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PANGANIBAN, J.:

May a husband be held liable for the debts of his wife which were incurred without his consent and which did not
benefit the conjugal partnership? May a judgment declaring a wife solely liable, be executed upon conjugal
property, over the objection of the husband?

These are the main questions raised in the instant petition for review on certiorari under Rule 45 of the Rules of
Court which seeks nullification of the Decision[1] in CA-G.R. SP No. 19178 of the Court of Appeals,[2] the
dispositive portion of which reads:

"WHEREFORE, in view of all the foregoing, the instant petition is hereby GRANTED, and the orders dated
July 24, 1989 and October 4, 1989 of the Regional Trial Court of Makati, Branch 137, in Civil Case No. 4186,
as well as the notices of levy issued by the Provincia Sheriff of Rizal dated February 8, 1989, are hereby
declared null and void and set aside. No costs."

The Facts
This case was initiated in the trial court by a complaint[3] filed by petitioner against spouses Delilah A. Vinluan,
owner of Vinluan Enterprises, and her husband Capt. Alejo M. Vinluan (the private respondent before us), for
collection of a sum of money with damages, which was docketed as Civil Case No. 4186 and tried in the Regional
Trial Court of Makati, Branch 137.[4] The respondent appellate Court found the antecedent facts, to be as
follows:[5]

"The plaintiff-respondent Johnson & Johnson (Phils.), Incorporated (hereinafter referred to as the corporation)
is engaged in the manufacturing and selling of various cosmetics, health, and body care products, as well as
medical drugs. On several occasions in the year 1982, the defendant, Delilah Vinluan, purchased products of
the plaintiff-respondent corporation, as she was also engaged in the business of retailing Johnson products,
among others. The defendants, under the name and style of "Vinluan Enterprises,’ thus incurred an obligation of
Two Hundred Thirty-Five Thousand Eight Hundred Eighty Pesos and Eighty-Nine (P235,880.89) Centavos,
for which she issued seven (7) Philippine Banking Corporation checks of varying amounts and due dates.
When presented on their respective due dates, however, the checks given in payment of the obligation bounced
and were dishonored for having been drawn against insufficient funds.

Several demands thereafter for payment were to no avail, despite the accommodations given by the
plaintiff-respondent corporation by granting several extensions to the defendant spouses to settle the
obligation. It was only on January 5, 1983 that the defendants made a partial payment of Five Thousand
(P5,000.00) Pesos, there by reducingt heir principal obligation to P230,880.89. When no further payments
were made to settle the obligation despite repeated demands, the plaintiff-respondent corporation was
constrained to file a complaint (Annex 'A") on June 8, 1983 against defendant spouses Vinluan, for collection
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of the principa obligation plus interest, with damages. Filed before the respondent Regional Trial Court of
Makati, Branch 137, it was docketed as Civil Case No. 4186.

After trial on the merits, on February 5, 1985, the respondent court rendered its Decision (Annex 'C), the
dispositive portion of which reads:

'WHEREFORE, judgment is hereby rendered sentencing the defendant DELILAH A. VINLUAN to pay
plaintiff Johnson & Johnson (Phils.), Inc., the sum of P242,482.40, with interest and penalty charges at the rate
of 2% per month from 30 January 1983 until fully paid, and the sum of P30,000.00 as attorney's fees, and to
pay the costs.

Defendants' counterclaim is hereby dismissed for lack of sufficient merit.”"

In arriving at the sole liability of defendant Delilah A. Vinluan, the trial court found after "meticulous scrutiny
and careful evauation of the evidence on record” that there was "no privity of contract, whether direct or indirect,
between plaintiff and defendant-husband regarding the obligations incurred by defendant-wife." According to the
trial court, "(i)n fact, the acts performed, and the statements made, by defendant-husband, and from which
plaintiff derived the notion that said defendant is a co-owner of VINLUAN ENTERPRISES, took place after the
obligations involved in this action had been incurred or contracted by the defendant-wife, albeit without the
husband's knowledge or consent, as there was no allegation in the complaint that said obligations were incurred
by defendant-wife with her husband's consent, or that it was incurred for the benefit of the family. x x x."[6]

The trial court also found that private respondent never intimidated in his conversations or meetings with, or in
any of hislettersto, petitioner that "he was a co-owner of VINLUAN ENTERPRISES, much less did he represent
himself as such co-owner, to the plaintiff and to plaintiff's counsel x x x." When private respondent personally
negotiated with petitioner and proposed a settlement of the subject obligations, these actuations were not to be
considered as admission of co-ownership of VINLUAN ENTERPRISES for "(gfter al, common sense and our
inborn mores of conduct dictate that a husband must give aid and comfort to his distressed wife."[7] The tria
court further held that the defendant spouses had sufficiently established that the defendant wife was sole owner
of the business venture, that the conjugal partnership never derived any benefit therefrom, and that the same
closed due to continued losses. In sum, the court a quo held that private respondent could not legally be held liable
for the obligations contracted by the wife.

Thus, the court below issued a writ of execution[8]on February 3, 1989, directing the Provincial Sheriff of Riza
to execute the judgment on the properties of the defendant-wife. However, the two notices of levy on execution[9]
issued on February 8, 1989 covered not only her exclusive or paraphernal properties, but also the real and
personal properties of the conjugal partnership of the spouses Vinluan. The next day, her husband (herein private
respondent) filed a third-party claim[10] seeking the lifting of the levy on the conjugal properties, followed by
another third-party claim reiterating the same demand with threat of possible law suit. Subsequently, petitioner
corporation filed a motion dated February 14, 1989 asking the court to fix the value of the properties levied upon
by the sheriff. In response to the third-party claims of private respondent, a comment and/or opposition dated
March 6, 1989 was filed by petitioner.

Private respondent moved on July 1, 1989 to quash the levy on execution on the ground that the notices of levy on
execution did not conform to the final decision of the court and to the writ of execution. As expected, petitioner
opposed the motion. On July 24, 1989, the trial court issued the first assailed Order fixing the value of the levied
personal properties at P300,000.00, and denying the third-party claim and the motion to quash the levy on
execution. Citing the last sentence of Article 117[11] of the Civil Code, the court a quo ruled that:[12]

"Since Algjo Vinluan did not seek the intervention of the Court to air his objections in his wife's engaging in
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business, coupled by the fact that he made several representations for the settlement of his wife's account,
Alejo Vinluan's consent thereto became evident. As such, even his own capital may be liable, together with the
conjugal and paraphernal property (I Paras 363, 1978 ed., p. 6; Art. 6-10, Code of Commerce). Withal, Article
172 of the New Civil Code categorically declaresthat -

"The wife cannot bind the conjugal partnership without the husband's consent, except in the cases provided by
law.'

Granting arguendo that Alejo Vinluan did not give his consent, expressly or impliedly, the parapherna and
conjugal property may still be held liable but not his capital (I Paras 363, 1978 ed.).”

Petitioner's motion for reconsideration of the abovequoted first order (on the ground that it directly contravened
the decision itself which had already become final and executory) was denied via the second contested Order
dated October 4, 1989, where the trial court ruled:[13]

"The Court finds untenable movant-defendant's assertion that Art. 172 of the New Civil Code is not in point.
The consent of the husband is indeed vital in determining what properties shall be subsidiarily liable in the
event the paraphemal properties of Delilah Vinluan should turn out to be insufficient to cover the judgment
debt, as fully explained in the Order dated 24 July 1989.

Art. 122 of the Family Code which partly provides that --
‘Art. 122. The payment of personal debts contracted by the husband or the wife before or during the marriage
shall not be charged to the conjugal partnership except insofar as they redounded to the benefit of the family.

XXXXXXXXX.,

isnot applicablein that --

"This Code (Family Code) shall have retroactive effect insofar as it does not prejudice or impair vested or
acquired rights in accordance with the Civil Code or other laws (Art. 255, Family Code; underscoring
supplied).’

Plaintiff (petitioner herein), having acquired a vested right prior to the effectivity of the Family Code, said codeis
not a propos (sic). Even granting arguendo that the same is befitting, movant defendant failed to realize that
athough Delilah Vinluan suffered losses in her legitimate business, the experience she has gained redounded to
the benefit of the family, and as such, the conjugal partnership must bear the indebtedness and losses (I Paras 464,
1981 ed.). Moreover, had the business Delilah Vinluan engaged in been a success, al profits would have been
considered conjugal; it is therefore but fair that the risks of the business should be borne by the conjuga
partnership (Miravite, Bar Review Materialsin Commercia Law, 1986 ed., p. 89; J. N. Nolledo, Commercial Law
Reviewer, 1985 ed., pp. 6, 7; U.P. Law Complex, Answers to Bar Questions in Commercial Law, 1986 ed., pp.
174, 175; Vitug, Commercial Law Reviewer, 1984, ed., p. 5).

There is a wide-embracing oversight when movant-defendant asserted that to hold the conjugal partnership
property liable for the indebtedness incurred solely by his wife would in effect modify the Decision dated 5 Feb,
1985 which is now final and executory. As afore-discussed, the conjugal property is subsidiarily liable.”

Asindicated above, the private respondent elevated the matter to the respondent appellate Court, charging the trial
court with grave abuse of discretion for effectively reversing its own final judgment. The respondent Court upheld
the private respondent in its now-assailed Decision, and denied herein petitioner's subsequent motion for
reconsideration. Thus, petitioner is now before us seeking review under Rule 45.

The Issues

Petitioner raised the following "lssues of law" for consideration of this Court, to wit:[14]
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"1. Whether or not the decision of the honorable trial court dated February 5, 1985 exonerating (sic) defendant
husband, private respondent herein, from the obligation contracted by the wife in the pursuit of her business
also absolves the conjugal partnership from liability.

2. Whether or not the subsequent order of the honorable trial court dated July 24, 1989 and October 4, 1989 is
areversal of itsown original decision as found out by the honorable public respondent.”

The pivotal issues in this case may be re-stated thus: whether or not the order of the trial court denying private
respondent's third-party claim and motion to quash levy on execution in effect amended the dispositive portion of
the trial court's decision which had long become final and executory, and if so, whether same is proper or not.
These issues shall be ruled upon together.

The Court's Ruling

Petitioner contends[15] that the purpose of impleading private respondent as co-defendant in petitioner's
complaint was to bind not only the defendant-spouses conjugal partnership but also private respondent's capital.
Thetrial court resolved that it was not necessary that private respondent (as husband) be joined as party-defendant
in the suit below. Inasmuch as it appeared from the allegations in the complaint that private respondent may be a
co-owner of Vinluan Enterprises, the trial court nonetheless did not exclude private respondent but passed upon
the issue of such co-ownership to determine whether he may be held liable in the same manner as his wife.
Petitioner insists that the trial court in its decision merely made a finding that the private respondent husband was
not a co-owner of the business venture of his wife, which conclusion ("exoneration™) only exempted his capital
from the adjudged liability, but not the conjugal properties of the spouses. Petitioner further argues that nowhere
in the trial court's decision can there be found any pronouncement absolving the conjugal property from liability,
contrary to the findings of the respondent Court.

Also, petitioner reasons that the enforcement of the decision against the conjugal property is merely compliance
with law, and that this Court in along line of cases[16] held that a judgment is not confined to what appears upon
the face of the decision but also those necessarily included therein or necessary thereto.[17] Additionally,
petitioner pleads that the trial court's order did not modify its final and executory decision but only clarified an
ambiguity in the decision as to What properties are liable. As authority, it cites Republic vs. Delos Angeles.[ 18]

Petitioner's contentions are devoid of merit.

Respondent Court correctly ruled that the trial court cannot, in the guise of deciding the third-party claim, reverse
its final decision. Commenting on the trial court's very patent "about-face” on the issues of consent of the
husband, benefit to the family, and the husband's liability for obligations contracted by his wife, the appellate
Court held, and we quote:[19]

"We see in these stark contradictions an attempt by the respondent Court to reverse itself, even when the
decision sought to be executed had already become final. The respondent Court has no authority to modify or
vary the terms and conditions of afinal and executory judgment (Vda. de Nabong vs. Sadang, 167 SCRA 232)
and this attempt to thwart the rules cannot be allowed to pass. Even if the respondent Court feels that it needed
to reverse its findings to correct itself, the decision, whether erroneous or not, has become the law of the case
between the parties upon attaining finality (Balais vs. Balais, 159 SCRA 37). The respondent Court has no
choice but to order the execution of the final decision according to what is ordained and decreed in the
dispositive portion of the decision (National Steel Corp. vs. NLRC, 165 SCRA 452).

The dispositive portion of the decision charges the defendant Delilah Vinluan alone to pay the plaintiff
corporation, having already declared that the defendant-husband cannot be held legally liable for his wife's
obligations. Perhaps, when it was later discovered that the defendant Delilah Vinluan did not have sufficient
property of her own to settle the obligation, the conjugal properties of the defendant-spouses became the object
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of the levy. But in order to bind the conjugal partnership and its properties, the New Civil Code provides that
the debts and obligations contracted by the husband (or the wife) must be for the benefit of the conjugal
partnership (Article 161, par. 1); and that the husband must consent to his wife's engaging in business (Article
117).

Thus, we see a belated effort on the part of the respondent Court to reverse itself by declaring that the
obligations incurred by the defendant wife redounded to the benefit of the family and that the defendant
husband had given his consent, in order to bind the conjugal partnership.

As We stated earlier, this cannot be done because the decision, along with the respondent Court's origina
findings, had already become final and indisputable. The respondent Court already found that the defendant
husband did not give his consent; neither did the obligation incurred by the defendant wife redound to the
benefit of the family. Hence, the conjugal partnership, as well as the defendant husband, cannot be held liable.
As originally decreed by the Court, only the defendant wife and her paraphernal property can be held liable.
Since the power of the court in execution of judgments extends only to properties unquestionably belonging to
the judgment debtor alone (Republic vs. Enriquez, 166 SCRA 608), the conjugal properties and the capital of
the defendant husband cannot be levied upon.”

The settled rule is that a judgment which has acquired finality becomes immutable and unalterable, and hence
may no longer be modified in any respect except only to correct clerical errors or mistakes -- al the issues
between the parties being deemed resolved and laid to rest.[20] Thisis meant to preserve the stability of decisions
rendered by the courts, and to dissuade parties from trifling with court processes. One who has submitted his case
to aregular court necessarily commits himself to abide by whatever decision the court may render. Any error in
the decision which has not been considered in atimely motion for reconsideration or appea cannot be impugned
when such error becomes apparent only during execution. This rule applies with more force in the case of the
deciding judge who has limited prerogative during execution of the judgment. For as correctly held by herein
public respondent, aside from ordering the enforcement of the dispositive portion of the decision, the trial judge
can do nothing about the errors in the ratiocination of the decision or even alter the dispositive portion by mere
order issued subsequent to the finality of the decision. The issues having been laid to rest, the court cannot on the
pretext of determining the validity of the third-party claim and the motion to quash levy on execution alter the
scope of the dispositive portion of the decision sought to be implemented.

Petitioner's arguments notwithstanding, the trial court's order cannot be said to be merely clarificatory in nature.
There is no ambiguity at al in the decision, for it categorically declared defendant Delilah A. Vinluan solely
liable, without any recourse provided against her husband. Thus, the case of Republic vs. Delos Angeles,[21]
holding that doubtful or ambiguous judgments are to have a reasonable intendment to do justice and avoid wrong,
does not apply here. Aswas later held in Filinvest Credit Corporation vs. Court of Appeals,[22] "(w)here there is
an ambiguity, a judgment shall be read in connection with the entire record and construed accordingly. In such a
case, it is proper to consider the pleadings and the evidence." (ltalics supplied). But the text of the trial court's
decision points to no other person liable but Delilah Vinluan, and in fact made a rather lengthy discussion on the
exemption from liability of the conjugal partnership; hence, there can be no ambiguity to speak of in the decision.
And even more clearly, the body of the decision of the trial court expressly exempted private respondent from
liability by categorically ruling that "the defendant-husband cannot, together, with co-defendant, legally be held
liable for the obligations contracted by the wife."[23] Further, the trial court expounded:[24]

"X X X. What is more, it is an admitted fact that the subject obligations had partially been paid by the
defendant-wife herself. Thus, plaintiff implicitly averred that 'defendant Delilah Vinluan, doing business under
the name and style of VINLUAN ENTERPRISES is one of the various customers of the plaintiff's products
(Cf. p. 1, Paintiff's Pre-Tria Brief); that 'Delilah Vinluan x x x purchased different Johnson products x x X,
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thus incurring an obligation of P235,880.89" (Cf. par. I1I, Complaint); that 'defendant Delilah Vinluan tried to
pay (her) obligations x x x when she issued Philippine Banking Checks x x X, but which checks upon
presentment to the Bank were dishonored for the reason 'Drawn Against Insufficient Funds (Cf. par. V, id.);
that 'x x x x, defendant Delilah A. Vinluan appealed to the company and also represented that she be given an
opportunity to settle the accountability' (Cf. par. VI, id.); that ‘defendant sent aletter to the company where she
alleged that payment cannot be made because they are 'victims of some bad practices in the trade and that they
are working on some means to settle their accounts and al that they ask istimeto settle.' (Cf. par. VI, id.)."

We take this occasion to reiterate the ruling of this Court in an early case[25]that litigations must end and
terminate sometime and somewhere, it being essentia to the effective and efficient administration of justice that
once a judgment has become final, the winning party be not, through a mere subterfuge, deprived of the fruits of
the verdict. Hence, courts must guard against any scheme calculated to bring about that result, for, constituted as
they are to put an end to controversies, courts should frown upon any attempt to prolong them. Furthermore,
public policy and sound practice demand that at the risk of occasional errors, judgments of courts should become
final and irrevocable at some definite date fixed by law. And this is better observed if the court executing the
judgment would refrain from creating further controversy by effectively modifying and altering the dispositive
portion of the decision, thus further delaying the satisfaction of the judgment. No matter how just the intention of
the trial court, it cannot legally reverse what has already been settled. Holding the conjugal partnership liable in
the order after the finality of the decision is evidently not just correcting a mere clerical error; it goes into the
merits of the case. And thisis prohibited by the rules and jurisprudence.

We have elsewhere ruled that "should judgments of lower courts -- which may normally be subject to review by
higher tribunals -- become final and executory before, or without, exhaustion of all recourse of appeal, they, too,
become inviolable, impervious to modification. They may, then, no longer be reviewed, or in any way modified
directly or indirectly, by a higher court, not even by the Supreme Court, much less by any other official, branch or
department of Government."[26]

" x x x (N)othing is more settled in the law than that when a final judgment becomes executory, it thereby
becomes immutable and unalterable. The judgment may no longer be modified in any respect, even if the
modification is meant to correct what is perceived to be an erroneous conclusion of fact or law, and regardiess
of whether the modification is attempted to be made by the Court rendering it or by the highest Court of land.
The only recognized exceptions are the correction of clerical errors or the making of so-called nunc pro tunc
entries which cause no prejudice to any party, and, of course, where the judgment is void.'

Furthermore, (@ny amendment or alteration which substantially affects a final and executory judgment is null
and void for lack of jurisdiction, including the entire proceedings held for that purpose.’"[27]

The respondent Court also commented on the sheriffs actuations as follows:[28]

"Furthermore, it is the duty of the sheriff to ensure that only that portion of the decision ordained and decreed
in the dispositive part should be the subject of the execution (Cunanan vs. Cruz, 167 SCRA 674). The writ of
execution itself states that only the properties of the defendant wife were to be levied upon. There was no
mention even of conjugal properties. Hence, in levying on the properties that did not exclusively belong to the
judgment debtor, the notices of levy failed to conform to the decree of the decision, and are, therefore, irregular
and contrary to the Rules (Canlas vs. CA, 164 SCRA 160)."

It Isarule firmly established in our jurisprudence that a sheriff is not authorized to attach or levy on property not
belonging to the judgment debtor.[29] A sheriff even incurs liability if he wrongfully levies upon the property of a
third person.[30] A sheriff has no authority to attach the property of any person under execution except that of the
judgment debtor. The sheriff maybe liable for enforcing execution on property belonging to a third party.[31] If
he does so, the writ of execution affords him no justification, for the action is not in obedience to the mandate of
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the writ.

WHEREFORE, in view of the foregoing considerations, the herein petition is hereby DENIED, and the Decision
of the respondent Court is AFFIRMED. Costs against petitioner.

SO ORDERED.
Narvasa, C.J., (Chairman), Davide, Jr., Melo, and Francisco, JJ., concur.
[1] Rollo, pp. 115-130.
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