge their agreement for hundreds 
of years on a point so crucial as just ifi cation by faith 
alone and then only in recent years would there arise 
the claim that the two traditions were in confl ict . Th e 
analysis of Robert Traill (–), a Scottish cove-
nanter writing in the midst  of the antinomian and neo-
nomian controversies of the late seventeenth century, 
seems a bit more accurate than the recent claims we have 
surveyed concerning the unanimity on just ifi cation by 
faith alone between the Reformed and Lutheran tradi-
tions. Drawing attention to the great German reform-
er’s reason for success against  the doct rine of the RCC, 

Traill could approvingly quote Foxe’s Book of Martyrs: 
“Luther gave the st roke, and plucked down the foun-
dation, and all by opening one vein, long hid before, 
wherein lieth the touchst one of all truth and doct rine, 
as the only principal origin of our salvation, which is, 
our free just ifi cation, by faith only, in Christ  the Son 
of God.” Indeed, it was a Reformed theologian, J. 
H. Alst ed (–), not Luther as it is commonly 
supposed, that coined the phrase in a rather Luther-
like fashion, that just ifi cation is the articulus st antis et 
cadentis ecclesiæ, “the article upon which the church 
st ands or falls.” So, then, whether in the Lutheran or 
Reformed tradition, we may conclude that just ifi cation 
is sola fi de, by faith alone. ■

“Luther on Law, Gosp el, and the Th ird Use of the Law,” Th e Spring-
fi elder / () . 
 . Francis Pieper, Christ ian Dogmatics, vol.  (St. Louis, Mo.: 
Concordia, ) , –; also Oswald Bayer, Living by Faith: 
Just ifi cation and Sanct ifi cation, Lutheran Quarterly Books, trans. G. 
W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, ) –. 
 . Scholars both within and without the Reformed tradition have 
acknowledged that the Protest ant doct rine of just ifi cation by faith 
alone, both in the Reformed and Lutheran expressions, had its roots 
the theology of Luther (see B. B. Warfi eld, Calvin and August ine, ed. 
S. G. Craig [Philadelphia, Pa.: P & R, ] –; T. H. L. Parker, 
“Calvin’s Doct rine of Just ifi cation,” Th e Evangelical Quarterly  [] 
–; François Wendel, Calvin: Th e Origins and Development of His 
Religious Th ought, trans. Philip Mairet [; Grand Rapids: Baker, 
] –; David Steinmetz, Calvin in Context [New York: OUP, 
] –; Joseph Wawrykow, “John Calvin and Condign Merit,” 
Archiv für Reformationsgeschichte  [] –). 
 . Robert Traill, Just ifi cation Vindicated (; Edinburgh: Banner 
of Truth, ) .
 . J. H. Alst ed, Th eologia Scholast ica Didact ica (Hanover, ) , 
as cited in Alist er E. McGrath, Iust itia Dei: A Hist ory of the Christ ian 
Doct rine of Just ifi cation, vol.  (; New York: CUP, ) , n. 
Many thanks to my colleague, Scott Clark, for drawing my attention 
to this reference, and to those in note  above.
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Appendix

Category Westminster Lutheranism Continental

Faith Alone “Faith, thus receiving and 
rest ing on Christ  and His 
righteousness, is the alone 
inst rument of just ifi ca-
tion” (WCF .).

“By faith alone is apprehended re-
mission of sins and grace” (Augsburg 
Conf., §).

“We just  say with Paul, 
that we are just ifi ed by 
faith alone, or by faith 
without works” (Belgic 
Conf., §).

Place of Good 
Works

“Th ese good works, done 
in obedience to God’s 
commandments, are the 
fruits and evidences of 
a true and lively faith” 
(WCF .).

“Moreover, ours teach that it is nec-
essary to do good works; not that 
we may trust  that we deserve grace 
by them, but because it is the will of 
God that we should do them” (Augs-
burg Conf., §).

“It is impossible that this 
holy faith can be unfruit-
ful in man; for we do not 
sp eak of a vain faith, but 
of such a faith as is called 
in Scripture a faith that 
worketh by love, which 
excites man to the prac-
tice of those works which 
God has commanded in 
His Word. Which works, 
as they proceed from the 
good root of faith, are 
good and acceptable in 
the sight of God, for-
asmuch as they are all 
sanct ifi ed by His grace” 
(Belgic Conf., §).

Th ird Use of 
the Law

“Although true believers 
be not under the law, as a 
covenant of works, to be 
thereby just ifi ed, or con-
demned; yet is it of great 
use to them, as well as to 
others; in that, as a rule 
of life informing them of 
the will of God, and their 
duty, it direct s and binds 
them to walk accordingly” 
(WCF .).

“And in this way do the children of 
God live in the Law, and fashion their 
life according to the rule of the divine 
Law, which way of living St. Paul is 
wont to call in his epist les the Law of 
Christ  and the Law of the mind (Rom 
.; ., ; Gal .).”

“We repudiate, therefore, as a false 
and pernicious dogma, contrary to 
Christ ian discipline and true piety, 
the teaching that the Law of God … 
is not to be set forth before the godly 
and true believers, but only before 
the ungodly, unbelievers, and im-
penitent, and to be urged upon these 
alone” (Formula Concord, art. , “On 
the Th ird Use of the Law”).

“We st ill use the test imo-
nies taken out of the law 
and the prophets, to con-
fi rm us in the doct rine of 
the gosp el, and to regu-
late our life in all honest y 
to the glory of God ac-
cording to His will” (Bel-
gic Conf., §).


