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1. Christology as key to the ecumenical understanding of justification 

The Christological perspective has been a decisive key in the breakthrough in the ecumenical 

understanding of the doctrine of justification. Justification is not only about the relation 

between humans and God and the effects of this relation; it has also to do with the presence of 

Christ himself in the life of the believer. From the Lutheran side, the Finnish school of Luther 

interpretation has delivered important contributions to this understanding. Questions can be 

raised, however, on whether this emphasis has sufficiently taken into account the role of the 

Holy Spirit in justification. The Christological focus of the doctrine might thus have led to a 

certain pneumatological deficit. If so, it is important to look for resources that will help to 

overcome it. 

Traditionally, the doctrine of justification has been understood as the most divisive issue 

between Roman Catholics and Protestants. The traditional understanding of this disagreement 

has been that while Roman Catholics have held an effective understanding of justification as 

the work of God’s healing grace in the believer, Protestants have advocated a forensic 

understanding of justification as the imputed forgiveness of sins. To further clarify this 

contrast, while the first group has understood grace as the gift of God imparted to the believer, 

thereby healing the sinner from his/her sin, the latter has understood grace as the favor of 

God, whereby God declares the unjust to be just.1  

The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification by the Lutheran World Federation and 

the Roman Catholic Church (JDDJ), signed by representatives from the Vatican and the 

Lutheran World Federation in 1999, was an important contribution to bridging this divide 

between Catholic and Lutheran theology.2 Since its publication, the World Methodist Council, 

the Anglican Communion, and the World Communion of Reformed Churches have joined the 

declaration, making it an important document extending in influence beyond the Lutheran-
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Catholic bilateral relationship. In March 2019, leaders of the five world communions adhering 

to the JDDJ issued a statement recommitting themselves to the message of salvation 

expressed within it.3  

In the JDDJ, forensic and effective understandings of justification are no longer seen as 

entailing the exclusion of alternatives. Rather, in its interpretation of justification, the 

declaration combines the two aspects into a comprehensive understanding by using the idea of 

union with Christ as a key. A central text in this respect is paragraph 22, which expresses the 

common understanding of the two parties in the following way:  

We confess together that God forgives sin by grace and at the same time frees human beings from sin’s 

enslaving power and imparts the gift of new life in Christ. When persons come by faith to share in Christ, 

God no longer imputes to them their sin and through the Holy Spirit effects in them an active love. These two 

aspects of God’s gracious action are not to be separated, for persons are by faith united with Christ, who in 

his person is our righteousness (1 Cor 1:30): both the forgiveness of sin and the saving presence of God 

himself. 

Here, the forensic aspect is present insofar as “God no longer imputes to them their sin,” and 

the effective aspect is also evident in the assertion that “[God] effects in them an active love.” 

These aspects are not simply added to one another. Rather, they are connected 

Christologically by the concept of union with Christ, “who in his person is our righteousness  

 

2. The Finnish rereading of Luther 

An important precondition for the use of the idea of union with Christ as a key for keeping the 

forensic and the effective aspects together in JDDJ is the discussion within Lutheran theology 

initiated by the so-called Finnish school of Luther research, represented by Tuomo 

Mannermaa (1937–2015) and his followers at the University of Helsinki. These scholars 

advanced a renewed reading and interpretation of Martin Luther’s understanding of 

justification. According to this rereading, Luther’s understanding of justification is far more 

complex that the forensic version of the doctrine that became dominant in post-Reformation 

Lutheranism.4  

For Mannermaa, the idea of Christ indwelling in the believer is the key to understanding 

justification in the appropriate way, which also keeps the forensic and effective aspects 

together. According to this interpretation, Luther did not only understand faith as a belief in 

something outside the believer, but also viewed it as an expression of Christ’s presence within 

the believer. In justification, Christ is not only giving his gifts or merits; he is also giving 

himself, becoming present by faith both with his person and his work in the believer. This 

understanding implies that the gift of salvation is really present in the believer without 

becoming the believer’s own righteousness, thus safeguarding against work righteousness. 

This righteousness is really present as Christ’s righteousness; thus, it is justification by grace 

alone, and not by our own merits. Simo Peura summarizes this understanding in the following 

way: 
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This interpretation is based on the thesis that both grace and gift are a righteousness given in Christ to a 

Christian. This donation presupposes that Christ is really present and that he indwells the Christian. Christ on 

the one hand is the grace that is given to the sinner that protects him against the wrath of God (the forensic 

aspect), and on the other hand he is the gift that renews and makes the sinner righteous (the effective aspect). 

All this is possible only if Christ is united with the sinner through the sinner’s faith. So, the crucial point of 

this interpretation is unio cum Christo.5 

According to the Finnish interpretation of Luther, Christ’s presence in faith also means that 

the believer participates in the divine nature of Christ, which implies that salvation might be 

understood as theosis. This is a perspective that has been especially fruitful in ecumenical 

conversations between Lutheran and Orthodox theologians.6 

An important point for the Finnish interpretation of Luther is that we are talking about a real 

connection between Christ and the believer. This is to be seen in contrast to the dominating 

tendency in neo-protestant theology after Kant, where faith was understood as a 

transcendental effect of God’s will rather than God’s actual presence in the world. Here, the 

presence of Christ is merely understood as a subjective experience of the effects the 

impression of Christ has in the believer. Faith is thus understood as a purely anthropological 

phenomenon, even if it is the result of the divine will. This neo-protestant understanding has 

also been influential in the interpretation of Luther.7 

In contrast, Mannermaa claims that the presence of Christ in the believer should be 

understood as real in an ontological sense. To underline this point, he even uses the term real-

ontic (“real-ontisch”) in reference to Christ’s presence in the believer.8 This conception is 

anchored in what he characterizes as Luther’s Trinitarian ontology, according to which the 

work of God in the believer is identical with God’s own being. What this means is that the 

believer in his/her faith participates in God’s own reality.9 

 

3. The lack of pneumatology in the Finnish interpretation 

Even if Mannermaa’s interpretation of Luther has formed a “school” of Luther research in 

Finland, this does not mean that his position has been exempt from criticism from other 

Finnish scholars. Building on his results, Mannermaa’s followers have developed and even 

criticized aspects of his interpretation. In what follows, I will focus on the criticism raised by 

one of Mannermaa’s students, Miikka Ruokanen, regarding the pneumatological dimension of 

Mannermaa’s understanding of justification. Ruokanen also criticizes other aspects of 

Mannermaa’s interpretation, but here I will only refer to his criticism regarding the role of the 

Spirit.10 

According to Ruokanen, Mannermaa assigns a very limited role to the Holy Spirit in his 

understanding of justification. Only when analyzing Luther’s understanding of sanctification 

does he bring in pneumatology. This lacking awareness of the Spirit in the context of 

justification misses important aspects of Luther’s understanding, Ruokanen claims. 

Thus, when Mannermaa defines justification in Christological terms as the presence of Christ 

in the believer, this is done without explicit reference to the role of the Holy Spirit. This is not 
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in accord with Luther as Ruokanen reads him. For Luther, the union with Christ is at the same 

time a union with the Holy Spirit. According to Ruokanen, “It is exactly in and through his 

Holy Spirit that ‘Christ is present in faith’ and present in the sinner.”11 Further, “[A] union 

between Christ and the believer is simultaneously a union between the Holy Spirit and the 

believer, unio cum Christo in Spiritu sancto.”12 

In Ruokanen’s view, a consequence of the omitted pneumatological dimension in this 

understanding of Christ’s presence is that faith tends to be construed as an anthropological 

reality. As Ruokanen claims:  

It is typical of Luther research and Lutheran theology to use the expression sola fide with no reference to 

God’s Holy Spirit. Consequently, there is a great danger of comprehending faith as an anthropological 

reality, something accomplished by the human psyche. The reality of “Christ being present in the faith itself” 

(in ipsa fide Christus adest) is by definition a Pneumatological reality: it is in his Holy Spirit that Christ is 

present in faith. Faith is a perfect gift of the Trinitarian God or otherwise it is a human achievement and thus 

a merit.
13

 

According to Ruokanen, Luther understands justification by faith solely as the work of the 

Holy Spirit through the preaching of the Word. The Spirit brings the gift, and the Spirit is also 

the gift itself.14 

Given that the presence of Christ in the believer is a presence in and through the Spirit, this 

likely means that the problems with Mannermaa’s “ontological” understanding of Christ’s 

presence become less acute. The “real-ontic” character of this presence does not then refer to 

a special ontological category reserved for this Christological presence, but is rather an 

expression of a Trinitarian understanding of the Spirit as the vehicle of God’s presence in the 

world. 

 

4. The presence of Christ as dependent on the presence of the Spirit 

Even if Mannermaa’s interpretation has often been understood as a “new” interpretation of 

Luther, it is not without precedents. Other Luther scholars have also argued that a purely 

forensic understanding of justification is not in accordance with Luther.15 The most significant 

predecessor in this regard was the Danish Lutheran theologian Regin Prenter (1907–1990), 

who introduced his ideas in his 1944 dissertation Spiritus Creator.16 

In this work, Prenter articulates an interpretation of Luther’s understanding of justification 

that comes close to the later Finnish school, namely by submitting that the core of justification 

is the indwelling of Christ in the believer. Prenter thus defines justification in the following 

way: “The righteousness of the gospel is Christ really present as a redeeming reality.”17 This 

interpretation implies that justifying faith is not primarily to be undertaken with an 

anthropological perspective; instead, the process is defined by its object, the present Christ. In 

Prenter’s words, “Faith in Christ is a real union with the living Christ as a redeeming 

reality.”18 
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While coming close to Mannermaa in his interpretation of Luther, Prenter far more explicitly 

links the indwelling of Christ to the work of the Holy Spirit. For Prenter, the real presence of 

Christ is mediated by the Spirit. It is thus impossible to separate Christ and the Spirit. There is 

no other spirit than the Spirit of Christ, there is no other Christ than he who is brought near by 

the Spirit, and Christ manifests himself to us only in the Spirit. The idea of the Holy Spirit is 

not an unimportant interpolation, stresses Prenter, and should instead be considered as a key 

issue in Luther’s account of Christ’s presence in the believer.19  

The Spirit’s role is not limited to bringing Christ near or creating faith. The Spirit is also 

herself present in the believer. The question thus arises as to “the relation between the truly 

present Holy Spirit and the truly present Christ in the work of the Spirit.”20 Both are equally 

important, according to Prenter’s interpretation of Luther. The idea of the indwelling Christ 

does not make the idea of the real presence of the Spirit superfluous. On the contrary, the 

presence of Christ is dependent on the presence of the Spirit. In Prenter’s words, “[T]he Holy 

Spirit is a real and divine sphere of revelation in which the risen Christ alone is present as a 

present and redeeming reality. Outside of this real and divine sphere Christ is only an idea.”21 

This implies that “there never can be a real presence of Christ except in and by the work of 

the Spirit.”22  

For Luther, this understanding of the Spirit is intimately connected to a Trinitarian concept of 

God. What this means is that the Spirit is not only the power of God, as something other than 

God. More specifically, “Luther never doubts that the Spirit is God himself personally and not 

a mere divine manifestation of power,” says Prenter.23 This Trinitarian approach implies that 

the divine persons always work together in their relationship to the world. On the one hand, 

Christ is always present because the Spirit is present and makes Christ present. On the other 

hand, the Spirit is not present without making Christ present. For Prenter, “Luther knows of 

no influence of the Spirit which is not Christ-centered. The Spirit always works by making 

Christ present.”24  

According to Prenter, Luther also draws an interesting parallel between the role of the Spirit 

in the incarnation, and the role of the Spirit in making Christ present in the believer. The 

conception of Christ by the Holy Spirit in the Virgin Mary thus parallels “his mystica 

incarnatio by which he is spiritually born in the believer.”25 Thus, the conformity of Christ 

“can be effected only through conception by the Holy Spirit, that is, by the birth of Christ in 

us spiritualiter.”26 

 

5. The pneumatology of the Joint Declaration 

In the preceding, we have seen that Mannermaa’s interpretation of Luther has been criticized 

for not attending sufficiently to the pneumatological aspect of justification. We have also seen 

that the renewed interpretation of Luther advanced by the Finnish school was important in the 

process that led to the agreement between Lutherans and Catholics in the JDDJ. This raises 

the question of whether there is a similar lack of pneumatology in the JDDJ as in 

Mannermaa’s interpretation of Luther. If this is the case, one could ask if the pneumatological 
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perspectives in Luther’s theology that have been brought to attention by Ruokanen and 

Prenter could enrich the account of justification in the JDDJ.  

The Holy Spirit is referred to in several places in the declaration. However, in contrast to the 

Christological element, the pneumatological aspects are not very dominant. On the one hand, 

the Spirit is understood as the agent that gives justifying faith in the following way: “Faith is 

itself God’s gift through the Holy Spirit who works through word and sacrament in the 

community of believers and who, at the same time, leads believers into that renewal of life 

which God will bring to completion in eternal life” (par. 25). At the same time, the Spirit is 

not only understood as the giver, but also as the gift that the believer receives: “By grace 

alone, in faith in Christ’s saving work and not because of any merit on our part, we are 

accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts while equipping and 

calling us to good works” (par. 15).  

The Spirit is also an agent for uniting the believer with Christ through baptism: “We confess 

together that in baptism the Holy Spirit unites one with Christ, justifies, and truly renews the 

person” (par. 28). This is explicitly described in Trinitarian terms: “Justification thus means 

that Christ himself is our righteousness, in which we share through the Holy Spirit in accord 

with the will of the Father” (par. 15). However, even if the Spirit is understood as the agent 

who unites with Christ, the Spirit is not explicitly linked to the actual understanding of the 

continuing presence of Christ in the believer. 

Valuable insights in the themes that are covered by the JDDJ might come not only from the 

two traditions behind the declaration, but also from other confessional traditions. It is 

interesting to note that some parts of the criticisms that have been raised by representatives 

from other traditions have been related to the role of the Spirit. In an ecumenical anthology on 

the JDDJ from 2003, Orthodox theologian Valerie A. Karras characterizes the pneumatology 

of the JDDJ as weak. According to Karras, in conversations with Orthodoxy on the themes 

that are raised by the JDDJ, the role of the Holy Spirit would have to play a central role. From 

an Orthodox position, this would mean that there would be a closer integration of spirituality 

and sacramental theology in dogmatic theology. These areas are only occasionally referred to 

in the JDDJ, and Karras notes that the Catholic participants seems to be more concerned with 

these areas than the Lutherans.27 

In the same anthology, Pentecostal theologian Frank D. Macchia also criticizes the 

pneumatology of the JDDJ. Even though he commends the achievements of the declaration, 

he claims that the declaration seems to lack a proper pneumatological foundation.28 

 

6. Justified in the Spirit: A Pentecostal contribution 

Macchia gives his own constructive contribution to this question in his book Justified in the 

Spirit (2010), arguing for a pneumatological reconstruction of the doctrine of justification. 

Macchia is critical of traditional understandings of justification, especially the forensic 

account of justification so common in Protestant theology. In this context, he recognizes the 
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contribution of the Finnish Luther interpretation as a step in the right direction. At the same 

time he criticizes the Finns for finding so little room for the work of the Spirit in 

justification.29 

According to Mannermaa, faith is the basis of justification because faith makes Christ present. 

Within this construal, Macchia finds an anthropological emphasis that makes human faith the 

agent of Christ’s presence. According to Macchia, this understanding risks overlooking the 

role of the Spirit as “the referent when it comes to the presence of Christ or of God in us.”30 

Further, in Macchia’s view, “The principle of participation is primarily theological (in the 

Spirit) and only secondarily anthropological (by faith).”31 This does not mean that faith does 

not play any role, but Macchia stresses that faith is only the vessel that the Spirit uses: “It is 

not faith that is the real presence of Christ, provides the basis of justification, gives birth to a 

new person, bears fruit, or represents the ‘divinity’ incarnated in works. The Spirit does all of 

these things by means of faith in Christ, and even without or beyond it.”32 

Macchia points to certain tendencies, exhibited by both Luther and other reformers as well as 

modern Protestant theologians, to assign a greater role to the Spirit in justification. However, 

he finds these efforts implicit or nonspecific since they assign the Spirit an “instrumentalist 

function of facilitating an encounter with Christ.”33 What is still needed in the doctrine of 

justification, according to Macchia, is “an effort at defining the indwelling Spirit as the very 

substance of justifying righteousness.”34  

Macchia’s objection to Mannermaa’s account is not very different from the criticism raised by 

Ruokanen (see above). The interpretation of Luther by Ruokanen and Prenter shows that there 

are resources within the Lutheran tradition itself to overcome this problem. At the same time, 

seeing the question in a wider ecumenical framework and learning from other traditions is 

also necessary. In this context, Macchia’s contribution is valuable, as it provides insights from 

a Pentecostal perspective. This perspective helps to ensure that a renewed emphasis on the 

role of the Spirit in the doctrine of justification not only remains a theoretical exercise of 

Trinitarian theology, but rather points to an experienced reality. According to Macchia, for 

Pentecostals, the Christian experience has been “concentrated on the enjoyment of the divine 

presence within an intimate communion with God.”35 In the context of the doctrine of 

justification, this means that “[t]he declared word of justification or pardon is not merely 

spoken; it is felt in the divine presence or embrace.”36 Because this is an experience of the 

Spirit’s presence, such an understanding is not anthropocentric, Macchia points out.37 

Macchia finds the way forward for the doctrine of justification in developing a truly 

Trinitarian framework for the understanding of justification. He finds such a framework 

described, but not explained or explicated, in the JDDJ. Only such a framework will secure 

the Spirit a role not solely in the subjective appropriation of salvation, but also in Christ’s 

accomplishment of righteousness and our participation in it.38 Machia thus calls for a 

“pneumatological Christology” as well as a “christological pneumatology” in order to 

understand the community and cooperation among the divine persons in their fulfillment of 

divine justice in the world.39 
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7. United with Christ in the Spirit 

The question of the Spirit’s role in justification thus raises more fundamental questions 

regarding the relation between the work of Christ and the work of the Spirit, and between 

Christology and pneumatology. In Western theology, the work of the Spirit has often been 

understood as an extension of the work of Christ: When Christ has fulfilled his work, he sends 

the Spirit to convey this work to the world. This structure is usually also reflected in the 

doctrine of justification. 

Jürgen Moltmann has taken up this basic issue of Western theology in his pneumatological 

work The Spirit of Life. For Moltmann, the one-sidedness in Western theology is reflected in 

the filioque addendum in the Nicene Creed, which in his view is both superfluous and leads to 

a subordinated role for the Spirit. Instead, he argues for an understanding of the 

innertrinitarian relationships where neither Son nor Spirit are subordinated to the other but 

instead accompany one another. In Moltmann’s view, “The Orthodox theologians are right 

when they talk about a reciprocal ‘accompaniment’—the Spirit accompanies the begetting of 

the Son, and the Son accompanies the procession of the Spirit.”40 

This implies an insoluble bond between the Son and the Spirit, which is also in the economy 

of salvation. The Spirit accompanies the Son, rests in the Son, and shines from the Son, says 

Moltmann.41 The Spirit is not only the Spirit of Christ, but Christ is also the Christ of the 

Spirit. More specifically, Jesus is conceived by the Spirit (Luke 1:35), the Spirit comes over 

Jesus in his baptism (Mark 1:10), and Jesus does his ministry “filled with the power of the 

Spirit” (Luke 4:14 NRSV). When Jesus is raised from the dead, it is in the power of the Spirit 

(Romans 1:4).42 

Moltmann is not alone in this way of thinking, as is shown in the ongoing work on “Spirit 

Christology” by several scholars.43 Such developments are not indicative of an adoptionist 

Spirit Christology understanding of Jesus as becoming the Son of God through the Spirit. This 

movement is instead best construed as Spirit Christology in a Trinitarian framework, meaning 

that Jesus is filled with the Spirit because the Son and the Spirit are always together in the life 

of the Trinity. Where the Son is, also the Spirit is, and vice versa. When the Son is incarnated 

in Jesus, the Spirit is necessarily present; when the Spirit does her work in the world, she 

brings the Son near.  

This idea also applies to justification, for when Christ is united with the believer, such union 

is made possible by the Spirit—not just as an instrument or facilitator, but as an integrated 

aspect of the union with Christ. Just as Jesus practiced his earthly ministry in the power of the 

Spirit, so is he present in the believer in the power of the Spirit. This also implies that being 

united with Christ means to be filled by the Spirit, as Christ and the Spirit are always together. 

As Paul says, “Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. But if 

Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of 

righteousness” (Romans 8:9b–10 NRSV). Such a view of justification points to an integrated 

understanding of salvation where the work of Christ and the work of the Spirit are not 

understood as separate events. To be united with Christ and to be baptized by the Spirit are 

two aspects of the same salvation. 
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Integrating the understanding of justification within a comprehensive view of the Spirit’s 

work in the world might also broaden the scope of the doctrine from mainly dealing with the 

relationship between the individual believer and Christ. Understanding justification as a work 

of the Spirit connects justification to the creative and redemptive role of the Spirit for the 

whole of creation, thus positioning justification as an anticipation not just of personal 

salvation, but of the renewal of the world. 
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