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                                                 ABSTRACT 
 

 

The objective of this thesis is to explore the doctrine of faith in John Calvin and Karl 

Barth as it has been received and interpreted in Korean Reformed theology. Evangelicals 

today are giving increased attention to the theology of Karl Barth, and are beginning to 

appreciate his monumental work as a viable alternative to conservatism on the right and 

liberalism on the left. But some evangelicals have lingering reservations as to whether 

Barth’s theology is adequately scriptural and evangelical. In the context of mixed 

evangelical responses to Barth, this thesis aims to supply a balanced appraisal of the way 

both Calvin and Barth have shaped theological reflection on faith. How Korean Reformed 

theologians employ the work of Calvin and Barth is important to understanding some of 

the wider theological debates and tensions in the Korean church.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The objective of this thesis is to explore the doctrine of faith in John Calvin and in Karl 

Barth as it has been received and interpreted in Korean Reformed theology. Evangelicals 

today are giving increased attention to the theology of Karl Barth, and are beginning to 

appreciate his monumental work as a viable alternative to ‘conservatism’1 on the right 

and ‘liberalism’2  on the left. But some evangelicals have lingering reservations as to 

whether Barth’s theology is adequately scriptural and evangelical. This thesis will 

challenge the issue of rifts among Korean churches by exploring the doctrine of faith in 

Calvin and in Barth.  

 

 

Calvin and Barth are well known even among ordinary churchgoing Protestants of Korea. 

Those who belong to churches from the conservative camp have sided strongly with 

                                                                 
1 Conservatism means keeping traditional, existing doctrine and being careful about new theological trends. 

One of the new theological trends is Minjung theology, which was started by Nam Dong Suh and Byeung 

Moo Ahn. Minjung theology was established by intelligent Christian people with faith by theological 

reflection in relation to systems of injustice, dictatorship, and corruption in Korea. Korean Minjung 

theology has been influenced by Barth’s social and political concern for low-class people and the 

oppressed. Another new theological trend is the indigenous theological movement. This movement was 

begun by Sung Bum Yun. Indigenous theology sets out to connect Korean Confucianism and Barth’s 

Christ-centred theology. In Korea, the theological trends of Koshin and Hapdong among the Korean 

Presbyterian Church belong to conservatism. From here, I will use the term ‘conservatism’ in this thesis. 

In this sense, according to Korean theology, Barth is considered a liberal. 

 

2 Liberalism means setting up a theological system on the basis of new principles and methods rather than 

on historical tradition and doctrine. I will use the term ‘liberalism’ with this meaning in this thesis. 
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Calvin without necessarily having studied his theology in detail. Moreover, some Korean 

Reformed theologians3 do not know the difference between Calvin’s theology and the 

theology of later European or American Calvinism, and thus they easily confuse 

‘fundamentalist’4 theology with Calvin’s thought. At the same time, they repudiate Barth 

one-sidedly without having made any real study of his work. Why has this occurred? A 

major reason is that Korean evangelicals have depended heavily on the views of an earlier 

generation of theologians, and have often neglected to read and study the primary sources 

of their tradition. However it will not be possible to establish a sound Reformed theology 

in Korea unless the legacies of both Calvin and Barth are understood through a scholarly 

study of the work of both. 

 

For Reformed theology, the doctrine of faith is close to the centre of theological reflection. 

How both Barth and Calvin employ this doctrine is pivotal to the wider theological 

discussion of the nature of salvation. In this thesis I will investigate the doctrine of faith 

as a focal point for understanding alternative approaches to Reformed theology. For a 

study of Korean Reformed theology, the two figures of Calvin and Barth are of particular 

importance. This is because of their wide influence on both the conservative and the 

                                                                 
3 Korean Reformed theologians follow Calvin’s theology to different degrees. In Korea, the term ‘Reformed 

theology’ is used synonymously with ‘Calvinism.’ Basically, Korean Reformed theologians holding the 

core doctrines of Reformed theology are Bible-centred, God-centred, and focused on the sovereignty of 

God and the five points of Calvinism that Calvin emphasized. But Korean Reformed theologians are 

divided into three groups, as represented by, for example, Hyung Ryong Park, Jung Sung Ree and Jae 

Jun Kim. Hyung Ryong Park’s theology is quite conservative and follows Princeton’s theologians such 

as C. Hodge, B.B. Warfield, and G. Machen. Hyung Ryong Park is known as a representative of the 

Hapdong denomination. Jung-Sung Lee’s theology is generally based on the roots of Calvin’s theology 

and on the sections of Barth’s theology that agree with Calvin’s theology. He is seen as a representative 

of the Tonghap party. Finally, Jae Jun Kim’s theology is known as the Kijang denomination, and shows 

only Barth’s theological influence.  

 

4 ‘Fundamentalism’ indicates a theological trend of thought that conservative and evangelical theologians 

have supported against liberal theology from the early years of the twentieth century. One of the 

characteristics of fundamentalism is that its practitioners interpret the Bible literally and reject liberal 

theology. This is evident in the work of Cornelius Van Til and Hyung Ryong Park in Korea. 
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progressive wings of the Korean church. It is also because of the systematic complexity 

with which Calvin and Barth explore the relationship between justification and 

sanctification as part of the structure of soteriology. Since most Korean Reformed 

theology is not available in English, my study will attempt to bring these complex 

theological debates to the attention of the English-speaking world.  

 

In the first chapter, I will provide a literature review in order to show the diverse – but 

largely polarized – ways in which Korean Reformed scholars have written on Calvin and 

Barth. Then I will explore the importance of the doctrine of faith in Reformed scholarship 

by discussing some representative Western Reformed theologians, such as Heinrich 

Heppe, Charles Hodge, and B.B. Warfield. The purpose of this discussion will be to 

demonstrate the far-reaching importance of the doctrine of faith in Reformed theology. 

 

The second chapter will explore Calvin’s doctrine of faith. To understand it, I will focus 

on the soteriological aspects of sin, justification and sanctification.  

 

In the third chapter I shall discuss how Barth understood the doctrine of faith, and how 

his views developed throughout his theological career. I will explore four main periods 

of his career: the early dialectical period (1918–1922), the period when Barth was 

professor of Reformed theology (1921–1925), the period of Barth’s early Church 

Dogmatics (1925–1935), and the period of the later Church Dogmatics (1935–1962). My 

focus will be particularly on the way Barth engaged deeply with the work of Calvin in 

order to develop his own unique insights into the doctrine of faith in relation to sin, 

justification, and sanctification.  
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In the fourth chapter, I will discuss a range of responses to Barth’s and Calvin’s work in 

Korean Reformed theology. The chapter will focus on three prominent representative 

Korean Reformed theologians: Chul Ha Han, Jung Suck Rhee, and Sung Wook Chung. 

Each of these is different in terms of institutional and denominational context. How they 

understand and appreciate Calvin’s and Barth’s theologies will reveal much about the 

contours of Korean Reformed thought, and the challenges that await Korean theology in 

the future.  

Unless otherwise indicated, all English language scripture quotations are taken from the 

New International Version (NIV). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter One 

Calvin and Barth in Korean Theology 

1.1.  Calvin Studies in Korea 

The Korean Presbyterian Church has looked to the theology of Calvin since its beginning, 

when the Protestant Christian mission first began in Korea. Most of the missionaries who 

spread the gospel to Korean churches were Presbyterians who stood in Calvin’s legacy 

both theologically and spiritually. The biggest denomination in Korea is Presbyterianism, 

and Presbyterians have been deeply influenced by Calvin’s theology. Korean scholars 

have been studying Calvin from 1916 to the present, according to Gyeung Su Park.1 But 

the Korean Presbyterian Seminary was first established by missionary Samuel A. Moffet 

in Pyongyang in 1901. This seminary was managed by missionaries such as C.A. Clark, 

W.D. Reynolds, S.L. Robert, and E.F. Hamilton.2 Most of them were of a Calvinistic and 

conservative faith. The seminary accepted Calvin’s theology and the Westminster 

Confession. W.D. Reynolds greatly influenced the seminary. He was the missionary who 

translated the Bible into Korean, devoted himself to conservative theological education, 

and taught systematic theology for fourteen years.3  

 

Si-On-San-In composed a series called “The Life of Calvin” in twelve parts, seven of 

which were published monthly between November 1916 and June 1917 in The Christian 

                                                                 
1 Gyeung Su Park, “한국에서의 칼빈 연구의 간추린 역사 [A Brief History of Calvin Studies in 

Korea]” Korean Journal of Christian Studies, 75 (2011), 147-48. 

2 John Kim, “A History and Theology of Korean Theological School,” JSRT 3(2002), 1. 

3  Kim, “A History and Theology of Korean Theological School,”2. 
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Messenger. In the series, Si-On-San-In dealt with a variety of topics, such as the Geneva 

reformation movement, the place of Calvin in history, and Calvin’s character and mission. 

In particular, Si-On-San-In explained the importance of Calvin’s faith and theology in 

part 12. Even though Si-On-San-In’s articles were not serious treatises, the series has 

historical and deep academic value. Si-On-San-In’s “The Life of Calvin” is “a highly 

important resource by virtue of the fact that it was the first introduction of Calvin in Korea, 

and that it was published in a newspaper that was influential to the masses.”4 In short, the 

introduction of “The Life of Calvin” by Si-On-San-In was a valuable event for the early 

Korean church.  

 

“In 1924, In-Young Kim published a study entitled ‘John Calvin: Religious Reformer’ in 

The Theological World, a Methodist periodical that started in 1916.”5 In this article, In-

Young Kim dealt with Calvin’s educational background, his conversion story and its 

influence on his becoming a reformer, the basis of Calvin’s theology, and his ministry and 

character.6 Even though this article is not a book, it is significant due to the fact that In-

Young Kim dealt with topics regarding Calvin. Overall, he dealt with and understood the 

theology of Calvin. Ironically, In-Young Kim was one of the few Korean Methodists, 

holding to Wesleyan theology, who also researched the theology of Calvin. This indicates 

that the Presbyterian Church and the Methodist Church cooperated with each other in 

some ways in the early days of the Korean church.7 Another example of this is the fact 

that The Watchman, a Presbyterian journal, and The Theological Review, a Methodist 

                                                                 
4 Park, “Calvin Studies in Korea,” 148. 

5 In Young Kim, “John Calvin: Religious Reformer,” The Theological World 9/5(1924), 40. Referenced in 

Park, “Calvin Studies in Korea,” 148. 

6 Sung Kuh Chung, “초기 한국교회와 칼빈 연구[The early church of Korea and studies on Calvin]” in 

Korea Calvin Society, John Calvin (Seoul: Duranno Academy,  2011), 231. 

7 Chung, “Church of Korea and Calvin,”231. 



 
 

15 

journal, exchanged public information and authors with one another. Both denominations 

endeavoured to bring about the unity of the Korean church. In-Young Kim’s article, even 

though it was short, “was a very significant [resource] in that it was the first scholarly 

paper on Calvin published in a theology periodical.”8  

 

From the 1930s, scholars such as Jae Jun Kim, who studied liberal theology in Japan and 

the United States of America, returned to Korea. As a result, theological argumentation 

began to accelerate. Jae Jun Kim wanted to teach at Pyongyang Seminary. But he could 

not teach there due to Hyung Ryong Park’s opposition.9 This was because Hyung Ryong 

Park considered Jae Jun Kim a liberal theologian. It was not until 1934 that the Korean 

church began to seriously discuss Calvin. The Journal of Theological Jinam produced a 

special edition in relation to Calvin in 1934. This special edition was apologetic against 

liberal theology.10 The editor of Theological Jinam, Gung Hyuk Nam, dealt with Calvin’s 

theology and modern life in his treatise. Specific topics of the treatise were Calvin’s 

theology, Calvin’s theology and social life, Calvin’s theology and political life, and 

Calvin’s theology and the future life.11 This was a treatise that showed the theological 

identity of the Korean Presbyterian Church.  

 

In 1936, Tae-Mook Kim wrote an important book entitled Calvin’s Life and Work. The 

book went beyond previous publications, which had only briefly introduced Calvin. It 

illuminated “the entire life of Calvin and referred extensively to Calvin’s own writing.”12  

                                                                 
8 Park, “Calvin Studies in Korea,” 148. 

9 Kim, “A History and Theology of Korean Theological School,”4. 

10 Chung, “Church of Korea and Calvin,” 233. 

11 Chung, “Church of Korea and Calvin,” 234. 

12 Park, “Calvin Studies in Korea,” 149. 
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In 1937, the first ‘systematic theology’ of Reformed Theology in Korea was written by 

missionary John Curtis Crane. Even though this book was not published until 1954, it is 

certain that influenced the Korean church because it comprised lecture notes.13 Also in 

1937, Lorane Boettner’s “Reformed Doctrine of Predestination” was translated by Hyung 

Ryong Park.14  

 

The Korean church came under the influence of Reformed theology by the spread of 

books of Reformed theology. “In 1938, Tae-Mook Kim also published a study entitled 

‘The Meaning of Predestination’ in four parts in The Theological Review to advocate a 

view of the doctrine of predestination as ‘the core essence of Calvinism.’”15 This study 

treated the God of Calvin, human beings as the objects of grace, and the position of 

predestination in the system of Calvin’s theology. 16  One of the many important 

characteristics of Tae-Mook Kim’s thesis is the emphasis on the doctrine of predestination 

and on Christ using the terms of systematic theology. Tae-Mook Kim merely introduced 

Calvin’s doctrine of predestination and he dealt with Calvin’s thought on predestination 

broadly. He did not treat the doctrine of predestination in terms of the doctrine of faith, 

including justification and sanctification.  

 

Chosun Seminary was established by liberal theologians such as Pill Geun Chae, Young 

                                                                 
13 Deok Kyo Oh, “The Reformed Tradition and Korean Church,” Hapshin Theological Journal 13/2 

(1995), 448. 

14 Oh, “The Reformed Tradition and Korean Church,” 448.. 

15 The Theological Review, 20/5(Sep.1938); 20/6(Nov.1938); 21/1(Jan.1939). Referenced in Gyung Su 

Park, 149.  

16 Tae Mook Kim, “칼빈 사상에 있어서 예정사상의 의의 [The Meaning of Predestination in Calvin’s 

Theology]” The Theological Review, 20/5 (Sep.1938); 20/6 (Nov.1938); 21/1 (Jan. 1939). 
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Joo Kim, Chang Geun Song, in 1940.17 Most theologians such as Jae Jun Kim who taught 

theology at Chosun Seminary pursued theological liberalism. This seminary became 

Hanshin University later. Chosun Seminary was incompatible with Pyongyang Seminary 

due to theological differences.  

 

From 1939 to 1945 there were no articles in relation to Calvin and Calvinism published 

in the Korean church. This was because Korean churches were not prepared to discuss 

Calvin’s theology at that time. Furthermore, there were only a few professional Korean 

theologians.18 The early Korean believers who followed Calvin’s theology “were playing 

a leading role during the period of Japanese colonialism (1910–1945).” However, Korean 

Presbyterians who suffered under Japanese colonialism planted “Calvin’s thought in 

Korea, regarded as a respectable faith.”19  It was difficult to study and analyze Calvin’s 

theology because most churches at that time focused on evangelism. On top of this, it was 

impossible to develop theologically in Korea because of persecution by the Japanese.20 

According to In-Sub Ahn, “when the Shinto Shrine trial started in 1935 and Pyung Yang 

Seminary closed in 1938, Calvin studies also declined, even though Theological Seminary 

opened in 1940.”21 So any study and research on Calvin’s theology was terminated until 

liberation, in 1945. 

 

After liberation from Japan, some Korean Presbyterian pastors, such as Yoon Sun Park, 

Sang Dong Han, and Hyung Ryong Park, established the Korea Theological Seminary in 

                                                                 
17  Kim, “A History and Theology of Korean Theological School,”5.  

18 Chung, Early Church of Korea and Studies on Calvin, 228. 

19 In-Sub Ahn, “Calvin in Asia,” in Herman J. Selderhuis (ed.), The Calvin Handbook (Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009), 517. 

20 Chung, Early Church of Korea and Studies on Calvin, 239.  

21 Ahn, “Calvin in Asia,”517. 
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1946, because they wanted to establish a conservative seminary like Pyongyang 

Seminary.22 Korea Theological Seminary planned to advance education in Calvinism and 

endeavoured to keep Reformed theology. In 1948, Hyung Ryong Park established the 

Presbyterian Theological Seminary with fifty-one theological students who opposed Jae 

Jun Kim’s liberal theological thought.23 The Presbyterian Theological Seminary held to 

the same theology as Korea Theological Seminary but differed by taking the route of 

conservative theology.24  

 

In 1949, An Overview of Reformed Ecclesiology was published by Yoon Sun Park, who 

was the principal of the Korea Theological Seminary.25 He wrote this to introduce the 

ecclesiology of Calvin and to foster the continuing development of Calvin studies.26 He 

was responsible, for example, for introducing Herman Bavinck’s ecclesiology in An 

Overview of Reformed Ecclesiology.27  This was largely related to Calvin’s Reformed 

ecclesiology, and was an excellent resource for understanding Calvin’s theology. Gyeung 

Su Park reports that Yoon Sun Park also wrote a popular “12-part serial called 

‘Calvinism.’”28 He dealt not only with the core Calvinist doctrines, but also addressed 

from a Calvinist perspective other practical themes such as “the relationship between 

Christians and the state, and women ministers and their position in the church.”29  

                                                                 
22 Bock Eyun Shin, “Reformed Theology, Past and Future, in the Korean Church,” Hapshin Theological 

Journal 10(1) 1992, 130-131. 

23 John Kim, “A History and Theology of Korean Theological School,”8. 

24 Kim, “A History and Theology of Korean Theological School,”8. 

25 Yoon Sun Park, “An Overview of Reformed Ecclesiology,” The Watchman 2, 3 (1949), 11-15. 

26 Park, “An Overview of Reformed Ecclesiology,” 11-15. 

27 Park, “An Overview of Reformed Ecclesiology,” 11-15. 

28 Editions 16,17,19,21,22,23,24,25,26,31,32,33 of The Watchman (1952-1953), referenced  in  Gyung Su 

Park, “Calvin Studies in Korea,” 151. 

29 Park, “Calvin Studies in Korea,” 151. 
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One of the important dissertations, entitled “Basic Principles of Calvinism and Basic 

Principles of Karl Barth,” was published by Yoon Sun Park.30  He also wrote on such 

topics as “revelation, preaching, and prayer to assert that Calvin and Barth take a differing 

stance, and to evaluate Barthian theology from the standpoint of Calvinism.”31 Yoon Sun 

Park further “critiqued Barthian theology and kept a certain distance [from Barth] in his 

four-part work called ‘Westminster Confession as the Highest Expression of Calvinism 

and Crisis Theology.’” 32  Yoon Sun Park strongly critiqued Barth’s theology by 

comparing it to, and explaining it in terms of, Calvin’s theology. This was because a few 

people at that time accepted Barth’s theology uncritically. Yoon Sun Park was mainly 

concerned about Reformed theology.  Park was thoroughly influenced by Reformed 

theology due to the fact that he studied theology with Cornelius Van Til from 1934 to 

1939 at the Westminster Theological Seminary in the United States. Yoon Sun Park was 

a typical example of Korean Calvinists who accepted Calvin with respect to biblical 

theology. Park proposed Calvinist theology and faith as an alternative plan for nation and 

church during a difficult period in Korea.33 He criticized Barth’s theology in terms of 

Calvinism. This means that his critique was narrow-minded because he was influenced 

by fundamentalists such as Cornelius Van Til. In other words, he criticized Barth in terms 

of Calvinism without reading primary sources such as Barth’s Church Dogmatics.  

 

                                                                 
30 Chung, “Church of Korea and Calvin,” 239. 

31 Yoon Sun Park, The Watchman 13(1952), 20-26. Referenced in Gyung Su Park, “A Brief History of 

Calvin Studies in Korea,”151. 

32 Yoon Sun Park, “Westminster Confession as the Highest Expression of Calvinism and Crisis 

Theology,” The Watchman 27,28,29,30 (1953). Referenced in Gyung Su Park, “A Brief History of 

Calvin Studies in Korea,” 151. 

33 In-Sub Ahn, “Asia in Calvin,” in Herman J. Selderhuis (ed.), Gui Tak Kim (trans.), The Calvin 

Handbook (Seoul: Revival & Reformation Press, 2013), 998. 
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Korean pastors such as Jae Jun Kim and Yoon Sun Park were responsible for translating 

into and publishing in Korean many books on Calvin, for example, T.H.L. Parker’s 

Portrait of John Calvin and H. Meeter’s The Basic Ideas of Calvinism in 1950.34 These 

were excellent resources for awakening the Korean church to the theology of the 

sovereignty of God, and the importance of Scripture and faith as demonstrated in 

Reformed theology. Moreover, in 1959, The Life and Theological Thought of Calvin was 

published by Kyung Yun Jun.35  He attempted to view Calvin’s theology in terms of 

modernist values. This meant a more radical36 approach to methodology in comparison 

with a Reformed theological view. These developments can be considered milestones in 

Calvin studies towards the end of the 1950s. In this sense, new signs of conservative 

Reformed theology could be seen within the Korean church because of further research 

into Calvin’s theology. 

 

In the 1960s, Calvin studies were developed very actively by theologians in Korea. In 

1963, one of the important developments was the gathering of Korean theologians and 

pastors with a deep interest in Calvin studies into “The Society of Calvin Studies,” which 

led to important publications in relation to Calvin.37 The main roles of the society were 

to research “the theological thought of Calvin and spread it to the Korean Church and 

society.”38  In 1964, the society held a series of lectures over four days at Youngnack 
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Presbyterian Church on the occasion of the four hundredth anniversary of Calvin’s 

death. 39  These lectures were “compiled and published [in 1965] as [a] Memorial 

Collection on the four hundredth anniversary of Calvin’s Death.”40 The writers and the 

titles of the papers were as follows: Jong-Sung Lee, “Calvin’s Life and his Position”; 

Chul Ha Han, “Piety in Calvin’s Theology”; and Jung-Joon Kim, “Calvin as a Biblical 

Scholar.”41 Also, Calvin: Life and Thought was published by Jong-Sung Lee in 1968.42 

In this book, Jong-Sung Lee dealt with a variety of theological themes addressed by 

Calvin, such as the doctrine of the Bible, predestination, pneumatology, justification and 

sanctification. Jong-Sung Lee clearly defined Calvin’s understanding of justification and 

sanctification by quoting Calvin’s words. Even though we are not the righteous, we can 

be justified by faith in Christ because God imputed Christ’s righteousness to us. In his 

book, Jong-Sung Lee interpreted justification as the grace of Christ that can be obtained 

by faith alone. He conveyed to readers that sanctification could be achieved by the work 

of the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, he emphasized that sanctification is due entirely to God’s 

grace.43  This book became the standard introductory text for Calvin studies in Korea. 

According to In-Sub Ahn, Jong Sung-Lee established the common ground for Calvin 

studies in Korea. By insisting on turning to Calvin himself, he provided the guidelines at 

that time for understanding Calvin.44  

                                                                 
39 In 2014 Gyeung Su Park submitted a paper for the fiftieth anniversary of the society, which contained 

much the same material as his 2011 article in the Korean Journal of Christian Studies. The title of the 

2014 article was shortened to “A History of Calvin Studies in Korea.” Gyeung Su Park, “한국에서의 

깔뱅 연구사[A History of Calvin Studies in Korea]” in Gyeung Su Park (ed.), 한국 칼빈학회 50년의 

발자취: 회고와 전망[Reflection on the 50th  Anniversary of The Society of Calvin Studies: Past and 

Future Perspective (Seoul: Book Korea, 2014), 20. 

40 Park, “A History of Calvin Studies in Korea,” 20. 

41  Park, “Calvin Studies in Korea,”153. 

42 Jong-Sung Lee, 칼빈의 생애와 신학사상[ Calvin: Life and Thought] (Seoul: Daehanyesukyo   

Chonghe, 1968). 

43 Lee, Calvin: Life and Thought. 
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In 1969, Explanation of Calvinism for the Laity was published by Sung-Hwan Kim; this 

was a compilation of his columns in Kidokshinbo.45 Sung-Hwan Kim treated the doctrines 

of Christianity in terms of systematic theology. He introduced the historical background 

and influence of Calvinism in the introduction of the book. He also addressed typical 

systematic themes in Calvinism such as the view of the Bible, the doctrine of God, 

Christology, and soteriology. 46  Sung-Hwan Kim thoroughly dealt in this book with 

Reformed theology. On the other hand, he tried to analyse Calvinism through comparison 

with other systems of thought, such as Roman Catholicism, the philosophies of Hume and 

Kant, and the thought of other theologians in his treatment of the knowledge of God.47 

One of the most important features of this book is that it was written in plain language for 

a non-clerical audience. In short, in the 1960s, interest in Calvin studies increased among 

Korean Presbyterian scholars.  

 

Interest in studying Calvin increased further from the 1970s in Korea. As a result, many 

books on Calvin were published by Korean pastors and theologians. According to Gyeung 

Su Park,48  Korean theologians published studies of Calvin such as Sung-Kuh Chung’s 

Calvinist Thought and Life, Geun-Sam Lee’s Calvin and Calvinism, and The Study of 

Calvinism compiled by Nam-Shik Kim. In addition, The Modern Understanding of 

Calvin’s Theology was published by the faculty of Hanshin University. Sung-Kuh 

Chung’s Calvinist Thought and Life contained ten chapters, which included treatments of 
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the history and world view of Calvinism and its interaction with society, Calvinist 

theology in terms of the five points, the sovereignty of God and missiology.49 In particular, 

Sung-Kuh Chung chose “to integrate the thought of Calvin and Calvinism of the 

Netherlands.”50 Sung-Kuh Chung’s John Calvin as a Reformer of Church is an important 

book for understanding Calvin. He dealt with Calvin’s thought, life, and theology over 

fifty-two selected topics, such as Calvin and Calvinism, and the Korean church and 

Calvin.51  The advantage of this book is that anyone can easily read and understand 

Calvin’s theology. Because he focused on informing believers, there is limited theological 

depth. But it is very significant that he contributed to spreading Calvin’s theology to 

believers in Korea, which was his aim in writing the book. Chung was a member of the 

Society of Calvin Studies in Korea and was also a well-known Calvinist.  

 

Nam-Shik Kim’s Study of Calvinism is divided into three parts. The first part, Calvin 

studies, includes chapters on the biblical view of Calvinism, the ecclesiology of 

Calvinism, and the historical view of Calvinism. The second part records the life of Calvin 

from his birth to his death. The last part introduces many of the available resources on 

Calvin studies.52 A significant characteristic of this book is that it argues that Calvinism 

is not concerned about issues such as conversion or justification from the human 

perspective. Rather, Calvinism is God-centred. This book is a provocative resource for 

Calvin studies as a stimulant to deeper study. 
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Geun-Sam Lee’s Calvin and Calvinism is divided into six parts. The first part, the mind 

of the Reformation and Calvin, includes chapters on the Reformation and the laity. The 

second part treats the thought and practice of Calvin as a theologian and pastor. The third 

part records basic principles of Calvinism, such as the five points. The fourth and fifth 

parts mainly deal with the practice of Calvinism, and include a section on culture and 

Calvinism. The last part introduces doctrines of Christian theology, such as ecclesiology 

and the sacraments.53 This book emphasized that Calvinism lends itself to an effective 

system of thought based on the sovereignty of God. The system of thought of Calvinism 

is an inclusive, total, basic thought that comes from God’s revelation.54 It is true that this 

book deals with topics in terms of Reformed theology. Geun-Sam Lee contributed to the 

revival of the Korean church by way of Calvinistic evangelicalism by treating Calvinism 

and the Westminster Confession deeply. However, one weak point is that the book does 

not deal with soteriology more specifically in regard to Calvinism. This means that there 

are no explanations in relation to the order of salvation such as vocation, justification and 

sanctification.  

 

Many books about Calvin were translated by Korean theologians during the 1960s and 

1970s in Korea. According to Gyeung Su Park,55 the list of works translated from English 

included the following: R. Strong’s The Five Points of Calvinism, A. Kuyper’s Lectures 

on Calvinism, H. Bavink’s Calvin and Common Grace, and J. Murray’s Calvin on 

Scripture and Divine Sovereignty. Of particular note was the translation of German 

theologian W. Niesel’s Die Theologie Calvins by Jong-Sung Lee. This book is worthy of 
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note due to its having provided a guide to Calvin’s theology by a German theologian. 

More radical people are interested in this book because in it Calvin’s theology is related 

to each area of real life. In other words, those who are basically concerned about Calvin’s 

theology evaluate this book positively, for this book dealt with real life in practical terms. 

Niesel’s book played a vital role and, in translation, it guided Koreans in understanding 

how Calvin’s theology could be interpreted differently depending on whether it came 

from texts originally in English or German.56 Overall, these translations were significant 

because they provided various challenges and a strong motivation for the development of 

Calvin studies.  

 

Returning to Niesel: in his book, he examined important points of the doctrinal system of 

Calvin, such as the knowledge of God, the Trinity, sin, justification, the church, and 

predestination. Niesel insisted that Calvin did not hold a belief in the literal inerrancy of 

the bible, and he interpreted Calvin’s doctrine of predestination as intended for believers 

under the doctrine of assurance. Niesel also strongly opposed F. Schnabel, who insisted 

on the doctrine of predestination as a core of Calvin’s theology.57 This shows that Niesel’s 

point of view is different from other Reformed theologians, such as B. Warfield. Niesel 

is a known Barthian Calvinist theologian, which demonstrates that the interpretation of 

Calvin’s theology is different according to which perspective an author writes from. The 

translation of various books on Calvin brought a variety of Calvin studies to the Korean 

church as well as a significant foundation for the emergence of Calvin studies in Korea. 

 

During the 1960s and 1970s in Korea, some master’s degree theses on Calvin were 
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published in universities, such as Yonsei University. But Calvin studies in the 1960s were 

“limited to Calvin’s understanding of humanity, Calvin’s thoughts and life, and the 

understanding of God,” whereas in the 1970s scholars dealt with “a diverse range of topics 

such as soteriology, pneumatology, ecclesiology, ministry, and educational principles.” 

However, on the whole, “there were close to no studies that wrestled with primary source 

materials, and were limited to the introductory level based on secondary sources.”58 The 

important book Ecclesiology by Hyung Ryong Park developed arguments on the basis of 

the sovereignty of God and the authority of the Bible. He especially emphasized the nature 

of ecclesiology in terms of the Trinity, describing the church as the people of God, the 

Body of Jesus Christ, and the temple of the Holy Spirit. 59  Hyung Ryong Park was 

influenced by the religious beliefs of the evangelical missionaries of the nineteenth 

century, and by the pastors of churches in Korea who had been formed through “the study-

abroad program in America.” 60  Thus Hyung Ryong Park developed a Calvinistic 

Reformed ecclesiology under the influence of theologians such as A. Kuyper, A. Hodge, 

Cornelius Van Til, H. Bavinck, and L. Berkhof. 61 In short, Hyung Ryong Park wrote his 

ecclesiology on the basis of a thoroughly Reformed theology that emphasized the 

authority of the Bible and the sovereignty of God.  

 

In spite of the increase in Calvin studies, the emphasis on numbers and great “Churchism” 

(rather than true Christianity) has led to the loss of biblical focus by the Korean Reformed 

Church. This loss of focus has appeared in worship and church politics. We have the 
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confessions of Reformed theology and sound ecclesiology. The task of the Korean church 

is to keep a biblical faith, and to practise it.  

 

Since 1980, the study of Calvin has brought about a new phase in the life of the Korean 

church. Since then, information regarding Calvin has become more readily available in 

Korea, and Calvin studies have advanced considerably; indeed, in this time around 230 

treatises were introduced in relation to Calvin and his theology.62  Additionally, many 

books on Calvin and Calvinism were published and translated. Those authors who were 

especially interested in Calvin’s theology were Sung-Kuh Chung, Bok-Yoon Shin, Sou-

Young Lee, and Chul Ha Han.63  

 

It was not until the 1980s that a large number of doctoral studies with deeper knowledge 

regarding Calvin were produced by Korean theologians. A notable example was the 

dissertation submitted to Strasbourg University, France, by Sou-Young Lee in 1984, 

which dealt with the idea of experience in Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion.64 

He was the first Korean theologian to receive a doctorate from France in relation to Calvin. 

Unfortunately, because he dealt with the notion of experience in the Institutes in general 

terms, he did not discuss specific themes of systematic theology, such as soteriology and 

ecclesiology.  Another scholar to study Calvin in France in this period was Gon-Taik Park. 

At the Sorbonne he translated Calvin’s works into Korean, which was important for the 

establishment of the study of Calvin.65 He translated Calvin’s Johannis Calvini Epistolae, 

for example, into Korean. This is a book that consists of a compilation of Calvin’s letters 
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from 1530 to 1538. These letters are of quite a different character from those works of 

Calvin that were previously well known among Korean theologians, such as the Institutes 

and sermons.66  This is a useful resource on Calvin’s personal situation, showing his 

sincere agony about faith and the nature of time, as well as his relationship with others. 

In short, this book shows Calvin’s inner state and personal situation during that period. 

In 1985, Yang Ho Lee completed a doctorate, “A Study on John Calvin’s Ecclesiology on 

the Basis of [the] Institutes,” in Yonsei University. This is a significant and worthy thesis 

in that he infers Calvin’s theological structure on the basis of “the concept of extra 

Calvinisticum.”67 In particular, he points out that Calvin’s theological themes “have a 

central and circumferential structure which form a concentric circle.”68 So, for example, 

the method of interpretation of the doctrine of faith and of ecclesiology do not differ in 

Calvin’s theological thought. Lee’s research methodology is a good achievement, which 

has contributed to Calvin studies in Korea.  

 

In addition, the work of translating Calvin’s own writings has stimulated Calvin studies 

in Korea since the 1980s. One of the more valuable translations has been that of Calvin’s 

commentaries. In 1985, Calvin’s Old and New Testament commentaries were published 

in thirty volumes called the Calvin Bible Commentary.69 These commentaries have been 

popular with many Korean pastors and theologians. In particular, Korean Presbyterian 

pastors and theologians have been deeply interested because they wanted to understand 
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Calvin’s thought through this resource. However, the most important work of translation 

by Korean theologians has been that of Calvin’s Institutes, which they translated into 

Korean in 1988 and 1989. While the first volume had been translated and published by 

Bok-Yoon Shin and Chul Ha Han in 1964, and the whole had been translated by Moon-

Jae Kim in 1977,70  Korean translations from 1964 to 1988 had been from English 

translations rather than from the original French or Latin texts, leading to possible 

inaccuracies in the Korean translations. But even as late as 2003, all four volumes of 

Calvin’s Institutes were translated by Kwang-Yeon Won based on the 1559 English 

version.71 While these are a more advanced translation in comparison with what went 

before, nevertheless it was not until 2006 that Young-Min Ko translated the Institutes 

directly from the 1559 Latin version into Korean.72 In short, one of the significant events 

of the 1980s is that primary sources such as Calvin’s letters, commentaries, and Institutes 

were translated by Korean theologians into Korean. There is no doubt that all works of 

translation are a significant resource for Calvin studies, but it is necessary to translate 

exactly from Calvin’s primary sources to guard against errors in translation, which could 

pose serious problems to the study of Calvin. The stimulation of dealing with primary 

sources is an important factor in promoting diversity in Calvin studies, and it can also 

promote new research. We need to reinterpret Calvin’s original sources in order to have 

translations that are suitable for the Korean context.  

 

In the 1990s many more Korean scholars received their doctorates in Calvin studies in 

various countries, such as the Netherlands, Germany, and the United States. The themes 
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of Calvin studies had by this time become more varied, and various aspects of the 

theology of Calvin were being explored.73 Most of the “doctoral dissertations not only 

focussed on doctrinal issues of pneumatology, soteriology, Christology, and ecclesiology 

… but also [on other topics, such as] church unity, freedom, humanism, suffering – all in 

relation to Calvinism.”74 Many scholarly works were published by Korean theologians in 

relation to Calvin during this period. For example, a number of influential studies 

appeared, such as Sung-Kuh Chung’s An Outline of Calvinism, Yang Ho Lee’s Calvin: 

Life and Thought (1996), Seung-Hoon Jung’s Religious Reformation and Calvin’s 

Spirituality, Jae Sung Kim’s Calvin and the Foundation of Reformed Theology, and 

Gyeung Su Park’s Calvin: Theologian of the Church. Sung-Kuh Chung’s book compiled 

various articles on topics such as the Calvinistic world view, Calvinism and worship, and 

Calvinism and the politics of the time.75  Overall, this provided new knowledge and 

information for the spreading of Calvinism to the Korean Presbyterian Churches by 

introducing the total thought system of Calvinism.76 However, the weak point of his book 

is that he dealt with Calvinism in terms of dogmatics only and without a practical 

perspective in relation to the Korean churches’ theological development. 

 

Jae Sung Kim’s Calvin and the Foundation of Reformed Theology is still one of the most 

important sources for Calvin studies in Korea.77 This book is divided into two parts. The 

first, “Foundation and Structure,” includes chapters on the formation of Calvin’s 
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theological thought, the two pillars of the Institutes, and structural analyses of Calvin’s 

theology. The second part describes Calvin’s theology and the foundation of Reformed 

theology and includes chapters on justification as the core of faith and the Council of 

Trent, the holy life of saints, the role of the Holy Spirit, and the power of piety.78 The 

strong point of Jae Sung Kim’s book is that he deals with Calvin’s theology in terms of 

doctrine and practice in a balanced way when compared to other Korean theologians’ 

books. For example, he emphasizes a combination of piety and scholarship. He stresses 

that those who are justified by faith through God’s grace should be sanctified gradually. 

He emphasizes the importance of a distinction between justification and sanctification.   

 

Another significant book on Calvin’s ecclesiology, entitled Calvin: Theologian of the 

Church, was published by Gyeung Su Park.79 This book is divided into three parts. The 

first, dealing with Calvin as an advocate of church reform, includes a description of the 

Reformation and Calvin’s depiction of the true signs of church. The second part 

demonstrates Calvin to have been an advocate of church unity, with chapters on Calvin’s 

thought and practice in the unity of the church, and on Bucer and Calvin. In the last part 

the nature of a healthy church is established, based on Calvin’s contribution to the 

church’s understanding of the Trinity, the Reformation and the mission of Calvin.80 This 

book is a very useful resource in that Gyeung Su Park explored Calvin’s love for the true 

church and his sacrifice for the unity of the church with respect to Reformed ecclesiology. 

One of the book’s unique characteristics is its re-examination of Calvin as a theologian 

of the church. But a weak point is that Gyeung Su Park does not deal with the nature of 
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the church completely, by omitting the areas of apostolicity, catholicity, and holiness. 

Ultimately, this means he focused on only the unity of the church.  

 

In addition in the 1990s, the Society of Calvin Studies that had formed in the 1960s was 

re-established and revitalized as the Korean Calvin Society, in 1993, and this society came 

to play a highly significant role in the continuing momentum of Calvin studies in Korea.81 

The Korean Calvin Society has been led by some major theologians, such as Sung-Kuh 

Chung, Chul Ha Han, Bok-Yoon Shin, Sou-Young Lee, Yang Ho Lee, and Yoon-Bae Choi. 

As a result various journal articles have been written by Korean Reformed theologians 

and pastors in relation to Calvin: Yang Ho Lee’s “A Study on John Calvin’s Ecclesiology 

on the Basis of [the] Institutes” (1985) and “The Doctrine of Providence of Calvin” (1998), 

Yong-Hwa Na’s “Calvin’s Institutes’ Introduction” (1992) and “Calvin and Reformed 

Theology” (1992), Kwang-Ung Yu’s “Calvin’s Doctrine of Sanctification” (1999), Tae-

Ju Yoo’s “Calvin’s Eschatology and Soteriology” (2009), Jung-Woo Yu’s “Doctrine of 

Sanctification” (2009), and Hae-Kyung Park’s “Doctrine of God” (2009).82 All of these 

dealt with the core doctrines of Christianity on the basis of Calvin’s theology, but they 

were all limited by the length allowed for an article so that they did not deal with their 

themes in depth.  

 

In 2009, the Korean Calvin Society published a collection of essays by twenty-five 

Korean theologians in commemoration of the 500th anniversary of Calvin’s birth, and a 

scholarly gathering brought together about 120 members of the society.83 The members 
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of the society have, further, presented seminar papers when they have attended 

international conferences for Calvin studies, which are held every two years. Those who 

participate in these conferences mostly come from Korea, Taiwan, Japan, and the 

Netherlands.84 These conferences play a significant role in establishing the identity of 

faith according to Reformation thinking as well as in helping to understand rightly 

Calvin’s theology and faith. As a result, the number of those who are interested in Calvin’s 

theology and faith are gradually increasing, but it is necessary to open and extend these 

conferences to general laity. In addition, the Korean churches and believers need to offer 

good seminars or conferences. One of the weak points of the conservative Korean 

Presbyterian Churches is that they have failed to regard the Bible as a source for Christian 

living. Even though the conservative Presbyterian Churches have emphasized the 

inerrancy of the Bible and the doctrine of organic verbal inspiration, they actually are 

weak in applying the Bible in their lives. The most important task is that we should believe 

and obey the Bible in our life. In addition, the Korean church must stress the experience 

of faith in order to meet God in the Word of God, as Calvin did.  

 

The important thing is that the number of theologians working on Calvin studies is 

steadily increasing in Korea. Calvin studies are continuing through theologians and 

institutions such as the Korean Calvin Society. In light of this, the future of Calvin studies 

is looking positive in Korea. However, it is important to remember that Calvin studies 

should now be reinterpreted from within the context of the twenty-first century in Korea. 

Korean Reformed theologians should consider the fact that Calvin has provided the means 

for solutions to the separation of the Korean churches. One of the main goals of this thesis 
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is to explore various solutions in relation to this issue of separation. Korean Presbyterian 

Churches were split – through the separation of Yejang and Koshin (1952), the separation 

of Yejang and Kijang (1953), and the separation of Hapdong and Tonghap (1959). 

Moreover, in the 1970s and 1980s, several denominations arose in Hapdong, due to 

mostly political conflicts in relation to ecclesiastical authority.85 The separation of Yejang 

and Kijang were due to theological issues in relation to the doctrine of the Bible. The 

other separations have most been often the result of political issues or ecclesiastical 

authority.86 But I think that the most serious reason for church division has been a wrong 

point of view about the church. In other words, the ecclesiology that legitimized the split 

of the church is the key reason. Unfortunately, the Korean Presbyterian Churches that 

pursue Reformed theology brought the most divisions among various denominations. 

This is because, even though conservative denominations profess Reformed theology, 

they have separated ecclesiology. Another serious reason is the self-justifying thought of 

leaders who set forth conservative trends in faith. Such division does not correspond to 

Calvin’s thought on church unity. According to Calvin’s Institutes, he constantly strove 

for unity among Protestants. So it is an important task to restore the unity of the Korean 

churches that have become divided. In this sense, theological research and effort should 

run parallel with the promotion of the unity of the Korean church. One of the traditions 

of Reformed theology originally was to dismiss divisions of the church or 

denominationalism; the church is not a plurality but is united as one. The Korean church 

will overcome church splits arising from competition when we have a proper 

understanding of the kingdom of God and right ecclesiology.  
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1.2. Barth Studies in Korea 

Just as Calvinism has had a profound impact on the Korean church, the same could be 

said of Barth’s theology. As with Calvinism, to grasp an understanding of Barth’s impact 

in Korea one needs to explore the introduction of his theology into the country, as well as 

the publications and works produced by scholars and theologians alike who have been 

influenced by his theology.  

 

In contrast to Calvin’s introduction with the first Presbyterian missionaries to Korea, 

Barth’s influence first came to Korea through the teaching of Kyung-Ok Chung in the 

1930s. “Chung graduated from the Methodist Theological University (Seoul) in 1928” 

before undertaking further study at Northwestern University in the United States from 

1929 to 1931.87  Kyung-Ok Chung was influenced by H. Franklin Rall and Albrecht 

Benjamin Ritschl’s theology while he studied at Garrett Biblical Institute and 

Northwestern University. In particular, Garrett Biblical Institute established his 

theological thought.88   He later taught Christian theology as a lecturer in systematic 

theology at Methodist Theological University in Korea. Kyung-Ok Chung was the first 

theologian to introduce the historical background of Barth’s theology and its influence 

after scientific analysis.  Even though Kyung-Ok Chung’s studies on Barth were not 

published, his 1935 book entitled An Exposition of the Doctrinal Statement of the Korean 

Methodist Church shows traces of Barthian theology in his interpretation of Korean 
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Methodist doctrine.89 Barth’s religious revelation become a pillar of Kyung-Ok Chung’s 

theological thought. As a result, this held Kyung-Ok Chung back from extreme 

modernism. This is identified in Chung’s Introduction to Christian Theology, published 

in 1939; where he stated that he was conservative in faith and also takes the point of view 

of liberalism in theology.90 Kyung-Ok Chung interpreted Barth’s theology for the Korean 

context, and also influenced those who trained under him.  

 

It was not until 1945 that progressive Korean Presbyterian seminaries began to be 

interested in Barth. Karl Barth was taught increasingly at the Presbyterian University and 

Theological Seminary (Tonghap), the Methodist Theological University (Seoul), and the 

Hanshin University (Kichang). 91  Young-Gwan Kim notes that “The Methodist 

interpreters of Barth’s theology attempted to indigenize his Christocentric theology 

whereas the Presbyterian interpreters were firmly committed to Barth’s Word-centred 

theology.”92 That is, Korean Methodists tried to combine Barth’s Christology with some 

indigenous Confucian thought, whereas Presbyterian theologians focused on Barth’s 

emphasis on the centrality of the Word in contrast to the liberalism and humanism of such 

theologians as Schleiermacher, Albrecht Ritschl and Harnack.  

 

In the 1950s, one of the concerns of the Presbyterian University and Theological 

Seminary was to teach the theology of Barth to bachelor of theology students as a regular 

curriculum subject. From the 1960s to the end of the 1970s, deep interest in and studies 
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of Barth ensured that “Barth’s theology became increasingly recognized in Korea”; 

indeed, “the late 1960s and early 1970s witnessed a remarkable rise of Barthian theology 

in Korea.” 93  At this time, progressive Korean theological seminaries such as the 

Presbyterian University and Theological Seminary and Hanshin University produced 

academic works that demonstrated the depth of interest in Barth’s theology. Hankuk 

Theological Seminary, in particular, was one of the most representative seminaries 

pursuing Barth’s theology. This was the fruit of Jae Jun Kim’s theological education 

idea.94 Jae Jun Kim encountered Barth’s theology when he studied theology at the Chung 

San Institute in Japan and at Princeton Theological Seminary in the United States. Jae Jun 

Kim was a typical Barthian. He accepted Barth’s Christological theology to overcome the 

limitations of radical progressivism and extreme orthodoxy.95  In light of this, Jae Jun 

Kim identified his own theology with Barthianism as the third theology, not Old 

liberalism, not orthodoxy. On the other hand, most conservative seminaries in Korea such 

as Chongshin University and Kosin University were critical of Barth’s theology.  

 

One of the best known interpreters of Barth’s theology during this time was Sung-Bum 

Yun.96 He was “the most influential theologian of the Methodist Church of Korea.”97 In 

one of his works, Christianity and Korean Thought, basically he reviewed the Korean 

churches with respect to faith from 1884 to 1964.98 This book is divided into three parts. 
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In the first part he addresses Korean ideas about God. It includes chapters on the thought 

of God, and the Korean church and indigenization. The second part describes the Korean 

church and theological argumentation, and the Korean church and the ecumenical 

movement. The last part focuses on the Korean church’s response to religious movements 

such as shamanism, Messianism and eschatology.99 He suggests important responses that 

the Korean church could make in light of various problems. One of the suggestions is 

“that ecumenism is the most essential task for the Korean church in Korea,” and that 

“Barth’s Christocentric theology” is the best resource for such ecumenism.100 In 1968, 

Sung-Bum Yun published another book in relation to Barth’s theology entitled simply 

Karl Barth. This book is an important introductory book on Barth studies dealing with 

Barth’s life and thought and includes comparisons with other theologians such as Rudolf 

Bultmann and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 101  In this book he emphasizes “Barth’s 

Christocentrism, [as well as] his theology of the Word of God and ecclesiology.”102 Kim 

notes that “Yun’s monumental work, Hankuk Juk Shinhak [Korean Theology: An 

Interpretation of Sung], discusses further the theological method of indigenization on the 

basis of both Korean Confucianism and Karl Barth’s theology.” 103  All processes of 

salvation were discussed in detail in this book, including justification, regeneration, and 

sanctification. Sung-Bum Yun stressed that believers should live by pursuing 

sanctification on the basis of the Word of God.104 In other words, one of his core points 

is that believers should live as Christ did. He proposed a theology of Sung that encouraged 
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believers to live lives that were made possible by the incarnation of the Word of God. The 

intention of Sung-Bum Yun was to establish the identity of the Korean church and 

theology through the method of indigenous theology. But most conservative church 

leaders strongly rejected this theological method105 because they depend on the typical 

Reformed theological method. Chul Ha Han points out that Sung-Bum Yun did not 

consider that there are clear differences between Christianity and other religions.106 

Young Jae Kim argues that some Korean theologians, such as Cheong Chun Kim, see 

positive and negative aspects to indigenization: the gospel is transcendent, and it cannot 

be indigenized. Yet indigenization of Christianity is possible if it takes account of 

culture.107 In short, Kim insists that indigenization should be accomplished according to 

the point of view of the church’s function and expression of faith.108  According to Sung-

Bum Yun, an indigenous Korean theology (Hankuk Juk Shinhak), from the 

contextualization of Barth’s theology into Korea, is the responsibility not solely of 

theologians, but of all believers. I agree with Kim. Indigenization of Christianity is 

possible if it takes account of culture. But theologians who have insisted on indigenization 

of the gospel have subsequently become religious pluralists. Religious pluralism is the 

end point of liberal theology, because its practitioners reject Jesus Christ and the 

historicity of the gospel.109 

 

In response, Kim noted that “some Methodist theologians published an important 
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monograph in 1969, entitled Karl Barth’s Theology.”110 In this publication, “June-Kwan 

Eun’s article [explores] … Barth’s ecclesiology by following his discussion [of the four 

marks of the church]: oneness, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity” with respect to the 

nature of the church.111 In modern theology, the proper understanding of the church is that 

it is a community that testifies to the gospel of Christ in the world and that it cannot be 

divided from the history of the world. In this sense, June-Kwan Eun introduces the idea 

that Barth’s theological solution in relation to ecclesiological issues provides keen 

insights. The only way to overcome the crisis of the church biblically and theologically 

is to re-establish the nature of the church. In short, June-Kwan Eun’s articles were filled 

with practical theological responses about questions of what the church is.  

 

Most progressive theological seminaries, such as the Methodist Theological University, 

the Hansin University, and the Presbyterian University and Theological Seminary, 

regarded Barth’s ecclesiology as the most useful theological model. This was because 

these seminaries thought that on the basis of the doctrine of reconciliation, Barth’s 

ecclesiology provided a solution for the divided nature of the Korean churches. They tried 

to apply Barth’s ecclesiology for ecumenism within Korean churches. In light of this, it 

was significant that the Korean progressive seminaries and theologians supported Barth’s 

ecclesiology as a theological model. One of the many representative Methodist 

theologians, June-Kwan Eun, positively evaluates Barth’s ecclesiology as a solution to 

the divided nature of the Korean churches. June-Kwan Eun emphasizes the ecumenical 

movement and the unity of the Korean church in his book Theological Ecclesiology. He 

further insists that the unity and union of the church is based on the fact that the response 
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to the gospel is the same.112 Jong-Sung Lee, who was the dean at the Presbyterian College 

and Theological Seminary, was heavily influenced by Barth’s ecclesiology. Jong-Sung 

Lee argues the issue of the divided nature of the Korean churches with reference to 

comparative ecclesiology in his book Ecclesiology I, II. He insists that the ecumenical 

movement should be spread out for God’s mission, the unity of the church and the renewal 

of the church.113 The Presbyterian College and Theological Seminary were able to accept 

Barth’s theology through Jung-Sung Lee.  

 

 

On the other hand, conservative Korean theological seminaries, such as the Chongshin 

University and the Kosin University, did not accept Barth’s theology without some 

reservations. Consequently, there arose “between the 1960s and the 1980s … [a strong] 

anti-Barthian movement among conservative Presbyterian theologians.” 114  Both the 

Kosin University (Koshin) and Chongshin University (Hapdong) emphasize that they 

uphold Reformed theology and faith. In particular, the Church of Koshin gives its faith 

statement as follows: “we support the system of Reformed faith, Westminster confession. 

We believe that the Reformed theology is the most firm system of faith. We also reject 

liberal theology and denounce dialectical theology including Barth, neo-orthodoxy.”115 

One of the strongest Korean anti-Barthian theologians was Chul-Won Suh, who “strongly 

resisted Barth’s theology and Barth’s view of Scripture and divine revelation.”116 Barth 
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insisted that the Bible was the only practical way to deliver knowledge regarding God. 

But conservative theological seminaries insisted that Barth, when he produced different 

interpretations of the biblical material, was in error. Also, it is said that Barth argued that 

“the Bible was not the Word of God in itself; however, it was a witness to the Word of 

God.”117 This is to misrepresent Barth’s view of the Bible. According to Barth, the Bible 

is the Word of God as well as humanity’s witness to the Word. The Bible was delivered 

to humans through a human process. Barth saw that there would be issues of accuracy in 

the Bible because of this process of human witness. 

 

Some theological seminaries that were interested in Barth, such as the Methodist 

Theological University and the Presbyterian University and Theological Seminary, have 

taught his theology since the early 1960s. In the late 1970s, other universities, such as 

Seoul Theological University, Yonsei University Faculty of Divinity, and Ehwa Woman’s 

University School of Theology, began to teach Barth’s theology. This was because “from 

the mid-1970s to the late 1980s, graduates of European and North American seminaries 

returned to Korea and began to teach the view of modern theologians, including Karl 

Barth.”118  Nam-Dong Suh and Kyun-Jin Kim taught the theology of Barth at Yonsei 

University, Myung-Yong Kim taught it at the Presbyterian University and Theological 

Seminary, and Chung-Ku Park taught it at Hanshin University. These seminaries were 

known as progressive seminaries within Korea. Those who graduated from such 

seminaries and those from conservative theological seminaries, such as Chongshin 

University and the Kosin University, had conflicts due to different interpretations of 

Barth’s theology. Ironically, although both the Presbyterian University and Theological 
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Seminary, and Chongshin University are influenced by the theology of Calvin, both 

seminaries are representative of Presbyterian denominations in Korea.119 They each insist 

that their theological foundation and denominational distinctions are based on Calvin’s 

theology. But they have different views in relation to Barth. The Presbyterian University 

and Theological Seminary accepts Barth’s theology, whereas Chongshin University 

opposes it. The reasons for the different interpretations of Barth’s theology are 

“denominational schism and [excessive] competition between Tonghap and Hapdong 

Presbyterians.”120  Hyung Ryong Park of Chongshin University (Hapdong) understood 

Barth’s theology as a stream of destructive ideas about Christianity, whereas Jong-Sung 

Lee understood that the theology of Barth was necessary for theological development and 

that it was of benefit to the Korean church.121 Another reason for the conflict concerned 

the role of American seminaries, with the Presbyterian University and Theological 

Seminary being influenced by graduates of Princeton Theological Seminary (a major 

Barthian centre) and Chongshin University influenced by graduates of Westminster 

Theological Seminary (a major centre of conservative Calvinism).122 For these reasons, 

these theological seminaries are bitter rivals. If both parties continue to disagree with each 

other, they will continue to judge each other from positions of prejudice. This is 

contradictory to the unity of the church in Calvin’s theology. Excessive conflict could 

bring about serious problems, such as further division in the Korean Presbyterian Church. 
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From the mid-1970s to the end of the 1980s, many Korean theologians and pastors were 

influenced by Barth’s practical theology. In particular, “Barth’s Christocentric 

ecclesiology and theology of the Word of God” shaped the organization of the Word-

centred evangelical movement in Korea.123 It was called ‘“a neo-orthodoxy movement’ 

in Korea … and [this] influenced Reformed and Methodist theologians from the late 

1970s on.”124 In the field of systematic theology in the twentieth century, Barth restored 

some important aspects of orthodox theology that had been undermined by liberal 

theology in the previous 200 years. Basically, neo-orthodox theology by theologians like 

Barth re-established orthodox theology. Scholars active in this theological movement 

included Chul Ha Han, Bong-Rang Park, Kwang Sik Kim, Chung-Koo Park, and Myung-

Young Kim.125 Unfortunately, the Korean churches, especially conservative Presbyterian 

denominations, misunderstood and rejected neo-orthodox theology as liberal or new 

theology.  

 

In Korea, those who were interested in Barthian neo-orthodoxy published numerous 

publications in relation to Barth’s theology. For example, Bong-Rang Park of Hanshin 

University published the book entitled Dogmatics Methodology in 1986, which 

introduced the contents and system of development of Barth’s Church Dogmatics.126 This 

book contains introductory material on how to understand Barth without prejudice. The 

most important point is that he proposed that evangelical dogmatics become the theology 

of the whole church, and that the subject of dogmatics should be the church. The place 
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where dogmatics is demonstrated should be the church, and the purpose of dogmatics 

should be to solve problems of the church. This means that Park’s Dogmatics 

Methodology of ecclesiology emphasized the importance of the church. As a result of 

Park’s contribution, theological interest in Barth increased in Korea.  

 

In 1987, Shin-Keun Lee completed his doctoral dissertation entitled “Entwicklung und 

Gestalt der Ekklesiologie Karl Barths” [Karl Barth’s Ecclesiology] at Tübingen 

University.127 This formed the basis of one of Shin-Keun Lee’s most important books, 

entitled Karl Barth’s Ecclesiology (1989), which is a useful resource to introduce Barth’s 

ecclesiology comprehensively. One of its unique characteristics is that it deals with the 

transition of Barth’s ecclesiology from the early years to the 1950s. 128  This is a 

comprehensive and excellent “work for understanding the biblical and ecumenical 

character of Barth’s ecclesiology.”129  One of his other books is Theology and Church 

(1998). The advantage of this book is that it dealt with Barth’s theology in terms of 

missiology and relationships between believers and non-believers. From this it is clear 

that Shin-Keun Lee’s works have been a positive influence on those who have followed 

Barth’s theology. 

 

In contemporary studies, theologian Myung-Young Kim of Presbyterian University and 

Theological Seminary deals with the doctrine of reconciliation in Barth, while also 

exploring Barth’s logic.130 Myung-Young Kim addresses Barth’s objective doctrine of 
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reconciliation, which is the opposite of a subjective doctrine of reconciliation. 131 

According to the traditional doctrine of reconciliation, the reconciliation between God 

and humankind occurs when one accepts Jesus subjectively as Saviour. However, 

according to Barth, the moment of reconciliation between God and humankind occurred 

when Jesus died on the Cross for our sin.132 According to Bong Geun Cho, even though 

Barth’s Christology is not connected with that of Calvin, modern theologians have 

generally included reference to Barth in developing their Christology.133  In short, the 

event of reconciliation between God and humankind has already occurred objectively on 

the Cross.  

 

Jong-Ho Choi of Kyoungsung University wrote an article entitled “A Critical Solidarity 

with Modern Theology: Exemplifying the Evangelical Theology of Karl Barth” (2013).134 

Choi argues that, in relation to orthodox theology, “Barth accepts the objectivity of the 

Bible but criticizes its objectivism, [whereas for] liberal theology, he accepts subjectivity 

but at the same time criticizes its subjectivism.” Choi insists that “Barth criticizes 

Biblicism as it only accepts the Bible as the true word of God, while he criticizes culture-

Protestantism for only accepting the subjectivity of the Holy Spirit.”135 This theological 

perspective provides theological concepts to apply when discussing the connection 

between the Bible and the world. In short, Choi emphasizes that Barth’s theology was 
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Word-centred in relation to the Holy Spirit. 

 

Since 1993, the Korean Society of Barth’s Theology has operated in Korea. Its members 

comprise Korean scholars who have studied for advanced degrees in theology at German 

and North American seminaries and universities. The membership is comprised of 

scholars or professors who are interested in Barth from each seminary or university, 

notably the Methodist Theological University, the Presbyterian University and 

Theological Seminary, and Seoul Theological University. The society’s major activity is 

to organize a regular Karl Barth Colloquium and to publish Barth-related articles and 

books.136  Many articles and books have appeared as a result, such as Ok-Joo Kim’s 

“Barth’s Doctrine of Trinity” (2014) and The Studies of Barth’s Theology (2013). Ok-Joo 

Kim mainly deals with Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity with respect to critics. According 

to Ok-Joo Kim, Barth insists that revelation is itself the root of the doctrine of Trinity. In 

particular, Kim critiques Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity centring on a doctrine of 

filioque.137 Barth systematically uses the doctrine of filioque in order to support his logic 

on the doctrine of the Trinity. Kim states that humans can obtain knowledge of God only 

through the revelation of the Trinity, not by human efforts or means.138 But Barth failed 

to perceive the balance between the personhood and the works of the Holy Spirit. This 

provides a critical response to conservative theologians on Barth. The Korean Society of 

Barth’s Theology has been playing an important role in spreading and researching Barth’s 

theology for Korean churches.  
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The Studies of Barth’s Theology was published by the Korean Society of Barth’s 

Theology. This book was edited by representative Korean theologians, such as Myung-

Yong Kim, Shin-Keun Lee, Jae-Jin Kim, Sung-Wook Oh, and Duck-Young Hwang.139 

This is one of the most useful books to deal with themes such as Barth’s pneumatology, 

his understanding of worship, comparative studies of Barth and Cornelius Van Til on the 

Bible, and Barth’s reconciliation and pastoral application.140 But the limitation of this 

book is that it does not deal with ecclesiology, which is an important matter for the Korean 

churches. In addition, Church Dogmatics began to be translated by the Korean Society of 

Barth’s Theology from 1993. To date, the following volumes of Church Dogmatics have 

been translated into Korean, in this order: CD I/1, CD I/2, CD II/1, CD II/2, CD IV/4, CD 

IV/2, CD IV/3, CD III/1, 3. It is probable that the number of those who study Barth will 

increase through the availability of a Korean translation of Church Dogmatics.  

 

All of the above Barthian writings and publications are the fruit of Barthian scholars’ 

theological contributions to the Korean church. It is true that Barth’s Christocentrism has 

influenced Korean theologians and has left its marks on ecclesiology and preaching; but 

Barth’s theology has also been a major source of contention among Korean Reformed 

theologians. As examined previously, most progressive Korean Reformed theologians are 

concerned about Barth’s theology. Unfortunately, most conservative Korean Reformed 

theologians are not interested in Barth studies. In order to criticize Barth rightly, 

conservative Reformed theologians need at least to read and interpret Barth’s primary 

sources with a deep interest. Nevertheless, comparative studies on Calvin and Barth have 
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been undertaken by both Reformed and conservative Korean theologians.  

 

1.3. Comparative Studies of Calvin and Barth  

Given the extensive influence that both Barth and Calvin have had on the Korean church, 

especially in the theological realm, the next step in this thesis is to compare the studies 

and publications on them that have been produced. 

 

Korean theologians have written dissertations comparing Calvin with others. For example, 

there are dissertations comparing Calvin with Augustine, Martin Luther, Wesley, and 

Bucer. However, there are only a few books or dissertations that compare Calvin and Karl 

Barth. Ho-Duck Kwon of Baekseok University wrote an article entitled “John Calvin’s 

and Karl Barth’s Understandings of the Virgin Birth of Jesus Christ.”141 Ho-Duck Kwon 

dealt with “the understanding of Calvin and Barth on the incarnation of Christ and this 

thesis tried to get an answer for the question whether Jesus Christ had taken the body of 

Adam before the Fall or after the Fall.” 142  Ho-Duck Kwon’s main concern was to 

determine how Calvin and Barth each understood the incarnation of Jesus Christ. This 

article is worth reading in that it conveys a proper understanding of the incarnation in 

relation to the way of salvation. He proposes that in both Calvin and Barth the flesh is the 

subject of sin and is an obstacle to salvation. Jong-Sung Lee from Presbyterian University 

and Theological Seminary wrote a major book, Christology. However, his discussion of 

Christology focused on Barth’s theology rather than on Calvin’s theology, and in 

subsequent books he always preferred to deal with Barth’s Church Dogmatics without 
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attempting to describe its relationship to Calvin or to the wider Reformed tradition.143 

Chang-Moo Choi wrote a dissertation entitled “A Study of the Doctrine of the Trinity in 

Calvin and Barth,” where he dealt with the differences and similarities between Calvin 

and Barth in relation to the doctrine of the Trinity.144 One of the similarities is that both 

insisted that humans can know God only by the revelation of God himself, not by human 

knowledge or effort. Another similarity is that the doctrine of Trinity dominated the 

theology of both Calvin and Barth. But one of the differences is that Calvin tried to 

understand the Trinity on the basis of the Bible and the Holy Spirit, whereas Barth saw 

the Word of God as the event of the revelation of Christ. In short, the Bible is a witness 

to God’s revelation. Another difference Choi identifies is that Calvin’s theology is God-

centred, while Barth’s is Christ-centred.  There have been other dissertations written by 

Korean theologians, notably Chan-Young Kim’s “The Critique of the Doctrine of Election 

in Calvin and Barth” (2007).145 Chan-Young Kim emphasizes that Barth regarded Jesus 

Christ as the centre of the doctrine of election.146 This shows that Barth’s doctrine of 

election is different from Calvin’s. Before Barth, the doctrine of election generally was 

understood on the basis of God’s providence. However, Barth changed both Calvin’s 

starting point and his point of view, as he regarded Jesus Christ as the centre of the 

doctrine of election. This means that Barth’s theology was thoroughly Christ-centred. 

None of these publications, however, explore the critical question of faith, which is central 

to Reformed soteriology. 
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Korean theologians have sought to identify the affinity between Calvin’s theology and 

Barth’s theology, and their impact on Korean Christianity. However, there is no 

comprehensive work dealing with the theological relationship between Calvin and Barth 

in terms of the doctrine of faith. Furthermore, Korean theologians have not adequately 

explored how and why “Barth’s theology was assimilated” and is still influential for 

Korean Reformed theology.147 These are important gaps in the existing scholarship, and 

these are the areas that I will address in this thesis. In this respect, it is worth exploring 

how representative Reformed theologians understood the doctrine of faith and influenced 

Korean Reformed scholarship after Calvin.  

 

1.4. The Doctrine of Faith in Korean Reformed Scholarship  

 In his survey of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Reformed theology, Calvin often 

emphasized the importance of faith. Seventeenth-century Reformed theology was not 

completed by Calvin alone but by his followers, such as Theodore Beza, on the basis of 

Calvin’s theology. Calvin argues that the nature of faith is determined by faith’s object, 

the Word of God, and that faith never has any other object because “there is a permanent 

relationship between faith and the Word.” 148  Most Reformed theologians have 

emphasized the soteriological importance of faith. This does not mean that Calvinism is 

always the same as Calvin’s theology. But there are some representative Reformed 

theologians who have especially influenced Korean Reformed theologians, such as 

Heinrich Heppe, Charles Hodge and B.B. Warfield. I will analyze the contributions of 
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each of these Reformed theologians in order to support my particular claim, as all of them 

have focused on the soteriological significance of faith.  

 

Heinrich Heppe, as a German Reformed theologian, influenced many Korean theologians 

by the way he understood the doctrine of faith; he said that “faith is based on God who is 

infallible and can be founded only upon God.”149 He insisted that God is the only object 

of faith for those who believe in Jesus Christ. When Heppe demonstrates the conception 

of faith in relation to salvation, he often uses biblical terms such as “salvation by grace 

promised in the Gospel and God’s covenant of grace.”150 Heppe argues that in Reformed 

theology the nature of faith consists in firm trust, assent and certainty, “which lays hold 

of and applies to itself the merit of Christ and the promises of free salvation through 

himself.”151  A Reformed understanding of faith is, in other words, God-centred and 

Christ-centred. In short, Heppe was a Reformed theologian who followed Calvin’s 

theological orthodoxy, saying that those who were selected by God were justified through 

the relationship between God and humanity.  

 

Heppe further argued that Reformed theology regards justification as the immediate effect 

of God’s calling. In his understanding, “the grace of justification is closely connected 

with the grace of God’s calling.”152 Heppe insists that believers are justified through the 

imputation of Christ’s righteousness. The condition under which Christ’s righteousness 

is distributed is not through our action; it is only through faith that individuals are able to 
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believe in Christ and “his work of redemption.”153 Heppe’s doctrine of justification was 

considerably biblical and Reformed – hence similar to Calvin’s – because he cited various 

texts, such as Romans 5:15-17, 1 Corinthians 5:21; 6:11 and 2 Corinthians 5:21, for his 

explanation of justification.  

 

Heppe emphasized the importance of sanctification with justification as a continuity of 

vocation for gradual completion. He regarded sanctification as “an activity of God in the 

human’s inward part.”154  From this perspective, we need the Holy Spirit’s help for 

sanctification. Additionally, Heppe argued for the importance of sanctification by 

employing Wolleb’s statement, “sanctification is the gratuitous act of God by which God 

delivers believers, engrafted in Christ by faith and justified by the Holy Spirit.”155 In short, 

Heppe emphasized that the significance of believers’ sanctification is that it is 

accomplished by the triune God, not by a human’s merits. 

 

In Korea, Heppe’s book, originally written in German, was translated into Korean by Jung 

Suck Rhee. Because this book was written in order to re-establish the theological 

orthodoxy of the Reformed Church of Heppe’s time, those who are interested in the 

theology of the Reformation era are highly recommended to read this book. 156  An 

advantage of this book is that Heppe deals with doctrinal books of around fifty scholars 

from the time of Calvin to the end of the seventeenth century. Jung Suck Rhee’s 

translation was well known as a source of dogmatics in Korea. The Korean Presbyterian 
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Church was divided by multiple schisms in the late twentieth century. Each Korean 

Presbyterian Church insisted that it had interpreted Reformed orthodox theology correctly. 

With regard to these divisions, a more careful reading of Heppe’s book would have 

provided important points regarding the essential characteristics of Reformed theology 

and particularly, within Korea, its emphasis on the need for unity in the church. 

 

Another Reformed theologian who was influential on Korean theology was Charles 

Hodge, one of the many American Calvinists who especially influenced conservative 

theological seminaries such as Chongshin University and the Kosin University in Korea. 

Korean theologian Hyung Ryong Park, who graduated from Princeton Theological 

Seminary, was indirectly influenced by Charles Hodge because Hyung Ryong Park learnt 

Reformed theology from one of Hodge’s successors, Gresham Machen. Hyung Ryong 

Park was not only influenced theologically by Machen, but also personally.157  Hyung 

Ryong Park tried to spread the ideas of orthodox theologians such as Charles Hodge, 

Gresham Machen, and Louis Berkhof within Korea.  

 

Charles Hodge ultimately stressed the importance of ‘saving faith’ in the doctrine of faith 

by arguing that “faith may be defined to be the persuasion of the truth founded on 

testimony” and “the faith of the Christian is the persuasion of the truth of the facts and 

doctrines recorded in the Scriptures.”158 Hodge understood the definition of faith to be a 

belief in truth on the basis of the Bible. He tried to explain faith from various angles, such 

as by considering the kinds of faith. But the most important thing is his explanation about 
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saving faith. He demonstrated the importance of saving faith as follows, for example:  

 

saving faith which secures eternal life; which unites us to Christ as living members 

of his body; which interests us in all the benefits of redemption; which works by 

love and is fruitful in good works; is founded, not on the moral evidence of the truth 

but on the testimony of the Spirit with and by the truth to the renewed soul.159 

 

Hodge’s explanation of saving faith shows the most important contents of Christian faith. 

His understanding in relation to saving faith includes the nature of faith, the effect of faith, 

the relation of faith to sanctification, and the relationship between faith and the triune 

God.  

 

Hodge dealt with justification and sanctification as effects of faith. In his view, “we are 

justified by the faith of Christ and faith is the condition on which God promises, in the 

covenant of redemption, to impute unto humans the righteousness of Christ … Faith 

sanctifies because it is the necessary condition of the efficacy of the means of grace,” 

such as through reading the Word, prayer and participation in the Eucharist.160 Hodge 

developed his doctrine of faith with ‘saving faith’ as of the utmost importance to 

Christians. In particular, he emphasized the unity of the church as the body of Christ, and 

focused on the essence of true faith for holy living. This challenges the Korean churches 

that are separated into many denominations. It is worth exploring the influence of 

Hodge’s theology on the Korean church because the history of the Korean Presbyterian 

Church has deep similarities to the old Princeton school at which Hodge was a professor. 
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The division of the Korean Presbyterian Church (Kijang) and the Korean Presbyterian 

Church (Yejang) was similar to the division of the Princeton Theological Seminary into 

conservative and liberal camps. There is no doubt that studies of Hodge can bring about 

important contributions for the restoration of the identity of the Korean Presbyterian 

Church. 

 

Hodge’s successor at Princeton, B.B. Warfield, was well known as one of the most 

representative Calvinists in America. Those in Korea who are interested in Calvin’s 

theology and the Reformed Church research Warfield’s theology aided by Fred Zaspel’s 

The Theology of B.B. Warfield, which was translated into Korean by Chang-Young Kim 

in 2014. This book deals with all the themes of dogmatics comprehensively, including 

the task of apologetics and theology. 161  When Korean Presbyterian Churches are 

wondering about, as well as forgetting, their identity as Reformed churches, this book on 

Warfield is a useful resource to examine what a Reformed church’s legacy looks like. 

 

In a way similar to Hodge, Warfield argues that “faith is conceived as containing in itself 

the foundation of salvation, and that it is itself a gift from God,” and that “the place of 

faith in the process of salvation, as biblically conceived, could scarcely be better described 

than by the use of the scholastic term ‘instrumental cause.’”162 Warfield emphasizes that 

in being justified by faith, the relationship that was broken between the sinner and God 

has been re-established. Those who believe in Jesus have been transformed into the very 

children of God, and “made sharer[s] in all the blessings of God’s house.”163 Warfield 
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also argues that “we are endowed with all the privileges through faith as well as being 

supplied with all the graces of children of God because we are justified by faith.”164 As 

noted above, Warfield’s point of view with regard to faith is similar to Hodge’s view in 

terms of Reformed theology. But it is important to point out that the Korean church can 

also learn from Warfield’s theology. He emphasized the significance of the restoration of 

the relationship between the sinner and God when he explained faith. In a similar way, 

the Korean church should endeavour to re-establish the relationship that was broken 

between denominations as they realize that they share the same relationship with God. 

And then the Korean church will experience a new turning point for research of Reformed 

theology in Korea. Korean Reformed theologians have a responsibility to advance 

Reformed systematic theology in the context of the Korean church.  

 

It is because of the importance of soteriology in Reformed theology that I will be 

investigating Calvin’s and Barth’s understandings of faith in terms of Korean theology in 

this thesis. The influence of both Calvin and Barth leads to some surprisingly insightful 

reflections on Korean Reformed theology and the Korean church. The aim will be to 

clarify the different styles of Reformed theology of these two theologians that have 

shaped the life and theology of the Korean church.  
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Chapter Two 

Calvin’s Doctrine of Faith 

John Calvin’s theology has been a major influence on the history of Korean Christianity. 

In this chapter, I will explore Calvin’s doctrine of faith in relation to sin, justification and 

sanctification. This will provide a basis for examining, in chapter 4, the reception of 

Calvin (together with Barth) in Korean theology. I will also address Calvin’s theology 

holistically as a research methodology. Although the 1559 edition of the Institutes of 

Christian Religion will be used as the principal reference for this chapter, Calvin’s 

commentaries, such as those on Romans and Galatians, together with relevant books and 

articles by other authors will also be consulted.  

2.1. Sin 

Concerning sin, Calvin explains that humanity’s problem is that all humans are sinners 

because of the Fall of humanity, which is described in the Bible.  For Calvin, knowledge 

of the Fall is the starting point for understanding the human as a sinner. That is, the 

understanding of sin is a very important factor in the doctrine of faith. Calvin emphasizes 

the double nature of knowledge in relation to God in terms of natural knowledge of God, 

including special revelation, and knowledge of humanity’s relationship to God. Calvin 

insists that “the knowledge of God and that of ourselves are connected.”1 We cannot think 

of our knowledge “without knowledge of God” because of our total depravity by Adam’s 

sin. According to Calvin, “the miserable ruin, into which the rebellion of the first [human] 
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cast us, especially compels us to look upward.”2 Why do we need to have knowledge of 

God? Because the true knowledge of God gives us motivation to worship and it 

encourages us to have hope for the future.3  The reason that the knowledge of God is 

thought with the knowledge of ourselves is that human nature is totally corrupted. Calvin 

insists that the content of knowledge of humankind is our depravity and the seriousness 

of sin.4 Calvin stresses that “the knowledge of ourselves is twofold: what we were like 

when we were first created and what our condition became after the fall of Adam. While 

it would be of little benefit to understand our creation unless we recognized in this sad 

ruin what our nature in its corruption and deformity is like.”5  When he explains sin, he 

uses some significant terms such as repentance, depravity, and forgiveness. 

 

How then does Calvin understand the doctrine of sin? Charles Partee suggests that 

“Calvin’s doctrine of sin is often regarded as so severe that ‘Calvinism’ can be used as a 

synonym for the darkest possible evaluation of the human condition.”6 Calvin deals with 

the issue of sin in his doctrine of faith. He argues that “the sum of the gospel is held to 

consist in repentance and forgiveness of sins.” If these two themes are omitted in any 

discussion of faith, it will be “barren and mutilated and well-nigh useless.” Calvin stresses 

that “both repentance and forgiveness of sins – that is, newness of [believers’] life and 

free reconciliation – are conferred on [believers] by Christ.”7 Calvin defines sin not as a 

contamination of nature, but as “an adventitious quality which comes upon [a human] 
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rather than a substantial property which has been implanted from the beginning.”8 He sees 

sin as “a fact, but an inexplicable fact.”9  Also, Calvin deals with sin as “a hereditary 

depravity and corruption of our nature, diffused into all parts of the soul, which first 

makes us liable to God’s wrath, then also brings forth in us those works which Scripture 

calls ‘works of the flesh.’”10 In short, Calvin defines sin as accidental rather than essential; 

it is not a design fault but loss or damage that has occurred to the design. This view of sin 

was influenced by the Augustinian doctrine of evil as a privation, as well as by 

“Aristotle’s distinction between reality and actuality,” as opposed to contingency and 

possibility.11 In other words, sin was and is not necessary, but it did and does happen. 

Calvin’s understanding of sin is wide and deep. Even though he expresses humanity’s sin 

with language and concepts of the sixteenth century, the concepts are still very current. In 

consequence, Calvin’s understanding of sin provides current lessons to Christians.  

 

Calvin insists that the issue of the sinful nature of humanity has significant and 

complicated implications. The issue encompasses concepts such as the Fall, original sin, 

death, the cause of sin, arrogance, and disobedience. The word ‘sin’ can be either a generic 

term, or a term applied specifically to an event or situation. Lanier Burns observes that 

Calvin used various terms in explaining sin. 12 He saw the “fallen world” as “antithetical 

to divine perfection,” and he focused on the prideful rebellion of Adam that caused the 

condition of original sin. For Calvin, the words “depravity, corruption, perversity, and 

wickedness are used most emphatically and frequently for humanity’s evil condition”; 

                                                                 
8 Inst., 2. 1. 11.  

9 Partee, The Theology of John Calvin, 129. 

10 Inst., 2.1.8. 

11 Partee, The Theology of John Calvin, 129. 

12 Lanier Burns, “From Ordered Soul to Corrupted Nature: Calvin’s view of Sin,” in Sung Wook Chung 

(ed.), John Calvin and Evangelical Theology: Legacy and Prospect, (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 

2009), 88. 



 
 

61 

these terms “practically are interchangeable within Calvin’s view of the fallenness of” 

humanity, “often occurring together in a single sentence.” 13  Burns repeats Calvin’s 

emphasis that it is not certain individuals who are sinful, but “the whole race of Adam – 

Nor is he decrying the depraved morals of one age or another, but indicting the unvarying 

corruption of our nature.”14 Calvin’s intention “is not simply to rebuke [humans]” in order 

to repent. His intention is to teach that only God’s grace and compassion can save them 

from being “overwhelmed by an [otherwise] unavoidable” disaster.15  Calvin strongly 

insists that our human nature was depraved by Adam’s sin. We cannot overcome the 

depravity of nature by ourselves. As well, we cannot understand the providence of God 

because all have been depraved and corrupted by Adam’s original sin. Therefore, we need 

God’s mercy for our restoration and salvation. Human beings are inherently incapable of 

healing themselves; the Creator himself must restore them to their original perfect 

condition, of being the bearers of his image. (I will consider salvation and sanctification 

as God’s answer to the problem of sin, but we must first continue our consideration of 

sin.) 

 

What were human beings like when they were first created by God? What did their 

condition become after Adam’s fall? It is significant to know about ourselves in relation 

to these questions because we can get knowledge of God through knowledge of ourselves. 

Calvin argues that we cannot entirely understand works of God’s creation “unless we 

recognized in this sad ruin what our nature in its corruption and deformity is like.”16 

Human beings were created spotlessly by God. So we may not shift the responsibility for 
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sin and corruption onto God. Burns argues that “Calvin uses another set of terms to 

describe humanity’s corruption of the goodness of God’s creation.” These are the terms 

‘deformity’ and ‘ruin.’ Calvin uses ‘deformity’ with respect to the “consequences of sin 

on the image of God.”17  Humanity was corrupted by natural vitiation, but it did not 

originate from nature. If it was true to say that humanity was naturally hostile to God due 

to corruptible nature, it was also true that humanity was naturally depraved. Where the 

grace of God is lacking, says Augustine, sin reigns.18  If we are depraved because we were 

deprived, the question now becomes: How did this begin? Why was God’s grace 

withdrawn? If it was not God’s intention for sin to enter the world, what happened? Is 

God not sovereign? Can his will be thwarted? In short, what was the reason for the fall? 

 

Calvin demonstrates that Adam’s sin brought about our corrupted nature. Even though 

we were created in the image of God, the image of God was destroyed due to the Fall of 

Adam. The fall is an action, and sin explains what corruption is as a consequence of that 

action.  What was the reason for the fall? Why did humans rebel against God? With these 

questions, Calvin seeks the reason for the sin of humans.  Calvin agrees with Augustine, 

who states that the cause of sin is the pride of human nature. However, Calvin insists that 

pride is not merely a cause but one of the aspects of sin. He argues that unfaithfulness or 

unbelief was at the origin of the fall, and demonstrates the causes and effects of the Fall 

in his Institutes as follows: “thereafter ambition and pride, together with ungratefulness, 

arose, because Adam by seeking more than was granted him shamefully spurned God’s 

great bounty, which had been lavished upon him.” 19  Depravity came from Adam’s 

prideful rebellion rather than from God’s defective plan. In short, the problem of Adam 

                                                                 
17 Burns, “From Ordered Soul to Corrupted Nature,” 90. 

18 Augustine, On Genesis in the Literal Sense I. i. 3 (MPL.34-221; Contra Julianum, opus imperfectum V. 

Xl (MPL.45.1477). Referenced in Calvin Inst., 2.1.11. 

19 Inst., 2. 1. 4. 



 
 

63 

was unbelief, a lack of trust in God and God’s Word.20 What does it mean when Calvin 

sees the cause of sin as having been unbelief? It means that he sees sin as an inner state, 

the problem of personality or mind. In other words, the cause of sin is unbelief, which 

means that sin occurred because a human’s mind had separated him from God. As a result, 

unbelief brought about the broken relationship between God and humanity. 

 

The topic of original sin was extremely important for Calvin, who understood that 

Adam’s sin initiated original sin. There are controversial issues when speaking of original 

sin. One of the problems is “how it is possible that the sin of the first man should become 

the sin of the whole human race.”21 A possible answer is “that we have inherited sin from 

our first ancestor”; however, according to Niesel, this is not the right answer, even though 

“he himself, following tradition, describes original sin as ‘the hereditary perversity and 

corruption of our nature.’” In fact, Calvin thought that “there is no real solution to the 

problem.”22 Calvin endeavours to clarify the matter by arguing that the heavenly Judge 

attributed Adam’s guilt to humanity: “Because of the guilt of one man God has placed us 

in a condition of universal indictment.”23 This means that “God views all [humans] as 

sinners and treats them as such.”24 Calvin’s point of view on the cause of sin is that it is 

unbelief originating from the mind of humans. And all are born with the nature of sin 

because of Adam’s sin.  

 

The whole human race degenerated from its original condition due to Adam’s sin. 

                                                                 
20 Inst., 2.1.4. 

21 Wilhelm Niesel, Harold Knight (trans.), The Theology of Calvin (London: Lutterworth Press, 1956), 83. 

22 Niesel, The Theology of Calvin, 83. 

23 Niesel, The Theology of Calvin, 83. See also G. Baum, E. Gunitz, and E. Reuss (ed.), Calvin’s Work, 9, 

289.  

24 Niesel, The Theology of Calvin, 83-84. 



 
 

64 

Humans, who are corrupted by sin, needed the Redeemer in order to restore the image of 

God. In his Institutes, Calvin writes that “as representative of all humanity Adam 

consigned his race to ruin by his rebellion when he perverted the whole order of nature in 

heaven and on earth.”25 Adam’s sin was transmitted to his offspring. Burns notes that 

Calvin considered original sin foundational to his theology.26 In book 2, Calvin insisted 

that we inherit corruption from Adam. The church fathers called this ‘original sin,’ 

because they understood sin as depraving  “the nature previously good and pure.”27 All 

humans thus are descended from an “impure seed,” and some into the world infected with 

the contagion of Adam’s sin. As a matter of fact, before we are born, we are already 

sinners who are defiled and polluted in the sight of God.28 Calvin argues that “human 

nature was transmitted (or imputed) through parents to the whole human race.” He 

proposes either that “when Adam was despoiled, human nature was left naked and 

destitute, or that when he was infected with sin, contagion crept into human nature.”29 

This indicates that Adam’s sin was transmitted from their ancestors to their descendants. 

As a result of this, each and every human is born with a corrupt nature.  

 

But Calvin argues that if anyone partakes in some degree in one’s parents’ holiness, it is 

a special blessing for God’s people.30  Yet it does not mean to deny the fact that the 

universal curse of humanity holds sway. In all instances, “guilt is of nature, but 

sanctification, of supernatural grace.”31  Because of this, “original sin seems to be a 

                                                                 
25 Inst., 2.1.5. 

26 Burns, “From Ordered Soul to Corrupted Nature,” 97. 

27 Inst., 2.1.5.  

28 Inst., 2.1.5. 

29 Inst., 2.1.7. 

30 Inst., 2.2.7. 

31 Inst., 2.1.7. 



 
 

65 

hereditary depravity and corruption of our nature, diffused into all parts of the soul.”32 

This understanding of original sin is based on the idea that “the uncleanness of the parents 

is so transmitted to the children that all without any exception are defiled at their 

begetting.”33 Calvin explains, on the basis of Romans 5:12, that Adam is our forefather 

as well as “the root of human nature” and that humanity “deserved to be vitiated” due to 

Adam’s depravity.34 For Calvin, the only way to recover righteousness and life was to 

accept  Christ through Christ’s own righteousness.35 To corrupt humanity totally means 

that “nothing, however slight, can be credited to man without depriving God of his honor, 

and without [a human being] himself falling into ruin through brazen confidence.”36  

 

Because the corruption of humanity has proudly made humans, we have to endeavour to 

know God and ourselves with humility. This is the foundation of faith in Christian life. 

Calvin’s understanding of the transmission of sin is considerably biblical. He stresses this 

by employing Scripture, for example, “sin was transmitted from the first [human] to all 

his posterity (Romans 5:12).”37  Original sin is not transmitted to descendants by any 

imitation. So Pelagius is wrong in insisting that “Adam sinned only to his own loss 

without harming his posterity.”38 The depravity of humans was treated at a serious level 

by Calvin. Like Augustine, he saw that the depravity had brought about the double effects 

of guilt and corruption. The first result of depravity can be identified through Adam’s 

guilt, which was transmitted amongst humanity. Moreover, due to Adam’s sin humans are 
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born with the inherited corruption. In short, Calvin’s understanding of original sin in 

relation to the corruption of humans can be conveyed through his attempts to explain the 

issue of human sin on the basis of Adam’s corruption. Calvin understands the corruption 

of humanity was a decisive event that brought about a big turning in humanity’s fate. In 

this sense, Calvin portrays the idea that knowing the corruption of humanity acts as a 

starting point in understanding humans as sinners. I strongly agree with Calvin's view in 

relation to original sin and corruption as his point of view is thoroughly biblical.  

 

According to Niesel, Calvin does not accept “naturalistic attempts at the explanation” of 

original sin. He demonstrates that “original sin does not devolve on us through any 

physical process such as biological heredity.” 39  Niesel’s understanding of Calvin in 

relation to original sin is that original sin is “not [an] inherited malady.”40  Gerrish also 

insists that here Calvin grappled with two important issues passed on to him by Augustine, 

his mentor.  The first issue is “the cause of Adam’s sin,” and the second problem is “the 

mode of its transmission to the rest of us.”41 Gerrish argues that “Calvin’s reflections on 

[original sin]” are significant in relation to these two issues. However, “one could not, in 

any case, resolve the problems of sin’s cause and transmission without determining what 

sin is.”42 Ultimately, Calvin’s insights are that we need the right understanding regarding 

original sin in relation to the total corruption of humanity, and that the problem of sin can 

only be resolved in Christ. In other words, we cannot resolve the problem of sin by 

ourselves.   
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Calvin’s point of view on original sin was influenced by Augustine’s view. This means 

that he closely followed the tradition of the early church in terms of the doctrine of 

original sin. “At the beginning of Book 2 of the 1559 Institutes, Calvin takes up many of 

the traditional questions [in relation to] original sin [in terms of] its nature and essence.”43 

For example, he deals with the existence of original sin and “the mode of its transmission” 

in detail. He situates “original sin within the context of the larger theme of the knowledge” 

of humanity.44 Calvin selectively employs Augustine’s ideas in order to clarify or uphold 

his arguments in relation to Adam’s original sin. For instance, Calvin insists that original 

sin was transmitted through heredity and moreover insists “good [humans] (and 

Augustine above the rest) labored to show us that we are corrupted not by derived 

wickedness.”45 He also emphasizes the idea of original sin in relation to heredity by citing 

the Bible. This can be seen in his saying, “surely there is no doubt that David confess 

himself to have been ‘begotten in iniquities, and conceived by his mother in sin’ (Psalms 

51:5).’’46 Furthermore, this indicates our sinful nature from when we are conceived. For 

Calvin, “it is clear that this was not peculiar to David, it follows that the common lot of 

humankind is exemplified in him.”47  This understanding of Calvin was, as we have 

already shown, deeply influenced by his spiritual mentor, Augustine.  

 

Actually, the issue of original sin is still a controversial topic. One of the reasons is the 

fact that we are born guilty due to Adam’s original sin, which is not fully understood by 

everyone. In this perspective, I agree with Niesel that Calvin insists on hereditary 
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corruption. But Calvin does not follow Augustine’s biological heredity thesis completely. 

Even though Calvin recognizes the usefulness of the heredity theory of original sin, he 

insists that “we bear [an] inborn defect from our mother’s womb.”48 Thus his intention is 

to stress the catholicity of sin such that Adam’s sin is transmitted to all humanity not just 

biologically, but also spiritually.  

 

Calvin deals with the noetic effects of sin in the context of divine redemption. Even 

though the Fall has brought a huge change within humanity, it is still true that humans are 

rational beings. This is because the seed of religion has remained in all of humanity. 

Therefore, Calvin insists that “in the arrangement of this life no [human] is without the 

light of reason.”49  Calvin’s analysis of the idea of sin is more obviously given in his 

commentary on Genesis 3; “it is the ‘history’ of Adam’s fall that shows us what sin is.”50 

Barbara Pitkin suggests that in Calvin’s “comments on Genesis 3:7, [he emphasizes] the 

noetic consequences of sin as he struggles to clarify how Eve and Adam’s eyes opened as 

a result of eating the forbidden fruit.”51 In Calvin’s discussion of the noetic effects of 

original sin, Pitkin demonstrates by referring to Calvin’s Institutes, that “he [employs] 

with approval the traditional medieval view derived from Augustine ‘that [humanity’s] 

natural gifts were corrupted in [humanity] through sin, but his supernatural taken away,”’ 

having remarked earlier that few understood this [appropriately].”52  But according to 

Calvin, human reason still has the power to distinguish between good and evil, and to 
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understand and judge.53 Human reason cannot be erased completely because it is a natural 

gift, and it distinguishes humans from the other creatures. Brian Gerrish maintains that 

Calvin’s view is that “one cannot improve on their distinction between the natural and the 

supernatural gifts of God.” 54  This is one of the “sharp differences between Roman 

Catholicism and Protestantism [because of] the extent of sin’s damage to the soul,”55 with 

Roman Catholicism considering humanity to possess greater capacity for goodness than 

Protestantism. Pitkin insists that “the noetic effects of sin means that although true 

knowledge of God is revealed to fallen humanity through nature, the conscience, and the 

sense of divinity, the fallen mind fails to receive this knowledge and is, with respect to 

God, filled only with ‘boundless confusion.’”56  Calvin’s point of view on the noetic 

nature of sin is based on Paul’s texts such as Romans 1:18-32 and Romans 5:12.57 The 

apostle Paul demonstrates this point by comparing Adam and Christ. Sin and death came 

into the world through the first Adam’s sin, his disobedience. As a result, we lost the 

image of God that we were created with, but we are restored in Christ by his obedience. 

 

It is very important to understand Calvin’s doctrine of sin properly because it plays a role 

in reminding us of the necessity and significance of grace. Calvin especially emphasizes 

the fall and the seriousness of sin, which means he stresses the necessity of grace. Thus, 

Calvin insists that the grace of redemption is absolutely needed for humanity, who is 

fallen due to Adam’s sin. In his Institutes, Calvin argues that “fallen [humankind] ought 
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to seek redemption in Christ … Only the Mediator helps fallen [humankind].”58 Sin and 

grace are contrary to each other. But the relationship between sin and grace has significant 

relevance in terms of soteriology in the Bible. We cannot fully explain sin without grace 

in relation to salvation; we can fully understand grace when it is seen in relation to sin. In 

the explanation of the fall, Calvin’s intention was “to open the prison house of sin with 

the keys of grace, so that lovers of God can live without the shackles of guilt and the 

burdens of our flawed world.”59  This also depends on God’s grace – “inasmuch as 

Christ’s merit depends upon God’s grace alone, which has ordained this manner of 

salvation for us.” 60  The root of Calvin’s passion is his consciousness of absolute 

dependence as a sinner on the free mercy of a saving God. That there is nothing one can 

do to effect one’s own salvation speaks clearly to those who live a life of disempowerment 

and denial. That there is hope, not from within, but from beyond, speaks even more 

powerfully. 

 

It is too easy, however, to forget the hope that we have in God. Faced with evil in the 

world around us and deep within us, we become spiritually disoriented. Calvin discusses 

the relationship between original sin and actual sin in his Institutes. Calvin argues that 

“since it is said that we became subject to God’s judgment through Adam’s sin, we are to 

understand it not as if we, guiltless and undeserving, bore the guilt of his offense … since 

we have become entangled in the [judgment due to Adam’s sin], he is said to have made 

us guilty.”61  The contagion of sin resides in us through Adam’s transgression. Calvin 

quotes Augustine’s statement that “though he often calls sin ‘another’s’ to show more 
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clearly that it is distributed among us through propagation, nevertheless he declares at the 

same time that it is peculiar to each.”62 For this reason, we are born with the seed of 

iniquity or the nature of sin. Hence, we commit actual sin by the seed of iniquity.  

 

It is obviously true that all humanity is infected by Adam’s sin, “but we are all sick in 

ourselves.”63  In his commentary on Romans, Calvin insists that sinning means “to be 

corrupt and faulty … For that natural depravity which we bring out of our mother’s womb, 

although it does not so soon show forth his fruits, yet nevertheless, it is sin before the 

Lord and deserveth his vengeance: and this is that sin they call original.”64 Thus, we have 

all sinned due to natural corruption that has remained in us through Adam’s sin.65 Partee 

insists that “there is considerable danger that a too-forceful presentation of original sin 

will allow Adam and Eve to be blamed for the original sin in a way that excuses all others 

from their actual sin.”66  In this sense, “the delicate balance between justification and 

sanctification applies to original sin and actual sin.”67 Justification and sanctification are 

essential for believers because those who believe in Jesus were imputed with Adam’s sin. 

Believers’ justification and sanctification are closely related to both Adam’s sin and our 

actual sin. Calvin says that “the doctrine of original sin overwhelms us so that we are 

forced to throw ourselves entirely upon the mercy of God.”68 However, at the same time, 

Calvin also contends that we carry our condemnation from birth. The reason is not 
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another’s fault but it is our own defect.69 This means that “humans cannot blame only 

Adam and Eve for original sin.” Above all, responsibility for actual sin should be accepted 

by humans.70 In short, even though it is true that all humans are influenced by Adam’s sin 

and have sinful natures due to Adam’s sin, we are each responsible for our own actual sin. 

 

Those who do not acknowledge original sin, such as Pelagius, argue that “actual sin has 

not been transmitted from Adam but occurs only in imitation of Adam.”71 If this were true, 

there would be a serious problem. The problem is that “Christ’s righteousness would be 

ours by imitation, not communication.” 72  The implication is that humans have an 

unhindered and unassisted capacity to make and enact the choice to imitate Christ. After 

Calvin considered these issues deeply, he concluded in his Institutes that “Adam, 

implicating us in his ruin, destroyed us with himself: but Christ restores us to salvation 

by his grace.”73 In short, Calvin focuses on divine grace rather than on human depravity. 

No one can save themselves from sin; no one can reconcile themselves to God; no one 

can live a life worthy of being made in the image of God, unless God himself restores 

that image and grants the ability to fulfil its potential. 

 

Actual sin is one of the serious issues for humanity. Humans are born with their own 

corrupt nature due to Adam’s first sin. Humans commit sin because of this nature of sin. 

There are particular sins that are of different kinds and degrees. Calvin insists that “being 

sinners from our mothers’ wombs, we are all born subject to the wrath and retribution of 
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God.”74 Niesel contends that “there is a direct sinning against God and failure in our duty 

to [others].”75 The issue of finding a solution for sin is an important task for humanity. 

Calvin emphasizes that the solution for sin is possible only through Jesus. He asserts that 

“it must be held that the only and true life of our soul consists in communion with God 

and that apart from Christ we are completely dead, because sin reigns in us with its 

inevitable consequence of death.”76 In Calvin’s view, the right understanding of Romans 

6:23, “The wages of sin is death,” is that the judgment of God cannot be avoided. This 

means that “without Christ we stand under the judgment of God” and are “subject to the 

death of body and soul” because of the penalty of sin.77 As noted, because the basic cause 

of sin is unbelief, the only way to overcome sin is to restore belief. The object of faith is 

only God through Jesus.  

 

Calvin treats the issue of the forgiveness of sin in relation to justification. He argues that 

to justify us is to pardon our sins and to impute Christ’s righteousness to the believer.78 

Calvin emphasizes that “the righteousness of faith is reconciliation with God, which 

consists only in the pardon of sins.”79 Believers “are justified before God solely by the 

intercession of Christ’s righteousness.” This conveys the idea that believers are not 

justified by themselves and that they “possess [righteousness] only because [they] are 

partakers in Jesus Christ.”80 In Calvin’s view, Christ’s righteousness is not adopted by 

everyone ontologically, but it is only when believers believe in Jesus Christ – when they 
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“put on Christ and are engrafted into Christ’s body”81  – that Christ deigns to unite 

believers with himself. For Calvin, the “remission of sins” is justification. This means 

that it is achieved through “the imputation of Christ’s righteousness.” 82  Moreover, 

believers’ justification is gained by Jesus Christ’s righteousness on the basis of his mercy. 

What, then, is justification? What does it mean to be right with God, and how does one 

enter such a state of peace with God? The question of how justification affects personal 

and social life in this fallen world will be considered later; for now, we must consider 

justification per se. 

2.2.  Justification 

Having explored, from Calvin’s perspective, the doctrine of sin as it relates to the cause 

and condition of sin, we move now to a consideration of how he believes sin can be 

counteracted. How is it that a sinful human may have access to righteousness, and 

therefore fullness of life? Given that no human is righteous in him- or herself, whence 

comes this alien righteousness? How and why is it granted, and to whom? To whom, and 

on what basis, is it denied? 

 

The biblical answer is that one is justified by faith (Romans 3:28; 5:1; Galatians 2:16; 

3:11, 24). Before considering justification as such, however, it is important to examine 

the relationship between faith and justification. There is a close correlation between faith 

and justification. We cannot discuss faith without justification and we cannot discuss 

justification without faith. Pitkin insists on the importance of faith and justification, 

saying that “the topics of faith and justification are undeniably central in Calvin’s thought, 
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and his principal and most mature discussions of their character are found in Book III of 

the 1559 Institutes.” Faith and justification “are joined under the thematic umbrella of the 

appropriation of the grace of Christ.”83  According to Calvin, those who accept Jesus 

Christ through faith by the Holy Spirit can obtain justification. This is one of “the 

principal works of the Holy Spirit” for believers.84 The discussion of these two topics is 

presented in relation to the knowledge of God at the beginning of Calvin’s theological 

works: “in Christ faith and justification by faith are the instruments through which sinful 

humans are brought to right understanding of God’s nature pro nobis.”85 This connection 

leads to “Calvin’s particular treatment of faith and justification … in terms of false 

knowledge of God and self” 86 – a theme that I will address in the next section.  

 

2.2.1. Faith 

For Calvin, proper faith needs the right knowledge of God. This knowledge is not 

theoretical knowledge but practical knowledge. For Calvin, one of the most important 

things is to know God rightly. This is a matter of faith, because the knowledge of faith 

relates to not only that which is ‘of God’ but also that which is ‘about God.’ It does not 

mean “comprehension of the sort that is commonly concerned with those things which 

fall under human sense perception.”87 Calvin’s statement indicates that the knowledge of 

faith is not comprehension but rather a form of certainty.  

 

In the third book of the Institutes, Calvin focuses almost exclusively on faith: 
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a definition of faith (Inst., 3.2.1-7.), the effect of faith in sanctification (Inst., 3-

10), the effect of faith in justification (Inst., 3.11-18), freedom as an effect of faith  

(Inst., 3.19), prayer as an effect of faith (Inst., 3.2), the source of faith in divine 

election (Inst., 3.21-24), and the outcome of faith in the Christian’s resurrection 

at the last day (Inst., 3.2.25).88  

As this passage shows, Calvin emphasized the importance of faith in various aspects in 

his writings. He specifically defines faith in his Institutes as the following: “a firm and 

certain knowledge of God’s benevolence toward us, founded upon the truth of the freely 

given promise in Christ, both revealed to our minds and sealed upon our hearts through 

the Holy Spirit.”89 Calvin defined faith with respect to the triune God. Pitkin insists that 

“although this definition remains constant throughout [the many] revisions and 

expansions to his discussion of faith in subsequent editions of the Institutes, its meaning 

is enriched through … the reorganization of the discussion.”90 Calvin demonstrates the 

topic of faith pneumatologically and Christologically. For example, he explains faith “by 

speaking of the Spirit as the agent of human communion with Christ, and faith as the Holy 

Spirit’s principal work.”91  Calvin also argues that “faith is a light of the Holy Spirit 

through which our understanding [is] enlightened and our hearts are confirmed in a sure 

persuasion which is assured that the truth of God is so certain that he can.”92  In this 

instance Calvin broadens his definition of faith “as the work of the Holy Spirit uniting the 

believer to Jesus Christ.”93  Christ and the union of believers occurs in relation to the 

gospel through faith by the Holy Spirit. Calvin insists that “the Holy Spirit is the bond by 
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which Christ effectually unites us to himself.”94 This means that without the Holy Spirit’s 

communion and works, no one can experience “either the fatherly favor of God or the 

beneficence of Christ,” such as justification and sanctification.95 In this sense, in Calvin’s 

theology, a representative theological theme in the gospel concerns union with Christ. 

Philip Graham Ryken argues that “the union with Christ is the core of the gospel.”96 

Ronald Wallace also insists that the expression of ‘in Christ’ is to show union with Christ 

as a core factor in the gospel and it clarifies the point and the meaning of union with 

Christ.97  Joel R. Beeke’s interpretation of Calvin’s Institutes 3.2.24 emphasizes that 

“union with Christ is one of the great mysteries of the gospel.”98 Michael S. Horton insists 

that “union with Christ means the ‘aim of the gospel,’” citing Calvin’s commentary on 

John’s Gospel chapter 17.99  Calvin stresses the interrelationship between gospel and 

union with Christ. For example, he insists that the whole aim of the gospel is that we 

accept Christ as the only Saviour and that we be grafted into him as a body.100  

 

Calvin thus interprets and explains the gospel with respect to the thought of union with 

Christ. In this sense, Calvin’s theology shows a close theological interrelationship 

between gospel and union with Christ, and they cannot be separated from each other. I 

think that Calvin’s point of view bestows on the Korean church a very important 
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theological meaning because for Korean churches that are being gradually weakened, 

now is absolutely the time to seek the restoration of the biblical gospel.  In short, those 

who personally accept Jesus Christ by faith experience union with Christ, which is the 

work of the Holy Spirit entirely. We also share gifts that Christ has endowed through the 

work of the Holy Spirit. Christ’s “righteousness may be imputed to us because he deigns 

to make us one with Him.”101 We are justified when we are united with Christ through the 

work of the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, we are engrafted into Christ by the Holy Spirit and 

“we grow into one body with [Christ].”102  The Holy Spirt unites elected people with 

Christ by bestowing faith on us, and it is possible that believers unite with Christ by faith 

subjectively.103  

 

We also experience union with Christ through the sacraments, which strengthen the faith 

of believers regarding Christ. What does it mean to share Christ’s blood and body? Calvin 

argues that “it is not simply to believe but to receive Christ in faith in such a way that he 

dwells and remains in us and that we become one body with him.”104 He stresses “union 

with Christ as the special fruit of the [sacraments].”105 Those who believe in Christ “have 

a witness of their growth into one body with Christ such that whatever is his may be called 

ours. [Consequently], we may daringly assure ourselves that eternal life, of which he is 

the heir, is ours.”106 The role of the sacraments is to confirm and seal God’s promises for 

believers. Calvin also emphasizes one of the mysteries of the sacraments: “Christ is truly 

shown to us through the symbols of bread and wine, his very body and blood, in which 
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he has fulfilled all obedience to obtain [justification] for us. … [one of the significant 

reasons about this is] that we may grow into one body with him.”107 In this sense, we can 

confirm our justification, sanctification, and union with Christ. In short, Calvin’s 

assertion is that union with Christ provides assurance of salvation to believers through 

the sacraments.  

 

Believers’ sanctification also occurs when they are engrafted into Christ. By this 

mysterious union with Christ, his power is imputed to those who follow him. Therefore 

it can be said that sanctification depends on unity, and not on our merits or works. Union 

with Christ is to be one body with him in forgiveness, reconciliation, newness of life, the 

Cross, and resurrection.108 Calvin insists in his Sermons on Titus: “being united by that 

holy and inseparable bond which he sanctified for us when he called us to be members of 

his body, let us serve and honour him, so that we may finally be heirs with him of his 

heavenly glory.”109 In this sense, Calvin expresses union with Christ by employing the 

term “wonderful exchange.”110 This means that those who are “engrafted into [Christ] are 

already, in a manner, partakers of eternal life.” This is a “wonderful exchange” between 

Christ and believers.111 In short, without union with Christ, there is no sanctification, and 

no benefits by Christ’s death and resurrection; union with Christ is an essential premise 

of sanctification.  

 

Faith and the Holy Spirit are closely related to each other in terms of role and ministry 
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for believers. The terms cannot be separated from each other. Gerard Boody insists that 

for Calvin, “faith, produced in us by the Spirit, is knowledge of Jesus Christ.”112 Those 

who believe in Jesus can know the Word through faith by the Holy Spirit’s help. Calvin 

emphasizes that “the terms commonly employed to express his power and working are, 

in large measure, referred to it because by faith alone he leads us into the light of the 

gospel.”113  Calvin insists on the relationship between faith and the Holy Spirit in his 

Institutes. According to Jackson Forstman, Calvin had already established that “Christ 

merited salvation for believers who cannot merit it for [themselves] through works of the 

law.” He went on to express how God gives this faith to us “through the secret operation 

of [God’s] Holy Spirit in our hearts, [since] we cannot on the basis of our own strength 

come to [exercise faith].”114 Calvin maintained “the work of the Spirit in confirming faith 

to be his principal work.”115 The apostle John, in his account in John’s Gospel, reported 

Jesus referring to the work of the Holy Spirit, saying: “when He has come, He will convict 

the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment” (John 16:8). There is no 

indication of how such conviction occurs, but it is entirely the work of the Holy Spirit. 

Calvin argues that “faith is the proper and entire work of the Holy Spirit.” We are taught 

by the Word, the Word is confirmed by the sacraments, and our minds and hearts are 

illuminated by the light of the Holy Spirit so that we can receive the Word and 

sacraments.116 
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In addition, Calvin argues that believers can be “certain of their own salvation by the 

witness of the Spirit of God.” So, Calvin utilizes two important terms, Word and Spirit, 

to describe the significance of faith for wider knowledge.117  Doubtless, God’s word 

should be properly taught and interpreted to enable faith. For this, the Holy Spirit is 

absolutely necessary for right teaching and interpretation. At the same time, “the Spirit is 

tested by the Word and whenever Calvin introduces another possible criterion … [he tries 

to qualify it as soon as possible] and works his way back to the Word or the Spirit.”118 

This indicates that “there can be no foolproof verification of authority outside of the word 

and the Spirit.”119 In brief, for Calvin the role of the Word and the Sprit is essential for 

the spiritual growth of Christians. Calvin did not try to appeal to the logic of human reason 

in his view of the relationship between faith and Spirit, but emphasized the principal work 

of the Holy Spirit. “Faith is thus explicitly treated as part of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, 

as an illumination of the human mind and sealing of the heart with the truth of God’s 

goodness.” 120  In this sense, faith and the Holy Spirit are inseparable. Calvin’s 

understanding of faith, thus, was thoroughly pneumatological, and he emphasized the 

importance of the role of the work of the Holy Spirit with the Word in relation to the 

Christian life.  

 

An understanding of faith with respect to triplex munus in Calvin’s theology is important. 

Calvin clearly emphasizes this issue in his Institutes: “in order for faith to find a firm basis 

for salvation in Christ, and thus rest in him, this principle must be laid down: the office 

enjoined upon Christ by the Father consists of three parts” – as prophet, king, and  
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priest.121 For Calvin, the doctrine of triplex munus “is also of basic importance to his 

conception of mediation, to the development of a Christologically determined structure 

relating to the decree and its execution, to the general development of Reformed 

Christology.”122  One of the principal meanings of the prophetic office of Christ for 

believers is that “the perfect doctrine he has brought has made an end to all prophecies. 

… and the prophetic dignity in Christ leads us to know that in the sum of doctrine 

[including the doctrine of faith] as he has given it to us, all parts of perfect wisdom are 

contained.”123  Moreover, Calvin insists that the office of Christ as king shows “the 

eternity of His dominion.”124  But we can understand “the blessing of Christ’s kingly 

office for us only when we recognize it to be spiritual.”125  Calvin also stresses that 

“because Christ’s kingdom is spiritual, it is eternal for both the church and individuals.”126 

Christ, who governs all of our life, “will never leave us destitute, but will provide for our 

needs until, our warfare has ended, and we are called to triumph.”127 In this sense, those 

who accept Jesus Christ as King can experience spiritual riches through him, in him, and 

with him. Thirdly, Jesus Christ further accomplished his intercession and reconciliation 

works for us as priest. Calvin stresses that “the priestly office belongs to Christ alone 

because He blotted out our own guilt and created satisfaction for our sin” through his 

sacrifice on the Cross.128 The sacrifice of Jesus Christ as priest not only rid us of our sins, 

but also “obtained favour with God for us when we had lost any right to come before Him 
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because of our sin.”129 This is the most important point in determining believers’ whole 

salvation.  

 

Given that the Holy Spirit convicts, the corollary is that an argument must have been 

presented, that knowledge has to have been imparted, so that reason, crippled and 

confused though it may be, may operate. It is necessary to consider more specifically the 

nature of the knowledge that faith involves. I will examine Calvin’s definition of faith 

from two viewpoints. Firstly, Calvin notes faith as “firm and certain knowledge.”130 

According to Pitkin, this statement shows that “his emphasis is not on objective 

knowledge of the articles of belief, but rather on a subjective act. This act, moreover, is 

not merely an intellectual one … Calvin’s definition involves both the mind and the heart, 

both intellect and will.”131 Calvin argues that the assent of faith “is more of the heart than 

of the brain, and more of the disposition than of the understanding.”132 Victor Shepherd 

demonstrates that Calvin wishes to affirm several significant features of faith as 

knowledge:  

1) The knowledge of faith is not of the same order as sense-knowledge, 

and thus the knowledge of faith is not a creaturely possibility; man does 

not have a natural human capacity for faith; in terms of the knowledge 

of God, grace does not perfect nature … 2) Nonetheless, the knowledge 

of faith is more certain than sense knowledge, since it does not arise 

from the natural human capacity for knowledge with its weakness … 3) 

Since the human mind does not “comprehend what it feels” neither 
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speculation nor rational demonstration facilitates the knowledge of faith 

… 4) This knowledge carries its own certainty with it; it requires 

nothing outside of itself to authenticate itself as knowledge to 

believers.133 

I agree with Shepherd, who rightly understood Calvin as far as faith is concerned. As 

demonstrated above, faith is certain knowledge according to Calvin. This means that 

Calvin understands faith as a knowledge of faith. Believing in Jesus and God, and 

believing the Word of God according to the Bible, is part of faith in God and Jesus. Saving 

faith involves direct knowledge not only of Christ, but also of creation and of the 

providence of God. Calvin emphasizes the trust that comes with the knowledge of faith.  

Above all, it is true that faith is certain knowledge. But the knowledge is not only faith. 

It should be presented as a confession of faith and life by responding to God’s grace. In 

short, according to Calvin, faith is thus both an apprehension of God’s Word and a willing 

embrace of God’s Word.  

 

Secondly, Calvin emphasizes faith as a form of union with Christ. For example, he “held 

justification by faith to include union with Christ [because] Christ dwells in our hearts by 

faith so that we possess and are [engrafted] one with Him” as parts of Christ’s body.134 

Calvin defines faith as “a knowledge of God’s benevolence toward us – a goodness that 

has an explicitly Christocentric character.”135 Calvin mentions, in his Institutes, that faith 

is “founded on the truth of the freely given promise in Christ.”136 He emphasizes that “the 
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nature of faith is to be estimated from Christ. For that which God offers to us in Christ 

we receive only by faith.”137 In this sense, when we discuss the nature and object of faith, 

Jesus should become the foundation of the gospel, because Jesus plays an important role 

and “provides the way back to the Father” as the Mediator.138 For Calvin, the knowledge 

of Christ includes “the promise of faith fulfilled in Christ” due to this reason, even though 

believers are incapable of understanding Christ’s knowledge.139  The Bible is clear in 

relation to the knowledge of Christ in texts such as John 17:3 and Colossians 1:10.140 

Knowledge is essential to such faith. As an expression of his mercy, Jesus Christ is the 

author and object of faith. Thus “the creation of faith must be understood as a total activity 

of the Spirit extending to the human intellect, will, body and soul.”141 In brief, knowledge 

of God including Jesus and faith is essential for a believer’s spiritual growth and 

sanctification. However, the important thing is that we need the Holy Spirit’s help in order 

to experience all this knowledge practically.  

 

In Calvin’s understanding, the basis of faith is knowledge, not ignorance. Healthy faith 

depends on how we know God and Christ. Calvin insists in his Institutes that “this is 

knowledge not only of God but of the divine will”; believers achieve salvation when they 

realize that “God is our merciful Father, because of reconciliation effected through Christ 

(2 Corinthians 5:18-19), and that Christ has been given to us as righteousness, 

sanctification, and life.”142  Those who believe in Jesus Christ “obtain entry into the 
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Kingdom of Heaven by this knowledge.”143 In addition, Calvin emphasizes that one can 

know Jesus Christ enough through “at the same time apprehending the sanctification of 

the Spirit.”144 Faith is based on the knowledge of Christ. Believers cannot properly know 

Christ without the process of sanctification.  For Calvin, then, faith will involve Christian 

piety, understood as a “reverence joined with the love of God which the knowledge of his 

benefits induces.” 145  It will involve increasing measures of “‘trust, ‘reverence,’ 

‘obedience’ and ‘worship’”146 as the believer gradually advances towards God. Calvin 

stresses clearly the importance of truth and knowledge about God. This means that we 

cannot worship God rightly without proper knowledge of God, because this teaches 

reverence for and reliance upon the grace of God. In short, those who believe in Jesus can 

experience the process of sanctification through practical and experiential knowledge of 

God and Jesus.  

 

For Calvin, the most important factor in having certainty of salvation and faith is the 

possession of assurance about the expectation of the life to come. If faith is looking to 

God’s benevolence, “we understand the possession of salvation, and thus eternal life is 

obtained. The chief assurance of faith rests in the expectation of the life to come, which 

has been placed beyond doubt through the Word of God.”147 Calvin emphasizes that the 

proper goal of faith is salvation, the promise of God’s mercy. When Calvin mentions the 

knowledge of faith, it is always understood as an assurance. Such assurance regarding the 

future enables life in the present to be endured and even enjoyed, knowing that victory 

over sin can be experienced in one’s own life presently and in prospect, and that the evil 
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of the world, though it may prosper in the present, will not reign forever. This is a great 

hope and encouragement, and would have been (and is) perceived as such by those to 

whom such understanding is given. 

 

Calvin demonstrates the importance of the relation of faith to justification. Believers can 

experience “forgiveness and pardon for all sins” by God’s grace and through faith.148 This 

can be obtained through Jesus Christ, the Mediator between God and us. Because of “this 

reason, Calvin [puts] stress upon on the doctrine of justification by faith alone. … [Here 

it is essential] that we should look again at the matter of the source of faith.”149 It is true 

that Calvin emphasized sola fide. However, faith does not assume a dominant position in 

his explanation of justification. In his Institutes, the position of faith is described as 

follows: “For if faith is justified of itself or through some intrinsic power, so to speak, as 

it is always weak and imperfect it would effect this only in part; therefore, the 

righteousness that conferred a fragment of salvation upon us would be defective.”150 

Calvin argues that “it is dangerous to speak of faith with too much emphasis. It is always 

to be noted that faith justifies … because its effect is that we put on Christ, that Jesus 

Christ dwells in us and that we become members of His body.”151 This means that “God 

justifies us by the intercession of Christ, he absolves us not by the confirmation of our 

own innocence but by the imputation of righteousness, so that we who are not righteous 

in ourselves may be reckoned as such in Christ.”152 In short, we are freely justified by 

God’s grace and mercy and, even though we are sinners, God accepts us as righteous. It 
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is the grace of justification in a forensic sense.  

 

Calvin admits “Osiander’s objection that faith of itself does not possess the power of 

justifying, but only in so far as it receives Christ,”153 and Calvin argues that “if faith is 

justified of itself or through some intrinsic power, as it is always weak and imperfect, it 

would effect this only in part.”154 Because “the righteousness of justification is within 

Christ Himself”155 and is possible only through Jesus Christ, Calvin “transfer[s] this same 

function to Christ.”156  In this sense, “it is to be inferred that, in teaching that before his 

righteousness is received Christ is received in faith, we do not take the power of justifying 

away from Christ.”157 Osiander also ridicules “those who teach that ‘to be justified’ is a 

legal term because we must actually be righteous. He also despises nothing more than 

that we are justified by free imputation.”158  However, Calvin contradicts Osiander’s 

objection by citing the apostle Paul: “if God does not justify us by acquittal and pardon, 

what does Paul’s statement mean, ‘God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, 

not imputing humans’ trespasses against them’ (2 Corinthians 5:19)?”159  Because the 

grace of justification is freely given to those who believe in Jesus Christ, there is no 

necessity to have some merit, power, and qualities for justification. For Calvin, all 

theological articles are connected to faith. The entirety of a Christian’s life and works are 

based on ‘one faith.’ ‘One faith’ indicates saving faith that receives eternal life and the 

blessing of God in Jesus Christ. Calvin mentions the relation of one faith and every word 
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of God in his Institutes: “Therefore, when we say that faith must rest upon a freely given 

promise, we do not deny that believers embrace and grasp the Word of God in every 

respect: but we point out the promise of mercy as the proper goal of faith.”160 Calvin 

argues that we are justified by faith alone as much as he emphasizes sanctification with 

repentance as the continual progress of faith.161  

 

Francois Wendel argues that even if believers have received faith from God as a gift, our 

works are, however, still influenced by sin:  

God does not impute them to us as sins but holds them acceptable. Calvin is thus 

led to formulate the doctrine of double justification; the justification of the sinner 

and then the justification of the justified, or more correctly of their works.162 

Even though believers are justified by faith alone on the basis of God’s grace, we have to 

fight against sin due to the nature of the sin that remains within humans. The issue of sin 

is connected with the sanctification of believers. In brief, Calvin’s doctrine of faith is 

concerned with the movement of living faith, in which justification and sanctification are 

seen at the same time. 

 

Calvin’s focus on ‘faith alone’ had its roots in the fact that the believer’s faith is not 

something that he has made or manufactured him- or herself.163 Calvin argues that “we 

shall not doubt that faith greatly surpasses all the power of our nature and that faith is an 

unique and precious gift of God.”164  It is God’s gift according to his election. It is 
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important to consider the status of the human before God and human nature itself. This 

issue is a theme of the following section, justification. To put it briefly, for Calvin, faith 

is an assurance of “God’s benevolence toward us.”165 Believers must be careful when 

they say, for instance, that the goal of faith is to obtain forgiveness and justification, since 

it is very easy to focus on ourselves and what we receive rather than on the One who 

enables us to be forgiven and justified, having deliberately chosen us to be the recipients 

of his free grace. 

 

2.2.2. The Development of Calvin’s Theology of Justification 

The doctrine of justification is one of the most distinctive doctrines of Christianity. For 

Calvin, especially, the doctrine of justification is of great importance. He devotes more 

space to justification by faith than to any other doctrine in his Institutes. He emphasizes 

justification repeatedly – both the significance of justification and the danger for those 

who reject justification. Calvin emphasizes the doctrine in the framework of union with 

Christ. How did Calvin’s doctrine of justification develop chronologically? 

 

To begin with, Calvin did not recognize the necessity and importance of re-examining 

justification in the first edition of his Institutes: “Calvin did not think it necessary to give 

an explicit definition of justification, nor to devote a special discussion to it in 1536. It 

was nonetheless taken as read throughout the book.”166 According to Karla Wübbenhorst, 

Calvin mentions “justification at the end of his chapter on the law … [where he argues 

that] the works we perform following justification have no more power to satisfy for sin 
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than works before justification.”167 Calvin concludes with the following: 

It will be nothing amiss for us to regard holiness of life to be the way, not indeed 

that leads, but by which those chosen by their God are led, into the glory of the 

Heaven Kingdom. For it is God’s good pleasure to glorify those whom he has 

sanctified (Romans 8:30). For this reason, observances of commandments are 

sometimes called “righteousness” of the Lord: not those by which the Lord 

justifies, that is, holds and regards as righteous; but by which he trains his own 

to be righteous, whom he previously justified by his grace. But if anyone 

attributes even the slightest portion to works, he perverts and corrupts the whole 

of Scripture, which assigns complete credit to the divine goodness.168 

 

The above passage shows Calvin’s thoughts about sovereignty. That is, those who were 

chosen by God can be justified and sanctified for the glory of God. If believers’ 

righteousness is accomplished by humans’ good works, it is to distort the Bible. We 

cannot become righteous by our own works.  

 

For Calvin, “after establishing the principle that accurate human self-knowledge must 

needs be in a theistic frame of reference, he [continues] to announce the fall of Adam and 

the subsequent condemnation of all his [offspring] by the standard of God’s law.”169 In 

the 1536 Institutes, Calvin’s understanding of justification is like Luther’s, “not only for 

the fact that their structure reflects that of Luther’s catechism but also in their content, 
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perhaps particularly in the teaching on justification.” 170  Partee argues that “Luther 

recognized the centrality of justification and Calvin worked out its forensic dimensions. 

This traditional view [of Luther and Calvin] is presented with a kindly spirit by Thomas 

Coates in Calvin’s Doctrine of Justification.”171 Alister McGrath also argues that Calvin, 

like Luther, believed in the personal union of Christ and the believer, and that Calvin, like 

Luther, emphasized “that faith is only implicated in justification to the extent that it grasps 

and appropriates Christ.”172 Calvin’s understanding of justification is similar to Luther’s. 

Calvin and Luther accept that only those who receive the righteousness of Christ by faith 

obtain true justification. This means that only those who are born again can be justified 

in front of God. But Calvin insists that those who are regenerated and justified should 

obey the laws. Luther focuses on the fact that laws play a role in the realization of our 

sins. Calvin, like Luther, recognizes the role of law. However, Calvin emphasizes another 

point of law in terms of sanctification. It is called the third use of law. Believers live in 

obedience to laws that are articulated in the commandment of God. In short, the law of 

God is connected to the sanctification of believers. If it were to do anything more, then 

justification would be by works and not by grace. 

 

In 1539, the second edition of the Institutes and Calvin’s commentary on Romans were 

published. “From this version onward, probably because of what he has learned in 

working closely with the text of Romans, the section on justification expands and moves 

about, arguably with the effect that it has become more important.”173 The similarity of 

the material in these two publications has been remarked upon by other writers also. 
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Parker remarks that, if the first edition of the Institutes was “the ‘catechetical’ [Institutes], 

the second [edition of the Institutes] might be called the ‘topical’ Institutes, … the 

Institutio of the topoi, the loci communes.”174 In spite of this, Calvin “has taken care to 

arrange the loci in an order that should correspond to the Faith of Scripture,”175 which in 

the preface to the 1539 Institutes Calvin notes that “he included in the three subsequent 

editions with only minor changes.”176  

 

Until 1539, Calvin’s doctrine of justification was indebted mostly to Luther, but after 

1539, an important change was that Calvin’s discussion of “repentance was brought 

forward, so that it [was] discussed before justification,” whereas his discussion of 

sanctification “stands as the very last chapter of his Institutes until 1550, at a great 

distance from both repentance and justification.”177 From 1539, “Calvin begins to refer 

to justification as the main hinge on which religion turns.”178 Thus a right understanding 

of justification is necessary. For Calvin, the ultimate meaning of justification is that we 

are justified and accepted by God when we stand before the judgment of God. Let me be 

very clear: it is not that believers are righteous, but that they are reckoned righteous. It is 

an imputed righteousness; in other words, it could be said: God accepts the believer 

because of God’s own righteousness expressed in Christ Jesus. 

 

The grounds for the imputation of righteousness can be understood differently, though 
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not necessarily correctly. Theoretically, it has been said that there are two ways to be 

acceptable to God: a person must either be justified through “purity and holiness of life; 

or one ‘grasps the righteousness of Christ through faith, and clothed in it, appears in God’s 

sight not as a sinner but as a righteous [human].’”179 Wübbenhorst notes that “in 1536 the 

section on justification had concluded the law section, [but in the 1539 edition] it is moved, 

so that it comes under ‘faith’ and follows the exposition of the Creed.”180 This editorial 

transfer is, in itself, a clear statement that justification is by faith, not by works of the law. 

I will discuss Calvin’s understanding of this dichotomy later, in the following section. 

 

In his 1543 edition of the Institutes, Calvin expands the conception of justification as 

follows: “therefore, we explain justification simply as the acceptance with which God 

receives us into his favor as righteous [human beings]. And we say that it consists in the 

remission of sins and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness.”181 This statement is to 

stress “the forensic character of justification: according to Calvin, humans are reckoned 

righteous, not made actually righteous. Although [humans] enjoy mystical union with 

Christ, Christ’s righteousness in justification is theirs only through imputation.”182 Calvin 

emphasizes that the righteousness of Jesus Christ is ascribed to believers, and that this 

imputation is made possible only by our union with Christ. This is because we become at 

that same moment members of Christ’s body. This indicates that “imputation and union 

with Christ are, rather, two inseparable aspects of one and the same divine grace.”183 In 

brief, Calvin emphasizes the imputation of righteousness and the forgiveness of sin in 

justification, which is for us given by Christ’s righteousness. Calvin stresses that “the 
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righteousness by which we are justified does not refer to our own righteousness.”184 In 

short, believers are not justified through their righteousness but justification is only 

possible through Christ’s righteousness.  

 

In 1559, Calvin’s final edition of the Institutes provides a synthesis of his thought: “The 

final edition of 1559 Institutes was a remarkable achievement of synthesizing and 

systematizing Reformation theology, the [climax] of a lifetime of study and reflection, 

developing [from the first edition] (1536) [to the final edition (1559)] through four 

revisions and expansions.”185 In this final expression of his understanding of justification, 

Calvin focuses on “the basic assertion of imputed righteousness and faith in the mercy of 

God rather than trust of self in works of the law” in relation to justification. 186 

Wübbenhorst insists that Calvin affirms here “a mystical union with Christ, wrought by 

the Holy Spirit, the Author of faith, the Creator of this community of righteousness, and 

from this union arises a double grace which [includes] justification and sanctification.”187 

For Calvin, justification in particular is the work of the Holy Spirit, who imputes the 

righteousness of Jesus Christ to believers, on the basis of which God considers believers 

righteous. 188  In 1559, according to Calvin, “justification, regeneration/repentance 

(sanctification) are linked more intrinsically to faith than the earlier mere sequence of 

chapters allowed, as all three are now focused on the question that guides the presentation 

in Book Three.”189 One common interpretation of Calvin is that “the atonement effected 
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by Christ is dealt with separately from justification and sanctification.”190 For example, 

an interpreter of Calvin has argued that “the concept of the ‘union [with Christ]’ or 

‘engrafting into Jesus Christ’ affords an overarching singularity to the otherwise complex, 

differential relationship between justification and sanctification.”191  But Calvin rejects 

the separation of Christ’s work of justification from the Holy Spirit’s work of 

sanctification. “Rather, he regards Christ as the material content of both the righteousness 

imputed to us in justification and the repentance inspired in us in sanctification.”192 But 

one of the mysterious changes is his reversal of “the order of sanctification and 

justification in his 1559 treatment.” 193  It is known that Calvin was consistent in 

“understanding the economy of justification and sanctification.” From the year 1559, it is 

possible that he started to re-present aspects of the structure in which his beliefs were 

expressed; but this may also have been a time, as Wübbenhorst suggests, in which Calvin 

wanted to change the whole course of his Institutes, framing the new Book 3 according 

to his newly articulated views. 194  Furthermore, Calvin adds to “his discussion of 

justification in 1559 in order to render more precise his understanding of the specific 

character of justification … and faith.”195 In short, Calvin’s understanding of justification 

developed throughout the course of his long work on the Institutes. 

 

2.2.3. Calvin’s Biblical and Theological Understanding of Justification 

As indicated earlier, people can misunderstand Calvin’s doctrine of justification by seeing 

it only in relation to the believer. So, the emphasis is on the salvation of a believer by 
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God’s grace, received by faith alone. The sequence of justification and sanctification is a 

very significant topic in soteriology. This is one of the fundamental themes in Calvin’s 

theology, and is particularly significant for Reformed theologians. However, “in a key 

section of the Institutes, [individuals should remember that] Calvin develops the doctrine 

of justification in a more encompassing fashion.”196 

 

Before considering Calvin’s doctrine of justification, it is necessary to mention two 

important concepts in relation to justification: forensics and imputation. Basically, 

“justification is forensic; that is to say, it is a legal declaration.”197 We can identify this in 

Paul’s letter to the Romans. “Who will bring any charge against those whom God has 

chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus who died – more 

than that, who was raised to life – is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for 

us” (Romans 8:33-34, NIV). For the believer, as Paul teaches, justification is obtained 

through “the imputation of Christ’s merits,” not through believers’ merits. 198  Paul 

reiterates this issue in the following: “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so 

that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (1 Corinthians 5:21, NIV). We 

are justified by faith alone on the basis of God’s grace. There are several important texts 

in relation to this statement, especially Genesis 15:6, Romans 4:3-5 and Romans 1:17. In 

his exegesis of these texts, J.V. Fesko argues that Calvin identifies “important data 

concerning the role of faith in justification.”199 In Genesis 15:6, “Abram believed the Lord, 
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and he credited it to him as righteousness.” 200  This verse points to the interchange 

between God and Abraham. Abraham is one of the representatives in relation to 

justification by faith alone in the Old Testament. Fesko insists that “Abraham looks to the 

promise of God by faith, and through Abraham’s faith, his trust in God’s promise, God 

counted Abraham’s faith as righteousness.” 201  Genesis 15:6 gives a significant hint 

“regarding justification by faith alone, as Abraham obtains his status of righteousness 

through his faith in God’s promise.”202 Also, in support of Fesko’s point of view, Calvin’s 

commentary on Genesis 15:6 is understood to mean that “the faith of Abram is 

commended, because by it he embraced the promise of God; it is commended, … because 

hence Abram obtained righteousness in the sight of God, and that by imputation.”203 

Calvin argues that “Abram was justified … because he embraced God as his Father.” 

Furthermore, Calvin observes that “truly faith does not justify us for any other reason, 

than that it reconciles us unto God.”204 This means that human beings do not have to merit 

their own justification. Believers receive God’s grace offered to them in his promises and 

are loved by God as his children. 205  Also, Calvin urges that “whoever obtains 

righteousness by works, his merits come into the account before God. But we apprehend 

righteousness by faith, when God freely reconciles us to himself.”206 Calvin emphasizes 

that “the Scripture does not teach that justification is partly by faith and partly by 

works.”207 If we depend on our merits or works for justification, “we are not acting in 
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faith. If we have [a right] faith in God’s mercy we will know that our works are useless” 

for justification.208 In short, the righteousness of Abraham was not accomplished by his 

own merits or deeds. Likewise, the believer’s righteousness is not obtained by his or her 

own works or merits but it is accomplished by faith in the promise of God alone.  

 

In order to understand justification, it is also important to consider Calvin’s gloss on the 

apostle Paul’s view of justification by faith expressed in Romans 4:3-5. The righteousness 

of faith for believers is imputed by Jesus Christ. Fesko insists that, in Calvin’s view, “in 

the overall context of Romans Paul has cut off the path to justification by means of 

works.”209 Calvin believes that Paul takes it for granted that the righteousness of faith is 

a refuge for the sinner who cannot contribute any good works. And Calvin emphasizes 

the righteousness of faith. For example, Calvin argues that “for if there be any 

righteousness by the law or by works, it must be in men themselves. However, by faith 

they derive from another what is wanting within themselves.”210 Therefore, he argues that 

“the righteousness of faith is rightly called imputative.”211 Calvin further demonstrates 

that “faith is counted for righteousness, not that it procures any merit for us, but because 

it lays hold on the goodness of God: hence righteousness is not due to us, but freely 

bestowed.”212  Fesko insists that “the only avenue of approach is through faith alone, 

which is why Paul quotes Genesis 15:6 in verse 3. … Paul especially highlights the 

antithesis between faith and works in verses 4 to 5.”213 To emphasize works is to diminish 
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God because it implies that the Creator lacks something, albeit intangible, that the creature 

can provide. 

 

Another significant text in relation to justification is Romans 1:17. In Calvin’s 

commentary he argues that “if we seek salvation, that is, life with God, righteousness 

must be first sought, by which being reconciled to him, we may, through him being 

propitious to us, obtain that life which consists only in his favour.”214 In short, this means 

we are justified only by God’s favour, and are saved through his grace. No individuals 

can be righteous solely through their own behaviour and no one can obtain salvation 

without Jesus. Calvin comments on Romans 1:17 as follows:  

Instead of the expression [Paul] used before, “to everyone who believeth,” he 

says now from faith because righteousness is offered by the gospel, and is 

received by faith. He adds, to faith because as our faith makes progress, and as 

it advances in knowledge, so the righteousness of God increases in us at the same 

time, and the possession of it is in a manner confirmed.215  

Calvin comments that believers cannot live before God except through righteousness. He 

concludes that believers are justified by faith through God’s grace alone. In other words, 

the righteousness of believers, “which is grounded on faith, depends entirely on the mercy 

of God” communicated in his promise.216 If it were not for the righteousness of God, we 

could not live on earth as the people of God.  

 

Calvin argues that there are two propositions in the justification of humans. The first is 
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that one is “justified by faith through the grace of Christ.” No one can justify us except 

Jesus Christ. The second proposition is that one is “justified by the works which proceed 

from spiritual regeneration, because God freely renewed us [humans who received] His 

gift by faith.”217 Calvin argues that humans are not justified by observing “the law in 

opposition to faith with regard to the effect of justification, because the law promises life 

to those who do what it commands (Galatians 2:16), and requires not only the outward 

performance of works, but also a sincere love of God.”218 Calvin argues that “Jesus Christ 

died for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.” 219 Calvin clearly supports 

Paul’s point of view: believers are justified by faith in Jesus Christ and not by observing 

the law. This is because, by observing the law, no one will be justified (Galatians 2:16). 

Thus, it is certain “that no merit of works is admitted in the righteousness of faith.”220 In 

this sense, “faith is put by metonymy for the Christian Gospel, which is called elsewhere 

the doctrine of faith because [this shows believers that] the free grace of God in Christ” 

is theirs without their own deeds or merit.221  

 

Calvin emphasizes “the righteousness of Christ [in relation to] the righteousness of faith” 

in his Romans commentary. For example, he says “when [humans] are justified, the 

efficient cause is the mercy and love of God.”222 But for the believer, justification is based 

on Jesus and God’s Word, through faith. This means that “faith is therefore said to justify 
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because it is the instrument by which we receive Christ in whom righteousness is 

communicated to us.”223 Calvin emphasizes that believers are justified by faith alone in 

his Catechism of the Church of Geneva, which states: “when by a sure confidence of 

hearts, we embrace the promises of the gospel, then we obtain possession of this 

righteousness. … [which] is to be received by Faith as it is offered unto us, of God, in the 

gospel.”224 Calvin stresses that the sole cause of justification is faith. Faith justifies those 

who depend on Jesus Christ alone and the merit of works of believers is not needed, 

whereas “the law justifies” those who accomplish “all it commands.”225 This means that 

the contradiction between faith and the law lies in the cause of justification. Calvin also, 

in his Galatians commentary, insists that “believers cannot be justified through the 

righteousness of Christ unless we are destitute and poor of our own righteousness. 

[Therefore,] we have to ascribe either nothing or everything to faith or to works.”226 

Simply put, all we need for justification is faith that accepts the righteousness of Christ’s 

sacrificial deed on the Cross. 

 

Calvin understood that human beings are justified by faith as they appropriate Christ’s 

righteousness to themselves. For Calvin, humans are justified through Jesus Christ by 

God’s free remission of their sins. Calvin argues that “‘to justify’ means nothing else than 

to acquit of guilt him who was accused, as if his innocence were confirmed.”227 Thus, for 

Calvin “since God justified us by the [righteousness] of Jesus Christ, he [pardons] us not 

by the confirmation of our own innocence but by the imputation of righteousness, so that 
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we who are not righteous in ourselves may be reckoned as such in Christ.”228 This means 

that the efficacy of justification is revealed only through Jesus. According to Coates, 

Calvin’s understanding of justification “is based on the fact that the atonement of Jesus 

Christ has eternal and universal validity, that it is fully competent to appease the offended 

justice of God and to satisfy His demands.”229 That is, it is based on the notion that the 

atonement of Christ Jesus is especially valid for all sinners who desire salvation. Because 

Jesus had both divine nature and human nature, it is possible. If Jesus had only a divine 

nature, “he could not have died. If he had been only [human], his work could not have 

rendered satisfaction for [humanity].”230 Calvin argues that “the atonement of Christ is of 

no benefit to the individual sinner until it is personally appropriated by faith, until Christ 

[indwells] the heart.”231 If we have a true faith through Jesus Christ by God’s grace, what 

kinds of benefits do we receive from this faith? The most important benefit is that “it 

justifies us before God, and by this justification makes us heirs of eternal life.” 232 

Furthermore, Calvin notes that “the righteousness of Christ is imputed to us” when we 

accept Jesus Christ personally as Saviour and we experience union with Jesus, “and thus 

participate in His righteousness.”233 For Calvin, justification by faith means that Christ’s 

righteousness is imputed, not implanted: “we are justified before God solely by the 

intercession of Christ’s righteousness … You see that our righteousness is not in us but 

in Christ, that we possess it only because we are partakers in Christ.”234 Believers are not 

required to work for their righteousness, but only need righteousness obtained through 
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Christ. 

 

It is important also to examine the Reformed understanding of justification and union 

with Christ. Calvin stresses the doctrine of justification in the context of union with Christ. 

Without union with Christ, we who are sinners cannot obtain the benefits of the 

redemptive works of Jesus Christ, such as Christ’s imputation of righteousness, 

justification, and sanctification. For Calvin, union with Christ is not simply one phase in 

the order of salvation, but a framework and methodology that binds up the whole order 

of salvation. In other words, union with Christ plays a methodological role to connect the 

history of redemption for believers as a theological frame. The reason that Calvin 

emphasizes union with Christ is that believers can experience communion with Christ.235   

 

Further, some Calvinists such as Partee argue that union with Christ is the central pivot 

of Calvin’s theology. Partee insists that union with Christ plays an important theological 

role like a central doctrine by analyzing Calvin’s Institutes.236 Wallace also emphasizes 

the significance of union with Christ in Calvin’s theology; union with Christ is one of the 

important doctrines to those who are to have a Christian’s faith and life. However, there 

are those like Richard A. Muller who see justification as occupying that position. Yet 

Muller does not ignore the importance of the union with Christ in Calvin’s theology. He 

argues that “faith and union with Christ come first, yielding both regeneration and 

reconciliation through justification.”237 Even though they have a difference of emphasis 

in relation to Calvin’s theology, there are fundamental accords in their basic thought and 
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ideas about Calvin’s theology. There can be continuity and discontinuity in terms of 

doctrine between Calvin and Calvinists. 238  I think that it is obvious that they have 

amicable continuity in the doctrine of faith. I agree with Muller’s thought in the following 

statement:  

           The clearest conclusion that can be drawn from an examination of various  

           formulations of union with Christ in the works of Reformation-era and early  

           orthodox Reformed writers is that study of Calvin in isolation from the broader 

           Reformed tradition, on the parts of writers like Canlis and Partee and to a certain 

           extent Evans as well, produces a rather misleading picture not only of Reformed  

           theology in general but also of Calvin’s thought in particular.239 

      

Korean Reformed theologians such as Bok-Yun Shin, Ho-Duck Kwon, and Jae Sung Kim 

insist on the importance of union with Christ as a theological principle and the central 

thought in Calvin’s theology.240 In spite of the importance of union with Christ, I disagree 

that it should be emphasized excessively as a central doctrine, as Partee does, because 

there is no evidence that union with Christ is a central doctrine in Calvin’s theology. 

Rather, the doctrine of union with Christ should be dealt with mainly in terms of 

soteriology and the sacraments in Calvin’s Institutes. But I am sure that the thought of 

union with Christ plays a role in understanding and restoring Korean church and believers’ 

identity. In other words, we should recognize that we ourselves should continually follow 

Jesus Christ as Christians united with Christ. The change this recognition can bring would 
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be a transformative influence on Korea’s divided churches. The important thing is that 

the doctrine of union with Christ be closely related to believers’ faith. In addition, we 

should remember that the doctrine of union with Christ should be understood in relation 

to the doctrine of faith, including justification and sanctification. Fesko argues that 

“understanding the relationship between justification and the believer’s union with Christ 

[should be examined in terms of] at least two factors.” The first factor is “a proper 

understanding of the phases of our union with Christ,” and the second is “an 

understanding of the relationship between the ordo salutis and union with Christ.”241 

These two factors are very important topics not only in soteriology but also in order to 

understand Calvin’s theology. We must understand that “there are three phases to the 

believer’s union with Christ.” The first phase is “the predestination ‘in Christ,’” the 

second is “the redemptive-historical ‘in Christ,’” and the last is “the applicatory ‘in Christ’ 

which is the union [with Jesus] in the actual possession or application of salvation.”242 

Fesko argues that “the first [phase] leads to a second, namely the relationship between 

union with Christ and the ordo salutis.”243 In short, for believers, “union with Christ is 

not merely one element of the ordo salutis [order of salvation] but undergirds the entire 

ordo [order]” of salvation.244 We cannot properly explain our faith without our union with 

Christ. Fesko argues that “Calvin clearly places faith in a cause-and-effect relationship to 

union with Christ. This is why Calvin wrote that justification is the ‘main hinge’ upon 

which religion turns.”245 Furthermore, “justification is not union with Christ” but it is an 
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important “foundation on which to establish [believers’] salvation.”246 Calvin argues the 

importance of ‘union with Christ’ in his discussion of the doctrine of faith in his Institutes: 

“what is our purpose in discussing faith? Is it not that we may grasp the way of salvation? 

But how can there be saving faith except in so far as it engrafts us in the body of 

Christ?”247  It is a main principle for all Reformed theologians, including Calvin, that 

believers are justified by faith alone. But Calvin also understands faith to be foundational 

with respect to the structure of union with Christ. For Calvin, the core of justification by 

faith alone is that he sees faith as a behaviour of those in union with Christ. The reason 

that Calvin emphasizes faith is because we are unified with Christ by faith alone, and it 

is through the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to us that we are justified.  As shown 

above, faith is entirely due to God’s grace that God causes us to possess through our union 

with Christ. For Calvin, the matter of possessing Christ by faith is a more urgent issue 

than learning doctrinally about Christ, even though faith will always include a degree of 

mental assent. 

 

Calvin describes justification as being based on Jesus Christ’s substitutionary redemptive 

work. Stanford Reid asserts that, for Calvin, “Christ by his death has paid the penalty for 

the sin, which frees [humans] from the consequences of their own transgression,” and that 

Jesus’ righteousness, which is entirely righteous and sinless, is imputed to believers 

through his substitutional death on the Cross.248  This indicates that justification takes 

place when God declares the sinner righteous. In other words, “God justifies the sinner 

not because of [a human’s own] works, [deeds], or merits on their part, but solely because 
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of what Christ has done on [their] behalf.”249 In addition, believers can experience “union 

with Christ [and are] justified immediately when one believes in Christ [as Saviour] by 

the grace of God.”250 Boody observes that “Calvin understands the entire Christian life 

[with respect to] the working of the Holy Spirit in uniting us to Jesus Christ and effecting 

justification and sanctification.”251  In particular, “Calvin’s thought [in relation to the 

works of the Holy Spirit makes] a tremendous contribution to the discussion about 

salvation” and believers’ sanctification. 252  I strongly agree with Boody as Calvin 

particularly emphasizes the role of the Holy Spirit in relation to justification and 

sanctification. We cannot be saved and accomplish sanctification without the help of the 

Holy Spirit. 

 

As Calvin puts it in his Institutes in relation to the importance of justification: “This is the 

wonderful plan of justification that, covered by the righteousness of Christ, they should 

not tremble at the judgment they deserve, and that though they rightly condemn 

themselves, they should be accounted righteous outside themselves.”253 One of the many 

intentions of God is to justify those who are selected by him. Those who are selected do 

not need to fear the judgment because believers are justified by Christ’s righteousness, 

though there is the necessity of working this out in the believer’s life.254 

 

Calvin insists that “justification consists [solely] in the free remission of sins and the 
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imputation of Christ’s righteousness.”255 Reformed theology demonstrates that “a double 

imputation occurs via Christ’s death on the cross … [and a believer’s] sins are imputed – 

that is, transferred by reckoning – to the crucified Lord Jesus.”256  We should each be 

punished by God’s judgment according to our sins. However, “God takes our debt” and 

lays on Jesus the iniquity of us all; even as those who believe in Christ are united to Christ 

through faith, believers are reconciled to God only because their sin is forgiven and not 

counted against them.257 In Calvin’s Institutes, he concludes that justification is “God’s 

acceptance [by] which God receives us into his favor as righteous [humans] … 

[Justification] consists in the remission of sins and the imputation of Christ’s 

righteousness.” 258  In the traditional Reformed interpretation, “justification is not a 

process of transformation from a condition of sinfulness to a state of justice.”259 True 

“believers are simultaneously justified and sinful”260 – simul iustus et peccator, as the 

Lutheran phrase has it. Calvin demonstrates in his Institutes that although “sin’s dominion 

has been toppled, sin still indwells believers.”261 Even though we are justified by Christ’s 

righteousness, we have to struggle with sin. This hostile life filled with sin is connected 

with sanctification. The fact that we should be sanctified is one of God’s many desires for 

humanity.262 Accordingly, “whatever works believers perform will always fall short of 

that righteousness that God’s law requires; nevertheless, [believers] are accepted as fully 
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righteous already through faith in Christ.”263 Calvin’s understanding of justification is 

based on a Christological foundation in the justifying work of Jesus Christ. This is 

essential to his wider theology of faith and justification.  

 

Not only is Calvin’s understanding of justification biblical but he also explains the 

doctrine of justification in terms of the triune God. For example, in his explanation for 

justification, he demonstrates justification in the light of John 3:16: “For God so loved 

the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but 

have eternal life” (John 3:16, ESV). Gabriel Fackre insists that “Calvin’s use and 

exposition of this verse is important, because they press justification back to its origins in 

the being and actions of the triune God.”264 Calvin demonstrates that all three Persons in 

the triune God are involved in the work of justification; it is not solely the work of 

Christ.265 For instance, one of the works of the triune God is that “the Father sent the Son 

to save sinners in the incarnation, [passion], death, resurrection, and [ascension] of 

Christ.”266  Believers obtain “the benefits of Jesus Christ’s righteousness” through the 

Holy Spirit without any works or merit of their own; in this way they are equipped and 

called “to good works.”267 This understanding is to “reflect the characteristic Reformed 

accent on divine sovereignty.”268 In short, Calvin’s point of view on justification is that 

it is “shaped by its stress on the divine sovereignty, [which brings] to the fore the will and 

the way of the triune God manifest in Christ.”269  
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Calvin clarified what he understood in relation to the works of the triune God in his 

Institutes, stating: “the efficient cause of our salvation consists in God the Father’s love; 

the material cause in God the Son’s obedience; the instrumental cause in the Spirit’s 

illumination, that is, faith.” 270 Calvin’s understanding of justification in relation to the 

works of the triune God was “carried forward in traditional Reformed teaching where the 

objective and the subjective” sides of salvation were understood together.271 In addition, 

Calvin’s trinitarian understanding of justification provided an important foundation for 

much ecumenical discussion. 

 

It is clear that Calvin’s 1539 doctrine of justification was influenced by Martin Luther. 

However, by the time of Calvin’s production of this version of the Institutes, there are 

significant differences between Luther’s and Calvin’s views on the doctrine of 

justification. For example, when he explains justification, Calvin emphasizes God’s 

sovereignty in election on the basis of God’s grace, whereas Luther focuses exclusively 

on faith.272 In particular, the Lutheran view engenders “anxiety and quest for assurance” 

of salvation.273  This tends to stress the subjectivity of justification, and threatens “to 

obscure the objective Trinitarian–Christological foundations of justification.” 274 

Nevertheless, in spite of these differences, Eddy, Beilby and Enderlein say that “Calvin 

was no less clear than Luther that justification was ‘the primary article of the Christian 

religion.’”275 According to “the Lutheran Book of Concord, to the Heidelberg Catechism 
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and to the Westminster Confession, one finds the same general proclamation of 

justification by faith as a forensic declaration of God in which Christ’s righteousness is 

graciously imputed to the believer through faith alone.”276 But Luther did not provide a 

clear motivation for believers in that they should live the life of obedience, as he did not 

want to undermine the justification obtained freely by God’ grace. Luther understood the 

grace of justification with respect to an event of imputation and a process of effective 

transformation.  However, Calvin explains the blessing that we receive from Christ by 

faith through duplex gratia Dei (God’s double grace), that is, justification is a forensic 

declaration and forgiving grace that believers receive through Christ’s righteousness, and 

sanctification by the Holy Spirit ensues with believers’ obedience in Christian life.277 The 

righteousness that is justified by faith is not of ourselves, but of God. Even though we are 

not actually righteous, we are justified by the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. The 

righteousness that we obtain from God conveys the notion that he accepts us through his 

justifying grace. Furthermore, the forgiveness of sin is possible due to Christ’s 

righteousness, imputed to us.    

 

Calvin, like Luther, emphasizes faith when discussing the doctrine of justification. But 

Calvin understands justification as being a result of union with Christ. Imputation 

connects Christ’s righteousness with us in objective terms, whereas faith connects 

Christ’s righteousness with us with respect to the subjective. The reason that Calvin 

stresses faith, saying that we are justified by faith alone, is that we are united with Christ 
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by faith and we are justified on the basis of Christ’s righteousness, which is imputed.278 

The important thing is that Calvin’s understanding of imputation does not include the idea 

of infusion in the grace of justification. Clearly, the majority of Reformed theologians 

recognize that believers’ justification is achieved by faith alone, based on Christ’s 

righteousness. In short, no one can be righteous through his or her own behaviour.  

 

Calvin’s understanding of justification is also eschatological. Calvin’s view is that 

“condemnation and justification are paired as eschatological opposites: both occur 

ultimately on the final day.”279 Geerhardus Vos argues that “Paul’s two-age structure of 

history is clearly evident, the first and last Adams.”280 Furthermore, Fesko insists that “it 

is the resurrection of Christ that inaugurates the eschatological age.”281 This implies that 

justification is closely related to eschatology. We cannot separate “justification from its 

redemptive historical context and inextricable link to Christ’s resurrection. This, however, 

is not the only eschatological connection with justification.”282  It is also important to 

understand justification with respect to eschatology because the final judgment is brought 

forward, as is the declaration of righteousness – Christ bears the eschatological wrath of 

God on the Cross, the foundation of the remission of sins, and God imputes the perfect 

obedience of Christ to the believer.283  In this sense, believers place their hope in and 

believe in Jesus and look with confidence to the day of the final judgment. As previously 
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noted, it is, in part, this eschatological hope in the face of evil that sustains and strengthens 

believers to endure and overcome. It is a hope derived from a relationship that transcends 

all temporal conditions. 

 

The methodology adopted by Calvin is based on covenant thought. His conception of this 

is founded on the doctrine of reconciliation, which is dealt with in the Institutes in the 

doctrine of God and the teaching of Christ’s three offices, as well as in his teaching on 

Christ’s person and work. Calvin’s doctrine of reconciliation is embedded in the doctrines 

of justification and sanctification in his Institutes. The interrelationship between the 

doctrines of reconciliation, justification and sanctification is obtained by the event of 

reconciliation in Christ.284 Justification and sanctification are also obtained through the 

work of the Holy Spirit. This is testified to by Calvin’s title in Institutes 3: “The things 

spoken concerning Christ profit us by the secret working of the Spirit.”285 The event of 

reconciliation, not the doctrine of justification itself, is the starting point of the doctrine 

of reconciliation. At the same time, it is the centre of the faith and the church. 

 

In Calvin and the Reformed tradition, “justification begins in the sovereign purposes of 

the Father, [which] is accomplished in the saving person and work of the Son, and is 

brought through the church to persons by the Holy Spirit’s gift of faith and its sanctifying 

consequences.”286  We will proceed with the investigation of the relationship between 

justification and sanctification in Calvin’s thought. A theology that does not relate to 

reality, to the relevance of the subject of theology, that is not practical and worked out 

ethically, is nothing more than dilettante philosophy and not worthy of the God to whom 
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and of whom it purports to relate. The living God is a jealous God and he would have us 

live in accordance with his will. Having been declared righteous by God, is it possible for 

the believer to enact that righteousness in front of God? 

2.3. Sanctification 

2.3.1. Calvin’s Theology of Sanctification 

Calvin deals with the doctrine of sanctification with deep interest as a theologian of 

sanctification. For Calvin, even though the topic of justification is a core doctrine and a 

main point of the Reformation, justification itself is not the goal of Christian life: it is just 

a starting point. Calvin’s real concern is a life of holiness before God. Continuous pursuit 

of and desire for sanctification fill his theology and his life. Calvin sees sanctification as 

very closely connected with the whole life of believers. In his commentary on 

1 Corinthians 1:2, he defines sanctification as “‘separation’ that occurs in the believers 

when [we] are regenerated by the Spirit to newness of life, that we may serve God.”287 

Calvin insists that “[God] not only promises to us deliverance from death, and 

reconciliation with God, but at the same time also, the grace of the Holy Spirit, by which 

we are regenerated in newness of life.”288 For believers, this promise is very significant 

because “it is necessary that these things be united together, unless we would divide Christ 

from himself.”289 Calvin locates the seat of sanctification “in the inmost affection of the 

heart” in his Institutes.290 Sanctification is a practical doctrine that is directly related to 

Christian life, not just a cerebral doctrine. Sanctification is neither solely a theoretical nor 
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solely a speculative doctrine. Furthermore, sanctification “is not apprehended by the 

understanding and memory alone … but it is received only when it possesses the whole 

soul.”291  

 

The doctrine of sanctification is one of the important focuses in Calvin’s theology. Calvin 

had a deep interest in growth and progress in the Christian life. Those “who know God 

come to renewed activity and to deeds of thanksgiving. Sanctification and progress thus 

become [core factors] in Calvin’s thought.”292 Calvin understands sanctification not as a 

topic separate from the doctrine of faith, but in terms of the sanctifying effects of faith.293 

For Calvin, sanctification is one of the outcomes of faith. Repentance and the forgiveness 

of sin are important factors in the gospel of Christianity. But if we discuss repentance and 

forgiveness of sin without faith, it is meaningless. Through God’s generosity, we are given 

Christ. We can thus take hold of Christ and grasp him through faith. When we are united 

with Christ through faith, “we receive a double grace” from him. The first grace is 

justification, while the second is sanctification, so that, through the Spirit, we may grow 

into newness of life.294  Union with Christ by faith is the basis of justification and of 

sanctification. True faith can bear the fruits of life. In this sense, the role of faith is not 

only to grasp Christ but also to produce the fruit of sanctification. 

 

Calvin had a deep concern for articulating the role of the Holy Spirit in sanctification. He 

highlights the role of the Holy Spirit throughout his soteriology in the Institutes. Calvin 

also insists “that we may know, that God has redeemed and saved us by his Son, so he 
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will make us partakers of this redemption and salvation by the Holy Spirit.”295 The role 

of the Holy Spirit is necessary to believers in the whole process of salvation. Calvin 

emphasizes “that the Holy Spirit, dwelling in our hearts, operates so that we may 

experience the power of Christ because it is by the illumination of the Holy Spirit that we 

understand the benefits we derive from Christ.”296 Partee argues that Calvin demonstrates 

“sanctification [as] the result of God’s grace irresistibly effected by the work of the Holy 

Spirit.”297 Believers should pursue sanctification with the Holy Spirit’s help. But Calvin 

denies “the concepts of cooperation … insisting that the human will is responsive (which 

is the work of the Holy Spirit) but not itself cooperative (as a work of the human 

being).”298 In short, for Calvin, sanctification is God’s work from beginning to end. But 

this does not mean that the believer foregoes the responsibility to participate in and 

respond to Christ’s sanctification. Calvin insists that “we may be considered as righteous, 

so by making us participants in his spirit, he sanctifies us unto all purity and 

innocence.”299 The believer’s participation begins and is maintained only by God’s grace. 

The duty of believers is to respond to God’s work, to participate in Christ’s sanctification. 

In other words, the role of believers is to faithfully use the means of grace that are 

provided to believers by God in Christ. In short, sanctification requires the participation 

of believers, but it is dominated by the work of the Holy Spirit.  

 

Calvin addresses the goal and motivation of sanctification in his Institutes. He affirms 

that a believer’s life should be one of godliness, because we are those who “have been 

called to sanctification,” it being God’s will. Calvin insists that “here it is the function of 
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the law, by warning [human beings] of their duty, to arouse them to a zeal for holiness 

and innocence.”300 In this sense, the law of God is one of “the most suitable instructions 

for the proper ordering of [believers’ sanctification].” 301 Calvin emphasizes that 

sanctification is the goal of the believer’s vocation. Thus “we must consistently set our 

sights upon holiness if we would rightly respond to God’s calling.” 302  Believers’ 

sanctification is closely related to submission to the Word that is revealed by God. This 

is because obedience is an active response that accords with the Lord’s commandments 

revealed in the Scriptures.303 This indicates that Calvin deemed the aim of redemption 

and calling as the strongest motivation for the believer’s sanctification. Sanctification is 

the aim of God’s calling, and the goal of sanctification is to glorify God.  

 

Calvin contends that gradual sanctification is needed due to the pervasive influence of sin. 

Even if, in Jesus, we are forgiven for our sins, we are still sinful. Our sinful nature or 

natural corruption can cause sinful actions. 304  Calvin stresses the importance of 

sanctification in relation to sins in his commentary on Romans 6. He translates verse 19 

of that chapter as follows: 

I speak after the manner of [humans] because of the infirmity of your flesh: for 

as ye resented your members as servants to uncleanness and to iniquity unto 

iniquity, even so now present your members as servants to righteousness unto 

sanctification.305  
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Calvin interprets Paul’s text as follows: “by comparing sin and righteousness, I could 

show how much greater should be the enthusiasm which you display in being drawn into 

the service of righteousness than you showed in your obedience to sin.”306 Calvin argues 

that the term ‘iniquity’ was used twice in the verse above, with different meanings. The 

first meaning refers to wrong of every kind, such as fraud and plunder, and the second to 

“universal corruption of life.”307 In contrast, Calvin understands the term ‘righteousness’ 

as “the law and rule of righteous living,” and the purpose of righteousness as that of 

enabling believers to be sanctified – to “consecrate themselves in purity to the service of 

God.” 308  Calvin explained the sin of humanity with the two terms ‘iniquity’ and 

‘uncleanness,’ whereas he referred to the believers’ holy life in relation to the term 

‘righteousness.’  

 

Calvin argues that a believer’s sanctification is related to the fruit of life. Sin brings two 

consequences to the human’s life: “the torments of an evil conscience and, after this life, 

eternal death.”309 But believers obtain the fruit of sanctification through righteousness,  

“which it bears in this life.” This is sanctification and the believer’s hope of eternal life.310 

The Bible also says, “the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). Thus believers should 

fight against sin until they enter God’s heaven because the problem of sin is always related 

to a believer’s life. Calvin argues that Paul adds “the gift of God, believers’ justification 

and sanctification [that] brings the blessedness of eternal life.” 311  Overall, Calvin’s 
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understanding of sanctification in relation to sin is that even believers’ lives are affected 

by sin, but believers can be sanctified by God’s mercy.  

 

Calvin also argues that “we are purged by the Holy Spirit’s sanctification in such a way 

that we are besieged by many vices and much weakness so long as we are encumbered 

with our body”; therefore, believers should “move steadily forward, and though entangled 

in vices, fight against them,” because we are not yet perfect.312  Moreover, we cannot 

resolve the serious problems of sin due to our weakness. We need the help of the Holy 

Spirit to consecrate us. In this sense, Calvin denies perfectionism and argues that to be 

sanctified is to extinguish the lusts of the flesh as well as to restore the image of God. 

Following Luther, Calvin also emphasizes sanctification as continual repentance. For 

example, Calvin stresses that “we must strive toward repentance itself, devote ourselves 

to it throughout life, and pursue it to the very end if we would abide in Christ.”313 

According to Calvin, for believers, “the effect of this repentance depends upon our 

regeneration, which has two aspects, that is, the mortification of our flesh and the spiritual 

vivification through which [a] human’s nature is restored to integrity.”314 Thus believers 

should “meditate during all their life on the fact that, being dead unto sin and unto our 

former selves, we may live unto Christ and his righteousness.” 315 Calvin insists that “the 

whole life of Christians ought to be an exercise of piety [for sanctification because] they 

are called to sanctification” and this is God’s will.316 This means that “the office of the 

law [is] to remind them of their duty and thereby to excite them to the pursuit of 
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sanctification.”317  Calvin’s point is that believers should wrestle with the nature of sin as 

long as we live in this world. Believers must exercise the mortification of sin with the 

help of the triune God. Calvin is emphatic that those who have experienced union with 

Christ require continual repentance as a precondition for sanctification.  

 

Calvin describes repentance as a continual process, like regeneration. He argues the 

permanent activity of sin, and that the possibility of effective repentance depends on 

God’s total history. Calvin’s doctrine of sanctification is dominated by the themes of 

human depravity and God’s sovereignty. He argues that the effect of repentance is not 

faith; on the contrary, the “consequence of faith” that is endowed by the Holy Spirit is 

repentance.318 In short, Calvin emphasizes continual repentance in life. Like Luther, he 

accepts the view that, even though believers have the experience of regeneration, they are 

righteous and sinners at the same time. In this sense, Calvin denies the possibility of 

perfect sanctification, but he recognizes the possibility of progress toward perfection. In 

addition, he strongly believes in God’s absolute sovereignty and reign over sin. He argues 

that believers must strive for good works as assurance of their salvation, not in any way 

to effect or ensure salvation but as evidence of it. 

 

2.3.2. The Relationship between Justification and Sanctification 

Calvin understood that justification and sanctification are closely interrelated. For Calvin, 

this interrelationship of justification and sanctification is one of the core themes of the 

doctrine of faith. In Institutes, Calvin used the title, “The beginning of justification and 

its continual progress,”319demonstrating his perception of the close relationship between 
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justification and sanctification. There are correlation points between justification and 

sanctification. At the same time, justification and sanctification are distinguished from 

each other. Partee explains: 

Justification and sanctification are one in divine origin and one in human 

experience, but two for the purpose of analysis. Justification is achieved once-for-

all by the work of Jesus whereas sanctification is being accomplished day-by-day 

through the work of the Holy Spirit.320  

As indicated above, justification and sanctification have a correlation so that they cannot 

be separate. Both justification and sanctification can be distinguished from each other, 

and should be distinguished. This indicates that the doctrine of justification and 

sanctification “are single in confession but dual in explanation.” 321  Justification is 

distinguished from sanctification in one sense, but they cannot be separated from each 

other in the other sense. For example, justification has the character of being once and for 

all, as it is through God’s proclamation and the forensic event that one is justified, whereas 

sanctification has the character of progression, occurring continually in the life of 

believers.322 William Wright argues that “whereas justification suspended ownership in 

Christ – ownership, paradoxically, being preserved only by being not ours – sanctification 

concerns the acquisition of real righteousness that is in some sense our own.”323 Further, 

there is another difference between justification and sanctification. Wright asserts that 

“justification by faith is the inner salvation for believers, while sanctification is the outer. 

[Even though] sanctification and faith began as Outer and Inner in opposition, but they 
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[both] may now be seen as mutually expressive of the totality of salvation.”324 This shows 

that although both justification and sanctification can be explained correspondingly in 

terms of soteriology, they can be expressed as one. 

 

Calvin understands sanctification as a goal of salvation. His real concern is the life of 

holiness before God. Continuous pursuit of and desire for sanctification penetrate 

Calvin’s whole teaching.  According to Coates, Calvin emphasized sanctification “as a 

progress toward perfection. This is the goal toward which we should direct all our 

endeavors; this goal, however, cannot be accomplished on this side of the grave.”325 

Coates also argues that for Calvin “the life of the true Christian is a life of progressive 

sanctification. The emphasis upon this aspect of the Christian life played a very prominent 

part in his theology.”326  Coates understands Calvin in relation to the importance of 

sanctification in the Christian life as holding that a true believer must experience a life of 

gradual sanctification. Calvin insisted on the relationship between justification and 

sanctification as follows: “by faith we obtain Christ’s righteousness, but we cannot do 

this without at the same time receiving Christ’s sanctification. … such sanctification must 

purify our lives and produce good works. We are not justified without good works, but 

we are not justified by good works.”327 For Calvin, our good works clearly are excluded 

as a basis for justification but there is no life of justification that is excluded from our 

good works.328 This means that Calvin stresses the importance of an organic relationship 

between justification and sanctification. The important thing is that Calvin saw both 
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justification and sanctification given by Christ’s righteousness as a double grace. Partee 

also insists that, on the basis of believers’ “union with Christ, Calvin’s development of 

the process of sanctification affirms that we are not justified by works, but also not 

without works.”329 Partee argues that Calvin understands that good works are “the fruit 

and effect of grace,”330 and “returns to the proper understanding of good works in his 

exposition of justification.”331 A purely doctrinal or subjective assurance of justification 

without proof of a transformed life offers no real security. Calvin emphasized that faith 

should always be accompanied by good works. Justification and sanctification are 

distinguished, but should not be separated from each other. They are united in every 

believer’s life. Calvin pursued a balanced theology that stressed both justification and 

sanctification simultaneously.  

 

Calvin argues that even though believers are justified by faith alone, they still need the 

Holy Spirit’s help for the completion of their salvation. Here he agreed with Luther that 

“a Christian is simul iustus et peccator.”332 This means that the believer is a sinner and 

righteous at the same time. In other words, humans are justified by the grace of God 

through faith in Jesus Christ, but at the same time we are still sinners due to the nature of 

sin. This is one of “the paradoxes of the Christian life.”333  Partee insists that Calvin 

emphasizes, like Luther, that “faith is only implicated in justification to the extent that it 

grasps and appropriates Christ.”334 It should be clear that ‘“Calvin is actually concerned 

not so much with justification, as with incorporation into Christ (which has, as one of its 
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necessary consequences, justification).’”335 However, one of Calvin’s peculiarities is that 

he focuses on the holiness of life of believers. In this perspective, even for those who are 

justified, their salvation is not completed. Thus, those who believe in Jesus need the help 

of the Holy Spirit for their sanctification and the completion of their salvation.  

 

Those who believe in Christ get the double grace of justification and sanctification. This 

is one of the privileges of believers. For Christians, justification and sanctification are the 

duplex gratia Dei (God’s double grace) that can be obtained by Christ’s righteous 

imputation. In short, Calvin’s understanding of God’s double grace is Christocentric. 

Believers cannot achieve justification and sanctification without Christ’s righteousness. 

Calvin understands justification and sanctification dynamically, because he believes that 

God’s double grace is achieved only through Christ’s merit and righteousness.336 Christ’s 

righteousness cannot be separated from Christ, as our personality and action are justified 

through his righteousness. Christ’s righteousness largely influences the whole process of 

salvation for believers. But these works are only possible by the Holy Spirit’s help. Calvin 

especially calls this spirit of redemption spiritus Christi.337 Above all, Calvin saw the life 

of salvation through an organic relationship with a Christological emphasis. In short, we 

experience both justification and sanctification in Christ. The apostle Paul provides a 

biblical foundation for this view: “It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who 

has become for us wisdom from God – that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption” 

(1 Corinthians 1:30). Holiness here can also be understood as sanctification. On the basis 

of this verse, Calvin insists that “Christ justifies no one whom he does not at the same 
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time sanctify.”338  And he demonstrates that “you must first possess Christ; but you cannot 

possess him without being made partaker in his sanctification, because he cannot be 

divided into pieces.”339  Calvin emphasizes the importance of the distinction between 

justification and sanctification as follows: “Since, therefore, it is solely by expending 

himself that the Lord gives us these benefits to enjoy, he bestows both of them at the same 

time, the one never without the other.”340 Those who believe in Jesus Christ can obtain 

two distinct benefits. These are “to possess Christ; the other is to be made a partaker in 

his sanctification.”341  In other words, “to possess Christ corresponds to justification 

[because the meaning of possessing] Christ by faith is to possess [Christ’s] righteousness 

[and] partaking of Christ then corresponds to sanctification.” 342  This is because 

“possessing [Christ’s] righteousness by faith cannot occur without that righteousness also 

becoming ever more fully our own at the existential level.”343 Those who are justified 

participate in sanctification in and by Christ Jesus, which is one of the many important 

benefits of the Christian life. 

 

In summary, Calvin concludes that “we are justified not without works yet not through 

works, since in our sharing in Christ, which justifies us, sanctification is just as much 

included as righteousness.”344 This conclusion by Calvin, in relation to justification and 

sanctification, influenced the development of Reformed theology and theologians, 
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including Korean Reformed theology and theologians. Furthermore, Calvin demonstrates 

that Protestants can stress justification by faith alone to such an extent that the 

significance of good works and sanctification disappear into the background. This is 

worse than the contrary, whereby works are overemphasized. Diminishing the 

significance of works relating to sanctification denigrates the One who both justifies and 

sanctifies.  

 

How does sanctification relate to justification in the application of the redemption to each 

believer? Believers’ true salvation cannot be explained without sanctification and 

justification. Cornelis P. Venema argues that “justification and sanctification … denote 

two distinct facets of God’s relation to” believers.345 “Whereas justification concerns the 

basis or reason for our salvation, sanctification concerns the way in which our life is 

converted to God.”346 This shows that both justification and sanctification have distinct 

characteristics, yet they are closely linked to each other.  Fesko insists that “the effect of 

[believers’] justification by faith and union with Christ by the indwelling of the Holy 

Spirit is that [they] will produce good works.”347  

 

Jesus tells a parable in relation to this issue. “Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, 

but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear 

good fruit” (Matthew 7:17-18). It is natural that a true believer produce good fruit as a 

Christian. Both justification and sanctification are a reality in Jesus Christ and form in 

Jesus a living unity. However, because “the Lord does not give us these benefits except 

in so far as He bestows Himself, He confers both of them at the same time and never the 
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one without the other.”348 Niesel argues that “when we attempt to separate sanctification 

from justification, we are in fact seeking to break up the unity of the one Jesus Christ.”349 

Calvin argues that even though believers may try to distinguish justification and 

sanctification, “Christ contains both of them inseparably in Himself.”350 In short, Calvin 

emphasized that both justification and sanctification are essential for believers. They 

happen simultaneously, but they are different processes from each other. Justification and 

sanctification occur inseparably but are distinguishable from each other etymologically. 

 

The doctrine of faith, including soteriology, cannot be rightly explained without 

understanding the relationship between justification and sanctification. When we treat 

both justification and sanctification in relation to “the matter of faith and works, there has 

always been the understanding that works are the fruit of a justifying faith.”351 In this 

perspective, it should be emphasized that, for believers, the relationship between 

sanctification and justification is the most central principle and foundation in soteriology 

in Christianity.352 Herman Bavinck clearly explains the relationship between justification 

and sanctification. For Bavinck, “logically, justification, which clears our guilt, precedes 

sanctification (Romans 8:30; 1 Corinthians 1:30), which cleanses us from our 

pollution.”353  Bavinck insists that justification and sanctification can be distinguished 

from each other. For example, “justification is a juridical act, completed in an instant 

[whereas] sanctification is an ethical process that continues throughout our lives”; but 

while both “justification and sanctification are distinctive, they must never be separated. 
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… They are united in the power and work of the Holy Spirit.” 354  Calvin sees the 

relationship and interconnection between justification and sanctification in his Institutes 

as follows: 

Whomever, therefore, God receives into grace, on them he at the same time 

bestows the spirit of adoption (Romans 8:15), by whose power he remakes them 

to his own image. But if the brightness of the sun cannot be separated from its 

heat, shall we therefore say that the earth is warmed by its light, or lighted by its 

heat? Is there anything more applicable to the present matter than this 

comparison? The sun, by its heat, quickens, and fructifies the earth, by its beams 

brightens and illumines it. Here is a mutual and indivisible connection. Yet 

reason itself forbids us to transfer the peculiar qualities of the one to the other.355  

Here Calvin demonstrates the relationship between justification and sanctification with 

an illustration of the heat and light of the sun. Calvin’s point is that justification and 

sanctification have a correlational and indivisible relationship, in a way similar to how 

Jesus cannot be separated into two parts, which are his divine nature and his human nature. 

We can distinguish justification from sanctification, because they have “unique and 

distinct and functions,” yet they are inseparable just as “heat and light” cannot be 

separated from each other or from the fire that generates them.356  A.T.B. McGowan 

quotes Geoffrey Bromiley’s statement in relation to the importance of Calvin’s treatment 

of the relationship between justification and sanctification: 

Perhaps Calvin’s most important contribution to the understanding of justification 

is his reuniting of two things which for purposes of clarity had in a sense been 

divided, namely, justification and sanctification. Now obviously neither Luther 
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nor Cranmer nor others meant to keep the two apart. Their anxiety to relate faith 

to works bears ample testimony to this. On the other hand, the Reformers in 

general can hardly be said to have presented a comprehensive view of Christian 

salvation and the Christian life in a way which brings out the full relationship of 

justification and sanctification. This was to be the great achievement of Calvin.357 

As shown in the statement above, we can demonstrate how much Calvin emphasizes the 

significance of justification and sanctification, and endeavours to arrive at a balanced 

understanding of the relationship between them. Calvin argues that justification is 

justification and sanctification is sanctification. At the same time, both justification and 

sanctification are closely connected in the order of salvation. For Calvin, justification and 

sanctification are bestowed by Christ “at the same time, the one never without the 

other.” 358 Calvin representatively condenses grace and favour as effects that are 

experienced through union with Christ by duplex gratia. He does not emphasize only one 

factor, such as justification or sanctification.359 He understands the process of salvation 

for believers in Christ as a simultaneity of justification and sanctification. Therefore, for 

Christians, the impulse and mandate for the transformation of the world comes from the 

fact that personal justification and sanctification are inseparable from each other.  

 

Gabriel Fackre also argues in relation to personal justification and sanctification: “The 

personal justification of the sinner is inseparable from a personal sanctification that issues 

in public witness to the rule of Jesus Christ over the political, social and economic 

principalities and powers, one implemented by the church as well as the person in the 
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struggle for social [transformation].”360 As this passage shows, we can recognize that “a 

Reformed reading of justification will pass for its ‘world formative’ outworking.”361 

Justification is distinct from sanctification, but justification is also inseparable from 

sanctification. Those who are justified in Christ should be sanctified simultaneously 

because justification and sanctification are linked together by union with Christ, who 

cannot be separated eternally. Calvin’s basic understanding of justification and 

sanctification is that both have the same root and occur in union with Christ through faith. 

Justification and sanctification are two aspects of the grace of God, and each has meaning 

distinct from the other. At the same time, Calvin clearly provides the necessity of 

distinguishing the concepts of both justification and sanctification. 

 

We must remember that two problems can occur when we cannot rightly recognize the 

relationship between justification and sanctification. Firstly, if we overemphasize the 

doctrine of justification, it excludes responsible participation by way of the good works 

of believers and also the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Secondly, if we do not distinguish 

them from each other, we attempt to reveal our own will and behaviour rather than show 

that our salvation depends entirely on God’s grace. In short, Calvin’s understanding of 

the relationship between justification and sanctification is that believers experience both 

together in their lives through the grace of God. In addition, to possess Christ by faith 

means that both justification and sanctification are experienced in Christ.  

 

For the believer, the life of holiness is the Christian life. Indeed, sanctification is one of 
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the core elements in Christian life. Hywel Jones asserts, “the pursuit of sanctification and 

living the Christian life are synonymous.” He emphasizes that we cannot live as 

Christians “if there is no Christian life, if there is no obedience to the will of God [and] if 

there are no good works there is no true faith.”362 I strongly agree with Jones’s statement. 

Those who have lives of saving faith are shown to have Christian lives as children of God. 

We, as believers, need to reexamine our lives for the presence of the fruits of this life. 

People who do not demonstrate the presence of this fruit can be said to be almost Christian. 

But sanctification itself must be pursued on the basis of faith. The apostle Paul says, 

“Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that 

contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God” 

(2 Corinthians 7:1, NIV). Jones refers to another version of this verse to show that “faith 

in Jesus Christ is the dynamic for ‘perfecting holiness in the fear of God’ (2 Corinthians 

7:1, AV), and his [teachings] are the directive for it. [Christians] hold to justification in 

order to make progress in sanctification.”363 In short, believers should pursue progressive 

sanctification. If we cannot experience gradual sanctification, we need to examine and 

analyze our state wholly.  

 

Calvin stressed that sanctification means restoring God’s image through the washing of 

regeneration and the renewal of the Holy Spirit. For the believer, faith is the work of the 

Holy Spirit and the Holy Spirit leads believers to unity with Christ.364  Believers are 

continually sanctified in union with Christ. Calvin did not deny the responsibility of 

humans and acknowledged this with relation to sanctification. In his commentary in 
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Romans, he described human responsibilities as being “prayer, obedience, awakening, 

and discipline.”365 That is, Calvin explains the characteristics of the believer in relation 

to obedience. The foundation of sanctification is obedience on the basis of faith. Believers’ 

obedience is an active response that corresponds with God’s commandments revealed in 

the Bible.366 This means that we cannot live the life of holiness if we do not do our duty 

and do not obey the Word and commandments of God as children of God. The way of 

sanctification is through the obedience of the believer.  

 

Calvin also emphasizes that believers should be ‘awakened’ in various ways. He warns 

that God will spur on the numbed mind if we ignore God’s warning that we should 

awaken.367 This shows that awakening is one of the duties of believers for sanctification. 

But Calvin states that “prayer, obedience, awakening, and discipline are also regarded as 

gifts of grace, as God endowed humans with the ability to do so.”368  The believer is 

reconciled with God in union with Christ, and this union with Christ is a premise of 

sanctification. The believer is sanctified by the Holy Spirit in Christ Jesus. Christians are 

regenerated by the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit endows believers with faith, and leads 

them to repentance from sin. In this sense, sanctification is not the work of the believer, 

but the Holy Spirit’s work. 369  In short, Calvin understood sanctification “as the 

continuation of justification to [its] gradual completion”370 in the salvation of the whole 

person.  
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Clearly, sanctification is a very significant factor in the process of the completion of 

salvation. Most of the Korean Reformed theologians who were mentioned in chapter 1, 

such as Jong-Sung Lee and Hyung Ryong Park, are concerned with Calvin’s theology in 

relation to his doctrines such as soteriology. They also insist that we follow Calvin’s 

theology entirely. However, it seems that they merely introduced Calvin’s theology. They 

did not study his theology deeply on the basis of primary sources. As a result, the Korean 

church has overemphasized justification in comparison to sanctification. This has brought 

about serious problems such as financial ones in the church and a division into 

denominations. The Korean church should teach the importance and meaning of 

sanctification for the individual and community as Calvin did. 

 

As I explained previously, we can identify that Calvin especially emphasized the 

significance of the doctrine of faith in his theology. In brief, Calvin testifies for us that 

the Bible demonstrates God’s existence as an object of faith, and the value of eternal life 

as an effect of faith. This shows us the importance of faith. I agree with Calvin’s statement 

as follows:  

                 we ought to examine what this faith ought to be like, through which those 

                 adopted by God as his children come to  possess the Heavenly Kingdom, since  

                 it is certain that no mere opinion or even persuasion is capable of bringing so 

                 great a thing  to pass. And we must scrutinize and investigate the true character 

                 of faith with greater care and zeal because many are dangerously deluded today 

                 in this respect.371 

As indicated in the statement above, for believers, to examine the nature of faith is very 
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meaningful and important. In this sense, we should ask whether whoever is faithful 

ultimately believes in faith? Is faith placing the highest priority on the real value of having 

Christ and enjoying all his benefits? I think that Calvin gave clear answers in relation to 

these questions. Calvin’s understanding of faith is different from that of other scholars, 

such as Luther and Barth. Of course, Calvin and Luther are the same in that they 

emphasize faith in the doctrine of justification by faith. But Calvin sees faith as an action 

that unites us with Christ. Calvin’s understanding of faith is different from Barth’s 

understanding in relation to faith. For example, for Barth, the object of faith can only be 

Jesus Christ. But Calvin understands the object of faith more deeply. In other words, for 

Calvin, the object of faith is Jesus Christ, but he effectively links Christ with God. In short, 

Calvin’s understanding is that the primary object of faith is God the Father through the 

Mediator, Jesus Christ. The Korean church needs to reconsider Calvin’s understanding of 

the characteristics and object of faith.  

 

Calvin’s doctrine of faith emphasizes the relationship between faith and God. Only faith 

can restore the broken relationship between God and the sinner. Humans cannot avoid 

God’s judgment because all humans are sinners before God. Calvin was more concerned 

about the relationship with God than with analysing faith itself. He valued themes that 

showed how God accepted the fallen human, and how humans became God’s children. 

For Calvin, faith is to receive the grace of Christ that God bestows on humans. Believers 

possess this by faith in the ministry of the Holy Spirit and come to enjoy all of Jesus 

Christ’s benefits.  

 

Such grace is essential for humans – indeed for all creation – since “the sufferings of this 

present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us. 

For the earnest expectation of the creation eagerly waits for the revealing of the sons of 
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God” (Romans 8:18-19, NKJV). The positive acceptance of Calvin’s thought by colonial 

and postcolonial Korea has been and is facilitated by the encouragement and explanations 

afforded by his theology, as found in the Institutes and the commentary on Romans. There 

is a recognition that there is a reason for and a response to sin: although the problem is in 

humankind and individual humans, the answer is both provided and ensured by the grace 

of God. Yet, the tendency of humans to focus on the human aspects of sin, righteousness 

and judgment has led to a truncated understanding of God’s grace. “For God’s work ‘in 

us’ is never complete in this life … If we were to look to ourselves for our assurance, all 

would be lost.”372 One of the blessings of Karl Barth’s theological endeavours has been 

the restoration of attention Godward, “from [anthropocentric] pneumatology to 

Christology,”373 so it to his work that we now turn. 
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Chapter Three 
 

Barth’s Doctrine of Faith 

Barth’s theology has been a major influence in the history of Korean Reformed theology. 

In this chapter, I will provide a historical and theological exploration of Barth’s doctrine 

of faith in relation to sin, justification and sanctification as it developed throughout his 

theological career. I will focus especially on the way Barth’s thought took shape under 

the influence of Calvin. This discussion will provide a basis for examining the reception 

of Barth, together with Calvin, in Korean Reformed theology. 

3.1. Early Dialectical Period (1918–1922) 

During Barth’s early period, he wrote his commentary on the Epistle to the Romans. It 

was first published in 1919 (Romans I) and was subsequently completely rewritten in 

1922 (Romans II). This was one of his major works during this early period. In these 

books, he strongly contradicted liberal theologians who considered Scripture little more 

than an account of human religious experience, and were only concerned about the 

historical personality of Christ. Barth’s new theological development was summarized in 

Romans I, emphasizing the qualitative differences between God and the world. Ethnic 

nationalism dominated the German theological atmosphere, and liberal theology 

compromised itself with secular culture in 1919. At this time, liberal democracy replaced 

an absolute monarchy in Germany.1 It was within this political background that Barth’s 

dialectical theology on the basis of the theology of revelation appeared. In this section, I 

will explore how Barth understood sin and sanctification, and how this understanding 

relates to the doctrine of justification in this early dialectical period of Barth’s career. 
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3.1.1. Sin 

For Barth the doctrine of sin is very important: in his first commentary on Romans, 

Barth’s doctrine of sin is able “to light important themes and aspects of Jesus Christ’s 

saving work which are muted in the section of the Church Dogmatics.”2 Barth’s doctrine 

of sin is closely related to his Christology. It is necessary to understand his Christology 

properly, including the doctrine of atonement, in order to explain the doctrine of sin 

correctly. Adam Johnson states that “Barth’s treatment of sin brings particularly fruitful 

material for considering the unity and diversity of the atonement [as well as the essential 

role that] the doctrine of sin has played … in the development of the doctrine of the 

atonement throughout the history of the church.”3  Barth prominently dealt with the 

doctrine of sin as he regarded it as a material theme when he explained the doctrine of 

atonement. 

 

Hans Urs von Balthasar argues that Barth dealt with sin “as the absolute contradiction in 

the very heart of nature. Barth eventually came to regard it as the ‘impossible possibility’ 

of nature radically destroyed.”4 According to Balthasar, Barth links “the contradiction of 

sin with the creature’s distance from God” in his first commentary on Romans. Generally 

speaking, “sin could only be a meaningless contradiction and hence pure nothingness [due 

to] the act of creation and [humanity’s] primeval union with God.”5 Barth insisted that 

“the contradiction of sin had been superseded by the reality of reconciliation” in order to 
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avoid this conclusion. “Dialectics then involved the victory of Christ over Adam.”6  It 

should be noted that Barth’s early focus “on Christ over Adam eventually led him to give 

up the old dialectics and to emphasis Christ alone as the constant in created nature.” 

However, “in his early period,” Barth stressed “the great transformation, [hardly 

managing to preserve the continuing] identity of the subject who experienced this 

transformation.”7 Barth, by comparing Adam and Jesus, argues that there are two kinds 

of persons, which are the old and the new human. Barth exemplifies this in his second 

commentary on Romans as follows: “if a human be in Adam, he is an old, fallen, 

imprisoned, creature; if a human be in Christ, he is a creature, new, reconciled and 

redeemed. … But these two worlds do not exist side by side, nor do the old and the new 

man compose two men” because of the matter of the relationship between each other. 

This is because “the possibility of the one involves the impossibility of the other; and the 

impossibility of the one involves the possibility of the other.”8 

 

For Barth, one of the important premises is that God is different from the world. The 

expression that “God is God and the world is the world” first appeared in 1915, 9 

indicating that there are qualitative differences between God and the world. This premise 

is very significant for understanding Barth’s theology in his early period. Busch argues 

that when Barth uses the phrase “God is God” in his second version of the commentary 

on the Epistle to the Romans, he does so because he realizes that description of the divine 

is dangerous. He states that “when we say, ‘God is ….’ we usually then add a word that 
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describes something important to us.”10 Barth explains that when we describe who or 

what God is, we substitute our own ideas for God, making idols of these ideas. 

Additionally, Barth recognized that the greatest sin is “wanting to have God at our 

disposal.” In using the phrase “God is God” he indicates that God is not something or 

someone that can be owned by or be at the disposal of a human being.11 

 

Barth clearly states in Romans I that a human being is a sinner and cannot avoid death.12 

Humans cannot recognize God directly. Because human reason is finite, even though 

humans know God in part, they do not know God ultimately. Thus it is impossible for 

humanity to have a relationship with God directly. The relationship between God and 

humanity is broken due to humanity’s sin.13 However, those who live in Christ have no 

barrier between God and human being. A direct relationship between God and humanity 

is possible. It is a reality in which humanity is set free from being sin’s prisoner.14 Those 

who are in Christ can play a role for God as Jesus’ disciples. This is because Christ lives 

within them. The Spirit of God dominates them and they can become ready for the 

kingdom of heaven.15 This is a dialectical understanding of humanity that asserts both 

positive and negative things about humanity. However, the standard to classify these 

positive and negative things is God in Christ.  

 

According to Barth, the world has two possibilities: the will to be negative or positive. 

The one who is to classify these two possibilities is God himself. The source that 
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determines the positive and negative outcomes is God.16 Barth describes this conception 

as follows: “God is not only in thesis but also in antithesis and God is only in synthesis. 

There is synthesis only in God and this synthesis is found only to us in God.”17 So, for 

example, the power to judge the world is found in God and the positive power to newly 

transform the world is found in God, and the synthesis of these two worlds without God 

is impossible.  

 

For Barth, the Word of God brings judgment to humans and it is Nein (no) for the nature 

of human sin. The sinful nature of humans is firstly revealed when God comes to humans. 

Sin and the limitations of human nature are plainly revealed in light of the revelation of 

God. 18  We despair when our sinful human nature is revealed. We cannot ourselves 

overcome sin and despair merely by our own abilities and attributes. It is self-deception 

to think that we are righteous. Barth’s understanding of the dialectical nature starts from 

Nein and moves toward the sinful nature of humans who follow God.19 As the Nein is 

strong in Barth’s theology, the positive of God’s Yes is also strong. God’s Nein meets 

with a strong Yes. We cannot overcome the infinite gap between God and humanity. It is 

only possible from God’s side. Specifically, the way to bridge the gap is only possible to 

Jesus Christ. This is clearly shown in Barth’s commentaries on the Epistle to the Romans, 

which articulate his early theology.20 He acknowledges in the preface to Romans II that 

his theological system “is limited to a recognition of what Kierkegaard called the ‘infinite 

qualitative distinction’ between time and eternity, and to my regarding this as possessing 
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negative as well as positive significance: ‘God is in heaven, and thou art on earth.’ [With 

respect to] the relation between such a God and such a [human] … the Bible beholds at 

the same cross-roads the figure of Jesus Christ.”21 As seen in this quotation, Barth pays 

attention to the qualitative difference between God and humans. Above all, the important 

thing is what he mentions about Jesus Christ. Barth argues that Jesus Christ is the only 

way to overcome this qualitative difference.22 In short, the infinite qualitative difference 

between God and humans, and the position of Jesus as reconciler who overcomes this 

difference, is a direction that Barth’s theology pursued. However, the Nein of God does 

not finish with Nein, and the qualitative difference does not finish with an infinite gap. 

How is it possible for God’s positives to be seen? According to Barth, the answer is Jesus. 

That is, the Nein of God about humans is resolved by his being forsaken. The Nein is 

overcome through Jesus’ death on the Cross.23 In short, God’s Nein became Yes toward 

humans through God’s forsaking of Jesus. The relationship between God and humans 

enters a new phase by the processing of Nein and Yes. The relationship between God and 

humans is connected with the final result. This is the process of synthesis, which 

introduces the state of ‘reconciliation’ between God and human. Barth explained the 

relationship between God and humankind through the principle of thesis–antithesis–

synthesis. 

 

In his dialectics, Barth totally denies the value of the human being on one side, but at the 

same time he strongly affirms the value of the human being on the other side. For example, 

Eberhard Busch, employing Philip Bachamann’s emphasis, states that Barth does not talk 

about “the fact that God loves us and forgives our sin” in Romans I.24 Busch argues that 
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“God acts not with us or for us, but in us. [That is,] the basic concept of God’s immanence 

in us appears instead of the basic concept of God’s fellowship with us.”25  He thus 

interpreted Barth’s Romans I as an extension of liberal theology, not a contradiction of it. 

Clearly Barth was, at this time, still following liberal theology and interpreting the Epistle 

to the Romans along the lines defined by Hermann. Busch’s observation concerning Barth 

is that “humankind’s relationship to God is seen here in an immediacy which lacks the 

brokenness implied by the justification of the godless, by the ‘simultaneously justified 

and a sinner’ (simul iustus et peccator) and by ‘faith alone’ (sola fide).”26 According to 

Glocke, Barth leads his readers “to a joyous possession of God.” 27  For Barth, the 

recognition of sin is fundamentally related to the recognition of God and the Mediator, 

Jesus Christ, and it is only possible to recognize revelation and faith for those who believe 

in Jesus Christ.   

 

However, in my view, these interpretations by Busch and others come about by neglecting 

one side of the dialectic in Romans I. Barth clearly mentions that humans are sinners and 

are dedicated to death, in this first commentary.28  There is a barrier that prevents the 

immediate relationship between God and human beings. God can be recognized by 

human beings only when this barrier is removed.29 There is a clear separation between 

God and human beings due to sin. However, in Christ an immediate relationship is 

possible. Barth’s view cannot be fully appreciated without simultaneously taking into 

account his dialectical view of humanity. Still, it is true that in his first Romans 
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commentary, “Barth’s rather summary treatment of the work of Christ in Romans I 

provides little explanation for how Jesus’ ‘rediscovery’ of a life of immediacy to God was 

impossible under the conditions of fallen [human beings’] existence.”30 Barth’s point of 

view on sin is that Jesus is the only way to restore the broken relationship between God 

and human beings. Barth focuses on the Christological perspective whenever he treats the 

issue of sin.  

 

In Romans II, Barth denied the possibility of cooperation between human beings and God. 

The difference between Romans I and II is that in Romans I, God is the one who renews 

the world, whereas in Romans II God is the Wholly Other who contradicts the world.31 

Barth insists that God is the Wholly Other and God is different from us qualitatively. We 

can understand through Barth’s declaration that it is a rejection of scientific theology – 

liberal theology at that time as well as the analogical theology of Roman Catholicism. 

When Barth published The Epistle to the Romans (especially the second edition), a new 

theological term of “the qualitative distinction between God and [humanity]” was 

introduced.32 This came from the thought of Kierkegaard. The divine intrinsic was known 

well at that time as a common theological term.33 Barth’s new theological term, which 

emphasized God as the Wholly Other, was regarded as quite a surprise. Barth declared a 

judgment regarding liberal theology in that it tried to connect God and religion, and God 

and culture. In particular, Barth’s 1922 Epistle to the Romans shows the erosion of 

optimism due to the First World War, together with a crisis in and consciousness of 

judgment. It is evidence that Barth tried to solve the historical situation theologically. 

                                                                 
30 Bruce L. McCormack, Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

2004), 152. 

31 Kim, The theology of Karl Barth, 75. 

32 Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, 99. 

33 Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, 99. 



 
 

145 

Both Romans I and II have theological characteristics aimed at denying liberal theology. 

However, Romans II is more thorough and extreme in comparison to Romans I in terms 

of the intensity of denial. By the second edition, for Barth, God appears to humans as the 

Wholly Other. This means that there are qualitative differences between God and human 

beings. God and humans are not recognized in the same category, and there is no direct 

continuity between God and humans. Further, in Romans II, Barth denies the flesh of all 

types. God is not one who is to newly create the life of the flesh. He is One who 

contradicts it and judges it. In Romans II, Barth emphasizes the thorough division between 

God and human beings, God and the world, and God and history.34 God is the Wholly 

Other who stands completely against the totality of the world of humanistic culture. 

 

According to Barth the fact of death exists between God and the world. Thus it is 

impossible for humanity even to wish for the kingdom of God to come on earth.35 Even 

when we reform the world, the world is simply the world, and it has no correlation with 

the kingdom of God. God does not reform the world in order to renew it. Because the 

kingdom of God is not in the world, the kingdom of God is fundamentally separated from 

the world.36  The scope in which God exists is distinguished from the scope in which 

humans live. It can be argued that this view came about as Barth discovered the depravity 

of humanity, God’s holy separation from humanity, and God’s judgment on humanity’s 

sin evident in the crisis of the First World War. 

 

Can God be recognized by human beings? In Romans II, Barth’s answer to this question 

was that it is impossible. However, Barth saw knowledge of God as an “impossible 

                                                                 
34 Kim, The theology of Karl Barth, 79. 

35 RII, 301. Referenced in Kim, The theology of Karl Barth, 76. 

36 Kim, The Theology of Karl Barth, 76. 



 
 

146 

possibility,” which is a possibility that occurs when eternity meets with time. Eternity 

cannot exist in time but there is a moment when eternity meets with time.37 Barth insists 

that “this can be permitted only when the possibility is recognized as the impossible 

possibility.”38 This “impossible possibility” is a paradox and a miracle. Human beings 

can recognize God only when this miraculous paradox occurs.39 This possibility is the 

only point of synthesis to connect both God (thesis) and human being (antithesis). It is in 

this sense that the theology of Romans II is a paradoxical and dialectical theology.  

 

Barth’s commentary on Romans was a re-emergence of the Reformed emphasis on grace 

alone (solus gratia) and Christ alone (solus Christus). Barth provided a new, alternative 

way through the theology of Romans II after two tragedies: the First World War and the 

Russian Revolution. Barth rejected the human positive of liberal theology and the human 

negative of the communist revolution in favour of the principles of the divine negative 

(Nein) and the divine positive (Ja).40 He described God’s dialectical methodology that 

articulated God’s Yes through this rejection.41 In addition, Barth accepts analogia fidei as 

a theological statement. This presupposes the self-revelation of God and faith about the 

self-revelation of God, whereas Barth rejects analogia entis. In recognition of God, God 

was not analogically recognized on the basis of being as analogia entis. 42  We can 

recognize God in proportion to our faith. If God does not give us faith as a gift, we cannot 

absolutely recognize God. This is analogia fidei. The reason why Barth rejects analogia 

entis is that analogia entis is based on general revelation and is “rooted in 
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Scholasticism.”43 

 

An application of this methodology can be seen through the division of the Korean church. 

In Korea, the church has been divided into two camps: the group of those with a 

conservative faith and the group of those with a progressive faith. Conservative faith 

focuses on each individual’s change of soul. This indicates that they are not interested in 

social transformation. As a result, it must be acknowledged that the present order has 

become an accepted feature of the conservative faith group. On the other hand, those 

churches with progressive faith emphasize social salvation, which insists on the 

transformation of the evil implicit in many social structures. Some have endeavoured to 

practise radical faith by entering the struggle in the social revolution for a just Korean 

society. Identity, equality and the importance of participation are revealed in relation to 

this issue. I think that a more balanced, third way can be found through the principles 

revealed in Barth’s Romans commentaries. A good text to apply in relation to this issue 

is the apostle Paul’s statements in Romans chapter 12: “Do not be overcome by evil” 

(verse 21), “Do not repay anyone evil for evil” (verse 17), and “overcome evil with good” 

(verse 21). This practical attempt is directly connected to believers’ sanctification. 

 

3.1.2. Sanctification 

Barth emphasizes the importance of sanctification in relation to ethics. The true believer’s 

life is attested through Christian ethics. In his earlier theological formation, Jung Suck 

Rhee states that Barth was influenced by Wilhelm Herrmann’s Ethics, according to which 

ethics is an essential condition of religion,44  and it is impossible to think of religion 
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without ethics. Barth emphasizes ethics in relation to Christian life as follows: “ethics is 

theological ethics to the extent that it sees the goodness of human conduct in the reality 

of the Word of God that sanctifies [humans].”45  Theological propositions cannot be 

divided into dogmatics and ethics.46 This is a significant principle in studying the doctrine 

of sanctification. Barth had a deep concern about the present reality of Christian salvation 

and he believed that it was testified to in Christian ethics. The term ‘sanctification’ barely 

appeared in his early works. However, the word ‘ethics’ was extensively used instead of 

‘sanctification.’47 Barth showed that his passion was to establish an “authentic Christian 

doctrine of sanctification.”48 This accounts for the priority of ethics in his early theology. 

During his life, the struggle for Christian ethics continued to form “a structural principle 

of his theology.”49 Consequently, “the doctrine of sanctification became one of the most 

significant concerns of his theology” – as it had been for Calvin, before him.50 

 

Further, Barth was concerned about individual sanctification as well as social 

sanctification. He was challenged by social and labour problems while he was working 

in Safenwil as a pastor – working “in the religious socialist movement represented by 

Hermann Kutter and Leonhard Ragaz [during] his pastorate in Safenwil.”51 Barth gave an 

address on “Jesus Christ and the Movement for Social Justice” at the Safenwil Labor 

Union on December 17, 1911.”52 One of his deep concerns was “the socialist cause and 
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the relationship between Jesus Christ and the movement for social justice.”53 This social 

concern provides a strong motivation for social sanctification. In particular “Barth’s 

socialist concern was closely connected with his respect for Calvin’s Reformation 

theology.”54 Barth stated in his lecture:  

Above all, to the extent that they stand under the influence of Luther, [the 

Christians of Germany] then distinguish themselves without exception by a 

complete failure to understand social democracy. In that we Swiss, even if we 

do not realize it, are brought up differently through our Reformers, Zwingli and 

Calvin. To these [Swiss], religion was from the outset something cooperative, 

something social, not only externally, but also internally. It is therefore no 

accident that among us, Christianity and socialism have never come to the kind 

of rift that exists between them in Germany.55 

As indicated in the statement above, Barth believed that believers’ lives are always 

connected with society and the state. Christianity and believers have to bring about social 

sanctification through social concern. Also, the statement describes how “Barth was 

proud of his Swiss Reformed and Calvinist legacy [with respect to] its endeavor to unite 

not only religion with social concern, but also faith with political life.”56  Rather than 

depending on Luther, who was known as the “theologian of justification,” Barth depended 

more on Calvin, who was known as the “theologian of sanctification.”57 In short, for Barth 

Christian sanctification is not limited to the inner mind of humans: it includes physical 

and social aspects of life. Sanctification is not a religious choice for our own benefit: it is 
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God’s demand of all those who are under the grace of God. 

 

For modern German-language theology, this demonstrated that, for Barth, there was “a 

great transition of direction in his doctrine of sanctification.”58 As Barth engaged more 

intensively with Calvin, the unique Reformed doctrine of the sovereignty of God, or sola 

gratia, slowly took over the theological world. Barth was influenced by his study of 

Calvin to change his theological approach from “the thought that was distinctively 

Reformed.”59 He moved his focus from the lot of humanity to looking at humanity from 

God’s perspective. This can be seen, for example, where Barth gives prominence to the 

righteousness of God rather than to the justice of human actions. This means that Barth 

followed the tradition of Reformed theology in relation to sanctification. Justification and 

sanctification entirely depend on God’s grace and sovereignty, and not on our own works 

or merit. 

 

Barth emphasizes the significance of God’s grace in relation to sanctification. Barth 

insists on this view in his Romans commentary as follows: “the fruits unto sanctification, 

which God gathers into His barns, are not our religious thought and desires and actions. 

Rather, we obey the imperative of God as [humans] under grace; as [humans] standing 

within the peace of God which passeth all understanding.”60 This indicates that “human 

thought, will, action, and [effort] – cannot be defined as sanctified, apart from that grace 

which is grounded in the freedom of God.”61 This also means that Barth insisted that our 

sanctification is accomplished only by the grace of God, not by human efforts. Even 
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though we make efforts “to sanctify ourselves or to add something else by our own 

efforts,”62 Barth strongly insisted that believers should return to their roots, to the Messiah 

in whom their freedom lies. His emphasis is on the need for believers to realize that they 

cannot do anything for their own sanctification. Barth argues that humans are “beings 

who [absolutely] need redemption.” 63  One of the significant works of God is the 

sanctification of believers. Because of this, “any pietistic attempt” that endeavours to 

accomplish sanctification by our own efforts, is “against the grace of God.”64 Barth argues 

that “it is inevitable that the last and final-embracing word concerning grace, the word 

which speaks of the sanctification of our mortal body to be the instrument of 

righteousness, must run risk of seeming trivial and fantastic on our lips.”65 In short, for 

Barth the core of sanctification is that God has sanctified believers through Jesus’ death 

on the Cross once for all. Barth’s argumentation is entirely different from those who insist 

that “the subject of sanctification” is humanity, not God. 66  That is, believers’ 

sanctification is not achieved by themselves, but by God’s grace and unconditional love 

for believers. For Barth, the initiation of salvation depends entirely on God. As well, the 

subject of sanctification is only God, not humans.  

 

In this perspective, the only thing left to do is to surrender, because God has already done 

all he can for us. Barth saw sanctification as a whole, as an act of surrender. Barth insists 

that “the life to which Scripture bears witness is a life that consists of the surrender of the 

whole [human] to God.”67 In other words, the believer’s life to which the Bible “bears 
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witness is in no way life that consists of the surrender of man to God but rather wholly in 

the surrender of the Son of God to human.”68 It is the surrender of the whole of life – 

inner and outer, individual and social, material and spiritual. Barth understood Romans 

6:19b as a core statement of all ethics because he understood that everything in all aspects 

of life that has been under the influence of sin should now be submitted and sanctified.69 

In developing this concept, Barth identified the “two aspects of sanctification [, which 

are] objective and subjective, or alternatively single and gradual.”70 Many theologians 

emphasize one aspect of sanctification over the other. However, Barth sought to 

understand sanctification comprehensively in terms of the unity of grace. This is Barth’s 

unique point of view when compared with other theologians.  

 

When Barth rewrote his commentary on Romans, in 1922, even though there was still 

“identity of historical subject-matter as well as of the theme of which both editions treat, 

[the second edition] has been completely reformed and consolidated.”71 Barth states in 

the preface to the second edition: “[Romans I] has been so completely rewritten that it 

may be claimed that no stone remains in its old place.” 72  Barth “reshaped his 

understanding of sanctification in a positive as well as a negative way.”73 On the one hand, 

he was referring to the experience all believers have of God’s once and for all 

sanctification. On the other hand, he described each believer subjectively experiencing 

God’s sanctification daily. If Barth had earlier given the impression that “real 

sanctification happens only in a Platonic eternity and that visible sanctification is a 
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shadow reflection,” 74 the second edition of Romans demonstrated a deeper engagement 

with the doctrine of sanctification. In terms of understanding, in both biblical and cultural 

terms, Barth’s doctrine of sanctification had gained a lot of depth. Along with this, his 

discussion of the doctrine of sanctification had been expanded.  

 

Furthermore, the doctrine of sanctification was greatly extended throughout the 

commentary in the second edition. Barth then dynamically explained the relationship 

between faith and sanctification. For instance, he described faith as “the ground, the new 

order, the light, where boasting ends and the true righteousness of God begins.”75 The 

initiative of faith in relation to sanctification depends wholly on God, not humans. This 

indicates that “faith is not a foundation upon which [humans] can emplace themselves; 

not a system under which they can arrange their lives.”76 For Barth this understanding 

signifies sanctification as “the categorical imperative of grace and of the existential 

belonging – God”77 and as irresistibly activated when one’s own religious sanctification 

is given up. It is grace that brings the Christian “radically under crisis.”78 Barth cited 

Calvin’s use of the term ‘disturbance’ to explain the way sanctification operates to bring 

about the necessary change in the believer’s life. He made a link between the gospel of 

God and a catastrophic disturbance of the believer’s life – an incursion that makes one 

question everything.79  There are two sides to God’s grace. The first side is that God 

discloses his “impatience, dissatisfaction [and] discontent,” to confuse believers’ lives 
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thoroughly.80 The second side is that God’s grace gives to believers the power to obey 

that can be neither denied nor avoided, for “it is the power of the Resurrection.”81 In this 

perspective, for believers, to live with God’s grace and righteousness is necessary for 

them: it is not a choice. 

 

Therefore, those who are under grace cannot escape from the “disturbance of soul,” but 

must advance “towards a sanctified life.”82 Barth insists that the “disturbance is not by 

“an arbitrary man-made religion,” 83  but is the sanctifying disturbance of God’s 

righteousness. This also indicates that believers’ sanctification depends entirely on God. 

In short, Barth focuses on God in the explanation of sanctification. This is similar to 

Reformed theology, which emphasizes that sanctification is for the purpose of glorifying 

God. 

 

3.1.3. Justification 

In Barth’s early period, the justification of believers was closely related to God’s 

faithfulness. As the apostle Paul says, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God” (Romans 3:23). Nothing is justified by ourselves. Even though humanity is covered 

with sin, “God pronounces that we are righteous in His sight.”84 Barth argues that “the 

righteousness of [humanity], and in the sight of God and [humanity], remains illusion, 

unless, under the judgment of God, it ceases to be the righteousness of [humanity].”85 A 
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human being is justified only by the faithfulness of God “apart from the works of the 

law.”86  We are not justified by any manner of law or works. God’s “faithfulness is 

glorified by His justification of [humanity] when the new [humanity] arises and the new 

world appears in the power of the faithfulness of God.”87 In this sense, believers “can 

never escape the paradox of faith, nor can it ever be removed. … [In short], the 

faithfulness of God can only be believed in, because it is the faithfulness of God.”88 Even 

though we are sinners, we are called righteous by God’s forensic pronouncement due to 

his faithfulness. To sum up, in his early period, Barth’s understanding of justification was 

that believers’ justification is accomplished by God’s faithfulness.  

 

To understand the concept of righteousness, we should comprehend the relationship 

between faith and promise, as the relationship between God and believer is the same as 

the relationship existing between the judicial giver and the receiver.89 According to Sung 

Wook Chung, Barth deals with “the true meaning of believers’ faith” in relation to God’s 

righteousness in the fourth chapter of his Romans commentary. 90  In particular, he 

emphasizes “the miraculous and paradoxical character of faith, which enabled Abraham 

to overcome and transcend all the barriers against his faith.” 91  Barth stresses that 

“Abraham kept his faith in God’s promise and faithfulness, shutting his eyes to what he 

was and had. Abraham allowed nothing to [obstruct] or check his faith in God.”92 Barth 

insists that one “who believes and confides in God’s Word, as Abraham did, is righteous 
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before God because [one possesses] the faith which renders unto God the honor due to 

Him.”93 Barth can even say, quoting Luther, that “faith is creative of divinity. [Not that 

believers add anything to God’s] eternal and divine Being; nevertheless [that faith] creates 

It in us.”94 Barth notes that “by faith, we attain the status of those who have been declared 

righteous before God. … faith is the predicate of which the new [human being] is the 

subject.”95 Barth emphasized that “we are righteous before God” and in our weakness we 

are strong.96 This is not according to a human’s own work or merit, but an act of God. 

Also, Barth stresses that “God justified Himself in our presence, and thereby we are 

justified in His presence.”97 When we are justified by faith through God’s grace, we can 

experience peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. As this examination 

demonstrates, Barth’s understanding of justification is similar to Reformed theology as 

his point of view is considerably biblical.  

 

Bruce McCormack asserts that “Barth was inclined to understand justification in effective 

terms. [Barth’s] understanding did not exclude forensic elements” when he considered 

the term ‘justification.’98 For instance, he understands “justification as an act in which 

God ‘denies to the whole sinful development of this [fallen] individual its existence. He 

no longer recognizes it as real before [God].’” 99  Moreover, Barth understands 

justification’s relation to sin. For example, he defines “justification as entailing ‘acquittal’ 
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– the abolition of guilt.”100 However, these factors in justification were not primary for 

Barth. According to his commentary on Romans, “God can declare sin as nothing because 

God abolishes its presupposition,”101and Barth insists that believers’ justification means 

to be originally participant in the divine nature by the righteousness of God. It is clear 

that Barth’s view of justification stressed its effectiveness over the forensic view. 

However, Barth still incorporated the forensic view. This is because, as demonstrated in 

Romans I previously, ‘effectiveness’ was “placed under an eschatological reservation”: it 

was also an effectiveness that was regarded as belonging in every moment to the 

sovereign and free action of God.102 In short, believers’ justification is established by the 

law of the faithfulness of God. Barth stresses the role of faith in justification, but modifies 

the exclusively forensic view of justification that has sometimes characterized Reformed 

theology. 

 

3.2.  Reformed Period (1921–1925) 

In his Reformed period, Barth’s theology was mainly advanced through lectures. He 

taught historical and systematic subjects in relation to Reformed theology. Barth’s 

commentary on Romans brought him an invitation to become Honorary Professor of 

Reformed Theology at the University of Göttingen, in Germany, where he remained from 

1921 to 1925. This post was followed by professorships at the universities of Münster 

(1925–1930) and Bonn (1930–1935).103 In 1921, when Barth first came to Germany, he 
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devoted his first years to historical lectures on the Heidelberg Catechism, Calvin, Zwingli, 

the Reformed Confessions, and finally Schleiermacher.104  Barth’s main lecturing load 

was only two hours a week in his first semester, though he “was buried beneath the task 

of reacquainting himself with the classical and Reformed Christian tradition, largely 

under the pressure of the classroom” in these first years as professor.105 His subject matter 

showed that “Barth was now in earnest about discovering the character of Reformed 

theology … As the subjects of his subsequent lectures on historical and systematic 

theology indicate, Barth deliberately continued his efforts to understand the Reformed 

[tradition] over the next four semesters.”106 Ryan Glomsrud argues that “Barth offered an 

account and assessment of Reformed orthodox theology” and then related this to liberal 

theologians such as Schleiermacher who understood theology quite differently. Other 

scholars have raised questions about “the accuracy of Barth’s historical narrative and his 

assessment [in relation to the] appropriation of the sources.”107 Nevertheless, Barth began 

to study Reformed orthodox theology as opposed to liberal theologians such as Harnack 

and Schleiermacher because he was disappointed in both their theological thoughts and 

their lives. One of the reasons for this change in emphasis was that those whom Barth had 

earlier respected agreed with the policies of the First World War. The upshot of this change 

was that Barth’s concern for Reformed orthodox theology brought about a result that was 

later called ‘neo-orthodox’108 theology. 
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From 1920 to 1925, Barth increasingly grew into “a full-scale Reformed dogmatician” 

through his sustained engagement with the classical Reformed theological figures and 

sources. 109  “From 1922 onwards he devoted his energy to studying ‘chiefly the 

Reformation and everything connected with it.’”110  Also, Barth studied “nominalism, 

Augustinianism, mysticism, and Wycliffe, etc., which was not itself the Reformation but 

out of which nevertheless the Reformation afterwards issued.”111  Barth mentions the 

progress of his study of the Reformation and Calvin in his letter of January 22, 1922, to 

Edward Thurneysen: “What do I do? I study. Chiefly the Reformation and everything 

connected with it. A voluminous card-index is coming into being in which everything of 

importance finds its place. The Calvin lecture for the summer gives me considerable 

trouble.”112 As shown in this quotation, Barth devoted himself to exploring Reformed 

theology, particularly Calvin’s theology. Chung insists that “from this time on Barth was 

concentrating his energy on delving into Calvin’s dogmatic theology.”113 As a result of 

this study, Barth had the opportunity to provide “a course of lectures on Calvin’s 

reforming work in Geneva and his theology focusing on the Institutes of the Christian 

Religion (1536) and Instruction in the Christian Religion (1538).”114 Chung notes that 

“Barth’s lectures were filled with his profound insight,” but it is also clear that his lectures 

and theology were being influenced by his focus on Calvin’s theology and the 

Reformation. Even though Barth had some “reservations and critiques” in relation to 
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Calvin’s theology, his lectures “demonstrated his highly positive attitude to Calvin.”115 

After researching Calvin’s works, such as his commentaries and Institutes, Barth came to 

respect him highly as a teacher. Barth lectured on Calvin’s theology in 1922, and he taught 

his first dogmatic lecture, “The Institutes of the Christian Religion,” by employing 

Calvin’s Institutes. However, Barth did not want to reproduce Calvin’s theology by 

following it without critique. In some cases, Barth analyzed Calvin’s theology sharply 

and critically. Nevertheless, it is obvious that Barth was influenced by the Reformation 

and, particularly, Calvin’s theology. 

 

Barth taught the Reformed confession and dogmatics based on Calvin and Zwingli as 

topics of lectures and seminars from 1922. Barth taught “a lecture course on ‘the 

Theology of Zwingli’ in the winter semester of 1922/1923. [Barth’s] lecture course 

provided him with an excellent opportunity to engage himself with the theology of one 

of the most [influential] Reformed fathers.”116 This was consolidated over the summer 

semester of 1923/1924, when he delivered lectures on “The Theology of the Reformed 

Confession” and “Instruction in the Christian Religion: Prolegomena to Dogmatics.”117 

His dogmatics courses from the end of 1924 to 1925 were entitled “Instruction in the 

Christian Religion: Dogmatics I – the Doctrine of God” and “Dogmatics II – the Doctrine 

of Reconciliation.”118 The title of his first course, “Instruction in the Christian Religion,” 

was identical to the German title of Calvin’s Institutes – another sign that Barth was 

deliberately drawing attention to the Reformed tradition.  
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Barth presented Calvin’s theological views on the basis of the Reformed tradition and 

researched Calvin’s theology during the Gӧttingen period. In essence, “in the Göttingen 

lectures on dogmatics of 1924 and 1925, Barth analytically addressed” many of Calvin’s 

theological views.119  For example, he dealt with “Calvin’s view of the Word of God, 

revelation, … God’s election, reconciliation and redemption, and incorporated them in a 

scholarly and affirmative manner not without several [significant] critiques from his [own] 

dialectical theological point of view.”120 In short, “Barth’s duty to teach Reformed studies 

at Göttingen was what finally brought him face to face with the greatest of the Reformed 

fathers.”121  Clearly in these years at Göttingen, Barth endeavoured to understand and 

analyze Reformed theology. In particular, Barth taught and studied Reformed theologians 

such as Calvin with his dialectical insight.  

 

For Barth, the Göttingen period played a key role in establishing and developing his 

theology. In particular, it was very important because “Barth came to recognize the 

significance and necessity of embarking on dogmatics for establishing a new foundation 

for the future of Christian theology.”122  During this period, Barth was influenced by 

“Calvin’s theological works in an unprecedented way. From this time on Calvin was to 

be one of Barth’s most important and life-long conversation partners for his theological 

and dogmatic reflection.”123 The position of Calvin was very important in Barth’s life and 

in his theological works. For Barth, “earlier insights were given a different focus by 

having a new foundation, while at the same time Reformation theology was put in a 
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distinctive light.”124  

 

As the semesters came and went, Barth strived to understand the Reformed tradition in 

more depth, so that by 1925 Barth had developed into “a full-scale Reformed 

dogmatician.”125 Soon after, Barth was called to Münster and was offered a chair as a 

regular professor of Dogmatics and New Testament exegesis. He started his “second cycle 

of courses in Dogmatics” in Münster. These lectures were published in 1927 as the 

Göttingen Dogmatics.126 In short, in the Göttingen period, Barth continued to focus on 

Reformation tradition and particularly Calvin’s theology. This raises the question as to 

how Barth used Calvin’s theological methodology. 

 

Barth uses a dialectical methodology in the Göttingen Dogmatics. He uses it “as a 

theological method or at least as a way of theological reflection. [This] dialectical 

thinking recognizes that God is always subject and cannot be made into an object.”127 In 

this period, Barth proposed “a dialectical re-reading of the Reformed theological 

tradition.”128 Further, he emphasized that the core of this dialectic is “the revelation of the 

hiddenness of God and the corresponding emphasis on the radical freedom of the gracious 

God in all relationships with the world.”129 In particular, one of the prominent dialectic 

expressions he used in the Göttingen Dogmatics is “God is God.” This expression 

indicates a basic theme of the lectures, and a very significant element in Barth’s theology. 
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Throughout this section, I have examined how Barth understood Calvin as a Reformed 

theologian, and how he understood the Calvinist theological tradition. In the next section, 

I will focus on Barth’s theological encounter with Calvin during the Göttingen period 

along with an examination of his academic articles, addresses and his portrayal and 

interpretation of Calvin’s life and theology, such as that dealing with sin, sanctification 

and justification. 

 

3.2.1. Sin 

Barth’s understanding of sin during the Göttingen period is Christological. This is because 

he thought the ultimate standard of all theological statements was Jesus. Only when we 

know and meet Jesus can we know that human beings are sinners, what sin is, and what 

sin means to humanity. Barth insists that “christology, set face to face with the fact of 

Jesus Christ, [is] an effort to understand the objective possibility of God’s revelation.”130 

For Barth, revelation “is the divine answer to the human question concerning the 

overcoming of the contradiction of human existence.”131 In this sense, he argues that “to 

anticipate an expression from dogmatics proper, it takes place because of the fall, to 

reverse the fall, to redeem us from evil, from guilt and its penalty.”132 Barth emphasizes 

the reason as follows: “it is because of [humankind] and his contradiction that revelation 

must be made objectively possible instead of simply being possible and actual.”133 God 

has sent us his only Son as a means of special revelation. The relationships between God 

and humanity, and between human and human, are only signified through Jesus. Barth 
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deals with the doctrine of sin in the doctrine of humanity. In the Göttingen Dogmatics sin 

is treated as part of “a doctrine of humanity, [whereas it] is taken up strictly within the 

context of the doctrine of reconciliation in the Church Dogmatics.”134 Barth argues that 

“sin is defined as the opposite of what God does in Christ: human pride in contrast to 

God’s self-humiliation; human falsehood in contrast to the true witness to God made by 

Christ.”135 Furthermore, in Church Dogmatics, he deals with the nature of sin in terms of 

the significance of Jesus. For instance, ‘“only when we know Jesus Christ do we really 

know that [humanity is wholly constituted of] sin, and what sin is, and what it means for 

[human beings].”’136 Of course, “there is evidence in the Göttingen Dogmatics that Barth 

was already moving in this direction. He places a section on the covenant of grace (§24) 

before the sections on sin (§25, §26).”137 Still, “the doctrine of human sin is worked out 

without [any] explicit” reference to Christology in the Göttingen Dogmatics.138 Barth also 

argues that the core part “and substance of faith in the forgiveness of sins consists in 

holding on to this ‘yet’ in view of Jesus Christ as the One Who claims us by taking our 

place and Who therefore claims us in free grace.”139  Barth also emphasizes that “all 

knowledge of sin that was not knowledge in Christ was still imbued with secret self-

righteousness.”140 This means that we are imputed true righteousness only through Christ, 

by Christ, and in Christ. During this period, Barth insisted that “God forgives [a human 

being’s] sin through a gracious [act of forensic] justification. This indicates that 

justification is the sole foundation of [a human’s] good conduct.”141 Barth insists that 

                                                                 
134 Migliore, “Karl Barth’s First Lectures in Dogmatics, XLVIII. 

135 Migliore, “Karl Barth’s First Lectures in Dogmatics, XLVIII.  

136 CD IV /1, 389. See also Migliore, “Karl Barth’s First Lectures in Dogmatics,” XLVIII.  

137 Migliore, “Karl Barth’s First Lectures in Dogmatics,” XLVIII.  

138 Migliore, “Karl Barth’s First Lectures in Dogmatics,” XLVIII. See CD IV /1, 389.  

139 Karl Barth, J. Strathearn McNAB (trans.), Credo (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1936), 160. 

140 Barth, Credo, 124. 

141 Chung, Admiration and Challenge, 56. 



 
 

165 

“forgiveness of sin or justification of the sinner by faith [alone] is the gift of the Holy 

Spirit by which all others, so far as they are really that, must submit to be measured.”142 

In this perspective, he also stresses that “the Creed assuredly rejects [the view that] would 

place forgiveness of sins as a good thing for Christian faith alongside of many others.”143 

Barth explains the relationship between justification and conduct as follows:  

Through our doom we see therefore what is beyond our doom, God’s love; 

through our awareness of sin, forgiveness; through death and the end of all things, 

the beginning of a new primary life … The new creation of a human being, the 

renewal of the unrenewable old man is a justificatio forensic, a justificatio impii, 

a surpassing paradox; and so also is the positive relation of God’s will to human 

conduct.144  

In this section, Barth clearly demonstrates his debt to Luther’s theology with regard to 

law and gospel. According to Sung Wook Chung, Barth’s theology of justification is also 

based on Lutheran insight.145 However, Barth himself identified his debt to Calvin only 

in his interpretation of Christian ethics and the fate of the law in the face of God’s 

justification.146 Because “there is such a thing as forgiveness (which is always forgiveness 

of sin!), there is such a thing as human conduct, which is justified. There is an obedience 

unto salvation.”147 Barth argues that “the law in and of itself would not save us but would 

rather only lead us to recognize our sin and condemnation if Christ were not to write the 

law in our hearts.”148 The only way to free us from sin is through Jesus Christ. For Barth, 
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“the law is not removed from [humankind], [but there can be two sides]. It has become 

through God’s grace his own joy, and on the other hand, it compels him still to flee to the 

mercy of God [from the sin] that still adheres to him.”149   

 

Barth’s positive appreciation of Calvin at this stage of his career may have laid the 

foundation for his later understanding of sanctification, which is “his distinctive 

hermeneutical and ethical theme of ‘Gospel and Law’” as opposed to the Lutheran schema 

of law and gospel.150 In brief, Barth explains the issue of the forgiveness of sin with the 

relationship between forensic justification and human conduct. We are forgiven through 

God’s gracious and faithful forensic justification. “It seems that Barth theologized under 

the Lutheran paradigm of ‘law and gospel.’”151 Luther’s understanding of law and gospel 

is that they are interrelated. We cannot discuss gospel without law, we cannot think of law 

without gospel. There are three functions of law: firstly, “the law shows both the 

righteousness of God” and our sinful nature.152 Secondly, the function of law is to protect 

“the community from unjust humans.”153 This is to help to keep order in common life. 

Thirdly, the function of law is as a form of life to those who are born again in Christ.154 

This function is to guide and encourage the spiritual growth of believers. Luther and 

Calvin have the same opinion in relation to the first and second functions of law. Both 

believe that our salvation is possible by believing in Jesus Christ through faith. But Luther 

insists that law is a tool to show our sinful nature and weakness, and to disclose the light 
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of the gospel, whereas for Calvin, law is the shadow of the gospel of Christ. Luther did 

not teach the third use of the law, whereas Calvin emphasized the law in its third use. I 

agree that Barth was also influenced by Calvin’s emphasis on the law with respect to 

Christian ethics and with respect to God’s justification, as Chung insisted. We will 

identify this more when we deal with sanctification in the next section.  

 

3.2.2. Sanctification 

Barth argued for the importance of sanctification, in this period. In his lectures, he 

emphasized the significance of the Christian life. Barth especially had a deep interest in 

Calvin’s doctrine of sanctification. In the Göttingen Dogmatics, Barth stresses the 

importance of doctrine of sanctification by citing Calvin’s Institutes. For example, Barth 

notes Calvin’s emphasis that “the goal of election is holiness of life.”155  This means that 

for Barth, the doctrine of sanctification is an important topic in his theology. Barth insists 

that “sanctification is affirmed with strong language as inseparable from effectual 

calling.”156 This means that believers’ sanctification is an important factor inseparable 

from God’s calling to glorification and the process of salvation. He described Calvin in 

the Göttingen lectures in 1922 “as an ethicist and even as a moralist [on the basis] that he 

was very much concerned with the significance of the Christian life.”157 In this sense, it 

is doubtless that both Calvin and Barth are theologians of sanctification.  

 

Barth is interested in Calvin’s eschatological direction in relation to believers’ 

sanctification. According to Chung, Barth views “an eschatological drive operating 
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behind Calvin’s enthusiastic moralism and prophetic spirituality.”158 Chung argues that 

“Calvin’s repeated emphasis on the meditation on the future life was a reflection of his 

eschatological thrust.” 159  However, it is significant to note that “the essentially 

eschatological orientation of Calvin’s theology was not grounded upon a denial of 

religious significance of believers’ life in the world, but rather [was] closely connected to 

[the] ethical direction of his theology … and his almost identification of faith with 

obedience.”160 I agree that Calvin’s view is that believers’ sanctification is closely linked 

with an eschatological orientation. This is meaningful to believers because their entire 

sanctification will be achieved at the end of time. We can identify that Barth sees Calvin 

as a theologian of sanctification where Barth says “Holiness of life is the way, not the 

way that leads but the way on which the elect are led by their God to the glory of his 

heavenly Kingdom. It is the training that we have to undergo, a school for recruits 

(tirocinium), when we are justified by grace alone before God.”161 

 

When dealing with ethics and dogmatics, Barth strongly stresses the need “to remember 

not only the ethical character of dogmatics in general but also the express answer to the 

ethical question that is given in the doctrine of sanctification is to ensure that ethics is not 

possible as an independent discipline alongside dogmatics.”162 This can be seen when he 

states that the “divine act of sanctification [occurs when] the knowledge of God thus 

becomes the knowledge of the good or theological ethics.”163  Barth emphasized the 
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centrality of the doctrine of sanctification and how dogma and ethics are inextricably 

linked. When we realize the importance of the word of God we can determine to live as 

true Christians with God’s help through the act of sanctification. 

 

With the publication of Rechtfertigung und Heiligung [Justification and Sanctification] in 

1927, we see the first presentation of Barth’s understanding of sanctification. In this 

treatise, he tries to demonstrate the connection between sanctification and justification. 

Barth especially emphasizes the connection between them in Christological terms. For 

example, he insists that “provision for our sanctification here in time is made by our 

justification before God having taken place once and for all in Jesus Christ, and by our 

having the right to believe in it.”164 Barth notes Calvin’s emphasis that “the work of the 

Holy Spirit is from the very first twofold: justification and sanctification … faith and 

obedience are all correlates that cannot be separated for a single moment.”165 Barth also 

argues that Jesus sanctifies us through our faith, “because He has fulfilled the claim made 

upon us and because in faith in Him we can and should be completely and absolutely 

satisfied and content that He has fulfilled that claim, and can and should greet that fact 

with warmth and confidence.” 166  Nevertheless justification and sanctification are 

distinguished from each other. Justification, he argues, “is God’s overlooking of our sin 

here and now uncleared sin, [whereas] sanctification is our claim to God for this sin here 

and now uncleared sin.”167 Rhee quotes Barth’s statement that “the faith of the justified 

and the obedience of the sanctified sinner are together in the same way as the praise of 

                                                                 
164 Karl Barth, J.L.M. Haire & Ian Henderson (trans.), The Knowledge of God and the Service of God 

According to the Teaching of the Reformation (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2005), 145. 

165 Barth, The Gӧttingen Dogmatics, 472. 

166 Barth, Credo, 159.  

167 Rhee, God’s Sway, 58. By “uncleared sin,” Rhee indicates that the sin is a debt that has not been 

“cleared.” 



 
 

170 

God’s mercy and the appreciation of the steadfast justice of God.” 168  These 

demonstrations show another important shift in Barth’s processing of sanctification into 

a comprehensive doctrine of sanctification. 

 

According to Rhee, Barth stresses the “eschatological character” of sanctification because 

he said it was something that is fully “effective only during the eschaton.”169 By this Barth 

is not indicating that he has abandoned his previous understanding in relation to 

sanctification.170 Rather, Barth’s previous opinion was enlightened through his reading of 

“H. F. Kohlbrügge and his thorough doctrine of sanctification of sola gratia.”171 Barth 

initially stated that both sanctification and justification were interlinked with “the realm 

of eternity.”172 However, he amended his view to state that only justification is eternal, 

that sanctification is linked to the temporal realm only.173 Rhee quotes Barth’s statement 

that justification is “a perfect and sufficient” event that happens “once for all, while 

sanctification is multiplex, relative, unequal or … a whole complex of such processes.” 

Believers are justified only by faith, while sanctification demands continuous and 

concrete ‘obedience.’ Thus, there can be “differences between each individual” human.174 

This is certainly an important modification in Barth’s theology, which seemed to be a 

return to “a pietistic view of sanctification.”175 However, this actually indicates “Barth’s 

new understanding of dialectical language” with respect to eternity and time.176 Barth’s 
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understanding was that justification focuses on believers’ “eternal reality,” whereas 

sanctification focuses on the “temporal reality” of believers, “where grace sanctifies 

us.”177 As far as we live and act in the temporal world, our justified reality here and now 

is experienced as a process of sanctification. Here Barth’s understanding of sanctification 

has come much closer to that of Calvin and the Reformed tradition. 

 

Barth understood that a believer’s sanctification is a constant process that continues until 

salvation is accomplished entirely. Barth defines sanctification “as universal, 

comprehending the entire person, but in this life it is imperfect and leads only into the 

struggle between flesh and spirit.”178 The conflict between flesh and spirit is an important 

issue in the process of sanctification. We cannot overcome this conflict ourselves. We 

absolutely need the Holy Spirit’s help for entire sanctification – until glorification is 

accomplished in the future. Barth clearly distinguished “present reconciliation from 

eschatological redemption.” On the other hand, he understood “sanctification as a 

struggle” until the moment of redemption.179  Barth describes the difference between 

‘reconciliation’ (Versöhnung) and ‘redemption’ (Erlösung) as follows: 

Concerning the difference between reconciliation and redemption, one is 

reconciliation (Katallage: Greek), redemption (Apolytrosis: Greek) is the other; one 

is pardon of the sinner and the (spiritually) dead, the resurrection of the body and 

eternal life is the other; one is the here and now incipere (starting), the other is 

perficere (accomplished) then and there; one is the Word from the cross in which 

Christ is present to us in time, his Second Coming in glory is the other; one is 
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recognition in a mirror, the other is recognition face to face.180 

As indicated in the statement above, Barth describes clearly the concepts of reconciliation 

and redemption, but both reconciliation and redemption are closely connected for 

believers. Those who experience reconciliation through Jesus can experience redemption. 

Rhee insists that Barth clearly meant that it is not possible to separate the outworking of 

one’s sanctification and the struggle to bring about the kingdom of God. Barth argues that 

though sanctification is temporal, it is “an eschatological concept,”181for the sanctification 

of believers will be accomplished entirely when we are glorified in the future. In this 

sense, Barth’s eschatological understanding of sanctification alludes to the fact that since 

we will be entering a “realm of eternity where the duality or partiality of salvation does 

not exist … the consummation of redemption will end our sanctification” as an eternal 

process. Because of this, believers are still looking forward to their entire salvation “as 

the eschatological fulfilment of sanctification.”182 In this sense, Barth clearly expressed 

his understanding of sanctification in terms of eschatological concepts. Barth’s 

understanding of sanctification in terms of eschatological concepts can clearly be 

identified by exploring his understanding of justification.  

 

3.2.3. Justification 

Barth emphasizes God’s actions in sinners’ justification. In his Göttingen Dogmatics, 

Barth argues that “God does not only justify sinners, but in a parallel and simultaneous 

and not a dependent action he also sanctifies [believers].”183 Barth argues that “never for 

a moment does the gospel stand alone to be only believed, though justification is 

                                                                 
180 RH, 308f.  

181 K. Barth. “Rechtfertigung und Heiligung,” (1927), ZdZ 5. Referenced in Rhee, God’s Sway, 61. 

182 Rhee, God’s Sway, 62. 

183 Karl Barth, Geoffrey W. Bromiley (trans.), The Gӧttingen Dogmatics: Introduction in the Christian 

Religion, Vol. 1(Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1991), 172. 



 
 

173 

undoubtedly by faith.”184 Barth argues that “Calvin is an adherent of a strictly imputative 

doctrine of justification.”185 It is clearly true that believers are justified by faith alone 

through God’s grace. For Barth, “justification is initially defined in a thoroughly forensic 

way as the forgiveness of sins.”186 We are imputed the righteousness of Jesus Christ when 

we believe in Jesus Christ. Barth insists that “it is by virtue of the Holy Spirit, who gives 

us faith and in faith our justification before God, that we are justified, because the 

substance of the promise, God can only be grasped through God’s working in us.”187 In 

short, without the triune God, we are not justified. Humans “have to do very radically 

with God, with His will and His honor” for justification.188 According to Daniel Migliore, 

for Barth, the sola fide of the Lutheran Reformation seems to be “good theology, but it is 

best understood in the light of the ‘stubborn and exclusive’ Calvinist Deus solus and soli 

Deo gloria.”189 Barth emphasizes that “[believers] are justified through faith instead of 

through their works, but, rather, that it is God and not the human who completes this 

justification.”190 There is no other way to justify without Jesus Christ. “[We] are justified 

and saved by the Son of God and without Him [we are] condemned and lost.”191 Therefore, 

justification cannot be merely an event of Christians being and believing. The event of 

justification is a privilege and a gift given by the grace of God to those who believe in 

Jesus. Barth understands sanctification in terms of the phrases sola fide, sola gratia, and 

soli Deo gloria, which the Reformers emphasized when explaining justification.  
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Chung considers that Barth regards “Calvin’s identification of faith with obedience [as] 

a reflection of his ethical concern.” Further, he argues that “Barth makes an important 

statement on Calvin’s understanding of the mutual relationship between the knowledge 

of God, faith and the life of obedience.”192 Barth says that Calvin is:   

[the one who, in] appropriating the knowledge of the God of judgment and mercy, 

at once feels the need to express and confirm this knowledge as wakeful expectation, 

as will and action; who at once fears the very worst, the loss of this knowledge, if 

there is a pause, a religious siesta, between death and resurrection, that is, between 

justification and sanctification, between faith and life. The peace of the conscience 

that is comforted by forgiveness is the peace of the living.193 

Barth, in writing this, shows the necessity of the balanced life for those who are born 

again in Christ. The knowledge of God should be manifest in a Christian’s life. Here Barth 

understands “the central core of Calvin’s theology and reforming work to be [based upon 

Calvin’s] penetrating insight into the intimate correlation between the knowledge of God 

or faith and obedience in life.”194 Barth’s understanding in relation to Calvin’s theology 

is that Calvin focused on the product of the integration of doctrines into a believer’s life. 

In short, for believers, a balanced life is necessary on the basis of the proper knowledge 

of God in relation to justification and sanctification. I think it is natural that the legacy of 

the Reformers is absorbed into Barth’s theological system, because he lectured on the 

theology of the Reformers during the Gӧttingen period. Thus, Barth accepted and 

explored their theology more seriously than before, and he amended and deepened his 

previous theological system little by little. After that period, how does his theology 
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develop in the early Church Dogmatics? This is the main concern of the next section.  

 

3.3.  Early Church Dogmatics (1925–1935) 

Barth lectured at Münster University between 1925 and 1930. His theological position 

was consolidated by the lecturing he was required to do in this period.195 The course of 

lectures he delivered included “Prolegomena to Dogmatics II” and “Ethics.” He also 

presented seminars on topics such as Schleiermacher’s Glaubenslehre. 196  His 

acquaintance with the Catholic tradition through contact with the Jesuit theologian Erich 

Przywara can also be traced to this period.197 

 

During his period as Professor of Dogmatics and New Testament Exegesis at the 

University of Münster, he gave “a second cycle of courses in dogmatics from the winter 

semester of 1926 through the winter semester of 1927. The Prolegomenon of this cycle 

of dogmatics was published in 1927.”198 Barth planned a three-volume project after this 

initial volume but it was not continued immediately, as “he became convinced that he had 

still not clarified sufficiently his theological method and intentions.”199 Even though the 

Prolegomena was published in 1927, Barth never published his material on dogmatics 

from the Münster period. In 1930 he succeeded Otto Ritschl as the Professor of 

Systematic Theology in Bonn University.200 In addition, “the Bonn years were notable for 
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the role played by Barth in the ‘Church Struggle’ against the Nazi regime.”201  I will 

explore how Barth understood sin, sanctification and justification in the dogmatics of the 

early church period in this section. 

 

3.3.1. Sin 

Barth dealt with human sin in terms of Reformed theology. He also explained the topic 

of sin in relation to justification, which brings about a change in position from sinfulness 

to righteousness in the Christian life. Chung maintains that, at this stage, “Barth’s 

understanding of the human fallen condition can be characterized as Calvinian.”202 Barth 

describes mutual relations between sin and justification in the process of the Christian 

life. When humans believe in Jesus and confess their sins, God justifies them by imputing 

righteousness through Christ to sinners. This indicates that believers’ justification is 

accomplished by God, not by humans. Barth emphasizes that even though the realization 

and recognition of our sin is not our work, “God’s Word alone convicts us of sin, and his 

Spirit alone can make this word become truth to us.”203 Thus, Barth’s point of view on 

humans’ sins was similar to Calvin’s perspective. 

 

Barth insists that Christians’ behaviour is closely connected with the command and 

judgment of God. Chung argues that Barth believes in the demand of God that is heard in 

connection with a believer’s behaviour. As Barth saw it, “the command of God possesses 

several fundamental differences from the traditional concept of the law of God.”204 For 
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example, he explains the differences between the traditional concept and his in terms of 

the personal nature of the command of God. This is different from the customary idea of 

the law of God, which is described as impersonal in nature.205 Nevertheless, even Barth 

did emphasize that “the command of God [also involved] the judgment of God.”206 He 

was not referring to God’s final judgment,207 but that: 

as God reveals his command to [human beings], he judges [them]. But God’s 

judgment and thus [humanity’s] sanctification by God is that God has loved, 

elected and declared to be his possession the one whom he has taken up by his 

command, that God shows his whole decision and conduct to be a transgression 

of the command, that God for the sake of his own goodness accepts the sinner as 

a doer of his Word, and that in so doing God orients his sinful conduct to the work 

of obedience.208 

As this passage shows, Barth was making connections between the love and grace of God 

and God’s judgment in such a way as to presage his later conviction about “God’s 

prevenient love and grace.”209  

 

For Barth, the command of God has two important implications, which are “the Word of 

judgment of God and the Word of justification and sanctification.” 210  Thus, “the 

command of God justifies us as it judges us.”211 That is, Barth indicates that at the same 

time as we are judged by God, we are also being supported by God. The significance of 
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the Word of God is established as Barth states that our existence as followers of the Word 

is made distinct by the Word of God’s justification and forgiveness. In this perspective, 

“the Word of God calls forth our specific response” in Christian faith.212 Believers have 

to obey the Word of God as well as endeavour to live a proper life as Christians. 

 

Barth deals with sin in relation to the Holy Spirit. He argues that “the Holy Spirit strives 

against humanity’s sin, that is, their hostility to the grace of God.”213 Through this Barth 

demonstrates the importance of the Holy Spirit in relation to the Christian life. He 

contends that “only when the Holy Spirit enables humanity to realize their sinfulness and 

to repent, can [human beings] begin their Christian life.”214 In short, Barth treated humans’ 

sin in relation to the works of the Holy Spirit. We can realize the seriousness of sin only 

with the Holy Spirit’s help; as well, we cannot rightly live as believers who are justified, 

without the Holy Spirit’s guidance. This is directly related to believers’ sanctification. 

This issue will be treated in the next section. 

 

3.3.2. Sanctification 

Barth’s understanding of sanctification during this period is similar to Calvin’s views. 

This means that Barth was deeply influenced by Calvin’s doctrine of sanctification. In 

particular, Barth was challenged through Calvin’s emphasis on ethical aspects in relation 

to sanctification. Barth examined his views on sanctification in this period through an 

appreciative use of Calvin’s insights into the importance of sanctification as God’s own 

work in the believer’s life.215 Barth was convinced that he had interpreted Calvin correctly, 
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which “shows a significant aspect of Barth’s positive appreciation of Calvin.”216 Chung 

points out Barth’s employment of Calvin’s emphasis on believers’ sanctification in the 

latter’s “Geneva Catechism.”217 Barth was impressed by “Calvin’s supreme emphasis on 

the importance of the sanctification of the believer’s life and the ethical implications of 

Christian faith.”218 Chung argues that Barth regarded this emphasis on sanctification as 

“one of the most prominent characteristics of Calvin’s entire theology. … [In short], 

Barth’s positive appreciation of Calvin’s ethical thought [achieved] during the Göttingen 

period was not abandoned but was kept invariably during the Münster period.”219 For 

Barth, the basis of Christian ethics is the goodness of God. And the basis of the 

recognition of God’s goodness of God is Jesus Christ. This theological thought frame of 

Barth’s is similar to that of Calvin. For Calvin, because God’s will is committed to Christ, 

and Christ’s will is committed to the church, all principles of believers’ lives focus on 

Jesus Christ. Both Calvin and Barth agree that we can have a good relationship with God 

only through a Christological focus. Barth saw that the love and grace of God is the basis 

of an ethical standard, and at the same time it brings about a suitable responsiveness to 

the commandments of God. God’s love and commandments are revealed in Christ. 

 

Barth also makes use of Calvin’s ideas to support his account of sanctification in his major 

book, Ethics, written during this period. The following statement is a good example:  

Calvin made [Luther’s] thought the basis of his whole doctrine of the mode of 

receiving Christ – the thought of union or communion with Christ which he can 

uninhibitedly call a mystical union (Inst., 3.11.10). Christ has to dwell in us (Inst., 
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3.1.1). We must become members with him, indeed, one with him (Inst., 3.2.24). 

He must grow into one body with us until he becomes completely one with us 

(Inst., 3.2.24). The “outside us” does not mean “at a distance”: We put on Christ 

and are engrafted into his body … He deigns to make us one with him. For this 

reason we glory that we have fellowship of righteousness with him (Inst., 

3.11.10).220 

As shown in the statements above, Barth emphasizes that those who are engrafted into 

Christ can experience union with Christ through the Holy Spirit. Those who are imputed 

with Christ’s righteousness can live in the fellowship between God and humans. The role 

of the Holy Spirit is to connect Christ and us for unity. Barth demonstrated that Calvin 

built on Luther’s previous theological concept about the mechanics of sanctification.221 

Barth is concerned to clarify Calvin’s understanding of justification by faith in relation to 

sanctification.  

 

Barth emphasizes sanctification by using the term ‘obedience.’ All those who have been 

accepted in Jesus absolutely need a life of obedience with the Holy Spirit’s help. Even 

those who are born again should live lives of holiness by obeying the Word of God. Chung 

notes Barth’s emphasis that “even a regenerate believer must always depend upon the 

Holy Spirit’s grace of upholding and sustaining [the believer’s] faith moment by 

moment.”222 Barth stresses the role of the Holy Spirit in the Christian life. He emphasizes 

that we can obtain various benefits through the Holy Spirit, such as assurance of salvation, 

spiritual awakening, and the joy of being sanctified. In particular, Barth focuses on the 

term ‘obedience’ when he describes Christian life in the Holy Spirit. He was concerned 
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about “the Holy Spirit’s relationship to Christian obedience,” and this concern was itself 

the fruit of Calvin’s influence.223 Barth had a deep concern about Calvin’s emphasis on 

the importance of obedience in relation to sanctification. Barth tried to emphasize “the 

significance of obedience and intimate correlation between justification and sanctification 

in the Christian life.”224  Barth’s deep concern in relation to the believer’s life was 

influenced by Calvin’s theological insight about sanctification. 

 

Barth recognized sanctification is accomplished by hearing the Word of God. Of course, 

in this connection, hearing means obedience. As Barth puts it in The Holy Spirit and the 

Christian Life: 

Actual hearing, a hearing that actually makes us conscious of the existence of 

another than ourselves … can indeed be only the hearing of the Word of God. In the 

case of any other hearing, in the end we hear only the echo of our own voice, in 

unbounded solitariness. The Word of God, however, sets up an authority that 

confronts us. This is “the new law,” and “flame” in the Christian. … This 

delimitation of us, which happens to us through the Word heard in faith, is, however, 

at the same time, not relative but absolute; not abstract but concrete. It is absolute 

because it binds us to God; it is concrete because it binds us to our neighbor.225 

As shown above, for Barth, “hearing and obeying the Word of God in faith” are the most 

important aspects of a believer’s sanctification.226 Barth recognizes, of course, “that a 

believer’s obedience cannot be perfect” because of the fallenness of human nature.227 

Only Jesus has absolute holiness. Nevertheless, for Christ’s sake God accepts even our 
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imperfect holiness: “God receives [our] obedience as holy only in [true] faith, that is, 

because of the merit of Christ’s perfect holiness, accomplished for our sanctification.”228 

Barth’s view on sanctification is that it is necessary for believers to obey God’s word for 

their sanctification, but we cannot achieve sanctification without the help of the Holy 

Spirit.  

 

Given the role Barth attributes to the Holy Spirit in the understanding of sanctification, 

we can see sanctification is closely concerned with morality and Christian living. Also, 

his understanding of sanctification is textual and not contextual, because his doctrine of 

sanctification was developed Christologically. For Barth, if Christological thoughts 

provide a basis of life for the believer, pneumatological thoughts give believers the 

foundation of Christ as central to a believer’s life. In short, Barth’s doctrine of 

sanctification is the doctrine of life. This deserves emphasis: his doctrine of life is the 

doctrine of sanctification, and it is based on justification. This raises the question: How 

does Barth understand justification in relation to sanctification? 

 

3.3.3. Justification 

Barth follows the broad Reformed approach to justification: when human beings confess 

and repent of their sins, “God justifies [them] by imputing Christ’s alien or external 

righteousness to the sinner.”229 Justification is not accomplished through human works or 

merits, but rather comes from the merits of Christ. 

 

Barth attempted to treat various theological themes, including the doctrine of justification, 
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through lectures and seminars during the period of his early Church Dogmatics. For 

example, “In the winter of 1929/30 Barth gave a lecture course on [the] ‘History of 

Protestant Theology since Schleiermacher’ and held a seminar on ‘The Reformation 

Doctrine of Justification’ in which he focused primarily on Luther’s and Calvin’s 

doctrines of justification.”230 This indicates that “Barth accepted the [Reformed] doctrine 

of justification [that was] advocated by both Luther and Calvin”: 231  the believer’s 

justification is achieved by imputation of the righteousness of Jesus Christ. Barth engages 

with “Calvin’s Institutes in order to emphasize the mutual similarities between Luther 

and Calvin in relation to the doctrine of justification”:232  “We are reckoned righteous 

before God in Christ and apart from ourselves.”233  In addition, Barth employs many 

statements from Calvin’s theological works in his discussion of the doctrine of 

justification. It can be shown through Barth’s index of terms in Church Dogmatics how 

much he employed Calvin’s statements. Here “Barth was supporting his idea of 

justification by appealing to Calvin’s theology of gracious justification in the 

reformulation of his own view on the Christian life.”234 In particular, Calvin’s theological 

ideas helped to shape Barth’s early dogmatic thinking about justification, even though 

Barth continued to interpret Calvin through the lens of his own dialectic and relational 

categories. 

 

Barth also tried to stress “the considerable similarities between the Catholic and 

Protestant views on the Church’s holiness.” 235  The important thing is that “Barth 
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characterized the Calvinistic view as stressing the objective dimension of the holiness of 

the Church that is grounded upon the union between Jesus Christ and the Church.”236 At 

this point he tried “to establish the commonalities between Catholic and Protestant views 

of the Church.”237  However, even when there were important convergences in their 

understanding of the church’s objective holiness, “Barth was convinced that there was a 

fundamental difference between them.”238 Barth’s deep commitment to this theological 

core of Reformed theology caused him to maintain a critical stance towards Roman 

Catholic ecclesiology. As I mentioned above, Barth’s theology developed mainly through 

lectures and seminars during this period when Barth attempted to find some similarities 

between the Protestant and the Catholic views in relation to the holiness of the church. 

On the other hand, he emphasized that there was a clear difference between Protestants 

and Catholics with respect to the doctrine of faith. Barth followed the tradition of the 

Reformed theologians such as Calvin. But this does not mean that Barth followed Calvin 

blindly. For Barth, the absolute standard is the Bible, not Calvin’s explanation. In the next 

section, I will explore the doctrine of faith, including sin, justification, and sanctification, 

in the later Church Dogmatics, which has been called ‘the mature period of Barth’s 

theology.’  

 

3.4. Later Church Dogmatics (1935–1962) 

3.4.1. Sin 

To understand sin and sinner in terms of Christianity is to approach the reality of human 
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nature critically. Barth’s doctrine of sin is an excellent research case that provides a deep 

insight into consciousness of the issues of human reality. One of the major soteriological 

themes of Barth’s later dogmatic work is that “the knowledge of human sin comes through 

the knowledge of the gospel rather than through the knowledge of the law.”239  Here 

Barth’s thought differs from Calvin’s about the knowledge of human sin. Chung notes 

Barth’s emphasis that “the knowledge of sin comes through the knowledge of the gospel 

of Jesus Christ alone.”240 Therefore, when Barth deals with sin, he begins as follows: “We 

now turn to questions of the perception of the human situation in the light of the event in 

which for our sake the Lord became a servant, the Son was obedient to the Father, the 

Word became flesh of our flesh, the Judge was Himself judged on the cross of 

Golgotha.”241 It is clear here that Barth’s focus in terms of the doctrine of sin is on the 

revelation of God communicated in the Bible through the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

The standard of recognition of sin and its starting point is Christ alone. Barth’s treatment 

of the doctrine of sin within his doctrine of reconciliation differs from traditional methods 

that deal with the doctrine of sin as the problem for which the doctrine of reconciliation 

provides a solution. Barth demonstrates the nature and effects of sin in the doctrine of 

reconciliation in terms of a dialectical method.242 In this sense, Barth’s doctrine of sin is 

an essential constitutive factor of his doctrine of reconciliation.  

 

Young Choi argues that, for Barth, this event of reconciliation is the root and content of 

the gospel that the church proclaims as well as the determinative centre of all theology.243 
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Barth explains the importance the doctrine of reconciliation occupies in his theological 

system as follows: 

We have to do with the heart of the message received by and laid upon the 

Christian community and therefore with the heart of the Church’s Dogmatics: 

This is to say, with the heart of its subject-matter, origin and content. It has a 

circumstance, the doctrine, the doctrine of creation and the doctrine of the last 

things, the redemption and consummation. But the covenant fulfilled in the 

atonement is its centre. From this point we can and must see a circumference. 

But we can see it only from this point. A mistaken or deficient perception here 

would mean error or deficiency everywhere.244  

As indicated in the statement above, for Barth, the doctrine of reconciliation is at the 

centre of all Christian doctrine, and it plays a bridging role to explain other doctrines. 

Only in the event of reconciliation is it seen clearly who God is and what God has done 

for humanity; thus all Christian thinking proceeds from this centre.245  

 

The recognition of sin is possible only when it is in correlation with the recognition of 

Jesus. For Barth, one of the characteristics of theological methodology is that it must be 

Christ-centred: “Not because we can find and produce another and better method, the 

Christological, but because Jesus Christ Himself is present, living and speaking and 

attesting and convincing.”246 Barth thus points out the problem with traditional dogmatics, 

and he examines Jesus Christ through the mirror in which we can see the reality of human 

sin.  
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In this connection, Barth makes four points about the relationship between sin and 

reconciliation in Christ.247 Firstly, “the existence of Jesus Christ is the place where we 

have to do with human sin in its absolutely pure, developed and unequivocal form.”248 

Barth emphasizes that there are three elements of sin, which are “rebellion against God, 

enmity with one’s neighbor and sin against oneself.”249 Busch insists that “these three 

things are connected to each other in such a way that if a person transgresses in one area 

he at the same time transgresses in the other two.”250  This proves that sin cannot be 

recognized without Jesus Christ. However, if we know what God has done for humanity 

in Jesus Christ, we can recognize that humanity is really the one who denies God (because 

Jesus is God); and that humanity is really the one who murders his brother (because Jesus 

Christ is his brother); and that humanity is really the one who “destroys himself (because 

Jesus is the eternal Word of God by whom all things are made).”251 For Barth the doctrine 

of sin has its place only within the doctrine of reconciliation. Barth emphasizes that the 

characteristic of the doctrine of reconciliation in relation to sin is that Christ is the reality 

of reconciliation between God and humans.  

 

For Barth each of the elements of hamartiology necessarily has its counterpart “within 

the doctrine of reconciliation” as that which opposes and overcomes it, “because each of 

the elements or aspects of the doctrine of sin have their place only inasmuch as that which 

is opposed and overcome by the work of Christ.”252 In this sense, as Barth mentions in 

his Church Dogmatics, there are “three moments of evil: rebellion against God, enmity 
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with one’s neighbour and sin against oneself.”253 Barth’s doctrine of sin provides a firm 

basis for understanding Jesus Christ’s reconciling work as bearing on a wide ontological 

spectrum, touching the self and the whole created order. 

 

The second of the four points that Barth makes about the relationship between sin and 

reconciliation in Christ is that “the same Jesus Christ who ‘has endured such contradiction 

of sinners against himself’ (Hebrews 12:3) and revealed the reality of human sin in this 

His suffering is also the Judge who discloses its sinfulness.”254 To have “enmity against 

God,” neighbours and oneself is obviously to sin. 255  It is not just indifference and 

opposition to good things, but it also reveals the reality of human sin against Jesus Christ. 

It is in fact evil. But without the judge, Jesus Christ, if we only consider the existence of 

humanity, “the reality of sin” is not truly revealed.256 Human sin is revealed in total reality 

by the judge, Jesus Christ.  

 

Thirdly, Barth insists that “it is again Jesus Christ in whose existence sin is revealed, not 

only in its actuality and sinfulness, but as the truth of all human being and activity.”257 

This is because Christ entered into public fellowship with sinners and he defended them 

in front of God. All are sinners and so no one can judge themselves or others.258 We cannot 

avoid God’s judgment in relation to human sinfulness. Barth saw that Jesus Christ is the 

only mediator for reconciliation between God and humankind due to the fact that humans 

lost power to reconcile with God. This is the most important Christological characteristic. 
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Lastly, Barth insists that “the knowledge of Jesus Christ” involves knowledge of the 

limited scope of sin.259 God is superior to sin. Sin has a limitation. Sin is recognized as 

an impossible and irrational thing when God opposes sin as a gracious Creator. In short, 

“sin does not fit in anywhere and has no genuine potentiality and no right of 

actualization.”260 Barth refers to 1 John 3:4 to explain this point: “Everyone who makes 

a practice of sinning also practices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness” (ESV). When sin is 

compared with God, it is a powerless thing because of God’s superiority. God treats sin 

seriously only because sin is opposite to God. 

 

What is sin concretely? Generally speaking, sin is opposition to God and violation of 

God’s law. Barth defines sin as a person’s act “in which he ignores and offends the divine 

majesty” and “the breaking the divine command.”261 In short, Barth’s definition of sin is 

that the sin of humanity is pride. This means that “the pride of [humankind] is a concrete 

form of what a more general definition rightly calls the disobedience of [humankind] and 

Christianity rightly and more precisely calls the unbelief of [humankind].” 262  Here 

Barth’s understanding of sin closely follows the Reformation theology of sin. “Barth 

acknowledges that according to the Reformation,” God reveals humans’ sin through law, 

but “the human cannot [understand or] know” sin in essence. 263  However, more 

specifically than Luther or Calvin, Barth interprets sin in relation to Christ. For Barth, to 

sin is to oppose the work of God’s reconciliation and it is unbelief to reject Jesus Christ. 
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Barth thus concludes that sin is the pride that does not obey the divine action in Jesus 

Christ but contradicts the humiliation of the Son of God.264 Barth’s interpretation of sin 

is significant because it is based on a Christological perspective. Barth explains the pride 

of humans by comparing it with the obedience of Jesus Christ.265 Thus God comes to us 

with humiliation in Jesus Christ, whereas the pride of humans tries to exalt itself to the 

position of God. In other words, the pride of humans desires the role of judging 

themselves in disobedience to God. In my opinion, the reason for the division of the 

Korean church is human pride. In short, because the church desired to become the judge 

itself, Korean churches have unfortunately divided into various denominations. In this 

sense, the Korean church needs to return to the gospel of unity and reconciliation that 

Calvin and Barth emphasized. 

 

Barth discusses the fall by citing Proverbs: “pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit 

before a fall” (Proverbs 16:18). He argues that “the fall of [humanity] comes in with the 

pride of [human beings]. He falls in exalting himself where he ought not to try to exalt 

himself, where, according to the grace of God, he might in humility be freely and truly 

[human].”266 One of the serious problems of the sin of pride is that it appears as many 

kinds of domination and conquest in relationships with others. Barth describes the 

situation of this fall by “looking into the mirror of the obedience [of Jesus Christ in three 

points]: ‘sins that cannot be overcome’, ‘thorough and total corruption’, and ‘general 

corruption.’”267 Firstly, a human being is revealed as “God’s debtor [and as] a debtor who 

cannot pay.”268 This is based on the fact that “the Word is the word of divine forgiveness 
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addressed to [humanity].” Human beings cannot overcome their sins. Barth emphasizes 

that “only the divine forgiveness is an adequate payment and restitution of the debt of 

[humanity].”269 Secondly, “the fact that Jesus Christ died totally for the reconciliation of 

every [human being] as such. For the [human being] who exists in this way, means 

decisively that this corruption is both radical and total.”270 The reversal occasioned by sin 

occurs due to our sinful nature in the very centre of humanity, in the heart.271 The nature 

of the human being was corrupted by sin totally. This is a fact to which the whole Bible 

testifies (see for example Genesis 6:5; Psalms 51:7; John 3:6; Ephesians 2:3). The Bible 

testifies that a human being is a sinner from head to foot. Thirdly, “the fact that God 

willed to have mercy,” together with the mercy of God shown to us through the event of 

the Cross of Jesus Christ. God has concluded all humanity is in disobedience.272 Here 

once more Barth thinks from the solution to the problem. Barth stresses that if “God has 

mercy on all; it is equally true that He has concluded all [were] in disobedience.”273 One 

can infer universal corruption from the universality of grace. For Barth, “the verdict that 

all have sinned certainly implies a verdict on that which is human history apart from the 

will and Word and work of God.”274 

 

Barth deals with sin in relation to the human relationship with God. Keith Johnson notes 

that “Human nature stands in relationship with God even after sin because God’s act of 

creation establishes a relationship that sin does not destroy, and God’s act in Jesus Christ 
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presupposes this prior relationship.”275 In other words, Barth’s understanding of human 

sin is that “it does not ‘modify’ God’s covenantal determination for the creature and does 

not mean that the human stands in relation to God by virtue of his creation alone, but, 

rather, it means that human sin is always viewed in light of Jesus Christ’s act to address 

that sin.”276 For Barth, sin should be treated as an important topic in the work of Jesus 

Christ. This shows that there is a difference between Calvin and Barth in their 

understandings of sin. For example, Calvin understands sin as unbelief, resistance against 

the Creator, whereas Barth mentions sin specifically after dividing it into the three 

categories of “pride, sloth, and falsehood” in the light of Jesus Christ.277 Barth defines sin 

more specifically than Calvin. This is because Barth dealt with human sin within the 

doctrine of reconciliation.  

 

In brief, I agree that Barth understood the doctrine of sin in terms of Christology, but I 

emphasize more specifically that Barth defines pride as sin with respect to soteriological 

Christology, he regards sloth as sin in terms of anthropological Christology, and he 

defines falsehood as sin in terms of the pneumatological theology of the Cross. The state 

of the sinner is within the circle of evil that we cannot escape from ourselves because of 

sin. In short, Barth’s doctrine of sin is a shadow of soteriology. I think that there are big 

differences between Barth’s theology and the theological context of Korea historically 

and culturally. So it is difficult to accept Barth’s hamartiology without critique and 

analysis. Nevertheless, the Korean church should be aware of Barth’s intention that he 

endeavoured to state paradoxically the issues of the irrationality of life and the problem 

of tragedy in relation to sin rather than accept his theology without critique.   
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For some (for example, Garry Williams), aspects in Barth’s doctrine of faith were a 

welcome change “measured against the background of historic liberalism.” 278 

Nonetheless, Williams criticizes “Barth’s displacing of history in several ways” in terms 

of Christology: 

The historical humiliation of Jesus Christ is lost to a Christology focused solely 

on two natures, the progressive revelation of sin is excluded in favour of a final 

revelation in Christ, and mercy is rendered unmerciful by absolutizing the single 

divine ‘Yes’ in Christ at the expense of historical enmity to the sinner. This 

emphasis on the effective ‘Yes’ also implies a universal salvation that questions 

the place of the history of human sin.279 

 

It is true that Barth developed a powerful doctrine about human beings’ fall and sin on 

the basis of the Bible and the theology of the Reformers. However, Barth does not teach 

that sin brought about a total ruin of God’s image in humanity. Barth may have suggested 

this in his early writings, but he was careful to correct this impression in Church 

Dogmatics. Even though human beings are sinners, they have still remained God’s 

creatures. Barth argues that when “we may describe the fallen being of [humanity], we 

cannot say that [a human being] is fallen completely away from God, in the sense that he 

is lost to Him or that he has perished.”280 Thus the general history of humankind is placed 

under God’s judgment. The Bible refers to this common history of all humanity under 

“the general title of Adam. [Basically], the meaning of Adam is simply [humankind] and 
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as the bearer of this name”, Adam denotes the essential nature of all humanity.281 The 

name of Adam is a tag to describe the whole history of disobedience. In other words, “it 

is the name of Adam the transgressor which God gives to world-history as a whole.”282 

God has judged and accused all humanity and human history in the person of Adam due 

to Adam’s disobedience. But this was not the last word. Barth explains that “the Word of 

divine judgment has its origin and proper place [in the context of] the Word of divine 

grace,” as is clear in Romans 5:12-21.283 Adam was “a representative of all his successors 

who [bore] his name. [But Jesus] is the sinless and guiltless bearer of the sins of others, 

the sins of all other [human beings]. He, too, was the Representative of all others.”284 But 

Adam and Jesus are different. Adam was only “a pattern of the one to come (Romans 

5:14, NIV).”285 Paul heard a new judgment of God for himself and all humanity from 

Jesus. It is this: “for God has bound all [human beings] over to disobedience so that he 

may have mercy on them all” (Romans 11:32).This is the message of the gospel.  

 

Therefore, for Barth, the core of reconciliation that Jesus fulfilled is abolition of sin. Jesus 

represented human beings “as a genuine leader, making atonement by His obedience, 

covering [human beings’] disobedience, justifying them before God.”286 In brief, Barth 

emphasizes the seriousness and results of sin by comparing the first Adam and the second 

Adam. In particular it is meaningful that he stresses an explanation of sin on the basis of 

the principle of representativeness and unity by citing Paul’s statements. I agree with 

Barth’s opinion. In addition, the principle of representativeness and unity is closely 
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related to the principle of justification by faith alone: that we are justified before God the 

moment we believe in Jesus Christ. This principle is very important as the basis of 

soteriology, because the whole process of salvation, which includes being justified by 

faith, being sanctified, and obtaining glorification (in the future), are accomplished in the 

union with Christ. In short, the result of Adam’s disobedience brought about death, but 

union with Christ by those who are elected by God obtains the whole process of salvation 

from justification to eternal life.  

 

Barth seriously deals with the fact that humanity is opposed to God as sinners. But for 

Barth, what is more important is the fact that God exists for human beings (Deus pro 

nobis) in Jesus Christ. Barth emphasized that the first fact should be dealt with only 

through the second fact.287  This means that the sin, fall, and corruption of humanity 

“cannot be greater and it cannot be less than that on account of which, and to overcome 

which, He suffered and died for us on the cross.”288 Here Barth emphasizes the victory of 

God’s grace in relation to humanity’s sin. He also tries to apply his Christ-centred 

principle to explain human sin. Barth’s Christological principle shows him to “hold 

contrasting views to Calvin’s concerning the source of the knowledge of human 

sinfulness as well as the mode of Christ’s atonement for human sin.”289 Barth deals with 

humanity’s sins with reference to the Christological principle when he explains sin and 

the total depravity of humanity. He emphasizes that the issue of sin should be explained 

with the Christ-centred principle. The centrality of Christ is also applied in his doctrine 

of justification.  
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3.4.2. Justification 

Barth’s doctrine of justification was influenced by Martin Luther. Barth emphasizes the 

significance of the doctrine of justification as Luther did. According to George Hunsinger, 

Luther understood that “justification is spoken of as an ongoing existential occurrence. 

[Also], justification was at once completed on the cross, yet to be fulfilled at the Last Day 

as an eschatological event and received continuously by faith here and now.” 290 

Describing the importance of the doctrine of justification, Barth says: “there never was 

and there never can be any true Christian Church without the doctrine of justification. … 

It is indeed the articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae”291 – though strictly speaking this 

refers not to “the doctrine of justification as such, but to its basis and culmination in the 

confession of Jesus Christ.”292  Barth had come to regard the doctrine of justification, 

“though of very great importance, as ‘only one aspect of the Christian message of 

reconciliation.’”293 He argues that the doctrine of justification “has its own dignity and 

necessity,” but he resists the attempt “to allow all other questions to culminate or merge 

into it.”294 It is reconciliation and the confession of Christ that form the wider context of 

theological reflection on justification. Still, Barth is willing at times to speak of 

justification in reference to “the whole of the reconciling activity of the triune God,” and 

as incorporating both subjective and objective salvation.295  
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Bruce McCormack explains Barth’s doctrine of justification in Church Dogmatics as 

follows: 

Barth defines justification materially as the act of divine judgment that restores 

the covenant of grace that God made with the human race in eternity-past. It is 

an act of judgment that consists in the sentence by means of which, first, the right 

of the covenanting God is upheld and maintained in the face of human sin and, 

second, the right of God’s human covenant partner – a right that had belonged to 

that partner as a consequence of the covenant of grace but that had been forfeited 

through sin – is restored or returned.296 

Thus Barth’s view of justification involves restoration of the relationship between God 

and humanity through a promised covenant such that both God’s and humanity’s rights 

are upheld. Barth asserts that “the justification of [a human] is the establishment of his 

right, the introduction of the life of a new human being who is righteous before God.”297 

Busch insists that the “justification that brings blessing to the sinner has for Barth two 

aspects. [First], justification means divine judgment,” 298 but it also signifies “God’s 

negating and overcoming and taking away and destroying wrong and [humanity] as the 

doer of it.”299 

 

Hans Küng argues Barth understood that “the justification required for reconciliation is a 

reaction against sin, a ‘nevertheless.’ But this does not alter the fact that justification 

                                                                 
178. 

296 McCormack, “Justitia aliena,” 184. 

297 CD IV/ 1, 554. 

298 Busch, The Great Passion, 210. 

299 CD IV/ 1, 535. See also Busch, The Great Passion, 210.  



 
 

198 

involved in reconciliation is a [fulfillment] of the covenant [of God].”300 In other words, 

“Barth must be correctly understood [to be saying] that the justification of [believers] 

involved in reconciliation is [a performance] of the covenant and that it is precisely in sin 

that grace is triumphant.”301 This means that justification should be seen as the fulfilment 

of the covenant. Michael O’Neil insists that “Barth’s Christological orientation of his 

doctrine has served to bring a correction to the classical exposition of the Reformed 

tradition.”302 He further contends that Barth affirms “an objective universal reconciliation 

in the eternal union of God and humanity in Christ [in place of its doctrine of the double 

decree], actualised in the incarnation and atonement, with the result that none are 

rejected.”303 This doctrine of Barth’s brings “practical fruit in Christian living by forging 

an inseparable link between Christian confession and Christian life.”304 This indicates that 

Barth stresses the importance of sanctification in the Christian life. I agree with the above 

theologians’ statements on Barth’s justification. In brief, Barth’s understanding of 

justification is that it is God’s judgment for sinners and it is God’s right that justifies by 

changing us from sinners to righteous through the reconciliation event in Christ.  

 

Barth’s understanding with regard to the doctrine of justification is deeply biblical and 

deeply shaped by Reformation theology. It is without doubt that “justification is measured 

according to who Jesus Christ is, what he does and his suffering for us, according to the 

Old and New Testament.”305  This means that Barth’s understanding of justification is 

thoroughly Christ-centred on the basis of the Bible. Barth demonstrates that “God is 
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present and active in the justification of [human beings], and that God has authority and 

is in the right as the gracious God.”306 Barth “not only gives an exegesis here of the letter 

to the Galatians, [but] also places Pauline statements in the context of Old Testament 

passages” in his Church Dogmatics.307  

 

According to Barth, the doctrine of justification comprises three theological factors, 

which are “justification, faith, and Christ.”308 Christ is the primary and most important 

one among them. Barth argues that we have to examine the doctrine of justification in 

Christological terms. He affirms that the righteousness of faith relates to the imitation of 

Christ. To hear God’s Word in faith is “to imitate Jesus Christ” and to correspond to 

Christ’s own faithful response to God.309  On this basis, McCormack argues Barth’s 

understanding of the doctrine of justification was Protestant, in that: 

if justification is to be found always and in every moment in Jesus, in a today 

that is always alien to us but is real in Him, then justification must always be 

for us – not just in the initiating moment of our Christian lives but in every 

subsequent moment – a justitia aliena (“an alien righteousness”) because it is 

the justitia Christi.310  

As shown in the statement above, we can identify that Barth made efforts to demonstrate 

justification on the basis of the Reformed tradition in terms of Christology. Adam Neder 

insists that, for Barth, justification is God’s sentence “that repudiates, displaces, removes, 

and pardons the being of sinful humanity, and in its place establishes a new and truly 

human subject who receives the new humanity in faith as an act of pure and obedient 
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gratitude.”311  Barth’s understanding of justification is thoroughly Christological. For 

Barth, for example, “justification – the replacement of the old human with the new – is 

an event in Jesus Christ prior to and apart from the faith of those for whom it was 

accomplished.”312 Barth understood justification in terms of Christology in a similar way 

to his understanding of sanctification.  

 

Barth also shows that Jesus himself, “as the object and content and the formative norm of 

justifying faith, may very well be described as the climax of the doctrine of 

justification.”313 Barth emphasizes in his Church Dogmatics that “everything that has to 

be regarded as the reality and truth of justification and faith and their mutual relationship 

begins in Christ and derives from Him.”314  

 

Basically, for Barth, “justification is wholly God’s work, directed first towards Jesus 

Christ,”315 who is himself “the author and recipient and revealer of the justification of the 

human being.” 316  The believer is wholly justified in and through Jesus. In Church 

Dogmatics, “Barth’s treatment of the doctrine of justification – like his treatment of the 

atoning work of Christ – takes place within a forensic framework. This is why Barth’s 

treatment of justification in the Church Dogmatics fairly bristles with language drawn 

from the courtroom.”317 In this respect, too, Barth shows his indebtedness not only to Paul 

but also to Calvin. In brief, Barth’s doctrine of justification is based on Christology. He 
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focuses only on Christ in the doctrine of justification and emphasizes that we should 

imitate Christ in humility and obedience. How does Barth understand sanctification in the 

period of the later Church Dogmatics? 

 

3.4.3. Sanctification 

Barth thought of the doctrine of justification as of great importance. Yet he also insisted 

on the significance of the doctrine of sanctification. Even in his most mature theological 

work, Barth remained a follower of Calvin who stressed sanctification in balance with 

justification. He tried to develop this aspect of his Dogmatics when he realized that “his 

previously written Christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf (1927) was a ‘false start.’”318 There 

are two reasons for this. The first is that Barth consciously tried to base his theology on 

“philosophical existentialism.” The second is that “in the former undertaking, Barth can 

see only a resumption of the line which leads from Schleiermacher by way of Ritschl to 

Hermann.” 319  In this perspective, for Barth, “his all-embracing concept of ‘the 

sanctification of the whole functions as a principle for theology as well.”320  

 

Barth views Christian sanctification as a participation in Christ. He argues that 

“sanctification is the claiming of all human life and being and activity by the will of God 

for the active fulfilment of that will.”321 To understand a believer’s sanctification as a 

participatio Christi properly, we need to examine it in terms of faith.  Participatio Christi 

is related to faith. Barth insists that the relationship between faith and the church, the 

community of faith, is as follows: “to be in the Church is to be called with others by Jesus 
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Christ. To act in the Church is to act in obedience to this call. This obedience to the call 

of Christ is faith.”322 For Barth, faith is to obey Jesus Christ’s calling. In other words, 

Barth stresses that “faith is the determination of human action by the being of the Church 

and therefore by Jesus Christ, by the gracious address of God to [humankind]. In faith, 

and only in faith, human action is related to the being of the Church, to the action of God 

in revelation and reconciliation.”323 Barth also argues that the Word and faith are entirely 

the work of God. He contends that “in believing a [human] can think of himself as 

grounded, not in self but only in this object, as existing indeed only by this object. A 

[human] has not created his own faith; the Word has created it.”324 This means that we 

cannot achieve justification or sanctification “as the original subject and the creator of the 

possibility of knowledge of God’s Word.”325 Barth emphasizes that “God Himself can 

become the original subject. And Jesus Christ does not remain outside. It is true enough 

that humans must open the door (Revelation 3:20). But the fact that this takes place is 

quoad actum and quoad potentiam the work of the Christ who stands outside.”326 For 

Barth, the concept of participation in Christ in relation to sanctification is very significant 

because “becoming a ‘participant’ in the work of God by active service and real 

correspondence to the work of God is the core [theme] of Barth’s definition of 

sanctification as participatio Christi.”327  

 

Migliore locates the main theme of Barth’s understanding of sanctification in the 

believer’s participation in Christ. Adam Neder notes that “Jesus Christ is at once the 
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fulfilment of the will of God and the direction to accept this fulfilment in Christians’ own 

lives.”328 According to Migliore, Barth’s understanding of participation in Christ is that 

believers “really take part in the being and action of Jesus Christ.” 329  Katherine 

Sonderegger also argues that, for Barth, “sanctification is the impartation of truth. Jesus 

Christ reveals Himself as Truth, and that Truth sets us free.”330  She insists that “the 

impartation of this Truth is at once external to believers as well as internal to believers.” 

This for Barth indicates “Christ’s direction, claim and judgement and it is our seeing, 

embracing and responding to the Truth, the Truth for [believers].” 331  In this sense, 

believers’ sanctification is Christ Jesus because “He is God’s direction and God’s 

command to live as his children. [If] faith responds to the divine verdict of justification, 

love responds to the divine direction of sanctification.”332  In other words, “just as the 

faith aspect of the new being is actualized in the obedience of faith, its second aspect is 

actualized in the obedience of love.”333  Here Barth’s focus on sanctification becomes 

intelligible as a “participation in Jesus Christ’s sanctification, [and thus as] an alien 

sanctity.”334 Barth emphasized that believers should participate in Christ’s sanctification 

in order to be sanctified. This is similar to Calvin’s focus on sanctification, which 

becomes intelligible as a union with Christ. I think that Barth’s view that a believer’s 

sanctification is to participate in Christ’s sanctification is biblical. The apostle Peter states 

the following:  

Through [God’s power, life, godliness, and Jesus’ goodness] he has given us his 
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very great and precious promise, so that through them you may participate in the 

divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. For 

this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to 

goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, 

perseverance; and to perseverance, goodness; and to godliness, brotherly 

kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love.335 

Barth agrees that we, as God’s children, should participate in God’s nature. This is the 

process of a believer’s sanctification. 

 

How did Barth understand the relationship between justification and sanctification in this 

latest period of his career? Generally, he saw that justification means the gracious 

acceptance of the lost sinner through God, while sanctification means that God claims 

this same person for a new way a life.  

 

One of Barth’s basic contentions in his Church Dogmatics “is that justification and 

sanctification are distinct but inseparable aspects of the one grace of Jesus Christ.”336 

Migliore notes that “for Barth justification and sanctification are related in a special 

material order.” This means that justification is “the basis and presupposition of 

sanctification, and sanctification [is] the aim and consequence of justification.”337 In short, 

Barth emphasized the importance of the relationship between justification and 

sanctification as well as the uniqueness of each.  

 

In the fourth volume of Church Dogmatics, Barth develops his accounts of justification, 
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sanctification and calling on the basis of the event of reconciliation in Jesus Christ. This 

means that Barth thoroughly focused on the Christocentric core when he dealt with the 

doctrine of faith and reconciliation. He argues that “the content of the doctrine of 

reconciliation is the knowledge of Jesus Christ.”338 For Barth, “this knowledge of Jesus 

Christ includes the knowledge of [human] sin, defined as pride, sloth, and falsehood.”339 

And Jesus himself is the primary subject matter of soteriology – “his justification, his 

sanctification, and his calling.”340  Believers should recognize Jesus Christ in order to 

understand the doctrine of reconciliation and should see Jesus Christ as the content of the 

doctrine of faith and reconciliation. For Barth, the most important theological 

methodology is the centrality of Christ. Jesus is always the heart of his theological works. 

In short, we cannot explain the doctrine of reconciliation and faith without Jesus.  

 

For Barth, the event of reconciliation that is realized in Christ is “the fulfilment of the 

covenant between God and [believers].”341 God had proclaimed that “I will be your God, 

and you will be my people” (Jeremiah 30:22; 31:33; 32:38; Ezekiel 36:28). This covenant 

shows God’s intention that God will be with us.342 If the first declaration of this covenant 

– “I will be your God” – is the premise of human justification, then the second promise –

“you will be my people” – is the premise of human sanctification. 343  The event of 

reconciliation in Jesus is the realization of this covenant on both the divine and the human 

side. Barth argues that “the fulfillment of the covenant between God and [humanity] in 

the atonement made and revealed in Jesus Christ is complete as [humanity’s] justification 
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as a covenant-partner and his sanctification to be a covenant-partner, as the establishment 

and formation of the fellowship between himself and God.”344  I agree with Barth’s 

opinion that justification and sanctification are to be understood in terms of Jesus and 

humanity being the two partners to the covenant that is sealed with the event of 

reconciliation. I think that Barth’s understanding of justification and sanctification is 

meaningful in that he saw both with respect to a restoration of relationship between God 

and humanity. We are God’s people and he is our God through the restoration of a right 

relationship.  

 

Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation included the two viewpoints: sanctification from one 

side, justification from the other. This event of reconciliation occurs because Jesus Christ 

died on the Cross once for all. A believer’s reconciliation is achieved only by the one 

event of Jesus’ sacrificial death.345 In this sense, the Cross reveals the love and mercy of 

God because it is the sacrificial event of Christ Jesus’ death for us, and it was God’s 

suffering that was experienced on our behalf. The Cross was a revealed event that brought 

about eternal reconciliation between God and humankind. For Barth, God decreed 

reconciliation of humankind to himself in Jesus Christ before eternity as covenant partner. 

In order to accomplish this, he created the heavens and the earth and he specifically 

decided to become human.346 God revealed himself in Jesus Christ. For this reason, we 

should know Jesus Christ if we want to know God. Barth did not accept natural theology 

at any time in his life and he emphasized that Jesus Christ is the only revelation and Word 

of God;347 we know the true God and the mystery of creation only through Jesus Christ. 
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How does this relate to his doctrine of faith?  Barth insists that faith is a human’s action. 

At the same time, the Holy Spirit gives rise to one’s faith and leads us to act with faith.348 

Jesus Christ is the true witness who works in the Holy Spirit and we have faith through 

Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit. We realize the event of reconciliation that was achieved 

by Jesus Christ. Barth stresses the fact that Jesus is the reality of the objective 

reconciliation between God and humanity. This is one of the unique characteristics of his 

doctrine of reconciliation. For Barth, justification is an ontological event that was 

objectively accomplished in the reconciliation event of Christ. In short, the doctrines of 

reconciliation and revelation are closely related to each other because Jesus Christ 

accomplished the event of reconciliation.  

 

Furthermore, our justification and sanctification occur on the basis of the event of Jesus 

Christ who died on the Cross as revealer. With Calvin, Barth emphasized the sufficiency 

of the one event in opposition to ‘the dualism’ of those who say “that sanctification and 

justification [were] two separate events.” 349  Barth concluded, following Calvin’s 

viewpoint, that “there is no justification without sanctification … [and] no sanctification 

without justification.”350  This point of view of Barth’s is similar to Calvin’s. Calvin 

emphasizes in his Institutes that “we cannot discuss justification without sanctification, 

and we cannot think of sanctification without justification.”351  Both Calvin and Barth 

stress the importance, inseparability, and solidarity of both justification and sanctification. 

 

Nevertheless, Barth supported the biblical differentiation of the two mechanisms.352 He 
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insisted that it was through faith and obedience that one could express and respond to the 

“one divine act of reconciliation.”353  As a result, Barth was strongly against the “monism 

that merges one into the other as an attempt to synthesize the two.”354 Furthermore, Barth 

criticized this tendency for misleading Christians into supposing that they do not have a 

distinct norm of life and therefore that the ethical basis of their lives may be sought 

elsewhere; such a position gives the dangerous impression that “Christ’s competence 

extends only to the forgiveness of sin” but not to the transformation of the sinner.355 Thus 

Barth saw it as important to stress the “non-identity” of justification and sanctification. 

He insisted that the concepts of justification and sanctification are neither analogous nor 

transposable.356 They “cannot be deduced from, merged into, replaced by, or explained 

by the other.”357 In short, Barth stresses that both justification and sanctification occur in 

the one event of reconciliation in Christ Jesus. However, at the same time, they are both 

biblically differentiated. This view of Barth’s is similar to Calvin’s point of view. But the 

different point is that Barth emphasizes the relationship between justification and 

sanctification with respect to the reconciliation of Jesus Christ and to Christology.  

 

Barth rejected the thought of salvation being achieved by the completion of sequential 

stages – “a temporal sequence of several events for the fulfilment of the total order of 

                                                                 
work of Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit includes the sanctification of [humanity] as distinct from his 

justification?” See also Rhee, God’s Sway, 176. 

353 CD IV/2, 503. 

354 Rhee, God’s Sway, 176. Cf. CDIV/2, 508. 

355 CD IV/2, 504. See also Rhee, God’s Sway, 177. 

356 CD IV/2, 503.Referenced in Rhee, God’s Sway, 177. 

 

357 CD/ IV/2, 503. Referenced in Rhee, God’s Sway, 177. 

 

 



 
 

209 

salvation”358  – because he regarded sanctification and justification as one event that 

occurs at the same instant of time. However, this does not indicate that Barth was strongly 

opposed to the substance of an order of salvation. Indeed, Barth thought that the concept 

was essential “for the proper understanding of [justification and sanctification with 

respect to] their mutual relationship.”359 He was even willing to admit that the “the notion 

of temporal order of salvation cannot be entirely excluded”360 because sanctification and 

justification are “two genuinely different moments of the one event”361 of reconciliation 

in Jesus Christ. 

 

Because the word ‘moment’ implies a temporal order, Barth was able to accept that 

“justification has to be understood as the first moment”362 of execution in the order of 

salvation, and sanctification has to be understood as “the second [moment] as far as their 

execution is concerned.”363 Barth classified justification and sanctification according to 

who turns to whom. In other words, justification is where God turns to humans, and 

sanctification is where humans turn to God.364 The subject and initiator of sanctification 

is God. Therefore, the ordo salutis has a certain order in terms of priority, but not in terms 

of stages.  

 

In addition, there are some differences in the doctrine of faith between Calvin and Barth. 

William Wright argues that “Barth presents a soteriology that bears a certain resemblance 
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to this moment” that is experienced as the event of salvation that includes justification 

and sanctification. According to Wright, Barth believes that “sanctification no less than 

justification [was] completed and existing in Jesus Christ: The sanctification of believers 

which has taken place in One Jesus is their sanctification.”365 However, it is originally the 

proper sanctification of Jesus Christ and not that of believers. In addition, “Barth 

explicitly criticizes Calvin for not recognizing the objective sanctification of all humanity 

in Christ as the sole ground for subjective sanctification.”366 However, Barth depended 

on Calvin’s view to answer the question of the relationship between justification and 

sanctification. He appreciated that there is good reason for “the primacy of sanctification 

in Calvin.”367  But “when Calvin started from the ‘basic act’ of ‘participatio Christi’ 

[participation in Christ], Barth found that Calvin could correlate justification and 

sanctification.”368  

 

Barth’s theological relationship with Calvin has been connected closely in the doctrine of 

faith. Both “Barth and Calvin extend the scope of Christian freedom rooted in 

reconciliation into real life.”369 Barth himself, of course, tried to correlate justification 

and sanctification in terms of Christology. His understanding of justification and 

sanctification focuses on the aspect of reconciliation through Jesus Christ. Justification 

and sanctification both depend ultimately on Jesus’ being, Jesus’ work, and Jesus’ way.  

 

Barth’s Church Dogmatics is concerned with sanctification. This means that even when 
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we have much knowledge of the Bible and theology, if we do not live as sanctified 

Christians, it is meaningless. Barth tries to show that “the theme of Dogmatics is always 

the Word of God, [and that] the theme of the Word is [always] human existence, human 

life and volition and action.” 370  Without this real-life dimension, “Dogmatics loses 

nothing more nor less than its object, and therefore all meaning.”371 For this reason, Barth 

identified dogmatics with ethics, saying that “dogmatics itself is ethics and ethics is also 

dogmatics.” 372  Barth explains his reasoning here as follows: “neither theology nor 

dogmatics can be true to itself if it is not genuinely ready at the same time to be ethics.”373 

In this ethical approach to dogmatics, a certain “commanding importance is necessarily 

given to the doctrine of sanctification,”374  in that dogmatics “directly and expressly 

becomes ethics.”375 In all this, Barth wanted to deny any ‘dualism’ between justification 

and sanctification, and to show that their objective accomplishment and subjective 

realization are closely correlated in the person of Jesus Christ. 

 

Moreover, for Barth, one of the important roles of Church Dogmatics was to help the 

church to proclaim sanctification accurately. He considered that the Word of God and 

healthy dogmatics should be proclaimed by the church. Barth even suggests that 

“dogmatics also sanctifies the Church’s proclamation.”376  This is because it is “‘the 

formal task of dogmatics’ to challenge, confront and summon the Church to listen to Jesus 

Christ as attested in its purification.”377 The church should teach only “what it has heard. 
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What is the use of the purity of doctrine, if it is not actually practiced, and proclaimed?”378 

Barth notes that “it is intrinsically impossible that the hearing of the Word of God should 

not lead to teaching it, just as it is impossible that the word of the divine justification of 

the sinner should be heard without leading” to the sinner’s sanctification.379  In short, 

Barth emphasized that if the written word of Church Dogmatics “is to perform the service 

of leading to the hearing of God’s Word, it must obviously have the quality of creating 

obedience to the Word of God” – that is, it must foster sanctification.380 I think that the 

Korean church should be challenged by, and reflect on, this aspect of Barth’s teaching. 

Given that the Korean church has been hearing the Word of God right up to now, it is high 

time each individual and in fact the whole Korean church practised the sanctification 

demonstrated in the Word of God through a life of obedience.   

 

Believers cannot progress in their lives without obedience to God. This means that 

obedience is necessary for a believer’s sanctification. Hunsinger insists that, for Barth, 

“sanctification meant that grace set sinners free for obedience to God without their 

ceasing to be sinners.”381 This understanding of sanctification was influenced by Luther. 

Barth tends to think about the Christian life along the lines of Luther’s “simul justus et 

peccator. [That those who believe in Jesus are] totally righteous in Christ while yet 

remaining totally sinners in and of themselves.”382 Even though we are justified by faith 

through God’s grace, we need to lead lives of obedience in the process of sanctification 

because we are still sinners who have the nature of sin.  
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Barth sees “the Holy Spirit as the subjective side in the event of revelation,”383 while the 

Son is its “objective reality.”384 Thus, sanctification basically belongs to the works of the 

Holy Spirit. If “it is recognized that justification [involves] the objective reality of 

reconciliation and sanctification as the subjective reality of reconciliation,” then 

sanctification is seen absolutely as the work of the Holy Spirit.385 Barth assumed in his 

Church Dogmatics that the Spirit “is holy because only thus is it God’s πνεûμα, and 

because its purpose is sanctification.”386  Rhee notes that Barth argued three issues in 

relation to sanctification in his doctrine of the Holy Spirit: freedom, religion and love. 

Firstly, “the Holy Spirit creates freedom for [humans] to obey God, which is the necessary 

precondition for sanctification.”387 This explains how it becomes possible for sinners to 

believe and receive the Word of God. 388  Secondly, he argues that “the Holy Spirit 

sanctifies human religion and its religious piety.”389 Barth saw “all religion as such is a 

religion of works,” and he famously asserted categorically that “religion is unbelief,” or 

the idolatrous pursuit of self-righteousness.390 In his Church Dogmatics, he demonstrates 

that “even though the Law was not given as an authorization and challenge to self-

justification and self-sanctification, [in fact], the Scripture shows the Old and New 

Testament religions to be unbelief and idolatry.”391 Nevertheless, through the Holy Spirit 

human religiosity is sanctified and made fit for God, so that God accepts human worship 

                                                                 
383 CD I/1, 449 

384 CD I/2, 206 

385 Rhee, God’s Sway, 116. 

386 CD I/1, 450. 

387 Rhee, God’s Sway, 116. 

388 CD I/ 1, 456. 

389 Rhee, God’s Sway, 118. 

390 CD I/ 2, 314. See also Rhee, God’s Sway, 118. 

391 CD I/ 2, 312, 329-331.  Rhee, God’s Sway, 118-119. 



 
 

214 

in spite of its deep roots in human sinfulness. Thirdly, Barth argues that “the Holy Spirit 

sanctifies the life of the children of God by the outpouring of love into their hearts.”392 

For Barth, “the Christian life begins with love. It also ends with love because love is the 

essence of Christian living.” 393  Here Barth is concerned with “the Holy Spirit’s 

outpouring of love to enable us to love God and neighbours; [this] is our sanctification by 

grace,”394 because “in loving we can participate in [God’s] perfection.”395 The place of 

pneumatology is very important in Barth’s theology: “the Spirit plays a key role in Barth’s 

theological agenda [including justification and sanctification] but most determinative to 

this role would be the objectivity of the Spirit’s work” in salvation and reconciliation.396  

 

Hunsinger argues that Barth’s theology was fulfilled pneumatologically. In Frank 

Macchia’s words, there is “the pneumatological fulfilment of Barth’s broadly-conceived 

theological program.”397 He quotes Hunsinger, who notes that “from the standpoint of 

reconciliation, the work of the Spirit served the work of Jesus Christ; from the standpoint 

of redemption the work of Christ served the work of the Spirit.”398 Remarkably, however, 

pneumatology played little part in the Church Dogmatics, though “Barth gave 

programmatic hints of it in the Church Dogmatics.399 Philip J. Rosato argues that even 

though Barth is generally regarded “as a Christologist, pneumatology plays a key role in 

every aspect of his [theology], and especially when it is a question of [humanity’s] 
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correspondence to the person and work of Jesus Christ.”400  Rosato insists that “Barth 

clearly intends to write a theology of the Christian which is not Christocentric but 

pneumatocentric.”401 For Barth, “though the pneumatology of his Church Dogmatics has 

a strong Christological determination, greater balance would have been apparent had 

Barth lived long enough to develop the broader pneumatological portion of his work.”402 

However, “it is Barth’s strong Christological determination of pneumatology” and the 

simultaneous stress on both pneumatology and Christology “that can help to mediate 

between evangelicals who are Christocentric and those who want to give equally strong 

emphasis on the Spirit.”403  According to Macchia, Barth refers to “various metaphors 

used in the Bible for the utterly new life [that is] initiated miraculously at [believers’] 

initiation in Christ by faith,” such as becoming a new creation and the washing of 

rebirth.404 But these metaphors also apply to the works of the Holy Spirit.  

 

Barth focuses on both justification and sanctification as works of the Holy Spirit.405 This 

means that neither justification nor sanctification occurs without the Holy Spirit’s help. 

This emphasis by Barth on the work of the Holy Spirit in relation to sanctification is 

similar to that of Calvin, who highlights, in his Institutes, that the believer’s sanctification 

cannot be accomplished without the help of the Holy Spirit.406  According to Chung, 

Calvin emphasizes a believer’s life “as a life in submission to the leading of the Holy 

Spirit.”407 Both Calvin and Barth agree that the Holy Spirit plays a definitive role for a 
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believer’s sanctification. Barth stresses the importance of a relationship between 

justification and sanctification in the process of salvation in the Holy Spirit and through 

the Holy Spirit.408  Macchia notes Barth’s emphasis that views “the Christian life as 

vocation and witness as well. [One goal of Barth’s] is ecumenical, to see the Christian 

life as stressing justification, sanctification and vocation.”409 In addition, in the power of 

the Holy Spirit, believers are sanctified in the context of the Word of God proclaimed in 

preaching and sacrament, and are enlightened by God’s gifts.410 As we examined above, 

the work of the Holy Spirit is absolutely necessary for a believer’s sanctification. It is 

wrong to say that Barth is a theologian who ignores pneumatology because Barth’s 

Church Dogmatics unfolds strong pneumatological theology from beginning to end. That 

is, the Church Dogmatics is developed with respect to a pneumatological point of view 

from volume I on the Word of God (CD I) to volume IV on the ethics of the doctrine of 

reconciliation (CD IV).411 It cannot be doubted that Barth dealt with the doctrine of faith 

with the inclusion of justification and sanctification as important elements of it.  

 

Traditionally, the pneumatology of Reformed theology understands the Holy Spirit as 

being also the spirit of justification and sanctification. In other words, the Spirit is the 

Spirit who justifies and sanctifies. Barth follows this point of view of Reformed theology.  

But a point of difference is that Barth emphasizes more the view of the community of the 

Holy Spirit rather than the individual aspects of the Holy Spirit. This indicates that God 
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firstly predestined the church and then predestined individuals through the church.412 The 

Korean churches that have become divided should learn from Barth’s teaching. We should 

pursue the benefits to the whole community of God’s people in Korea, rather than the 

benefit of an individual or of each denomination.  

 

Barth insists that God’s commands that were proclaimed in the Bible are the means of 

believers’ sanctification. In Barth’s theology, the starting point of sanctification is “the 

command of the grace of God.”413  Barth’s distinctive doctrine of God’s command is 

based on the doctrine of election.414 God elected human beings for the sake of holiness 

and sanctification.415 Rhee notes Barth’s emphasis that “in this context, the command of 

God is the means of sanctification [because the command of God is itself a] ‘sanctifying 

command.’”416 Rhee argues that “as the command of God is given, heard and obeyed, 

[the human being] is sanctified.”417 This means that the Word of God is a very important 

means for believers’ sanctification. Because “God is so eternally gracious and good to us,” 

God provides us “new every morning” the Word that sanctifies, “and renews our 

sanctification.”418 Ultimately, this “principle of necessary repetition and renewal, and not 

a law of stability, is the law of the spiritual growth and continuity of our life.”419 Here 

once more Barth remains deeply embedded in the theology of Calvin.  
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Why did God give us his command? There can be various answers to this question. 

However, the most important one is that “the command of God is given [for us] to respond 

properly to His gracious election.”420 It is a responsibility that those who were chosen by 

God’s grace should live by responding to and obeying the Word of God. 421  Barth 

demonstrates that God just requires us to accept “God’s gracious action as right” with joy 

and it is the best way that we participate in the command of God.422 Such conformity is 

really just about believing “in Jesus Christ; in the gracious action of God actualized and 

revealed in Him.”423 Here it is clear again that believers’ sanctification depends on God 

but it is not accomplished by believers’ own works.424 As Barth sees it, “Jesus Christ is 

the completed fact of our sanctification, the fulfilled and realized purpose of God in God’s 

judgment.”425 This makes sense “because we are what we are only in relation to Jesus 

Christ.”426 In this perspective, believers’ sanctification is always “a glorification of the 

grace of Jesus Christ,” who is “the sanctifying God and the sanctified [human being] in 

One.”427 

 

In this way, Barth sought to develop a Christ-centred and sanctification-centred dogmatics. 

In this sense, he coherently stressed “the subjective aspect of sanctification, though the 

ultimate reality of our sanctification is objective and transcendental.”428 In addition, he 

taught that our sanctification is always dependent on God’s determination. Because God 
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has elected and created us, God can also be trusted to justify and sanctify us according to 

his will and purpose. For Barth, justification and sanctification are placed in a dual 

relation. They are inseparable but they also need to be carefully distinguished. Ultimately 

justification and sanctification are two forms of the knowledge of God in Christ, “two 

different aspects of the one event of salvation” that God has achieved in Christ.429 In short, 

the event of salvation is always and only the event of reconciliation in Jesus Christ.  

 

I have discussed Barth’s doctrine of faith on the basis of sin, justification, and 

sanctification chronologically and theologically. In brief, Barth’s theology, especially, the 

doctrine of faith was developed according to his times. For example, Barth’s theology 

turned from Western liberal theology (1904–1919) to dialectical theology (1921–1925) 

and from dialectical theology to analogical theology (1925–1962).430 Barth wrote creative 

works that reproduced theological issues with a new system of thought whenever he 

experienced transition. We can identify that Barth’s theology is theology of the Word that 

emphasizes God’s initiative. The characteristic of Western liberal theologians that Barth 

addressed is that they start theology from divine immanence on the basis of human 

consciousness and experience. However, Barth insists that there are qualitative 

differences between God and humanity in The Epistle to the Romans II due to sin.431 In 

line with the testimony of the Bible, because God is God and humans are humans, there 

are infinite qualitative differences between God and humans. Barth’s theology starts from 

the Word that was spoken through the gospel objectively, not through the subjective idea 

or consciousness of humans. For Barth, the true subject of theology is God himself, who 

                                                                 
429 CDIV/2, 503. 

430 Sung Ryong Jeon, “A Study of Development Process of Karl Barth’s Theology,” Theology and 

Mission 22 (1997), 186.  

431 Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, 10. 



 
 

220 

speaks himself in freedom, not according to the human reason of humans. In this situation, 

he wrote the Epistle to the Romans in 1919.  

 

In the doctrine of faith, Barth emphasizes humans’ response to God’s works and grace in 

Christ. However, he keeps the Word of God and the revelation of Jesus Christ as a starting 

point of his theology. 

 

Above all, one of the core methods in Barth’s theology is that he expresses his theology 

in Christological terms. He makes an effort to understand sin, justification, and 

sanctification with respect to Christology in relation to the doctrine of faith. Barth 

explains the nature of sin with the doctrine of reconciliation. This means that he deals 

with the issue of sin in relation to Jesus Christ persuasively and impressively. In short, 

Barth’s Christological focus thoroughly shows in the doctrine of sin as a methodological 

characteristic. I strongly believe that Barth’s Christological understanding of sin plays an 

important role in solving the issue of the threat of division in the Korean church that arises 

in a situation of disruption. I think that Barth’s approach and method can challenge the 

Korean church effectively. As a result, various denominations of the Korean church must 

reconsider ecclesiology as the body of Christ.  

 

 

On the other hand, Barth concentrates on both justification and sanctification in terms of 

the works of the Holy Spirit in his doctrine of faith. This means that he emphasizes the 

importance of the Holy Spirit such that both justification and sanctification do not occur 

without the Holy Spirit’s help.432  

                                                                 
432 CD I/1, 456, Cf. CD I/2, 326. 
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I think that Barth did not distinguish theology from life. His theology was applied 

specifically in his life. Barth’s theology will occupy a significant place for the theological 

reformation of the Korean church because his theology was not based on changing 

situations; rather, his theology was based on emphasizing the living Word of God. In this 

sense, I think that Barth’s pneumatology provides an alternative to postmodernism, 

because he develops his theology with respect to Christological principles, although he 

dealt with it in terms of a doctrine. Barth deals with the Holy Spirit in the reality of 

revelation. I do not see Barth as a liberal theologian, as most conservative Korean 

theologians have. Even though Barth has limitations in his theology, it is obvious that he 

made a great contribution to the advancement of Protestant theology. Korean Presbyterian 

theologians could profitably reconsider their approach to Barth’s theology.  

 

Even though there are some differences between Calvin and Barth in relation to the 

doctrine of faith, I have found many similarities between them. If the Korean church had 

recognized these similarities, divisions in the Korean church could have been prevented. 

How do Korean Reformed theologians understand Calvin and Barth in the doctrine of 

faith? I will explore the doctrine of faith on the basis of three significant Korean Reformed 

theologians, Chul Ha Han, Jung Suck Rhee, and Sung Wook Chung, in the next chapter, 

and demonstrate how differing interpretations of Barth and Calvin have led to major 

denominational conflict in the church up until this day. 



Chapter Four 

The Doctrine of Faith in Korean Reformed Theology 

In this chapter I will be exploring a range of Korean Calvinist responses to both Calvin’s 

and Barth’s theology on issues surrounding faith, justification and sanctification. My 

analysis of Korean Reformed theology is on the basis of the doctrine of faith and will 

focus on three influential Korean theologians: Chul Ha Han, Jung Suck Rhee, and Sung 

Wook Chung. Until now, the doctrine of faith, especially justification and sanctification, 

has been a controversial theme in the Korean Reformed church and among Korean 

theologians. Some churches and scholars are divided due to disagreement in relation to 

the doctrine of faith. Many Korean churches are concerned about the doctrine of 

justification, but not sanctification. One of the important reasons is that they have focused 

on the quantitative growth of the Korean church, and another reason is that they have not 

taught sound Christian doctrine, such as justification and sanctification for believers.  

 

The reason that I have chosen these three Korean Reformed theologians is that they have 

more deeply dealt with Calvin’s and Barth’s theology in relation to the doctrine of faith 

when compared with others. They are well known as Korean Reformed theologians and 

they influence Reformed theology in Korea. Of course, there are some other famous 

Korean Reformed theologians, such as Yoon Sun Park, Hyung-Yong Park, and Bok Yun 

Sin, but each of these has emphasized Calvin’s theology and criticized Barth’s theology; 

also they have not written books in relation to a theology of faith. Additionally, they have 

not dealt with the doctrine of faith specifically in relation to Calvin and Barth. I have 

particularly chosen Chul Ha Han as he has been one of the most famous Korean Reformed 

theologians and Calvinists. He taught Reformed theology at Asia United Theological 

University as professor from 1975 to 1998. Jung Suck Rhee has also been a representative 
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Korean Reformed theologian. Even though he had a background in Reformed theology, 

he was a theologian who insisted that Korean conservative theology had seriously 

misunderstood Barth. He contributed much to the Korean Reformed Society through 

various lectures, seminars and books. He was particularly devoted to reformation and the 

movement toward unity of the Korean church. Sung Wook Chung is a famous Korean 

Reformed theologian who has had great influence in Korean theology and has had a very 

deep interest in the relation between Calvin’s and Barth’s theology. Sung Wook Chung 

received his PhD in systematic theology under Alister E. McGrath. His thesis topic was 

“Admiration and Challenge: Barth’s Theological Relationship with John Calvin.” Even 

while he is teaching systematic theology at Denver Theological Seminary, USA, he is 

influencing the Korean church and Korean Reformed theology directly and indirectly. As 

I mentioned, these three scholars have written important books and articles in relation to 

the doctrine of faith, and have dealt with the doctrine of faith in Calvin and Barth. There 

are many Korean Reformed theologians, but few have written books or articles in relation 

to the doctrine of faith in Calvin and Barth.  

 

The principal question addressed in this thesis is this: How do each of these Korean 

scholars articulate a Reformed theological identity in negotiation with the legacies of 

Calvin and Barth? Further, how have their understandings shaped current interpretations 

of Reformed theology, and what ongoing questions must now be addressed in light of the 

work of these scholars? In other words, what are the present interpretive imperatives for 

Reformed theology in Korea? How and to what extent will contemporary theologians 

shape the future of the church, not merely temporally, but eternally? The implications are 

not only for the church in Korea, but also for the church per se. 



 
 

224 

4.1. Chul Ha Han (1924–2018) 

Chul Ha Han was one of the more conservative Reformed theologians in Korea. He was 

a significant Reformed theologian who followed Calvin’s theology as interpreted by the 

American Calvinist Cornelius Van Til. One of his main concerns was to hold fast to the 

biblical faith that has, he believed, been distorted by most forms of Western theology, 

especially Barth’s. Chul Ha Han was thus a strongly critical writer in relation to Barth’s 

theology.  

4.1.1. Faith 

Chul Ha Han emphasized that we need a sound soteriology in order to understand 

Calvin’s theology. Calvin’s salvation-centred theology is connected to his God-centred 

theology. For example, it is God that saves elected people in Christ and he calls elected 

people, helps them to be sanctified by the blood of Jesus, and he leads the sanctified 

people to participate in the glory of heaven.1 Chul Ha Han insisted that it is necessary to 

understand Calvin’s Institutes in soteriological terms. Calvin’s Institutes is essentially 

concerned with the way of salvation, the content of salvation, and the benefits of 

salvation.2 Calvin’s Institutes is a God-centred book. It is true that there will be nothing 

left if we omit God from the Institutes – and God’s major concern is humanity’s salvation.  

 

In his writings, Chul Ha Han argues that Calvin understands and organizes his theology 

on the basis of the Reformed principle of justification by faith alone. Calvin called this 

doctrine the main hinge to support the whole of Christianity.3 Salvation comes from faith 

                                                                 
1 Chul Ha Han, “Calvin’s Soteriological Understanding and the Importance of Gospel Ministry,” Bible 

and Theology 15 (1994), 27. 

2  Han, “Calvin’s Soteriological Understanding,” 10. 

3 Inst., 3. 2. 7. 



 
 

225 

only (sola fides) and faith comes from hearing the message (fides ex auditu).4 Chul Ha 

Han notes Calvin’s emphasis: 

But since [the human] heart is not aroused to faith at every word of God, we must 

find out at this point what, strictly speaking, faith looks to in the Word … We do 

not deny that it is the function of faith to subscribe to God’s truth whenever and 

whatever and however it speaks. But we ask only what faith is there in the Word 

of the Lord upon which to lean and rest.5 

Chul Ha Han emphasizes the importance of faith and its role through Calvin’s statement. 

If we accept Jesus by believing through faith, we can participate in his righteousness and 

sanctification as well as participate in eternal life. These are all possible when we believe 

in the gospel by faith.  

 

How does Chul Ha Han understand faith? To begin with, he argues that there is a serious 

problem in modern theology in terms of theological methodology. Many modern 

theologians, he believes, “reject God’s objective existence. This is because of the 

theological tradition beginning with Immanuel Kant who rejected traditional theistic 

proofs.”6 The problem of modern theology is not a doctrinal misunderstanding. It is the 

problem of the identification of the content of faith. For Chul Ha Han, “biblical faith 

asserts that the reality of God is primary and the reality of the world is totally dependent 

upon God.”7 He asserts “that is the reason why the doctrine of God changed radically in 

modern theology and the seriousness of the historical facts of the creation are not seen.”8 

                                                                 
4 Han, “Calvin’s Soteriological Understanding,” 18. 

5 Inst., 3. 2. 7. 

6 Chul Ha Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and Redeemer in Modern Western 

Theology,” ACTS Theological Journal vol.2 (Seoul: Sung Rim Sa, 1986), 76. 

7 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and Redeemer,” 77. 

8 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and Redeemer,” 77. 
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Chul Ha Han thus points out modern disbelief and the danger of compromise in modern 

theology: “the trend of the modern mind is that it believes that everything occurs 

according to scientific laws.”9 Chul Ha Han’s point is that theology can cause negative 

effects if it depends too much on the modern world view and thought, and on the 

importance of laws determined using scientific methodology. How can we then 

understand the factuality of divine revelation? The God of reality rather than chance must 

be taken as the starting point of our thinking. People have a logical explanation for the 

certainty of the laws and regularity in nature. In this sense, we must uphold the Christian 

faith of Reformed theology as our starting point. Chul Ha Han argues that “modern 

Western theology tries rather to reconstruct Christianity in order to make a compromise 

with the modern mind – a mind which does not believe in the reality of God.”10  

 

Furthermore, he argues that “Western theologians are too much occupied with 

epistemology.”11 In other words, they tend to understand and interpret theology in terms 

of knowing. Moreover, he contends that “Western theologians cannot go beyond the limits 

of their thinking subject in their attempt to limit truth to their capacity to apprehend.”12 

In contrast, Chul Ha Han quotes Calvin’s statement: “Fidei notitia certitudine magis quan 

apprehension contineri – the knowledge of faith consists in assurance rather than in 

comprehension.”13 Chul Ha Han says that this is exactly the point that Hebrews 11 teaches: 

“Faith is the substance of things hoped for and the evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 

11:1). To believe is to “grasp things not seen; it is as if they were evident. [In this 

                                                                 
9 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and Redeemer,” 80. 

10 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and Redeemer,” 80 

11 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and Redeemer,” 80- 81. 

12 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and Redeemer,” 81. 

13 Inst., 3.2.14. 



 
 

227 

perspective], faith can be said to be the evidence of the object of faith.”14 I strongly agree 

with Chul Ha Han’s view that modern theology seems to emphasize ‘knowing’ theology 

over ‘doing’ theology. I propose that, today, doing theology is required on the basis of 

knowing theology. In short, those who believe in Christ should live incarnated lives, and 

should be fed from the Bible, leading to sound faith and proper theology.  

 

Chul Ha Han’s view here in relation to the nature of faith is influenced by Calvin’s claim:  

Faith rests not on ignorance, but on knowledge. And this is, indeed, knowledge 

not only of God but of the divine will … We obtain salvation when we know that 

God is our merciful Father, because of reconciliation effected through Christ 

(2 Corinthians 5:18-19), and that Christ has been given to us as righteousness, 

sanctification, and life. By this knowledge … we obtain entry into the Kingdom 

of Heaven.15  

As shown, Calvin insists that our faith involves knowledge. Chul Ha Han accepts Calvin’s 

many ideas that specifically emphasize the importance of knowledge of God. This 

knowledge is not knowledge about God’s will, but is substantially biblical. The apostle 

John says about believers: “Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true 

God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (John 17:3) while Peter admonishes the 

followers of Christ to “grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus 

Christ. To him be glory both now and forever” (2 Peter 3:18). These texts show that both 

apostles considered that a significant component of faith is knowing God and Jesus. This 

leads us to a full definition of Chul Ha Han’s understanding of Calvin’s view of faith. It 

is “knowledge of God’s benevolence towards us (divinae erga nos benevolentiae 

                                                                 
14  Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and redeemer,” 81. 

15 Inst., 3.2.2. See also Chul Ha Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin” in Korea Calvin Society, The 

Calvin Studies Vol.2. (Seoul: the Korean Presbyterian Publishing, 2005), 295. 
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cognitio).” Calvin’s viewpoint on implicit faith can be summed up as follows: “Calvin 

does not deny the necessity of ‘implicit faith’ even in believers.”16  Implicit faith is 

sometimes is required by believers in the early stage of faith: however, it is not absolutely 

needed by all believers. Chul Ha Han quotes Calvin’s statement in relation to implicit 

faith that:  

There was in [Jesus’ disciples] a true but implicit faith because they had 

reverently embraced Christ as their sole teacher. Then taught by him, they were 

convinced he was the author of their salvation. And finally they believed he came 

from heaven that, through the Father’s grace, he might gather his disciples 

thither.17  

As shown in the statement above, those who accepted Jesus as the subject of salvation 

can obtain proper faith, but not implicit faith. Chul Ha Han argues that we can observe 

here that “Calvin is never interested in any abstract discussion on faith itself, but his sole 

interest was in the faith in the gospel that when Christ becomes ours we are made 

partakers of salvation and eternal blessedness brought by him.”18 Chul Ha Han identifies 

the importance of saving faith as a significant component of Calvin’s theology.  

 

Chul Ha Han does not stress only Jesus as the explanation of the proper goal of faith. He 

insists that “God is the only proper goal of faith, but only through Christ whom he has 

given.”19 In this sense, our faith should be understood with Jesus, “as [Christ] has been 

appointed as the goal of our faith. However, faith needs to be taught by the gospel; 

therefore, ‘the gospel needs to go before us.’”20 In short, Chul Ha Han’s understanding of 

                                                                 
16 Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin, 295. See also Inst., 3.2.2.  

17 Inst., 3.2.4. 

18 Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin,” 296. 

19 Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin,” 296. 

20 Inst., 3.2.6. Referenced in Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin,” 296. 
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the goal and object of faith is that God and Christ should be emphasized at the same time 

as the goal and object of believers’ faith.  

 

Chul Ha Han follows Calvin’s theological methodology. This is evident when he explains 

the doctrine of faith. For example, Chul Ha Han explains faith in terms of Calvin’s 

trinitarian definition of faith. Firstly, “faith is nothing but faith in God.  [It is trust that 

God] will save us through forgiveness of sins and sanctification for the entry into the 

Kingdom of Heaven.”21 Secondly, “this faith … is founded upon the promise of mercy 

and truth in Christ. Unless God testified his promise of mercy in Christ in whom God 

accepts and loves us, the certainty of our faith [would] not be established.”22 Thirdly, faith 

is “revealed in our minds and sealed in our hearts by the Holy Spirit so that our souls may 

truly rely on God’s benevolence with confidence, and our lives may not go astray from 

the guidance of the Spirit.”23 All of these factors are necessary to accomplish the goal of 

faith. Calvin insists that “each part of this [trinitarian] definition contributes to establish 

firmly our faith to obtain salvation and an eternal inheritance.”24 Chul Ha Han followed 

Calvin’s trinitarian understanding of faith and tried to spread Calvin’s trinitarian 

understanding to Korean Reformed theology. As a result, he was well known in Korea as 

a Calvinist.  

 

Chul Ha Han states that it is important to remember that “God through Jesus Christ … 

the promise of mercy in Christ, and the Holy Spirit, as the object of faith, are organically 

related to each other and concentrated as one goal of faith; this is ‘God’s benevolence 

                                                                 
21 Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin,” 300. 

22 Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin,” 300. 

23 Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin,” 300. 

24 Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin,” 301 
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toward believers.’”25 In this sense, the true object of faith is single; the work of Christ and 

the Spirit confirm the work of God the Father and do not add any new content to salvation. 

Thus, Chul Ha Han argues, the primary object of faith is God. This view is different from 

Barth’s because he emphasizes Jesus as the primary object of faith. He also argues that 

“Calvin was not interested in the analysis of what faith is in essence, but [simply in] the 

nature of faith in relation to our salvation.”26 In Chul Ha Han’s view, “the most important 

point [in Calvin’s doctrine of faith is] that our faith needs to be directed to only one goal 

– God’s good will towards us.” 27  This means the most significant thing is not the 

mechanical function of faith itself, but a consideration of God’s good will.  

 

Chul Ha Han argues that Calvin recognizes the fact that faith must be established on the 

basis of God’s word. But he points outs that “we have to add one more thing as a second 

support. It is to acknowledge that the Word comes from God.”28 What does this mean? In 

Calvin’s commentary on 1 Corinthians, he writes as follows: “While faith ought properly 

to be founded on the word of God alone, there is at the same time no impropriety in adding 

this second prop – that believers recognize the word which they hear as having come forth 

from God, from the effect of its influence.”29 In short, for Calvin, our faith is to be made 

firm by the word of God. It is possible when the word of God is understood to be backed 

up by God’s character and God’s power.  

 

In contrast to his sympathetic interpretation of Calvin, Chul Ha Han evaluates Barth’s 

                                                                 
25 Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin,” 301-302. See also Inst., 3.2.28. 

26 Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin,” 303. 

27 Han, “The Goal of Faith in John Calvin,” 308. 

28 Chul Ha Han, The Necessity of ACTS Theology Constructions (Yang Peung: ACTS Publishing, 1992), 

2. 

29 John Calvin, John Pringle (trans.), Commentary on the Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians 

(Grand Rapids, Michigan House, 1996), 101. 
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Reformed theology in sharply critical terms. Chul Ha Han argues that “the problem with 

modern Western rationalistic theology is twofold. Up to the rise of Karl Barth’s theology, 

much of nineteenth century theology gave up the truth of the traditional Christian religion 

and many theologians constructed a new philosophical theology.” 30  Chul Ha Han 

especially rejects the theology of liberal theologians because of their over-reliance on 

epistemology and human reason. Chul Ha Han points out that “the true faith which they 

conceived may have been drawn from traditional Christian teaching, but it was distorted 

into a philosophical form in which nothing of the reality of God and God’s power and 

God’s work of salvation was retained.”31 As Chul Ha Han sees it, Barth gave up the truth 

of the traditional Christian faith, insisting that “Barth [endeavoured] to rescue [certain] 

truths of the Christian faith by giving up other truths which he thought to be relatively 

unimportant, [just] as other liberal philosophical theologians [had done].”32 Chul Ha Han 

argues that “most modern Western theology has gone astray in this way. We can easily 

dismiss those nineteenth century liberals who were thoroughly intoxicated by [a post-

Enlightenment] world view and who became blind in the matter of invisible and spiritual 

truths.”33 Chul Ha Han thinks that liberal theologians “never came to [understand] that 

the true Master of this world is God the Creator. However, [he argues that] a more subtle 

form of disbelief is the Barthian compromise with this modern apostasy.”34 Chul Ha Han 

argues that even though Barth endeavoured to concentrate his attention on God himself, 

distorting all other truth with the authority of the word of God, his fundamental disbelief 

was the real intention of all his theological formulations. Though Barth holds to the core 

truth that “God in His Revelation” is Jesus Christ, this truth becomes distorted, “for its 

                                                                 
30 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and redeemer,”88. 

31 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and redeemer,”88. 

32 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and redeemer,”89. 

33 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and redeemer,” 91-92. 

34 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and redeemer,” 91-92. 
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integral form has been misrepresented.”35 I think that Chul Ha Han’s critique in relation 

to Barth’s theology is too general. His point, that he regards Barth as a liberal theologian, 

is not reasonable. Chul Ha Han should have critiqued Barth’s theology on the basis of the 

primary source, Church Dogmatics. Without this primary source, the possibility of 

misunderstanding is considerably high. Moreover, Barth’s thoughts may be being 

distorted by others who do not consider his mature work. 

 

Chu Ha Han’s view is different from Barth’s point of view in terms of faith and the 

relation of the object. Barth develops the three points of view in discussing faith and the 

relation of the object. They are “the orientation of humanity on Jesus Christ”, faith as 

based upon its object, and the constitution of the Christian as a new subject.36 Firstly, 

Barth explains the relationship between faith and its object as an orientation. This 

orientation means that the person “who believes looks to [Christ] … and depends on 

Him.”37  In orientation, the intention of Barth is that “faith is completely bound to its 

object, [and therefore] stands or falls with it”: humanity is nothing without Jesus. But 

Chul Ha Han points out that in this work of faith the human himself is nothing. He is not 

in control. He is simply himself in that orientation.  

 

Secondly, Barth explains that the relationship is given by “the decision and achievement 

of Jesus Christ,” who is its object. 38  In fact, this is only to repeat the doctrine of 

justification. Thirdly, a Christian is constituted as a new subject in relation to Jesus who 

“recognizes, acknowledges, and confesses” the truth of Christ by the awakening of the 

                                                                 
35 Han, “The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and redeemer,” 91-92.  

36 CD IV 1, 743-749. 

37 CD IV/ 1, 743. 

38 CD IV/ 1,744-755. 
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Holy Spirit.39 Christians are “provisional representations of the justification which has 

taken place in Jesus Christ.”40  Chul Ha Han does not accept Barth’s Christocentric 

emphasis. The former’s view here is influenced by Calvin’s claim: the object of faith is 

Christ, but Calvin effectively links Christ with God. Barth emphasizes that the object of 

faith is only Christ. For Barth, therefore, “faith is simply following, following its object. 

Faith is going a way which is marked out and prepared. … [Faith] simply finds that which 

is already there for the believer and also for the unbeliever.”41 It is at this point that Chul 

Ha Han cites Barth’s Church Dogmatics that “in believing, the Christian owes everything 

to the object of his faith … The object is like a circle enclosing all [humanity] and every 

individual [human].”42 Chul Ha Han argues that Barth emphasizes the importance of the 

object of faith in order to reinforce the achievement of God’s covenantal grace in Christ.43 

Christ is both the objective divine reality as the object of faith and the subjective human 

agent who responds in faith. Chul Ha Han concludes that Barth assimilates faith to Christ, 

and he sees this as leading to the view that faith is about following the humility and 

obedience of Christ – a kind of imitatio Christi.44 In short, Chul Ha Han’s point is that for 

Barth the object of faith is only Jesus, which means that he focused on a Christological 

perspective when he dealt with theological themes.  

 

By way of contrast, Chul Ha Han notes that Calvin focuses on God the Father as the 

object of faith. Faith is ultimately directed towards God. It is certainly true that if faith is 

                                                                 
39 CD IV/1, 749, 751. 

40 CD IV/ 1,750. 

41 CD IV/1, 742. 

42 CD IV/1, 742. 

43 Chul Ha Han, Modern Theology and Korean Church’s Faith (Seoul: Korea Institutes for Christian 

Cultural Studies, 1987), 189-192. 

44 CD IV/1, 634. The expression imitatio Christi means ‘imitation of Christ.’ 
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stressed without relation to Jesus Christ, it becomes Unitarianism or Monarchianism. 

However, Calvin mentions Christ in relation to the Father, and he tries to clarify the nature 

of faith as an orientation toward one God: “it is true that faith looks to one God, but this 

must also be added, ‘to know Jesus Christ whom he sent’ (John 17:3).”45 Chul Ha Han 

thus explains the differences between Calvin and Barth in terms of the object of faith: 

“Barth focuses on faith wholly depending on its object. This means that Barth’s object of 

faith is solus Christus.”46 Chul Ha Han also argues that the object of faith is Christ in the 

discussion of Calvin’s doctrine of faith. However, “Calvin effectively connects Christ 

with God.”47 God gave us his only Son in order to save, and God allowed us to go forward 

to God by believing Christ. Therefore, we receive eternal life by knowing Jesus Christ, 

whom God has sent us. For Calvin, the primary object of faith is God the Father (through 

the Mediator, Christ). An exact expression of this view is that we believe in God through 

Jesus Christ. Barth focused on Jesus as the object of faith, whereas Calvin emphasized 

God through Jesus. Calvin emphasized that we must always recognize Christ in relation 

to his Father, and that we believe Jesus is the One whom God has sent for us. At the same 

time, we should also always believe in God through Jesus. Thus, faith in God and faith in 

Christ have a relationship of mutual supplementation. God provides us with the way of 

life and righteousness, which can be further clarified by discussing the impact of sin on 

that relationship.  

 

4.1.2 Sin 

Chul Ha Han argues that all Calvin’s teachings are God-centred. Calvin’s concern focuses 

                                                                 
45 Inst., 3. 2.1. 

46 Han, Modern Theology and Korean Church’s Faith, 195. 

47 Han, Modern Theology and Korean Church’s Faith, 197. 
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on who God is. In this sense, for Calvin, the doctrine of faith is about knowledge of God’s 

benevolence towards us, but this does not mean that Calvin taught about God only. We 

can identify that Calvin’s major concern is the salvation of humanity, who is created and 

fallen. Calvin discusses double knowledge about both the Creator God and the Redeemer 

God in Christ in Institutes 1 and 2, where he establishes that the aim of the incarnation is 

to save humans who are totally depraved in Adam. Chul Ha Han quotes Calvin:  

The whole human race perished in the person of Adam. Consequently that 

original excellence and nobility which we have recounted would be of no profit 

to us but would rather redound to our greater shame until God, who does not 

recognize as his handiwork human beings defiled and corrupted by sin, appeared 

as Redeemer in the person of his only-begotten Son. Therefore, since we have 

fallen from life into death, the whole knowledge of God the Creator that we have 

discussed would be useless unless faith also followed, setting forth for us God 

our Father in Christ. The natural order was that the frame of the universe should 

be the school in which we were to learn piety, and from it pass over to eternal 

life and perfect felicity.48  

As shown in the statement above, fallen humanity cannot experience the grace of 

redemption by itself because we are all sinners, and do not have any competence to 

resolve our problems with sin due to Adam’s fall. But, God sent his only Son the 

Redeemer in order to save us. Thus the whole knowledge of God the Creator should be 

accompanied by faith. Chul Ha Han was influenced by Calvin’s theological  methodology 

as God-centred theology. As a result, Chul Ha Han emphasizes God-centred theology in 

his theology according to Calvin as he endeavoured to spread this theological way to the 

Korean Reformed church.   
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Following Calvin, Chul Ha Han argues that “God was never without a mediator, that His 

justice could be satisfied and His people could be made righteous because their sins have 

been remitted through Christ’s substitutionary atonement, the wrath of God has been 

removed so we can be reconciled to God.”49 Now that we have been set free from sin, we 

have become slaves to righteousness. Because we have become children of God, from 

having been children of the wrath of God, we should live godly lives. Chul Ha Han 

stresses that “in Jesus, God the Creator has been revealed to us as the Redeemer.”50 

However, Chul Ha Han insists that “God does not cease to be the Creator … when He 

saves us from our sins through” the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ on the Cross.51 God 

created humanity in the image of God, yet “when we had fallen into misery, the same One 

who created us did not forsake us” but accepted us without any condition in Christ, 

demonstrating his love for us.52 The loving nature of God could not forgive our sin until 

his legal nature was satisfied. All of God’s attributes found a perfect solution in the event 

of Calvary. The event of the crucifixion of Jesus is the expression of both the wrath of 

God against sin, and the mercy of God towards a guilty sinner. Furthermore, God has laid 

on Jesus Christ the iniquity of us all. Jesus died instead of us so that we are justified not 

through our own merit or works. God is revealed to be truly gracious to us. Such a 

theology, Chul Ha Han notes, is interested in the seriousness of humanity’s sin. He refers 

to Calvin in reminding us of the necessity of the Mediator’s appearance because of the 

Fall. It is in judgment that the depths of grace are understood: “we must lift up our minds 

to God’s judgment seat that we may be firmly convinced of his free justification.”53 No 

                                                                 
49 Han, The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and Redeemer, 113. 

50 Han, The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and Redeemer, 113. 

51 Han, The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and Redeemer, 113. 

52 Han, The Crisis in the Doctrine of God the Creator and redeemer, 113. 
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one is free before the judgment seat of God. In this sense, those who believe in Jesus 

Christ should remember that we were justified by God’s free gift of justification.  

 

4.1.3 Justification 

Chul Ha Han’s understanding of justification follows the principle of Reformed theology 

as Calvin followed the apostle Paul’s teaching. Chul Ha Han aims to demonstrate that 

Calvin followed Paul’s teaching in terms of his doctrine of justification. Calvin received 

the doctrine of justification by faith alone from his study of Paul.54 Chul Ha Han accepts 

Calvin’s definition of justification as “the acceptance with which God receives us into his 

favor as righteous [human beings]. And … it consists in the remission of sins and the 

imputation of Christ’s righteousness.”55 Chul Ha Han argues that Calvin inherited the 

core Christian doctrine of justification from Augustine and refined it through a deeper 

understanding of Paul’s writings. It is obvious that Calvin’s teaching on Christianity is 

based on the centrality of soteriology. Our justification is not achieved by an action of 

law. From the writings of the apostle Paul, it is clear that the basic truth of the gospel is 

that our salvation is achieved by believing in the good news of grace in Christ, which is 

reflected in the centrality of this understanding to Calvin’s whole theology. Chul Ha Han 

emphasizes the importance of justification by faith on the basis of Calvin’s statement 

about justification. Believing Jesus and obtaining salvation is the aim of the Bible.56 To 

receive salvation by believing Jesus is the most core doctrine in Christianity. In short, 

Chul Ha Han thoroughly follows Calvin’s doctrine of justification in Reformed theology. 
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By contrast, Chul Ha Han regards Barth’s theology as a lapse from this Calvinist 

understanding of justification. He notes that in Church Dogmatics, Barth describes 

justification as follows: “the sentence executed and revealed in Jesus Christ and His death 

and resurrection, the No and the Yes with which God vindicated Himself in relation to 

covenant-breaking human, with which He converts him to Himself and therefore 

reconciles him with Himself.”57 This means that “the judgment of God [is] executed by 

the event of the death of Jesus Christ and the sentence of God [is] revealed in His 

resurrection.” God’s judgment is the flip side of God’s gracious sentence on fallen 

humanity.58  In contrast, Chul Ha Han points out that Barth sees Christ as achieving 

judgment and redemption by his obedience as the representative of human beings. All 

humans are justified in Christ according to God’s eternal counsel and covenant of grace. 

Justification is not only forensic, but also ontological. Chul Ha Han thus sees Barth’s 

doctrine of justification as based on the doctrine of predestination.  

 

Chul Ha Han acknowledges that Barth treated various important issues in relation to 

justification. But he points out that Barth had some problems due to the change of 

meaning of traditional concepts in his doctrine of justification. For example, he criticizes 

Barth for misunderstanding the reality of God, who forgives our sins, and the identity of 

God, who justifies and accepts us. All humanity ontologically was justified in Christ 

according to the covenant of grace that was determined in eternity when Jesus Christ was 

elected as the representative of humanity. According to Chul Ha Han, Barth argues that 

God’s forgiveness is the effectual change of the human situation from its very beginning. 

But “this forgiveness does not require true repentance and the remission of sins through 

the shedding of Jesus’ blood in Christ’s priestly office; it does not require a historical 
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58 CD IV/ 1,514-515. 



 
 

239 

Mediator.”59 In this perspective, Chul Ha Han points out that, for Barth, the judgment of 

God is not a reality, nor is the pardoning of sinners a reality in human history. Chul Ha 

Han thus concludes that in Barth’s theology God is not a God who forgives and justifies. 

Barth’s God is therefore different from the sovereign Judge and the justifying God of the 

Bible.60 Barth’s doctrine of eternal ontological justification removes God from the real 

sphere of human life and action. I believe Chul Ha Han’s conclusion are inaccurate 

because of his misunderstanding of Barth’s doctrine of justification. As examined in 

chapter 3, God requires us to live a real life and to take action as Christians. We can 

demonstrate this through understanding Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation: Barth’s 

understanding of reconciliation can identify for those justified by Jesus’ righteousness 

how they should live in a relationship with God. The basic fact that we can live as a new 

creature is because of the event of Jesus Christ’s reconciliation of humanity and God. 

Jesus’ reconciliation is directly connected to a believer’s sanctification.  

4.1.4 Sanctification 

How does Chul Ha Han understand Calvin’s doctrine of sanctification? To begin with, he 

explains sanctification in relation to the triune God. He argues that Calvin confesses the 

reality of sanctification in the Christian life when he states that “we are indeed sanctified, 

that is, consecrated to the Lord in true purity of life, with our hearts formed to obedience 

to the law.”61 However, for Calvin, the most important thing is not the sanctified person 

but the God who sanctifies. The subject of sanctification is thus God, and we are sanctified 

by God through the Holy Spirit as an object of sanctification. Seeing God, who is 

                                                                 

 59 Chul Ha Han, 21세기 인류의 살길 [21st Century Mankind Dead or Alive: The Only Way to Life] 

(Seoul: Calvin Academy, 2011), 156-194. 

60Han, Modern Theology and Korean Church’s Faith. 

61 Inst., 3. 14. 9. 
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sanctifying us, is more important than seeing ourselves, who are sanctified. This is 

because in the moment we see ourselves as sanctified and we try to keep ourselves holy, 

we separate ourselves from true holiness. Chul Ha Han notes that Calvin describes the 

content of salvation as follows: “the end is that our especial will may be to serve his will 

and by every means to advance his glory alone.”62 How is this possible? Can we glorify 

God with true purity of life according to the will of God? It is impossible to glorify God 

by ourselves. However, it is possible through God – through the Holy Spirit who dwells 

in us. Therefore, for Calvin, the protagonist of sanctification is God himself. Chul Ha Han 

argues that “the work of God’s sanctification is based on God reconciling us to himself 

through the intercession of Christ’s righteousness.”63 And he insists that “justification is 

the basis of the doctrine of sanctification, and sanctification is a merciful gift added after 

God has already justified us.”64 In this sense, we do not see our own holiness, but we will 

see the work of God’s grace as we are sanctified by God. Chul Ha Han insists that there 

is only one way for the sanctification of believers. That is, we are sanctified by believing 

the grace of God that sanctifies the sinner in Christ. In other words, we are justified by 

faith through Christ, and we are sanctified by Christ when we are united with Christ.65 

This statement means that Chul Ha Han was influenced by Calvin’s principle of union 

with Christ. Chul Ha Han stresses the importance of the relationship between justification 

and sanctification in terms of Christology by relying on Calvin, where he says:   

Why, then, are we justified by faith? Because by faith we grasp Christ’s 

righteousness, by which alone we are reconciled to God. Yet you could 

    not grasp this without at the same time grasping sanctification also. For he 
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63 Chul Ha Han, “칼빈에 있어서의 성화와 목회자의 거룩 [The Doctrine of Sanctification in the Life of 

the Pastor according to Calvin]” Bible and Theology Vol. 4 (1987), 131. 

64 Han, “The Doctrine of Sanctification in the Life of the Pastor according to Calvin.”131.  
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             “is given unto us for righteousness, wisdom, sanctification, and redemption” 

             (1 Corinthians 1:30). Therefore Christ justifies no one whom he does not at 

             the same time sanctify. These benefits are joined together by an everlasting  

             and indissoluble bond, so that those whom he illumines by his wisdom, he 

              redeems: those whom he redeems, he justifies; those whom he justifies, he 

              sanctifies.66 

 

As indicated above, Calvin strictly distinguished justification and sanctification. But at 

the same time, both justification and sanctification are inseparably included in Christ. The 

important thing is that if we want to get the righteousness of Christ in Jesus Christ, we 

should possess Christ as our Saviour. We participate in sanctification when we possess 

Christ because “[Christ] cannot be divided into pieces (1 Corinthians 1:13).”67 We are 

reconciled with God through the intercession of Christ’s righteousness and God justifies 

us by forgiveness of sin. Moreover, God bestows mercy on us and he dwells in us by the 

Holy Spirit.68 Furthermore, Christ as King reigns over and guides us, and helps us to 

overcome sin. Our king, Christ, will never leave us alone. In this sense, we can identify 

that Chul Ha Han emphasizes the doctrine of faith in relation to the triplex munus in the 

same way as Calvin.  

 

Chul Ha Han notes that Calvin endeavours to bring glory to God in everything, warning 

that discussions of sanctification must always be premised on the fact that the foundation 

of sanctification is justification and remission of sins through Jesus’ redemptive grace.  
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Turning to the theme of holiness, Chul Ha Han similarly observes that the origin of 

holiness is God. The essential perception of holiness is found only in God. Only he can 

become the principle of holiness as God cannot receive a holy character from anything 

external; “God can sanctify other things only because God is holy himself. This essential 

holiness of God is also present in moral holiness.”69 For example, God’s holiness appears 

to us compassionately as holy love, mercy, and longsuffering. In some cases, God appears 

as a righteous God who satisfies our righteousness. Chul Ha Han notes Calvin’s emphasis 

that we should show this holy love according to God’s moral holiness.70 The apostle John 

connects the two when he says: “Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to 

love one another” (1 John 4:11). This text shows that we have a duty to practise God’s 

holy love. 

 

If God is the source of our holiness, all things that God has done for our salvation can be 

a lesson. Calvin presents things that God has done as the basis of the believer’s life.71 He 

regards God’s life as the standard for ours. The reason we must be holy is because God is 

holy. And because Christ not only cleansed our sins with the washing of his blood, but 

also engrafted us into his body, we have to live rightly as children of God. We have to 

keep ourselves blameless until the end of time as people of heaven. Furthermore, we have 

to endeavour to represent God’s holiness, because we are a holy temple in which the Holy 

Spirit lives. 

 

Chul Ha Han emphasizes that a believer’s continual repentance is closely related to 

sanctification. Even for those who are regenerated in Christ, they cannot accomplish true 
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sanctification without continual repentance. Like Calvin, Chul Ha Han stresses the 

importance of sanctification in relation to continual repentance. 72  This is because 

believers cannot accomplish sanctification without continual repentance. Calvin deals 

with the issue of sanctification under the title, “The continual progress of justification,” 

and he begins with the description of the natural human, that is, of a human person in his 

or her “natural state dead in sins and in need of redemption.” 73 Calvin argues that “when 

[humans] are to be judged according to their natural gifts, [we cannot find] one spark of 

good … from the top of their heads to the soles of their feet.”74 He says that the Scriptures 

testify this clearly: “[humans] are wicked and inflexible of heart (Jeremiah 17:9), the 

whole imagination of [humanity’s] hearts is evil from their first years (Genesis 8:21), that 

their thoughts are vain (Psalms 94:11), they have not the fear of God before their eyes 

(Exodus 20:20), not one of them understands or seeks after God (Psalms 14:2).”75 In brief, 

they are only flesh (Genesis 6:3).  

 

Calvin defines repentance as follows: “the true turning of our life to God, a turning that 

arises from a pure and earnest fear of him; and it consists in the mortification of our flesh 

and of the old man, and in the vivification of the Spirit.”76 We are living in conflict: we 

can live under the domination of grace or we can live under the domination of sin. Even 

those who are born again need the discipline of the mortification of sin to attain 

sanctification, as the nature of sin still remains in us. Chul Ha Han argues that the 

vivification of the Spirit means the restoration of the image of God through continual 
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repentance.77 Calvin establishes believers’ restoration as follows: 

This restoration does not take place in one moment or one day or one year; but 

through continual and sometimes even slow advances God wipes out in his 

elect the corruption of the flesh, cleanses them of guilt, consecrates them to 

himself as temples renewing all their minds to true purity that they may 

practice repentance throughout their lives and know that this warfare will end 

only at death.78 

Calvin’s point is that believers are restored by regeneration through Jesus Christ into 

God’s righteousness. Also, believers are required to produce the true fruits of repentance 

for the whole of their lives. For Calvin, “the closer any [human] comes to the likeness of 

God, the more the image of God shines in [him or her. God leads believers to] reach this 

goal and God assigns to them a race of repentance, which they are to run throughout their 

lives (2 Corinthians 4:4; Ephesians 4:24).”79  In short, we absolutely need continual 

repentance while we live in this world. This is the process of sanctification, and the goal 

of sanctification is restoration of the image of God.  

 

Chul Ha Han develops the principle of sanctification in relation to pastoral ministry. He 

argues that pastoral ministry is ministry to accomplish the holiness of elected people. If 

the core of pastoral ministry is holiness, pastoral ministry is to consecrate believers to 

God. In this connection, the apostle Paul summarizes his own work as follows: “to be a 

minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles with the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel 

of God, so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by 

the Holy Spirit” (Romans 15:16). What is the specific position of church ministry? Chul 
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Ha Han notes that God accomplishes both salvation and providence through the ministry 

of the gospel. Calvin provides two reasons why God operates in this way. The first is that 

God wants to test our obedience.80 The second is that God wants to treat us in a kindly 

way because of our weakness. The intention of God for humans is that those who are 

called by God are to become holy people according to God’s will. According to Chul Ha 

Han, Calvin also argues that the important point of church ministry is only that we are to 

have faith and to be always advancing in faith until we have reached the goal.81 In this 

sense, one of a pastor’s tasks is to care of a believer’s faith. This means that one of the 

most important things to a believer is faith, for God’s holiness to flow into us is made 

possible by believing in God’s grace, which sanctifies us.  

 

God has given us our righteousness and sanctification in Christ, and has appropriated 

these benefits to us “through his Holy Spirit as he dwells in us.”82 Therefore we must 

wholly acknowledge our holiness as an effect of God’s grace. Our eyes of faith should 

look at the boundless love and grace of redemption that Christ, who is the origin of all 

good works and holiness, has given us.83  Chul Ha Han stresses that we wholly have to 

stand in faith.84 In this perspective, the foundation of church ministry is centred on the 

matter of proclaiming Christ, who has redeemed us and is sanctifying us as well as giving 

rise to our faith and reliance on God. Chul Ha Han underscores the fact that the theology 

of Calvin is salvation-centred theology from first to last.85 Christian ministry has its own 

important place in God’s plan of salvation; however, the source of salvation and holiness 
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is solely God’s majesty and glory, which gives human beings grace without payment.  

 

Chul Ha Han was a Calvinist in Korea who thoroughly followed Calvin’s theology. He 

was a conservative theologian who did not accept the methodology of Western theology 

and liberal theologians, in which category he included Barth. I think it is a limitation of 

his theology that he rejected Barth’s theology without undertaking a serious critique of 

Barth’s work. As a result, this brought about a serious problem: the relationship between 

the conservative camp and progressive camp became worse in Korea. How did another 

Calvinist, Jung Suck Rhee, understand and interpret Calvin’s and Barth’s doctrine of faith? 

 

4.2  Jung Suck Rhee (1950–2011) 

 

Jung Suck Rhee was one of the most significant Reformed theologians in Korea. He 

taught systematic theology at International Theological Seminary, which is one of the 

conservative theological seminaries in Korea. He was especially interested in Barth’s 

doctrine of sanctification, and wrote various books in relation to modern theology. One 

of the books is Secularization and Sanctification, which deals with the basis of Barth’s 

doctrine of sanctification. 

4.2.1.  Sanctification 

For Barth, the categorization of dogmatics is different from traditional methods of 

categorization. Barth’s understanding of sanctification is conspicuous in that he dealt with 

it in terms of justification and vocation, by employing the doctrine of reconciliation with 

respect to soteriology. Jung Suck Rhee notes that in Church Dogmatics IV, Barth’s 

soteriology is divided into three categories: justification, sanctification, and vocation. He 
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points out that this categorization can cause serious problems. Jung Suck Rhee says that 

“it differs not only from traditional soteriology, but also from his earlier soteriology.”86 

Traditionally, soteriology was categorized according to two topics: sanctification and 

justification; whereas Barth’s initial plan for his section on soteriology included four 

categories: “calling, justification, sanctification, and perseverance.”87  Rhee notes that the 

forcing of Barth’s soteriology into “the three-fold division of Christology,”88 led to the 

framing of vocation as another theme of salvation. 

 

4.2.2.  The Relationship between Justification, Sanctification, and Vocation 

Jung Suck Rhee understands Barth as one of the Calvinists who stresses sanctification in 

balance with justification and calling. To begin with, how does Barth understand calling 

(or vocation) in relation to justification and sanctification? Calling is closely connected 

with “the total structure of his doctrine of reconciliation.”89 Rhee argues that, for Barth, 

if sanctification and justification are the contents of reconciliation, vocation is its 

application. Believers experience justification and sanctification in the event of 

reconciliation with God, because reconciliation has already been accomplished through 

Jesus Christ’s sacrificial death on the Cross. However, vocation has as its main concern 

the appropriation of that reconciliation and “how it is revealed, declared, and realized to 

us.”90 In Barth’s theology, Rhee recognized that “though reconciliation and its revelation 
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87 CD I/2, 882. Rhee, God’s sway, 160-161. “It is evident his Barth’s early writings and even in the 
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are different matters,”91  the sanctification and justification of believers includes their 

vocation. Justification, sanctification, and calling are distinguished from each other in 

terms of content and application. But these can be connected and explained by the event 

of the reconciliation of Jesus. 

 

Jung Suck Rhee concurs that the justification and sanctification of a human person 

includes his or her calling. But he especially emphasizes that vocation is included 

alongside justification and sanctification. Barth defines vocation as follows: “the event in 

which the grace of God which justifies [humanity] before Him and sanctifies [humanity] 

for Him finds its counterpart in the gratitude of [humanity].”92  On this basis, Barth 

describes vocation as when “the living Jesus Christ encounters definite [individuals] at 

definite times in their lives”93 and thus vocation is “the subjective experience,”94 and “a 

temporal event” 95  that “is temporally preceded and materially presupposed by 

justification and sanctification.” 96  Furthermore, during this encounter, God reveals 

himself to the believer and, in response, the believer becomes God’s covenant partner.97 

From this encounter the believer is led “to participate actively in the history of God’s 

kingdom.”98 For Barth, vocation is a “pneumatic reality”99 due to its being a specifically 

directed call of God through the Holy Spirit. In short, because God’s calling of believers 
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is a pneumatic event of encounter, believers can access justification and sanctification 

through the Holy Spirit’s help. 

 

Jung Suck Rhee argues that Barth’s doctrine of “vocation is a profound, [broad,] and 

comprehensive idea.”100 This is because all forms of subjective application described in 

traditional soteriology such as “illumination, awakening, adoption, mystical union, 

conversion, regeneration, and even perseverance” are included in his doctrine of 

calling.101  This means that Barth generally dealt with the doctrine of vocation “as a 

temporal, historical, subjective, and pneumatic event” in comparison with traditional 

soteriology. 102  In this sense, Barth’s doctrine of calling has a more profound and 

comprehensive conception in comparison with that of other Reformed theologians. 

 

Jung Suck Rhee identified Barth’s description of God’s calling as a comprehensive 

process of life “with its beginning, sequence and goal, including both the concept of once-

for-all vocation (vocatio unica) and continual vocation (vocatio continua).”103 In other 

words, for Barth, “the one event of vocation must be understood as once-for-all and yet 

also as a sequence of new and further calling subsequent to the once-for-all 

commencement.”104 In brief, Barth wholly recognizes vocation “as an event which is just 

commencing and not in any sense complete … that is, [as something that is] always in 
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the process of accomplishment.”105 In this perspective, Jung Suck Rhee understood Barth 

to be arguing that there is a clear goal or purpose for a believer’s justification and 

sanctification, with that being the vocation of a believer. Believers should faithfully live 

for the accomplishment of their vocation with the process of sanctification as Christians 

who are justified by God according to God’s calling.  

 

However, Jung Suck Rhee contends that this approach can raise problems in the study of 

sanctification. For example, he demonstrates that Barth seemed to have understood 

vocation in only subjective terms, whereas sanctification has been understood in objective 

terms. As mentioned earlier, “the relationship between justification/sanctification and 

vocation [is accomplished through the] reality of reconciliation.”106 Rhee identified the 

inconsistency of Barth’s plan, which had been to deal with the objective phase of 

soteriology under the aegis of reconciliation. He includes vocation in this process, which 

is noted to be subjective and therefore should have been dealt with later. Consequently, 

there are two problems in relation to the soteriological and the teleological aspects of 

vocation. The first problem is that as “this principle is not adhered to so faithfully in the 

soteriological sections due to the inseparability of both sides of one reality, confusion 

results when the objective side of the one is related or compared with the subjective side 

of the other.”107 In short, when sanctification and vocation are treated only from one side 

such as the subjective or the objective, it can cause confusion.  

 

The second problem in relation to the soteriological and the teleological aspects of 
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vocation is related to Barth’s understanding of vocation, which emphasized teleology. 

However, teleology is involved in more than just calling; it is also an essential element of 

Barth’s doctrine of sanctification. Rhee questions the basis of Barth’s “teleological 

discussion of sanctification” in Church Dogmatics, warning of the difficulties presented 

if this muddling of vocation with sanctification is not resolved.108 This results in a lack of 

differentiation between the doctrines of calling and sanctification in Church Dogmatics 

IV. As a result, the problem is that “the distinction between sanctification and vocation is 

quite ambiguous.”109 In spite of these problems, Jung Suck Rhee argues that we can still 

discuss the relationship between sanctification and justification with an understanding 

that vocation is correlated with justification and sanctification. This relationship is 

emphasized in Church Dogmatics with reference to Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation. 

There is a need for deeper study of the doctrine of sanctification with various topics that 

are related to sanctification.  

 

In addition, Jung Suck Rhee insists that we absolutely need to have “the correct 

knowledge of the relationship between justification and sanctification,”110 which deals 

with application, while justification and sanctification deal with ontology. In short, it is 

very important to have proper knowledge of the relationship between sanctification, 

justification and vocation for the right and effective understanding of sanctification, 

because these three topics are closely correlated with each other in terms of the content 

of reconciliation and the application of vocation. Sanctification that is mutually correlated 

with justification and vocation is an important foundational theme in Church Dogmatics. 
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4.2.3. The Place of Sanctification in Church Dogmatics 

Jung Suck Rhee notes that Barth’s Church Dogmatics is deeply concerned with 

sanctification. He argues that Barth’s inclusive idea of “the sanctification of the whole” 

was embraced “as a principle for theology.”111 To begin with, according to Barth, Church 

Dogmatics takes “aim at sanctification.” This is because “the theme of Dogmatics is 

always the Word of God … and the theme of the Word is human existence, human life 

and volition and action.”112  If Church Dogmatics is not applied to the actual life of 

humans, it will lose its aim as well as all its meaning.113 Even if those who believe in 

Jesus know the doctrines of Christianity well, if they cannot bear the fruits of life as 

Christians, the true meaning of dogmatics is lost – and this is contrary to God’s will. Barth 

basically equated ethics and dogmatics: “dogmatics itself is ethics and ethics is also 

dogmatics.”114 Actually, Barth insists that ‘“a theoretical reality’ which ‘does not affect 

or claim [human beings] or awaken them to responsibility or redeem them’ in actual life 

‘cannot possibly be the reality of the Word of God, no matter how great may be the 

richness of its content or the profundity of its conception.’”115 This understanding is “not 

only present everywhere in his Dogmatics, but also serves to conclude every doctrine 

with its ethical application as the last part.”116 Likewise, Barth insists on the importance 

of sanctification through his “ethical approach to the dogmatics.”117 I strongly agree with 

Rhee when he emphasizes the significance of sanctification by citing Barth’s statement. 

Even though the Korean church and Korean theology is remarkably advanced compared 
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with the past, nowadays some serious problems occur in Korea, such as the division of 

denominations, ethical problems of pastors, and financial issues within the church. I think 

it is worth recalling the importance of sanctification as described by Jung Suck Rhee. 

 

Jung Suck Rhee emphasizes the importance of the relationship between the doctrine of 

sanctification and ethics. He notes Barth’s emphasis: “in every other connexion [of 

Dogmatics], it will still have to be no less a doctrine of sanctification and therefore ethics, 

if it is not to lose its purpose and meaning.”118  Because sanctification and ethics are 

directly connected with the Christian life, they cannot be separated. We cannot discuss 

sanctification without being committed to a true Christian life, and we cannot think of 

ethics without thinking about how we live. Barth contends that “dogmatics itself is an 

object of sanctification.” This is because “God’s Word is His Son Jesus Christ, therefore 

in the most comprehensive sense of the term dogmatics can and must be understood as 

Christology.”119 In this perspective, “in Jesus Christ, dogmatics is ‘sanctified.’”120 Jung 

Suck Rhee notes that, for Barth, “the ‘pure doctrine’ which dogmatics endeavours to attain 

can happen by the act of obedience, as the Church is commanded and summoned to the 

self-examination of its teaching.” 121  Barth demonstrates that “the completeness of 

obedience to God results from the completeness of faith in His own presence and 

action.”122 For Barth, “complete obedience is possible only when it is based on complete 

faith in the Holy Spirit, who illuminates and [reflects] the Word of God as Jesus Christ, 

[and who] guides and enables the Church to surrender and obey.” 123  In short, the 
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obedience of believers depends on faith in the Holy Spirit, which in turn implies that 

believers’ sanctification cannot be accomplished without the Holy Spirit’s help.   

 

One of the important tasks of dogmatics is to ensure that the teaching that is proclaimed 

by the church is sanctified. Jung Suck Rhee stresses that dogmatics sanctifies the 

proclamation of the Church. He quotes Barth’s statement that “the redemption of Church 

proclamation consists in its purification and its purification consists in the fact that it is 

proclamation of what has been heard afresh.”124 Barth also argues that “it is intrinsically 

impossible that the hearing of the Word of God should not lead to activity on the part of 

the Church … just as it is impossible that the word of the divine justification of the sinner 

should be heard without leading at once to his complete and sustained sanctification.”125 

Jung Suck Rhee emphasizes that, according to Barth’s Church Dogmatics, “the human 

words of a dogmatics that has faithfully heard God’s Word must obviously have ‘the 

quality of creating obedience to the Word of God,’ that is, sanctification.” 126  Rhee 

emphasizes the importance of practice on the basis of the Word of God, as Barth did. In 

the same way, the Korean church should teach and emphasize the significance of practice 

in relation to the Word of God. As well, each individual person, as one who has obtained 

justification, should endeavour to live a right life. This life of sanctification is dependent 

on a relationship between the believers and each of the Persons of the Trinity.  

 

4.2.4. The Relationship between Sanctification and the Triune God  

Jing Suck Rhee argues that the sanctification of believers must be founded in holiness. 
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Holiness is one of the most important attributes of God’s characteristics. Holiness in this 

context means God’s moral excellence. The prophet Habakkuk says: “Your eyes are too 

pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong” (Habakkuk 1:13). This indicates that 

God’s holy character consents to moral purity. In this sense, believers’ sanctification is 

linked to God’s attribute, which is holiness, because we are created in the image of God. 

Jung Suck Rhee argues that the sanctification of believers has to be founded in the 

holiness of God. This is because one of God’s commands is to “be holy, for I am holy” 

(Leviticus 11:44, 1 Peter 1:16). 127  Here it is very significant that “our proper 

understanding of divine holiness as an attribute of God, is inseparable from that of our 

sanctification.”128 Barth demonstrates that “to say grace is to say the forgiveness of sins; 

to say holiness, judgment upon sins.”129 If God’s grace brings justification for believers, 

believers’ holiness demands sanctification in response to God.130 This is because one of 

the important attributes of God is holiness.  

 

Nowadays, it seems that some lose sight of the harmony and balance of God’s holiness 

by overemphasizing God’s love. It is obvious that God has abundant love because he is 

love, but if God’s love is understood and emphasized while ignoring God’s holiness, 

justice, and righteousness, it can cause serious problem. Jung Suck Rhee quotes Barth’s 

statement that “he cannot allow us to go our own way, ‘unaccused, uncondemned and 

unpunished,’ but [God] confronts us in holiness.”131  Likewise, God “made His own 

business the sanctification of His people.”132 God’s love shows us that we are justified by 
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Jesus’ righteousness and are sanctified by the triune God. God’s grace appears for sinners 

when they receive justification and sanctification through God’s forgiveness, because 

God’s love is not only gracious but also holy. 

 

Why did God elect us? Is there a special reason for God’s election and sanctification of 

humanity? According to Barth, there are obvious reasons that God has chosen us. Jung 

Suck Rhee notes Barth’s emphasis that the purpose of God’s gracious election for the 

believer is sanctification. Barth’s theological and ethical starting point, he observes, is 

God’s gracious command. “All ethical truth is enclosed in the command of the grace of 

God.”133  Barth’s “distinctive doctrine of the divine command is grounded upon the 

gracious election of God. [Barth explains that] the command of God is the means of 

sanctification for it is ‘the sanctifying command.’”134 He argues that “therefore, the grace 

of God is ‘the commanding grace.’”135 Without doubt, this is an important reason “why 

we should obey [God’s] gracious command.”136  In short, the special reason that God 

called us is to sanctify us. God’s command that is proclaimed in the Bible becomes an 

important means for believers’ sanctification. Thus we should just obey God’s commands. 

 

Jung Suck Rhee notes that, for Barth, human beings are sanctified when they receive, 

hear, and obey God’s command, which should be “continually repeated and confirmed at 

every moment.”137 This is because God’s command “‘secretly fills every moment of our 

life’ and therefore every moment that lacks this fulfilment is a moment of ‘lost time’ and 
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‘lost life’ in the strictest sense.”138 Moreover, “it is a piece of lost life because it is not life 

in all that makes life worth living.”139 However, because God’s attributes, such as grace, 

faithfulness, mercy, and goodness, are eternally directed towards believers, God gives 

them the command “‘new every morning’ and renews believers’ sanctification.” 140 

Ultimately, Jung Suck Rhee emphasizes this by citing Barth’s statement that “this 

principle of necessary repetition and renewal and not a law of stability, is the law of the 

spiritual growth and continuity of our life.”141 That is, Jung Suck Rhee connects Barth’s 

idea of the daily renewal of our sanctification with believers’ spiritual growth and the 

deepening of their relationship with God continuously. Thus, we need to keep a deep 

relationship with God for sanctification and we should pursue a right life by obeying 

God’s gracious commands. This is the only way to accomplish our sanctification. 

 

Jung Suck Rhee argues that Jesus is essential for a believer’s sanctification and is the core 

of sanctification. He observes that Barth explains sanctification in relation to the Son, 

Jesus. Barth argues that Jesus is the centre of sanctification because he is the centre of the 

whole history of salvation.142  Jung Suck Rhee notes Barth’s point of view, that Jesus 

“took our place not only for justification but also for our sanctification, though he was 

not only condemned for us but also exalted for us.”143 But it is obvious and true that “just 

as we are crucified and resurrected in [Jesus’] crucifixion and resurrection, we are 

justified and sanctified when God justified and sanctified Jesus Christ as our 
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Representative.”144 Jesus Christ’s righteousness was imputed to us through his sacrificial 

death on the Cross, and Jesus was sanctified for believers’ sanctification. Barth gives 

several biblical references in relation to Jesus’ sanctification and believers’ 

sanctification.145 One of the biblical references is 1 Corinthians 6:9-11: “Do you not know 

that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived … and that is 

what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in 

the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” Paul says in this statement, 

whether we inherit the kingdom of God or not depends on Jesus. Furthermore, our 

justification and sanctification are determined by Jesus, who is Saviour and Redeemer. In 

explaining this reference, Barth argues that believers’ “sanctification consists in their 

participation in Jesus’ sanctification as grounded in the efficacy and revelation of the 

grace of Jesus Christ.”146 In brief, Jesus was placed at the centre of sanctification, and he 

is the foundation and standard of believers’ sanctification due to his being sanctified for 

us.  

 

Jung Suck Rhee emphasizes the correlation between Jesus the Son’s sanctification and 

believers’ sanctification in order to explain the importance of sanctification. He argues 

that the two terms ‘also’ and ‘already’ are repeatedly used by Barth “in order to emphasize 

two important aspects of [believers’] sanctification.”147 Firstly, Barth “intended to clarify 

the inseparable unity and simultaneous event” of both Jesus’ sanctification and believers’ 

sanctification. 148  This means that “in and with Jesus’ sanctification, ours has been 
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achieved as well.”149 Clearly “our justification has been accomplished by Jesus. [Barth 

argues that] it would be a fatal mistake to suppose that ‘our sanctification were left to us 

to be accomplished by us.’”150 If we focus on ourselves “for our sanctification without 

fixing” our concern on the centre of our whole salvation, it is in vain.151 We have to be 

concerned about the whole process of salvation, including sanctification as a Christian. 

But we should remember that believers’ sanctification is not achieved by our works or 

merit. Believers’ sanctification clearly is distinguished from Jesus’ sanctification as an 

“‘Unmittelbare Gestalt’ (direct form) to which all its other forms are ‘included.’”152 

Barth’s understanding of believers’ sanctification is “an ‘indirect’ sanctification, effective 

only in Jesus’ sanctification.”153 Believers are called to be holy and sanctified in Christ 

Jesus and therefore are “saints in Christ Jesus (1 Corinthians 1:2; Philippians 1:1).”154 In 

brief, our sanctification does not come from ourselves but is from Jesus Christ and in 

Jesus Christ. Jung Suck Rhee argues that Barth insisted that “the sanctification of Christ 

as ‘laying the foundation’ for our sanctification” is the basis of the concept of union with 

Christ. 155  Moreover, Jung Suck Rhee also argues that Barth tried “to clarify the 

irrevocable ‘past-ness’ and completion of our sanctification” by Jesus Christ.156  For 

example, he explains in his Church Dogmatics as follows: “we are already sanctified, 
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already saints, in this One,” Jesus Christ.157  Jung Suck Rhee emphasizes this through 

referring to the New Testament: “our sanctification has already happened, since it calls 

us ‘saint’ not because we will be sanctified in the future but because we have already been 

sanctified in Jesus Christ.”158 Following Barth, he cites Hebrews 10:10: “we have been 

sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all” (ESV). Barth 

argues that “here the use of [the term] ‘ephapax’ (once for all) emphasizes that our 

sanctification has been already accomplished, finished, done and over.”159  The term 

ephapax includes the meaning of the completion of living sacrifices. To be sanctified is a 

gracious gift freely given and it is not accomplished by the saint. Then what should we 

do in relation to sanctification? The human response, Barth argues, is to praise God’s love 

for his people because “praise is the reason for the existence” of those who believe in 

God.160 In addition, to praise necessarily means “that our lives correspond to the grace of 

our sanctification.”161 In this sense, we are to respond to, reflect on, and give praise for 

the grace of sanctification as those who are justified in Christ. Barth argues that “as we 

are asked only for faith” when we are justified, Jesus only demands obedience and love 

in return for our sanctification.162  As a people of God, we are asked to participate in 

sanctification by obeying and loving God. In Barth’s view, therefore, we can say that 

“Jesus Christ is the completed fact of our sanctification.”163 Jung Suck Rhee’s view here 

is influenced by Barth’s claim: “as [Jesus] has been judged, executed, rejected and thus 

sanctified in our place, our sanctification is realised only by our participation in His being 
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judged, executed, and rejected.”164 Barth argues that “from all eternity [God] has seen us 

as unable to stand in front of His command. [This indicates that God has seen us] as able 

to be sanctified and rescued only by [Jesus’] judgment of wrath.” 165  We cannot be 

sanctified without Jesus Christ, and we can understand the true nature of sanctification 

only through Jesus. Barth’s point is that believers’ sanctification is one of the important 

purposes that God has sent Jesus to us.  

 

Jung Suck Rhee argues that Barth stressed the role of the Holy Spirit in the doctrine of 

sanctification. A believer’s sanctification is closely related with the work of the Holy 

Spirit. Barth argues that the Holy Spirit “is holy because only thus is it God’s πνευμα, and 

because its purpose is sanctification.”166 In the general structure of his trinitarian thought, 

Barth’s understanding is that “sanctification primarily belongs to the works of the Holy 

Spirit.”167 For believers, it is impossible to achieve justification and sanctification without 

the Holy Spirit’s help because we are not qualified to achieve it, and our competency is 

limited. 

 

Jung Suck Rhee notes that, in his pneumatology, Barth sees freedom as an essential 

precondition of sanctification, since human beings must be made free to obey God.168 

One of the gifts of the Holy Spirit is freedom that has been given to humanity for a special 

purpose. This freedom for humanity is “an ability or capacity or capability which is given 

to [a human] as the addressee of revelation and which makes him a real recipient of 
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revelation.”169  As a result, “it is not an arbitrary freedom without any orientation or 

purpose. [That would be] the freedom of sin and therefore ‘un-freedom’”170 – but the 

important thing is that “it is ‘the freedom for God,’” as well as “the freedom for obedience 

to God.”171 Jung Suck Rhee insists that no other freedom is comparable to this freedom, 

which is given “by the power of the Holy Spirit.”172 However, Jung Suck Rhee argues by 

employing Church Dogmatics as follows:  

the ‘contradiction’ ‘between the spirit and the flesh, between the new and the old, 

between what we see and what God alone sees,’ ‘between the clarity of the fact 

and the obscurity of the means,’ must be ‘an insoluble riddle’ for [humans] 

because it is ‘the mystery of grace,’ ‘the mystery of the Holy Spirit’, and ‘the 

mystery of Jesus Christ.’173  

The important thing is that the believer’s “life in contradiction is not merely [passively] 

a life of acceptance as determined” by God. Rather, the believer’s life is a life of 

reconciliation that is “maintained by the divine omnipotence.”174 In this believer’s life, 

“freedom for God exists where” we accept that Jesus Christ is our master. To accept Jesus 

Christ as our master means to finally replace “our own interest” and concern with a new 

“direction toward Him.”175  In this sense, Jung Suck Rhee argues that the believer’s 

freedom is given to obey the Lord, Christ Jesus, “which is the subjective reality of 

sanctification realised by the outpouring power of the Holy Spirit.”176 In short, when we 

obey Jesus Christ entirely as our Master, we can experience the subjective reality of 
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sanctification, but this is only achieved by the help of the Holy Spirit. 

 

Jung Suck Rhee notes that Barth insists on the significance of the work of the Holy Spirit 

in distinguishing between a human “religion of works” and a “religion of revelation.”177 

Jung Suck Rhee emphasizes Calvin’s contention about the importance of the Holy Spirit 

in the faith of believers. He notes Calvin’s emphasis that “we come to enjoy Christ and 

all his benefits [because] the Holy Spirit is the bond by which Christ effectually unites us 

to himself.”178  We cannot possess faith of ourselves, because of the depravity of our 

nature. Humans cannot have faith without the Holy Spirit’s help. Jung Suck Rhee insists 

that our intelligence should be illuminated and our mind should be restored by the Holy 

Spirit if God’s word is to develop faith in us,179  and he stresses the significance of the 

Holy Spirit’s illumination by citing Calvin’s statement, “without the illumination of the 

Holy Spirit, the Word can do nothing.”180 In other words, those who depend on the light 

of nature cannot comprehend “God’s spiritual mystery.” 181  Jung Suck Rhee notes 

Calvin’s emphasis: “our mind does not comprehend, let faith conceive: that the Spirit 

truly unites things separated in space.”182 In short, the work of the Holy Spirit is necessary 

to the way of salvation with faith. Rhee considered all religions to be basically “religions 

of works” in that they have their own point of view of sanctification, and they try to attain 

“self-sanctification by the use of religious techniques for spiritual ascent.”183  It had 

always been Barth’s view that “religion is unbelief,” a rebellious pursuit of the “idolatry 
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of self-righteousness.”184  The reason is that other religions deny the sanctification of 

grace that was accomplished by Jesus once for all on the Cross. Jung Suck Rhee agrees 

that Christianity “stands under the judgment that religion is unbelief [whenever] it 

becomes ‘our Christianity,’” 185  whether that means “a national, regional, racial or 

denominational Christianity.”186  I agree with Jung Suck Rhee’s view as it applies to 

Korean churches that prioritize their own denominations. In particular, most Korean 

Presbyterian Churches have a sense of superiority regarding ‘their denomination’ or ‘their 

church’ over the others. They have the tendency to ignore other denominations. The 

Korean church should overcome this prioritization of denominations, because if it is not 

overcome, the church will experience further divisions. Moreover, when the Korean 

church incorrectly interprets things with respect to the Bible, it will be faced with even 

more serious problems. 

 

Barth encourages the church to be united in true religion when he says, “However, ‘the 

unity of divine revelation and human religion’187 happens in the event [of the Cross of] 

Jesus Christ and therefore religion ‘can be justified’ and ‘sanctified,’ by it to be ‘true 

religion.’”188 Barth’s claim is that “the Holy Spirit sanctifies human religion and piety by 

making us free from and able to surrender our human religious and pious attempt of self-

sanctification and self-righteousness.” 189  Christianity is a religion that seeks the 

righteousness of God by the Holy Spirit’s help but not by self-righteousness. Without the 

Holy Spirit, people will attempt to appear in their own righteousness. This is one of the 
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things that Jesus pointed out as hypocritical about the Pharisees. One of the Holy Spirit’s 

works is to sanctify our religion and piety “by redirecting us to the religion of grace and 

revelation, Jesus Christ, who achieved the justification and sanctification of the sinner 

once for all, and His Church.”190 Christianity is unique among religions. Other religions 

teach that people can obtain salvation by good works. However, Christianity offers 

salvation through faith by God’s grace. In Christianity God is in search of humans; 

whereas, in other religions, humans are constantly seeking God.  

 

When religion is based on Jesus Christ it can become true religion, but only when it is 

“created, elected, justified and sanctified” in the name of Jesus Christ.191  In addition, 

Barth argues that believers’ lives are sanctified “by the outpouring of love into their hearts” 

through the Holy Spirit.192 Barth argues that “the Christian life begins with love. It also 

ends with love. … [For] love is the essence of Christian living. It is also its conditio sine 

qua non [essential condition] in every conceivable connexion.”193 For this, Barth cites 

Jesus’ commandment that he spoke to an expert in law: “One of them, an expert in the 

law, tested him with this question: Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the 

law? Jesus replied: Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 

with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment and the second is like it: 

Love your neighbour as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two 

                                                                 
190 Rhee, God’s Sway, 119. Cf. CD I/2, 326. “The Christian religion is the true one only as we listen to the 
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commandments” (Mathew 22:35-40).194 Jung Suck Rhee notes Barth’s emphasis on Jesus 

clearly teaching us what “the gracious determination of their ‘being and doing’ [means] 

when Jesus spoke [of] the greatest commandments for the children of God is to love – to 

love God and their neighbour.”195 It is possible to love God and our neighbours only when 

the Holy Spirit has poured out love into the heart of the believer. Ultimately, Jung Suck 

Rhee concurs with Barth that it is “in loving [that] we can participate in [God’s] 

perfection.”196  Love is an important factor for sanctification in the Christian life. For 

Barth, those who keep the commandments of love are those who participate in God’s 

nature. 

 

Reflecting on this account of sanctification, Jung Suck Rhee observes that “Barth has 

established a sanctification-oriented dogmatics for he was convinced that a theoretical, 

philosophical or dogmatical dogmatics has no meaning. [As a result,] Barth has 

consistently emphasized the subjective aspect of sanctification, though the ultimate 

reality of our sanctification is objective and transcendental.”197 Likewise, it is doubtless 

that Calvin emphasizes the importance of practical knowledge in the Christian life. “Faith 

rests upon knowledge, not upon pious ignorance”198  and faith is based on knowledge 

about Christ.199   For believers, “practical knowledge is doubtless more certain and firmer 

than any idle speculation.”200 In particular, Calvin says, “does not the pious mind perceive 

the very presence of God, and almost touch him, when it feels itself quickened, illumined, 
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preserved, justified, and sanctified.”201 The true knowledge about God is to experience 

Christ in our life. Following Calvin, Jung Suck Rhee argues that true theology is not just 

lip service: it is teaching for life.202 The important thing is that we should live rightly with 

practical knowledge as Christians who are born again in Christ because it is the will of 

God.  Furthermore, Jung Suck Rhee describes God’s plan for those he has chosen as being 

specifically focused on justification and sanctification. This pairing of justification and 

sanctification I consider to be an essential part of soteriology and I will explore the 

relationship between the two more specifically in the next section. 

 

4.2.5.  The Relationship between Justification and Sanctification  

The relationship between justification and sanctification is like two sides of a coin. This 

indicates that justification and sanctification cannot be separated from each other. Without 

justification and sanctification, it is impossible to explain properly believers’ salvation. 

But some misunderstand Barth on the importance of the relationship between justification 

and sanctification. Some scholars value Barth as “a theologian of justification rather than 

a theologian of sanctification,” but this evaluation has no meaning because he emphasized 

the importance of both. Jung Suck Rhee argues that Barth stresses “sanctification in 

balance with justification.”203 How then does Barth understand the relationship between 

justification and sanctification? I will answer this question by exploring how Jung Suck 

Rhee evaluates Barth’s understanding of the relationship between them. 

 

Jung Suck Rhee argues that Barth distinguishes justification from sanctification, but does 
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not see them as inseparable in the event of salvation. “Justification and sanctification are 

two aspects of the one event of reconciliation”204 for the believers who have broken the 

relationship between God and humanity. This is because Christ Jesus brought about 

reconciliation between God and humanity through the event of his sacrificial death on the 

Cross.205 The two aspects of justification and sanctification are included in the event of 

Jesus’ reconciliation. Thus, justification and sanctification “belong inseparably 

together”206 while also being “indissolubly bound up” with each other.207 However, even 

though justification and sanctification “belong indissolubly together, the one cannot be 

explained by the other.”208 Justification and sanctification are distinct from each other, 

but cannot be separated in terms of their occurrence. The important thing is that both 

justification and sanctification occur through Jesus’ event of reconciliation. The event of 

Jesus’ reconciliation has the power to bind up that church that is divided due to political 

and social issues.  

 

Justification is about a shift of being “from totus peccator to totus iustus.”209 It not only 

indicates the change of position of the believer; it is also the legal declaration of God that 

we are justified, that we have undergone transition from the position of a sinner to the 

position of one who is righteous. It is not something that describes a state of being, but 

something that describes the process of transition. This is because Barth understood that 

reconciliation with God is based on God’s unconditional forgiveness, which recovers 
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humanity’s new rightness.  

 

Jung Suck Rhee agrees with Barth’s statement that “[God’s] history is as such our 

history.”210 In other words, Barth says that our shift from the present “day of our true and 

actual transition from wrong to right and from death to life” is all because of Jesus’ being 

who he is this day.211 God’s intervention for humanity is present through Jesus’ event of 

reconciliation on the Cross. The justification of all the people who have sinned against 

God has already been achieved through God’s grace in the death and redemption of the 

Cross. The event of Jesus’ redemption bestows upon believers justification as well as 

sanctification.  

 

Barth explains the reconciliation of humans with respect to sanctification from the same 

starting point. He argues that the reconciliation of humanity is “the introduction of ‘a new 

[human’ and] the new form of existence of a faithful covenant-partner.”212  Jung Suck 

Rhee argues that Barth “understood sanctification as a general description of whatever is 

related to the new existence of a reconciled [human].” 213  This is based on Barth’s 

statement that “sanctification might just as well be described by the less common biblical 

terms regeneration (regeneratio), renewal (renouatio), conversion (conversio), and 

penitence (poenitentia)” as be included in the term ‘sanctification’ when it is understood 

as following Jesus.214 Thus, Barth argues that “between justification and sanctification 

there is a shift of perspective from God to [humanity]; or from God’s turning to [humanity] 
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to [humanity’s] turning to God.”215 But Jung Suck Rhee notes that this shift is “not a 

voluntary turning of the human by himself” but “God’s gracious conversion of” the 

human to God.216 All of this shift is achieved by God’s subjective work and not by human 

works. Barth kept the Reformed language of ‘sanctification’ in order to stress “the fact 

that ‘God is the acting subject’ in the sanctification of [humans].” This is because 

sanctification “immediately recalls the divine initiative in contrast to the other 

descriptions.”217 

 

As examined above, Barth’s understanding of justification and sanctification is that a 

believer does not experience sanctification after justification as another event. 

Justification and sanctification occur “together in one and the same event of reconciliation 

[that Jesus] accomplished on the Cross.”218  Ultimately, Jung Suck Rhee agrees with 

Barth’s point of view that justification and sanctification are simultaneously experienced 

amongst believers through Jesus’ work that was completed on the Cross. Rhee insists that 

“its subjective realisation happens also when one believes that [one’s] sanctification 

occurred already in” the event of the reconciliation of Jesus Christ with God the Father.219 

In this perspective, the ‘faith alone’ that Reformed theology emphasizes is applied “not 

only to justification but also to sanctification.”220 I agree with Jung Suck Rhee, who tried 

to stress the significance of balance in the relationship between justification and 

sanctification. The issue is not a matter of which one is more important than the other. 
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The important thing is that both justification and sanctification can be experienced 

through the event of reconciliation.  

 

Like Barth, Jung Suck Rhee emphasizes that both justification and sanctification are 

different phases of the one event of the reconciliation through Jesus Christ. Barth sees 

each of these as having “both an objective and a subjective side.”221  Jung Suck Rhee 

argues that “the subjective realization applies not only to sanctification but also to 

justification.”222 Jung Suck Rhee cites Barth as insisting on the reason that “it is not a 

transcendental concept or romantic hypothesis but an actual ‘reality’ of the justified 

[human] who has been ... ‘summoned to, and made able and ready for, the action of 

humility which corresponds to this recognition and confession.’”223 Barth also stresses 

that the dynamic unity of justification and sanctification is based only on Jesus because 

“[he] is our justification and sanctification” and Jesus’ human nature and divine nature, 

or “his humiliation and exaltation, are to be distinguished but not to be separated or 

isolated.” 224  Barth follows Calvin in insisting that “there is no justification without 

sanctification as well as there is no sanctification without justification.”225  Here Jung 

Suck Rhee agrees with Barth’s point of view, remarking that “any discussion of 

justification or sanctification must be correlated to each other in the unity of the one event 

of reconciliation in Jesus Christ.”226  For all of this, however, one cannot exchange 

justification or sanctification for the other: “the one cannot be merged into, replaced by, 
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or explained by the other.”227 In other words, “within the whole event of reconciliation, 

they are two different moments in their execution.”228  In short, Barth’s point is the 

uniqueness and distinction of justification and sanctification through the event of 

reconciliation that Jesus achieved on the Cross. The relationship between both is in terms 

of Christology and the reconciliation of Jesus.  

 

Jung Suck Rhee explains that Barth sees the order of salvation as different according to 

the point of view from which we look. For example, when viewed from the perspective 

of intention, “sanctification is intended first in the gracious election of God and then 

[justification is intended in order] to solve the problem of sin.”229 Barth also “maintained 

that justification is ‘ground’ and ‘prerequisite’, while sanctification is the ‘goal’ and 

‘consequence.’”230 Thus, Barth placed a certain structural “‘priority’ to justification over 

sanctification, [while still suggesting that] both are superior and both subordinate, 

according to the different standpoint from which we look.”231 According to both Barth 

and Jung Suck Rhee, justification and sanctification are essential factors in soteriology. 

As well as this, they are never separated from each other but closely related to Christ’s 

death on the Cross. It is possible to explain the relationship between justification and 

sanctification only through the event of reconciliation in Christ. How then does another 

Korean Reformed theologian, Sung Wook Chung, understand and interpret Calvin’s and 

Barth’s doctrine of faith? 
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4.3  Sung Wook Chung (1966–) 

 

Sung Wook Chung is an influential contemporary systematic theologian who has given 

fresh impetus to Korean theology. He also gives a fresh reflection on the character of 

Barth’s work as a Reformed theologian, and on the relationship between Barth and Calvin. 

In this section, I will explore how Sung Wook Chung evaluates and understands the 

doctrine of faith of Calvin and of Barth with respect to justification and sanctification.  

 

4.3.1. Interpretation of Barth’s theology 

Sung Wook Chung begins from the point of view that Barth accepts the Reformed 

doctrine of election. He explores the centrality of election in Barth’s theology, noting that 

Barth understands election to be “the sum of the gospel.”232 Sung Wook Chung argues 

that Barth recognizes the Reformed theological view as being that “God’s election is … 

purely grounded upon God’s sovereign grace and mercy toward humanity without any 

consideration of human religious merit and moral state.”233  Barth emphasizes God’s 

absolute sovereignty in his choice for us, following a similar emphasis by Calvin. While 

Sung Wook Chung recognizes Barth as a Reformed theologian with a direct link to 

Calvin’s theology, his argument is that Barth’s definition of election is more innovative. 

Traditionally speaking, “the subject of election is God and the object of election is the 
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sinner” in the doctrine of election.234 But Barth understands “‘election’ to be primarily 

about God’s self-determination to be gracious toward humanity in Jesus Christ.” In other 

words, for Barth, God’s election for humanity “is God’s election of himself or more 

specifically, God’s self-election in his Son Jesus Christ.”235 In this sense, we do not have 

any right to claim God’s election, because he chooses us according to his sovereignty, 

and he is Creator whereas we are just creatures. Sung Wook Chung argues that “Barth 

emphasizes the decision aspect of God’s election [which] is primarily about his self-

decision or self-determination,” not about the choice of specific individuals for 

salvation.236 This means that God does not depend on any other things in relation to the 

election of humans. Sung Wook Chung insists that “for Barth, the direct object of divine 

election is not the human being but Jesus Christ. … All human beings are elected 

indirectly in Jesus Christ.” 237  Briefly put, Barth’s understanding of God’s election 

focused on Jesus Christ, but the object of election is humankind, who has sinned against 

God.  

 

Sung Wook Chung further notes that, for Barth, “Jesus Christ is the only One who is 

rejected by God on the cross.”238 This means that Jesus was crucified instead of humanity 

“and as the representative of all humanity.” This seems to imply, Sung Wook Chung 

argues, that for Barth “all human beings will ultimately be saved.”239 It is true that Barth 

never directly supported the doctrine of universal salvation, but it is “still undeniable that 
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universal salvation was one of the articles of hope that he kept until his death.”240 In this 

way Sung Wook Chung argues that “Barth retained the double dimension of the traditional 

Reformed doctrine of predestination” while reshaping it into a theory of universal 

salvation in Christ.241 In short, Barth insisted that all humans were elected but he did not 

support the doctrine of universal salvation. Barth’s point is that even though one was 

elected, all were not saved. He did not accept universal salvation as an article of faith; but 

he accepted it as an article of hope.  

 

While Sung Wook Chung agrees that “Barth’s idea of Jesus as the elected [human]” is 

biblical, and reflects a Reformed theological perspective, he argues that Barth’s doctrine 

of universal election is not biblical. The Bible mentions that “God elected some people to 

be adopted” as God’s children before creation.242  Chung also sees Barth’s universal 

emphasis in terms of the traditional Arminian viewpoint. He argues that Barth was a 

Reformed theologian with respect to his stress on God’s sovereign grace, but was an 

Arminian theologian in terms of “his emphasis on the universal dimension of God’s love 

and grace.”243 In brief, Sung Wook Chung measures Barth against the Reformed tradition 

and identifies that although he is ostensibly Calvinistic, he also displays Arminian 

tendencies in his doctrine of election. 

 

Personally, Barth acknowledges evangelical principles of Reformed theology and 

supports these principles through his theological works. For example, Barth supports only 

Jesus, only grace, only faith, only Scripture, and the importance of church that the 
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reformers emphasized. However, the problem is that he follows his own creative and 

innovative insight when interpreting the Reformed principles theologically. The highest 

standard in our theological work is the Bible. In this sense, we need to hold Barth’s 

understanding in balance. I will examine how Sung Wook Chung evaluates Barth’s 

understanding of faith. 

 

4.3.2.  Faith 

Sung Wook Chung emphasizes that Barth’s understanding of faith is biblical while also 

being closely related to Calvin’s doctrine of faith. Sung Wook Chung also analyzes 

Barth’s relation to Calvin’s doctrine of faith. Sung Wook Chung insists that, for Barth, 

“faith is a genuine human act toward God and faith is not merely a condition of a heart 

but rather a concrete act of human beings in response to God’s approach toward them.”244 

I agree with Barth’s definition of faith. Those who have experienced God’s grace have to 

respond sincerely toward God with a concrete act. That is faith. Sung Wook Chung argues 

that Barth explains such faith in relation to “the reality of the knowledge of God.”245 The 

knowledge of God is related to the knowledge of faith. Barth argues that “the knowledge 

of faith is the knowledge of God” in his Church Dogmatics, where he insists that “the fact 

that [the human being] stands before the God who gives Himself to be known in God’s 

Word, and therefore to be known immediately, definitely means that we have to 

understand [human beings’] knowledge of God as the knowledge of faith.”246 As Sung 

Wook Chung notes, this indicates that “the knowledge of God is realized and fulfilled in 

                                                                 
244 Sung Wook Chung, Admiration & Challenge: Karl Barth’s Theological Relationship with John Calvin 

(New York: Peter Lang, 2002), 135. 

245 Chung, Admiration & Challenge, 135.  

246 CD II/ 1, 12. Quoted in Chung, Admiration & Challenge, 135. 



 
 

277 

and through human faith.” 247  For believers, without proper faith we cannot have 

knowledge of God. Faith is the way to know about God deeply. It is also a way to maintain 

the relationship between God and human beings. Barth emphasizes “faith as the positive 

relationship of [humanity] to the God who gives Himself to be known in [God’s] 

Word.”248 Believers can meet God through faith that God is himself in the Bible. Sung 

Wook Chung quotes Barth describing faith as:  

[a person’s] act of turning to God, of opening up life to Him and of surrendering 

to Him. It is the Yes which [a person] pronounces in their heart when confronted 

by this God, because [a person knows themselves] to be bound and fully bound. 

It is the obligation in which, before God, and in the light of the clarity that God 

is God and that He is [the person’s] God, [a person] knows and explains 

[themselves] as belonging to God.249  

This statement shows that Barth’s understanding of faith is actualistic. In fact, Sung Wook 

Chung sees this actualism as one of the differences between Barth and the earlier 

Reformed tradition. For Calvin, faith is defined “as conviction in the heart about God’s 

promises and faithfulness [of salvation] which is sealed by the Holy Spirit,”250 whereas 

Barth understands that “faith is … humanity’s act of turning to God.”251  Sung Wook 

Chung argues that this shows “basic differences between the two in terms of their 

theological presuppositions, methodology and approach.” 252  And Barth’s theological 

actualism, Chung notes, was influenced by the legacy of Kant’s philosophy.253  Some 
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misunderstand Barth, supposing that Barth’s doctrine of faith has a serious problem in 

terms of salvation because of his theological actualism. However, Barth’s actualistic 

understanding of faith does not mean that he emphasizes human works in his doctrine of 

faith. Rather, he stresses “faith as originating [solely] from God.”254 Sung Wook Chung 

quotes from Barth’s Dogmatics:  

Faith as the positive relationship of [humanity] to God comes from Godself in 

that it is utterly and entirely grounded in the fact that God encounters [humanity] 

in the Word which demands of [them] this turning, this Yes, this obligation; 

becoming an object to [them] in such a way that in His objectivity He bestows 

upon [them] by the Holy Spirit the light of the clarity that He is God and that He 

is [their] God, and therefore evoking this turning, this Yes, this obligation on the 

part of [humanity]. It is in this occurrence of faith that there is the knowledge of 

God; and not only the knowledge of God, but also love towards Him, trust in Him 

and obedience to Him. But these various determinations of faith are not to be 

understood as parts or even certain fruits of faith.255 

As shown above, one of the important roles of faith is to establish a positive relationship 

between God and humanity. Those who have been born again in Christ have to act out 

their obligation to God through obedience, trust, and love.  

 

We can encounter God through faith, but we can also comprehend God through 

knowledge. In this perspective, Barth emphasizes human acts toward God. Sung Wook 

Chung interprets Barth here to be saying that “faith and the knowledge of God [are] 

mutually dependent and determinative. [In other words], faith, knowledge, love, trust, and 

obedience cannot be separated, but must be understood as united, integrated, and mutually 

                                                                 
254 Chung, Admiration & Challenge, 136. 

255 CD II/ 1, 12. 



 
 

279 

determinative.”256 These are important factors for believers when, as a people of God, 

they respond to and reflect on God. Barth appeals to Calvin in an attempt “to make clear 

that since justifying faith is not a meritorious work of humanity,” faith can never be 

understood “as the cause of justification.”257 Sung Wook Chung argues that “to justify 

those who believe in Christ” absolutely depends on God’s covenantal decision.258 This 

means that we have been justified through Christ’s mercy and merit, not through our own 

deeds or faith. Faith is a channel and means to our salvation, not a condition.  

 

Sung Wook Chung also draws attention to Barth’s relationship to Calvin’s view of the 

relation between faith and knowledge of God. Chung argues that Barth recognizes 

“Calvin’s theological argument on the close interrelation between faith and the 

knowledge” of God.259 When we know more and more about God, we can experience 

spiritual growth. Of course, to know God includes both experiential knowledge and 

theoretical knowledge. In addition, Chung observes that we can find here commonality 

between Calvin and Barth with respect to the knowledge of God. Chung argues that 

“considering that for Calvin faith is based on a firm knowledge of the divine faithfulness, 

it is important that Barth shares with Calvin his emphasis on the dimension of knowledge 

in faith.”260 In short, Calvin and Barth both emphasize the importance of the knowledge 

of God. Barth’s interpretation of Calvin, Sung Wook Chung notes, underscores the 

“personal, existential and experiential dimension” in the relationship between God and 

humanity.261 There is a difference here, or at least a difference of emphasis, given that 
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“Calvin understands the knowledge of God and faith in God in more conceptual terms 

without completely dismissing the existential and experiential dimension.”262 Sung Wook 

Chung argues that Barth has a more personalistic view than Calvin; the former’s main 

emphasis is “upon a person-to-person relationship between God and humanity,” which is 

a greater emphasis than Calvin placed upon that relationship.263 According to Sung Wook 

Chung’s analysis, Calvin focuses on the knowledge of God and faith in terms of concept, 

whereas Barth focuses on it with respect to the personal. This means that when we 

understand God’s knowledge and faith personally, the knowledge of both God and faith 

should be stressed at the same time. It is not a matter of either A or B: it is a matter of 

both A and B.  

 

Sung Wook Chung also interprets Barth’s identification of faith and obedience as a 

development based on “Calvin’s fundamental insight into the close correlation between 

the knowledge of God and faith.”264 Faith and obedience are mutually connected. Those 

who have true faith can obey; those who obey obtain faith. Barth sets up a presupposition 

that “faith is obedience and obedience is faith,” and based on this presupposition he 

concludes that “knowledge of God is obedience to God.”265  Believers can obey God 

according to the knowledge they have of God. In this regard Sung Wook Chung quotes 

Barth’s statement that faith is related to obedience:  

Observe that we do not say that knowledge of God may also be obedience, or 

that of necessity it has obedience attached to it, or that it is followed by obedience. 

No; knowledge of God as knowledge of faith is in itself and of essential necessity 
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obedience. It is an act of human decision corresponding to the act of divine 

decision; corresponding to the act of the divine being as the living Lord; 

corresponding to the act of grace in which faith is grounded and continually 

grounded again in God … This is obedience, the obedience of faith. Precisely – 

and only – as this act of obedience, is the knowledge of God knowing of faith 

and therefore real knowledge of God. Were it something else, did it not spring 

from obedience and therefore from faith, it would miss God and would certainly 

not be knowledge of God.266 

As shown in the statement above, Barth emphasizes the significance of the relationship 

between knowledge of God and believers’ obedience. Also Barth’s statement shows that 

obedience is necessary to explain that knowledge of God as knowledge of faith. Sung 

Wook Chung notes that here “Barth accepts Calvin’s theological insights into the 

relationship between the knowledge of God and obedience,” but tries to integrate them 

into a different system.267 In this instance, then, one can see that “Barth not merely accepts 

and repeats Calvin’s conceptions but rather creatively develops and advances them in 

accordance with Barth’s modern theological presuppositions such as actualism and 

personalism.” 268  Barth’s method of approach when he tried to develop his modern 

theological insight on the basis of Calvin’s theology is meaningful. Clearly, this is one 

way to apply and practise unity and reconciliation in the Korean church that has been 

divided.  
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In brief, Barth tried to combine his own post-Kantian actualistic and personalistic 

thoughts with Calvin’s theological insights “for the purpose of constructing and 

validating his own dogmatic arguments.”269 This demonstrates both Barth’s grounding in 

the Reformed tradition, and the potentially problematic aspects of his theology, which 

Sung Wook Chung has also examined in terms of Barth’s doctrine of justification.  

 

4.3.3. Justification 

How does Sung Wook Chung interpret Calvin and Barth’s understanding of justification? 

Basically, he understands that Barth was influenced by the Reformers such as Calvin on 

justification. Sung Wook Chung’s argument is that even though Calvin’s method of 

approach in relation to justification was a little different from Luther’s, Calvin was deeply 

influenced by Luther’s insights.270 And he sees it as a strength of Barth’s theology “that 

Barth creatively reappropriated the Reformers’ doctrine of justification by faith alone.”271 

For instance, Barth engaged extensively with the work of Luther and Calvin, and drew 

fresh attention to the centrality of justification in Christian theology.272 For Barth, Sung 

Wook Chung notes, justification is “the first phase of the Christian life.” This first phase 

is “when a sinner confesses” his or her sin and God forgives him or her. At this stage, God 

justifies such a one “by imputing Christ’s alien or external righteousness to the sinner.”273 

This indicates that believers’ “justification is not accomplished through [their] own [work, 
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or contributions], but rather comes from without.”274 Barth cites statements from Calvin’s 

theological works when he discusses the doctrine of justification. For example, Barth 

quoted these key passages from the Institutes: “And surely, what [Paul] teaches elsewhere 

– that ‘we are made righteous by Christ’s obedience’ (Romans 5:19) – could not stand 

unless we are reckoned righteous before God in Christ and apart from ourselves.”275 

Barth’s employment of these passages from Calvin shows that his understanding of 

justification is thoroughly biblical and Reformed. Barth also employs Calvin’s Institutes 

as follows: “the apostle says that Christ was sent, not to assist us in the attaining of 

righteousness, but to be himself our righteousness.”276 Sung Wook Chung notes Barth’s 

use “of Calvin’s [arguments] demonstrates that he agrees with the former’s doctrine of 

justification of sinners by imputation of Christ’s alien and external righteousness to 

them.”277  Clearly the fact that Barth often employs Calvin’s Institutes means that he 

supports Calvin’s view on justification. But Barth tried to update “the Reformers’ 

foundational insights [with] the fact that human faith cannot contribute to justification,”278 

and that faith can never be a quality or an infusion of grace or any kind of contribution to 

salvation. Sung Wook Chung argues that, like the Reformers, Barth accepted that 

believers’ justification is achieved by God’s “grace and through faith alone.”279 Thus he 

concludes that “Barth should be embraced as an evangelical theologian, if we 

acknowledge that the doctrine of justification by faith alone” is a symbol of traditional 

Protestant theology.280 In this sense, Barth should be accepted as an evangelical scholar 
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because he positively evaluates the doctrine of Reformers like Luther and Calvin and he 

accepts Reformed theology in relation to the doctrine of justification. How then does Sung 

Wook Chung understand Calvin’s and Barth’s doctrines of sanctification? Does Barth 

follow Calvin’s view on sanctification? I will explore this topic intensively in the next 

section.  

 

4.3.4. Sanctification  

To begin with, Sung Wook Chung emphasizes that, for Calvin, the doctrine of 

sanctification is related to the theology of the Cross. Without self-denial through the Cross, 

believers cannot experience gradual sanctification. He argues that we can regard “Calvin 

as a theologian of the cross, especially in relation to the doctrine of sanctification.”281 The 

Cross should be central to the faith and life of believers as the Cross is central to Jesus’ 

life and ministry. He demonstrates that “for Calvin, without taking up our cross, we cannot 

be conformed to the image of Jesus Christ.”282  In addition, Calvin emphasizes “the 

significance of taking up the cross [in relation to] the progressive sanctification of the 

Christian.”283 To be Christian means to take up one’s cross. If we do not take up the cross 

given us, we cannot experience gradual sanctification and we cannot be disciples of Jesus. 

Clearly, Jesus says about this: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and 

take up his cross and follow me” (Matthew 16:24). It is, Sung Wook Chung notes, 

significant to observe that “Calvin can be viewed as a theologian of the cross” and of 
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sanctification, not merely in relation to atonement and justification.284 In short, Calvin 

emphasized that taking up one’s cross is essential for the believer’s sanctification. It is 

important that spirituality and life correspond with the gospel of the Cross. To restore the 

gospel of the cross, the spirituality of the cross, and the life of the cross means reformation, 

renewal, and revival in the Korean church. 

 

Sung Wook Chung notes Calvin’s emphasis that how to live as a Christian is closely 

related to the process of sanctification in believers’ lives. Calvin argues that “the sum of 

a Christian life is the denial of ourselves.”285 From the time we were born again in Christ 

Jesus, we are of God. This is because we belong to God as children of God and we have 

been redeemed and summoned by God. Sung Wook Chung quotes Calvin:  

We are not our own: let our reason not our will, therefore, sway our plans and 

deeds. We are not our own: let us therefore not set it as our goal to seek what is 

expedient for us according to the flesh. We are not our own: in so far as we can, 

let us therefore forget ourselves and all that is ours … Conversely, we are God’s: 

let us therefore live for [God] and die for [God]. We are God’s: let [God’s] 

wisdom and will therefore rule all our actions. We are God’s: let all the parts of 

our life accordingly strive toward him as our only lawful goal (Romans 14:8; cf. 

1 Corinthians 6:19).286 

As shown in Calvin’s statement, believers belong to the Lord. This means that we have 

to live according to and obey God’s commandments. We are not our own any more once 

we have accepted Jesus as our Saviour, because our “body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, 

who is in us, whom we have received from God” (1 Corinthians 6:19). Sung Wook Chung 
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stresses that, for Calvin, the Christian “life should be a life of following the leading of the 

Lord alone,” a life of self-denial and of progressively taking on “the image of Jesus 

Christ,”287 because, as the apostle Paul said, “If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we 

die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord” (Romans 14:8). 

 

Sung Wook Chung also notes Calvin’s view that the life of self-denial is a life of service 

to God. By ‘service,’ Calvin understands “not only what lies in obedience to God’s Word 

but what turns the mind of [humans] wholly to the bidding of God’s Spirit, [so that 

Christians can] hear Christ living and reigning within [them].”288  True serving comes 

from a “life of self-denial,” because serving without self-denial may be seen as merely a 

formality. When living such a life of service, Sung Wook Chung observes, the believer’s 

life is not “a life of self-isolation or world-negation.”289 Those who personally accept 

Jesus as Saviour are not alone anymore, because they live by faith in Jesus Christ with 

God’s love, and Christ lives in them. It is rather about submission “to the sovereign reign 

of the Lord Jesus Christ who lives within the Christian in and through the Holy Spirit.”290 

Sung Wook Chung argues that we can identify here “an aspect of Calvin’s 

pneumatological doctrine of sanctification.”291 Calvin’s point of view here is similar to 

that of Barth, who emphasizes the doctrine of sanctification in terms of pneumatology. 

The Korean church would do well to use this commonality for the reconciliation of the 

Korean church that has been divided. In addition, we can see clearly that Calvin accepted 

“that apart from the person and work of the Holy Spirit, the Christian’s sanctification can 
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never be achieved.”292 For Calvin, the subject of sanctification is the Holy Spirit. The 

believer never can be the subject. In short, Calvin’s understanding of sanctification is that 

believers’ sanctification depends on the work of the Holy Spirit, not on the work of 

believers. 

 

For believers, the life of self-denial demonstrates their dedication to God. Sung Wook 

Chung emphasizes that, for Calvin, “another characteristic of the Christian life of self-

denial is ‘devotion to God.’”293 This means that believers must concentrate on God and 

God’s Words throughout their whole life.294 Sung Wook Chung argues that, for Calvin, 

the believer’s life should show “the characteristic of a life centred and focused on God 

alone.”295 This, in short, means that believers should live God-centred lives. In this sense, 

believers should live incarnated lives based on the word of God. Calvin asserts that 

“without self-denial no-one is able to succeed in pursuing a [holy] life. … It is because 

all evils come from self-love.”296 It is thus impossible to live a God-centred life without 

self-denial. It is for this reason that Calvin sees the believer’s life as “characterized by 

suffering, hardships, and tribulations.”297 The reason that God allows believers’ suffering 

is that God wants us to experience spiritual maturity and to obey God. The Bible provides 

references in relation to suffering. For example, “But he knows the way that I take; when 

he has tested me, I will come forth as gold” (Job 23:10); “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, 

whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith 

develops perseverance” (James 1:2-3). For believers, suffering is an essential factor for 
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spiritual growth and sanctification. Sung Wook Chung argues that Calvin emphasized the 

importance of suffering as a means by which Christians are “conformed to the image of 

Jesus Christ.” 298  Suffering can benefit the process of sanctification when believers 

confront suffering with a positive attitude. Sung Wook Chung quotes Calvin’s statement 

on the necessity of suffering:  

Hence also in harsh and difficult conditions, regarded as adverse and evil, a great 

comfort comes to us: we share Christ’s suffering in order that as he has passed 

from a labyrinth of all evils into heavenly glory, we may in like manner be led 

through various tribulations to the same glory.299 

Here, Sung Wook Chung observes, Christians are envisaged as imitating “the character 

of Jesus Christ through participating in the life of the cross and suffering.”300 I agree with 

Sung Wook Chung’s analysis. To participate in Christ’s suffering and to take up one’s 

own cross is one’s duty as a Christian. He insists that, “just as Jesus Christ learned 

obedience through what He suffered, so the Christian [has to learn] how to obey God’s 

holy and perfect will” through suffering.301 The ways to follow Jesus can be many, but 

one of the best ways “to be conformed to the image of our Lord Jesus Christ” is to take 

up one’s own cross. 302  In brief, Sung Wook Chung emphasizes that the “suffering, 

tribulations, and hardships of a Christian are not signs of God’s curse or abandonment. 

Rather, [they are] testimonies of God’s promises and faithfulness as well as [means for 

giving hope to believers] for a better future.”303 Sung Wook Chung thus emphasizes the 

importance of patience and obedience within Calvin’s theology of sanctification.  
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Turning to Barth, Sung Wook Chung argues that Barth follows Calvin in valuing the 

“humanistic” aspects of life and culture – “life, [humanity], and the world of 

[humanity].”304  He argues that “Barth appreciated positively Calvin’s stress upon the 

believers’ knowledge of God,” which should be closely connected and practised through 

their active participation in life.305 Sung Wook Chung insists that Barth believed that the 

Christian life is characterized by a grateful participation in human life. This indicates that 

Barth accepted Calvin’s foundational insight concerning sanctification. Barth was being 

shaped into a Reformed theologian with a Reformed outlook on human life, especially as 

a result of “his academic engagement with Reformed theology” in Göttingen.306 

 

Sung Wook Chung notes that Barth saw “Calvin as an ethicist,” in that Calvin’s “ethical 

turn” was a key difference between the Lutheran and Calvinist wings of the 

Reformation.307 This ethical turn took place, Barth writes, as Calvin “wrestl[ed] with the 

medieval and modern problem of ethics.”308 Barth also regarded Calvin as a theologian 

of sanctification: “holiness of Christian life is the way, not the way that leads but the way 

on which the elect are led by their God to the glory of [God’s] heavenly Kingdom. It is 

also training that we have to undergo, a school for recruits (tirocinium), when we are 

justified by grace alone before God.”309  Thus, Sung Wook Chung argues that “Barth 

seemed to be deeply impressed by Calvin’s ethical concern,” and that this side of Calvin’s 
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theology had a deep influence on Barth’s doctrine of sanctification and the Christian 

life.310 Overall, Sung Wook Chung’s assertion was that Barth’s doctrine of sanctification 

was influenced by Calvin’s theology, particularly in the latter’s field of ethics. As Sung 

Wook Chung notes, we can identify that Calvin and Barth have commonality with each 

other in terms of justification and sanctification. The next step is therefore to explore 

Calvin and Barth in Korean Reformed theology with respect to a synthesis. 

 

4.4  Synthesis: Calvin and Barth in Korean Reformed theology 

4.4.1. Chul Ha Han 

Chul Ha Han saw major differences between Calvin and Barth. In his writings he points 

to Barth’s concern for epistemology as closely connected with Barth’s Christological 

concentration. It is true that from Barth’s point of view we cannot help but acknowledge 

the cognitive aspect of faith. Calvin likewise argues that “the knowledge of God is the 

knowledge of faith,”311  but Calvin lays stress on the certainty of faith, and the actual 

possessing of God’s benefits, while Barth defines faith as an “act” of “acknowledgement,” 

“recognition,” and “confession.” 312  Moreover, Barth intensifies the Calvinist solus 

Christus “in answering the question of the relationship between faith and its object.”313 

The object of faith is Jesus. In addition, faith is completely bound to its object, so faith 

stands or falls with its object, that is, with the essence, dignity, the existence, significance 
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and scope of its object. This view leads Barth into a highly Christocentric doctrine of faith. 

By contrast, Calvin more effectively connects Christ with God, and sees the primary 

object of faith as God the Father through Christ the Mediator. Taken as a whole, however, 

Chul Ha Han did not see Barth’s theology as a valid development of Calvinist insights, 

but as a disastrous departure from the Reformed tradition.  

 

Chua Ha Han undoubtedly loved Reformed theology and the Korean church. In the midst 

of the debate between the progressive and the conservative sides of the Korean church, 

Chul Ha Han’s conservative theological disposition has exerted a wide influence and has 

shaped the way many Korean Christians think about their Reformed tradition. Why then 

were Chul Ha Han’s criticisms of Barth so severe? There are several main reasons. 

  

Firstly, Chul Ha Han’s theological background was different from Barth’s. Chul Ha Han 

studied theology under Cornelius Van Til at Westminster Theological Seminary. He also 

received a ThD in systematic theology from Union Theological Seminary in Virginia. He 

was schooled in a conservative Dutch-American strand of Reformed theology, which is 

very different from the French and German strands of Reformed theology that Barth 

assimilated early in his career.314 Most importantly, perhaps, Barth came to Reformed 

theology via modern liberal theology, whereas Chul Ha Han entered Reformed theology 

from within a conservative tradition that has never been seriously touched by liberalism. 

 

Secondly, Chul Ha Han argued, following Cornelius Van Til, that modern Western 

theology’s main problems lie in the area of methodology. It is here that he criticized 

Barth’s epistemological method. “The real motive behind the epistemological concern of 
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Barth is,” Chul Ha Han believed, apologetic.315 For Chul Ha Han, “since the orthodox 

Christian faith is considered to be only ‘confused myth and wild metaphysic’ to the 

modern mind, an epistemological noetic bridge is necessary between faith and 

understanding.”316  Barth tries to supply that bridge without, however, questioning the 

atheistic assumptions of modernity that undergird the ‘need’ for a bridge. Chul Ha Han 

insists that modern Western theology has brought about serious problems due to its flawed 

methodology. For instance, Barth believes that the assumption that the Bible provides 

factual history about God’s creation of the heavens and the earth leads to serious problems 

in the doctrine of creation. But Chul Ha Han counters that “the dignity of the Creator has 

been openly or secretly rejected by [the modernist] refusal to believe in [God’s] actual 

authority over the world.”317 Furthermore, “making the same methodological mistake it 

made with the doctrine of creation, Western modern theology also distorts the divine work 

of redemption, namely by stressing a certain aspect of Christ’s redemptive work over and 

against the total integral plan” of salvation-history.318  

 

Thirdly, Chul Ha Han suggests that Korean theological scholars have not provided a 

methodology suited to the unique situation of the Korean church. Western methodology, 

he believes, has been the cause of the conflict between modern theology and biblical 

faith.319  Modern theology does not admit the reality of the object of biblical faith. It 

accepts an agnostic or sceptical stance right from the beginning about the reality of the 

object of faith, and then introduces faith’s subjective meaning. The core factors of biblical 
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faith are the reality of God in relation to creation, the fall, and redemption. Modern 

theology excludes these facts yet attempts nonetheless to explain their meaning or value. 

The real issue is, therefore, a metaphysical problem.320 In this theological situation, Chul 

Ha Han argues, one of the most important tasks is to articulate a sound theological 

methodology. Korean theologians who have studied Western theology abroad have 

introduced the metaphysical problems of Western theology into the Korean context 

without any deep examination of the implications of those problems.321 This issue has 

divided the whole Korean church and has split the Presbyterian Church into two 

denominations, Ki-Jang and Ye-Jang. It is in this embattled context that Chul Ha Han 

criticizes Barth’s theology and argues for the priority of Calvin’s theology in a Korean 

Reformed tradition.  

 

I agree with Chul Ha Han’s insights regarding the differences between Calvin and Barth 

in relation to the doctrine of faith. However, I think his criticism of Barth’s theology is 

not adequately nuanced. It seems that Chul Ha Han views Barth as a liberal theologian. 

This misunderstanding arose in part from a lack of serious study of Church Dogmatics. It 

can also perhaps be explained by the absence of any historic liberal tradition within the 

Korean church. To conservative Presbyterians in Korea, Barth might seem liberal, 

whereas those from the German liberal tradition viewed Barth as a committed advocate 

of doctrinal orthodoxy. In accordance with this, in Korea, the conservative theologians 

see Barth as a liberal theologian, whereas progressive theologians regard Barth as a 

Reformed theologian. In fact, the reflection of conservative theology about Barth is 

related to political denominational issues. However, more important is the question of 
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how the Korean church can overcome various issues, such as the splitting into 

denominations, rather than how the Korean church evaluate the theology of a theologian. 

I think that it is time to reconsider seriously what is the real role of theology here. I think 

that, by uncritically accepting Cornelius Van Til’s criticism of Barth’s theology, Chul Ha 

Han determined that Barth’s theology was flawed. Furthermore, Chul Ha Han criticized 

Barth by saying that one does not need to read his Church Dogmatics.322 In light of this, 

the conservative Korean churches and theologians who have interpreted Barth from 

within their own theological context need to re-examine Barth’s theology, including his 

doctrine of faith, without theological prejudgment. 

 

4.4.2.  Jung Suck Rhee 

Most conservative churches in Korea regard Barth as one of the liberal theologians 

influencing Korean theology and, therefore, the life of the Korean church. In order to 

understand this peculiar interpretation of Barth, we need to understand the Korean 

church’s situation in the 1950s. The Korean Presbyterian Church was divided into two 

camps in the 1950s with the introduction of the World Council of Churches (WCC). 

“These two camps [were] the NCC (National Council of Churches in Korea, i.e. the 

Korean branch of the WCC) and the non-NCC camp. This division has been deepened 

through mistrust, ignorance, and [mutual] condemnation and hostility between these two” 

sides.323 Those who belonged to the NCC were interested in Barth’s theology; Barth was, 

after all, a major influence in the formation of the WCC, while those who belonged to the 

non-NCC camp rejected Barth’s theology almost as a matter of course. Over time these 
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non-NCC Christians have come to “regard Barth as one of the most dangerous and liberal 

theologians who ever existed.”324 In short, the Korean churches were influenced by the 

NCC and the non-NCC camps. They had different perspectives, which were influenced 

by how they regarded Barth’s theology. 

 

Why has Barth been misunderstood as a liberal theologian by the non-NCC camp in 

Korea? Jung Suck Rhee explains the reasons as follows: firstly, “Barth has been claimed 

by [certain] Korean liberals.”325 For example, there was “a conflict between American-

educated and Japanese-educated theologians within the Presbyterian Church in the 1930s. 

[The most representative] leader of Japanese theology was Jae Jun Kim, who is called the 

father of Korean Liberalism.”326 He supported “freedom of theology and challenged what 

has been traditionally believed … He taught theology in a liberal spirit. It is strange that 

Kim claimed Barth as his supporter in this liberal endeavour.”327 Kim’s influence led to 

the perception that “Barth and Liberalism are inseparable in the Korean Church.” Because 

Kim, who was influenced by Liberalism, rejected the doctrine of biblical inerrancy, “he 

was excommunicated from the Presbyterian Church in 1953.” 328  As a result, he 

established a new progressive Presbyterian Church with his followers in Korea, with its 

own seminary, Hanshin Theological Seminary. This seminary incorporates the study of 

Barth but has also introduced the study of “various radical theologies as well.”329 In short, 

the non-NCC camp labelled Kim a liberal theologian because they saw him as being 

influenced by liberal theology. Consequently, this misunderstanding has caused a division 
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of denominations. 

 

Secondly, Barth was known in Korea “as a supporter of religious syncretism.”330 One of 

the significant progressive theologians, Sung Bum Yun, studied with Barth in Switzerland 

in the late 1950s. Barth’s theology was first introduced into Korea by Sung Bum Yun in 

1960, after he had completed his studies at Basel.331 One of his introductory books was 

entitled Karl Barth. Sung Bum Yun valued Barth’s theology and endeavoured to 

“‘translate it into Confucian concepts,’ especially those of the sixteenth-century Korean 

Confucian scholar, Yul Gok Lee.”332 It is extraordinary that, given Barth’s understanding 

and rejection of the religious elements of, not only Christianity, but also of other religions, 

Sung Bum Yun used Barth as a primary influence in his “personal project of religious 

syncretism.”333  Other Methodist theologians, such as Kyung Jae Kim and Sun Hwan 

Byun, continued to refer to Barth in the context of amalgamations of Buddhism and 

Christianity. “Both of them also referred to Barth as their supporter by misinterpreting his 

criticism of religion.”334 Consequently, in Korea, Barth has mistakenly become aligned 

with ‘religious pluralism’ by being called on in support of these and other Methodist 

theologians since the 1960s. 335  In short, the second reason that Barth has been 

misunderstood to be a liberal theologian in Korea is due to the misinterpretation of Barth 

by some Methodist theologians such as Sung Bum Yun and Sun Hwan Byun. In spite of 

the introduction of Barth’s theology by Sung Bum Yun first, he was treated as a theologian 

of religious syncretism by conservative theologians. 
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Thirdly, Barth’s writing has been used to advocate for “radical theologies like 

Secularization theology and Minjung theology.” 336  This perception of a connection 

between Barth and radical theologies led to serious controversies in Korean theology from 

the 1960s to the 1970s. From this standpoint, it is clear that secularist theologians who 

from the beginning saw Barth as a reliable source for their theology were “fundamentally 

mistaken” in making this claim.337 Moreover, Korean Minjung theologians attempted to 

consolidate “their positions by citing Barth,” without necessarily basing this on a close 

study of Barth’s work.338 In Korea, Minjung theology was well known as being one of 

the parts of liberal theology. Because Barth’s theology has been used by Minjung 

theologians, Korean Reformed theologians consider Barth and Minjung theologians as 

both belonging to the class of liberal theologians. 

 

Lastly, the conservative churches of Korea evaluated Barth prematurely. One of the core 

“dogmaticians of the conservative churches” was Hyung Ryong Park. Park’s early 

“critical comments on Barth’s theology as [a liberal theology] set the anti-Barthian tone 

which continues until now … [and encouraged a prohibition on any] direct import of 

European Reformed theology.”339 Nevertheless, Jung Suck Rhee points out that, at the 

time Park made his critical evaluation of Barth’s theology, “it was too early to judge Barth, 

because it was just when Barth began to write his Church Dogmatics.”340 Since then, 

Christians of the conservative denominations “have had no opportunity to read Barth’s 

                                                                 
336 Rhee, “Karl Barth and the Korean Church,” 3. 

337 Rhee, “Karl Barth and the Korean Church,” 3. 

338 Rhee, “Karl Barth and the Korean Church,” 3. 

339 Hyung Ryong Park, “The Theology of Korean Presbyterian Church,” Theological Review, 43/3 (1976), 

11-12.. 

340 Rhee, “Chapter V. Karl Barth and the Korean Church,” 3. 



 
 

298 

books and to re-evaluate” his thought and theology because of the politicization of Barth’s 

work and the increasing polarization of Korean theology.341 Critics of Barth – here Chul 

Ha Han must be included – tended to replicate the views of “the American critic Cornelius 

Van Til”342 without attempting any independent engagement with Barth’s work. Because 

many Korean conservative theologians such as Chul Ha Han and Hyung Ryong Park were 

influenced by Van Til, they tended to evaluate Barth on the basis Van Til’s theology. 

Conservative Korean theologians judge Barth from within their prejudice and 

preconceptions without a deep critique of Barth’s actual writings such as Church 

Dogmatics. As a result, Korean conservative theology has impoverished theology, and 

encouraged theological separatism and exclusive isolationism through its negative 

thought. Unless both camps divest themselves of prejudices and preconceived ideas, 

reconciliation between the conservative camp and the progressive camp will not occur in 

the Korean church.  

 

Jung Suck Rhee convincingly argues that the Korean church needs a more informed and 

sympathetic critical engagement with Barth’s theology. By focusing only on the 

“dialectical Barth of the 1920s,” and not interpreting this early theology in the wider 

context of the Church Dogmatics,343 a full and proper understanding of Barth’s theology 

is not produced. Jung Suck Rhee also insists that “a contextual criticism of Barth is also 

necessary for the proper application of his theology to [the situation of] the Korean 

churches.”344 Before applying Barth’s theology in the context of Korea, it is necessary to 

interpret and analyse his theology properly. Of course, it is not compulsory to 

                                                                 
341 Rhee, “Karl Barth and the Korean Church,” 3. 

342 Cf. Cornelius Van Til, Christianity and Barthianism (Philadelphia: The Presbyterian and Reformed 

Publishing Company, 1962). 

343 Rhee, “Karl Barth and the Korean Church,” 6. 

344 Rhee, “Karl Barth and the Korean Church,” 7. 



 
 

299 

categorically accept or reject Barth’s theology. It is a matter of choice whether his 

theology is accepted or not. Often this is dependent upon which denomination one 

belongs to in Korea. However, one of the most important things is to evaluate “the 

theological works of the past and present insofar as they are beneficial to one’s own 

context.” 345  Jung Suck Rhee emphasizes that Korean churches should not evaluate 

Barth’s theology prematurely. In particular, Korean churches must unite in order to 

proclaim that the Scripture is God’s Word. Korean churches hold to the evangelical 

tradition that believes that Scripture is God’s word, whether they are theologically 

fundamentalist or neo-orthodox. To develop this evangelical tradition continually, Korean 

churches should develop deeper and qualitative theology. For this, Korean churches need 

to remember that Barth’s theology is not harmful in itself. If we judge Barth with 

prejudice and inaccurate knowledge, we will experience another division of the Korean 

churches. In addition, the Korean churches and theologians need to interpret and analyze 

Barth cautiously and precisely.  

 

4.4.3. Sung Wook Chung 

Although Sung Wook Chung is a careful and sensitive reader of Barth, he looks more to 

Calvin for the basis of a contemporary Reformed theology. Sung Wook Chung believes 

that “Calvin’s Cross theology, [which undergirds] sanctification should be retrieved in 

the Korean context.”346 The Korean church has been growing dramatically “for the last 

30 years. As a result, [it] now has the largest [number of] churches” in the world and is 

sending out the second highest “number of missionaries all over the world.”347 However, 
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the Korean church today is faced with a plateauing of growth and with widespread 

spiritual complacency. Prosperity theology has been influencing Christian proclamation 

in Korea. Sung Wook Chung points out that “many Korean [Christians] do not want to 

take up their own cross and they are not ready for persecution for the sake of the gospel 

and righteousness.”348 In a context in which Christians declare their belief “in Jesus Christ 

for the sake of wealth, health, and peace of mind,” Calvin’s theology of the intersection 

between sanctification and the Cross “may be able to remind” the Korean church of its 

commitment to the righteousness of God that comes through faith349 – a righteousness 

that is freely given, but that also places upon the believer the burden of the Cross and a 

call to self-denial.  

 

Sung Wook Chung is also interested in the ecumenical character of the church. He points 

out that the Korean church has serious problems of denominational division. The 

Presbyterian Church has suffered denominational separation between Yejang and Koshin, 

Yejang and Kijang, and Yejang Habdong and Yejang Tonghap; and there have also been 

several separations within the Yejang Habdong denomination. Ironically, most of these 

churches insist that their theological roots are in Calvinism – that is, they all claim to 

represent authentic Reformed theology. Calvin’s whole theology aimed at the unity of the 

church, and his whole theology is thus undermined by this culture of separation and 

division. In this connection Sung Wook Chung quotes François Wendel’s judgment:  

Calvin was much preoccupied with the unity of the visible Church. This unity 

existed between all the Churches that based themselves upon the pure Gospel, 

whatever differences there might be among them concerning customs, 

ceremonies and organization. Even divergences of doctrine should not 
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necessarily break this unity.350  

As indicated in the statement above, Calvin was a theologian who, when compared to 

other theologians, strongly emphasized church consensus and the unity of the church in 

terms of evangelicalism. Chung argues that Calvin strove for “doctrinal unity or 

consensus between the Lutheran church and the Reformed church during the sixteenth-

century Reformation,”351  and that Calvin never abandoned his effort to formulate an 

ecumenical doctrine of the sacraments that could be shared equally by the Reformed and 

Lutheran Churches. 

 

The diminishing social influence of the Korean church is no doubt tied to the problem of 

schism. Most Korean Presbyterian Churches follow the tradition of Calvin’s theology. If 

the Korean churches continually are divided due to the issues of denominational politics 

or an insistence on their individual benefits, it is in opposition to Calvin’s Reformed 

theology. Separated churches are not capable of evangelism, mission, and an effective 

apologetic in a secular society. Calvin’s commitment to church unity should be recovered, 

emphasized, and promoted in the Korean church.  

 

Sung Wook Chung notes that Barth held a deeply “ambivalent attitude toward Calvin’s 

theology,”352 and observes that Calvin’s role in the formation of Barth’s theology has 

been misunderstood by conservative theologians. Barth was concerned with Calvin’s 

theology and endeavoured to be attentive to him “throughout his entire theological 
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career.” 353  Sung Wook Chung affirms that “a sound understanding of [Barth’s] 

relationship to Calvin in Barth’s theological development is fundamental.”354 After all, 

both of them were attempting to articulate a faithful representation of a Reformed 

theological tradition.  

 

Barth frequently employed Calvin’s statements in his theology and was influenced by 

Calvin. However, Barth did not accept Calvin’s theology uncritically. Sung Wook Chung 

argues that Barth’s attitude towards Calvin’s theology was both critical and ambivalent 

for several reasons: “First of all, Barth had no wish simply to repeat and replicate Calvin’s 

arguments.”355  This is because Barth thought that no one was entitled to “claim the 

absolute and unchangeable truth and validity for his or her time-bound, provincial, and 

parochial arguments.”356 This clearly demonstrates that Barth emphasized the fact that we 

are not qualified to claim truth for thought produced in a particular place at a particular 

time. Second, Barth was ambivalent in his attitude toward Calvin because the former was 

working from within his own specific “interpretive framework” when he approached 

Scripture. Although Barth would “consult Calvin’s commentaries” about particular 

biblical texts, his own Christological hermeneutic was forged in controversy with a whole 

tradition of liberal critical scholarship on the Bible. 357  Third, “Barth’s ambivalence 

toward Calvin” was related to the former’s Christocentrism. Barth himself acknowledges 

that Calvin was one of the “Christocentric theologians, [but] he nevertheless often 

criticised Calvin for not being sufficiently Christocentric, especially in relation to the 
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doctrine of election, reconciliation and the knowledge of sin.”358 But it is obvious that 

both Calvin and Barth as Christocentric theologians formed their theology on the basis of 

Jesus Christ. This commonality provides a motivation such that the conservative camp 

and the progressive camp in the context of Korea could reconcile with each other.  

 

Barth saw Calvin as an important ally, but Barth’s own theological convictions required 

that he maintain a certain respectful distance from Calvin. The last reason for Barth’s 

ambivalent attitude toward Calvin is that Barth had his own specific context in mind as 

he used Calvin’s theology. Of course, there were many differences between “Barth’s 

theological concerns, agenda, and … Calvin’s in terms of historical context.”359  Sung 

Wook Chung emphasizes that Calvin’s aim was to reform the church and “[to recover] 

the biblical truth of the Gospel of grace” in the face of the traditions of medieval 

Catholicism, while Barth’s interest was in academic theology in the face of a post-

Enlightenment and secularized modernist world.360 Sung Wook Chung recognizes that 

Barth often saw his theological endeavour as an attempt to re-reform the church. 

Nevertheless, he says that “although [Barth] frequently appealed to Calvin’s theological 

wisdom and insights in constructing his theological positions, he felt keenly that there 

were inevitable limitations and weaknesses in Calvin’s theology.”361  

 

Reformed theology is not such a theology that insists on the absolute principle of one’s 

theology. Calvin’s theology also is not an absolute theology. Reformed theology is 

continually reforming itself on the basis of Scripture according to the times and transitions 
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of history. In this sense, the Korean Reformed church should renew its Reformed theology. 

The Korean church should reform theology that encourages Christians to live rightly 

according to the Bible.  In brief, Sung Wook Chung argues that “Barth’s attitude toward 

Calvin was not always positive, but considerably ambivalent, paradoxical and 

complex.”362 It should certainly be clear that a proper interpretation of Barth’s theology 

is impossible without also accounting for Barth’s complex relationship to Calvin.  

 

The important thing is that Barth did not support Calvin’s theology without sharp critique. 

Korean Reformed theologians need to learn from Barth’s attitude toward Calvin. In this 

chapter, I have examined Korean Reformed theologians such as Chul Ha Han, Jung Suck 

Rhee, and Sung Wook Chung and how they understand and evaluate Calvin and Barth in 

terms of the doctrine of faith. As explored above, only Chul Ha Han viewed Barth 

negatively, whereas the other two theologians, Jung Suck Rhee and Sung Wook Chung, 

have been more sympathetic toward Barth.  

 

In addition, I will discuss these three Korean theologians – Chul Ha Han, Jung Suck Rhee, 

and Sung Wook Chung – in the light of some Korean theologians who have interacted 

with and critiqued them. In general, most Korean Reformed theologians, such as Myung 

Hyuk Kim and Jae Sung Kim, consider Chul Ha Han a conservative Calvinist, whereas 

most progressive theologians see him as a fundamentalist. Myung Hyuk Kim insists that 

Chula Ha Han’s theology was God-centred and that he emphasized Calvinism and the 

gospel of salvation on the basis of repentance and faith.363 Chul Ha Han stressed that 

understanding soteriology and the importance of the gospel are necessary in order to 
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understand Calvin’s theology. Calvin’s Institutes is constructed on the basis of ‘faith,’ and 

the doctrine of faith is the core of soteriology. Faith is an important key to understanding 

Calvin’s theology, especially in his Institutes, but Jae Sung Kim argues that “there is no 

master key to understand Calvin’s theology.”364  Because Calvin first dealt with faith 

before regeneration, repentance, sanctification, and justification, to say that faith is 

therefore the most important theme and the core in Calvin’s theology is an understanding 

that Jae Sung Kim sees as a jump in logic.365 In other words, Calvin first dealt with ‘faith’ 

in opposing Roman Catholic theology because that focused on the behaviour in the 

situation of his time. We need to pay attention in our time to the significant question: 

What is the core truth of Christian theology that Calvin was communicating? It is the 

gospel of Jesus. 

 

Jung Suck Rhee studied at Chong Shin University, which is one of the most conservative 

theological universities in Korea. Those who are teaching at that university regard Barth 

as a liberal theologian. Even though his theological background is conservative, Rhee 

tried to spread Barth’s theology into Korea after studying at Calvin Theological Seminary, 

USA, and the Free University, in the Netherlands. As mentioned previously, Rhee insisted 

that because the conservative Korean theologians have been misunderstanding Barth, 

they need to re-examine and re-interpret Barth’s theology without prejudice. But most 

conservative Korean theologians, such as Chul Won Seo, are unwilling to accept or act 

on this assertion.  
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Chul Won Seo has taught systematic theology for a long time at Chong Shin University, 

after studying at Westminster Theological Seminary, USA, and the Free University, in the 

Netherlands. He regards himself as a conservative Calvinist. Chul Won Seo disagrees 

with individuals such as Jung Suck Rhee, who acknowledge Barth’s theology. In spite of 

this, Jung Suck Rhee contributed to Reformed theology in Korea by introducing Barth’s 

theology through books and lectures. One such book is Karl Barth’s Doctrine of 

Sanctification.366 This is a very important book for the understanding of Barth’s view of 

sanctification. The numbers of those who are supporting Jung Suck Rhee’s understanding 

of Barth are increasing gradually, for example, John Seo and Tae Hoon Lee. John Seo is 

a Korean Reformed theologian, and Tae Hoon Lee also is a Korean Reformed theologian 

who is teaching at Ezra Bible Institute for Graduate Studies in Korea. Jung Suck Rhee 

was known by many academics as a balanced theologian on Calvin and Barth in Korea.  

 

Sung Wook Chung is well known as an excellent Reformed theologian in Korea. Even 

though he is mainly teaching at Denver Theological Seminary, USA, he is contributing to 

the Korean church and theology. In particular, he is playing an important role in informing 

Korean pastors’ ministry and Korean theologians’ theological achievement in relation to 

the wider world. Jin Hong Kim critiques Sung Wook Chung in Church Reformation 

Keyword as follows: firstly, Sung Wook Chung emphasizes pure Reformed theology; 

secondly, he is an excellent theologian who shows scientific depth through his lectures 

and books. Lastly, he is a sincere theologian in his ministry.367   In particular, many 

Koreans are influenced by Sung Wook Chung’s books, such as Systematic Theology Made 

Easy, Church Reformation Keyword, and Admiration and Challenge: Karl Barth’s 
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Theological Relationship with John Calvin. There is a gradual but significant increase in 

those who are interested in Sung Wook Chung’s theology, not least because of his 

sympathetic presentation of the theologies of Calvin and Barth. 

 

In summary, I have examined three representative Korean Reformed theologians, Chul 

Ha Han, Jung Suck Rhee, Sung Wook Chung. Most Korean conservative theologians such 

as Myung Hyuk Kim and Jae Sung Kim see Chul Ha Han as a conservative Calvinist. 

Myung Hyuk Kim asserts that Chul Ha Han’s theology was God-centred and that he 

emphasized Calvinism and the gospel of salvation on the basis of repentance and faith.368 

Like Myung Hyuk Kim, Jae Sung Kim sees Chul Ha Han as a conservative Calvinist. But 

Jae Sung Kim has a different view. Jae Sung Kim disagrees with Chul Ha Han, who sees 

faith as a significant key to understanding Calvin’s theology in his Institutes, because 

Calvin first dealt with faith before other themes such as regeneration and sanctification. 

But Jae Sung Kim argues that this is a jump in logic. Jae Sung Kim insists that Calvin 

first treated faith against Roman Catholic theology in the situation of his time.369 However, 

most progressive theologians such as Kyung Jae Kim sees him as a fundamentalist. This 

is because Chul Ha Han followed Hyung Nong Park, who was the most representative 

fundamental conservative theologian in Korea.370 Additionally, Chul Ha Han criticized 

Barth from a fundamentalist point of view, as a liberal theologian. 

 

Essentially, although Jung Suck Rhee studied theology at a conservative theological 

university, some conservative theologians such as Chul Won Seo disagree with Jung Suck 
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Rhee and are unwilling to accept his assertions on Barth’s theology. Chul Won Seo 

opposes Jung Suck Rhee due to the latter’s positive criticisms of Barth’s theology.  

 

Even though Sung Wook Chung is a moderate Calvinist, he is evaluated as a balanced 

theologian by Korean theologians. Representative Korean Presbyterian (Tonghap) pastor 

Jin Hong Kim critiques Chung in Church Reformation Keyword as follows: Chung 

emphasizes pure Reformed theology for the Korean church. Nam Jun Kim critiques 

Chung in Korean Church: To Be Changed to Live as follows: Chung is a Reformed 

theologian who provides practical suggestions to set up sound theology and right church 

in Korea.371 This meaningful book rightly points out the problems of the Korean church 

in regard to its reformation. In short, most Korean theologians are broadly divided into 

conservative and progressive camps according to how they understand and evaluate Barth. 

However, we need to reconsider Barth’s theology effectively without prejudice.  

 

Nowadays, the number of those who are interested in Barth’s theology is increasing 

gradually. This is good sign because it is an opportunity to illuminate and evaluate Barth’s 

theology anew. In Korea, those who endeavour to keep orthodox doctrine need to critique 

different views with fairness. To reject Barth unconditionally is not symbolic of orthodox 

conservatism. We should dismiss immature attitudes that regard Barth as a liberal 

theologian due to some extreme concepts and tendencies in Barth’s theology. Even though 

conservative theologians’ views are different from Barth’s point of view, to evaluate and 

criticize fairly without any prejudice is a basic attitude of doing theology well. When we 

examine Barth’s theology holistically, persuasive critique will be possible. It is not easy, 

but it is an important task for Korean conservative theologians. I hope that a deeper 
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reading of Barth will lead to a reappraisal of his worth by conservative Korean 

theologians if they approach him without their prejudices and preconceptions. 



Conclusion 

The most fundamental common point between Calvin and Barth is that they both 

articulate a Christological perspective in their understanding of faith, justification, and 

sanctification. In spite of the differences in their Christologies, they share a theological 

starting point in the knowledge of God revealed in Christ. Barth develops his doctrines of 

justification and sanctification on the basis of the reconciliation achieved in Jesus Christ. 

He stresses that, for the believer, to know Christ is to know what Barth considered to be 

the core content of the doctrine of reconciliation. The meaning of faith, sin, justification, 

and sanctification become clear only in the person of Jesus Christ.  

 

For Calvin, justification and sanctification are fundamentally based on the person of Jesus 

Christ. He does not deal with these doctrines within his Christology; rather both 

justification and sanctification are part of his pneumatology. This means Calvin tends to 

emphasize the practical and experiential side of faith, whereas Barth tends to emphasize 

the objective Christological side. Yet this difference in emphasis reflects a larger shared 

understanding of the doctrine of faith. Both Calvin and Barth are concerned to uphold the 

Reformed principle of solus Christus in their reflections on justification and sanctification. 

For both of them, a right understanding of the relationship between justification and 

sanctification depends on a proper understanding of this principle. The forensic 

characteristics of justification arise also from the principle of solus Christus, since, in 

Calvin’s view, we can be justified only in Jesus Christ: “since God justifies us by the 

intercession of Christ, [God] absolves us not by the confirmation of our own innocence 

but by the imputation of righteousness, so that we who are not righteous in ourselves may 



 
 

311 

be considered as such in Christ Jesus.”1 It is Christ alone who saves, and Christ’s benefits 

are received through faith alone without the assistance of human works.  

 

Both Calvin and Barth emphasize the simultaneity of justification and sanctification. 

According to Calvin, we cannot discuss justification without sanctification and we cannot 

think of sanctification without justification.2 Barth also draws attention to the inseparable 

relationship between justification and sanctification, even though, like Calvin, he insists 

on the distinction between the two and the logical order that leads from justification to 

sanctification. The relationship between justification and sanctification is not simply a 

theoretical issue: it is a question of how God reconciles human beings by his grace. Only 

when the relationship between justification and sanctification is understood does the 

nature of salvation in Christ come clearly into focus. 

 

Both Calvin and Barth are willing to posit the simultaneity of justification and 

sanctification because they both understand the doctrine of reconciliation, not the doctrine 

of justification, as the centre of the gospel.3 According to Calvin and Barth, the meaning 

of justification and sanctification can only be rightly grasped when they are understood 

in the wider frame of a gracious God who reconciles us with himself through the Holy 

Spirit in Christ. If we do not presuppose the event of reconciliation, all concepts about 

justification and sanctification are meaningless. Calvin and Barth principally agree on the 

fact that the event of reconciliation has been realized in Christ alone; this is their starting 

point and it is, they believe, the centre of faith and the church. The theological 
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methodology that was adopted by Calvin and Barth to express this is “covenant thought.”4 

It is true that Calvin developed covenantal ideas in his Christology while Barth’s ideas of 

the covenant are developed in his doctrines of election and creation, but in both cases one 

can see the development of a distinctively Reformed theological method. 

 

Further, both Calvin and Barth understand sanctification as the goal of justification. For 

both of them, the important thing is for the Christian life to be sanctified through the Holy 

Spirit in Jesus Christ. Again, both of them see the Christian life as possible only in union 

with Christ. They both see sanctification as solely a matter of grace and not as a matter of 

any human merit or achievement. As Barth puts it, sanctification comprises the 

participation of believers by the sanctification of Christ Jesus, “in what Calvin called the 

participatio Christi.”5 In this sense, clearly believers’ sanctification is already realized in 

Jesus Christ, because Christ’s righteousness is imputed to believers, and they participate 

in sanctification through Jesus’ sacrificial death on the Cross. In short, to be sanctified is 

to participate in the abundance of Christ.  

 

Both Calvin and Barth also focus on Jesus Christ as the object of faith. Of course, Barth’s 

Christological method plays a key role in the whole system of his Church Dogmatics; 

clearly he sees Jesus Christ as the one and only object of faith. Calvin just as clearly 

recognizes that the object of faith as Jesus Christ. But there is a difference between Calvin 

and Barth in terms of what they understand by the term ‘the object of faith.’ Their 

differences lie in this: the object of faith for Barth is primarily and only Jesus Christ, 

whereas Calvin links Jesus Christ with God. In other words, Calvin believes the primary 

object of faith is God, through Jesus Christ, the Mediator. 

                                                                 
4 CD II/2; CDIV/2, 499-500; Inst., 3. 11-13. 

5 CD IV/ 2, 518.  
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As noted in chapter 4, Chul Ha Han describes the difference between Calvin and Barth 

with regard to the object of faith in terms of Barth’s thought being more Christocentric 

and Calvin’s more theocentric. Nevertheless, Calvin stresses as strongly as Barth that 

faith is directed towards Christ, and that the benefits received through faith are 

exclusively the benefits of Christ. The important thing is that both focus on Jesus as the 

object of faith.  

 

There remain important differences between Calvin and Barth, however. One major 

difference relates to the doctrine of Christ’s three offices. Calvin arranges the order of 

Christ’s offices of prophet, king, and priest according to the historical order,6 whereas 

Barth arranges priest, king, and prophet according to the application of salvation.7 Barth’s 

point particularly is that Jesus Christ accomplished the ministry of reconciliation by three 

offices: justification as the priest, sanctification as the king, and the work of testimony as 

the prophet. This difference of order creates further differences in doctrinal content. For 

example, Calvin sees Christ’s prophetic office as belonging to Christ’s earthly ministry, 

while Barth identifies the prophetic office with the time after Jesus’ ascension.  

 

These basic Christological differences are further reflected in the structure of the doctrine 

of reconciliation. Calvin thinks of justification and sanctification as the twofold structure 

of the doctrine of reconciliation, whereas Barth magnifies the doctrinal structure into the 

three moments, justification, sanctification and calling. Certainly, Calvin also has a 

theology of the divine call, but it does not play the same structural systematic role in his 

doctrine of faith. 

                                                                 
6 Inst., 2.15-17. 

7 Barth presents Christ’s three offices in Church Dogmatics: justification as the priest (CD IV/1), 

sanctification as the king (CD IV/2), and the work of testimony as the prophet (CD IV/3-1, 2; CD IV/1, 

79). Cf. the structure of CD IV. 
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Another difference is that Calvin emphasizes justification and sanctification in the context 

of his pneumatology. The role of the Holy Spirit as a subject of justification and 

sanctification appears more strongly in Calvin than in Barth. Calvin emphasizes that 

believers come to enjoy Christ and all his benefits through the work of the Holy Spirit,8 

while Barth’s stricter Christological concentration confines pneumatology to a more 

restricted role in the doctrine of reconciliation. 

 

I have explored some of the different ways in which Calvin’s and Barth’s theologies have 

been received by the Korean church. Some of the most important divisions within Korean 

Presbyterianism are connected with questions of the status of Barth’s relationship with 

Calvin in terms of the Reformed tradition. There are four main denominational clusters 

of the Korean Presbyterian Churches: Koshin, Hapdong, Kijang, and Tonghap. The first 

two groups, Koshin and Hapdong, are seen as conservative while the latter two groups, 

Kijang and Tonghap, are seen as progressive. All these clusters or sub-denominations 

have their roots in Reformed theology. Most Koshin and Hapdong theologians claim to 

follow the teaching of Calvin, and bitterly criticize the theology of Barth. By contrast, 

Tonghap theologians have looked more to Barth than to Calvin. A leading theologian like 

Jong Sung Rhee accepts both Calvin and Barth, but he is generally considered a Barthian 

thinker rather than a Calvinist. Meanwhile, Kijang theologians have been influenced by 

Jae Jun Kim, who was deeply ambivalent towards Calvin and whose work on Barth aimed 

to lay the foundations for a progressive Korean theology.9 Even though Kim was not a 

Calvin scholar, he fostered a considerably negative perception of Calvin through his 

                                                                 
8 Inst., 3.1.1. 

9 Myung Young Kim, [칼 바르트의 신학] Theology of Karl Barth (Seoul: Ireseo Won, 2011), 318. 
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arguments with conservative Reformed scholars.10  My own view is that the Korean 

churches that were divided into the conservative side and the progressive side over the 

issue of Barth’s theology could reconcile with each other through a better understanding 

of the commonality that exists between Calvin and Barth in terms of the doctrines of faith 

and of reconciliation.  

 

Unfortunately, the Korean Presbyterian Church has been divided into more than one 

hundred denominations, and almost all the reasons for the schisms have been political 

conflicts in relation to ecclesiastical authority. Each of the denominations insists that their 

theological roots are in Calvin’s theology, and that those of others are not. The 

denominations assert that they have the same confession of faith on the basis of Calvin’s 

theology. This is, however, fundamentally the opposite of Calvin’s theology, because 

Calvin emphasized the church’s unity and the consensus of the church, in his Institutes. 

Even though the denominations have had their particular reasons for dividing, the number 

of denominations that have arisen due to schisms in the Presbyterian Church is nearly 

incomprehensible. We must remember that Jesus prayed for future churches: “that all of 

them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so 

that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you 

gave me, that they may be one as we are one” (John17:21-22). It is obvious that Jesus’ 

prayer is for unity and consensus in the church. With this in mind it would benefit the 

Korean churches that have been divided into the conservative side and the progressive 

side due to Barth’s theology to reconcile with each other through a better understanding 

of the commonality between Calvin and Barth, particularly in terms of the doctrine of 

faith and the doctrine of reconciliation.  

                                                                 
10 Jae Buhm Hwang, “Korean Theologians’ Ambivalent Response to Calvinism” NZST vol.53 (December 

2011):492.  
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In the embattled situation of Korean theology, the study of Calvin and Barth has often 

been motivated by polemical aims. While progressives in the Korean church were 

originally few in number, they have been strongly opposed by conservative Presbyterian 

institutions. In the early theological controversies, conservative scholars applied a 

“doctrine of biblical inerrancy,” which was believed to have its historical origin in Calvin, 

to pass judgment on progressive tendencies.11 Furthermore, progressive scholars, having 

come from a Korean Presbyterian tradition, took their point of reference as historical 

Calvinism and due to this they chose Barth’s theology as “a modern expression of 

Calvinism, while rejecting the conservative or orthodox (Princeton) Calvinism.”12 This 

polemical situation has resulted in the Korean progressives being dismissive of Calvinism, 

while being insufficiently critical towards Barth.  

 

Conservative Reformed theologians such as Hyung Ryong Park and Yoon Sun Park were 

influenced by conservative missionaries and theologians from the West, for example, 

Samuel Moffett, Gresham Machen and Louis Berkhof. These scholars accepted the 

premises of nineteenth-century Princeton theology, and taught theology on the basis of 

this modern American Calvinist system. By contrast, progressive scholars like Jae Jun 

Kim and Jong-Sung Lee studied progressivism and Barth’s theology in Japan and 

America. They argued against conservative Calvinism and claimed the legacy of Barth as 

a prominent representative of modern Calvinism. Real theological questions have been at 

stake in these debates, but one cannot deny the biases of polemical aims and the struggles 

of different Korean theologians to maintain their theological positions and ecclesial 

authority.  

                                                                 
11 Hwang, Korean Theologians’ Ambivalent Response to Calvinism, 488-490. 

12 Hwang, Korean Theologians’ Ambivalent Response to Calvinism, 491. 
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Unfortunately, in this context, Korean Reformed theologians have given little emphasis 

to the wider theological aims of Calvin and Barth. The doctrine of faith – a focal point for 

Reformed soteriology – has been one such neglected theme, and I have tried to make up 

for this neglect in the present study. Both Calvin and Barth stand within a single tradition 

of a Reformed doctrine of faith, notwithstanding the fact that they formulated this vital 

doctrine in quite different historical contexts: Barth in the twentieth century and Calvin 

in the sixteenth.  

 

The current thesis has been written almost fifty years after Barth’s death, at a time of 

widespread debate within the Reformed tradition about the future of Reformed theology 

and identity. My thesis has sought to interpret the merits of Calvin’s and Barth’s doctrines 

of faith in the context of a continuing tradition of Korean theological reflection. As I hope 

this thesis demonstrates, polemical debates about Reformed identity do not necessarily 

provide the best conditions for a productive interpretation of Reformed sources. What is 

needed in Korean theology today is a careful reading of Barth’s and Calvin’s works and 

a fair assessment of how their views relate to the wider Reformed tradition. Today, I 

certainly believe we need more critical and comprehensive studies on both Calvin and 

Barth if we are to have any hope of clarifying the future paths of Reformed Christianity 

in Korea.  

 

The field of Calvin studies has seen huge developments in recent decades, while scholars 

today also have access to a much wider range of Barth’s writing than has been possible 

in the past, including his extensive lecture notes on the history of Reformed theology. 

Taking advantage of both of these growing fields of research, Korean Reformed theology 

today needs to continue the effort and work of appreciating these major sources of 
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Reformed theology – both Calvin and Barth – with clarity, scholarly objectivity, and 

theological integrity. More than that, we need to reflect carefully on how the theological 

tradition represented by Calvin and Barth might be reinterpreted in the context of twenty-

first-century Korea. 

 

We should make every effort for the healing and restoration of the Korean churches that 

have been divided into various denominations. One of the important things to do is to 

return to the basics of evangelical faith, including the faith of the apostles and that of the 

Reformers. Evangelical thought and faith that all churches are one in Christ should be 

restored and spread immediately. The Korean church needs tolerance and respect between 

the conservative camp and the progressive camp on the basis of a shared biblical mindset.  

 

One of the basic problems in the Korean church relates to the dualism between 

justification and sanctification. Conservative scholars focus on justification, but this is 

not balanced by the doctrine of sanctification. Progressive scholars focus on issues 

broadly related to sanctification – social change, for example – but this is not balanced 

by a doctrine of justification by grace. From both sides, the full meaning of soteriology is 

diminished, and the Christian message is losing its power in Korean society. The 

prevailing secular promotion of a success mentality and of striving for pleasure also 

influences the church and its theology, leading to an unhealthy emphasis on 

anthropocentric works and a diminution of the proper appreciation of the work of God in 

Christ Jesus. Korean Protestant churches focus in a major way on soteriology on the basis 

of the doctrine of justification by faith.  Korean pastors have taught believers “that they 

are to be forgiven for their sin and saved for eternity at the time when they believe in 
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Jesus Christ.”13 Most Korean believers have kept this common idea in the background. 

As a result, they neglect life issues such as the practice and behaviour of a true Christian. 

 

Some Korean theologians, such as Se Yun Kin, insist that the cause of the crisis within 

the Korean church is due to the misunderstanding of the doctrine of justification:14 the 

doctrine of justification that is taught is distorted by being separated from ethics or 

Christian life. Another cause of the crisis is that Korean believers do not focus on 

becoming true believers in relation to sanctification by sound faith; “It is not because of 

the doctrine itself, but because it is not grounded on the authentic doctrine.”15 A message 

of justification separated from sanctification will seem abstract and unreal; a message of 

sanctification separated from justification will seem like a matter of human effort rather 

than grace. As both Calvin and Barth have argued, justification and sanctification can be 

distinguished from each other, but they are inseparable. In this deep theological unity lies 

the prospect of a solution to the problem of the Korean church’s tragic divisions and 

antagonisms. A theological consensus among Korean Presbyterian Churches should begin 

from clearing away misunderstanding about Barth’s theology. We must accomplish 

mutual theological exchange and the unity of all denominations that have split off by 

removing prejudice in relation to theology.  

 

The way to forge this theological unity is to interpret anew the doctrine of faith in 

Reformed theology – a doctrine nowhere more carefully spelled out than in the works of 

both Calvin and Barth. Many theologians are actively researching Calvin’s connections 

with Barth in Europe, the root of Barth’s theology. I strongly suggest that Korean 

                                                                 
13 O-Kab Lee, “Are Problem of the Korean Churches Caused by the Doctrine of ‘Justification by Faith’?” 

Korean Journal of Christian Studies 100 (2016), 192. 

14 Se Yun Kim, Justification and Sanctification (Seoul: Duranno, 2013). 

15 Lee, “Are Problem of the Korean Churches Caused by the Doctrine of Justification by Faith?” 193. 
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theologians and churches explore Calvin anew through Barth’s writings, such as Church 

Dogmatics, to illuminate the various systematic themes that I have explored, such as the 

doctrine of faith in Calvin and Barth and Korean Reformed theology. I hope that the 

Barthian camp and the Calvinist camp will discuss and study the theological similarities 

and differences between Calvin and Barth so that the whole Korean church will benefit. 

I hope my research thesis will help toward theological reconciliation and unity in the 

Korean churches. 
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