Can Paul & Jesus’ Teaching  on how to be assured of Eternal Life be Harmonized?
       Question: Is Salvation by grace through faith,  or does it require an obedient life of doing righteousness?
PAUL:   Believing in Jesus’ (death & resurrection) provides assurance 

                 by faith of our justification,  and of eternal life as a free gift.

“A person is not justified by the works of the law, but by faith in Jesus…   This righteousness is given         

 through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe… the righteous will live by faith.” (Gal. 2:16; Rom. 3:22; 1:17)
“It is by grace you have been saved, through faith, and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God” (Eph. 2:8).                    

“I count everything a loss…  that I may be found in him,  not having a righteousness of my own  derived from      

 the Law,  but that which is thru faith in Christ—the righteousness  that comes from God  on the basis of faith.”          

                                                                                                                                                (Phil. 3:8-11; cf. 1:11)

JESUS:  Obey God’s law (of love),  follow Christ’s teaching,  renounce everything, and                       

                  carry your own cross,  or else you cannot be his follower or enter eternal life.

“What must I do to inherit eternal life?   ‘What is written in God’s law…  do this and you will live”                        

“Whoever does not carry their cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.”  (Luke 10:25-28; 14:27,33)

“To enter eternal life, keep God’s commandments!…   I do not abolish God’s law…   Unless your righteousness surpasses the teachers of the law, you will not enter the kingdom…  Every tree that does not bear good fruit will  be cut down…     Only those who do the will of my Father will enter the kingdom of heaven…   You must deny  yourself & take up your cross daily… God will reward all according to what they have done.” (Mt. 19:16f; 5:17-20; 

                                                                                                                                                                         7:19,21; 16:24,27)
ALTERNATIVE VIEWS:   How Jesus and Paul’s Teachings on Salvation are Related                             

            Do they essentially differ,  or only in emphasis and vocabulary?   Can they be combined?

1.  Dispensational Theology:  Jesus taught the way of Old Testament Law for Jews (not Christians).        

     But for Christians, Paul’s Good News replaced Jesus’ approach  with salvation by faith alone.

2.  Luther & Reformation:  Jesus’ focus on God’s law was only to help us welcome Paul’s way of grace.     

     Jesus insisted on obedience, more righteousness, & cross-bearing, so we’d realize we can’t do those. 

     Then we’d see: Our only hope is to reject Jesus’ literal requirements, & accept Paul’s belief in grace.

3.  Different Goals:  Paul explains salvation (we escape hell by just believing)!    Jesus is only explaining 

     growth in discipleship  which requires dying to self,  but this option  is unessential for salvation.

Solutions 1, 2 or 3 diminish Jesus’ approach in favor of Paul’s language.   And the Bible itself does not appear to spell out the basic inferences that they assert.    But approaches 1-3 are the most popular ones.   For they find that endorsing Paul’s Gospel  requires recognizing that Jesus’ teaching conflicts with that.

They interpret Paul to mean that Jesus enabled God to be ‘just,’ by bearing our sin’s punishment in our place.   He purchases a ‘righteousness’ which allows canceling the consequences our own sins deserve, if  we just affirm by faith  that Jesus’ atonement  credits such an ‘imputed’ righteousness to our account.     Thus, while obedience and a righteous life remain desirable, believing the cross provided such “grace,”        is alone sufficient to secure the destiny that truly matters: heaven, instead of hell’s endless punishment!

But, Dallas Willard’s keen observation that “Jesus is the smartest person who ever lived” can leave one hesitant to think  Paul’s insight into God’s way  supercedes that of Jesus.   Thus we ask in a closer look: Can we reconcile and affirm both Paul and Jesus’ message?   Is there a way to see them as compatible?
4.  BASIC AGREEMENT:   Some Examples that Paul  & Jesus  affirm the Same Essentials!

A.  God’s saving kingdom and eternal life are unearned gifts of ‘grace’  that rest on God’s mercy.

    Jesus also affirms the “Good News”  that “your Father is pleased to give you His kingdom,”  which we                

    “receive like a child” receives a gift  (Lk. 8:1; 12:32; 18:17; 6:20).    His God is “merciful” to the “wicked.”              

    He “forgives sins,” bringing “salvation through forgiveness,  because of God’s tender mercy” (6:35f; 1:77f 

     5:20f; 23:34; 11:13).    “I will draw all persons to my self”  (Jn. 12:32; Cf 21:11; 6:29,40; 7:38f; 12:44-46; 14:12).

B.  Faith (in God’s provision) is central and crucial to experiencing what God intends for our lives.                            

    Jesus too says, “Have faith in God... Repent & believe in the Good News…According to your faith, let it be 

    done to you” (Mk. 1:15; 11:22; Mt. 9:29).    “Your sins are forgiven…  Your faith has saved you.”    The devil   

    keeps us from “believing & being saved…  I’ve prayed that your faith may not fail”  (Lk. 7:48-50; 8:12; 22:32).  

   “Whoever hears my word & believes Him who sent me has eternal life… God’s ‘work’ is to believe” (Jn. 5:24)   

C. Sin’s power and deception makes us unable to please God, or to fulfill the purpose of God’s law            (unless by faith we receive the enabling gift of His Spirit).
“Everyone is a slave to sin.” We are all by nature “slaves to sin” (cf. Jn. 8:34  & Rom. 6:16f; 3:9f; 7:5,17-20; 8:5-8).  Satan “blinds the minds of unbelievers” (2 Cor. 4:4; 2 Thes. 2:10f).   “Though seeing, they do not see” (Mt. 13:13).

D.  Still, repentance and conquering the way of sin and self  is essential to participate in salvation. 

Paul agrees: “Repentance leads to salvation”  (2 Cor. 7:10; cf. Rom 2:4; Lk. 5:32; 13:5; 24:47; Acts 3:19; 5:31; 11:18!). “You’re slaves to what you obey, whether sin which leads to death, or obedience that leads to righteousness.”  So “freed from sin as slaves of God, the benefit you reap is holiness, and the result is eternal life” (Rom. 6:16,22; 8:13)!

E.  So, pursuing the way of sin jeopardizes our salvation, despite any profession of faith we may make. 

Paul agreed: “Wrong doers (even the “greedy”)  will not inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor. 6:9; Cf. Matt. 7:21-23). He warns, “I make my body a slave so that.. I myself will not be disqualified” (1 Cor. 9:27; 15:3; Rom. 11:22; 1 Tim.  

                                                                                                                                            4:7f; 2 Tim. 4:7f; Heb. 10:26-31; 3:18f). 

F.  So, obedience to God’s law, fulfilling its’ central purpose in our lives,  is essential to our salvation.       

Paul agreed: “Keeping God’s commands is what counts…we uphold the law… It is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous.”   For God sent His Son “in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us who do not live according to the sinful nature”  (1 Cor. 7:19; Rom. 3:31; 2:13,26; 8:4; Cf. Mt. 19:16f).
G. Paul & Jesus do see  the outward letter  or “works” of Mosaic Law are not required,  can’t justify us, nor produce real righteousness.   Nor can this simply result from our own efforts (Eph. 2:8f; Rom. 10:3).

“No one is justified in God’s sight by the works of the law” (Rom. 3:20; 2:25f; 14:14; Gal. 2:16; 4:10; 5:1f; Col 2:16).    “Jesus declared all foods clean… On the sabbath..  my Father works & I too am working” (Mk. 7:19; 3:4; Jn. 5:17f).

H.  For like Jesus, Paul sees  that the obedience that God’s law requires  is defined by a life of love.

“Love is the fulfillment of the law…  For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (Rom. 13:9f; Gal. 5:14).    “All the Law and Prophets hang on this” (Matt. 22:40).    Love      is the law we are under,  and the “work produced by faith”   (1 Cor. 9:20f; Gal. 6:2; 5:6; 1 Thes. 1:3; 2 Thes. 1:11). 

I.  Thus,  pursuing a godly life can not be optional,  and a simply imputed righteousness will not do.       Indeed, for everyone,  the standard for salvation  on Judgment Day  will be the works we have done.       

Jesus and Paul say: “People reap what they sow… Everyone will receive what is due them for the things done, whether good or bad…  God will repay everyone  according to what they have done…  To those who persist in doing good… He’ll give eternal life” (Gal. 6:7f; 2 Cor. 5:10; Rom. 2:6f; Cf. Jesus: Mt. 25:34-46; Mk. 9:43-49; Lk 6:38)!

       TWO OBJECTIONS  to accepting that Paul and Jesus Agree on what is necessary for Salvation
1. Our Need for Assurance that we’ll be saved:  Knowing our salvation is certain requires that it only  depends upon a profession of faith.   If we accepted Jesus’ claim that an obedient life is also necessary, we could remain anxious that our life & righteous works might be found insufficient on Judgment Day.

Response:   No tradition guarantees immunity from God’s judgments  in this world or the next.   The Reformers saw that unfruitful disobedience could mean that we were never really saved or chosen.     And Arminians knew that a wicked life can signify that we have lost our salvation,  since it depends on our choices to remain in Christ.  

2. Grace Alone: If anything’s required beyond believing, then salvation can’t be a gift resting on grace.

Response:   The problem is that Jesus and Paul repeatedly require not simply believing that Jesus died for us,  but repentance, holiness, obedience and perseverance!     Yet, salvation can rest on God’s grace,  if it does not depend ultimately on our ability and performance.    For it is God   whose gracious character and love will faithfully pursue us (with mercy and judgment)  until God brings us to the obedience  required to be saved.

                      AN ATTEMPT TO RECONCLE PAUL AND JESUS’ APPROACH

1. What salvation does not mean is clear.   Like Jesus, Paul “knew (what was in) all people:”                a blind and sinful egotistic nature (Jn. 2:24;  see ‘C’ above).    Thus, the solution can not be “works”       that “depend on human will or effort,” nor “a righteousness of my own.”  Rather, salvation comes         as a “provision of grace”  that is a “gift” of God’s mercy”   (Rom. 11:6, 30-32; 9:16; 10:3; 5:17; Phil. 3:9).

Trying to justify ourselves  & be righteous by our own efforts to keep Judaism’s literal laws  means that we nullify God’s grace  as we reject his provisions that enable us to be righteous as we respond in faith (Gal. 2:21-3:6,14; 5:4,18,22).    For in Romans 9:30-10:13,  the righteousness God’s law seeks is “attained” (30f)  by those who “call on God” (i.e. “by faith:” 12),  not by our own efforts at legalistic ‘works’ (4,32). 

Yet, for Paul too, we remain under God’s law,  which means following the “law of Christ”  that consists of love (1 Cor. 9:20f; Gal. 6:2; cf. F & H above).    Thus, such a “righteousness” requires repentance and a life opposed to sin.      So it can not mean that those who remain disobedient rebels  can be simply acquitted  by being credited with an ‘imputed’ righteousness  (Rom. 6:13-19; 1 Thes. 4:8; 2 Cor. 7:10; Acts 11:18; cf. D & E).

2. Paul’s “righteousness that comes by faith” may thus mean a reality in harmony with Jesus:  Faith enables the “obedience  which leads to righteousness,”  wherein  we  “come to obey  from our heart  his pattern of teaching” (Rom. 4:13; 6:16-18; 1:17; 3:21f; cf. 14:23)!   Then, the “obedience of faith” Paul sought (1:5; 16:26 ) can be a righteousness resulting from a trust in God  that enables us to receive God’s ability to love and obey.     For Paul sees that a new life  flows “out of” faith,  just as love  is produced by faith (Gal. 5:6; 3:7f; cf. 1 Thes. 1:3; 2 Thes. 1:11).   Such faith assures our justification, because trusting & receiving what God offers  is the way  that we’ll be enabled to lead the righteous life  by which all will be judged.                                                                

As with Abraham, trusting our self into God’s hand is itself the obedience that God wants most.   And Paul sees that now God’s promises of forgiveness,  the Spirit’s help,  and the gift of a righteous life  all come through a faith in God that trusts in what was demonstrated in Jesus our Lord (Rom. 3:22,26; 5:8; 4: 3,24; 10:9,17; Gal. 3:22).    So rejecting Jesus and faith about him would amount to rejecting God & God’s way (cf. Lk 10:16).     Since God has acted in Jesus to demonstrate his promises,  we are to live ‘out of’     a faith in Him,  which follows his teaching,  and trusts in God’s forgiving mercy  when we fall short     (Eph. 1:7).    Our obedience, as well as our forgiveness,  is seen as a result of God’s grace.    So,  such        a salvation is a divine gift that rests on grace and faith,  not on our human achievement  (see #4 below).  

3. Paul’s teaching does not assume that Jesus’ Death  assures salvation,  when we affirm belief in it (e.g. in a prayer;  cf. D-I).      For Paul,  the cross is not a singular transaction  that cancels sin’s penalty, removes the consequences of our sin,  or secures a ‘justice’  that lets sinners be treated  as if they were righteous.    And the apostles never declare that it changes God’s disposition,  or reconciles God  to us.                                                                                                                                                            

The cross’s aim is the change needed on our end: Jesus “died that we will no longer live for our selves,” but “might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:18,15,21).     “He gave himself for us…  to purify   a people eager for good works” (Tit. 2:14; Cf. Mt. 4:1; Jn. 1:29).     The function of the cross is that we will “now live for God by faith in the Son of God  who loved me and gave himself for me”  (Gal. 2:19,20).  

For God sent his Son as a ‘sin-offering’ “in order that the righteous requirements of the law  might be fully met in us who live not according to the sinful nature” (Rom. 8:3-5; 5:18f).  “Christ suffered to leave you an example in order that you should follow in his steps… He bore our sins so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness” (1 Pet. 2:21,24).    Jesus lays down his life  so that “his death might break the power of.. the devil… help those who are tempted…  (and thus) make people holy” (Heb. 2:14,18,11).

Jesus’ death does powerfully “demonstrate the love” of God’s eternally forgiving nature (Rom. 5:6-10; 1 Cor. 13:4-8; Lk. 6:35f; 15:1-32; 23:24).   Yet the cross in itself can only leave us “in our sins” (1 Cor. 15:17)!    For God’s ‘justice’ promised in Jesus  is not fulfilled in a punishment,  but in restoring  what sin takes away. 
For Paul sees that the cross is part of God’s plan, which must be combined with the whole Bible story, especially Jesus’ life and his victorious resurrection over death which brings the Spirit.  This brings an ongoing source of grace that rescues us,  and by the end  will completely defeat the power of sin & evil. Since God’s plan is  “through Him to reconcile all things…  by making peace through his blood”  (Col. 1:20),  eventually “in Christ,  all will be made alive,”  and then God will be “all in all”   (1 Cor. 15: 22,28).    
4. Righteousness is a work of God’s Spirit.     Paul emphasizes  that Jesus’ being raised from death      to new life  means that His Spirit can now write God’s ‘law’ “on our hearts,”  and so fulfill His “New Covenant”  (Jer. 31:33f).    This enables “those being made holy” (Heb. 10:14-16)  to do the righteousness God sought,  freed from the law’s ‘letter,’  but fulfilling its’ spirit  (2 Cor. 3:3-6,9,17,18; Gal. 5:13,18: 3:21f).  For Paul sees that God made provision in Jesus for the gift of the Spirit  who guides us, producing His fruit,  and by faith in Him a life (gradually) “transformed into His image.”   Thus, the law’s “righteous requirements will be met in us”  (Rom. 8:2-27; 2:29; 7:6; 5:5; 15:13; 1 Cor. 2:12,15; 2 Thes. 2:13; cf. Lk. 22:20).  
“By faith we receive this promise of the Spirit” (Gal. 3:14; 5:5f),  and God does a “good work in you that He will carry on to completion” (Phil. 1:6; cf. 2:12,13; Rom. 12:1f).  Yet, at the same time,  in obedient faith we must “work out our salvation.”     We must “walk by the Spirit,”  and “keep in step with the Spirit.”  So, “those who sow to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life” (Gal. 5:16-26; 6:8).   For “if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live” (Rom. 8:13b).     But it is Him who enables us to be “slaves to righteousness,”  so that (under grace!) sin is “no longer our master” (Rom. 6:13-22),  and at the end  we can be (not perfect, but)  “blameless” before God  (Phil. 1:10f; 3:12; 1 Thes. 3:13; 5:23).

5. Conclusion: Grace enables ‘works.’  It’s true!  Assurance of being in God’s love must rest finally on the grace  found in God’s character,  not our performance.   Yet, the promises of grace through faith can not be separated  from Jesus and Paul’s requirement of a righteous life.    For we have seen that the way the Spirit, the cross, and faith  all function  unites Scripture’s insistence on both grace & obedient works. 

For Scripture does imply that we must come to the place of willingly living out God’s ways. Yet option 4 can harmonize this with grace, if salvation’s required righteousness rests upon what God is committed to graciously providing.    Besides overcoming evil through undeserved forgiveness,  His love and grace can mean God administers fitting ‘wrath’  (painful judgments, even ‘hell:’ Mk. 9:49),  when our rebellious nature requires that  to restore us to the righteous repentance His love intends.  So, when by the end, we are graciously brought into His required righteousness,  we will testify  that it was not a  “righteousness of my own,”  but produced by the grace of both God’s forgiveness and severity.   Therefore in faith, our assurance can be that God will complete this work, and so we can be confident that we will be justified!

