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UNDERSTANDING CATHOLICISM F7: THE GIFT OF GRACE 

 

I.  Jesus heals the terrible wound of Adam’s Sin. 

A.  St. Paul give us the following instruction: “Therefore as sin came into the world through 

one man [Adam] and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all men 

sinned [in Adam]. … But the free gift is not like the trespass.  For if many died through 

one man’s [Adam] trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift in the 

grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many. … Then as one man’s trespass 

[Adam] led to condemnation for all men, so one man’s act of righteousness [Jesus] leads 

to acquittal and life for all men.  For as by one man’s disobedience many were made 

sinners, so by one man’s obedience [love] many will be made righteous” (Rom 5:12, 15, 

18-19). 

B.  Christians have always believed in the redemptive power of Jesus’ Passion, Death, and 

Resurrection. 

C.  However, in the 16th Century a drastically flawed understanding of what God’s grace 

does for us and how we are required to respond was promoted by Martin Luther.  

 

II.  Let’s examine Luther’s Teaching 

A.  It’s called Total Depravity. 

 1.  Luther confused temptations and the tendency to sin (concupiscence) with actual sin.  

2.  This dark understanding of fallen human nature led him to conclude that humans 

remained totally corrupt even after receiving the grace of redemption.   

3.  Thus, he taught that the good works that pleased God were impossible. 

4.  This distortion makes Adam’s sin more powerful than the infinite merits of Jesus 

which cannot undo the damage of Original Sin caused by Adam. 

B.  What did the grace of justification do according to Luther? 

1.  He taught that grace covered over our sinful nature similar to the way snow covers a 

dung hill.  It then looks clean and pure, but the underlining reality remains the same, 

a corrupt pile of manure. 

2.  Justification becomes as legal fiction, which is also called a forensic justification, in 

which God declares us just, but he does not make us interiorly just. 

C.  Justification becomes a divine welfare system in which one is saved by faith alone: sola 

fide, but remains corrupt. 

D.  This false understanding was buttressed by another Lutheran error, sola scriptura, “by 

the Bible alone.” 

1.  Luther’s highly charged subjective experiences became the lever he used to reject 

the teaching of the Church since the time of the apostles. 

2.  He claimed that the Bible is the only infallible authority, identified by the Latin 

phrase, sola scriptura. 
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III. There are three Fatal flaws in the principle of sola scriptura. 

A.   First, it is not historical. 

1.  There is no evidence in the first 1500 years that Christians based their faith on the 

principle of the Bible alone. 

2.  The Bible was not even recognized as a book until the late 4th century.  Additionally, 

few people could read and books did not begin to become readily available until the 

invention of the printing press in 1440. 

B.  Secondly, sola scriptura is a principle of division. 

1.  Sola scriptura gives infallibility to each individual interpreter.  This leads to endless 

conflicting interpretations of the Sacred Text.  Luther granted the principle of the 

Bible alone to himself, but not to anyone who disagreed with him.  Thus, Luther 

wrote in 1522, “I do not admit that my doctrine can be judged by anyone, even 

angels.  He who does not receive my doctrine cannot be saved.”1 

2.  Three years later, the fracturing of doctrine that sola scriptura spawned was obvious 

to Luther.  He lamented: ”There are as many sects and beliefs as there are heads.  

This fellow will have nothing to do with baptism; another denies the sacraments; as 

third believes that there is another world between this and the Last Day.  Some 

teach that Christ is not God; some say this, some say that.  There is no rustic so rude 

but that, if he dreams or fancies anything, it must be the whisper of the Holy Spirit 

and he himself is a prophet.”2 

3.  This division has not abated.  In 2001 the World Christian Encyclopedia reported that 

there were 33,820 Christian denominations.  Now, it is estimated that there are 

more than 40,000 Christian denominations claiming to base their faith on the Bible 

alone! 

C.  Third, the Bible alone idea is not biblical. 

1.  The Bible never teaches that Sacred Scripture alone is the only absolute authority, 

the final court of appeal, of Christian doctrine and practice. 

2.  In the absence of any biblical support, the Protestant scholar Herman Ribberbos 

candidly admitted: “The authority of the Scriptures [sola scriptura] is the great 

presupposition of the whole of biblical preaching and doctrine”3 

D.  So, what does the Bible teach about sola scriptura? 

 1.  Nothing! 

 2.  It calls the Church, not the Bible, “the pillar and foundation of truth” (1 Tim 3:15). 

 

 

                                                           
1 Hartmann Grisar, Martin Luther, p. 422. 
2 Will Durant, The Story of Civilization, Vol. 6, p, 419. 
3 Sola Scriptura: The Protestant Position on the Bible, p. 96. 
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IV.  Jesus establishes an infallible authority in his Church. 

A.  Peter becomes Jesus’ Prime Minister: 

1.  In the district of Caesarea Philippi, Jesus asked his apostles an important question, 

“Who do men say the Son of man is” (Mt 16:13)? 

2.  They respond giving Jesus a kind of hall of fame inclusion: John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets (Mt 16:14). 

3.  Then Jesus asked, “But who do you say that I am” (Mt 16:15)? 

4.  Simon Peter answered under divine inspiration, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the 

living God” (Mt 16:16). 

5.  Jesus replied, “And I tell you, you are Peter [petros - “rock”], and on this rock [petra] I 

will build my Church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.  I will give you 

the keys of the kingdom of heaven, an whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in 

heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Mt 16:18-19).  

B.  The kingdom imagery is important for understanding Jesus’ meaning. 

1.  The expression kingdom of heaven is used 32 times in Matthew’s Gospel, together 

with 63 additional references in the New Testament as the kingdom of God, and 

many other references to the kingdom. 

2.  Jesus considered himself a king and he came to establish his kingdom.   

3.  The proclamation of his kingship hung over Jesus’ head during his crucifixion, written 

in Greek the language of learning, Latin the language of the empire, and Hebrew the 

language of He brew people (Mt 27:37). 

C.  The key imagery if vital in understanding Peter’s role in Jesus’ kingdom, the Church. 

1.  The key imagery is important because the one who holds “the keys of the kingdom of 

heaven” (Mt 16:19) operates as Jesus’ chief minister.   

5.  In his response to Peter, Jesus cites Isaiah 22 indicating the a dynastic (successional) 

nature of this office.  In Isaiah the unworthy Shebna will be removed from his office 

and Eliakim will be installed in his place (Is 22:15-25). 

a.  Eliakim will be invested with “the key of the house of David,” as will be Peter (Is 

22:22; Mt 16:19). 

b.  As prime minister, Isaiah points out that he will exercise the king’s absolute 

authority: “He shall open, and none shall shut; and he shall shut, and none shall 

open” (Is 22:22). 

c.  Similarly, the plenitude of power will be given to Peter, “whatever you bind on 

earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed 

in heaven” (Mt 16:19). 

D.  This passage is the biblical foundation for papal Infallibility. 

1.  Is based on Jesus’ promise, “whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, 

and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Mt 16:19). 

2.  God cannot give his support to anything that is false.   
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3.  Peter and his successors are protected by “the Spirit of truth” (Jn 14:16; 15:26; 

16:13). 

E.  What does the gift of Infallibility do? 

1.   It protects Peter and his successors from error when “he proclaims by a definitive act 

a doctrine pertaining to faith or morals” (CCC, # 891). 

2.  It “is also present  in the body of bishops when, together with Peter’s successor, they 

exercise the supreme Magisterium, above all in an Ecumenical Council” (CCC, # 891). 

3.  It does not protect the Pope or the bishops from sin and bad judgments. 

F.  Why did Matthew use two different Greek words: Petros and petra? 

1.  In the Aramaic language Jesus spoke, the word for rock is kepha, which is neuter in 

gender.  It is cited in the New Testament as Cephas.4   

2.  However, the Greek the word for rock, large or small, is petra and is feminine in 

gender.   

3.  Therefore, Mathew gave this feminine word, petra, a masculine ending, petros, 

because Jesus was renaming Simon a man as his prime minister. 

4.  The Greek word for as small rock in Greek is lithos.  It is not used to identify Simon 

Peter. 

5.  Simon’s name change to Peter, Rock, is important because it indicates a change in 

Peter’s mission.  He is now the first among the twelve and the human bedrock of 

Christ’s Church (Mt 10:2). 

 

V.  The New Testament affirms Peter’ Primacy. 

A.  It identifies Peter as the chief of the apostles: 

1.  Peter is named 191 times in the New Testament, more than all the rest of the 

apostles combined.  John is named most after Peter, but only 48 times. 

2.  Peter alone is the spokesman for the apostles (Mt 15:15, 19:27; Mk 8:29, 9:5, 10:28 

Lk 12:41; Jn 6:67-69). 

3.  The apostles are identified as “Peter and his companions” (Lk 9:32; Mk 16:17; Acts 

2:37). 

4.  Peter is always listed first among the apostles (Mt 10:1-4; Mk 3:16-19); Lk 6:14-16; 

Acts 1:13). 

B.  Jesus commands Peter to strengthen the brethren. 

 During the Last Supper, at the very time he predicted Peter’s denials, Jesus reminded 

Peter to fulfill his office by strengthening his brethren: 

 “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat 

[that is, severely tempt you], but I have sprayed for you that your faith may not fail; and 

when you have turned again [repented], strengthen your brethren” (Lk 22:31-32). 

C.  Jesus confirms Peter’s primacy. 

                                                           
4 Dictionary of Dogmatic Theology, Vol. III, pl. 384,  
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1.  In a moving scene by a charcoal fire after the Resurrection, Jesus reversed Peter’s 

betrayal and confirmed him in his office of prime minister. 

2.  Three times Jesus asked, “Do you love me” (Jn 21:15, 16, 17)?  After each affirmation 

Jesus declared, “Feed my lambs: (Jn 21:15), “Tend my sheep” (Jn 21:16), and “Feed 

my sheep” (J n 21:17). Then, Jesus said to Peter, “Follow me” (Jn 21:19).  Peter was 

called to emulate Jesus as “the good shepherd” (Jn 10:14).  

D.  The New Testament shows Peter exercising his authority: 

1.  Peter makes the decision to elect a successor to Judas (Acts 1:13-26). 

2.  Peter preached the first sermon (Acts 2:14). 

3.  He was the first apostle to perform a miracle (Acts 3:6-7). 

4.  Peter exercised his authority in judging Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11). 

5.  He rendered the first excommunication of Simon the Magician (Acts 8:21). 

6.  He was the first apostle to raise someone from the dead: Tabitha (Acts 9:36-41). 

7.  He was called to approve the Samaritans becoming members of the Church (Acts 

8:14-17). 

8.  Peter received the revelation to admit Gentiles into the Church (Acts 10:9-16). 

9.  He determined that Gentile converts should be baptized (Acts 10:44-48). 

10.  Peter exercised his authority at the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15): 

a.  There was a heated debate over the issue should gentile converts be circumcised 

in order to be saved (Acts 15:1). 

b.  After much debate Peter decided the matter (Acts 15:7-11). 

c.  “And all the assembly kept silence” (Acts 15:12), Peter had spoken.  The debate 

was over.   

 

VI.  What is the Church’s Teaching on Justification 

A. Justification is the process of God’s mercy that we go form being estranged from God to 
becoming his sons and daughters.  Thus, justification causes an interior transformation 
that produces a “participation in the life of God.  It introduces us into the intimacy of 
Trinitarian life.”5  It is not a welfare plan, but the divine family plan.  Therefore, Peter 
teaches: 

“His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, 
through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence, by 
which he has granted to us his precious and very great promise [the new covenant], 
that through these you may escape from the corruption that is in the world because 
of passion, and become partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet 1:3-4). 

 St. Paul adds: 

                                                           
5 CCC, # 1997. 
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“Therefore, if any one is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has passed away, 

behold, the new has come. All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to 

himself (2 Cor 5:17-18).”6 

B.  Justification brings Sanctifying and Actual graces. 
1.  The Church developed the terms sanctifying grace and actual grace to help us 

understand the marvel of God’s free gift. 
2.  Sanctifying grace or habitual grace is a stable and supernatural disposition that 

perfects the soul itself to enable it to share in God’s nature and to act by his love.7 
3.  Actual grace are the impulses of God’s love working in us to perform the good works 

without which we could do nothing to please to God. 
C.  Justification makes us children of God. 

Because we share in God’s nature, we can become the Father’s adopted children.  Thus, 
St. John declares: 

“See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God, and 
so we are” (1 Jn 3:1). 
Earlier he wrote, “But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave 
power to become children of God; who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the 
flesh nor of the will of man [a natural birth], but of God” (Jn 1:12-13). 

 St. Paul teaches us: 
“When we cry. ‘Abba! Father!’ it is the Spirit himself bearing witness with our spirit 
that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and fellow heirs 
with Christ” (Rom 8:16-17). 

D.  The gift of justification makes us members of Christ’s Mystical Body, the Church. 
      St. Paul asks: 

”Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ” (1 Cor 6:15; cf. 12:27)? 
             He instructs the Colossians: 

”He [Jesus] is the head of the body, the Church” (Col 1:18). 
 And Paul teaches the Romans:  

”For as in one body we have many members, and all the members do not have the 
same function, so we, though many are one body in Christ, and individually members 
of one another” (Rom 12:4-5). 

E.  The grace of justification makes us a temple of the Holy Spirit.  St. Paul wrote to the 
Corinthians: 

“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you” (1 
Cor 3:16). 

“Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you” (1 Cor 
6:19). 

F.  What is the relationship of Grace and Free Will? 
 The gift of grace perfects our freedom so we can overcome the tyranny of sin.  The 

Catechism teaches: “The divine initiative in the work of grace precedes, prepares, and 

                                                           
6 CCC, # 1999, emphasis in the original; cf. Jn 4:14; 7:38-39. 
7 CCC, # 2000. 
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elicits the free response of man. Grace responds to the deepest yearnings of human 
freedom, calls freedom to cooperate with it, and perfects freedom.”8 

 
VII.  Divine Revelation Teaches the Necessity of Good Works. 

A.  Definition. 
Good works are the human acts of loving faith that are pleasing to God and are required 
for our salvation.  They are possible only because of God’s grace. 
1.  Jesus taught us, “Apart from me, you can do nothing” (Jn 15:5). 
2.  Therefore, good works can be called “graced works” because they are possible only 

when we cooperated with God’s help. 
B.  Let’s examine St. Paul’s teaching on good works: 

1.   To the Philippians he wrote: 

“Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my 

presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and 

trembling; for God is at work in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure” 

(Phil 2:12-13). 

Paul’s “fear and trembling” came from his vulnerability to sin.  He had sinned in the 

past and he was capable of sinning in the future.  Therefore, he trusted God, not 

Paul.  

2.  To the Corinthians: 

“But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain.  
On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace 
of God which is with me” (1 Cor 15:10). 

3.  Paul taught that we were formed in Christ for the purpose of performing good works: 
 “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for [gar, which introduces a 

purpose clause] good works” (Eph 2:10).  

4.  St. Augustine made the observation: "Our rewards in heaven are a result of God's 

crowning His own gifts."  

C.  The biblical teaching on saving faith is clear. 

1.  St. Paul framed his letter to the Romans on the indispensable connection between 

faith and obedience (love): 

“We have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for 
the sake of his name among the nations [Gentiles]” (Rom 1:5). 
 
“According to the revelation of the mystery which was kept secret for long ages, but 
is now disclosed and through the prophetic writings is made known to all nations, 
according to the command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith” 
(Rom 16:25-26). 

2.  Thus, he wrote to the Galatians: 

                                                           
8 CCC, # 2022, cf. United States Catholic Catechism for Adults, p. 329. 
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 “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision no uncircumcision is of any avail, but faith 
working through love” (Ga; 5:6). 

3.  Jesus made the connection between love and obedience during the Last Supper: 
“If you love me, you will keep my commandments … He who has my 

commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me … If a man loves me, he will 

keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our 

home with him.  He who does not love me does not keep my words” (Jn 14:15, 21, 

23-24). 

D.  Sacred Scripture rejects the idea that we are saved by faith alone: sola fide. 

“What does it profit, my brethren, if a man says he has faith but has not works?  Can his 

faith save him? … So, faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.  But some one will say, 

‘You have faith and I have works.’  Show me your faith apart from your works, and I by 

my works will show you my faith.  You believe that God is one; you do well.  Even the 

demons believe - and shudder.  Do you want to be shown, you shallow man, that faith 

apart from works is barren?  Was not Abraham our father justified by [good] works, 

when he offered his son Isaac upon the altar?  You see that faith was active along with 

his works, and faith was completed by works, and the Scripture was fulfilled which says, 

‘Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness’; and he was called 

the friend of God.  You see that a man is justified by works and not by faith alone (Jas 

2:14, 17-24). 

 

E.  How to respond to the question, “Are you saved?” 

Answer: “I am redeemed by the death of Jesus, and like St. Paul I am working out my 

salvation in fear and trembling.  How about you?” (Phil 2:12). 

 

VIII.  In the Sacraments: Jesus Gives Himself to His Bride, the Church 

A.  Introduction: The sacraments are the ordinary means through which Jesus gives us his 

saving grace. 

1.  The word sacrament comes from the Latin sacramentum - oath. 

2.  Jesus uses the sacraments to institute and perfect the new covenant. 

3.  The sacraments, instituted by Christ himself, are visible signs that Jesus uses to 

communicate his grace. 

4.  The Catechism teaches that the “sacraments are ‘powers that come forth’ from the 

Body of Christ, which is ever-living and life-giving.  They are actions of the Holy Spirit 

at work in his Body, the Church.  They are ‘the masterworks of God’ in the new and 

everlasting covenants” (CCC, # 1116). 

5.  The sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and Holy Orders imprint an indelible 

character or seal on the soul ”by which the Christian shares in Christ’s priesthood 
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and is made a member of his Church according to their different states and 

functions” (CCC, 1121).  Therefore, these three sacraments can never be repeated. 

B.  The following is the division of the sacraments: 

 1.  Sacraments of Initiation: 

 a.  Baptism 

 b.  Confirmation 

 c.  Blessed Eucharist 

2.  Sacraments of Healing.  

 a.  Penance or Reconciliation 

 b.  Anointing of the Sick 

3.  Sacraments of Service. 

 a.  Holy Matrimony 

 b.  Holy Orders 

C.  Necessity. 

 “The Church affirms that for believers the sacraments of the New Covenant are 

necessary for salvation.”9  In the discussions that follow, we will examine the 

sacraments in detail. 

 

REFLECTION 

Earlier I quoted St. Augustine who described the relationship of merit and grace this way:  

"Our rewards in heaven are a result of God's crowning His own gifts."  Let me share an example 

that illustrates his meaning.  When my son Robert was a little boy, he had the job to taking the 

trash to the curb for pick up.  There was a problem, he was too little to lift the barrel, even 

move it. So, I would grab one handle and lift the weight.  He would put his little hand on the 

other handle straining to help.  In the end he received a reward for his effort, but I did the 

heavy lifting. So, it is with us and God!  We can do nothing of ourselves that pleases God, we 

may feel like we are doing a lot, but in reality, God always does the heavy lifting.  We need to 

make the effort out of love. Then our loving God rewards us for our human efforts and good 

intention.  
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99 CCC, # 1129; citing Council of Trent (1547): DS 1604. 


