What is the relation between justification and sanctification? Discuss the consequences of misunderstanding this relation with special reference to contemporary Christian thought. 

By Glenn Hohnberg

Synopsis

After the introduction, this essay first outlines methodological issues, establishing the necessity of dealing with the New Perspective’s understanding of the relation between justification and sanctification and how this will be undertaken. Second, the essay defines justification and sanctification according to a reformed understanding. Third, the essay seeks to tease out Wright’s understanding of the relation between justification and sanctification. Some time needed to be devoted to this task given the New Perspective’s redefinition of theological terms. Fourth, the Catholic and Reformed relations between justification and sanctification are outlined. The works of Trent, Luther, and Calvin are primarily examined. Fifth, flowing out of the fourth and third components of the essay, the consequences of Wright’s understanding are discussed with both pastoral and doctrinal implications in mind.   

 The doctrine of justification was so crucial for the Reformers that they understood justification as the articulus stantis vel candetis ecclesiae. Pivotal to their understanding was the relation between justification and sanctification. This understanding has been central for those in the reformed tradition since the Reformation itself. But now the evangelical New Perspective has come and redefined justification. Two crucial questions must now be asked, what is the relation between justification and sanctification that arises from this redefinition? And what are the consequences of the New Perspective’s relation between the two? If justification is the article, by which the church stands or falls then, the New Perspective has either forged a brave new world of thought or it has placed the evangelical church under threat.   

Methodology

Before proceeding, some methodological issues need to be dealt with. In contemporary Christian thought there are now a variety of understandings of the relation between justification and sanctification, from Tridentine Catholicism through to the Pentecostal position (Hoekema 1989, 163-7, 214-225). However, this essay will limit itself to examining the New Perspective’s understanding of this relation. There are three reasons for this. First, the New Perspective’s critique of justification is a major divergence from the reformed position on justification, and correspondingly sanctification. This departure is particularly significant in light of the unity of the magisterial reformers on the doctrine of justification (Smith 2001, 1-17). Second, the New Perspective’s position on justification is no longer on the periphery but seems to be now part of accepted evangelical thinking, as evidenced by Wright’s article on justification in the New Dictionary of Theology (1988, 359-61). Third, Wright is a prodigious publisher and so influential by sheer volume. 

There are two more methodological issues. First, though the New Perspective’s critique arises from both Second Temple Judaism and exegetical work, this essay is concerned with doctrinal implications and will limit itself to this. Second, Tom Wright will be taken as a representative of the New Perspective. Smith and O’Brien have noted that he, primarily, has sought to develop and communicate its implications (Smith 2001, 126; O’Brien 1996, 13). A careful examination of one position and its consequences will throw light upon the New Perspective’s trajectory.

Definitions

Since the reformers fought for a new understanding of justification and righteousness, their definition of justification will be helpful. Calvin understood justification, ‘[S]imply as the acceptance with which God receives us into his favour as righteous men. And we say that it consists in the remission of sins and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness.’ Calvin argues clearly and convincingly from the Bible that justification clearly has a forensic sense; it means ‘nothing else than to acquit of guilt him who was accursed, as if his innocence were confirmed’ (1960 [1559], 3.xi.4, 5 cf. Gal 3:8; Rom 3:26; Rom 4:6-7; 2 Cor 5:18-21). Up until the New Perspective this, position was definitive for those in the Reformed tradition. For instance, Hoekema’s understanding aligns closely with Calvin’s (Hoekema 1989,172-175).
 

Sanctification is derived from the Latin, sanctus, holy, and facere, to make, translated from the Hebrew qds and Greek a`gioj and a`gia,zw (Walters 1982, 1068). Hoekema sees sanctification as definitive and progressive. In regards to definitive sanctification, holiness is a status, conferred upon believers (1 Cor 1:2; 1 Cor 6:11). In Acts 20:32 and 26:18, the perfect is used to describe believers as ‘those who are sanctified’. Key to a definitive understanding is Romans 6 (Hoekema 1989, 202-03).
 Progressive sanctification is about ongoing moral and spiritual transformation. A key text is 2 Corinthians 3:18, which is startling in its picture of progress, ‘And we […] are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory’ (Hoekema 1989, 208).
 With these definitions, we are in a position to turn to the New Perspective.

New Perspective’s Relation of Justification and Sanctification

Wright helpfully distinguishes justification and sanctification. ‘Sanctification is the completion, not of justification, but of regeneration: holiness is the continuation and bringing to perfection. […] Justification is a different kind of event altogether: regeneration and sanctification are acts of grace to change the heart and life, whereas justification is the declaration.’ (Wright 1980, 17) 

The key to understanding Wright is his concept of justification. ‘Justification takes place on the basis of faith because […] [faith] is the evidence of the work of the Spirit and hence the evidence that the believer is already within the covenant.’ (Wright 1980, 16) The basis for justification is faith. Wright states clearly this is not meritorious faith, but ‘the evidence of saving grace already at work. Only the renewed heart can believe in the resurrection.’ (1980, 16-17) Now this is true, only the renewed heart can believe (Titus 3:5; John 3:3-5). Possibly Wright has in mind an ordo salutis in which regeneration is prior.
 

However, more than regeneration is on view here. In Wright’s view, a person is in the family, saved by faith, because it is evidence of change and renewal. Thus, faith becomes the ground and the evidence of justification  (O’Brien 1996, 23). However, if faith is ongoing, which presumably it is, then regeneration and sanctification are on view. This seems to accord with Wright’s view; he does not distinguish sanctification from regeneration (Wright 1980, 17). The logical consequence is that sanctification can be understood as the ongoing basis of justification.
  

However, there is another issue. Wright concludes on justification’s basis, ‘Because of the work of the Son and the Spirit, God rightly declares that Christian believers are members of the covenant family.’ (Wright 1980, 17) Here we see a distinction between the work of the Son and the Spirit. Rob Smith has phrased it well, ‘Wright speaks of two “grounds” or “bases” for justification: the one objective (the work of Christ), the other subjective (our Spirit given faith).’ (Smith 2001, 97) By separating the work of the Son and the Spirit, and not positing any explanation of the relation between them, Wright separates justification and sanctification.

For Wright there is also an eschatological relation. ‘Present justification declares, on the basis of faith, what future justification will affirm publicly […] on the basis of the entire life.’ (Wright 1997, 129) This position seeks to take seriously the works of the believer, and deny the possibility of legal fiction. But the question then exists, when is this objective dealing with sin subjectively the believer’s? (cf. Wright 1980, 16) Given Wright’s definition of justification it is hard to know (Wright 1980, 15-16). However, since justification, at least partially, depends on progressive sanctification the implication is that real  rightness with God is only future, though declared now.

Catholic and Reformed Understanding 

To understand the implication of these relations we to need to briefly, examine the Catholic and Reformed understanding of the relation between justification and sanctification. 

Augustine’s understanding of justification was the fountainhead of Catholic understanding. Augustine’s position was an all-embracing conception of justification that subsumed sanctification. It included both the event in which God operates upon man, and a process in which God co-operates with man in the process of justification (McGrath 1982, 45; 1998, 28). Thus man’s righteousness is inherent, not imputed, is intrinsic, not alien. Justification is a renewal, a new creation; the sinner is ‘made righteous’ (McGrath 1998, 31-32; Augustine [Burnaby 1955], 228-229). So now, sanctification comes under justification.

Following Augustine, the Tridentine Catholic position understands sanctification as a subset of justification. Justification itself ‘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 an unjust man becomes just’ (Trent Session 6 Chapter VII). The Canons make the Catholic position very clear. Canon 11 rules out justification as based on sole imputation or sole remission of sins.
 The current Catholic position is the same. Tavard sees justification as movement ‘from the state of injustice or sinfulness […] to a state of justice’. He goes on say, ‘Nothing substantial has in fact been added to the Church’s teaching since Trent’ (2003, 8:85).

Though this is a very brief overview, it shows that Wright’s understanding is not the Catholic position: there is no direct subsuming of sanctification into justification and justification does not come from an inherent state. However, Wright’s dual basis for justification corresponds to an extent with the Catholic position. This will be seen more clearly in the following exploration of magisterial reformers relation between justification and sanctification. This relation will be examined in light of Eschatology, Christology, and Anthropology. 

Luther’s understanding of the relation between justification and sanctification is determined by his eschatological dialectic. For Luther, the Christian is simul justus et peccator (LW 47, 260). Thus, Luther sees the righteousness of Christ as an alien righteousness necessarily instilled from without (Luther 1962 [1519], 85). This righteousness comes from a personal union with Christ. In this union, the believer ‘possesses a righteousness which is real, though not yet fully realised’  (Doyle 1999, 164). Thus, an eschatological tension exists. 

This explains why Luther sees the work of the Holy Spirit in sanctification as primarily a preaching of the gospel. For Luther, the Holy Spirit sanctifies within the church by the preaching of the gospel of Christ; sanctification is grounded in the justifying work of Christ and cannot go beyond it (LW 51, 166). Luther does not deny a real sanctification by the Holy Spirit; he states it as a fact, but then rushes forward to the realisation of sanctification at death and resurrection (LW 51,169). 

For Luther, justification and sanctification are real and based in a believer’s personal union with Christ, but waiting for realisation.
 Wright’s view seems to miss the personal union and thus the eschatological reality of justification being currently real for the believer. Rather, it is being realised along with sanctification.
The key for Calvin to the relation between justification and sanctification is their union in Christ and his work.
 First, Calvin understands them as having an indissolubility bond. ‘Christ justifies no one whom he does not at the same time sanctify. These benefits are joined together by an everlasting and indissoluble bond’ Indissoluble because they are grounded in Christ, ‘Christ contains both of them inseparably in himself.’ (Calvin 1960 [1559], 3.xvi.1) Calvin’s thinking rightly flows out of 1 Cor 1:30 and 1 Cor 1:13. Wright, with the dual basis of Son and Spirit for justification and sanctification and no explanation of the relation between the work of Christ and the Spirit is open to the charge of having lost this indissoluble bond. 

Second, though indissoluble, Calvin held that they must be distinguished. Calvin rejected Augustine’s view of inherent righteousness and the idea of co-operative grace; it subsumes grace under sanctification (McGrath 1982, 47; Calvin 1960 [1559] 3.xi.15). Justification and sanctification (or regeneration) are distinct because in the reality of Christian life, traces of sin always remain in the righteous, and so ‘their justification must be very different from reformation into newness of life’ (Calvin 1960 [1559], 3.xi.11 cf. Rom 6:4).
 Wright does not hold this distinction clearly given the future assured declaration of justification comes on the basis of the entire life.

Third, Calvin is clearly against any idea that justification is based on sanctification. ‘Justification is an act of judgement on the part of God, by which he recognises that sinners have communion with the one righteous man, Jesus Christ: not the act of judgement by which he recognises that sinners have become righteous through the infusion of a habit of justice.’ (1960 [1559], 3.xiv.12) A person is not righteous, because ‘by Christ’s righteousness he shares the Spirit of God, by whom he is rendered righteous.’ (Calvin 1960 [1559],  3.xi.23) Here, Calvin is not denying the work of the Spirit. Calvin’s Christology is Trinitarian (Doyle 1999, 197). Rather he wants to make it clear that the sanctification by the Spirit is not the basis of justification because of an ontological change. Fortunately, Wright’s relation does not posit an ontological change but given that justification is on the basis of faith, that is the work of the Spirit, he is open to being read in this way. 

Barth’s view is very similar to Calvin’s. ‘The action of God in His reconciliation of the world with Himself in Jesus Christ is unitary.’ (CD IV/2, 501) But they must be distinguished. ‘[W]e must not confuse or confound them’ (CD IV/2, 503). However, they are inseparable because any separation is a separation in the one actuality of Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit (CD IV/2, 503). Barth, in exploring the proper order of the two, denies any temporal order. Instead, he posits a causal priority for justification but also a purpose priority to sanctification because God’s ultimate purpose was to have a people of his own (Titus 2:13-15; Eph 1:3-10; CD IV/2, 507-511).
 

The anthropological relation between justification and sanctification is union with Christ by faith. Both justification and sanctification come by faith; faith is not merit but an empty handed receiving (Hoekema 1989, 189; Packer 1984, 596; Rom 5:1; Gal 2:16; Rom 3:28). By faith we partake in a union with Christ. It is in him, Christ alone (1 Cor 1:30; 2 Cor 5:21). By faith in him an unthinkable exchange occurs, we even die in Christ (Eph 3:17; Gal 2:20; Hoekema 1989, 195-96).
 The necessity of this faith union is because of our sin. ‘We possess [righteousness] only because we are partakers in Christ’ (Calvin 1960 [1559], 3.xi.23). Christ is ours by the bond of the Holy Spirit, which is the Spirit of Christ (John 20:22; Romans 8:9–10 cf. Hoekema 1989, 28-29).

Consequences

From this it is clear that Wright differs from the reformed understanding of the relation between justification and sanctification. The consequences of his understanding will be examined in light of eschatology, sanctification as the basis of justification and the separation of sanctification and justification by the separation of the work of Christ from the work of the Holy Spirit. 

Eschatology

For Wright, since justification is only a declaration now, justification, or in his language atonement, and correspondingly sanctification are unrealised. Thus, subjective justification for the sinner is a future reality, and is not now currently real. This overturns the eschatological reality that Luther held as central. The consequence of this is the believer is not now in the kingdom of Jesus, the kingdom exists, but it is not now the believer’s as a definitive fact (Mark 1:15-16; Luke 23:42-43). This opens up two possibilities. The first possibility is that the believer sees their justified state as a legal fiction since it is only a declaration. Thus, God calls someone justified when they are not and unthinkably, enters into a relationship with unholy people (Is 6:1-6; Amos 1,2; Col 3:5-6). The idea of definitive sanctification has been lost and the holy fellowship that the believer has with God is lost. 

The second possibility is that the believer looks to their progressive sanctification as proof of their future legal status. The believer is then driven to works to assure himself or herself that they have the Spirit. No longer is the believer free to serve the Lord, nor his neighbour unselfishly, but he or she will serve to earn salvation. This will lead to the undoing of the Christian life. The Christian then lives in bondage to selfish service. Also, no longer does the believer serve because they are the Lord’s; they are no longer consecrated and dedicated to God for his glory (Webster 2003, 89-90). 

Sanctification as a basis for Justification

Wright has also inadvertently made sanctification the ongoing basis of justification. This sanctification is through the ongoing work of the Spirit, so it is not salvation by works. However, the works of the believer, as already hinted at, are always being undercut by the perpetual presence of sin (1 John 1:8-9). The believer is now a doubter, tossed to and fro, seeing possible signs of renewal, but then sinning. The whole basis of assurance and confidence has been removed because the causal priority of justification has been lost; there is no sanctification without justification (Barth CD IV/2, 506). 

Christology

This second area relates deeply to the third area of consequence, Christology. By having a dual basis for justification, the work of Christ and the work of the Spirit, Wright separates justification and sanctification from the one unitary act of Jesus Christ. Thus, the christological foundation that Barth, Calvin, and Luther are so careful to protect is undermined. The first consequence of this is that justification is no longer completely objective. The believer no longer looks to the objective work of Christ for confidence of both justification and sanctification. In light of ongoing sin, this is devastating. On Wright’s understanding, for assurance a believer must look to their faith as evidence of renewal (Wright 1980, 16-17). But if their sin is heinous, or ongoing, then they will question their renewal and their faith. The experience of pastoral work confirms this. Where then can their confidence come from that they are in the family? On Wright’s view, their assurance is surely scant and fragile, though Wright does not envisage this (Wright 1980, 17). One must wonder if Wright underestimates the profoundness of sin. 

The second Christological consequence of Wright’s separation is that it inadvertently denies the believer’s union with Christ. The Bible is clear that Jesus is the one who sanctifies and justifies (1 Cor 1:30; 1 Cor 6:11; Heb 10:14; Rom 5:9). This union arises from faith in Jesus, as shown earlier. But Wright’s two grounds of justification and sanctification deny the believer’s union in Christ. This is a strong charge against Wright and it could be countered by pointing to the fact that the Spirit is at work because of Christ’s work. But Wright does not bring these together. He has separated justification and sanctification as he has separated the work of Christ and the work of the Spirit. He has separated the grace of God (Barth CD IV/2, 504). 

The third consequence is a theological implication for Christ’s work. Behind the believer’s union with Christ is the hypostatic union of Jesus. Jesus took on our human nature and so in his active and passive obedience achieved justification and sanctification. The objective work of Christ can be ours subjectively in both justification and sanctification because it is subjectively real in our human nature and our own human flesh in Jesus (Torrance 1965, 153-55). Thus, the incarnation of Jesus and its necessary implications are under threat. 

The fourth consequence is one of Trinitarian implications. No longer is Jesus’ work the work of the Father and the Spirit, nor is the Spirit’s work, Jesus’ work. But God’s work is always Trinitarian (Matt 11:27; 28:19; Rom 8:9). God is the holy one whose purpose was to sanctify himself amongst his people (Is 6:3ff; Is 8:13; Is 57:15; Ezek 28:22; 28:25; 36:23 NAS; Walters 1982, 1068; Peterson 1995, 23). He achieved this by the sanctified missionary coming of Jesus, which culminated in Jesus death and resurrection (Jn 10:36; 17:19 cf. John 1:9-12; 5:36; 19:14; Heb 2:17; 13:12). Now, this work of Christ is a consummated reality for the believer, because of the Spirit (Walters 1982, 1068; Rom 8:6; Heb 10:14; 10:10). Thus, the implication is that the triune God is no longer reconciling the world to himself in and only in Christ Jesus. 

One final consequence flows out of Wright’s position. Sanctification flows out of the Father’s election as shown by Barth and Webster (CD IV/2 506-7; 2003, 79-80; Eph 1:4). But to come into that status and life to which the believer was elected then sanctification is inseparable from God’s reconciling work (Webster 2003, 80). This objective reconciling justifying work must be subjectively the believer’s, for God’s elective choice to be recognised as theirs. The separation of justification from sanctification throws into question whether or not this election is the believer’s. From this result, a devastating loss of assurance must follow.   

Conclusion

Wright’s understanding of the relation between justification and sanctification flows from his redefinition of justification. However, in this Wright has placed under threat a Trinitarian understanding of what occurred on the Cross, Christ’s incarnation work, the believer’s union with God and the objective work of Christ on the Cross for the believer. Besides the doctrinal implications, the pastoral implications are dramatic. The believer can no longer look to what Jesus has done for them; they must look to their works. Nor can they be confident that their justification is more than a legal fiction due to the overwhelming reality of sin in their life. Furthermore, if justification is only unrealised then definitive sanctification is also denied and even election is called into question. The Reformers had a profound and necessary understanding of the relation of justification and sanctification when they would not let them be separated from Christ and his work, in him they were one unitary act, but one that had to be distinguished because they were two great works for the believer by the Triune God. Thus, the believer had assurance and was assured that they were in the right with God now and forever more. 
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� Hoekema makes a clear and comprehensive case in a word study that Hebrew hitsdiq and Greek  dikaio,w both have a clear forensic sense (Hoekema 1989, 154). Hoekema strongly supports the judicial nature by reference to Romans 3:21-28, Gal 2:15, Phil 3:8b-9 and Jas 2:14-16 (Hoekema 1989,159-162). This is not disputed by Catholic scholarship (Crossan 2003, 75-76).


Packer likewise sees the term as forensic denoting a judicial act in which a verdict of acquittal is handed down. Thus there is a new legal status with full rights and no liability to penalty (1984, 593). 


� Peterson defines sanctification as ‘a one-time event and as a process, the believers being and becoming holy and acting correspondingly.’ (1995, 13-14)


� See also 1 Thess 4:3 and Eph 5:26 (Walters 1982, 1068).


� However, Hoekema in light of the different ordering of stages in various Bible passages and the missing components in key ordo salutis passages is very convincing in showing that an ordo salutis of successive steps is not biblical (1989, 14-16).


� This corresponds with another of Wright’s works in which present justification is on the basis of faith is because of the future basis of the entire life (1997, 129).


� See also Wright 1988, 359; 1997, 129


� See also Canon 9, 24, 27, and 32.


� Hennessey says, ‘[J]ustification intrinsically modifies a man, changing him from a sinner to one who is holy’ (2003, 6:359).


� Melancthon took Luther’s understanding down a more forensic line, which in later theology was then separated off from personal union (McGrath 1982, 2:20-25).


� With thanks to McGrath and Peterson for outlining Calvin’s position  (McGrath 1982, 47-48; Peterson 1995, 93-95)


� Calvin equates regeneration with sanctification, as does Barth. His ordo salutis also reveals this (1960 [1559] 3.xi.1; Barth CD IV/2, 500; Peterson 1995, 94).


� These two perspectives bear out biblically in Romans 5:1, 8:29; Ephesians 1:2-4; especially Titus 2:13-15.


� Hoekema referring to the work of G. Adolf Deissmann on en Cristou and its cognates, points out it occurs 164 times in Paul (1989, 66-67).
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