
I. GRATIA—FAVOR AND DONUM

W
HEN WE SPEAK OF THE WORD AS A MEANS OF GRACE, EVERY-
thing depends on what we mean by grace, that grace
which frees from sin. From the perspective of the history

of dogma and theology, we can differentiate between two distinct
basic methods of looking at the problem of sin and grace. These
two understandings part company in such a way that, in principle,
Roman Catholic and Neo-Protestant interpretations stand togeth-
er on the one side, while on the other side of the dividing line stand
the Old-Protestant and more particularly, the Lutheran interpreta-
tion. For the former group, grace is thought of first and foremost as
a divine act of inner transformation, but for the latter it is under-
stood as the forgiveness of sins. Of course, in neither case is the
opposing party’s point of view totally disregarded. Luther’s strong
Reformation position is that in the question of personal salva-
tion—justification—he sets a law-minded grace which transforms
against an evangelical grace which gives forgiveness. It is by this
means that he maintains the biblical message of sin and grace in a
new way. After the Reformation, the heritage of the evangelical
interpretations of grace pass on to Orthodoxy and Pietism, but
both of these again put grace into a theological framework which
led to the predominance even on Protestant soil of an understand-
ing of grace that is not evangelical.

It was in the interpretation of sin and grace that Lutheranism
and Rome went their separate theological ways. In his apologetic
diatribe against the Roman Catholic theologian Latomus (Rationis
Latomeaniae Confutatio ) Luther inquires specifically into the
fundamental point of difference and distinguishes between the two
senses of the “grace”: favor (favor) and gift (donum) (in connection
with Romans : and ). For Luther, too, saving grace itself leads
to a “transformation” in man, for the new life of faith follows justi-
fication as God’s gift (donum). But grace, gratia, in the primary
meaning of the word is God’s forgiving mercy and unmerited favor
toward sinners (misericordia et favor), revealed in what Christ has
done and gotten us for our redemption by faith apart from any
transformation. Of course, the favor of the forgiveness of sins and

donum of faith belong insolubly together. Yet favor is the stronger
of the two, says Luther, for it is God’s favor that frees us from sin’s
eternal curse, God’s wrath, and thereby bestows eternal life. This
redemption is complete, for in and with the forgiveness of sins the
whole man ceases at once to be under wrath; he is instead under
grace. On the other hand, in this world the new life of faith is and
persists only in incipient form and from its side it has the sinful
nature of the old man to contend with. Therefore, he who believes
is “at the same time sinner and righteous,” as Luther already earlier
expressed it in the Exposition of the Letter to the Romans (-
). And this simul peccator et justus (or simul justus et peccator)
has a two-fold significance: By faith man is wholly and fully justi-
fied before God in the power of Christ’s imputed righteousness
(favor active in the sola fide which justifies). Thus, the faithful have
in and with the same faith the Spirit’s gift of grace, which in the
power of Christ’s righteousness, creates the incipient righteousness
of life that constantly contends against the sinful nature (donum
active in the struggle of sanctification).

That the word is a means of grace means that there is a clear
distinction between the law and the gospel. Because of this, the
evangelists’ message of grace comes to expression without being
intermingled with any law-minded doctrine of works. According
to Roman Catholic doctrine God’s word in Christ is first and fore-
most the law of the New Covenant (nova lex), which man must
fulfill before he can be saved, and grace is a series of inner workings
which put man in a position to do this. Here personal redemption
is a process of transformation which is tied particularly to the
sacraments, first and foremost the “sacrament of penance.” The
result depends on man himself cooperating with grace. He is him-
self active in the transformation. Christ’s merit is the point of
departure. For this reason, discourse concerning the forgiveness of
sins stands necessarily under the category of the law, so that the
grace of forgiveness comes to be only an episode in the dialectic
between the grace of transformation and human merit. To be a
Christian, according to this perspective, does not convey anything
of simul justus et peccator, for it depends essentially on the inner
transformation by which he becomes so much the more holy and
righteous that he is only partially frail and incomplete, a so-called
“forgivable sinner,” as Roman Catholic dogma asserts. Against
this Luther keeps the law full strength, and with it the continuing
force of original sin in the life of the Christian. He therefore asserts
that the sin of the faithful is in and of itself “mortal sin” and must
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lead to condemnation if he is not at the same time under grace for
the sake of Christ alone.

The new life of faith is given us only in gratia Christi, and for
that reason redemption is given solely in the forgiveness of sins
which faith rests upon favor. However, just because sin forgiven
is and remains real sin, Luther understands faith to be always a
faith engaged in conflict, and to that extent for believers it is no
longer sin which rules (as is the case with mankind as a whole), but
sin which is ruled over. What the grace of transformation cannot
accomplish because it does not take seriously the law or the gospel,
the grace of forgiveness accomplishes because it is an unconditional
promise of grace for sinners (promissio). The gospel’s promise,
received by faith, imparts, according to evangelical confession, the
fullness of redemption. It consists not only in the word, but
includes also the sacraments as instruments of the grace of forgive-
ness (favor as opposed to gratia infusa).

This view is clearly formulated in the confessional writings of
the Lutheran Church, but it came quickly to be obscured in the
course of the ensuing theological developments. A slippage is evi-
dent already in Melanchthon’s later years. As in the case also of
Calvin—although each operated from different presuppositions—
there is a shift in emphasis between favor and donum. In both cases
donum and favor are mutually independent, so that faith comes to
be thought of as an independent part of transformation rather than
a direct effect of the grace of forgiveness. In consequence, faith again
becomes a condition for the appropriation of the favor of the for-
giveness of sins. In Calvinist doctrine this condition is tied, from
God’s side, to an absolute election of the individual; in
Melanchthon, on the other hand, it is tied to man’s own choice.

For the word as means of grace this means that the promise of the
gospel can no longer have ascribed to it the unconditional, faith-
creating power. According to Calvin, word and sacrament cannot
really be “instruments” of giving faith in the sense of Augustana V,
because the Spirit’s call is really actively conveyed only to the elect.
And, according to Melanchthon, it is not, strictly speaking, effected
by the gift of faith, “when and where God wills in those who hear the
gospel,” for the decision lies finally with the man himself.

Both of these doctrinal models are rejected in the Formula of
Concord. Orthodox Lutheranism sought to avoid the pull of
synergism which gradually separated Melanchthon from so-called
Gnesio-Lutheranism. Synergism came to expression indirectly,
however, particularly in the doctrine of election. Here Orthodoxy
did not follow the Formula of Concord. In addition it must be
asked whether synergism did not quite practically express itself in
the “over emphasis on the objective” of which the Orthodox were
accused. For once the “subjective” becomes in some measure inde-
pendent in relation to the grace of forgiveness, a concurrent rela-
tionship invariably arises between favor as God’s doing for us and
donum as conditioned by a human factor, and the danger which
naturally arises for an Orthodox view of faith can then only possi-
bly be neutralized when all possible weight is put on favor (Christ
for us), displacing donum (Christ in us).

In any case this shapes the background for the opposing
emphasis which broke through in Pietism. It could theoretically
appear to be simply a shift in accent within the doctrinal system of
Lutheran Orthodoxy, but in practice it came to be something far
more significant. In opposition to Orthodoxy, Francke, for

example, makes it no secret that an inner transformation is a
human condition for justification. This pattern of thinking is simi-
lar to that found in the Roman Catholic doctrine of grace, with
transformation effected concurrently by a working of an inner
grace of transformation and man’s own spiritual activity. Theo-
retically this indicates also an absolute break with the Old Lutheran
doctrinal tradition and it follows that Francke breaks also with the
Lutheran simul justus et peccator in the exegesis of Romans .

The final step to a Neo-Protestant view of Christianity is
found in the Herrnhut movement, the revival which issued from
Zinzendorf (the Brethren Congregation), and which in its wider
development with his “New Evangelical” offshoot came to largely
displace the earlier Pietism. While Spener and Francke sought to
maintain the strictly “forensic” schema of Melanchthon and
Orthodoxy in the doctrine of justification, Zinzendorf represented
a type of doctrine which is suggestive of Osiander: “Christ in us” is
now made the foundation of justification. In addition, Zinzen-
dorf is the author of the doctrine of “total transformation” which
we later meet again in Methodism and other modern revivalist
groups. “Christ for us” still plays a strong role in the proclama-
tion, but at the same time, the connection between favor and don-
um is completely shifted so that the grace of transformation
becomes the carrier in personal salvation. In the measure that
Zinzendorf lays weight on man’s passivity in relation to grace, his
position is unmistakably related to the Roman Catholic position,
except that a spiritualistic foundation takes the place of sacramen-
talism. In this spiritualistic understanding, the activity of the Holy
Spirit is more or less independent of both word and sacrament.

From this point on, the line of development proceeds further to

Schleiermacher and fully developed liberal Neo-Protestantism.

Here rationalism also comes forward as a dominant factor in such
a way that Neo-Protestantism and Rationalism tend to become
coterminus. Grace remains an unloosing of the potential for devel-
opment in man’s moral-religious strivings, and the means of grace
remain only outward vehicles of a redemption which essentially
proceeds in man’s inner life and is no longer separated from his
“own reason or strength.”

II. THE WORD AS THE MEANS OF GRACE
A critical consideration of the development we have sketched

in the foregoing section has an important ramification for the sys-
tematic statement of our subject: The gift of faith is no longer
understood as an activity of the gospel’s favor alone. Lost also is the
radical re-creating character of the word as a means of grace. In its
place we find a basic sacramentalistic or spiritualistic (or rationalis-
tic) point of view which makes grace dependent on man’s own
activity. This indicates that we need to take hold of and hold to the
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basic structure of the evangelical chain of reasoning and then apply
it seriously, that by the gospel there occurs not only a kind of inner
transformation on the basis of the natural man’s spiritual poten-
tialities (note the Roman Catholic proposition: gratia non tollit, sed
perficit naturam), but a complete rebirth. Without at this point
going further into the biblical-exegetical foundation of the evangel-
ical doctrine, we can safely establish that the character of the gospel
as the forgiveness of sins (favor) and the radical rebirth through the
gospel (donum) both stand as immovable chief points in the bibli-
cal message of redemption. In the formula simul justus et peccator,
the Reformation’s revival of the biblical gospel is summed up suc-
cinctly. The two aspects are inexorably wrapped together and the
evangelical view of the depth of sin and its seriousness calls for
something radical: both a total redemption from the guilt of sin in
the form of the forgiveness of sins and a faith which is in every
respect God’s gift and therefore represents a totally new beginning
in relation to the total command which the power of sin exercises
in man.

The relationship between the two sides in this matter can best
be expressed by going at it this way: that the donum of faith is an
effect of the favor of the gospel, and then to emphasize that rela-
tionship in the strongest possible terms. Approached in this way,
the gospel really cannot be thought of as a mystical-magical “pow-
er,” but as a message which needs to be proclaimed and believed.
This indicates that the word, together with the sacraments, is the
means which the Spirit of God uses to create faith. A right under-
standing of the relationship lays more weight on the word’s work
which happens only through the activity of the Holy Spirit without
some human factor intervening. It also means that spiritual rebirth
comes about through the outward means of the word and not by
means of a direct inner activity of the Spirit. Both parts are includ-
ed in the strictly “instrumental” view of the means of grace we find
in Augustana v: “through the word and the sacraments as means the
Holy Spirit is given, who works faith when and where it pleases God
in those who hear the gospel.” Here the faith is completely donum
Dei in the strictest sense of the term. In line with this, the Formula
of Concord speaks of a divine election of faith (SD xi).

This whole train of thought is at the same time a clear rebuttal
of the Calvinistic form of predestination. In Calvinism election has
actually pulled loose from the person and work of Christ with the
result that it opens up a rift between the work of the Spirit and the
word as means of grace. The divine working of grace which cre-
ates faith and by that means calls forth a new man to life ( Cor
:) is wholly sovereign in relation to the old man (Gal :). But
for precisely this reason it moved forward not in a mystical sphere
in man’s interior life, but it always happens in and with and never
apart from the outward means of grace. It always happens that
faith first comes by the preaching of the gospel (Rom :), and
that is not of man’s own doing; it is of God (Eph :-).

Here we can touch only briefly on the gospel way of thinking
which is bound together with this evangelical doctrine. Here an
election to faith, active through the word, is seen to be in conflict
with God’s universal free will which, of course, is also active
through the word. The same holds true for the question about
how every human factor can be excluded from the word’s life-giv-
ing activity without at the same time ruling out faith’s inner free-
dom. A logical-rational solution cannot be found for the ques-

tions, which are placed among the paradoxes of faith (the doctrine
of the Trinity, Christology, etc.). On the other hand, there is what
we may call a practical-Christological solution. This lies in the insol-
uble inner connection between favor and donum. That the Spirit’s
life-giving activity occurs by means of the word and not immedi-
ately is the same as the fact that election happens always and only
“in Christ,” the Christ who is proclaimed for the salvation of all,
and who in no wise casts anyone away from him (Jn :). That
the rebirth is at the same time sovereign in relation to man himself
means that the faith which is called to life through the word dares

to depend completely from its beginning and throughout its con-
tinuing life on the divine, creative activity which is active in and
with Christ’s resurrection, and that it is for that reason raised above
human impotence (Eph :-). The collective expression for
both parts is the freedom from the law which lies in the favor of the
forgiveness of sins. Only when the claim of the law and the judg-
ment which the law renders have found their fullest expression in
Christ can the spiritual impotence of the old man be put out of
play so that it gives place to the new spiritual freedom which
belongs to the new man ( Cor ).

Accordingly, what is active in the word is the gospel as distin-
guished from the law, or to put it another way, the unconditional
divine favor which is precisely the forgiveness of sins (Rom :-,
Eph :). This is, so to speak, the spiritual sphere in which the don-
um of rebirth generally comes into being and in which at the same
time the judgment which is always announced to the old man is
such that there is really no “point of connection” for the word in
man’s natural-spiritual potentialities ( Cor ). This makes it
important to note well that in an exclusive sense grace also does not
create any such connection by which the old man’s will is trans-
formed—such as both Roman Catholics and Neo-Protestants pos-
tulate. According to this hypothesis, the grace which transforms is
introduced to move man to choose Christ, so that faith and its
freedom are actually the product of the potential of natural man
and not the result of a really new birth.

At this point it will be objected that in any case the gospel
must first of all sound forth into the ears of the natural man, and
that a point of transition in man has to be postulated at which the
“converted” ceases to be unwilling and becomes instead a willing
hearer of the word. But this represents a confusion of rebirth and
the gospel, for a man actually hears the gospel, instead of the letter
of the law, in an instant, and hears it in such a way that the under-
standing and acts come forth, according to the word, in repentance
and faith, prayer and confession. Faith is already present, because
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the Spirit always accompanies the word and the beginning of
faith’s new man is in every case the result of the strength of the
Spirit’s lifegiving activity ( Cor ,  Cor ).

At the same time, it can be said that there is in the new man a
point of connection which forms the basis for a new understanding
and a new way of handling all that pertains to the old man. This
depends on the fact that with the faith which is created through the
gospel alone, the activity of the law consists in the service of the
gospel. Thus the law remains a taskmaster which impels us toward
Christ. When faith is not present, the law leads only to self-justi-
fication or desperation, but where the gospel brings faith to life,
there the law’s judgment and its claim changes into a means for
true repentance and struggle against sin (Rom -). Repentance
is just as little a measure as faith is the point of departure in the
spiritual potential of the old man. Therefore repentance, either
with or without the help of grace (i.e. transforming grace), does
not constitute a kind of transitional phase from the position of the
natural man to the position of grace any more than faith does.

Both repentance and faith belong to the new man from the first
moment, for only those who already have come into the light of
the gospel can really know and confess their sin ( Jn :-). But
in this insoluble conjoining of repentance and faith also consists
the necessary “psychological” continuity between man before grace
and man under grace. The relationship can be expressed in this
way: it is the sins of the old man against which the new man holds
to the forgiveness of sins, and there it is faith which creates the
point of connection between the old and the new. Therefore it is
also only through faith in the gospel that man really remains in a
position to fulfill the law and thus, in both life and activity, to find
the inner connection between the revelation of salvation in Christ
and the “natural orders” of this world.

Thus, while sin and grace in Roman Catholic and Neo-Protes-

tant terms are really successive conditions (since a Christian must
be transformed and cannot be a sinner in the sense that he was pre-
viously) in the Evangelical sense, both are present in the Christian’s
present condition. The new life consists only in and with the faith
which hears and receives the promise of the gospel. Therefore the
new life is primarily and essentially eschatological rather than
empirical. From the standpoint of empiricism, the believer is still
a sinner, and in the final analysis the problem is how the new free-
dom of faith brought about by the new-creating activity of the
word can at the same time contain within it the very same totality
of human life which is ruled by the captive natural will. The expres-
sion “simul justus et peccator” does not simply signify an opposition
between an already transformed “higher” part of human nature
and what is left of the untransformed “lower” part (spiritual part
over against natural part). It means that the whole man, both soul
and body, is engaged in a struggle between “spirit” and “flesh.” It is
I who am and remain a sinner in the very center of my being.

The resolution of this paradox of faith lies beyond all rational
human ways of thinking and also beyond any psychologizing of an
ordo salutis. It is found in the hidden creative activity which is hid-
den in the mystery of God and which is wholly available to us in his
word. This means that the gift of faith is a miracle of grace, some-
thing I awaken to with astonishment and gratitude and have my
portion in before I have done anything. This foundation of the
Evangelical faith and confession never seeks a place to hang on to
in man’s inner experience of faith by which man shares in grace.
There is instead only the outward word, and to the word belongs as
well the sign/mark of the sacrament. In that sign lies the fullness of
the promise for the elect. For that reason, word and sacrament
belong insolubly together. And for the same reason, the Evangelical
faith builds upon baptism, the place of grace, but faith is and
remains always faith in the word of the gospel.  LOGIA
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the gospel); and ) to drive one to despair (the “remorse of Judas”),
WA , I, , . All three depend on the notion that use of the law
is not connected with true faith. The right use of the law demands
that the Holy Spirit enlighten a person by the gospel. WA , I, ,
. See also WA , I, : Nec agnoscimus peccatum nisi ex tali
promissione. This is also determinative for Augustine’s doctrine of
penance. See Apology XII, : Fides enim facit discrimens, inter contri-
tionem Judas et Petri.

. Luther rejects the law-minded notion which later comes to
the surface again in the Old-Pietist doctrine of repentance—that
man must first be under the law before he enters the state of grace.
See especially WA , ff. (Thesis ). While the Roman Catholic
and Neo-Protestant doctrine understands the call and awakening
as the beginning of an intermediate stage of conversion in which
man is no longer a natural man but not yet born-again (see See-
berg, III, ff. and Francke’s “struggle of repentance”), evangelical
doctrine confesses no such “preparation” for faith through prior
remorse or indications. This is the reason for the consequent rejec-
tion of all cooperatio in advance of the state of grace in FC II.

. This is indicated by the fact that in Luther the thesis on
simul justus et peccator is expressed in such a way that only he who
is born again (spiritualis) can struggle against sin, see Rom , Ficker

p. ff. When he can at the same time speak of tempus legis et tem-
pus evangelii as two distinct times, it needs to be noted that both
tempi can be spoken of only in Christiano—precisely within the
state of grace. See WA , I, , . Also G. Ljungren, Synd och
skuld i Luthers teologi (Stockholm, ) p. .

. See my article in N.T.T. , No.  “Human og kristen
etikk.”

. On the problem of faith and experience in Luther, see W.
von Loewenich, Luthers theologia crucis (nd ed. ) p.  ff.

. See Luther on Romans . Ficker , : eadem persona est
spiritus et caro; , : ego, inquit (i.e., Paulus) totus homo, persona
eadem, servio utraque servitutem.

. In the Formula of Concord this is put in such a way that
human cooperatio can be found only in the born-again, i.e., the
person who by faith stands in the grace of baptism. See SD II, , .
Therefore the evangelical understanding of “awakening” is an
awakening to the true faith. See Luther on Isaiah :ff.; WA ,
ff.

. For Luther, the relationship of faith which is characterized
by the evangelical simul has his primary point of departure in bap-
tism. See Rud. Hermann, Luthers These: “Gerecht und Sünder
zugleich (Gütersloh, ) p. : Die pointe ist also diese: Die
Gerechtigkeit eds Zugleich ist—und bleibt!—die Taufgerechtigkeit.”
See Large Catechism, IV.

      


