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ABSTRACT

This paper examines whether the Greek New Testament Critical Text (NA28/UBS5) supports
the Reformation doctrine of Sola Fide — justification by faith alone, apart from meritorious
works — as the foundational mechanism of salvation. Drawing upon the Pauline Epistles
(Galatians and Ephesians as primary texts), supplementary Johannine and Roman evidence,
and the pre-Nicene patristic witness (c. 90—325 CE), the study analyzes the Greek lexical
and syntactical data before comparing the doctrine across Roman Catholicism, Eastern
Orthodoxy, and Evangelical Protestantism. The conclusion evaluates which confessional
tradition most closely represents the exegetical teaching of the NA28 text.

PART I: LEXICAL AND TEXTUAL FOUNDATIONS IN THE
GREEK CRITICAL TEXT

1.1 The Critical Text: NA28 | UBS5 — Methodological Baseline

All textual analysis in this paper operates from the Nestle-Aland 28th Edition (NA28) and United
Bible Societies 5th Edition (UBS5), the standard critical texts of New Testament scholarship. These
eclectic texts, reconstructed through the methodology of reasoned eclecticism, draw on the earliest
and most reliable Greek manuscript families: the Alexandrian (P46, P66, P75, Codex Sinaiticus X,
Codex Vaticanus B), as well as the Western and Byzantine families where relevant. The manuscript
tradition is overwhelmingly stable on the passages examined in this paper; textual variants do not
materially affect the doctrinal conclusions drawn.
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1.2 Key Greek Lexical Terms

An accurate evaluation of the salvation doctrine in the Greek NT requires precise lexical analysis.
The following terms are the critical vocabulary of the debate:

Transliterati | Meaning / Range Doctrinal Significance
on

TTHOTIC

Tiotelw

OIKAIOW

dlkooolvn

£pya vouou

XapIg

AoyiCopal

povov /
VlelVelq

pistis

pisteud

dikaioo

dikaiosyné

erga nomou

charis

logizomai

monon /
monos

Faith, trust, fidelity,
conviction

To believe, to trust, to
entrust oneself to

To justify, to declare
righteous, to acquit

Righteousness, justice

Works of the law

Grace, unmerited favor

To reckon, to credit, to
account

Alone, only

The noun appearing 243x in NT; Paul uses
it for the believer's trust in Christ (Gal 2:16,
3:22, Eph 2:8)

The verbal form; John's Gospel uses it 98x
to describe saving faith (Jn 3:16, 5:24,
6:47)

A forensic/legal term (cf. law court). Paul
uses it to describe God's act of declaring
the sinner righteous — not making them
righteous via moral process (Gal 2:16,
Rom 3:24, 5:1)

Used both for God's own righteousness
and for the righteousness imputed/credited
to the believer (Rom 4:5-6, Phil 3:9)

The phrase Paul consistently places in
antithesis to faith as the basis of
justification (Gal 2:16 [3x], Rom 3:20,
3:28). Includes, but exceeds, Mosaic
boundary markers.

Linked with faith as the two poles of the
salvation formula in Eph 2:8 (1fj xapiti £é01e
OETWOUEVOL dIA TTIOTEWK)

The accounting/forensic term used in Rom
4 (11x) for God crediting Abraham's faith
as righteousness — a central imputation
text (Gen 15:6 LXX)

Does NOT appear in Paul's justification
passages, but is the Reformers' gloss.
Significantly, it appears in James 2:24 in
the negative: 'not by faith alone (oUk €k
THOTEWC POVOoV)'

Note on uovog: Luther's 1522 German NT inserted ‘allein’ (alone) into Romans 3:28. While not in the Greek text,
Luther argued this was implied by the context. This remains a point of ongoing scholarly debate.
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PART II: THE PAULINE WITNESS — GALATIANS AND
EPHESIANS

2.1 The Epistle to the Galatians: The Magna Carta of Christian Liberty

2.1.1 Occasion and Historical Context

The Epistle to the Galatians (c. 48-55 CE) was written by Paul (MadAo¢ amootoho¢ — Gal 1:1) in
direct polemical response to Jewish-Christian teachers (the 'Judaizers') who were insisting that
Gentile converts must submit to Torah observance — particularly circumcision — in addition to faith
in Christ in order to be fully justified before God. Paul's entire argument is a forensic, covenantal
rebuttal of this position. The letter constitutes the earliest extended NT treatment of justification by
faith.

2.1.2 Galatians 2:15-16 — The Foundational Negative

"NUEIc puael Tovdaiol kai oUK €€ EBVAV auaptwAoi- €id0Te¢ [€] 6Tt 0V dikatodTal GvOpwITOC
& Epywv vaouou éav un d1a miotewc naol Xpiatod, kai NUES €i¢ Xpiatov Inaodv
gmarevoauey, iva dikaiwB@uey Ek TTioTew Xpiatol Kai oUk €€ Epywv vOuouv, 6Tl €€ Epywv
vouou ou dikaiwbrjostal méoa gapé.”" — Gal 2:15-16, NA28

Translation: '"We who are Jews by birth and not sinners of the Gentile sort, knowing that a person is
not justified [o0 dikaioGtal] from works of the law [¢€ £pywv vopou] but through faith in Jesus Christ
[€v pn d1b TtioTew( Incod Xpiotod] — even we have believed in Christ Jesus, so that we may be
justified from faith in Christ and not from works of the law, because from works of the law no flesh
will be justified.’

Several features of the Greek demand attention:

1. The phrase &€ €pywv vopou (from works of law) appears three times in these two verses
alone — a deliberate rhetorical triple repetition (anaphora) ruling out the law as the basis of
OIKaOW.

2. The preposition ¢k / €€ (from, out of) denotes source or basis. Paul uses it to contrast the
source of justification: €k miotew( (from faith) vs. €€ Epywv vopou (from works of law).

3. A4 miotew( Inood Xpiotod is a genitive construction debated as objective genitive (‘faith in
Jesus Christ,' the Reformation reading) or subjective genitive (‘the faithfulness/fidelity of
Jesus Christ," a post-1970s scholarly reading associated with Richard Hays). Under either
reading, works of law are excluded as the ground of justification.

4. The final clause quotes Ps 143:2 LXX (00 dIKalwBRoetal vaTtidov oou Tidg {&dv — 'no living
person shall be justified before you'), with Paul's substitution of tdoa oapg (all flesh),
universalizing the scope.

2.1.3 Galatians 3:1-14 — The Argument from Abraham and the Spirit

In Galatians 3, Paul mounts a multi-layered argument grounded in the Hebrew Scriptures and
Abrahamic covenant to demonstrate the priority of faith over the Mosaic law:
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Gal 3:6 — Paul cites Genesis 15:6 LXX (émiotevoev 0& ABpady TG Be®, Kai EAoyiodn avTd Eig
dlkaloolvnyv): ‘Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.' The verb
é\oyioOn (from Aoyicopal, to reckon/credit) is an accounting term: righteousness was credited to
Abraham's account on the basis of faith (1tiotig), not works. Critically, this happened in Genesis 15,
before the institution of circumcision in Genesis 17 and 430 years before the Mosaic law (Gal 3:17).
The chronological argument is decisive: faith-based justification predates and thus transcends
Torah observance.

Gal 3:10-11 — Paul cites Deuteronomy 27:26 to establish that those who rely on works of the law
are under a curse (ETIKATAPATOC TIAC O OUK EPUEVEL TIAGIV TOIC YEYPAPMEVOIC), because no one
keeps the law perfectly. The antidote comes from Habakkuk 2:4 LXX: 0 dikalog ék Ttiotewg roetal
— 'the righteous one shall live by faith.' The preposition ¢k (from/out of) makes faith the source and
basis of the righteous person's life, not law-keeping.

Gal 3:13-14 — Christ became a curse for us (yevouevog UTIEP NUGV KaTdpa), citing Deuteronomy
21:23. This is the substitutionary mechanism: Christ exhausted the curse of the law on behalf of

those who could not meet its requirements, 'so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might
come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith (310 tfiq TtioTeWC).'

2.1.4 Galatians 2:21 and 5:4 — The All-or-Nothing Principle

"OUK GOt TV Xdpiv 100 B00- &l yap ditr vouou dikaioauvn, Gpa XpIaTog dwpeav
amédavey.” — Gal 2:21, NA28

‘I do not nullify the grace of God, for if justification were through the law, then Christ died for nothing
(dwpeav).' The Greek dwpedv (freely, without cause, in vain) functions here as a reductio ad
absurdum: if law-works contribute to justification, the cross is rendered superfluous. The logic is
exclusive: either grace through Christ or law-keeping, not a blend.

"katnpyrbnte aro Xpiotod, oitives €v vouw dikaioabe, Tfi¢ xdpitoc eéenéoare.” — Gal 5:4,
NA28

'You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen
from grace.' Paul's Greek is stark: katnpynénte (katargéthéte — perfect passive, 'you have been
rendered inoperative,' severed) and é¢eméoate (exepesate — aorist, 'you have fallen out of).
Adding law-works to faith as a basis of justification is not synergistic spirituality — in Paul's framing,
it constitutes apostasy.
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2.2 The Epistle to the Ephesians: Grace, Faith, Gift

2.2.1 Ephesians 2:1-10 — The Locus Classicus of Sola Fide

Ephesians 2:1-10 is often considered the most comprehensive single-passage statement of the
Pauline salvation formula. Its Greek structure requires careful analysis:

"Kai Ouéic Bvtag vekpoUc TOIC TTapATTTWUATIV Kai TAI¢ QUAPTIaNG OUV... Tf] yap xapiti £é0Te
0e0WaéVol dIQ TTIOTEWC- Kai TOOTO 0UK €€ DUV, B0l TO dWPOV- 0UK €& Epywv, Iva un TIC
kauxriontar." — Eph 2:1, 8-9, NA28

Key grammatical observations in the Greek:

5. Ti XapIti €01 oEdWOPévol (té chariti este sesdsmenoi) — 'by grace you have been saved.'
The dative tfj xaprti is instrumental (by means of grace). The verb is a periphrastic perfect
passive (€01e + perfect passive participle ceawaopévol), emphasizing a completed past
action with continuing present effect. The divine passive indicates God as agent.

6. Ola miotewc (dia pisteds) — 'through faith.' The preposition d1d with the genitive indicates
the means or instrument through which salvation is received. Faith here is the receiving
mechanism, not the meritorious cause.

7. 10070 OUK €€ DUV (touto ouk ex hymon) — 'this is not from you.' The demonstrative todto
(this) is neuter, which is a critical grammatical point: both TtioTig (faith, feminine) and xépig
(grace, feminine) are feminine nouns. Since the neuter pronoun cannot grammatically refer
to either noun directly, it almost certainly refers to the entire salvation event — the whole of
it is 'not from you.' This forecloses any reading that makes human faith a meritorious
contribution.

8. 0eo0l 10 d®pov (theou to doron) — 'the gift of God.' The noun d&pov (gift) is the antithesis of
wages or merit. The genitive 8¢00 is both source and possession.

9. ouUK €€ Epywv, iva pn TIg kauxrontal — ‘not from works, lest anyone should boast.' The iva
un clause (negative purpose clause) gives Paul's rationale for excluding works: works would
generate kauxnai¢ (boasting), which is incompatible with grace. The aorist subjunctive
kovxnontai is indefinite — no one, ever.

Verse 10 is frequently cited by synergists: 'For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for
good works (£ti €pyoic dyaBoic), which God prepared beforehand.' The Greek construction is
critical: €mti with the dative €pyoig can mean 'for the purpose of' or ‘with respect to." Good works here
are the consequence and sphere of the new creation — they are God's pre-ordained intention for
the redeemed — not the basis or instrument of justification. The passage distinguishes sharply
between works as the ground of justification (excluded by vv. 8-9) and works as the fruit of
regeneration (affirmed by v. 10).

2.2.2 Ephesians 1:7, 13-14 — Redemption, Sealing, and Security

Eph 1:7: év ¢ &xopev TV ATTOAOTPwoIv di& 100 aipatog avtod, THV EPECIV TRV TIAPATITWHATWY,
Katd 10 TtAoDTOC TfiC Xapitog avtod — 'In him we have redemption through his blood, the
forgiveness of transgressions, according to the riches of his grace.' The aorist £xopev (we have,
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present continuous) and the prepositional phrase kata 10 TtAodT0C Tfi¢ XdpIToC (according to the
wealth of his grace) root redemption entirely in divine grace. The instrument is aipa (blood, i.e., the
atoning death of Christ) received through faith.

Eph 1:13-14 introduces the sealing of the Holy Spirit as the guarantee of eschatological
inheritance: éo@payiobnte 1@ TIvedUaTI TG ETayyeAiag @ Ayiw, 0 €0TIV appaBwv TA¢ KAnpovouiag
NU&V. The aorist passive éa@payiodnte (you were sealed) indicates a divine act, and dppafwv
(arrabon — earnest, down payment, pledge) is a commercial term for a legal guarantee. The Spirit
is God's down payment securing the inheritance, not a conditional deposit awaiting further human
performance.

2.3 The Epistle to the Romans: The Extended Case

2.3.1 Romans 3:21-28 — The Great Thesis

"Nuvi 6¢ xwpi¢ vouou dikaioauvn Beol mepavépwral... diIKaloauvn o0& B0l did TTIOTEWC
Inaol Xpiotol €i¢ rmavtag tou¢ maotevovtag.” — Rom 3:21-22, NA28

'‘But now, apart from law (xwpig vopov), the righteousness of God has been manifested... the
righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.' The adverb xwpic (apart
from, without) categorically excludes the Mosaic law from the equation of justification. This is not
anti-Semitism but anti-synergism: the Mosaic covenant cannot generate the righteousness God
requires.

| "AoyiZbueba yap dikatodobai riotel GvBpwitov xwpic €pywv vopou.” — Rom 3:28, NA28

'For we reckon that a person is justified by faith apart from works of law.' The verb Aoyi{opeba (we
reckon, we consider, we conclude) is Paul's careful epistemic term — this is a settled conclusion
drawn from argument. The dative miotel (by faith) is instrumental. Luther's addition of ‘allein' (alone)
into his 1522 German translation has been debated for five centuries, but the Greek xwpic €pywv
vopou (apart from works of law) functions in the same exclusive sense.

2.3.2 Romans 4 — Abraham and the Accounting Logic

Romans 4 is Paul's extended midrash on Genesis 15:6. The accounting vocabulary Aoyilouai (to
credit/reckon) appears eleven times. The logic is forensic: God does not declare Abraham righteous
because Abraham has worked for it (ucB06¢, wages, v. 4), but credits (Aoyiletai) righteousness to
him freely, as a gift (katd xdpiv, v. 16). The famous summary is in v. 5: 16 &¢ pr) épyoalopévw,
TUOTELOVTI &€ £TTi TOV dIKaloOvta TOV AoePh, Aoyiletal ] TtioTi avTod €i¢ dikaloabvnv — 'But to the
one who does not work but believes upon him who justifies the ungodly (tov aoepf), his faith is
credited as righteousness.'
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The phrase 10v aoepBi (the ungodly) is theologically arresting: God justifies the ungodly — not the
morally deserving — which underscores that justification is not a reward for achieved righteousness
but a forensic declaration granted to the believing sinner.

2.3.3 Romans 5:1 — Positional Peace

"AIKQIWOEVTEC 00V €k TTIoTEWC giprivnv EXOouEV TTPOC TOV B0V Sitr Tod Kupiou UGV TNooD
Xpioto0.” — Rom 5:1, NA28

"Therefore, having been justified (dikaiwbBevteg — aorist passive participle) from faith, we have
peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.' The aorist passive participle denotes a completed
act with continuing result. The believer's peace with God is not a process but a settled positional
reality — €xopev (we have, present indicative) designates present continuous possession of peace.

2.4 Supplementary Pauline and Johannine Evidence

2.4.1 Philippians 3:8-9 — Alien Righteousness

"...Iva Xpiatov kepdiow Kai e0PeB® v aUT@®, Un Exwv Eunv SIKAIOTUVNVY TNV €K VOUOU, AAAG
Vv d1b TTioTew¢ XpIatod, v €k B0l dikatoavvny éri Tij miotel.” — Phil 3:9, NA28

Paul distinguishes two kinds of righteousness: (1) €urv dikaloglOvnyv TRV €K vopou (my own
righteousness from the law) — a self-generated, law-based moral achievement; and (2) v ék 6g00
dikalooLvny £t T TtioTel (the righteousness from God upon faith) — an alien righteousness,
originating in God (ék B€00) and received by faith. This is the doctrine of imputation in concentrated
form.

2.4.2 Titus 3:5-7 — Not by Works of Righteousness

Titus 3:5 states: 00K €€ Epywv TV &V dIKAIoGLVN O ETTOINCAPEY NUETC AANG KaTd TO aUTOD EAeOG
£€owaev NuUa¢ — 'not from works of righteousness which we ourselves did, but according to his
mercy he saved us, through the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit, whom he
poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that having been justified
(dIkalwBevTeQ) by his grace, we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life." This
passage rules out not just ‘works of the Mosaic law' but all ‘works of righteousness' (Epywv t@v €v
olkaloouvn) from the ground of salvation.

2.4.3 The Johannine Withess — John 3, 5, and 6

The Gospel of John does not use the verb dikaidw but addresses salvation through the parallel
framework of eternal life ({wr) aicviog), which is consistently linked to belief (TtioTebw), not to law-
keeping:
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John 3:16: Ttd¢ 6 TIoTEDWV €ig ALTOV Pr) ATtoANTal AAN" €Xn (wiv aicviov — ‘everyone who believes
in him might not perish but have eternal life.' The participle 6 Tiotebwv (the one who believes —
present active, continuous believing) is the sole stated condition.

John 5:24: 6 TOV AGyov Pou GKOLUWV Kai TIIOTELWV T TIEPYPaVTI he Exel {wnv aiwviov, Kai ig Kpiotv
00K EpXETOl OANG HETORERNKEY €K TOD Bavdtou &ig v {wrv — 'the one who hears my word and
believes in him who sent me has eternal life and does not come into judgment, but has passed
(vetapéBnkev — perfect active) from death to life.' The perfect yetapéRnkev indicates a completed
transition with present ongoing reality.

John 6:47: 6 motebwv €xel {wrv aiwviov — 'the one who believes has eternal life.' This is the
starkest formulation.

2.4.4 The Epistle of James — Faith and Works: The Apparent Contradiction

James 2:24 states: opdite 0TI £€ Epywv dikaloTTtal GvOpwTIOg Kai OUK K TIIOTEWG HOVOV — 'you see
that a person is justified from works and not from faith alone (00K ¢k TtioTewg poévov).' This is the
only appearance of povov (alone) in the NT in a justification context — and it is negative.
Harmonization approaches:

The majority exegetical position among Protestant and many Catholic scholars holds that James
and Paul use dikaiow with different referents: Paul uses it for the initial forensic declaration before
God (coram Deo) — the sinner's standing before the divine tribunal; James uses it for demonstrable
vindication before human observers (coram hominibus) — the evidence of genuine faith visible in
transformed behavior. In James, 'works' are not meritorious law-observance but the necessary fruit
that evidences authentic (non-demonic, non-intellectual-only) faith. James 2:19 explicitly states that
even demons believe (Tiotebovov) intellectually — and tremble. James is targeting dead, fruitless,
intellectual assent, not Pauline pistis.

Support for this reading: James's two key examples — Abraham (James 2:21-23) and Rahab
(2:25) — are both post-faith acts that demonstrate previously established faith. Abraham's offering
of Isaac (Genesis 22) occurs decades after his justification in Genesis 15:6, which James himself
guotes in v. 23. The offering was an evidential demonstration, not the ground, of Abraham's
righteousness.

Luther's canonical ranking of James as an 'epistle of straw' (eine rechte stroerne Epistel) has been
largely abandoned even by Lutheran scholars. The canonical consensus is that James and Paul
address different problems with the same vocabulary, but their positions are not contradictory when
the target audience and specific usage of dikalow are properly analyzed.

PART Ill: THE PRE-NICENE PATRISTIC WITNESS (c. 90-325 CE)

A common apologetic claim is that Sola Fide is a sixteenth-century Reformation novelty with no
patristic support. A careful analysis of pre-Nicene sources (before the Council of Nicaea, 325 CE)
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reveals a more complex picture: the fathers consistently affirmed that salvation is received through
faith and divine grace, that baptism is the normative context of initial justification, and that human
merit cannot earn God's favor — yet many also spoke of ongoing cooperation with grace, and few
systematized justification in the forensic terms Paul uses. The patristic data supports neither simple
Sola Fide Protestantism nor fully developed Roman Catholic merit theology.

3.1 Clement of Rome (c. 90-96 CE) — 1 Clement

Writing to the Corinthian church from Rome, Clement provides one of the earliest post-apostolic
statements on justification. In 1 Clement 32:4, he writes:

"We ourselves, therefore, who through His will have been called in Christ Jesus, are not
made righteous 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 (di& tfj¢
rtiotewc), by which Almighty God has justified all men from the beginning.” — 1 Clement
32:4

This is a strikingly proto-Pauline formulation: justification is through faith (31t Tfi¢ TtioTewc), by God's
will, and explicitly excludes human wisdom, piety, and holy works as the basis. The phrase 'from the
beginning' (&1’ aidvoc) implies the same Abrahamic priority Paul argues in Galatians 3 and
Romans 4. Clement then proceeds in 1 Clement 33 to call for good works — but as response to
justification, not its ground.

3.2 Ignatius of Antioch (c. 107 CE)

Ignatius, writing his seven epistles en route to martyrdom, maintains the priority of divine grace. In
his Epistle to the Magnesians 8.1, he insists on the inseparability of faith and love: 'Be fully
persuaded concerning the birth and passion and resurrection... so that your faith may not be in
vain.' His Epistle to the Philadelphians 8.2 distinguishes between the gospel (grace, faith, cross)
and the law (works). Ignatius does not systematize justification but maintains the Pauline grammar:
the cross of Christ, received through faith, is the center of salvation.

3.3 Justin Martyr (c. 155-165 CE) — Dialogue with Trypho

Justin's Dialogue with Trypho the Jew constitutes an extended second-century argument that the
Old Testament — including the Abrahamic faith-righteousness — points to Christ. In Dialogue 23,
Justin explicitly invokes Genesis 15:6 and argues that Abraham was justified by faith before
circumcision, anticipating Paul's argument in Romans 4 and Galatians 3 almost exactly. In Dialogue
92, Justin writes that 'those who believe in Christ... receive remission of past sins, and this gift
comes by faith.'

However, Justin also emphasizes the role of baptism as the instrument of regeneration (1 Apology
61) and speaks of ongoing moral transformation. This introduces a tension: initial receipt of
forgiveness through faith and baptism, with subsequent cooperation with grace — a framework
closer to catechumenal practice than to forensic imputation alone.
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3.4 Irenaeus of Lyon (c. 180 CE) — Against Heresies

Irenaeus, writing against Gnosticism, affirms that salvation is God's sovereign act of recapitulation
(Gvakepahaiwolg) in Christ — not earned by human effort. In Against Heresies 3.18.7 he writes:
'Christ recapitulated all things in himself, uniting man with God." In Book 4.5.5, Irenaeus discusses
Abraham: 'Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness. Let him therefore
who boasts, boast in God.'

Irenaeus does not develop a forensic theory of imputation but consistently roots salvation in God's
initiative and the believer's response of faith. He does speak of 'progress' in righteousness but
frames this as participatory growth in the divine life rather than merit-accrual.

3.5 Clement of Alexandria (c. 195-215 CE)

In his Stromata (Book 2), Clement of Alexandria directly addresses the relationship of faith and
works. He writes in Stromata 2.12: 'Faith is, so to speak, the first movement toward salvation... for
without faith it is impossible to please God (Heb 11:6)." Clement distinguishes between the faith that
receives salvation and the gnaosis (knowledge) that matures the believer — but the priority of faith in
the salvific order is clear.

Notably, Clement in Stromata 2.4 distinguishes the faith of Abraham: '‘Abraham believed God, and
this was counted to him for righteousness... he was found just, not by works, but by faith.' This is a
paraphrase of Paul's Genesis 15:6 argument, showing that the faith-righteousness connection was
a live part of Alexandrian catechesis.

3.6 Tertullian of Carthage (c. 197-220 CE)

Tertullian is the most legally-minded of the pre-Nicene fathers and his thought is sometimes cited
as proto-Catholic in its emphasis on penance and satisfaction. However, in On Repentance (De
Paenitentia), Tertullian makes clear that initial salvation is received through faith and baptism, not
through accumulated merits. In Against Marcion 5.3, commenting on Galatians, he follows Paul's
argument closely: 'In order that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith, that
Abraham was approved on the basis of faith, not of works.'

Where Tertullian introduces a concept of satisfactio (satisfaction for post-baptismal sins through
penitential acts), this concerns temporal church discipline for sins after conversion — not the initial
forensic event of justification. The distinction matters: Tertullian is not arguing that initial justification
is earned by works, but that post-baptismal sin requires penitential discipline.

3.7 Origen of Alexandria (c. 230-254 CE) — Commentary on Romans

Origen's Commentary on Romans is the most extended pre-Nicene exegetical treatment of Paul's
justification doctrine. Commenting on Romans 3:28, Origen writes:

"Paul says that a man is justified by faith without the works of the law. 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." — Origen, Commentary on Romans 3.9

© 2025 | Theological Research 10



Sola Fide in the Greek New Testament Critical Text Academic Theological Study

Origen also interprets Romans 4 on Abraham: God 'reckons righteousness to him who believes
without works' (Commentary on Romans 4.1). Origen does hold a developmental view of the soul's
progress toward God, which has synergistic implications, but his exegetical statements on the
justification of the ungodly through faith align closely with Paul's forensic framing. Origen was
perhaps the first to extensively systematize the connection between Gen 15:6 and the NT doctrine.

3.8 Summary of Pre-Nicene Patristic Data

The pre-Nicene consensus can be summarized as follows:

Clement of Rome c¢. 90-96 CE Justified through faith by God's will; explicitly
excludes works, wisdom, and piety as the basis

Ignatius of c. 107 CE Grace and cross of Christ central; faith-love unity;

Antioch gospel vs. law distinction maintained

Justin Martyr c. 155-165 CE Abraham justified by faith before circumcision;
forgiveness through faith; baptism as instrument of
regeneration

Irenaeus of Lyon  c¢. 180 CE Salvation as divine recapitulation; Abraham's faith-
righteousness quoted; no merit-accrual theology

Clement of c. 195-215 CE Faith as first movement to salvation; Abraham

Alexandria justified by faith not works (explicit)

Tertullian c. 197-220 CE Initial justification by faith/baptism; post-baptismal

satisfactio is penitential discipline, not initial merit

Origen c. 230-254 CE Faith alone justifies without works of law (explicit
on Rom 3:28); righteousness credited to faith;
developmental soul-progress view also present

Observations: (1) No pre-Nicene father articulates a doctrine of congruent or condign merit
accumulation as the basis of initial justification. (2) All affirm faith and/or divine grace as the primary
vehicle of salvation. (3) Baptism is nearly universally associated with regeneration and forgiveness
— reflecting a sacramental theology absent from most modern evangelical practice. (4) None use
the formula 'faith alone' (Ttiotiq povn / sola fide) as a technical term, but several (Clement of Rome,
Clement of Alexandria, Origen) come remarkably close to it in their exegesis of Paul.
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PART IV: DENOMINATIONAL COMPARISON — WHICH
TRADITION IS CLOSEST TO THE TEXT?

4.1 Roman Catholic Soteriology

4.1.1 Official Magisterial Teaching

The Council of Trent (1545-1563) constitutes the authoritative Roman Catholic response to the
Reformation and defines Catholic soteriology in binding dogmatic decrees. The Decree on
Justification (Session 6, 1547) defines justification not as a forensic declaration but as a real inner
transformation: 'Justification is not only the remission of sins, but also the sanctification and renewal
of the inward man through the voluntary reception of the grace and gifts, whereby from unjust a
man becomes just.' (DS 1528)

Trent anathematizes several Protestant positions:

* Canon 9: 'lIf anyone says that the sinner is justified by faith alone — meaning by this that
nothing else is required by way of cooperation in the acquisition of the grace of justification...
let him be anathema.' (DS 1559)

* Canon 24:'If anyone says that justice received is not preserved and also not increased
before God through good works, but that these works are only the fruits and signs of
justification obtained... let him be anathema.' (DS 1574)

The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) affirms Trent's framework. CCC §1989: 'Justification...
is not merely the remission of sins, but also the sanctification and renewal of the interior man.' CCC
§2010 introduces the concept of merit: ‘we can merit for ourselves and for others the graces needed
for our sanctification.' The CCC carefully distinguishes condign merit (strict proportion of reward)
and congruent merit (fitting, but not strict), generally attributing the former to Christ alone and the
latter to the justified person cooperating with grace. However, the merit language itself represents a
significant departure from Paul's forensic vocabulary.

The Second Vatican Council (Vatican I, 1962-1965) and subsequent ecumenical dialogues
(particularly the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, signed by the Lutheran World
Federation and the Roman Catholic Church in 1999, with Methodist and Reformed bodies later
joining) have softened the polemical edges of the Trent-Luther debate, affirming common ground:
'‘By grace alone, in faith in Christ's saving work and not because of any merit on our part, we are
accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit.' (JDDJ §15) However, the JDDJ is not magisterially
binding on the Catholic Church to the same degree as Trent, and the fundamental ontological vs.
forensic distinction remains.

4.1.2 Assessment Against the Greek NT Text

From a strictly exegetical standpoint, several aspects of Roman Catholic soteriology diverge from
the plain reading of the Greek critical text:

10. Trent's definition of justification as inner transformation (sanctification and renewal) conflates
what Paul distinguishes: dikaiow (forensic declaration, justification) and aylaopog
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(sanctification, progressive moral transformation). In the Pauline Greek, these are related
but distinct operations.

11. The merit-accumulation framework has no Greek NT counterpart in the justification
passages. Paul explicitly uses the antithesis pio86¢ (wages for works) vs. xapi¢/dwpedv
(grace/gift, Rom 4:4; 6:23) to exclude merit logic from the salvation equation.

12. The infusion of righteousness model (righteousness poured into the person) does not match
Paul's AoyiCopan (imputation/crediting) language in Romans 4, which is explicitly an
accounting/forensic term.

13. However, the Catholic emphasis on sacramental grace (particularly baptismal regeneration)
does find patristic support in Justin, Tertullian, and Origen, and is not directly contradicted
by the NT's baptismal passages (Acts 2:38, Rom 6:3—4, Tit 3:5).

4.2 Eastern Orthodox Soteriology

4.2.1 Theosis, Not Forensic Justification

Eastern Orthodox theology approaches salvation through a fundamentally different paradigm than
either Roman Catholicism or Protestantism: thedsis (B¢waoi¢ — deification, divinization). Drawing on
2 Peter 1:4 (B€iog Kovwvoi puoewc — 'partakers of the divine nature') and the Cappadocian
Fathers (Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory Nazianzus), Eastern theology understands salvation as
the ontological participation of human nature in the divine life — not primarily a forensic verdict, nor
the infusion of created grace, but a real union with the uncreated divine energies (évépyelal,
distinguished from the divine essence by Palamas in the fourteenth century).

Photius of Constantinople, John of Damascus, and in the modern period Georges Florovsky, John
Meyendorff, and Alexander Schmemann — as well as the key Palamite theologian Gregory
Palamas (1296-1359) — form the backbone of the Orthodox understanding. Kallistos Ware's The
Orthodox Church (1963) summarizes: 'Salvation is not a legal transaction but a mutual indwelling —
a synergy (ouvepyia) of divine grace and human will.'

4.2.2 Synergy and Its Biblical Grounding

Orthodox theology grounds synergy (cuvepyia — joint working) in passages such as 1 Corinthians
3:9 (B0 ydp Eopev cuvepyoi — 'we are God's co-workers') and Philippians 2:12—-13 (‘work out
your salvation with fear and trembling, for God is the one working in you'). The emphasis is not that
human will generates merits but that the whole person — will, intellect, body — participates in the
divine economy of salvation. Orthodox theologians are generally careful to insist that thedsis is
entirely by grace (not human achievement) but requires the free response of the whole person.

4.2.3 Assessment Against the Greek NT Text

Eastern Orthodoxy's contribution is significant: the thedsis paradigm takes seriously the
participatory and transformative language of the NT (John 15, 2 Pet 1:4, Eph 3:19, Col 1:27).
However, measured against the Greek forensic justification passages, several tensions emerge:
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14. Paul's dikaidw in Galatians and Romans is explicitly forensic-legal (the Reformation's core
lexical argument). The Eastern theological tradition tends to read these passages through
an ontological/participatory lens that the Greek vocabulary does not naturally support.

15. The Orthodox treatment of the Psalter, the Prophets, and the NT's kingdom language is
often richer and more canonical than the Western focus on legal categories, but the forensic
categories are present in the text and require engagement.

16. The synergy concept, while not equivalent to merit theology, does introduce a cooperative
dimension into salvation that the grammar of Ephesians 2:8-9 (10010 oUK £€ LUGV — 'this is
not from you') qualifies.

17. On the positive side, Orthodoxy's insistence on the inseparability of justification and
transformation avoids the antinomian trajectory that some forms of Protestantism have
struggled with.

4.3 Evangelical Protestant Soteriology

4.3.1 The Reformation Heritage: Luther, Calvin, and Confessional Standards

Martin Luther's breakthrough in the tower experience (c. 1513-1515), working through Romans
1:17 and Psalm 31, crystallized the Reformation doctrine: iustitia Dei (the righteousness of God) in
Romans is not the punitive righteousness by which God condemns sinners, but the gift-
righteousness by which God acquits them through faith. Luther's Preface to Romans (1522)
remains among the clearest expositions: 'Faith is a living, bold trust in God's grace... It is impossible
to separate works from faith, just as it is impossible to separate heat and light from fire.'

John Calvin's Institutes of the Christian Religion (1559, Book 3) develops the forensic doctrine more
systematically. Calvin defines justification: 'By justification we mean simply the acceptance with
which God receives us into his favor as righteous men. And we say that it consists in the remission
of sins and the imputation of Christ's righteousness.' (Inst. 3.11.2) Calvin distinguishes justification
(forensic, instantaneous, perfect) from sanctification (ontological, progressive, imperfect) while
insisting both are inseparable gifts in the one Christ received by faith.

The confessional standards of Evangelical Protestantism are explicit:

"Those whom God effectually calleth, He also freely justifieth: not by infusing righteousness
into them, but by pardoning their sins, and by accounting and accepting their persons as
righteous; not for any thing wrought in them, or done by them, but for Christ's sake alone;
nor by imputing faith itself, the act of believing, or any other evangelical obedience to them,
as their righteousness; but by imputing the obedience and satisfaction of Christ unto them."
— Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter 11.1 (1646)

4.3.2 The ordo salutis in Evangelical Theology

Classic Reformed evangelical theology articulates an ordo salutis (order of salvation): election —
effectual calling — regeneration - faith - justification — adoption - sanctification — glorification.
Several features of this framework deserve note in light of the Greek NT:
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» Faith precedes justification in the logical (not necessarily temporal) order. Faith itself is a gift
(Eph 2:8; Phil 1:29: Ouiv €xapioOn 10... TTIoTEVEIV — 'to You it was granted to believe'), which
prevents faith from becoming a human meritorious contribution.

+ Justification is instantaneous and forensic — a verdict, not a process. Sanctification is
progressive and real — moral transformation. Both are distinguished but inseparable (a

distinction the Reformation insisted upon against Tridentine conflation).

» Good works are the necessary fruit of genuine faith (Eph 2:10, James 2, Titus 2:14) but
never the ground or instrument of justification.

4.3.3 Evangelical Diversity: Arminian, Wesleyan, and Pentecostal Traditions

Evangelical Protestantism is not monolithic. Arminian theology (Jacob Arminius, 1560-1609; John
Wesley, 1703-1791) agrees on the forensic nature of justification and Sola Fide, but differs on the
extent of divine sovereignty: Arminians hold that grace is prevenient (preceding and enabling free
response) but resistible, and that genuine faith can be abandoned (falling from grace — Wesley's
'backsliding’). Wesley's doctrine of entire sanctification (Christian perfection) also introduces
elements absent from classical Reformed soteriology. However, on the core question of justification
by faith alone, Arminians, Wesleyans, and classical Calvinists are in fundamental agreement.

Pentecostal and charismatic traditions broadly affirm evangelical Sola Fide while emphasizing the
ongoing experiential work of the Spirit, tongues as initial evidence, and continued healing and
miracles. These traditions typically do not alter the foundational soteriology but add
pneumatological emphases that do not conflict with forensic justification.

PART V: COMPREHENSIVE COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

5.1 Head-to-Head Comparison Table

Doctrinal Greek NT (NA28) | Roman Catholic | Eastern Evangelical
Category Orthodox Protestant

Basis of
Justification

Faith (¢k
Tiotew(); divine
grace (XapIc);
Christ's atoning
work

Nature of
Justification

Forensic (3IKOI0w
= to declare
righteous);
imputation
(AoyiCopan)
Excluded as

ground (Gal 2:16,
Eph 2:9);

Role of Works
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Faith + works
cooperating with
infused grace;
sacramental
participation

Ontological +
forensic: inner
renewal
(transformative);
infusion of grace

Meritorious in
condign/congruen
t sense; required

15

Faith +
synergistic
cooperation;
thedsis as
ontological union

Primarily
ontological:
participation in
divine life; thedsis

Required as
synergistic
cooperation; not

Faith alone (Sola
Fide); Christ's
righteousness
imputed; grace
alone

Forensic and
instantaneous:
God's legal
verdict declaring
righteousness

Excluded as
ground;
necessary as
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Role of Sacraments

Justification —
Event or Process?

Imputation of
Christ's
Righteousness

Closest to Greek
NT Forensic
Categories

required as fruit
(Eph 2:10, Jas 2)

Baptism linked to
new life (Rom 6,
Tit 3:5); Lord's
Supper (1 Cor
11); not
soteriologically
meritorious

Completed past
event with
ongoing result
(perf. pass.:
OE0WAOPEVOI,
METAPBEPRNKEV)

Explicit (Phil 3:9,
Rom 4:5-6, 2 Cor
5:21); alien
righteousness
credited to the
believer

as part of
justification

Seven
sacraments as
instruments of
grace; baptism
removes original
sin; Eucharist as
sacrifice

Initial and
ongoing process
through
sacramental life;
can be lost by
mortal sin

Denied as the
primary
framework; grace
infused into
person, not
external
righteousness
imputed

Partial: faith
affirmed; forensic
justification
underplayed

strictly
meritorious but
essential

Sacraments
(Mysteries) as
channels of
divine life;
baptism as new
birth; Eucharist
as theosis

Ongoing journey
of thedsis; initial
reception in
baptism; can be
broken

Generally
rejected as
Western/forensic
category; union
with Christ
emphasized
instead

Partial: grace
affirmed;
forensic/imputatio
n categories not
primary

evidence of
genuine faith
(fruit, not root)

Two ordinances
(baptism, Lord's
Supper) as
symbols and
testimonies of
inner grace; not
salvific
instruments (most
traditions)

Forensic event at
conversion;
sanctification is
subsequent
ongoing process;
eternal security
(Reformed) or
may be forfeited
(Arminian)

Central: Christ's
active and
passive
obedience
imputed to the
believer; the
believer's sin
imputed to Christ

Closest: forensic
SIKOIOW,
AoyiCopal
imputation, xwpiqg
£pywv exclusion
all directly
matched

5.2 The James Problem: Resolving the Apparent Contradiction

Any honest analysis must grapple with James 2:24 (oUk ¢k TtioTeEw¢ povov — not from faith alone).
The most exegetically defensible resolution is as follows:

18. James is writing to a Jewish-Christian audience where the danger is intellectual assent
without genuine transformation — not Pauline law-free antinomianism.

19. James's use of dikalo0tal may be demonstrative/evidential: vindicated, proven righteous,
before human witnesses — contrasted with Paul's forensic use before the divine tribunal.

20. James's Abraham example confirms this: Abraham's offering of Isaac (Gen 22) occurs after
his faith-justification (Gen 15:6 — which James quotes in v. 23). The works demonstrate,
they do not generate, righteousness.
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21. Paul himself agrees: genuine faith produces works (Gal 5:6: TtioTI¢ 81" AydTINg €VEPYOULEVN
— 'faith working through love'; Eph 2:10; Tit 2:14). A faith that produces no change is not
saving Pauline pistis but mere intellectual assent (cf. James 2:19 — demonic 'belief").

22. Conclusion: Paul says you are justified by faith and not by works. James says you are
demonstrated righteous by works-bearing faith and not by barren intellectual assent. Both
speak of the same reality from different perspectives.

PART VI: CONCLUSION — WHICH TRADITION IS CLOSEST TO
THE GREEK NT TEXT?

This study has traced the doctrine of Sola Fide through the Greek critical text (NA28/UBS5), the
pre-Nicene patristic witness, and the three major confessional traditions. The following conclusions
are warranted:

6.1 What the Greek NT Clearly Establishes

23. Justification (dikaiow) in Paul is forensic — a divine legal declaration of righteousness — not
primarily an ontological transformation or infusion of virtue.

24. The ground of justification is divine grace (xdpig) and Christ's atoning work; the instrument
of reception is faith (mtioti¢/pistis).

25. Works of the law (€pya vopou) are categorically excluded as the basis or instrument of
justification in Galatians 2:16 (3x), Romans 3:20, 3:28, and Ephesians 2:9.

26. Good works are the necessary fruit and sphere of the new creation (Eph 2:10, Gal 5:6, Tit
2:14) — they are the result of justification, not its basis.

27. Righteousness is reckoned/imputed (AoyiCopai) to the believer — an external forensic
accounting, not an internal moral transformation (Rom 4:5-6, Phil 3:9, 2 Cor 5:21).

28. The formula in Ephesians 2:8 explicitly rules out human contribution (to0t0 00K €€ DPGV)
and labels salvation a gift (d&@pov) precluding boasting.

6.2 What the Pre-Nicene Fathers Confirm

The pre-Nicene fathers — particularly Clement of Rome, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen —
explicitly affirm that justification/salvation comes through faith and not from works, citing the same
Abrahamic texts Paul uses. No pre-Nicene father articulates a developed merit-theology as the
basis of initial justification. All affirm the priority of faith and divine grace. The fathers also
consistently associate baptism with regeneration and forgiveness — a sacramental dimension that
most Baptist/low-church Protestant traditions significantly downplay.

6.3 Denominational Verdict
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Tradition Alignme
nt Score

Evangelical Closest Highest alignment with the Greek NT forensic categories. The

Protestant forensic dikalow, Aoyilopal imputation, xwpig Epywv exclusion,
(Reformed/Lutheran xapic-ttiotic formula (Eph 2:8-9), and dwpeadv gift language all
confessions) map directly onto Reformed confessional formulations. The

weakness is the frequent downplaying of baptismal regeneration
texts (Tit 3:5, Acts 2:38) and the communal/sacramental
dimensions affirmed by the early fathers.

Roman Catholicism Partial Affirms the necessity of divine grace and faith; grounds
soteriology in Christ's atoning work. However, the Tridentine
conflation of justification and sanctification, the infusion-rather-
than-imputation model, and the merit framework (even
conditioned on grace) depart from the forensic Greek vocabulary.
The Tridentine anathemas on faith alone (Canon 9) directly
contradict the exegesis of Galatians 2:16, Romans 3:28, and
Ephesians 2:8-9.

Eastern Orthodoxy Partial Affirms salvation by grace; rich participatory and transformative
soteriology consistent with the Johannine vine-branch language
and 2 Peter 1:4. However, the thedsis paradigm as the primary
soteriological category does not engage the Pauline forensic texts
on their own terms. The rejection of imputation and the primacy of
synergy introduce a cooperative dynamic that Ephesians 2:8-9
(to0to 0UK €& PGV — 'this is not from you') resists. On the pre-
Nicene test, Orthodoxy has the strongest claim to continuity with
patristic participatory models.

6.4 Final Synthesis

The doctrine of Sola Fide, understood as justification by faith alone apart from meritorious works —
with works as the necessary fruit and evidence of saving faith rather than its ground — is the
position most directly derived from the forensic Greek vocabulary of the Pauline critical text
(NA28/UBS5). The pre-Nicene patristic witness, while not fully systematic, aligns with this reading in
its affirmation that faith — not human moral achievement — is the receiving instrument of divine
grace, and that Abraham's justification from faith before circumcision and Mosaic law is the
paradigm for all justification.

Evangelical Protestantism in its confessional Reformed and Lutheran streams is the closest major
tradition to the exegetical teaching of the Greek NT critical text on this particular doctrine. This is not
to claim that Evangelical Protestantism is correct on all doctrinal questions — the patristic
consensus on baptismal regeneration, ecclesiology, and eucharistic theology represents a
significant challenge to low-church Protestant practice. Nor does it suggest that Roman Catholic or
Orthodox believers are not genuine Christians; the gospel of Christ's atoning work received through
faith is present in all three traditions, even where the systematic articulation differs.
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The fundamental Pauline grammar, however, is clear: the righteousness of God comes upon all
who believe (gi¢ avtag toug ioTtevovtag, Rom 3:22), credited by a gracious God who justifies the
ungodly (tov aoepfj, Rom 4:5) — the forensic, free, gracious declaration of the righteous God over
the believing sinner. The Reformation recovered this grammar. The pre-Nicene fathers, read
carefully, confirm its antiquity. The James passage, properly exegeted, does not overthrow but
completes it: a faith that saves transforms; a faith that does not transform does not save.
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