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I.  Abstract 
 

The purpose of this paper is to show that the teaching of the Roman 

Catholic Church (RCC) on justification by faith and works is faulty, in comparison 

with the Evangelical interpretation of justification by faith alone.  This will be 

accomplished primarily in three ways:  First, by revealing the RCC belief in 

conversion by baptism and works to be faulty and extra-biblical, by contrasting it 

with the Bible’s clear teaching on faith in Christ for justification before God.  

Second, by discussing and refuting Roman Catholic apologist Robert Sungenis’s 

views of justification by faith and works.  And third, by showing how a distortion of 

the biblical gospel brings bondage, not freedom in Christ.   

 

II.  Substantive Argument Section 

Section A:  The Long Process of Justification for the 

Roman Catholic 
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Introduction:   Is the Catholic versus Protestant/Evangelical debate 

on justification still an issue? 

 

Among Roman Catholics and Evangelical Christians, there is much 

debate over what brings a person into a right relationship with God.  Dr. Ron 

Rhodes summarizes the differences clearly: 

Justification in the Roman Catholic view involves a transformation 
whereby the individual actually becomes righteous.  It is viewed as a process by 
which God gradually perfects us.  This process is furthered by good works and 

participation in the sacraments. 
By contrast, Protestants view justification as a singular and instantaneous 

event in which God declares the believing sinner to be righteous.  Justification 
viewed in this way is a judicial term in which God makes a legal declaration.  It is 

not based on performance or good works…This declaration of righteousness 
takes place the moment a person trusts Christ for salvation (Romans 3:25, 

8:33,34; Galatians 4:21-5:12, 1 John 1:7-2:2).2 
 

 
Theologian R.C. Sproul describes even more simply the differences between 

Roman Catholic and Protestant salvation: 

 

Roman Catholic View:    Faith + Works  = Justification 

Reformation View:          Faith  = Justification + Works3 

 
Though this summary of both sides of justification by faith versus works is 

correct, still some Roman Catholics and Evangelicals say both faiths agree on 

salvation despite their differences that go back to the Protestant Reformation in 

the 16th century.  One such person is Roman Catholic apologist and philosopher 

Peter Kreft from Boston College who is often quoted by Evangelicals.  

                                            
2
 Ron Rhodes, The Complete Book of Bible Answers (Eugene, Oregon: Harvest House 

Publishers, 1997). 157 
3
 R.C. Sproul, Faith Alone: The Evangelical Doctrine of Justification (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 

Book House, 1995), 156. 
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Surprisingly, in his book Roman Catholic Apologetics, he writes, “The official 

teaching of Catholicism (as distinct from the popular misconception) is that 

salvation is a totally free gift that we can do nothing to buy or produce.  The 

Council of Trent’s Decree on Justification is as insistent on the gratuitous nature 

of grace as Luther or Calvin…It would be as absurd for Catholics and Protestants 

to disagree about this fundamental point of view of how to be saved as for two 

astronomers to disagree about whether stars exist.“4   

This idea by Kreft does have a small following as can be seen within the 

documents of Evangelical leaders of the ECT (Evangelicals and Catholics 

Together), but the distinctions between the RCC and Protestant views of 

justification will always be vastly different.  In fact, in 1999, in order to foster 

Evangelical unity and to bring a fresh articulation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, 

115 Evangelical leaders, among them R.C. Sproul, D.A. Carson, and Joseph 

Stowell, drafted “The Gospel of Jesus Christ:  An Evangelical Celebration” to 

again declare that modern Evangelicals are the children of the Protestant 

Reformation.  Therefore, they stated and signed that they believe justification is 

by faith and faith alone, totally apart from human works.  According to this 

document, these leaders believe that justification by faith alone is the central 

doctrine of the Evangelical Church, by which it stands or falls.5 

                                            
4
 Peter J Kreft and Ronald K. Tacelli, Handbook of Roman Catholic Apologetics (San Francisco: 

Ignatius Press, 1994), 340. 
5
 Ravi Zacharias et al., This We Believe:  The Good News of Jesus Christ For the World (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 18-19.   
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Official Catholic teaching, both pre- and post-Vatican II, has not changed 

its position on justification by faith and works being necessary for salvation.  

Former Catholic and Catholic expert James G. McCarthy writes: 

Some point to the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) and the Catholic 
charismatic renewal that began in 1967 as evidence that the Church is changing 
for the better.  They claim that over the past 40 years the Catholic Church has 
become increasingly evangelical in its outlook.   
 But has it really changed?  The goal of Vatican II was to update the 
Church, not to reform it.  The Council modernized some practices; refocused the 
goals of the clergy and laity; refreshed the liturgy…Vatican II did not change a 
single dogma of Roman Catholicism.   To the contrary, the Second Vatican 
Council reemphasized the Church’s traditional teachings…it proposes again the 
decrees of the Second Council of Nicea, of the Council of Florence, and of the 
Council of Trent.6 
 

The Council of Trent states in its sixth session on “Canons Concerning 

Justification,” Canon 12: 

If anyone says that justifying faith is nothing else than confidence in divine mercy, 

which remits sins for Christ’s sake, or that it is this confidence alone that justifies 

us, let him be anathema.7 

 

Post Vatican II Catechisms such as The Pocket Catechism:  St. Joseph Edition 

(1973-1985) clearly states:   

No.67.  What is necessary for entering Heaven? 

1. We must be baptized. 
2. We must believe everything that God has revealed and the Church holds 

before us for our belief. 
3. We must perform good works.  We must truly merit Heaven. 
4. We must appear in the state of grace before God after this earthly life.8 

 

                                            
6
 James G. McCarthy, Conversations with Catholics (Eugene Oregon: Harvest House Publishers, 

1997), 76. 
7
 Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent: Sixth Session, Canon 12  (St. Louis, MO: B. 

Herder Book Co., 1941), 43. 
8
 Pocket Catechism:  St. Joseph Edition (New York: Catholic Book Publishing, 1973-1985), 25. 
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The official Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) printed in 1994 says: 

 The most Holy Trinity gives the baptized sanctifying grace, the 
grace of justification [1266].9 

 Justification is conferred in Baptism, the sacrament of faith.  It 
conforms us to the righteousness of God, who makes us inwardly 
just…[1992].10

 

 …we can then merit for ourselves and for others the graces needed 
for our sanctification…and for the attainment of eternal life. 
[para,2010].11

 

 
Since Biblical Evangelical Protestants do not believe that justification is through 

baptism, the sacraments, or good works, the Roman Catholic versus Protestant 

debate on justification is still current. 

 

1)  How a child is justified in the Roman Catholic Church 
 

 In the CCC, paragraph 1257 states, “The Lord Himself affirms that 

Baptism is necessary for salvation.  He also commands his disciples to proclaim 

the Gospel to all nations and to baptize them.”12  According to the Modern 

Catholic Dictionary, baptism into the RCC as a child produces six effects: 

1. Removal of all guilt of sin, original and personal. 
2. Removal of all punishment due to sin, temporal and eternal. 
3. Infusion of sanctifying grace along with the theological virtues of faith, 

hope, and charity, and gifts of the Holy Spirit. 
4. Incorporation into Christ. 
5. Entrance into the Mystical Body, which is the Catholic Church. 
6. Imprinting of the baptismal character, which enables a person to receive 

the other sacraments.13 
 
In the process of infant baptism, the priest asks God to “...make holy this water 

which you have created, so that all who are baptized in it may be washed clean 

                                            
9 Catechism of the Catholic Church (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1994), 322. 
10

 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 482. 
11

 Ibid., 487.   
12

 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 320. 
13

 Modern Catholic Dictionary (Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company Inc., 1980), 53. 
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of sin, and be born again to live as your children.”14  The RCC believes that at 

this moment divine life is infused or poured into the soul of the child.  Through 

this process, the child’s soul which was dead from Adam’s original sin has now 

been made alive; he has become born again through the Holy Spirit and can now 

participate in a spiritual life with God.  As the child grows up, he is considered to 

be in a state of grace.  However, infant baptism according to the RCC is only the 

“instrumental cause” of justification and does not guarantee the child as he 

becomes an adult will inherit eternal life.15  The CCC says as children get older 

and turn into young adults, “…with the help of the grace of Christ they may prove 

themselves in the struggle of Christian life…toward holiness and eternal life…”16 

 

2)  How an adult is justified in the Roman Catholic Church 

Unlike newborns who are baptized very early in their life, an adult who 

wants to convert has to go through an extensive process17 [1232].18  In fact this 

process can take up to 11 months or longer as they go through the RCC teaching 

on how to be justified, called The Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (R.C.I.A).  

The four major steps prior to justification include actual grace, faith, good works, 

and the sacrament of baptism.19  In The Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults, the 

                                            
14

 The Rites of the Catholic Church as Revised by the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council (New 
York: Pueblo Publishing, 1983), 269 
15

 James G. McCarthy, The Gospel According to Rome (Eugene, Oregon: Harvest House 
Publishers, 1995), 27-28.   
16

 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 358.  
17

 James G. McCarthy, The Gospel According to Rome, 37. 
18

 The numbers in brackets for the duration of the paper will indicate a paragraph number in the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) 
19

 James G. McCarthy, The Gospel According to Rome, 37. 
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four major steps are actually broken down into at least twenty five smaller steps 

prior to justification through baptism.20 

The first step according to the RCC is God’s grace toward the sinner 

called actual grace.21  This first impulse from God is totally motivated by God’s 

grace, completely apart from the merit of man.  It is this first step that enables a 

person to start pursuing God.  However, this first step of God’s grace can be 

resisted.22   

 The second step is faith [144-184].  Awakened by God’s grace, a person 

now begins to fear God, seek God’s mercy and realize there is forgiveness in 

Christ.  Instead of turning from grace, the person now cooperates with grace and 

shows signs of faith.23 Being under the influence of the RCC, a seeker now is 

taught the creeds of the Church to build a foundation for faith called theological 

or confessional faith [1814].24 

 The third step is charity or good works [1247-1248].  The Catholic 

Encyclopedia says, “The next step is genuine sorrow for all sin with resolution to 

begin a new life by receiving holy baptism and by observing the commandments 

of God.  The process of justification is then brought to a close by the baptism of 

water…”25 

 However, before a person is baptized for initial justification, his faith must 

be proven real through demonstrations of love, faith, and good works.  The 

                                            
20

 The Rites of the Catholic Church as Revised by the Second Vatican Ecumenical, 20-29. 
21

 James G. McCarthy, The Gospel According to Rome, 38. 
22

 The Catholic Encyclopedia Vol.8 (New York: The Encyclopedia Press Inc.,1913), 576. 
23

 The Catholic Encyclopedia  Vol. 8, 576. 
24

 James G. McCarthy, The Gospel According to Rome, 38. 
25

 The Catholic Encyclopedia  Vol. 8, 576. 



8  
 

 

Catholic Encyclopedia says again that, “Only such faith as is active in charity and 

good works can justify man, and this even before the actual reception of baptism 

or penance.”26   

 Usually during the season of Lent, the candidate takes 40 days of 

preparation for baptism which includes praying and fasting.  Then on Easter 

Sunday, the adult catechumens have successfully completed their long 

preparation and are baptized in the same ritual as are infants.27  According to the 

CCC, “Justification includes the remission of sins, sanctification, and the renewal 

of the inner man.  Justification has been merited for us by the Passion of Christ.  

It is granted us through Baptism.” [2019-2020]28 

 

3)  Progressive Justification for Roman Catholics 

 Catholics and Protestants on the surface would both agree that it is God 

who justifies the sinner and that his justification is judicial, declaring the sinner 

righteous.  But Catholics and Protestants again split on what happens after initial 

justification.  Because of the reality of sin after initial justification, Catholics 

believe in progressive justification. This means that grace is needed to remain 

righteous by receiving the sacraments through the RCC and good works.29 So 

when Roman Catholic scholars use Scripture like James 2:24 to prove that works 

                                            
26

 The Catholic Encyclopedia  Vol. 8, 577. 
27

 James G. McCarthy, The Gospel According to Rome, 44. 
28

 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 489. 
29

 Norman Geisler and Ralph E. MacKenzie, Roman Catholics and Evangelicals:  Agreements 
and Differences (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1995), 225. 
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are necessary for justification, they are not referring to initial justification but 

progressive justification (or growth in righteousness).30     

Protestants believe that at initial justification by faith in Christ, they receive 

Christ’s righteousness, imputed to them for life.  Romans 4:5 says, “But to the 

one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is 

reckoned as righteousness.” This alien righteousness is a necessary 

righteousness that covers them into their Christian life when sin still occurs.  

Therefore, when justified Christians sin they are still righteous, not because they 

themselves are inherently righteous, but because they carry within them the very 

righteousness of Christ.31 Growing as a Christian for Protestants is called 

sanctification, not progressive justification.  Evangelical Protestants separate the 

two doctrines, justification and sanctification.32 

Because Roman Catholics reject the imputation of Christ’s righteousness 

by faith, the righteousness they achieve is their own righteousness or goodness 

supplied by the grace in the sacraments and good works that are meritorious.  

Roman Catholic theologian Ludwig Ott writes, “By his good works the justified 

man really acquires a claim to supernatural reward from God.”33  Therefore, John 

MacArthur summarizes this debate well when he writes, “If sanctification is 

included in justification, then justification is a process, not an event.  That makes 

justification progressive.”34 

 

                                            
30

 Geisler and MacKenzie, Roman Catholics and Evangelicals, 226. 
31

 John MacArthur, Truth Matters (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2004), 33. 
32

 MacArthur, Truth Matters, 33. 
33

 Ludwig Ott, Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma (St. Louis, MO: B. Herder Book Co. 1960), 264. 
34

 MacArthur, Truth Matters, 34. 
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4)  Rebuttal of justification by works and baptism 

 Surprisingly, even though the RCC teaches that those seeking justification 

must perform good works [1248-1249], the Church will maintain that salvation 

cannot be earned [1308, 1992, 1996, 2003, 2010, 2027].  The RCC’s reasoning 

according to McCarthy is two-fold.  First, if good works for justification are caused 

by actual grace [1989,1998], then the works themselves are works of grace 

[2001].  And second, the works that earn the blessing of justification are a gift of 

God.35 

 First, the RCC seems to be speaking out of both sides of its mouth.  One 

Catholic theologian might say it is all grace, but another say it is God’s grace 

initially and then works to remain justified.  This is especially contradictory when 

the Council of Trent speaks so harshly against those that would believe that faith 

alone is all that is necessary: 

If anyone says that the sinner is justified by faith alone, meaning that nothing else 
is required to cooperate in order to obtain the grace of justification, and that it is 
not in any way necessary that he be prepared and disposed by the action of his 

own will, let him be anathema.36 
 

Secondly, McCarthy makes a good point that if a person seeking justification 

in the RCC has to perform: 

 Loving and worshiping God 

 Praying 

 Fasting 

 Loving one’s neighbor 

 Practicing self-renunciation 

 Obeying the commandments 

 Bearing witness to the Catholic faith 

                                            
35

 James G. McCarthy, The Gospel According to Rome, 45-46. 
36

 Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent:  sixth session, Canon 9 (St. Louis, MO: B. Herder 
Book Co., 1941), 43. 
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 Confessing the major doctrines of the Church 

 
as required by the R.C.I.A., then “telling a person who actually has met all these 

requirements that justification is a free, unmerited gift would be meaningless.  

Such a person would have every right to be declared righteous by his own 

merit.”37   

And third, never once does the Bible link the subject of justification with 

baptism.  Catholic authors and theologians mix and match Bible verses out of 

different New Testament books and misapply them to sections based on 

justification.  Instead the New Testament always is clear in context as to how 

someone becomes justified and remains justified.  Former Roman Catholic and 

Evangelical apologist Mike Gendron writes about justification: 

 The source of justification is God (Romans 8:33). 

 The grounds of justification are righteousness of Christ (Romans 
3:24-26). 

 The instrument of justification is faith (Romans 4:5, 5:1). 

 The principle of justification is grace (Romans 3:24). 

 The basis of justification is the blood of Christ (Romans 5:9). 

 The recipients of justification are the wicked, not those who 
deserve it (Romans 5:8-10). 

 The duration of justification is forever (Romans 8:30). 

 The evidence of justification is good works (James 2:21). 

 The result of justification is peace with God (Romans 5:1-2). 

 The proof of a believer’s justification is the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ (Romans 4:5).38   

 

Section B:  Rebuttal of Roman Catholic apologist Robert 

Sungenis on justification by faith and works 

 

                                            
37

 James G. McCarthy, The Gospel According to Rome, 46. 
38

 Mike Gendron,  Preparing Catholics for Eternity (Plano, Texas: Proclaiming the Gospel 
Ministry, 1998), 24. 
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Introduction:   Robert Sungenis and his attack on justification by faith 

alone 

Mr. Robert Sungenis grew up Roman Catholic, later converted to the 

Protestant faith and attended Westminster Theological Seminary.  After ten years 

of working for Protestant ministries he returned to his Catholic roots and now has 

become an apologist for the RCC.  In 1997, Sungenis wrote an over 700 page 

book called Not By Faith Alone.39  Due to the volume of his work, this paper will 

discuss and refute only two of his arguments: 

1. The Apostle Paul did not teach justification by faith alone. 
2. James chapter 2 teaches justification by works. 

 
 

1)  First argument:  The Apostle Paul did not teach justification by faith 

alone 

 

 First, according to Sungenis the Apostle Paul used the word alone more 

than any other New Testament writer, but he never used the word “alone” with 

saving faith.40  Both Luther and Calvin had to deal with these same objections.  It 

is true that Paul never used the word “alone” with faith.41  However, because 

Paul emphasized faith so much in connection with justification, it is clear over 

and over again that nothing but faith justifies, or “faith alone” as the Reformers 

taught.42 

                                            
39

 Robert A. Sungenis, Not By Faith Alone:  The Biblical Evidence for the Catholic Doctrine of 
Justification (Goleta, CA: Queenship Publishing Company, 1997). 
40

 Sungenis, Not By Faith Alone, 1-3. 
41

 Sproul, Faith Alone, 161. 
42

 Fr. John R. Waiss and James G. McCarthy, Letters Between a Catholic and an Evangelical 
(Eugene, Oregon: Harvest House Publishers, 2003), 159. 
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 Second, according to Sungenis, when Paul said, “For we maintain that a 

man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law” (Romans 3:28), by “works of 

the Law” he didn’t mean that works didn’t count for salvation, but that because of 

God’s grace, God produces works that are required for salvation.43  It seems 

Sungenis flips the meaning of the verse on its head.  In context, Paul in Romans 

3:26-27 says, “…He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in 

Jesus.  Where then is boasting?  It is excluded.  By what kind of law?  Of works?  

No…”  The Apostle Paul’s argument is that because no one contributes anything 

or any work to salvation, there is no boasting of achieving salvation because of 

personal effort.  James Montgomery Boice commented on these verses in 

Romans 3, saying, “For not even the best of our righteousness can be righteous 

enough.  In fact, it is worse than ‘not good enough.’ It is evil, for it feeds the pride 

that lies at the heart of the evil in us all.”44 

Roman 3:20 says, “...by the works of the law no flesh will be justified in His 

sight, for through the Law comes the knowledge of sin.”  According to theologian 

James White, the phrase “by the works of the law” ( ἐξ ἔργων νόμου ), the 

words “of law” (νόμου) appear without a modifer revealing that “law” is only 

something moral, holy and just (Romans 7:12,16, 1 Timothy 1:8).  The “law” then 

is “good works” that represent obedience to the law of God.45  Instead of seeing 

the law as a way to be justified, the Apostle Paul says “no flesh” (πᾶσα σὰρξ ) 

meaning any flesh, Jew or Gentile, will be justified by the law or obedience to 

                                            
43

 Sungenis, Not By Faith Alone, 46.  
44

 James Montgomery Boice, Romans Volume 1:  Justification by faith (Romans 1-4) (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1991), 407.   
45

 James R. White, The God Who Justifies (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany House, 2001), 179 
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good works.46  Therefore, in the context of Romans 3, the “law” at the very least 

must include God’s moral laws whether or not the law in Romans 3 includes the 

ceremonial laws.47  The end of Romans 3:20 clarifies the purpose of God’s laws:  

God’s moral laws like the Ten Commandments are not for the purpose of 

salvation, but the opposite:  “through the Law comes the knowledge of sin.” 

James White writes, “The function of the law has never been to justify, but to 

reveal sin.  Therefore, law-keeping will never justify anyone.”48  For Mr. Sungenis 

to teach that God’s law justifies, is to turn the purpose of God’s law on its head.  

Sadly, even Catholic study Bibles like the Ignatius Study Bible in its study notes 

on Romans 3:20 turn the verse around and comment,  “…final justification at the 

Last Judgment takes place apart from ceremonial works of the Law, but not apart 

from observing the moral commandments of the Law.”49 

 

2)  Second argument:  James chapter 2 teaches justification by works. 

 In pages 117-175, Mr. Sungenis makes the case that works are clearly 

taught for justification.  In his view, James 2:14,17 which says, “What use is it, 

my brethren, if a man says he has faith, but he has no works?  Can that faith 

save him?...Even so faith, if it has no works, is dead, being by itself” is salvation 

from eternal condemnation.  Sungenis also believes that James 2:2-26 teaches 

Abraham and Rahab were justified by works.50   

                                            
46

 White, The God Who Justifies, 181. 
47

 Ibid., 182.   
48

 Ibid., 182. 
49

 Ignatius Catholic Study Bible: The Letter of Saint Paul to the Romans (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 2003), 21. 
50

 Sungenis, Not By Faith Alone, 151. 
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 In James 2:14, 17, faith is under a microscope.  Catholic Bishop Philip 

O’Reilly says, “How does the Catholic Church view Luther’s tenet of justification 

by faith alone?  The Church condemns it as heresy and finds nothing to support 

such a view…St. James said ‘Faith without works is dead in itself’.” (Jas. 2:17).51 

What is genuine faith?  And how does someone know?  Here is the Protestant 

response to Catholics such as Sengenis and O’Reilly: 

 First, James McCarthy writes, “A faith that is only talk is ‘dead’ (James 

2:17) and ‘barren’ (James 2:20)…James’ goal is to help his readers evaluate 

their lives…if they are going to claim to have faith, then their conduct should 

demonstrate it.  James 2:14-26 is not talking about how to get to heaven by 

doing good works.  The subject is the kind of faith that saves (James 2:14).  

James’ challenge is, “Show me your faith” (James 2:18), even as Abraham 

showed his.”52 

 Second, former Catholic priest Jose Fernandez shares the story of trying 

to convince a preacher that salvation comes from works, when in return the 

preacher turned him away from belief in a works righteousness:  “Armed with the 

text from James 2:24 I arrogantly said, “If what you said is right, then James is 

wrong; if James is right, you and Paul are wrong.  Otherwise you must admit 

there is a contradiction in the Bible.” 

“There is no contradiction” the preacher said.  “When Paul says that 
salvation is by faith alone, he speaks from the point of view of God, who reads 
our minds and sees our hearts.  So far as God is concerned, we are saved the 
moment that we believe…On the other hand…when James states that salvation 
is by works also, he speaks from the point of view of men, who, being unable to 

                                            
51

 Philip O’Reilly, 1000 Questions and Answers on Catholicism (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 
1956), 162-163. 
52

 Waiss and McCarthy, Letters Between a Catholic and an Evangelical, 159-160. 
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read minds or see our hearts, must have something visible and tangible by which 
to judge whether or not we are saved.  As far as men are concerned, we are 
saved when we produce good works…but good works are not the root, but the 
result of salvation.”53 
 

And third, in regard to Abraham, if a person takes James 2:21 out of its 

context, “Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he offered up 

Isaac his son on the altar?” it does by itself sound like salvation by works.  But if 

twenty verses are read before vs. 21, and twenty verses are read after vs. 21, the 

earlier argument of point one stands strong:  a faith that is genuine is not barren 

in showing itself with good works. 

But even if a person ignores the context of James 2, using 2:21 to teach 

salvation by works would still be ignoring Scripture.  In Genesis 15:6 Abraham 

believed God’s promise of having a child someday despite being old, and God 

made him righteous based on his faith.  Therefore, Abraham, still as an 

uncircumcised Gentile, was saved when he believed God’s promise,.54 When 

Ishmael was later born in Genesis 16:16, fourteen years had passed and 

Abraham was eighty-six.  At Abraham’s circumcision he was ninety-nine years 

old, and Ishmael was thirteen (Gen. 17:24-25).  Later, when Isaac was born, God 

tested him to show his faith genuine.  So in James 2:21 when James uses the 

example of Isaac, he was not teaching that Abraham was saved by works (which 

would contradict Genesis 15:6), but that real saving faith will produce amazing 

works even to point of giving up your promised son if God says so. 

                                            
53

 Richard Bennett and Martin Buckingham, ed. Far From Rome Near to God: Personal 
Testimonies of Fifty Converted Roman Catholic Priests (Lafayette, IN: Associated Publishers and 
Authors, Inc., 1994), 16. 
54

 MacArthur, Truth Matters, 43.  
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Norman Geisler outlines and solves this problem nicely in the chart 

below:55 

 

Paul                                                              James 

Justification before God                               Justification before humans 

The root of justification                                 The fruit of justification 

Justification by faith                                      Justification for works 

Faith as a producer of works                        Works as the proof of faith 

 

 

Section C:  A religion based on works bring bondage.  A 

religion based on faith alone brings freedom. 

 

 Philip O’Reilly wrote, “For adherence to the law of His Church, He offers 

great tranquility of soul in this life and immortal happiness in the next.”56  But 

because the RCC teaches that salvation is a process, the Church admits its 

members can have “relative” but not absolute assurance of salvation.57 Many of 

the most faithful members of the RCC, such as its priests and nuns, have not 

found a religion based on works to bring “great tranquility of soul in this life…”  

Here are some of their own words: 

Former American Catholic Nun, Patricia Nolan wrote, 

                                            
55

 Norman Geisler and Thomas Howe, When Critics Ask (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1992), 
528. 
56

 O’Reilly, 1000 Questions and Answers on Catholicism, 13.  
57

 Geisler and MacKenzie, Roman Catholics and Evangelicals, 226. 

 



1
8 

 
 

 

 I would pray, “God, they tell me if I leave (the RCC), I’m going to lose my 

soul.  But if I stay, I’m going to lose my mind.”58  Upon receiving Christ as her 

Savior by faith alone she later wrote: 

“I had been set free!  To those who tell me how religious you are…how 

many good works you do…I answer, ‘But have you met the man?”59 

Former Spanish Catholic priest Enrique Fernandez wrote:  “I had not 

found peace of soul in the Roman Catholic Church, could it be perhaps because I 

had expected to gain it as a reward for my own efforts?”60 

Former Italian Catholic priest Joseph Zachello wrote: “…my doubts were 

really tormenting me inside the confessional box…I, a sinner, a man, was taking 

God’s place…and a terrible voice was penetrating me, saying: “You are depriving 

God of His glory.”61 

Former Hispanic Catholic priest Benigo Zuniga wrote: “No amount of 

sacrament, prayer to the saints, penitence…could give me calm and peace which 

my soul began to long for...”  Later, after trusting in Jesus Christ alone as his 

Savior,  “…Christ transformed my life.  He called me out of a ‘tomb’ of spiritual 

darkness and brought me into a living experience and knowledge of himself.”62 

 

 

 

 

                                            
58

 Savas, Gus: A Nun’s Story, 95. 
59

 Ibid., 115.  
60

 Bennett and Buckingam ed., Far From Rome Near to God, 56. 
61

 Ibid., 62. 
62

 Ibid., 64. 
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