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The topic assigned for this paper contains three questions:  “Is Objective Justification 1 

Universalism?”  Or “Is Objective Justification a Denial of Sola Fide?” Or “Are the Damned 2 

Forgiven?”   Any conservative, Bible believing Lutheran would quickly answer all three 3 

questions with a hearty “No”.   But that approach to the topic would probably be considered too 4 

simplistic for a conference paper, so I will expand the topic to consider what we mean by 5 

universalism and what forms we find it taking in our religious world today.   We will then devote 6 

some time to a doctrinal overview of Justification and return to the three questions of the 7 

assignment at the end of the paper. 8 

 9 

 When one hears the word “Universalism” in today’s religious world, it is a word the runs 10 

the gamut of meanings.  Perhaps a brief summary of  the two most popular of universal beliefs 11 

would be warranted at this point. 12 

 13 

 14 

I.  THE UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST ASSOCIATION 15 
(To lessen the risk of my characterizing or misstating  UUA beliefs, I will let them speak for 16 

themselves via material found on their website.) 17 

History 18 

Unitarian Universalism is a liberal religious tradition that was formed from the merger 19 

of two different religions: Unitarianism and Universalism. Both began in Europe hundreds of 20 

years ago. In America, the Universalist Church of America was founded in 1793, and the 21 

American Unitarian Association in 1825. In 1961, these denominations merged to form a new 22 

religion, Unitarian Universalism through the Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA). 23 

 24 

Principles 25 

There are seven principles which Unitarian Universalist congregations affirm and promote: 26 

The inherent worth and dignity of every person;  27 

Justice, equity and compassion in human relations;  28 

Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations;  29 

A free and responsible search for truth and meaning;  30 

The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our congregations   31 

       and in society at large;  32 

The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all;  33 

Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.  34 

 35 

Death and Afterlife 36 

The Universalist tradition, which is an integral part of Unitarian Universalist heritage, 37 

was a Christian movement grounded in belief in universal salvation. Unitarian Universalism 38 

today is a theologically diverse religion in which many different answers to the question "Is there 39 

life after death?" are welcome. 40 

 41 

Existence of God 42 

Belief in God is welcomed but not required within Unitarian Universalism. Diverse 43 

beliefs about the existence of a higher power are found among Unitarian Universalists (UUs). 44 

The Theological Perspectives section of UUA.org provides more information about how 45 

Atheism, Christianity, and other theological and philosophical traditions are welcomed in 46 

Unitarian Universalism. 47 

 48 

 49 

 50 
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Scripture 1 

There is no single text around which Unitarian Universalism is centered. Unitarian 2 

Universalists may find inspiration and guidance in many written materials, including the sacred 3 

texts and scriptures of other religious traditions. More information about the six sources from 4 

which Unitarian Universalism draws is available in our principles and sources. 5 

 6 

Obviously, the tenets of the UUA are so far removed from the Scripture that we don’t 7 

need to seriously consider them.  The UUA is not what we are concerned with when we talk 8 

about Universalism having an effect or significant influence on the WELS today.   However, 9 

there is a group  that does need to be reckoned with as it does pose more of a threat in today’s 10 

religious world.  It is called: 11 

 12 

 13 

II.    THE CHRISTIAN UNIVERSALIST ASSOCIATION 14 
(Again I will let the Christian Universalists speak for themselves on the basis of their 15 

own website.  Spelling errors in this section are their errors and not mine) 16 

 17 

What Is the Difference between Christian Universalism and Unitarian Universalism? 18 
In 1961, the Universalist Church of America and the American Unitarian Association 19 

merged to form the Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA). Today, the UUA is an 20 

organization of churches whose members represent a variety of different religious faiths, and the 21 

UUA does not teach a specific set of spiritual beliefs. Unitarian Universalists, therefore, are not 22 

necessarily Christians. In fact, some UUs don't even believe in God. This new development has 23 

led to much confusion. Today, many Christians are not aware that Christian Universalism is the 24 

original, authentic Universalism -- a belief system based on faith in God to save and transform 25 

all people through Christ. 26 

The Christian Universalist Association hopes to change people's perceptions of the word 27 

"Universalism."  … 28 

The Christian Universalist Association has a clear spiritual message that we proclaim as 29 

truth. And our teachings are based on a 2000-year history of Christian Universalism. 30 

 31 

1. The Bible 32 

We believe the authenticity, genuineness, and inspiration, of the Holy Scriptures; that both the 33 

Old and New Testaments contain the revealed will of God and that the Bible is the only and 34 

sufficient rule of faith and practice.     2 Tim. 3:16-17; 2 Pet. 1:20-21  35 

 36 

2. God 37 

We believe the existence of the one living and true God, the Creator, Preserver, and Governor of 38 

all worlds, beings, and things. We believe that God is self-existent, independent and eternal; 39 

omniscient and omnipresent; infinite in wisdom, goodness and power; in justice, mercy and 40 

truth. With Saint Paul we say, "To us there is but one God, even the Father." We believe God to 41 

be the universal Father of mankind; the Father of Spirits, our Father in heaven, who loves the 42 

whole human family, without exception, even while they are yet sinners, who is kind to the 43 

unthankful and to the evil, and who will have all men to be saved, and to come to the knowledge 44 

of the truth. In one word, we believe that God is Love.   Matt. 6:9; Luke 6:35; Rom. 5:8; 1 Cor. 45 

8:6; 1 Tim. 2:4; Heb. 12:9; 1 John 4:8  46 

 47 

 48 

 49 
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3. Jesus Christ 1 

We believe that to manifest his love for the human race, God sent his Son Jesus Christ into the 2 

world, to reveal more perfectly the divine character and purposes, and finally, through death 3 

and resurrection, to bring life and immortality to light. We believe that Christ is the brightness of 4 

the Father's glory and the express image of his person. We believe that he is appointed by the 5 

Father, heir of all things, and is Lord of all, and the he must reign, till he has subdued all things 6 

to himself, when he himself will deliver up the kingdom to the Father that God may be all in all. 7 

Thus he will save his people from their sins, and be what inspiration proclaims him to be, the 8 

Savior of the world. To this end we believe he gave himself a ransom for all, and tasted death for 9 

every man, for God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself.     Matt. 1:21; Acts 10:36; 1 10 

Cor. 15:25, 28; 2 Cor. 5:19; 1 Tim. 2:6; Heb. 1:2-3; Heb. 2:9; 1 John 4:14  11 

 12 

4. Holy Spirit 13 

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the spirit of God, the spirit of truth, the Comfortor, the guide, who 14 

convicts the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment, and whose fruits in the 15 

believing soul are love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 16 

and self-control.    John 14:16-17; John 16:7-13; Gal. 5:22-23  17 

 18 

5. Repentence 19 

We believe in the importance of indespensable necessity of repentance, that is, godly sorrow for 20 

sin, and a true reformation of heart and life.    Acts 3:19; Heb. 11:6  21 

 22 

6. New Birth 23 

We believe in the new birth, or a change of heart, effected in the soul by a cordial belief of the 24 

gospel truth, accompanied by the sanctifying influences of the Holy Spirit.     John 3:3; 2 Cor. 25 

5:17; Gal 5:22-23  26 

 27 

7. Good Works 28 

We believe in the importance of good works, not to purchase salvation, or gain the love of God -- 29 

for salvation is of grace alone, and God loves even his enemies -- but as the natural fruits of the 30 

gospel cordially received, the evidences of indwelling grace, and because they are good and 31 

profitable to men.    Titus 3:8; 1 John 4:19; 5:1:-2  32 

 33 

8. Judgment 34 

We believe in a just and equitable, and at the same time, a parental administration of the divine 35 

government; in which God renders to every man according to his works, so that he that does 36 

wrong shall receive for the wrong which he has done, and there is no respect of persons. Beyond 37 

this state of rewards and punishments, we believe a state of immortal felicity will be conferred 38 

upon the whole human family, as a free gift, by the infinite grace of the Father, through Christ 39 

Jesus.     Ps. 62:12; Rom. 5:12-21; Eph. 2:4-9; Col. 3:25  40 

 41 

9. Resurrection 42 

We believe in the universal resurrection of the dead; for as in Adam all die, even so in Christ 43 

shall all be made alive.     1 Cor. 15:22  44 

 45 

10. Everlasting Life 46 

We believe in a life and immortality for the human race beyond the grave, where the mortal shall 47 

put on immortality, and where man can die no more, but shall be as the angels, and be children 48 

of God.    Luke 20:36; 1 Cor. 15:23  49 

 50 
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11. The Consummation 1 

We believe that, in the fulness of time, God will bring together all things in Christ, when, in the 2 

name of Jesus, every knee shall bow, of things in heaven and in earth, and under the earth, and 3 

every tongue confess that Jesus is Lord, to the glory of God the Father; when, as by one man's 4 

disobedience, many are made sinners, so, by the obedience of one, shall the same many be made 5 

righteous; in one word, when Christ shall have taken away the sin of the world, accomplished 6 

the great mission on which he came, done the will of God, seen the fruits of the travail of his 7 

soul, and shall be satisfied, and GOD BE ALL IN ALL.     Isa. 53:11; Rom. 5:19; 1 Cor. 15:28; 8 

Eph. 1:9-10; Phil. 2:10-11  9 

 10 

 The Christian Universalist Association’s effects are far reaching today.   Some of the 11 

denominations which align themselves with them are:  The Universalist Convocation, the 12 

Association of Unity Churches (or simply the "Unity Church"),  the Liberal Catholic Church,  13 

and The Primitive Baptist Universalists  14 

Meanwhile, there has been a trend toward universalist beliefs in several other 15 

denominations and traditions that have not historically taught universal salvation. The 16 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America is one of the best examples of this, because Martin 17 

Luther himself never embraced Universalism, but the ELCA today is one of the major Lutheran 18 

denominations and some of its ministers openly teach the salvation of all -- although this is not 19 

an official teaching of the church. The Anglican and Episcopal Churches are moving steadily 20 

toward acceptance (or at least tolerance) of belief in universal salvation rather than the 21 

traditional doctrine of eternal hell. Liberal Congregational churches such as the United Church 22 

of Christ and liberal Reformed churches such as the Disciples of Christ are increasingly open to 23 

teachings of Universalism, without taking a position on the issue. There are Universalists to be 24 

found in most moderate-to-progressive denominations today. Even the Roman Catholic Church 25 

under Pope John Paul II became more open at least to the hope that hell could someday be 26 

emptied and all might return to harmony with God -- though recent pro-damnationist statements 27 

by Pope Benedict XVI indicate a desire of Catholic leadership to hold back the rising tide of 28 

Universalism. 29 

In this climate of increasing acceptance and longing for a theologically-based, spiritual 30 

form of Universalism -- which the Unitarian Universalist Association has mostly ceased to 31 

provide -- more people are turning to whatever religious groups they can find that even vaguely 32 

approximate or provide aspects of the former glory of the Universalist Gospel. Universalists are 33 

seeking fellowship and spiritual nourishment in liberal Quaker meetings, the New Age 34 

movement, and reading the writings of mystics, gurus, and Sufi poets who sought direct 35 

experience of the Divine Spirit within. Many people are desperately seeking a spiritual home that 36 

takes spirituality seriously without being fundamentalist. Such a home is difficult to find for 37 

people who believe in Jesus as their greatest teacher. 38 

 39 

III.   DOCTRINAL SECTION 40 

Having now looked at an overview of the two major “Universalist” bodies in the religious 41 

world today, let’s do a summary overview of what Scripture truly teaches regarding the doctrine 42 

of justification. 43 
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How can a sinner stand before a holy and just God? The answer of Scripture is clear. It is not 1 

by our own efforts that we are justified before God. It is only through Christ's life, death, and 2 

resurrection that our status before God has been changed from condemned to acquitted. It is only 3 

through the righteousness of Christ, which becomes our own through faith, that we can stand 4 

holy and blameless before God. 5 

The doctrine of justification has been called the chief article of the Christian church (articulus 6 

stantis et cadentis ecclesiae). If this doctrine is lost, then the Christian faith is lost.   7 

 8 

Justification involves a change in a sinner's status, not in a sinner's nature  9 

A study of the Greek word for justify (dikaioo) indicates that the basic meaning of the 10 

word when describing the justification of sinners is “to declare righteous” or, “to acquit of 11 

wrongdoing those who are guilty of it”.  The word is used in a forensic, or courtroom, sense.  It 12 

indicates a change in a sinner's status before God, not in a sinner's nature. 13 

Justification does not involve a change in our nature, for Scripture speaks of the nature of 14 

those justified as still sinful. Paul speaks of “God who justifies the wicked'' (Ro 4:5). He states, 15 

“Christ died for the ungodly. . . . While we were still sinners, Christ died for us'' (Ro 5:6,8). 16 

As our confessions state: “To be justified” here (James 2:24) does not mean for a 17 

righteous person to be made out of an ungodly one, but to be pronounced righteous in a forensic 18 

sense'' (Ap IV:252). 19 

How could God justify the world?  “God so loved the world that he gave his one and only 20 

Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life'' (Jn 3:16).  Scripture 21 

declares we are justified freely . . . through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus'' (Ro 3:24), 22 

“apart from observing the law'' (Rom 3:28) and “by his grace'' (Ro 3:24, Eph 2:8). Grace  23 

excludes human merit (Ro 11:6). 24 

 25 

When good works are introduced into the article of justification, the foundation for faith 26 

is weakened or destroyed. Sinners are robbed of the comfort of the gospel.  27 

 28 

Justification is complete (objective in nature)  29 

There is a distinction between objective and universal justification. Often the terms 30 

universal justification and objective justification are used interchangeably.  There is, however, a 31 

distinction that can be made between the two. When we speak of objective justification, we mean 32 

that justification is complete. It does not need to be completed by faith or any other work. It is 33 

finished, perfect. God has declared the world righteous for Jesus' sake. This is an objective 34 

reality, whether anyone believes it or not. Even if the whole world rejected the message of the 35 

gospel, it would still remain an objective reality that God had acquitted the world of sin. 36 

On the other hand, the term universal justification stresses that Christ's work of 37 

redemption atoned for the sins of all people. The distinction between the terms objective and 38 

universal needs to be maintained, especially when dealing with Calvinism. Calvin would accept 39 

that justification is objective in nature (as it applies to the elect). He would not accept that 40 

justification is universal in nature. 41 

Scripture teaches that Jesus died for all. No sinner was missed; no sin was left unpaid. 42 

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son (John 3:16). Jesus is the atoning 43 

sacrifice, not only for our sins, but for the sins of the world (1 John 2:2). God was in Christ 44 

reconciling the world to himself, not counting men’s sins against them (2 Corinthians 5:15). 45 

Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away [Greek: “bears”] the sin of the world (John 1:29)   The 46 

Bible reveals the wonderful truth that through the life, death and resurrection of his Son, Jesus 47 

Christ, God has justified the world. All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God and are 48 

justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus (Romans 3:23).  49 
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The term “justification” is applied universally when St. Paul writes, “He was delivered over to 1 

death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification” (Romans 4:25). 2 

 3 

Justification is complete in Christ 4 

God justified the world on the basis of Christ's substitutionary life, death, and 5 

resurrection. Therefore, God tells us to announce to all people that their sins are forgiven. This is 6 

what Jesus did to the paralytic. He said to him, “Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven'' (Mt 7 

9:2). 8 

Jesus did not say to him, Your sins are forgiven IF you believe'' (synergism). He did not 9 

say; “Take heart, son, if you can figure out whether you are one of those for whom Jesus died''. 10 

(Calvinism: limited atonement). The announcement was simply one of good news: your sins are 11 

forgiven. It is done; there are no strings attached. 12 

This is the teaching of Scripture. Thus, in our worship services, the pastor declares the 13 

good news as follows: “God, our heavenly Father, has forgiven all your sins. By the perfect life 14 

and innocent death of our Lord Jesus Christ, he has removed your guilt forever. You are his own 15 

dear child''.  (CW, p. 38). 16 

 17 

Faith receives justification; faith does not complete justification  18 

What, then, is the role of faith in justification? Faith is not a good work that completes 19 

what Christ did. Justification does not depend on faith to be completed. Rather, through faith 20 

God gives to believers the benefit of what Christ did.  Our dogmaticians called it the receiving 21 

instrument (Greek: organon leptikon). Faith is what God works in us that we may receive the 22 

benefit of justification. 23 

 24 

Errors concerning the objective nature of justification  25 

In 1938, the American Lutheran Church (ALC) issued a doctrinal statement known as the 26 

“Sandusky Declaration”.  In this statement, the ALC said, “God purposes to justify those who 27 

come to faith”.  A similar view was espoused by R. C. H. Lenski (1864-1936) in his commentary 28 

on Romans.  Decision-for-Christ theology also assumes that justification is not complete until 29 

one adds the element of faith 30 

 31 

Just as sin is universal, so justification is universal 32 

Scripture indicates God earnestly desires the salvation of all sinners (1 Ti 2:4; 2 Pe 3:9). 33 

No one will go to hell because God did not want him saved.  34 

Our Lutheran Confessions reiterate this important truth:  35 

“Therefore, if we want to consider our eternal election to salvation profitably, we must always 36 

firmly and rigidly insist that, like the proclamation of repentance, so the promise of the gospel is 37 

universalis, that is, it pertains to all people (Luke 24:47). Therefore, Christ commanded 38 

preaching “repentance and the forgiveness of sins in his name to all nations.”  “For God so loved 39 

the world that he gave his only Son'' for it (John 3:16). Christ has taken away the sins of the 40 

world (John 1:29); his flesh was given “for the life of the world'' (John 6:51), his blood is “the 41 

atoning sacrifice for . . . the whole world'' (1 John 1:7; 2:2). Christ said, “Come to me, all you 42 

that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest'' (Matt. 11:28). “God has 43 

imprisoned all in unbelief that he might have mercy on all.'' (Rom. 11:32). (FC SD (X1:28)  44 

 45 

Calvin erred when he limited Jesus' atonement  46 

John Calvin (1509-1564, French reformer from Geneva, Switzerland) taught a limited 47 

atonement. He believed that if there is an eternal election to salvation, there must be an election 48 

to damnation. He further reasoned that if God elected some to damnation, Jesus then would not 49 

have died to save these people. His teaching led either to carnal security (once saved, always 50 



 7 

saved) or despair (I can't be sure Jesus died for me). A Calvinist's certainty of salvation must be 1 

found in a conversion experience, which convinces him that he is one of the elect to salvation.  2 

 3 

Justification is received through faith  4 

God desires the salvation of all sinners. Because of Jesus' life, death, and resurrection, 5 

God justified the whole world. Yet not all people will be saved. Through faith, sinners receive 6 

the benefit of the redemptive work of Christ. We cannot, on our own, believe in Jesus. Only God 7 

can bring us to faith in Jesus as our Savior from sin (1 Co 12:3; Jn 6:4) 8 

The completed, objective reality of God’s “not-guilty” verdict in Christ is received, or 9 

appropriated, only through faith. This grasping of the reality of Christ’s completed work through 10 

faith we call subjective justification or personal justification. God’s verdict of “not-guilty” stands 11 

for the entire world regardless of human knowledge or belief, nevertheless this truth must be 12 

appropriated or personalized for each individual sinner to receive the benefit of God’s verdict. 13 

For a person to go to heaven, he must be brought by the Holy Spirit to repentance and trust in 14 

Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of his sins. 15 

Lutheran theologian Martin Chemnitz (1522-1586) describes faith thus: 16 

“Faith” in the article of justification must be understood not only as knowledge 17 

and general assent, stating in a general way that the promise of the Gospel is 18 

true, but that at the same time it includes the activities of the will and the heart; 19 

that is, it is a desire and a trust which, in the struggle with sin and the wrath of 20 

God, applies the promise of grace to each individual, so that each person includes 21 

himself in the general promise given to believers. In this way he raises himself up 22 

so that he determines without hesitation that the promise of the Gospel is firm for 23 

him also. From this he gains comfort and life in time of temptation. 24 

 25 

We must understand that faith doesn’t create anything new. Faith doesn’t bring anything 26 

into existence that doesn’t already exist. Faith doesn’t cause something to happen. Faith simply 27 

grasps—trusts—something that already is in place. Faith grasps the objective reality of God’s 28 

completed salvation in Christ. Faith appropriates the universal truth and takes personal 29 

ownership of God’s forgiveness found only in the Savior. Remember the causes of our salvation, 30 

according to Scripture: (1) the grace of God and (2) the merits of Christ. There is nothing inside 31 

man, including faith, which is a cause of salvation. 32 

The truth that a person must be individually justified through faith does not undermine 33 

the general, once-for-all justification accomplished on Calvary. Some have wrongly supposed 34 

that Christ’s justifying work on Calvary was incomplete, and that faith is required to make 35 

justification complete. (infused grace of the Roman Catholics) This is not a biblical 36 

understanding of justification. It nullifies Jesus’ declaration from the cross, “It is finished,” by 37 

saying that the justification of the world really isn’t finished, or that when Jesus said, “It is 38 

finished,” he meant something other than the justification of the world. It inserts an additional 39 

cause for man’s salvation beyond the grace of God and merits of Christ and includes faith as a 40 

cause of salvation. It redefines faith as something that brings about an effect and causes 41 

forgiveness and justification to take place. 42 

The world’s redemption was complete at Calvary. The general justification accomplished 43 

in God’s great exchange at the cross provides the object for justifying faith which personally 44 

grasps the objective truth. 45 

Unbelief loses the benefit of  Christ’s redemptive work.  He offers this salvation as a free 46 

gift through the gospel. Unbelief essentially says to God: “I don't need what Jesus did for me. I 47 

don't want what Jesus did for me. I want what I have coming to me.”  To this Christ will 48 

respond: “Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his 49 

angels'' (Mt 25:41).  50 
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Jesus died for all, but not all will be saved (the error of universalism)  1 

There are many today who hold the universalist opinion. These people do not feel 2 

mission work should involve bringing people the gospel of salvation. Rather, they feel mission 3 

work should involve helping people to attain a better life in this world. The universalist theme, 4 

reflected by postmodernism, says:  5 

We all worship the same God. We just call him by different names. 6 

All roads lead to heaven. We just call them by different names. 7 

Over against these opinions, Jesus maintains: “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one 8 

comes to the Father except through me''.  (Jn 14: 6) 9 

 10 

We need always to be on guard against falsely promoting two types of justification. 11 

There is only one divine diamond. Trying to separate the diamond will only shatter it. Men, with 12 

their puny languages, try to grasp the infinite mercy of God. But just because we use different 13 

terms does not mean there are different doctrines. There are three articles to the Creed, but that 14 

does not mean that there are three Gods. There is only one God, whom we call the Trinity; 15 

human language is attempting to explain the mysteries of the Almighty One. So it is with 16 

justification. Do not try to cut the diamond in two. To do so will only result in falsehood. The 17 

truth would be shattered. Objective justification apart from subjective justification leads to 18 

universalism. A subjective approach to justification apart from an objective basis would lead to 19 

synergism. I quote from President Mischke's newsletter of June, 1982. 20 

A word of caution may, however, be in place. It may be well to remind ourselves 21 

not to divide "objective" and "subjective" justification as if they were two totally 22 

different things which can be treated in isolation from one another. They are 23 

rather the two sides of the same coin, and there can be no "saints" or salvation 24 

without faith. To teach otherwise would indeed be universalism.
 

25 

 26 

Can we then conclude that all the world will be in heaven? Of course not. Those who 27 

reject the gift of salvation in Christ will be damned, as Scripture states, "He that believeth not 28 

will be damned." (Mk 16: 16 KJV) We must keep in mind that Scripture also speaks subjectively 29 

when dealing with justification. 30 

Despite the shining glory of this diamond of justification, men continually cloud its 31 

brilliance. The problems at Kokomo, at Ft. Wayne, and elsewhere, are but the perennial 32 

problems of man's reason conflicting with God's wisdom. 33 

 34 

 35 

IV.  JUSTIFICATION CHALLENGES IN THE WELS 36 
We now come back to the three questions assigned to the essayist as the theme of this 37 

essay: “Is Objective Justification Universalism?  Or Is Objective Justification a Denial of Sola 38 

Fide? Or “Are the Damned Forgiven?” 39 

How important it is that we hold fast to the doctrine of objective justification in our 40 

proclamation of the Gospel. It is highlighted for us in the Kokomo affair of the late 70’s and 41 

early 80’s in our own Synod.   Ordinarily a charge a few members brought against their pastor, 42 

congregation and synod would not have become such general knowledge, nor cause such wide 43 

concern. The fact that the congregation’s action to remove the persons involved led to an appeal 44 

to the district does not alone explain the notoriety. What was especially confusing to many inside 45 

and outside of our synod were the four statements offered by those who brought the charges. 46 

These four statements were to present accurately the position of our WELS concerning the 47 

doctrine of objective justification and substantiate the charge of false doctrine. Most of you 48 

seasoned citizens of the South Central will recall the statements but, for our younger audience,  I 49 

will share them here to refresh our memories or introduce new memories. 50 
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1) Objectively speaking, without any reference to an individual sinner’s attitude toward 1 

Christ’s sacrifice, purely on the basis of God’s verdict, every sinner, whether he knows it 2 

or not, whether he believes it or not, has received the status of a saint. 3 

2) After Christ’s intervention and through Christ’s intervention, God regards all sinners as 4 

guilt-free saints. 5 

3) When God reconciled the world to himself through Christ, he individually pronounced 6 

forgiveness to each individual sinner whether that sinner ever comes to faith or not. 7 

4) At the time of the resurrection of Christ God looked down in hell and declared Judas, the 8 

people destroyed in the flood, and all the ungodly, innocent, not guilty, and forgiven of 9 

all sin and gave unto them the status of saints. 10 

 11 

Permit me to also share with you Dr. Siegbert Becker’s response to the statements as written 12 

in an essay delivered to the Chicago Pastoral Conference on Nov. 9, 1982: 13 

“These statements were not drawn up by anyone in WELS in order to present our 14 

position on universal and objective justification. They were quotations selected by lay 15 

members of a WELS congregation who did not agree with our doctrine. They held that 16 

Jesus by his vicarious satisfaction had made it possible for God to forgive sins but that 17 

God forgives men only when and if they believe, so that man’s act of believing always 18 

precedes God’s verdict of innocence. 19 

The first three statements are taken verbatim from WELS sources. It should be 20 

said that they are found in contexts that throw considerable light on what the writers 21 

intended to convey by the words used. The last statement is quoted from a term paper 22 

from Concordia Seminary in Fort Wayne. It reflects the views of a LC-MS professor who 23 

saw in it the significance of objective justification. It should probably be said that this 24 

professor does not accept our exegesis of 2 Corinthians 5:19 and Romans 5:19, which, by 25 

the way, is also the traditional standard LC-MS interpretation of those passages. 26 

The laymen who drew up this list of statements evidently intended to persuade 27 

their congregation that universal justification could not possibly be true, because that 28 

would mean that God forgives also unbelievers. We can sympathize with their difficulties. 29 

It is hard for human reason to believe that if God has forgiven he can still condemn. Even 30 

for Christians the things of the Spirit of God are foolishness insofar as they are still 31 

natural men, or insofar as the Old Adam still clings to them. It is difficult to take every 32 

thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ. Walther was right when he said that the 33 

highest art of the Christian theologian is the proper distinction between Law and Gospel. 34 

But we need to remember that the main issue always was: ‘Has God forgiven the sins of 35 

all men?’ 36 

Because the passages are torn out of context, they are likely to cause some 37 

difficulties. When the LC-MS layman who felt called to come to the defense of the WELS 38 

Kokomo laymen circulated a questionnaire calling for an expression of opinion on the 39 

four statements, I also received a copy. I refused to participate in the survey on the 40 

grounds that the statements are not clear and the results of the survey would therefore 41 

also be confused. Every one of the statements can be understood correctly, even though 42 

one must swallow a little hard to accede to the fourth. However, because the statements 43 

were used to discredit the truth of universal justification and to cause other laymen to 44 

doubt this teaching it is especially necessary to point out that the statements do not 45 

contain false doctrine. 46 

Anyone who reads the statements carefully will recognize that they do not say that 47 

there are saints in hell. The charge that our Synod teaches such foolishness is a base 48 

canard that has been widely circulated on the basis of the four statements. 49 
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The third statement is a basically good summary of our position, although on the 1 

part of those who believe that we do not consider faith to be important enough, it 2 

probably needs the wider context of our stress on sola fide. Because the terms “general 3 

justification” and “individual justification” have sometimes been used as synonyms for 4 

objective and subjective justification, respectively, I would have preferred it if the words 5 

“individually” and “individual” had not been used. But the meaning of the statement is 6 

nevertheless clear and correct. 7 

The first statement can easily be misunderstood and has caused confusion. The 8 

Bible never uses the word saint, when applied to human beings, in any other sense than a 9 

converted Christian. Those who have read those words in the context of John Meyer’s 10 

Ministers of Christ know what Prof. Meyer wanted to say in that sentence. The key words 11 

are “objectively speaking” and “status.” Meyer simply wanted to say that the sins of all 12 

men are forgiven. “Status of a saint” to him meant “the legal state of a forgiven sinner.” 13 

While we may disagree with his use of English, we cannot as biblical theologians 14 

surrender what he wanted to say. Nevertheless it would have been better if he had not 15 

used the word saint in that connection, especially since the word “received” is also a 16 

word which is often used in describing the function of faith in justification. We receive the 17 

status of saint for ourselves or accept forgiveness through faith. 18 

The same criticism can be directed against the second statement. One really 19 

becomes a guilt-free saint only through faith, if we limit ourselves to the biblical usage of 20 

the word. However, since our holiness, as Augustine says, consists in sin’s remission 21 

rather than in life’s perfection, we could say that when God forgave the sins of the whole 22 

world he regarded all sinners as guilt free, but if they are guilt-free we might also say 23 

that they are considered sinless in the sight of God. But a sinless person is a holy person, 24 

a saint. The fact that unbelievers do not consider themselves to be forgiven does not 25 

change the truth of God’s Word that tells us that God does not impute the sins of all men 26 

to them, or that through one man justification has come upon all men. 27 

Even the fourth statement can be defended even though it leaves much to be 28 

desired. As we have said, the statement is not drawn from a WELS source. If it is true that 29 

God has forgiven the sins of the world then it is also true that he forgave the sin of Judas. 30 

When Jesus called Judas “friend” in the garden he was in effect treating him as a 31 

forgiven sinner. If Jesus took away the sins of the world he also took away the sins of the 32 

people who died in the flood. It is surely no more difficult to believe that God forgave sins 33 

that were already being punished than to believe that at the time of the resurrection he 34 

forgave sins that had not yet been committed. How that is possible I do not know. It very 35 

likely finds its explanation in the divine attribute of eternity 36 

But while the statement can be defended as expressing a biblical reality, yet it 37 

would be best not to speak in such terms. In Scandinavia it is customary on the part of 38 

some to ridicule universal justification with the remark, “The damned lie in hell with 39 

their forgiven sins.” So this fourth statement is a caricature which has a tendency to 40 

make universal justification look ridiculous. 41 

There is little point in talking about forgiveness for the damned. They have made 42 

their bed by not believing the Gospel and all that is left to believe then is the 43 

condemnation of the law which they hear in their own conscience. 44 

  If I know for sure that a man with whom I am dealing is a wicked impenitent 45 

unbeliever I will not tell him his sin is forgiven. That message is for those who are 46 

troubled by their sin. To the impenitent we preach the Law and the Lord Jesus promises 47 

to stand behind our message with his words, “Whosoever sins ye retain, they are 48 

retained.” Only when men confess that they are sinners who need forgiveness are they 49 

ready to hear the message, “Your sins are forgiven,” not “Your sins will be forgiven if 50 
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you believe, or if you pray, or if anything,” but just “Your sins are forgiven.” And the 1 

Lord Jesus also promises to stand behind the word of those who speak for him. 2 

“Whosoever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them.” “They are remitted” is a perfect 3 

tense, and we can really say ‘”They have been forgiven long ago,” or as Luther says, 4 

“before we prayed or before we ever thought of it.” 5 

What shall we say of the four statements? It would have been better if the Kokomo 6 

laymen had simply been told, “Since you refuse to accept the clear teaching of the Bible 7 

that God has for Christ’s sake already forgiven the sins of the world, and since you are 8 

not willing to be treated as weak Christians but persist in ‘doubtful disputations’ (Ro 9 

14:1), we can no longer tolerate your propaganda against the doctrine of our church or 10 

consider you to be in fellowship with us.” 11 

  Three of the four statements, because of their lack of clarity, tend to confuse the 12 

issue. But since the disciplined laymen used them to advance their false doctrine, it was 13 

understandable that the congregation should also use them in its rejection of the 14 

falsehood being advocated. I do not consider any of the four statements to be false 15 

doctrine, but I would rather not use the language used in the first, second, and fourth.” 16 

(end of Becker quotations) 17 

 18 

While the Kokomo incident raised many questions before the matter was resolved, it  19 

caused us to review again for ourselves the doctrine of objective justification, the comfort that 20 

this doctrine is to our personal salvation, and its great importance for us as a church in our 21 

reaching out with the Gospel. 22 

 23 

(For further review of the Kokomo statements, see Jon Bucholz’s paper on Justification -24 

Appendix 1 presented at the 2005 Synod Convention.  It is attached to this paper.) 25 

 26 

 27 

So we now come back to the three questions assigned to the essayist. 28 

 29 

IS OBJECTIVE JUSTIFICATION UNIVERSALISM? 30 

 Not at all!  Justification is an objective, universal reality, completed by Christ on Calvary 31 

and appropriated subjectively through faith.   The Scripture is not teaching universalism.  32 

Objective justification by no means excludes repentance and faith. 33 

 34 

 35 

IS OBJECTIVE JUSTIFICATION A DENIAL OF SOLA FIDE? 36 

 Not at all! The exegetical paper on this topic of justification has taken us through the 37 

gospel promises of Romans 5, 2 Corinthians 5 and Romans 4.  Those passages proclaim that 38 

through the obedience of Christ, all have been justified, God has reconciled sinners to himself 39 

through His Son, that Christ was delivered up for sins and raised for the justification of sinners.  40 

But all those words mean nothing to the individual sinner unless he realizes that he is included 41 

and says Christ died for me.  Christ paid for my sins.  The Apology states: “This special faith, 42 

therefore, by which an individual believes that for Christ’s sake his sins are remitted to him, and 43 

that for Christ’s sake God is reconciled and propitious, obtains remission of sins and 44 

justification.”  (Apol IV, p. 45) 45 

 Faith still remains the instrument for apprehending the forgiveness of sins in the gospel.  46 

It is the hand that receives, but not a helping hand.  The emphasis must remain on the object of 47 

faith, Christ. 48 

 49 

 50 
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ARE THE DAMNED FORGIVEN? 1 

Not at all!   Jon Buchholz said it well in his Synod Convention essay when he wrote:  2 

Hell, by definition, is a place of eternal suffering that is devoid of God’s grace and forgiveness. 3 

Was the forgiveness of sins secured for Judas at the cross? Absolutely! Did Noah preach 4 

repentance and forgiveness for the sake of the coming Savior to the people of his day? 5 

Absolutely—Noah is called a preacher of righteousness (2 Peter 2:5). But in hell the damned are 6 

forever cut off from the grace—offered in the means of grace—which they rejected. It is 7 

nonsensical to apply the term “saints” (holy people sanctified to God) to people in hell. 8 

 9 

 Only the doctrine of justification makes it possible for a believing child of God to have a 10 

sure foundation for his faith.  God grant that our church never surrender this doctrine. 11 

 12 

(From Jon Bucholz’s Synod Convention essay – 2005) 13 

 14 

Appendix 1: The Kokomo Statements 15 
 16 

One glaring example of imprecise theological formulation is the Kokomo Statements. For 17 

the sake of time and space, I’ve treated a discussion of the Kokomo Statements as an appendix to 18 

this paper. 19 

We can’t address the subject of objective justification and its history in the Wisconsin 20 

Synod without giving some attention to the Kokomo Statements. (There is a long history behind 21 

these statements and their use, which I won’t expound on here.) The Kokomo Statements were 22 

assembled in the late 1970s as a caricature of what WELS teaches on objective justification. The 23 

statements are included here in italics, followed by a very cursory analysis of each statement: 24 

1. Objectively speaking, without any reference to an individual sinner’s attitude 25 

toward Christ’s sacrifice, purely on the basis of God’s verdict, every sinner, whether he knows it 26 

or not, whether he believes it or not, has received the status of a saint.
 1
 This statement is drawn 27 

verbatim from Professor J. P. Meyer’s commentary on 2 Corinthians, where he treats 2 Cor. 28 

5:19, “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against 29 

them.” Professor Meyer lived through the lively discussions precipitated by the election 30 

controversy of the late 1800s and early 1900s, and he was himself an ardent champion of 31 

objective justification. He taught generations of pastors at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary. In all 32 

fairness to Professor Meyer, I suspect that if he knew how much mischief has been made with 33 

these words he probably would have chosen them more carefully. The statement as it stands uses 34 

an unfortunate juxtaposition of dissimilar terms. Objectively speaking . . . every sinner. . . has 35 

received [“received” is a subjective term which nullifies the objective premise] the status 36 

[objective] of a saint [subjective]. 37 

2. After Christ’s intervention and through Christ’s intervention God regards all 38 

sinners as guilt-free saints.
2
 This is a paraphrase of another quote from J. P. Meyer. It is correct 39 

to say that the world’s guilt has been charged to Christ and, objectively speaking, the world 40 

stands guilt-free for Christ’s sake. However, as in the first statement, the use of the word saint in 41 

a universal context renders the statement unacceptable. 42 

3. When God reconciled the world to Himself through Christ, He individually 43 

pronounced forgiveness to each individual sinner whether that sinner ever comes to faith or not.
3
 44 

                                                 
1
 Meyer, 103-104. 

2
 Meyer, 107. The paraphrase does not substantially change the substance of what Meyer wrote in Ministers of 

Christ. 
3
 I cannot find the exact source for this statement, supposedly (per Becker) drawn verbatim from the writings of a 

WELS author. It may be a paraphrase of Meyer’s words: “This applies to the whole world, to every individual 

sinner, whether he was living in the days of Christ, or had died centuries before His coming, or had not yet been 
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When we wish to speak about objective justification, we must use objective terminology. This 1 

statement is a muddle of objective and personal terms. When God reconciled the world 2 

[objective] . . . he individually [a specific or personal term] pronounced forgiveness [as shown in 3 

the body of the essay, the word “forgive” in Scripture is overwhelmingly used to describe the 4 

personal remission of sins received through repentance and faith worked by the means of grace] 5 

to each individual [another specific term] sinner. 6 

4. At the time of the resurrection of Christ, God looked down in hell and declared 7 

Judas, the people destroyed in the flood, and all the ungodly, innocent, not guilty and forgiven of 8 

all sin, and gave unto them the status of saints. Once again, when concepts and terms are not 9 

used within the framework of their definitions, the result is confusion. Hell, by definition, is a 10 

place of eternal suffering that is devoid of God’s grace and forgiveness. Was the forgiveness of 11 

sins secured for Judas at the cross? Absolutely! Did Noah preach repentance and forgiveness for 12 

the sake of the coming Savior to the people of his day? Absolutely—Noah is called a preacher of 13 

righteousness (2 Peter 2:5). But in hell the damned are forever cut off from the grace—offered in 14 

the means of grace—which they rejected. It is nonsensical to apply the term “saints” (holy 15 

people sanctified to God) to people in hell. 16 

Each of these statements is so poorly crafted that it cannot be accepted—regardless of 17 

authorship. Dr. Siegbert Becker, in an essay to Chicago area pastors, rightly lamented the poor 18 

choice of words, but he upheld the statements on principle.
4
 I would like him to have said, 19 

“Throw them out and start over!” The Kokomo Statements should be roundly rejected by the 20 

WELS as an incongruous ecclesiological mishmash. The rejection of these statements, as they 21 

are written, is not a repudiation of objective justification, which these statements pretend to 22 

defend. 23 

 24 

Appendix 2: The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification 25 
The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (JDDJ) has been formulated as the 26 

result of dialog held over several years between the Roman Catholic Church and Lutheran 27 

groups around the world. On Reformation Day, October 31, 1999, the Evangelical Lutheran 28 

Church in America (ELCA) and other members of the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) joined 29 

the Roman Catholic Church in adopting this Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification—30 

the central doctrine which divided Lutherans and Roman Catholics at the time of the 31 

Reformation. 32 

Have Lutherans and Roman Catholics really come to a consensus on justification? Has 33 

the time really come for rapprochement with Rome on this all-important issue? Even a cursory 34 

overview of the JDDJ reveals that nothing has changed Rome’s view of justification in the nearly 35 

500 years since the Lutheran Reformation. 36 

The complete text of the JDDJ, along with other pertinent information, is available online 37 

at: http://www.elca.org/ecumenical/ecumenicaldialogue/romancatholic/jddj/index.html 38 

It comes as a surprise to many Lutherans to learn that the Roman Church has always 39 

taught salvation by grace through faith in the righteousness of Christ—even at the time of the 40 

Reformation. The fundamental issues are: What is grace? What is faith? And what is 41 

righteousness? 42 

In Roman theology, justifying grace is not merely something in the heart of God. Rome 43 

speaks of infused grace, God’s grace that is poured out into the sinner to bring about a 44 

transformation of life and character. Therefore, the cause of man’s salvation is not merely grace 45 

in the heart of God that burns with love for a sinner and declares him righteous for Jesus’ sake, 46 

                                                                                                                                                             
born, perhaps has not been born to this day. It applies to the world as such, regardless of whether a particular sinner 

ever comes to faith or not” (Meyer, 109). 
4
 Becker, “Objective Justification,” Chicago Pastoral Conference, WELS, Elgin, Illinois, November 9, 1982. 
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but the grace which God pours out into man’s heart which changes the sinner into a person 1 

acceptable to God. The use of the word grace according to the Roman understanding differs 2 

greatly from its use among Luther and the Lutheran confessors. 3 

Faith, in Roman parlance, is not simple trust in the forgiveness of sins for Jesus’ sake. 4 

Faith is defined as fides formata caritate (“faith formed by love”). Faith includes love and good 5 

works, which, in Roman theology, are necessary for salvation. Lutherans historically have 6 

viewed faith as simple trust, which clings to Jesus for forgiveness and appropriates his merit as 7 

our own. 8 

In Roman theology, justification is a process which takes place over time, as Christ’s 9 

righteousness is infused into the sinner to make him intrinsically righteous and acceptable to 10 

God. In Lutheran theology, Christ’s righteousness is imputed to the sinner to make him 11 

extrinsically righteous and acceptable to God, for Jesus’ sake. 12 

The JDDJ is a capitulation to Roman Catholic doctrine on all these points. 13 

“The justified live by faith that comes from the Word of Christ and is active through 14 

love” (JDDJ:12). “They place their trust in God’s gracious promise by justifying faith, which 15 

includes hope in God and love for him” (JDDJ:25). This is the Roman definition of faith formed 16 

by love, not the definition of Luther and the Lutheran Confessions, which views faith as simple 17 

trust which clings to the mercy of God and the merits of Christ. 18 

“When Catholics say that persons ‘cooperate’ in preparing for and accepting 19 

justification by consenting to God’s justifying action, they see such personal consent as itself an 20 

effect of grace, not as an action arising from innate human abilities” (JDDJ:20). This statement 21 

reveals the Roman Catholic understanding of grace. This is infused grace: grace that is poured 22 

out into man, causing him to do something (“consenting”) which causes him to be justified. It is 23 

not clearly stated that the cause of man’s justification is completely outside of man. According to 24 

this statement, God’s infused grace brings about an inner change which justifies him before God. 25 

“For without faith, no justification can take place” (JDDJ:27). Adolf Hoenecke wrote, 26 

“The emphasis on general justification is necessary to preserve the true content of the gospel.”
5
 27 

This statement from the JDDJ is an example of what Hoenecke feared. There is no general or 28 

objective justification here. The result in the JDDJ is a doctrine of synergism, humans 29 

cooperating with God to achieve salvation. 30 

“The justification of sinners is forgiveness of sins and being made righteous by justifying 31 

grace” (JDDJ:27). Note well what is stated: justification is forgiveness and being made 32 

righteous. The juridical nature of justification is discarded in favor of the transformative Roman 33 

view. 34 

“The teaching of the Lutheran churches presented in this Declaration does not fall under 35 

the condemnations from the Council of Trent” (JDDJ:41). Of course the teaching of these 36 

“Lutheran” churches is not condemned by Rome. It’s not Lutheran! The Lutherans gave in and 37 

adopted Rome’s teaching on justification. 38 
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