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The teaching that men are justified freely by grace alone, through faith alone, in Jesus Christ 

alone, is the central teaching of the Bible. It has been called the doctrine upon which the church 

stands of falls.  If this teaching becomes corrupted in any way this corruption will endanger the 

faith of people. Note these words from the Augsburg Confession, Article IV.  

ARTICLE IV — Justification 

“1 Our churches teach that people cannot be justified before God by their own strength, merits, or 

works. 2 People are freely justified for Christ’s sake, through faith, when they believe that they are 

received into favor and that their sins are forgiven for Christ’s sake. By His death, Christ made 

satisfaction for our sins. 3 God counts this faith for righteousness in His sight”  

The following Bible verses are used in this article as proof texts for what is written in Article IV: 

(Romans 3:21-26)  – 21 But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been manifested, 

being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, 22 even the righteousness of God through faith in 

Jesus Christ for all those who believe; for there is no distinction; 23 for all have sinned and fall short 

of the glory of God, 24 being justified as a gift by His grace through the redemption which is in Christ 

Jesus; 25 whom God displayed publicly as a propitiation in His blood through faith. This was to 

demonstrate His righteousness, because in the forbearance of God He passed over the sins 

previously committed; 26 for the demonstration, I say, of His righteousness at the present time, so 

that He would be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. (N.A.S.B.) 

And again; 

(Romans 4:4&5) – 4 Now to the one who works, his wage is not credited as a favor, but as what is 

due. 5 But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is 

credited as righteousness, (N.A.S.B.) 

 

The Doctrine of Sanctification in the wide sense 

( Definition of Sanctification taken from the Glossary of Concordia; The Lutheran Confessions 
P.691) 

Sanctification. In a wide sense, sanctification includes all effects of God’s Word (Acts 26:18; 
Ephesians 5:26; 2 Thessalonians 2:13; Hebrews 10:14; 1 Peter 1:2).   

Let’s now look at the Biblical Witness of Sanctification in the wide sense.  
Acts 26:18 — 18 to open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the 

dominion of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among 
those who have been sanctified by faith in Me.’ 

Ephesians 5:26 – so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the  washing of water with 
the word, 
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2 Thess. 2:13 –  But we should always give thanks to God for you, brethren beloved by the Lord, 
because God has chosen you from the beginning for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit 

and faith in the truth. 

Hebrews 10:14 – For by one offering He has perfected for all time those who are sanctified. 

1 Petr 1:2 – 2 according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, by the sanctifying work of the 

Spirit, to obey Jesus Christ and be sprinkled with His blood: May grace and peace be yours in the 
fullest measure. 

Notice in the verses above how the our sanctification is closely related to our Justification.  Again 
the word sanctify means “to be made holy” and we are declared to be holy by the work of the Holy 
Spirit through the Word and Sacraments. In the verse in the Book of Acts (Acts 26:18) we receive 

forgiveness of sins and an inheritance, we who have been sanctified by faith in Jesus Christ.  

Now Sanctification in the Narrow sense 

In a narrow sense, sanctification is the spiritual growth (1 Corinthians 3:9; 9:24; Ephesians 4:15; 

Philippians 3:12) that follows justification (Matthew 7:16–18; John 3:6; Ephesians 2:10). By God’s 
grace (Galatians 5:22–23; Philippians 2:12-13), a Christian cooperates in this work (2 Corinthians 
6:1; 7:1; Philippians 2:12; 1 Timothy 4:14,  II 65–66.) 

(Sanctification as Spiritual Growth) 

1 Cor 3:9 “For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, God’s building.” 

1 Cor 9:24 “Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but only one receives the prize? 
Run in such a way that you may win” 

Eph 4:15 &16 “But speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him who is the 
head, even Christ, 16 from whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by what every 
joint supplies, according to the proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the 

body for the building up of itself in love” 

Phil 3:12 “Not that I have already obtained it or have already become perfect, but I press on so that 
I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus.” 

(Sanctification Follows Our Justification) 

Matt. 7:16-18  “You will know them by their fruits. Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes nor 

figs from thistles, are they? 17 “So every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears bad 
fruit. 18 “A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad tree produce good fruit. (Even 
though this verse is speaking of False Prophets it will have application to the Christian) 

John 3:6 “That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. 

Eph 2:10 “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.” 

(It is by God’s Grace) 

Gal.5:22&23  “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness,23  gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.”  
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Phil 2:12  “So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but 
now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; 

(A Christian Cooperates in this work) 

2 Cor. 6:1 “And working together with Him, we also urge you not to receive the grace of God in 
vain” 

2 Cor.7:1 “Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all defilement 
of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God.”  

Phil 2:12 “So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but 
now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling;”  

1 Timothy 4:14 “Do not neglect the spiritual gift within you, which was bestowed on you through 
prophetic utterance with the laying on of hands by the presbytery.”  

Through the Holy Spirit’s work, faith is increased daily, love strengthened, and the image of God 

renewed but not perfected in this life. 

It is, I believe,  in this Narrow Sense of understanding  Sanctification that much mischief and 

foolishness has crept into American Christianity and in particular the Lutheran Church 

Starting with the Synodical Explanations found in the back of Luther’s Small Catechism let me 

give you some examples of the foolishness and downright false teaching concerning this. 

I am always quick to point out that Luther’s Small Catechism encompasses page 5 through page 
35.  Everything past page 35 was not written by Luther.  It is a brief explanation of the Catechism 
written by someone in the Missouri Synod. (I don’t know when this came into being, but it is not 

found in the very early catechisms printed by Concordia Publishing House, and it certainly is not 
the work of Luther!) Some of the explanations are quite correct and some of them are not.   

(Example:) 

In the 1943 copyrighted edition under the section of the uses of the Law we find this explanation of 

the Third use of the Law (page 86): 

“Thirdly, the Law teaches us Christians which works we must do to lead a God pleasing life.” (A 
Rule)    

In the 1991 copyrighted edition under the section of the uses of the law we find this explanation of 
the Third use of the Law (page 95): 

“Third, the law teaches us Christians what we should and should not do to lead a God-pleasing life 
( a guide). The Power to live according to the Law comes from the Gospel.”  (Emphasis mine – 

Added Sentence) 

This added sentence is a terrible confusion of Law and Gospel and essentially Reformed Doctrine!  

The Gospel has set us free from the demands of the Law.  The good works that we do (that are 
defined in the 10 Commandments) flow freely from the new man which is created in Christ Jesus 
to do good works. (Eph 2:10) 

Consider this quote from the Augsburg Confession, Article VI, The New Obedience;  1 Our 
churches teach that this faith is bound to bring forth good fruit [Galatians 5:22–23] Faith will 

always produce good works!!! 
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The trap that American Lutheranism has fallen into has to do with what is called preaching the 
third use of the Law. (A guide) While it is true that Christians produce good works and that we 

grow and progress in the doing of these good works we always remain (simul justus et peccatur) 
simultaneously saint and sinner.  That is to say 100% saint and 100% sinner.  The scriptures 

declare in a number of places, “All my good works are as filthy rags.”  

And so the trap that many fall into is to assume that all Christians grow at the same rate. So they 

come to the conclusion that there are certain “marks” of a Christian that can be applied to all. For 
instance it might be preached that Christians never drink or dance or gamble or watch “r” rated 
movies, they are not homosexuals, they would never have an abortion,  and on and on the list 

goes. And their preaching and teaching takes on, in an outline form, if you will,  Law, Gospel, and 
then finishes up with law. The endings to these types of sermons I call the salad sermons. So 

therefore let us or let us not ....  

The reality of a Christian’s life is far different from what they describe.  And what they assume as 

the “marks” of a Christian are not at all what they imagine.  Consider first, a Christian’s success at 
overcoming a particular sin. 

Let us suppose that there is a Christian who has a problem with drinking.  He / or she realizes 
that this behavior is harmful health wise and according to 1 Corinthians 6 is incompatible with the 

Christian Faith  and so conquers their drinking problem and quits drinking.  Bravo! Wonderful. 
The Lord delivers them from their sinful addiction! 

Now let’s suppose there is another Christian who has the same problem but never gets their 
alcohol problem under control. However they are regular in utilizing Pastoral Confession and 
Absolution.  

So week after week they struggle, trying to quit, but failing. And this continues all their life. 
Sinning and confessing weekly.   Are they Christian or have they deluded themselves? And then to 

further complicate matters they hear from the pulpit how it is that Christians are not alcoholics. 
That they conquer it because God wants them to be victorious.  And so they come to the 

conclusion that they just can’t fool themselves – they must not be a Christian because the Pastor 
said that Christians can reform their sinful behavior and overcome them!  What a tragedy! How 
awful! 

This is but one example and there are thousands more.  The Sinful Nature cannot be reformed!! It 
can only be killed through daily repentance and contrition.  And the Law of God has no power to 

reform the old nature. 

Another example of this supposed third use of the law is the insistence that all Christians have a 
Divine responsibility to get out there and evangelize using the Great Commission as the mitigating 
reason for doing so. 

However the Great Commission is addressed to the Apostles and in Ephesians 4: it is 
Pastors/Teachers, Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists who are given by Christ to the Church to do the 

work of ministry. 

And then there are those who would picture a Christian’s sanctification as becoming better and 
better at moralistic living and doing good works. However usually the good works are pictured as 
being done outside of one’s vocation with a religious flavor to them. This is where the Spiritual gifts 

inventories come into play in the church. Supposedly a Christian has certain “spiritual gifts”.  So 
they take a little quiz to determine what those gifts are and then once discovered, they begin to do 
those gifts. Because they are “spiritual gifts” they are done in the context of the church. 
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If teaching is your gift, you get assigned to Sunday School. If concern for the elderly is one of your 
gifts then you job becomes visiting the sick and shut-ins. The goal is for everyone to have a “job” in 

the church because they are then “doing the works of service” that their mis-translation of 
Ephesians 4 stresses. 

It must be said that the good-works that we do are done in our various vocations and generally 
have nothing to do with “religion”.  We feed our neighbor and visit the sick, and cloth the naked 

etc.etc. As mother/father/husband/wife/child.  If a Christian is a teenager working at McDonalds 
she is feeding the hungry and God sees that as a good work because of her faith. 

Sanctification illustrated as a bar chart or a circle? 

Inverted Pyramid -- Every day in every way I’m getting better and better! 

This is the manner in which most Lutherans have been taught. Our 

Sanctification continues to be the main emphasis in our lives. This 

illustration has two very different disastrous outcomes! 

The first being that because we just cannot seem to get sin under 

control we begin to believe that we are not really Christians! 

The second is that we actually believe that we are doing a good joband 

we become Pharisees! (Lord, I thank You that I am not like other men) 

 

 

A circle: I always have to begin again! 

 

 

The more we realize our Justification the more we realize our 

Sanctification (or lack thereof!)  The greater and more mature faith 

becomes the more we realize our sins. The more we realize our sins the 

more we see our need for justified. The Daily continuous struggle 

against flesh and Spirit. (Romans 7:14ff) “Oh wretched man that I am. 

Who will rescue me from this Body of death 

 

 

Luther’s statement on Sanctification: Proficere, hoc est semper a novo incipere. = To achieve is always to begin again.  

Sanctification is our constantly getting used to being justified.  The more we are justified; (living by faith!) the more we are 

sanctified. This continues  over and over again throughout our lives as we confess our sins and believe that we have been justified 

by grace alone through faith alone in Jesus Christ alone! 
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