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OVERVIEW

Paragraph 976 of the Catechism establishes the ecclesiological foundation for the forgiveness of sins. It argues
that the forgiveness of sins is not merely a transaction between the individual and God, but is structurally
tied to the 'Church and in the communion of saints.' The text posits that the Risen Christ, in the act of
breathing the Holy Spirit upon the Apostles (John 20:22-23), transferred 'his own divine power' to them. This
creates a theological framework where the Apostles—and by extension their successors in the Church hierarchy-
possess the judicial authority to either forgive or 'retain' sins. Consequently, the text elevates the Church
from a community of the forgiven to the divinely appointed mediator of forgiveness itself.
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DOCTRINES ANALYZED

1. THE POWER OF THE KEYS (SACERDOTAL AUTHORITY)

Assertion: Christ conferred his own divine power to forgive sins upon the Apostles.
"the risen Christ conferred on them his own divine power to forgive sins"

Evangelical Comparison: This doctrine represents a fundamental split in ecclesiology and soteriology. The
Catholic text interprets John 20:23 as instituting a judicial office where the Apostles (and successors) act 'in
persona Christi' to dispense or withhold forgiveness. In contrast, Evangelical theology interprets this passage
as the 'declarative' authority of the church: believers have the authority to declare forgiveness to those who
repent and believe the Gospel, and to declare judgment on those who do not, based on the fixed standard of
Scripture. Evangelicals reject the idea that any human possesses 'divine power' to forgive sins, viewing this as
a prerogative of God alone (Mark 2:7).

2. ECCLESIOLOGICAL MEDIATION
Assertion: Faith in the forgiveness of sins is associated with faith in the Chuzrch.

"The Apostle's Creed associates faith in the forgiveness of sins... with faith in the Church"

Evangelical Comparison: The text asserts that one cannot separate faith in the Holy Spirit's work of forgiveness
from faith in the Church's structure. This establishes the Church as a necessary mediator. Evangelical theology
asserts 'Sola Fide' (faith alone) in Christ alone, viewing the church as the fellowship of the already-forgiven,
not the dispenser of forgiveness. For the Evangelical, the Church is the result of salvation, not the
prerequisite or mechanism for it.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

Divergence Status: Yes

Theological Gap: The fundamental gap is the 'Locus of Authority' regarding forgiveness. The Catechism locates
the power to forgive in the hands of the Apostles and their successors, making the Church the dispenser of
grace. Evangelicalism locates the power to forgive solely in the finished work of Christ, accessible directly by
the believer through faith. This text effectively denies the 'Universal Priesthood of Believers' by creating a
distinct class of men with 'divine power' that the laity do not possess. It replaces the immediate comfort of
the Holy Spirit with the mediated comfort of the Chuzch.

Shared Values:

Belief in the Holy Spirit; Belief in the forgiveness of sins; Belief in the resurrection of Christ; Acceptance
of John 20 as inspired Scripture



Friction Points:

1. [Critical] Universal Priesthood — Establishes a special caste with 'divine power' to mediate between God and
man.

2. [Major] Theology Proper (God's Attributes) — Attributes a divine prerogative (forgiveness of sins) to human
beings.

3. [Critical] Sola Fide — Implies forgiveness is contingent on the Church's administration (keys) rather than
faith alone.

Semantic Warnings:

"Forgive"
In Text: A judicial act performed by a priest/apostle with the power of Christ to absolve sin.
Evangelical: God's act of removing sin; humans 'forgive' interpersonally, but only God forgives judicially.

Example: In this text, a man can 'retain' sins. In Evangelicalism, only unbelief retains sin.

"Church"
In Text: The visible, hierarchical institution possessing apostolic authority.
Evangelical: The invisible body of all true believers united to Christ.

Example: Faith in the 'Church' is here equated with faith in the mechanism of forgiveness.

SOTERIOLOGY

Salvation Defined: Includes the forgiveness of sins mediated through the Church.

How Attained: Implicitly through the 'Power of the Keys' (Sacraments).

Basis of Assurance: The objective absolution provided by the Apostle/Priest.

Comparison to Sola Fide: Directly contradicts Sola Fide by inserting a human mediator who has the power to
'retain' sins, implying faith alone is insufficient if the Church withholds absolution.

MANDATES & REQUIREMENTS

Implicit Obligations:

1
2
3

. Must recognize the Apostles/Church as holders of divine power
. Must submit to the Church's authority to have sins forgiven

. Must accept that sins can be 'retained' by human agents

Ritual Requirements:

1

. Implies the necessity of the Sacrament of Penance/Reconciliation (Confession)

EVANGELISM TOOLKIT

Discovery Questions:

1.

When you read John 20:23, do you see the Apostles as judges deciding who gets forgiven, or as messengers
proclaiming how to be forgiven?

If a priest decided to 'retain' your sins, do you believe God would also refuse to forgive you, even if you
were truly repentant?

Does the 'divine power' mentioned here belong to the man, or is the man just an instrument? If he is an
instrument, why is his presence necessary for God to act?

Redemptive Analogies:

1

. The Longing for Assurance — Humans struggle with subjective guilt and long for an objective voice to say 'You

are forgiven.' [1 John 1:9 offers this objective assurance directly from God's character ('He is faithful and
just'), providing the certainty the Catholic seeks in the priest.]

Spiritual Weight:



1. Dependency/Disempowerment [Severe] — The believer is rendered spiritually impotent, unable to access full
cleansing without the intervention of a human hierarchy. This creates a dependency on the institution for
peace with God.

2. Fear of Man [Moderate] — The concept that a human being has the power to 'retain' my sins creates a spiritual
vulnerability and fear toward clergy, who hold the 'keys' to one's spiritual freedom.

EPISTEMOLOGY

Knowledge Source: The Apostle's Creed interpreted through Church Tradition.
Verification Method: Reliance on the Church's interpretation of the 'Power of the Keys'.

Evangelical Contrast: Evangelicals know they are forgiven through the testimony of the Holy Spirit and the
written promises of God (1 John 1:9), not through the judicial pronouncement of a human agent.

TEXTUAL CRITICISM

Dating: 1997 (Latin typical edition)
Authoxrship: Promulgated by Pope John Paul II

Textual Issues: None; modern document.



