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Theological Reflections by Paul Chutikorn - Director of Faith Formation 

 

“In What Sense Do We Merit?” 

We briefly discussed the topic of Grace last week, and naturally, this leads to some questions about how it is that we can even talk about 

meriting anything at all. I mentioned that we can never earn heaven because this would necessarily indicate that God owes us something. 

Again, this can never be the case because of the great inequality between us humans and God. As we see in Ephesians 2:9 when St. Paul 

tells us that we do not attain salvation by any works of our own, it is only through grace that we are saved. Another way to look at this 

is that if we were to merit in this way, it would be as if God offers us salvation as a form of payment for services rendered or personal 

achievement. This would mean that we have a right to God. This is a prideful way of understanding salvation and that is why it is of 

high importance to understand the sense in which we merit anything.  

First things first, in the strict sense, it is only by the merits of Christ that we can receive salvation. It is not by our merits that we make 

payment to God. Rather, Christ made the payment once and for all at his sacrifice on the cross. To recap from last week, I said that we 

can only talk about our merit as it pertains to our claiming of this reward and cooperating with this free gift of grace that we receive 

from God. In Catholic Theology, we make this distinction between condign merit and congruous merit. The kind of merit that payed 

the price for the possibility of salvation (condign merit) is only merited by Christ. However, congruous merit, is the kind that we merit 

by claiming the free gift of grace that God offers us. God unceasingly offers us grace, but as we all know, we all fall short of the glory of 

God – some worse than others. It only worsens the more we freely reject his grace. Thus, we merit salvation only in the sense that we 

freely cooperate with the divine operations (grace) in us. Now, it should make more sense when we read CCC 2008 in the Catechism, 

“The fatherly action of God is first his own initiative, and then follows man’s free acting through his collaboration, so that the merit of 

good works is to be attributed in the first place to the grace of God, then to the faithful.”  

Why should we even mention human merit at all? The reason it is important to make the distinction is because we cannot confuse the 

fact that we can do nothing without God with the fact that we are free creatures. While anything good we do flows from the source 

(God) as goodness itself, God loves us so much that he wants us to freely choose him with an authentic love. This love cannot be 

authentic without free choice on our part. So, God offers us salvation freely, and we participate in his divine life by also freely 

cooperating. There is a level of human initiative at play that can never be denied, only as long as we keep proper perspective in knowing 

that our merit is simply a cooperation with God’s free gift that is made possible only by the merits of Christ.  
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