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“What do you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel, ‘The fathers 
have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge’? As I live, says the 
Lord God, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel” (Ezekiel 18:2-3). 
 
 
Israel was very aware of the community dimension of their faith, that we are all 
influenced by our environment and our relationships with others. If a father is a criminal, 
his whole family suffers. The shame of the father’s sins falls upon his children. So in a 
sense the children suffer for the sins of their father. If the father is good and honored, 
his children also will shine with the father’s glory and blessing. “I the Lord your God am 
a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth 
generation of those who hate me” (Exodus 20:5). 
 
 
But there is more to it than this. There is also individual responsibility. A righteous man 
will be blessed for his own righteousness. “If a man is righteous and does what is lawful 
and right … he shall surely live, says the Lord” (Ezekiel 18:5, 9). But “if he begets a son 
who is a robber, a shedder of blood … he shall not live … He shall surely die; his blood 
shall be upon himself” (Ezekiel 18:10, 13). But this wicked man’s son, if he “fears, and 
does not do likewise … he shall not die for his father’s iniquity; he shall surely live” 
(Ezekiel 18:14, 17).  
 
 
Although the blessings or curses of good or evil parents do influence us, ultimately each 
person will be either blessed are punished because of his own deeds, whether they be 
good or evil. This is the doctrine of individual responsibility that Ezekiel emphasizes 
today in chapter eighteen. “The soul that sins shall die. The son shall not suffer for the 
iniquity of the father, nor the father suffer for the iniquity of the son; the righteousness of 
the righteous shall be upon himself, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be upon 
himself” (Ezekiel 18:20). 
 
 
Since our own deeds determine whether we will be blessed or cursed, there is an 
incentive to convert from wicked ways to good ways in order to be blessed. This is 
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Ezekiel’s next point. “But if a wicked man turns away from all his sins which he has 
committed and keeps all my statutes and does what is lawful and right, he shall surely 
live; he shall not die. None of the transgressions which he has committed shall be 
remembered against him; for the righteousness which he has done he shall live. Have I 
any pleasure in the death of the wicked, says the Lord God, and not rather that he 
should turn from his way and live?” (Ezekiel 18:21-23). If a wicked man truly converts, 
none of his former sins will be remembered against him. What wonderful good news this 
is! God will not hold our former sins against us if we truly repent and leave them behind 
us. 
 
 
But the New Testament takes us another major step beyond Ezekiel and tells us that if 
we put our faith in Jesus Christ our Savior and repent of all our sins and abandon them, 
God himself will declare us righteous and just, because of the reparation that Christ 
made for our sins by suffering for them on the cross (2 Corinthians 5:21; 1 John 2:2). So 
we do not save or justify ourselves, but God saves and justifies us through Christ’s 
reparation-making death on the cross, when we put our faith and trust in him for our 
salvation. After being justified, our task is then to truly be in fact the “new man” that God 
has re-created us to be in Christ; and if we commit any further sins along the way, God 
will forgive these too, because of the merits of Christ’s death, when we confess them 
with faith and repentance. 
 
 
Yes, we are individually responsible for repenting and abandoning our sins and for 
accepting Christ with faith, but our salvation is not our own personal achievement. We 
are dependent on Christ for our salvation, forgiveness, and justification, which make us 
truly righteous before God with the righteousness of Christ himself. St. Paul teaches us 
that in fact it is not our works but our faith that justifies us (Romans 3:20, 28; Galatians 
2:16; Ephesians 2:8-9). That is because we have become alienated from God by the fall 
of man in Adam, and our whole nature has become weakened and inclined to evil 
through concupiscence, that is, our passions and evil desires.  
 
 
So while it may be true that God “will render to every man according to his works: to 
those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will 
give eternal life” (Romans 2:6-7), it remains to be asked whether this has ever really 
happened to any actual human being infected with indwelling sin (Romans 7:17) that 
wages war against us. 
 
 
St. Paul seems surely to be speaking hypothetically here, namely that if there ever were 
a person who lived a truly and completely good life, God would give him eternal life on 
the basis of his own good works. But the actual fact is that “by one man’s [Adam’s] 
disobedience many were made sinners” (Romans 5:19). Since this is the case with 
everyone, although it is hypothetically possible to justify ourselves and stand perfectly 
just and righteous before God on the basis of our own good works and constantly good 
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thoughts at all times, never entertaining any evil thoughts, and much less never doing 
any evil actions, in actual fact no one has ever been able to do this, because of the 
weakness of our nature, caused by the fall of man. 
 
 
So in the fullness of time God himself stepped in and saved and justified us by his own 
Son taking our sins upon himself (2 Corinthians 5:21) and suffering their just 
punishment to redeem us (Isaiah 53:5-6; 1 Peter 2:24). Since Christ paid our fine for our 
sins by his suffering and death on the cross, God declares us perfectly righteous, just, 
and holy by Christ’s merits, not by our own, and it is by our faith that God applies 
Christ’s merits to us and declares us righteous.  
 
 
So it is our faith, not our works, that justifies us before God and makes us righteous. 
“For as by one man’s [Adam’s] disobedience many were made sinners, so by one 
man’s [Christ’s] obedience many will be made righteous” (Romans 5:19). “Then as one 
man’s [Adam’s] trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one man’s [Christ’s] act of 
righteousness [his death for our sins on the cross] leads to acquittal and life for all men” 
(Romans 5:18). 
 
 
Key for us to be saved and justified before God is our faith and repentance. Our 
repentance to be genuine must include abandoning our sins. When we do this – when 
we repent and believe – God declares us righteous, and our faith is reckoned to us as 
righteousness (Romans 4:22-24), and so we become righteous. 
 
 
God’s law shows us his perfect standard of behavior and shows us how on our own we 
have failed to perfectly live up to it (Romans 3:20). This brings us to repent and to trust 
in the merits of Christ’s reparation-making death for our sins on the cross. This in turn 
leads to God declare us righteous, just, and holy on the basis of our faith, which 
connects us with Christ’s work. So as St. Paul teaches, we are justified by faith, not by 
works (Romans 3:20, 28; Galatians 2:16; Ephesians 2:8-9), because of the work of 
Christ on the cross.  
 
 
Then, once justified and made a “new man” in Christ, God’s law (the Ten 
Commandments) shows us how God wants us now to live, strengthened by justifying 
grace. Following God’s law now as Christians in a life of good works, we grow in 
sanctification and look forward to eternal life with God in heaven at our death. Hence 
what was only a hypothetical possibility for human beings without faith now becomes a 
real possibility, namely, “To those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and 
honor and immortality, he will give eternal life” (Romans 2:7). 


