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If there’s one thing every Lutheran knows, it’s this: we are saved not by our own good works, 

but by faith alone. It can be distressing, therefore, for Lutherans to confess according to the Athanasian 

Creed that at the Final Judgment, “Those who have done good will enter into eternal life, and those 

who have done evil into eternal fire” (v. 39). Another way of putting this is to say that at the Final 

Judgment, we will be judged according to our works. Is this not a claim that we will be saved by works? 

Does the Athanasian Creed not flatly contradict the central Lutheran teaching that we are saved by 

faith alone and not by our own good works? 

The fact is that both teachings, salvation by faith alone apart from works, and a Final Judgment 

on the basis of works, are clearly taught in Holy Scripture. St. Paul repeatedly affirms throughout his 

epistles that salvation is by faith alone, without our own good works. St. Paul also teaches, together 

with Sts. Peter and John, and even Jesus Himself, that at the Final Judgment we will be judged by our 

works. We therefore do not have the option of affirming one teaching by denying the other. Both must 

be upheld. How can this be done? How can we reconcile salvation by faith alone, apart from works, 

with a Final Judgment on the basis of works? 

The key to the reconciliation of these two teachings is a proper understanding of good works 

and where they come from. Good works come from faith. If faith is the root of the tree, good works are 

the fruit that come from the tree. When St. Paul speaks of salvation by faith alone, apart from works, 

he is speaking of how one becomes a good tree that bears good fruit. When he and the rest of the 

Scriptures speak of a Final Judgment on the basis of works, they are speaking of judging a tree to be 

good by its fruits. 

Related to this understanding of good works as the fruits of faith is the use of the word 

“justification.” Often we use justification as a synonym for salvation, but justification possesses its own 

unique range of meaning that is critical for a proper understanding of the role of works in salvation 

and in the Final Judgment. Justification is the act of justifying. To justify normally means to recognize 

someone as already righteous. This normal sort of justification is always based on works. Good works 

1



show that someone is righteous, and so a judge must use good works as evidence to justify the 

righteous. St. Paul, however, often uses justification in a different sense, not as the recognition of a 

righteousness that is already there, demonstrated by good works, but as the granting of a righteousness 

that was not already there, received by faith alone, apart from good works. The normal justification by 

which a judge recognizes a righteousness that is already there we will call “justification before men.” 

The new sort of justification spoken of by St. Paul, by which God grants a righteousness that was not 

already there, we will call “justification before God.” Justification before men is done by works. 

Justification before God is done by faith alone, apart from works. It is the good works that arise as the 

fruits of faith that join these two sorts of justification together. Justification before God makes us into 

good trees who bring forth the fruit of good works. Justification before men points to these fruits of 

good works to demonstrate that we are good trees, made so by faith alone, apart from works. 

The Final Judgment: Based on Our Works 

The Scriptures clearly teach that at the Final Judgment, we will be judged by our works. St. 

Paul himself affirms this in Romans 2: “He will render to each one according to his works: to those who 

by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, He will give eternal life; but for 

those who are self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath 

and fury. There will be tribulation and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first and 

also the Greek, but glory and honor and peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and also the 

Greek. For God shows no partiality” (Rom. 2:6–11). Paul says the same thing more briefly in his other 

epistles: “We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is 

due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil” (2 Cor. 5:10). “Whatever you do, work 

heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance 

as your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ. For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he 

has done, and there is no partiality” (Col. 3:23–25). St. Peter also affirms a Final Judgment by works: 

The Father “judges impartially according to each one’s deeds” (1 Pet. 1:17). In his Revelation, St. John 

records, “The dead were judged by what was written in the books, according to what they had 

done” (Rev. 20:12). Finally, Jesus Himself teaches a judgment by works: “The Son of Man is going to 
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come with His angels in the glory of His Father, and then He will repay each person according to what 

he has done” (Matt. 16:27). “[The Father] has given [the Son] authority to execute judgment, because 

He is the Son of Man. Do not marvel at this, for an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will 

hear His voice and come out, those who have done good to the resurrection of life, and those who have 

done evil to the resurrection of judgment” (John 5:27–29). The Scriptures are clear: the Final Judgment 

will be conducted on the basis of works. 

Nor do the Lutheran Confessions ignore or deny this teaching. As referenced at the beginning 

of this paper, the Athanasian Creed succinctly states, “Those who have done good will enter into 

eternal life, and those who have done evil into eternal fire” (v. 39). This creed was well known to the 

Lutheran Reformers, and was incorporated into the Book of Concord. The Lutheran Reformers knew 

of the teaching that the Final Judgment will be based on works, and they themselves approved and 

confessed it. In the light of so many clear testimonies of Holy Scripture, whose teaching is enshrined in 

our Lutheran confessions, there is no escaping the conclusion: At the Final Judgment, we will be 

judged according to our works. 

Justification: By Faith Alone, apart from Works 

Just as clear, however, is the teaching that we are justified by faith alone, apart from our works. 

The epistles of St. Paul are full of testimonies to the divine truth that sinners are justified and saved by 

grace alone, through faith alone, and not by human works. “We hold that one is justified by faith apart 

from works of the law” (Rom. 3:28). “If it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise 

grace would no longer be grace” (Rom. 11:6). “We know that a person is not justified by works of the law 

but through faith in Jesus Christ” (Gal. 2:16). “By grace you have been saved through faith. And this is 

not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:8–9). 

“He saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to His own mercy” (Titus 

3:5). This is by no means an exhaustive list of passages that exclude works from salvation, but it gets the 

point across. The Scriptures are clear: sinners cannot be saved by earning God’s favor through the good 

things they do. We cannot be justified by our own good works. 
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The Lutheran Confessions firmly uphold this scriptural teaching. The Augsburg Confession 

formulates it plainly: “Men cannot be justified before God by their own strength, merits, or works, but 

are freely justified for Christ’s sake, through faith” (AC IV.1). “Our works cannot reconcile God or 

merit forgiveness of sins, grace, and justification, but … we obtain this only by faith” (AC XX.9). 

Luther expresses it in thus his Smalcald Articles: “Since it is necessary to believe this, and it cannot be 

otherwise acquired or apprehended by any work, law, or merit, it is clear and certain that this faith 

alone justifies us” (SA II.I.4). The next generation of Lutheran confessors bore witness to this teaching 

in the Formula of Concord: “We believe, teach, and confess also that good works should be entirely 

excluded, just as well as in questions concerning salvation as in the article of justification before 

God” (FC Ep IV.7). The strongest, clearest, and most complete expression of this truth is that 

developed by the authors of the Formula of Concord in the second article of the Solid Declaration. 

Their statement merits being quoted at length. 

Even though the converted and believing have incipient renewal, sanctification, love, virtue, 

and good works, yet these neither can nor should be drawn into, or mingled with, the article of 

justification before God, in order that the honor due Him may remain with Christ the 

Redeemer, and tempted consciences may have a sure consolation, since our new obedience is 

incomplete and impure. 

And this is the meaning of the Apostle Paul when in this article he urges so diligently and 

zealously the particulas exclusivas [“exclusive particles”], that is, the words by which works are 

excluded from the article of justification: … “by grace,” “without merit,” “without works,” 

“not of works.” These exclusivae are all comprised in the expression: “By faith alone in Christ 

we are justified before God and saved.” For thereby works are excluded … from the article of 

justification before God, so that they must not be drawn into, woven into, or mingled with the 

transaction of the justification of the poor sinner before God as necessary or belonging 

thereto…. Thereby all our own works, merit, worthiness, glory, and confidence in all our works 

are entirely excluded in the article of justification so that our works shall not be constituted or 

regarded as either the cause or the merit of justification, neither entirely, nor half, nor in the 
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least part, upon which God could or ought to look, or we to rely in this article and 

[trans]action. (FC SD III.35–36) 

This statement excludes from justification not only such works as might precede justification, which 

sinful man might perform on his own natural strength, but also such works as follow justification, 

which man performs through the in-working of God. Even though Christians who are justified by faith 

now produce genuinely good works that are pleasing to God, these good works always follow our 

justification as a consequence of it. They are in no way a cause of our justification, which is always by 

faith alone, apart from works, whether preceding or following. The Scriptures are clear: justification is 

by faith alone, apart from works. 

Two Justifications: “Before Man” and “Before God” 

So on the one hand, we are justified by faith alone, and not by works. On the other hand, at the 

Final Judgment we will be judged by our works and not by faith alone. How can these two teachings be 

reconciled? As it turns out, if we attend to both teachings and arrange them properly in relation to one 

another, we will find that they agree admirably with one another. To find how they can be properly 

ordered and thus reconciled, we turn to perhaps an unlikely source: the Epistle of St. James. 

Whereas St. Paul makes it clear in Romans 4 that Abraham was justified by faith alone and not 

by his works, St. James claims that Abraham was justified by works. “Was not Abraham our father 

justified by works when he offered up his son Isaac on the altar?” (James 2:21). What is more, James 

actually says in so many words, “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith 

alone” (James 2:24). Despite the seeming contradiction here, the Lutheran Reformers successfully 

found a way to reconcile James with Paul. The key was distinguishing between two different kinds of 

justification: justification before men and justification before God. Justification before men is what we 

might consider “normal” justification,” the same sort of justification that takes place in a human court. 

This justification takes place by works, and it is this sort of justification to which James refers. 

Justification before God, on the other hand, is an extraordinary kind of justification that has no real 

earthly parallel. It is an act of God’s unspeakable grace and mercy, through which He grants a 

righteousness that was not already there. This justification before God takes place by faith alone, and it 
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is to this that Paul refers with his “exclusive particles,” denying any place to works in the justification of 

the sinner before God. By distinguishing these two kinds of justification from one another, one can 

reconcile James with Paul. Using the same distinction, one can then reconcile the general teaching of 

justification by faith alone with the general teaching of a Final Judgment on the basis of works. 

Philipp Melanchthon, in particular, articulates this approach in his Apology of the Augsburg 

Confession: 

Here [in James 2:24] to be justified does not mean that a righteous man is made from a wicked 

man, but to be pronounced righteous in a forensic sense, as also in the passage Rom. 2:13, “The 

doers of the Law shall be justified.” … Men having faith and good works are certainly 

pronounced righteous. For, as we have said, the good works of saints are righteous, and please 

on account of faith. For James commends only such works as faith produces, as he testifies 

when he says of Abraham, 2:21, “Faith wrought with his works.” In this sense it is said, “The 

doers of the Law are justified,” i.e., they are pronounced righteous who from the heart believe 

God, and afterwards have good fruits, which please Him on account of faith, and, accordingly, 

are the fulfillment of the Law. (Ap III.131) 

Melanchthon here speaks of a justification by which “a righteous man is made from a wicked man,” as 

opposed to a sort of justification by which a man is “pronounced righteous in a forensic sense.” Paul, 

he says, speaks of the former when ascribing justification to faith alone, apart from works, while James 

speaks of the latter when ascribing justification to faith together with the works that faith produces. 

In our own day-to-day use of the term “justification,” apart from any theological context, what 

we mean is usually something along the lines of making excuses for our behavior to show that we are in 

the right. For instance, if a police officer catches me speeding, I might “justify” my actions by explaining 

that my wife is in labor in the back seat and I need to get her to the hospital as quickly as possible. “To 

justify” in this sense means to show that I am righteous—I am not sinning by violating the speed limit. 

The word was used similarly in the ancient world, whether in Hebrew or in Greek: to “justify” meant 

to recognize someone as already righteous, that is, as a doer of what is right. This is justification before 
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men, or what Melanchthon here calls “forensic” justification.  It is the justification that takes place in 1

the courtroom. If a man is on trial, the judge, if he is just, will “justify” the accused who is innocent of 

wrongdoing, or condemn the accused who is guilty. An unjust judge, on the other hand, might 

“justify” an unrighteous man or condemn a righteous man, perhaps in return for a bribe. Since God is 

by nature a perfectly just judge, He always justifies the righteous and condemns the unrighteous. The 

righteous are those who do righteousness, and the unrighteous are those who do unrighteousness. The 

trial at which He will pronounce His verdict of guilt or innocence, justifying the righteous and 

condemning the unrighteous, is the Final Judgment. It is this sort of justification before men that St. 

Paul has in view in Romans 2, when he presents the Final Judgment as the event at which God, as the 

impartial, just judge, “will render to each one according to his works” (Rom. 2:6). There “it is not the 

hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified” (Rom. 

2:13). There is only one kind of “doing,” however, that truly qualifies as righteous in God’s sight, and 

that is the “doing” that proceeds from faith. “Without faith it is impossible to please Him” (Heb. 11:6), 

and “Whatever does not proceed from faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23). The works by which one is recognized 

as already righteous according to justification before men are those works that proceed from faith. It is 

to this justification before men that James refers when he says, “A person is justified by works and not 

by faith alone” (James 2:24). One’s existing righteousness is publicly recognized before men not only by 

one’s faith, which is internal and invisible, but by one’s works, which are external and visible. “I will 

show you my faith by my works,” says James (2:18). At the Final Judgment, God will show our faith to 

everyone by our works. Believers in Jesus Christ will be revealed as righteous by their righteous deeds, 

which can only be righteous by being done in faith. They will be justified before men by their good 

works. 

 It is important to recognize that later generations of Lutherans called justification before God “forensic” as 1

well, which is to say, the justification by which a sinner has the righteousness of Jesus imputed to him by faith 
alone, apart from works, is a legal pronouncement. This is as opposed to the Roman Catholic view of 
justification, which sometimes influenced Luther’s and Melanchthon’s way of speaking, as an actual 
transformation, rather than merely a pronouncement. When Luther, Melanchthon, and other Lutheran 
theologians are speaking more precisely, they categorize the inward transformation as sanctification rather than 
justification. The justification through which the sinner is pronounced righteous for Jesus’ sake gives rise to the 
transformation by which the sinner becomes actually righteous himself, but it is itself distinct from that 
transformation.
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There is, however, another sort of “justification,” which we have termed “justification before 

God.” This justification is hidden, invisible, and enclosed in the heart of God, though He publicly 

pronounces it in His Word of absolution. It is the sort of justification through which, as Melanchthon 

says, “a righteous man is made from a wicked man.” According to this sort of justification, God is the 

one “who justifies the ungodly” (Rom. 4:5). He does not recognize a righteousness that is already there, 

He grants a righteousness that was not already there. This righteousness is “accounted,” “imputed,” or 

“reckoned” to an unrighteous person who does not already possess righteousness by his deeds. It was 

earned by Jesus through His righteous life, forfeited by Him through His innocent death on the cross, 

publicly declared to the world through His resurrection from the dead, and accounted to the ungodly 

through faith in Jesus. The transaction through which the righteousness of Jesus is applied to the 

sinner is “justification before God.” 

If an earthly judge were to justify the ungodly, that would be a gross miscarriage of justice. St. 

Paul must therefore demonstrate that God is just even though He justifies the ungodly. The key is the 

innocent death of Jesus as the substitute for sinners: 

Now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, … the righteousness of 

God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction, for all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified by His grace as a gift, through the 

redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by His blood, to 

be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, because in His divine forbearance 

He had passed over former sins. It was to show His righteousness at the present time, so that 

He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. (Rom. 3:21–26) 

“The righteousness of God” in this passage is the righteousness that God grants to those who believe in 

Jesus, not a righteousness that He recognizes as already existing in the justified. All are in need of this 

righteousness, because when judged strictly according to the full requirements of God’s perfect Law, all 

are shown to lack that sort of righteousness through which they might be justified in the ordinary 

sense, i.e., recognized as already righteous. There is no true righteousness for God, the righteous judge, 

to recognize in sinful man. Thus justification, if it is to happen at all, must happen “by His grace as a 
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gift.” What allows God to give this gift of righteousness without Himself ceasing to be just is the blood 

of Jesus, which “shows His righteousness” both in the past, when He forgave sins in the Old 

Testament, and in the present, when He justifies the one who has faith in Jesus but has no 

righteousness of his own. God is just by justly punishing human sin through the death of Jesus, then 

accounting Jesus’ righteousness to those sinners who believe in Jesus. 

Both Justifications at Work: The Tree and Its Fruits 

The relationship between justification before men and justification before God is beautifully 

illustrated by one of Martin Luther’s favorite metaphors, drawn from Jesus Himself: that of a tree and 

its fruits. “Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the 

tree is known by its fruit” (Matt. 12:33), Jesus says. One does not make a tree good by making its fruits 

good. Rather, in order to obtain good fruits, one must first obtain a good tree. Imagine the folly of 

someone trying to make a pear tree into an apple tree by tying apples to its boughs! Similarly, one does 

not become righteous before God by doing good works. Rather, in order to do truly good works that 

are pleasing to God, one must first become righteous before God, which results in becoming an 

actually “good tree,” capable of bearing good fruits. Justification before God makes us into good trees. 

The good fruit that we bear as good trees does not cause our justification before God, and it has 

absolutely no role in making us good trees. Justification before men recognizes us as good trees, and it 

does so on the basis of our fruits. 

Luther uses this metaphor in a classic passage from his treatise On Chrisitian Liberty. There he 

writes: 

These two sayings are true: “Good works do not make a good man, but a good man does good 

works. Bad works do not make a bad man, but a bad man does bad works.” Thus it is always 

necessary that … the person be good prior to any good works, and that good works follow and 

come forth from a good person. As even Christ says, “A bad tree does not make good fruits; a 

good tree does not make bad fruits” [Matt. 7:18]. Now it is clear that the fruits do not bear the 

tree, nor does the tree grow on the fruits. On the contrary, the trees bear the fruits, and the 

fruits grow on the trees. As it is necessary that trees exist prior to their fruits, and as the fruits 
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do not make the trees either good or bad—on the contrary, the same sorts of trees make the 

same sorts of fruits—so it is necessary that the … man be good or bad first before he does a 

good or bad work. His works do not make him bad or good, but he himself makes his works 

either bad or good.  2

So if we want to produce good works, we must first become good men. If we want to bring forth good 

fruit, we must first become good trees. But how are we to do this? “He who wishes to do good works 

should begin, not by working, but by believing, which makes the person good.”  Once we have become 3

good trees, however, we can be recognized as such by our fruits: “This is certainly true, that in the 

public sphere a person becomes good or bad by his works. But this becoming is the same as showing 

and recognizing who is good or bad, as Christ says in Matthew 7[:20], ‘By their fruits you shall 

recognize them.’”  4

The same point is made vividly in a parable of Jesus: “A man had a fig tree planted in his 

vineyard, and he came seeking fruit on it and found none. And he said to the vinedresser, ‘Look, for 

three years now I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down. Why should it 

use up the ground?’ And he answered him, ‘Sir, let it alone this year also, until I dig around it and put 

on manure. Then if it should bear fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it 

down” (Luke 13:6–9). God starts by looking for good works from bad people. Finding none, He 

preaches the Gospel to them for a time. In the case of believers, the Gospel preached to them is grasped 

by faith, resulting in their justification before God, which turns them from bad trees into good trees. 

As good trees, they bear good fruit, which God then recognizes at the Final Judgment through their 

justification before men. Faith is the root, good works are the fruit. And the whole tree is God’s. 

 Martin Luther, Christian Freedom: Faith Working through Love (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2

2011), 67.

 Christian Freedom, 68.3

 Christian Freedom, 68.4
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The Nature of the Fruits 

So what are these fruits of faith that we call good works? Good works are thoughts, words, or 

deeds that are in keeping with God’s Law and that proceed from faith. Works that are contrary to God’s 

Law are never good under any circumstances. Works that are outwardly in keeping with God’s Law, yet 

do not proceed from faith, do not qualify as actual good works. Even a believer’s best works continue 

to be tainted by sin. Thus, for a work to be considered good, the sin that taints it must be forgiven, 

which takes place only through faith in Jesus Christ. The Revelation to St. John refers to the “fine 

linen, bright and pure” with which the Church is clothed as “the righteous deeds of the saints” (Rev. 

19:8), yet even these good works, the “white robes” with which the multitude of believers are clad, are 

“washed in the blood of the Lamb” (Rev. 7:14). Our works must be washed in Jesus’ blood, i.e., 

cleansed by faith in Him, in order to be good and pleasing in God’s sight. 

If our good works proceed from faith alone, then they are actually God’s works, because it is 

He who accomplished them in us. “We are His workmanship,” Paul says, “created in Christ Jesus for 

good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10). When were 

we “created in Christ Jesus” for these good works, prepared by God? When we were justified before 

God by faith wrought by the Holy Spirit through the Gospel. The works that God Himself performs 

in us through faith are the works by which He will publicly recognize that faith at the Final Judgment. 

Melanchthon quotes St. Augustine to this effect in the Apology of the Augsburg Confession: “God 

crowns His gifts in us” (Ap III.235). 

Conclusion: The Two Teachings Reconciled 

Through a proper understanding of good works and where they come from, the two teachings 

of Scripture can be reconciled: we are justified before God by faith alone, apart from works, and we are 

justified before men at the Final Judgment by our works. Faith is the root by which we are justified, 

being transformed by God from bad trees into good trees. Works are the fruit by which we are justified 

before men, being recognized as good trees that have been made good by faith. Our justification before 

God makes us into good trees by faith alone, and our justification before men recognizes us as good 

trees through the fruits our faith produces, our good works.
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