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INTRODUCTION 

Since founding his first congregation in Foochow, China in 

1923, Watchman Nee's influence and popularity has steadily increased 

and expanded. As a Chinese national., Nee spearheaded a movement 

which in sixteen years saw the establishing of 700 churches embracing 

more than 70,000 members. In an article entitled "Sharper Focus on 

Watchman Nee," Carl F. H. Henry writes that Nee's popularity drama­

tically rose as he became identified with the plight of the under­

ground Christians in China. Henry states that Nee' s fifteen years in 

Communist work camps until his death in 1972 spurred interest in his 

writings. His many smaller works, particularly those in applied 

soteriology, quickly gained for Nee an international. following. 1 Two 

Lutheran missionaries to China have likewise observed that Nee's work 

enjoyed much more success than Western missionary efforts. 2 

The Current Popularity of Watchman Nee 

Watchman Nee is now well known in many parts of the world. But 

it is in the United States that Nee has gained his largest following, 

both within and outside of mainline denominations. Lutheran circles 

are probably among the last to discover the writings of Nee. His 

1 Carl F. H. Henry, "Sharper Focus on Watchman Nee," Christianity 
Today 19 (May 9, 1975):31-32. 

~he Rev. Michael Trinklein of Immanuel Lutheran Church in 
Boonville, Missouri, and Dr. Roy Suelflow of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis: 
observations made during interviews made with the author. 
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writings have been widely read for years in popular spiritual move­

ments in American Christianity. Despite the diversity of the modern 

Charismatic movement, the books of Nee seem to be read and respected 

throughout its various branches. The publisher of Nee's The Normal 

Christian Life (Christian Literature Crusade, Fort Washington, 

Pennsylvania) states that over a million copies have been sold. 

Another publisher (Ministry of Life, Cloverdale, Indiana) reports 

that Nee's The Release of the Spirit has sold a nearly equal number 

in English and that it is now available in 10 other languages. The 

approximately 50 books by Nee now available on the American market 

are receiving wide distribution. Various managers of Christian 

bookstores contacted in connection with this paper have all reported 

that the books by Watchman Nee are a fast-moving line and that reorder 

is constantly necessary. 

One of the first and best books on the Jesus movement of the 

late sixties and early seventies is a work by Enroth, Ericson, and 

Peters called The Jesus People: Old-Time Religion in the Age of 

Aquarius. This volume is based on thorough research and extensive 

contact with representative members of the movement, examining in 

detail the origin and growth of each of the significant branches of 

this new religious revival. The authors have observed that the 

writings of Watchman Nee are widely read in the movement, and that 

in some branches of the movement the only things that axe read are 

the Bible and the books of Nee. 3 It was also concluded that Nee's 

~onald Enroth, Edward Ericson, and C. Breckingridge Peters, 
The Jesus Peo le: Old-Time Reli ion in the A e of A uarius (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1972, pp. 143, 187, 19,170. 
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works were shaping various aspects of the movement, especially an 

anti-cultural bias that seems to typify it. 

A number of churches throughout the country are attracted 

to Nee's theology and ecclesiology. A typical example is a large 

church in Minneapolis near the university that calls itself simply 

"The Campus Church." Composed mostly of university students or 

former students, this church has grown from one pastor from Ireland 

and a small Bible study to a group larger than 2,000. This church 

is completely organized around the writings and theology of Nee. 

The group is non-Charismatic and has sent out over 200 missionaries. 

Lutheran pastors throughout the country are increasingly 

reporting the involvement of their members in the books of Nee. An 

indication that Watchman Nee is becoming more popular in Lutheran 

circles is the following episode. In the fall of 1973 a group of 

about 50 students at Gustavus Adolphus College (St. Peter, Minnesota) 

requested a January term course that could be primarily devoted to 

reading and discussing a three volume work by Watchman Nee entitled 

The Spiritual Man. This course was taught by Dr. Bernard Erling to 

an expanded number of interested students. 

Several more books by Nee are due for publication within 

the next year. All indications point to the conclusion that Nee's 

popularity in this country has not yet reached its peak. 

My Interest and Purpose 

In the fall quarter of 1974, I was elected Student Spiritual 

Life Chairman of Concordia College, St. Paul. Within a short time I 

was approached by a group of students who claimed that the Holy Spirit 
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had sent them to me after many hours of prayer. They brought with 

them several books by Watchman Nee, a name I had heard often on 

campus but whose books I had never read. This group felt it was 

absolutely essential that I devote myself earnestly to a study of 

his writings. 4 This was my first introduction to this Chinese 

Christian writer. 

Concordia, St. Paul was not the only one of our Synodical 

schools where groups of students were reading Watchman Nee. I have 

found that Nee was also being read rather extensively at Concordia, 

Ann Arbor, and also at Concordia, River Forest, Christ, Irvine, and 

Concordia, Seward. I decided to take an informal survey among the 

student body at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis during fall of 1979. 

Among the 50 students questioned, 37 had heard of Watchman Nee 

before, and of these 37, 29 had read something of Nee before. Of 

these 29, 22 felt that Nee "had something unique and useful to offer 

the Church." 

In 1974, I read The Normal Christian Life, but did not pursue 

reading other books by Nee. I continued to run into students reading 

him, some almost acknowledging him as a twentieth century Luther. 

Then in the summer of 1977 I attended Concordia Theological Seminary 

in Ft. Wayne, Indiana, and included the required fourth year Romans 

course in my summer schedule. As the course progressed, especially 

the lectures on Romans 6, I realized that I was being taught essentially 

4This group felt that only if I incorporate the rich insights 
contained in his. books and practice could God then bless my work on 
campus. As I began to dialog with these students, I increasingly 
became aware of how popular were the writings of Nee on campus, a 
development of which the faculty was totally unaware. 
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the same theology I had read in Nee's The Normal Christian Life 

(the believer's mystical union with Christ, a trichodomous view of 

man, and sanctification dependent on an understanding of these two). 

Thus I became interested in further study in Nee's theology on these 

points. 

The purpose of this thesis, therefore, is to construct 

systematically Nee's understanding of the believer's union with 

Christ, and then outline the function he ascribes to this union in 

Christian sanctification. Then after identifying specific focal 

points on which Nee's theological system depends, I will bring an 

extensive study of the Lutheran Confessions to bear on these issues. 

In terms of a question, has Nee developed a theology which may be 

acceptable to Confessional Lutheranism? Our study will begin with 

a brief historical section on Nee. 



CHAPI'ER I 

NEE'S BACKGROUND 

There exists only one written source in English discussing 

the life of Nee, and that is the biography by Angus Kinnear published 

in 1973.1 Kinnear first met Nee in England in 1938. After this 

Kinnear spent thirteen yea.rs as a mission hospital physician in 

India and seven more yea.rs assisting Asian writers develop an Indian 

Literature Crusade program. It was in this connection that he edited 

the first English translation of a work by Nee which has been widely 

known as The Normal Christian Life (Bombay, 1957). Kinnear' s study 

is well documented and provides the reader not only with an account 

of Nee's life, but also some insight into the events of China since 

the beginning of this century. The following summary is derived 

completely from Kinnear's book, and therefore will not be foot-noted. 

Nee's Life and Work in China 

Ni Shu-tsu (translated, "he who proclaims his ancestor's 

merits"), was born November 4, 1903 to Christian parents in Swatow, 

Kwantung Province. His paternaJ. grandfather had been among the first 

Christian converts in the Foochow area of China, and sometime later 

he became a Christian missionary. His father, Ni Weng-hsiu, was a 

customs officer. Nee was the third of nine children and the first 

1Angus Kinnear, A ainst the Tide: The Stor of Watchman Nee 
(Ea.rtboune, Sussex: Victory Press, 1974, pp. 322 pages, cloth and 
paper. 
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son. He later renames himself Ni To-Sheng, which has the connota­

tion of "one who is alert while others sleep." This name translates 

as Watchman Nee, by which he is universally known in English. 

Nee spent the early years of his life in Foochow, a provincial 

capital and a large seaport into the Southern Pacific. The tea 

industry made this port second only to Shanghai. The first mission­

aries arrived at Foochow in 1847. Nee attended the mission schools 

here and was educated both in the Chinese classics and the Bible. 

During his school yea.rs revolution broke out in China which resulted 

in the imperial abdication and the setting up of the Republic of 

China (which after a number of yea.rs of continued fighting gave way 

to the National dictatorship and the eventual triumph of the Commllllist 

Party). 

These school yea.rs saw Watchman Nee become increasingly 

disenchanted with Christianity and the church. Hue-ping, Nee's 

mother, became involved in politics, serving as general secretary 

of the Women's Patriotic Society. Her involvement in these political 

activities as well as social and cultural entertainment took the 

place of her former religious activities. Nee recalls, "from contact 

with unbelieving revolutionaries I almost became an unbeliever 

myself." Then in the spring of 1920, two weeks of revival meetings 

were held in Foochow featuring a young evangelist from northern 

China and Korea named Miss Dora Yu. Through her preaching both 

Hue-ping and Watchman Nee were converted a.new. Nee was sixteen at 

this time. Nee says this about his experience: 

Present yourselves to God as men who have been brought from 
death to life, and your members to God as instruments of 
righteousness. God required of men therefore, that I now 
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regard all my faculties as belonging to Another. I dare not 
squander a few cents of my money or an hour of my time or any 
of my mental or physical powers, for they are not mine but His. 
It was a great thing when I made that discovery. Real Christian 
life began for me on that day. 

After this conversion experience Nee spent a year in Shanghai 

in Dora Yu's School, where he claims he learned to trust God alone 

for his needs and to store Biblical texts in his mind. Upon return­

ing to Trinity College in Foochow, he began various evangelistic 

activities. His mother became a Methodist preacher for meetings of 

women and girls. Their home was transformed into a center of 

religious activity in the city. During this time Nee maintained a 

strict discipline of Bible reading which would take him through the 

Scriptures every month. During the yea:r after his conversion he 

became acquainted with Margaret Barber, a former Anglican missionary 

who had accepted baptism as a believer while on furlough in England 

and was now working independently in the Foochow area. She influenced 

both Watchman Nee and his mother to be rebaptized on Easter Sunday, 

1921. 

During the following year, Nee began a Bible study (which at 

first consisted of three). Soon they began to celebrate the Lord's 

Supper without the presence of an ordained minister. Nee began a 

regular schedule of street preaching in Foochow and in the neighbor­

ing villages. Soon the numbers attending the evening meetings were 

vastly multiplied. Nee organized groups of young men to go out 

through the streets and invite villagers to their gospel preaching. 

Upon graduating from Trinity College, he decided not to continue 

his education but instead to devote his life exclusively to the task 

of preaching. On his own he read Alford and Westcott on the Scriptures, 
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the lives of Luther, Knox, Jonathon Edwards, George Whitefield and 

David Brainard, and the devotional writings of Andrew Murray, F. B. 

Meyer, Otto Stockmayer, and Jessie Penn-Lewis. Influenced by reading 

about George Mueller of Bristol and Hudson Taylor of the China 

Inland Mission, he sought to be fully dependent on God for financial 

support, as was Margaret Barber. But shortly after this a conflict 

developed between Nee and two other evangelists. Kinnear proposes 

that this may be due partly to Nee's too quietistic approach to 

Chr . •. . 2 J.S1,J.an service. Nee, with several associates, went to some 

islands for evangelistic work, where they allegedly tested their 

God against the god of the islands by twice correctly predicting 

the exact day and hour God would make it rain. From here Nee moved 

on to a nearby village, rented a tiny hut and made it the base for 

his preaching tours for two years. These tours were quite extensive 

and took him as far as Malaysia and Indonesia. He started publishing 

a magazine which contained his own Bible expositions as well as 

translated extracts from Western devotional writers. 

The period from 1925 to 1928 saw a new wave of nationalism 

spread over the country, as well as a corresponding rise in popularity 

of Marxism. The Anti-Christian Alliance was formed which promoted 

nation-wide riots. The honeymoon period of Christian missions in 

China was ending. For a few months in 1926, Nee went to Nanking 

to assist Ruth Lee in editing a Presbyterian magazine. This Presby­

terian connection was short-lived, although it was Ruth Lee who 

helped him prepare his compendium of spiritual life called The 

~innear, p. 166. 
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Spiritual Man.3 He was taken sick with a severe case of tuberculosis 

from which he nearly died. A long period of recovery followed, 

during which he was continually preoccupied with the question of 

why he was being chastened by God in this way. Repeatedly he examined 

his life looking for some hidden sin by which he might be giving God 

some ground for displeasure. 

In June 1928 (the same month in which Chiang Kai Shek's 

armies occupied Peking) the three volumes of The Spiritual Man 

were completed. This work is a very analytical treatment of the 

believer's salvation in terms of spirit, soul and body. He lays 

out in exhaustive detail the Christian's spiritual life and the 

strategy of heavenly warfare. Soon after its publication Nee moved 

to Shanghai, which became the base for his teaching and publication 

activities. Difficulties with his health continued until he exper­

ienced considerable improvement following some months of resting 

in the mountains in 1929. 

Also during these years Nee gave much thought to his relations 

with other Christians. In Shanghai, Nee worked closely with Charles J. 

Judd, a Canadian missionary of the China Inland ·Mission. Nee soon 

became very distressed by denominational divisions. He came to 

believe that the answer was a return to "simple New Testament 

obedience," whereby the organic unity of believers was reaffirmed. 

He liked the writings and practices of J. N. Darby and C. A. Coates 

who were Plymouth Brethren in London. He wrote back to London in 

3This three volume set are the only books ever written by 
Nee for publishing. The rest of his books which are available in 
English are a result of his sermons, lectures, and magazine articles. 
These three volumes were some four years in the making. 
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order to receive more of the group's writings and views. Darby 

was a clergyman of the Anglican Church who began to gather small 

groups of those dissatisfied with what they considered as worldli­

ness and spiritual deadness of the Church of England. These groups 

stress a literal Biblical interpretation and gathered after the 

manner of what they considered to be the New Testament model. In 

preparation for the second coming of Christ they tried to live 

separated from the world, having nothing to do with amusements or 

any other contaminating worldly influence. 4 A variety of opinion 

existed as to the extent to which fello"WShip with other Christians 

could go. Nee was in contact with the stricter and more exclusive 

group, known as the London Brethren. While most of these Brethren 

groups stressed missions, the London Brethren were not engaged in 

any missionary enterprises prior to their relationship with Nee. 

His contact with the London Brethren led him to insist that women 

wear headgear in worship and not engage in public speaking in 

church. 

Towards the end of 1930, Charles R. Barlow, a representative 

of the London Brethren, visited Nee in Shanghai. He was greatly 

impressed with Nee's work and with his vast knowledge of Scripture. 

Upon his return to England, Barlow enthusiastically reported the China 

4These groups distrusted existing churches who had compromised 
with the world. Creeds were rejected and it was believed that the 
Holy Spirit guides spiritual Christians and binds them together in 
faith and worship. These groups stressed the need for individual 
conversion and depended solely on faith and prayer for their support. 
They were not open to the various social reform movements, teaching 
instead that the mission of Christians was to save men·~and women out 
of the evil world. They practiced believer's baptism by immersion. 
The belief in the priesthood of all believers meant to these groups 
that ordination was not needed. 
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situation to his fellow Brethren. The belief spread rapidly that the 

same work of the Holy Spirit begun among the London Brethren was 

also divinely occuring in China with Nee. Nee was invited to come 

to England and then to America to visit Brethren groups, a trip 

which Nee took late in 1932. It was only after Nee had left for 

America that the shocking news spread among the London Brethren that 

Nee had shared the Lord's Supper with another independent evangelical 

group in London, something that was contrary to the principles of 

his sponsors. He did the same thing in America against the advice 

of his host. After visit,ing and addressing various Brethren groups, 

Nee made the following conclusion to Charles Barlow: "Your people 

have wonderful light, but oh so little faith!" 

Nee returned to China in 1933, feeling somewhat disenchanted 

with the Brethren. He continued to have an ambivalent relationship 

with them the rest of his life. He favored more strongly than ever 

a return to the New Testament model, avoiding all denominational 

labels. He limited himself to the use of neutral language. Thus he 

referred to the Christian life as "The Way" and the believers as 

Christians; the local meeting place was a Church Assembly Hall, the 

periodical was The Christian, the literature office was the Gospel 

Publication House. He published a hymnal named Hymns for the Little 

Flock. However, the title caught on and church groups familiar with 

or begun by Nee began to call themselves "The Little Flock." Although 

Nee quickly changed the title to Hymns, the label stuck, so that by 

1939 Watchman Nee found his "Little Flock" movement had grown to 

some 70,000 in over 700 self-supporting congregations. 
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One of the strengths of Nee's movement was that he stressed 

that every believer was an uppaid worker in the evangelistic cause. 

As believers moved to new communities, he urged them to open their 

homes as Christian centers, which would serve to begin a new church. 

As these local churches sprang up all over China, they were from the 

beginning self-supporting, self-propagating, and autonomous units 

led by elders, Nee also promoted a group of full-time worker~, called 

"apostles," who were commissioned to move freely to evangelize the 

unbelievers, to begin new churches, and to build up the faithful. 

Nee coordinated the work of these apostles from his headquarters in 

Shanghai. He and his co-workers advised, trained, and found financial 

support for them. As the work expanded, Nee took a long tour in the 

Spring of 1934 to the remote southwestern provinces to survey possibili­

ties for the extension of his mission work to these districts, and 

from here on into Tibet. 

In October of the same year Nee married a childhood playmate, 

Charity Chang, a pastor's daughter who had just completed her master's 

degree in English. It was at this same time that the Communists 

under Mao Tse-tung were being driven out by the overwhelming force 

of Chiang Kai-shek, making their historic 6,000 mile trek north and 

east which has come to be known as the Long March. 

Also during this period Nee concluded from a fresh study of 

the New Testament that there had been but one church in each community 

during the first century, a pattern of church organization for the 

rest of time after Christ. He tried therefore to unite the work in 

each geographical community, so that each town or village would have 

one church, maybe worshipping in a number of locations. He was not 
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too successful in putting this into practice, especially in urban 

areas. He also did not solve the problem of how his groups were to 

relate to Christians identified with other Christian groups. 

In August of 1935 the London Brethren terminated fellowship 

with the Shanghai Brethren, calling into question Nee's uprightness. 5 

Shaken by this action, Nee started seeking a new experience of God. 

Overcoming his reservations about women preachers, he attended a 

series of revivalist meetings held by Elizabeth Fischbacher, who 

would supplement her preaching with praying and singing in tongues. 

Nee started to find a freshness in the ecstatic phenomena associated 

with her work, and soon he was preaching the message of the outpour­

ing of the Holy Spirit and the victorious Christian life. This 

lasted for over two yea.rs before the pendulum swung back the other 

way. Nee himself is not reported to have spoken in tongues, although 

he certainly believed in healing and in the gift of tongues. "I 

have seen with my own eyes," he said, "causes of instantaneous divine 

healing." After some time Nee began to stress that some revival 

methods are like spiritual opium. Addiction to them compelled 

merely an ever-increased dosage. As he looked back over this rather 

5The London Brethren were not the only ones to have problems 
with Watchman Nee and his movement. An English Baptist writing of 
Shensi Province reported how a group of young men left the,:older 
churches to form a purified body called the "Little Flock" which 
rebaptized Christians who joined and which met each Sunday for the 
breaking of bread and the preaching of the Word. He further reported 
that they were strongly anti-church and criticized different denomina­
tions of the church in China as foreign accretions, yet do not see 
that their action in drawing away from the church was setting up yet 
another denomination. While some praised the work of Nee and his 
associates, other regarded him as a sheep stealer. 
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unfortunate time of his life, he said, "We find on looking back 

over this period that the gain has been rather trivial, the loss 

quite large." 

In 1938 at the invitation of a pastor in Copenhagen, Nee 

again left China for over a year. He gave a series of ten lectures 

while in Scandinavia on Romans 5-8 entitled "The Normal Christian 

Life" (which has become the most popular of Nee's books among his 

American readers, acting as an introduction to his theology). He 

also traveled and lectured in Paris, Germany, Switzerland, and 

returned to China via the United Stat es. While Nee was abroad, his 

wife, Charity, suffered a miscarriage after which they were unable 

to have children. Upon his return to China, he found Shanghai under 

the strict control of Japanese occupation. 

Nee's preaching and teaching continued, but it was more and 

more affected by the war. Many Chinese commercial interests were 

crippled and inflation ran out of control. Yet this was at a time 

when the work was expanding and over 200 full-time apostles were out 

in the fields needing support. Alarmed at this mounting problem, he 

decided in 1942 together with his brother, a research chemist, to 

establish a company known as the China Biological and Chemical 

Laboratories (CBC) for the manufacture of high quality synthetic 

drugs, with the profits from the company being used for the support 

of his work. Nee became fully involved in the company's business, 

and was forced to be away from Shanghai for long periods of time. 

He securred government contracts and thus his company became one of 

the foremost of China's pharmaceutical importers and manufacturing 

wholesalers. Many who had formerly admired Nee now felt uneasy about 
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his secular dealing, and even asked him to stop preaching at their 

center. When Japan surrendered in August of 1945, Nee began to 

disengage himself from the company. He decided to resettle in his 

family's home in Foochow, making it the center for his work. The 

man to succeed Nee in Shanghai was Witness Lee, who rose to popularity 

during the war when his preaching had achieved notable results. Lee 

was energetic, authoritarian and gifted for organizing people. As 

Lee's work expanded, Nee continued to hold much influence, and 

Foochow soon became a training center. In 1948 after much urging 

by Lee, Nee was again accepted back into the Shanghai fellowship. 

Reconciliation gave many within the movement new hope and conviction. 

Many felt that within a short time, the whole of China could be won 

with the Gospel. 

This conviction was given an even greater sense of urgency due 

to the developing political situation. In June of 1947, Mao Tse-tung 

was able to launch an offensive which soon penetrated to the Yangtze 

Valley. The well-disciplined communist armies began to march across 

China, taking large areas, often unopposed. After a series of defeats 

for the Nationalists, the People's Republic of China was established 

on October 1, 1949. The two or so yea.rs that followed brought no 

interference with Christian work. Party members quietly observed 

the Christians, watching for leaders of influence and talent, while 

appearing indifferent. Witness Lee and his family moved to Taiwan 

to work for the spread of the Gospel among the Chinese dispersion 

there. Nee returned to Shanghai to again lead up the work. 

The following year, the Three Self Reform Movement of the 

church of China was announced. Under this act all foreign missionaries 
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were expelled as western imperialists. All associations with foreign 

Christians were abruptly broken. As time went on, it became evident 

that increasing pressure would be applied to all churches in China 

to join this government-led Three Self Movement. Where congregations 

refused to do this, they became suspect and attempts were made to 

discredit noncooperative church leaders. Neighborhood revolutionary 

committees were organized, dedicated to search out and attack all 

capitalist elements remaining. While strong persuasion was exerted 

on congregations to join the Three Self Movement Church, a group 

could only qualify after they had engaged in "self-criticism and 

reform." The "accusation meetings" were organized throughout the 

country, where carefully chosen "accusers" representing leading 

Christian groups addressed congregation clusters to dentmciate various 

Christian missionaries. Among those accused was Watchman Nee. Early 

in 1952, government officials became impatient with the resistence 

of Nee!s group to join the Three Self Movement Church. It was 

announced that it was obvious that the church was not ready for 

"self-reform" and must therefore need training in this. Watchman 

Nee was placed in charge of the re-education. On April 10, 1952, 

Nee was arrested and charged with having committed crimes specified 

in the government campaign against corrupt business practices. The 

CBC was assessed a large fine and since there were no ftmds to pay 

it, Nee was imprisoned and the company was confiscated by the state. 

After this, increasing numbers of the "Little Flock" congregations 

join~d the Three Self Movement Church and thus submitted to the 

prescribed "learning" program. 
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During the next four years Nee remained in prison as further 

evidence was compiled against him. In January of 1956 a formal indict­

ment running 2,296 pages was finally made public. In the lengthy 

document, Nee was accused of espionage on behalf of the American 

Air Force and Chaing Kai-shek; of having been a lawless capitalist 

profiteering in the pharmaceutical trade; of failing to acknowledge 

the actual connections of his movement with foreign missionary 

groups; of carrying on under the cloak of religion counterrevolution­

ary activities against the new society; of giving pernicious counsel 

to young Christians; of harboring many former Kuomingtang agents 

and permitting them as preachers, elders and deacons to engage in 

subversive activities; of fraudulently appealing to Christians to· 

give their possessions to God for the Gospel's sake rather than to 

the Communist cause; of having been a shameless adulterer. 

During the following month, Nee's pastors and evangelistic 

workers were instructed to organize small groups throughout the city 

of Shanghai in order to acquaint Christians everywhere with the crimes 

of Nee. Opportunity was given for the "Little Flock" representatives 

from all over the country to make a public confession and join the 

Three Self Movement. Provisional conferences followed for the same 

purpose. By mid-April the government announced that the reorientation 

of the Shanghai church was complete. The church publically announced 

its "rebirth" and formally entered the Three Self Movement. It was 

announced that with the joining of the "Little Flock" churches, the 

whole Protestant church in China was now under a single authority. 

All informal Bible classes, prayer meetings, and other unauthorized 

activities in private homes were forbidden. Also banned were independent 
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preachers and evangelists. Finally, on June 21, 1956, a public 

hearing was held in which it was announced that Nee had been excom­

municated by his own church and found guilty of all charges against 

him. He was sentenced to fifteen years imprisonment to run from 

April, 1952, 

During the events of 1956, Nee's wife Charity was put in 

prison while she made her "confession." She was released the follow­

ing year after about a year's detention. Church quildings and 

property, church accounts and worship materials were to be handed 

over to each locality's standing committee of the Three Self Patriotic 

Movement. 

As a criminal against the civil code, Nee received the same 

educational reform as a political prisoner. He was also assigned 

the task of translating from English to Chinese such scientific 

textbooks and journal articles as were of use to the authorities. 

In the Cultural Revolution of 1966, Red Guards broke into the Shanghai 

prison, and there is evidence that Nee suffered a fractured arm in 

this incident. There does not seem to be any evidence that he 

suffered any mutilation during his imprisonment, something widely 

reported by Christian anti-communist publications. 

When the time for Nee's release came in 1967 after fifteen 

years, it was felt by the government that he had not sufficiently 

reorientated. So Nee was sentenced another five to seven years 

given to prisoners which were considered unreformed. In 1968 there 

was a report received that Watchman and Charity might be ransomed 

out of China if a considerable sum of United States dollaxs was 

deposited in the Hong Kong branch of the Bank of China, The ransom 
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was collected from many around the world who were waiting for his 

release. But later the word came back that the deal was off and the 

money was returned to the donors. No explanation was given, but 

Kinnear speculates that Nee himself turned down the proposal. By 

this time there were no church services being held and all clergymen 

had been ordered to return to their native villages. Kinnear feels, 

after talking with other released prisoners, that Nee may have wanted 

to stay in China to aid the underground church. 

After being moved to a work camp in the country in January 

1970, Nee had to be moved back to the Shanghai prison due to declining 

health. In September of 1971, Charity died. Nee died the following 

June, after having been moved back to the country work camp. Exact 

details regarding his last weeks are not known. A letter written in 

April 1972 refers to his chronic heart condition, from which he does 

not expect to recover. Except for some letters limited chiefly to 

personal and family matters due to the censorship imposed upon them, 

we have no record of the development of Nee's thinking during the 

last twenty years of his life. 

Nee's Theological Methodology 

Nee holds that it is improper to write or preach anything that 

one himself does not feel he has personally experienced. He writes: 

First life, then doctrine. First a problem, then the solution. 
First an experience, then the teaching. Martin Luther went 
through much suffering and hardship, yet he did not obtain 
justification. Not until one day God showed him that justification 
is by faith. Only by faith was he finally justified; and there­
after he presented the teaching of justification by faith. Let 
us not spend too muoh time in examining, analyzing, and researching 
a doctrine. All these are like reeds which will not support you 
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when encountering real life difficulties. It ~s God who carries 
you through. First experience, then doctrine. 

In his theology he refuses to "systematize divine facts."7 Of his 

Spiritual Man folumes he writes, "I desire my readers to understand 

thoroughly that this work is in no way to be considered a treatise 

on the theory of spiritual life and warfare. I myself can testify 

that I have learned these truths through much suffering, trial and 

failure. It can almost be said that every one of these teachings 

has been branded with fire. And these words are not used lightly; 

they come from the depth of the heart. God knows from whence these 

8 truths do come." 

Thus everything that comes to us in his writings is something 

Nee claims he has worked out in his own experience and piety. For 

this reason he is totally confident that what he preaches is fully 

pragmatic and useful for anyone who has a spiritual need. He explains 

that many of the things which he writes will apparently be contradictory 

at times, but he affirms, "Spiritual things do often seem to be 

contradictory (2 Cor. 4:8,9). However, these all find their perfect 

harmony in experience. 119 Nee gives little place to reason, logic, 

intellect or the mind far playing a pa.rt in theology. All of these 

are human and therefore not to be trusted and are not to play a 

determining role in theology. Thus he states that his work will 

6watchman Nee, The Body of Christ: A Reality (New York: 
Christian Publishers, Inc., 1978), p. 40. 

7Kinnear, p. 127. 

8watchman Nee, The Spiritual Man, 3 vols. (New York: 
Christian Fellowship Publishers, Inc., 1968), 1:16. 

9Ibid, p. 17. 
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contain many apparent inconsistencies, but in reality these are 

not actual. His works deal with the spiritual realm, not in the 

realm of reason or intellect. He also does not attempt to group 

similar and related principles together, but insists on mentioning 

them as they arise. 

Nee proposes a two-fold source for Christian theology, a 

principle which may be found either implicitedly or explicitedly 

expressed in practically all of his books. To him the man of God 

must depend on both. They are the Bible and what he calls "intuition." 

This intuition is that communication from God that each Christian 

receives through his spirit or inner man. He writes, "God communes 

with us entirely through our spirit. 1110 Elsewhere he says, "Revela­

tion happens in the intuition - quietly, neither hastily nor slowly, 

soundless and yet with a message; ••• revelation in the spirit 

11 alone gives true knowledge of God." And again, "Christians do not 

require other men to instruct them since the indwelling Anointing 

teaches them everything •••• False teachings a.re currently rampant 

••• we should follow the still small voice that comes from our 

12 intuition instead of being overawed by people's knowledge." And 

again, "The Bible recognizes just one kind of knolwedge, and that is 

the knowledge in the ~pirit's intuition. 1113 Nee draws a distinction 

between Scripture and revelation. Scripture he considers an inspired 

Book; revelation he depicts as ongoing. "Inspiration is given only 

10watchman Nee, The Salvation of the Soul (New York: Christian 
Fellowship Publishers, Inc., 1978) p. 3. 

11Nee, The Spiritual Man, 2:78. 

12Ibid, p. 75-6. lJibid, p. 79. 
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once; revelation is given repeatedly •••• Revelation means God 

again breathes on his word when I read it."14 

In a number of places Nee attempts to clarify the relation­

ship between the intuition of God directly received in our spirit 

and the role of the Scriptures. The following citation should be 

sufficient: 

To confirm whether or not we are moved by, and walk in the 
Holy Spirit, we must see if any given thing harmonizes with the 
teachings of the Bible. The Holy Spirit never moves the prophets 
of old to write in one way and then move us today in another 
way. It is categorically impossible for the Holy Spirit to have 
instructed people of yesteryear what they ought not to do and 
yet tell us in our day that we must do these very same things. 
What we receive in the spirit's intuition needs to be certified 
by the teaching of God's Word. To follow intuition alone and 
not in conjunction with the Scriptures will undeniably lead us 
into error. The revelation of the Holy Spirit sensed by our 
spirit must coincide with the revelation of the Holy Spirit in 
Scripture.15 

Thus Nee proposes a two-fold source for all theology, faith and 

life: The Bible and intuition received by each Christian through 

his spirit or inner man. 

Nee's material principle is becoming "spiritual." The whole 

of Nee's writings are devoted to aiding Christians to become "spiritual 

men." Carnality and unspiritual living are his chief enemies. All 

of his writings point to the priority he gives to sanctification. 

This will be fully developed in later sections. 

14watchman Nee, The Ministry of God's Word (New York: 
Christian Fellowship Publishers, Inc., 1971) p. 87. 

15Nee, The Spiritual Man, 2:141. 



CHA.PI'ER II 

NEE'S ANTHROPOLOGY: THE DISRUPI'ED HARMONY 

Overview of Nee's Trichotomy 
and its Centrality 

To understand any part of Nee's theology, one must understand 

his view of man, a concept around which he builds his entire system. 

Nee begins by classifying the traditional dualistic view of man 

(body and soul) as being inaccurate and a false opinion of fallen 

man. He holds that the Bible divides the human person into three 

parts: body, soul and spirit. He defines the spirit as that inner­

most part of man "which makes us conscious of God and relates us 

to God." He defines the human soul1
, as "that which relates us to 

ourselves and gives us self-consciousness." He writes that the 

body causes us to be related to the physical universe and gives 

us "world consciousness. 111 Nee often attempts to define the relation­

ship between these three parts of man. He explains, 

The soul needs to stand between the spirit and the body to 
serve as a medium to both. What God wishes us to know is made 
known to us in the intuition of our spirit; for the spirit is 
the organ for God-consciousness; ir enables us to communicate 
with God and to know God. The body. is given to us by God that 
we may be in contact with the world, thus sensing all the things 
in the world. But the soul is created for the purpose of self­
consciousness that we may be conscious of ourselves. We have 
a spirit and a body, together with a soul which acts as a buffer 

1watchma.n Nee, The Latent Power of the Soul (New York: 
Christian Fellowship Publishers, Inc., 1972), p. 13. 

24 
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between them. In this way all that belongs to our spirit and 
body is expressed through the soul.2 

Nee affirms that the Scriptures never confuse spirit and 

soul as though they a.re the same. He writes, "This is an issue 

of supreme importance for it affects tremendously the spiritual 

life of a believer •• To fail to distinguish between spirit and 

soul is fatal to spiritual maturity. 113 For Nee it is of supreme 

importance that the Christian always be mindful that "the spirit 

is that faculty by which man is able to commune with God" while 

the soul is "the organ for thought, will and emotion. 114 Thus Nee 

holds that "the soul is the seat of our natural desires. It enables 

us to feel and enjoy. 115 He coins the work "soulical" to refer to 

all those proper, appropriate, legitimate or natural qualities, 

functions, or expressions of the human soul that God created for 

the soul to uniquely possess and manifest. 6 Likewise "spiritual" 

is all that which is properly a quality, function or action of the 

human spirit as created by God. The soul and the spirit each have 

their own appropriate role and function as designed by God, and 

must operate in harmony with this divine design. 

2watchman Nee, Spiritual Knowledge (New York: Christian 
Fellowship Publishers, Inc., 1973), p. 85. 

3watchman Nee, The Spiritual Man, 3 vols. (New York: Christian 
Fellowship Publishers, Inc., 1978) 1:22. 

4 
Watchman Nee, The Salvation of the Soul, (New York: Christian 

Fellowship Publishers, Inc., 1973), p. 3-4. 
5Toid, p. 17. 
6
Nee, The Spiritual Man (Fort Washington: Christian Literature 

Crusade, 1961) 3:6. 
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He finds in the Genesis account the creation and the distinct­

ion between soul and spirit. He notes that the "breath of life" 

was breathed into man's nostrils. Nee claims that as soon as the 

breath of life, which itself became man's spirit, came into contact 

with man's body, the "living soul" was produced.? Thus Nee defines 

the soul as the combination of man's body and spirit. 8 The breath 

of life is the principle of life within man, or man's spirit, an 

independent element from man's body. When these two independent 

elements come into contact, the organ animated was the soul, in 

which the body and spirit are perfectly joined and merged. 9 

Nee explains that all human beings possess a human spirit 

which is not the soul nor is it the same as the Holy Spirit. He 

holds that every communication of God with man occurs there.10 Nee 

explains that the Scriptures ascribe three separate and distinct 

functions to the spirit. These are conscience, intuition and 

communion and will be discussed in more detail later. Briefly, 

conscience is the discerning organ which distinguishes right and 

wrong. Intuition is the sensing organ of the human spirit which 

receives the revelations of God and all the movements of the Holy 

Spirit. Communion is worshiping God. Nee feels that the organs 

of the soul are incompetent to worship God because God is not 

apprehended by our thoughts, feelings or intentions, but only 

7watchman Nee, The Normal Christian Life (Fort Washington: 
Christian Literature Crusade, 1961), p. 151. 

8Nee, The Latent Power of the Soul, p. 19. 

9Nee, The Spiritual Man, 1:24. 

10 
Nee, Spiritual Knowledge, p. 85. 



27 

directly in our spirit or our "inner man."11 While these three 

elements a.re deeply interrelated and function coordinately, Nee 

proffers a number of proof texts to support the drawing of these 

distinctions.12 He points out that before the believer is born 

again his spirit is so corrupted and so sunken and surrounded by 

his soul that it is impossible for him to distinguish whether some­

thing is emanating from the soul or from the spirit.13 The 

unregenerated spirit, while not ceasing to be an organ, has lost 

14 its primary function and is ruled by the soul. 

Nee views the soul as that which is uniquely human. He 

feels the soul represents man, is the organ of his free will and 

expresses his individuality.15 The soul is the key to the living 

of one's life. If the soul wills to obey God, it will allow the 

spirit to rule over the man as ordered by God. Also the soul may 

choose to supress the spirit and take some other delights by follow­

ing the lord of the flesh. 16 The soul, according to Nee, is the 

seat of man's personality.17 That which constitutes man's personal­

ity a.re the three faculties of volition, mind, and emotion.18 Again, 

11watchman Nee, The Release of the Spirit (Indianapolis: 
Sure Foundation Publishers, 1965), p. 33. 

12For example, I Thes. 5:23, Luke 1:46,47, and Heb. 4:12 
are quoted to prove the distinction between soul and spirit. 

13Nee, The Latent Power of the Soul, p. 20. 

14 Nee, The Spiritual Man, 2: 19. 

l5Nee, The Spiritual Man, 1:25. 

16 
Nee, The Release of the Spirit, p. 33. 

17Nee, The Latent Power of the Soul, p. 13. 

18Ibid, p. 17. 
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carefully chosen biblical texts are used to distinguish these 

three functions. Nee uses the term "soul life" to refer to man's 

natural life, that which makes him exist and animates his body.19 

Both "soul" and "soul life" are a valid translation of nephesh 

and Esuche, thus not allowing a separation between man's soul and 

man's natural life. 20 Thus death is the separation of man's soul 

from his body. Soul life is the life inherited at conception. 

Two other distinctions in Nee's thinking must be defined 

here before moving on. He often used the term "heart" in many of 

his books. The heart of a person, according to Nee, is a combination 

of part of man's spirit and part of ~is soul. He explains: 

The heart, according to the Biblical concept, is the conscience 
of man's spirit plus the mind is man's soul. The spirit communes 
with God and is the organ for knowing His will, whereas the 
heart is the steward of the spirit, working towards the expression 
of all which is in the spirit. Whatever is in the spirit is 
expressed through the heart. The heart is therefore the link 
or the place of exchange for the workings of the spirit and 
soul. It is like the operating center of a telephone system 
where all the lines will converge and be connected. 2¥ence the 
heart is the connecting point of all communications. 

Finally, Nee describes one of the structures of the human 

soul as being the "nous," which corresponds to the brain of the 

body and the intuition of the spirit. He elaborates, 

Man has three organs for knowledge. In the body is the brain, 
in the spirit is the intuition, and in the soul in the nous •••• 
The nous stands between the intuition and the brain. It inter­
prets the meaning in the intuition and directs the brain to 
express it in words •••• Though we dare not say that nous 
represents the whole of the mind, it occupies a major part of 
the mind nonetheless. Through the intuition of our spirit we 

19Ibid, p. 19. 
20 

Nee, The Spiritual Man, 1:39. 
21 

Nee, Spiritual Knowledge, pp. 85-6. 
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receive an impression from God. By the nous of the soul that 
impression in the intuition is being interpreted and made known 
to us. We know the will of God through intuition, but intuition, 
being unrational and unsystematic, needs to be explained by the 
nous.22 

As is quite evident, Nee views a haxmonious functioning of body, 

soul and spirit as essential to spirituality. 

The Trichotomy and the Fall of Man 

Nee begins by affirming that man before the fall had perfect 

freedom and sovereignty. 23 If he chose to obey God, he could; if 

he decided to rebel against God, he could do that too. Nee uses 

the following to demonstrate his view of man before the fall. The 

spirit is like a mistress, the soul like a steward, and the body 

like a servant. The mistress commits matters to the steward who 

in turn commands the servant to ca:rry them. So also God has bestowed 

great gifts upon the soul. Now the mistress gives orders privately 

to the steward who transmits them openly to the servant. The 

steward appears to be the lord of all but in all actuality the lord 

over all is the mistress. 24 In the fall, this proper order of 

spirit, soul and body has been confused. 

Watchman Nee interprets the account of the fall of man 

literally. He believes that there were the Tree of Life and Tree 

of Knowledge of Good and Evil because one would germinate spiritual 

life and the other would develop soulish life. He holds that the 

22watchman Nee, Changed into His Likeness (Wheaton: Tyndale 
House Publishers, 1978), p. 91. 

23Nee, The Normal Christian Life, p. 151. 

24 
Nee, The Spiritual Man, l:4J. 
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the knowledge of good and evil offered by the one tree is evil 

because such knowledge would spring from the intellect of man's 

soul. 25 Eating the fruit of this tree will stimulate man's soul­

life and stifle his spiritual life, puffing up the soul and deflating 

the spirit to the point of losing any knowledge of God. 26 In the 

garden God created man neutral and undeveloped, standing between 

the two trees. 27 Nee says he was neither sinful nor holy and right-

28 eous. He could either accept God's life and become spiritual 

and partake of the divine nature, or he could become soulish and 

inflict death on his spirit. 29 

Thus Nee teaches that in the Fall, the spirit became 

corrupted and suppressed while the soulical realm became inflated. 

The soul is useful if it maintains its proper place as steward, 

permitting the spirit to be mistress. But in the Fall this perfect 

balance was destroyed. Man's soul (where man expresses free will 

and exerts his own mastery) or the will part of the soul was taken 

over by Satan and rebelled. The tree of the Knowledge of Good and 

Evil to Nee suggested independence because man strived by the 

exercise of his will for the knowledge not promised, for something 

not accorded him by God.JO His rebellion declared his independence, 

2~ee, The Normal Christian Life, p. 152. 
26Ibid, p. 153. 
27Nee, The Spiritual Man, 1:44. 
28Ibid, p. 45. 
29Nee, The Latent Power of the Soul, p. 19. 
30Nee, The Spiritual Man, 1:49. 
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knows also that God cares for him, and calls upon God; in a word, 

he is not without God as the heathen.1114 As shown, original sin 

renders this fundamental revision of the relationship between God 

and man impossible through any human strength, merit, work or 

inner quality. Rather, right standing is established totally by 

divine action extra nos. With masterful clarity and brevity the 

fourth article of the Augsburg Confession sets forth the Biblical 

understanding of justification. Here justificari is understood as 

"attaining forgiveness of sins and righteousness before God," with 

man's works and merits harshly rejected. Faith conducts itself in 

a purely passive manner, "when they believe that they are received 

into grace and that sins a.re remitted"(.£!:!!!! credunt �~� in gratiam 

recipi et peccata remitti). Through faith God's righteousness is 

imputed to the sinner. Finally, "on account of Christ" is under­

stood as "with His death rendered satisfaction for our sins" 

(propter Christum, gui �~� morte pro nostris peccatis satisfecit). 

Each of these concepts will now be examined briefly indifidually. 

The Forensic Nature of Justification 

The Confessions stand united on the meaning of "justifica­

tion" and "to be justified." For centuries the meaning of these 

terms had been fused and confounded with sanctification and the 

Christian life. The Lutheran Reformation made a sharp distinction 

between these two. In the Apology, Melanchthon hammered out the 

essential characteristics of the fourth article of the Augsburg 

Confession even more thoroughly (if this is possible). He writes 

14Ac XX, Triglot, p. 55. 
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that "to be justified" means "to be pronounced righteous according 

to the forensic usage. 1115 
•I The totaJ.ly forensic nature of justifica­

tion permeates the ConfessionaJ. writings. The article that follows 

states, "to be justified means trat out of unjust men just men are 

made, or born again, it means also that they are pronounced or 

accounted just. 1116 To be accounted just in the Confessions means 

nothing else than "to absolve, that is, to declare free from sins. 1117 

Again and again the Confessions emphasize that justification and the 

forgiveness of sins are identical, totally dependent upon and 

consisting in divine initiative and action operating completely 

extra nos, not anooperation intra nos. 

Justification means an objective and externaJ. event, an 

"outside of me" event to.the person justified. It is a "declara­

tive" action,18 not an "efficient" or ~creative" action that 

happens internally. The Lutheran Symbols point out that "justify" 

and "justification" are legal and judicial words, closely related 

to the idea of trial and judgment. They do not mean an internal 

change in the person,19 but a declaration of how he appears in 

15AP III, 131. 

17FC III, p. 793. 

16AP IV, Triglot, p. 141. 

1811The word justify here means to declare righteous and free 
from sins and to absolve one from eternal punishment, for the sake 
of Christ's righteousness, which is imputed by God to faith," 
(FC III, 17). This is a forensic act of God, i.e., a judicial 
act. Scripture clarifies the meaning by using as synonymous of 
justification the phrases forgiveness, remission of sins, cover­
ing sin, noi:I. imputing sin. 

19"To be justified here does not mean that a wicked man is 
made righteous but that he is pronounced righteous in a forensic 
way," (AP IV, 252). 
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God's sight. Robert Preus concludes that the Lutheran emphasis on 

the forensic nature of justification is derived completely from its 

New Testament usage, where he shows that dikaioo is never used to 

denote a qualitative change in man, but is always a judicial act of 

God. 20 Thus the Confessions speak of being before "God's tribwial" 

(coram iudicio Dei). 21 The language of the Formula here yields the 

picture that when God justifies a man, it means that he has brought 

the case to trial before his divine judgment seat, and after examin­

ing the evidence, has pronounced the accused free of all fault and 

guilt, and completely righteous and pleasing in the sight of his 

holy law. This takes place exclusively extra nos. 

The Confessions themselves state clearly that the expression 

"to be made righteous" (justum effici) should mean nothing else 

than "to be pronowiced or accounted righteous" (justum pronuntiari 

seu reputari). 22 Thus "to make righteous" may be used, if it is 

widerstood in its judicial sense, and not as some intemal change. 23 

The Formula says that justification means only "to declare free from 

sin and to obtain the forgiveness of sins. 1124 If this is what is meant 

by "make righteous," the term may be employed. However, the same 

paragraph condemns the notion that justification includes some 

internal change of character or abolition of innate evil, "to be 

made actually and really righteous because of love infused by the 

20Robert Preus, "The Doctrine of Justification in the Theology 
of Olassical Lutheran Orthodoxy" (Springfielder, Spring 1965), p. 29. 

21 22 FC SD III, 32. A.P IV, 72, 117. 

23 
AP IV, 252. 24FC SD III, Triglot, p. 937. 
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Holy Ghost, virtues, and the works following from it."25 While 

not denying that justification has profound effects, the Formula 

argues that "to be justified" cannot include any of the following 

renewal which the Holy Spirit works: "The article of justification 

must remain pure, lest that which precedes faith, and that which 

follows after it, be mingled together or inserted into the article 

of justification."26 In addition, the article of justification 

does not include the indwelling of God, but the latter is an effect 

of "follows" (sed inhabitatio Dei sequitur antecedentem fidei 

iustitiam). 27 

Likewise the Confessions deny that "justification" is a 

"both/and" concept, both declaring righteous and a simultaneous 

internal creating or making righteous. The Solid Declaration affirms 

that people are "pronounced and considered pious and righteous even 

though on account of their corrupt nature they still are sinners and 

remain sinners until death."28 Therefore sinners, with no righteous­

ness of their own, are declared righteous "on account of someone 

else's righteousness."29 The forensic nature of justification has 

its foundation totally extra~ in an aliena justitia which is 

communicated through faith. The Apology says that the basis (sede) 

of justification is the imputed righteousness of Christ: "We are 

25 Cf. FC Ep IV, p. 745. 
26Triglot, p. 923. Cf. page 795: "The contrition that 

precedes and the good works that follow, do not belong to the article 
of justification before God." 

27Fc SD III, p. 935. 
29AP IV, 305. 

28sn III, 22. 



97 

made acceptable to God because of God's imputation. 1130 It is never 

a righteousness created in us but an aliena justitia existing 

extra~ that is imputed and transferred to a person. It is 

the justitia aliena alone that avails before God which in justifi-

cation is the justitia imputata. 

The Roman Catholic theologians of the 16th century centered 

their criticism of the Lutheran doctrine of justification on the 

concept of imputation.31 A justification by imputation, according 

to Roman theology, was merely relational and not ontological. To 

Rome a new relation without an ontological foundation made no sense. 

There must be a basis for justification in us, or there can be no 

righteous imputation. The Confessions agree that God does not 

justify anyone unjustly or without an adequate basis (sede). But 

here they argue that the sede is never intra nos. Only when righteous­

ness is actually an "alien righteousness" can it be imputed or, in 

some other way, be declared, granted, promised or imparted. The 

righteousness which avails before God, according to the Confessional 

understanding, has "trans-subjective" reality and validity. Only 

this may be imputed. Anything else destroys the forensic nature of 

JOibid, 307, 

JlThe Council of Trent in its "Canons Concerning Justification" 
stated the following in the elevenths "If anyone says that men are 
justified either by the sole imputation of the justice of Christ or 
by the sole remission of sins, to the exclusion of the grace and 
the charity which is poured forth in their hearts by the Holy Ghost, 
and remains in them, or also that the grace by which we are justified 
is only the good will of God, let him be anathema." From the 
Council's "Sixth Session" (chapter VII) the following is stateds 
"Justification is not merely the remission of sins, but includes 
the sanctification and renovation of the inner man through the will 
reception of grace and its gifts." 
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justification. Thus the from all or part of the nature of man is 

totally excluded from the article of justification: 

The poor sinful man is justified before God, that is, absolved 
and declared free and exempt from all his sins, and from the 
sentence of well-deserved condemnation, and adopted into son­
ship and heirship of eternal life, without any merit or worth 
of our own, also without any preceding, present, or any sub­
sequent works.32 

The forensic nature of justification, the forgiveness of sins based 

on an alien righteousness with reality and validity existing extra 

~' but is transferred to the unworthy sinner by imputation, is 

the heart and core of the Gospel. 

The Sede of Justification: Righteousness 

As stated above, the Confessions agree with Rome that an 

adequate and complete basis or ground for justification has to 

exist. What was at issue was the nature of this sede of justifica­

tion. The Confessions have insisted that this must be "someone 

else's righteousness, namely, Christ's which is communicated to us 

through faith."J3 This justitia aliena is nothing else than Luther's 

Gerechtigkeit, dis .Y.2!: Gott gilt ("the righteousness that avails 

before God"), as shown, something completely external to man. 

Modern theology for the most part denies the necessity for 

a basis of justification. Many say that God is almighty and sovereign, 

and therefore has no need for a ground to justify sinners. Others say 

God is all-loving and to insist on a ground for justification is to 

deny his love. This view inevitably makes the cross an unsurpassable 

demonstration of God's love which acts on man to bring forth a 

32FC SD III, 9. JJAP IV, 305. 
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response of love. Still others deny the ground because they say 

it would be immoral for God to punish the innocent and just Christ. 

Each of these represent a subjective and arbitrary selection of an 

attribute of God to emphasize rather than doing justice to his 

character as a whole. For example, many ad.mi t they are sinners 

(or at least they are guilty of fractured relationships). They 

admit they have not done what they should have done. But, they 

conclude, God is gracious and merciful; he will bear with their 

weakness, and regard their good intentions to do better. He will 

forget his justice and give way to his grace. Such a view ultimately 

will make God's grace indifferent to sin. But the only righteousness 

which God approves is one which reflects his character as perfectly 

mirrored in the law, perfect honoring of the law in precept and 

penalty. God is all-powerful, but he is also all-holy. God is all­

loving, but he also hates sin. 

Likewise adequate righteousness is demanded by the human 

conscience, in which the perfect law of God is written. Nothing 

less than what satisfies God will satisfy the conscience. Mere 

pardon would not produce peace, because the conscience would still 

know the precept and penalty of the law, for "the law does not 

justify so long as it can accuse us."34 Justification, while it 

includes pardon, is not only pardon. In order to be justified a 

person must possess a righteousness upon which God's verdict is 

pronounced. Justification as mere pardon or as an internal change 

both fail to do justice to the immutable law of God's holiness and 

the deepseated guilt of the rebel subject. 

34AP IV, 71. 
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The Lutheran Confessions hold that the ground or sede for justifi­

cation is "the righteousness of God," having as its standard the 

divine righteousness as mirrored in the law. Because the law 

demands of mankind perfect conformity with and obedience to the 

divine standard, the sede upon which justificatin is pronounced 

must also be perfect. Necessarily excluded is all human effort 

or renewal, for it is at best, imperfect. On this point the Con­

fessions reject Rome's sede: "If faith receives the remission of 

sins on account of love [propter dilectionem], the remission of sins 

will always be uncertain, because we never love as much as we 

ought. • • [this ground is imperfect] Thus the adversaries, while 

they require in the remission of sins and justification confidence 

in one's own love, altogether abolish the Gospel concerning the 

free remission of sins."3.5 Thus any imperfect ground of justifica­

tion "abolishes the Gospel." 

The Confessions teach this justitia Dei is justitia Christi, 

the perfect fulfillment of and obedience to the law pro nobis, on 

which basis (propter) God declares the sinner justified: 

God forgives us our sins.out of pure grace, without any work, 
merit, or worthiness of ours preceding, present or following, 
that He presents and imputes to us the righteousness of Christ's 
obedience, on accot.mt of which righteousness w~ are received 
into grace by God, and regarded as righteous.Jb 

Here again the Confessions are clear that the sede of justification 

is totally extra nos. 

The Confessions are very specific as to exactly what consti­

tutes the justitia Christi which avails before God and on the basis 

J.5AP IV, Triglot, p. 1.53. 36 
FC Ep III, p. 793, 
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of which he justifies. The righteousness which is imputed to the 

believer out of pure grace "is the obedience, suffering, and 

resurrection of Christ," through which "He has made satisfaction far 

us to the Law, and paid for ( expiated) our sins • .,J? The Apology 

points out, "The death of Christ is a satisfaction not only for 

guilt but also for eternal death. 1138 None of Christ's obedience 

was for hilJlself but purely pro nobis: 

For since Christ is not man alone, but God and man in one 
undivided person, He was as little subject to the Law, because 
He is the Lord of the Law, as He had to suffer and die as far 
as His person is concerned. For this reason, then, His obed­
ience, not only in suffering and dying, but also in this, 
that He in our stead was foluntarily made under the Law, and 
fulfilled it by this obedience, is imputed to us for righteous­
ness, so that, on account of this complete obedience, which 
He rendered His heavenly Father for us, by doing and suffer­
ing, in living and dying, God forgives our sins~ regards us 
as godly and righteous, and eternally saves us • .J9 

To describe Christ's "objective" work of salvation, the Confessions 

employ a number of other concepts. Among these are Mediator, 

Propitiator, Priest and Intercessor for Christ, 40 and reconcilia­

tion, redemption, appeasal, and satisfaction for Christ's work. 41 

Christ or his work is designated as a sacrifice of atonement, and 

his sacrifice is especially connected with his blood, suffering and 

42 death. Also the "merits of Christ" are called.the "price," and 

37Fc SD III, 14, or as in III, 32, "obedience, suffering and 
dying;" Cf. AP IV, "The merits of Christ are the price because there 
must be a certain propitiation for sins," (114). 

38AP XII, 140. 39FC SD III, 15-16. 

40Ac XXI; AP IV, 40, 46. 
41 

See AC III, IV, XX: AP II, 18, lll+, 69, 81; III, 185, XII, 23. 

42 AC IV; AP II, 15; Cf. AP XII, 24, "only the death of Christ 
is truly a propitiating sacrifice." Cf. AC III, XXIV. 
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his "blood and merit" as "the treasure with which settlement has 

been made for sin. 1143 This has the same thrust as the statement 

"Sins are forgiven for the sake of Christ, as Propitiator."44 

Here "propitiation" means not only ransom for the whole world, but 

also includes the satisfaction of the justice of God. The price of 

divine justice is the death of the sinner. 45 

Likewise only this sede and nothing else can give true peace 

to the conscience of the rebel-subject. The Apology explains: 

By undergoing the punishment of sin and becoming a sacrifice 
for us, the sinless Christ took away the right of the law to 
accuse and condemn those who believe in Him, because he him-
self is their propitiation, for whose sake they are now accounted 
righteousness. But when they are accounted righteous, the law 
cannot accuse or c9~demn them, even though they have not really 
satisfied the law.46 

Thus the Augustana condemns any other basis for justification, or 

any mixing of elements of sanctification into this basis. Only the 

extra~ basis of justitia Christi for the sinner's justification 

"brings the greatest consolation, because consciences cannot be 

set at rest through any works, but only by faith, when they take 

the sure ground certo statuunt that for Christ's sake they have a 

reconciled God. 1147 No human work, quality, internal transformation 

or renewal can qualify for the basis on which God justifies. Like-

48 wise the Confessions make clear that not even the indwelling of God 

43 AP II, 53, 57. 44AP IV, Triglot, p. 145. 
45Richard Klann, "Righteousness and Holiness: A Study of 

Articles III-VI of the Formula of Concord," Concordia Journal, 
March 1979, p. 52. 

46 AP IV, 179. 48Fc SD III, 54. 
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or the indwelling and activity of the Holy Spirit49 have any part 

in the ground of justification, which forever must remain extra~-

The only ground for our acceptance before God is what Christ has 

already done pro nobis. Christ alone was found pleasing in God's 

sight. The only reason that we are accepted and given right standing 

with God is because Christ has been accepted. His obedience of 

2000 years ago is perfect. Nothing remains to complete our acceptance. 

The Proclamation of the Justitia Dei: Gospel 

The justitia Dei is the saving work of Christ Jesus for all 

mankind. The proclamation of the justitia Dei is the proclamation 

of the Gospel. To proclaim something beyond the justitia Dei, 

something more than the unconditional promise of the perfect for­

giveness of all sins, is to venture beyond what is properly meant by 

Gospel, the entire content of which is nothing more and nothing 

less than the justitia Dei or the justitia Christi, pro nobis. 

Therefore the entire content of the Gospel as proclamation is also 

something totally extra~• Any proclamation of something intra~' 

while it may be true, is not by definition Gospel. 

It is clear that the Confessors purposely employ the word 

"Gospel" in two senses, a wide and a narrow. Each are clearly 

defined and designated when either sense is meant. Used in its 

wider sense it includes both to convict of sin and to offer Christ's 

righteousness and forgiveness. 50 When "Gospel" is used in this 

wider sense, the strict distinction between Law and Gospel is not 

49AP 4 . IV, p. 1 7". SOAP XII, Triglot, p. 259. 
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observed. Melanchthon writes that when Gospel and repentance are 

used in their wider sense, both include the idea "Amend your lives. 1151 

However, when law and Gospel are distinguished as they must 

be for proclamation to the sinner, the Confessions are crystal clear 

as to what is Gospel and what is not. When law and Gospel are 

distinguished, the Confessors define Gospel as that which in both 

Old and New Testaments offers "remission of sins, justification, and 

life eternal for Christ's sake. 1152 Thus in contrast to the law 

("everything that preaches about our sin and the wrath of God, no 

matter how or when it happens"), "the Gospel is a proclamation that 

shows and gives nothing but grace and forgiveness in Christ. 1153 This 

is called the "essential proclamation of the Gospel. 1154 

The Confessions describe extensively this essential Gospel. 

The Gospel is first of all about Christ, about his doing and dying. 

While the Father and the Holy Spirit are obviously involved in the 

Gospel, the Gospel is not Father-centered or Spirit-centered. The 

Large Catechism states: "We could never come to the point of 

realizing the Father's kindness and mercy except through the Lord 

Christ, who is a mil:Tor of His father's heart, without whom we see 

nothing but an angry and fearful judge." While the Father is glori­

fied in the Gospel, the Gospel is Christ-centered, and not specifically 

about the Father or the Holy Spirit. 

Just as the Gospel is not strictly speaking about the Father 

and the Holy Spirit, so the Gospel is not about the believer. The 

51 AP IV, p. 139 • 

53Fc SD V, 12. 

52AP IV, 5. 
54AP IV, 274. 
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Gospel concerns a past historical event .E!:£ nobis. The proclamation 

of the Gospel cannot point to something in the present or future and 

define it as Gospel. Unless the proclamation is pointing and looking 

back to something that happened in the past, it is not properly 

Gospel. The Augustana reads that Christ as true God and true man 

"truly suffered, was crucified, dead and buried, that He might 

reconcile the Father to us and be a sacrifice ••• for original 

guilt ••• and for all actual sins •.. 55 The Gospel is about Christ 

"for us" and not about Christ "in us." The latter the Confession 

in the following paragraph ascribes to sanctification, which as 

shown is not be included in the justitia Dei or its proclamation. 

As historical events the Gospel is the unique experience of Christ 

the Propi tia tor and therefore cannot be repeated. The believer was 

not present. Christ alone personally acted as the believer's 

substitute, pro no bis, extra nos. Anything different is not Gospel. 

And even in the proclamation of the historical events the Confessions 

are careful to distinguish between law and Gospel: "Nevertheless, as 

long as all this, namely, the passion and death of Christ, proclaims 

God's wrath and terrifies people, it is not, strictly speaking, the 

preaching of the Gospel. 1156 The Gospel is Jesus' death for J:!§.; the 

law is his death because of~- The Gospel is Christ's obedience in 

our stead; the law is his obedience as a model: "Be obedient like me." 

Next, the Confessions teach that the only content of the 

Gospel is the perfect work of God in Christ (justitia Christi). 

There is no imperfection or incompleteness in the Gospel. It is a 

SSAC III. 56· FC Ep. V, 10. 
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perfect work. It makes no demands and establishes no conditions or 

requirements. The Gospel admits of no development in the present, in 

the believer or in the future. Repentance, faith, good works are 

necessary and good, but they are never perfect, and do not belong 

in the definition of Gospel. Nothing that happens in the believer 

can be called the Gospel or part of it. The Formula of Concord 

forbids the inclusion of the believer's "renewal, sanctification, 

love, v~tues and good works" in the essentiaJ. Gospei.57 These 

may be called the fruit or effects of the Gospel, but they are not 

included in the Confessional use of the term "Gospel." Rather, 

"Gospel" in distinction from law is defined solely in terms of 

"Christ's expiation and satisfaction for all sins, forgiveness," 

and "the righteousness that avails before God." This is "the loving 

preaching of the grace and favor of God obtained through Christ's 

merit. "58 

Therefore, the Gospel proclaims that justification is not 

something that one must seek to secure. It already has been secured. 

Christ's work is perfect. The resurrection of Christ is proof that 

God has already accepted humanity in the person of Christ. The 

Gospel says that God has already completed the work of salvation 

through Christ's death and resurrection. The empty tomb is the proof 

that God has already forgiven our sins and received us back into his 

favor through his Son. This reconciliation took place while we were 

still ungodly {Rom. 5:6), while we were yet .. sinners {Rom. 5:8) and 

when we were God's enemies {Rom. 5=10). 

57Fc SD III, 35. 5~c Ep. V, 7. 
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Finally, the Lutheran symbols not only define Gospel in terms 

of the historical events of Christ's doing and dying, the proclama­

tion that propter Christum the sinner has new relationship with 

God, 59 but they also defme Gospel as that through which this relation­

ship is brought about. The Gospel itself is the power of God for 

salvation and the power of God for salvation is the Gospel. The 

Gospel is the causative authority. It adds to the historical events 

the promise of forgiveness: "Therefore it is not enough to believe 

that Christ was born, suffered, and was resurrected, unless we also 

add this article, which is the fmal reason for the account (of 

Christ's work): remission of sins. 1160 The Confessions call the 

Gospel "the free promise of the forgiveness of sms for Christ's 

sake. 1161 And agam, "Besides, it is necessary that in the Church 

of Christ the Gospel be retained, i.e., the promise that for Christ's 

sake sins are freely remitted. 1162 The Confessors call this Gospel 

or promise and nothing else "the power of God for salvation to 

everyone who has faith, a dispensation of righteousness. 1163 This 

of course refers only to Gospel in its narrow sense, for Gospel m 

its wider sense includes law, and the law has no power to save. 

Article five of the Augsburg Confession teaches that "this Gospe11164 

is preached "that we may obtain this faith." Only the Gospel in 

59The Confessions call this the "effect of history" (AC XX) 
or "the purpose of history" (AP IV, p. 135. 

60AP II, 51. 
61 AP IV, 186; Cf. 230. 

62AP IV, 120. 6~c SD V, 22. 

64Ac V: "That God, not for our own merits, but for Christ's 
sake justifies those who believe that they are received into grace 
for Christ's sake." 
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its narrow or essential sense can call out, create and strengthen 

faith. Therefore anything that does not create and sustain faith 

is not Gospel properly speaking. Thus any human work, quality, 

virtue, inner transformation, any effect of justification in the 

believer is not Gospel because they cannot in themselves call out 

faith. Only the Gospel in itself can call out faith. Preaching of 

something intra~ is not to be included in the Confessional concept 

of Gospel. The full Gospel "is properly the promise of the remission 

of sins and of justification for Christ's sake, proclaims the righteous­

ness of faith in Christ. 1165 Thus the entire content of the Gospel, 

which calls out faith intra !!22 because it is the power of God for 

1 t . . . t. t. Chr. t. t 66 
sa va ion, is JUS 1 ia is 1, ex ra ~• 

The Sola Fide and Justification ---
What place does faith play in a person's justification? The 

Confessions do teach that faith is necessary, don't they? But if 

justification is entirely~~' what then is the place of faith 

which is obviously something intra~? 

The Confessions with indisputable clarity affirm that justifi­

cation is in no way dependent upon the sinner's faith. Faith is,not 

our work or accomplishment which effects our justification before 

God. Rather faith is God's own creation and gift67 which accepts 

65AP IV, 4J. 
66The paragraph immediately following continues that faith 

"believes that for Christ's sake his sins are remitted him." Anything 
else (Christ in us, the Holy Spirit in us, a fruit of the Holy Spirit 
or of justification) is not Gospel, i.e., that which is not able to 
offer and effect forgiveness. The Gospel includes nothing of what takes 
place in the present experience of the believer. 

67 FC Ep. III, 6. 
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God's verdict of justification for Christ's sake. Faith is pure 

receptivity, receiving the justitia Christi. 68 This is the fides 

salvifica or fides justificans which acts in a purely passive manner 

to receive God's verdict, and never is the causa efficiens or reason 

for justification. The Confessions call faith "confidence" in 

Christ and in God's mercy for Christ's sake.69 It is the "knowledge" 

of Christ and off all he has done to save us. 70 According to the 

Confessions, faith is also personal. Nobody can believe for another. 

Only through a personal faith will the sinner stand justified: 

"Therefore, when a man believes that his sins are forgiven because 

of Christ and that God is reconciled and favorably disposed to him 

because of Christ and that God is reconciled and favorably disposed 

to him because of Christ, this personal faith obtains forgiveness of 

sins ... 71 

The Apology defines fides justificans as follows: "That 

faith which justifies is not merely a knowledge of history," 

knowledge about Christ's life and death, "but it is to assent to 

the promise of God, in which, for Christ's sake, the remission of 

sins and justification are freely offered. 1172 Or even more specifically, 

the Apology defines fides justificans in terms of three elements: 

These three elements always belong together: "The promise itself, 
the fact that the promise is free, and the merits of Christ as 
the price and propitiation. The promise is accepted by faith; 
the fact that it is free excludes our merits and shows that the 
blessing is offered only by mercy; the merits of Christ are the 

73 price because there must be a certain propitiation for our sins. 

68AP IV, 48, 112. 69AP IV, 79. 

?OAP IV, 46. ?lAP IV, 45. 

72AP IV, 48. ?JAP IV, 114. 
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The discussion above brings this study to one of its major points: 

The Confessions always define faith in terms of its object, an 

object which is totally extra~- The Augustana states: 

Faith does not signify merely knowledge of history •••• but 
signifies a faith that believes ••.• the effect of history, 
namely, this article: The forgiveness of sins, to wit, that 
we have grace, righteousness, and the forgiveness of sins 
through Christ.74 

The forgiveness of sins according to the Confessional understanding 

of it is hever a quality, virtue, moral transformation, inner change 

or internaJ. righteousness that is effected within the Christia, but 

is something totally external to him which is pronounced upon him. 

The object of faith is always the Gospel narrow sense, or 

the "essential proclamation of the Gospel. 1175 The Confessors argue 

that there is never any such thing as faith ;per~' but only "Gospel/ 

faith," or faith in the objective Gospel. Faith is never "a work 

that is in itself worthy, but because it receives the promise by 

which God has promised that for Christ's sake, He wishes to be 

propitious to those believing in Him. 1176 The Formula speaks in a 

similar fashion when it states that faith of itself is never a "good 

work and a beautiful virtue, 1177 neither is it the result of some 

penitence, love or other virtue. 78 Furthermore, it is to be sharply 

differentiated from the new obedience. 79 Faith is referred exclusively 

to the promise. As an act of man it is altogether empty. What gives 

it its significance in the act of justification is exclusively that 

which is conferred on it from beyond aJ.l subjectivity: the "merciful 

74Ac XX, 23, 75cf. AC VI. 76AP IV, 86. 

??FC SD III, 13. ?Bibid, 31. 79Ibid, 32. 
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reconciliation or forgiveness of sins, which is presented to us out 

of pure grace solely because of the merit of Christ, the Mediator, 

and is received solely through faith in the promise of the Gospel. 1180 

It is within this definitional framework of faith that Werner Elert 

writes the followins: 

For one can speak of faith only so long as certainty of this 
righteousness is based not on empirical facts but solely on the 
"Word of God," namely, on the promise of forgiveness of sins. 
A righteousness that is put into man's nature like a thing or 
that qualifies his moral behavior can as a general principle 
be identified em~irically at least. Therefore it is not an 
object of faith. 1 

Elert sees this Confessional concept as being the other side 

of the coin from Luther's principle of accusatio sui, according to 

which faith must always be accompanied by "self-accusation" applied 

to every part of man, to all the "psychic facts" as well. He writes 

that in Osiander this is no longer possible, because one cannot 

subject the essential possession of Christ's righteousness to 

accusatio. He concludes that to propose an essential change or 

transformation within the believer is to give up the decisive point 

of the "main article. 1182 Elert points out that the Solid Declaration 

III stresses the permanent necessity of accusatio sui, because the 

believer's nature remains totally corrupt even after justification. 

This article of the Formula states that believers are "pronounced 

and considered pious and righteous even though on account of their 

corrupt nature they are still sinners and remain sinners until death."83 

BOFC SD III, 30. 
81

werner Elert, The Structure of Lutheranism, trans. by Walter 
A. Hansen (St. Louis, Concordia Publishing House, 1962), p. 105. 

82Ibid, p. 101. 8~c SD III, 22. 
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Faith in order to anchor itself solely in the objective Gospel and 

thus be faith (the Confessional "Gospel/faith") must always be 

accompanied by accusatio sui man's entire being, not just part of 

it. Anything less will mingle the object of faith (justitia Christi) 

with some essential righteousness or some work of sanctification, 

forbidden by the Confessions. More will be said on this point 

later. 

Faith cannot have any other object than the Gospel narrow 

sense and still be the faith that is spoken of in the Confessions: 

"At every mention of faith we are thinJt'-11g of it object, the promised 

mercy. 1184 Faith's object is always the promised mercy extra !!£2, not 

some effect, quality or change intra~- The Confessors consistently 

define faith through its object, that which calls it into existence, 

the external Gospel of forgiveness for Christ's sake. Faith is 

never called into existence through some infused or internal grace85 

or some internal act of the will. Faith's object or "anchor" is 

totally outside the subject. Likewise the Confessions leave no 

room for a combination of extra !!£2 and intra~ elements constituting 

the object of faith. Faith is not faith as the Confessions define it 

if its object is not totally external, the preaching of forensic 

justification, the justitia Christi. Lutheranism's sola fide can 

be understood in no other way than Gospel faith. 86 

84AP IV, 114. 85AP IV, 143. 

86aome was willing to accept that a person's justification is 
by faith if this faith was clothed in love. But the Confessors saw 
this as an attempt to support the righteousness of God by a fulfill­
ment of the law. Love is a fruit of justification, thus in the field 
of sanctification, and therefore the Confessors insisted on sola fide. 
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Sanctification 

One of the most frequent charges leveled at the Lutheran 

Church is that it neglects the doctrine of sanctification. At 

Augsburg in March of 1530 Eck's "404 Articles" charged the Lutherans 

with teaching against good works and a godly life. 87 This misunder­

standing has persisted during the past 450 years as Lutherans 

continue to be attacked for not taking good works seriously or 

urging them enough. It is argued that the Lutheran insistence on 

salvation by grace alone through faith has made good works of little 

importance, since they are worthless in giving sinners right standing 

before God. Yet Robert Preus points out that more is written in the 

Lutheran Symbolical writings on the topic of good works and the 

Christian life than any other subject. 88 What the Confessions mean 

by the word "sanctification" is the concern of this section. 

The Concept of Sanctification 

Like the term "Gospel," the Confessions use "sanctification" 

in a wide and in a narrow sense. In its wide sense sanctification 

comprises all that God does in separatmg people from sin and making 

them again his own, so that they may live for God and serve him. It 

87see J.M. Reu, The Au bur Confessions A Collection of 
Sources (St. Louis: Concordia Seminary Press, 19 , pages 97-121, 
especially numbers 176, 186, 198-202, 206. 

88aobert Preus, Getti into the Theola of Concord (St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 1977, p. 73. He also adds, "No Roman 
Catholic theologian ever spoke or wrote more emphatically, more clearly, 
more winsomely about sanctification and works of love than our Confess­
ions. And no Roman Catholic theologian urged sanctification and good 
works and their value and how they please God more than Luther and our 
Confessions." 
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includes all the blessings and effects that come with faith in the 

Gospel. Luther uses the term "sanctification" in its wide sense in 

the Large Catechism where he writes: "I believe that the Holy Ghost 

makes me holy, as His name implies. But whereby does He accomplish 

this, or what are His method and means to this end? Answer: By the 

Christian Church, the forgiveness of sin, the resurrection of the 

body, and the life everlasting."89 

However, the word "sanctification" is more frequently used 

in the Confessions in its narrower sense, which expresses the work 

of God in the life of one who is already a Christian, whom God is 

now leading on step by step in the renewing of the image of God, step 

by step in uprightness of life in thought, word and deed, in holiness 

of conduct in emotions, in wishes, in prayers and devotions, and in 

charity towards everyone. When used in its narrow sense sanctifica­

tion is distinguished from justification.90 When sanctification in 

i ts,.narrower sense is meant, it is often pictured as growth: "We 

daily grow in faith and good works. 1191 Justification is instantaneous 

and perfect, and not a gradual process. "Sanctification" as usually 

employed by the Confessions refers to the work of the Holy Spirit 

whereby believers conquer more and more the works of the flesh. The 

89Lc 40, Triglot, p. 689. 
90The Formula distinguishes sanctification in its narrower 

sense from justification as follows: "In the same manner the order 
also between faith and good works must abide and be maintained, and 
likewise between justification and renewal, or sanctification. For 
good works do not precede faith, neither does sanctification precede 
justification. But first faith is kindled in us in conversion by the 
Holy Ghost from the hearing of the Gospel •••• from which renewaJ. 
and sanctification the fruits of good works must then follow," 
FC SD III, 40. Cf. AP IV, 182. 

91FC SD II, 38. 
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Augustana gives a beautiful description of what the Confessions 

mean by sanctification: 

For Christian sanctification is to fear God from the heart, 
and yet to conceive great faith, and to trust that for Christ's 
sake we have a God who has been reconciled, to ask of God, and 
assuredly to expect His aid in all things that, according to 
our calling, are to be done; and meanwhile, to be diligent in 
outward good works, and to serve our calling. In these things 
consist the true perfection and the true service to God.92 

Unless otherwise specified "sanctification" will be used in its 

narrow sense through the remainder of this study. 

The Scope and Duration of Sanctification 

Since it was the whole man that sinned and is now totally 

corrupted, it is the whole man that God wishes to sanctify. St. Paul 

writes this in 1 Thess. 5:23, Any view of sanctification that does 

not include the whole man comes short of Biblical and Confessional 

sanctification.93 Whereas the Greeks taught that the body was a 

prison which temporarily incarcerated the human soul, St. Paul 

taught his Grecian converts that their bodies were a temple of the 

Holy Spirit. Admonishing Christians to avoid the defilement of 

fornication, the apostle urges them to glorify God in the body, 

mind, spirit, and all that they are, all of which are God's. He 

wrote pointedly about the place of the human body in sanctification. 

He spoke of moral purity, marriage, eating and drinking to the glory 

of God, temperance and bodily discipline and, finally, the bodily 

92 AC XXVII, 49-50, 

93cf. Adolf Koberle, The Quest for Holiness, trans. by John c. 
Mattes (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1964), p. 10-18, where 
a number of non-holistic views of sanctification are identified and 
analyzed. 
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resurrection. The Lutheran Confessions reflect this same holistic 

approach to sanctification. Passages abound concerning the renewal 

of the mind, heart, soul and conscience. The Confessions also confirm 

the strong call for bodily sanctification: 

Moreover, they teach that every Christian ought to train and 
subdue himself with bodily restraits, or bodily exercises and 
labors, that neither satisfy nor slothfulness tempt him to sin, 
but not that we may merit grace or make satisfaction for sins by 
such exercises. And such external discipline ought to be urged 
at all times, not only on a few and set days.94 

The duration of a Christian's sanctification is from conversion 

to the last day. The Large Catechism writes that sanctification grows 

daily until all our flesh and its uncleanness will be "buried" and 

"will come forth gloriously, and arise to entire and perfect holiness 

in a new eternal life. 1195 As previously stated the Holy Spirit 

completes the work of sanctification, according to the Confessions, 

through the Christian Church, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection 

of the body, and the life eternal. It is important to note here 

expecially in connection with this study that the Confessions view 

the transformation of man's nature and the removal of all corruption 

at the end, not at conversion. The Large Catechism that in this life 

the Holy Spirit only works the believer's sanctification through the 

Christian Church and the forgiveness of sins, not through some change 

or transformation of his nature or essence, which will take place on 

the last day. Luther here writes, "Until the last day, the Holy 

Ghost abides with the holy congregation or Christendom, by means of 

which He fetches us to Christ and which He employs to teach and 

preach to us the Word, whereby He works and promotes sanctification, 

94 AC XXVII, 33-34. 951c 57, Triglot, p. 693. 
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causing it (the community) to grow daily and become strong in the 

faith and its fruits •••• But outside of this Christian Church, 

where the Gospel is not, there is no forgiveness, as also there can 

be no holiness (sanctification). 1196 Only at the end will man's 

nature be separated from the corruption that clings to it and the 

transformation take place. In this life the Holy Spirit only works 

sanctification through the forgiveness of sins while believers remain 

100 per cent with their corrupted nature. Its transformation only 

takes place at the end through the resurrection of the body and the 

life eternal. Not even a part of it has been transformed in this 

life. To propose a partial or complete transformation before the 

last day is to promote a theologia gloriae rather than the 

theologia crucis. Thus the Confessions state: 

The Holy Spirit will continue His work in us through the Word, 
and daily to dispense forgiveness, until we attain to that life 
where there will be no more forgiveness, but only perfectly 
pure and holy people, full of godliness and righteousness, 
removed and free from sin, death, and all evil, in a new, 
immortal, and glorified body.97 

The Divine Source and Human Factor of Sanctification 

The Symbolical writings hold that sanctification is especially 

the work of the Third Person of the Godhead. The Augsburg Confession 

states that Christ sanctifies those who believe "by sending the Holy 

Spirit into their hearts. 1198 The fifth article describes the two 

great works of the Spirit as being to bring Christ to the sinner and 

96Lc 53, 56. 
98Ac III. 

97 LC 58. Cf. 37. 
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to work the Christian life in believers. 99 The ministry of the 

Spirit is the ministry of the Gospel. The Large Catechism writes: 

"Behold all this is to be the office and work of the Holy Ghost, 

that He begin and daily increase holiness upon earth by means of 

these two things, the Christian Church and the forgiveness of sin."lOO 

The Reformers teach that in sanctification, regenerate men 

are said to be able to do nothing of themselves, but only through 

the action of the Spirit. Yet the Confessions make it clear that 

the work of the Holy Spirit wi.thin the believer can in no way be 

understood as coercion: "The impulse of the Holy Ghost is not a 

101 coactio, or coercion, but the converted man does good spontaneously." 

The advent of faith in the heart of the believer makes him a willing 

participant. "The Holy Spirit works by faith, and therefore without 

any coercion a man is willing and desirous to do good to everyone, 

to suffer everything for the love of God and to his glory. 11102 

Properly understood, the believer, who no longer wars against 

God but now believes the Gospel, cooperates in his sanctification: 

It is coI.Tectly said that in conversion God, through the drawing 
of the Holy Ghost, makes out of stubborn and unwilling men 
willing ones, and that after such conversion in the daily exer­
cise of repentance the regenerate will of man is not idle, but 
also cooperates in all the works of the Holy Ghost, which He 
performs through us.103 

99The Holy Spirit comforts (FC SD V, 11) governs and defends 
from all error (AP IV, 139), makes the Gospel clear (AP IV, 230), 
mortifies sin in believers (AP II, 45), resists sin (AP IV, 146) wars 
against the law in our members (SA III, iii, 40), and works not only 
faith in our hearts but love as well toward God and our fellowmen 
(FC SD III, 23). 

lOOTriglot, p. 693. Cf. page 69:5, "The Holy Spirit has 
appointed a congregation upon earth by which He speaks and does 
everything." 

lOlFC SD II, 64. l02FC SD IV, 12. lOL _,FC Ep II, 17. 
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But this cooperation is caxefully defined, "to be understood in no 

other way than that the converted man does good to such an extent 

and so long as God by His Holy Spirit rules, guides, and leads-him, 

and that as soon as God would withdraw His gracious hand from him, 

he could not for a moment persevere in obedience to God. 11104 

The Standard and Imperfection of Sanctification 

The only norm or standard for good works is God's will. 

A work is good only in so far as it agrees with the norm and stand­

ard required by God. Perfect conformity to the law of God is of the 

essence of good works. The Confessions hold that setting aside the 

divine norm is nothing less than rebellion against God and idolatry. 

They likewise confirm, "yet on account of our flesh which we bear 

about with us we are never without sin. 11105 The Small Catechism 

explains, "We daily sin much." Therefore the Confessions always 

acknowledge that a Christian's sanctification in this life is 

incomplete and imperfect: "For since we receive in this life only 

the first fruits of the Spirit, and the new birth is not complete, 

but only begun in us, the combat and struggle of the flesh against 

th . ·t . 11106 e spiri remains. 

The conclusion of the Confessions is that the law can only 

be kept only by Christians. The Apology argues that true sanctifica­

tion happens when we fulfill the law, "namely, to love God, truly to 

fear God, truly to be confident that God hears prayer, and to obey 

God in all afflications. 11107 Melanchthon follows by asking how can 

l04Fc SD II, 66. 

l06FC SD II, 68. 

l05r,c, 54, Cf. 715-7, 

lO?AP IV, Triglot, p. 133, 
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the human heart love God while it knows that in his terrible wrath 

he is overwhelming us with temporal and eternal calamities? The 

law always accuses, it always shows that God is wrathful. One cannot 

love God until he has grasped God's mercy by faith. 108 God is pleased 

with our lives and actions, not because we live up to the law, but 

because we are "in Christ. 11109 This does not mean that keeping the 

law and pleasing God by our lives has nothing to do with the Ten 

Commandments. They remain the norm and God's immutable will for 

human action. The Apology goes on to explain: "The incipient 

keeping of the law does not please God for its own sake, but for the 

sake of faith in Christ. 11110 Therefore, "being reconc:i:led by faith 

we are accounted righteous because of Christ, not because of the 

law or our works. The incipient keeping of the law pleases God 

because of faith; because of faith our failure to keep it is not 

imputed to us. 11111 

The Necessity and Value of Sanctification 

Concerning the necessity of sanctification the Reformers 

state two theological principles. First, sanctificati. on is not 

necessary for salvation: "Our righteousness before God is perfect 

without inner renewal or love (new obedience). 11112 Secondly, faith 

which lays hold of the blessings without works "is never and at no 

time alone. 11113 Therefore "these works are necessary to the new 

life. 11114 Another way of stating this would be that sanctification 

l08AP IV, 128-129. l09Ibid, 140. llOibid, 166. 

lllibid, 177, cf. 172. ll~C III, Triglot, p. 797. 

llJFC SD III, 41. 114AP IV, 258. 
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is the conseguens and never the antecedens of justification, making 

it correct to say that where there is no sanctification, there is 

also no faith. 115 This understanding was under dispute during the 

Majoristic controversies, concerning which the fourth article of 

the Formula is directed: 

This controversy was originally occasioned by the words necessitas 
and libertas, because especially the word necessitas signifies 
not only the eternal immutable order according to which all men 
are obliged and in duty bound to obey God, but sometimgs also a 
coercion, by which the Law forces men to good works.11 

The Confessions consistently teach that the justifying word of 

forgiveness and the new obedience are joined together especially in 

the relation of cause and effect: "love certainly follows faith, 

because those who believe receive the Holy Spirit; therefore they 

begin to become friendly to the law and obdy it. 11117 This "follows" 

which connects justification and new obedience is not merely a 

possible, but a necessary result. Certe, debet, necesse est, and 

oportet are concepts which make this connection inseparable. While 

faith and love must always be distinguished, they can never be 

separated. The latter absolutely must and does follow the former. 

Personal sanctification can never put away sin or save the 

sinner. It has no value as touching acceptance or justification 

before God. But it must not be concluded from this that it has 

little value. Outside the.article of justification the Confessions 

stress that holiness cannot be to highly urged and commended. A 

11,%,c SD IV, 27: "We should not indeed rest faith upon the 
merit of works, but we must nevertheless have them as things necessary 
to salvation ••• Although we require works as necessary to salvation, 
yet we do not teach to place trust in works." 

116
Fc SD I.V, 4. 117 AP XII, 82. 
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life of sanctification has great value because by it God is glorified 

before the world.118 In Christ's own words, "Let your light so shine 

before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your 

Father which is in heaven." 

Related Terminology in the Confessions: Conversion 

The New Testament has two words which express conversion: 

epistrephein and metanoein, both used in a wide sense and narrow 

sense. When used in the wider sense, the term conversion frequently 

describes God's saving activity in its totality, every phase of the 

spiritual change brought about in man's life (1 Peter 2"25). In 

the narrow sense it describes man's turning to God in repentance and 

faith (Acts 26:18, 20).119 

As the Confessions use the term it is not synonymous with 

justification: "It is not one and the same thing to speak of 

conversion and of Justification."120 Rather, the Apology ascribes 

to conversion two paxts, namely, contrition and faith.121 The Con-

t . . th tan 122 Th fessors designa e conversion as synonymous wi repen ce. e 

Formula describes what the Confessions generally mean by conversion: 

"God in conversion changes stubborn and unwilling into willing men 

through the drawing of the Holy Ghost."123 While it is generally 

118see AP III, 172; FC SD IV, 8, 22. 

119see "The Biblical Concept of Conversion" in The Encyclopedia 
of the Lutheran Church, .3 vols., ed. by Julius Bodensieck (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1965), 1:618-619. 

12°Fc SD III, 24. 121AP XII, 28. 

122AP VI, 34, cf. AP XII, 28. 

123FC SD II, Triglot, p. 915. 
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used in its two-part meaning, the Apology does allow for a somewhat 

wider use of the term which includes a third part, "fruits worthy of 

repentance. • • • the good warks which follow conversion. 11124 

The main thrust of the Confessional usage of conversion is 

a change in understanding, will and heart: 

For this is certainly true that in genuine conversion a change, 
new emotion and movement in the intellect, will and heart must 
take place, namely, that the heart perceive sin, dread God '·s 
wrath, turn from sin, perceive and accept the promise of grace 
in Christ, have good spiritual thoughts, a Christian purpose 
and diligence, and strive against the flesh. For where none 
of these occurs or is present, there is also no true conver­
sion.125 

It is stressed that in conversion man cannot cooperate and his will 

. t tall . 126 is o y passive. Only after conversion can man be said to 

cooperate with the Holy Spirit in some way.127 The Confessions 

denounce the notion that in conversion there is an annihilation 

of an old and the creation of a new substance or essential part of 

man.128 Finally the Confessions affirm that conversion is effected 

by the Holy Spirit using Word and Sacraments.129 

Regeneration 

This term in the Confessions carries the connotation of the 

Holy Spirit's bringing of the spiri tu.ally dead to life in Christ. At 

times regeneration is used almost synonymously with justification to 

124AP XII, 28. 125Fc SD II, 70. 

126FC Ep. III, 18, FC SD II, 7, 24, 61, 71. 

127FC Ep. III, 17; FC SD II, 65. 

128FC Ep. II, 14; SD II, 81. 

129FC Ep. II, 19; SD II, 5, 16, 48, 71; SD XI, 3, 29, 
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d t th . . f f . 130 eno e e receiving o orgiveness. Regeneration as used by the 

Confessors more often includes that which flowed from the new life, 

"new works and impulses, the fear and love of God, hatred of lust, 

etc. 11131 The relationship between justification and regeneration 

was a focal point of contention between the Confessors and Rome. 

Rome held that regeneration was a necessary condition for justifica­

tion, while the Reformers held that it is the immediate consequences 

and fruit of justification. The reformers argued that to confound 

justification with regeneration is to "rob Christ of His glory."132 

The Confessions are clear that regeneration does not take 

place through some inner transformation but only through faith. 

Melanchthon writes: 

After we have been justified and regenerated by faith, there­
fore, we begin to fear and love God, to pray and expect help 
from him, to thank and praise him, and to submit to him in our 
afflictions. Then we also begin to love our neighbor because 
our hearts have spirituaJ. and holy impulses.133 

And again: 

We are regenerated and receive the Holy Ghost for the very end 
that the new life may produce new works, new dispositions, the 
fear and love of God, hatred of concupiscence, etc. This faith 
of which we speak arises in repentance4 and ought to be established 
and grow in the midst of good works.13 

The Formula also describes regeneration in terms of the advent and 

activity of faith. 135 Again it is denied that regeneration is to 

be thought of as some internal ethical alteration, but "is worked 

130AP II, 36; AP IV, 69, 78. 131AP IV, 349. 
132FC Ep. III, 7; SD III, 35. 

133AP IV, 12.5. lJ4AP III, 230. 

135Fc SD II, .5. 
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through oral word and extemal sacraments, as God breaks hearts 

(emollit corda) and urges faith. 11136 The Confessions are consistent 

in asserting that regeneration is not worked by some effect of 

justification working internally137 but by faith in the external 

Gospei. 138 They also teach that as an infant the believer's 

regeneration is begun in baptism when faith and the Holy Spirit are 

bestowed.139 Because none of original sin or original corruption 

of man's nature is removed in baptism, the Confessions teach that 

regeneration will always be imperfect in this life.14° For this 

reason regeneration is often represented as continual repentance,141 

worked throughout the whole life by Word and Sacraments.142 There­

fore regeneration can only be discussed in terms of faith in the 

objective Gospel. 

New Birth 

The Confessions know of no distinction between "Christians" 

and "bom again Christians." Whether the term is used in its wide 

or narrow sense in the Confessions, it is plain that both senses 
.I 

are applicable to all Christians. The only people to whom the new 

birth does not apply are without faith in the Gospel. 

As with regeneration so also the new birth takes place with 

the advent of justifying faith and nothing more. The remission of 

136Fc SD II, .54. 137AP IV, 181. 138Ibid, 2.51. 

139AP II, 36; SC, 10; LC, 27; FC SD II, 1.5. 

140 FC Ep. VI, 4; SD I, 14, 18; II, 68; III, 22. 

141 
See AP III, 61, 13.5, 171, 194, 2.53, 265; XII, 82; VI, J4. 

142FC SD II, .5, 6.5. 
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guilt is called that "by which believers are born again. 11143 New 

birth understood as coming to faith in Christ (its narrower use) 

is the thrust of most of the Confessional employment of this term. 144 

Melanchthon writes that the new birth comes "by faith amid penitence. 11145 

Where that is "faith in the Gospel," there is the new birth •146 The 

Augustana proclaims that the new birth is not the result of some 

inner change in man, but alone by justification through "baptism 

147 and the Holy Ghost." 

When new birth is given a wider sense to include the new 

obedience, the Confessions make it plain that "the new birth is not 

complete but only begun in us, the combat and struggle of the flesh 

against the spirit remains. 11148 

Renewal 

The Apology describes renewal as "mortification and quicken­

ing," the former taking place by "contrition and its terrors," and 

the latter taking place "when by faith we obtain consolation. 0149 

This section states that this is the sense in which Romans 6:1-11 

should be understood, and not as some inner essentiaJ. transformation 

of the believer. Here the Apology equates conversion and renewal, 

referring to both as contrition and faith. Even in this narrower 

use the Confessions are careful to distinguish renewal from 

14.3AP II, .36. 

145AP IV, .374. 146AP IV, 311. 
147 AC II. 148Fc SD II, 68. 149 AP XIII, 46. 
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justification.150 All renewal is wrought by faith151 and not by 

love.152 

More often the Confessions use "renewal" to mean sanctifica­

tion in its wide sense. Renewal "consists in love to God and one's 

neighbor. 11153 It is described as "a change" which involves "activities 

and emotions in the intellect, will and heart. 11154 Because renewal is 

incomplete in this life,155 the Apology includes in the idea of 

renewal the continuous action of the Holy Spirit of convincing us of 

the forgiveness of sins.156 The Formula at times uses the terms 

"renewal" and "sanctification" interchangeably.157 

New Life 

While the Confessions have much to say about the believer's 

new life, this study is interested in but one point. The Confessions 

never discuss the believer's new life as resulting from inner transfer-~ 

mation or inner renewal. The new life is always the direct result of 

the extra~ declaration of God upon the sinner.158 Never is new 

life regarded as resulting or following from a change in the believer's 

essential self, but is always regarded as faith in the Gospel: "Since 

this faith is a new life, it necessarily produces new impulses and 

new works."159 Often new life and new birth are equated. 160 

Melachthon makes the point that the new life renews the spirit, not 

150FC Ep. III, 8; SD III, 18, 25, 35, 41. 

151FC Ep. 7. 152AP III, 121. 153FC Ep. III, p. 795, 

154Fc SD II, 70. 155Fc SD III, 22F, 32. 156AP r:v, 293. 

157FC SD III, 40. 158Fc SD III, 9. 159 AP I:V, 250. 

160see AP IV, Triglot, p. 139, 164. 
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th l f th . . t ild" 1~.p 161 e renewa o e spiri ye ing new .u.e. The forgiveness of 

sins is new life, as Luther states: "Where there is forgiveness of 

sins, there is also life." 

161AP IV, 64. 



CHAPrER VI 

THE INTERRELATIONSHIPS IN THE 

LUTHERAN CONFESSIONS 

The Christian Church has always been beset by two evils: 

On the one hand, a failure to distinguish between justification and 

sanctification; on the other hand, a failure to appreciate the 

inseparable unity of these two. True theology, be it in the form 

of exegetical, systematic or practical, must maintain union without 

fusion, distinction without separation. These two errors currently 

running wild in American theology which either mingle sanctifica-

tion into the article of justification or allow sanctification to 

become something optional in the Christian life, are largely the 

result of failing to define properly the necessary terminology 

involved in the discussion (the thrust of chapter five), and failing 

to define properly the interrelaticnships between these concepts. 

Having laid the necessary foundation in the previous chapter, this 

chapter will determine the Confessional relationship between justi­

fication and sanctification. Inherent in this discussion is the 

Confessional understanding of the ultimate dynamic or motivation 

for Christian living. The interrelationships of a number of other 

concepts will be discussed under the title "Motifs for Sanctification 

in the Lutheran Confessions." The section following this will clarify 

129 
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briefly the interrelationship between the Lutheran understanding of 

the believer's union with Christ and sanctification. 

The Interrelationship Between 
Justification and Sanctification 

A basic error that permeates American Protestantism views 

justification as that which happens at the beginning of the Christian 

life, and sanctification as everything good and holy which follows 

this initiation. Justification happens first, and then the Christian 

must move on to sanctification. The Lutheran Confessions in setting 

forth the Biblical position show that this represents a totally 

inaccurate understanding of the relationship between justification 

and sanctification. It is the contention of this section as well as 

the thesis of this study as a whole that sanctification according to 

the thesis of this study as a whole that:_. sanctification according 

to the Confessions can only be properly understood in terms of 

continuous initiation, continuous justification. 

The Augustana with clarity and simplicity defines the inter­

relationship between justification and sanctification: "Sins are 

forgiven, comforts the conscience, and delivers it from terrors." It 

then states: 1 "Good works are bound to fallow." The Apology comments 

on the same article, "Neither can we do the works of the law unless 

we have first been reconciled through Christ. 112 Good works flow 

naturally and necessarily from a heart that has been delivered from 

the terrors of God's wrath by thw sweet message of the total forgiveness 

1AC XII. 

ZrnIGLar CONCORDIA, The Sy-mbolical Books of the Ev. Lutheran 
Church (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1921), AP XII, p. 273, 
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of sins. Yet the Confessions hold that both consolation and sanctifi-

cation will soon be lost if justification is made to be something 

that only happens at the beginning of the Christian's life. The 

Lutheran Symbols therefore condemn all theological systems which 

hold that in Christian initiation, some or all of the corruption of 

man's nature was lost. Any theology which proposes that some of 

man's corruption was lost in the beginning of his Christian exper-

ience will naturally relegate justification to the role of initiation 

with sanctification marching onward and upward from that point on. 

All theologies which hold a false anthropology of a moral transfor­

mation of the corrupted human nature will, according to the Confessions, 

only provide a false security and thus bury the Gospel. 

Against such "theologies of glory" a clear Confessional 

principle emerges: "Nothing healthy or uncorrupt has remained in 

man's body or soul, in his inner or outer powers."3 Man is totus 

peccator, both before and after conversion. The Confessions teach 

that all of original sin or original corruption, all the original 

concupiscence polluting all of man's nature remains after baptism.4 

There is no new part of man that is not corrupt. Neither justifica­

tion nor any effect of justification has changed man's nature. As 

previously shown, justification was the imputation of a righteousness 

extra~, not an inner "making righteous." The transformation occurs 

at the end in the "resurrection of the body and the life everlasting." 

The Confessions condemn all notions of ontological transformation or 

essential righteousness in this life, no matter how it is arrived at 

3 FC Ep. I, 8. 4 
AP II, 35. 
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theologically. There is no component of the Christ's nature that is 

morally perfect or partially so. 

Therefore the Confessions conclude that "the law always 

accuses us, even in good works.".5 The law accuses not only what we 

think, do and say, but also what we are. Attempting to have faith 

cling to some inner transformation as foundational for sanctification 

promotes only a false security, a security that will ultimately 

crash in the face of the reality of personal sin exposed by the 

accusation of the law. We are sinners, gull ty before the law, which 

also remains valid. No preaching of some inner purity will quiet 

the accusation of the law. As Elert has correctly pointed out, God 

does not cease to demand that a person be righteous and produce 

perfect righteousness. 6 The advent of forgiveness has not changed 

God's righteous demand. The Confessions remind us of Christ's 

words in Luke 17:10, "When you have done all that is commanded you, 

say, 'We are unworthy servants.'"? Therefore the law always accuses, 

even in good works. 

The Apology provides the only solution to the dilemma of the 

continual accusation of the law: 

How can the human heart love God while it knows that in his 
terrible wrath He is overwhelming us with temporal and eternal 
calamities? The law always accuses us, it always shows that 
God is wrathful We cannot love God until we have grasped His 
mercy by faith. 8 

5AP IV, 319, 
6 Werner Elert, The Structure -of Lutheranism, trans. by 

Walter A. Hansen (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1962), 
p. 107. 

7 AP IV, 334, 8 AP IV, 128. 
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The reformers assert that only justification "brings the greatest 

consolation, because consciences cannot be set at rest through any 

works, but only by faith, when they take the sure ground that for 

Christ's sake they have a reconciled God."9 Without justification, 

no fear, love, trust or service to God is possible. Sinners will 

only know an angry God, as states the Apology above. Against the 

continual accusation of the law, the Confessions state that the 

doctrine of justification must continually be proclaimed, "to the 

end that anxious consciences should not be without consolation, 

but that they might know that grace and forgiveness of sins and 

justification are apprehended by faith in Christ. 1110 Because the 

believer remains totus peccator and the law continues to accuse 

and condemn, the same consciences that were comforted at the begin­

ning of the Christian lil'e need the same comfort continually in the 

face of God's unchanged demand for perfect righteousness. As the 

Confessions show, terrified consciences can produce no fruit of 

faith. The Large Catechism explains the consequence of a theology 

system which puts justification at the beginning and does not contin­

ually stress it throughout life: 

For since the flesh in which we daily live is of such a nature 
that it neither trusts nor believes God, and is ever active in 
evil lusts and devices, so that we daily sin •••• by which 
the conscience is thro~ into unrest, so that it is afraid of 
the wrath and displeasure of God, and thus loses the comfort 
and confidence derived from the Gospel;ll 

Since it is impossible for sanctified Christian living to 

flow from terror and fear, the Gospel of the forgiveness of sins 

9 AC XX, 15. lOibid, 22. 

1~c, 89. 



134 

must continually be present to calm the conscience and increase 

faith. Melanchthon writes, "Because of faith our failure to keep 

the law is not imputed to us, although the sight of our impurity 

thoroughly frightens us."12 Faith anchored in some inner purifying 

transformation or some second experience will never calm fears, but 

will only increase them when set beside "the sight of our impurity." 

Since this impurity remains complete this side of eternity, any 

theological system which postulates some inner purity or understands 

sanctification as increasing inner purity militates against a truly 

Biblical anthropology, minimizes the seriousness of continued sin, 

and robs Christ of his glory. Because the impurity remains unchanged, 

and because the demands of the law remain unchanged, terrors of 

conscience will continue throughout life. Only forgiveness of sins 

(or the proclamation of the non-imputation of sins to the believer's 

account) will relieve troubled consciences, generate greater love 

for God, and produce fruits of love in Christian living. While 

terrors will continue to exist, comfort born of forgiveness exists 

in the midst of terrors: 

While we are receiving encouragement and comfort in the midst of 
our terrors, other spiritual impulses increase, such as knowledge 
and fear of God, love of God, and hope. We are renewed, as Paul 
says (Col. .3:10; II Cor • .3:18), "in knowledge," and "beholding 
the glory of the Lord, we are changed into His likeness"; that is, 
we acquire the true knowledge of God, enabling us truly to fear 
Him and to trust that He cares for us and hears us. 13 

As is clear from the above, the change wrought by justification is 

not one of essence but one of faith. Faith anchors itself in nothing 

but the alien righteousness of Christ. God increases sanctification 

12AP IV, 177. l.3AP IV, .351-2. 
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directly by forgiveness, not by some second work performed in the 

individual. 

Because forgiveness of sins is constantly required to silence 

the accusations of the law and free the Christian to perform good 

works flowing from genuine faith and love of God, the Confessions 

reject the notion that Christ made satisfaction only for the guilt 

of original sin.14 Rather, it is affirmed that Christ "reconciled 

the Father unto us," or brought us into right standing before God 

by "being a sacrifice, not only for original guilt, but also for all 

actual sins. 1115 This is foundational for all Christian living. 

Fellowship with God daily continues because of forgiveness of all 

sin (original and actual) despite the continued existence of impurity: 

"For it is not possible that there should be rest, or a quiet and 

peaceful conscience if they doubt whether God be gracious. 1116 Artci 

again, "for a heart, truly feeling that God is angry, cannot love 

God, unless He be shown to have been reconciled. 1117 The Confessions 

teach that total forgiveness is the sole power that "resists the 

terrors of conscience and encourages and consoles terrified hea.rts. 1118 

Without this continued consolation of the Gospel, sanctification is 

impossible.19 The necessity for continued forgiveness is the life 

14Ac XXIV, 286. 15Ac III, J. 16AP XII, 88. 

17 AP IV, 36 • 18 AP IX, 249 • 

19AP IV, 110: "Yea, we do not love unless our hearts are 
firmly convinced that the remission of sins has been granted us." 
Cf. IV, 116: "Because it receives the remission of sins, and recon­
ciles us to God, by this faith we are accounted righteous for 
Christ's sake before we love and do the works of the Law, although 
love necessarily follows." 
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of a believer could be expressed no more accurately and eloquently 

than the following from the Apology: 

The consciences of the pious will have no sufficiently sure 
consolation against the terrors of sin and of death, and against 
the devil soliciting to despair (and who is a moment blows away 
all our works like dust), if they do not know that they ought 
to be confident that they have remission of sins freely for 
Christ's sake. This faith sustains and quickens hearts in that 
most violent conflict with despair.20 

Without this faith in the daily remissions of sins, there would be 

no sanctification, despite a volume of spiritual experiences, inner 

transformations, spiritual gifts and the like. 

One Faith, Not Two 

As demonstrated in chapter five faith is always defined in 

terms of its object. The object of faith is that in which faith 

trusts and depends, that to which faith is anchored. There is never 

by definition such a thing as faith per~• but only faith in some 

object corresponding to that faith. Faith in the Confessions is 

always understood as faith in the justitia Christi as its object: 

"At ev.ery mention of faith we a.re thinking of its object, the promised 

21 mercy." To propose an object of faith that is not justitia Christi 

is, by definitions, to discuss a different faith from Gospel/faith. 

To propose an object of faith that is a combination of justitia 

Christi and something else is to do the same. Definitionally, there 

are as many types of "faiths" as there a.re objects of faith. 

Any theological system which bases justification on the 

forensic declaration of God and sanctification on an inner transforma~ 

tion (which either may or may not be directly effected by justification) 

20
AP XX, 339-40. 21AP IV, 114. 
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is, by definition, operating with two distinct faiths. The faith 

involved in justification anchors itself in an object extra~, 

while faith in sanctification anchors itself in an object intra~­

One is a justifying faith, the other is a sanctifying faith. While 

faith is involved in both, such a theology anchors faith in two 

distinct objects, thus by definition working with two different 

faiths. 

Articles four, five and six of the Augustana clearly establish 

the Lutheran position, that there exists but one faith involved in 

both justification and sanctification, not two. Article four defines 

faith in terms of its object, the justitia Christi. Article five 

states that this faith (hanc fidem) was worked by the Holy Spirit 

through Word and Sacrament. Article six states that this same faith 

of articles four and five, "is bound to bring forth good fruits" 

(quod fides illa debeat bonos fructus parere). There is one and the 

same faith discussed in these three articles, involved in both 

justification and sanctification. In each faith is anchored in 

justitia Christi, extra~' that which called it into existence, 

and not in anything intra~- The Confessions hold that justifying 

faith is sanctifying faith. There is no shifting of the object of 

faith from alien righteousness in justification to internal change in 

sanctification. It is justifying faith that "is bound to bring 

forth good fruits," not a new faith anchored inwardly. 

The Apology affirms the same truth: 

Thus faith is conceived and strengthened through absolution, 
through the hearing of the Gospel, through the use of the 
Sacraments, so that it may not succumb while it struggles 
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with the terrors of si~ and death. This method of repentance 
is plain.22 

The Christian life is one in which faith continually "apprehends 

the remission of sins, bestowed as a gift for Christ's sake •• 

And this faith grows gradually and throughout the entire life, 

struggles with sin~s tested by various temptation~ in order to 

overcome sin and death. "23 The Symbols say that in sanctification 

the anchor of faith is not any work either in us or done by us, no 

matter how much God's power is involved with these. Faith's object 

must always be Christ's alien righteousness, not any work of God 

done in us or through us. The Large Catechism discusses God's anger 

with any false object of faith. 24 The object of faith can therefore 

not be internal purity or transformation, a second spiritual exper­

ience, some "effect" of justification, an inner virtue, some work 

of love, any gift of the Spirit, any manifestation of spiritual 

life, faith itself, or anything else. The object of faith accord­

ing to the Confessions remains the same in justification and sancti­

fication, "the promised mercy," extra nos. Faith knows one anchor. 

One Gospel, United, Not Divided 

Many theological systems are variations of the "full-Gospel" 

theme, proposing a Gospel consisting of two parts, one applicable 

to justification, the other to sanctification. These basically teach 

the Gospel "part A" concerns Christ's work for~ to win the believer's 

justification, and the Gospel "part B" concerns Christ's or the 

22AP XII, 43. 23AP XII, Triglot, p. 261. 

241c, Triglot, p. 589. 
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Spirit's work in ~ to work the believer's sanctification. Both 

together, it is claimed, constitute the entire Gospel needed by 

the Christian for successful living. Classical Protestantism is 

frequently admonished for neglecting the all-important second pa.rt 

of the Gospel. 

The Lutheran Confessions know nothing of any divided concept 

of Gospel. They confess but one, united Gospel. They know of no 

part of the Gospel especially efficacious in justification, and 

another part especially efficacious to sanctification. As shown 

in chapter five, the "pa.rt B" as outlined above and all variations 

of it are not properly Gospel. The Confessions argue that the 

identical Gospel which is active in justification is also active 

in sanctification. And the Confessions identify this one and the 

same Gospel as, "properly the promise of the remission of sins and 

of justification for Christ's sake, proclaims the righteousness of 

faith in Christ, 1125 As stated in the previous section, faith's 

anchor does not shift. The Gospel to which faith is anchored in 

sanctification, and never to a different "part" of the same. There 

is only one "part" to which faith is anchored: the promise of the 

remission of sins won extra~' the one and only Gospel. Luther 

writes in the Large Catechism, "But outside the Christian Church, 

where the Gospel is not, there is no forgiveness, as also there can 

be no holiness (sanctification). 1126 

Only the Gospel can produce sanctification. For every 

second of every day, "the Law requires of us our works and our 

25AP IV, 43, 2610 Triglot, p. 693. 
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perfection."27 Any theological system which proposes something 

else or emphasizes something different as necessary for sanctifica­

tion other than exclusively the Gospel (Christ, outside of me, for~) 

fails to take seriously God's judgment (continual demand for righteous-

28 ness) and God's grace. The Formula states that in sanctification, 

the only way Christians who a.re still completely sinners can do 

good works is as they are continually convinced that "they have a 

gracious God. 1129 The Apology argues that to get believers to do 

good works, one must "urge them to believe more firmly,"JO that is, 

the Gospel of forgiveness much be preached. This is not to say that 

Christ is not "in me" or that he is not active "within me." But 

according to the Confessions, this is not properly Gospel but effect 

of Gospel. The Apology holds that any effect of Gospel when set against 

the wrath of God "would be tossed like a feather in a hurricane. ,,Jl 

Only the Gospel, narrow sense, is efficacious in sanctification. 

Although this doctrine is despised by the inexperienced, never­
theless God-fearing and anxious consciences find by experience 
that it brings the greatest consolation, because consciences 
cannot be set at rest through any works, but only by faith, when 
they take the sure growid that for Christ's sake they have a 
reconciled God.32 

Only justification can truly console consciences. Only consoled 

consciences and truly produce works of faith and conquer sin. 

27AP IV, 44. 
2~ikewise to talk of grace in terms of internal virtue worked 

in man's character or essence by God smacks directly against the 
Confessional concept of grace. The Confessions know of no distinc­
tion between justifying grace and sanctifying grace. 

29Fc III, Triglot, p. 795. JOAP IV, 276. 

JlAP IV, 46. 32Ac XX, 15. 
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What, Then, is Sanctification? 

Luther writes a clear answer to this question in the Large 

Catechism: "Sanctifying is nothing else than bringing us to Christ 

to receive this good (the treasure of righteousness gained by His 

suffering, death, and resurrection). 33 It is the conclusion of this 

paper that the Lutheran Confessions view "sanctification" in this 

life as being nothing more than "continual justification," or 

"justification in action." Luther here writes that because we 

daily sin much and daily face God's wrath, 

He has given us the Gospel, in which is pure forgiveness before 
we prayed or ever thought about it. But this is to the intent 
that we may recognize and accept such forgiveness •••• there­
fore it is ceaselessly necessary that we run hither and obtain 
consolation to comfort the conscience again.34 

Because we daily~ sinners (completely, not partially) and 

because we daily sin much and faJ.l short of God's continual demand 

of perfect righteousness, Melanchthon writes this: 

Only Christ, the Mediator, can be pitted against God's wrath 
and judgment •••• We are talking now about the righteousness 
by which we deaJ. with God, not with men, and by which we take 
hold of grace and peace of conscience. But the conscience cannot 
find peace before God except by faith aJ.one, by

3
w
5
hich it is sure 

that God is reconciled. to us for Christ's sake. 

Only Gospel/faith or justifying faith can continually comfort the 

conscience and do good works. As the Formula states, this justifying 

faith never exists alone, but is always active in love. 36 Therefore 

Melanchthon writes: 

A man keeps the Law as soon as he hears that God is reconciled 
to us for Christ's sake even though we cannot satisfy the Law. 
When faith takes hold of Christ, the Mediator, the heart is at 

3~c, Triglot, p. 689. 34Lc, Triglot, p. 723. 

35AP IV, 215. 36ro III, Triglot, p. 795. 
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peace and begins to love God and to keep the Law. It knows 
that now it is pleasing to God for the sake of Christ, the 
Mediator, even though its incipient keeping of the Law is 
impure and far from perfect.37 

This leads to but one conclusion: "He is the Mediator continually 

and not just at the beginning of justification. 1138 Sanctification 

in this life is nothing more than continuous justification in action. 

This Confessional concept of sanctification is a simple 

restating of St. Paul, who uses the present continuous tense of 

the verb, "Being justified ••• " (Rom. 3:24). The thrust of the 

passage has the connotation of the state of remaining justified, 

meaning that there is never a time when we are not being justified 

by grace. We can never remain in God's favor for one second except 

by pure mercy. Likewise St. Paul calls the Gospel the power of 

God for salvation. The Gospel not only saves the unbeliever when 

he believes, but also saves the believer~ he believes. There is 

never a point in the Christian life when the Gospel is not saving 

him. He must therefore look only to the Gospel for salvation at 

every point in his Christian life. Out of this relationship of 

trust and dependence upon the Gospel, justifying faith is active in 

love.39 Sanctification is living in the continual experience of a 

37AP IV, 270. 38AP IV, 317. 

39out of this Biblical concept the Apology writes that being 
justified by faith, "we begin to fear and love God, to pray and expect 
help from Him, to thank and praise Him, and to submit to Him our 
afflictions. Then we also begin to love our neighbor because our 
hearts have spiritual and holy impulses," (Incipimus et diligere 
proximos,. quia corda habent spiri tuales et sanctos mot tis) , AP IV, 
125. Good works are called the "evidence of faith," (AP IV, 202) 
and not the evidence of inner transformation or second experience. 
Only through the continual convincing of the forgiveness of sins "we 
can keep the law, love God and His word, obey God in the midst of 
afflications, and practice chastity, love toward neighbor, and so 
forth," AP IV, 293. 
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new relationship based on forgiveness (ongoing justification). The 

forgiveness is continual, the love, trust and service is continual. 

Therefore Luther writes: 

And let no one think that as long as we live here he can reach 
such a position that he will not need such forgiveness. In 40 short, if God does not forgive without ceasing, we are lost. 

Without continual justification there would be no sanctification. 

Because we daily are sinners and in need of continual 

forgiveness, the Large Catechism states, "We are in the Christian 

Church, where there is nothing but continuous and uninterrupted 

forgiveness of sins. 1141 Sanctification is nothing more than justifi­

cation in action. It is not something~~ in action (all that 

is intra~ is totus peccator), neither is it some second spiritual 

experience in action (whether this took place sirnultaneou~ly with 

justification or at some later point). Sanctification is solely 

continuous faith in the continuous fargiveness of sins. 

The Ultimate Dynamic or Motivation 

for Sanctification 

At the risk of being slightly repetitive, this section will 

stress several additional points. Just as the Confessions do not 

operate with two objects of faith or a divided concept of Gospel, so 

they see no dichotomy between sin's guilt and its power. The.Con­

fessions teach that rather than a two-fold dilemma, man is caught in 

one basic problem; he is a sinner. He stands guilty and condemned 

before God not only for what he does but also for what he is. The 

40Lc, Triglot, p. 723. 41Ibid, p. 69.3. 
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Confessions see no two-fold distinction. Rather, with St. Paul, 

the Confessions see but one problem, and but one solution: 

"The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is law. But 
thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord 
Jesus Christ." That is, sin terrifies consciences; this happens 
through the Law, which shows God's wrath against sin. But we 
conquer through Christ. How? By faith, when we comfort our-

42 selves by firm trust in the mercy promised because of Christ. 

If there were no law, there would be neither sinner nor actual sins, 

and therefore no guilt or condemnation. "The power of sin is the 

law" teach :Paul and the Confessions. They deny that conversion 

brings any internal change in man's nature or essence. Rather the 

solution as stated above is Christ, through whom we conquer. The 

Confessions state that "Christ is the end of the Law. 1143 Using 

the same formulation the Solid Declaration calls this the "holy 

Gospel concerning Christ," and then continues: 

That to those who believe the Gospel, God forgives aJ.1 their 
sins through Christ, adopts them as children for His sake, 
and out of pure grace, without any merit on their pa.rt, justi­
fies and saves them, however, not in such a way that they may 
abuse the grace of God, and sin hoping for grace, as Paul 
2 Cor. 3:7ff., thoroughly and forcibly shows the distinction 
between the Law and the Gospel.44 

Theological systems which teach a two-fold solution necessitated by 

a perceived two-fold problem have grasped neither the total profundity 

of the law's power nor the power and all-sufficiency of the external 

Gospel. There is one solution, not two. The Large Catechism states 

that the sinner is released from the power of sin by Christ's 

redemption. 45 The objective redemption extra~ is the only 

solution. Any theology which seeks a further solution or action 

42
AP IV, 79. 43AP III, 251. 

44 
FC SD V , 25, 26 . 45Lc, Triglot, p. 685. 
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intra~ fails to distinguish properly between law and Gospel, and 

is not the true "theology of the cross," but is a theology of 

glory. 46 

From this it follows that there is but one ultimate dynamic 

for Christian living, and that is faith in the forgiveness of sins, 

and nothing intra .!!22.· This dynamic operates directly in sanctifica­

tion, and not by agency of or through any intermediary "effect" of 

justification, gift, second experience, or internal purity. Sancti­

fication is justification in action, c:ontinuous forgiveness. There 

is nothing in between justification and sanctification which either 

defines their true relationship or through which the fruits of faith 

are done. Justification operates continuously and directly in the 

Christian life.47 There is no "key" or "secret" to sanctification 

or spirituality. There is only faith in the forgiveness of sin, 

from which sanctification flows directly. The Augsburg.Confession 

states that faith in forgiveness brings "new affections, so as to 

be able to bring forth good works." The Augustana continues: 

"Faith is the mother of all good will and right doing."48 There 

There is no "mother" for sanctification but faith in forgiveness. 

All intermediary agents are excluded. Any system which promotes 

46cf. the discussion on theses VII, XI, XXV in C. F. W. Walther, 
The Pro er Distinction Between Law and Gos el, trans. by W. H. T. Dau 
St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1928. 

47AP IV, 141: "It is impossible to separate faith from love 
for God, be it ever so small. For through Christ we come to the 
Father; and having received the forgiveness of sins, we become sure 
that we have a gracious God who care about us, we call upon Him, 
give thanks to Him, fear and love Him," and therefore serve him. 

48
AC XX, 29-JO. 
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Christian living by stressing some internal experience, gift of the 

spirit, or any effect of grace49 fails far short of the Biblical 

dynamic for true sanctification. One does not make a tree's 

initial or continued growth dependent on one of its fruits. 

Sanctification is always directly dependent on the forgiveness 

of sins, and nothing else. 

Because of this fact, the Confessions say the following 

concerning ecclesiology: "Everything, therefore, in the Christian 

Church is ordered to the end that we shall daily obtain there 

nothing but the forgiveness of sin through the Word and signs, to 

comfort and encourage our consciences as long as we live here. 1150 

The Apology strains far adequate words to describe the function of 

Word and Sacraments in the believer's life, which are ordained "to 

comfort his alarmed conscience •••• as sure as though (and still 

surer than if) God by a new miracle would declare from heaven that 

it was His will to grant fargiveness. 1151 

Finally, the Confessions argue that any notion of sanctifica­

tion flowing from or focusing on something intra~ is enthusiastic: 

Enthusiasm inheres in Adam and his children from the beginning 
(from the first fall) •••• and is the origin, power (life), 

49For example, the hope of reward is sometimes listed as a 
motivation. But the Apology states: "It is not an incentive to 
work for their own advantage, since they should work for the glory 
of God," (AP IV, 364). Hope of reward in itself is not sanctifica­
tion motivation, for "a reward properly belongs to the Law, still 
we must remember that the Gospel offers justification freely for 
Christ's sake." Thus the only motivation for sanctification is 
the Gospel. 

5oLC, Triglot, p. 693; Cf. p. 725-729. 
51 AP XIII, p. 313. 
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and strength of all ,heresy. Therefore we ought and must con­
stantly maintain this point, that God does not wish to deal 
with us otherwise than through the spoken Word and the Sacra­
ments.52 

Any theological system which stresses the "Christ in me" as central 

to sanctification is enthusiastic. Sanctification is always based 

on and effected by continuous justification (Christ "for me" and 

"outside of me"), not be some "effect of justification" in me. To 

confuse this point is to return to Rome. 

Motifs of Sanctification in the Lutheran Confessions 

The concept of sanctification as continuous justification 

in action is paraphrased in a variety of ways in the Lutheran 

Confessions. The following is by no means intended to represent 

a complete list of these. Neither are the ind~vidual treatments 

of these various motifs of sanctification intended to be a complete 

and exhaustive exposition of the Confessions on each motif. Rather 

the following individual treatments are introductory and also 

complementry to the conclusion of this study that sanctification is 

continuous justification in action (continuous faith in forgiveness). 

It is to be remembered that none of these are mutually exclusive, 

but each is simply a paraphraseoof all the others. 

Sanctification as Continuous Repentance 

This understanding of sanctification within Lutheranism is 

as old as the Reformation itself. The very first of Luther's 95 

theses states: "Our Lord and Master Jesus Christ in saying 'Repent' 

52sA III, viii, Triglot, p. 497. 
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intended that the entire lif'e of the believer be one of continual 

repentance." At the Diet of Augsburg the Confessors with unmatched 

clarity described exactly how continual repentance is to be under­

stood: 

Of Repentance they teach that for those who have fallen after 
Baptism there is remission of sins whenever they are converted; 
and that the Church ought to impart absolution to those thus 
returning to repentance. Now repentance consists properly of 
these two parts: One is contrition through the knowledge of 
sin; the other is faith, which is born of the Gospel, or of 
absolution, and believes that, for Christ's sake, sins are 
forgiven, comforts the conscience, and delivers it from terrors. 
Then good works are bound to follow, which are the fruits of 
repentance.53 

Good works do not come about by some internal transformation, but 

are directly the result of or "the fruits of" repentance. Sanctifi­

cation is nothing but continuous contrition and faith in forgiveness. 

It is never faith in some inner reality. Good works are only "bound 

to follow" the second part of repentance, faith, "which is born 

l£ontinualli} of the Gospel, or of absolution, and believes that, for 

Christ's sake, sins are forgiven." Stressing some inner purity or 

transformation can never deliver from the "terrors smiting the 

conscience through the knowledge of sin." Good works in the face of 

this sin and the terrors of God's wrath is impossible. No "Christ 

in me" foundation for sanctification can deliver the conscience from 

this power of sin. Only faith in total forgiveness (through continual 

repentance) can deliver from the power of sin and motivate truly 

Christian living. Only the second part of repentance is the dynamic 

for sanctification. 

SJAC XII, lf. 
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The Apology writes that "faith exists in repentance, .. .54 

which is true throughout the Christian's life, not just the begin­

ning. Luther's concept of continuous "self-accusation" (accusatio 

sui) and continuous "despair of one-self" (desperatione sui) as 

discussed by Elert earlier again comes into play here under true 

contrition. The Confessions teach contrition is "the true terror 

of the conscience, which feels that God is angry with sin, and which 

grieves that it has sinned.".5.5 The result of contrition is clear: 

"In the judgment of God and the terrors of conscience, trust in 

works is driven out of us." This is daily necessary because "men 

naturally trust in their own righteousness ... .56 

Therefore contrition must be complete and total continually, 

in order that the terrified conscience flee continually to Christ 

and the forgiveness of sins. But continual contrition and repentance 

is rendered impossible by any theological system which proposes 

something good and moral in the Christian's nature, or a part of 

him that is better than another part. Such a theology promotes a 

false security, and ultimately buries Christ and robs him of his 

glory. True sanctification calls for continual complete repentance, 

as teach the SmalcaJ.d Articles: 

This repentance teaches us to discern sin, namely, that we are 
altogether lost, and that there is nothing good in us from head 
to foot (both within and without), and that we must absolutely 
become new and other men.57 

Therefore, because there is continually nothing good in the Christian 

and contrition accuses all parts of him equally so he continually 

54AP XX, 90. .5.5AP XII, 29. .56AP IV, 20 • 

57 C 48 SA III, Triglot, p. 9. 
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despairs of anything in him, he unceasingly flees in faith to Christ 

and forgiveness, a faith which in turn naturally produces works of 

love (AC VI). Repentance must therefore continually be complete: 

Repentance is not piecemeal (partial) and beggarly (fragmentary), 
like that which does penance for actual sins, not is it uncertain 
like that. For it does ~ot debate what is or is not sin, but 
hurls everything on a heap, and says: All in us is nothing but 
sin ~firms that, with respect to us, all issimp.!,Y sin (and 
there is nothing in us that is not sin and guilt)j •••• there 
is only a sure despairing concerning aJ.1 that we a.re, think, 
speak, or do (all hope must be cast aside in respect of every­
thing) .58 

Any system of theology which teaches a different anthropology on this 

point proposes a myth, and has been profoundly affected by the opinio 

legis. The Formula likewise describes sanctification as "the daily 

exercise of repentance,"59 which is simply a paraphrase of continuous 

justification, or continuous faith in forgiveness. 

Sanctification As Continual Putting off the Old Man 

And Putting on the New Man 

There exists in many circles of theology the popular misunder­

standing of St. Paul, namely, that which views the "old man" or "old 

Adam" as the sinful and corrupted component or part of the Christian's 

nature, and the "new man" or "new Adam" as the just and holy component 

or part of the Christian's nature. From this misguided understanding 

of St. Paul numerous equally unfounded implications are drawn. For 

example, sanctification is seen as more and more ridding oneself of 

the old nature, and becoming more and more new nature. Other theologies 
- ..... - -

58Il::iid. 

59FC Ep. II, Triglot, p. 791; Cf. SD II, p. 907. 
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will attempt to rid the Christian's nature of the old man entirely 

so as to make sanctification possible. 

The Confessions reject all such misrepresentations of 

St. Paul rs "old man/new man." The "old man" as the Confessions 

understand Paul is not an essential part of man but all of man 

under guilt, judgment and condemnation. When forgiveness comes, the 

same whole person is "new man." This corresponds precisely with 

60 Luther's simul justus et peccator. The Christian is totally a 

60simul justus et peccator is as basic in Lutheran theology 
as the doctrine of justification by faith itself. The Christian is 
righteous, clothed with the righteousness of Christ, whose righteous­
ness, or perfect obedience, is imputed to him. But he remains a 
sinner still, though his sin is covered through forgiveness in 
Christ. In discussing simul justus et peccator Luther emphasizes 
the idea of the whole man (totus homQJ. The whole person is corrupt 
and utterly sinful. Therefore everything he does and thinks and 
wills is sinful, and in this state he can do nothing good. Whenbhe 
sins, it is not a part of him that sins, but the whole person; for 
the whole person is sinful. The whole person is sarx, flesh, i.e., 
man apart from God through sin (See Wilhelm Pauck, trans, and ed., 
Luther: Lectures on Romans, in "The Library of Christian Classics," 
p. 170). Luther insists that we must face the face that "original 
sin really means that human nature has completely fallen, that the 
intellect has become darkened, so that we no longer know God and 
His will •••• that the will is extraordinarily depraved, so that 
we do not trust the mercy of God" (LW I, p. 114). 

Luther in this formula holds that original sin is not done 
away, but its guilt is forgiven. Concupiscence, the evil inclination 
which Paul calls epithumia, remains. And this evil inclination is 
sin, even in the person who is born again in baptism. Luther writes 
that we must at all times "call upon God against original sin. For 
as long as we are here, we are not without sin, but there remains 
always evil lust and desires in us which drag us into sin, against 
which we must struggle and fight" (LW I,· p. 197). The Christian is 
old man and new man, flesh and spirit, which make up the whole man 
( totus homo). In justification-dhe sinner is forgiven all his sins 
and thus born a.gain, born into the Kingdom of God: he is a new man 
because by adoption he is made a son of God. But in this whole man 
the old nature persists, the old Adam, the flesh. 

In discussing simul jus·tus et peccator, Luther finds the 
trichotomy of flesh, soul and spirit to be confusing. He states, 
"the flesh experiences no desire except through soul and spirit, by 
virtue of which it is alive. By spirit and flesh, moreover, I 
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sinner in all parts, and totally a saint, completely holy. Because 

of the old sinful nature (self) is powerless to have faith but is 

in constant rebellion against God, it stands under God's condemnation 

understand the ehole man, especially the soul itself." Luther says 
the Christian is like the man on the Jerico road, lef't with healing 
by the Good Samaritan, but not yet altogether healed: "Thus we in 
the church are indeed in the process of being healed, but we are 
not fully heal thy. For the latter reason we are called 'flesh' ; 
for the former, 'spirit.' It is the whole man who loves chastity, 
and the same whole man is titillated by the enticements of lust. 
There are two whole men, and there. is only one whole person. Thus 
it comes about that man fights against himself and is opposed to 
himself. He is willing, and he is unwilling. And this is the glory 
of the grace of God; it makes us enemies of ourselves. For this is 
how it overcomes sin, just as Gideon overcame Midian" (LW XXVII, 364). 
Luther makes it clear that in all discussion of man as body, soul 
and spirit, as "new man" and "old man," as "flesh" and "spirit," he 
rejects any atomistic view of man and insists on the oneness of the 
whole person. Luther emphasizes that it is the whole man who sins 
and the whole man who is guilty and must stand before God to be 
judged. He argues that one cannot distinguish "spirit" and "flesh" 
as two "substances," since "the whole man is spirit and flesh, 
spirit insofar as he delights in the law of God, flesh insofar as 
he hates the law of God." On this last point Luther further writes: 
"For one and the same person is spirit and flesh; thus what the 
flesh does the whole man is said to do. And yet what resists is 
not the whole man but is rightly called a part of him. Both then 
are true: it is he that acts and yet it is not he," (LW XXVII, 
p. 364). 

This theological treasure of simul justus et peccator 
appears frequently in Luther's commentaries on both Romans and 

. Galations. He writes, "The saints in being righteous are at the 
same time sinners; they are righteous because they believe in Christ 
whose righteousness covers them and is imputed to them, but they are 
sinners because they do not fulfill the law and are not without sin­
ful desires" (Pauck, p. 208). Luther's whole interpretation of 
Romans 7 moves in the frame of his concept of man as saint and 
sinner. It is not the "old man" or "flesh" who is sinner while the 
"new man" or "spirit" is the righteous part of the Christian. 
But the whole man is a sinner in every part, yet he is wholly 
covered by the righteousness of Christ. Out of this whole argument~ 
emerges one of Luther's best statements of the .case: "The saints 
are like sick people in the care of a physician: they are really 
sick, but healthy only in hope and insofar as they begin to be 
better, healed, i.e., they will become healthy. Nothing can harm 
them so much as the presumption that they are in fact healthy, for 
it will cause a bad relapse," (Pauck, JOB). As previously stated, 
any theology which proposes some inner health or purity in part of 
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and thus in wrong relationship to him. But faith in the Gospel 

brings the same sinner into a thoroughly new relationship with God. 

The new man is the whole person with right standing before God 

through faith which grasps on to the justitia Christi. The new 

man is not the result of some inner essential change in the corruption 

of man's nature. Every pa.rt of man's nature remains totally cor­

rupted by sin until the resurrection, as previously explained. The 

old man and the new man can only be understood in terms of faith 

and ll!lbelief. Regin Prenter describes how the Lutheran understanding 

man's nature promotes a false security, and represents a return to 
Rome. 

For this reason Luther makes the idea of imputation as 
central in the doctrine of simul justus et peccator. The Christian 
is completely a sinner, but the righteousness of Christ is imputed 
to him and thus covers his sin. So he is a sinner indeed, but a 
forgiven sinner, hence righteous by imputation: "For inasmuch as 
the saints are always aware of their sin and implore God for the 
merciful gift of his righteousness, they are for this very reason 
also reckoned righteous by God. Therefore, they are before them­
selves and in truth unrighteous, but before God they are righteous 
because he reckons them so on account of this confession of their 
win. By virtue of the reckoning of a merciful God they are righteous; 
they are knowingly righteous and knowingly unrighteous, sinners in 
fact but righteous in hope," (Pauck, p. 125), Finally, in the follow­
ing section Luther discusses simul justus et peccator and its relation­
ship to sanctification: "It is through mercy, not through your 
efforts, that your works are good. You,;will therefore judge hour­
selves one way in accordance with the severity of God's judgment, 
and another in accordance with the kindness of His mercy. Do not 
separate these two perspectives in this life. According to one, 
all your works are polluted and unclean on account of that part of 
you which is God:s adversary; according to the other, you are 
genuinely pure and righteous. As testimony that you are thus 
purified, you have the symbol of baptism, through which all sins 
are most truly forgiven you--entirely forgiven, I say, but not 
wholly abolished. We believe that the remission of all sins has 
been without doubt accomplished, but we daily act in the expectation 
of the total removal and annihilation of all sin. It is those who 
labor toward this who do good works" (LW XXXII, p. 213), Cf. Ernest 
Koenker's "Mans Simul justus et peccator" .in Accents in.Luther's 
Theology, ed. by Heino O. Kadai (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing 
House, 1967), where he shows Luther's formula can only be under-
stood as Totus justus, totus peccator. 



154 

of St. Paul has always been: "The new man and the old man, the man 

of faith and the man of unbelief; and in the believer the old and 

the new are in constant conflict with one another. 1161 

This understanding is inherently clear iri the Lutheran 

Confessions. The Augustana states "when there is no faith and 

trust in God, all manner of lusts and human devices rule the heart. 1162 

The paragr~ph goes on to say that faith in forgiveness "is able to 

bring forth good works •••• Faith is the mother of good will and 

right doing." The Christian, in so far as he is old man {unbelief) 

is ruled by "all manner of lusts and human desires." In so far as 

he is new man (faith in forgiveness), he "is able to bring forth 

good works." The Confessions describe old man and new man as 

relationship to God. Justifying faith is a new relationship to 

God, new right standing. The old man (unbelief) is standing outside 

this, "as the heathen. 1163 It should be noted that the old man is 

only called "old" by way of the coming of the new. Before faith in 

forgiveness the sirmer was "natural man." Concerning natural man 

Melanchthon says he "lacks the power or gifts of producing true 

fear and trust in God. 1164 The Confessions do not teach that this 

old nature (natural man) was changed, recreated, abolished, and so 

forth, but tmt a new nature (faith) was added, resulting in the 

transformation of the whole person, not an inner component part of him. 65 

61negin Prenter, Creation and Redem}tion, trans. by Theodor I. 
Jensen (Philadeiphia: Fortress Press, 1955, p. 447. 

62AC XX, Triglot, p. 57. 63Ac XX, 24f. 64AP II, Triglot, p. 105, 

65AP IV, p. 139 states that faith "is such a new light, life 
and force in the heart as to renew our heart, mind and.spirit, makes 
new men of us and new creatures." 
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Therefore the Confessions expressly condemn the notion 

"that in conversion and regeneration God entirely exterminates the 

substance and essence of the Old Adam" and replace it with a new 

man. 66 The Formula states that after conversion the Christian's 

sinful nature "still strives against God's law. 1167 Sin still clings 

to all of the Christian's human nature. In so far as the sinful 

nature of the Christian strives against God's law he is old man 

(living in the old pagan relationsh~p). But as the Large Catechism 

states, through the forgiveness of sins (in the beginning and daily) 

a Christian "dies to the world and all evil." Therefore, while 

Christians retain their corrupt nature until death, its guilt is 

continually forgiven, and the new nature (faith in forgiveness) 

wars against; which brings this study to a consideration of the next 

motif. 

Sanctification as the Continuous Str;uggle 

Between Flesh and Spirit 

The Confessions draw no scholatic division between flesh and 

old man, spirit and the new man. To the reformers these are one in 

the same viewed from slightly different perspectives. Whether one 

talks of man from the perspective of living in the relationship of 

unbelief and rebellion against God (old man) or from the perspective 

of man's totally corrupted nature. which:::'perpetra tes unbelief ( the 
- . 

66FC SD II, 81; Cf. Ep. II, p. 789. 
67:FC SD II, Triglot', p. 887. 
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68 flesh) is of little consequence. Man is still totus peccator. 

With the advent of faith he is simul totus peccator (flesh, old 

man) et totus justus (spirit, new man, faith in forgiveness). 

Luther reminds Erasmus that man is al.ways and completely "flesh'," 

both before and after conversion. 69 The "flesh" of believers is 

the same as the "flesh" of unblievers. 70 The Confessions teach 

that the old man is always with the Christian throughout life. 

Through justification and forgiveness the Christian is 

given a new relationship with God, ·one of faith, which is worked 

by action of the Holy Spirit. Faith barn of the Spirit is con~ 

stantly active in works of love, as well as struggling against 

the flesh. The flesh continually seeks to live in the old Adam 

relationship of unbelief while the spirit (faith born of the Holy 

Spirit) continuaJ.ly seeks to live in the new relationship of trust 

in God: 

The flesh distrusts God, trusts in present things, seeks human 
aid in calamities, even contrary to God's will, flees:from 
afflictions, which it ought to bear because of God's commands, 
doubts concerning God's mercy, etc. The Holy Ghost in our 
hearts contends with such dispositions (with Adam's sin) in 
order to suppress and mortify them (this poison of the old 
Adam, this desperately wicked disposition), and to produce 
new spiritual movements.71 

68AP XVIII, p. 335 state, "without trust toward God, they do 
not believe that they are heard, forgiven, helped, and preserved by 
God. Therefore they are godless." The flesh seeks to live in the 
Old Adam relationship of unbelief described here. 

69E. Gordon Rupp and Philip S. Watson, eds., Luther and 
Erasmus Free Willand Salvation, "The Library of Christian Classics" 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1969), p. 263-277. 

70 AP XVIII, Triglot, p. 33.5: "The powerc,of concupiscence is 
such that men more frequently obey evil dispositions than sound judg 
ment." 

71AP IV, p. 169-70. 
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The Formula of Concord also describes this struggle using both 

concepts of flesh and old man together when it states Christians 

are "in a constant struggle against the flesh, that is, against 

the corrupt nature and disposition which cleaves to us unto death. 

On account of this old Adam, which still inheres in the understand­

ing, the will, and all the powers of man, it is needful that the 

Law of the Lord always shine before them, 1172 

The Confessions state that this struggle never ceases but 

lasts throughout life. As the Christian grows in faith, he will 

more and more live in the relationship of faith (the new man, the 

spirit) and put away or throw off the works of unbelief (works of 

the flesh or old man). Yet this struggle according to the Confessional 

understanding must begin anew everyday: 

"For in the flesh we dwell and carry the old Aclam around our 
neck, who exerts himself and incites us daily-=rc;-inchastity, 
laziness •••• in short, to all manner of evil lust which 
cleave to us by nature, and to which we are incited by the 
society example and wh~t we hear and s~e of other people, 
which often wound and inflame even an innocent heart.,3 

The corrupted nature (totus peccator, the flesh) seeks daily to 

dominate the Christian and have him live in a relationship of 

unbelief. This struggle never abates, but begins every moment. 

A Christian must never think that he is any less flesh at any time 

during this earthly walk. He will always be simul justus et peccator. 74 

Every moment he_ must put away or "kill" the works and desires of the 

flesh and live in the spirit, which brings up the next motif. 

72ro Ep. IV, 4. 73ric, Triglot, p. 727, 

74 FC SD II, p. 907: "Each Christian, moreover, experiences in 
himself that at one time he is joyful in the spirit and at another 
fearful and alarmed; at one time ardent in love, strong in faith and 
hope, and at another cold and weak. " 
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Sanctification as Constant Mortifying and 

Quickening (Continuous Baptism) 

The Confessors write that the Christian life is one of 

continual "mortification and quickening," The Apology states trat 

the Christian must constantly put to death the desires and works of 

the old man, "which takes place by contrition and its terrors, and 

that we should rise again with Christ, which takes place when by 

faith we again obtain consolation and life."75 The paragr~ph goes 

on to state that this "mortification and quickening" as described in 

Romans 6 is not a one time event, but must be continual in the life 

of a Christian. 

Luther associates this concept of mortification and quickening 

with the daily use of baptism: 

What does such baptizing with water signify? It signifies that 
the old Adam in us should, by daily contrition and repentance, 
be drowned and die with all sins and-evil lusts, and, again, a 
new man daily come forth and arisei who shall live before God in 
righteousness and purity forever.70 

The Catechism here cites Romans 6 as the sedes doctrinae for teaching 

the daily necessity of mortifying the old man and quickening the new. 

The Confessors likewise acknowledge Luther's teaching on this point 

in the Large Catechism where he writes that baptism "is nothing else 

than putting to death the old Adam, and after that the resurrection 

of the new man, both of which must take place in us all our lives, 

so that a truly Christian life is nothing else than a daily baptism, 

once begun and ever to be continued. For this must be practiced 

75 AP XII, p. 263. 76sc, Triglot, p. 551. 
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without ceasing. 1177 Christian sanctification is continuous use of 

baptism. 

Luther is not alone in describing this understanding of Paul. 

The entire Confessional corpus agrees that since the co:n-uption of 

man's nature never changes in this life, it must continually be 

killed. The Confessions know of no dividing of the Christian into 

various components, pa.rt of which has to be mortified and part which 

does not. All of the person corrupted with concupiscence must 

continually be killed by the law, and faith in Christ continually 

rise (the new man) and live in right relationship with God. There­

fore the Confessions stress the role of baptism in sanctification 

as helping Christians "to believe more firmly that their sins are 

forgiven. 1178 Baptism!s purpose is always linked with nothing else 

than salvation, whereby '-'the universal grace and treasure of the 

Gospel is offered," 79 

Therefore the Confessions strongly denounce any thought of 

perverting baptism into some means which causes an internal essential 

change or a purifying of the corruption of part or all of human nature. 80 

Baptism was not ordained to effect some intemal transformation or the 

78AP IV, Triglot, p. 276. 79AP IX, p. 24.5. 

BOLC, p. 7.57: "for by Baptism we are first born anew; but 
there still remains the old vicious nature of flesh and blood in man," 
which is here identified as "old man." It goes on to say, "The Lord's 
Supper is called a food of souls, because it nourishes and strengthens 
the new man." AP IV, 276 states: "We need external signs of this 
exceedingly great promise, since a terrified conscience needs manifold 
consolations." AC IX: "Through Baptism the grace of God (in Christ) 
is offered." Thus in baptism the focus is outward, not inward. To 
center the profit of Baptism away from the forgiveness of sins to 
some inner change is to misread the Scriptural use of Baptism. . See 
footnote 82 below. 
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death of one of man's components. Rather, the Apology states that 

baptism is to be understood as Luther understood it: 

He has always written that Baptism removes the guilt of original 
sin, even though concupiscience remains, or, as they call it, 
the "material element" 0£ sin. Concerning this element, he has 
also said that the Holy Spirit, given in Baptism, begins to 
mortify lust and to create new impulses in man {Kddidit_etiam de 
materiali, quod Spiritus Sanctus, datus per Baptismum, inci it 
mortificare concupiscentiam et novos motus creat in homin. 
Augustine speaks this way when he says, "Sin is forgiven in 
Baptism, not that it no longer is, but it is not imputed." He 
openly attests that sin is, that is, remains, even though it is 
not imputed.Bl 

There is no alteration or purifying of part of man's corrupted nature 

here. Baptism brings the forgiveness of sins, thus justification, 

life and salvation. 82 "Baptism washes away sins. 1183 Forgiveness of 

sins won through the·historic event of the cross is the crucifixion 

of the old nature (old man) of each believer. What died in baptism 

was the believer's total relationship' to Adam, his relational identity 

in Adam. Because the corruption of human nature remains in fullest 

measure, the flesh of the Christian is constantly seeking to live 

in the old relational identity "in Adam" rather than living in the 

new relational identity (right standing before God, justification) 

"in Christ." Therefore Luther writes in the Small Catechism that the 

Old Adam must be killed continually, and the new man allowed to rise 

and live in right relationship with God. The Large Catechism describes 

81 AP II, p. 115. 

82ric, p. 737: "The power, work, profit, fruit, and end of 
Baptism is this, namely, to save." As demonstrated, internal 
transformation does not save. 

83 SA, III, p. 493. 
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sanctificaticn as continuous baptism (continual mortification of old 

man and rising of the new) with the following words: 

We must regard Baptism and make it profitable to ourselves, that 
when our sins and conscience oppress us, we strengthen ourselves 
and take comfort and say: Nevertheless I am baptized; but if I 
am baptized, i~is promised me that I have eternal life, both in 
body and soul. 

Sanctification as Continual Realization of 

Sin and Grace (Law and Gospel) 

The Apology states, "The two chief works of God in men are 

these, to terrify and to justify and quicken those who have been 

terrified. Into two works all of Scripture has been distributed. 1185 

God deals with humanity in terms of law and Gospel. In the believer's 

life God continues to deal with him using law and Gospel. What God 

did at the beginning of his spiritual life, he does throughout his 

Christian walk. God has no new activity or work to sanctify the 

Christian except the continual operation of law and Gospel, terrifying 

and comforting, convicting of sin and convincing of grace. God does 

not put purity or virtue into our nature upon which sanctification is 

based. Rather, God.employs external means as he performs continually 

his two works in the lives of his people. Only on the last day will 

God separate;.Lus from sin which still completely corrupts our nature. 

Unitl then, God separates us from sin by these two works of law and 

86 Gospel. Sanctification is nothing more than the continual realiza-

tion of sin and its terrors, and grace, as God through Word and 

Sacrament performs his tow works in the life c;,f a Christian. Any 

system of theology which bases sanctification on something intra nos 

B4 1 · 4 LC, Trig ot, p. 7 J. 85AP XII, 5J. 86 FC Ep. I, 10. 
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overthrows God's ministry through Word and Sacrament. As one grows 

in a recognition of sin and grace in his life, he grows in true 

sanctification. 

This concept paraphrases all the previous motifs. The 

dynamic for sanctification is the grace of God in the forgiveness 

of sins. To grow in sanctification is to grow in an awareness of 

and faith in this grace. But "the magnitude of the grace of Christ 

cannot be understood (no one can heartily long and have a desire 

for Christ, for the inexpressibly great treasure of divine favor 

and grace which the Gospel offers), unless our diseases be recog­

nized,1187 both original sin and its effects in our lives. The more 

sin is realized, the more the sinner will flee to the promise of 

forgiveness in the Gospel, and then the more sanctification will 

grow. There is no "key" or "secret" to sanctification, except the 

daily life of sin and grace, law and Gospel. 

Summary of This Section 

Numerous other motifs could be mentioned, among the, sanctifi-

t · t · · 88 tif · t · t · ca ion as con inuous conversion, sane ica ion as con inuous 

absolution (continual operation of the Office of the Keys), 89 

sanctification as continual regeneration or renewai, 90 sanctification 

87 AP II, 32, 33. 

88 
AP XII, 28, 46; VI, 34; FC EP II, 4. 19; SD II, 5, 16, 48, 71. 

89 AP VI, 4, 8; XII, 39, 40, 49, 50, 56. 
90 AP III, 61, 135, 171, 194, 25J, 265; XII, 82; FC SD III, 2lf., 

25, 32, 41. 
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as continual sacrifice.91 The list could go on, but the point has 

been made. All these motifs with the accent on the continuous 

driving home of the Gospel of forgiveness undergird the conclusion 

that sanctification in this life is nothing more than justification 

in action. Every moment the Christian is being justified by pure 

grace through faith for Christ's sake. The more faith grasps the 

forgiveness of sins, the more faith is active in love. Melanchthon 

describes this understanding of sanctification with the following 

words: "Faith arises in penitence and ought to grow continually 

in penitence. Here is Christian and spiritual perfection, if 

penitence and faith amid penitence grow together."92 

The Interrelationship Between the Believer's Union 

with Christ and Sanctification 

The Lutheran dogmaticians of the 17th century described the 

communion the believer has with Christ as the unio mystica. The 

term was not limited to Christ but included the indwelling of the 

entire Trinity within the believer. Nikolaus Selnecker maintains 

that the believer's union with Christ both includes and goes beyond 

the faith relationship that is meant in the doctrine of justification. 

There is a union with Christ which comes about through faith, but 

there is also the other "in reality" (revera). 93 He like all the 

dogmaticians affirm the existence of the tinio mystica, but holds 

that its nature can not be totally defined. 

91 AP XXIV, 16f., 35, 91. 92AP IV, 353. 

93 Elert, p. 158. 
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Schmid writes that the dogmaticians load the term unio 

mystica with numerous BiblicaJ. concepts. 94 They understand it to 

be more than just the agreement of wills between God and man, or the 

union of both in love, or the influence and communication of spiritual 

gifts on the pa.rt of the Holy Ghost. Rather it is the abode God 

makes in the justified. They concluded that when Fauliin Eph. 1:22 

and 5:23 describes Christ as the head and the church as his body, he 

has nothing else in mind than what Christ refers to in John 15 with 

the vine and the branches. They also taught from GaJ.. 2:19, 20, 

3:27 and 1 Cor. 6:15, 17, that the "great mystery" of Eph. 5:32 

also holds true of Christ's relationship to individual believers, 

(thus the adjective mystica). The dogmaticians held that this union 

included both the Father and the Holy Spirit, as well as both natures 

of Christ. They said also that it was of .a different character from 

the general union of God with all creatures expressed in 1 Cor. 15:28. 

The definition given by Quenstedt is given special attention because 

it considers not only the trinitarian and christological aspects but 

also the ecclesiological consequences: 

The mysticaJ. union is the real and most intimate conjunction ••• 
of the Holy Trinity and the God-man Christ with ••• the believers, 
effected by God himself through the Gospel, the Sacraments, and 
faith, by which ••• he is in them, _just as also believers are in 
him; that by a mutuaJ. and reciprocal immanence they may partake 
ofhis-vivifying power and all his mercies, become assured of the 
grace of God and eternal salvation, and preserve unity· in the 
-~~~~~--an~--~~V:E:_with the other members of his mystical body.95 

94see Heinrich Schmid, The DcictririaJ.. Theology of.the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church, trans. by Charles A. _Hay and Henry E. Jacobs 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1899), pages 480f. 

95The Enc clo edia of the ·Lutnerari Church, Vol. II, p. 1689, 
from Quens ted t 's Theel. didact. · ·pol em. III, 22. 
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Schmid writes that because the dogmaticians were unable to give a 

more specific representation of the nature and manner of this union, 

much of the time devoted to this doctrine was spent removing 

erroneous views of it. While they taught that the unio mystica was 

a union of the substance of God with the substance of man, it was 

denied that this union of two substances was of such a manner that 

the two substances become one, or that the one is absorbed in the 

other; or, asiif out of the two persons, God and man, one person 

were constituted, as in the case of the two natures in Christ. God 

remains God, man remains man. 

Elert concludes that the later doctrine of the unio mystica 

and its surrounding terminology may be traced back to Luther and the 

Confessors. They reject the notion that God is present in the believer 

only inasmuch as he operatesoon his soul or produces effects in the 

heart. The Augustana states that it is false to teach that only the 

gifts of God and not God himself dwells in the believer. This 

condemnation is repeated in the Formula. 96 The Apology affirms 

that the members of the true Chruch have the Holy Spirit dwelling 

in their hearts. 97 But the Confessions are clear in distinguishing 

justification, which is the divine act of bringing man into the right 

relationship with God, from the mystic union, which flows out of 

justification by faith as an effect or result. The Formula states, 

"Christians, being justified through Christ and reconciled with God 

through faith, a.re temples of the Holy Trinity." This indwelling 

is not, however, the same as the righteous of faith through which 

96FC Ep. III, Triglot, p. 795. 97 AP VII, p. 227. 
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God justifies, but results from this righteousness. 98 Hence the 

indwelling of God (unio mystica) cannot serve as the ultimate dynamic 

or motivation for sanctification, since it is not the forgiveness of 

sins or Gospel in its proper sense. Yet it is an important paxt of 

the new relationship, for it constantly points the believer to cross 

where forgiveness and new fellowship with God was won. 

Elert writes that the key to understanding that which Luther 

wrote which was later set into systematic framework by the dogmati­

cians is found in Luther's understanding of the love union between 

God and believers. Elert devotes much study showing Luther's 

understanding of the love of God in Christ is central in discussing 

any union with the believer. The love of God is received by faith 

just as everything that comes from God is received. But the love of 

God is not only to be perceived as a statement made by God. It caJ.ls 

the heart of the believer into union with itself. It calls the 

psyche, and the psyche responds. Elert concludes that for Luther 

God remains the "Other One." He is not for Luther the depth of 

the soul, as taught the mystics. Rather God and the "I" of the 

psyche are first of all connected through love, which makes of man 

and God "one thing."-99 

98
FC sn III, 54. 99 Elert, p. 176. 



CHAPTER VII 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The legitimacy of Nee's theological system stands or falls 

on whether or not the Scriptures teach that the believer has under­

gone an internal transformation or change, where the original 

corruption polluting man's nature has been removed from a part of 

his being. Nee says yes, the Lutheran Confessions say no. It the 

Scriptures teach that in regeneration the believer experiences an 

internal moral metamorphosis so that pa.rt of his human nature is 

totally justus, what Nee proposes as the basis and dynamic for 

sanctification is very legitimate and consistent. It is also very 

Roman Catholic. Any theological system which teaches that sancti­

fication is effected through (by faith in, by reliance upon, by 

agency of, by utilization of, and so forth) a new moral quality 

worked in the believer's own nature by action of God's grace preaches 

a gratia infusa. Any theology which affirms justification by faith 

in Christian initiation but then build sanctification on an inner 

transformation of part or all of man's nature, shifts away from the 

Reformation principle to the Christian life based on some form of 

Rome's principle fa.care 9,uod in se est I On all eight foci outlined ' 

in chapter four, Nee opts for a Romanist understanding against the 

Reformation understanding of Scripture. 

167 
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1) Nee postulates the need of every individual for a deliver­

ance not only from guilt and the curse of the law against his sin 

(which he finds in forgiveness), but also a deliverance from the 

power of sin (which he finds in inner transformation of the human 

spirit). The Confessions know of no such division. Rather, they 

teach that man, by virtue of concupiscence and unbelief corrupting 

every part of his nature, is already under God's curse and condemna­

tion before he thinks, speaks or does a thing. Every person is 

born·into a relationship of unbelief, and thus under the condemnation 

of the law. The Confessions teach that only in forgiveness can the 

condemnation of the law be silenced.1 In this life, deliverance 

from the power of sin is only through law and Gospel. To teach 

deliverance from the power of sin through an internal renovation 

and purifying of part of man's nature (in Nee's case, the human 

spirit in his trichotomy) is profoundly Roman Catholic, even 

Catholicism down to the present day. The post-Vatican II new 

American Catholic Catechism asks, "Does grace make a person holy?" 

Answer, "In transforming the human spirit and rendering it c~pable of 

participating in the divine, grace as God's love fulfills its most 

basic need and bestows upon it radical soundness and health."2 

Grace is defined as "God's presence and man's transformation in it."3 

2) Nee proposes that "Gospel" includes both the proclamation 

of the righteousness of Christ on the sinner's behalf, and the inner 

1
see discussion on pages 89-93, 129-135, and 143-147. 

2 
George J. Dyer, ed., An American Catholic Catechism (New 

York: The Seabury Press, 1975)-, p. 61. 

3Ibid, p. 56. 



transformation of a component of his nature. The Confessions under­

stand the Gospel to be exclusively the proclamation and promise of 

the alien righteousness of God, forensic justification, the justitia 

Christi totally extra~• and includes nothing intra ~.
4 

To 

hold anything else is tantamount to inserting sanctification into 

the article of justification, a chief error of the Roman church. 

3) Nee defines regeneration in terms of inner ethical trans­

formation of man's essentiaJ. nature. The Christian remains totus 

peccator, without one bit of purity belonging to his human nature. 

Against all ideas of some internal ethical alteration the Confessions 

define,~regeneration solely in terms of the advent and activity of 

faith in the forgiveness of s:ins. 5 The Confessions describe it as 

a will turned from rebellion against God; a heart "broken" by the 

law, but now believing the Gospel, so that through faith "spirituaJ. 

and holy impulses" happen spontaneously; a renewed mind that is no 

longer at emnity with God. Through faith in the externaJ. Gospel 

("that we have a gracious God"), the Confessors say that "we begin 

to fear and love God," and thus "produce new works." The Apology 

holds that regeneration arises in repentance, not in inner transfor­

mation. 

4) Nee holds that the "old man" or "old Adam," a component 

part of natural man's nature, was destroyed in regeneration, never 

to return. The Confessions do not understand Paul's concept of 

"old man" to refer to some segment of man's human nature, but rather 

4
see discussion on pages 95-108, 138-140, above. 

5see discussion on regeneration and related terminology, 
pages 123-126, above. 
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totus homo under guilt, judgment and condemnation. 6 The old man is 

not an inner human organ which before its destruction in regeneration 

acts as the citadel of sin's operation, but represents concupiscence 

clinging to all of man's nature, both before and after conversion, 

which constantly inclines him towards unbelief, "and all manner of 

lusts and human devices that rule the heart." The Confessions 

consistently refer to the Christian's "old man" as very much with 

him, and expressly condemn the notion that ''in conversion and 

regeneration God entirely exterminates the substance and essence of 

the Old Adam." Nee's understanding of Romans 6 is completely 

incompatible with the Confessional understanding of Paul here. 

5) Nee argues that the new man which replaces the old man 

in conversion is a morally perfect creation and constitutes part of 

the believer's very character and essence. The Confessions denounce 

this as a myth, a total perversion threatening the central article, 

and a promotion of a false security.? The reformers teach there is 

no purity or anything upright in the believerJs human nature. The 

Lutheran Symbols understand St, Paulfs "new man" as the man of faith, 

the whole person standing in right relationship with God through 

faith which anchors itself in the justitia Christi. To teach that 

the new man is the result of some inner essential change in the 

corruption of a component of man's nature is to teach a form of 

Rpme's gratia infusa. 

6see the discussion on the old man as understood by the 
Confessions and Luther on pages 150 to 158; cf, 130~136. 

7see discussion on pages 108-113, 116-117, 130-140, 150-157, 
above. 
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6) Nee understands the "new lif'e" of the believer as properly 

being the direct result of experiencing the union with Christ, where 

the new man, now a component of the believer's being possesses God's 

own life (as opposed to the old man who did not share in God's). 

The Confessions know nothing of any co-crucifixion experience, or 

new spiritual life being properly a result of inner transformation. 8 

They know of one crucifixion, that of Christ's as the substitute for 

the sin of the world; dhey know nothing of any crucifixion of an 

essential part of the believer. They affirm that the Christian's 

new life is always the direct result of the extra nos declaration of 

God upon the sinner. The forgiveness of sins is new life, not the 

result of anything intra ~. Again Nee on this point adopts a 

more Roman than Protestant understanding. 

7-8) Nee teaches trat standing between justification and 

sanctification is God's divine action called the believer's union 

with Christ, upon which true sanctification is made possible and 

effected. He calls this the ultimate motivation and power for 

spirituality. The Confessions teach that sanctification is dependent 

on nothing intra~ but follows continually from justification 

itself.9 There is nothing standing between justification and 

sanctification. Sanctification is nothing more than continuous 

justification in action, continuous faith in the forgiveness of sin. 

This is the Confessional position on the ultimate dynamic for 

sanctification. To propose that sanctification is dependent on 

8
see discussion on pages 127-128; also see 158-161. 

9see discussion on pages 129-147, 163-166, above. 



170 

something intra~ is to overthrow justification by faith in the 

daily life of the believer and shift to the medievaJ. principle of 

facere quod in~ est. The Confessions teach the forgiveness of 

sin (the promise of the Gospel) is the only object of faith, a 

faith which is continually active in love in true sanctification. 

What Nee gives with one hadn in justification he takes away with 

the other in sanctification, with the looser being the forgiveness 

of sins and its place in daily Christian l:tfe. 

If Nee is correct in proposing that a component or part of 

the Christian has been thoroughly purified by divine internaJ. 

transformation and made holy, it follows that this part of the 

Christian cannot be accused by the law and thus does not need 

forgiveness. This part of man's being and all things flowing 

directly from it are morally perfect, no longer requiring God's 

mercy. Luther's words are just as appropriate and applicable to 

Nee and all other holding a thEDlogia gloriae of inner transformation 

as they were to Latomus, a teacher at Louvain, who taught that there 

was a divinely wrought purity in man on which sanctification was 

based and from which good works flowed. Luther wrote that if this 

were true, the Christian could then stand before God with appropriate 

humility and say, 

Lard God, behold this good work which I have done through the 
help CXD Thy grace. There is in it neither fault nor any sin, 
nor does it need Thy forgiving mercy. Ic:.do not ask for this, 
as I want Thee to judge it with Thy strictest and truest judg­
ment. In it I can glory before Thee, because Thou canst not 
condemn it, for Thou art just and true. Indeed, I am certain 
tha. t thou canst not condemn it, for Thou art just and true. 
Indeed, I am certain that Thou canst not condemn it without 
denying Thyself. The need of mercy which, as Thy petition 
(in the Lord's Prayer) teaches, forgives the trespass in this 
deed is cancelled, for there is here only the justice which 
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crowns it. Latomus, doesn't this make you shudder and 
sweat?10 

The Centrality of Justification 

Perhaps one of the reasons that Nee's writings a.re so 

popular today in America is due to the mentality in Protestantism 

that gives thanks for the Gospel and justification, but places 

these at the beginning of a Christian's spirituaJ. life. The 

stress thereafter is to go beyond into some deeper and greater 

work of sanctification. Protestantism in this country has seen 

greater and greater stress on God's work in us to the near exclusion 

of God's work in Christ for us. The doctrine and experience of 

sanctification must be proclaimed along-side justification as a 

most necessary doctrine of the Christian faith. But when it 

subordinates justification and takes the center of attention, it 

becomes a return road to medieval piety and theology. This is 

probably the greatest single weakness of modern holiness and 

pentecostal movements. While the Scriptures do call aJ.l believers 

to a life of holiness in Christ, it is simple Satanic deception to 

substitute some kind of inner experience or inner purity for the 

holy life of Christ as foundational for sanctification. The Large 

Catechism states that all who seek sanctification through anything 

but the Gospel of forgiveness "have expelled and severed themselves" 

from the Church.11 The Confessor's assert that to substitute in 

emphasis and focus (the material principle) any gift of God or 

effect of grace (sanctification, the indwelling Christ, some spiritual 

lOLW XXXII, p. 190. 11iic, Triglot, p. 693. 
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gift, faith itself, a good work, and so forth) for the centrality 

of justification robs God of his glory revealed on the cross. To 

make an effect of justification central is to substitute the first 

fruits for the whole harvest. The life of faith must never be 

emphasized above the object of faith, or a holy life for Christ's 

holiness. Any theological system which does misses the mark, and 

returns to Rome. 

The errors outlined above presuppose a deeper e:cror. Because 

God's work for us is i~perfectly taught and understood, God's work 

in us is wrongly presented. The Confessions state that the article 

of justification is "The chief topic of Christian doctrine, the 

article which is of special service for clear, correct understanding 

of the entire Holy Scriptures and aJ.one shows the way to the unspeak­

able treasure and right knowledge of Christ and alone opens the 

door to the entire Bible. 1112 The doctrine of justification is not 

simply a doctrine among others. It is the article on which the 

Church stands or falls. Luther writes, "This doctrine is the head 

and the cornerstone. It alone begets, nourishes, builds, preserves, 

and defends the church of God; and without it the church of God 

cannot exist forcone hour •••• Whoever departs from the article 

of justification does not know God and is an idoater •••• If the 

article of justification is lost, all Christian doctrine is lost at 

the same time •••• When the article of justification has fallen, 

everything has fallen, ••• Of this article nothing may be yielded 

or conceded. 1113 

12AP IV, 2. 

13 Cf. AC XXVIII, 52, p. 91, AP IV, p. 121, and FC SD III, p. 917. 
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This doctrine is the material principle of Lutheranism, 

at the center of all preaching, teaching and practice. If anyone 

is of the opinion that the Lutheran Church places too much emphasis 

on justification and thereby puts too low a value on sanctification, 

the answer must be; If we a.re deficient in sanctification, the~ that 

is due, not to the fact that we have too high a value on justification, 

but inversely, it is due to the fact that justification has~_not been 

rightly preached and rightly believed. In this life, sanctification 

is continuous justification in action, continual faith in forgiveness. 

And since in this life sin adheres to every part of our being, we 

never move beyond justification this side of the grave. It is only 

the removal of sin by the sin-bearing Lamb of God that can speak 

comfort to the sinner, that can silence all accusation of sin, 

Satan, law and conscience. Only the forgiveness of sin can satisfy 

the doubting heart and give peace and divine assurance of acceptance 

to the troubled soul. No more powerful dynamic exists for sanctifi­

cation than the proclamation of the remission of sin and that for 

Christ's sake we have a gracious God. Nothing intra~ can remove 

sin. A person who bases and focuses his sanctification on some 

internal purity, some second experience, and so forth, will become 

perplexed when sin persists in ths life and Satan's accusations 

continue. He may well question his faith, feeling there is something 

wrong because this internal transformation on which he bases his 

sanctification is not operating according to his expectation, 

causing him to doubt the trueness of his conversion experience, and 

in the case of many, whether they really are in fact Christians and 

if Christianity is valid. Only the remissions of sins can undergirdt 
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sanctification. Anything else is insufficient in the face of sin's 

reality and Satan's accusations. Since these will never cease or 

diminish in this life, the assurance of forgiveness must remain 

central. There is no getting beyond justification. 

Therefore, that which strengthens justification (the correct 

preaching of the Gospel) strengthens also sanctification. Forensic 

justification alone is the "key" or "secret" of true spirituality. 
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