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THE GREAT DEBATE

FAITH ALONE vs. WORKS-BASED SALVATION

According to the Greek New Testament, the Pre-Nicene Church Fathers,

and a Denominational Verdict on Which Tradition Follows Correct Doctrine

THE FAITH POSITION THE WORKS POSITION
Salvation is received through faith alone (Sola Salvation requires cooperative human response
Fide) in Jesus Christ. Divine grace is the including obedience, sacramental participation,
cause; faith is the instrument. Works are the moral transformation, and meritorious works.
necessary fruit of genuine saving faith but Faith is necessary but not alone sufficient.

never its ground or condition.
Primary Texts: Jas 2:24, Matt 25:31-46, John

Primary Texts: Gal 2:16, Eph 2:8-9, Rom 3:28, 15:1-6, Rev 20:12-13
4:5, John 3:16

Both positions will be argued from their strongest sources. The Greek NT and pre-Nicene fathers will then
adjudicate.

PART I: DRAMATIS PERSONAE — THE DEBATERS

This structured debate assigns the strongest historical advocates to each position. The Faith
Position draws its arguments from the Pauline corpus, the Gospel of John, and the Reformed and
Lutheran exegetical tradition. The Works Position draws from James, Matthew, the sacramental
tradition, and the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox theological heritage. Both sides will then
be cross-examined against the Greek NT critical text (NA28/UBS5) and the pre-Nicene patristic
corpus (c. 90-325 CE).

FAITH POSITION — Advocates WORKS POSITION — Advocates

Paul of Tarsus — Galatians, Romans, James the Just — Epistle of James
Ephesians, Philippians

John the Apostle — Gospel of John, 1 John Matthew the Evangelist — Gospel of Matthew
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Martin Luther — Sola Fide formulator (historical Council of Trent — Roman Catholic magisterial
witness) definition

John Calvin — Institutes of the Christian Religion  Eastern Orthodox theology — Theosis and
(historical witness) synergy tradition

PART Il: ROUND ONE — OPENING ARGUMENTS

RESOLUTION: 'Saving faith is faith alone; works are its fruit, not its root."

FAITH POSITION Opening Argument

We open with the clearest statement in all of Scripture on this question. Paul writes to the
Galatians:

Galatians 2:16 (NA28): eidotes hoti ou dikaioutai anthropos ex ergon nomou ean me dia
pisteos lesou Christou — 'knowing that a person is not justified from works of law except
through faith in Jesus Christ.'

Notice the Greek verb dikaioo — to justify, to declare righteous. It is a forensic legal term. God
does not make us righteous by moral renovation; he declares us righteous on the basis of
faith. This forensic declaration is the Pauline engine of salvation. Paul repeats the exclusion
three times in that single verse — a rhetorical triple hammer blow.

Paul then gives us the complete formula in Ephesians 2:8-9: te gar chariti este sesosmenoi dia
pisteos — 'by grace you have been saved through faith.' The dative te chariti is instrumental —
grace is the cause. The preposition dia with pisteos — through faith — makes faith the
receiving channel. Then the explicit exclusion: ouk ex ergon, hina me tis kauchesetai — 'not
from works, lest anyone should boast.' The purpose clause is absolute: no one, ever. Works
as a basis of salvation are categorically ruled out because they would generate boasting —
which is incompatible with grace.

And in John 3:16: pas ho pisteuon eis auton — 'everyone who believes in him.' The sole
condition stated is the present active participle pisteuon — ongoing, relational trust. No works
are listed as conditions. Eternal life is the possession of the one who believes.

Our position is not antinomian. We readily affirm that genuine faith produces works. But the
works are the flower; faith in Christ is the root. The root justifies. The flower demonstrates.

WORKS POSITION Opening Argument

We acknowledge the Pauline texts — but context is everything. The opponent reads these
verses in isolation from the full canonical witness. Consider what the Lord Jesus himself says
in Matthew 25:31-46:
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Matthew 25:34-36: 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared
for you... for | was hungry and you gave me food, | was thirsty and you gave me drink..." And in
verse 41-43: 'Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire... for | was hungry and you gave
me no food."' The judgment at the Great Throne is based entirely on works of mercy.

James 2:24 is explicit: horate hoti ex ergon dikaioutai anthropos kai ouk ek pisteos monon —
'You see that a person is justified from works and NOT from faith alone.' The Greek monon
(alone) is the very word the Faith Position uses — and James applies it negatively. This is the
only use of faith alone in the NT — and it is a denial.

John 15:2,6 — Jesus says: 'Every branch in me that does not bear fruit he takes away... if
anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away as a branch and withers; and the branches
are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned.' Fruitless branches are cut off. They were in the
vine. This is not potential loss — this is actual severance from Christ.

Revelation 20:12-13: 'the dead were judged by what was written in the books, according to
what they had done.' The eschatological judgment is explicitly works-based. If works are
irrelevant to salvation, why does the final judgment evaluate them?

Our position is not Pelagian. We do not claim salvation by human effort alone. But faith that
produces no transformation, no works, no cooperation with grace is a dead faith — as James
explicitly states. Salvation is synergistic: God's grace and human response working together.

MODERATOR Round One complete. Both sides have presented opening texts. Round Two
will examine cross-examination — each side responding directly to the other's strongest
argument.

PART Illl: ROUND TWO — CROSS-EXAMINATION

THE FAITH POSITION CROSS-EXAMINES THE WORKS POSITION

FAITH POSITION Cross-Examination — Matthew 25 and the Judgment Passages

You cite Matthew 25 as evidence that works save. But you have committed a common
exegetical error: confusing the standard of judgment with the instrument of salvation. Matthew
25 describes how works function as evidence of identity — those who fed the hungry did so
because they possessed genuine, living faith that expressed itself in love. Those who did not
were exposed as never having had real faith.

Paul himself in 2 Corinthians 5:10 confirms that believers will appear before the judgment seat

of Christ, 'so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body.' This is
not a judgment of whether one is saved — that is settled at justification (Rom 5:1, John 5:24)
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— but an evaluation of the quality of the believer's service. The rewards differ; the salvation
does not.

On Revelation 20:12-13: you are reading eschatological judgment language as if it describes
the instrument of salvation. But Paul in Romans 2:6-10 also speaks of God rendering to each
person according to their works — and immediately clarifies in 3:20-28 that no one is justified
by works of law. The judgment standard reveals what was in the heart; it does not earn the
verdict.

Most critically: on John 15 — you say fruitless branches are cut off. But what does verse 6 say
happens to them? They wither. A branch that truly abides bears fruit necessarily. The fruitless
branches reveal they never truly abode (cf. 1 John 2:19: 'They went out from us, but they were
not of us'). The cutting off is not loss of salvation from genuine faith but revelation that the
connection was never real.

And on James 2:24 — we addressed this thoroughly. James uses dikaioo in the
demonstrative, evidential sense: vindicated before human observers. His target is demonic
intellectual assent (2:19), not Pauline fiducia. The same Greek verb, different semantic use.

THE WORKS POSITION CROSS-EXAMINES THE FAITH POSITION

WORKS POSITION Cross-Examination — The Antinomian Danger and the Sacramental Texts

You distinguish the standard of judgment from the instrument of salvation — but this is a
theological assertion, not an exegetical one. Where does Paul explicitly say the judgment of
Matthew 25 is not soteriological? You are importing a systematic distinction into a text that
makes no such distinction.

Consider Hebrews 10:26-27: 'For if we go on sinning deliberately after receiving the
knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful expectation of
judgment.’ This is addressed to those who have received the truth — believers — and warns
of judgment for deliberate ongoing sin. If faith alone, irrevocably received, guarantees
salvation, how do you account for this warning?

Consider Acts 2:38 — Peter's answer to 'What shall we do?': metanoesate kai baptistheto
hekastos hymon... eis aphesin hamartion — 'Repent and be baptized, every one of you... for
the forgiveness of your sins.' Baptism is explicitly linked to forgiveness. This is not merely
symbolic.

Titus 3:5 itself says we were saved dia loutrou palingenesias — through the washing of
regeneration. The instrument is not faith in isolation but faith expressed through sacramental
action.

1 Corinthians 13:2 — Paul himself says: 'if | have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but
have not love, | am nothing.' Faith without love — the works of love — is nothing. This is Paul,
not James.

John 6:53: 'Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in
you.' This is participatory, sacramental, requiring ongoing action — not a once-received
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forensic verdict.

The Faith Position's doctrine of eternal security has no clear NT basis. Galatians 5:4: you who
seek to be justified by law have ‘fallen from grace' (tes charitos exepesate). This implies grace
can be lost. The consistent NT witness requires ongoing cooperation, perseverance, and
faithful obedience — not a past event irrevocably guaranteeing future blessing.

MODERATOR Both sides have pressed their strongest counter-arguments. Round Three
introduces the pre-Nicene fathers as historical withnesses — the church of the first three
centuries, before institutional doctrines hardened.

PART IV: ROUND THREE — TESTIMONY OF THE PRE-
NICENE FATHERS (c. 90-325 CE)

The pre-Nicene fathers are called as withesses. Neither side may claim them wholesale — the
historical record is more complex. We examine each relevant father carefully, noting which
elements of their testimony support which position.

mm Key Statements on Salvation Which Side Supported?

Clement of
Rome

Ignatius of
Antioch

Justin Martyr

Irenaeus of
Lyon

Clement of

c. 90-96

c. 107

c. 155-165

c. 180

c. 195-215

‘We are not justified through
ourselves or through our works...
but through faith' (1 Clem 32:4).
Immediately calls for good works
as response to grace (1 Clem 33).

Emphasizes faith and love as twin
pillars; sacramental realism
(Eucharist as medicine of
immortality). Martyrdom as ultimate
proof of faith.

Baptism regenerates (1 Apology
61). Abraham justified by faith
before circumcision (Dial. 92).
Moral transformation required as
evidence.

Salvation by recapitulation in
Christ. Abraham's post-faith acts
were 'not justification, but
confirmation of faith' (AH 4.13.1).
Grace and faith primary.

'‘Abraham justified by faith, not

FAITH as basis. Works as
response. Closest to Reformed
position.

MIXED — faith primary,
sacramental works essential.
Closer to Orthodox.

MIXED — faith grounds
justification; baptism and ethics
required as instruments and
evidence.

FAITH as forensic basis. Works
as confirmatory. Supports Faith
Position.

FAITH as foundation. Progressive
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Alexandria

Tertullian c. 197-220
Origen c. 230-254
Cyprian of c. 250-258
Carthage

works' (Strom. 2.4). Faith is the
foundation on which gnosis and
works build. Salvation by faith,
moral progress required.

Initial salvation by faith/baptism
(Against Marcion 5.3). Post-
baptismal sin requires satisfactio
(penitential discipline). Introduced
satisfaction framework.

'Faith alone can justify without
works of law' (Comm. Romans
3.9). Abraham justified by faith
credited as righteousness.
Progressive deification (theosis)
also present.

Almsgiving atones for sin (On
Works and Almsgiving). Outside
the Church no salvation.
Martyrdom as second baptism.

FAITH POSITION'S USE OF THE FATHERS

moral growth required. Leans
Faith Position.

MIXED — initial faith; post-
baptismal works of penance
introduced. Proto-Catholic
element.

FAITH for justification (explicit).
Progressive transformation also
required. Primarily supports Faith
Position.

WORKS — strongest patristic
voice for works-theology.
Supports Works Position on post-
baptismal merit.

FAITH POSITION Citing the Patristic Witnesses

Clement of Rome is decisive. Writing within a generation of the apostles — c. 90 CE — he

states in 1 Clement 32:4 with unmistakable clarity:

He writes that we 'are not justified through ourselves, or through our own wisdom or
understanding or piety, or through the works we have done in holiness of heart — but through
faith." This is Pauline Sola Fide in the first century church. The formula is explicit: not works,

not piety, not moral effort — but faith.

Irenaeus in Against Heresies 4.13.1 states that Abraham's post-faith acts — circumcision,
obedience at Moriah — were 'not justification but confirmation of faith." The forensic event of
Genesis 15 stands apart from and prior to the confirmatory acts.

Origen, the greatest pre-Nicene biblical scholar, commenting on Romans 3:28, states without
qualification: 'Faith itself can justify those who have faith, even without the works of the law.'
This is as close to Luther's Sola Fide as one could write without using the Latin formula.

Clement of Alexandria in Stromata 2.4: '‘Abraham was found just, not by works, but by faith.'
The words are Paul's own in a second-century Alexandrian catechetical context.

None of these fathers articulates an initial justification earned by human moral merit. All agree:
grace initiates; faith receives. The Faith Position's exegetical reading is confirmed by the post-

apostolic church.
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WORKS POSITION'S USE OF THE FATHERS

WORKS POSITION Citing the Patristic Witnesses
The Faith Position has selectively quoted the fathers. Let us supply the full picture.

Justin Martyr in 1 Apology 61 writes that baptism is necessary for regeneration: 'Those who
are persuaded... are brought by us where there is water, and are regenerated in the same
manner in which we were ourselves regenerated.' Baptism is not symbolic decoration — it is
the instrument of new birth. This is not optional ritual; it is how one enters the salvation Jesus
died to accomplish.

Ignatius of Antioch calls the Eucharist pharmakon athanasias — the medicine of immortality
(Epistle to Ephesians 20:2). Participation in the Lord's body is not symbolic commemoration
but a real encounter with immortality. One must eat to have life.

Cyprian of Carthage in On Works and Almsgiving (c. 252 CE) argues that post-baptismal sins
are atoned for by acts of mercy and charity. He writes: 'By almsgiving the soul is freed from
death.' This is works contributing to ongoing salvation.

Tertullian introduced satisfactio — the idea that penitential acts repair the damage of post-
baptismal sin. This concept became foundational to the Catholic penitential system.

Ignatius, Justin, Origen, and Irenaeus all associate baptism with forgiveness and regeneration
— a sacramental act, not mere mental assent. The faith of the pre-Nicene church was
embodied, participatory, sacramental. It was never bare mental acceptance of a proposition.

The early church's salvation was not a forensic accounting transaction — it was a living
incorporation into the body of Christ, enacted through baptism, sustained through Eucharist,
and demonstrated through a transformed life of works. The Faith Position has abstracted Paul
from his sacramental context and the broader NT witness.

PART V: ROUND FOUR — REBUTTAL AND COUNTER-
REBUTTAL

FAITH POSITION Rebuttal — Addressing Hebrews, Sacraments, and Perseverance

The Works Position has raised three serious challenges: Hebrews 10:26, the sacramental
texts (Acts 2:38, Tit 3:5, John 6:53), and the perseverance question (Gal 5:4). We address
each in turn.

On Hebrews 10:26-27: the warning against deliberate ongoing sin addresses apostasy — the
deliberate, willful rejection of Christ after full knowledge. The Reformed tradition has always
distinguished between genuine apostasy (renouncing Christ) and the failures of genuine
believers who sin and repent. The warning is real and serious. But it does not say that
incremental moral failure forfeits forensic justification — it warns against the total, deliberate
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abandonment of the faith.

On Acts 2:38 and baptism: we do not deny that baptism is important, meaningful, and
associated with forgiveness in apostolic preaching. But observe what Peter says in 1 Peter
3:21: baptism 'now saves you — not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to
God for a good conscience through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.' The baptism that saves is
specifically defined as the internal appeal to God — the faith expressed through baptism —
not the water as such. The instrument is faith; baptism is its normative expression.

On Titus 3:5: yes, dia loutrou palingenesias — through the washing of regeneration. But the
same verse begins ouk ex ergon ton en dikaiosyne ha epoiesamen hemeis — 'not from works
of righteousness which we ourselves did.' The sacramental action is not a human work of merit
— it is God's action received in faith. The sacrament does not contradict Sola Fide; it is the
vehicle of faith.

On Galatians 5:4 — falling from grace: Paul is not saying believers lose forensic justification by
moral failure. He is addressing Galatian believers who were supplementing faith with law-
keeping for justification. To add law to grace as a basis of justification is to abandon the grace
system entirely — not by moral failure but by theological defection. The ‘falling' is doctrinal
apostasy from the gospel, not ordinary sin.

On 1 Corinthians 13:2 — 'faith without love is nothing': Paul is describing the functional futility
of gifts without love, not denying forensic justification. The context is spiritual gifts and their
value in community — not the mechanism of imputed righteousness.

WORKS POSITION Counter-Rebuttal — The Synergistic Necessity

The Faith Position has given us sophisticated theological distinctions — but we must test them
against the plain force of the Greek text.

On Hebrews 10:26: the text says 'if we go on sinning deliberately.’ The Greek adverb is
hekousios — voluntarily, intentionally. The Faith Position says this describes apostasy, the
total renunciation of Christ. But Hebrews 6:4-6 is more disturbing: it speaks of those who have
'‘been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, and
have tasted the goodness of the word of God' — fully initiated believers — who then fall away.
This cannot describe people who were never saved.

On 1 Peter 3:21: the Faith Position claims baptism saves only as the faith behind it, not the
water. But the Greek is clear: baptisma... sozei — baptism saves. Peter gives one
qualification: not as the removal of dirt — but he does not strip the sacramental act of its
efficacy. The faith and the baptism are inseparable in apostolic preaching.

Our strongest point remains Revelation 20:12-13: the dead are judged kata ta erga auton —
according to their works. This is the eschatological standard. The Faith Position argues the
judgment evaluates works as evidence of identity, not as grounds of salvation. But the text
does not make this distinction. It says works are the criterion.

And finally: the entire pre-Nicene sacramental practice — initiation through baptism, ongoing
nourishment through Eucharist, penitential discipline for post-baptismal sin — assumes that
salvation is not a once-received forensic verdict but an ongoing participatory journey requiring
human response at every stage. This is not a Roman Catholic innovation — it is the practice of
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the entire undivided church before Nicaea.

PART VI: ADJUDICATION — THE GREEK NT CRITICAL
TEXT AS ARBITRATOR

Having heard both sides, we now apply the Greek NT critical text (NA28/UBS5) as the primary
standard of adjudication. The following analysis evaluates each major claim against the actual
Greek grammatical and lexical data.

6.1 On the Core Justification Passages (Paul)

The Greek forensic vocabulary of justification is unambiguous:

ou dikaioutai anthropos ex ergon nomou ean me dia pisteos [a person is not justified
from works of law except through faith] — Gal 2:16, NA28

Verdict: The preposition & (from) denotes source or basis. Works of law are excluded as the
source of justification three times in Gal 2:16 alone. The Greek is categorical and cannot be
softened by theological tradition. The Faith Position correctly reads this as a forensic exclusion. The
Works Position cannot override this without abandoning normal Greek lexical standards. Score:
Faith Position

te chariti este sesosmenoi dia pisteos... ouk ex ergon hina me tis kauchesetai [by grace
you have been saved through faith... not from works, lest anyone boast] — Eph 2:8-9,
NA28

Verdict: The neuter demonstrative to0to (this — 'this is not from you') grammatically cannot refer to
rtiotig or xadpi¢ (both feminine nouns); it refers to the entire salvation event, excluded from human
origin. The iva urj purpose clause (lest anyone boast) uses the aorist subjunctive — indefinite and
absolute. The exclusion of works-as-ground is linguistically air-tight. Score: Faith Position
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6.2 On James 2:24 — 'Not by Faith Alone'

horate hoti ex ergon dikaioutai anthropos kai ouk ek pisteos monon [you see that a
person is justified from works and not from faith alone] — Jas 2:24, NA28

Verdict: This is the Works Position's strongest text — and pdvov (alone) is real. However, the
context of the entire pericope (Jas 2:14-26) is decisive: (1) The mioti¢ James targets is explicitly
defined in 2:19 as demonic intellectual assent — not Pauline fiducia. (2) The verb €dikaicd0n in 2:21
(Abraham's offering) refers to an event 25 years after the faith-justification of Gen 15:6, which
James himself quotes in 2:23 as proof. (3) The £reAcicdOn of 2:22 (completed/perfected)
presupposes prior existing faith — the works completed it, they did not create it. (4) The
demonstrative semantic range of dikaiow (vindicate before observers) is well-attested in Greek and
fits James's rhetorical context of showing faith to others (2:18). The Works Position cannot use
James 2:24 to override Gal 2:16 without harmonizing both texts in their full Greek contexts. Score:
Limited for Works; exegetically resolved by Faith Position

6.3 On the Sacramental Texts

Verdict on Acts 2:38: baptistheto hekastos hymon eis aphesin hamartion — 'be baptized... for [eis]
the forgiveness of sins.' The preposition &i¢ is controverted: it can mean ‘for the purpose of'
(pointing forward — be baptized to receive forgiveness) or 'on the basis of' (pointing back — be
baptized because you have received forgiveness). Both readings are grammatically viable.
However, the consistent apostolic pattern (Acts 8:36-38, 16:31-33, 1 Pet 3:21) links baptism closely
to faith and forgiveness. The pre-Nicene fathers universally associate baptism with regeneration.
This text supports the Works Position's point that salvation is sacramentally embodied — but it does
not introduce works of human merit into justification.

Verdict on John 6:53-54: 'Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you
have no life in you."' This Eucharistic text does not introduce meritorious works into justification. The
eating is participatory — it is the ongoing reception of Christ, who is himself the bread of life. John
6:47 in the same discourse provides the interpretive key: ho pisteuon echei zoen aionion — 'the one
who believes has eternal life." The sacramental eating of vv. 53-54 is the concrete, embodied form
of the believing of v. 47. Faith and sacrament are not competing instruments — the sacrament is
faith's enactment. Neither text makes works meritorious.

6.4 On the Perseverance and Warning Passages

Verdict on Heb 10:26-27 and 6:4-6: These are the Works Position's strongest NT texts. The Greek
of Heb 6:4-6 describes people who have amaé pwtioBévrag (once been enlightened), yeuagauévoug
1€ Tfi¢ dwpedc Th¢ Emoupaviou (tasted the heavenly gift), and petdxoug yevnbévracg Mvevuarog
Ayiou (shared in the Holy Spirit) — who then fall away. The text is genuinely difficult. The standard
Reformed response (these people experienced spiritual influences without regeneration) is not
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without force — John 2:23-25 shows Jesus not entrusting himself to those who 'believed' in him —
but it requires importing a distinction the text does not explicitly make. The Arminian reading
(genuine believers can lose salvation) takes the text more naturally. However, this warning passage
does not introduce meritorious works as the basis of justification; it addresses apostasy as the total
renunciation of Christ. Score: Works Position has a legitimate point here — but it proves
warning against apostasy, not works-merit justification

6.5 On Matthew 25 and Revelation 20

Verdict: Both judgment passages evaluate works. But the Greek NT consistently maintains that the
forensic verdict of justification (Rom 5:1 — eiprivnv &xouev mpo¢ Tov Bedv, we have peace with God;
John 5:24 — ¢i¢ kpiaiv oUk Epxetail, does not come into judgment) has already been rendered for
the believer. Matthew 25 and Rev 20:12 can be read consistently with this: the works reveal the
identity of the sheep and goats — they do not constitute the basis of the sheep's acceptance. The
sheep themselves are surprised (Matt 25:37-39: 'Lord, when did we see you?'), which argues that
the works were not consciously accumulated as merit but were the natural expression of
transformed hearts. However, the Works Position is correct that the NT does not allow works to be
entirely irrelevant to the final state — the question is whether they are instrumental in salvation or
evidential. The Greek data support the latter. Score: Mixed — evidential weight for both sides;
Faith Position exegetically stronger

PART VII: THE PATRISTIC VERDICT — WHAT DID THE
EARLY CHURCH ACTUALLY TEACH?

Having examined both arguments, we now render a careful verdict on what the pre-Nicene church
(c. 90-325 CE) actually taught on salvation, works, and faith.

Clement of Rome, 1 Clement 32:4: "We are not justified through ourselves... but through faith
— [then] let us not be idle, brothers, but hasten with eagerness and readiness to perform
every good work."

PATRISTIC FINDING 1: The pre-Nicene fathers consistently grounded initial justification in divine
grace and faith, not in human meritorious works. No father before Nicaea teaches that a person
earns initial right standing before God by accumulated moral merit. Clement of Rome, Irenaeus,
Clement of Alexandria, and Origen all affirm the Abrahamic faith-justification of Genesis 15:6 as the
paradigm.
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Origen, Commentary on Romans 3.9: "Faith itself, then, is something great and much to be
admired, which by itself can justify those who have faith, even without the works of the law."

PATRISTIC FINDING 2: Baptism and the Eucharist are treated by virtually all pre-Nicene fathers as
genuine means of grace and regeneration — not merely symbols. Justin, Ignatius, Tertullian, and
Origen associate baptism with actual forgiveness and new birth. This gives the Works Position a
legitimate patristic grounding for sacramental theology that most Baptist and low-church evangelical
traditions significantly undervalue.

Irenaeus, Against Heresies 4.13.1: "Abraham... first listened to the voice of God by faith, and
then subjected himself to circumcision and other ordinances as a confirmation of his faith —
not as justification."

PATRISTIC FINDING 3: The distinction between justification by faith (forensic event) and
subsequent works (confirmatory evidence) is present in the pre-Nicene fathers, particularly
Irenaeus and Origen. The full Roman Catholic merit theology — condign merit accrued through
works for final salvation — is not pre-Nicene. It develops substantially with Augustine (354-430 CE),
reaches systematic form in Anselm (1033-1109), and achieves dogmatic definition at Trent (1547).
The fathers are therefore closer to the Faith Position on the mechanism of justification.

PATRISTIC FINDING 4: No pre-Nicene father teaches what modern hyper-grace antinomianism
teaches — that moral behavior is entirely irrelevant to one's status before God or to eschatological
outcome. All fathers consistently demand ethical transformation, works of mercy, and sacramental
fidelity as necessary dimensions of the Christian life. The Faith Position's worst versions (easy
believism, decisional regeneration with no subsequent expectation of change) have no patristic
support whatsoever.

PATRISTIC FINDING 5: The pre-Nicene church is best described as maintaining faith-grounded,
sacramentally expressed, ethically transformative salvation — a position that does not map
perfectly onto either the modern evangelical Protestant or the modern Roman Catholic grid.

PART VIlil: THE CORRECT DOCTRINE — A SYNTHESIS
FROM THE GREEK NT AND PRE-NICENE EVIDENCE

Before evaluating denominations, the correct doctrine must be precisely stated. This is not a
compromise position — it is a careful synthesis from the actual Greek text and the pre-Nicene
witness.
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CORRECT DOCTRINE (as best determined from NA28 and pre-Nicene sources): 1.
GROUND: Salvation is grounded entirely in divine grace (charis) — not in human moral
achievement. God is the initiator and cause. 2. INSTRUMENT: The instrument by which
grace is received is genuine personal faith (pisteud eis — trust directed toward Christ) —
not intellectual assent, not accumulated merit. This is forensic justification: God declares
the believing sinner righteous on the basis of Christ's atoning work received through faith.
3. CONTEXT: The normative apostolic context for initial reception of this grace is baptism
— not as a human work of merit, but as the Spirit-empowered act through which
forgiveness and new birth are received (Acts 2:38, Tit 3:5, the unanimous pre-Nicene
witness). 4. FRUIT: Genuine faith necessarily produces works — works of mercy, love,
obedience, and transformation (Eph 2:10, Gal 5:6, Jas 2:18). These works are diagnostic
evidence of genuine faith, not its meritorious cause. 5. EXCLUSION: Human meritorious
works — works performed to earn or maintain divine favor — are categorically excluded
from the ground of justification (Gal 2:16, Eph 2:9, Rom 4:4-5, Tit 3:5). 6.
PERSEVERANCE: The NT contains genuine warnings against apostasy (Heb 6, 10; Gal
5:4; Rev 2-3). Genuine faith perseveres; professed faith that utterly and permanently
abandons Christ was never genuine saving faith (1 John 2:19). The ongoing reality of
salvation is demonstrated by continued trust and fruit-bearing.

PART IX: DENOMINATIONAL VERDICT — WHO
FOLLOWS CORRECT DOCTRINE?

We now evaluate major Christian denominations against the correct doctrine as derived from the
Greek NT and pre-Nicene fathers. Evaluation criteria:

* Grounding: Does the tradition ground justification in grace alone?

* Instrument: Is faith the primary and sufficient instrument of justification?

» Works: Are works treated as fruit/evidence (correct) or as meritorious ground (error)?

e Sacraments: Is baptism treated appropriately — as a grace-channel, not a human merit-
work?

* Fruit: Is ongoing ethical transformation required as necessary evidence of genuine faith?

» Perseverance: Is apostasy taken seriously without converting salvation into a works-
achievement?

Denomination Faith Ethics | Persev | Overall

Instru Requir | erance

ment ed
Lutheran YES YES YES YES YES WARN  CLOSEST to correct
(LCMS/ELCA (baptis ING- doctrine — forensic
confessional) mal based justification +
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Greek NT | Pre-Nicene Fathers | Denominational Verdict

Reformed /
Presbyterian
(confessional)

Anglican (39
Articles)

Arminian /
Wesleyan
Methodist

Evangelical
Baptist / Non-
Denominational

Pentecostal /
Charismatic

Eastern
Orthodox

Roman
Catholicism
(post-Trent)
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to pre-Nicene
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directly contradicts
Gal 2:16, Rom 3:28,
Eph 2:8-9; merit
theology has no pre-
Nicene basis

Mormonism NO NO NO YES YES Conditi MOST CONTRARY
(LDS) (but onal — salvation
differe explicitly requires
nt) ordinances + works

+ obedience to LDS
laws as meritorious
conditions. Not

within canonical NT

or patristic
framework.
Jehovah's NO PARTI NO— NO YES Condit MOST CONTRARY
Witnesses AL works ional — salvation requires
requir on organizational
ed works  compliance, works,

and loyalty to the
Watchtower. Denies
forensic justification

by faith.
Prosperity DISTO DISTO NO VARIE NO Condit MOST CONTRARY
Gospel / Word RTED RTED (faith D (wealt ional — converts faith
of Faith as h= on itself into a human
work) blessi  giving workl/technique;
ng) makes salvation

contingent on
financial giving and
positive confession.
No NT or patristic
basis.

PART X: DETAILED DENOMINATIONAL ANALYSIS

10.1 Closest to Correct Doctrine: Confessional Lutheranism

Confessional Lutheranism (represented by the LCMS, Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod, and
confessional ELCA congregations) achieves the closest alignment with the Greek NT and pre-
Nicene consensus because it holds both poles of the correct doctrine simultaneously:

» Forensic justification by faith alone (Sola Fide) — Luther's tower insight from Romans 1:17
and Galatians, recovered from the accumulated medieval merit-theology. The Lutheran
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confessional documents (Augsburg Confession, Article 4; Apology of the Augsburg
Confession) define justification as forensic declaration, not inner renovation.

» Baptismal regeneration — Unlike most evangelical traditions, Lutheranism affirms that
baptism truly regenerates and forgives sin, consistent with Acts 2:38, Titus 3:5, and the
unanimous pre-Nicene patristic consensus. This is not a sacramental work of human merit
— it is God's action received through faith — but it takes the sacramental texts seriously.

» Works as necessary fruit — The Formula of Concord (Article 6: Third Use of the Law) insists
that good works are the necessary evidence and product of justifying faith. Luther: "It is
impossible to separate faith and works, just as it is impossible to separate heat and light
from fire.'

* The Real Presence in the Eucharist — Lutheran theology maintains that Christ's body and
blood are truly present in the Supper, consistent with John 6 and the patristic sacramental
realism of Ignatius.

Weakness: Confessional Lutheranism's treatment of the warning passages (Hebrews 6, 10; Gal
5:4) varies; some Lutheran approaches to eternal security are less cautious than the NT warrants.

10.2 Very Close: Confessional Reformed / Presbyterian

The Westminster Confession tradition (Westminster Standards, Heidelberg Catechism, Belgic
Confession) achieves extremely high fidelity to the Pauline forensic justification texts:

e The forensic imputation of Christ's active and passive obedience to the believer's account is
the most explicit doctrinal statement of the Greek logizesthai/imputation language in
Romans 4.

» Works as necessary fruit — WCF Chapter 16 requires good works as the necessary fruits
and evidence of a true and lively faith.

* On sacraments: Reformed theology treats baptism as a sign and seal of the covenant of
grace rather than the instrument of regeneration — a position that diverges from both the
Lutheran and pre-Nicene consensus, and represents the Reformed tradition's greatest
departure from the patristic sacramental evidence.

10.3 Solid Framework, Significant Gap: Evangelical Baptist / Non-
Denominational

Evangelical Baptist and non-denominational traditions typically articulate the Faith Position's
forensic justification with clarity and passion. Their emphasis on the new birth through personal
faith, the preaching of the cross, and works as the evidence of salvation is substantially correct.

However, the Baptist refusal of baptismal regeneration — treating baptism as purely symbolic —
places this tradition in direct conflict with Acts 2:38, Titus 3:5, Romans 6:3-4, and the unanimous
pre-Nicene patristic witness. No pre-Nicene father treats baptism as a purely symbolic ordinance.
This is not a minor secondary issue — it concerns how the normative apostolic practice of receiving
the grace of justification is understood.

Additionally, some streams of evangelical Baptist thought (particularly easy-believism, once-saved-
always-saved antinomianism) have produced versions of Sola Fide that would have been
unrecognizable to Luther or Calvin — in which professed faith with no subsequent transformation,
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no works of love, and no ethical change is treated as genuine saving faith. This directly contradicts
Galatians 5:6, Ephesians 2:10, James 2:14-26, and John 15:5-6.

10.4 Significant Departure: Roman Catholicism (post-Trent)

It is important to distinguish Roman Catholic piety (which has produced genuine saints who trusted
wholly in Christ's merits) from Roman Catholic official dogma (which formally anathematizes the
forensic reading of the Pauline justification texts).

The Council of Trent, Session 6 (1547):

Canon 9: If anyone says that the sinner is justified by faith alone — meaning that nothing
else is required... let him be anathema. — Council of Trent, Canon 9 on Justification
(1547)

This anathema is directed against the grammatically required reading of Galatians 2:16, Romans
3:28, and Ephesians 2:8-9. The Greek ouk ex ergon (not from works, Eph 2:9) and ou dikaioutai ex
ergon nomou (not justified from works of law, Gal 2:16) are not subordinate clauses easily
harmonized with a works-cooperative justification. Trent's anathema targets what the Greek text
plainly says.

The merit framework — the CCC teaching that the justified person can merit eternal life (CCC
82010, citing the Council of Trent) — has no direct pre-Nicene patristic precedent. It is a doctrinal
development that begins with the Augustinian-Anselmian satisfaction framework and reaches
dogmatic definition at Trent.

The 1999 Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (JDDJ) represents a genuine ecumenical
development — affirming: 'By grace alone, in faith in Christ's saving work and not because of any
merit on our part, we are accepted by God.' However, the JDDJ does not rescind Trent's canons,
and Rome has clarified that the anathemas of Trent were directed against particular historical
positions that are not precisely what the JDDJ describes. The tension remains unresolved at the
magisterial level.

10.5 Most Contrary to Correct Doctrine: Mormonism, Jehovah's
Witnesses, Prosperity Gospel

These three movements diverge from the Greek NT doctrine most radically — not merely in
emphasis or balance but in the fundamental architecture of their salvation teachings:

Mormonism (Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints)

LDS soteriology teaches that grace provides resurrection for all, but exaltation (the highest degree
of salvation — the celestial kingdom) is achieved through obedience to LDS ordinances (baptism,
celestial marriage, temple endowment), moral performance, and organizational faithfulness. Joseph
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Smith's Articles of Faith 3 states: 'We believe that through the Atonement of Christ, all mankind may
be saved, by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the Gospel.'

The phrase 'by obedience to the laws and ordinances' is works-based salvation in explicit form. The
Greek NT forensic justification by faith alone — exclusive of human meritorious works — is not the
LDS salvation system. Additionally, LDS theology denies the orthodox Trinity (co-equal, co-eternal
persons of one substance), which alters the object of faith in ways that go beyond soteriological
methodology.

Jehovah's Witnesses (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society)

JW soteriology requires organizational loyalty to the Watchtower Society, faithful meeting
attendance, door-to-door evangelism, and refusal of blood transfusions as conditions of surviving
Armageddon. The 144,000 (the anointed class) alone receive immortal life; the 'great crowd'
survives to live on a paradise earth under Kingdom rule — but this paradise survival is conditioned
on performance during Armageddon and afterwards. The forensic imputation of Christ's
righteousness to the individual believer as the complete ground of salvation is absent.

Prosperity Gospel | Word of Faith

The Prosperity Gospel (Kenneth Hagin, Kenneth Copeland, Creflo Dollar, Joel Osteen in some
forms) converts the NT concept of faith into a human technique — a positive force released by
confession and giving that compels God to provide health and wealth. Salvation becomes
conditioned on financial giving (tithing as a condition of blessing), positive confession, and the 'law
of sowing and reaping' applied to monetary gifts. This is not merely a distortion of Sola Fide — it is
the replacement of the grace-through-faith mechanism with a faith-as-human-works mechanism. No
pre-Nicene father, no canonical NT text, and no major confessional tradition supports this
framework.

PART XI: FINAL VERDICT — THE DEBATE
ADJUDICATED

11.1 On the Core Question: Does the Greek NT Support the Faith
Position or the Works Position?

FINAL VERDICT ON THE DEBATE ITSELF: The Faith Position wins the core exegetical
argument on the GROUND and INSTRUMENT of justification. The Greek forensic
vocabulary of Paul — dikaioo, logizesthai, charis, pistis, ek pisteos, ex ergon excluded —
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is clear, consistent, and conclusive. No amount of theological tradition overrides the
grammatical force of Galatians 2:16 (three-fold exclusion of works), Ephesians 2:8-9 (qgift,
not from you, not from works), Romans 3:28 (apart from works of law), and Romans 4:5
(the ungodly justified by faith). The Works Position wins important supplementary
arguments: (1) The sacramental dimension of salvation is apostolically attested and pre-
Nicene. Baptism is genuinely the normative instrument of initial reception of grace — not a
human merit-work but a faith-enacted grace channel. (2) Works are genuinely required as
the necessary and diagnostic fruit of genuine faith. (3) The warning passages (Hebrews 6,
10; Galatians 5:4) are real, serious, and cannot be dissolved by systematic theology. (4)
The eschatological judgment involves works — as demonstrative evidence, if not
meritorious ground. The correct doctrine is: Justification by grace alone through faith
alone in Christ alone — sacramentally enacted in baptism, necessarily productive of
works, and taking seriously the NT warnings against apostasy. This is not a compromise
between two equal positions — it is the position the Greek text demands when read in its
full canonical context.

11.2 Denominational Rankings — From Closest to Most Contrary

Assessment

Denomination /

Tradition

1 Confessional
Lutheranism (LCMS,
WELS, confessional
ELCA)

CLOSEST. Forensic Sola Fide + baptismal regeneration + Real
Presence + works as fruit. Best alignment with NA28 and pre-Nicene
consensus.

Confessional
Reformed /
Presbyterian
(Westminster
Standards, Three
Forms of Unity)

Anglican (39 Articles /
classical formularies)

Arminian / Wesleyan /
Methodist (classical)

Eastern Orthodoxy

Evangelical Baptist /
Non-Denominational
(sound streams)

VERY CLOSE. Forensic imputation, works as necessary fruit, careful
exegesis. Deficit: baptism as sign-only differs from patristic
consensus.

CLOSE. Shares Reformed forensic framework; some streams
maintain baptismal regeneration; internal diversity creates
inconsistency.

SOLID FRAMEWORK. Forensic justification maintained; prevenient
grace is exegetically defensible; perseverance question is a
legitimate NT debate, not an error.

STRONG ON GRACE AND SACRAMENTS; weak on Pauline
forensic categories. Theosis framework misses the declarative legal
force of dikaioo. Works as synergy introduces cooperative element
Eph 2:8-9 resists.

STRONG ON FAITH; significant deficit on sacraments. Symbolic-
only baptism has no pre-Nicene support. Sound streams require
works as fruit; antinomian streams fail entirely.
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7 Pentecostal / MIXED. Strong on grace and transformation; pneumatological
Charismatic (mainline emphasis has NT support; charismatic excess and instability reduce
streams) doctrinal consistency.

8 Roman Catholicism DEPARTING ON MERIT. Trent Canon 9 anathematizes Gal 2:16
(post-Trent official and Eph 2:9 readings. Merit theology not pre-Nicene. Piety often
dogma) exceeds dogma; JDDJ gesture toward reform not magisterially

resolved.

9 Prosperity Gospel / MOST CONTRARY (within nominal Christianity). Converts faith into
Word of Faith a human technique; makes salvation contingent on financial

performance. No NT or patristic basis whatsoever.

10 Mormonism and MOST CONTRARY (outside Christian orthodoxy). Explicit works-
Jehovah's Withesses plus-ordinances-plus-organizational-compliance salvation. Denies
canonical NT forensic justification. Not within the pre-Nicene
doctrinal framework on any major point.

11.3 Closing Summary

The Great Debate between faith-based and works-based salvation, when adjudicated by the Greek
NT critical text (NA28/UBS5) and the pre-Nicene patristic consensus, yields a nuanced but clear
verdict:

1. The FAITH POSITION is correct on the ground and instrument of initial justification. The
forensic Pauline Greek is conclusive. No human work earns the divine declaration of
righteousness.

2. The WORKS POSITION is correct that the apostolic church was sacramentally embodied
(baptism and Eucharist as genuine means of grace), that genuine faith necessarily produces
works of love and mercy, and that the NT contains serious warnings against apostasy.

3. The CORRECT doctrine integrates both: grace through faith, sacramentally enacted,
necessarily productive of ethical transformation, and seriously attentive to perseverance —
without converting works into meritorious conditions of initial justification.

4. CONFESSIONAL LUTHERANISM holds this integration most consistently among modern
denominations. CONFESSIONAL REFORMED PROTESTANTISM follows closely, with a
deficit on sacraments. ROMAN CATHOLICISM's post-Trent merit framework departs from
the Greek NT exegetical standard at the most critical point.

5. The most contrary positions to the NT and pre-Nicene consensus are those that make
salvation explicitly conditional on human performance — either through institutional
compliance (Mormonism, JW), financial giving (Prosperity Gospel), or anathematized
forensic declarations (Trent Canon 9). The NT's grace-through-faith framework, confirmed
by the first three centuries of the church's exegetical tradition, is the standard against which
all these positions are measured and found wanting.
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