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John Owen on Justification 

by 

Carl R. Trueman 

Introduction 1 

The doctrine of justification, famously dubbed by Martin 

Luther as ''the article by which the church stands or falls," was 

no less a controversial doctrine in John Owen's time than it had 

been at the inception of the Reformation.2 It is of course neces­

sary at the outset to acknowledge the fact that Owen's context 

for his discussion of justification is a complex one. For a start, 

the basic significance of the doctrine as one of the key theolog­

ical distinctives which marked Protestantism off from Roman 

Catholicism meant that discussion of justification was always 

going to be profoundly political, both ecclesiastically and in the 

more general social sense. There were, by Owen's time, well­

established polemical lines of debate between Protestants and 

Carl R. Trueman is professor of biblical and religious studies, 

Grove City College.

1 This is an abridged version of a longer discussion of the topic in Carl
R. Trueman, John Owen (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007).

2 Owen quotes Luther (without giving a specific textual reference) as
saying "amisso articulo Justificationis, simul amissa est tota doctrina 
Christiana." ("When the article of justification is lost, the whole of 

Christian teaching is lost at the same time"), The Doctrine of Justification 
by Faith (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2006), 77. Standard 

histories of the doctrine are: Albrecht Ritschl, The Christian Doctrine of 

Justification and Reconciliation, trans. H. R. Mackintosh and A. B. 

Macaulay (Edinburgh: T and T Clark, 1900); Alister E. McGrath, Iustitia 

Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification, 3 rd ed.

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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Catholics into which his own exposition of the doctrine needs 

to be fitted. Second, the wider Western trajectories of doctrinal 

discussion within which the Reformed Orthodox stood also 

need to be taken into account: for all of the radical differences 

between Protestant and Catholic theologians on this issue, par­
ticular as these positions received confessional codification at 

the Council of Trent and then in subsequent Protestant creeds, 

both Catholics and Protestants conducted their discussions in 

terms which one might characterize in broad terms as 

Augustinian, being rooted in the anti-Pelagian writings of the 

Bishop of Hippo and in the understandings of righteousness, 

divine and human, and other corollary doctrines which were 
developed in its aftermath. We need to remember Owen was 

not just a Reformed, or even Protestant, theologian; we also 

need to keep in mind that he was an Augustinian theologian.3

Third, Owen wrote on justification in the context of an England 

where specific local difficulties had imposed peculiar require­

ments on theologians dealing specifically with this doctrine: 

antinomianism and neonomianism both arose in specific social 

contexts and were symbiotic in an antagonistic way; Owen 

needed to bear the Scylla of one and the Charybdis of the other 

in mind as he penned his great treatise on the topic.4 

3 I am aware of the problematic nature of this term; I use it to refer to a

theologian who stands within the broad, anti-Pelagian tradition of Western 

theology, and who has a high regard for the authority of Augustine's writ­

ings. The problem with the term is not, of course, simply that which typi­
cally affects any broad tradition or collection of traditions which take their 

name from an individual and thus raise complex questions about fidelity, 

continuity, etc. with the conceptual content of the work of the original 

writer. For example, theologian Daphne Hampson has raised the significant 

question of whether the underlying notions of humanity and personhood in 

Catholicism and Protestantism are not fundamentally different, the former 
being primarily substantial, the latter more relational. From this, she has 

argued that Protestantism deviates significantly from Augustine in a man­

ner which has decisive impact on the notion of justification: see her Christ 

Contradictions: The Structure of Lutheran and Catholic Thought 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
4 Two recent studies on the subject of the context of antinomianism
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Owen on Imputation of Active and 

Passive Righteousness 

V 

When Owen comes to write on justification in 1677, then, the 

debate about justification, specifically with reference to impu­

tation and Christology, was considerably more elaborate that it 

had been in the sixteenth century. In fact, Owen's commitment 
to imputation of both Christ's active and passive obedience is 

evident from the Savoy Declaration of 1658 which was essen­
tially a modification of the Westminster Confession of Faith 

(WCF). Most of the modifications involve the teaching on 

church polity, but the article on justification is expanded from 

the WCF to include specific reference to the imputation of both 

the active and passive righteousness of Christ. Owen, along 

with Thomas Goodwin, was one of the principal architects of 

the document, and thus the document can be assumed to reflect 

his theology and his view of the inadequacy or ambiguity of the 

original WCF formulation.5

Owen's major discussion of justification is The Doctrine of 
Justification by Faith, through the Imputation of the Right­

eousness of Christ; Explained, Confirmed, and Vindicated 

(London, 1677), although some of the issues had been touched 

worth consulting are David R. Como, Blown by the Spirit: Puritanism and 

the Emergence of an Antinomian Underground in Pre-Civil-War England 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004); and Theodore Dwight 

Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain: Disciplinary Religion and Antinomian 
Backlash in Puritanism to 1638 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2003). 

5 Savoy Xl.i reads as follows: "Those whom God effectually calleth, he
also freely justifieth, not by infusing righteousness into them, but by pardon­

ing their sins, and by accounting and accepting their persons as righteous, nor 
for any thing wrought in them, or done by them, but for Christ's sake alone; 

nor by imputing Faith itself, the act of believing, or any other Evangelical 
obedience to them, as their righteousness, but by imputing Christs active obe­

dience unto the whole Law, and passive obedience in his death for their 

whole and sole righteousness, they receiving and resting on him and his right­

eousness by Faith; which Faith they have not of themselves, it is the gift of 
God." A Declaration of the Faith and Order Owned and practiced in the 

Congregational Churches in England (London, 1658), 20-21. 








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































