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AT THE 1988 MEETING OF THE Pauline Theology 
Group, a debate exploded that had been slowly 
percolating since the time of Martin Luther.¹ The 

debate focused on the translation and associated theo-
logical implications of eight passages (Romans 3:22, 26; 
Galatians 2:16, 20; 3:22, 26; Ephesians 3:12; Philippians 
3:9).² Each of these passages consists of a phrase with 
the Greek word pistis (“faith”) in a genitive construc-
tion with a title for Jesus.³ Paul uses seven of them in 
his discussions of justification, showing how a believer 
is “made righteous.” The eighth passage, Ephesians 3:12, 
uses the genitive construction to describe how believers 
can have access to Christ. The issue at stake is whether 
these genitive constructions should be translated as 
objective genitives, “faith in Christ,” or as subjective 
genitives, “faith of Christ.” In other words, are we made 
righteous or have access to Christ by the faith that we 
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have in Christ, or is it from the faith that Christ possesses? 
Both translations are possible with the genitive construc-
tion. During the 1988 meeting, the leading proponents of 
each of these differing translations engaged each other in 
a heated exchange. James D. G. Dunn compared the group 
who championed the subjective genitive translation “to the 
headlong rush of the Gerasene swine into the sea [Mark 
5:1–16].” In response, Richard B. Hays likened Dunn to 
“the Gerasene swineherds who begged Jesus to go away 
and leave them alone.”⁴ 

Despite the ad hominem attacks leveled here, the im-
portance of the theological issues raised are significant for 
Latter-day Saints. A cursory look at each of the passages 
involved quickly shows that, with the exception of Romans 
3:26, the King James Version favors the subjective genitive 
translation, “faith of Christ.”⁵ The Prophet Joseph Smith 
did not make any substantive changes to these passages 
in his translation of the Bible.⁶ Yet most other modern 
English translations that I have examined translate them 
using the objective genitive, “faith in Christ.”⁷ I have con-
cluded that Paul intended the subjective genitive—we are 
made righteous by Christ’s faith. For me, the debate is 
important because it brings to our attention an important 
element in Christ’s redeeming role that is rarely discussed 
outside of the limited circle of this scholarly debate: Christ 
has faith, and His faith plays a pivotal role in our salvation. 
The Lectures on Faith provide tacit support for the subjec-
tive reading and also suggest an important element to the 
understanding of the “faith of Christ” that has not been 
addressed by New Testament scholars.

As I have studied the arguments from both sides of 
the debate, it seems to me that there are three main issues 
at stake.⁸ First, is it possible to distinguish grammatically 
between a subjective or an objective genitive in Paul’s 
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epistles? Second, what would a subjective genitive transla-
tion mean in Paul’s theology? Third, what are the theologi-
cal implications of a translation of “faith of Christ”? In this 
paper I will address all of these issues and then turn to a 
discussion of the use of the phrase “faith of Christ” in the 
Book of Mormon. But to understand these issues, we must 
discuss the nature of justification in Paul’s writings.

Paul’s Teachings on Justification

Justification is one of the major themes in Paul’s writ-
ings. The Greek word he uses for “justification” and its 
cognates is dikaiosunē, which literally translates as “to be 
made righteous.”⁹ Justification is essential for salvation 
because, as Paul notes, “all have sinned, and come short of 
the glory of God” (Romans 3:23), and Nephi teaches that 
“no unclean thing can dwell with God” (1 Nephi 10:21). 
Paul’s concern here is much broader than the effects of 
Adam and Eve’s Fall in the Garden of Eden. He is very 
concerned with the fall that each individual initiates every 
time he or she sins. Justification, therefore, in part, is the 
means whereby both the Fall and the fall can be reversed. 
However, for Paul, justification is more than a “simple 
pardon.” As John F. MacArthur Jr. notes, “Pardon alone 
would still leave the sinner without merit before God.”¹⁰ 
Justification not only imputes righteousness to offset the 
negative balance of sin; it also conveys the positive bestowal 
of righteousness that is imputed or calculated (logizomai) 
for us, as it was for Abraham (see Romans 4:22). 

Unlike Paul’s opponents who believed that justification 
came from living the law of Moses,¹¹ Paul refuted their 
logic and taught the calculation of righteousness comes 
not from works, but “if we believe on him that raised 
up Jesus our Lord from the dead; who was delivered for 
our offences, and was raised again for our justification” 
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(Romans 4:24–25).¹² Thus, Paul declares to the Philippians 
his status as being “in [Christ], not having mine own righ-
teousness, which is of the law, but that which is through 
the faith of Christ [pisteōs Christou], the righteousness 
which is of God by faith” (Philippians 3:9). Again, he writes 
to the Galatians, “Knowing that a man is not justified by 
the works of the law, but by the faith of Christ [pisteōs 
Iesou Christou], even we have faith in Jesus Christ [hēmeis 
eis Christon Iēsoun episteusamen], that we might be justi-
fied by the faith of Christ [pisteōs Christou], and not by the 
works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh 
be justified. . . . I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I 
live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I 
now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God [en 
pistei . . . tē tou huiou tou theou], who loved me, and gave 
himself for me” (Galatians 2:16, 20; author’s translation). 
These passages from Philippians and Galatians are at the 
heart of the debate. 

Grammatical Considerations

Greek grammar allows for both subjective and objec-
tive genitival constructions. The question is, how does a 
translator make the determination? Both groups argue that 
Paul would not have left the matter ambiguous but would 
have provided some way for the reader to determine the 
appropriate translation. 

Arland J. Hultgren and Dunn, representing the objec-
tive reading, argue that the absence of the definite article 
in the pistis Christou formula is evidence against a subjec-
tive reading.¹³ Hultgren wrote that “when Paul uses the 
term [pistis] followed by a genitive which is clearly to be 
understood as subjective, the article is invariably present 
before [pistis].”¹⁴ He bases this claim on Romans 3:3 and 
4:12. He continues, “Much more frequently the genitive 
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is a pronoun, and the standard formulation is [hē pistis 
hēmōn; ‘our faith’], etc.” He concludes, therefore, “One can 
expect that Paul would have supplied the article (so [hē 
pistis tou Christou; literally, ‘the faith of the Christ’]) if he 
intended to speak of the (subjective) faithfulness of Christ, 
but that is precisely what he does not do.”¹⁵ 

Sam K. Williams, however, provided a significant cri-
tique of Hultgren’s assertions. He convincingly showed that 
Hultgren’s examples with the pronoun do not hold up be-
cause in the New Testament, we typically do not find nouns 
without the article when they are used with pronouns such 
as “your” (hymōn), “our” (hēmōn), or “his” (autou). “Except 
in the vocative (e.g., Matthew 6:9; 1 Corinthians 14:39), a 
noun with a genitive pronoun is usually articular.”¹⁶ It is the 
pronoun, not the genitive construction, that requires the 
presence of the definite article. Therefore, the balance of 
Hultgren’s argument lies with just two verses: Romans 3:3 
and 4:12. Williams also questions the validity of both these 
verses. The problem with Hultgren’s argument in Romans 
3:3 is that even though Paul uses the article (tēn pistin tou 
theou), other passages in Romans show that he is not con-
sistent in using it. For example, in the same epistle, Paul 
can refer to the righteousness of God (a subjective geni-
tive) using both a phrase with the article (Romans 10:3; 
hē tou theou dikaiosynē and hē dikaisosynē tou theou) and 
without the article (Romans 1:17; 3:21; dikaiosunē theou).¹⁷ 
Williams also dismisses Romans 4:12 on the grounds that 
Hultgren has oversimplified its construction. Instead of it 
reading “of the faith of Abraham” (tēs pisteōs tou Abraam), 
the text actually says “of the faith of our father Abraham” 
(tēs . . . pisteōs tou patros hēmōn Abraam). Here he argues 
that the definite article is governed by the “our father” con-
struction because “among NT authors the governing noun 
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is usually articular when the governed noun is articular.”¹⁸ 
Hultgren never responded to these arguments.¹⁹

Dunn knew of Williams’s work and agreed with his ar-
guments about pronominal constructions.²⁰ Nevertheless, 
he argues—based on James 2:1 and Revelation 2:13; 
14:12—that “the more characteristically Jewish Christian 
documents in the NT” use definite articles in subjective 
genitive constructions. Like Hultgren, he also appeals to 
Romans 3:3, but, even though he was aware of the article, 
Dunn makes no response to Williams’s critique of this 
verse. Even more telling, perhaps, Dunn himself supplies 
two exceptions that are subjective genitives but which do 
not have a definite article: Ephesians 3:12 and Romans 
4:16.²¹ 

In contrast to these grammatical claims, proponents 
of a subjective reading also argue that Paul would not have 
left the issue of meaning ambiguous. The major argument 
from this camp is that when Paul wanted a pistis phrase 
to be interpreted objectively, he used a dative construc-
tion with either the preposition en or eis, which are both 
translated “in.” We find this construction in Galatians 2:16, 
“We had faith in Jesus Christ” (hēmeis eis Christon Iēsoun 
episteusamen; author’s translation); Galatians 3:26, “For 
ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus (dia 
tēs pisteōs en Christō Iesou);²² and Philippians 1:29, “Not 
only have faith in him, but also to suffer for his sake” (to 
eis auton pisteuein; author’s translation). Other passages 
include 1 Timothy 3:13; 2 Timothy 1:13; and 3:15, but they 
do not generally enter into the discussion because many 
scholars consider them to be epistles of disputed author-
ship. However, since they corroborate what we find in the 
undisputed epistles, they should not be dismissed out of 
hand.²³ 
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Two passages are critical for me in establishing a gram-
matical base for a subjective genitive reading. First, although 
arguments for and against subjective genitive readings 
have appealed to sources outside Paul’s writings and have 
been used to strengthen their arguments, the most sig-
nificant passage must be Romans 4:16.²⁴ Here Paul uses 
a genitive construction without a definite article, that can 
only be read as a subjective genitive. It is clearly Abraham’s 
faith that Paul refers to, not our faith in Abraham. This 
passage proves that Paul understood and used genitive 
constructions when he wanted to talk of the “faith of” an 
individual.²⁵

The other passage is Galatians 2:16. Hays notes that it 
“has always been the strongest evidence in favor of the ob-
jective interpretation.”²⁶ This is because, as we have noted, 
in addition to encouraging a faith in Christ it also includes 
two examples of pistis Christou. The context suggests to 
me that Paul is making a distinction between the roles of 
the faith of Christ and the believer’s faith in Christ in the 
process of justification. If he is not making this distinction, 
then the passage reads as follows: “Knowing that a man is 
not justified by the works of the law, but by faith in Jesus 
Christ, and we have had faith in Jesus Christ, in order 
that we might be justified by faith in Christ, and not by 
the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no 
flesh be justified.” Although Dunn argues that the threefold 
reading of “faith in Christ” is for emphasis,²⁷ the grammati-
cal makeup of the verse strongly suggests to me that Paul is 
here distinguishing between the two critical requirements 
for justification.²⁸ This is especially so with the hina clause 
that joins the two phrases: “we have had faith in Jesus 
Christ” and “we might be justified by pisteōs Christou.” 
The hina shows that the second phrase is a consequence 
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of the first, not just a restatement.²⁹ Therefore, I would 
translate this passage as follows: “But knowing that a man 
is not made righteous through the works of the law except 
[it is] through the faith of Jesus Christ, and we had faith 
in Jesus Christ in order that we might be made righteous 
through the faith of Christ and not through the works of 
the law.”

What Can “Faith of Christ” Mean?

Numerous scholars have also debated whether the 
concept of the faith of Christ is consistent with the rest of 
Pauline theology. Dunn raises one of the significant criti-
cisms: “What does ‘the faith of Christ’ mean? To what does 
it refer?”³⁰ This is a valid question that must be addressed. 
One of the difficulties in answering the question is that 
Paul does not “take time to explain exactly what he means” 
by pistis Christou.³¹ Although Dunn turns to this point 
as an argument against a subjective reading, it may also 
be interpreted to mean that the concept was understood 
well enough that Paul did not feel the need to explain it.³² 
We find a similar lack of explanation in Paul’s reference to 
baptism for the dead in 1 Corinthians 15. 

We must address two red flags concerning the concept 
of Christ’s faith. Thomas Aquinas articulates the first. He 
argued that Christ did not have faith, and it is perhaps this 
reasoning that lies behind the reticence of some scholars. 
His argument was grounded in his definition of faith. 
“From the moment of conception,” he writes, “Christ had 
a full vision of the very being of God. . . . Therefore he 
could not have had faith.” Although Aquinas admits that 
Christ had “moral virtues he could not have had faith. For 
the moral virtues do not carry the kind of limitation faith 
does.” He continues, “The moral value of faith comes from 
accepting, out of obedience to God, things which are not 
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clearly seen.”³³ In essence, Aquinas understands faith to 
be an inferior version of knowledge. Under this definition 
Christ, as a perfect being, could not have faith. Aquinas’s 
definition probably resonates with many. Hebrews 11:1 
states, “Now faith is the substance [or, “assurance”; Joseph 
Smith Translation, Hebrews 11:1] of things hoped for, the 
evidence of things not seen.” Likewise Alma taught, “Faith 
is not to have a perfect knowledge of things; therefore if 
ye have faith ye hope for things which are not seen, which 
are true” (Alma 32:21; see also Ether 12:6). As we will see, 
however, I will argue that these verses represent a limited 
definition of faith. They are absolutely true for an indi-
vidual with limited knowledge, but they do not encompass 
the full spectrum of faith.

The second red flag that we must address is that no 
one who argues for the “faith of Christ” interpretation, as 
far as I am aware, interprets it from a confessional perspec-
tive. In other words, when we talk of the faith of Christ, 
we are not talking about a faith that leads to repentance. 
While this type of faith is essential for believers, Christ was 
and is the sinless Son of God. Hebrews teaches that He 
“was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin” 
(4:15; compare D&C 45:4). Even though He was baptized, 
it was to fulfill all righteousness; it was not for a remission 
of sins; hence John the Baptist’s declaration, “I have need 
to be baptized of thee, and comest thou to me?” (Matthew 
3:14; see also 2 Nephi 31:5–7). So the question remains, 
how else can we understand “faith of Christ”? There are a 
number of levels of interpretation that can profitably help 
us understand the doctrine of justification. I will highlight 
three nuances of Christ’s faith.³⁴

Most scholars who champion the subjective genitive 
emphasize a nuance of pistis that describes fidelity. The 
“faith of Christ” is manifest in His subjection and obedi-
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ence to God’s will. Dunn wants his opponents to specify 
whether “faith of Christ” refers to His obedience through-
out His mortal ministry or to His death and Resurrection.³⁵ 
Such a distinction, however, is artificial because He was 
always obedient to His Father’s will. During His mortal 
ministry Christ taught, “I can of mine own self do noth-
ing: as I hear, I judge: and my judgment is just; because I 
seek not mine own will, but the will of the Father which 
hath sent me” (John 5:30). The Joseph Smith Translation 
adds further clarity to the Matthean record of Christ on the 
cross: “Jesus, when he had cried again with a loud voice, 
saying, Father, it is finished, thy will is done, yielded up 
the ghost” (Matthew 27:50; italics used for Joseph Smith 
Translation addition). Thus, Paul taught that Christ, “be-
ing found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and 
became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross” 
(Philippians 2:8). In the Book of Mormon, Abinadi likewise 
taught, “Yea, even so he shall be led, crucified, and slain, 
the flesh becoming subject even unto death, the will of the 
Son [was] swallowed up in the will of the Father” (Mosiah 
15:7). His obedience in performing the Atonement, ac-
cording to Hays, “is simultaneously a loving act of faithful-
ness . . . to God and the decisive manifestation of God’s 
faithfulness to his covenant promise to Abraham.”³⁶

A second nuance of the “faith of Christ” is an extension 
of the first. It is that Christ had faith in His Father and in 
His Father’s plan. Here faith is used in the sense of trust 
or confidence. Moses 4 teaches that in the premortal life 
Christ supported the Father’s plan. While Satan proposed 
an alternate plan for humanity’s salvation, Christ declared, 
“Father, thy will be done, and the glory be thine forever” 
(Moses 4:2). Although Moses does not specifically use the 
word faith in his description, the fact that Christ did not 
propose an alternate plan strongly suggests that He, unlike 



The Faith of Christ

03

Satan, had faith, or confidence, in the one put forward by 
the Father. Note what is stated in the second of the Lectures 
on Faith: “We here observe that God is the only supreme 
governor, and independent being, in whom all fulness and 
perfection dwells; who is omnipotent, omnipresent, and 
omniscient; without beginning of days or end of life; and that 
in him every good gift, and every good principle dwells; 
and that he is the Father of lights; In him the principle of 
faith dwells independently; and he is the object in whom 
the faith of all other rational and accountable beings cen-
ters, for life and salvation.”³⁷ In his commentary on this 
passage Elder Bruce R. McConkie writes, “This includes 
the fact that the faith of Christ, who is God, is centered in 
his God, who is the Father.”³⁸

A third nuance for understanding the “faith of Christ” 
also comes from the Lectures on Faith. This aspect has not 
been considered by scholars but makes a significant contri-
bution to our understanding of being justified by the “faith 
of Christ.” The first lecture declares that “faith is not only 
the principle of action, but of power, also, in all intelligent 
beings, whether in heaven, or on earth.”³⁹ It then quotes 
Hebrews 11:3, saying, “Through faith we understand that 
the worlds were framed by the word of God, so that things 
which are seen were not made of things which do appear.” 
Then we find the following commentary: 

 By this we understand that the principle of power, 
which existed in the bosom of God, by which the worlds 
were framed, was faith; and that it is by reason of this prin-
ciple of power, existing in the Deity, that all created things 
exist—so that all things in heaven, on earth, or under the 
earth, exist by reason of faith, as it existed in HIM.

Had it not been for the principle of faith the worlds 
would never have been framed, neither would man have 
been formed of the dust—it is the principle by which 
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Jehovah works, and through which he exercises power over 
all temporal, as well as eternal things. Take this principle 
or attribute, (for it is an attribute) from the Deity and he 
would cease to exist.

Who cannot see, that if God framed the worlds by 
faith, that it is by faith that he exercises power over them, 
and that faith is the principle of power? And thus if the 
principle of power, it must be so in man as well as in the 
Deity? This is the testimony of all the sacred writers, and 
the lesson which they have been endeavoring to teach to 
man.⁴⁰

In the seventh lecture, we also read, “No world has 
yet been framed that was not framed by faith; neither has 
there been an intelligent being on any of God’s creations 
who did not get there by reason of faith, as it existed 
in himself or in some other being; nor has there been a 
change or a revolution in any of the creations of God but 
it has been effected by faith: neither will there be a change 
or a revolution unless it is effected in the same way, in any 
of the vast creations of the Almighty; for it is by faith that 
the Deity works.”⁴¹

This faith, the power by which Deity works, is not the 
faith articulated by Aquinas. Neither is it a nuance of faith 
mentioned in the first two instances. The faith of Christ, 
then, can also refer to the very power by which He created 
and maintains the world. Thus, His faith provides the en-
vironment in which individuals can gain the righteousness 
they need to dwell in the presence of God. The value of 
this statement is that it changes the parameters which have 
stymied the debate. Scholars have restricted their discus-
sion to how faith applies to the mortal Jesus rather than 
the divine Christ, even though they have noted that Paul 
speaks of God’s faith in Romans 3:3.
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Faith of Christ in Pauline Theology

The limitations of this chapter do not allow a detailed 
review of all of the permutations of the debate over the 
faith of Christ. I will attempt, therefore, to highlight some 
of the salient arguments for a faith-of-Christ interpreta-
tion in Paul’s theology. In doing so, I will confine my re-
marks primarily to Paul’s epistles to the Galatians and the 
Romans.⁴² Most of the debated passages come from these 
two epistles, and it is here that Paul develops his under-
standing of justification. In both epistles, the context is 
a debate between Paul and his opponents over the place 
of the works of the law (of Moses) in Christian salvation. 
Also, in both texts, Paul centers his arguments on two Old 
Testament proof texts: “The righteous [MT saddîq; LXX 
ho dikaios] shall live by his faith” (Habbakuk 2:4; author’s 
translation), and “He [Abraham] believed/had faith [MT 
he’emin; LXX episteusen] in the Lord; and he counted it to 
him for righteousness” (Genesis 15:6; author’s translation). 

Faith of Christ in Galatians. Paul writes to the 
Galatians because certain Christian missionaries had 
come to Galatia after Paul left and were teaching that the 
gentile members of the Church still had to live the law of 
Moses. When Paul hears news of what is taking place, he 
responds with an epistle. He reminds his readers that he 
had once “profited in the Jews’ religion above many my 
equals in mine own nation, being more exceedingly zeal-
ous of the traditions of my fathers” (Galatians 1:14). He 
knew the requirements of the law of Moses. If any human 
could have been justified by it, Paul would have, but he 
knew that despite all of his efforts, he still lacked the righ-
teousness he needed. The incident in Antioch when Peter 
and Barnabas stopped eating with Gentiles when “certain 
[men] came from James” (Galatians 2:11–14) crystallized 
in Paul’s mind that righteousness or justification could not 
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be attained by worrying about issues of table fellowship 
or circumcision (see Galatians 5:1–12) or observing holy 
days (see Galatians 4:10–11).⁴³ In Paul’s day, these activi-
ties were viewed as the identifying marks of a follower of 
Judaism.⁴⁴ Justification transcends such practices. 

But what does Paul juxtapose with the “works of the 
law”? It is important to be clear on this issue. Is it the 
faith that the believers have in Christ, or is it the faith of 
Christ? Dunn argues that it “is most naturally understood 
as Paul’s way of posing the alternatives on the human 
side.”⁴⁵ In other words, Paul contrasts the believer’s works 
with the believer’s faith. Galatians 2:21, however, indicates 
that Paul is contrasting something else. “I do not set aside 
[atheteō] the grace of God: for if righteousness/justifica-
tion [dikaiosunē] come by the law, then Christ is dead in 
vain” (author’s translation). Here the juxtaposition for 
receiving justification is between the law and Christ, not 
between works and faith.⁴⁶ It is Christ’s actions, not the 
believer’s, that Paul emphasizes. The point of this verse 
is that justification comes through Christ’s death. It is 
Christ’s death that is the quintessential example of the 
faith mentioned in verses 16 and 20, by which Paul lives. 

It is in this context that Paul shifts, in chapter 3, his 
emphasis to the example of Abraham. Abraham knew 
nothing of the law because he lived centuries before Moses 
came to Mount Sinai; yet his faith in God “was accounted 
to him for righteousness” (Galatians 3:6; compare Genesis 
15:6; Romans 4:3). Likewise, all those who “are of faith” are 
considered the children of Abraham (Galatians 3:7). Paul’s 
conclusion is “that no man is made righteous/justified 
by the law in the sight of God, it is evident: The just [ho 
dikaios] shall live by faith” (Galatians 3:11; author’s trans-
lation; compare Habakkuk 2:4; Romans 1:17). By quot-
ing Habakkuk 4:2, Paul makes a subtle shift in his logic. 
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Whereas in verse 7 he spoke of the children of Abraham, 
he now shifts to Abraham’s quintessential descendant: 
Jesus Christ. Hays has shown that the Septuagint has inter-
preted Habakkuk 2:4 messianically.⁴⁷ In addition, we know 
that the righteous (ho dikaios) was a common messianic 
title.⁴⁸ Paul, therefore, interprets Habakkuk’s statement to 
be that Christ is the just person. He lives by overcoming 
death and is able to do so because of His faith. Lest there 
was any doubt in the readers’ minds that this was how 
he interpreted the Habakkuk passage, Paul says, “Now to 
Abraham and his seed were the promises made. He saith 
not, And to seeds, as of many; but as of one, And to thy 
seed, which is Christ” (Galatians 3:16). As Morna Hooker 
has argued, “Since in v. 7 the one thing that we are told 
about Abraham’s sons was that they had faith, it seems 
logically necessary to affirm that Christ also had faith.”⁴⁹ 

In this context we find another one of the controver-
sial genitive constructions in verse 22: “But the scripture 
hath concluded all are under sin, that the promise, on the 
grounds of faith of Jesus Christ, is given to those who have 
faith” (author’s translation).⁵⁰ The promise clearly refers to 
the one given to Abraham that “in thee shall all the nations 
be blessed” (Galatians 3:8; see also Genesis 18:18). Paul’s 
point is that this “promise is now ratified on the basis of 
Christ’s faith.”⁵¹ It is ratified because Christ is the embodi-
ment of faith. In fact, in the next verse, Paul equates Christ 
with faith. “Before faith [Christ] came, we were kept under 
the law, shut up unto the faith which should afterwards be 
revealed” (Galatians 3:23).⁵² At this juncture, Paul makes 
another transition. “Wherefore the law was our school-
master to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified 
by faith” (v. 24). Note that in this instance, unlike verse 22, 
Paul does not qualify whose faith will do the justifying. 
The emphasis in the previous verses had been on Christ’s 



A Witness for the Restoration: Essays in Honor of Robert J. Matthews

08

faith, but in verse 26 there is a shift to the faith that believ-
ers have in Christ.⁵³ Verse 24 acts as a transition between 
these two ideas and reminds us that justification requires 
both the faith of Christ and of the believer. The point that 
Paul is trying to teach is grounded in his own experience. 
Once believers begin to trust in the faith of Christ, rather 
than the works of the law, Christ becomes a part of who 
they are. Thus, Paul declares, “I am crucified with Christ: 
nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and 
the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of 
the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me” 
(Galatians 2:29).

Faith of Christ in Romans. Although in Romans Paul 
picks up many of the concepts introduced in Galatians and 
develops them, it was written for a very different reason. 
Paul writes this epistle as he prepares to take the collection 
to Jerusalem (see Romans 15:25–33). He sees the collection 
as a means of drawing together the rift that was developing 
between the Gentile and Jewish portions of the Church 
(see Romans 15:26–27). It is clear from the epistle that the 
Roman church consists of both groups, who are struggling 
to coexist in harmony. In other words, to some extent, the 
Roman church was a microcosm of what was happening 
in the global Church. As Paul prepares to embark on his 
voyage to Jerusalem, he writes to the Roman church ask-
ing for their help. He specifically asks for their prayers on 
his behalf because he fears that the collection will not be 
accepted (see Romans 15:30–31). But there is a sense that 
Paul needs more from the Saints at Rome. He pleads with 
them to overcome the rifts that divide them. Why was 
this important before he arrived in Jerusalem? Because he 
needed a positive example that Jews and Gentiles could 
live in harmony in the Church. It is in this context that the 
pistis Christou passages in Romans must be understood.
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Here I would like to address two passages that, in my 
mind, are persuasive arguments for a subjective under-
standing for the pistis Christou constructions. First, we 
must examine Paul’s programmatic statement in Romans 
1:16–17. He states, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of 
Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every 
one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek. 
For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from 
faith to faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith [ek 
pisteōs].” According to Douglas Campbell, verse 17 is the 
interpretive core for Paul’s use of pistis Christou in this 
epistle,⁵⁴ but it must be read in the context of verse 16. The 
Habakkuk passage at the end of verse 17 is Paul’s scriptural 
proof text that the righteousness of God is revealed from 
faith to faith. 

The phrase “righteousness of God” is common in 
Romans. In this epistle it refers to “God’s faithfulness in 
keeping His promise to Abraham.” In both Romans and 
Galatians, the promise to Abraham is that through him 
shall all the nations of the earth be blessed.⁵⁵ We learn 
from 3:25 that Christ’s redemption declares this righteous-
ness to those who have sinned. In particular, Romans 3:22 
highlights its important relationship with pistis Christou. 
In 1:17 the righteousness of God is revealed “from faith 
to faith.” Campbell shows that Paul’s use of the phrase 
“from faith” (ek pisteōs) is motivated by his messianic un-
derstanding of Habakkuk 2:4. He only uses this phrase in 
Romans and Galatians where he quotes Habakkuk 2:4.⁵⁶ 
Therefore, we should understand Romans 1:17 to mean 
that the righteousness of God is revealed from Christ’s 
faith to faith, where the latter is a reference to the believer’s 
faith.⁵⁷ It is Christ’s faith that gives substance and efficacy 
to the believer’s faith. Thus, God’s righteousness is made 
manifest to all by Christ’s faith (supply any or all of the 
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three meanings here), and because of His faith both Jew 
and Greek have access to salvation if they have faith (in 
Him) (see v. 16). In other words, we find stated specifically 
in Romans 1:16–17 the interpretation that we presented in 
Galatians. 

The second pericope of scripture in Romans that I 
would like to discuss is Romans 3:21–31. In this passage, 
we have two occurrences of the genitive construction, 
one in verse 22 and another in verse 26. Again, we find 
Paul’s theological reaction to the belief that works of the 
law can establish righteousness. As with Romans 1:17, we 
again have a clear link between the righteousness of God 
and faith. In verse 20 Paul makes it clear that no one can 
become righteous in God’s sight through works because 
“by the law is the knowledge of sin.” Because of the law, we 
know that “all have sinned and come short of the glory of 
God” (v. 23).

Paul contrasts this sin with the righteousness of God. 
Israel had failed to live the law, but that did not negate 
God’s righteousness or His faithfulness in blessing all the 
nations of the earth. As Williams has shown, verses 21 
and 22 should be read together. “But now the righteous-
ness of God without the law has been manifested (verb is 
a perfect tense; pephanerōtai), being witnessed by the law 
and the prophets; even the righteousness of God which is 
[dia pisteōs Iēsou Christou] unto all and upon all them that 
believe: for there is no difference” (author’s translation). In 
verse 22 the Greek has no verb. The KJV supplies “which 
is” (hence the italics). If we see the verb in verse 21 also 
governing verse 22, then it would read, “Even the righ-
teousness of God has been manifested through the faith 
of Jesus Christ.” As we saw in Galatians, again here we see 
that “the contrast between Romans 3:20 and 3:21–22 is 
not between two types of human initiative, two categories 
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of human endeavor—obey Law or have faith. The contrast 
is rather between a human endeavor and a possibility that 
comes from beyond, a new possibility that ‘comes’ with 
Christ.”⁵⁸ This reading is verified by verse 24, where Paul 
teaches that “being justified” comes about “through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus.”

Verses 25–26 are a further discussion of this theme. 
Why does being made righteous (justified) come about 
through Christ’s redemption? Because God “hath set [him] 
forth to be an atoning sacrifice (hilastērion), through [the] 
faith (dia [tēs] pisteōs),⁵⁹ by means of his blood, to declare 
his righteousness for the remission of sins that are past, 
through the forbearance of God” (author’s translation). 
The verb translated as “set forth” is the aorist form of 
protithēmi. It also carries the sense of “to present” and may 
hearken back to the Council in Heaven when the plan was 
presented that Christ would come to redeem the world. 
Another nuance is “to expose to danger,” which points 
the reader to the fact that the sacrifice would require His 
blood. The flow of this verse requires that the faith men-
tioned belongs to Christ. It is the three-fold characteristic 
of Christ’s sacrifice, faith, and blood that make redemption 
possible. If the faith mentioned here referred to that of the 
believer, or even to that of God, it would “break apart the 
. . . cohesive unit.”⁶⁰ 

Verse 26 is the one place where the King James trans-
lators choose, following Tyndale, to translate the phrase 
as an objective genitive.⁶¹ “To declare, I say, at this time 
his righteousness: that he might be just and the justifier 
ton ek pisteōs Iēsou.” How should we read this last phrase? 
The KJV has “of him which believeth in Jesus.” In the next 
chapter, Paul uses a very similar construction in reference 
to Abraham, tō ek pisteōs Abraam. In that case the phrase 
clearly refers to Abraham’s faith. If Paul is using these 
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phrases to convey the same meaning, then Romans 3:26 
should read, “To declare, I say, at this time his righteousness: 
that he might be just and the justifier of the one who is 
of the faith of Jesus.” In other words, he imputes righ-
teousness to the person, either Jew or Gentile, who has 
tapped into Christ’s faith. This reading fits well with the 
overall context of verses 21–26, where the spotlight is on 
Christ’s faith as the great exemplar of God’s fidelity to the 
Abrahamic promise to bless all the nations of the earth.

I have argued that in both Galatians and Romans, a 
subjective reading of pistis Christou is not only possible, 
but it is consistent with Paul’s message. Even one of the 
strongest opponents against the subjective reading, Dunn, 
concedes the following: “I should make it clear that the 
theology of the subjective genitive reading is powerful, 
important and attractive. For anyone who wishes to take 
the humanness of Jesus with full seriousness ‘the faith of 
Jesus’ strikes a strong and resonant chord. Moreover, as a 
theological motif, it seems to me wholly compatible with 
Paul’s theology.”⁶² The question, therefore, remains: why is 
the subjective reading so unpalatable to many?

The Theological Implications of the Faith-of-Christ 
Debate

When Martin Luther translated the New Testament 
and came across the pistis Christou phrases, he left no 
room for ambiguity. He translated them as Glaube an 
(faith in) Christ. As noted earlier, the majority of English 
translations, with the exception of the King James Version, 
have followed his lead. The result has been that justifica-
tion has been viewed from an anthropological perspective 
rather than a Christological one. In other words, justifica-
tion has been understood as a function of human belief in 
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isolation from the pivotal role played by the Savior. The 
emphasis has been on what humans do to bring about their 
salvation, rather than emphasizing what Christ has done. 
Thus, J. Louis Martyn, who limits the faith of Christ to His 
death, writes: “The result of this [subjective genitive] in-
terpretation of pistis Christou is crucial to an understand-
ing . . . of the whole of Paul’s theology. God has set things 
right without laying down a prior condition of any sort. 
God’s rectifying act [that is, justification], that is to say, is 
no more God’s response to human faith in Christ than it 
is God’s response to human observance of the Law. God’s 
[justification] is not God’s response at all. It is the first 
move; it is God’s initiative, carried out by him in Christ’s 
faithful death.”⁶³

Unfortunately, as the debate has progressed, the issue 
seems to be devolving into a debate over theological pre-
suppositions of each of the authors; what R. Barry Matlock 
identifies as a clash between a “Lutheran” interpretation of 
Paul and “a sort of hyper-Protestantism,” where the latter 
see faith in Christ as a type of work.⁶⁴ Typical of the “hyper-
Protestantism” is the following from Greer M. Taylor:

 I believe the substance of [Paul’s] teaching to be that 
man is saved by Christ’s work and by Christ’s work alone, 
and circumcision or any other work of the law is theologi-
cally objectionable because it implies that Christ’s work is 
insufficient and needs to be complemented. From this 
point of view a system of justification simply by faith in 
Christ is also objectionable, as assigning to man too much 
of a function and to Christ too little: it simply substitutes 
the mental act of having faith for the bodily one of being 
circumcised as a precondition of salvation, and (so far as 
the mechanism of justification is concerned) leaves Christ 
in the passive role of being the object of our justifying 
faith.⁶⁵
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Perhaps Paul Pollard is correct when he opines, “Pistis 
Christou will continue to be a ‘cipher’ into which we pour 
our own ideas.”⁶⁶

Even so, I believe that understanding the debate is use-
ful for Latter-day Saints. We use the King James Version as 
the English-language Bible of the Church. We have all read 
the passages that the KJV translates as “faith of Christ.” 
Yet, how often have we read the words “faith of Christ” but 
interpreted them as “faith in Christ”?⁶⁷ Let me stress that 
I am not trying to negate either the importance of the be-
liever having faith in Christ or the necessity of good works. 
Both are crucial elements in the process of salvation.  
I am simply suggesting there is another important layer 
of interpretation going on in these verses that too often is 
overlooked. Primarily we are justified by Christ’s faith: His 
trust in His Father and His plan, His faithfulness in car-
rying out His part of that plan, and the ultimate power by 
which He and His Father work. 

Latter-day Saints should also be aware that the impact 
of this debate is not just limited to the Bible. In the Book of 
Mormon, we have thirty-five references to “faith in” God, 
Christ, or “his name,” but we also find six references to “the 
faith of Christ.”⁶⁸ The question is, how should we interpret 
these six passages? Should we automatically interpret 
these six verses as meaning “faith in Christ”? It appears 
that the Book of Mormon is also making a distinction be-
tween “faith in Christ” and “the faith of Christ.” The issue 
in interpreting the latter phrase in the Book of Mormon 
is complicated not by the genitive construction but by the 
meaning of the word “faith.” For example, there are nu-
merous references where the genitive construction speaks 
of the faith of people other than Christ and which should 
clearly be understood as subjective genitives (for example, 
Alma 48:16; 57:27; Ether 12:8, 13–15; Moroni 10:7). In 
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these passages, synonyms for “faith” would be “belief” or 
“trust.” There is another example where the “faith of God” 
refers to His faithfulness or reliability (Alma 44:4; compare 
Romans 3:3). In addition, there is also one example of a 
genitive construction, “the faith of Nehor” (Alma 14:16), 
where “faith” refers to a system of belief, rather than either 
faithfulness or reliability. We must determine which of 
these meanings apply in “the faith of Christ” passages in 
the Book of Mormon.

Helaman 3:35 reads, “Nevertheless they [the humble 
members of the church who were being persecuted] . . . 
did wax stronger and stronger in their humility, and firmer 
and firmer in the faith of Christ, unto the filling their souls 
with joy and consolation, yea, even to the purifying and the 
sanctification of their hearts, which sanctification cometh 
because of their yielding their hearts unto God.” Should we 
understand the phrase “the faith of Christ” in this passage 
objectively or subjectively? Certainly there is a sense that 
the Saints had faith that enabled them to yield their hearts 
to God.⁶⁹ But whose faith enabled them to be sanctified? 
Is it their faith? Or is it Christ’s? I am suggesting that ulti-
mately it is Christ’s faith that sanctifies the Saints. 

The remaining Book of Mormon examples highlight 
that there are significant consequences for whether or not 
an individual taps into the faith of Christ. In each of these 
cases, “faith” may be understood as “a system of belief” 
that belongs to Christ, similar to what we saw in Alma 
14:6. I am suggesting, however, that we may gain an addi-
tional layer of understanding if we also read them through 
the lens that helps us see there is power available to people 
through Christ’s faith. 

Jarom reports that even though the Lamanites were 
“exceedingly more numerous” than the Nephites and 
came to battle against them, their kings and leaders “were 
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mighty men in the faith of the Lord; and they taught the 
people the ways of the Lord” (Jarom 1:6–7). Where did the 
power of the Nephite kings and leaders come from? Was it 
from their faith in the Lord, or was it because of the faith of 
the Lord? In this passage we may profitably understand the 
faith of the Lord as the divine power by which He works. 

Captain Moroni informed his charges that if they did 
not “stand fast in the faith of Christ,” they would perish 
even as Joseph of Egypt’s garment perished at the hands of 
his brethren (Alma 46:23–27). In contrast, Mormon says, 
“Those who died in the faith of Christ are happy in him, as 
we must needs suppose” (Alma 46:41). 

In addition, two Book of Mormon passages describe 
individuals who are “firm in the faith of Christ.” The people 
of Ammon are described as follows: “And they were among 
the people of Nephi, and also numbered among the people 
who were of the Church of God. And they were also distin-
guished for their zeal towards God, and also towards men; 
for they were perfectly honest and upright in all things; 
and they were firm in the faith of Christ, even unto the 
end” (Alma 27:27). Mormon described Captain Moroni 
as “a man who was firm in the faith of Christ, and he had 
sworn with an oath to defend his people, his rights, and 
his country, and his religion, even to the loss of blood” 
(Alma 48:13). Unlike the passage in Helaman 3:35, which 
also mentions being firm in the faith of Christ, these two 
passages make no mention of the salvific power of sanc-
tification. Nevertheless, it is possible to understand these 
passages to mean that the people of Ammon and Captain 
Moroni were sustained during the difficult times of war 
by a power that was made available to them because of 
Christ’s faith.

There is no doubt that each of these individuals had 
faith in Christ. We are told specifically in Alma 25:16 that 
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the people of Ammon supposed that “the law of Moses 
did serve to strengthen their faith in Christ.”⁷⁰ Likewise, 
Captain Moroni informed Zarahemnah that his people 
had successfully surrounded the Lamanite army “because 
of our religion and our faith in Christ” (Alma 44:3). Yet 
the passages under examination do not say that they were 
“firm(er) in their faith in Christ,” but rather that they were 
“firm(er) in the faith of Christ.” A distinction is being made 
here. It is subtle, but it is important. The question is this, 
is their faith independent of, or dependent upon, the faith 
of Christ?

Conclusion

In this paper, I have argued that there is good reason to 
acknowledge that Christ has faith, though not in the sense 
of Aquinas’s limited definition or in the sense of confes-
sional faith. Christ’s faith is trust in His Father and the plan 
of salvation and fidelity in carrying out His part of the plan; 
it is the power by which Jehovah works. In making this ar-
gument, it is not my intent to undermine the importance 
of a believer having faith in Christ. Rather, my intent is to 
highlight the centrality of Christ in all aspects of salvation. 
In Paul’s theology, Christ’s faith is a foundational element 
in the process of justification. We receive righteousness 
because of that faith. In the Book of Mormon, the faith 
of Christ is not specifically linked with justification, but it 
is the basis of power that enables righteous individuals to 
endure persecution and overcome adversarial forces that 
seek to destroy the kingdom of God. This is just one more 
aspect where Christ has set the example for us to follow. As 
believers we can have faith in Christ because of His faith. 
In contrast to Thomas Aquinas, Elder McConkie taught, 
“To be saved is to be like Christ, inheriting, receiving, and 
possessing as he does. To gain salvation is to grow in faith 
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until we have the faith of Christ and thus are like him. Our 
nearness to him and to salvation is measured by the degree 
of our faith. To gain faith is to attain the power of Christ, 
which is God’s power. To believe in Christ in the full and 
true sense is to ‘have the mind of Christ’ (1 Corinthians 
2:16), that is, to believe what he believes, think what he 
thinks, say what he says, and do what he does. It is to be 
one with him by the power of the Holy Ghost.”⁷¹ 

Notes

 I am grateful for the wonderful contribution of Robert J. Matthews 
throughout his career. I joined the faculty after Brother Matthews 
retired, but I have had a number of opportunities to be taught by 
him that have had a profound impact on my understanding of the 
gospel. During the winter semester of 2004, I attended a faculty 
doctrinal seminar that Brother Matthews led. During that seminar 
we discussed the Lectures on Faith. The topic of this paper is an 
outgrowth of a conversation we had during those discussions.
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