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“Careful exegetical study and refined theological reflection ought always to be 
wedded by biblical scholar and theologian alike. Sadly, this union is less com­
mon than one might expect. But in Brian Vickers’s Jesus’ Blood and 
Righteousness, we see a careful and clear biblical exegesis joined to a richly 
refined theological reformulation displayed with beauty and grace. Vickers’s 
work is sure to be one of the most significant contributions to the ongoing dis­
cussion of the nature both of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness and of 
God’s justification of the believer in Christ. The reader will be informed of the 
broad range of scholarly proposals on these issues and will be served well by the 
judicious judgments Vickers offers. While upholding a fully reformational under­
standing of imputation, his defense is altogether fresh, at times surprising, and 
everywhere filled with insight. For the sake of one’s own soul, and for richer bib­
lical and theological understanding, I commend to Christians that they read with 
care this excellent work.” 

—BRUCE A. WARE 

Professor of Christian Theology; 
Senior Associate Dean, School of Theology, 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

“The historic reformational doctrine of imputation is under serious duress in our 
day. Interestingly, it is often evangelical, Protestant, biblical studies scholars who 
have the doctrine in their sights. The critiques come from different angles, but 
almost all suggest that we’ve read imputation back into Paul, and that it’s high 
time we understood and articulated Paul’s theology more biblically. In order to 
do so, they say, we must reject the Protestant confessional formulations of impu­
tation. Brian Vickers comes to our aid in this important discussion. He gives us 
a helpful survey of the trajectory of the doctrine in history—from Luther to 
N. T. Wright—and then engages in a vigorous exegetical and biblical theologi­
cal defense of imputation. Arguing that imputation is not merely possible but a 
necessary synthesis of Paul’s teaching, Vickers thoroughly analyzes the key pas­
sages of Romans 4:1-8; 5:12-21; and 2 Corinthians 5:21. He counters a reduc­
tionist/minimalist reading of those texts and articulates instead a strong Pauline, 
biblical, theological argument for what we would call the traditional view of the 
imputation of Christ’s righteousness. The book is accessible to any intelligent 
reader with an interest in theology, exegesis, and doctrine, but especially helpful 
to pastors, teachers, and seminarians. For all of us who are servants of the Word, 
we can ill afford indifference to this debate. If our evangelical forebears were 
right in their understanding of the Bible’s teaching on the gracious and just divine 
salvation of sinners, it is the very stuff of the gospel. Vickers says they were right, 
and does a yeoman’s service in this volume showing why.” 

—J. LIGON DUNCAN 

Senior Minister, First Presbyterian Church, Jackson, Mississippi; 
Adjunct Professor, Reformed Theological Seminary 



“Unfortunately, the Reformation doctrine of the imputation of Christ’s righ­
teousness is today a matter of debate, even among evangelicals. Brian Vickers, 
therefore, has performed a valuable service for the church by affirming imputa­
tion in Jesus’ Blood and Righteousness. With great clarity Dr. Vickers bases his 
theological conclusions on careful, contextual study of the Scriptures. (This is so 
important today, when theology and exegesis often go their separate ways.) He 
correctly situates justification as a subset of union with Christ. Wisely, he does 
not overreach the evidence but makes a cumulative case for imputation based on 
a synthesis of the teaching of three passages—Romans 4:3; 5:19; and 2 
Corinthians 5:21. In my judgment, his case succeeds. And he does all of this with 
a gentle spirit that refuses to demonize those who disagree with him. I heartily 
commend this volume as a needed, constructive, and helpful piece of theological 
exegesis.” 

—ROBERT A. PETERSON 

Professor of Systematic Theology, 
Covenant Theological Seminary 

“Integral to the Pauline understanding of salvation is the idea of imputation—not 
only of that of human sin to Christ, but also that of his righteousness to sinners. 
Yet, this doctrine has been somewhat neglected in recent years and in a number 
of evangelical quarters it is even being seriously questioned. Brian Vickers’s study 
of what our evangelical forbears regarded as vital to the gospel is therefore a wel­
come study. He clearly demonstrates how it fits within the contours of Pauline 
theology and masterfully exegetes the pertinent texts on which the doctrine is 
founded. Highly recommended!” 

—MICHAEL A. G. HAYKIN 

Principal, Toronto Baptist Seminary 

“One rarely finds books today that display knowledge of church history, sys­
tematic theology, and biblical exegesis. Brian Vickers’s contribution on imputa­
tion is a sterling exception, showing that the best biblical exegesis is informed 
by, but never captive to, historical and systematic theology. Too often discussions 
on imputation produce quarrels rather than understanding, but here we have a 
work that furnishes an exegetical basis for the Pauline teaching.” 

—THOMAS R. SCHREINER 

James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament, 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 
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FOR LLOYD (1922-2004) 

AND VIRGINIA VICKERS


My son, keep thy father’s commandment, 

and forsake not the law of thy mother:


Bind them continually upon thine heart, 

and tie them about thy neck.


When thou goest, it shall lead thee; 

when thou sleepest, it shall keep thee; 


and when thou awakest, it shall talk with thee.


P R O V E R B S  6 : 2 0 - 2 2  ( K J V ) 
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Preface


SOMETIMES A PHONE CALL can change your life. I was a Ph.D. student 
working happily away in preparation for a dissertation on the letter to 
the Hebrews when one day I pressed the button on our answering 
machine. A familiar voice said, “I want to tell you something that will 
change your life”—a dramatic message to say the least. Ultimately it 
took three days to get the life-changing message. One can think a lot of 
things in three days, though admittedly as more time went by I began to 
doubt just how radical this life change could really be if the delivery of 
the message could be postponed indefinitely. Finally, after several missed 
phone calls and a twenty-four hour virus, I was home when the phone 
rang. There was a pause, no hello, and then I heard, “You should work 
on imputation.” It was my then supervisor and now colleague, Tom 
Schreiner. To make a long story short, that phone call resulted in a dis­
sertation, and that dissertation later resulted in this book. It was, at least 
on one level, a phone call that changed my life. 

Though I was working on Hebrews, I had been studying justifica­
tion and related topics in Paul and tracking with the ongoing debates 
since my days as a graduate student at Wheaton College. In my own 
thinking, however, there were lots of loose ends. I needed some time to 
work on the issues. Writing a dissertation provided the time I needed. It 
also led to the writing of this book, something I doubt I would have done 
were it not for that phone call. 

Maybe the phrase “changed my life” is a bit too dramatic, but the 
months and years spent writing the dissertation were formative in my 
own thinking and experience. The dissertation informed my thinking 
because my thoughts had time to solidify as I studied and restudied the 
relevant texts, and as I read and often reread (at least some of) the moun­
tains of secondary literature. It shaped my experience because in the final 
months of writing, my father, Lloyd Vickers, was diagnosed with can­
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cer, and as I wrote, he fought. Yet he did not fight in desperation, even 
though the prognosis never got better than a hope of a slight prolong­
ing of weeks, perhaps months. After the initial shock, he faced cancer 
with confidence—not confidence that he would “beat it,” but confidence 
that came from resting, as he put it, “only in Jesus and all he has done 
for me.” My dad was resting in the imputation of Christ’s righteousness 
in the face of a disease that was quickly ending his life. He lived to see 
me finish a dissertation and watch me be hooded. Just under four 
months later, right after finding out that I was hired to teach New 
Testament, he died, clinging more than ever to Jesus and his righteous­
ness. It dawned on me later how my thesis topic and my Dad’s battle 
with cancer had dovetailed. I was working on the topic that sustained 
him and gave him hope and confidence in the face of the last enemy; the 
defeated enemy. In my dad’s life and in his death I witnessed the doc­
trine of imputation in action. 

Like all books, this book could not have been written without the 
encouragement and assistance of many people. First of all, heart-felt 
thanks to my friend and colleague Tom Schreiner. Tom was always quick 
to give his insights, suggestions, corrections, and encouragements. Tom 
not only read the dissertation, he has gladly read parts of this book, 
whether new, old, or revised. Bruce Ware and Shawn Wright also 
deserve a special note of appreciation. Both were an encouragement to 
me as I pursued the possibility of publishing this work and helpful to me 
because of their keen theological and historical insights. Thanks also to 
Jim Hamilton for his friendship and for his remarkable ability to rejoice 
in the Lord at all times and to give thanks in all things. 

Special thanks go to Matthew Anderson, who converted all the 
Greek fonts in my manuscript, and to John Meade who helped with 
reading the manuscript in its final stages. 

My mother, Virginia, though living with the loss of her companion of 
sixty-one years, continues on with a resilience that flows from her 
indomitable view of life under the sovereignty of God. Her wit and wis­
dom are untarnished as she turns eighty this year. Her ability to tell her son 
what he needs to hear, even if he does not want to hear it, is invaluable. 

Finally, no one can compare to my lovely wife, Denise. She is a gift 
from God and a constant source of strength and joy in all things. Jamie, 
our daughter, could not have a better model of faith, hope, and love. 



Introduction


“I’M SO THANKFUL FOR the active obedience of Christ; no hope without 
it.”1 One day before his death, J. Gresham Machen sent this message to 
John Murray. This one short phrase is theologically loaded. “The active 
obedience of Christ” means the obedience that Jesus rendered to the 
Father during his incarnation, and which, along with the forgiveness 
that flows from his sacrifice on the cross, is imputed to the believer by 
faith. When we sing “My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood 
and righteousness,” we are singing about the same thing that Machen 
wrote to Murray. In theology, a conjunction can be extraordinarily 
important. 

The “active obedience of Christ,” just like the short phrase “and 
righteousness,” is a statement about what it means to be justified. In 
much of both the Calvinist and Lutheran traditions, the active obedience 
of Christ is a vital component in the doctrine of justification.2 

Specifically, the doctrine of justification is formulated so as to include 
both the non-imputation of sin (forgiveness) and the imputation of 
Christ’s righteousness (his active obedience). The latter aspect, namely 
that justification must necessarily include the imputation of Christ’s righ­
teousness, draws the lion’s share of controversy. 

The debate over imputation is not a mere academic debate. The dis­
cussion strikes at the heart of what it means to be right with God. Core 
biblical themes like forgiveness, sacrifice, and union with Christ are 

1 J. Gresham Machen, God Transcendent, ed. Ned B. Stonehouse, (Edinburgh; Carlisle, PA: Banner 
of Truth), 14. The quotation appears in Stonehouse’s introduction. In this collection of Machen’s 
essays there is a chapter entitled “The Active Obedience of Christ” that summarizes the essential con­
tent of the traditional view of imputation in simple terms (ibid., 187-96). Readers not familiar with 
the topic may want to consult Machen’s essay for a brief, pastoral introduction. 
2 I recognize that there is a great deal of debate over whether there is continuity or discontinuity 
between Calvin and Luther and the traditions that bear their names. That is not the issue here. This 
investigation is not concerned primarily with how doctrine has developed within these traditions 
(though that issue does surface in the section on historical background below) but with how repre­
sentative theologians have dealt with the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. 
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woven into the doctrine of imputation. There is more at stake than 
merely continuing a debate. What is the connection between Adam and 
the human race? How did Christ fulfill the role of the second or new 
Adam? How can the “ungodly” stand before a righteous God? Is faith 
itself, or the object of faith, the foundation for righteousness? These are 
but a few of the questions related to the topic of imputation. At the cen­
ter of the debate over the imputation of Christ’s righteousness is the 
interpretation of key Pauline texts. 

“KEY” TEXTS 

The main goal of this book is to investigate Pauline texts linked histor­
ically to the topic of imputation.3 The bulk of this investigation is driven 
by a consideration of three general questions: (1) In Romans 4 when 
Paul quotes Genesis 15:6, “Abraham believed God and it was reckoned 
to him as righteousness” (v. 3), and shortly thereafter quotes Psalm 32:2, 
“blessed is the man against whom the Lord does not reckon sin” (v. 8), 
what is the implication for the doctrine of imputation? More to the 
point, does Romans 4 create a tension for the traditional view of impu­
tation since the emphasis there seems to be primarily on forgiveness? (2) 
Does the parallel and antithesis between Adam and Christ in Romans 
5:12-21 imply that Paul understands that Christ not only provided par­
don for Adam’s (and his posterity’s) sin but also, in contrast to Adam, 
fulfilled God’s commands thus providing a positive status for “the many 
who will be made righteous”? (3) Does Paul’s statement in 2 Corinthians 
5:21, “God made him who knew no sin to be sin for us that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God” (which, according to Paul, 
includes the non-imputation of sin, “God was reconciling the world to 
himself in Christ, not reckoning their trespasses against them” [5:19]), 
also include the imputation of righteousness? In the history of the 
debate these are the primary issues discussed in these texts. 

Once these three texts are identified as the central texts in the 
debate, a rather common-sense observation arises: In these three “impu­
tation” texts, Paul deals with different, albeit related, issues. Romans 

3 The terms imputation, impute, reckon, and count are used interchangeably throughout this work. 
This decision is not driven by any particular theological bias or presupposition. Although the word 
impute may appear theologically loaded to some, it is treated here as synonymous with reckon and 
count. 
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5:19 is not simply another way of putting Romans 4:3, and 
2 Corinthians 5:21 is not a restatement of either Romans 4:3 or 5:19. 
In other words, the three imputation texts do not appear to be about the 
exact same thing. In each text Paul discusses similar ideas (e.g., righ­
teousness, sin, God, and/or Christ) but the texts are not the same. There 
are different subjects, actors, actions, and concepts. For instance, there 
is an emphasis on “faith” in Romans 4:3 but no explicit mention of it 
in either Romans 5:19 or 2 Corinthians 5:21. In Romans 5:19 obedi­
ence is at the core of Paul’s discussion, but obedience is not at all the 
emphasis in Romans 4:3 and even if “knew no sin” in 2 Corinthians 
5:21 implies Christ’s obedience, it is still not the primary focus as it is in 
Romans 5:19. This observation regarding the differences between the 
key texts plays a major role throughout this book. 

Secondly, there are other texts that have both textual and concep­
tual links to the “key” texts and have also played a role in the histori­
cal debates. These other texts (i.e., 1 Cor. 1:30; Phil. 3:9; and Rom. 
9:30–10:4) are presented along with the “key” texts in an attempt to 
develop a Pauline synthesis regarding the doctrine of imputation. These 
texts are essential for understanding Paul’s theology of imputation. The 
goal here is to focus as narrowly as possible on the issues in these texts 
that link them with the doctrine of imputation and present a kind of 
“synoptic” reading of these texts along with the “key” texts. 

Finally, part of the goal of this work is to try to avoid the two 
extremes that too often characterize the debate. On one hand defenders 
of imputation, because of a healthy desire to know and understand the 
whole counsel of God, sometimes ignore the differences between, and 
subsequently the unique contribution of, the texts typically associated 
with the doctrine. When this happens the biblical texts are flattened out 
and become mere springboards for lectures and sermons on the doctrine 
of imputation. 

On the other hand, critics of the doctrine, rightly concerned about 
eisegesis (reading into rather than from a text), often miss the connec­
tions not only between the major texts but between the texts and a larger 
biblical-theological framework. Ironically, critics often end up doing the 
very thing that defenders of imputation often do—they expect too much 
from a single text, and when they find (as they inevitably will) that the 
entire doctrine of imputation in the traditional sense is not in Romans 



18 JESUS’ BLOOD AND RIGHTEOUSNESS 

4:1-8 or 2 Corinthians 5:16-21, they pass the doctrine off as just so 
much “systematic theology” and pronounce imputation dead on arrival. 

The truth, as someone once said, is somewhere in the middle. The 
traditional doctrine of imputation is not theology apart from exegesis, 
nor does one have to subscribe to one particular theological presuppo­
sition before accepting imputation. At the same time, no historical doc­
trine was ever established, or denied, on the basis of one text alone. 
Though a great deal of time will be spent on the particulars of each text, 
one eye will be kept on the broader biblical horizon. Imputation, like 
other doctrines of Scripture, must be investigated exegetically and syn­
thetically. The contention of this book is that the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness is a legitimate and necessary synthesis of Paul’s teaching. 
While no single text contains or develops all the “ingredients” of impu­
tation, the doctrine stands as a component of Paul’s soteriology. 

THEOLOGY AND HISTORY 

Although this work deals primarily with the New Testament, specifi­
cally, New Testament theology, the nature of the topic demands inquiry 
into areas typically associated with historical and systematic theology. 
The reason for this is twofold: (1) the doctrine of imputation formally 
arose in Protestant confessional settings; and (2) the most comprehen­
sive treatments of the doctrine appear in works written by Protestant 
systematic theologians. Contrary to the opinion of some biblical schol­
ars, the fact that “imputation” is closely associated with confessional 
and systematic theology does not make it off limits, or illegitimate, for 
biblical scholarship. In addition, it should be kept in mind that confes­
sional statements and systematic theologies are usually based on the 
reading of biblical texts.4 

While some readers may think that this book belongs in the realm 
of systematic rather than biblical theology, a clear distinction remains 
between true systematics and the type of work found here. The clearest 
differences are in method and arrangement. Rather than moving along 
and organizing on synthetic lines, the pattern will be to move along 

4 I hope, as a corollary goal, to confirm that contrary to some modern caricatures, Protestant theol­
ogy, particularly the Reformed tradition, has not been dominated only by systematicians who cared 
little for exegesis. 
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through the exegesis and interpretation of a selected number of biblical 
texts, then weighing the evidence. Even if systematic theology provides 
a jumping off point, the majority of the work is exegetical. After the 
work is done, then we will move on to a synthesis of Paul’s teaching on 
imputation. 

Although I have included a fair amount of historical and systematic 
theology, I have tried, for the most part, to stay above the historical 
debates, choosing rather to include, usually in notes, the main ideas that 
have characterized the historical discussion and the various presupposi­
tions that lie behind it. Not the least of my reasons is that I make no 
claim to be an expert in a large part of the history discussed in the first 
chapter. I am not setting forth a comprehensive study of imputation in 
the theology of, say, Luther or Calvin, but rather focusing on places 
where their work helps build historical-theological trajectories that aid 
in presenting a streamlined view of the history of the doctrine. It is my 
hope that others will perhaps follow some of these trajectories and do 
what I am not able to do in the scope of this work. In sum, the histori­
cal chapter is intended to (1) frame my discussion by providing a way 
to move back and forth between history and the exegesis that comprises 
the bulk of this book, and to (2) provide readers, especially those not 
familiar with the historical aspect of the question, with a context for 
understanding the breadth of the topic of imputation.5 

DRAWING BOUNDARIES 

The subject of imputation lends itself to the discussion of a variety of 
exegetical, biblical, theological, linguistic, and historical issues and ques­
tions. The intention is to proceed with as narrow a focus as such a broad 
topic will allow. If we paused all along the way for thorough discussions 
or definitive answers to every question or explorations of every connec­
tion, the book would not only exceed the allotted page limit, but also 

5 I have obviously biased my historical interaction toward the Reformed tradition. There are two rea­
sons for this. The first is that imputation, as it is typically formulated, is a consistent and vital tenet 
of Reformed theology, so it only makes sense to interact with sources from that tradition. The sec­
ond reason is that my own background and relative level of expertise lie in the Reformed traditions. 
Since this is not a book on historical-theology, I thought it best to stay as close as possible to the tra­
dition with which I am most familiar. For those interested in the type of work that has influenced the 
method and goal of this book, see Richard B. Gaffin, Jr, “Systematic and Biblical Theology,” WTJ 
36 (1976): 281-99. 
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try the patience of even the most determined reader. For instance, even 
though this work focuses on the imputation of righteousness, it does not 
present a thorough linguistic discussion of the biblical language of righ­
teousness. Rather than retrace the disputed question of “righteousness” 
in Paul, the discussion of righteous/righteousness in the relevant texts is 
determined by their immediate contexts, with particular attention given 
to the pivotal phrases, “reckoned as righteous,” “made righteous,” and 
“become . . . righteous.” To take but one other example, the theme of 
union with Christ plays an important role later in this study, but that 
theme is not presented in anything like an exhaustive treatment. Rather, 
it is limited to how it functions in texts associated with imputation. 
Secondly, this topic has vast amounts of historical background not only 
in the areas of historical and systematic theology, but also in the history 
of both Old Testament and New Testament interpretation, and all of the 
“key texts” are accompanied by extensive secondary literature on any 
number of exegetical topics and debates. Care has been taken to con­
sider only those aspects of exegesis that have direct bearing on imputa­
tion. The goal is primarily to investigate the texts in Paul most closely 
associated with imputation, keeping an eye on the history of interpre­
tation and sticking as close as possible to those issues in the texts that 
directly speak to the topic. Finally, there is no section in this book 
devoted to a study of the “New Perspective” on Paul. There are many 
studies on the New Perspective, so rather than simply repeat what can 
be easily read in various other sources, the scholars associated (to vari­
ous degrees) with the New Perspective are dealt with when appropriate 
in the course of interpreting biblical texts.6 

6 Works on our about the New Perspective abound increasingly. For readers already possessing 
knowledge of the debate and who want to pursue both the background and the technical aspects 
of the central issues, the clear choice is the set of volumes edited by D.A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, 
and Mark A. Seifrid: Justification and Variegated Nomism, vol. 1, The Complexities of Second 
Temple Judaism (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001), and Justification and Variegated Nomism, vol. 2, 
The Paradoxes of Paul (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004). These volumes stand out because the debate 
over the New Perspective is essentially a debate that begins with the reading of Second Temple 
Jewish literature. For analysis and engagement of the various streams of the New Perspective, and 
an exegetical/theological study of Paul’s theology of justification, one cannot do better than to 
read Stephen Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New on Paul: The “Lutheran” Paul and his 
Critics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004). For an overall introduction to the New Perspective that 
does not assume prior knowledge and that carefully and fairly sets forth the various proponents 
of the New Perspective and responds to them accordingly, see Guy Prentiss Waters, Justification 
and the New Perspectives on Paul: A Review and Response (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and 
Reformed, 2004). 
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A NOTE TO THE READER 

There is in places a fair amount of Greek and Hebrew. I have not translit­
erated the languages. The reason is simple: I know few, if any people, 
who actually find transliterations helpful, much less people who can 
read them. Moreover, people who do not read Hebrew or Greek are not 
made to do so by transliterations. Essentially all it does is introduce two 
additional foreign languages into the text. It may look a bit more like 
English, but in reality it is not English nor is it Greek or Hebrew. I have 
provided translations and I have tried to keep the languages in the text 
only when I thought it was helpful for readers who might want to see 
the text, phrase, or word for themselves. 





O N E  

Tracing Trajectories: 

The History of Imputation


THE DOCTRINE OF IMPUTATION is not, historically speaking, cut and dry. 
This may come as a surprise to some readers since lately we are used 
to hearing that someone either affirms or denies imputation. Like most 
things, it all has to do with how we define our terms. The term “impu­
tation,” is a fairly specific, almost technical term for the traditional 
Reformed view of justification consisting of the forgiveness of sins and 
the counting of Christ’s active obedience (his positive righteousness) to 
the believer. We cannot, however, limit ourselves historically only to 
those authors who use the word “imputation.” For this reason, if we 
want to do justice to the historical background, the best way to 
approach the subject is to focus as much as possible on the interpreta­
tion of the texts commonly associated with imputation. When we come 
at imputation from this angle, we can interact not only with those who 
hold explicitly to the traditional doctrine, but also with theologians 
who hold a more-or-less traditional view but do not use the word 
“imputation.” We can also interact with those who seem to avoid the 
term because they want to discuss the texts apart from “systematic” 
categories, and with those who do not so much deny imputation as 
seem not to have it on their horizon at all, and also with those who 
reject the doctrine outright. The best way to get started in the discus­
sion is to follow loose trajectories through theological traditions. Along 
the way we will hear not only from well-known theologians, but also 
at times from some lesser-known scholars whose work sheds light on 
the various debates in our own day. 
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REFORMATION TRAJECTORIES 

Luther 

There is considerable debate over Luther’s teaching on imputation, or 
whether he held to anything like the later Reformed and Lutheran under­
standing of the doctrine.1 Though such a discussion runs the risk of 
asking anachronistic questions, it is essential that we consider Luther in 
the debate. While it is difficult to see in Luther a developed idea of both 
the negative and positive elements of imputation, as spelled out so pre­
cisely in later Lutheran and Reformed theology, the selections included 
here contain some of the necessary elements of the later formulation. 

Imputation language is prevalent in Luther’s treatment of Romans 4:1­
8. This is hardly surprising, since Paul’s argument hinges on the quotation 
from Genesis 15:6, “Abraham believed God and God reckoned it to him 
as righteousness.” For instance, Luther asserts that people “are righteous 
only when God imputes righteousness to them.”2 Believers are righteous 
“outwardly” (i.e., in the eyes of God), “solely by the imputation of God 
and not of ourselves or of our own works.”3 A central element of Luther’s 
view of righteousness is his understanding of believers being equally righ­

1 Imputation, like nearly everything else in Luther, is subject to a debate characterized by diametri­
cally opposite conclusions. For instance, Alistair McGrath states that “The origins of the concept of 
‘imputed righteousness,’ so characteristic of Protestant theologies of justification after the year 1530, 
may . . . be considered to lie with Luther” (Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine of 
Justification, 2nd ed., [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998], 201). Conversely, Stephen 
Strehle argues that “Luther and his theology cannot be considered its [imputation] primary inspira­
tion, even if the doctrine comes to be interpreted within his thought. Luther, in fact, considered it 
most improper to so accentuate divine imputatio—a term which he also connects with nominalism— 
as to turn God’s work into ‘eyn lautter spiegelfechten und tauckelspiell’” (Strehle, “Imputatio 
Iustitiae: Its Origin in Melanchthon, its Opposition in Osiander,” Theologische Zeitschrift 50 [1994], 
205). Luther’s phrase is translated, “mere mockery and deception.” This translation is from Martin 
Luther’s sermon “New Year’s Day,” in Luther’s Epistle Sermons: Advent and Christmas Season, vol. 
1, in Luther’s Complete Works, vol. 7, trans. John Nicholas Lenker (Minneapolis: Luther Press, 
1908), 283. While this debate is interesting, and important, it is not within the purpose of this work, 
nor the expertise of the writer, to delve into it in detail. Certain specific issues will be noted, but this 
section will follow the general method, as stated above, of showing representative selections from 
Luther’s writings in which he discusses imputation or from the texts that are most commonly con­
nected to the doctrine. 
2 Martin Luther, Epistola beati Pauli apostoli ad Romanos incipit, WA 56 (1938), 268, trans. Walter 
G. Tillmanns (chaps. 1–2) and Jacob A. O. Preus (chaps. 3–16) under the title Lectures on Romans, 
in Luther’s Works [LW], vol. 25, ed. Hilton C. Oswald (St. Louis: Concordia, 1972), 256. Unless 
otherwise indicated, translations are taken from LW. 
3 Martin Luther, Epistola beati Pauli apostoli ad Romanos incipit, WA 56: 268-69, trans. Tillmanns 
and Preus, LW 25: 257. Here Luther uses the term reputare, following the Vulgate in Romans 4:3, 
5. In 4:4, 8 the Vulgate has imputare. Bernhard Lohse notes the debate that has taken place in regard 
to Luther’s use of these terms, and the influence of both Occam and Augustine. Without diminishing 
these influences, Lohse maintains that Luther’s main influence was the text itself (Martin Luther’s 
Theology: Its Historical and Systematic Developments Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), 261. 
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teous (before God) and unrighteous (in their own eyes). He can even say 
that “in their [believers’] own sight and in truth they are unrighteous, but 
before God they are righteous because He reckons them so because of their 
confession of sin.”4 The emphasis here is on the continuance of sin in the 
lives of believers even though God has imputed righteousness to them.5 

A second emphasis, and important for the issue at hand, is the cen­
tral role of forgiveness. Luther’s discussion of this text clearly focuses on 
the connection between the imputation of righteousness and forgiveness. 
It is indeed the righteousness of Christ that is in view here, but Luther 
speaks specifically of Christ’s righteousness that covers sin.6 This cover­
ing righteousness of Christ does not inhere in the believer but lies out­
side; it is imputed to the believer.7 There is no emphasis given to Christ’s 
fulfillment of the law which in turn is imputed to the believer.8 At least 
in his interpretation of Romans 4:1-8, Luther does not view the impu­
tation of righteousness and the non-imputation of sin as two distinct ele­

4 Martin Luther, Epistola beati Pauli apostoli ad Romanos incipit, WA 56: 269; trans. Tillmanns and 
Preus, LW 25: 258. He continues: “They are actually sinners, but they are righteous by the imputa­
tion of a merciful God” (ibid.). Soon after this comes Luther’s famous “sick patient” illustration: “It 
is similar to the case of a sick man who believes the doctor who promises him a sure recovery and in 
the meantime obeys the doctor’s order in the hope of the promised recovery and abstains from those 
things which have been forbidden him, so that he may in no way hinder the promised return to health 
or increase his sickness until the doctor can fulfill his promise to him. Now is this sick man well? The 
fact is that he is both sick and well at the same time. He is sick in fact, but he is well because of the 
sure promise of the doctor, whom he trusts and who has reckoned him as already cured because he is 
sure that he will cure him; for he has already begun to cure him and no longer reckons unto him a sick­
ness unto death” (ibid., 260). Similar ideas will later draw the accusation that justification, in the tra­
ditional Protestant formulation, amounts to a “legal fiction” (the accusation is used broadly against 
the traditional idea of justification as chiefly forensic—as summed up succinctly in Luther’s formula­
tion, simul iustus et peccator (“at once righteous and a sinner”). That is, so the accusation goes, God 
declares someone “just” who, to use Luther’s words, “in truth” is not just. This accusation continues 
down to this day. As will be discussed later, this accusation cannot be supported in light of the escha­
tological unfolding of redemptive history in Scripture and because of the believer’s union with Christ. 
5 Ibid., 272, trans. Tillmans and Preus, LW 25: 260. Interpreting the quote from Psalm 32 (Rom. 4:7­
8), Luther says that the “blessed” man is he “who through grace is made free from the burden of his 
offense, that is, of the sin which he actually committed. But this is not enough, unless at the same 
time he ‘is covered in regard to his sin,’ that is, his root evil is not imputed to him as sin” (ibid., 265). 
6 Like Ruth at the feet of Boaz (Ruth 3:7), “the soul lays itself down at Christ’s humanity and is cov­
ered with His righteousness.” Here Luther is speaking of “covered” in relation to Psalm 32:1 “Blessed 
is the man whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sin is covered” (ibid, 267). 
7 It is only through “faith and hope” in Christ that righteousness in any sense belongs to the believer; 
faith and hope in something outside himself, i.e., the righteousness of Christ. “[T]hey [the saints] 
know that there is sin in them but that for the sake of Christ it is covered and is not imputed to them, 
so that they may declare that all their good is outside of them, in Christ, who yet through faith is also 
in them” (ibid.). 
8 The only mention of fulfilling the law is in regard to the impossibility of fulfilling the law except by 
grace (ibid., 262). This mention occurs when Luther takes exception at the view of sin and grace held 
by the “scholastic theologians.” Thus in this text, the positive fulfillment of the law is spoken of only 
in terms of the believer’s absolute need of grace to fulfill the law. See also, LW 25: 266. 
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ments but rather as synonymous concepts. Commenting on Psalm 32:1­
2, Luther says: “Thus the man to whom these two evils (evil deeds and 
sin) are forgiven, behold, he is the man whom God regards as righteous. 
Hence it follows, ‘Blessed is the man to whom the LORD imputes no iniq­
uity.’” Luther adds: “It is the same thing, whether we say, “to whom 
God imputes righteousness’ or, ‘to whom the LORD does not impute sin,’ 
that is, unrighteousness.”9 Thus God imputing a person as righteous is, 
in this text, the same thing as God forgiving a person’s sin. 

Commenting on Romans 5:12, Luther emphasizes that sin “enters 
into men” even though “they do not commit it.”10 Thus while the impu­
tation of Adam’s sin to the human race is implied, as Luther continues 
through the passage the imputation of Christ’s righteousness in terms of 
his active obedience is less obvious. When, however, Luther comes to 
5:14, he states that “the likeness of Adam’s transgression is in us because 
we die as if we had sinned in the same way he did. And the likeness of 
Christ’s justification is in us, because we live, as if we had produced the 
same kind of righteousness that he did.”11 

He goes on to say that the gift, “by the grace of that one Man” 
(5:15), is “by the personal merit and grace of Christ.”12 Luther’s use of 
the term “merit,” and his statement that when we are justified it is “as 
if” we ourselves had done “the same kind of righteousness,” bear simi­
larities with the later Protestant formulations of the imputation of pos­
itive righteousness, but we must be careful not to import all the later 
distinctions back into Luther. 

The same tendency to come short of asserting positive imputation 
explicitly is seen also in Luther’s other writings.13 For instance, in “Two 
Kinds of Righteousness,” Luther states that, “through faith . . . Christ’s 
righteousness becomes our righteousness and all that he has becomes 
ours, rather he himself becomes ours.”14 Here the emphasis on Christ’s 

9 Ibid., 272. 
10 Ibid., 301. 
11 Ibid., 305, 317. 
12 Ibid., 306, 318. 
13 This is not to imply that Luther himself failed to formulate adequately his doctrine of justification 
to include the imputation of positive righteousness. It merely means that Luther, for whatever rea­
son, and regardless of how “close” he comes, does not formulate the idea with the same precision 
that would later be evident in both Lutheran and Reformed Protestantism. 
14 Martin Luther, Sermo de duplici iustitia, WA 2 (1884): 146, trans. Lowell J. Satre under the title 
Two Kinds of Righteousness, in LW 31, The Career of the Reformer: I, ed. Harold J. Grimm 
(Philadelphia: Mulenberg, 1957), 298. 
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righteousness becoming ours is thought of more in terms of union than 
imputation. More accurately, Luther’s concept of imputation is tied 
closely to his understanding of union. Luther goes on to say that “he 
who trusts in Christ exists in Christ; he is one with Christ, having the 
same righteousness as he.”15 Again, as in Romans, Luther emphasizes 
the “alien” nature of this righteousness we have in Christ—it is Christ 
in us that is our righteousness, not anything that we have, even as gift, 
that becomes intrinsically our own.16 

Similarly, in “The Freedom of the Christian,” it is union with Christ 
that Luther emphasizes: 

By the wedding ring of faith he [Christ] shares in the sins, death, and 
pains of hell which are his bride’s. As a matter of fact he makes them 
his own and acts as if they were his own as if he himself had sinned; he 
suffered, died, and descended into hell that he might overcome them 
all. . . . Thus the believing soul by means of the pledge of its faith is free 
in Christ, its bridegroom, free of all sins, secure against death and hell, 
and is endowed with the eternal rights, life, and salvation of Christ its 
bridegroom.17 

Note that Luther does emphasize the imputation of sins to Christ, but 
he is more apt to emphasize forgiveness (as evident above) and union 
with Christ, rather than the imputation of positive righteousness.18 

15 Ibid. Luther’s language here appears somewhat enigmatic in terms of what union with Christ means, 
but the idea is that we are righteous only “in Christ.” He goes on to say, “This righteousness is pri­
mary; it is the basis, the cause, the source of all our own actual righteousness. For this is the righ­
teousness given in place of the original righteousness lost in Adam. It accomplishes the same as that 
original righteousness would have accomplished; rather, it accomplishes more” (ibid., 298-99). One 
might say that for Luther, Christ’s righteousness is imputed in so far as the believer is in union with 
Christ; thus, the believer is counted righteous in Christ in that he has a real share in Christ’s righ­
teousness (though not in terms of his actual person, or essence, as Osiander thought). As Luther says 
in another place: “Unquestionably Christ is given to us in a way that makes his righteousness, all he 
is and all he has, stand as our surety; he becomes our own” (Martin Luther, “New Year’s Day,” 288). 
16 “[T]his alien righteousness, instilled in us without our works by grace alone—while the Father, to 
be sure, inwardly draws us to Christ—is set opposite original sin, likewise alien, which we acquire 
without our works by birth alone. Christ daily drives out the old Adam more and more in accordance 
with the extent to which faith and knowledge of Christ grow. For alien righteousness is not instilled 
all at once, but it begins, makes progress, and is finally perfected at the end through death” (Luther, 
Sermo de duplici iustitia, 299). 
17 Martin Luther, De libertate Christiana, WA 7 (1897): 55, trans. W. A. Lambert and rev. Harold J. 
Grimm under the title The Freedom of the Christian, in LW 31, I: 352. 
18 The doctrine of union with Christ in Luther’s theology has received renewed interest as a result of 
the work of Finnish scholars. Referring to the “breakthrough” in Luther studies, pioneered by Tuomo 
Mannermaa, Braaten and Jenson state: “Mannermaa’s key idea is that ‘in faith itself Christ is really 
present,” a literal translation of Luther’s ‘in ipsa fide Christus adestd.’ This idea is played off against 
a purely forensic concept of justification, in which the Christus pro nobis (Christ for us) is separated 
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In a sermon on Galatians 3 Luther says in regard to imputation that 
“it is of pure grace that God reckons not to us our sins, yet he would 
not so forgive were not his Law and his standard of righteousness 
already completely satisfied.”19 Here the fulfillment of the law and 
imputation are linked although, again, the emphasis is on the resulting 
forgiveness. Here, however, the imputation of a positive righteousness 
is explicit. This is particularly true in regard to the law being fulfilled on 
our behalf. Luther develops this idea further when he states: “It is impos­
sible for us to purchase forgiveness; God ordained in our stead one who 
took upon himself all our deserved punishment and fulfilled the Law for 
us, thus averting from us God’s judgment and appeasing his wrath.”20 

Here the language is quite similar sounding to later Protestant teaching. 
Jesus, in our place, bears our sin and obeys the law of God on our behalf, 
with the result that God’s justice is met and we are free from his wrath. 

It seems, then, that Luther does indeed understand justification as 
including both forgiveness and the imputation of Christ’s obedience to 
God’s “standard of righteousness.” What we see in Luther may not be 
the same explicit, systematic formulation of imputation that marks later 
Protestantism, but the raw material, so to speak, is there. We do need to 
recognize the primary role of forgiveness in Luther’s theology of justifi­
cation, but this emphasis is hardly surprising since Luther was facing 

from the Christus in nobis (Christ within us). . . . Righteousness as an attribute of God in Christ can­
not be separated from his divine being. Thus, Luther found it appropriate to say that through faith 
in Christ a real exchange occurs, the righteousness of God in exchange for the sinfulness of human 
beings. The righteousness of God that is ours by faith is therefore a real participation in the life of 
God. This seems to come close to what the Orthodox understand by deification and theosis” (Carl 
Braaten and Philip Jenson, Union with Christ: The New Finnish Interpretation of Luther” [Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998], viii). Mannermaa himself describes his interpretation in the following: “The 
indwelling of Christ as grasped in the Lutheran tradition implies a real participation in God, and it 
corresponds in a special way to the Orthodox doctrine of participation in God, namely, theosis. . . .  
According to Luther, Christ (in both his person and his work) is present in faith and through this 
presence is identical with the righteousness of faith. Thus the notion that Christ is present in the 
Christian occupies a much more central place in the theology of Luther than in the Lutheranism sub­
sequent to him. The idea of a divine life in Christ who is really present in faith lies at the very center 
of the theology of the Reformer.” Tuomo Mannermaa, “Why is Luther so Fascinating? Modern 
Finnish Luther Research” (in Braaten and Jenson, Union with Christ, 2). 

I include this lengthy citation for three reasons: (1) the “exchange” motif in Luther is usually 
thought of as arguing for some kind of traditional understanding of imputation; (2) the idea of the 
believer actually participating in the life of God sounds somewhat similar to the idea set forth by 
Osiander but disputed by Melanchthon, Chemnitz, Calvin, and others, namely, that justification 
includes the believer experiencing Christ in his essence in union with him; and (3) as will be readily 
apparent below, many arguments against the traditional idea of imputation derive from a de-
emphasis of the forensic nature of justification. 
19 Martin Luther, “New Year’s Day,” 284. 
20 Ibid., 294. 
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issues such as the Roman Catholic view of the propitiation of divine 
wrath through penance.21 Perhaps this is the background for Luther’s 
statement that “it is impossible for us to purchase forgiveness.” 
Certainly Luther’s statements and emphases must be read ultimately in 
light of his historical context. In short, Luther’s underscoring of for­
giveness cannot simply be interpreted as proof that he did not have a 
conception of the imputation of positive righteousness. 22 

In a final selection from Luther there is a clearer connection with the 

21 I am grateful to R. Scott Clark for helping me understand this particular background to Luther’s 
teaching on forgiveness in justification. 
22 In regard to the doctrine of imputation, there seems to be a great deal more coherence between Luther 
and later Protestant theology, both Lutheran and Calvinistic, than some are willing to allow. For 
instance, Strehle cites this very sermon as evidence that imputation, as traditionally formulated, is not 
only absent in Luther but is opposed by Luther. There are statements in this sermon that appear to jus­
tify Strehle’s claim. For instance, Strehle cites a long section from this sermon in which Luther says: 
“Some there are, particularly among our modern high school men, who say: ‘Forgiveness of sins and 
justification depend altogether on the divine imputation of grace; God’s imputation is sufficient. He to 
whom God does not reckon sin, is justified; to whom God reckons sin, is not justified.’ They imagine 
their position is verified in the testimony of Psalm 32:2 quoted in Romans 4:8” (“Imputatio Iustitiae,” 
205-6). Luther’s next words (which were cited, in part, above [see n. 1]) are yet stronger: “Were their 
theory true, the entire New Testament would be of no significance. Christ would have labored fool­
ishly and to no purpose in suffering for sin. God would have unnecessarily wrought mere mockery and 
deception; for he might easily, without Christ’s sufferings, have forgiven sins—have not imputed them. 
Then, too, a faith other than faith in Christ might have justified and saved—a faith relying on God’s 
gracious mercy not to impute sin” (Luther, “New Year’s Day,” 283). This may seem to be an invec­
tive against what became the traditional doctrine, but it is not. Luther’s “modern high school men” 
(den newen hohen schullerern) are nominalists, not Protestants. Strehle recognizes this fact and freely 
associates the Protestant doctrine of imputation with nominalist teaching. Note, however, that Luther 
criticizes those who teach a “divine imputation of grace” (der gnaden . . . gottlichen imputation). This 
is not the same thing as imputation in the traditional formulation. Moreover, Luther himself (as seen 
above), freely talks about imputation in this same sermon, albeit with an emphasis on forgiveness. 
While there may be similarities between Luther’s criticism of the nominalists, and later criticism of the 
traditional doctrine of imputation, they cannot be equated. Heiko Oberman points to the “widespread 
misunderstanding according to which the nominalistic doctrine of justification would be essentially 
forensic” (The Harvest of Medieval Theology: Gabriel Biel and Late Medieval Nominalism [Durham, 
NC: The Labyrinth Press, 1983], 356). This “misunderstanding” is based on the word “acceptation” 
employed not only by Biel, Occam, and Scotus, but also by Melanchthon (Strehle’s thesis that the tra­
ditional doctrine of impuation stems from debates with Osiander will be discussed shortly). Oberman, 
showing the distinction between forensic justification and nominalist teaching, particularly in regard 
to grace as “a created gift of the Holy Spirit which links the converted sinner in a bond of love with 
Jesus Christ,” states: “This interpretation [that justification is forensic in the nominalist scheme] is prob­
ably due to the term ‘acceptation’ itself. In connection with the theology of Duns Scotus, for whom 
this term received a new importance, it has often been alleged that justification would not refer to an 
internal enrichment of the sinner but only to a changed relation with God.” Oberman continues: “One 
can easily understand that the Scotistic and nominalistic doctrine of sin with its relational emphasis on 
the obligation to punishment could facilitate a parallel relational understanding of their doctrine of 
justification. . . . The acceptation by God, however, is not the exterior declaration or favor dei of later 
Protestant orthodoxy; it is the coming of the Holy Spirit himself. In justification, therefore, two gifts 
are granted: (1) created grace, necessary according to God’s revealed will as the ratio meriti; (2) the 
Holy Spirit, necessary in an absolute sense, as the ratio acceptationis” (ibid.). Later Oberman, now 
speaking specifically of Biel’s theology, concludes that it is “beyond doubt that this doctrine of accep­
tation can in no sense of the word be characterized as forensic” (ibid., 357). Oberman would thus dis­
agree with Strehle, who begins his essay with a discussion of “acceptilatio” in the nominalist and 
Franciscan (particularly evident in Erasmus) traditions (“Imputatio Iustitiae,” 201-4). 
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traditional formulation. In “Adversus armatum virum Cokleum” (1523), 
Luther asserts: “God does everything to justify us. Christ has merited our 
justification, and the Holy Spirit implements the merit of Christ, so that 
we are justified.”23 Without entering into the discussion of the various 
meanings of “merit,” this statement sounds closer to the traditional doc­
trine than what was seen in some of the earlier examples. From this brief 
overview, including recognition of Luther’s emphasis on union with 
Christ, and the primary place of forgiveness in our justification, Luther’s 
understanding is not incompatible with what followed in Melanchthon, 
Calvin, et al. As we shall see later, both union and forgiveness are central 
to understanding a full-orbed doctrine of imputation. At the end of the 
day, Luther’s interpretation neither proves nor disproves the validity of 
the traditional formulation. Even if it were true that Luther opposes the 
later formulation of the doctrine (granted, an anachronistic idea) that 
would not be grounds to reject it as false. Whatever one concludes about 
Luther, he is, nevertheless, the beginning of a trajectory. We now turn to 
his immediate successor, Philip Melanchthon. 

Melanchthon 

In the writings of Luther’s companion and successor, Philip 
Melanchthon, we see a clearer formulation of imputation that includes 
forgiveness and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness.24 Commenting 

23 Martin Luther, Adverses armatum virum Cokleum, WA 11 (1899): 132. Luther’s text reads: “Deus 
enim omnia facit, ut iustificemur, Christus meruit, ut iustificemur, Spiritus sanctus exequitur meri­
tum Christi, ut iustificemur.” I am grateful to Michael Horton for bringing this text to my attention. 
24 Melanchthon is often credited with developing Luther’s understanding of the alien righteousness 
of Christ into the traditional doctrine of imputation. Some, like Strehle, see Melanchthon as cor­
rupting, not following, Luther’s theology (“Imputatio Iustitiae,” 201). As seen above, Strehle links 
imputation to medieval nominalism, and Melanchthon is chiefly to blame for forging this link that 
continues down to this day. According to Strehle, “it was not until the 1530s that the doctrine began 
to emerge in the writings of Philip Melanchthon, and its initial inspiration was not so much engen­
dered by the seminal ideas of Protestantism, but, if anything, by the exegetical and theological anal­
ysis of Catholic scholars” (ibid.). Strehle sees more continuity regarding justification between Andreas 
Osiander and Luther than between Melanchthon and Luther. Strehle himself opts for a position which 
is quite close to Osiander’s. For Osiander, as Jaroslav Pelikan points out, justification rests on the 
participation of the believer with the divine essence of Jesus (Pelikan, Reformation of Church and 
Dogma, vol. 4 in The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine [Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1983], 151). Osiander, in the articles of agreement published after the 
Marburg Colloquy (1529), writes, “Faith is our righteousness before God, for the sake of which God 
accounts and regards us as righteous, faithful, and holy.” He then adds that this takes place “for the 
sake of his Son, in whom we believe and thereby receive and participate in the righteousness, life and 
all blessings of his Son” (ibid., 151). Osiander believed he was following in Luther’s steps. In this 
scheme, justification is made possible by faith in Christ’s death on the cross as a sacrifice for sins. 
“Through such faith,” Carl J. Lawrenz writes, “justification is, however, not yet appropriated to us. 
Rather, through such faith Christ the eternal Word, who is God himself, now is able to come and 
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on Romans 5:12, Melanchthon sounds quite similar to Luther when he 
asserts that the guilt of sin comes to those who follow Adam not 
because of “actual transgressions” (which they do commit), but because 
“all are guilty on account of one, Adam.”25 As he comes to verse 15, 
however, the parallel between Adam and Christ is more finely tuned and 
developed than in Luther: 

Here Paul joins together two things: grace and gift through grace. 
Grace signifies gratuitous acceptance because of Christ, that is, gratu­
itous remission of sins, and gratuitous imputation of righteousness 
because of Christ.26 

There are two things to note in this passage. First, Melanchthon’s 
distinction between remission and imputation is significant because the 
traditional formulation rests on a division of imputation to include for­
giveness and the imputation of positive righteousness; this is true 
whether the distinction between active and passive obedience is pressed 
or not. Furthermore, Melanchthon’s insertion of “imputation,” com­
menting on a text in which the word does not appear, may suggest that 
he understood the parallel and antithesis between Adam and Christ and 
their connection with humanity in terms of Adam’s disobedience and 
Christ’s obedience, best explained in terms of imputation.27 

Statements in Melanchthon’s Loci are clearer than what we see in 
Romans.28 In the 1543 edition Melanchthon equates justification with 

dwell in the believers’ hearts with his perfect divine righteousness and thereby makes them righteous. 
It is this then, according to Osiander, that we are justified by faith” (Lawrenz, “On Justification: 
Osiander’s Doctrine of the Indwelling Christ,” in No Other Gospel: Essays in Commemoration of 
the 400th Anniversary of the Formula of Concord 1580–1980, ed. Arnold J. Koelpin [Milwaukee: 
Northwestern Publishing House, 1980], 155). Osiander’s position drew sharp criticism from many 
opponents, not the least of whom, as we shall we, was Calvin. 
25 Philip Melanchthon, Commentary on Romans, trans. Fred Kramer (St. Louis: Concordia, 1992), 134.

26 Ibid., 137.

27 In Romans 5:12-21, logiv j v
zomai does not appear. The closest word, semantically, to it is ellogew, 
which appears in verse 13. In that verse it refers to sin not being reckoned “when there is no law,” 
not to the imputation of righteousness. 
28 The Loci went through several editions, and there were many changes, including additions in regard 
to imputation, made along the way. It seems to me, however, that it reveals relatively little to show 
that a doctrine is more developed in a later edition of a work than in an earlier edition—unless one 
has a direct statement, or at least an intimation, from the author himself. There is no inherent reason 
to borrow the romantic notion that what is earlier is somehow better, or more pure, than what comes 
later. Any number of reasons could explain the differences between editions. Furthermore, one would 
have to study all the differences, not just one doctrine or idea in isolation, before a reliable hypothe­
sis could be drawn. Nevertheless, conclusions would still rest to some degree on speculation. 
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the “remission of sins, reconciliation, or the acceptance of a person unto 
eternal life.”29 That justification means more than forgiveness, or that 
there are aspects of justification that accompany forgiveness, is evident 
in his definition of the gospel: “This is the definition of the Gospel in 
which we lay hold on three Gospel blessings: that for the sake of Christ 
our sins are freely remitted; that we are freely pronounced righteous, 
that is, reconciled or accepted by God; that we are made heirs of eter­
nal life.”30 On the one hand it could be argued that Melanchthon is sim­
ply restating what it means to have sins “freely remitted,” or the results 
of that remission, when he uses the words “freely pronounced righ­
teous,” and “made heirs of eternal life.” On the other hand, however, 
Melanchthon’s definition of the gospel centers on “three Gospel bless­
ings,” making it seem unlikely that he is merely saying the same thing, 
i.e., the gospel is forgiveness, in three different ways. In that case there 
would be only one gospel blessing. 

In the 1555 edition of the Loci there are no longer ambiguities in 
Melanchthon’s statements. In the section entitled “How Man Obtains 
Forgiveness of Sin and Is Justified before God,” he states that as believ­
ers we “have forgiveness of sins, and Christ’s righteousness is imputed 
to us, so that we are justified and are pleasing to God for the sake of 
Christ.”31 He cites Romans 3:24-25 and says: 

Now to be justified is to obtain forgiveness of sins, to please God, to 
be clothed with the righteousness of Christ, and endowed with the 
Holy Spirit. This occurs when he [Paul] expressly says, without merit 
on our part, through faith in the Lord Christ, God and Man, because 
he bore for us the wrath of God. By speaking of blood, he includes the 
entire obedience and merit of the Lord Christ.32 

There can be no question that here Melanchthon is describing different 
aspects of justification, of which forgiveness, though mentioned first, is but 

29 Philip Melanchthon, Loci Communes 1543, trans. J. A. O. Preus (St. Louis: Concordia, 1992), 86. 
At the end of Locus 8 Melanchthon makes it clear that forgiveness is central to his understanding of 
justification. “I have set forth the doctrine of the gospel concerning the remission of sins and recon­
ciliation, or justification, as correctly and properly as I could” (ibid., 96). 
30 Ibid., 82. 
31 Melanchthon on Christian Doctrine: Loci Communes 1555, trans. and ed. Clyde L. Manschreck,

A Library of Protestant Thought (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965), 156. 

32 Ibid., 156. Other texts cited here are, in order of appearance, Acts 10:43; John 3:16; Romans 4:3;

Romans 5:1; Ephesians 3:12; 2:8; Isaiah 53:11. 
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one. There is at least one thing that should be noted here in regard to the 
development of the doctrine. Melanchthon sees “blood” (“justified freely 
by faith, in his blood,” Rom. 3:25) as Paul’s shorthand for Christ’s entire 
work. There is no clear distinction, as made by later Lutheran and 
Reformed theologians, regarding the so-called “passive” and “active” 
obedience of Christ. Apparently, Melanchthon understood the cross as a 
metonymy for Christ’s saving work, including his obedience in life and in 
death. This idea is made explicit later when he says that “the Mediator’s 
entire obedience, from his Incarnation until his Resurrection, is the true 
justification which is pleasing to God, and is the merit for us.”33 

Melanchthon makes a direct link between righteousness and obe­
dience to the law: “Righteousness is uniformity with, or fulfillment of, 
the entire law.”34 The sinner, unable to fulfill the law of God perfectly, 
can through Christ nevertheless “obtain forgiveness, and become pleas­
ing to [God].” Since righteousness is equated with fulfillment of the law, 
and righteousness is required to approach God, the sinner being unable 
to fulfill the law must receive, by faith, “an imputed righteousness,” 
which is the righteousness of Christ, i.e., his obedience.35 

While it may not be eminently clear that Melanchthon speaks of an 
imputation of positive righteousness in the explicit language of the later 
Reformers, his insistence on forgiveness and imputation—not simply 
forgiveness as imputation—lends itself to the later formulations. 

One need not look far to find a figure who saw himself as carrying 
on this trajectory and who strongly emphasized imputation. 
Melanchthon’s best known student, Martin Chemnitz, commenting on 
Melanchthon’s Loci no less, states: 

The free imputation in the article of justification is the grace of God, 
which for the sake of Christ, does not impute against us the sins inher­

33 Ibid., 161. 
34 Ibid., 167. 
35 Ibid., 168. It is worth noting that Osiander’s name is mentioned in this section. It is indeed likely that 
the debates with Osiander helped Reformers like Melanchthon refine the doctrine of imputation with 
added precision. As we will see shortly, this was true of Calvin as well. The degree to which Osiander 
provided the spark for the development of the doctrine is, however, difficult to determine. The desire 
of the Reformers to understand and interpret Scripture should not be underestimated. Secondly, it 
should be remembered that even if it is true that “imputation” as classically formulated arose out of 
debate, this should not immediately cast doubt over the validity of the doctrine as a description of what 
is taught in the Bible. The history of the church is filled with incidents where the formulation of cer­
tain biblical doctrines became more precise as a result of debate. The christological and Trinitarian 
controversies in the early church, and even the doctrine of justification itself, are examples. 
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ing in us, 2 Cor 5.19, and imputes to us (as though it actually did inhere 
in man) the perfect righteousness which does not inhere in us and 
which is worthy of eternal life.36 

Chemnitz’s insistence on imputation of “perfect righteousness” that is 
“worthy of eternal life” is perfectly in keeping with the theology of the 
later Lutheran and Reformed scholars and their followers. The similar­
ities are clearer still when Chemnitz asserts that justification depends on 
both “satisfaction” for the penalty of the law and the fulfillment of the 
law “by perfect obedience.”37 Both elements of the traditional formula­
tion, forgiveness and positive imputation, are explicit. Thus in little more 
than one generation, in one tradition, a clear trajectory arises regarding 
the interpretation of texts, particularly in Paul, that deal with the func­
tion of imputation in justification. 

Calvin 

In his commentaries on the major imputation texts, Calvin speaks of jus­
tification explicitly in terms of forgiveness, but this does not mean that 
the positive imputation of Christ’s righteousness is absent in his inter­
pretations. In Romans 4 Calvin interprets Paul’s discussion of God reck­
oning Abraham’s faith as righteousness and David’s declaring that the 
blessed man is the one whom “the Lord does not reckon sin” as mean­
ing that “righteousness . . . is nothing other than the remission of sins.”38 

Although he also states that justification requires “obedience, perfect 
and complete in all its parts,” and that the believer is “covered by the 
purity of Christ,” the bulk of his discussion centers on forgiveness. On 
the other hand, when he comes to Romans 5:18-19 he speaks of being 
“made righteous by the obedience of Christ.”39 Furthermore he states 
that if we want “to be justified by works, viz., obedience to the law,” we 

36 Martin Chemnitz, Justification: The Chief Article of Christian Doctrine as Expounded in Loci 
Theologici, trans. J. A. O. Preus (St. Louis: Concordia, 1985). It should be noted that in contrast to 
the Reformed tradition, the doctrine of imputation in the Lutheran tradition is not based on covenant 
theology. Thus while the majority of covenant theologians hold to the imputation of positive righ­
teousness and while the covenant framework more or less requires it, the doctrine is not restricted to, 
nor does it necessarily imply, covenant theology. 
37 Ibid., 150. 

38 John Calvin, Romans and Thessalonians, vol. 8, in Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries, trans.

Ross Mackenzie, ed. David W. Torrence and Thomas F. Torrence (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans;

Carlisle, Cumbria: Paternoster, 1960), 86.

39 Ibid., 118.
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must have total obedience to all points of the law. His point, of course, 
is that we cannot be justified by our works. This observation comes in 
the context of discussing Christ’s obedience as both the “character” of 
his righteousness and that which makes us righteous, and Christ’s righ­
teousness being “imputed” to us. Taken all together, Calvin implies that 
perfect obedience, which we cannot render but which is required for jus­
tification, is rendered by Christ and imputed to us and on this basis we 
are justified. 

Calvin again focuses on forgiveness in his interpretation of 
2 Corinthians 5:19-21, saying that “we were made the righteousness 
of God as a result of Christ’s having been made sin.”40 Thus being “the 
righteousness of God in him” (5:21) means we are righteous just “as 
Christ became a sinner.” Christ was “reckoned a sinner” in our place, 
bearing our sin so that we “are judged in relation to Christ’s righ­
teousness which we have put on by faith.”41 So while Calvin does speak 
here of the reckoning of our sins to Christ and the imputation of 
Christ’s righteousness to us, he emphasizes Christ’s sacrifice for the for­
giveness of sins. 

When we turn to Calvin’s Institutes, his connection to the theolog­
ical tradition that bears his name is clearly evident.42 While Calvin’s lan­
guage in the passages from his commentaries may be inconclusive, a 
more developed idea of positive imputation is made explicit in the 
Institutes.43 Commenting on a series of Pauline texts, particularly 
2 Corinthians 3:6, Calvin says that Paul “means that righteousness is 

40 2 Corinthians and Timothy, Titus and Philemon, vol. 10 in Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries,

ed. David W. Torrence and Thomas F. Torrence (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Carlisle, Cumbria:

Paternoster, 1960), 81.

41 Ibid., 81-82

42 At least in regard to the subject at hand. Ritschl claimed that the doctrine of imputation of Christ’s

righteousness “as a formula for justification” does not appear prominently in Luther or Melanchthon,

but it does in Calvin. Albrecht Ritschl, The Christian Doctrine of Justification and Reconciliation,

ed. H. R. Macintosh and A. R. Macaulay, Library of Religious and Philosophical Thought (Clifton,

N.J. Reference Book Publishers, 1966), 65. It should be added, however, that imputation is far more 
“prominent” in Melanchthon than Ritschl claims.

43 It is entirely legitimate to read Calvin’s statements about imputation in the commentaries through

the lens of the Institutes. Calvin himself intends it. In his Introduction, Calvin states that he has

“arranged it [the sum of religion] in such an order, that if anyone rightly grasps it, it will not be dif­

ficult for him to determine what he ought especially to seek.” He then adds, “If, after this road has,

as it were been paved, I shall publish any interpretation of Scripture, I shall always condense them,

because I shall have no need to undertake long doctrinal discussions.” John Calvin, Institutes of the

Christian Religion, vol. 1, ed. John T. McNeill, The Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia:

Westminster Press, 1960), 5. 
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taught in vain by the commandments until Christ confers it by free 
imputation.”44 Soon after this he adds: “We cannot gainsay that the 
reward of eternal salvation awaits complete obedience to the law.”45 

Later on, Calvin concludes that “if righteousness consists in the obser­
vance of the law, who will deny that Christ merited favor for us?”46 

Though in the context Calvin stresses forgiveness, the basic formulation 
of positive imputation is evident, as in the following statement: 

He is said to be justified in God’s sight who is both reckoned righteous 
in God’s judgment and has been accepted on account of his righteous­
ness. . . . Therefore, we explain justification simply as the acceptance 
with which God receives us into his favor as righteous men. And we 
say it consists in the remission of sins and the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness.47 

When he sets out to refute Osiander’s view regarding union with Christ 
as meaning union with Christ’s essential righteousness as derived from 
his divinity, Calvin leaves little room to doubt where he stands on the 
imputation of righteousness. Calvin’s fundamental problem with 
Osiander’s view is that it results in righteousness “by the infusion both 
of his [Christ’s] essence and of his quality,” rather than a righteousness 
“that has been acquired for us by Christ’s obedience and sacrificial 
death.”48 Since union with Christ plays such an important role in 
Osiander’s view, Calvin counters with his own understanding of the doc­
trine. This is particularly significant here because of the connections that 
will later be drawn between imputation and union. In Calvin we find an 
example of how it is not a matter of either imputation or union, but that 
the two ideas work together. Christ’s righteousness is imputed to the 
believer in the context of the believer’s union with Christ. Imputation is 
not an abstraction but a reality that comes as a result of faith in Christ 

44 Ibid., 3.7.2, 351. 

45 Ibid., 3.7.2, 351. 

46 Ibid., 3.17.5, 533. 

47 Ibid., 3.11.2, 726-27.

48 Ibid., 3.11.5, 730. Calvin provides a helpful summary of Osiander’s position, saying that in

Osiander’s scheme, “to be justified is not only to be reconciled to God through free pardon but also 
to be made righteous, and righteousness is not a free imputation but the holiness and uprightness that 
the essence of God, dwelling in us, inspires. Secondly, he [Osiander] sharply states that Christ is him­
self our righteousness, not in so far as he, by expiating sins as Priest, appeased the Father on our 
behalf, but as he is eternal God and life” (ibid., 3.11.6, 731-32). 
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and being “engrafted into his body—in short, because he deigns to make 
us one with him.”49 

PROTESTANT SYMBOLS50 

The doctrine of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness, as meaning 
more than the forgiveness of sins, is arguably present in Luther, more 
pronounced in Melanchthon, and clearer still in Calvin. In much of both 
the Lutheran and Reformed traditions, justification by the imputation 
of Christ’s righteousness, including his positive obedience, became 
accepted orthodoxy. The developments and refinements that took place 
in the generations immediately following the early Reformers are well 
illustrated in their confessional statements.51 

The Augsburg Confession (1530), Article IV 

They [Scriptures] teach that man cannot be justified (obtain forgiveness 
of sins and righteousness) before God by their own powers, merits, or 
works; but are justified freely (of grace) for Christ’s sake through faith, 
when they believe that they are received into favor, and their sins for­
given for Christ’s sake, who by his death hath satisfied for our sins. This 
faith doth God impute for righteousness before him. 

Though the emphasis is on forgiveness, the parenthetical remark does 
point to the positive imputation of Christ’s righteousness, the rest of the 

49 Ibid., 3.11.10, 737. The connection between imputation and union will be discussed later. For now 
it is sufficient to say that much of the modern debate surrounding imputation has already been 
addressed in the writings of Reformed scholars. Secondly, the link Calvin (and Luther) forges between 
imputation and union will play a significant role in the conclusions reached in this study. 
50 Unless otherwise noted, all quoted examples are taken from Philip Schaff, The Creeds of 
Christendom, vol. 3, The Evangelical Protestant Creeds (New York: Harper and Row, 1931; reprint 
ed., Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983). 
51 The statements included here are, for the most part, intended to be read as crystallizations of 
Protestant thought after the Reformation. Most of these symbols will speak for that era. Although 
the era is often thought of as a time of stale orthodoxy void of true biblical exegesis, it was in reality 
a time of remarkable creativity and theological insight; the few confessional statements included here 
bear this out. Even given the abuses and extremes that led to the common stereotypes (for truly every 
stereotype gets its start in something real), it was the era that refined the early period of discovery 
typified by the work of Luther and Calvin. However, in order to avoid the debates about “Calvin v. 
Calvinists” or “Luther v. Lutherans,” and because I do not think I can adequately survey the differ­
ent nuances and influences that affected the various theologians, following Calvin particularly, I 
decided not to include the Scholastics in this chapter (apart from the degree to which their thought 
is contained in the confessional statements). Furthermore, in the following section the theological pre­
suppositions and conclusions reached by the theologians surveyed were highly influenced by the 
Protestant Scholastics (especially in the Reformed tradition). 
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statement affirms that a positive imputation of righteousness is not 
summed up fully in forgiveness. 

When we compare the statements on justification in the 1644 
London Confession (Baptist) and the Second London Confession of 
1689, there is discernable development. 

First London Confession, 1644, Article XXVIII 

Those which have union with Christ, are justified for all their sins, past, 
present, and to come, by the blood of Christ; which justification we 
conceive to be a gracious and free acquittal of a guilty, sinful creature 
for all sin by God, through the satisfaction that Christ has made by his 
death; and this applied in the manifestation of it through faith.52 

Second London Confession (1689), Article XI 

Those whom God Effectually calleth, he also freely justifieth, not by 
infusing Righteousness into them, but by pardoning their sins, and 
by accounting, and accepting their Persons as Righteous . . . not by 
imputing faith itself . . . but by imputing Christ’s active obedience unto 
the whole Law, and passive obedience in his death, for their whole and 
sole Righteousness.53 

Clearly the 1689 article on justification is more sharply defined than 
the 1644 article that speaks of justification exclusively along the lines of 
the forgiveness of sins. Whether the addition is a clarification or a cor­
rection, it does witness to the fact that it is possible for those in the same 
basic historical trajectory—affirming justification by faith alone through 
Christ alone—to conceive of justification with or without explicit men­
tion of the imputation of Christ’s positive obedience. 

For the most part, the major Protestant, particularly Reformed, 
creeds, confessions, and catechisms affirm both negative and positive 
imputation: 

The Formula of Concord (Lutheran) 1584, Article III, 1 and 2 

1. [W]e unanimously believe, teach, and confess that Christ is truly our 
righteousness . . . in his sole, most absolute obedience which he ren­

52 W.L. Lumpkin. Baptist Confessions of Faith (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1959), 164. 
53 Ibid., 266. 
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dered to the Father even unto death, as God and man, and thereby mer­
ited for us the remission of all our sins and eternal life.54 

2. We believe, therefore, teach, and confess that this very thing is 
our righteousness before God, namely, that God remits to us our sins 
of mere grace, without any respect of our works, going before, present, 
or following, or of our worthiness or merit. For he bestows and 
imputes to us the righteousness of the obedience of Christ; for the sake 
of that righteousness we are received by God into favor and accounted 
righteous. 

The French Confession of Faith (1559), Article XVIII 

We believe that all our justification rests upon the remission of our sins, 
in which also is our only blessedness, as with the Psalmist (Ps. 32:2). 
We therefore reject all other means of justification before God, and 
without claiming any virtue or merit, we rest simply in the obedience 
of Jesus Christ, which is imputed to us as much to blot out all our sins 
as to make us find grace and favor in the sight of God. 

The Belgic Confession (1561), Article XXIII 

We believe that our salvation consists in the remission of our sins for 
Jesus Christ’s sake, and that therein our righteousness is implied. . . . 
And therefore we always hold fast this foundation . . . without pre­
suming to trust in any thing in ourselves or in any merit of ours, rely­
ing and resting on the obedience of Christ crucified alone, which 
becomes ours when when we believe in him. 

The Heidelberg Catechism (1563) 

Question 60: How art thou righteous before God? 
Answer: Only by true faith in Jesus Christ; that is, although my con­
science accuse me that I have grievously sinned against all the com­
mandments of God, and have never kept any of them, and that I am 
still prone always to all evil, yet God, without any merit of mine, of 
mere grace, grants and imputes to me the perfect satisfaction, righ­
teousness, and holiness of Christ, as if I had never committed nor had 
any sin, and had myself accomplished all the obedience which Christ 
has fulfilled for me, if only I accept such benefit with a believing 
heart. 

54 The key phrase here is, “and eternal life (emphasis mine).” 
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The Second Helvetic Confession (1566), Chapter 15 

For Christ took upon himself and bare the sins of the world, and did 
satisfy the justice of God. God, therefore, is merciful unto our sins for 
Christ alone, that suffered and rose again, and does not impute them 
unto us. But he imputes the justice of Christ unto us for our own; so 
that now we are not only cleansed from sin, and purged, and holy, but 
also endued with the righteousness of Christ. . . . To  speak properly, 
then, it is God alone that justifieth us, and that only for Christ, by not 
imputing unto us our sins, but imputing Christ’s righteousness unto us. 

The Westminster Confession of Faith (1647), VII.V 

The Lord Jesus, by his perfect obedience and sacrifice of himself, which 
he through the eternal Spirit once offered up unto God, has fully sat­
isfied the justice of the Father, and purchased not only reconciliation, 
but an everlasting inheritance in the kingdom of heaven, for all those 
whom the Father hath given unto him.55 

There were, historically, voices within Protestantism that did not assert 
a positive imputation of righteousness; nevertheless, the doctrine of the 
imputation of Christ’s active obedience—positive righteousness— 
became firmly established as a point of orthodoxy for a large number of 
Protestants. 

THE ANGLO-AMERICAN TRAJECTORY 

The theologians included in this section are representative of the 
Reformed theological tradition that took hold with the English Puritans 
and later crossed the Atlantic and settled in New England.56 In America, 

55 While some may think that this statement appears somewhat vague regarding the imputation of 
Christ’s active obedience, the theological framework of the Confession, which is made clear in the 
Confession itself, and specific statements made in earlier sections affirm the doctrine. First, in the frame­
work of covenant theology justification rests on the active and passive obedience of Christ. Thus his 
submission to the Father in his life and death and his active fulfillment of the law are required for the 
forgiveness for the guilt due to Adam’s sin and for a positive righteousness which Adam never attained 
because of the fall. Forgiveness brings the believer up to “level,” so to speak, but he also needs the impu­
tation of Christ’s active obedience to bring him to that place Adam would have attained had he not 
fallen. This is the presupposition that lies behind the statement, “[Christ] purchased not only recon­
ciliation, but an everlasting inheritance in the kingdom of heaven.” Secondly, the statements found in 
VIII.IV that “the Lord Jesus . . . was made under the law, and did perfectly fulfill it,” and in VII.I, “The 
first covenant made with man was a covenant of works, wherein life was promised to Adam, and in 
him to his posterity, upon condition of perfect and personal obedience” confirm that the Westminster 
divines did indeed hold to the necessity of the imputation of Christ’s active obedience. 
56 While John Owen is the only English Puritan in this section, many others could be included. Owen 
is perhaps the primary, and probably best known, example of the developed Calvinistic theological 
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this tradition comes down to us (not exclusively) through Jonathan 
Edwards and the early Princeton theologians. The imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness is a prominent aspect of this theological trajectory. 

Theological Presuppositions57 

John Owen provides a classic statement, in the Reformed tradition, for 
the doctrine of imputation. Commenting on Paul’s teaching, Owen states, 

The doctrine of justification was fully declared, stated and vindicated by 
the Apostle Paul, in a peculiar manner. And he doth it especially by 
affirming and proving that we have the righteousness whereby and 
wherewith we are justified by imputation; or that our justification con­
sists in the non-imputation of sin, and the imputation of righteousness.58 

The important thing to note is that for Owen, as for a majority of 
Reformed theologians, the act of justification requires imputation. That 
is, a positive imputation of Christ’s obedience must be imputed to the 
believer beyond the forgiveness of sins in order for him to be justified. 
Justification, therefore, is viewed as a twofold act: forgiveness and the 
imputation of positive righteousness. Jonathan Edwards, in the context of 
discussing Romans 4, makes a statement similar to Owen’s, commenting 
that in the justifying act God accepts “a person as having both a negative, 
and a positive righteousness belonging to him.”59 It is important to note 
that Edwards does not mean a believer actually becomes, in a subjective 

tradition in England. Owen’s work was influential for many early American theologians (aside from 
Owen, James Buchanan, a Scot, is the only other non-American theologian in this “Anglo-American” 
group, though technically Edwards was a (colonial) Englishman). There is a consistent theological 
stream (at least regarding imputation) flowing from English Puritanism (one of the exceptions being 
Richard Baxter), through New England Congregationalists such as Edwards, and through the 
Presbyterian and Reformed theologians discussed in this section. Given the influences in American 
Reformed theology, this section could also properly be called, “Anglo-Dutch-American Trajectories.” 
Recognizing the importance of the Dutch theologians, “Anglo-American” will suffice. 
57 This section is intended to illustrate the typical Reformed view of imputation, including the main 
presuppositions that lie behind it. While much of the following may appear abstract, that is, detached 
from a careful exegesis of texts, it should be noted that the theologians cited in this section discuss 
imputation in the context of many biblical texts. Almost invariably, the texts that I will deal with in 
this book (specifically Romans 4–5 and 2 Corinthians 5) are the very texts which Owen, Edwards, 
Hodge, Berkhof, Buchanan, et al., discuss in their works. In most cases care was taken to cite only 
those sections in which these key Pauline texts appear. 
58 John Owen, Justification by Faith, in Faith and Its Evidences, vol. 5 in The Works of John Owen, ed. 
William H. Goold (n.p.: Johnstone & Hunter, n.d.; reprint, Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1965), 162-63. 
59 Jonathan Edwards, “Justification by Faith Alone,” in Jonathan Edwards Sermons and Discourses, 
1734–1738, ed. M. X. Lesser, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, ed. Harry S. Stout, vol. 19 (New 
Haven: Yale, 2001), 150. 
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sense, righteous, but that he is accepted by God on the grounds of an 
imputed righteousness—a righteousness that properly belongs to Christ 
alone.60 In this view, imputation is always forensic, i.e., a legal verdict. 

In the Reformed tradition the doctrine of imputation is bound to the 
framework of covenant theology. More particularly, imputation is for­
mulated around the concept of federal, or representative, headship.61 

Simply put, federal headship is the idea that Adam and Christ are the 
representative heads over all humanity. One is either “in” Adam or “in” 
Christ. In both cases, it is a legal representation. The state of the repre­
sentative constitutes the state of those they represent. 

In the view of most reformed theologians, when Adam was created, 
he was placed in a probationary period that he had to pass in order to 
inherit an eternal blessing. This probation period is typically known as 
the “covenant of works” because Adam, by virtue of his innocent nature, 
had to gain eternal life by obeying God’s command, “You may surely eat 
of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die” 
(Gen. 2:16-17). The reward for the inheritance is, presumably, symbol­
ized in the tree of life. In this scheme, before the fall Adam enjoyed the 
presence of God but he did not enjoy a state of perfection and immor­
tality. That position had to be earned by obeying God. Adam, however, 
failed to obey God’s command, and as a result he and his offspring were 
cursed with death and thrown out of the garden and thus unable to 
inherit eternal life.62 When Christ comes as the second Adam, therefore, 
he must not only pay the penalty for the guilt of Adam, but he must ful­

60 As Hodge notes: “Imputation never changes the inward, subjective state of the person to whom the 
imputation is made. When sin is imputed to a man he is not made sinful; when the zeal of Phinehas was 
imputed to him, he was not made zealous. When you impute theft to a man, you do not make him a 
thief. When you impute goodness to a man, you do not make him good. So when righteousness is 
imputed to the believer, he does not thereby become subjectively righteous” (Charles Hodge, Systematic 
Theology [New York: Scribner’s, 1872–1873; reprint, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973], 3:145). 
61 There is not room, nor is this the place, to present a comprehensive overview of covenant theology. 
On the other hand, it must be introduced because it is central to understanding the traditional for­
mulation of imputation. For those interested, a classic treatment of covenant theology is, Herman 
Witsius, The Economy of the Covenants between God and Man, 2 vols. (n.p.: 1677; reprint, 
Kingsburg, CA: den Dulk Christian Foundation, 1990). J. I. Packer’s introduction provides an excel­
lent overview of the major themes of covenant theology. 
62 Again, Owen provides a precise summary: “Adam and all his posterity in him were in a state of 
acceptation with God, and placed in a way of obtaining eternal life and blessedness, wherein God 
himself would be their reward. In this estate, by the entrance of sin, they lost the favor of God, and 
incurred the guilt of death or condemnation for the same. But they lost not an immediate right and 
title unto life and blessedness; for this, they had not, nor could have before the course of obedience 
prescribed unto them was accomplished” (Justification by Faith, 329). 
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fill the law of God in order to provide for eternal life. As we shall see, one 
does not have to characterize the relationship between God and Adam 
as a “covenant of works” to maintain a doctrine of imputation within a 
covenantal framework.63 This basic covenantal structure must be kept in 
mind when the doctrine of imputation is discussed, for in the Reformed 
tradition the covenant framework is the interpretive presupposition that 
lies behind the discussion of the relevant Pauline texts. 

It is for the reasons given above that Berkhof insists on both a “neg­
ative” and a “positive” element in justification. The “negative element” 
is “the remission of sins on the ground of the atoning work of Christ.”64 

He goes on to add, however, that “it is quite evident from Scripture that 
justification is more than mere pardon.” What is needed is the “positive 
element” of “the active obedience of Christ.”65 The idea that “mere par­
don” is not sufficient grounds for justification is an element that comes 
up often in the discussion in contemporary scholarship. For now, how­
ever, it is worth noting that sometimes a distinction is made between the 
“active” and “passive” obedience of Christ. This distinction may seem 
unnecessary, and many theologians in the Reformed tradition under­
stand that the distinction is not explicitly made in Scripture, but the con­
cepts are important for understanding the traditional formulation.66 

63 In the Reformed tradition there have been those who do not hold to a so-called covenant of works 
in the garden. John Murray, for instance, calls the period of the first man the “Adamic administra­
tion” (“Adamic Administration,” in Collected Writings of John Murray, vol. 2, Systematic Theology 
[Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1977]: 47-59). Murray stresses the principle of grace over that of merit. 
Nevertheless, on account of federal headship, Christ must provide both forgiveness and positive obe­
dience. In short, the doctrine of imputation is still necessary. Moreover, one may reject both 
“covenant of works” and “Adamic administration” as descriptive of the Edenic economy, and 
describe it simply as a covenant which, like all covenants, includes stipulations, blessings, and curses. 
64 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1941), 514-16. This idea is 
connected to the foregoing discussion regarding Adam’s original state before the fall. He was inno­
cent but had not inherited God’s full blessing. Thus Edwards: “Christ by suffering the penalty, and 
so making atonement for us, only removes the guilt of our sins, and so sets us in the same state that 
Adam was in the first moment of creation: and it is no more fit, that we should obtain eternal life, 
only on that account, than that Adam should have the reward of eternal life, or of a confirmed and 
unalterable state of happiness, the first moment of his existence, without any obedience at all. Adam 
was not to have the reward merely on the count of being innocent . . . but he was to have the reward 
on account of active obedience” (Edwards, “Justification by Faith,” 187). 
65 Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 515. 
66 Berkhof, citing Romans 5:19; 2 Corinthians 5:21; and Philippians 3:9, speaks of the “passive obedience 
of Christ” as that which serves as “the ground for the forgiveness of sins” and his “active obedience” as 
that through “which he merited all the gifts of grace, including eternal life, the ground for adoption as chil­
dren, by which sinners are construed heirs of eternal life” (Systematic Theology, 523). James Buchanan 
asserts that even though the distinction is “legitimate, and, for some purposes . . . useful,” it must be remem­
bered that “two things which are distinguishable in idea may be inseparable in fact” (The Doctrine of 
Justification [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1867; reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker, 1954], 333. 
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Christ’s passive obedience, while not limited to his death on the cross, 
is his submission to the Father’s will, “even unto death,” and his active 
obedience is his perfect fulfillment of God’s law. The former is required 
for the satisfaction of justice, the latter for the granting of eternal life.67 

Thus we have another “constant” in regard to the doctrine of imputa­
tion: perfect fulfillment of the law. 

While by no means limited to the Reformed tradition, the traditional 
formulation holds that God’s command (whatever the form—Adam’s 
prohibition, Mosaic law, etc.) requires perfect obedience. This idea is so 
pervasive that it hardly needs mentioning, but in light of modern asser­
tions to the contrary it is relevant to touch upon it briefly here. According 
to this perspective, while the law condemns sin, it also demands perfect 
obedience, since condemnation is really the consequence of a failure to 
obey. Again, the principle at work is that for a sinner to be justified two 
things must happen: (1) the penalty for sin (lawbreaking) must be met; 
and (2) the law must be perfectly obeyed.68 The former occurs when sin 
was imputed to Christ, the perfect sacrifice, whose death atoned for sin 
(and thus the “non-imputation” of sin to the believer), and the latter is, 
on the basis of Christ’s obedience, imputed to the believer for positive 
righteousness. Perfect obedience is not simply what Jesus had to render 
to be a perfect sacrifice and thus atone for the sins of God’s people; it was 
what God’s law demanded, and what mankind under Adam failed to do, 
and so what Jesus had to fulfill on behalf of God’s people. Whatever par­
ticular distinctions are made, active and passive, negative and positive, 
suffering and obedience, the twofold nature of justification is the preva­
lent theme in the traditional Protestant formulation. 

VARIOUS TRAJECTORIES 

The majority of modern New Testament and Pauline theologies gener­
ally do not contain detailed discussions of imputation as traditionally 
formulated. While specific biblical terms such as “reckoned” and “con­

67 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 164. 
68 All the above concepts are interconnected. For instance, note Edwards’s comments regarding per­
fect obedience and the covenant of works: “If Adam had finished his course of perfect obedience, he 
would have been justified and certainly his justification would have implied something more than 
what is merely negative; he would have been approved of as having fulfilled the righteousness of the 
law, and accordingly would have been judged to the reward of it” (“Justification by Faith,” 150). It 
is the tight interweaving of these concepts that necessitates the foregoing “theological” discussion. 
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stituted” are obviously present, the definitions often differ from the tra­
ditional Protestant treatments. This is due to various reasons such as dif­
ferent definitions of justification in general, a reluctance to use the term 
“imputation” since it is derived from systematic categories, and funda­
mental differences regarding biblical-theological themes such as 
covenant, law keeping, and atonement. There are also arguments that 
the term imputation, traditionally defined, simply does not convey 
Paul’s teaching, but that “forgiveness” rather than “imputation” is suf­
ficient to describe Paul’s thought. Although the secondary literature is 
immense, the following scholars are fair representatives of the various 
ways the traditions developed.69 

German Biblical-Theological Variations70 

Albrecht Ritschl. Ritschl asserts that the idea of imputation does not 
originate with Paul but is based on the presupposition that God relates 
to man on essentially legal grounds.71 For Ritschl, the imputation of 
Christ’s active obedience (positive righteousness) forms a deduction 
from the presupposed world order. It was assumed that the reciprocal 
relation between God and man is originally and necessarily bound to the 
standard of the law and good works.72 Ritschl concludes that the impu­
tation of Christ’s righteousness is “devoid of intrinsic utility; nor has it 
any real basis in Paul’s typical circle of thought.”73 Ritschl himself pre­

69 The following section presents a serious challenge regarding content. An overview of the history of 
interpretation is impossible (and unnecessary) here. I have purposefully chosen the representative 
scholars in this section either because they follow in a particular tradition, i.e., Ritschl, Bultmann, 
Schlatter, Käsemann, Stuhlmacher (Lutheran), Ridderbos, and Murray (Reformed); are widely asso­
ciated with modern New Testament studies and the challenge to the traditional Protestant position 
(e.g., Sanders, Dunn, Wright); and those who present recent, specific challenges (e.g., Gundry). The 
goal here is to present an overview and to show the various trajectories, in order to present a back­
drop for the following chapters. Ritschl and Bultmann are included even though they represent sig­
nificant departures from their Lutheran traditions. 
70 This discussion does not draw on the history of Lutheran dogmatics as it does on the history of 
Reformed theology. This is due in large part to the background and experience of the writer. 
Imputation plays a large role in the development of the doctrine of justification in Lutheran dogmatics, 
but this study cannot include a treatment of that tradition. 
71 I am not implying that Ritschl represents a natural theological flow from Luther. He, like Bultmann, 
is included here not primarily because of Lutheranism but because of his broad influence in biblical 
and theological studies. There is obviously quite a difference between the theology of Ritschl and 
Bultmann compared to that of Peter Stuhlmacher, even though all three stand in the Lutheran tradi­
tion. Secondly, Ritschl is included because like Strehle (see above, n. 28 [throughout this book, note 
references are to footnotes in the same chapter unless otherwise indicated]) he asserts that the empha­
sis on imputation stems not from Luther but from later Reformers. 
72 Ritschl, Justification, 65. 
73 Ibid., 60. 
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ferred to speak of justification as “synonymous with the forgiveness of 
sins.”74 His objection that the idea is not derived from Paul, his asser­
tion that justification is essentially the forgiveness of sins, and his rejec­
tion of a legal, or forensic, emphasis in justification, makes Ritschl a kind 
of touchstone figure in the debate over imputation. His objections, artic­
ulated essentially by Roman Catholics and Socinians before him, are 
repeated by scholars from many different traditions and perspectives. 

Rudolph Bultmann. Bultmann retains the forensic understanding of 
justification and the law/gospel contrast that was prevalent in the tradi­
tional discussions. Yet in his rather lengthy discussion in Theology of the 
New Testament, the traditional idea of the imputation of Christ’s active 
obedience is absent. Bultmann states that righteousness is a “forensic­
eschatological” declaration, which is “imputed to a man in the present,” 
but he does not go on to discuss “imputation” at any length.75 In his dis­
cussion of Christ’s obedience, Bultmann emphasizes Christ’s obedience 
“unto death” rather than his perfect obedience to the law that is subse­
quently “imputed” to the believer.76 Likewise, commenting on 
2 Corinthians 5:21, Bultmann speaks of “negative” and “positive” ele­
ments, but the terms are linked to forgiveness of and deliverance from 
sin rather than aspects of imputation.77 Imputation language is limited 
simply to God’s “reckoning” sinners as righteous in the same way as 
Christ was treated as a sinner, without detailed discussion. Bultmann’s 
framework, which emphasizes experience and the need for decision or 
“faith,” does not include a developed idea of imputation in any tradi­
tional sense. 

Adolph Schlatter. Though often overlooked, Schlatter is a weighty 
figure in this discussion. His careful and nuanced approach to New 
Testament theology, particularly in regard to his views on justification, 

74 Ibid., 40. 
75 Rudolph Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, vol. 1, trans. Kendrick Grobel (New York:

Scribner’s, 1951), 274.

76 Ibid., 289. Indeed, Bultmann’s existentialist framework, which emphasizes experience and the need

for decision or “faith,” and his mystery religions paradigm for understanding Paul make imputation, 
in any traditional sense, virtually irrelevant. The point here, however, is to observe his language 
regarding justification/imputation rather than his larger framework. 
77 Rudolph Bultmann, The Second Letter to the Corinthians, trans. Roy A. Harrisville (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg, 1976), 165-66. 
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bears a closer examination that it usually receives. Schlatter is a prime, 
and perhaps the most developed, example of the broad understanding of 
forgiveness seen in Luther, and in some contemporary scholars as well. 

When one reads Adolph Schlatter’s The Theology of the Apostles, 
one might get the impression that the traditional formulation of the 
imputation of Christ’s righteousness is a vital component of his view of 
justification. For instance, Schlatter’s insistence on (1) Christ’s fulfillment 
of “the positive will of the Law”78 (2) for justification necessarily includ­
ing forgiveness accompanied by a “positive equivalent” and the “award­
ing of righteousness”79 and (3) the importance, when formulating a 
doctrine of justification, of establishing what type of human conduct 
“meets with God’s favor”80 all have a certain ring of the traditional idea. 
When these comments are scrutinized carefully and put in the context 
of Schlatter’s highly nuanced discussion of justification, however, the 
connection between his language and that of the traditional formulation 
is less clear. 

When Schlatter speaks of Christ’s fulfillment of the law, he does so 
in the context of the believer receiving, by faith, the reward of Christ’s 
suffering and death, which is freedom from the law and its verdict.81 

Christ fulfilled the law’s “designated purpose for righteousness,” and as 
a result the believer is separated from evil and receives life.82 For Schlatter 
the law condemns, but it also communicates what God expects of a righ­
teous person and what God will do on behalf of that person. Thus, there 
is a strong positive element concerning what God required through the 
law and what Christ accomplished in his cross and resurrection. 

Yet there is no explicit reference to the imputation of Christ’s posi­
tive obedience of the law; there is, rather, Christ’s gift of the Spirit. 
Schlatter proceeds immediately to speak of the giving of the Spirit in 
regard to the believer walking in the Spirit and receiving love and there­

78 Adolph Schlatter, The Theology of the Apostles: The Development of New Testament Theology, 
trans. Andreas Köstenberger (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), 242. Chronologically, Schlatter precedes 
Bultmann. I chose this order because of the connections between Schlatter’s view of justification and 
those of Käsemann and Stuhlmacher. I include a fairly large selection from Schlatter because of his 
developed idea of the link between justification and forgiveness, and because, unlike many twentieth-
century scholars, he uses the term “imputation” quite freely. 
79 Ibid., 232. 
80 Ibid., 230. 
81 Ibid., 242. 
82 Ibid. 
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fore obtaining “what the Law desires as that which is good before 
God.”83 The idea of positive imputation, which, if anywhere, would be 
here, is bypassed in order to establish the effective role of the Spirit— 
Christ’s gift—that comes as a result of Christ’s fulfillment of the law on 
behalf of believers. There is a closer connection here between Schlatter 
and what Käsemann and (especially) Stuhlmacher will develop later, 
when they speak of justification as “gift” and “power,” than to the tra­
ditional idea of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. 

Schlatter denies the validity of concepts that speak of justification 
only in negative terms. Conceiving of justification merely in terms of 
“the removal of guilt and of the consciousness of guilt, the end of divine 
rejection, the liberation from corruption” fails to grasp that such con­
ceptions must be joined with “their positive equivalent.”84 This may 
sound similar to saying that the negative element of justification (for­
giveness) must be united with the positive element (imputation of active 
righteousness) for a person to be declared righteous. Such an interpre­
tation of Schlatter becomes more appealing when shortly after this he 
says: “Because he [Christ] is the one who practiced obedience, through 
his obedience the justifying verdict is available and has been established 
for all.”85 We cannot, however, ultimately equate what Schlatter says 
with the traditional formula because he is not arguing that “mere for­
giveness” is insufficient for justification unless accompanied by the 
imputation of Christ’s active obedience of God’s law; rather, he is argu­
ing against a conception of forgiveness based only on “the removal of 
negative consequences arising from evil,” that is, conceptions of for­
giveness that “suffer from the idea of arbitrariness, travesty of justice, 
and the partiality of God.”86 

In other words, Schlatter is denying ideas about forgiveness that fail 
to recognize that true, divine forgiveness can take place only “through 
the execution of judgment.”87 Justification is an act of God’s grace that 
must be connected to “the working of justice.”88 He is guarding against 

83 Ibid.

84 Ibid., 232.

85 Ibid.

86 Ibid.

87 Ibid.

88 Ibid., 231. As Schlatter says: “The judge’s act is grounded in justice, and when God judges, no doubt

remains whether his verdict is based on righteousness or not” (ibid., 229). 
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a conception of grace and forgiveness that disconnects God’s pardon of 
the sinner from the just punishment of sin. The cross of Christ witnesses 
to the fact that sin, and indeed sinners, have been judged in Christ’s 
death, and in his resurrection believers have life in Christ’s life, which 
manifests that “life issues from death for us and righteousness from con­
demnation.”89 The “positive equivalent” of forgiveness is not the impu­
tation of Christ’s positive fulfillment of the law to believers—it is, rather, 
his obedience to death on the cross that results in “the justifying ver­
dict.”90 Thus Schlatter is not, based on his interpretation of Paul, going 
beyond “mere forgiveness,” but is making sure that “forgiveness of sins” 
is understood properly. Paul’s use of the term “justification” is itself the 
explanation of what “divine forgiveness” really means. 

There is a strong ethical element in Schlatter’s conception of justifi­
cation. All notions of justification are required to show what standard 
of behavior God expects from human beings. Schlatter identifies the eth­
ical element in justification, the determination of “the human conduct 
that is awarded justification,” as part of the “new element” of Paul’s 
understanding of justification.91 What Schlatter has in mind though is 
not the imputation of perfect obedience but the establishment of the fact 
that justification is the result of certain behavior that conforms to God’s 
revealed will, i.e., his law. As a result of sin, these qualifications for righ­
teousness in the eyes of God are impossible for human beings to meet. 
The ethical requirements God demands can only be met in human beings 
by an act of God’s grace, only through divine forgiveness. This forgive­
ness is established on the basis of Christ’s fulfillment “of the positive will 
of the law . . . because he carries out God’s good will through his death 
and resurrection, effecting our separation from evil through his death 
and our life for God with his life.”92 

Christ’s “commission” (presumably his obedience to God’s ethical 
requirements), says Schlatter, “is directed against sin” and is fulfilled 
“through his death.” Christ’s obedience is tied directly to the cross on 

89 Ibid., 233. 

90 Ibid., 232. “Because the guilty person can receive justification only by being forgiven, the phrase

initially customary for God’s attitude toward sinners, ‘forgiveness of sin,’ retains for Paul its full sig­

nificance” (ibid.). 

91 Ibid., 230. Schlatter identifies “statements that describe the divine activity by which God justifies

us” as the other element (ibid.). 
92 Ibid., 242. 
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which he died for our sins so we could be declared justified because he 
secured our forgiveness. Even when Schlatter develops the ethical aspect 
of justification and the nature of Christ’s obedience, the emphasis is 
again on forgiveness. For instance, in the context of Schlatter’s discus­
sion of the ethical aspect of justification, the following appears: 

God did not spare him, so he might forgive us everything; he gave him 
over, that he might justify us; he made him sin and a curse, in order to 
bestow righteousness and blessing on us; he condemned him, in order 
to justify those who believe in him. Through his blood, Jesus provides 
the community with forgiveness of sins.93 

Schlatter speaks of imputation and justification being “linked . . . 
because the pronouncement of a verdict always depends on what is or 
what is not imputed to a man.”94 But the thing imputed is primarily tied 
to forgiveness, the verdict upon which God declares a sinner “righ­
teous,” without recourse to a discussion of the imputation of positive 
righteousness. Schlatter emphasizes the believer’s union with Christ 
through faith. A believer attains a “righteous status” when he puts “his 
confidence in Christ.” Since Christ has taken hold of the believer and 
the believer “clings to him and has been made his possession, the 
believer is justified.”95 Schlatter’s language is rich in biblical imagery, and 
he continually cites many different Pauline texts in support of his argu­
ments. His imputation language, while not devoid of a positive element, 
focuses largely on forgiveness and union. At this point he has much in 
common with Luther. 

Ernst Käsemann. In his formulation of God’s righteousness as not 
only “gift” but also “power,” Käsemann emphasizes the eschatological 
nature of justification. Righteousness is not regarded in terms of some­
thing imputed in the past or as “simply a property of the divine nature,” 
but as a creative power (God’s own power) that “enters the arena” of 
human existence and transforms that existence.96 In this way, God’s righ­

93 Ibid., 231. 
94 Ibid., 234. 
95 Ibid., 235. 
96 Ernst Käsemann, New Testament Questions of Today, trans. W. J. Montague (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1969), 174-76. 
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teousness is never separated from God himself. Similarly, the forensic 
declaration of Romans 4 is not separated from the “state [Rom 5:19] 
. . . founded on righteousness.”97 Justification is never separated from 
sanctification. In this formulation, which views the righteousness of God 
as “the rule of Christ over the world and his people in anticipation of 
God’s final cosmic triumph,”98 there is no need to speak of “imputation” 
in the traditional sense. 

Peter Stuhlmacher. In his commentary on Romans, Stuhlmacher 
links Christ’s obedience in Romans 5 specifically with forgiveness with­
out the mention of imputation. “Christ’s obedience,” says Stuhlmacher, 
“makes righteousness possible for all people, because the vicarious 
atoning death of the righteous Son of God frees all sinners from the curse 
of the Law.”99 Similarly, in Romans 4, Stuhlmacher discusses the “reck­
oning” of Abraham’s faith as righteousness apart from the categories 
found in the traditional formulation. Following Käsemann, Stuhlmacher 
emphasizes the eschatological inbreaking of God’s righteousness in 
Christ in the present age, but with added emphasis on the role of the 
Spirit.100 The traditional concept of justification as the imputation of 
Christ’s positive righteousness, formulated as primarily an event that 
takes place when one believes, is too narrow for Stuhlmacher. Given 
Stuhlmacher’s influence over scholars in the last third of the twentieth 
century (particularly American scholars), and his distinct understanding 
of concepts such as the “righteousness of God” and justification, it is 
worthwhile to summarize his view. Stuhlmacher’s position is not pur­
posefully antagonistic toward the traditional view, but it does render the 
traditional formulation insufficient as a description of justification. He 
presents a position that is different not only from the traditional view 
but also quite different from other views on justification that have gained 

97 Ibid., 171.

98 Scott J. Hafemann, “Paul and his Interpreters,” in Dictionary of Paul and his Letters, ed. Gerald

F. Hawthorne and Ralph P. Martin (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1993), 676. 
99 Peter Stuhlmacher, Paul’s Letter to the Romans: A Commentary, trans. Scott J. Hafemann 
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1994), 88. 
100 Hafemann, “Paul and His Interpreters,” 677. According to Hafemann, this emphasis “solves the 
tension between the theological categories of imputed or effective righteousness by emphasizing that 
the ontological bridge which makes possible the Pauline assertions concerning one’s real anticipation 
in the righteousness of God is the concept of the Spirit” (ibid.). 
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various measures of popularity (e.g., the New Perspective and those 
influenced by it). 

At the heart of Stuhlmacher’s view of justification lies his under­
standing of Paul’s use of the phrase “the righteousness of God “(dikaio­

suv `nh qeou).101 For Stuhlmacher, God’s righteousness cannot be thought 
of only as his saving righteousness but also must include his creation 
power that provides the necessary ground and confidence to stand 
before God’s eschatological judgment. In Paul’s letters the righteousness 
of God is “the embodiment of the saving action of God in Christ, which 
creates new life for believers as they face the judgment.”102 Thus “the 
righteousness of God” is both “the power and the gift of God.”103 

Moreover, the phrase as it appears in 2 Corinthians 5:21 and Philippians 
3:21 “cannot be reduced to the formula that it everywhere concerns only 
the righteousness of faith that is accepted by God, nor again that God’s 
own righteousness is always in view; both aspects belong indissolubly 
together.”104 As we shall see, Stuhlmacher’s both/and understanding of 
“the righteousness of God” (i.e., both saving act and new creation; both 
gift and power; both the righteousness of faith and God’s own righ­
teousness) naturally carries over into his view of justification. 
Stuhlmacher argues that this understanding of Paul’s use of the phrase 
“the righteousness of God” is supported by a synthesis based on the con­
cept in the Old Testament—the thought-world of the Apostle Paul.105 

Stuhlmacher views justification in Paul as “both the sharing in God’s 
grace that has already been given by faith and acquittal before God in 
the last judgment.”106 The link between “the righteousness of God” and 
justification in Stuhlmacher’s view is evident. Justification is God’s activ­

101 The following survey of Stuhlmacher’s view should be supplemented by reading Scott Hafemann’s 
introduction to Stuhlmacher’s How to Do Biblical Theology (Allison Park, PA: Pickwick, 1995), 
xv-xli. I am indebted to him for the conceptual framework, from both the introduction (including 
not a few references) and from personal conversations, that he provided for my own understanding 
of Stuhlmacher’s thought. 
102 Stuhlmacher, “The Apostle Paul’s View of Righteousness,” in Reconciliation, Law, and 
Righteousness: Essays in Biblical Theology, trans. Everett Kalin (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 78. 

103 Stuhlmacher, “Das Lexem, Gottesgerechtigkeit’ drückt Macht und Gabe Gottes gleichzeitig aus”

(Peter Stuhlmacher, Biblische Theologie des Neuen Testament, Band 1, Grundlegung von Jesus zu

Paulus [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1997], 236).

104 Stuhlmacher, “The Apostle Paul’s View of Righteousness,” 81. 

105 Stuhlmacher devotes a great deal of space to support his argument. See especially, Biblische

Theologie des Neuen Testaments, 326-32. See also “The Apostle Paul’s View of Righteousness,” 

78-80, and How to Do Biblical Theology, 36-37.

106 Stuhlmacher, “The Apostle Paul’s View of Righteousness,” 72. 
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ity that the believer receives both in the past and in the eschatological 
judgment—just as “the righteousness of God” is God’s saving activity 
in Christ and God’s creating action that grants power which will ulti­
mately provide the means of the believer’s acquittal in the judgment. 

Justification has a “forensic base,” a “legal ground,” in the cross and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ.107 This forensic base provides the foundation 
for reconciliation, “the result of the justification of the ungodly.”108 The 
“forensic base” of justification, provided by Christ’s atoning sacrifice for 
sin, is only part of the overall picture of salvation. In order to view fully 
Paul’s doctrine of justification, one must understand it as “the eschato­
logical saving act of God on behalf of his people and by his power in 
which they are freed from the power of sin and incorporated by means 
of the Spirit into the body of Christ.”109 Being “justified” means that one 
receives both an eschatological, forensic acceptance before the judgment 
of God and the present gift of the Holy Spirit—the very power that 
enables one ultimately to stand in that judgment.110 

Again, justification is viewed as both gift and power. It has both a 
past and an ongoing significance both of which are inherently tied to the 
eschatological reality. Seen in this way, justification becomes, for 
Stuhlmacher, an ongoing process empowered by the Spirit, the power of 
Christ that is leading up to the future verdict at the judgment seat of 
God.111 As Stuhlmacher puts it, “the justification of which he [Paul] 
speaks is a process of becoming new that spans the earthly life of a 
believer, a path from faith’s beginning to its end.”112 

In Stuhlmacher’s view of justification there is really no place for a 
separate category like imputation in the traditional sense; this is espe­
cially true if imputation of righteousness is viewed primarily as a decla­

107 Stuhlmacher, Revisiting Paul’s Doctrine of Justification: A Challenge to the New Perspective 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2001), 61; See also Stuhlmacher, Biblische Theologie des Neuen 
Testaments, 297, 334-35. 
108 Stuhlmacher, Biblische Theologie des Neuen Testaments, 320. Stuhlmacher views “reconciliation” 
as a key term in understanding justification in Paul. In Paul, katallaghv (when 2 Cor. 5:18–6:2 and 
Rom. 5:1-11 are read together) is a term inclusive of God’s salvation in history in Christ’s sacrificial 
death, and the present experience of the “end-time renewal” by believers, who, though once were 
condemned sinners, are now in a relationship with God and stand justified before God and part of 
Christ’s church (ibid.). 
109 Hafemann, “Introduction,” xxiv.

110 Ibid., xxiv-xxv.

111 Stuhlmacher, Biblische Theologie des Neuen Testaments, 266-67.

112 Stuhlmacher, “The Apostle Paul’s View of Righteousness,” 72. 
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ration in the past or located with any specific chronological emphasis. 
While he does use the word imputation (which is, after all, a biblical 
word) it is clear that the meaning is different from that seen in the 
Reformed tradition. For instance, when Stuhlmacher says that “the goal 
of life is having your faith in Christ reckoned as righteousness before 
God at the last judgment,” the difference between his language and the 
traditional language, given the fact that he gives imputation (“reck­
oned”) a decidedly future emphasis, is easy to see.113 

Similarly, when Stuhlmacher speaks of Jesus as the second Adam 
obeying and fulfilling God’s law and suffering as a vicarious sacrifice, the 
emphasis is on the resulting forgiveness and redemption from the law’s 
curse; there is no explicit mention of positively fulfilling the law (whether 
Mosaic or otherwise) and imputing a positive righteousness to believ­
ers.114 Indeed, Stuhlmacher consistently stresses forgiveness in his dis­
cussion of justification.115 Even when he says, “God effects for sinners 
forgiveness of sins and new life by virtue of Jesus’ atoning death,” the 
phrase “and new life” does not carry the content seen above in the 
Reformed scholars but refers to the effective righteousness of God, both 
his saving and creating power.116 

Stuhlmacher makes it clear that in his understanding, the traditional 
view of imputation becomes rather obsolete. There is no inherent dif­
ference in Paul between imputed and effective righteousness. Thus, for 
Stuhlmacher, the divine act of a new creation means that a person takes 
part in “the righteousness and glorious existence of Christ,” and in 
Paul’s theology this means that there is “no distinction between simply 
imputed and effective justification”117 

113 Ibid., 73. This eschatological dimension does, however, receive emphasis in some streams of the 
traditional view, e.g., Geerhardus Vos and Herman Ridderbos. 
114 Though Stuhlmacher remarks that Jesus was put under the law (“unter das Gestz gestellt”), and 
obeyed God’s will where Adam had disobeyed (“Anders als Adam hat er aber Gottes Willen gehor­
sam erfüllt”), he emphasizes the redemption from the law’s curse through Jesus’ sacrificial death 
(Biblische Theologie des Neuen, 265). 
115 This point can be manifestly proven throughout Stuhlmacher’s work, but, for example, see 
Revisiting Paul’s Doctrine of Justification, 78; and “The Apostle Paul’s View of Righteousness,” 78. 
116 Stuhlmacher, The Apostle’s View of Righteousness, 78. The content referred to in the Reformed 
scholars is the idea that justification requires forgiveness and eternal life, i.e., forgiveness for the 
penalty of sin and a positive fulfillment of the law’s demands. 
117 Stuhlmacher’s larger statement, along with Scripture citations, is “Kraft der von Gott aufgrund 
dieser Fürbitte wirksam zugesprochenen Rechtferigung gewinnen die pisteuvonte~, Anteil an der 
Gerechtigkeit und Herrlichkeitsexistenz Christi (2 Kor. 5, 21; Röm. 8, 28-30). Da Paulus die 
Rechtfertigung als göttlichen Neuschöpfungsakt ansieht, macht, er keinen Unterschied zwischen nur 
imputativer oder effectiver Rechtfertigung; durch die dikaiosuv `nh zwh~ (Röm. 5, 18) wird das Sein 
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While it is possible to reject the traditional view without blurring 
the distinction between extrinsic and intrinsic righteousness, 
Stuhmacher’s insistence that there is no distinction between the two 
kinds of righteousness is not compatible with the traditional view. While 
Stuhlmacher’s position presents a challenge to the traditional view from 
someone who sees himself, though not uncritically, as standing in the 
Reformation tradition (at least the Lutheran stream), there are more seri­
ous challenges from different quarters. 

A Covenant of a Different Color 

For some scholars, the traditional idea of imputation is rejected because 
of a larger theological paradigm that renders the doctrine unnecessary. 
Many scholars who fit this category are explicitly opposed to much of 
the traditional Lutheran and/or Reformed understanding of justification. 
For this reason, a slightly more in-depth discussion of specific areas of 
disagreement and reasons behind the disagreements is necessary. A pri­
mary example of this is seen in the work of E. P. Sanders and the New 
Perspective on Paul associated with his work. 

E. P. Sanders. In the “covenantal nomism” paradigm described by 
Sanders, first-century Jews, like their forefathers, did not think they had 
to attain God’s favor by works or their own righteousness.118 God had 

der Gottlosen vor Gott genichtet und neubegründer (vgl. 1 Kor. 1, 26-29; 2 Kor. 5, 17 mit Röm. 4, 
5.17)” (Biblische Theologie des Neuen Testaments, 335). Stuhlmacher makes a similar statement in 
Rediscovering Paul’s View of Justification and adds a dimension that drives home the fact that his 
view is quite different from the traditional view: “Justification means the establishment of a new being 
before God (cf. 2 Cor. 5:17, 21). Therefore, the controversial and—between Protestants and Catholics 
since the sixteenth century—much discussed distinction between ‘imputed’ righteousness (which is 
only credited to the sinner) and ‘effective’ righteousness (which transforms the sinner in his or her 
being) cannot be maintained from the Pauline texts. Both belong together” (61-62). 
118 Sanders sums up “covenantal nomism” in the following: “Briefly put, covenantal nomism is the 
view that one’s place in God’s plan is established on the basis of the covenant and that the covenant 
requires as the proper response of man his obedience to its commandments, while providing means 
of atonement for transgression.” E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of 
Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 75. For further discussion, idem, Paul, the Law, 
and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983). Sanders bases his views primarily on his read­
ings of literature from Second Temple Judaism and Rabbinic sources. This study is primarily con­
cerned with the results of Sanders’s paradigm as they impact the doctrine of imputation and have 
influenced biblical scholarship. I will have occasion to refer to some of the same works, particularly 
from the Pseudepigrapha, in the coming chapters, but I do not propose to enter the discussion about 
Sanders’s reading of the various Jewish texts. A large-scale discussion can be found in D. A. Carson, 
Peter T. O’Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid, eds., Justification and Variegated Nomism: A Fresh Appraisal 
of Paul and Second Temple Judaism, vol. 1, The Complexities of Second Temple Judaism (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck/Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001). 
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established his covenant with Israel. They were already the covenant peo­
ple on the basis of God’s grace, and thus they did not have to earn God’s 
favor; they only had to keep the stipulations of the covenant (i.e., the law) 
as a response to God’s grace. Additionally, God did not require perfect 
obedience to his law, as most traditional Protestant teaching asserts, since 
the covenant made provision for sin through the sacrificial system. 
Ultimately the issue is not, for Sanders, getting in, but staying in. 

While the bulk of the discussion about Sanders’s work revolves 
around the issue of the law, the implications for the doctrine of impu­
tation are relatively clear. The most significant issue is the fact that the 
Mosaic covenant, specifically regarding the law, is not inherently lack­
ing anything; indeed, Paul’s complaint is not that the old covenant was 
insufficient, but that it is obsolete now that the Messiah has come. Thus, 
before the Messiah came, a member of the covenant community lived 
in a right relationship with God on the basis of the old covenant system 
itself. The law and the sacrifices, until Christ, were inherently sufficient. 
As a result, there is little need for the obedience of Christ to be imputed 
to the believer because there was no serious problem of disobedience to 
the law to begin with. Trying to keep the law only became problematic, 
at least in Sanders’s interpretation of Paul, once salvation became a mat­
ter of faith in Christ instead of obedience to the law.119 

In this scheme, the condemning function of the law receives little, if 
any, emphasis, and so the idea of being guilty before the law of God, and 
God requiring the vindication of his name and justice for the transgres­
sion of his law, which receives such particular emphasis in the traditional 
formulation, is for all practical purposes a non-issue. Closely related to 
this is Sanders’s insistence that Paul did not view righteousness as being 
connected to keeping the law. This marked a divergence between Paul 
and the Judaism of his day in light of the coming of the Messiah.120 

119 “Since salvation is only by Christ, the following of any other path is wrong. Paul does say that 
faith excludes boasting, and he does warn the Jews against boasting (Rom. 2:17), but the warning is 
not against a self-righteousness which is based on the view that works earn merit before God. The 
warning is against boasting of the relationship to God which is evidenced by possession of the law 
and against being smug about the knowledge of God’s will while in fact transgressing. Paul regarded 
zeal for the law itself as a good thing (Rom. 10:2; Phil. 3:9). What is wrong with it is not that it implies 
petty obedience and minimization of important matters, nor that it results in the tabulation of merit 
points before God, but that it is not worth anything in comparison with being in Christ (Phil 3:4­
11)” (E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 550; (author’s emphases). 
120 Ibid., 545-46. 
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It is also worth noting that Sanders stresses the “relational” aspect 
of justification, i.e., the relationship obtained and preserved in the 
covenant, and downplays, though does not reject, the forensic nature of 
Paul’s use of “righteousness” language.121 One result is that with all the 
talk of God’s righteousness as his “covenantal faithfulness,” there is lit­
tle said about God’s condemning and judging righteousness as part of 
the dikaiosuv `nh qeou. Though more could be said, this brief overview 
demonstrates that “covenantal nomism” presents a new paradigm in 
which the traditional doctrine of imputation is simply unneeded. If per­
fect obedience to the law is unnecessary, and obedience to the law is not 
primarily connected to forensic righteousness, and God’s righteousness 
is conceived of as “covenantal faithfulness” with little emphasis on his 
righteousness in regard to rightfully judging transgressions of his law, 
then the imputation of Christ’s righteousness in terms of his obedience 
to the law is irrelevant. 

James D. G. Dunn. Following Sanders, James Dunn emphasizes the 
“relational” character of righteousness.122 Over against a Greek “world­
view” that views righteousness as “an idea or ideal against which the 
individual and individual action can be measured,” there is the Hebrew 
idea of righteousness, a “more relational concept” that focuses on 
duties that arise in the context of relationship. In other words, being 
“righteous” means fulfilling whatever obligations are attached to a par­
ticular relationship.123 

121 Ibid., 470, 492 n.57. Speaking of forensic elements in Paul’s use of righteousness language in regard 
to the “righteousness of God,” Sanders says that the “juridical-forensic overtones are present . . . but 
not in the foreground. The forensic declaration is more than simply a proclamation; it is at the same 
time ‘effective’ declaration: The man who is ‘declared righteous’ by God stands under his sovereign, 
creative-redemptive disposal” (ibid., 540). 
122 James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of the Apostle Paul (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 341. 
123 Ibid., 341-42. Dunn expresses his conviction that the relational/Hebrew view of righteousness and 
justification is the way forward in interpreting Paul in the following: “This recognition that the 
thought world which comes to expression in the English term (justification) is through and through 
Hebraic/biblical/Jewish in character is a key factor in gaining a secure hold on Paul’s teaching on jus­
tification” (ibid., 342). Dunn’s bifurcation of Hebrew and Greek thought is asserted but not con­
vincingly defended. The idea that somehow the Jews did not really have a legal conception of 
righteousness is a clear connection to Sanders. This issue, along with many of the main ideological 
tenants of the New Perspective and those who follow in its wake, can be traced to Krister Stendahl’s 
inordinately influential essay, “Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West,” in Paul among 
Jews and Gentiles (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 78-96. Many of Stendahl’s often unsubstantiated 
assertions about Paul, Luther, Protestant theology, Western thought, and history have been accepted 
widely in critical scholarship. 
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The effects of Dunn’s relational view of righteousness/justification 
are seen most clearly in his discussion of “the righteousness of God.” The 
righteousness of God is almost entirely construed as God’s action in the 
world to fulfill his obligations to his creation and most importantly to the 
elect, i.e., his covenant people. God’s righteousness is manifested in 
God’s own fulfillment of his end of the covenantal relationship. God’s 
righteousness is God’s “faithfulness” to the elect, “the fulfillment of his 
covenant obligation as Israel’s God in delivering, saving, and vindicating 
Israel.”124 As seen in Sanders, the result of this view of righteousness is 
that there is little emphasis on the righteousness of God including his righ­
teous judgment.125 Again, the effect is that a concept such as the imputa­
tion of Christ’s righteousness becomes obsolete in this scheme. Dunn says 
as much when he asserts that the relational view of justification “under­
cuts” a large part of “the debates of post-Reformation theology.”126 

Chief among the undercut theological disputes is whether dikaiowv

refers to being made righteous or being reckoned righteous. For Dunn 
this is a non-issue because it is not a question of either/or but both/and: 

The covenant God counts the covenant partner as still in partnership 
despite the latter’s continued failure. But the covenant partner could 
hardly fail to be transformed by a living relationship with the life-
giving God.127 

On one hand it is difficult to tell who Dunn’s dialogue partner is at this 
point, since no one in the Protestant Reformed tradition believes that 
justification, even on the forensic basis of the imputation of Christ’s righ­
teousness, is absolutely isolated from the transformational work of God 
through the Spirit. Justification and sanctification are held in distinction, 
but they are ultimately and necessarily linked in redemption. 

On the other hand, Dunn is entirely correct to see a difference 

124 Dunn, Paul, 342. 

125 This is not to imply that Dunn does not discuss God’s judgment. To the contrary, see 79-101, 490­

92. The point here is that the theme of God’s righteous judgment does not receive a great deal of 
emphasis in Dunn’s work, most noticeably in his discussion of the righteousness of God. 

126 What Dunn means by “post-Reformation theology” (ibid., 344) is left to the imagination.

Presumably he is referring to the second and third generation Reformers who formulated and sys­

tematized the theology of the first-generation Reformers like Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli. Whatever

the case, Dunn’s position illustrates an explicit refutation of the traditional Reformed understanding

of imputation.

127 Ibid., 344. 
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between his understanding and that of traditional Reformed theology. 
Justification, in Reformed theology, is not so much an issue of a preex­
isting covenant relationship being maintained as it is a matter of a 
covenant relationship being established. Secondly, in the Reformed view, 
a distinction is made between the declaration “just” and the transfor­
mation of the believer. This is not, however, an ontological distinction, 
or even properly a chronological distinction in terms of measurable time 
(though some proponents may make it sound that way)—a point often 
missed by opponents of the traditional view.128 

In Romans 4, one of the “key” imputation texts, the traditional 
emphasis is nowhere on the horizon. According to Dunn, Paul is stating 
what “needed no discussion,” namely, “that to be ‘righteous’ is to be 
not so much acceptable to God as accepted by God—righteousness as 
the status which God accorded to his covenant people and in which he 
sustained them.”129 Here Dunn understands Paul to be working contrary 
to much of the teaching about Abraham in Jewish tradition, particularly 
in regard to Abraham’s offering up of Isaac in Genesis 22 as the inter­
pretive key to Genesis 15:6.130 Paul is showing that Genesis 15 is not the 
result of Abraham’s faithfulness in Genesis 22; Genesis 15 is the decla­

128 It is worth noting another element in Dunn that is likely tied to the absence of imputation in any tra­
ditional sense in his work, namely, his view of the atonement. Although Dunn does maintain that “sub­
stitution” is at least part of the atonement, his assertion that “Paul’s teaching is not that Christ dies “in 
the place of” others so that they escape death (as the logic of substitution implies). It is rather that Christ’s 
sharing their death makes it possible for them to share his death” (ibid., 223; his emphasis). It seems, 
however, that both aspects are true. Even though a believer dies with Christ (Rom. 6:3; Gal. 2:19-20), 
Christ nevertheless died “in the place of others” (Rom. 6:10). In this sense believers do “escape death.” 
It is not clear why both substitution and representation cannot be applied to the atonement. In fact, Dunn 
is difficult to understand at this point because he acknowledges the place of “substitution” in Paul’s 
teaching but also refutes (as in the quotation above) the typical way “substitution” has been applied to 
discussions of the atonement. Putting all confusion aside for a moment, the fact remains that once sub­
stitutionary atonement is rejected, or relegated to a minor position, there is no longer any, or at least 
very little practical need for the traditional understanding of imputation. Opponents would likely be 
happy to agree with that statement. This issue will be discussed further in chapter 5 of this work. 
129 James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1–8, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 38a (Dallas: Word, 1988), 203. 
Dunn’s Romans is dealt with only briefly but does receive more attention in later exegetical chapters. 
130 Dunn cites Sirach 44:19-21 and 1 Maccabees 2:52, among others, in particular (ibid., 200-202). 
Dunn is careful to point out that Paul’s use of terms such as working and reward does not mean that 
he is arguing against a common view in the Judaism of his day. First-century Judaism did not focus 
on meriting God’s favor. According to Dunn, Paul’s “point is simply that in the case of Gen. 15:6 the 
whole language of ‘payment due’ is inappropriate” (ibid., 204). Paul is trying to establish that it is 
not covenantal faithfulness that God is rewarding, but Abraham’s faith. The first-century Jews would 
have seen Abraham as the ultimate paradigm of covenantal faithfulness. Thus, as the children of 
Abraham they were to keep the works of the law as a sign of their covenantal faithfulness, the 
“works” being summed up as circumcision, Sabbath, and purity laws (see Dunn, Paul, 354-59). Paul 
is establishing that Abraham was reckoned righteous on the basis of his faith before the law was given 
(see Dunn, Romans 1–8, 208). 
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ration that God counts Abraham “righteous” not on the basis of “faith­
fulness” but on the basis of “‘faith’ as belief, trust.”131 Paul does not 
want the commercial term “reckon” (logivzomai) to be interpreted to 
mean that Abraham was counted righteous, as his due wage, on the basis 
of covenantal faithfulness. Paul is not condemning covenantal nomism; 
he is asserting that Abraham’s righteousness, like the righteousness that 
believers in Christ now have, was established by faith. 

The Jews of Paul’s day were guilty, not of thinking they could merit 
God’s favor, but of being prideful in their own status as the elect people 
of God. Paul wants to show that the righteousness reckoned by God, 
through faith, is a gift of grace, not payment due. This summary of Dunn 
on Romans 4 is included here to illustrate what was said earlier: the tra­
ditional formulation of imputation is often missing in modern interpre­
tations of the “key texts,” because the larger biblical-theological 
paradigms are different from the traditional Protestant scheme, and the 
discussion of imputation along traditional lines simply does not fit. 

N. T. Wright.132 In formulating his scheme of justification, which 
emphasizes (1) covenant, (2) law-court, and (3) eschatology, N. T. 
Wright takes exception to the traditional Protestant view of justification 
in general and, as a result, to imputation. In regard to imputation, 
Wright repeats the centuries-old argument that the traditional under­
standing of imputation amounts to a “legal fiction.”133 Rejecting the 
position that primarily views righteousness and justification as a status 
conferred on believers by God, Wright asserts that the main issue is faith 
in the gospel of Jesus Christ—the new badge of covenant membership 
in the people of God. In this scheme, justification “is the doctrine which 
insists that all those who have this faith belong as full members of this 
family [the family of Abraham], on this basis and no other.”134 

In Romans 4 Wright defines righteousness as “the status of being 

131 Ibid., 204. 
132 I acknowledge the often substantial differences and disagreements between Wright and both 
Sanders and Dunn. Wright is often wrongly grouped with Sanders and painted with the same generic 
New Perspective brush as if he holds to all of Sanders’s views. He clearly does not. Regardless of their 
differences, there are affinities between Wright’s position and that of both Sanders and Dunn. For 
that reason, as part of a trajectory, Wright may justifiably be grouped with Sanders and Dunn. 
133 N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity? 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans/Cincinnati: Forward Movement Publications, 1997), 102. 
134 Ibid., 132-33. 
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a member of the covenant” and faith as “the badge, the sign, that 
reveals that status.”135 This, rather than any interpretation of this pas­
sage that over-emphasizes the bookkeeping metaphor in 4:3—“But 
Abraham believed God and it was reckoned to him as righteous­
ness”—and developed in 4:4-5, should inform our reading of the text. 
The bookkeeping metaphor, though important, should not be over­
emphasized since in all his discussions about justification Paul uses it 
only here.136 Thus, any interpretation, i.e., the traditional view (which, 
like Dunn, Wright identifies nebulously as “post-Reformation”), that 
places emphasis on the metaphor, focuses merely on a “brief side­
light.”137 If Paul’s use of logivzomai is simply a handy illustration and 
not fundamental to Paul’s teaching on justification, then the traditional 
view is highly questionable.138 

The Adam/Christ parallel and antithesis in Romans 5:12-21 plays 
a key role in the traditional view of the imputation of Christ’s righ­
teousness to the believer—a role that in Wright’s opinion is unjustified. 
Wright directly addresses the traditional view and concludes that “it is 
almost certainly not what Paul has in mind here.”139 The “obedience of 
the one” (5:19) is the Messiah, the Isaianic servant, overturning Israel’s 
disobedience of God’s command to bring “salvation to the world, rather 
than his amassing a treasury of merit through Torah obedience.”140 

135 N. T. Wright, The Letter to the Romans, in The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 10, ed. Leander Keck

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002), 491. Wright develops three metaphors in 4:3 that serve as the frame­

work for his interpretation and are in continuity with his overall interpretive paradigm: (1) bookkeeping

(i.e., the commercial language of “reckoning” or counting to someone’s ledger; (2) lawcourt (God the

judge pronounces Abraham “in the right” on account of his faith); and (3) covenant (the relationship to

which Abraham’s faith pointed) (ibid.). I will deal more closely with Wright’s exegesis in later chapters.

136 Ibid., 491. Presumably Wright does not count Galatians 3:6 because the Genesis 15:6 quote is not

expanded upon there.

137 Ibid.

138 In Romans 4 Paul uses logiv
zomai twelve times (including Old Testament quotes), 4:3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 
9, 10, 11, 22, 23 (twice), 24. Although simply counting words does not necessarily prove that the 
bookkeeping metaphor is not merely “a brief sidelight,” and while most of the occurrences are a mat­
ter of repetition, one might get the impression that Paul does intend to draw special attention to the 
metaphor. Does Wright’s conclusion apply to Genesis 15:6? Moreover, is Paul’s quote of Genesis 15:6 
in Galatians 3:6 in the midst of a detailed discussion about issues such as the law, the Abrahamic 
covenant, and faith in Christ, also a “brief sidelight”? 
139 Wright, Romans, 529. 
140 Ibid. Wright addresses the traditional interpretation in the following: “What does Paul suppose 
the Messiah was obedient to? A long tradition within one strand of Reformation thought has sup­
posed that Paul was here referring to Jesus’ perfect obedience to the law. In this view, Christ’s ‘active 
obedience’ and his ‘passive obedience’ work together.” Contrary to this interpretation, Wright sees 
the obedience to the law as “beside the point” in this text (ibid.). Wright’s comment that it is a mat­
ter of Christ’s “obedience to God’s commission . . . rather than his amassing a treasury of merit 
through Torah obedience” is a caricature of the traditional position. 
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Wright’s rejection of imputation is clear in his interpretation of 
1 Corinthians 1:30 and 2 Corinthians 5:21.141 Wright refutes the tradi­
tional reading by asserting that if we read 1 Corinthians 1:30 as teach­
ing the imputation of righteousness, it must also teach the imputation 
of “wisdom . . . sanctification and redemption,” a reading that “will cer­
tainly make nonsense of the very specialized and technical senses . . . in 
the history of theology.”142 If one insists on the traditional reading of 
2 Corinthians 5:21, the text “detaches itself from the rest of the chap­
ter and context, as though it were a little floating saying which Paul just 
threw in there for good measure.”143 Rather than teaching about justifi­
cation, or giving the content of his message of reconciliation, Paul is fur­
ther defending the apostolic ministry. The apostles are the living 
testimony of “the righteousness of God in Christ.”144 

Yes and/or No: Other Modern Voices145 

Herman Ridderbos stands unambiguously in the (Dutch) Reformed tra­
dition, yet his treatment of justification in Paul, and in regard to impu­
tation in particular, is not simply a defense for Reformed theology. 
Ridderbos begins with a discussion of the eschatological nature of jus­
tification. God’s “judicial verdict . . . has already been settled” at the 
cross of Christ, so that justification and righteousness can be thought of 
as present realities. Yet, the righteousness of God already revealed in 
Christ is the same in content as the Spirit-guided hope of future righ­
teousness (Gal. 5:5).146 The cross and resurrection, by nature, make jus­
tification both a present and a future reality—or rather, a single reality 
in which the future has dawned in the present. “In the present time” God 

141 Wright insists that 1 Corinthians 1:30 is the only place “where something called ‘the imputed righ­
teousness of Christ’ . . . finds any basis in the text” (What St. Paul Really Said, 123). This is not an 
admission of legitimacy, but merely an observation that this text contains language that is somewhat 
similar to the traditional formulation. 
142 Ibid. 
143 Ibid. 
144 Although Wright treats this text briefly in What Saint Paul Really Said, 104-5, his detailed dis­
cussion is found in, “On Becoming the Righteousness of God in Christ,” in Pauline Theology, vol. 
2, 1 & 2 Corinthians, ed. David M. Hay (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 200-208.

145 The work of Geerhardus Vos, which has been a major influence on my own thinking and devel­

opment, is not included in this section but plays a significant role in later chapters. 

146 Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of his Theology, trans. John R. De Witt (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1975), 165-66. For Ridderbos’s focused discussion of eschatological justification see Paul, 
161-66. 
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has revealed his “vindicating righteousness” in the cross of Christ, and 
this vindicating righteousness is nothing other than God’s final judgment 
breaking into the present. Likewise, Christ’s resurrection is the “break­
ing through of the new creation.”147 God’s eschatological judgment was 
revealed at the cross on which Christ bore the sins of his people who, in 
turn, “become ‘the righteousness of God’”; that is, they may identify 
themselves with that which is acquitted in the judgment of God.”148 

In historical-redemptive terms, justification is an eschatological 
reality; God’s future judgment and the new creation have broken into 
the present. God’s judgment was passed on Christ who died for sinners 
(Christ-for-us). The faith that is reckoned as righteousness is that faith 
which is grounded on the “obedience and righteous act of the One,” 
apart from works.149 In this sense it is a purely forensic reality. It regards 
“man the sinner and not . . . his future reality.”150 Yet, justification is 
specifically justification “in Christ.” It is based not only on the past event 
of cross and resurrection, but also in the “corporate inclusion” of 
believers in Christ (we-in-Christ). Because they are in Christ by faith, 
and because Christ has died for them, believers have received the escha­
tological pardon of God and participate in the new creation; and this 
justification is on the basis of “the imputative ground” of faith.151 In this 
way, imputation is not the whole, but along with the redemptive-his­
torical and forensic aspects, is one of the “various facets” of justifica­
tion in Paul. 

John Murray, commenting on Romans 4, equates imputation with 
justification, saying that the imputation of righteousness in Paul “is syn­
onymous with justification.”152 That statement hardly needs interpreta­

147 Ibid., 167.

148 Ibid., 168. With the preceding eschatological framework established, Ridderbos explains his under­

standing of the nature of Christ’s death and resurrection in terms of the “Christ-for-us” and the “we­

in-Christ.” On the one hand, Christ’s death takes place objectively, apart from the participation of

believers. Ridderbos cites Romans 3:25; 4:25; 2 Corinthians 5:21; and Galatians 3:13 for support.

On the other hand, Christ died as one of us, taking on our flesh, and as the second Adam his death

was explicitly on our behalf, and thus we are made to be in union with him. Here he cites Romans

5:18-19; 8:3; 1 Corinthians 1:30; 2 Corinthians 5:14, 21 (again) (ibid., 169).

149 Ibid., 178.

150 Ibid., 175.

151 Ibid., 177 n. 58.

152 John Murray, Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968), 134. For another concise

overview of Murray’s discussion in Romans 4:78 see James R. White, The God Who Justifies

(Bloomington, Minn.: Bethany House, 2001), 215-17. White’s work defends the traditional doctrine

and allows for the individual texts to speak for themselves. 
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tion. Murray writes from a confessional Reformed perspective and his 
loyalty to that tradition is seen clearly in his view of justification. The 
judicial element in justification, the relationship between the judge, the 
law, and the accused, is the fundamental theme for Murray. In the act 
of justification the judge does not make the defendant righteous, he 
declares him to be righteous: “In a word, justification is simply a decla­
ration or pronouncement respecting the relation of the person to the law 
which he, the judge, is required to administer.”153 This declaration is not 
fictitious but is based on a presupposed right standing of the defendant 
in regard to the law. 

When, therefore, God justifies the ungodly (Rom. 4:5), he does not 
simply call the ungodly “just,” but he declares them just because he has 
a legally valid reason for doing so; otherwise the judge himself would be 
unjust. When God declares a person “righteous” or “just,” he does so 
because he also constitutes the grounds for the verdict.154 The basis for 
God’s actions is the righteousness of Christ, specifically, “the righteous­
ness of his obedience.”155 It is the imputed righteousness of Christ that 
provides both the constitutive and declarative elements of justification. 

Murray, like others in the Reformed tradition, explains that justifi­
cation, though bound up with the forgiveness of sins, also requires a 
“positive judgment on God’s part that gives to justification its specific 
character.”156 Even when Paul formulates “his positive doctrine of jus­
tification” in the “formally negative” language of Romans 4:6-7 (Ps. 

153 John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans 1955; reprint, 
1987), 119.

154 God justifies the ungodly by causing “the righteous state or declaration which is declared to be”

(Murray, Redemption, 123; See also, idem, Romans, 205).

155 Murray, Redemption, 123-24. Murray later summarizes his argument in the following: “The righ­
teousness of justification is the righteousness and obedience of Christ (Rom. 5:17-19). Here we have 
the final consideration which confirms all of the foregoing considerations and sets them in clear focus. 
This is the final reason why we are pointed away from ourselves to Christ and his accomplished work. 
And this is the reason why the righteousness of justification is the righteousness of God. It is the righ­
teousness of Christ wrought by him in human nature, the righteousness of his obedience unto death, 
even the death of the cross. But, as such, it is the righteousness of the God-man, a righteousness which 
measures up to the requirements of our sinful and sin-cursed situation, a righteousness which meets 
all the demands of a complete and irrevocable justification, and a righteousness fulfilling all these 
demands because it is a righteousness of divine property and character, a righteousness undefiled and 
inviolable” (ibid., 128). 
156 Murray, “Justification,” in Collected Writings of John Murray, 2:218. As in Redemption and 
Romans, Murray’s discussion of the positive element in justification focuses on Romans 5:12-21. 
For a detailed treatment of Murray’s view of imputation and the importance of federal headship 
in understanding it, see The Imputation of Adam’s Sin (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and 
Reformed, 1959). Since this book deals extensively with Romans 5:12 it will be considered in 
chapter 3. 
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32:8), therefore equating justification with forgiveness, there is no rea­
son to think that Paul is defining justification as forgiveness.157 

Justification cannot be thought of solely in terms of forgiveness because 
it involves not only the removal of guilt but also God’s acceptance—an 
acceptance that requires positive obedience, which in turn, can only 
come from the imputation of the obedience of Christ.158 

One element in Murray’s discussion of justification, and salvation in 
general, that should be noted is his strong emphasis on “the central truth 
of the whole doctrine of salvation,” that is, union with Christ.159 

Imputation, as vital as it is for Murray, is nevertheless secondary to union 
with Christ; indeed, “the concept is richer than that of imputation.”160 It 
is 2 Corinthians 5:21 that provides the “fullest expression” of the truth 
contained in Romans 5:17-19.161 Believers have Christ’s righteousness 
imputed to them, but they are also identified by that righteousness: 
“Christ is ours, and therefore all that is his is ours in union with him and 
we cannot think of him in his vicarious capacity or of anything that is his 
in this capacity except in union and communion with his people.”162 

There are scholars who use the traditional language, but who do so 
with hesitancy or in language more nuanced and without the same detail 
found in the writings of some traditional Reformed theologians. Leon 
Morris states that while it is “impossible” to deny that Paul taught the 
imputation of righteousness, he goes on to say that “he [Paul] never says 
in so many words the righteousness of Christ was imputed to believers, 
and it may fairly be doubted whether he had this in mind in his treat­
ment of justification.”163 Similarly, George Ladd admits that “Paul never 

157 Murray, Romans, 134. Paul’s point, according to Murray, in linking justification with forgiveness, 
particularly in the quote from Psalm 32, is to further emphasize grace through faith over against 
reward of merit (ibid., 135). Even with his strong theological presuppositions, Murray judiciously 
recognizes Paul’s emphasis on forgiveness in this text. 
158 Murray, “Justification,” 213, 218. Murray says that “it is prejudicial to the grace and nature of 
justification to construe it merely in terms of remission. This is so to such an extent that the bare 
notion of remission does not express, nor does it of itself imply, the concept of justification” (ibid.). 
159 Murray, Redemption, 161. The last chapter of Redemption is devoted to union with Christ because 
“the whole process of salvation has its origin in one phase of union with Christ and salvation has in 
view the realization of other phases of union with Christ.” 
160 Murray, “Justification,” 214.

161 Ibid.

162 Ibid., 214. Is there an echo of Luther here? Murray’s language sounds similar to, “Christ’s righ­

teousness becomes our righteousness and all that he has becomes ours, rather he himself becomes

ours.” See above, 26.

163 Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, 3rd rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 282.
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expressly states that the righteousness of Christ is imputed to believ­
ers.”164 Ladd nevertheless holds to imputation on the grounds that “[i]t 
is an unavoidable logical conclusion that people are justified because 
Christ’s righteousness is imputed to them.”165 

In Thomas Schreiner’s treatment of Paul the emphasis is on the con­
nection between Christ’s atoning death and the “reckoning” of righ­
teousness, as well as the eschatological nature of justification, but the 
discussion focuses on forgiveness rather than imputation of positive 
righteousness.166 In his Romans, Schreiner, taking the traditional view 
regarding the corporate solidarity between Adam and Christ with 
humanity, states that for “those in Christ, God graciously imputes 
Christ’s righteousness” and that “he [God] reversed the baleful results 
of Adam’s sin by imputing the righteousness of Christ to us.”167 As in 
his comments on Romans 4, Schreiner refrains from further defining the 
mechanics of imputation. 

Likewise, Douglas Moo’s comments on Romans 4 focus on the rela­
tionship between imputation and forgiveness in connection with Paul’s 
emphasis on justification apart from works, without further recourse to a 
discussion of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness.168 In Romans 5:19, 
Moo holds that while Paul may have Christ’s “active righteousness” in 
mind, he is nevertheless emphasizing Christ’s obedience to death on the 
cross.169 Interpreting kaqivsthmi (5:19) within Paul’s “forensic categories,” 
Moo insists that “to be righteous” means to be “judged acquitted, cleared 
of all charges, in the heavenly judgment.” Once again, the discussion cen­
ters on what was referred to above as “mere forgiveness.” Moo does, how­
ever, add: “It seems fair . . . to speak of ‘imputation’ here.”170 

Two recent challenges to the traditional view of imputation deserve 
to be noted since neither scholar is associated with the New Perspective. 

164 George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, rev. ed., ed. Donald A. Hagner (Eerdmans: 
Grand Rapids, 1993), 491. 
165 Ibid., 491.

166 Thomas R. Schreiner, Paul, Apostle of God’s Glory in Christ: A Pauline Theology, (Downers

Grove: InterVarsity, 2001), 205.

167 Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1998), 290. As with Cranfield, Moo, and Murray, I will deal more extensively with 
Schreiner’s commentary in the following two chapters. 
168 Douglas Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 266.

169 Ibid., 345.

170 Ibid. n.145. Moo, like so many other interpreters, is more nuanced in his discussion of Paul than

that found in some systematic treatments. 
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First are the arguments put forward by Mark Seifrid, who defends a tra­
ditional Protestant view of justification against the views of scholars like 
Sanders, Dunn, and Wright. “It is worth observing” says Seifrid, “that 
Paul never speaks of Christ’s righteousness as imputed to believers as 
became standard in Protestantism.”171 Seifrid’s main objection to the tra­
ditional formulation is that it “treats the justifying verdict of God as an 
immediate and isolated gift.” As a result: “The justification of the believer 
is thereby separated from the justification of God in his wrath against 
us.”172 There is, moreover, no need to posit imputation in order to under­
stand Paul’s doctrine of justification because “forgiveness” for Paul 
encapsulates all of justification. What is missing in the traditional formula 
is an understanding of the eschatological nature of Christ’s death, burial 
and resurrection as the “prolepsis of the final judgment and the entrance 
of the age to come.”173 The formulation of justification, and hence impu­
tation, that focuses on the past event of the cross as part of an order of 
salvation, rather than an eschatological reality grasped by faith, creates 
categories that ultimately lead to a disjunction between “justification and 
obedience.”174 

Another challenge to the traditional view comes from Robert 
Gundry who, after considering the primary texts, concludes: “The 
notion [imputation of Christ’s righteousness] is passé, neither because of 
Roman Catholic influence nor because of theological liberalism, but 
because of fidelity to the relevant biblical texts.”175 Gundry laments that 
imputation plays such a central role in “The Gospel of Jesus Christ: An 
Evangelical Celebration” because it renders the document “deeply 

171 Mark A. Seifrid, Christ Our Righteousness: Paul’s Theology of Justification (Apollos: Leichester, 
UK; Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2000), 174. It is interesting to note two things: (1) Seifrid under­
stands himself to be following in Luther’s tradition regarding justification in general as well as impu­
tation in particular. (As seen above, Luther’s discussion of imputation is not the language found in 
later Reformers; thus, Seifrid has a legitimate claim about Luther’s position on imputation); and (2) 
Seifrid adamantly opposes Sanders, Dunn, and Wright—all of whom are highly critical of the tradi­
tional formulation of justification (whether Lutheran or Reformed), and all of whom deny the tradi­
tional doctrine of imputation. This illustrates the fact that criticism about imputation does not stem 
from the New Perspective alone, but also from quarters aligned with reformational theology. 
172 Ibid., 174. 
173 Ibid., 175. 
174 Ibid., 175. 
175 Robert H. Gundry, “Why I Didn’t Endorse ‘The Gospel of Jesus Christ: An Evangelical 
Celebration’ . . . Even though I Wasn’t Asked To,” Books & Culture (January/February 2001): 9. 
Thomas Oden’s response to Gundry,”A Calm Answer to a Critique of ‘The Gospel of Jesus Christ: 
An Evangelical Celebration,” and Gundry’s reply, “On Oden’s ‘Answer,’” both appear in Books & 
Culture (March/April 2001): 1-12, 39 and 14-15, 39, respectively. 
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flawed.”176 The reason: “That doctrine of imputation is not even bibli­
cal. Still less is it ‘essential’ to the Gospel.”177 Gundry’s essay, though 
brief, is important because it contains interpretations of the “imputation 
texts” (Rom. 4:1-8, 5:12-21; 2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 3:6; Phil. 3:9; and oth­
ers) that directly oppose traditional exegesis. This essay drew a quick 
response not only from Thomas Oden, but also from John Piper, who 
answers Gundry’s objections while defending the traditional position.178 

CONCLUSION 

This historical overview illustrates that it can be difficult to speak gen­
erally of “imputation.” Although many theologians may use “imputa­
tion” as shorthand to mean the imputation of the active and passive 
obedience of Christ, with which he gained for us our forgiveness of sins 
by dying under the curse of God’s law and also merited our positive righ­
teous standing before God on the basis of his perfect fulfillment of God’s 
law, it is wrong to think that if one does not hold to this entire formula, 
one therefore rejects “imputation.” Even the phrase employed fre­
quently for convenience in this work, “the traditional view/idea of impu­
tation,” could be interpreted to mean there is really only one way to 
conceive of imputation and that all others are therefore false, and likely 
heretical. That is certainly not the intention here. 

There are “views” of imputation, not a general concept of imputa­
tion. Whether imputation is thought of primarily as relating to union 
with Christ or as forgiveness or as simply a rather minor Pauline 
metaphor, or is translated as “reckoned” without further comment, or 
whether “faith” itself is the righteousness imputed, or whether it is 
defined according to the “traditional view,” it is still a view of imputa­
tion. This does not make every view correct as long as it employs the 
term “imputation”—far from it. Such a perspective, however, helps 

176 Gundry, “Why,” 9.

177 Ibid.

178 John Piper, Counted Righteous in Christ: Should we Abandon the Doctrine of the Imputation of

Christ’s Righteousness? (Wheaton: Crossway, 2002). Piper’s work is a direct response to Gundry con­
centrating on the exegesis of the texts disputed by Gundry and most closely associated with the tra­
ditional view. Not surprisingly, the same basic texts that are the focus of this study are those Piper 
discusses as well. Gundry has followed up the pieces in Books and Culture with, “The Nonimputation 
of Christ’s Righteousness,” in Justification: What’s at Stake in the Current Debates, eds. Mark 
Husbands and Daniel J. Treier (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2004), 17-44. 
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establish a good frame of reference for the work of exegesis and bibli­
cal theology. If we bear in mind that imputation is not a monolithic term 
even in theological discourse, perhaps we can avoid jumping to extreme 
conclusions before weighing the evidence found in the text. 

Secondly, it is evident in the modern era, especially in the twentieth 
century, that the texts in Paul that serve as the proofs for the traditional 
view of imputation are interpreted in ways quite different from the tra­
ditional interpretations. There is also a divergence of interpretations 
among contemporary scholars and theologians. Certainly the differences 
can be explained in part by the rise of biblical theology. Many biblical 
theologians eschew language reminiscent of systematic or dogmatic the­
ology, and “imputation” is notoriously thought of as a “systematic cat­
egory.” Also, the inductive and descriptive nature of biblical theology, 
while providing a guard against unfounded deductions, often (and often 
purposely) prevents any kind of synthesis. These observations aside, it is 
worth taking note of the fact that to a large degree the traditional view 
of imputation does not receive the same degree of emphasis among bib­
lical theologians as it did (and still does) among systematic theologians. 
Perhaps it is more helpful to say that it receives a different kind of empha­
sis. But for many, imputation does not appear on the horizon at all. That 
observation alone justifies a reexamination of imputation. 

We now turn again to Paul. Taking this historical overview as a 
point of departure and as the background for the rich, historical dis­
cussion into which we have entered, attention from this point on focuses 
on the “key” texts in Paul traditionally associated with imputation. 





T W O  

The Reckoning of

Righteousness: Abraham,


Faith, and Imputation


OF ALL THE TEXTS associated with imputation, Romans 4 has the best 
claim as an “imputation text.” The reason for this is simple: the word 
logivzomai appears more often in Romans 4 than in any other single text 
in the Bible. Paul’s quotation of Genesis 15:6 brings the subject of impu­
tation to the foreground: “Abraham believed in God and it was reck­
oned to him for righteousness.” The question is not whether Romans 4 
teaches imputation. The question is, what does Paul teach about impu­
tation in Romans 4? This question, does not, or at least should not, 
assume that Romans 4 is “about” imputation in a comprehensive, the­
ological sense of the word. Even Romans 4, the most explicit “imputa­
tion text” in the Bible, is not about imputation in the sense of the entire 
doctrine being spelled out in all its historical fullness. Critics often cite 
texts like Romans 4 and observe that the imputation of Christ’s righ­
teousness is not explicit in Paul’s teaching.1 That observation, however, 
is off the mark. It is not a matter of bringing, much less finding, the entire 
doctrine in any one text. Romans 4 is but a part, albeit a large part, of 
Paul’s theology of imputation. 

Paul introduces imputation to support the main idea that justifica­

1 E.g., Robert H. Gundry, “The Nonimputation of Christ’s Righteousness,” in Justification: What’s at 
Stake in the Current Debates, ed. Mark Husbands and Daniel Treier (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 
2004), 17. 
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tion is, and always has been, by faith rather than works. The reckoning 
metaphor, “reckoned to him for righteousness,” serves the greater point 
that a person stands in a right relationship with God only by faith. Paul 
uses the metaphor of reckoning, taken from Genesis 15:6, to argue that 
there is only one way for anyone, even father Abraham, to stand before 
God. Righteousness before God is not a matter of remuneration. 
Righteousness is, rather, something received as a gift; it is reckoned, not 
earned—in fact, far from being earned, it is something granted to the 
ungodly. Paul does not develop a new idea here in order to shore up his 
argument; he employs the metaphor from Genesis to show that to be 
“justified as a gift by his grace” (Rom. 3:24) means that one is in a right 
relationship with God by imputation—God imputes righteousness as a 
gift apart from works. 

Romans 4 is located in the context of a larger argument and as such 
it has both explicit and implicit links to what precedes and follows it. 
Seeking to show that justification by faith (3:25) has always been the 
principle that defines God’s relationship with his people, that justifica­
tion is for both Jews and Gentiles equally (3:28), and, therefore, that 
no one can boast in anything other than the grace of God (3:29), Paul 
proceeds to quote Genesis 15:6. Paul confirms what he means by the 
use of another Old Testament quote (Ps. 32:1-2). Paul has shown 
already that justification is “through faith” (3:25),2 and reinforces that 
point in 5:1. Everyone, both Jew and Gentile, may have their sins for­
given and stand accepted before God through the means of faith. This 
accepted status (righteousness), for both Jew and Gentile is conferred 
by God’s reckoning. 

The goal of this chapter is to investigate what Paul means by impu­
tation, the role of faith in regard to imputation, and what Paul primar­
ily emphasizes about imputation in this text. 

ABRAHAM’S FAITH: THE BACKDROP OF ROMANS 4 

When Paul chooses to include Abraham in Romans, he is not simply 
using a handy example that just happens to support his argument, nor 

2 I could cite 3:22 here as well. I am fully aware of the ongoing argument over whether 3:22 contains 
an objective genitive (“through faith in Jesus Christ”) or a subjective genitive (“through the faithful­
ness of Jesus Christ”). Personally I opt for the former. 
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does he merely use Genesis 15:6 as a proof text.3 While Genesis 15:6 is 
not, as we will see, the first time Abraham believed, and subsequently 
not the time of his, so to speak, conversion,4 it is a pivotal moment in 
the biblical narrative. This text is not at all divorced from soteriological 
issues, for it is a central text in the midst of the account of a vital era in 
the unfolding of the history of salvation. It is also a programmatic text 
that establishes a constant principle: the people of God, those with 
whom God initiates and establishes a relationship (i.e., a covenant), will 
relate to God by faith. They must believe in God, and their faith, apart 
from anything else, unites them to God—the very object of their faith. 
On the basis of this faith, they are reckoned righteous. For Abraham, it 
was faith in the promises of God; for Paul and his readers, it is faith 
specifically in Christ—who is the fulfillment of all God’s promises. 

Genesis 15:6 in Context 

Before discussing some of the details of Genesis 15:6, a brief treatment 
of the general context leading up to it is in order. Abraham’s appearance 
in Genesis comes on the heels of yet another low point in the history of 
mankind since the fall, recorded in chapter 3. After the incident in Shinar 
with the building of the tower of Babel (11:1-7), the Lord scattered 
humanity throughout the earth and confused their language (11:8-9). It 
is safe to presume that a substantial amount of time passed between that 
account and what follows, since by the end of chapter 11 distinct regions 
are already established. In the flow of the narrative, however, just when 
the plight of humanity as a result of sin seems to be hopeless, the geneal­
ogy of the descendents of Shem, the son who received Noah’s greatest 
blessing (9:26), appears. The list ends with Terah, a man living in Ur of 
the Chaldees (testimony to the events narrated in 11:8-9), and his son 
“Abram” (11:26-31). 

Out of the chaos of Babel God is creating something new, and in 
doing so he is being faithful to the promises made to Noah and to the 

3 The name “Abraham” will be used throughout for the sake of convenience (except when direct 
quotes and references to specific events require otherwise). I recognize that in most of the cited texts 
his name was still “Abram.” 
4 Although this is similar to comments made by N.T. Wright in What St. Paul Really Said (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 118-19, 125, 133, I am not arguing that this text is not about salvation, I 
am simply saying that neither Moses nor Paul are focusing on when Abraham believed i.e., his con­
version. This seems like a simple enough observation. 
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promise in 3:15. There is a subtle but important point here as well. 
Terah’s genealogy ends with a comment about Abram’s wife: “Sarai was 
barren; she had no child” (11:30). The genealogy that tracks the promise 
comes to an abrupt and seemingly conclusive end—there is no child to 
carry on the bloodline. Though often overlooked, this little comment 
sets the stage for what comes next. Salvation will require a supernatu­
ral work: from Sarai’s dead womb life will come, and through that life 
a blessing to all nations. In the next chapter God will make promises that 
only he, not Abraham, can fulfill. 

In chapter 12 God addresses Abraham directly, telling him to leave 
Haran and travel to a new land (12:1). Following this command are 
God’s promises: 

And I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your 
name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless 
you, and curse the one who curses you; and through you all the nations 
of the earth will be blessed. (12:2-3) 

This call and pronouncement from God to Abraham is significant 
because it ushers in a new era in redemptive history. Dumbrell captures 
this idea when he says “we must not lose sight of the fact that the call 
of Abraham in this passage is a redemptive response to the human 
dilemma which the spread-of-sin narratives of 3–11 have posed.”5 

Secondly, it is clear that well before the narrative reaches chapter 15, a 
relationship that includes the elements of promise, condition, and 
response between God and Abraham is firmly established prior to the 
covenant ceremony (15:7-18).6 

5 W. J. Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation (Carlisle, Scotland: Paternoster, 1997) 47. 
6 In Covenant and Creation, Dumbrell stresses this point in regard to Genesis 15 in several places, 
e.g., 47, 49, 54-56. Dumbrell is concerned to show that covenants are established, not out of the blue, 
but in the context of pre-existing relationships. Dumbrell’s argument that the major biblical covenants 
stem ultimately from an existing antediluvian covenant with creation is strongly opposed by Paul R. 
Williamson (“Covenant,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch, ed. T. Desmond 
Alexander and David W. Baker [Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2003], 141-43). Williamson’s main 
argument is that the text does not say that a covenant is established anytime before the covenant with 
Noah in Genesis 6:18; 9:8-17. One does not, however, have to accept Dumbrell’s conception of an 
antediluvian covenant to agree that a covenant is based on a relationship that already exists. In regard 
to the issue of covenant in general, the position taken in this work, though it will not come up until 
Chapter 3, is that a covenant relationship did indeed exist between God and Adam, and that every 
subsequent, major covenant is a step in the history of redemption to restore and recreate that origi­
nal relationship between God and man. Even if one is disinclined toward a covenant in Genesis 1–3, 
it seems difficult to avoid at least saying that the relationship was “covenant-like.” In this sense one 
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God called Abraham and certain promises accompanied that call. 
Abraham responded by packing up his wife, family, and possessions and 
setting out for Canaan (12:4-6). In 12:7, God appends a specific promise 
of the land to Abraham’s descendants, and then on a mountain east of 
Bethel and west of Ai, Abraham responds to God by building an altar 
and calling on “the name of the LORD” (12:8). Abraham’s obedient 
actions are those of a man who believes what God promised. If 
Abraham did not believe God’s promises, there is no conceivable expla­
nation for his departure from his homeland or of his personal worship 
of God. Abraham trusted God to do as he promised, and his trust is evi­
dent through his actions. 

Several events take place in the narrative between 11:9 and 15:1, 
including a clear example of Abraham’s weakness (12:10-20), the divi­
sion of the land with Lot (13:1-13), Abraham’s defeat of the kings and 
the rescue of Lot (14:1-16), and the meeting with and subsequent bless­
ing from Melchizedek (14:17-19). The event that takes place after the 
division of the land with Lot is worth a special note. God again appears 
to Abraham, telling him to look in all directions as far as he can see, and 
promises to give him all the land he sees (13:14-15). Building upon the 
promises of 12:2 and 12:7, God promises to make the number of 
Abraham’s descendants “as the dust of the earth” (13:16). God then com­
mands Abraham to travel through the land which he is giving him 
(13:17). Abraham moves through the land and after arriving at Hebron 
he responds to God in worship (13:18). At each point in the narrative 
when God appears to Abraham and confirms and further defines the orig­
inal promise given in 12:2-3 (12:7; 13:14-17), Abraham responds posi­
tively to God, just as he did in 12:4-6 (12:8-9; 13:18). Thus, from the 
moment God called him, though not confirmed explicitly in the text, 
Abraham’s faith in God is evident. His obedience is evidence of his faith. 
“By faith,” as the writer to the Hebrews says, “Abraham, when he was 
called, obeyed by going out to a place which he was to receive as an inher­
itance, and he went out not knowing where he was going” (Heb. 11:8). 

might say that covenants are technically redemptive with the instrumental purpose of fulfilling God’s 
will for his creation as first revealed in Genesis 1–3. Williamson, though critical of Dumbrell, never­
theless says that the Noahic covenant contains “clear echoes of the creation narrative . . . [and] sug­
gests merely that God intended, through Noah, to fulfill his original creative intent: they do not 
necessarily presuppose the existence of a covenant between God and inanimate creation or indicate 
that the material in Gen[esis] 1–2 must be understood redemptively” (“Covenant,” 143). 
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Genesis 15:6 

Genesis 15 begins with another appearance of God to Abraham. God 
proclaims, “Do not fear, Abram, I am your shield; your reward will be 
very great” (15:1). This time, however, Abraham’s response is not as sure 
as his earlier responses to God’s pronouncements. Abraham, speaking for 
the first time in the narrative and obviously concerned about the fulfill­
ment of God’s previous promises, since fulfillment is dependent on hav­
ing an heir, asks, “O Lord God, what will you give me, for I am still 
without child, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?” (15:2). 
He then complains that God has yet to grant him an heir and as a result 
a servant will become his heir (15:3). God responds by saying that Eliezer 
will not be the heir, and he shows Abraham the stars in the sky and chal­
lenges Abraham to count them, for the number will be like his descen­
dants (15:4-5)—basically a restatement of 13:16, where the metaphor is 
the dust of the earth. The narrator breaks in and informs us of Abraham’s 
response: “And he believed the Lord; and he reckoned it to him as righ­
teousness” (15:6). The doubt expressed by Abraham in verses 2 and 3 
has disappeared (at least for now, cf., 16:1-6); confronted afresh with the 
promises of God, Abraham stops wavering and believes the promises of 
God, and God counts Abraham’s faith for righteousness.7 

The nature of Abraham’s faith. When the narrator says, “He 
believed in the Lord,” he is telling us that Abraham put his trust in God 

7 I am following the traditional translation of this text, which has God as the subject. This interpreta­
tion is certainly defensible from the Hebrew; it is the interpretation of the Septuagint translator and was 
subsequently employed by Paul. Many scholars have noted the interpretation set forth by Omening, and 
followed by Gaston, that the subject of the phrase is not God but Abraham and consequently it is 
Abraham not God doing the reckoning. The verse is about Abraham’s response to God’s promise in 
that Abraham reckons God’s promise to him as a sign of God’s righteousness. See Manfred Oemning, 
“Ist Genesis 15:6 ein Beleg für die Anrechnung des Glaubens zur Gerechtigkeit?,” ZAW 95 (1983):182­
97; and Lloyd Gaston, “Abraham and the Righteousness of God,” Horizons in Biblical Theology 2 
(1980): 39-68. For arguments against this view see, for example, R.W.L. Moberly, “Abraham’s 
Righteousness,” in Studies in the Pentateuch, ed. J.A. Emerton, Supplements to Vetus Testamentum 41 
(Leiden: Brill, 1990), 106-8, (who points out that the roots of this interpretation can be found in 
Ramban); and, Bo Johnson, “Who Reckoned Righteousness to Whom?”  Svensk Exegetisk Arsbok 51­
52 (1986): 108-15. Part of the argument rests on the assertion that the traditional translation is a result 
of the Septuagint translator rendering the qal imperfect h; , ] ] Æ Æ j vbvjYw with the aorist passive elogisqh. Weavers 
explains the Septuagint translation: “The second clause has been restructured by Gen (the Septuagint 
translator of Genesis) so as to avoid confusion as to the subject and modifier.” John William Weavers, 
Notes on the Greek Text of Genesis, Society of Biblical Literature Septuagint and Cognate Studies Series 
35 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 206. By rendering the second clause with a passive verb and the dative 
modifier auj ` /tw, in contrast to the first clause where Abraham is the explicit subject of the active verb 
ej vpisteusen (“Abraham believed God”), the subject of the second clause (God) becomes clear. “The pas­
sive transform removes all possible ambiguity from the passage” (Weavers, Notes, 206). 
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to keep his promises, that Abraham deemed having God’s promises to 
be as good as having their fulfillment. Simply put, Abraham is trusting 
(/ma) in God to be God.8 Elsewhere in the Pentateuch /ma is exercised— 
or is lacking and therefore its absence condemned—in relation to God’s 
acts, commands, and promises. In Exodus 14:31 the Israelites believed 
in the Lord as a result of the events at the Red Sea. Later in Israel’s wan­
derings the Lord asks how long the people will refuse to believe in him 
“in spite of all the signs that I have done among them?” (Num. 14:11). 
In Numbers 20:12, God equates Moses’ disobedience in hitting the rock 
twice, rather than once as commanded, with unbelief. In Deuteronomy 
1:32 Moses reminds the people that although the same God who deliv­
ered them from Egypt also promised to fight for them in the conquest 
of the Promised Land, they nevertheless refused to believe his word. 

In each case the issue is confidence in the reliability of God and his 
word, i.e., trusting him to do as he says. In the other texts where this 
construction appears, the idea is the same.9 This is the sense of Genesis 
15:6 as well. Abraham’s faith is his belief in God, specifically his trust 
that the one who promised is also able to do what he promised.10 This 
faith is, moreover, oriented toward but not limited to the future.11 

8 The word /ma appears eight times in the Old Testament in the hiphil stem followed by preposition 
B= with God as the object of the preposition. Rather than engaging in a study of the entire usage of 
/ma in the Old Testament, it is better to survey the other places in which the word appears in a sim­
ilar context to help determine the meaning in Genesis 15. Surveys can be found in Alfred Jepson, 
“/ma,” in TDOT, 1:292; J. J. Scullion, “Righteousness (OT),” in ABD, 5:742; R.W. L. Moberly, 
“/ma,” in NIDOTTE, 1:427. 
9 Cf., 2 Kings 17:14; 2 Chronicles 20:20; Psalm 78:22; Jonah 3:5. 

10 This conclusion, reached by comparing texts with similar constructions, seems more fruitful and 
reasonable for the purview of this study than doing a full, lexical study of the meaning of /ma or sim­
ply repeating some other abstract definition, such as, “make oneself secure in Jahweh.” Gerhard von 
Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. 1, trans. D. M. G. Stalker (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 
171. Another interpretation of this text should be noted. Kline suggests that “Abraham believed” is 
Abraham’s “confession of faith in the promises of God” (Meredith Kline, “Abraham’s Amen,” WTJ 
31 [1968]: 8). With reservations, Robertson supports Klines’s idea. O. Palmer Robertson, “Genesis 
15:6: New Covenant Expositions of an Old Covenant Text,” WTJ 42 (1980): 263-64. The verb is 
thus interpreted as having a “delocutive” force. Abraham is declaring his “Amen” (the word “amen” 
derives from /ma) to God’s promise. Robertson believes that by this reading “the text is thus main­
tained in its integrity.” Even though he says that this reading cannot be asserted with “absolute cer­
tainty” it nevertheless “captures the flavor of the affirmation of Genesis 15:5” (ibid.). Robertson’s 
reservations about this reading are actually quite strong. He correctly points out that “establishing 
the possibility of” “a meaning and “establishing” a meaning are two different things. Furthermore, 
he admits that the texts Kline cites in support of this reading are not “altogether compelling” (ibid., 
264 n. 10). This interpretation does not readily commend itself as the most natural reading, and has 
not, apparently, garnered a great deal of support. 
11 It seems von Rad wants to emphasize the future aspect of faith almost exclusively. As he states, faith 
“refers as a rule to God’s future saving act. Belief is an act of trust, a consent to God’s plans in his­
tory” (Gerhard von Rad, Genesis, trans. John H. Marks, Old Testament Library [Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1961], 180). 
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The aspect of /ma in Genesis 15:6 is worth attention because the issue 
of when Abraham believed and why his belief is reported at this point in 
the narrative is an important consideration in the discussion of this text. 
The form (waw + hiphil perfect) may suggest that this is not only a com­
ment that relates to Abraham’s response at that particular time, but is 
characteristic of Abraham’s relationship with God in general. By choos­
ing this construction (the aspect of waw + hiphil perfect is imperfective), 
the narrator could be drawing attention away from a specific temporal 
aspect to a more undefined, less time-connected action. The narrator is 
asserting not only that Abraham believed God’s promise in 15:4-5, but 
that believing, or faith, was his “normal response to the Lord’s word.”12 

It is, moreover, a response based on a prior, established relationship.13 

Simply put, this is not the first time Abraham believed God. The 
Septuagint translator’s choice of a simple aorist (ej vpisteusen) is in keep­
ing with this interpretation (or at least does not argue against it).14 It is 
not surprising that the translator chose an aorist since it is the “default” 
tense, and does not add particular emphasis on the temporal nature of 
Abraham’s belief in Genesis 15:6. The Septuagint captures the imper­

12 Gordon Wenham, Genesis 1–17, WBC, vol. 1 (Waco, TX: Word, 1987), 329. Wenham points out 
that it is unusual to indicate single events in past time with perfect + waw. Imperfect + waw consec­
utive is the more likely construction (ibid. 324). For discussion of this construction, see Gesenius’ 
Hebrew Grammar, ed. E. Kautzsch, 2nd ed., ed. A. E. Cowley (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1910), 330­
39; Paul Joüon, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, trans. and ed. T. Muraoka, Subsidia Biblica 14/2 
(Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1991; reprint 1996), 404. Both Gesenius and Joüon list 
Genesis 15:6 as an unusual occurrence. For a more detailed discussion of the imperfective aspect of 
biblical Hebrew verbs, particularly in narrative literature, see Peter J. Gentry, “The System of the 
Finite Verb in Classical Biblical Hebrew,” Hebrew Studies 39 (1998): 13-20. 
13 Perhaps this is the reason that Abraham’s faith is not mentioned directly until Genesis 15. Abraham 
believed God when he left his home in Haran, but in the narrative an explicit statement regarding 
Abraham’s faith is not mentioned until after the relationship between God and Abraham is firmly 
established in the text. 
14 This observation is based on the idea that the in terms of verbal aspect, the aorist tense carries the 
least semantic weight. Moberly agrees with the idea that Genesis 15:6 should be read not as a “new” 
act on Abraham’s part or as a “deeper or truer response” than what is seen in Genesis 12 or in 
Abraham’s response to God’s promises in 18:14-17 (“Abraham’s Righteousness,” 118). However, 
he is incorrect to say that the ongoing sense of the Hebrew of Genesis 15:6 is “lost in the Septuagint” 
since an aorist rather than an imperfect is selected to translate /m!iA$$h#w. He also points out that the 
Septuagint, and presumably its incorrect rendering of /m!a$h#w with ej vpisteusen, is cited three times in 
the New Testament (ibid. 105). Moberley’s comments seem to rest on the idea that in this text the 
aorist is punctilliar in respect to time. That is, the Septuagint translator, by using an aorist, miscon­
strues the text to mean that only Abraham’s faith at that particular point in time is in view. This could 
be true, but it may here be functioning as a background tense, and thus say little if anything about 
temporal elements in the text, punctilliar or otherwise. See Stanley Porter, Verbal Aspect in the Greek 
of the New Testament with Reference to Tense and Mood, vol. 1 of Studies in Biblical Greek, ed. D. 
A. Carson (New York: Peter Lang, 1989), 17-65; 163-239; idem, Idioms of the Greek New 
Testament, 2nd ed. (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994), 20-26, 35-49. 



THE RECKONING OF RIGHTEOUSNESS 79 

fective aspect of the Hebrew text. The temporal point of Abraham’s 
belief, though not tossed aside, is not the main focus of this narrative. 

Eichrodt levies a strong objection to the idea that Abraham’s response 
of faith in Genesis 15:6 is indicative of and in keeping with a prior rela­
tionship.15 He says that to understand this text, “this impressive picture of 
the decision of faith,” as “only adherence to and perseverance in” a prior, 
established relationship is to “manifestly underrate its importance.”16 

Eichrodt, seeking to emphasize the element of “decision” in faith, which 
is described as “a voluntary surrender of the ego in full awareness of the 
implications of this decision,” isolates the text from the preceding narra­
tive.17 Contrary to most interpreters, he argues that the waw + perfect con­
struction of /ma is evidence for a temporally confined event, something 
happening “for the first time.”18 He cites texts with similar constructions 
as support, but these texts are not ultimately persuasive.19 

Though Eichrodt’s arguments, particularly from grammar, are not 
convincing and in spite of his rather existential definition of faith, there 

15 Contra Dumbrell (Covenant and Creation). 
16 Walter Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, Old Testament Library, vol. 1, trans. J.A. Barker

(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967), 278.

17 Ibid., 278; his emphasis.

18 Ibid.

19 Of the texts Eichrodt cites, only Genesis 21:25 has a verb (jky “reprove”) with waw + perfect in

the hiphil stem. In that text, Abraham “reproves” Abimelech about a well taken by Abimelech’s ser­
vants. This text does appear to show the use of a construction like that found in 15:6 in the context 
of a singular event. By itself, however, this text only suggests that this construction can be used in ref­
erence to a singular event, or that it is only used here in this way, but the imperfective aspect con­
veyed by the verb can be maintained. Wenham notes the “unusual” grammatical construction in the 
context of an event in the past, and suggests that it could be indicative of Abraham’s complaining 
more than once, or frequently, to Abimelech in regard to the well. Gordon Wenham, Genesis 17–50, 
WBC, vol. 2 (Waco, TX: Word, 1994), 92. In Joshua 9:12 the verb hy*h* appears as waw + qal perfect 
referring to bread that “has become crumbled.” The imperfective aspect is clearer here. Another waw 
+ qal perfect appears in Judges 5:26, which speaks of Jael killing Sisera, when she “struck” (<lh) him 
in the head with a tent peg. The context itself may rule out any notion of “repeated” action, but on 
the other hand how many hits does it take to nail a head to the floor with a hammer and tent peg? 
More than one, presumably. However, is the point in time really the issue? Whatever the case, the 
temporal element is certainly not the focus in this text. In Isaiah 22:14, the Lord reveals (hl*G*, here as 
waw + niphal perfect) himself to Isaiah in regard to the punishment of the people’s sin. Again, the 
emphasis is not on the punctilliar nature of the event but that the event simply happened. These texts 
seem to show, to varying degrees, the verbal construction waw + perfect used in what might be 
regarded as “first time” events that “cannot be incorporated into a continuum.” On examination, 
however, the idea of a continuum or a “time” is not emphasized in these texts. Just as imperfective 
aspect does not argue specifically for “continual” action in regard to time, neither does the con­
struction argue for a “first time” event. The temporal element is not of particular importance in any 
of the texts cited by Eichrodt. That is, the “when” of the action is not highlighted in the grammar of 
the text. It is simply a matter that the events described happened, without special emphasis on the 
specific time they occurred. Other factors indicate why Abraham’s faith is highlighted at this junc­
ture in the narrative. 
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is still a sense in which his criticism might help temper the view on the 
opposite extreme. Just as Eichrodt represents an extreme position in his 
assertion that the exact moment of “decision” is at the forefront in 
Genesis 15:6, so also there is a danger of going to the other extreme, i.e., 
de-emphasizing the moment to the extent that it becomes almost irrele­
vant that Abraham’s faith is mentioned in the narrative. Neither the 
recognition that Abraham clearly “believed” before Genesis 15 nor the 
form of /ma, should diminish the significance of the pronouncement at 
this point in the narrative. That “he believed in the Lord, and he reck­
oned it to him as righteousness” at that specific time should not be 
diminished. It is not, after all, a matter of no importance that Abraham’s 
faith receives explicit mention at this point in the narrative, coming as 
it does right before the covenant ceremony. It is precisely this point, this 
moment in the narrative, that has significance, even though it is clear 
that Abraham was already “a believer.” 

Thus, in spite of the importance of recognizing that there is a pre­
existing relationship between God and Abraham before Genesis 15:6, it 
is not the pre-existing relationship itself or Abraham’s actions in the 
course of that relationship that God reckons as righteousness; it is 
Abraham’s faith that the Lord reckons as righteousness. It becomes 
explicit that the covenant which the Lord makes with Abraham is 
entered into (on Abraham’s part) by faith. The Lord’s reckoning of 
Abraham’s faith as righteousness is the entranceway into the covenant. 
So the narrative of Genesis, centuries before Paul, establishes that it is 
not a matter of anything Abraham did, but it was his faith in God, 
including God’s promises, that God reckoned as righteousness. 
Justification by faith is not original to Paul. 

Faith “reckoned.” The meaning of the verb bvj in general Old 
Testament usage is discussed in detail in numerous works. 20 One basic 
sense of bvj can be seen in a text such as Numbers 18:27. The tithe 

20 Ziesler is right to say that since “the meaning of bvj and logivzesqai vary as widely as those of 
‘think,’ ‘count,’ or ‘reckon’ in English, a linguistic examination yields only very limited results.” J. A. 
Ziesler, The Meaning of Righteousness in Paul: A Linguistic and Theological Enquiry (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1972), 180. For general word studies see W. Schottroff, “bvj,” in 
Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament [TLOT], ed. Ernst Jenni and Clause Westermann, trans. 
Mark E. Biddle (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1977), 2:479-82; K. Seybold, “kvj,” in TDOT, 5:228­
45; Hans Wolfgang Heidland, “logivzomai,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. 
Gerhard Kittle, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromily (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), 4:284-92. 
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given by the Levites, which is a tenth of what they themselves received 
as tithes, is reckoned or counted as a tithe of their own produce.21 

Dumbrell narrows the word down to two categories.22 In the first, some­
thing is reckoned (Dumbrell uses “impute”) to a person or thing when 
in reality the facts argue to the contrary.23 If this is the sense in Genesis 
15:6, then God “reckons” Abraham’s faith as righteousness; faith counts 
for something else, namely, righteousness.24 In the second category, 
something is reckoned to a person or thing and the facts argue that the 
“something” is indeed true.25 Thus the “something” is reckoned appro­
priately. For Abraham this would mean that his faith is reckoned for 
righteousness because it really is the case. 

Scholars often note the similarities between Genesis 15:6 and Psalm 
106:31.26 Psalm 106:31 recounts Phinehas’s actions in Numbers 25, 
where he zealously spears an Israelite and a Midianite woman thereby 
bringing a plague to an end. The psalmist says that Phinehas’s act was 
“reckoned to him as righteousness” (hq*d̀x=l! w{l bv#j*T@w~).27 The covenan­
tal context of Psalm 106 should not be missed. The psalm supports the 
idea stated in verse one, that the Lord’s “steadfast love endures forever,” 

Gerhard Von Rad’s idea that “reckoned as righteousness” is derivative of later cultic language in

which the priest declares whether an offering is acceptable has been enormously influential in Old

Testament scholarship (Genesis, 179-80); idem, Old Testament Theology, 1:269 n.170, 379. Aside

from the unsubstantiated documentary reconstruction required to construe the text in this way, the

idea that the phrase is derived from a temple setting is irrelevant to this study.

21 Wenham, Genesis, 1: 329.

22 Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, 53. Dumbrell acknowledges his reliance on Ziesler, The

Meaning of Righteousness in Paul, 180-85. Ziesler, quite correctly, limits his study to texts that con­

tain bvj followed by preposition l (twenty-two occurrences). He narrows these down to thirteen by

eliminating those texts where what is stated is merely “a matter of opinion which is either true or

false, and also places where it is a simple matter of computation.” (Ziesler, Meaning of Righteousness,

180). This approach, utilized above in the discussion of /ma, avoids dictionary-like surveys yielding

results from which the interpreter finally chooses to discuss those texts which most closely resemble,

in form and/or function, the text he or she is examining. While this approach would not work for a

study focusing on the lexical and semantic features of a word, it serves its purpose here. 

23 Biblical examples cited by Dumbrell (ergo Ziesler) are Job 13:24; 19:11; 33:13; 41:27. From the

New Testament he cites Hebrews 11:19. Ibid. 53. 

24 The phrase often used for this sense is “as if.” Though somewhat unfortunate, but probably

unavoidable, this phrase occurs frequently in the writings of those arguing for the traditional for­

mulation of imputation. It is unfortunate because in an attempt to clarify that the believer’s righ­

teousness is not his own but is an “alien” righteousness, i.e., Christ’s righteousness, “as if” language

opens the position to the seemingly valid charge that it amounts to a “legal fiction.” Thus definition

becomes extremely important. 

25 In this category Dumbrell lists Leviticus 7:18; 17:4; Numbers 18:27; 2 Samuel 19:19; Psalm 32:2;

Psalm 106:31; Proverbs 27:14 (Covenant and Creation, 53). 

26 Ibid., 54; Wenham, Genesis, 1:329; Westermann, Genesis, 223; Ziesler, The Meaning of

Righteousness, 181.

27 bvj here is a niphal imperfect, whereas in Genesis 15:6 the form is qal imperfect. The difference in

form does not affect the comparison of the texts.


mailto:bv#j*T@w~).27
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by recounting the Lord’s faithfulness to his covenant people in contrast 
to their unfaithfulness to him. The reason for the Lord’s faithfulness is 
explicit—he remembered “his covenant” (v. 45). The nation’s rebellion 
is clearly interpreted within a covenantal framework. Against the back­
ground of national faithlessness, Phinehas’s action stands out as accept­
able, pleasing, and even expected—again, interpreted in a covenantal 
framework. Phinehas’s action appears, by way of contrast with covenan­
tal disobedience and rebellion, as covenantal obedience and fidelity. 
Given this context, Phinehas’s act is reckoned appropriately; it is reck­
oned as righteousness. This is not a matter of reckoning one thing as 
something else, but of reckoning a thing for what it is. Phinehas’s faith­
fulness to God is reckoned as righteousness, i.e., Phinehas’s righteous act 
is reckoned as righteousness. 

In comparison, the Phinehas text is different from Genesis 15:6 in 
that an established, covenantal setting is absent from the Genesis nar­
rative. Even if one argues that a relationship already exists between God 
and Abraham (which it does), one cannot say that Abraham was in a 
covenantal setting comparable to that of Phinehas—not unless the 
covenant ceremony in Genesis 15:9-21 is somewhat redundant. A sec­
ond difference seems to lie in the fact that for Abraham it is faith that is 
reckoned as righteousness, but for Phinehas it is his action in the estab­
lished parameters of an existing covenant that is reckoned as righteous­
ness. Another way of putting it is to note that the statements are made 
from two different perspectives. Genesis 15:6 comes before a covenant 
is established, while the statement in Psalm 106:31 (as well as the recog­
nition of the action in Num. 25:10-13) is made on the other side of an 
established covenant. Phinehas’s action is reckoned appropriately, that 
is, for what it is. Phinehas’s righteous action is counted as righteousness. 
On the other hand, Abraham’s faith is reckoned as something else— 
namely, righteousness. In Genesis 15:6 it is the the priority of faith that 
is recognized, whereas in Psalm 106:31 it is Phinehas’s action which 
flows from faith that receives attention.28 

28 As D.A. Carson observes, the difference between these two texts is that “the equivalence in that 
case (Ps. 106:28) is not between faith and righteousness, but between a righteous deed and righ­
teousness” (author’s emphasis), (“The Vindication of Imputation: On Fields of Discourse and 
Semantic Fields,” in Justification: What’s at Stake in the Current Debates, ed., Mark Husbands and 
Daniel J. Treier [Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2004], 57). 
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There are important similarities between these texts to which we 
will return shortly. For now, and in spite of the similarity in wording, 
the reckoning of Abraham’s faith seems to have more in common with 
those texts where one thing is reckoned as something else than it does 
with the reckoning of Phinehas’s action. For example, when Laban 
“reckons” his daughters as foreigners (Gen. 31:15), he clearly is not 
asserting that they really are foreign but that for all intents and purposes 
he views them as such. He is counting one thing (flesh and blood daugh­
ters) as something else (foreigners). 29 As we will see shortly, Paul under­
stands clearly the distinctions that can be made between reckonings. 

Reckoned “righteousness.” The end of the second clause of Genesis 
15:6 presents a major difficulty because it opens the door to the mani­
fold discussions surrounding the meaning and use of the qdx word 
group, words typically translated “righteous,” “righteousness,” “just,” 
and “justify.”30 Although some have attempted to construct back­
grounds for some kind of meta-concept for understanding “righteous­
ness” in the Old Testament, no attempts have proved satisfying.31 The 
only consensus regarding the qdx word group is that the words can be 

29 Other examples include Proverbs 27:14 in which a loud morning blessing spoken to a friend will 
be “reckoned a curse” to the inconsiderate early-riser; likewise, Shimei asks David not to “reckon” 
his guilt to him, i.e., to reckon his guilt as innocence (2 Sam. 19:19 [v. 20 Eng.]; cf. 2 Sam. 16:6-8). 
Like the case of Laban and his daughters, in both of these examples, one thing (a blessing; Shimei’s 
guilt) is counted for another (a curse; innocence). Other texts cited above in n. 23. See also Carson 
“Vindication of Imputation,” 58. 
30 For general discussion see B. Johnson, “qdx,” in Theologisches Wörterbuch zum Alten Testament, 
Band 6, ed. G. Johannes Botterweck (Stuttgart: Verlag W. Kohlhammer,1989), 898-923; David 
Reimer, “qdx,” in NIDOTTE, 3: 744-69; J. J. Scullion, “Righteousness: OT,” ABD, 5: 724-36. 
31 For instance, H. Schmid proposes that the main referent behind “righteousness” language is the 
idea of a cosmic world order to which everything should conform (Gerechitigkeit als Weltordnung, 
Beiträge zur evangelischen Theologie 40 [Munich: Kaiser, 1968]). E. Kautzsch set forward the idea 
that the basic concept means to conform to a norm (Über die Derivate des Stammes qdx im 
Alttestamentlichen Sprachgebrauch [Tübingen, 1881]). Ziesler, and many others, propose that 
covenant fidelity or covenantal behavior is the main idea behind the root (Meaning of Righteousness, 
e.g., 40-42); Ziesler also provides a nice summary of much of the scholarly discussion surrounding 
“righteousness” language in the Old Testament, [ibid., 36-43]). Ziesler recognizes that in terms of 
God’s righteousness as “covenant activity” there is a broad range of connotations in different con­
texts, thus, “mercy in one situation, triumph in another, judgment in another, the establishment of 
good government and good justice in another” (ibid., 41). In terms of human righteousness, “it is 
clearly a possibility only within the covenant” (ibid., 42). The view of righteousness as covenantal 
fidelity is also held by Dumbrell, and he summarizes his view by saying that “righteousness in the Old 
Testament basically indicates behavior consistent with the nature of a relationship already estab­
lished” (Covenant and Creation, 54). The view that righteousness equals covenant faithfulness will 
be explored further in chapter 4. 
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used in a variety of ways depending on context.32 This observation is 
hardly groundbreaking. 

The difficulty of determining a single definition or concept of “righ­
teousness” is evident even when comparison is limited to uses of the 
same form found in Genesis 15:6 (hqd; x; ).33 For instance, certain actions 
can be characterized by “righteousness,” as in Genesis 18:19 where 
Abraham’s descendents will keep the Lord’s way, and inherit the bless­
ing “by doing righteousness and justice.” Similarly, in Deuteronomy 
24:13 the act of returning a pledged cloak “will be righteousness” to the 
one returning it. The Lord’s future salvation will be achieved by a branch 
from David who will “execute justice and righteousness in the land” (Jer. 
33:15). The Lord can bestow righteousness as a gift: “he has covered me 
with a robe of righteousness” (Isa. 61:10), and, “as the earth brings forth 
its shoots . . . so the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to 
spring forth before all the nations” (61:11). 

An ideal that characterizes a way of life may be described as “righ­
teousness.” An example of this is Proverbs 8:1: “I walk in the way of 
righteousness.” In the same way, Proverbs 11:19 says, “He who is stead­
fast in righteousness will live” and 12:28, “In the path of righteousness 
is life.” God’s own “righteousness,” which he manifests in the deliver­
ance of his people, is contrasted with the Israelites “who are far from 
righteousness” (Isa. 46:12-13). Righteousness may also be a status one 
has in God: “Only in the LORD, it will be spoken of me, are righteous­
ness and strength” (Isa. 45:24).34 In Isaiah 51:1 God calls on those “who 

32 See Ziesler (The Meaning of Righteousness, 23-32), who divides the qdx group between two larger 
categories, namely, (1) instances where the word group relates to human activity, and (2) where God’s 
activity is in view. These two main categories are then further subdivided. John Reumann provides a 
summary of Ziesler’s categories, along with some of his text references, in Righteousness in the New 
Testament: Justification in the United States Lutheran—Roman Catholic Dialogue, (Philadelphia: 
Fortress/New York: Paulist, 1982), 14-15. It should be noted that Ziesler has come under heavy fire 
for falling into “the temptation of imposing modern categories on word usage” (Mark A. Seifrid, 
“Righteousness Language in the Hebrew Scriptures and Early Judaism,” in Justification and Variegated 
Nomism, vol. 1, The Complexities of Second Temple Judaism, ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and 
Mark A. Seifrid [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001], 422). Seifrid faults Ziesler for 
“providing his own definition of ‘forensic’ usage, i.e., righteousness which has to do with ‘status’ and 
not activity or behavior.” Seifrid’s final verdict is, “the resulting statistics in which Ziesler makes a dis­
tinction between ‘forensic’ usage and that having to do with ‘activity’ . . . are virtually worthless” (ibid.). 
Seifrid’s criticisms noted, Ziesler’s two main categories both contain several subdivisions, and even if 
the two divisions are not satisfactory, his list still illustrates the broad usage of the word group in the 
Old Testament even when an attempt is made to narrow usage down to two basic categories. 
33 The following is a limited number of examples used to illustrate the point. 

34 Verse 25 goes on to say, “In the Lord all the offspring of Israel shall be justified (qdx) and will

glory.”
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pursue righteousness” and tells them to “look to the rock from which 
you were hewn, and to the quarry from which your were dug.” And 
then, significantly, he directs them to Abraham: “Look to Abraham your 
father and to Sarah who bore you” (v. 2). What follows is a prophecy 
concerning God’s salvation of his people.35 

What then shall we say about the meaning of “righteousness” in 
Genesis 15:6? It is clear from just a few of the approximately 240 occur­
rences in the Old Testament that hqdx has a wide range of meaning and 
a great deal of overlap within its range. If we try to establish neat cate­
gories between forensic and ethical righteousness based merely on the 
word itself in the abstract or try to choose from among its various uses 
we will likely miss the most important point for understanding the 
nature of righteousness in this text—righteousness in this text is reck­
oned to Abraham. But in general “righteousness” is typically connected 
to actions that one should do. An exception is Isaiah 61:10 where righ­
teousness is described as a robe surrounding its wearer. In that case, righ­
teousness is more like a granted status than an action one should do. 

Reimer observes that whether the subject is lawkeeping (Deut. 
6:25), returning a pledge (Deut. 24:13), Phinehas and his spear, or 
Abraham’s belief in God’s promises, there is “the notion that an appro­
priate action has been recognized and approved.”36 Reimer’s observation 
is right, but at the same time it can become problematic to speak of 
faith’s being recognized as “an appropriate action” in the way that 
defending God’s covenant and character, returning a pledge, or keeping 
the law is an appropriate action—particularly if the result is a declara­
tion of righteousness. That is not to say that faith is somehow “inap­
propriate,” but only to point out that if both faith and what one does 
are equally accepted or established norms by which one is counted righ­
teous, then we are faced with two ways by which righteousness may be 
declared. A misunderstanding at this point could lead one to conclude 
that righteousness could be attained either by what one does or by faith. 

What does it mean for God to declare Abraham’s faith as righ­
teousness? Simply put, it means that a declaration that would normally 

35 Note that those “who pursue righteousness” are told to consider the one who believed God and

was reckoned righteous.

36 David J. Reimer “qdx,” in NIDOTTE, 3: 753.
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be declared on the basis of what one does has been granted on the basis 
of faith. In this way “righteousness” refers to a status declared by God. 
By faith, Abraham stands before God as one who has fulfilled every stan­
dard and condition expected by God. If God declares that Abraham is 
righteous, it means that God himself views Abraham as a righteous per­
son. The surprising turn in the story is that “righteousness,” typically 
associated with what one does, is here declared on one who believes. We 
will leave it for Paul to make it more surprising still. 

If it is right to view the reckoning in Genesis 15:6 as one thing (faith) 
being reckoned or counted for something other than what it actually is 
(i.e., “righteousness), then the coupling of bvj and hqdx further estab­
lishes the meaning of this text. In the Deuteronomy texts cited above, 
Moses says explicity that keeping the law “will be righteousness for 
you” (6:25), and that returning a poor man’s cloak “will be righteous­
ness for you” (24:13). There is no confusion in either text; if a person 
desires to be righteous, then he must keep the law (which includes 
returning a cloak). So if an Israelite child were to ask, how can I be righ­
teous? the answer would have been, “keep the law.” Keeping the law is 
righteousness, and is the standard by which one will receive either bless­
ing or cursing.37 This point is reiterated in 8:1: “The whole command­
ment that I command you this day you shall be careful do do.” It is 
abundantly clear that righteousness is linked to doing the law. Yet in 
regard to Abraham, his faith is not righteousness to him, but his faith, 
rather, is reckoned to him as righteousness. Faith is not reckoned as 
belief in the way that keeping the law is righteousness; faith is reckoned 
for something it is not, i.e., righteousness.38 

It is difficult to interpret “righteousness” in this text as referring to 
some sort of ethical or behavioral norm done by Abraham and then rec­
ognized by God. Abraham, in fact, was on the verge of fulfilling God’s 
promise for himself through Eliezer. Nevertheless, “righteousness” is 

37 As made clear in Deuteronomy 7–8, and especially in chapters 27–29. 
38 Not only does this fit the context of Paul’s use of this text in Romans, it fits Paul’s use of it in 
Galatians 3 as well. There Paul contrasts hearing and faith (by which the Spirit is received), supported 
by Genesis 15:6, with “works of the law.” In both Romans and Galatians Paul seems to want to make 
it clear that a right standing before God is not first a matter of what one must do, but a matter of 
faith in God, and in both letters he goes to Genesis 15:6 to make his case. This interpretation is, admit­
tedly, open to Reimer’s criticism; namely, that it derives from a “Pauline trajectory” (though hope­
fully it is not too bound by “dogmatic restraints”). Reimer, “qdx,” 754-55. 
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declared—not on the basis of what Abraham did, but God counts 
Abraham’s faith in him and his promises as righteousness. 

It is instructive to note that the narrator chose this time in the nar­
rative to make the statement concerning Abraham’s faith. What follows 
in 15:7-19 is the covenant ratification ceremony. The ceremony indicates 
that the relationship between God and Abraham is confirmed, because 
the ceremony presupposes a relationship in good standing, and this is 
precisely what is affirmed in 15:6. Thus the events narrated in verses 7­
19 do not initiate the relationship between God and Abraham—they 
affirm the relationship through the ratifying of the covenant, and they 
establish the sure future of that relationship.39 Genesis 15:6 thus serves 
to provide the established basis for the ratification ceremony. Abraham’s 
status before God, indicated by the reckoning of “righteousness,” is def­
initely established in the narrative prior to the ratification of the 
covenant. Just as circumcision presupposes a covenant (Gen. 17; Rom. 
4:9-12) as the “sign and seal of the righteousness, which is of faith” 
(Rom. 4:11b), so too does the ratification ceremony presuppose an 
established relationship (15:6). 

A similar situation exists in Numbers 25. God recognizes Phinehas’s 
zeal “in that he was jealous with my jealousy” and establishes a 
covenant with Phinehas and his descendants (vv. 10-13). Phinehas’s act 
demonstrates that a prior relationship exists between him and God; oth­
erwise he would not have been “jealous for his God” (v. 13). The ensu­
ing covenant both confirms a prior relationship and, more importantly, 
establishes the certainty of that relationship in the future. In spite of the 
different contexts, the accounts of Abraham and Phinehas are quite sim­
ilar at this point. Yet again, the difference is that Phinehas’s action is in 
an already established covenant and those actions lead to another 
covenant between God and Phinehas and his offspring. 

Abraham, on the other hand, though already in an existing rela­
tionship with God, is not in the same sort of covenantal setting. It is not 
an action measured against a set of established covenantal standards; it 

39 Ronald Youngblood notes that “formalizing a covenant (as in Genesis 15) assumes previous 
(Genesis 12) as well as present and future relationships.” (“The Abrahamic Covenant: Conditional 
or Unconditional?” in The Living and Active Word of God: Studies in Honor of Samuel J. Schultz, 
ed. Morris Inch and Ronald Youngblood [Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1983], 32). 
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is faith in God that is reckoned as righteousness. And again, it seems to 
be a matter of the direction from which one views the events. 

The antecedent for Paul’s argument in Romans is the reckoning of 
Abraham’s faith as righteousness apart from works in general, the law, 
or circumcision.40 Though the interpretation might be new to some of 
Paul’s opponents—indeed, it was new to Paul after the Damascus 
Road—Paul asserts that his message was right there in the Old 
Testament all along. With this background sketch we now turn to Paul. 

FROM ABRAHAM TO THE PRESENT: IMPUTATION AND 
FAITH IN ROMANS 4 

Most scholars agree that Paul’s use of Abraham in Romans 4 stands, to 
different degrees, in opposition to the understanding of the patriarch in 
contemporary Jewish interpretation.41 Contrary to some Jewish litera­
ture that often focused on Abraham’s obedience or his works as the 
ground for God’s acceptance of him—and even the ground that secured 
the election of Israel—Paul seeks to show that Abraham is rather the 
“father” of all who are accepted by God on the basis of faith, not on the 
basis of works.42 In Jubilees, for instance, at a very young age Abraham 
distances himself from his father and his idols and prays to God to keep 
him from “the straying of the sons of men” (11:16-17); he lectures his 
father on the evils of worshiping idols (12:2-5); and at age sixteen he 
burns down a house of idols (12:12), all of which happens before God 
appears to him in Haran.43 In the literature of second temple Judaism, 

40 This is precisely Paul’s point in the subsequent verses. In verses 9-12 Paul reminds his readers that 
the reckoning of Abraham as righteous took place prior to his circumcision. Similarly, in verses 13­
17 he shows that the promise is through “the righteousness of faith” (v. 13) rather than through the 
law, thus including Gentiles as well as Jews. 
41 E.g., William Baird, “Abraham in the New Testament: Tradition and the New Identity,” 
Interpretation 42 (1988): 375; Michael Cranford, “Abraham in Romans 4: The Father of All Who 
Believe,” NTS 41 (1995): 71-88; C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, vol. 1, ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1975), 228-30; James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1–8, WBC, vol. 38a (Dallas: Word, 1988), 200-201; 
Douglas Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 256-57; 
Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, BECNT, vol. 6 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 215-17. 
42 The list of texts in Jewish literature that stress Abraham’s works and/or his testing with Isaac is 
repeated, and often discussed, in numerous places throughout the literature on Romans 4. Among 
those texts most frequently cited are: Sirach 44:19-22; Jubilees 17:15-18; 24:11; 23:10; 2 Baruch 57:2; 
1 Maccabees 1:52; and, 4 Maccabees 14:20. For various discussions of Abraham in Jewish literature, 
see Gerhard Mayer, “Aspekte des Abrahambildes in der hellenistisch-jüdischen Literatur,” EvT 32 
(1972): 118-27; Dunn, Romans 1–8, 200-201. 
43 Translation of Jubilees taken from, James H. Charlesworth, The Old Testament Peseudepigrapha, 
vol. 2 (New York: Doubleday, 1985), 79-80. 
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as Gathercole points out, Abraham’s “justification is presented . . . as 
God’s legitimate pronouncement upon a man who has acted according 
to the Law and been found faithful in his trials.”44 

It seems likely, at the risk of mirror-reading, that Paul had these sorts 
of ideas in mind when he wrote this section of Romans, and a grasp of 
the issues is helpful for a general understanding of the text.45 For our pur­
poses, however, the important issue to grasp is that Paul cites a text that 
his Jewish opponents would likely have used against him. Paul names 
Abraham as the support for his argument that justification is not by a 
mix of faith and works46 but by faith apart from works. Thus, while 
Paul’s opponents might well point to the merits47 of Abraham’s faith, 
Paul turns and asserts that it is Abraham’s faith alone that God counts 
as righteousness. Paul, contrary to some Jewish literature, asserts that 
righteousness before God is only a matter of grace, and shockingly, a 
matter of God’s justifying “the ungodly” (v. 5)—the “ungodly,” includ­

44 Simon J. Gathercole, “Justified by Faith, Justified by his Blood: The Evidence of Romans 3:21–4:5,” 
in Justification and Variegated Nomism, vol. 2, ed. D.A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, Mark A Seifrid 
(Grand Rapids: Baker; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 156. 
45 In recent years this issue has received more emphasis than anything else in Romans 4, due in large part 
to the arguments set forth by the people more or less associated with the New Perspective on Paul. The 
main impetus for the debate centers around whether first-century Jews really believed that Abraham was 
justified by his “works.” There are, of course, many nuances to this debate, and to describe a New 
Perspective view on Romans 4 is impossible in this context. The issue in Romans 4 is indicative of the 
debate in general. For both general discussion and also specific discussion on Romans, including chap­
ter 4, see J. D. G. Dunn, “The New Perspective on Paul,” in Jesus, Paul, and the Law, (London: SCM, 
1990), 183-214; idem, Romans 1–8; idem, Romans 9–16, WBC (Dallas: Word, 1988); idem, The 
Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian 
Judaism (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1977); idem, Paul the Law and the Jewish People (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1983); N. T. Wright, “Romans and the Theology of Paul,” in Pauline Theology, vol. 3, ed. D. 
M. Hay and E. E. Johnson (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); idem, “Romans,” in The New Interpreter’s 
Bible, vol. 10, ed. Leander Keck (Nashville: Abingdon, 2002). The works of these three scholars are 
listed because their works (especially Sanders and Dunn) are most closely associated with the New 
Perspective on Paul. I am aware of the (often dramatic) differences between, say, Sanders, Dunn, and 
Wright. I am simply citing a general trajectory, not asserting that those scholars cited above represent a 
unified front called “the New Perspective.” For a challenge to the New Perspective, specifically in regard 
to Romans 1–5, see Simon J. Gathercole, Where is Boasting?: Early Jewish Soteriology and Paul’s 
Response in Romans 1–5 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002). Also, Gathercole’s more recent work, cited 
above (“Justified by Faith”), deals specifically with Romans 3:21–4:5, and like Where is Boasting? argues 
against interpretations associated with the New Perspective. 
46 It is not that first-century Jews believed in salvation by works alone. The literature, rather, points 
to an admixture of faith and works, so that “the emphasis on the works of Abraham in Jewish liter­
ature could easily lead to a synergism that is lacking in Pauline theology” (Schreiner, Romans, 216). 
Schreiner’s comments play off those of G. N. Davies, Faith and Obedience in Romans: A Study in 
Romans 1–4, Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series 39 (Sheffield: JSOT 
Press, 1990), 155-58. Even given Paul’s emphasis on the necessity of works in the life of the believer, 
it is never a case of “justification by faith and. . . .” 
47 Carson cites Mekhilta on Exodus 14:15 (35b), and Mekhilta 40b, in this regard, “The Vindication 
of Imputation,” 56. 
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ing Abraham.48 It is this “crucial component” in Paul’s argument that 
sets his understanding apart from other contemporary perspectives.49 

One of the more striking examples from Jewish literature is 
1 Maccabees 1:52: “Was not Abraham found faithful in testing, and it 
was reckoned to him for righteousness?” Not only does the author inter­
pret Genesis 15:6 through the events in Genesis 22, but the declaration 
of 15:6 is appended to Genesis 22.50 

There seems also to have been at least a strand of Judaism that not 
only recognized Abraham for his “righteousness” but also for the role 
Abraham himself played in the events surrounding God’s call to him to 
leave Ur. For instance, the Apocalypse of Abraham goes to great lengths 
to describe Abraham’s dissatisfaction with the gods of his father. This 
dissatisfaction culminates in Abraham’s asking the true God to reveal 
himself (7:12). Though we cannot be sure how representative these texts 
may be, they do support the notion that at least some Jews viewed 
Abraham rather heroically, and incorrectly, as an example (the example) 
of how one is righteous before God.51 

Even a small sampling of Jewish literature suggests that Paul dis­
agreed with much of the typical, contemporary Jewish interpretation of 
Abraham, and that his understanding of the operative role of faith in the 
life of Abraham stood in contrast to the views held generally in the 
Judaism of his day.52 

48 Thus contra Sirach 44:20-21, in which the promises made to Abraham in Genesis 12 and 15 are 
practically the inference drawn from Abraham’s faithfulness during testing: “Who kept the law of the 
Most High, and was in covenant with him: he established the covenant in his flesh and when he was 
proved, he was found faithful. Therefore he assured him by an oath, that he would bless the nations 
in his seed, and that he would multiply him as the dust of the earth, and exalt his seed as the stars, 
and cause them to inherit from sea to sea, and from the river unto the utmost part of the land.” This 
text is also cited by Dunn, Romans 1–8, 200. 
49 Gathercole, “Justified by Faith,” 157. “Paul wants accurately to portray the spiritual condition of 
Abraham at his justification, that is, that Abraham was not justified on the basis of obedience (Rom. 
4:2) but rather on the basis of faith (4:3), of grace (4:4), by the God who justifies the ungodly (4:5), 
(ibid). 
50 Undoubtedly, James 2:14-26 comes to mind here. In that text James does view Genesis 15 through 
the lens of later events in Abraham’s life. I would argue that James, however, is not following the tra­
ditions of Paul’s opponents. James does not contrast faith and works, or vaunt works over faith, or 
make faith and works identical, but comments on the impossibility of a true faith that does not work. 
James, moreover, argues that Genesis 15:6 was “fulfilled” by Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac 
(Genesis 22). The declaration made in 15:6 was shown to be true by the events that followed. 
51 These texts also provide more evidence for the assertion that James, like Paul, was not in step with 
much of the Jewish tradition about Abraham.

52 Richard Hays (“Have We Found Abraham to Be Our Forefather according to the Flesh? 

A Reconsideration of Rom 4:1,” NovT 27 [1985]), and N. T. Wright (“Romans and the Theology

of Paul”) are correct to discuss the true identity of Abraham’s children in this text—but not to the
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Abraham, Faith, and Works in Romans 4 

In chapter 4 Paul expands and develops one of the main concepts of the 
letter up to this point, i.e., faith. At the end of chapter 3 Paul declares 
that rather than abolishing the law, we “establish the law” through faith 
(3:31). Paul does not, at this point, further take up the subject of the law, 
but carefully sets forth an extended discussion to show that his argument 
is supported by the patriarch Abraham, specifically in regard to justify­
ing faith as that which is, and always has been, what characterizes the 
people of God. The identification of God’s people and soteriology go 
hand in hand.53 The very presence of Abraham directs attention to mat­
ters of soteriology, since Abraham’s position vis-à-vis Israel is grounded 
in redemption, for as Isaiah says, it was “the LORD, who redeemed 
Abraham” (29:22). 

Paul has already established that “faith” means specifically faith in 
Christ as the propitiatory offering for sin (Rom. 3:21-26), that “faith” 
is the operating principle in the gospel he preaches (1:17), and that his 
divinely appointed mission is to “bring about the obedience of faith 
among the Gentiles” (1:5). Paul continues his argument into chapter 4 
by bringing out the “Father” of all who believe, not only to contrast 
faith with works in justification, but to make it clear that “faith” has 
always been the basis for the relationship between God and his people, 
those whom God justifies. 

At the risk of over-simplifying, Paul’s thought in these five verses can 

exclusion of soteriology. It does not have to be a case of “either/or.” Paul not only speaks of 
“Abraham our forefather according to the flesh,” but also of Abraham “the father of all those who 
believe,” Jew and Gentile, all “who also follow in the footsteps of our father Abraham” (4:11-12). 
Schlatter’s comments are appropriate and apprehend the larger argument of the chapter: “‘We’ is used 
in the context of the Jewish consciousness, but it does not denote that the instruction about Abraham 
has significance only for the Jewish component of the community. Jews and Gentiles are made one 
in the community.” Adolph Schlatter, Romans: The Righteousness of God, trans. Siegfried S. 
Schatzmann (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1995), 108. 
53 As Schreiner points out: “The theme that binds 3:27-31 and chapter 4 is that all peoples are justi­
fied by faith” (Romans, 209). If by “soteriology” one means only “conversion,” or a detailed dis­
cussion of the mechanics of God’s salvation, then I agree with Hays and Wright and affirm that this 
text is not about “how one becomes saved.” But saying that the text is not primarily concerned with 
soteriology is going too far. The presence of Abraham, a former idol-worshipper who became the 
patriarch of Judaism, argues that soteriology is a central part of this text. The larger context also 
argues for a concern with soteriology in this text through the uninhibited display of the sinful con­
dition of humanity that has resulted in God’s condemnation (1:18–3:20; 3:23), and Paul’s linking of 
forgiveness and justification with the death and resurrection of Christ (4:25). The people of God are 
identified explicitly as those who believe in Christ who died under the just condemnation of God in 
their place for their sins (3:25). An absolute separation between covenantal and soteriological themes 
is unwarranted. The two themes exist in harmony. 
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be reduced to the following: righteousness is received by faith, not as 
wages earned by working. The garv in verse 2 focuses the question found 
in verse 1, “What, therefore, shall we say Abraham, our father accord­
ing to the flesh, has found?”54 What about Abraham, one of the most 
venerated figures in Jewish thought? How does he fit into this discus­
sion about how all people, both Jews and Gentiles, are justified by faith 
and have no reason to boast in their own works (Rom. 3:21-31)? Paul’s 
answer is simple: Abraham has no reason to boast, because not even 
Abraham was justified by works. 

So the life of Abraham, rather than proving an exception to Paul’s dis­
cussion thus far as the Jewish interpretations of Abraham seem to argue, 
is the supreme example that verifies exactly what Paul is saying.55 The 
boasting Paul excludes in 3:27 is denied to Abraham as well. While 

54 Hays’s argument that kata; v J vsarka modifies eurhkenai is noted but is not within the scope of this 
discussion. R. B. Hays, “Have We Found Abraham to Be Our Forefather according to the Flesh?” 
76-98. See also, N. T. Wright, “Romans and the Theology of Paul,” 40; idem, “Romans,” 489-90; 
and M. Cranford, “Abraham in Romans 4,” 71-88. It must be noted that although Wright and Hays 
agree on the translation, they, for a time, differed in their reading of the text. While Hays, at least in 
the article “Have We Found Abraham,” understands Paul to mean, “Have we [Jews] found 
Abraham,” Wright reads the text as, “Have we [Christians, both Jews and Gentiles] found Abraham 
to be our forefather according to the flesh.” According to Wright, his reading makes sense of the con­
text of Romans 4 and of Paul’s use of the word “found” (“Romans,” 490-91). Wright’s emphasis is 
important for understanding the significance of Paul’s repeated claim that both Jews and Gentiles have 
the same standing as the people of God (1:16; 2:10; 3:23, 29; 10:12). Hays has since come to agree 
with Wright’s reading. See Wright, “Adam, Israel, Christ,” in Pauline Theology, vol. 3, Romans, ed. 
D. M. Hay and E. E. Johnson (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 81. For responses to this interpretation, 
see Moo, Romans, 259-60; Schreiner, Romans, 213-14; and, Gathercole, Where is Boasting? 234­
36. Schreiner remarks that “the immediately succeeding verses answer the question as to whether righ­
teousness is by works; they do not concern the nature of Abraham’s paternity. The specific question 
in verse 1, then, is whether the case of Abraham validates the contention in 3:27-28 that righteous­
ness is by faith rather than works” (Romans, 213). Gathercole points out that both Hays and Wright 
are motivated by a desire to show that the issue here is the identity of the family of Abraham rather 
than soteriology—a distinction that Gathercole regards as “misleading” (Where is Boasting? 234-35). 
As above, I would suggest that the question regarding the nature of righteousness and the question 
of who are the true children of Abraham are complementary trajectories in this text. After verse 8 
Paul goes on to show that those who follow Abraham in his faith (i.e., his true children) are none 
other than those who are saved by faith rather than works. I do realize that the position Hays and 
Wright hold is based on the idea that salvation by “works” is not really at issue here. My point is 
that Abraham’s paternity and soteriology go together in Paul’s argument. 
55 Michael Cranford takes exception with interpretations, like this one, that view Abraham as an 
“example” or as paradigmatic for Christian life or faith. In this text “Abraham is not viewed as an 
example of Christian faith, but is instead used by Paul to show why Gentiles can be considered mem­
bers of God’s people.” He states further: “Abraham provides the reason why Gentiles experience sal­
vation, not the example of how an individual becomes saved” (“Abraham in Romans 4,” 73). While 
I agree with Cranford (as above with Hays and Wright) that this text is not primarily about how some­
one “becomes saved,” in the sense that it is not a treatise on Abraham’s, or anyone else’s, conversion 
experience, I do not agree that the text can be reduced to the issue of “Jewish ethnicity and faith as 
competing boundary markers of God’s people.” Leaving aside the issue of “boundary markers,” it 
seems that regardless of one’s interpretation of Romans 4, the idea of Abraham serving as an “exam­
ple” in some sense is impossible to avoid. A phrase like “follow in the footsteps” is an indication that 
an “example” of some sort is established. 
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acknowledging the difficulties in the conditional sentence,56 whether 
Abraham could boast of his works before men is not really the ultimate 
issue in this verse.57 The point seems to be that Abraham, the ungodly (v. 
5), cannot be justified before God on the basis of works; therefore he has 
no grounds for boasting. Since Paul’s larger aim is to show that justifica­
tion is on the basis of faith, and since “work(s)” are here contrasted with 
faith, and, moreover, since God is clearly the one who judges (reckons) a 
person’s status, it is fair to say that whatever respect works gain in the eyes 
of men is hardly the issue.58 Paul’s concern is the way God views the situ­
ation, and the idea of boasting before God is already ruled out (3:27).59 

Paul grounds his thought about Abraham in Scripture. The distinc­
tion between faith and works is solidified in his quotation of Genesis 
15:6.60 The meaning is clear: Abraham’s faith was counted by God for 
righteousness. However this may be explained, there is no other way to 
read Genesis 15:6: “Abraham believed in God, and it [Abraham’s faith] 
was reckoned to him for righteousness.”61 This of course raises the ques­

56 The protasis, eij ; ; j [ j vgar ’Abraam ex ergwn edikaiwqh, which would seem to be an “unreal” or “con­
trary to fact” condition, is followed by kauv [ [chma ecei, the verb ecei being a present (typical of a “real” 
condition), rather than the imperfect that one would normally expect in the apodosis of an “unreal” 
condition. Fitzmyer explains the construction by saying that Paul’s “thoughts get ahead of his expres­
sion” (Romans, 372-73). Fitzmyer goes on to say that even if Paul means to say that Abraham could 
boast before men he is “speaking on a theoretical level.” Paul will, however, “eventually reject this 
idea too” (ibid.). 
57 Barth speaks of Abraham’s boast before men in terms of the due wages paid to a worker (4:4): “As 
a worker, Abraham has his reward: if not in the book of life, yet nevertheless in the book of the his­
tory of religion, in the record of the achievements of great men and of delicate souls.” Yet this reward 
of recognition “has no bearing upon his righteousness before God.” Karl Barth, Romans, trans. 
Edwyn C. Hoskyns (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933; reprint 1968), 122. U. Wilckens argues 
that the Paul does not deny Abraham’s boast before men, only before God (Der Brief an die Römer, 
teilband 1, Röm. 1–5, Evangelisch-Katholischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament 6.1 [Zurich: 
Benziger/Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1978], 261). 
58 Calvin comments: “Moses does not relate what men thought of Abraham, but the character which 
he had before the tribunal of God” (John Calvin, The Epistles of Paul to the Romans and 
Thessalonians, vol. 8 of Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries, trans. Ross MacKenzie, ed. David 
W Torrance and Thomas F. Torrance [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1960], 84). 
59 As Fitzmyer states: “Thus Paul aligns Abraham with the rejection of boasting in 3:27. In reality, 
not even Abraham can boast, because his upright status before God comes from divine grace and 
favor. Paul can so conclude, because his conclusion is based on the premise of 3:27” (Romans, 373). 
See also Cranfield, Romans, 228; Moo, Romans, 214-15; Schreiner, Romans, 214. 
60 Paul’s quotation follows nearly the exact wording of the Septuagint. The differences are (1) in the 
Septuagint, kaiv j v j v ;precedes episteusen and Romans reads, episteusen de, and (2) Paul uses the spelling 
(’Abraa;m rather than ’Abram. Neither of these differences is significant. The first may be due simply 
to a slightly different text (after all, we do not know exactly what text(s) of the Septuagint Paul used); 
whatever the case, the difference is insignificant. As for spelling, Paul merely uses the form that appears 
after Abram’s name is changed to “Abraham” in Genesis 17. 
61 Murray is entirely right to say that “we must not, for dogmatic reasons, fail to recognize that it is 
faith that is imputed.” (John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1965], 132). 
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tion as to whether faith itself now becomes a work, or more specifically, 
whether faith itself is being counted as actual righteousness. 

On the one hand it seems clear that faith itself cannot be a work of 
any kind because it is precisely the difference between faith and works 
that Paul explains in this text. It seems like a case of apples and oranges, 
i.e., two different things. Faith lays hold of its object (in this case the 
promises of God) and receives what is freely offered, all the while cling­
ing to its object regardless of circumstances (4:5, 16, 18-21).62 Works, 
in contrast, expect to collect payment as what is rightfully due (4:4). On 
the other hand, if “faith” is counted as righteousness, that is, if “righ­
teousness” consists in faith, then faith does appear to be filling in for a 
work, or at least functioning in a similar way.63 In this sense, faith reck­
oned as righteousness would be similar to “wages reckoned . . . as what 
is owed” (v. 4). One works, then collects wages; one believes, then is 
reckoned righteous. Two issues need to be addressed: (1) Paul’s contex­
tual discussion of “faith”; and (2) Paul’s use of logivzomai. 

“Faith” in context. In 3:24-26 Paul speaks of faith in specific terms. 
In verses 24-25 it is “through faith” that one is justified on the basis of 
Jesus’ sacrificial death, and in verse 26 Paul says that God is “the justi­
fier of the one who has faith in Jesus.”64 In these verses faith has a spe­

62 It can be misleading at times to speak of faith as either “active” or “passive.” When faith perse­
veres, as described by Paul in 4:18-21, or by Hebrews (chap. 11), how can one speak of it as “pas­
sive”? The distinction between faith and works is likely the cause of the emphasis on faith as 
something that is only passive. Passive faith, however, can appear oxymoronic. At the same time, it 
is not “active,” if “active” means that faith generates its own initiative or accomplishes its own ends. 
Thus we can say that faith “receives,” but we can also say that faith “acts.” Even a “mental” act such 
as trusting (for one must conclude in one’s mind (heart) that an object is trustworthy before “acting” 
on that trust), has an active element to it. Faith does not require us to build a “passive” hedge around 
it to protect it from becoming a work. 
63 Robert Gundry notes Paul’s contrast between faith and works and argues that the righteousness 
“consists of faith.” He states: “Since faith as distinct from works is credited as righteousness, the righ­
teousness of faith is a righteousness that by God’s reckoning consists of faith, even though faith is 
not itself a work” (“Why I Didn’t Endorse ‘The Gospel of Jesus Christ: An Evangelical Celebration’ 
. . . Even though I Wasn’t Asked To,” Books and Culture, January/February [2001]: 8). Gundry’s 
interpretation (and to be fair, Gundry’s article is not exegetical, so all his arguments are not spelled 
out in any kind of detail) implies that Abraham’s faith was properly reckoned; that is, his faith was 
reckoned for what it is, i.e., “righteousness.” This is in contrast, for example, to Genesis 31:15 where 
Laban “reckons” his daughters to be “foreigners.” There is nothing inherently “foreign” about them, 
but he counts them as though they are foreigners. For all intents and purposes they become “foreign,” 
but it has nothing to do with any “foreign” quality they possess which Laban recognizes and then 
reckons to them. 
64 This construction (to; j v j `n ek pistew~ Ihsou), causes some interpretive problems. Wright, in line with 
his reading of 3:22, renders this as a subjective genitive, “out of the faithfulness of Jesus” (Romans, 
474). This is similar to G. E. Howard, “Romans 3:21-31 and the Inclusion of the Gentiles,” Harvard 
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cific object (God, Jesus), and justification is through faith in the object. 
It is important to notice that faith is instrumental in justification.65 One 
is not justified on the grounds of faith but by faith. The ground of jus­
tification is the propitiatory death of Christ (v. 25). 

Paul’s readers would have processed this information before com­
ing to chapter 4, so that when 4:3 was read (heard) it would make the 
most sense to understand that faith is not itself something that is reck­
oned as righteousness, but that faith unites the believer (Abraham) with 
an object that serves as the ground for righteousness, just as in 3:24-26.66 

Secondly, in verse 4 Paul says that a worker receives wages because he 
earns them—the wages are “reckoned according to what is 
owed”—(logiv ; j vzetai . . .  kata ofeilhma). He makes it clear that the 
worker/wages scenario is different from when something is “reckoned 
according to grace” (logiv ; vzetai kata carin). There is a difference 

Theological Review 63 (1970): 230-31. The arguments for the subjective reading for this verse and for 
verse 22 are not, in my view, ultimately convincing. It is not, moreover, a simple question of grammar. 
For arguments against the subjective reading, see Schreiner, Romans, 185-86 (Schreiner lists four rea­
sons against the subjective reading. These reasons are given at the end of a larger discussion of the issue). 
65 This point is controversial to say the least. However, the instrumentality of faith seems to flow from 
the context of Romans in which, as Carson points out, “Paul is at pains to stress the instrumental 
nature of faith” (Vindication of Imputation, 65). 
66 The “it” that is reckoned is vital for understanding the text. It is not logivzomai that creates the 
instrumentality in this text, it is the thing reckoned—faith—that is instrumental. Gundry argues, at 
least in part, against any kind of instrumental sense in this text by listing several occurrences of logiv­
zomai both inside and out of the New Testament (The Nonimputation of Christ’s Righteousness, 
19ff). For instance, he cites Psalm 106:31 and later notes that “it is hard, if not impossible to think 
that . . . Psalm 105 (106):31 presents Phinehas’s zeal as the instrument by which an alien righteous­
ness was received” (ibid., 20-21). Three comments are in order. First, the “counting” done in regard 
to Phinehas’s zeal is, as argued above, a counting of a righteous act for what it in fact is in that con­
text—thus it is different than Genesis 15:6 or Romans 4:3. Second, in the texts he himself cites there 
are clearly different kinds of reckonings. When an unwalled village is “counted as open fields” (Lev. 
25:31), and the excess left over after an offering is “counted for the Levites” (Num. 18:30), the idea 
is about how these things will be considered. No wall? Then that village goes into the category of an 
open field. Are there leftovers from the offering? Then those go the Levites. Again, these seem demon­
strably different than faith in God being counted for righteousness. Third, Gundry is in a sense cor­
rect to refer to the instrumental readings of the occurrences of logivzomai as “gobbledygook” (ibid., 
21). They are “gobbledygook” if one refused to differentiate between the things reckoned. Things 
like uncircumcision (Rom. 2:26), and Artemis’s temple (Acts 19:27), unlike faith, are not instruments. 
Gundry of course recognizes that there can be a counting whether or not “what is counted is intrin­
sically what it is counted to be” (ibid., 22). The question is, what it the object in view here? It is, obvi­
ously, “faith, but it is “faith” spoken of in the context of the ungodly being justified, and in a context 
that seems clearly to assert that justification is “by” faith (Rom. 5:1). The very point seems to be that 
an extrinsic righteousness is precisely what is needed for the ungodly to be justified (Carson, The 
Vindication of Imputation, 64). Having no righteousness of their own (Rom. 3:18), and having sinned 
and fallen short of God’s glory (Rom. 3:23), they are “justified freely as a gift by his grace, through 
the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (3:24). Christ was “set forth as a propitiation in his blood by 
faith” (Rom. 3:25). The thrust of the overall argument is that God has provided a righteousness that 
comes from God himself (Rom. 3:21) and that this righteousness is the gift that the ungodly receive 
by faith—faith in the one who justifies the ungodly. Again, what must be settled here is not only a 
case of an argument about texts, but one that concerns Paul’s (and the NT’s) theology. 
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“between merited and unmerited imputation to be preserved.”67 Taken 
together with verse 2, which denies that Abraham was justified by works 
(according to what is owed), the implication is that the reckoning of 
Abraham’s faith as righteousness was not a recognition of faith as the 
righteousness itself, but rather faith was counted for something that 
intrinsically it was not, i.e., righteousness.68 If the “righteousness con­
sists of faith,” it is a matter of faith being reckoned properly, a reckon­
ing what is deserved—the very thing that Paul denies. Verse 5 supports 
this idea by showing that it is not the one “who works” (who, accord­
ing to v. 4, would receive the reward of his labor), but the one who 
“believes in the one who justifies the ungodly”; it is that one whose 
“faith is reckoned as righteousness.” 

Robertson rightly concludes on the basis of parallel texts that the 
reckoning of righteousness must mean that Abraham is reckoned with 
“a righteousness that does not inherently belong to him,”69 but just the 
context of Romans alone rules out the idea of an inherent righteousness, 
whether it be “faith” or otherwise. Not only does Paul declare that there 
is “no one” righteous (3:10), but he has made it clear that justification 
comes only on the basis of the righteousness of God in Christ as revealed 
in the gospel (1:16-17; 3:21-22). 

The parallel construction of Genesis 15:6 found in Psalm 106:31 
need not be a cause of alarm among those defending the traditional view. 
Murray’s discussion of the differences between Genesis 15:6 and Psalm 
106:31 in his interpretation of Romans 4:3 confirms this point. Murray 
notes that the formula is similar in both texts in that something, 
(Abraham’s faith and Phinehas’s act) is counted, imputed, as righteous­
ness.70 He quickly goes on to point out that Genesis 15:6 involves 
Abraham’s faith, but Psalm 106:31 speaks of Phinehas’s zealous act. The 
former has to do with “justification,” while the latter concerns “righ­
teousness in the ethical and religious sense” and “the good works which 
were the fruit of faith.”71 This is another way of saying, as argued above, 

67 Carson, “The Vindication of Imputation,” 60. I find Carson’s arguments against Gundry’s view of 
imputation in Romans 4 convincing and they have clarified my own view. See especially, ibid., 64-68. 
68 Ibid., 18. 

69 Robertson, “Gen. 15:6: New Covenant Exposition of an Old Covenant Text,” 40. Moo cites this

quote from Robertson as well (Moo, Romans, 262). 

70 Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, 131. 
71 Ibid. 
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that in Phinehas’s case, something is reckoned accordingly, whereas with 
Abraham it is a matter of something (faith) being reckoned as something 
that it inherently is not. 

Paul’s use of logiv vzomai. The meaning of logizomai in Romans 4 
lies, not surprisingly, at the center of any discussion about the doctrine 
of imputation in Paul. 

N. T. Wright significantly downplays the importance of the term in 
Paul’s scheme of justification. Wright asserts that logivzomai constitutes 
“[t]he most obvious metaphorical level” in the text, and he warns that 
“we should not allow this unique and brief sidelight to become the 
dominant note.72 Heiland understands Paul as contrasting a Hebrew 
sense of “reckoned,” in which there is no sense of “recording of mer­
its,” with a Greek sense that emphasizes a “statutory reckoning of a 
reward for those who can produce achievements.”73 The illustration 
Paul develops in verses 4-5, in which the concept of “reckoning” is con­
nected to “the one who works” and to “wages,” argues for a com­
mercial or marketplace background in this text.74 Here, however, Paul 
is showing the difference between what happens in the marketplace and 
how the ungodly are justified. 

72 The second level is “the law court,” and the third, and most important, is “the covenant and mem­
bership within it” (Wright, Romans, 491). The word appears eleven times in this chapter. Even allow­
ing for simple repetition, it seems to call for a description of something more than a “brief sidelight.” 
Wright’s reading of this text is informed by his overall interpretation of Romans, particularly empha­
sizing the law court and covenant themes. His description of the role of the “book keeping metaphor” 
is accurate at least within his interpretive framework. At the same time Wright is correct in being cau­
tious not to emphasize imputation at the expense of other issues in Romans 4. 
73 H. W. Heiland, “logivzomai,” TDNT, 4:291. The “Greek” sense is conveyed in the Septuagint trans­
lation of bvj with logivzomai. It is this meaning that dominated in the Judaism that Paul opposed. In 
the text the contrast is between “reckoned according to grace” (Hebrew meaning of bvj in the text 
of Gen. 15:6), and “reckoned according to what is owed” (Greek sense conveyed by logivzomai). 
Heiland’s distinction finds a basis in assertion more than in evidence. 
74 In Louw and Nida’s groupings, logiv v share a semantic domain (Domain 57, “Possess,zomai and misqo~ 
Transfer, Exchange”). Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New 
Testament Based on Semantic Domains, 2nd ed. (New York: United Bible Societies, 1989), 1:558-85 
(logiv ;zomai appears in sub-domain T, “Keep Records,” and misqo” subdomain M, “Hire, Rent Out”). 
Both words appear in more than one domain. Louw and Nida list Romans 4:3 with logivzomai in 57 T 
(ibid., 583). Dunn states that Paul’s use of cavri~ would have also been recognized as a business term in 
this context and cites LSJ as support (Romans 1–8, 203). The entry in LSJ (1978-79), however, gives 
no overtly business or commercial use of the term. Nevertheless, the evidence in Romans 4 supports a 
marketplace background regardless of the range of meaning of cavri~. Dunn (Romans, 203) and Moo 
(Romans, 263, n. 41) both point out the pairing of cav j vri~ and ofeilhma in Thucydides 2.40.4, but the 
significance of the citation is unclear. Dunn merely notes the pairing, and Moo cites the text as an exam­
ple from “secular commercial language.” The text, however, speaks of owing and returning favors in 
friendships, not business. Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, trans. C. Foster Smith, Loeb 
Classical Library, 108 (G. P. Putnam’s Sons: New York, 1919), 326-27. 
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In verses 4 and 5 Paul unpacks his interpretation of Genesis 15:6.75 

Paul uses two examples of reckoning to show exactly what he means by 
his example of Abraham. In both cases something is “reckoned,” that 
is, something is laid to an account, but the underlying principles in the 
two situations are radically different. There is a reckoning based on 
remuneration and there is a reckoning that is a gift. The structure and 
content of the verses make the differences clear. 

Each verse begins with the object of the reckoning. In verse 4 it is 
“the one who works,” while in verse 5 it is “the one who does not work, 
but believes.” In verse 4 the expressed subject, “wages” (oJ misqo~; ), 
comes before the verb, while in verse 5 the expressed subject, “faith” 
(hJ vpisti~), follows the verb. This could indicate that in verse five Paul 
is emphasizing the action of reckoning over “faith,” thus emphasizing 
the distinction between what is earned (wages) and reckoned (v. 4), and 
what is reckoned but not earned (faith, v. 5). In one case what is earned 
is emphasized, while in the other the focus is on the reckoning of what 
is not earned. One is reckoned appropriately for what it is, while the 
other is reckoned as something it inherently is not. In both cases, how­
ever, the reckoning is legitimate; the latter is not “fictional.” Wages are 
reckoned for what is owed, not as a gift. Righteousness, on the other 
hand, is reckoned not as what is owed, but as a gift. 

Thus Paul makes it clear that wage earning is not “according to grace,” 
with the implication being that the reckoning of faith as righteousness is 
according to grace. On one hand, there is a worker who, upon performing 
his job, can rightly expect to collect his wages. There is no favor or special 
treatment involved; it is simply a matter of what is proper in that situation. 
His wages are counted as simply what is owed to him. On the ledger, the 
worker’s column shows that he has been paid his wages. The principle 
behind Genesis 15:6, on the other hand, is that believing, not working, is 
the basis for being counted righteous. This is the message of verse 5. This 
is why Abraham has no boast (v. 2), and why the Scripture says he 
“believed God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness” (v. 3). 

Another element in verse 5 further clarifies Paul’s meaning. In verse 
5, it is not simply “the one who does not work” in contrast to “the one 

75 This discussion is somewhat repetitive of the preceding section on “faith.” Here, however, there is 
a more emphasis on the role of “reckoning.” 
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who works” in verse 4; it is specifically, “the one who does not work, 
but believes in the one who justifies the ungodly,” whose faith is reck­
oned as righteousness. By asserting that Abraham believed in the one 
who justifies the “ungodly”—thus identifying Abraham himself as 
“ungodly”—Paul not only runs against the grain of contemporary 
Jewish thought about Abraham, he makes it clearer that this reckoning 
was not a matter of Abraham’s own righteousness being reckoned as 
righteousness. In other words, as we saw above, the reckoning here is 
not counting something for what it is, it is counting it for something that 
it inherently is not. Here the ungodly are justified, the ungodly are 
declared to be right before God, not by working and then receiving what 
is right for their labor, but by believing—by not working. 

This is precisely the distinction Paul is making. There is a reckon­
ing based on works and there is a reckoning based on faith. Wages, the 
just payment for work accomplished, are reckoned to those who earn 
them, but the righteousness of which Paul speaks here is reckoned to the 
ungodly who believe. The ungodly can have righteousness only as a gift, 
something they can only “receive” (Rom. 3:24).76 

Thus, Abraham is no different from the rest of humanity whose 
“ungodliness” (aj vsebeian) is the object of God’s wrath (1:18)77 and no 
different from other believers, the “ungodly” (aj `sebwn) for whom Christ 
died (5:6). In short, Paul includes Abraham among sinners.78 This verse 
simply asserts something about Abraham that Paul has made abun­
dantly clear about the rest of humanity since 1:18. In this sense Paul is 
not saying anything new; he is merely applying his argument from ear­
lier in the letter to Abraham. The designation, “ungodly” also points to 
the issue of forgiveness of sins that Paul will address by way of Psalm 
32, which will clarify the meaning of “reckon righteous.”79 

As far as God justifying the “ungodly,” there is no need to worry 

76 Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New, 281. 

77 Wright, Romans, 492. 

78 Piper sees, correctly, a clear link between “ungodly” and “apart from works” (v. 6) that confirms

the externality of the reckoned righteousness, thus ruling out anything internal or subjective, includ­
ing faith, as the actual righteousness (Counted Righteous, 68). 
79 Peter Martyr Vermigli comments that when Paul uses the term “ungodly” he means, “a sinner 
which is a stranger from God. . . . But he [God] is said to justify the ungodly because he forgives his 
sins” (Most Learned and Fruitful Commentaries of Doctor Peter Martir Vermilius, trans. H. B. Bolton 
[London: John Daye, 1568], 71). The grammar and spelling of Bolton’s translation have been mod­
ified slightly to conform to modern style. 
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whether this violates Old Testament texts that condemn justifying the 
wicked or acquitting the guilty.80 Paul’s point is to give more evidence 
that Abraham brought nothing to the table that contributed to his jus­
tification. Moreover, we can safely say that the “ungodly” are justified 
ultimately because Christ died for them (3:25; 5:6); God’s just wrath 
against sin has been met; the guilty did not get off scot-free. In the Old 
Testament texts, the idea is that justice cannot be suspended or brushed 
aside, that guilt must be punished, and that right must be upheld. All 
these criteria are met in the substitutionary death of Christ.81 

The Blessing of Forgiveness and the Meaning of 

Imputation in Romans 4 

Paul now brings in another text from the Old Testament to support his 
argument.82 The purpose of the quote from Psalm 32 is evident in the com­
parative conjunction kaqavper “just as.”83 The “just as” tells the reader that 
a second piece of evidence is coming, evidence that will prove the point. The 
primary connection between Genesis 15:6 and Psalm 32 is the word logi-v

zomai.84 The two are also connected in that each involves a declaration. 
Paul introduces the quote by saying: “just as David speaks a blessing on 
the man whom God reckons righteous apart from works” (Rom. 4:6). 
Note that God is the explicit subject of logiv 85 This supports takingzetai.
God to be the implied agent of the passive ej vlogisqh in verse 3.86 

80 For example, in Isaiah 5:23 woe is pronounced on those “who justify the wicked”; Proverbs 17:15 
says that “he who justifies the wicked” is “an abomination to the Lord”; and in Exodus 23:7 God 
says that he “will not acquit the guilty.” 
81 Thus, I am hesitant to posit a “new application of justify” (Moo, Romans, 264). Do we need a new 
application of “condemn” to understand, say, the Father’s role in the death of the Son? After all, 
Proverbs 17:15 also says that the one “who condemns the righteous” is “an abomination to the 
LORD.” Even if some understood Paul’s gospel as contradicting the Old Testament, Paul has answered 
the objection by “drawing out the significance of Christ’s propitiatory death (3:25, 26).” Andrew T. 
Lincoln, “From Wrath to Justification: Tradition, Gospel, and Audience in the Theology of Romans 
1:18–4:25,” in Pauline Theology, vol. 3, Romans, ed. David M. Hay and E. Elizabeth Johnson 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 151. 
82 gez∑råh såwåh. 
83 As often noted, kaqavper (seventeen times in the NT) is accompanied with a textual variant, due 
most likely to the tendency of scribes to change it to the more common kaqw~v . See A. T. Robertson, 
The Grammar of the Greek New Testament in Light of Historical Research (Nashville: Broadman, 
1934), 967; Cranfield, Romans 1–8, 182 (commenting on Rom. 3:4); and Schreiner, Romans, 221. 
84 Fitzmyer, Romans, 376. 
85 Though the form is the same, logivzetai is surely middle here rather than passive as in verses 4 and 5. The 
change in voice is due to the quote from Psalm 32: makav j v | j ; v v J vrio~ anhr ou ou mh logishtai kurio~ amartian. 
Moo notes that the change in voice is in anticipation of the quote from Psalm 32 (Romans, 265, n. 55). 
86 A so-called “divine passive.” 
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There is another grammatical note, and it is that logivzomai is now 
followed by a direct object, logiv vzetai dikaiosunhn. Rather than being 
the object of a prepositional phrase, as in verses 3 and 5, “righteousness” 
is now the object of the verb. It could be that Paul wants to clarify that 
external “righteousness,” rather than faith itself as what is imputed, but 
it is also possible that Paul simply matches the clause structure of Psalm 
32 where logiv J vzomai is followed by a direct object (amartian).87 Thus 
Paul links God’s reckoning righteousness with God’s not reckoning sin, 
or to state it another way, with forgiveness. 

There is also a connection between the prepositional phrase “apart 
from works” (cwri; [~ ergwn), and the prepositional phrase in verse 2, “by 
works” (ej [x ergwn).88 As noted above, justification “by works” is ruled 
out on the basis of Genesis 15:6. In fact, one could turn the conditional 
clause of verse 2 into the proposition: “Abraham was not justified by 
works,” or to put it positively, “Abraham was justified apart from 
works.” It was Abraham’s faith, not his works, that God reckoned as 
righteousness. In verse 6 the phrase “apart from works” modifies “reck­
ons,” and in verse 2 “by works” modifies “justified.” The parallel 
between these phrases creates a connection between justification and 
imputation, with the main idea being that neither is based on works. 

There are, then, two important connections formed in this text: (1) 
God’s reckoning righteousness is linked with God’s not reckoning sin 
(forgiveness), and (2) reckoning righteous apart from works is linked to 
being justified apart from works. These are important elements in the 
discussion of the traditional view of imputation, because some inter­
preters assert that forgiveness is, in this text, equated with the imputa­
tion of righteousness; in other words, faith reckoned as righteousness is 
practically the same thing as saying that a man’s sins are not reckoned 
to him. This is the majority position in contemporary scholarship.89 The 

87 Piper understands this as Paul placing emphasis on the externality of righteousness and the instru­
mentality of faith by the shift of “righteousness” to the direct object slot (Counted Righteous, 58). 
Even if there is no substantial significance to this grammatical shift, the external, objective nature of 
righteousness is clear in the text. 
88 Piper sees the essential parallel with “apart from works” as “the ungodly,” as well as a parallel with 
3:27 (ibid., 58). 
89 It is essential that readers understand that this does not mean that all these scholars equate for­
giveness and justification absolutely. This note has only to do with Romans 4. Though they may reach 
their conclusion for very different reasons, the following are examples of scholars who hold this posi­
tion specifically in regard to this text. Note that this list includes some who hold to a traditional view 
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priority of forgiveness in Romans 4 was also recognized by both Luther90 

and Calvin, who states, “By these words [the quote from Ps. 32] we also 
learn that righteousness for Paul is nothing other than the remission of 
sins. . . . We  are therefore left with the glorious statement that he who 
is cleansed before God by the free remission of sins is justified by faith.”91 

Others, however, assert that Paul is not equating forgiveness with impu­
tation, or justification for that matter, because Genesis 15:6 and Psalm 

of imputation, while others are opponents to the traditional view. That scholars across a broad range 
on the theological spectrum agree at this point indicates that there is no particular anti-theological 
bias driving this interpretation. Dunn, Romans 1–8, 207; Cranfield, Romans 1–8, 233; Daniel P. 
Fuller, Unity of the Bible: Unfolding God’s Plan for Humanity (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 
256; Ernst Käsemann, Commentary on Romans, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1980), 113; Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans, Pillar New Testament Commentary, 
ed. D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 199; Anders Nygren, Commentary on Romans, 
trans. Carl C. Rasmussen (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1949), 171; Schreiner, Romans, 219; 
Schlatter, Romans, 111; Mark A. Seifrid, Christ, Our Righteousness: Paul’s Theology of Justification 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2001), 175; Wright, Romans, 493. 
90 Luther’s extended comments on these verses focus on forgiveness. The following is but an exam­
ple. Commenting on Psalm 32, Luther states: “Thus the man to whom these two evils [offenses and 
sins] are forgiven, behold he is the man whom God regards as righteous. . . .  For by the use of this 
word [iniquity] he is trying to prove that righteousness is given through imputation without works, 
and that this takes place through the nonimputation of unrighteousness. It is the same thing, whether 
we say, ‘to whom God imputes righteousness,’ or, ‘to whom the Lord does not impute sin,” that 
is, unrighteousness.” Martin Luther, Lectures on Romans, Luther’s Works, vol. 25, ed. Hilton 
C. Oswald (St. Louis: Concordia), 271-72. 
91 Romans and Thessalonians, 86. Calvin makes his comments on the equivalence of justification and 
forgiveness in Romans 4 shortly after saying that “it is necessary that Christ should be seen to be the 
one who clothes us with his own righteousness” (ibid., 84). Thus regardless of Calvin’s (or Luther’s) 
larger discussion of justification and imputation, it is clear that when focusing on Romans 4 he under­
stands that being clothed in Christ’s righteousness means that one’s sins are forgiven. Calvin and 
Luther both show restraint in regard to reading all their theology of justification into this one text. 
This same kind of restraint is evident in both Moo and Murray, neither one of whom understands 
justification as equivalent to forgiveness but recognize an emphasis in Romans 4 on forgiveness. 
Neither Moo nor Murray maintain an essential distinction between the quotes of Psalm 32 and 
Genesis 15, nor do they merely equate them without qualification. For instance, Moo states that “the 
forgiveness of sins is a basic component of justification” (ruling out the idea of equating the two) and 
describes Paul as using “this quotation [Psalm 32] to compare justification to the non-accrediting or 
not “imputing” of sins to a person” (Moo, Romans, 266). It is accurate to say that Moo simply does 
not limit Paul’s meaning to forgiveness based on a broader conception of justification. Even though 
Murray points out that forgiveness is not all there is to justification, he sees the emphasis on forgive­
ness in this text, asserting that Paul’s “more restricted interest” should be recognized and notes that 
Paul here teaches “justification as correlative with, if not as defined in terms of, the remission of sins” 
(Murray, Romans, 134). Paul’s purpose explains why justification and forgiveness are so closely 
related here: “The appeal to David and to Psalm 32:1-2, in addition to that said of Abraham, is for 
the purpose of demonstrating that what the Scripture conceives of as the epitome of blessing and felic­
ity is not the reward of works but the bestowment of grace through faith. Blessedness consists in that 
which is illustrated by the remission of sins and not by that which falls into the category of reward 
according to merit. In this passage the correlation of remission and justification and the virtual iden­
tification of the one with the other must therefore be understood in the light of the particular inter­
est of the apostle at this point and must not be enlisted as proof that justification and remission are 
synonymous and reciprocally define each other” (ibid., 135). White notes that Paul’s “blessed man” 
in verse 6 is the one imputed righteous apart from works, and that Paul “defines this in terms of the 
nonimputation of sin” (James R. White, The God Who Justifies [Bloomington, Minn.: Bethany 
House, 2001], 217 [see also, 215]). 
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32 present two constituent parts of justification, i.e., the imputation of 
righteousness and the forgiveness of sins.92 These ideas should be dealt 
with before exploring the rest of Romans 4.93 

“Just as.” Paul’s inclusion of Psalm 32 seems to have more to do 
with content than with personalities. In other words, Paul did not 
choose David but chose David’s psalm that contains a textual parallel 
(logivzomai) with Genesis 15:6. Nevertheless, David’s sin looms in the 
background of this psalm. The forgiven lawlessness and the covered and 
uncounted sin are David’s specifically, as Psalm 32 makes clear. Yet the 
“blessing” is not restricted to David but is spoken on “the man,” any 
man, whom God forgives. Through this psalm David himself becomes 
paradigmatic of the “blessed” man, the “one to whom the Lord does not 
reckon sin”; the man who tries to hide his sin but finds God’s chastise­
ment too much to bear (32:4-5a); and the man who then turns to God 
in repentance and finds that God forgives sin (v. 5b-c). 

In context, this is a man in an established relationship with God, a 
covenant. In contrast to the covenant man Phinehas, this man has 
sinned, and God reckons him righteous apart from works, which par­
allels the justification of the ungodly in verse 5. Like Abraham, this 
man’s faith is reckoned as something that inherently it is not. Thus, being 
without works, there is no basis for reckoning something inherent to 
him; the righteousness reckoned to him cannot consist of faith. If he is 
justified, it is because he has been reckoned righteous according to grace, 
not according to what is owed. This points to something outside him­
self as the basis for his righteousness. He finds forgiveness from God and 

92 Most recently, Gathercole, Where is Boasting? 248; Piper, Counted Righteous, 116-19. There is, 
however, a significant distinction between the trajectories of Gathercole’s and Piper’s interpretations. 
Gathercole simply posits a positive and negative aspect in the text. If there is a negative reckoning, 
there is by definition an implied positive reckoning. On the other hand, Piper’s book, a defense of the 
traditional view, argues strongly against the idea that being reckoned righteous is limited to forgive­
ness, even in Romans 4. 
93 It should also be noted that often a strict distinction between “reckon righteous” and “not reckon 
sin” is asserted by various scholars in the Reformed tradition, and usually described as the “positive” 
and “negative” elements of justification. None of these writers, it must be stressed, see either of these 
elements in isolation or in any way disconnected from the other. A classic example is Turretin, who 
states: “When Paul argues from the remission of sins to the imputation of righteousness (Rom. 4:5­
7), he does not do this on account of their equivalency; as if these two do not differ from each other 
and signify one and the same thing. Rather he does it on account of the undivided connection between 
both.” Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, trans. George Musgrave Giger, ed. James T. 
Dennison Jr. (Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R, 1994), 2:659. 
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sets his hope on God and his promises (vv. 8-11, cf., Rom. 4:18-21), and 
the pronouncement on this man is “blessed.”94 While the formal link 
may be logivzomai, the context of Psalm 32 helps sharpen the focus on 
Paul’s quote of verses 1 and 2.95 

By quoting Psalm 32, Paul identifies the man “whom God reckons 
righteous apart from works” (v. 6) as “the man whom the Lord does not 
reckon sin” (v. 8). The man reckoned righteous is the forgiven man. 
Paul’s emphasis here is on the non-imputation of sins, i.e., forgiveness. 
Considering the text, it is easy to see why Calvin can say that “righ­
teousness for Paul is nothing other than the forgiveness of sins.”96 The 
one on whom David speaks a “blessing” (makarismo~v ) is clearly one of 
those who is declared “blessed” (makavrio~) because their lawless deeds 
are forgiven and their sins are covered (v. 7). That man is blessed because 
God has not reckoned his sin to him (v. 8).97 This is a description of the 
same man whom “God reckons righteous apart from works” (v. 6) and 
who “does not work but believes in the one who justifies the ungodly” 
(v. 5).98 In this way Paul’s discussion of Abraham, of justification with­
out works, and of imputation of righteousness might be summarized 
here by one word: forgiveness.99 

On the other hand, there is the view that Paul is not, even in this 
text, speaking of the imputation of righteousness only in terms of for­

94 Hays suggests that this “echo” has a particular significance since Paul quoted Psalm 51 earlier. “This 
pronouncement is fraught with poignancy for the reader who has already heard the echoes of Psalm 
51 in Rom. 3:4: David, who confessed his own guilt and God’s justice, now speaks blessings in 
acknowledgement of God’s forgiveness.” Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul 
(London and New Haven: Yale, 1989), 55. 
95 Melanchthon was also able to hear echoes. In his commentary he includes an exposition of the text 
of Psalm 32 (Philip Melanchthon, Commentary on Romans, trans. Fred Kramer [St. Louis: 
Concordia, 1992], 111-12). 
96 Calvin, Romans, 86. Quoted above, n. 83. Though holding to the imputation of positive righ­
teousness, Calvin did not see everything in this particular text. 

97 Vermigli links “blessed” with justification and speaks of it as both the non-imputation of sin and

the forgiveness of sin (Epistle to the Romans, 75).

98 Paul’s identification of Abraham as “ungodly” could also have a connection with Psalm 32:5 where 
David says that in response to his repentance God “aj ` ; j v ` J vfhka~ thn asebeian th~ amartia~ mou (“for­
gave the ungodliness of my sins”). Paul’s use of the noun aj vsebh~ is not, however, necessarily influ­
enced by aj v j v and cognates do not appearsebeia in Psalm 32. Hanson’s argument that asebh~ 
frequently in Paul and therefore may point to Psalm 32:5 as the source provides little evidence to sup­
port the idea that Paul is using it here because of aj vsebeia in Psalm 32. Our linguistic sample from 
Paul is simply too small to prove that hypothesis. In support of Hansons’s view, one could point out 
that Genesis 15:6 is clearly the source of Paul’s use of logivzomai (though obviously that is a direct 
quote, not a cognate). One should go no further than Hanson in saying that Paul “may” have pur­
posely selected a cognate. Anthony Tyrell Hanson, “Abraham the Justified Sinner,” in Studies in 
Paul’s Technique and Theology (London: SPCK, 1974), 55. 
99 Paul’s sermons in Acts clearly show the emphasis he places on forgiveness (see below). 
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giveness. By using Genesis 15:6 and Psalm 32:1-2, Paul is showing that 
justification involves both a positive declaration of righteousness and the 
forgiveness of sins.100 While this interpretation may rely a priori on the 
idea that forgiveness is not enough because justification requires both 
forgiveness and positive obedience (active righteousness), it is possible 
to read Psalm 32 as the blessing that accompanies or is pronounced 
(simultaneously) upon the one “whom God reckons righteous apart 
from works,” without appealing to a larger theological synthesis.101 

Read in this way Psalm 32 provides more information about what 
Genesis 15:6 entails.102 Since so much rides on the connection between 
Psalm 32 and Genesis 15, a brief consideration of some of Paul’s other 
Old Testament citations should help shed light on this issue. 

Paul often cites Scripture with a formula such as kaqw; v~ gegraptai 

(“as/just as it is written”). In Romans there are thirteen such citations.103 

For instance, in 1:17 Paul quotes Habakkuk 2:4 to support the state­
ment that “the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith” in 
the gospel. In order to confirm his charge that “both Jews and Greeks 
are all under sin” (3:10), Paul uses a string of Old Testament quotes to 
prove his point from Scripture (3:11-18). Similarly, in Romans 11:8-10 
Paul cites several Old Testament texts to support his statement about the 
hardening of Israel. In these texts and in the others where Paul cites the 

100 For the most part, this is not the emphasis found in exegetical commentaries or in most modern 
scholarship of any stripe (Some people, no doubt, might take this as the best argument for seeing more 
than forgiveness in this text.). As stated earlier, Gathercole is a slight exception at this point. He states: 
“God’s declarative act of justification of the sinner (4:5) requires his act of the “nonreckoning” of sin 
(4:8). However, this is simultaneous with God’s positive reckoning of righteousness on the other side 
of the ledger” (Where Is Boasting? 248). Gathercole does not go into detail about the mechanics of 
the “positive reckoning” and the “nonreckoning” of sin. 
101 As Gathercole (Where Is Boasting?) apparently does; though this may be a supposition on my part. 
Piper grounds his argument exegetically (including his understanding of the meaning of David’s 
“blessing” in regard to Abraham in verse 11) but also appeals to Paul’s assumption that for a person 
to be justified there must be the forgiveness of sins, which “stand in the way of declaring a person 
righteous,” and a positive pronouncement, a “saving blessing”; i.e., “he must be counted righteous” 
(Piper, Counted Righteous, 117-18; my emphasis). 
102 Again, Piper: “When Paul put Psalm 32:1-2 and Genesis 15:6 together, he saw two essential aspects 
of justification: forgiveness and imputation—’blotting out’ and ‘crediting to’” (Counted Righteous, 
118). Piper understands the bookkeeping metaphor in Romans 4:4 as one of the several texts in all 
of Paul’s letters that point to the need for the imputation of righteousness to mean more than the for­
giveness of sins. 
103 1:17; 2:24; 3:4, 10; 4:17; 8:36; 9:13, 37; 10:15; 11:8, 26; 15:3, 9. Outside of Romans, Paul uses 
this formula in 1 Corinthians 1:31; 2:9; 2 Corinthians 8:15, 9.9. Technically, gevgraptai by itself con­
stitutes the formula. I include the comparative particle with it here on account of Paul’s use of kaqavper 
in 4:6. 



106 JESUS’ BLOOD AND RIGHTEOUSNESS 

Old Testament with the formula “as it is written,” the quotations are 
used to clarify, prove, or confirm what Paul is saying.104 

One other text in Romans is worth special notice. In Romans 9:10­
13 Paul uses the example of Esau and Jacob in his discourse on election, 
which is at heart based on his interpretation of Old Testament teaching. 
He quotes Genesis 25:23, “The older will serve the younger,” as part of 
the basis of his interpretation. He then cites another passage of Scripture 
as the ultimate support for his argument. This second text is linked to 
Genesis 25:23 with the formula, “as it is written” (kaqw; v~ gegraptai), 
“Jacob have I loved but Esau have I hated” (Mal. 1:2-3a). As in Romans 
4, Scripture is used to interpret Scripture. Paul uses the quote from 
Malachi 1:2-3 to clarify the meaning of Genesis 25:23 and the principle 
of divine election that lies behind it. 

The application of these texts to Romans 4 could be met with the 
objection that unlike the other texts, the citation of Psalm 32 does not 
begin with the quotation formula “just as it is written.” Even if one 
observes that there is still a Scripture quote introduced by a compara­
tive particle (kaqavper), there is yet the objection that since the typical 
formula appears so often in Romans, Paul could have, and indeed prob­
ably would have, used the same formula if he had been citing Scripture 
in the same way. This objection is answered by the fact that there is more 
than one form of quotation formula in Paul, and that the phrase “David 
says” (Daui; vd legei) is one such formula.105 The phrase “David says” is 
no different from “Scripture says,” and the particle “just as” is possibly 
used here in place of “just as it is written,” in order to place a particu­
lar emphasis on the agreement between Psalm 32:1-2 and Genesis 15:6 
and its declaration about the imputation of righteousness.106 

In other words, following his normal practice, Paul quotes an Old 
Testament text to make his point unmistakably clear; he does not intro­

104 Dunn, Romans 1–8, 44. It was Dunn that pointed me in this direction and to Ellis’s and Fitzmyer’s 
work. 
105 E. Earl Ellis, Paul’s Use of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957), 92. As Ellis points 
out, the word levgei is also used in conjunction with “the Scripture” and “God,” and sometimes by 
itself without an expressed subject. 
106 As Ellis states: “The [introductory clauses] are particularly important in showing Paul’s attitude 
to the Old Testament. Even in the Greek world the formula kaqw; v~ gegraptai was used with refer­
ence to the terms of an unalterable agreement; for the Jew it signified much more—the unalterable 
Word of God. ‘The Scripture says’, ‘God says’, and ‘Isaiah says’, are for Paul only different ways of 
expressing the same thing” (ibid., 23). 
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duce a second element in his argument by citing the Old Testament. 
Paul, therefore, does not use a quote to raise a further implication that 
may or may not be clear, but rather to make his point explicit. That is 
the vital observation gained by looking at other Old Testament quota­
tions. Paul wants to expel, not add, any notion of ambiguity, the point 
being that the reckoning of righteousness to Abraham (who was 
“ungodly”) is here explained by the non-reckoning of sin. The blessing 
of forgiveness interprets the blessing of imputed righteousness in this 
text. The one to whom God imputes righteousness is the one whose sins 
are forgiven. 

There is one more piece of evidence that supports the argument that 
Paul intends to stress forgiveness in this text as the main idea behind 
being “reckoned righteous.” After the introductory formula, Paul inserts 
a quick interpretation of the words he is about to quote from Psalm 32. 
Paul says that the “blessing” (makarismov v~ is clearly the makario~ in 
Psalm 32) is spoken specifically “upon the man whom God reckons righ­
teous apart from works” (v. 6). There is no mention of “works” in Psalm 
32, yet Paul says explicitly that the blessed man, the one whose “law­
less deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are covered” is the one reckoned 
righteous “apart from works” (v. 7). This parallels Abraham’s not being 
“justified by works” (4:2). Abraham was not justified by works, but 
rather his faith was reckoned to him for righteousness (4:2-3). 

This is just like David’s blessing on the man who is reckoned righ­
teous apart from works, that is, the man who is forgiven. That the 
phrase, “the blessing upon the man whom God reckons righteousness 
apart from works” comes after the introductory formula, “just as David 
also says,” could be an indication that Paul is emphasizing that being 
reckoned righteous apart from works is the blessing of forgiveness.107 If 
so, then Paul makes it clear by inserting an interpretive phrase that the 
quote is supporting what he has said and not providing another element 
to the structure of his argument.108 

Moving outside Romans for a moment, this interpretation of Paul’s 

107 Fitzmyer, Romans, 375. Fitzmyer only points out the emphatic position of the added phrase. I drew 
the possible implication. 
108 Why precisely Paul inserted the phrase after the introductory formula is difficult to say. It will be 
noted, however, that Paul never inserts phrases between an introductory formula and the following 
Old Testament quote anywhere else in Romans (cf. 3:4; 9:13; 10:15; 11:8). At any rate, the argument 
does not stand or fall on this point. 
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meaning in Romans 4 matches the emphasis in Paul’s sermons in Acts.109 

While granting that Luke does not record the sermons in full, it is strik­
ing that this one word summarizes Paul’s gospel. Of particular interest 
is Acts 13:38-39, where Paul links “forgiveness” through Jesus with 
being “justified from all things from which you were not able to be jus­
tified by the law of Moses.” In 26:16-18 Paul recounts the purpose for 
which Jesus himself appointed him an apostle: “in order that they may 
receive forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who have 
been sanctified by faith in me.”110 The point here is not to assert that Paul 
makes “forgiveness” the whole of his soteriology, but that he does not 
always include every soteriological aspect or detail in his proclamation 
of the gospel. 

Paul’s emphasis in Romans 4, the thing which he wants to make 
explicit by his citation of Psalm 32, is that the imputation of righteous­
ness has primarily to do with the forgiveness of sins. This statement must 
not be (mis)interpreted, by implication, to mean that justification is the 
forgiveness of sins. Justification is not an absolute synonym for forgive­
ness. That the imputation of righteousness is here explained as the for­
giveness of sins simply means that Paul is developing one aspect, one 
metaphor, of his doctrine of justification, which itself is one aspect of his 
overall doctrine of salvation. 

Secondly, it is biblically sound to think of forgiveness itself as a pos­
itive standing before God. The sacrificial texts in the Pentateuch, for 
instance, consistently refer to a person being forgiven as a result of sac­
rifices offered.111 This observation fits the context of Romans up to this 
point in the text quite well. What is important to note is that the Old 
Testament does not have a sense of “mere” forgiveness, but often speaks 
exclusively in terms of forgiveness to describe what people need from 
God, desire from God, and what God promises to give or warns that he 
will withhold. Forgiveness is presented as that which is needed for a 
restored relationship with God. So, whether it is pleading and seeking 

109 I am well aware of the scholarly debate concerning the differences between Paul’s theology and 
the theology of Luke-Acts. I am, however, proceeding here on the presupposition that there is com­
patibility between the theology of Paul and the theology in Luke-Acts. 
110 It is conceivable that “and an inheritance” would be interpreted by some as implying a positive 
standing beyond forgiveness. Though certainly in the context, Paul is speaking of the full status among 
the people of God inherited by the Gentiles. 
111 E.g., Lev. 4:20, 26, 31, 35; 5:10, 13, 16, 18; 6:7; 19:22; Num. 14:19; 15:25-26, 28. 
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forgiveness (Ex. 32:32; Deut. 21:8; 1 Kings 8:30),112 the denial of for­
giveness (Josh. 24:19; Neh. 4:5; 2 Kings 24:4; Isa. 2:9; Jer. 18:23), 
promised forgiveness (2 Chron. 7:14; Ps. 65:3; Jer. 31:34; 36:3; Hos. 
1:6), or describing God as a God of forgiveness (Neh. 9:17; Ps. 86:5; 
Dan. 9:9), the Old Testament concept of forgiveness encompasses a 
much broader perspective than is sometimes accorded to it in discussions 
about imputation. 

The Imputation of Righteousness 

When the imputation of Christ’s righteousness is considered from 
Romans 4, one first observes that Paul never links explicitly the imputa­
tion of righteousness with the righteousness of Christ. There is no explicit 
mention of Christ in any connection until verses 24 and 25.113 The con­
tent of the imputed righteousness is, however, already spelled out as the 
righteousness from God that is ours through Christ on the basis of 
Christ’s work on our behalf (3:21ff). It is difficult to see how Paul’s read­
ers would not have this referent in mind when they came to Paul’s dis­
cussion of “reckoned righteous” in chapter 4. That Paul is making an 
explicit statement about Christ’s so-called active obedience as being reck­
oned to the believer for a positive standing before God is more difficult 
to discern here. The link with forgiveness, however, is clear, and Paul 
speaks of forgiveness itself as a positive standing. After cataloging the sins 
and the hopeless condition of both Jews and Gentiles (1:18–3:9), which 
concludes with a sweeping indictment on the human race from an array 
of Old Testament texts (3:10-18), Paul speaks of the new and promised 
manifestation of God’s righteousness in Jesus Christ, which is by faith 
“for all who believe, for there is no distinction; for all have sinned and 
have fallen short of the glory of God” (3:22-23). Those who believe, 
though they are included in the “all who sinned,” are “justified freely by 
his grace through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus” (v. 24). 

Thus, the overturning of the sin condition and the wrath of God is 
applied through justification by faith in Jesus. Paul will then say explic­
itly that it is Jesus “whom God set forward as a propitiation in his 
blood” (v. 25), and that faith is the instrument of appropriating Christ’s 

112 See also, 1 Kings 8:34, 36, 50 (cf. 2 Chr. 6:21, 25, 27, 30, 39); Ps. 25:18; 79:9; Dan. 9:19. 
113 A point made by Gundry and others (The Nonimputation of Christ’s Righteousness,” 18, 22, etc.). 
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sacrifice (v. 26). The justifying act of God in the cross of Christ and the 
forgiveness that flows from it are inextricably bound together. The per­
vasive sinfulness of humanity is met with the sacrifice of Christ in the 
place of sinners, suffering their penalty and obtaining their forgiveness. 
The conceptual parallels in 3:21-26 and 4:1-8 are as follows. 

Romans 3:22-26 Romans 4:1-8 
Righteousness through faith in Christ > Belief reckoned as righteousness 
All have sinned > Ungodly; apart from works 
Justified as a gift by grace > Righteousness reckoned according 

to grace114 

Redemption in Christ and propitiation > Lawless deeds forgiven; sins 
in his blood covered; sins not reckoned 

The content is thus similar in both sections, with the concept of jus­
tification tied most closely to the concepts of sin, grace, and forgiveness. 
Righteousness is imputed through faith, ultimately in Christ who is him­
self the manifestation of God’s righteousness in both God’s just punish­
ment of sin (propitiation—and God himself is justified as well) and his 
saving righteousness (redemption, forgiveness). The imputation of righ­
teousness and the blessing of forgiveness cannot be neatly separated at 
this point in Paul’s argument. There is no hard distinction made here 
between negative (forgiveness) and positive (declared right status) 
aspects of justification. Ungodly sinners who believe are declared by God 
as “justified apart from works.” 

At this point in the text, this is the clearest assertion that believers 
have a positive standing before God. To be forgiven is to stand in a right 
relation with God on the basis of faith in Christ. Here at least, Jesus’ 
blood and righteousness (3:25) are indistinguishable. Christ’s death as an 
offering for sin is the righteousness that has been revealed, and as our sub­
stitute on the cross (3:25) his death counts for us, and thus his righ­
teousness is imputed to our account by faith.115 Granted, Abraham’s faith 

114 The other side of wages reckoned according to what is owed. 
115 Paul will further develop the positive side in chapter 5. The forgiveness emphasized thus far in 
Romans is leading up to Paul’s discussion of Christ as the second Adam (5:12-21). It is there that the 
positive nature of Christ’s obedience is developed. I would argue that it is not yet developed in Romans 
precisely because Paul is working his way back through salvation history to the root problem—the 
disobedience of Adam, its subsequent effect on humanity, and what was required to overturn it. This, 
of course, does not mean that there is no hint of positive righteousness yet, but that it awaits chap­
ter 5 to receive fuller development. 
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was placed in the God who promised him offspring, land, innumerable 
descendents, etc., but the reader of Romans can scarcely help filling in the 
meaning of the concepts in Romans 4 with the content flowing from the 
earlier chapters, particularly from the last part of chapter 3. 

CONCLUSION 

The actor, action, and result of Romans 4:3-8 can be represented in the 
following outline.116 

Actor Action Result 
Abraham Faith Righteousness 

There is one element of this text, however, that must be kept in mind 
regarding this outline. While the action (faith) is Abraham’s, the result­
ing righteousness is mediated, so to speak, through another’s action. 
Abraham believes, but it is God who reckons the righteousness. With 
that in mind we can say, broadly, that Romans 4:1-8 is about the appro­
priation of righteousness, and that righteousness, as a status declared by 
God, is most clearly linked in this text with the non-imputation of sin, 
i.e., forgiveness. This status is brought about by the reckoning of faith 
as righteousness. Faith is not itself the righteousness, but as is made clear 
in the context, faith is the instrument that unites the believer to the object 
of faith. That object is thus the source of the righteousness that is reck­
oned to the believer. As we will see in the following chapters, this makes 
Romans 4 distinct from both Romans 5 and 2 Corinthians 5. What is 
apparent is that even a text that so clearly speaks of “imputation” does 
not contain every detail associated with the doctrine. The same will be 
true in the texts studied in the following chapters. 

We now turn our attention to the next step in Paul’s argument about 
what it means to be righteous before God. To do so we must take a step 
back in the history of salvation. This will take us deeper into the discussion 
of imputation, for in Romans 5:12-21 Paul deals with the fundamental 
breach between God and man caused by an act of disobedience and over­
come by one gracious act of obedience—an act that does indeed “count.” 

116 The same categories, with different actors and actions but with the same basic results, will appear 
in the next two chapters. 





T H R E E  

The Foundation of

Righteousness: 


Romans 5:19


OPENING A BIBLE TO Romans 5:12-21 reveals a vast landscape. In this 
text one has the unique opportunity of seeing virtually the whole scope 
of the history of redemption condensed into the space of ten verses. In 
this way it is arguably the most remarkable passage in the Bible. 
Contained in this short space is the panorama of salvation from Adam’s 
fall, to the cross, and to the final consummation. Paul takes a step back 
to the beginning of redemptive history; it is in fact redemptive history at 
its lowest common denominator.1 It is, moreover, the place where we 
understand the human race in its most simplified form. History is boiled 
down to two figures, and the actions of these two men determine the sta­
tus of the rest of humanity. 

Up to this point in the letter Paul has focused a great deal on the 
actions of all humanity—whether Jew or Greek. For instance, God’s 
wrath is revealed against ungodliness and unrighteousness (1:18); sinful 
actions are catalogued and judged (1:19-32); judgment will come upon 
everyone according to their deeds (2:6 [Ps 62:12]); and all have sinned 
and fallen short of the glory of God (3:23). On the positive side, Paul 

1 Romans 5:12 refers immediately to verses 1-11, but conceptually Paul’s theology of corporate rep­
resentation, as expounded in these verses, functions at a macro level. Here we find an encapsulation 
of salvation history, starting at the beginning of God’s plan of redemption with Adam, and the ful­
fillment of it in and through Christ. Cranfield is surely incorrect to say that “Adam is only mentioned 
in order to bring out more clearly the nature of the work of Christ” (Romans, 280). It is precisely the 
order set in place by Adam that Christ had to confront, recapitulate, and overturn. This is a founda­
tional piece of redemptive history, not a mere example. 
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argues for an individual’s faith as the instrument in justification (1:16­
17; 3:25; 4:3; 5:1). However, when he comes to the second half of chap­
ter 5, Paul moves beyond his discussion of the sins of humanity and his 
discussion of faith. Perhaps it is better to say that he gets behind the 
issues of both sin and faith to things that explain both the reality of sin 
and the reality of justification by faith. This text accounts for the pres­
ence of sin and condemnation in the world and explains how and why 
it is possible for “the just to live by faith.” What Paul has to say in this 
text, particularly in verse 19, is the most critical point for understand­
ing the very ground of redemption. Without this there would be no need 
for discussion of justification, imputation, Abraham, or the Mosaic law. 
This text is the focal point of the letter, with Paul’s argument both lead­
ing up to it and flowing from it. 

Since everyone is either identified with one man or the other, this text 
is not primarily about what individual people do, but about what they 
are as a result of what their representative has done. Here one is either a 
“sinner” or one is “righteous,” and though each status determines what 
one will, in fact, do, that is not Paul’s focus at this point. Thus, Paul is 
not arguing here for a transformation.What is at issue here is the status 
one has before God due to the actions of the two men who represent the 
human race. The status “sinner,” established by the disobedience of 
Adam, is overturned by the obedience of Christ, which makes possible 
the status “righteous.”2 If Romans 4 is about the appropriation of righ­
teousness, then Romans 5 is about the very foundation of righteousness.3 

2 “The spheres of Adam and Christ, of death and life, are separated as alternative, exclusive, and ulti­
mate, and this happens in global breadth. An old world and a new world are at issue. In relation to 
them no one can be neutral. There is no third option” (Ernst Käsemann, Commentary on Romans, 
trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980], 147). 
3 The dia; `touto of 5:12 is most clearly linked to verses 1-11 as a whole. C. E. B. Cranfield, The Epistle 
to the Romans, ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1975), 1:271; Adolf Schlatter, Romans: The 
Righteousness of God, trans. Siegfried S. Schatzmann (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1995), 126; 
Leon Morris, Epistle to the Romans, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1988), 228; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Romans, AB (New York: Doubleday, 1992) 410; Brendan Byrne, 
Romans, Sacra Pagina Series, vol. 6 (Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1996), 182; Douglas 
J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 317; Thomas R. 
Schreiner, Romans, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 271 (Schreiner insists that the “thematic” 
link is “hope”); N. T. Wright, The Letter to the Romans, New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 10 (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 2002), 523. John Murray likewise notes that Paul is referring to what he said previously, 
but whether it is verses 1-11 or a larger portion, it is “impossible to be dogmatic” (Murray, The 
Epistle to the Romans, NICNT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968], 180). James D. G. Dunn sees 5:12­
21 as a whole as rounding off everything Paul has said beginning with 1:18 (Romans 1–8, WBC 38a 
[Dallas: Word, 1988], 271-72). 
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A DIFFERENT METAPHOR 

Any reader can recognize that when Paul comes to Romans 5:19 he 
does not employ the same metaphor in relation to righteousness as he 
does in chapter 4. There the dominant metaphor is “reckoning”: faith 
is “reckoned” for righteousness. That is clearly not the language of 
5:19, where Paul says that “many will be made righteous.” In 
Romans 4 the main word is logivzomai (“count” or “reckon”) but in 
5:19 the word is kaqivsthmi (“make” or “appoint”). This is quite an 
important difference and one to which our attention will turn 
momentarily. There is another, more fundamental difference in these 
texts, namely, there is a change of both subject and action.4 In 
Romans 4 the subject/actor is Abraham/believer and the action is 
faith, whereas in Romans 5 the subject/actor is Christ and the action 
is obedience—his obedience. There is a slightly different emphasis in 
the consequences too. In Romans 4 faith is reckoned for righteous­
ness, whereas in 5:19 the result of Christ’s obedience is that “many 
will be made righteous,” which primarily refers to the bare status 
itself without explicit reference to either faith or the reckoning of 
righteousness. Having already established the instrumental nature of 
faith and the reckoning of righteousness, Paul now establishes the 
righteous status that is counted by God and appropriated by faith. 
These changes, particularly those in subject and action, account for 
the change in Paul’s language. 

Interpretations of these texts must not, therefore, treat them as if 
they are saying the same thing in different ways. If we ask what “counts” 
for righteousness in Romans 5, it is not “faith” as in Romans 4, but 
Christ’s obedience. It is hardly surprising that when the text shifts to the 
most fundamental level of what it means to be righteous before God, all 
other actions and faith fade into the background. It is Christ and his obe­
dience that take center stage here. Thus, in Romans 4 and 5 Paul is say­
ing two things regarding justification, with the latter moving back and 
providing the reason why such an event as faith being reckoned as righ­
teousness can exist. 

4 “Subject” does not refer to grammatical subject in this case. 
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Kaqivsthmi and Domains of Meaning 

In Romans 5:19 Paul states: “For just as through the disobedience of the 
one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of 
the one [man] the many will be made righteous.”5 The disobedience of 
one and the obedience of one result in many being either “sinners” or 
“righteous.” The verb Paul employs is kaqivsthmi, and a study of this 
word with a particular focus on its semantic domains, i.e., range of 
meaning, will help determine what Paul means by using it here.6 

The word kaqivsthmi occupies two somewhat distinct semantic 
domains.7 The first domain, following Louw and Nida’s lexicon, is “Be, 
Become, Exist, Happen,” which they describe as “a highly generic 
domain indicating various aspects of states, existence, and events.”8 In 
this broad domain, kaqivsthmi refers to a state, as in a state of being.”9 

As in the larger domain, this subdomain contains a variety of words that 
cover a wide range of meaning.10 In general, kaqivsthmi and the words 
associated with it in this subdomain mean, “‘to cause to be in a state,’ 
‘to attain a state,’ or ‘to remain in a state.’”11 The idea is that something 
or someone is caused to be in a state or is occupying a status that is some­
how different from some previous state or status.12 In the New 
Testament, kaqivsthmi appears infrequently in this domain. Two of the 
clearer examples are James 4:4, “Whoever wishes to be a friend of the 
world makes [or “causes” kaqiv himself to be an enemy ofstatai]13 

5 w{ ; ; th̀ ` J ; j v J ; katestav J polloiv { ;sper gar dia ~ parakoh~ tou eno~ anqrwpou amartwloi qhsan oi , outw~ kai
dia; th̀ J `  ̀eJ ; v v J polloiv.~ upakoh~ tou no~ dikaioi katastaqhsontai oi
6 Semantic domains refers to the range of meaning of a particular word. 
7 As arranged in Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New 
Testament Based on Semantic Domains, 2nd ed. (New York: United Bible Societies, 1989). Louw and 
Nida’s categories are not infallible. Nevertheless, their lexicon is far and away the best tool available 
at the present for this type of study. The issue here is to try and determine why Paul used kaqivsthmi. 
8 Domain 13, ibid., 149 n. 1. 
9 Subdomain A, ibid., 150-51. 
10 Kaqiv v v j v vsthmi appears in the ninth item (13.9) along with, poiew tiqhmi ergazomai; katergazomai; 
ej v j v vpagw; and, energew. Like kaqisthmi, these words may occupy a number of domains. They are

included here to help provide lexical context.

11 Further, “‘to cause to continue in a state,’ and . . . ‘to be—’to cause to be, to make to be, to make,

to result in, to bring upon, to bring about’” (ibid., 150). Louw and Nida point out that the words in

13.9 could be classified under Subdomain B, “Change of State,” but note that while “‘to cause to be’ 
implies some change in state . . . the focus seems to be primarily upon the changed state rather than 
upon the process of moving from one state to another” (ibid.). 
12 The previous state is not necessarily made evident or given stress in the various contexts in which 
kaqivsthmi and its companion words in this domain appear. 
13 From katastavnw. 
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God;” and, 2 Peter 1:8, “If these [qualities or virtues mentioned in verses 
5-7] are yours and are increasing, they render [or “cause” or “make” 
kaqivsthsin] you to be neither useless nor unfruitful.” In each of these 
texts, an action (fellowship with the world or the cultivation and exer­
cise of desired qualities) causes a person to be in some particular state 
of being (an enemy of God, or being useful and fruitful, respectively). 
Louw and Nida list Romans 5:19 under this domain as well.14 

The second domain under which kaqivsthmi is classified includes 
words that broadly mean, “Control, Rule.”15 It is further subdivided 
with words meaning, “Assign to a Role or Function.”16 The general 
meaning for the word in this domain is “to assign to someone a posi­
tion of authority over others—‘to put in charge of, to appoint, to desig­
nate.’”17 In this sense kaqivsthmi is used to indicate that a person is set 
over others in some positional context (e.g., a king), or put in charge of 
carrying out certain duties, or in a more general sense to indicate some­
thing being placed on or in some space or area.18 The majority of the 
appearances of kaqivsthmi in the New Testament fit under this domain. 

For example, in Matthew 25 the servants who were faithful “with 
a few things” will be “put in charge (katasthvsw) of many things” 
(vv. 21, 23). In Luke 12:14, Jesus asks, “who appointed (katevsthsen) 
me judge between you?” Elsewhere, Paul leaves Titus to “appoint 
(katasthv /sh~) elders in every city” (Titus 1:5); the apostles command 
that deacons be chosen to be “put in charge” (katasthvsomen) of serv­
ing the church (Acts 6:3); and Hebrews says that “every high priest . . . 
is appointed (kaqivstatai) on behalf of men” (Heb. 5:1).19 Though listed 

14 Ibid., 151.

15 Domain 37, ibid., 472.

16 Subdomain E, ibid., 484.

17 kaqiv vsthmi, with kaqizw, is in item 104 (37.104). Ibid., 484. 
18 The last sense appears more often in the Septuagint, referring to some object such as a piece of fur­
niture (2 Chron. 24:11). In the New Testament, kaqivsthmi may be used in this sense in James 3:6, 
“the tongue is set (kaqivstatai) among our members as that which defiles the entire body,” but given 
the context, specifically the tongue’s specific job of defiling, and “setting on fire” our existence, it 
seems that the appointed role, rather than the mere physical placement of it in the body, is in view. 
Either way, it fits the basic semantic range. 
19 Other examples of this usage are found in Matthew 24:45, 47 (cf. Luke 12:42, 44; Acts 7:10, 27, 
35; Heb. 7:28; 8:3). The participle phrase employed in Acts 17:15, oiJ v. . .  kaqistanonte”, though 
translated as “those who escorted” (NASB), or “those who conducted” (ESV), probably fits under this 
domain as well, with kaqivsthmi used here to specify the escorts the Bereans provided for Paul to get 
him safely to Athens. The translation, “those appointed” (i.e., chosen, picked) is a reasonable ren­
dering of this phrase. 
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differently by Louw and Nida, this domain could well fit the meaning 
of the word in Romans 5:19. In any case, rendering kaqivsthmi as 
“reckon, count, impute”—i.e., as a synonym for logivzomai—is not sup­
ported by the use of the word in the New Testament, or by its classifi­
cation in either of the two domains. This conclusion is further supported 
by the use of kaqivsthmi in the Septuagint, including the Apocrypha. 

Kaqivsthmi in the Septuagint. The various Septuagint translators 
employ kaqivsthmi to translate over twenty different Hebrew words. The 
elasticity of kaqivsthmi in the Septuagint is not surprising given the vari­
ety of translation techniques employed by the translators and given the 
fact that in translation a lack of one-to-one correspondence between 
words is common. In spite of these observations, and with some excep­
tions, the majority of uses of kaqivsthmi in translation in the Septuagint 
fall broadly within the two domains discussed above. It is evident that 
kaqivsthmi was used by a variety of translators because it appears virtu­
ally throughout the entire Old Testament canon. 

In the Septuagint, kaqivsthmi is used most often to translate Hebrew 
words that mean to “appoint; place over; set over; establish; install.”20 

The Hebrew words most frequently translated with kaqivsthmi are, dqp, 
and <yc/<wc, and the consistent meaning is “appoint or place over” (or 
something quite similar) throughout the Old Testament books.21 Other 
Hebrew words translated by kaqivsthmiin this same sense are lvm (Ps. 
8:6); Elm (2 Chron. 36:1, 4); [sn (Ps. 2:6); hwx (2 Sam. 6:21); and the 
Aramaic word, flv (Dan. 2:48).22 

There are some Hebrew words usually translated by kaqivsthmi in 

20 In what follows only the basic Hebrew roots are given. The Hebrew words appear in a wide vari­
ety of stems, tenses, persons, etc. The same is true in Greek for kaqivsthmi. 
21 dqp “appoint, set over,” is translated by kaqivsthmi in: Genesis 39:4-5; 41:34; Numbers 3:10, 32; 
31:48; Deuteronomy 20:39; Joshua 10:18; 1 Samuel 29:4; 1 Kings 11:28; 2 Kings 7:7; 22:5, 9; 25:22­
23; 1 Chronicles 26:32; 2 Chronicles 12:10; 31:13; 34:10; Nehemiah 12:44; Esther 2:3; Psalm 108 
(109):6; Isaiah 62:6; Jeremiah 1:10; 20:1; 47 (40):5, 7, 11; 48 (41):2, 18. Note that rather than fol­
lowing the LXX, the divisions of 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, and 1 and 2 Chronicles are used 
throughout. This is done to avoid confusion since the Hebrew texts and English translations are also 
cited. When chapter number or versification are different, the difference is indicated in parentheses. 
<yc/<wc “put, place (over/on), assign,” is translated by kaqivsthmiin, Genesis 47:5(6); Exodus 2:14 
(cf. Acts 7:27); 5:14; 18:21; Numbers 4:19; Deuteronomy 1:13; 17:14-15 (two times. [Note also that 
/tn is translated by kaqivsthmi in Deut. 17:15 as well. Again, in the sense of “place over”]); Joshua 
8:2 (for “set an ambush”); Judges 11:11; 1 Samuel 8:1, 5; 10:19; 18:5 (LXX = Codex A), 13; 2 Samuel 
15:4; 17:25; 18:1; 2 Kings 10:3; 1 Chronicles 11:25: 2 Chronicles 33:14; Esther 8:2; Psalm 17 (18):43; 
104 (105):21. 
22 The Aramaic words in Daniel are listed together with Hebrew words throughout. 
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the sense of “appoint or place over,” but occasionally with some other 
meaning not immediately associated with the semantic domains of 
kaqiv 23 The first semantic domain noted above for kaqivsthmi. sthmi 

(13.9) meaning to “Be, Become, Exist, Happen,” also appears in the 
Septuagint, but like the New Testament, with less frequency than the sec­
ond domain (37.104). It is also possible for the domains to overlap when 
kaqivsthmi is used for the same Hebrew word. For instance, /tn is trans­
lated by kaqivsthmi for “appoint/set over” in most cases (Gen. 41:41, 43; 
Deut. 1:15; 16:18; 17:15; Josh. 9:27,24 1 Chron. 12:19 [v. 18 Eng.]; 2 
Chron. 17:2), but in Deuteronomy 28:13, “the LORD shall make you the 
head and not the tail,” the emphasis is on the state of being, or existence 
(described metaphorically) that results from God’s covenant blessings.25 

In the case of other Hebrew words, the reason translators chose 
kaqiv vsthmi is less apparent, and the “meaning” of kaqisthmi is clearly 
influenced by the words it translates.26 

A brief study of the uses of kaqivsthmiin the Septuagint reveals that 
it is not used to mean “count” or “reckon,” and this is due not only to 

23 <wq is translated by kaqivsthmi in Deuteronomy 28:36 as “set over,” but in 19:16 as “rise up,” and 
in 25:6 “stand upon.” Elsewhere, however, the more typical “appoint/set over” is the meaning: Job 
16:12; Isaiah 49:8 (“restore [i.e., ‘establish’?] the land”); Jeremiah 6:17; 36 (29):15 (“the Lord has 
raised up [appointed/established] prophets”); Daniel 2:21; 5:11. In Jeremiah 37 (30):24 the transla­
tion of <wq by kaqivsthmi in “until he has accomplished the intent of his heart” seems unusual but is 
perhaps a stereotypical use of kaqivsthmi. bxn (“be stationed, appointed over, set up, erect”), is trans­
lated in reference to the position placed in or held, in 1 Samuel 19:20; 22:9; 1 Kings 4:7, 12; 5:30 
(5:16, Eng.). In other cases, kaqivsthmi is also used when the basic meaning of bxn, “take one’s stand,” 
is in view: 1 Samuel 1:26 (possibly in 22:9 as well); Isaiah 3:13, “The Lord arises to contend” (i.e., 
“takes his stand”). 
24 Although typically translated in English as “made,” the idea here seems more about an appointed 
position (woodcutter), than about the state of being a woodcutter. This does, however, illustrate the 
overlap that can exist between being “appointed” something and actually “being” that thing. 
25 tyv is quite literally translated in Genesis 41:33 with the meaing “set over.” But in Psalm 44 (45):17 
(v. 16 Eng.), the Septuagint has kaqivsthmi for “you shall make them princes,” where a state of 
being, or a position, is emphasized (again metaphorically). In Psalm 9:21, the Septuagint has “set a 
lawgiver over them” (katav v v j j j vsthson, kurie, nomoqethn ep autou~) for the MT, “put them in fear” 
(<h#l* hr̀om hẁhy+ ht*yv!). Here it seems that the translator employs a fairly dynamic technique and ren­
ders what probably refers to a state of being (“in fear”) with the more frequent meaning of kaqivsthmi 
(“set, appoint”). 
26 bxy, “set station oneself; take one’s stand,” 1 Samuel 3:10; 10:19, 23; 12:7; 16; Jeremiah 26 (46):4. 
But note the similarity in meaning with bxn. bWv, “turn back, return,” In three texts the word refers 
to returning something to its place: 1 Samuel 5:3; 2 Chronicles 24:11; Jeremiah 23:3. In each text the 
idea of “set in place” is not too remote. In 1 Samuel 30:12 the choice of kaqivsthmi is not as clear: 
“he ate and his spirit was revived.” The Egyptian’s spirit was “returned to him,” i.e., put back in it’s 
proper place. aob “come in, go in,” 2 Chronicles 28:15; Jeremiah 51 (44):28. [sa, “gather, remove,” 
2 Chronicles 29:4. qzj, “be, grow strong,” 2 Chronicles 25:3. The use of kaqivsthmi for this and the 
two preceding words in 2 Chronicles might be explained by the translation technique(s) employed 
there. Only a detailed study could answer that question. uqvm “what is settled, clarified, clear.” 
Ezekiel 34:18. llx “be, grow dark (evening comes on),” Nehemiah 13:19. 
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the semantics of the word but also to the fact that the Hebrew words 
considered thus far do not themselves typically mean “count” or 
“reckon.” There is at least one exception. The word hnm often means 
“count,” as in counting or numbering objects like dust, money, stars, 
days, or people, but in none of these cases do the Septuagint translators 
choose kaqiv 27sthmi. Typically the translators choose the words that 
mean “count” in the sense of numbering (aj v j vriqmew and exariqmew) since 
in these texts persons or things are not “counted” or “reckoned” for or 
as someone or something else, but are merely “counted,” i.e., tallied. In 
other texts hnm is translated by kaqivsthmi, but with the meaning 
“appointed” (1 Chron. 9:29; Ezek. 7:25; Dan. 2:24, 49; 3:12).28 

The more significant point in regard to hnm is that when it means 
“count” in the sense of “reckon or count” something or someone as 
something or someone else, the choice for translation is not kaqivsthmi, 
but logiv The best example of a Septuagint translator facedzomai. 
with a choice of either kaqiv vsthmi or logizomai is found in Isaiah. 
When translating 53:12, “and he was counted with the transgressors” 
(hǹm=n] <yu!v=P)-ta#w+), the translator renders hnm with logiv ; jzomai (kai en 

toi~ aj v j v vnomoi~ elogisqh). It is also worth noting that logizomai appears 
two other times in the immediate context, and in both cases it trans­
lates its more common Hebrew counterpart bvj (53:3, 4 [as in Gen. 
15:6]).29 That the translator had kaqivsthmi at his disposal is evident 
since he uses it three times, but never in the sense of “count” or 
“reckon,” and never to translate hnm.30 When, moreover, he encounters 
another word in his Hebrew text for which he might choose kaqivsthmi, 
he again opts for logivzomai (44:19).31 

The conclusion drawn from this study of kaqivsthmi in the 
Septuagint is that the translators did not typically employ kaqivsthmi to 
translate words meaning “count, reckon, or impute.” In the Septuagint 
kaqiv vsthmi is not a synonym for logizomai. The same tendencies are also 

27 (e.g., Gen. 13:16; Num. 23:10; 1 Kings 3:8; 2 Kings 12:11; Psalm 90 [89 LXX]:12; 147 [146 
LXX]:4). 
28 Theodotion translates hnm with kaqiv j vsthmi in Daniel 1:11, where Old Greek has anadeiknumi. 
29 Cf. Genesis 15:6 and Psalm 103:31. 
30 In 3:13 kaqivsthmiis used for bxn, “the Lord arises (takes his stand) to judge;” in 49:8 for <wq, “to 
restore (establish) the land;” and in 62:6 for dqp, “I have appointed watchmen.” 
31 The Hebrew word is bwv, “No one recalls (returns to his heart).” The choice of logivzomai may not 
be entirely clear, but this text at least shows another example of when he could have chosen 
kaqivsthmi. 
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seen in the apocryphal literature where kaqivsthmi appears with relative 
frequency. As in the New Testament and the Septuagint, it is most com­
monly used in the sense of “appoint/set over.”32 There are also examples 
of kaqivsthmi used to mean “become” or “make” or simply “is” in ref­
erence to some state of being.33 In some texts the domain is not clear.34 

Again, there are no clear examples where the meanings “count” or 
“reckon” are in apparent view. This must carry at least some weight in 
an interpretation of Romans 5:12-21. Even if one argues that the count­
ing or reckoning of Christ’s righteousness is the conceptual meaning of 
the text based on Romans 4, or is the instrumental way by which the 
status “righteous” is conferred, it must be recognized that there is some­
thing more fundamental in this text—words after all do mean some­
thing—than the accounting metaphor “reckon.” 

These various examples lead to two observations about the two 
common semantic domains for kaqivsthmi. In the first place, the domains 
are not mutually exclusive. They should not be viewed as static domains 
of meaning. For instance, if one is “appointed” king or priest, one really 
is a king or a priest. We would not read a text that refers to a person 
being “appointed” king but disassociate that with the state of being 
“king.” An “appointment” to a position often carries with it the creation 
of the actual state. On the other hand, though it is often conceptually 
difficult to separate a state of being from the fact of being placed in that 
state, either one may receive emphasis over the other. While an appoint­
ment to the office of priest means that one actually is a priest, emphasis 
may fall on either the appointment, or the state of being, or both. 

Secondly, in neither domain is the emphasis placed on the 
actions of the person who holds the office or status.35 Even if one is 

32 Domain 37.104. Among the clearer examples are, 1 Maccabees 3:55; 6:14, 17, 55; 7:20; 9:25; 
10:20, 22, 32, 37, 69; 11:57, 59; 14:42; 15:9, 38; 16:11; 2 Maccabees 3:4; 5:22; 12:20; 3 Maccabees 
3:26; 4 Maccabees 4:16; 5:25 (“established”); Tobit 1:22; Judith 1:3 (5); 5:3; 6:14 (“placed before”); 
Sirach 17:17; 33:29 (“set to work”); 32:1 (“make,” i.e., “appoint”). 
33 Domain 13.9. For example, 2 Maccabees 4:50; 15:9; 3 Maccabees 1:7; 2:5, 33; 3:5, 19, 21; 5:51; 
4 Maccabees 1:11, 18; 15:4; 17:5; Wisdom of Solomon 10:7. Often a change in state is not noted, 
but only the existing state. 
34 For example, 2 Maccabees 12:30 (“the Jews who lived there”); 3 Maccabees 4:18; 13:23. 
35 Rainbow, however, argues that because of the contrasting ideas of Christ’s obedience and Adam’s 
disobedience, “neither of which nouns has the slightest forensic overtone, there can be little doubt 
that kaqiv J v vstasqai, followed by the adjectives, ‘sinful’ (amartwlo~) or ‘righteous’ (dikaio~), has its nor­
mal sense, amply attested (cf. James 3:5; 4:4), of ‘coming into a certain state’ or ‘becoming actually’” 
(Paul A. Rainbow, The Way of Salvation: The Role of Christian Obedience in Justification [Milton 
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made or caused to take on a personal attribute, such as made to be 
courageous or bold, the emphasis is still on the state of being 
and/or the change to that state rather than on the acts of courage 
or boldness that accompany the attribute.36 The upshot of all this is 
that we do not need to back away from the word made and make 
it a synonym for the word reckon. Paul’s use of kaqivsthmi is itself 
the best argument against a transformative interpretation of this 
text. The confusion over 5:19 stems most likely from the meaning 
of the English word made, rather than to any ambiguity in the 
Greek text. 

The statements in Romans 5:19 refer to statuses. One is either a 
“sinner” or one is “righteous.” It is perhaps the most basic point made 
in all Scripture, and it is a profound point as well, because each indi­
vidual person possesses his status because he was “made” a sinner or 
“made” righteous on the basis of another’s action. Again Paul’s word 
selection could hardly be more fitting since he is speaking about being 
legally placed into one category or the other. The focus in this text is 
not on the actions of the person receiving the status, nor is it on the 
instrumentality by which a person acquires the status, but on the sta­
tus itself with particular emphasis on the actions that resulted in the sta­
tus. The context leading up to this verse makes it clear that what one 
is “made” depends upon one’s identification with either Adam or 
Christ. The history and destiny of the human race is determined by the 
actions of two men. 

Keynes, UK: Patersonster/Authentic Media, 2005] n. 16, 130). This book came to my attention just 
when my manuscript was due so I did not have the opportunity to interact with it sufficiently. I agree 
that the idea here is to come “into a certain state.” It is just that in my view the emphasis here is to 
come into the moral “state” of being righteous without actually having performed moral righteous­
ness. Paul takes up the discussion of the actions that flow from the status in chapter 6. I do not think 
my argument in this chapter is an example of “a tendency on the part of many to cling to the ten­
dentious view of the Reformers who would not admit the effective sense here, on purely dogmatic 
grounds” (ibid). I want to point out, however, that Rainbow does defend the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness but understands Romans 5:18-19 as a transition. For my part, I think the text is at the 
brink of a transition and that Paul will argue that the status, “righteous,” will be accompanied by a 
real transformation. 
36 This is an important point to keep in mind. Kaqivsthmi does not have to be translated outside its 
domains, or essentially morphed into “reckon,” or “count,” in order to assert that moral transfor­
mation is not in view. It may, and should, be translated within its domain. This does not at all mean 
that the door is open for it to mean a moral transformation—Paul’s word selection, in fact, argues 
against it. 
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GETTING BEHIND THE METAPHOR: ROMANS 5:12-19 

The seven verses before Romans 5:19 form a dense and complex unit.37 

Chief among the debated issues in this text is the meaning of efj j w/| in 
verse 12. Generally speaking, how one reads verse 12 colors how one 
reads the following verses. It is therefore necessary to work through 
some of the main issues, including the leading interpretations that sur­
round this verse, before we make our way back to verse 19. 

A Little Phrase and a Big Debate 

The long debate over Romans 5:12 stands at a kind of crossroads where 
grammar and theology intersect. These two subjects are rarely combined 
these days, but they converge in this text, and any interpretation based 
solely on theology apart from grammar, or vice versa, will come up 
short. We must also acknowledge that the meaning of Romans 5:12 is 
a long-standing debate which will likely continue. As important as it is 
to this passage, no interpretation of Romans 5:12-21 can hang abso­
lutely on verse 12. 

The debate over this one verse revolves chiefly around one phrase: 
efj j w/| fj j w/|. This discussion boils down generally to whether e functions 
as a relative clause referring to an antecedent,38 or whether it is a con­
junction typically translated as “because.” While this may sound like a 
purely grammatical debate, there are theological issues at stake. The 
other grammatical issue surrounds the interpretation of kai; {outw~, 
though this receives less attention. However, at least one interpretation 
of this verse essentially reads kai; {outw~ (“and so” or “and in this way”) 
as if it were ou{tw~ kai (“and so”) even though it is almost universally 
recognized that this is not a comparative clause with a completed pro­
tasis. Theologically, the main issues or questions surrounding this text 
are (1) our relation to Adam, that is, are we connected to him primar­
ily on a representational basis, or is the emphasis on our “real” or “sem­
inal” connection to Adam; and (2) are we guilty of Adam’s sin, our own 
sin, or both, and what are the implications for each conclusion. 

37 I separate verse 19 from verse 18 simply because the phrase at the center of this discussion comes 
in verse 19. I take verse 19 as explanatory of verse 18, contra Rainbow who understands verse 18 as 
dealing with justification while verse 19 is dealing with sanctification (The Way of Salvation, 184). 
38 There is also a debate over what serves as the antecedent but that will not play much of a part in 
this discussion. 
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Another one of the difficulties in the interpretation of this text is 
that a particular grammatical reading of Romans 5:12 may be held by 
people with different theological or conceptual interpretations of the 
verse. Likewise, interpreters with similar conceptual or theological 
views may have different understandings of the grammar and syntax 
of this verse. For instance, interpreters who differ on 5:12 may still 
agree on 5:19. The goal here is neither to review all the possible gram­
matical interpretations of this verse nor to discuss all the various theo­
logical issues, but to give a summary of the main points in the debate 
and finally to argue for a reading of this verse that best fits both Paul’s 
grammar and the theology. 

In what follows we will see why it is preferable to read efj j w/| as a 
relative clause, thereby rendering the verse, “Therefore, just as through 
one man sin came into the world, and death came through sin, so in this 
way death spread to all men on account of which condition all sinned.” 
The reasons for this interpretation are both grammatical and theologi­
cal. This reading maintains a forensic, representational relationship 
between Adam and humanity while accounting for the structure of the 
verse. So while disagreeing with those who think efj j w/| means “because,” 
this view is in essential agreement with the traditional representational 
interpretation of the larger text, 5:12-21, particularly in regard to verses 
18-19—but more of that later. Though it may seem as though we are 
going far afield from imputation, Paul’s theology of imputation is 
grounded in the details of this key text. 

A Survey of ejf j w|/ in the Bible 

In the Septuagint. There are plenty of biblical examples of efj j w/| used 
with an antecedent. In the Septuagint it is consistently used in this way, 
usually to translate rva.39 For example, in Joshua 5:15, Joshua is told 
to remove his shoes “because [gav j j w|/r] the place upon which [ef ] you 
are standing is holy”; Proverbs 21:22 speaks of “the strongholds in 
which [ej j |/f w] the ungodly have trusted”; and Isaiah 25:9, “Behold our 
God, in whom [efj j w|/ fj j w|/] we have trusted.”40 Other occurrences of e in 

39 rva can be used in a causal sense, but in the examples cited here it does not seem to be used in this 
way. Jeremiah 7:14 is possibly an exception. efj j w/| also translates b, m/, and hz. For hz as a relative, 
see BDB, 261. 
40 Joshua 5:15 translates preposition m/; Proverbs 21:22 translates rva; and Isaiah 25:9, hz. 
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the Septuagint are similar.41 The plural (efj j oi~| ) follows the same con­
sistent pattern.42 Even though efj j w|/ is not typically used to mean “be­
cause” in the Septuagint, these examples alone (particularly the plurals) 
do not disprove that efj j w|/ means “because” in Romans 5:12. It simply 
shows that the Septuagint translators clearly use the phrase in the func­
tion of a relative clause. This information, however, simply illustrates 
how the phrase can be read, not how it must be read. 

In the New Testament. The use of efj j w|/ in the New Testament, 
though relatively infrequent, is quite varied. The clearest example of it 
being used with an antecedent is in Acts 7:33, but this is due to the text 
(Josh. 5:15) that Stephen quotes. The other examples are found exclu­
sively in Paul’s epistles. The meaning of the phrase is debated in 
Philippians 3:12: “Not that I have already obtained it or have obtained 
perfection, but I pursue if I might obtain efj j w|/ I was also obtained by 
Christ Jesus” (diwv ; eij kai; katalav j j |/ kai; katelhv po;kw de bw, ef w mfqhn uJ

Cristoù). Many, if not most, scholars take it to mean “because,”43 while 
others understand it as a purpose, “forasmuch as,”44 or consecutively as 
“that for which.”45 There are many issues involved in settling this text, 
but generally scholars recognize that there are good arguments for the 
various interpretations.46 It seems, however, that it is not so much a 
ground for Paul’s pursuing as much as he is expressing the purpose for 
which Christ obtained him. If that is the case, the phrase “that for 
which” is the best translation in that text. 

41 Genesis 38:30; 2 Kings (LXX 4 Kings) 19:10; Isaiah 37:10; 62:8; Jeremiah 7:14; 3 Maccabees 3:28; 
Epistle of Jeremiah 58.

42 Deuteronomy 28:52; 32:7 (for wb); Judges 16:26; 2 Chronicles 33:19; Isaiah 20:5; Ezeiel 22:13;

Judith 11:16; 2 Maccabees 8:21; 3 Maccabees 2:6 (7-8); 4 Maccabees 4:21; Odes of Solomon 2:37;

Wisdom of Solomon 12:11, 27.

43 G. F. Hawthorne, Philippians, WBC, vol. 43 (Waco: Word, 1983), 152; Ralph P. Martin, 
Philippians, New Century Bible (London: Oliphants, 1976), 137; Peter T. O’Brien, The Epistle to the 
Philippians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 425; 
Moises Silva, Philippians, The Wycliffe Exegetical Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1988), 201. 
Silva describes his translation, “after all,” as a “mild causal sense” (Philippians, 201). 
44 E.g., J. B. Lightfoot, Commentary on the Epistle of St. Paul to the Philippians (London: Macmillian, 
1913; reprint, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1953), 151-52.

45 E.g., Markus Bockmuehl, The Epistle to the Philippians, Black’s New Testament Commentaries

(London: A&C Black, 1997), 221; Fitzmyer, “The Consecutive Meaning of EF’W in Romans 5:12,”

NTS 39, [1993], 330.

46 The object of katalambav j j |/nw, and the antecedent of ef w, are two of the central interpretive issues 
in this text. This verse serves as a good example of how various factors play a role in the interpreta­
tion of a word or phrase in any given text. 
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A little later in Philippians Paul again uses ej j /|f w: “I rejoiced greatly 
in the Lord that you have at last revived your concern for me, efj j w|/ you 
were concerned but lacked the opportunity” (4:10).47 Again, there is 
debate over the meaning. Some commentators render it as a relative 
clause with the antecedent being Paul’s well being.48 Additionally, there 
is the common, idiomatic rendering, “of course,” or “indeed,”49 while 
others choose “for.”50 In this verse a causal sense seems unlikely. The 
translation “for whom” (“for whom you were concerned” or more 
loosely, “indeed you were already concerned about me”), in which the 
phrase refers to Paul, fits well here because it does appear that Paul is 
rejoicing for the concern the Philippians had for him, concern that went 
beyond the care they had already expressed. 

One further example of efj j w|/ in the New Testament, and one often 
taken as causal,51 is 2 Corinthians 5:4.52 As in the other examples, the 
meaning is debated with scholars divided mainly between a causal 
sense,53 “because we do not wish to be unclothed,” and a condition, “on 
the condition that/provided that.”54 Is Paul saying that we groan because 
we want to take off our mortal bodies and put on a heavenly body? It 
is possible, but Paul could be referring back to the groaning in the body 
as the condition in which we long to be clothed with immortality: 
“Because we are in this tent we groan, in which condition we do not 
wish to be unclothed but to be clothed.” 

Even a brief look at efj j w/| outside of Romans 5:12 shows that there 

47 Ecaj v ; ej v / megav { [ ; aj v ; uJ ; j  ̀froneì j j |/ kai; ej `rhn de n kuriw lw~ oti hdh pote neqalete to per emou n, ef w froneite, 
hj ` vkaireisqe de. 
48 Lightfoot understands the antecedent to be Paul’s “wants” and “interests” as expressed generally 
in to; J ; j ` `uper emou fronein (Philippians, 163). O’Brien has a similar interpretation and refers specifi­
cally to uJ ; j `per emou as the antecedent (Philippians, 518). He points out that is different from Paul’s 
typical usage, i.e., “because.” 

49 The former is found in Bockmuehl (Philippians, 232), with discussion on 233-34), and the latter is

translated in NASB, NIV, RSV, NRSV. The AV, “though you surely did care,” is quite similar. 

50 Silva appreciates the idiomatic reading, but points out that it adds “a slight concessional force into 
the phrase” (Philippians, 233). See also F. Blass, A. Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New 
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature [BDF], trans. Robert W. Funk (Chicago: University 
of Chicago, 1961), 123 ß235; and BDAG, 365. 
51 As in NKJV; NASB; NRSV. 
52 kai; ga; J o[ j ` / skhnei stenav menoi, ejf j w ouj lomen ej sasqai aj j epen­r oi nte~ en tw v zomen barouv |/ qev kduv ll j
duvsasqai. 
53 C. K. Barrett, Commentary of the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, Black’s New Testament 
Commentary (New York: Harper and Row, 1973), 149; Victor P. Furnish, 2 Corinthians, AB, vol.

32A (New York: Doubleday, 1984), 269.

54 F. F. Bruce, 1 and 2 Corinthians, NCB, (London: Oliphants, 1971), 203; Margaret E. Thrall, Greek

Particles in the New Testament: Linguistic and Exegetical Studies, NTTS (Leiden: Brill, 1962), 94. 
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is at least a reason to question the common causal rendering of the 
phrase.55 There is, moreover, a possibility that the causal rendering has 
gained a kind of “default” status beyond what it deserves. If a reader 
looks up the phrase in a standard lexicon like BDAG, the New 
Testament texts cited above are all given as examples of the causal mean­
ing of ej j | / pivf w. The entry for ej in LSJ, however, is more helpful, giving 
examples of the various nuances of the combination of ej vpi and the 
dative.56 Outside the New Testament, Fitzmyer has shown substantial 
evidence against a causal reading of efj j w./ | 57 Reading the phrase as “be­
cause” seems rather unlikely; in fact, altogether the evidence from the 
Septuagint, the New Testament, together with Fitzmyer’s extra-
biblical examples suggest that the burden of proof rests on the causal 
reading. Whatever the case, the evidence should be enough to show that 
“because” cannot simply be the default translation. One thing is clear— 
we cannot determine the meaning of this verse by grammar alone. 

Conceptual views. Cranfield has an extensive and useful discussion 
of the various interpretations suggested for this phrase over the cen­
turies, including both the grammatical and conceptual rationales behind 
them.58 One of the main difficulties in the interpretation of this text is 
that there are many grammatical possibilities with at least some degree 
of validity. Without going into all the details surrounding each possibil­

55 I want to express my gratitude to my colleague Duane Garrett for his assistance in regard to think­
ing through this issue and for his help in translating the above texts without a causal conjunction. 
His insights into the grammar and syntax of these texts and his broad knowledge of Greek grammar 
and syntax and Greek literature have been invaluable to me. It was, interestingly enough, Garrett who 
also influenced Schreiner to question the causal reading of efj j w|/ (see Schreiner, Romans, 272, n. 5). 
56 Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, revised by Henry Stuart Jones, 
rev. ed., with Supplement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 622. Specifically see under the heading 
“various causal senses.” 
57 “The Consecutive Meaning of EF j W,” 321-29. Interested readers are encouraged to read this arti­
cle before jumping to conclusions. Fitzmyer provides many examples to support his argument and a 
careful consideration of his data will provide a broader perspective on the use of the phrase outside 
the NT. He divides the meanings of efj j w/j | into two groups: (1) used as introducing a relative clause; 
and (2) used as a conjunction. Fitzmyer identifies eleven permutations for the former, and four for 
the latter (ibid., 322-29). 
58 The six primary interpretations discussed by Cranfield are (1) w/| J vis masculine with o qanato~ as its 
antecedent; (2) w/| J ; j |/ J ; jis masculine with eno~ anqrwpou as its antecedent; (3) w is masculine with eno~ an­
qrwv j v is equal to “because;” (4) ej j /| pou as its antecedent, and epi f w is equivalent to “because,” i.e., it 
is a conjunction and h{ j j | /marton indicates that all humanity had a part in Adam’s sin; (5) ef w is equiv­
alent to “because,” i.e., it is a conjunction and h{marton indicates the actual sins of individuals, not 
in participation with Adam’s sin, but as following his example; and (6) efj j w/| is equivalent to 
“because,” i.e., it is a conjunction and h{marton indicates the actual sins of individuals, not imitating 
Adam, but because they inherited a corrupt nature as a result of Adam’s sin (Romans, 274-79). 
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ity, the issue boils down to a handful of interpretive options.59 These 
groupings do not always follow a particular grammatical interpretation 
of efj j w,|/ but represent the conceptual ways in which this verse has been 
explained. While there is frequently some overlap between one or more 
of these interpretations, the main ideas are: 

1) All humanity was actually “in” Adam, similar to Levi’s paying 
tithes to Melchizedek “while in the loins of his father Abraham (Heb. 
7:10). This view is sometimes called the “realist view.” 

2) “All sinned” because of an inherited, corrupt nature resulting 
from Adam’s sin. 60 

3) “All sinned” in Adam, their representative head. The focus here 
is meant to be on the forensic or legal, rather then the seminal, rela­
tionship between Adam and humanity.61 This view usually interprets 
efj j w|/ as “because.”62 

4) “All sinned” because the condemnation that followed Adam’s 
sin, and under which all humanity is born, necessarily results in sin.63 

59 The following is similar to but not exactly like Cranfield’s enumeration. The discussions in Joseph 
Fitzmyer (“The Consecutive Meaning of EFΔW in Romans 5:12,” 321-39), and Schreiner (Romans, 
271-79) for example, are obviously not included in Cranfield’s list. In listing the options in the following 
way, i.e., conceptually, I am not dispensing with grammar. Historically, the issue relies heavily on both 
grammatical and conceptual factors. There are, moreover, many good grammatical discussions of this 
text; none of which have won the day, although the causal interpretation is dominant. 
60 Cranfield (Romans, 279-81) and others. It should be noted that this view does not exclude a rep­
resentative understanding of the relationship between humanity and Adam and Christ respectively. 
61 Most people in the Reformed tradition hold this view. Typically the “imputation” of Adam’s sin 
is described as “immediate.” That is, there is an “immediate conjunction with the sin of Adam and 
the death of all.” John Murray, The Imputation of Adam’s Sin (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953; 
Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, n.d.), 65. Murray’s defense of immediate imputation 
is found on 64-70. Dabney, however, recognizing the problems that a hard and fast distinction 
between “mediate” and “immediate” imputation may cause, particularly in regard to imputation 
on the Christ-side of the Adam/Christ parallel, states, “The distinction is . . . an attempted over­
refinement, which should never have been made, which explained nothing, and whose corollaries 
increased the difficulties of the subject. . . .  [I]t causelessly aggravates the difficulties of the awful doc­
trine of original sin, exaggerating needlessly the angles of a subject which is, at best, sufficiently mys­
terious; . . . the arguments by which the immediate imputation must be sustained misrepresent the 
doctrines of the spiritual union and justification” (R. L. Dabney, Systematic Theology, 2nd ed. 
[Edinburgh; Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1985], 340-42; first published under the title, Syllabus and 
Notes of The Course of Systematic and Polemic Theology [St. Louis: Presbyterian Publishing, 1871].). 
62 The causal sense is certainly not limited to the Reformed tradition; it is the majority position in the 
grammars. For instance, see A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light 
of Historical Research (Nashville: Broadman, 1934), 963; BDF, 123, ß235. When taken as causal, 
ej j /| is basically equivalent to ej ; touv / or o{f w pi tw ti. 
63 I treat this as a broad category. Various expressions of this view are found in Theodor Zahn, Der 
Brief des Paulus an die Römer (Leipzig: A. Deichert’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung Nachf (George 
Böhme, 1910), 266-67; Fitzmyer, “The Consecutive Meaning of EFΔW in Romans 5:12,” 332-39; and 
Schreiner, Romans, 275-77. These views will be taken up below. This category is a sort of catch-all 
for interpretations that do not take efj j w|/ as causal, and which do not fit into the other categories. 
The common denominator here is that they emphasize the consequential nature of the phrase. 
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Those who fit in this category understand the phrase to refer to an 
antecedent64 or as a consecutive clause meaning something like, “with 
the result that.” 

5) Adam’s sin established the circumstances under which all who 
followed him “sinned” in imitation of Adam.65 

6) Paul simply says that “all sinned,” and that refers to personal 
sin but the exact details of how Adam’s sin affects humanity are left 
unexplained.66 

The “realist” view, that all sinned “in Adam” because all humanity 
was somehow actually present in the person of Adam, basically main­
tains a theological rationale for Augustine’s interpretation, “in whom.” 
Though Augustine’s reading of in quo for efj j w|/ is almost universally 
rejected, the realist view finds a way to explain how all humanity could 
be truly “in Adam.” This view typically understands efj j w|/ as a relative 
clause referring back to Adam. In this view, stress may be laid on either 
Adam’s role as the first man from whom all humanity proceeds semi­
nally, or on the participation of all human nature in the person of 
Adam.67 

Fitzmyer, (“The Consecutive Meaning of EF j W) for example, reads the conjunction with a consec­
utive force. For Schreiner and Zahn (see below), the phrase, as a relative clause, points back to an 
antecedent. 
64 As do those who hold to a realist view. 
65 This was the interpretation set forth by Pelagius. See Cranfield, Romans, 277. Among the problems 
with this view is that it fails to recognize that the circumstances present in Eden before Adam sinned 
were destroyed by his sin. The birth of each individual human being does not reconstitute another 
Eden experience. This view, which does not garner a great deal of support, will not be dealt with indi­
vidually. As will be seen, however, the fact that there is only one, true Eden experience plays a vital 
role in the interpretation of this text. 
66 Schlatter, Romans, 128; Wright, Romans, 527. As in the representative view, efj j w|/ is taken as causal 
by those who fit under this broad category. This view does not require much discussion because it is 
fairly straight forward. Some of the criticisms of the other views will easily apply to those holding 
this view. The views dealt with in more detail here are those that have a more developed conceptual 
opinion of what is taking place in Rom 5:12ff. 
67 The former was primarily what Augustine had in mind, the latter can be seen in William G. T. 
Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, vol. 2, 2nd ed. (New York: Scribners, 1889), 184, where Shedd speaks of 
“participation in the first sin itself.” A rather thorough defense of an essentially Augustinian view is 
found in Augustus H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Philadelphia: Judson Press, 1953), 622-37. 
Strong’s defense is preceded by a discussion of the other interpretive options. Hughes takes a more 
or less realist view, though he might also be in his own category. Recognizing the problems that exist 
in the various views, Hughes concludes that the connection is found in human nature, not in an inher­
ited, corrupt nature but through human nature as some sort of singular entity. “This much is evident 
from the biblical record, that the totality of human nature was at creation concentrated in Adam, 
who was the original human being. The original sin of Adam was the sin of the totality of human 
nature. . . .  The sin of Adam and the corruption it introduced were the sin and corruption of our 
nature, our humanity, for our human nature is one with the human nature of the first man.” Philip 
Edgcumbe Hughes, The True Image: The Origin and Destiny of Man in Christ (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1989) 131-32. Analogies from human experience, and oaks and acorns, and a quote from 
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The problem with this interpretation is that it solves a philosophi­
cal and anthropological problem with little support from the text. In the 
first place, this understanding sets up two distinct ways by which peo­
ple are connected to the two “heads” in this text.68 Virtually no one 
argues that the “real” connection between Adam and humanity is of the 
same sort that connects Christ with humanity. So the realist interpreta­
tion must connect humanity to Christ by some means other than that 
which connects humanity to Adam since the relationship to Christ can­
not be seminal or through human nature. On one hand the link is exis­
tential but on the other forensic. Thus people are “sinners” because of 
their own actual sin, albeit in Adam, but “righteous” because of Christ’s 
obedience—unless it is argued that being “made righteous” refers pri­
marily to a transformation rather than a verdict.69 One could argue that 
it is precisely the dissimilarity that Paul is stressing; we are condemned 
for our own sin, but we are justified by Christ’s act of obedience—thus 
Paul’s “how much more” refers to the fundamental contrast between the 
connection with Adam and Christ. 

Without denying the dissimilarities between Adam and Christ in this 
text, the problem is that this view practically ignores the way Paul argues 
his case.70 This kind of argument moves from the lesser (“if x”) to the 
greater (“then how much more y”) and there must be some recognized 

John Donne, do not support Hughes’s claim that this idea “is evident from the biblical record.” While 
Hughes’s phrase, “the biblical record,” shows that he is interpreting this text in the light of a much 
larger biblical paradigm, the problem, again, is that Hughes solves a problem, i.e., his interpretation 
helps explain the difficult doctrine of original sin, but his view requires one to read a great deal of 
information into Paul’s discourse. 
68 In and of itself, it is not wrong to say that we are connected to Adam and Christ in different ways. 
After all, we become “sinners” on account of condemnation but “righteous” only by faith. However, 
in both cases the emphasis is on the legal reality of being a sinner or being righteous. 
69 As Murray states: “The analogy instituted in Romans 5:12-19 . . . presents a formidable objection 
to the realist construction. It is admitted by the realist that there is no ‘realistic’ union between Christ 
and the justified. That is to say, there is no human nature, specifically and numerically one, existing 
in its unity in Christ, which is individualized in those who are the beneficiaries of Christ’s righteous­
ness. On realist premises, therefore, a radical disparity must be posited between the character of the 
union that exists between Adam and his posterity, on the one hand, and the union that exists between 
Christ and those who are his, on the other. . . . But there is no hint of the kind of discrepancy that 
would obtain if the distinction between the nature of the union in the two cases were as radical as 
realism must suppose. . . . But the case is not merely that there is no hint of this kind of difference; 
the sustained parallelism militates against any such supposition. . . . This sustained emphasis not only 
upon the one man Adam and the one man Christ but also upon the one trespass and the one righ­
teous act points to a basic identity in respect of modus operandi” (Murray, Imputation, 33). 
70 The kind of argument here is known as qal wahomer. Simply put, it means to argue from the lesser 
to the greater on the basis that if some minor point is true than a related major point that shares a 
common premise, must also be true. This is evident in the phrase “how much more.” 
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similarity on both sides. The contrasts in verses 15-17 are based on the 
connection that exists between Adam and humanity and Christ and 
humanity. If something is true, such as death reigning through one per­
son (v. 17), and if it’s also true that those who receive grace and righ­
teousness will reign (v. 17), there must be a recognized condition that 
exists for both statements. Otherwise, Paul could not say, “how much 
more.” Therefore, to begin with contrasting ways through which Adam 
and Christ are connected with humanity or with contrasting ways by 
which people are either “sinners” or “righteous” (the former through 
actual sin, the second via another’s obedience) undercuts the “how much 
more” contrasts in verses 15 and 17.71 

Secondly, a conceptual interpretation such as the realist position may 
have validity, but even so, the details of the text and context dictate cau­
tion. If the antecedent is understood as “one man” (eJ ; j vno~ anqrwpou), then 
one must account for the distance between the pronoun and its 
antecedent in the text—by no means an insurmountable obstacle—rely­
ing, however, on the aorist tense of h{marton to establish that the sin in 
view was clearly in the past fails to convince.72 Finally, most who hold to 
a “federal” or “covenant” view (3), or to the view that stresses the con­
sequences or results of Adam’s sin for humanity (4), do not deny some 
sort of real participation in Adam. Adam is the actual father of the human 
race and every person is thus related to him. As an interpretation of 
ej j |/f w, however, the realist position is difficult to maintain. As Blocher 
points out, no interpretation of this verse and text is immune to criticism, 
and there is more to consider than simply the meaning of efj j w.| / 73 So, while 
efj j w|/ may not mean, “in whom,” the conceptual idea behind this inter­
pretation is an attempt to make sense of an extremely difficult and con­
tinually disputed text. 

Some scholars (view 2) interpret the “all sinned” of Romans 5:12 
as referring to the actual sins of each individual that are done because 

71 In fairness, it could be argued that all that is needed is to say that in spite of different ways of relat­
ing to humanity, the actions of both Adam and Christ have universal implications and effects. 
72 Hughes: “The use of the aorist tense in the Greek, when affirming that “all sinned,” confirms this 
conclusion, for the aorist tense is customarily used to designate the commission of a particular deed 
in the past” (True Image, 130). 
73 “The case does not (contrary to a superficial understanding of the issues) rest on the rendering of 
the connecting words at the end of verse 12 for which Augustine finally settled” (Henri Blocher, 
Original Sin: Illuminating the Riddle [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997], 71). 
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of a sinful nature inherited from Adam. This view emphasizes that the 
easiest way to read “all sinned” (pav {nte~ hmarton) of 5:12 is to read it 
as stands in 3:23, “For all sinned (pav {nte~ hmarton) and have fallen 
short of the glory of God,” which clearly refers to the actual sins of indi­
viduals.74 Another parallel in Romans is 2:12, where h{marton is also 
used in reference to the personal sins of both those without and those 
under the law. As with the realist view, this view finds no problem with 
proposing a difference between the way Adam’s disobedience and 
Christ’s obedience affect humanity. There is “no reason to say that 
because we are made righteous by Christ apart from anything we do, 
therefore we must be guilty apart from personal sinning.”75 Unlike the 
realist view, the operating principle is not a natural relation with Adam, 
though that relation exists, but a corrupt sin nature inherited from Adam 
as a result of his sin.76 The advantage of this view is that there are a myr­
iad of texts that support the principle that all individuals will be pun­
ished for their personal sin. Secondly, this view relieves the practical 
tension that may occur in some formulations of a representational view 
as a result of humanity being declared guilty and receiving condemna­
tion for another’s sin. 

Finally, a typically good rule of thumb for interpreting texts is to 
compare how the same author uses the same words or phrases elsewhere 
in his writings, and having examples so close at hand is a significant 
point.77 This view allows for a consistent reading of pav {nte~ hmarton 

with the same phrase in 3:23 and a similar phrase in 2:12. But this view 
is open to the same criticism as the realist view, in that it must assert a 
fundamental difference between the way Adam’s sin and Christ’s righ­
teousness are effective for humanity. In this view, we inherit a sin-nature 
from Adam with the result that we inevitably sin and are therefore guilty 

74 Cranfield says that “there is nothing in the context or in this verse to suggest that h{marton is being 
used in an unusual manner and that in every other occurrence of this verb in the Pauline epistles the 
reference is quite clearly to actual sin” (Romans, 279). 
75 Ibid., 278. 
76 “We may understand that the many were made sinners through the disobedience of the one man, 
in that his transgression gave sin entrance into mankind and meant that the nature passed on by him 
to his descendents was a nature weak and corrupted” (ibid., 279). 
77 Obviously this is not a fool-proof hermeneutical principle. An author may use the same word or 
phrase in two or more ways in the same text. It is nevertheless safe to begin with the assumption that 
an author uses words and phrases in consistent ways unless it is somehow made clear that he intends 
a different meaning. 
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for our own sin, but we are “made righteous” on account of Christ’s 
obedience apart from a new nature or any actions of our own. The same 
criticisms that apply to the realist view apply here. 

The more serious problem with this view is that it relies on the addi­
tion of a substantial and questionable implication in the text. Though 
he insists on reading “all sinned” as referring to personal sins (Rom. 
3:23), Cranfield nevertheless “wrongly smuggles in the idea of a corrupt 
nature into the word ‘sinned.’”78 This view is compelling because it 
addresses and explains our inevitable propensity to sin, while alleviat­
ing the tension of guilt apart from personal responsibility, thus taking 
on difficult biblical-theological problems; but these are not the problems 
addressed in Romans 5. It is difficult to understand why Paul, or any 
writer, would rest such an important point on an implicit, rather than 
explicit, statement.79 

The view that stresses the representative nature of Adam’s and 
Christ’s relationship to humanity, and/or because of this, translates 
efj j w|/ as “because” (view 1), is the predominant view in traditional 
Reformed theology. The second part of the phrase “all sinned” is not 
understood to refer to personal sins, but to “all sinned” in the person of 
their representative, or “federal” head, Adam. As the first man, the head 
of all humanity, Adam’s sin counts as the sin of all those who are under 
his headship. The vital connection with Adam is neither seminal or 
through human nature, nor through the inheritance of a corrupt nature; 
it is, rather, a forensic reality. 

This view is strengthened by the analogy with Christ, for just as 
Christ’s obedience makes many righteous (v. 19) apart from any good 
work or personal contribution of any kind on their part, so all are made 
sinners (v. 19), i.e., they “sinned” and were found legally guilty 

78 Schreiner, Romans, 275. Moo refers to this, i.e. smuggling in a reference to the “corrupt nature,” 
as adding a “middle term” to the text. In this instance the meaning of the text would be “one man’s 
trespass resulted in the corruption of human nature, which caused all people to sin, and so brought 
condemnation on all men.” Moo goes on to say that though “it is possible that Paul would want us 
to assume these additions, he has given us little basis for doing so” (Romans, 326). 
79 Blocher, Original Sin, 66. Note Blocher’s fitting comment: “Such a reading deserves our consider­
ation, for those who are aware of the elasticity of language, and the conditions under which all exe­
gesis is obliged to labour, may hardly rule it out as impossible. Yet difficulties spring to mind. It is 
rather strange that the core idea, or the hinge of the apostle’s purported logic—that Adam commu­
nicated the sinful bent to his posterity—should not be expressed at all in the passage. It might be 
implicit; undoubtedly, Paul did share the opinion; yet how surprising that he should not include some­
thing here, of all places, to make it clear!” (Original Sin, 66). 
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“because” they sinned in Adam, apart from personally committing 
sin.80 The guilt of Adam’s sin spreads to all.81 This view rightly recog­
nizes the forensic nature of the statements in verse 19 and consistently 
applies that understanding to the phrase ej j w| pav marton.82f / nte~ h{

Moreover, this view seeks to understand verse 12 contextually by read­
ing it in light of the following verses that repeatedly emphasize the 
actions of the one having direct consequences on the many: many died 
because of one trespass (v. 15); condemnation was the result of one 
transgression (v. 16); death reigns through the trespass of one (v. 17); 
condemnation came to all men as a result of one man’s transgression 
(v. 18); and many are “made sinners” through the disobedience of the 
one (v. 19).83 The “all sinned” of verse 12 is read consistently as the con­
sequences of the sin or trespass of the one man in verses 15-19 that 
results in death, judgment, and condemnation for the many. Another 
contextual argument for this view is the consistent way in which the 
thought begun in verse 12, broken off through verses 13-17,84 and 
taken up again in verse 18 is followed through. The unfinished prota­
sis of verse 12 is not exactly finished in verse 18, but it is essentially 
restated and completed.85 

One shortcoming of this view is that it comes very close to reading 
kai; { { ;outw~ (“and so,” “and in this way”) as if it were outw~ kai (so also). 
It is almost universally recognized that the protasis of verse 12 (“For as 
sin came into the world through one man and death through sin. . . .”) 

80 The implications for the Adam-Christ parallel are usually set forth as the strongest reasons for tak­
ing this view. See Murray, Imputation, 70; and John Piper, Counted Righteous in Christ: Should We 
Abandon the Imputation of Christ’s Righteousness (Wheaton: Crossway, 2002) 92-93. In sum, if the 
meaning is not “because all sinned,” i.e., had Adam’s sin been imputed to them, then the door is open 
to say that personal acts of righteousness may contribute to being “made righteous” (v. 19). This con­
clusion does not necessarily follow. If verse 12 is understood as providing a condition for the con­
demnation of humanity and the universal spread of sin which does in fact account for personal sins, 
then there is no lingering concern that the integrity of Christ’s obedience as the sole action that leads 
to being “made righteous” will be injured. 
81 There is disagreement as to whether Adam’s sin is imputed to his posterity mediatley or immedi­
ately. See Murray’s extended discussion in Imputation, 42-64.

82 This is not at all to say that the other views miss the forensic nature of this text, at least in regard

to how Christ’s obedience counts for our righteousness, but the representative view follows the com­

parison consistently into the relationship between Adam and his posterity as well. 

83 See Murray, Imputation, 19-21.

84 By “broken off,” it is not meant that the intervening verses (particularly vv. 15-17) spiral out on a

tangent, but that the type of statement in verse 12 is similar to that found in verse 18. Murray points

out that verse 18 both resumes verse 12 in terms of construction and recapitulates the content of vv.

15-17 (Romans, 199 n. 30). 

85 Murray, Imputation, 20.
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is not followed by an apodosis which would typically begin with ou{tw~ 

kai.; 86 If, however, efj j w|/ is read as “because,” then the verse becomes 
basically a comparative construction—the very thing that is widely 
denied on the basis of the syntax. If it means “because all sinned,” then 
this makes kai; {outw~ essentially mean “so also,” since the same course 
of events follows for “all” just as for Adam. The causal reading of 
efj j w|/ even without kai; ou{tw~, nearly creates a comparative structure on 
its own. 

In order to avoid this, a qualification must be added to the phrase: 
“because all sinned in Adam.” In this way, Augustine’s “in whom” 
returns, not as a rendering of efj j w|/ but as a qualifier of “because all 
sinned.” There is more here than simply reading efj j w|/ as “because.” A 
second phrase must be added because of the conceptual or theological dif­
ficulty that arises from a causal reading. Only by inserting—conceptually 
if not in translation—the additional phrase “in Adam,” can efj j w|/ be read 
as “because,” and not refer to personal sin. Taken as a whole, this view 
has much to commend it, but in spite of all its strengths it is not the only 
possibility, nor is it required to maintain a theology of representation in 
Romans 5:12-21. 

Some scholars emphasize the consequences and/or results of Adam’s 
sin for the rest of humanity, and this interpretation may include reading 
efj j w|/ as either a conjunction meaning “with the result that” or as a rel­
ative clause.87 Fitzmyer argues for a consecutive reading of efj j w|/ largely 
on the basis of extra-biblical Greek literature.88 The examples cited by 
Fitzmyer are intriguing, but as Schreiner points out, some of them could 
be read legitimately in other ways.89 Fitzmyer’s view is attractive not only 
because of the textual evidence, but also because of the philosophical 
and theological conclusions he draws. The spread of sin into the world 
is due to a dual causality. Adam is indeed the primary cause of sin and 
death, but the role of human beings is not merely one of imitation but 

86 See 5:15, 18-19, 21; 6:4, 11:31; 1 Corinthians 12:12; 15:22; Ephesians 5:24; Colossians 3:13; 
2 Timothy 3:8.

87 Again, though this “view” contains two readings of efj wj ,|/ there is a shared emphasis on the conse­

quences and results of Adam’s sin for humanity and both account for the reality of personal sin as it

is expressed in the phrase “all sinned.” For these reasons they are grouped together. 

88 Fitzmyer, “The Consecutive Meaning of EF j W,” 339; idem, Romans, 413-16. 
89 Schreiner, Romans, 274. 
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“a secondary resultant causality.”90 This supposition, however, may be 
asking too much of the verse. 

One clear problem with Fitzmyer’s view is that he must, like 
Cranfield, insert the notion of the sinful nature inherited from Adam as 
the explanation for human sinfulness.91 While Fitzmyer would rather 
refer to “the tainted nature inherited from Adam” than to “corrupt 
nature,” the outcome is the same. The “perverse corruption of human­
ity” is the result of Adam’s sin and serves as the reason why humans 
themselves sin.92 Again, even if one agrees with the sentiment, and 
although it may explain part of the human condition after Eden, this 
interpretation probably goes beyond whatever Paul establishes in this 
text. 

A truly original sin. As seen above, it is also possible that efj j w|/ refers 
to some antecedent, whether it be qavnato~ in the immediately preced­
ing clause or in a more general way without reference to a specific 
word.93 If there is no specific antecedent, then the emphasis is on 
accounting for the universality of sin. As such it reads something like, 
“Death spread to all men, on account of which (condition) all sinned.”94 

In this way, the death and sin that came into the world through Adam 
provides the foundation for the sin that “all” commit.95 If “death” is 
understood as the inevitable, existing condition under which everyone 
after Adam lives, and which everyone experiences, then we can under­
stand this text to mean that the condemnation of all on account of 

90 Fitzmyer, “The Consecutive Meaning of EF j W,” 339. 
91 Fitzmyer himself notes that even though Cranfield reads efj j w/| as “because,” he (Cranfield) cor­

rectly understands the ‘result’ that comes to humanity as a consequence of Adam’s sin (ibid., n. 71).

92 Ibid. 

93 Zahn understands the antecedent as referring to the entire sentence, but he emphasizes the partic­

ular role of death, or “the dominating power of death,” (“zur Herrschaft gelangte Macht des Todes”)

(Römer, 266). Zahn’s interpretation of this verse has been influential in the present work. 

94 This may seem similar to that of S. Lyonnet, “Le Sens de efj j w/| in Rom. 5:12 et l’exÈg‘se des P‘res

Grecs’, Biblica 36 (1955): 424. Lyonnet, however, renders it “on condition that”—which is not the

same thing. In the view taken here, fulfilling the condition, i.e., sin, that leads to death, is only half

the story. 

95 Schreiner takes the clause in this way, understanding “death” as referring primarily to spiritual

death. As a result of Adam’s sin, all are born in a state of spiritual death in which they inevitably sin.

“This phrase does not mean that first we commit trespasses and sins and as a consequence die. Rather,

the idea is that we are born into the world (‘children of wrath by nature,’ Eph. 2.3) separated from

God, and our sins are a result of the spiritual state of death” (Romans, 276). Elsewhere Schreiner

says, “The reason all people sin individually is that they enter the world spiritually dead, and they

enter the world spiritually dead because they are descendents of Adam” (Paul: Apostle of God’s Glory

in Christ [Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2001], 148). 
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Adam’s sin, which “came into the world,” is evident because death nec­
essarily “spreads to all men.” It is because of this condition—the con­
dition of death—that all sin.96 There are contextual clues for reading 
verse 12 in this way. 

In verse 15 Paul says “by the transgression of the one, many died,” 
thus forging a link between Adam’s transgression and the resultant death 
for those who followed. In verse 18 he states, “through the transgres­
sion of the one there resulted condemnation for all men.” Both death 
and condemnation result from Adam’s transgression. The evidence from 
verse 16 is most compelling because there the judgment upon one 
results in condemnation. In the context it is clear that the same “one­
many” pattern is at work here. So the condemnation flows to “all” from 
the judgment passed on the one, just as many “died” by the one’s tres­
pass (v. 15). 

Taken in this way, the condemnation that comes to humanity 
through Adam is primarily evident in death. All are born under God’s 
condemnation of Adam’s sin. In other words, all are born outside of 
Eden, under the curse that fell upon Adam as the penalty for his sin. God 
told Adam that if he ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, 
on that day he would die (Gen. 2:17). The “death” referred to there 
includes spiritual death, which comes immediately, and also physical 
death—the ultimate condemnation for Adam’s unfaithful disobedi­
ence.97 From that point on, every person is born into a condemned 
world, separated from God, and all receive the penalty of death.98 This 

96 This is not to assert that Paul is emphasizing an inherited sinful nature—it is a condition in which 
sin, death, and guilt have become entrenched in the world. Ultimately this includes a sinful nature, 
and the imitation of Adam’s sin, but these are byproducts. It also includes a seminal relationship to 
Adam, but that merely creates one human family under Adam. 
97 The nature of Adam’s sin (i.e., the source of his motivation, his moral capacity as the first man, his 
“mutability,” etc.) is a bit outside the scope of this work. It seems clear, however, that although God 
gave Adam a command to obey, the heart of the matter was whether Adam would trust God to keep 
his word. Adam’s disobedience signaled unbelief, which is, according to Turretin, “the beginning of 
sin.” (Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, trans. George Musgrave Giger, ed. James T. 
Denison Jr. [Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1992], 2:605). Turretin is following his 
predecessor, who said that “disobedience was the beginning of the Fall” and went on to say that 
“unfaithfulness . . . was the root of the Fall.” John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 
1, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), 245. 
98 Regarding “death” as separation from God, Geerhardus Vos thinks that even in the warning “you 
shall surely die” (Gen. 2:17), “a deeper conception of death seems to be hinted at. It was intimated 
that death carried with it separation from God, since sin issued both into death and in the exclusion 
from the garden. If life consisted in communion with God, then, on the principle of opposites, death 
may have been interpretable as separation from God” (Biblical Theology [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1943], 50). 
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death “that spread to all men” is that which makes Adam’s children 
“sinners” (a status) and is that which accounts for their own, personal 
sin. 

While all people imitate Adam in that they sin and die as a result 
(“the wages of sin is death”), there is already sin and death in the world 
prior to birth. The circumstances that originally existed for Adam are 
not what his children inherit. For Adam, created in innocence, death 
comes only as result of sin, but for those who follow, born in the world 
where “death reigns” (vv. 14, 17), death as condemnation for Adam’s 
sin is in the world and gives rise to sin, and sin in turn leads to death; it 
is a reciprocal relationship. Thus Paul can speak not only of death reign­
ing, but also of sin reigning (5:21). 

In sum, no individual repeats the exact experience of Adam. The 
best analogy for this is found in this same passage. The gift that results 
in justification did not begin with a clean slate but followed Adam’s sin 
and the condemnation that followed and the history of all human sin, 
i.e., “many transgressions.” (5:16). On the other hand, Adam’s world 
was one in which there was no sin, no condemnation, no prior trans­
gressions, no death. When Christ came, he did not “begin where Adam 
began, he began where Adam left off.”99 He did not merely retrace 
Adam’s steps and succeed where Adam failed. Christ began with the sit­
uation as Adam left it. So it is with all who follow Adam—sin and death 
are the reality they inherit. What is at issue here is not whether Adam’s 
sin brings condemnation—it does—but whether each individual is guilty 
of Adam’s actual sin, or whether condemnation is the universal conse­
quence of that sin. Though there are obvious differences, the role of 
Adam as the first man whose sin brings God’s judgment on the whole 
world is not in dispute. 

The noted drawback of this view, namely, that it reverses the order 
of sin leading to death and makes death the cause of sin,100 is answered 
by the observation that the situation in which humanity finds itself is not 
that which Adam was in prior to his sin. For Adam, neither sin nor death 
was in the world prior to his disobedience. When Adam disobeyed, sin 
came into the world and death came through that sin. For every person 

99 Wright, Romans, 524. 
100 Piper, Counted Righteous, 91 n. 37; Wright, Romans, 527. 
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born after Adam, the situation is already reversed. This interpretation is 
supported by the structure of the verse. Verse 12 contains a chiasm that 
begins with “sin” (12a), then “death” (12b), then “death” again (12c), 
then finally “sin” (12d). Thus the structure is A, B, B, A, or Sin, Death, 
Death, Sin. The connection between the original cause—sin—and the 
direct result—death—neatly existed for Adam only. It was, after all, 
truly an “original sin,” never to be repeated in so far as it was the first 
sin committed before either sin or death was in the world. 

After Adam’s sin, both sin and death constitute the situation into 
which every human being is born. Sin still leads to death and each will 
receive the punishment for his own sin, but death, which Paul will con­
nect with condemnation, is itself the constant presupposition for all 
humanity after Adam. The structure of the verse argues for this inter­
pretation. As with the traditional view, the interpretation argued for here 
stresses the solidarity of humanity with Adam. Rather than threatening 
the “representative” view, this view upholds the headship of Adam as 
the first man, whose actions affect and bear direct consequences for 
those “in” him.101 

Another criticism of this view is that it necessarily creates a tension 
in the Adam/Christ parallel because if “all sinned” refers to personal sin, 
then being “made righteous” (v. 19) must entail doing personal acts of 
righteousness. This is not so. For one, Paul clearly refers to personal sin 
in verse 14 when he speaks of “those whose sinning was not in the like­
ness of Adam’s transgression,” and it is precisely these over whom 
“death reigns.” Even if personal sin is excised from verse 12 there is still 
an unavoidable reference to it in verse 14. However, in neither place is 
personal sin given an instrumental emphasis.102 Read in the way pro­
posed here, verse 12 does not emphasize personal sin but rather accounts 
for it on the basis of an already existing state of condemnation that 
resulted from Adam’s sin. 

There need not be a strict dichotomy drawn between the legal sta­
tus, “sinner,” and the actual committing of sin. Being “made” a sinner, 

101 Though not explicitly developed in this text, a foundation for the concept of “union” is implicit. 
One is either “in” Christ or “in” Adam. Here the idea is most closely linked to being “identified” 
with or “in the sphere of.” This does not, however, limit Paul’s theology of “union” to either iden­
tification or sphere. 
102 Someone holding the realist view may possibly argue this point as well. 
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after all, will result in actually fulfilling that role in ways that bear evi­
dence of the reality of the status.103 This is not less true of the status 
“righteous.”104 It does not have to be “either/or,” and it does not 
threaten the parallel with Christ by implying that personal righteousness 
must somehow then be an instrumental cause of the status “righ­
teous.”105 It is the forensic reality that exists because of Adam’s sin that 
Paul emphasizes. Thus all are “made sinners” (v. 19) by Adam’s dis­
obedience, and this reality exists logically before the committing of per­
sonal sin. Adam’s disobedience, therefore, “counts” for the status 
“sinners,” and personal sin and subsequent death derive from that sta­
tus.106 Thus the ground for the sinfulness of humanity, outlined in detail 
in 1:18ff. and summed up in the simple phrase “all sinned,” rests upon 
the situation that resulted from Adam’s sin.107 In the same way, the sta­
tus that results from Christ’s obedience is an established forensic reality 
prior to the personal obedience that must necessarily flow as a conse­
quence (chap. 6). 

Finally, this interpretation reads kai; {outw~ consecutively and as part 
of the protasis begun with w{ 108 The text reads: “Therefore, just assper.
through one man sin came into the world, and death came through sin, 
so in this way death spread to all men, on account of which all sinned.” 
This does not rule out a causal element, but rather places it where it 

103 As Dunn notes, Paul has “a very complex notion of sin” which enables him to speak of “sin” in 
a number of different ways even in this text. From a “personified power” (vv. 12, 21), to something 
“reckoned” (v. 13), to something that “increases or grows” (v. 20). James D. G. Dunn, The Theology 
of the Apostle Paul (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 96. 
104 This does not at all confuse “status,” as a legal reality, with the necessary results that must flow 
from that status. 

105 Wright, who takes ejf j w|/ as “because,” states: “Paul’s meaning must in any case be both that an

entail of sinfulness has spread throughout the human race from its first beginnings and that each indi­

vidual has contributed their own share to it” (Romans, 527).

106 On a larger biblical-theological scale this does not, then, threaten what the Bible makes so force­
fully clear: each person will be held accountable for his own sins. As Jeremiah puts it, “everyone will 
die for his own sin; whoever eats sour grapes—his own teeth will be set on edge” (29:30), and com­
menting on the same popular proverb, Ezekiel declares, “The soul who sins is the one who will die” 
(18:4). Paul’s emphasis in Romans 5:12-21 and judgment for personal sinning can fit quite well 
together. If each person is guilty of Adam’s actual sin, then these texts in Jeremiah and Ezekiel hardly 
make sense, but if Adam’s sin establishes the ground upon which all sin, then the reality described in 
Romans 5:12-21, in which sin and death are the preexisting conditions of all life after Adam, and the 
reality of judgment for personal sin, are compatible. 
107 Blocher’s comments in this regard are instructive. Questioning the need to assert an “either/or” 
proposition in regard to whether humanity is condemned for Adam’s sin, or their own sinfulness: “I 
submit that the role of Adam and of his sin in Romans 5 is to make possible the imputation, the judi­
cial treatment, of human sins. His role thus brings about the condemnation of all, and its sequel, 
death” (Original Sin, 77; his emphasis). 
108 Pace, Cranfield, Romans, 273. 
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should be—adhering to the preposition. The translation “because of 
which condition” retains the causal force of the ej v / aspi while reading w| 

a relative.109 

This reading also preserves the meaning of pav {nte~ hmarton as it 
appears in 3:23 as referring to personal sin. As noted above, rather than 
making a comparison between the sin of Adam and the sins of his 
progeny, Paul establishes the original sin of Adam as creating the con­
dition that leads inevitably to, and accounts for, the universal spread of 
sin to all humanity, bar none. This is, in fact, precisely the point that Paul 
will clarify in verses 13-14. It is not the case that either people sin and 
then they die just like Adam sinned and died, or Adam sinned and all 
who followed were immediately guilty of the actual act of his sin.110 All 
people without exception do sin and die and it is a result of the con­
demnation that arose from Adam’s sin.111 In this sense, Adam’s sin 
“counts” to make all become “sinners.” Only in this qualified sense, 
should we speak of being “guilty” of Adam’s sin. 

Clarifying the Scope of “All”: Romans 5:13-14 

Verses 13 and 14 of Romans 5 have been the cause of much debate due 
to the inability of scholars to agree upon why Paul seems to break off 
from verse 12, and what he intends by verses 13 and 14. There is no need 
to review all the suggestions. For our purposes what is important to note 
is that Paul is making sure that his readers understand that there is no 
escaping the reality of what he said in verse 12. 

In verses 13-14 Paul shows that the universal dominion of death is 

109 The antecedent could be either “death” or the preceding taken as a whole. Ultimately it makes lit­
tle difference since the point is that sin of Adam brought about the condition for all. This makes it 
clear that I am not arguing against whether ej v j j | /pi can be causal but against reading ef w causally. To 
be clear: the difference is that in my reading the phrase is pointing back to something (e.g., death), 
not forward, and, therefore, does not need the addition of the phrase (or idea) “in Adam.” 
110 Critics of a representative understanding of this text seem to misunderstand this point. As Murray 
states, “We, the members of his [Adam’s] posterity, did not personally and voluntarily as individuals 
eat of the forbidden fruit” (Imputation, 86). Paul never speaks of people being personally “guilty” of 
Adam’s actual sin, any more than he speaks of people being personally responsible for the atonement 
Christ made on the cross. In both cases it is what results from the action that counts for humanity. 
And in both cases it is a forensic status. In regard to that last sentence, however, I realize that the posi­
tion taken here is open to Murray’s staunch criticism that it only “amounts to judicial liability” (ibid.). 
111 In this way it is legitimate to speak, as Fitzmyer does, of the dual causality of both Adam’s sin, and 
our own sin as the basis for condemnation (“The Consecutive Meaning of EF’ W,” 339). We can 
speak of being condemned in regard to the “status” we have from Adam, and being condemned for 
our own personal sin without making a theological imposition on the text. 
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a reality quite apart from the presence of the law.112 The consequences 
flowing from Adam trump the appearance and role of the law.113 It is not 
that sin does not exist without law, but sin is not “counted” (ej vllogew, 
v. 13) as “transgression” (paravbasi~, v. 14), as the breaking of a spe­
cific command given by God.114 Elsewhere Paul makes it clear that the 
law does not create sin; it amplifies it and shows it clearly for what it 
is—what it already was (5:20; 7:13)—and so it is evident that he is mak­
ing the point that sin existed before the law, and the evidence is that 
“death reigned.” In reference to the “law written” on the heart (2:14­
15), it seems to me that Paul’s point here is to account for the reality of 
death between Adam and Moses before the giving of the law at Sinai and 
to establish Adam’s sin as a specific transgression. While there may be a 
connection with what Paul says in chapter 2, it is not what he is empha­
sizing in 5:14, which speaks of those who did not transgress, i.e., break 
a specific command, like Adam.115 

The reign of death that flowed to all as the consequence of Adam’s 
sin—manifested in personal sin and actual death—makes it clear that 
while law may show sin for what it is, there is no one exempt from either 
sin or death. Paul speaks of both as entities and as personal experiences. 
These verses prove once and for all what Paul has been saying almost 
from the very beginning of the letter: all are condemned before God. 
Whether they are those who sin under the law, or those who sin apart 
from the law (2:12; 3:23), whether Jew or Gentile, all share the same 
plight, all are identified with Adam. There can be no more questions 
regarding Jew vs. Gentile or law vs. no law, for all are condemned, and 
this is clear from the fact that sin was in the world and death reigned 
before the law was ever given. 

Two observations are in order. First, Adam was, like Israel later, 
confronted with a direct command from God, and Adam’s disobedience 
was a direct violation of that command. Thus, Paul refers to Adam’s sin 
specifically as “transgression.” Secondly, Adam’s role vis-à-vis Christ 

112 Moo, Romans, 332.

113 Perhaps answering the Jewish idea that without the law there is no sin. See Dunn, Romans, 275.

114 Schreiner, Romans, 279. Obviously there were “commands” before Sinai. God gave commands,

for example, to Noah (Gen. 6:14; 7:1-3, 16-17; 9:1, 7) and to Abraham as is made clear in Genesis 
26:5. But the point here is that “where there is no law” means where there is no codified law as given 
at Sinai. It is simply referring to the time before Moses. 
115 Moo, Romans, 330. 
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becomes more explicit. The sin that “came through the one man” (v. 12) 
is further defined as disobedience to God’s command—Adam’s trans­
gression brought sin and death. The event that opened a chasm between 
God and man was disobedience. Regardless of how one describes the 
relationship between God and Adam in Eden, there must be a similar 
relationship with presumably similar implications between God and 
Christ, here described as “the one who was to come.”116 It is not that 
Paul looks back and finds a helpful analogy from the Scripture, but 
rather that Adam always prefigured Christ; he was the “type” all along. 
As such, we can expect his relationship to God, and subsequently to 
humanity, to be analogous to that of “the one who was to come.” 

As Schlatter so aptly says, “Adam himself is the promise of Christ 
because the One determines the relationship to God for all.”117 As is 
clear in verse 19, the act that will repair the breach created by disobe­
dience between God and man is obedience to God. Thus, rather than 
“breaking off” the thought of verse 12, verses 13-14 clarify the nature 
of Adam’s sin as disobedience and provide a clue to the “obedience” spo­
ken of in verses 18-19. The sin of the “type” was transgression of a com­
mand, and so the obedience of the “one who was to come” must also 
be obedience to a command. 

Finally, these verses clarify the point made in verse 12 that sin spread 
“to all.” There is no need, in my view, to posit either infants, or the men­
tally challenged, or any other particular group beyond those whom Paul 
himself mentions: those who lived in the time between Adam and 
Moses.118 By far the most troublesome aspect of the idea that Paul is 
speaking of infants or some other such group is that it means that he is 
clarifying verse 12 with an implicit statement. It would be odd for Paul, 

116 This phrase prepares the way for what is to follow. The action of the “type” and the results for

humanity are clear in verse 12. By referring to Adam as “a type for the one to come,” Paul “intro­

duces in the same sentence the agent who is to undo the other’s action.” Stanley E. Porter, “The

Argument of Romans 5: Can a Rhetorical Question Make a Difference?” JBL 110/4 (1991): 672.

117 Schlatter, Romans, 129.

118 Piper, following Murray and Johnson, is quite cautious but nevertheless suggests that “even over”

in verse 14 Paul refers to infants (Counted Righteous, 95-100). Seeing infants in this verse supports

the argument that Paul is emphasizing the legal, not the moral, aspect of grace and sin, respectively.

In spite of Piper’s concerns, the text seems overwhelmingly “legal,” and not “moral,” as it is.

Whatever the case, the arguments of Murray, Johnson, and Piper do not depend on the presence of

“infants” in verse 14. Johnson does not limit the text to “infants” but thinks that the text “seems”

to include the mentally challenged as well. S. Lewis Johnson, “Romans 5:12—An Exercise in

Exegesis and Theology,” in New Dimensions in New Testament Studies, ed. Richard N. Longenecker

and Merril C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1974), 310.
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or anyone wishing to make sure he is understood, to clarify a point with 
an implied statement.119 The simple point is that there is no distinction 
between those who came before or those who came after the law. The 
only difference is that sin under the law is “counted” as transgression; 
it is, in other words, unveiled as a direct act of disobedience to God.120 

This is no different from saying that “all have sinned and fallen short of 
the glory of God” (3:23), whether under, or apart from, the law. It is odd 
that so much of the discussion of this text seems to forget that one of 
Paul’s purposes throughout Romans is to level the playing field in regard 
to God’s justice with respect to all people.121 The reason why all are con­
demned is because all are identified with Adam.122 

When verses 13 and 14 are seen in this way, they become an 
important part of the discussion of imputation in Romans 5:12-21. 
For the most part, however, they go largely ignored partly because of 
the trouble readers have over Paul’s so-called “break” in the argument, 
and because of the rather drawn-out, though well intentioned, debate 
over who Paul has in mind here. But Paul is making a distinction 
between Adam’s sin and sin against a specific, known command. When 
the Mosaic law came, those who sinned under it did so in the face of 
the clearly expressed commands of God. Faced with commands, like 
Adam but now with Adam’s condemnation hanging over them, their 
sinning was just like Adam’s. When Christ, the second Adam, came, 
he too confronted specific commands, but where Adam and Israel 
failed, he succeeded. He fulfilled the role of the “type,” the role of 
Adam. 

119 Some of the motivation (not explicitly in Piper, Johnson, or Murray) for seeing infants in this text 
is based on the pastoral desire to answer the question of what happens to infants who die. This is a 
question that needs to be addressed, but addressing it from a text that does not offer more than (at 
best) a veiled reference will ultimately render little or no hope for those wrestling with the issue—par­
ticularly if they decide to weigh the evidence in the text for themselves. The only thing that can be 
said of infants on the basis of this text is that they are included in Paul’s “all.” 
120 As Paul says in verse 20, the law comes in order to increase transgressions. 
121 Someone could argue that there is not “explicit” mention of Jews and Gentiles, any more than 
infants in this text. That would be true if it were not for four preceding chapters overflowing with 
the topic and numerous and lengthy discussions in the following chapters. It is puzzling that there is 
not more discussion about this in the commentaries. Many of those scholars associated, to some 
degree, with the so-called New Perspective have rightly directed our attention to this vital point in 
the New Testament and in Paul in particular. 
122 These verses are neglected in much of the discussion about the state of both Jews and Gentiles 
described by Paul in 1:18ff. It seems, however, that these verses sum up his argument in much the 
same way as 3:23, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 
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Dissimilarity from Similarity: Verses 15-17 

In these verses Paul’s qal wahomer (lesser to greater) argument comes to 
the foreground. There is a series of contrasts based on one similar and 
vital element. Whatever the differences, the same operative principle is at 
work: the actions of one have determining effects on the many. The sim­
ilarity is essential for proving the dissimilarity, for in these verses the par­
allel is ultimately overshadowed by the “imbalance.”123 The dissimilarity 
is in the results or consequences that flow to the many from the one. 

From One ➞ To Many From One ➞ To Many 
v. 15: Trespass Death Grace Abounds 
v. 16: Judgment Condemnation Free gift Justification124 

v. 17: Transgression Death reigns (over) Free gift Will reign 

These verses develop the typology of Adam and Christ, and the aj vlla

of verse 15 qualifies the typological comment in verse 14.125 Adam is the 
“type,” but that need not mean “identical” at every point. The parallel 
in verse 16 contrasts “one who sinned” with “the gift,” but these do not 
appear to be natural points of comparison. Moo suggests that “con­
demnation” is the contrast to “the gift” and paraphrases it as “and the 
gift is not like the condemnation that came through the one who 
sinned.”126 This rendering fits the context well since the next phrase, “for 
the judgment from one sin resulted in condemnation,” highlights the cor­
porate implication (condemnation) that stems from the one sin. The 
“judgment” (krivma) of Adam’s sin resulted in the condemnation 

123 Wright, Romans, 528. 
124 dikaivwma (cf. v. 18) is often used for “commandment,” or “requirement” (Rom. 1:32; 2:26; 8:4), 
but here, contrasted with katavkrima, it means “justification,” with an emphasis on acquittal, as from 
judgment. The idea of “acquittal” is emphasized in Dunn, Romans, 281, and Wright, Romans, 228. 
See BDAG, 249-50. Paul’s use of words ending in -ma is well documented in various sources. Otfried 
Hofius, for instance, puts a great deal of emphasis on the presence of homoioteleuton (a rhetorical 
device where coordinate clauses contain words with the same endings). He stresses that in defining 
these words in context “we must certainly take account of the fact that they are selected for rhetori­
cal reasons” (Hofius, “The Adam-Christ Antithesis and the Law,” in Paul and the Mosaic Law, ed. 
James D. G. Dunn [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996] 171. Also, Schreiner, Romans, 285). It is worth 
noting that part of the significance of the -ma words may be owing to the fact that they often signify 
an emphasis on the results of the action involved; in this case, condemnation, justification, etc. See, 
BDF 59, ß 109; Moo, Romans, 338 n. 108. 
125 Moo, Romans, 334.

126 “The advantage of our rendering is that it provides the most natural basis for the expansion of v.

16b, which focuses on two aspects in which Adam’s act differs from Christ’s: number of sins taken

into account, and outcome” (ibid., 337 n. 104). 
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(katavkrima) of his posterity, and condemnation is primarily stative in this 
text. This fits with the reading of verse 12 suggested above, and it 
accounts for the phrase “by the trespass of the one, many died” (v. 15). 
Adam’s single act brings death, the condemnation of God, on all who fol­
low him. This is contrasted with “the gift from many trespasses resulted 
in justification” (v. 16c). The “imbalance” of Christ’s work in compari­
son with Adam’s is made evident here and explained in further detail in 
verse 17, where the reign of death following the trespass of the one is con­
trasted with the reign of those who receive the free gift of righteousness.127 

Again, the unique nature of Adam’s sin as the foundation for sin and 
death is at the forefront. This further strengthens the case that Paul is 
mainly concerned with the corporate nature of the relationship between 
Adam and humanity—not foremost with the personal sins people com­
mit. The concept of “personal sin” only appears in this text to further 
contrast the roles of Adam and Christ. Adam’s sin was without precedent, 
but the free gift that flowed from Christ and results in justification fol­
lows on the heels of “many transgressions.” While innocence preceded 
Adam’s disobedience, universal guilt is the backdrop against which the 
free gift of God in Christ shines. After the human race thoroughly estab­
lishes itself as the offspring of Adam, and after sin and death are mani­
festly entrenched in the world, the exceeding grace of God is manifested. 

What Obedience? Verses 18-19 

vVerse 18 both sums up verses 15-17 (Ara oun\ ) and completes, or restates 
and completes, verse 12.128 The wording is quite dense and elliptical but 
not too hard to render: “Therefore, just as through the transgression of 
the one there resulted condemnation for all men, so also through the righ­

127 Not limited to the idea of a “logical future” but pointing toward an eschatological consummation, 
which includes the present. There is no need to limit this to a “logical future,” particularly in light of 
the eschatological language coming in chapter 6 regarding being “baptized,” “buried,” and “raised” 
in Christ, or nearly all of chapter 8 for that matter. Paul’s eschatology is inclusive of the present, but 
not limited to it—even if speaking of individual salvation. 
128 The similarities with verse twelve are evident, note particularly the initial position of the preposi­
tional phrase with diav emphasizing the beginning with one man and leading to the result for “the 
world” (v. 12) or “the many” (v. 18). Byrne’s comments are applicable: “Paul is now [v. 18] in a posi­
tion . . . to allow the full expression of the comparison/contrast broken off at the end of v. 12 to go 
ahead. The basis of the similarity remains the fact that in both cases “one” has an influence on ‘all.’ 
The contrast lies in the differing effects: ‘condemnation’ . . . for all in the one instance, ‘justification 
leading to life’ . . . in the other. ‘Condemnation’ here is tantamount to death—so that the first half of 
v. 18 basically recasts the statement of the ‘Adam’ side originally given in v 12.” Brendan Byrne, 
Romans: Sacra Pagina Series, vol. 6 (Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1996), 180. 
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teous act of the one there resulted the justification that leads to life for all 
men.”129 There is considerable debate over whether Christ’s “righteous 
act,” together with “the obedience of the one” (v. 19), refers to his death 
on the cross only or whether it includes his obedience during his life.130 

There is little doubt that Paul is referring to the cross as the instrument 
that brings about justification, as is evident in 5:9 (“justified by his 
blood”). Some, however, assert that Paul has more in mind here than 
Christ’s death on the cross, understanding “obedience” to mean Christ’s 
total obedience during his life and on the cross.131 Others assert that Paul’s 
purpose is here restricted to the cross.132 While Christ’s life and death can­

129 There is some question as to how eJ ; dikaiwv no;no~ mato~ should be rendered, but most understand eJ ~ 
to refer to “one” man, i.e., Christ, rather than to “one righteous act,” just as they understand eJ ;no~ 
in eJ ; paraptwv mato~. See Cranfield, no~ mato~ to refer to Adam rather than modifying paraptwv
Romans, 289; Dunn, Romans, 283; Fitzmyer, Romans, 420-21; Käsemann, Romans, 156; Moo, 
Romans, 341 n. 125, also, n. 127; Anders Nygren, Commentary on Romans, trans. Carl C. 
Rasmussen (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1949), 223; Schreiner, Romans, 286 n. 8; Ulrich 
Wilckens, Der Brief an die Römer, teilband 1: Röm 1–5, Evangelisch-Katholischer Kommentar zum 
Neuen Testament 6/1 (Züruch: Benziger/Newkirchen-Vluyn: Newkirchener Verlag, 1978), 326; 
Wright, Romans, 528-29. Examples of scholars who take eJ ;no~ as modifying “transgression” and 
“righteous act” are Murray, Romans, 199; W. Sanday and A. C. Headlam, A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1902), 141; Schlatter, 
Romans, 131. As for the phrase eij dikaiv ~, often translated simply, “the justification of life,” ~ wsin zwh̀
it is an eschatological phrase that points toward the goal of Christ’s representative role as the second 
Adam. As Adam’s life was meant to move forward, so Christ obeys and inaugurates the fulfillment 
of God’s purpose for humanity, i.e., “life,” and eternal life at that (v. 21). “Life” is the result of the 
free gift of justification. As Vos states: “Justification is a dikaiv `wsin zwh~’ (justification of life), and 
the ‘life’ thus declared to be its consequent is the endless life, that of which it is promised that the 
saints ‘shall reign’ in it, Rom. v. 18-21” (Geerhardus Vos, The Pauline Eschatology [Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1930; reprint, Phillipsburg: N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1994], 57). 
This does not mean that verse 18 is only future oriented; “it certainly includes the eternal life of the 
consummate state, although it is not necessarily restricted to that” (ibid., 269). 
130 This is often spoken of in terms of “active” and “passive” obedience, the former referring to Jesus’ 
positive acts of obedience during his life and the latter to his sacrificial death on the cross. This dis­
tinction is often misunderstood and wrongly characterized. It usually does not mean that Christ’s obe­
dience can be neatly portioned off as either active or passive; that dying on the cross did not involve 
“active” obedience, or that the obedience rendered during his lifetime did not involve passive obedi­
ence, e.g., surrendering to his Father’s will, etc. It is typically a theological distinction. This distinc­
tion is not a concern here, but the conclusions reached here certainly can be applied in working out 
such distinctions and/or assessing their usefulness. 
131 Cranfield, for instance, says, “Paul means not just His atoning death but the obedience of His life 
as a whole, His loving God with all His heart and soul and mind and strength, and his neighbor with 
complete sincerity, which is the righteous conduct which God’s law requires” (Romans, 289). Piper, 
though believing Paul has more in mind than Calvary, nevertheless asserts that the more important 
issue is whether Christ’s “righteous act,” his “obedience” (v. 19), counts for the justification of the 
believer, rather than whether Paul has Jesus’ whole life in mind (Counted Righteous, 110). 
132 Schreiner believes the reference is to the cross, but holds out that “it is possible that his whole life 
is in view” (Romans, 287). Ridderbos sees both the “act of righteousness,” and the “obedience,” as 
referring to Christ’s death (Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology, trans. John 
Richard De Witt [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975], 167). Further examples of those who understand 
an exclusive reference to the cross are Dunn, Romans, 283; and Schlatter, Romans, 131. Wright also 
thinks the cross is in view here, but it is specifically Jesus’ “messianic action,” as the Isaianic servant 
of YHWH (Romans, 529). 
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not be separated, it does seem that Paul’s main focus is on Christ’s death 
as the supreme act of righteousness, his act of obedience that secures the 
status of “righteousness” for those identified with him.133 

As noted above, Adam’s disobedience is specifically described as 
“transgression” (v. 14). Paul himself makes a distinction between the 
“sinning” of those who lived between Adam and Moses, and the “trans­
gression of Adam” (th̀ v j ;~ parabasew~ Adam) which, presumably like the 
sin of those who had the Mosaic law, was a sin against a specific, known 
command. Therefore, the “trespass of the one” (v. 18) and the “disobe­
dience of the one” (v. 19) is, according to the text, a transgression against 
a specific command of God. It follows that there must be some corre­
spondence, some point of similarity, between the disobedience of Adam 
as disobedience against God’s command and the obedience of Christ as 
obedience to God’s command. 

One obvious parallel text that speaks of Christ’s obedience specifi­
cally in terms of his death is Philippians 2:8, where Paul writes of Christ’s 
obedience to death on the cross. There is, however, no explicit command 
in view. In neither Philippians 2:8 or Romans 5:19 does Paul assert that 
Christ’s obedience is limited to the cross, but he does place particular 
emphasis upon that event as, in Moo’s words, “the ultimate act of obe­
dience.”134 In Galatians 3:13 the cross is linked to the law in that Christ 
“became a curse for us,” specifically a curse derived from the law: 
“Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.” In that sense, Christ did 
fulfill the law by dying under its curse. This creates a problem if Christ’s 
“active” obedience is conceived as being limited to his active fulfillment 
of the law’s demands. If the distinction is pressed, Galatians 3:13 empha­
sizes a more “passive” obedience in regard to the law, rather than an 
active fulfillment of it, since his death was under the curse of the law. 

As far as “active” or “passive” obedience is concerned, there is 
scriptural warrant for viewing the cross as an act of both passive and 
active obedience.135 The Gospels in particular show how the cross 

133 It is not as if Christ could have merely turned up in Jerusalem at Passover and gone to the cross 
on Friday. His ministry and mission encompass his life, death, and resurrection. The question is 
whether the interpretation of this text demands that everything be seen explicitly in verses 18-19. 
134 Moo, Romans, 344.

135 In John 6:38, Jesus says, “For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the will

of him who sent me.” In Gethsemane Jesus prays that the Father might let “this cup” pass, but nev­

ertheless submits himself to his Father’s will (Matt. 26:42; Mark 14:36; Luke 21:42). 
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exhibits both aspects of obedience. John records Jesus as saying that his 
death is something that he does willingly, and he does so on the basis of 
a command from his Father: “No one takes it [life] from me, but I lay 
it down by my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and author­
ity to raise it up again. This commandment I have from my Father” 
(10:18). The distinction between active and passive may promote pre­
cision in theological discussion, but it should not be pressed to the point 
where it winds up with two mutually exclusive kinds of obedience. It is 
difficult, if not impossible, to conceive of an act that is either passive or 
active. 

The theological distinction should not be pressed into service 
beyond what it intended to do, and that is to make the rather common­
sense observation that obedience to God has two sides: (1) a willing sub­
mission to his will, and (2) the pursuit to do his will. It is sufficient to 
say that here Paul has in mind the contrast between Adam’s disobedi­
ence and Christ’s obedience in so far as they affect those identified with 
them. What God commands is that Christ, as the second Adam and in 
contrast to Adam, perfectly carries out the will of God. He perfectly 
obeys his Father’s commands, including that he lay down his life. In the 
historical-redemptive context of Romans 5:12-21, the decisive moment 
of Christ’s faithful obedience is on the cross.136 

ONE FOR MANY: A BIBLICAL-THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

It is clear so far that Paul sets up two distinct possibilities for human­
ity, and each possibility is established by one for many. This is pri­
marily a forensic distinction. Paul divides up all humanity between 
two representatives, often identified as two covenantal heads. Some 
may object to this description on the basis that the Bible does not refer 
to a covenant with Adam. That observation is correct, and has led 
some to reject any notion of a “covenant” with regard to Adam. 
However, if “covenant” is conceived as simply denoting a particular 
relationship between two parties based on some sort of agreement 
containing certain stipulations and promises, etc., then it hardly 
seems objectionable to describe the relationship between God and 

136 Christ’s obedience to “the law” as either that which qualified him as a perfect sacrifice and/or as 
that which is counted for the believer’s righteousness is not spelled out in full in this text. 
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Adam as a covenant.137 It is at least “covenant-like,” in so far as the 
major redemptive covenants in the Bible reflect or re-establish the 
relationship between God and Adam.138 This is the perspective held 
in the Reformed tradition, as is evident in the phrase “federal theol­
ogy.”139 On the other hand, “covenant” theology is not limited to the 
Reformed tradition, and other “covenant” theologies may differ sub­
stantially from the Reformed variety.140 What matters here is that Paul 

137 Although this is not the place to pursue the subject at length, Reformed theology, more than any 
other, is primarily covenant theology. A classic Reformed understanding is provided in Ursinus’s def­
inition of a covenant: “A covenant in general is a mutual contract, or agreement between two par­
ties, in which the one party binds itself to the other to accomplish something upon certain conditions, 
giving or receiving something, which is accompanied with certain outward signs and symbols, for the 
purpose of ratifying in the most solemn manner the contract entered into, and for the sake of con­
firming it, that the engagement may be kept inviolate.” The Commentary of Dr. Zacharias Ursinus 
on the Heidelberg Catechism, trans. G. W. Willard (Columbus, Ohio: Scott and Bascom, 1851; 
reprint, Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R, n.d.), 97 (page citation is for both editions). This definition is given 
here because the covenant theme in Romans 5:12-21 is developed to the greatest extent in the 
Reformed tradition, and because it has a “covenant of works” at its foundation, which stresses the 
unique, representative nature of the relationship that Adam and Christ have with the human race, 
respectively. There are many aspects of the traditional covenantal view, but chief among them is the 
dominant theme of a “covenant of works” established by God for Adam, in which Adam had to obey 
God on the strength of his own innocent integrity (thus, the “covenant of works” may also be called 
a “covenant of nature” with “nature” referring to Adam’s original state of innocence). Adam, of 
course, failed to obey. But where Adam failed, Christ obeyed on the basis of his own strength and 
will, and fulfilled the original covenant, and the blessings of that covenant flow to all who are iden­
tified with Christ, just as the consequences of Adam’s sin flowed to those identified with him. While 
many object to the phrase “covenant of works,” it seems nevertheless clear that there was a princi­
ple of “works” in so far as Adam had to obey what God commanded him to do. It also seems clear 
that Christ’s fundamental act as described by Paul was an act of obedience, and this obedience, as 
Adam’s disobedience, is the foundation for the status conferred to those related to him. Regardless 
of how one works out the details, a covenant relationship provides the best conceptual framework 
for describing these relationships. For background see, John Murray, “Covenant theology,” in The 
Collected Writings of John Murray, vol. 4 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1977), 4:216-40. Murray 
provides a helpful, concise discussion of the development of covenant theology and on the “condi­
tional” and “unconditional” nature of the covenant of grace. For a historical study of the develop­
ment of federal theology by a scholar who sees continuity between Calvin and his successors, see Peter 
A. Lillback, The Binding of God (Grand Rapids: Baker; Carlisle, U. K.: Paternoster, 2001). A help­
ful discussion of covenant theology as set forth in the Heidelberg Catechism and in Ursinus’s com­
mentary, and which interacts with major criticisms aimed at “sub-Protestant contract theology” is 
found in R. Scott Clark and Joel Beeke, “Ursinus, Oxford and the Westminster Divines,” in The 
Westminster Confession into the 21st Century: Essays in Remembrance of the 350th Anniversary of 
the Publication of the Westminster Confession of Faith, vol. 2, ed. J Ligon Duncan (Christian Focus 
Publications, 2005), 1-32. 
138 Some have sought to show a covenant in Eden on the basis of Hosea 6:7, “They broke my covenant 
like Adam.” Most modern scholars, however, understand “Adam” as a place name, thus, “like at 
Adam.” This text is too disputed to rest on without more investigation. 
139 Though “federal” may be labeled a “theological” rather than a “biblical” term, it seems often over­
looked that “federal” is simply a derivative of foedus, Latin for “covenant.” I am aware of the debates 
that surround the use of the terms foedus, testamentum, and pactum in Reformed theology. That 
issue, though important for the historical debate, is out of the purview of the present work. It need 
only be remembered that historically the word “federal” refers to an altogether biblical concept. 
140 A primary example is N. T. Wright. Although covenant plays a fundamental role in Wright’s work 
in general, the piece that relates most clearly to Romans 5:12-21, besides his Romans, is “Adam, 
Israel, and the Messiah” in Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology 
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establishes the concept of representation as the most basic component 
of God’s plan of creation and redemption. 

Representation: A Redemptive-Historical Structure 

That Paul has a definite theological understanding of the representative 
roles of Adam and Christ in relation to humanity, of the solidarity of all 
under one of the two covenant heads, is evident from 1 Corinthians 
15:21-22. There Paul argues that “since death came through a man, also 
the resurrection of the dead comes through a man” (v. 21). He then gives 
the ground for his assertion: “for just as (w{sper) all die in Adam, so also 
(ou{ ;tw~ kai) in Christ all shall be made alive.” If these verses were not 
enough, Gaffin shows convincingly that the context argues for a corpo­
rate relationship. In 15:20, Paul refers to Christ as the “firstfruits” 

(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1993), 18-40. With textual support Wright shows that God is “undoing the 
sin of Adam” in his dealings with Abraham and subsequently with Israel, and that a “new creation” 
is set in process in God’s people. “Israel is, or is to become, God’s intended true humanity” (ibid., 
21). Adam’s disobedience, however, was at work in Israel and when that disobedience met Torah it 
magnified the sin in and among God’s covenant people. Israel, like Adam, failed in its calling to be 
the true people of God. What Jesus did, therefore, was fulfill Israel’s role as redeemer of “Adamic 
humanity.” Adam’s sin, made exceedingly manifest by the negative role of Torah (a negative role for 
a positive reason) was “drawn onto Israel’s representative and so dealt with on the Cross.” In ful­
filling Israel’s role, Jesus fulfills Adam’s role (ibid., 38-39). The connection Wright draws from Adam 
through Abraham and Israel and through Christ highlights the essential covenantal relationship 
between God and his people. It must be pointed out, however, that in spite of points of agreement, 
Wright’s covenant theology and Reformed covenant theology are similar only in name at many fun­
damental points. Wright also develops Jesus’ role as Israel’s representative in his Romans. Jesus’ obe­
dience is that of the servant from Isaiah 53. It is the obedience “to the saving purpose of YHWH, the 
plan marked out for Israel from the beginning but that, through Israel’s disobedience, only the ser­
vant, as an individual, can now accomplish.” Jesus’ obedience is his faithfulness as Messiah “to God’s 
commission (as in 3:22), to the plan to bring salvation to the world” (Romans, 529). Two points 
deserve comment here. In the first place, Wright chides traditional Reformed theology for the dis­
tinction between “active” and “passive” obedience, but they are not, as mentioned above, always so 
neatly separated. Even those who do not make a distinction between active and passive obedience 
may still hold to the reckoning of Christ’s righteousness. More problematic is Wright’s rather pointed 
comment that Jesus’ role was not “his amassing a treasury of merit through Torah obedience” (ibid.). 
On one hand, I could not agree more. However, while some may speak in these kinds of terms, the 
idea of a treasury of merit earned by Jesus and meted out to believers is not an accurate description 
of Reformed soteriology in general. 

Secondly, Wright seems to create an unwarranted gap between Jesus’ role as representative and 
the issue of keeping the law. Wright holds that law in this text, rather than being focused on obedi­
ence, which “would be beside the point,” has a “darker” role. While he is correct to say that the stress 
here is on the negative role of the law, is not the primary reason the law has a negative role precisely 
because it requires obedience? The negative role becomes clear when the law was not obeyed. I agree 
with the “darker” role of the law, but it is precisely the demand for obedience that makes it so. Doing 
what Israel (and Adam) failed to do must certainly include obedience to God’s commands. Even if 
the primary command was to be the true servant of YHWH (the revealed name of God who gave Torah 
and commands Israel, his servant, to keep it), how can one be Israel apart from keeping Torah? Israel 
was enjoined time and again to “keep” and “obey” Torah. The command to fulfill Israel’s role as the 
people of God certainly does not seem to exclude keeping Torah, even if keeping Torah is not the 
explicit point of this text. 
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(aj vparch), and the predominately cultic background of this word serves 
to establish a representative context.141 The offerings of “firstfruits” rep­
resented a greater whole (grain, livestock, etc.), and signified “the notion 
of organic connection and unity, the inseparability of the initial quan­
tity from the whole.”142 As such, Christ’s resurrection is not just an indi­
cation of what will happen to believers (though it includes that); “it is 
the actual beginning of the general event.”143 With this background, 
verses 21-22 make it clear that the resurrection will take place only as 
believers are “in Christ”; that is, just as all died “in Adam,” so the res­
urrection will only take place as a corporate event in Christ, who is the 
“firstfruits.”144 Just as Paul describes the most fundamental level of 
redemption in terms of the Adam-Christ parallel in Romans 5, so in 
1 Corinthians 15 he refers to the same parallel in relation to the con­
summation of redemptive history. Taken together, 1 Corinthians 15 and 
Romans 5 suggest that Paul’s fundamental theological framework of 
redemptive history is primarily representational and unfolds around the 
figures of the first and second Adams. 

A biblical current. Returning to Romans 5, recognizing Adam and 
Christ as covenantal and/or representative heads fits well with the flow 
of this text. Paul deals with the fundamental issues of the history of 
redemption. There is nothing more basic to redemption than the unfold­
ing of God’s plan to save Adam’s race, and this happens in a series of 
covenant relationships from the Noahic, to the Abrahamic, through the 
Mosaic, and the Davidic, and coming to fruition in the new covenant.145 

Each of those major covenants works toward the final act of redemption 
in the cross of Christ, with each reflecting at least some elements of the 
relationship between God and Adam as recorded in Genesis 1–2 and 
heading toward the redemption of that relationship broken in Genesis 3. 

141 Richard B. Gaffin Jr., Resurrection and Redemption: A Study in Paul’s Soteriology, 2nd ed. 
(Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1987), 34. Gaffin cites the following texts, Exodus 
23:19; Leviticus 23:10; Numbers 15:20f.; 18:8, 11f.; Deuteronomy 18:4; 26:2, 10, as examples. 
142 Ibid., 34. This is in contrast to understanding “firstfruits” as exclusively temporal, that is, as only 
the beginning of the harvest, rather than the beginning as representing the entire harvest that was yet 
to come. 
143 Ibid., 35. 
144 Ibid., 36. 
145 This covenantal schema for understanding the history of redemption from a biblical-theological 
perspective can be seen in Geerhardus Vos’s Biblical Theology. 
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Paul is working at the most basic level showing what had to take 
place in order for there to be justification, reconciliation, and peace with 
God (5:1, 11). And the issues that lie behind all other considerations are 
that humanity is viewed through one of two figures, either Adam or 
Christ, whose actions determine the status for each individual person, 
and that Paul is not concerned here to focus on either the personal sin 
or the righteousness that will flow from each state.146 It is evident in this 
text that Paul is working on a large canvas. He begins with the entrance 
of sin and death (v. 12) and then proves the universality of sin and death 
(vv. 13-14). From there he develops an idea of the two kingdoms; a king­
dom of sin and death over against a kingdom of righteousness and life 
(vv. 15-17). In both kingdoms the actions of one affects the many, but 
the results are radically different. One results in condemnation, the 
other, justification. He then identifies specifically the two actions that 
determine the status (sinner or righteous) of all people (vv. 18-19). 
Ridderbos has captured the panoramic vision of this text: 

The presupposition of the whole chain of reasoning lies in the inclusion 
in the supra-individual situation of sin and death represented by Adam. 
Here again the basic structures of the Pauline theology are not individ­
ualizing, but redemptive-historical, and corporate. It is a matter of two 
different modes of existence, that of the old and that of the new man, 
which are determined by two different aeons, and concerning which an 
all embracing decision has been made in Adam and in Christ. 147 

A positive standing, not a transformation. As stated above, Christ 
came into a situation caused by Adam; he did not begin with a clean slate 
but came into a world that was at enmity with God. This point should 
not be pressed to where Christ’s work is viewed as some sort of clean up 
mission. On the contrary, there is a theme of recapitulation in the par­
allel. The “obedience” rendered by Christ not only followed Adam’s dis­

146 As Wright puts it: “To be a ‘sinner’ is, to be sure, more than a mere status. It involves committing 
actual sins. But it is the status that interests Paul here. Likewise, to be ‘righteous,’ as will be appar­
ent in the next chapter, is more than simply status, but again it is the status that matters here. 
Justification, rooted in the cross and anticipating the verdict of the last day, gives people a new sta­
tus, ahead of the performance of appropriate deeds” (Romans, 529). 
147 Ridderbos, Paul, 99. This emphasis also argues against the claim that traditional views of justifi­
cation are only concerned with individual salvation and ignore the corporate aspect. The individual 
is always in the context of being part of the people of God—a corporate body of those “made righ­
teous” through Christ. 
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obedience, it is also the manifestation of what Adam should have done. 
Christ is truly the Second Adam who succeeds where the first failed. That 
is why Paul stresses the superior nature of the “free gift” over that which 
came from Adam (vv. 15-17).148 The “free gift” flows from the fulfill­
ment of God’s purpose in creation, and so “how much more” does that 
surpass whatever came through the trespass of Adam? The superiority 
of the “free gift” made available by the obedience of Christ points back 
to a principle in Genesis 1–2 which illuminates the meaning of “made 
righteous” as referring to a positive status. 

According to Genesis 1:26, God created man in order to exercise 
dominion over all God’s creation. This intention is expressed in the first 
“command” given to Adam and Eve, when they were told, “Be fruitful 
and multiply, fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea 
and the birds of the sky and over everything that moves on the earth” 
(1:28).149 Adam was not born into a static existence, but one that 
included work—not random work, but work with a goal: the subjuga­
tion of God’s creation in the context of a perfect relationship with his 
Creator. In short, though everything in creation was “very good,” there 
was still a sense in which there was movement toward the fulfillment of 
creation. Geerhardus Vos identifies this as “pre-redemptive eschatol­
ogy.”150 This end for which God created the world existed without the 
imposition of sin.151 This is no mere speculation on “what would have 
happened,” but is the intention made explicit in the narrative. This goal, 
of course, was not reached because of Adam’s disobedience.152 Christ, 

148 Paul also emphasizes a contrast between Adam and Christ in 1 Corinthians 15:45-59. Both the 
theme of representation and the inferior/superior motif are present. In that text Paul shows that 
“Christ accomplishes far more than the restoration of what Adam ever lost, he places the two over 
against each other . . . as the representatives of two successive stages in the carrying out of God’s sub­
lime purpose for humanity” (Geerhardus Vos, “The Theology of Paul,” in Redemptive History and 
Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos, ed. Richard B. Gaffin Jr. 
[Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1980], 259). 
149 NASB.

150 Geerhardus Vos, The Eschatology of the Old Testament, ed. James T. Dennison (Phillipsburg, N.J.:

Presbyterian and Reformed, 2001), 73. To support his claim, Vos suggests that the inauguration of

the Sabbath (2:3) points to the idea of “consummation” and “an eschatological sign because its mean­

ing lies in the relation of man and God” (ibid., 75).

151 “There is an absolute end posited for the universe before and apart from sin. The universe as cre­

ated, was only a beginning, the meaning of which was not perpetuation, but attainment. The princi­
ple of God’s relation to the world from the outset was a principle of action or eventuation” (ibid., 73). 
152 Note also that this conclusion is not based on a predetermined commitment to the question of 
whether Adam lived in some kind of probation period. I do believe, however, that Adam was “tested” 
just as Israel and ultimately Christ were tested. That subject will be discussed in some detail in a forth­
coming biblical theology of justification. 



THE FOUNDATION OF RIGHTEOUSNESS 155 

however, as the Second Adam, is not only the representative that sets the 
situation to rights; he ushers in the full eschatological reality for which 
Adam was intended.153 The Second Adam did not merely provide a rem­
edy for the first Adam’s sin; he also succeeded where the first failed. How 
else could he really be a Second Adam? What Christ achieved by his obe­
dience was the positive status “righteous” (v. 19) that leads to eschato­
logical life (v. 18), which is the eternal reign of grace through 
righteousness (v. 21). In other words, Christ’s obedience does, in fact, 
establish a positive status that is part of, and leads to, eschatological con­
summation—the fulfillment of the intention for Adam.154 

With this larger biblical framework in mind we return to kaqivsthmi. 
It makes sense for Paul to choose this word rather than a more limited 
word such as logivzomai because he is dealing with the foundations of 
redemption and not with the application or appropriation of redemp­
tion. The basic idea of 5:19 as it regards Christ and the many can be seen 
in the following: 

Actor/Subject Action Result 
Christ Obedience Righteous (status) 

This pattern is different from Romans 4, where the primary actor 
is Abraham and the action is faith. The result, however, is similar. Where 
Abraham’s faith was reckoned to him for righteousness, here Jesus’ obe­
dience results in many being made “righteous.” As argued above, the 
phrase “made righteous” is surely stative. The discussion of the seman­
tic domain of kaqivsthmi revealed that the word is not used as a synonym 
for logivzomai, and that it refers usually to an appointment or assign­
ment to a position and that it can also refer to an actual state. It is dif­
ficult to separate an appointed position from the “state” of that position. 
Ultimately the distinction need not be pressed, because it really boils 
down to a question of emphasis, either on the appointment or the state. 

153 As Vos says elsewhere: “What we inherit in the second Adam is not restricted to what we lost in 
the first Adam: it is much rather the full realization of what the first Adam would have achieved for 
us had he remained unfallen and had been confirmed in his state” (“Doctrine of the Covenant in 
Reformed Theology,” in Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of 
Geerhardus Vos, ed. Richard B. Gaffin Jr. [Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1980], 243). 
154 Yet this is not God’s “plan B” because God’s plan for humanity is not fulfilled in the type, but in 
the “one who was to come” (v. 14). 
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The reason some theologians shy away from a stative meaning here is 
that they are afraid that if we take Paul as referring to a state, then there 
might be some sense in which the status “righteous” becomes grounded 
to some extent in the believer’s own acts of righteousness. This fear, how­
ever, amounts to “building a hedge around Torah.”155 

Being “made” righteous, even being “appointed” righteous, means 
that one really is righteous, but it clearly does not mean that Paul is talk­
ing about being made righteous on the basis of one’s own works, or that 
he is talking about some sort of transformative righteousness.156 

Interpreters who worry that the translation “made righteous” might 
sneak in a notion of infused righteousness or open the door for personal 
acts of righteousness ignore the fact that kaqivsthmi is not typically used 
in reference to the actions that characterize the person either 
“appointed” or “made to be” in whatever position. The word empha­
sizes status, not personal actions. 

If the word kaqivsthmi itself is not enough, there is nothing in the 
context that argues for a transformative righteousness or for personal 
righteousness as the ground for the statement made in verse 19. Not 
even Paul’s accounting for the ground and universal nature of sin (v. 
12), or his mention of the actual sins committed by those living from 
Adam to Moses (vv. 13-14), disrupts the parallel between Adam and 
Christ. There is an inescapable forensic context in the text that builds 
up to a climax in verse 19. The result of Christ’s obedience is that 
“many will be made righteous.”157 They will be viewed by God as hav­
ing a right status before him, and the ground of that status is the obe­
dience of Christ. 

155 This phrase refers to the practice of making an extra law in order to help protect against breaking 
an actual law. 
156 This, of course, does not deny that a transformation takes place, but that the transformation log­
ically follows the declared status. God’s word of justification not only declares something; it creates 
what it declares. The point here is that one aspect can be emphasized and even given logical priority 
over the other. 
157 The emphasis here is on the future eschatological declaration. Many interpret the word katas­
taqhvsontai as a “logical future” referring to an action that is ongoing in the present in each gener­
ation of believers. For instance see Murray, Romans, 206. Dunn, on the other hand, understands it 
to refer to “the future ratification of the final judgment” (Romans, 285). An either/or stance need not 
be adopted. The end-time declaration is the same as the declaration in the present, but given the vast 
scope of the history of redemption in this text stretching from the beginning of redemptive history to 
it’s fulfillment in Christ the future consummation, the final chapter of redemption, may well receive 
emphasis. 
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CONCLUSION 

On the textual level Paul does not use the same metaphor he employs in 
chapter 4. However, there is no need to dispense entirely with the “reck­
oning” metaphor in regard to Romans 5:12-21. If Christ’s obedience has 
the result that “many will be made righteous,” then that necessarily 
means that there must be a way in which God considers Christ’s obedi­
ence as the ground upon which he will view “sinners” as “righteous.” 
Theologically we may well describe this by saying that God indeed 
“counts” Christ’s obedience as the ground of the believer’s righteous­
ness.158 To follow the above outline, Christ’s obedience “counts” for our 
righteous status. Taken together with Romans 4, a biblical theology of 
how a believer is justified begins to take shape. In order for faith to be 
reckoned for righteousness, a more fundamental redemptive act must 
take place. Adam’s sin, and the resulting spread of sin and death into the 
world so that “condemnation” became the lot of the world, had to be 
dealt with. This was accomplished through the second Adam, the sec­
ond representative head, Jesus Christ. 

Romans 5 constitutes, therefore, the very foundation of Paul’s doc­
trine of salvation, because the ground for the status “righteous” had to 
be attained before it could be applied. In this way, Romans 4 sets forth 
the application of Romans 5. The righteous status, made possible by 
Christ’s obedience, is applied to the believer when he puts his faith in 
God. Christ’s obedience “counts” for the status that is secured at the 
cross, and appropriated by faith, through which comes the declaration 
of the actual status, “righteous.” 

It is important to emphasize what the texts say in their own terms, 
but separately neither text paints a full picture in regard to the question 
of “imputation.” When read together, however, the various details begin 
to come into focus. With that in mind we now turn to one more major 
text in Paul. With the foundation and appropriation of righteousness 
established, we now consider the way by which Christ has secured our 
“righteousness,” and what it means to “become the righteousness of 
God.” 

158 There must be some way by which we conceive of how Christ’s obedience is applied to us. Even if 
Christ’s obedience is that of fulfilling the role of the Messiah (i.e., Wright), that obedience still must be 
applied to people (it must “count” for them in someway) if God is going to consider them righteous. 





F O U R  

The Provision of

Righteousness:


2 Corinthians 5:21


SECOND CORINTHIANS 5:21, like Romans 4:3 and 5:19, is a perpetual 
centerpiece in the discussion of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. 
To some readers this may seem curious given that the text does not say 
explicitly that sins are reckoned to Christ or that Christ’s righteousness 
is reckoned to believers. “God made him who knew no sin, to be sin for 
us, that we might become the righteousness of God in him.” This verse 
is about what God accomplished in Christ on the cross and what that 
means for, and how it is applied to, believers. God acts through Christ 
and the result is righteousness for those “in him.” 

Even without explicit reference, it is not too difficult to see why 
2 Corinthians 5:21 has been among the cardinal texts in this ongoing 
debate. There are many critical issues in this verse and context, but as 
with the earlier chapters, the goal here is to isolate those elements that 
have direct bearing on the issue at hand, relying on the context to serve 
as a guide for interpretation. The verse will be discussed in terms of what 
Paul means by “made to be sin,” what he means by “become the righ­
teousness of God,” and the significance of union with Christ for both 
this text and the subject of imputation of righteousness in general. Once 
these elements are investigated, it will be evident why this verse is so cru­
cial to the discussion. 
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“MADE TO BE SIN”: 
THE GROUND FOR BECOMING THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF GOD 

There is a great deal of debate over the meaning of the phrase “made to 

be sin” (aJ v j vmartian epoihsen). Many readers understand this phrase to 

mean that Christ was “made to be sin,” obviously not in terms of being 

sinful himself, but that he was in some way “identified with sinful 

humanity.”1 On the other hand it could mean “sin offering,” referring 

to the Old Testament sacrificial system.2 The position taken here is that 

“made to be sin” is sacrificial language and that Paul is speaking of 

Christ as a sacrifice for sin. This interpretation finds support in the lan­

guage and concepts related to sacrifices, particularly, but not exactly cor­

responding to the sin offering in the Old Testament. This interpretation 

also makes sense in a text that speaks of reconciliation, and it fits the 

context of the verse. 

1 Victor Paul Furnish, II Corinthians, AB (New York: Doubleday, 1984), 340. This view is also held, 
sometimes with modifications or different emphases, by various scholars. Rudolph Bultmann, The 
Second Letter to the Corinthians, trans. Roy A. Harrisville (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985), 165. 
Bultmann follows H. Windisch, Der zweite Korintherbrief, MeyerK 6 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and 
Ruprecht, 1924), 197-99. Philip E. Hughes, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962), 213-15. Hughes understands Paul to mean that “God the Father made 
his innocent incarnate Son the object of His wrath and judgment” (ibid., 213). Margaret E. Thrall, 
The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1994), 441-42. Thrall con­
cedes that Paul uses “sacrificial language” and the possibility that Paul alludes to Isaiah 53, but she 
thinks that the phrase should “be understood in terms more personal than that of “sin offering” 
(ibid., 442). Charles Hodge, 2 Corinthians, Crossway Classic Commentaries (Wheaton: Crossway, 
1995), 120. Hodge denies that “sin offering” is in view because the Septuagint uses aJ vmartia in the 
genitive (aJ vmartia~) when referring to “sin offering,” and because Paul uses the same word, 
aJ vmartian, “in the ordinary sense” in this verse. He does say that whether it means “sin” or “sin 
offering,” the result is similar: “The meaning in either case is the same, for the only sense in which 
Christ was made to be sin is that he bore the guilt of sin; in this sense every sin-offering was made 
sin” (ibid., 120). Hodge emphasizes the substitutionary element in this verse. Paul Barnett, The 
Second Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 313-14. Barnett does 
not come down forcefully on the issue. He does, however, reject the rendering “sin offering,” and 
states that “Paul’s words summarize without explaining Isaiah 52:13–53:12” (ibid., 314 n. 65). Jan 
Lambrecht, Second Corinthians, Sacra Pagina Series, vol. 8 (Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical 
Press, 1999), 101. 
2 Linda Belleville, “Gospel and Kerygma in 2 Corinthians,” in Gospel in Paul: Studies on Corinthians, 
Galatians, and Romans, Festschrift for Richard Longenecker, ed. L. A. Jervis and P. Richardson 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1995), 151-52; idem, 2 Corinthians, InterVarsity New Testament 
Commentaries Series (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1996), 159; James M. Scott, 2 Corinthians, New 
International Biblical Commentary (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1998), 142; Scott J. Hafemann, 
Second Corinthians, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 247. 
Belleville, Scott, and Hafemann all connect “sin offering” with the “Suffering Servant” of Isaiah 
52–53. It should be noted, however, that the link with Isaiah’s servant is not limited to those who 
interpret aJ v j vmartian epoihsen as “sin offering.” It should also be noted that the “identification” theme 
is not at all absent in the “sin offering” view. 
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“Made to Be Sin”: Old Testament Background 

The Septuagint translators sometimes render tafj (“sin,” “sin offer­
ing”) with aJ vmartia. Typically the phrases the translator employs are 
peri; th̀ J v ;  aJ v ; peri; th̀ J a~.~ amartia~; peri martia~; and to ~ amartiv

Leviticus 4:3 is a good example of how aJ vmartia can be used for both 
“sin” and “sin offering”: 

If the anointed priest sins, bringing guilt on the people, let him offer to 
the LORD a bull without defect as a sin offering [w{taF*ĵ, peri; th~̀
aJ v ; ` J vmartia~] for the sin [taF*ĵl=, peri th~ amartia~] he has committed 
(emphasis mine). 

Similarly, Leviticus 5:6 shows that the phrase can be used both ways: 

He [the one bringing the sacrifice] shall bring his guilt offering to the 
LORD for his sin [w{taF*ĵ lû, peri; ` J vth~ amartia~] which he has com­
mitted [sinned], a female from the flock, a lamb or a goat as a sin offer­
ing [taF*ĵl=, peri; J vamartia~], and the priest shall make atonement for 
him for his sin [w{taF*ĵm, peri; ` J v 3th~ amartia~] (emphasis mine). 

In addition to these texts, there is evidence that aJ vmartia, at least with 
peri; th~̀ or with peri; alone, can refer to “sin offering.”4 

3 Both 4:3 and 5:6 are also cited by Richard E. Averbeck, “Sacrifices and Offerings,” in Dictionary 
of the Old Testament: Pentateuch, ed. T. Desmond Alexander and David W. Baker (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity), 717. Averbeck points out that while the translation “‘sin offering’ is problematic,” it 
nevertheless “makes a lot of sense.” Citing Jacob Milgrom (Leviticus, AB [New York: Doubleday, 
1991], 253-54), and J. E. Hartley (Leviticus, WBC [Dallas: Word, 1992], 55-57), Averbeck comments 
that taF*ĵmay also be rendered “purification offering” (Sacrifices and Offerings, 717). Wenham opts 
for the translation “purification offering” in both Leviticus 4:3 and 5:6. He does this in order to show 
that “it [the sin offering] was not the one and only atoning sacrifice, as some commentators seem to 
suggest” (Gordon J. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, NICOT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979], 88). 
The point is well taken, but for the purposes of this study it is only important to see that taF*ĵ may 
be translated by aJ vmartia in reference to “sin offering.” 
4 E.g., Leviticus 5:7, 11; 7:37; 9:2-3; 12:6, 8; 14:13, 22, 31; 15:15, 30; 16:3, 5, 9; 23:19; Numbers 6:11, 
16; 7:16, 22; 28, 34, 40, 46, 52, 58, 64, 70, 76, 82, 87; 8:8, 12; 15:24, 27; 28:15, 22, 30; 29:5, 11, 16, 
19, 22, 25, 28, 31, 34, 38; 4 Kings (2 Kings) 12:17; 2 Chronicles 29:21, 23-24; 2 Esdras (Ezra) 6:17; 
8:35; 20:34 (Neh. 10:34); Psalm 39:7 (40:7); Job 1:5; Isaiah 53:10; Ezekiel 42:13; 43:19, 21; 2 
Maccabees 12:43; Baruch 1:10. These citations correspond roughly to those cited by N. T. Wright, “The 
Meaning of peri; J vamartia~ in Romans 8:3,” in Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline 
Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 220-25. Wright explores the background of the phrase in 
Romans 8 and concludes that “sin offering” is the correct meaning in that text. Even with the absence 
of peri,; Wright’s study is suggestive for 2 Corinthians 5:21. At the very least, he makes a good case for 
aJ vmartia being used for “sin offering” in the Septuagint. On the other hand, McLean takes strong excep­
tion to any idea of “sin offering” in 2 Corinthians 5:21 (Bradley H. McLean, “Absence of Atoning 
Sacrifice in Paul’s Soteriology,” NTS 38 [1992]: 540). McLean’s study is not limited to 2 Corinthians, 
but as his title suggests, he challenges the entire concept of sacrificial atonement in Paul. 
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The link between “made to be sin” and “sin offering” is stronger 
if one does not try to limit Paul’s meaning to a particular sacrifice or 
aspect of a sacrifice. That is to say, perhaps there is a more general idea 
of Christ’s being a sacrifice for sin in this verse, rather than a one-to­
one correspondence with the Old Testament “sin offering.” It is what 
the sacrifice accomplished, not the particular sacrifice itself, that comes 
into focus. There are many particular aspects of the sin offering itself. 
For instance, the sin offering was employed for unintentional sins; it 
differed in procedure depending on whether the offering was for a 
priest, a leader, a regular worshiper, or everyone; and it was closely 
connected to the purification of both worshiper and the temple.5 But 
regardless of whether the sin was involuntary6 or for whom the sacri­
fice was performed, the point of the sacrifice and what it effected is 
basically the same. The general and more important idea is that sins, 
whether involuntary or not, were atoned for by the offering of an ani­
mal “without defect” (e.g., Lev. 5:15, 18, 25 [Eng. 6:6]; 9:2-3), with 
the result that the one who brought the sacrifice was forgiven (e.g., 
Lev. 4:20, 26, 31, 35; 5:10, 13, 16, 18, 26 [Eng. 6:7]). The blood of 
the sacrifice, in the various ways it was applied, made atonement for 
sin.7 In this sense it seems legitimate to understand “made to be sin” 
in a sacrificial context.8 

5 Averbeck gives a concise review of the various participants and procedures of the sin offering 
(“Sacrifices and Offering,” 717-20). 

6 As Averbeck shows, hgg; v; b] i does not necessarily mean “unintentional,” but also simply “in error,”

though he does cite texts where the word refers to “unintentional sins,” e.g., Numbers 35:11, 15, 22­

23; Joshua 20:3, 9 (ibid., 719). Leviticus 4:27-35 also deals with “unintentional sins.” See Gerhard

von Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. 1, trans. D. M. G. Stalker (New York: Harper and Row,

1962), 258. In regard to 2 Corinthians 5:21, it does not make a difference if the “sin offering” was

mostly for “unintentional sins.” It is the sacrifice itself, not the particular kind of sin for which it was

prescribed, that is in view. 

7 This is not to say that the rather complex rules and regulations surrounding the sin offering are unim­
portant. The point is, however, that the rules and regulations guided the priests and people in bring­
ing a sacrifice that was pleasing and acceptable to God. The end result, i.e., forgiveness, is the end 
that the rules and regulations serve to bring about. 
8 The suggestion here in regard to a sacrificial background for “made “sin” is based on reasoning sim­
ilar to that of Beale in regard to the Old Testament background of reconciliation. “That such a back­
ground has not been looked into more is perhaps due to a too narrow view of establishing parallels 
on a semantic basis, often to the exclusion of conceptual considerations.” Greg. K. Beale, “The Old 
Testament Background of Reconciliation in 2 Corinthians 5–7 and Its Bearing on the Literary 
Problem of 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1,” NTS 35 (1989): 551. The contention here is that although exact 
parallelism may not exist between Paul’s language in 2 Corinthians 5:21 and that found in the Old 
Testament sacrificial texts, there is nevertheless enough semantic and conceptual similarity to war­
rant investigation. Beale’s understanding of the New Testament use of the Old Testament, like my 
own, is antithetical to that of McLean (“Absence of Atoning Sacrifice”). 
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Reconciliation and sacrifice. Another reason to understand “made 
to be sin” as referring to a sacrifice for sin is that verse 21 is set in the 
context of a larger discussion of reconciliation. Paul’s doctrine of rec­
onciliation has received a great deal of attention, particularly in regard 
to the background of Paul’s idea. The discussion centers on the appro­
priate background of the words reconcile and reconciliation 
(katallav vssw and katallagh). The fact that the “reconciliation” word 
group is not common in the Septuagint has led to multiple suggestions 
from scholars on both semantic and/or conceptual grounds. 

Because there seems to be a lack of Jewish background for “recon­
ciliation,” Breytenbach concludes that the primary background is found 
in Hellenistic military and political settings.9 On the other hand, Hofius 
sees Isaiah 53 and its surrounding context as the background for Paul’s 
understanding of reconciliation.10 Kim argues that Paul’s doctrine arises 

9 Cilliers Breytenbach, Versöhung: eine Studie zur paulinischen Soteriologie (Neukirchen: Neukirchener, 
1989), 73-76. Danker sees a Greco-Roman militaristic background: “It is evident from what Paul said 
about God in earlier chapters of his letter that his image of God as Supreme Benefactor here finds its 
ultimate expression. . . . All humanity is reconciled. . . . Pronouncement of amnesty is one of the marks 
of a benevolent head of state.” Frederick W. Danker, II Corinthians, Augsburg Commentary on the New 
Testament (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1989), 82-83. Danker cites Caesar Augustus’ Res Gestae as a par­
allel example. This Greco-Roman background also explains Paul’s language: “Much of his apparently 
fanatic and reproving language receives elucidation from the Greco-Roman social and cultural context 
in which the Corinthians lived, for they were accustomed to stories about generals and heads of state 
who tried to win laurels for upstaging predecessors” (ibid). On the other hand, I. Howard Marshall, 
writing before Breytenbach, discusses the Jewish background of “reconciliation” primarily on the basis 
of Josephus, Philo, and 2 and 4 Maccabees. He makes a case for an Old Testament rather than a 
Hellenistic background, with Paul’s specific idea perhaps arising from the martyr tradition in 2 and 4 
Maccabees. Marshall admits that “evidence . . . is admittedly very thin,” but sees Paul’s emphasis on 
reconciliation as an act of God rather than man, in which God himself provides “an atonement for sin 
and so reconciled them to himself,” as an indication that the Maccabean background is a “catalyst” for 
Paul’s doctrine. As Marshall himself says, “The point is beyond proof” (Marshall, “The Meaning of 
‘Reconciliation,’” in Unity and Diversity in New Testament Theology: Essays in Honor of George E. 
Ladd, ed. Robert A. Guelich [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978], 118-21). One issue that comes up often 
in studies of reconciliation in 2 Corinthians 5:18-21, and which cannot be dealt with here, is the asser­
tion that the text contains some amount of pre-Pauline material that Paul employs for his argument. 
This presupposition has obvious effects on one’s conclusions about Paul’s language in this text. The dis­
cussion takes on a “Q”-like character. For instance, Ernst Käsemann views 5:18-21 as originating from 
a pre-Pauline hymn. Käsemann, “Erwägungen zum Stichwort ‘Versöhnungslehre im NT,’” in Zeit und 
Geschichte, ed. E. Dinkler (Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1964), 48-49. Ralph Martin sees evidence for “a 
specimen of confessional statement expressing in summary form what the first Christians believed about 
God’s redemptive work in Christ” (Martin, Reconciliation: A Study of Paul’s Theology [Atlanta: John 
Knox, 1981], 94). Likewise, Peter Stuhlmacher understands verse 19 to contain pre-Pauline material 
(Gerechtigkeit Gottes bei Paulus [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck, 1966], 77). Stuhlmacher sees Paul drawing 
on, rather than simply quoting an earlier tradition. Likewise, Furnish, II Corinthians, 351. One might 
wonder if the difficulty of determining the background for Paul’s teaching does not have some influence 
on the desire to identify a pre-Pauline tradition in this text. This study proceeds on the assumption that 
the text should be dealt with as a thoroughly Pauline construction. 
10 O. Hofius, “Erwägungen zur Gestalt und Herkunft des Paulinischen Versöhnungs-gedankens,” 
ZThK 77 (1980): 188. Also cited in Seyoon Kim, “2 Cor. 5:11-21 and the Origin of Paul’s Concept 
of ‘Reconciliation,’” NovT 39 (1997): 366. 
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from his experience on the Damascus Road, and also finds the back­
ground in Isaiah.11 This Isaianic background for reconciliation has been 
developed more precisely by Beale.12 Before discussing that idea further, 
there is another aspect of the Old Testament background of reconcilia­
tion that ties the idea still closer to the sacrificial concept discussed 
above. 

That “reconcile” and “reconciliation” and cognates are uncommon 
in the Septuagint is undisputed. There is, nevertheless, evidence that 
the concept of reconciliation can be found in sacrificial contexts. While 
katallav vssw and katallagh may not appear, words that share their 
same semantic domain appear frequently in sacrificial texts; specifically 
the words aj v j v 13 These words occupy the samefihmi and exilaskomai.
semantic domain as katallav vssw and katallagh and cognates14 and are 
found clustered around the same texts discussed above regarding “sin 
offering” and “sacrifice for sin.” 

In Leviticus, aj vfihmi is used consistently to render jls, “forgive, par­
don.” In each verse in Leviticus or at least in each context in which 
aJ v j vmartia means “for sin” or “for a sin offering,” afihmi appears.15 As 
noted above, the theme of forgiveness is shared by both the sacrificial 
texts in the Old Testament and 2 Corinthians 5. The presence of one 
word from the same semantic domain as katallav vssw and katallagh

does not, however, establish a clear link between a sacrificial backdrop 
for “made to be sin” and Paul’s discussion of reconciliation. The link 

11 Kim builds on both the theme of his earlier work, The Origin of Paul’s Gospel, WUNT, 2/4 
(Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1984), and the work of both Hofius and Beale, noting that both under­
stand the Damascus road as the “catalyst” for the development of Paul’s doctrine of reconciliation 
along the lines of Isaiah 40–66. Kim, “2 Cor. 5:11-21,” 366, and n. 22. 
12 Beale argues persuasively for links between Isaiah’s Suffering Servant and Paul’s discourse in 
2 Corinthians 5–7. He emphasizes that the theme of “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17; Isa. 43:18-19; 
65:17) arises from Isaiah, notes the close association with the theme of sacrificial atonement (53:4­
12) and restoration (e.g., 40:3-11; 41:17-20; 51:1-13; 52:7-10), and sees these themes coalescing to 
provide a basis for understanding Paul’s doctrine of reconciliation. “In light of the thematic overview 
of Isaiah 40–66 it is plausible to suggest that ‘reconciliation’ in Christ is Paul’s way of explaining that 
Isaiah’s promises of ‘restoration’ from the alienation of exile have begun to be fulfilled by the atone­
ment and forgiveness of sins in Christ” (Beale, “The Old Testament Background of Reconciliation,” 
556; see also, 550-59). This discussion will be taken up below. 
13 afesi~[ , iJ v J vlasmo~, and ilasthrion also share the same domain. 
14 In Louw and Nida, these words are in Domain 40 “Reconciliation and Forgiveness.” Johannes P. 
Louw and Eugene A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament Based on Semantic 
Domains, 2nd ed. (New York: United Bible Societies, 1989), 502-4. Note that ej vxilaskomai does not 
appear in Louw and Nida. It is not a New Testament word, and thus not covered by Louw and Nida, 
but it clearly belongs in the same domain as iJ v J vlasmo~ and ilasthrion. 
15 Leviticus 4:20, 26, 31, 35; 5:6, 10, 13, 16, 18, 26; 16:10; 19:22. 
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does, however, become stronger when one notes that yet another word 
from the same semantic domain appears in these texts. In the texts cited 
for aj v j vfihmi, the word exilaskomai appears either in the same verses or 
in the immediate contexts. Thus, the words for “forgive” and “make 
atonement,”16 which share the same semantic domain as the word for 
“reconcile,” appear together when the “sin offering” is in view. Leviticus 
4:20 is a good example: 

And he will do with the bull what he did with the bull of the sin offer­
ing [th~̀ :amartiJ av ~], so it will be done, and the priest shall make atone­
ment [ejxilavsetai] for them, and their sins will be forgiven 
[aj vfeqhsetai] (emphasis mine).17 

In Leviticus 5:6-13 these same words are grouped together, with 
aJ v j v j vmartia, afihmi, and exilaskomai appearing together in verse 6 and 
verses 11-13,18 and afiv xilavj hmi and ej skomai together in verse 10. 
Throughout chapters 4 and 5, where “sin offering” is highlighted, 
aj v j vfihmi and exilaskomai appear together in several verses.19 

When one considers how the sacrifices functioned in these contexts, 
there are clear links with the concept of “reconciliation.” Broadly speak­
ing, the sacrifices for sin served to make atonement (ej vxilaskomai) for 
the sin(s) of the one bringing the sacrifice, and in this sense stood as a 
substitute for the one who sinned. The worshiper was forgiven (aj vfihmi) 
for his sins, which ultimately were sins against God who gave the com­
mandments. The result was that a breach in a relationship with God, 
namely between an individual, a priest, or the community, was healed, 
and the party in view was restored with and before God. The end result 

16 ej vxilaskomai is the typical translation of rpk, which appears numerous times in the Old Testament 
for “cover over; atone for sin; make propitiation” etc. In the texts cited in this section, the basic mean­
ing is to “make atonement” for sin. The various debates concerning the meaning of rpk and its cog­
nate trpk in particular need not concern us here. The point is simply to show that the Greek word 
which often means “atone,” and shares the same semantic domain as “reconcile, reconciliation,” fre­
quently appears in sacrificial settings with “sin offering.” 
17 Septuagint: kai; v ; v } v j v ; v ; ` J v {poihsei ton moscon on tropon epoihsen ton moscon ton th~ amartia~, outw~ 
poihqhv ; j v ; j ` J J v j v j ` J J vsetai, kai exilasetai peri autwn o iereu~, kai afeqhsetai autoi~ h amartia. 
MT: .<h#l* jl̂s=n]w+ /h@K)ĥ <h#l@u& rP#k!w+ w{L-hc#u&y~ /K@ taF*ĵĥ rp̂l= hc*u* rv#a&K̂ rP*l̂ hc*u*w+ 
The translation of the Septuagint is my own. 
18 In 5:6 the Septuagint has the phrase kai; aj v j /| hJ amartivfeqhsetai autw J a, “and his sin will be forgiven 
him,” but there is no corresponding phrase in the MT. Note that at the end of 5:12 aJ vmartia likely 
refers to “sin offering” and appears without either an article or a preposition. 
19 Leviticus 4:26, 31, 35; 5:16, 18, 26. 
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of this whole process might be summed up in a word: “reconciliation.” 
The collocation of these words that share the same semantic domain 
with katallav vssw and katallagh suggests that “made to be sin” in 
2 Corinthians 5:21 refers to Christ’s being made a sacrifice for sin. Even 
if one is not convinced that “made to be sin” refers to Christ’s being a 
sacrifice for sin, the concepts of atonement, substitution, and forgiveness 
are all tied into Paul’s view of how reconciliation takes place.20 These 
same concepts, along with the results (a mended relationship with God), 
are present in the Old Testament texts in which the Septuagint uses 
aJ vmartia for “sin offering.”21 

The surrounding context of 2 Corinthians 5:21 also bears evidence 

20 Murray, for instance, does not discuss “sacrifice” but in his comments on reconciliation in this text, 
he stresses these same elements. “It (reconciliation) presupposes a relation of alienation and it effects 
a relation of favour and peace. This new relation is constituted by the removal of the ground for the 
alienation. The ground is sin and guilt. The removal is wrought in the vicarious work of Christ, when 
he was made to be sin for us that we might become the righteousness of God in him. Christ took upon 
himself the sin and guilt, the condemnation and the curse of those on whose behalf he died.” John 
Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955; reprint, 1987), 42. 
These words could easily be applied to a sacrificial context. See also the comments by Hodge quoted 
above in this chapter (n. 1). Owen denies that Paul speaks of a sacrifice for sins. He nevertheless finds 
the meaning of “made to be sin” in Isaiah 53:6, “laying all our iniquities on him” (Owen’s transla­
tion), and in the very next sentence says, “this was by the imputation of our sins unto him, as the sins 
of the people were put on the head of the goat, that they should be no more theirs, but his, so as that 
he was to carry them away from them.” John Owen, “The Doctrine of Justification by Faith,” in The 
Works of John Owen (n.p.: Johnstone and Hunter, 1850; Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1965), 5:349. 
This is, however, a sacrificial context. Owen is obviously alluding to Leviticus 16:20-22 and the “scape­
goat” that symbolically bears the sins of the Israelites into the wilderness on the Day of Atonement. It 
should be noted, in Owen’s favor, that the scapegoat was not sacrificed. There is a close similarity 
between the views of Murray, Hodge, and Owen and the view that “made to be sin” does refer to a 
sacrifice for sin. In either case, what is in view is Christ’s vicarious bearing of sin. “Take sin in either 
sense before mentioned, either of a sacrifice for sin, or a sinner, and the imputation of the guilt of sin 
antecedently unto the punishment for it, and in order thereunto, must be understood.” Owen himself 
seems to allow for a sacrificial concept but not the translation of aJ vmartia as “sin offering.” As he puts 
it, “I shall not contend about this exposition [“made to be sin” = sacrifice for sin], because that signi­
fied in it is according unto the truth” (“The Doctrine of Justification by Faith,” 348). 
21 David Garland holds that “interpreting the word as ‘sin offering’ destroys the parallel structure of 
the sentence.” Garland, 2 Corinthians, NAC (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1999), 300. Yet, 
shortly after this he refers explicitly to a sacrificial background for understanding Christ’s sinless death 
on the cross (ibid., 301). Garland understands the text to mean that Christ was made a sinner, and he 
argues for a substitutionary interpretation. He employs sacrificial language but rules out the idea that 
“made sin” refers to a sin offering. Garland, and others, argue that if “made sin” means a sacrifice for 
sin then Paul uses aJ vmartia in two different ways. He uses it for “sin offering” and he uses it to refer 
to Christ sinlessness (“knew no sin”). Yet if Paul means that Jesus, who did not know sin, was never­
theless made “a sinner”—is that not also using aJ vmartia in at least slightly different ways? Moreover, 
aJ vmartia is used in the sacrificial texts in Leviticus in two different ways: in reference to sin and in ref­
erence to a sin offering. I am unclear on why taking “made sin” as a sacrifice for sin means that the 
parallel between “sin” and “righteousness” is ruined. The first phrase is the action of God, the second 
the result. God made Christ a sacrifice for sin and the result is that we “become the righteousness of 
God in him.” As with the scholars cited above, Garland’s basic interpretation of the verse as a whole 
and the one set forth here share a majority of things in common. The substitutionary nature of Christ’s 
death, including the results, is the main thing. Perhaps it is simply that Garland and others recognize 
the sacrificial language in this text but balk at a specific reference to the sin offering. 
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for understanding “made to be sin” as a sacrifice for sin. In verse 14 Paul 
asserts that Christ’s death was representative, saying, “one died for all” 
(ei| J ; v j v~ uper pantwn apeqanen), thus stressing the vicarious nature of the 
cross—that Christ died “for all,” i.e., in their place.22 In verse 19 Paul 
describes God’s work of reconciliation through Christ as the non-
imputation of sin (“not reckoning their sins to them”), which again 
implies a vicarious act.23 And finally, Christ is described in verse 21 as 
one “who knew no sin” (mh; v J vgnonta amartian), recalling the descrip­
tion that occurs frequently in regard to the sacrificial offerings, “with­
out defect” (<yT*, a[mwmon).24 If this is correct, the phrase “who knew no 
sin” is in accord with other New Testament texts that describe Christ as 
an “unblemished” or “undefiled” sacrifice.25 Taken together, the Old 
Testament sacrificial backdrop, the link between reconciliation and 
what the sacrifices accomplished, and the context of 2 Corinthians 5:21 
suggest that Paul is referring to Christ as a sacrifice for sin with the 
phrase “made to be sin.”26 

22 The death of Jesus was both representational and substitutionary. See below, n. 28. 

23 Furnish, favorably citing Hughes, Second Corinthians, 209, says “This presupposes a substitu­

tionary view of Christ’s death. The trespasses of others have been charged to him, and he has died in

their place paying the penalty for those sins.” Furnish, II Corinthians, 335. 

24 E.g., Leviticus 1:3, 10; 3:1, 6; 4:3, 23, 28, 32; 5:15, 18, 25 (Eng. 6:6); 9:2-3; 14:10; 22:19; 23:12,

18; Num. 6:14; 28:3, 9, 11, 19, 31; 29:8, 13, 17, 20, 23, 26, 29, 32, 36.

25 First Peter 1:19, “a lamb spotless and undefiled.” Hebrews 7:26 describes Christ as “a high priest,

holy, innocent and undefiled,” and goes on to tie Christ’s priesthood to his sacrificial death as one

“who does not need daily, like those high priests, to offer up sacrifices, first for His own sins, and

then for the sins of the people, because this He did once for all when He offered up Himself” (v. 27,

NASB). The great high priest is also the perfect sacrifice. This text is instructive for the way the New

Testament interprets Christ as the fulfillment of various Old Testament offices and functions (it is

also a presupposition of this dissertation). The New Testament writers do not conform Christ to the

Old Testament type (e.g., high priest, sacrifice), but rather conform the Old Testament figures to their

fulfillment in Christ. It goes without saying that in the Old Testament high priests and sacrifices were

not the same thing, and served different functions. No Old Testament priest flung himself on the altar

as a sacrifice. For the New Testament writers this is hardly the point. They see Old Testament figures

and practices serving as pointers to Christ and, moreover, fulfilling this function all along—whether

or not those living in Old Testament times would have understood these things fully, or in some in

some cases, even at all. So, as stated above, a sacrificial background for 2 Corinthians 5:21 cannot

be dismissed on the grounds that certain elements of the “sin offering” do not match exactly with

Paul’s teaching. Christ fulfills the sacrificial system in toto. This is why the New Testament writers

can allude to so many different sacrifices. Moreover, as George B. Caird points out, Paul can also

speak generally in sacrificial language as when “he uses the phrase ‘the blood of Christ’ (Rom. 3:25;

5:9; 1 Cor. 10:16; 11:25, 27; Eph. 1:7; 2:13; Col. 1:20).” Caird, New Testament Theology, com­

pleted and ed. L. D. Hurst (Oxford: Clarendon, 1994; reprint, 1995), 152. This is not to say that the

Old Testament context should be dismissed; on the contrary, it is only by understanding the Old

Testament contexts that we can rightly understand the ways in which the New Testament teaches

Christ as the fulfillment of the OT. This is, after all, the way Christ himself taught the disciples to

understand the entire OT—as pointing to him (Luke 24:27; cf., Acts 7:2-53; 13:16-41; 17:2-3). 

26 Furnish disagrees, saying, “Sin here cannot mean ‘sin offering’ . . . for that would import an idea for­

eign to this context” (2 Corinthians, 340). It is unclear why Furnish thinks “sin offering” is a foreign idea. 
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Sacrifice and the Suffering Servant. Isaiah speaks of one upon whom 
the Lord “caused the iniquity” of others to fall, who will become “a guilt 
offering” (<va), and “justify many” and “bear their sins” (53:6, 10-11). 
Furthermore, this one who bears the sins of others is innocent of any 
wrongdoing (53:9). There can be little doubt that the Servant of Isaiah 
52:13–53:12 fulfills a vicarious role as a substitute punished for the sins 
of others. The key phrase for this study is “guilt offering” (v. 10), which 
the translator of Isaiah rendered with peri; J vamartia~. Though the “guilt 
offering” is distinguished from the “sin offering” (tafj), they are 
“regarded as the primary expiatory offerings in the levitical system of 
offerings”27 and closely associated.28 The concepts involved, particularly 
substitutionary atonement and forgiveness, are similar if not identical.29 

The Servant’s role, in part, is that of a sacrifice. 
That Paul had Isaiah in mind in 2 Corinthians 5:21 is also suggested 

by the larger context, since Isaiah provides much of the backdrop for 
what Paul is saying. As noted above, Beale views Paul’s doctrine of rec­
onciliation as an expression of Paul’s understanding of the fulfillment of 
Isaiah’s prophecy of the Suffering Servant, who brings about a new cre­
ation and restoration by his “vicarious suffering.”30 The “new creation” 
(v. 17) is brought about by Christ’s “death for all” (v. 15), which corre­

27 Averbeck, “Sacrifices and Offerings,” 720. 
28 In Leviticus, the “guilt offering” and the “sin offering” appear in context together. E.g., Leviticus 
5:6-7, 15, 16, 18-19, 24 (Eng. 6:5), 24 (6:6); 7:7. Following Milgrom, Averbeck points out “that the 
primary purpose of the guilt offering was to make atonement for desecration of ‘sancta,’ the mis­
handling of holy (sacred) things, as opposed to the sin offering, which made atonement for contam­
ination of sancta” (ibid.). Whatever the case, the sanctuary and its furnishings were desecrated and 
contaminated by the sins of the Israelites; therefore while the temple may have been cleansed by the 
offerings, it is through the atonement for sins that the cleansing took place. It is the atoning for sin 
and forgiveness that is of interest here, and these are precisely what both the sin and guilt offerings 
accomplished. As with the sin offering, “forgiveness” (aj v j vfihmi) and “atonement” (exilaskomai) are 
in view of the guilt offering. 
29 Dunn takes exception to substitution language in this verse, seeing substitution as “only half the 
story.” James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 223. 
Dunn seems to think that substitution is not an accurate description of Christ’s death because it some­
how obscures the idea of believers being identified with Christ or participating in his death. These are 
not, however, mutually exclusive concepts. Paul speaks in both substitutionary (v. 21) and represen­
tative (v. 14) terms in this text. Dunn himself points out that “representation” (like “participation”) 
“is not an adequate single-word description” (ibid.). Nevertheless, these words “help convey the sense 
of a continuing identification with Christ in, through, and beyond his death.” If “participation,” like 
representation, is not “adequate” as a definition of atonement, could we not say that it is “only half 
the story” as well? Even if substitution is relegated to “half the story” (I am not taking “half” as abso­
lutely literal), it is, nevertheless, still half. These concepts work together as part of a greater whole. 
Note that Dunn’s comments are made in the context of several Pauline texts and not limited to 
2 Corinthians 5. 
30 Beale, “The Old Testament Background of Reconciliation,” 556. 
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sponds to the “something new” (Isa. 43:18-19) that is made possible “by 
the sacrificial death of the Servant, who becomes the ̀ åshåm for the peo­
ple (53:4-12).”31 In addition, these themes are tied together by the theme 
of restoration in Isaiah, a time when the rift between God and his exiled 
people would be healed and the relationship restored.32 One might say 
that through the Servant, God reconciles his people to himself. 

More contextual support is found in 6:1-2. In further defending his 
apostleship and continuing his appeal for the Corinthians to be recon­
ciled to God (5:20), Paul urges the Corinthians “not to receive the grace 
of God in vain,” and then he quotes Isaiah 49:8, aligning himself with 
the prophet who prophesied a message of hope to the exiles.33 Isaiah’s 
message, like Paul’s, centers on an innocent One who sacrificially bears 
the sins of others and brings them into a right relationship with God. 
The general context of 2 Corinthians 5:21 is rife with themes and quotes 
from the Servant songs of Isaiah 40-65.34 This lends support to the idea 
that Paul had the Servant in mind when he said that “God made him 
sin, who knew no sin.” 

In the reconciliation that Paul speaks of in 5:18-20, God initiates and 

31 Ibid., 556-57. 

32 Beale cites many “restoration” and “creation” texts in Isaiah for support, including 40:28-31;

41:17-20; 42:5-6; 44:21-23; 24-48; 45:1-8; 9-13; 18–20; 49:8-13; 51:1-3; 9-11; 12-16; 54:1-10; 55:6­

13. Ibid., 557. “The primary text to which Paul alludes in v. 17 is Isa. 43:18-19. The context of these 
two verses refers to God’s promise that a time will come when He will cause the Israelites to return 
from the Babylonian exile and to be restored to their land in Israel. . . . Furthermore, Israel’s promised 
restoration is referred to both as an imminent ‘redemption’ (43:1; cf. v. 14) and creation (43:6-7). In 
this context Yahweh’s role as Israel’s ‘creator’ (43:1) is accentuated, as He is portrayed as the one 
who ‘created,’ ‘formed’ and ‘made’ the nation for His ‘glory’ (43:7). The point of this emphasis upon 
God as creator is not to focus on the first creation nor primarily the first Exodus when the nation was 
initially created, but the recreation of the nation through restoring it from exile to its homeland, as 
Isa 43:3-7 makes clear” (ibid., 554-55). In at least one of these verses Beale cites, there is yet another 
link to 2 Corinthians. Just as Isaiah 43:7 speaks of these things happening for God’s glory, Paul is 
confident that “the grace which is abounding to more and more people may cause the giving of thanks 
to abound to the glory of God” (2 Cor. 4:15). The ultimate purpose of the restoration that God effects 
for his people through the suffering of the Servant and the spread of grace through the gospel which 
God effected by the suffering of Christ is one and the same thing: God’s glory. 
33 Scott J. Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,

2000), 249.

34 Further quotes and/or allusions to Isaiah follow in the next section. Isaiah 49:8 (6:2), 52:11 (6:17),

43:6 (6:18). There are a number of Old Testament texts alluded to in this section as well as a num­
ber of conflations, specifically in verses 16-18. Scholars are not in total agreement as to which exact 
texts are quoted and/or alluded to. Beale’s discussion of the possibilities is helpful (“The Old 
Testament Background of Reconciliation, 570-72). His comment about the original contexts of the 
quotes is insightful for tying this section together with 5:11-21: “Almost without exception, the six 
generally agreed upon Old Testament references refer in their respective contexts to God’s promise 
to restore exiled Israel to their land” (ibid.; Beale’s emphasis). The six agreed upon references are, 
apparently, Leviticus 26:11-12; Ezekiel 37:27; Isaiah 52:11; Ezekiel 20:34; 2 Samuel 7:14; and Isaiah 
43:6 (ibid). 
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accomplishes a restored relationship with humanity through the death of 
Christ, who fulfills the prophecy about the innocent Servant of God. The 
Servant becomes a vicarious sacrifice bearing the sins of God’s people, and 
thus Paul can speak of God “not reckoning sins” to people because their 
sins are reckoned to Christ, the sacrificial Servant.35 This thought is 
summed up in the phrase “for us.” This is how God was reconciling the 
world to himself. The essential background is the sacrifice for sin through 
which atonement and forgiveness were made possible. “Accordingly, this 
portrayal of Christ’s death as a sacrifice for sin indicates that the 
death/blood of Christ is the means by which God fulfills the need for 
atonement prefigured in the sacrifices of the Sinai covenant.”36 Thus two 
themes run together through this text and coalesce in 5:21. The Levitical 
sacrifices are connected to the death of Christ via the Servant described in 
Isaiah.37 The Old Testament background of Paul’s language, the concept 
of reconciliation, and the context all point to a sacrificial interpretation of 
“God made him who had no sin to be sin” in 2 Corinthians 5:21. 

BECOMING THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF GOD 

The meaning of the phrase “the righteousness of God” in 2 Corinthians 
5:21 is perhaps the most debated issue in this text. For some, the “righ­
teousness of God” refers mainly to God’s saving power that is at work 
reordering the creation through Christ who overcame the power of sin.38 

35 While Paul does not say that sins are reckoned to Christ but only that God, in Christ, did not reckon 
trespasses (v. 19), the “exchange” is unavoidable. Carson’s comments are instructive: “True, the text 
does not explicitly say that God imputes our sins to Christ, but as long as we perceive that Jesus dies 
in our place, and bears our curse, and was made “sin” for us, it is extraordinarily difficult to avoid 
the notion of the imputation of our sins to him.” D. A. Carson, “The Vindication of Imputation: On 
Fields of Discourse and, of Course, Semantic Fields” (from a collection of essays from the Wheaton 
Theology Conference, April, 2003, InterVarsity). 
36 Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, 247. 
37 As Hafemann puts it: “The explicit link between the Old Testament sacrificial system and the death 
of Christ is found in the fact that Jesus, as the suffering servant of Isaiah 52:13–53:12, bears the sins 
of God’s people as their ransom. . . . Paul’s reference to Christ as the One who “had no sin” . . . whom 
God nevertheless ‘made . . . to be sin,’ thus recalls the death of the ‘righteous servant’ who did not 
sin in Isaiah 53:9-1. . . . In his sacrificial death as the sinless Son of God, Jesus pays the penalty for 
our sin.” Ibid., 247-48. 
38 Stuhlmacher, Gerechtigkeit Gottes, 76-77. Thus, for Stuhlmacher, God’s power (righteousness) is set 
over against sin (ibid., 75). Similarly, Karl Kertelge, “Rechtfertigung” bei Paulus: Studien zur Struktur 
und zum Bedeutungsgehalt des paulinischen Rechtfertigungsbegriffs (Münster: Aschendorff, 1967), 103. 
Stuhlmacher develops the phrase “righteousness of God” generally along the lines of Jewish apocalyptic 
literature, e.g., 1QS 10:25ff; 11:12; 1QM 4:6; and with minor differences in Enoch (Eth.) 71:14; 99:10; 
101:3; 4 Ezra 8:36 (Gerechtigkeit Gottes, 175). The apocalyptic background, and the idea of God’s righ­
teousness as his creation power, traces back to Käsemann, e.g., “‘The Righteousness of God’ in Paul,” in 
New Testament Questions of Today, trans. W. J. Montague (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969), 168-82. 



THE PROVISION OF RIGHTEOUSNESS 171 

Another idea is that “the righteousness of God” here, as in other places, 
refers to God’s faithfulness to his covenant.39 These are but two views 
that gained popularity in recent decades, but there are a variety of views 
set forth by other modern scholars.40 Finally, there is the traditional view 
that understands this phrase to refer to justification through the impu­
tation of Christ’s righteousness.41 Through interaction with these vari­

39 J. A. Ziesler, The Meaning of Righteousness in Paul: A Linguistic and Theological Enquiry, Society 
for New Testament Studies Monograph Series, vol. 20, ed. Matthew Black (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1972), 160. N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2000), 104-5; idem, “On Becoming the Righteousness of God,” in Pauline Theology, vol. 1, ed. David 
M. Hay (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 205-6. Wright argues that hJ ` refers to Paul and his fellowmei~ 
workers (or to Paul only). The context of Paul’s apostolic defense is the key to Wright’s interpreta­
tion. As God’s “covenant ambassador,” Paul “becomes the embodiment of his sovereign” (“On 
Becoming the Righteousness of God,” 206). In other words, Paul himself, as an apostle of the new 
covenant, is a manifestation of God’s covenantal faithfulness. Wright, therefore, translates the verse 
as, “so that in him we might become God’s covenantal faithfulness.” More attention is given to 
Wright’s view below. 
40 E.g., Thrall thinks that dikaiosuv J vnh stands in “literary symmetry” with amartian, which explains 
the “strange form,” but adopts what she calls a “traditional understanding,” i.e., justified, having the 
status of righteousness, acquittal in God’s court (Margaret E. Thrall, The Second Epistle to the 
Corinthians, ICC [Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1994], 1:442-43). In support of her “traditional under­
standing,” she cites H. A. W. Meyer, Kritisch exegetischer Handbuch über den zweiten Brief an die 
Korinther, MeyerK 6 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1840), 279; P. Bachmann, Der zweite 
Brief des Paulus an die Korinther, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament VIII (Leipzig: 
Verlagsbuchhandlung Verner Scholl, 1922); F. F. Bruce, 1 and 2 Corinthians, New Century Bible 
(London: Marshall, Morgan, & Scott, 1971), 221; and C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the Second 
Epistle to the Corinthians, Black’s New Testament Commentary (London: A & C Black, 1973), 180. 
Thrall, as those she cites, does not hold to the other part of the “traditional” understanding of this 
verse, that is, a concept of “imputation.” For Thrall, but not necessarily for the others, the phrase enj
auj |/tw, which indicates an identification of the believer with Christ in his death and resurrection, rules 
out “any notion of an imputed ‘alien righteousness’” (Thrall, Second Corinthians, 1:444; her empha­
sis). Christ was vindicated as righteous at his resurrection, a righteousness which believers receive by 
way of being “united with his personal being” (ibid.). Rudolph Bultmann understands the phrase to 
refer to the righteousness that God gives, and becoming righteous is “the possibility of being righ­
teous, a possibility realized by faith” (Second Corinthians, 165). Martin, following the lead of J. F. 
Collange (Enigmes de la deuxième ép ître à la de Paul aux Corinthiens, Society for New Testament 
Studies Monograph Series 18 [Cambridge: University Press, 1972], 278-80) and Kertelge, 
(Rechtfertigung, 304), sees a combination of the individual (Bultmann) and cosmic (Käsemann and 
Stuhlmacher) aspects coming together in this text in the phrase “in Christ.” This does not, of course, 
deny that the two ideas are combined in some sense in Käsemann and Stuhlmacher. Käsemann, for 
instance, while strongly de-emphasizing the individual nature of justification (arguing against 
Bultmann) does not discount it altogether (“Righteousness of God,” 175-76). Belleville is somewhat 
vague on the conclusion: “In identifying with our sin, Christ paved the way for us to become identi­
fied with the righteousness of God. The genitive can be subjective . . . objective . . . or possessive. In 
Paul’s writings the noun dika¶osyn∑ typically is used of character. It is not merely that we acquire a 
right standing or do good works; we actually become righteous—although the latter may well pre­
sume the former” (2 Corinthians, 160-61; her emphasis). James M. Scott’s comments are similar at 
points to a more (truly) traditional view of this verse: “It is clear that the righteousness of God comes 
from him and is conferred on believers who are in Christ. Godless sinners, who previously possessed 
no righteousness of their own, receive righteousness in sinless Christ who, by a process of substitu­
tion, became a sin offering for them” (2 Corinthians, 142). 
41 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 3.6.4, 21-23, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, ed. John 
T. McNeill, The Library of Christian Classics, vol. 20 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), 751-54. 
Calvin views reconciliation and justification synonymously, and emphasizes the primary place of for­
giveness in justification. Being reckoned righteous in Christ is to have one’s sins forgiven. In 3.11.21 
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ous views, particularly with the views of God’s righteousness as power 
and as covenantal faithfulness, the interpretation of the phrase argued 
in this study will become evident.42 

“Righteousness of God” as Power 

Stuhlmacher understands the phrase, “the righteousness of God” to 
refer to God’s cosmic power, which in the proclamation of Paul both cre­
ates and judges.43 In this interpretation there is no tension between an 
alien righteousness imputed to the believer and an actual righteousness 
possessed by the believer because both ideas are tied together through 
Paul’s doctrine of the Spirit.44 “The righteousness of God,” therefore, 
means not only God’s loyalty to his covenant, but also his loyalty to his 
creation that is being recreated through the eschatological event of the 
cross that ushers in the kingdom of God. Believers do not receive God’s 
righteousness as a mere gift; they have it through participation in the 
kingdom through Christ, and thus the creating and saving power of God 
is a reality in the life of believers now.45 

While Stuhlmacher’s emphasis on creation is fitting in a text that 
aligns becoming “the righteous of God” in Christ (v. 21) with being a 

Calvin says, “The righteousness of faith is reconciliation with God, which consists solely in the for­
giveness of sins.” Shortly after he states: “It is obvious, therefore, that those whom God embraces are 
made righteous solely by the fact that they are purified when their spots are washed away by for­
giveness of sins. Consequently, such righteousness can be called, in a word, “remission of sins” (ibid., 
751). In the next section (3.6.22), the first text he cites to prove the connection between justification 
and forgiveness is 2 Corinthians 5:19, 21 (ibid., 751-52). Under the topic of “Justification,” Turretin 
cites this text, saying that Christ’s “righteousness and all his benefits” are given to us. “Hence it hap­
pens that as he was made of God sin for us by the imputation of our sins, so in turn we are made the 
righteousness of God in him by the imputation of his obedience.” Francis Turretin, Institutes of 
Elenctic Theology, trans. George Musgrave Giger, ed. James T. Dennison, Jr. (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1994), 2:647. Following in this tradition, see James Buchanan, The 
Doctrine of Justification (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1867; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1954), 326-27 (2 
Cor. 5:21 cited among other texts); Hodge, 2 Corinthians, 122; idem, Systematic Theology (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 3:157; Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1972), 523; John Murray, “Justification,” in The Collected Writings of John Murray 
(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1977), 2:214; John Piper, Counted Righteous in Christ: Should We 
Abandon the Imputation of Christ’s Righteousness? (Wheaton: Crossway, 2002), 81-83. 
42 It must be emphasized that the point here is to determine what this phrase means in this text. What 
it means here is suggestive to what it means elsewhere and vice versa, but a full investigation of the 
phrase, including the history of interpretation, is not possible here. 
43 Stuhlmacher, Gerechtigkeit Gottes, 77. Stuhlmacher’s discussion is not limited to this text. To the 
contrary, Stuhlmacher sees “the righteousness of God” as the foundational core of Pauline theology. 
44 Ibid., 76. I was directed to this discussion in Stuhlmacher by Scott J. Hafemann in his introduction 
to Stuhlmacher, How to do Biblical Theology, Princeton Theological Monograph Series (Allison Park, 
PA: Pickwick, 1995), xxiii. 
45 Ibid., xxii-xxiii. 
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“new creation” in Christ (v. 17), his blurring of the line between foren­
sic and effective righteousness is difficult to maintain in this text. For 
one, the emphasis in the text is on the sacrificial death of Christ because 
of which God did not “reckon transgressions” to the world (v. 19). The 
non-reckoning of sin is surely a reference to a forensic act. Just as being 
made a sacrifice for sin does not imply that Christ become effectively 
“sinful,” so “becoming the righteousness of God in him” does not imply 
that Paul is including, a priori, the concept of effective or transforma­
tive righteousness.46 It is precisely the forensic element that is emphasized 
in this text in both directions. On one hand, Christ bore the punishment 
for trespasses that he did not commit, but on the other, those trespasses 
are not reckoned to those who do commit them, and these people 
“become the righteousness of God” by something accomplished outside 
of them on their behalf. The sacrifice of Christ is the instrumental means 
by which sin is atoned, and from it flows the forgiveness of sins (again, 
v. 19). For Paul then to speak of “becoming the righteousness of God” 
indicates that the barrier between God and man, namely sin, has been 
removed, but this does not involve a transformation (though transfor­
mation certainly follows)—it involves a legal decision based on just 
grounds.47 

A second objection is based on Paul’s emphasis on reconciliation, 
an emphasis that points away from a transformative or effective righ­
teousness in verse 21. There is a breach between God and the world (and 
with some of the Corinthians too), which God himself set out to repair. 
Verse 19 says that “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself,” 
which is explained as the non-reckoning of sins and as the heart of Paul’s 
ministry. Paul’s ministry includes proclaiming what God has done in 
Christ to bring about the forgiveness of sins: Paul proclaims the end of 
the division between God and man, initiated and accomplished by God 
through Christ. Sin divided man from God, and God overcame that 
divide through the sacrifice of Christ. So when Paul pleads with the 
Corinthians in verse 20, “be reconciled to God,” he is proclaiming an 

46 Note that this objection does not require that one see “sacrifice for sin” in verse 21. If one under­
stands “made to be sin” in the sense that the punishment of God for our sins was laid upon Christ, 
the objection to Stuhlmacher would be the same. 
47 “Believers are declared to be righteous before God as the divine judge because Jesus, as the sinless 
one, bore their sins.” Thomas R. Schreiner, Paul: Apostle of God’s Glory in Christ (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity, 2001), 201. 
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end to the hostilities brought about by sin, including the legal means by 
which this was accomplished. He urges them to accept his message as 
an ambassador of Christ and as one speaking for God. 

The message of reconciliation is not about taking part in an effec­
tive righteousness but about being identified with one who died in the 
place of others as their substitute (vv. 14, 21); it is the message of for­
giveness, a restored relationship, and as such is proclaimed as a foren­
sic reality.48 As will become clearer below, the qualification “in him” 
does not shift the emphasis from a forensic to an effective righteousness. 
Undoubtedly, becoming the righteousness of God refers to a status 
accompanied with power, and that power is the Holy Spirit, but it does 
not follow that God’s righteousness is his saving and creating power.49 

“The Righteousness of God” as Covenant Faithfulness 

Some scholars argue that “the righteousness of God” refers to his 
covenantal faithfulness.50 Arguing from an Old Testament background, 
Wright asserts that the phrase “righteousness of God” (dikaiosuv `nh qeou), 
unlike the phrase “a righteousness from God,” (th; j ` vn ek qeou dikaiosunhn 

[Phil 3:9]), does not refer to a status conferred upon people but to “God’s 
own righteousness,” which is his loyalty to his covenant.51 Specific to 

48 I do not mean that the forgiveness of sins does not result in a Spirit-transformed life. It certainly 
does. The comment has to do with the nature of God’s act of reconciliation in Christ. The sacrifice 
was forensic and the forgiveness that resulted is forensic. 
49 Stuhlmacher’s view appears somewhat similar to that of Lombard and others, and refuted by Calvin. 
Calvin, defending justification on the basis of Christ’s righteousness alone, says that “man is not righ­
teous in himself but because the righteousness of Christ is communicated to him by imputation.” He 
contrasts that with the view “that man is justified by faith because by Christ’s righteousness he shares 
the Spirit of God, by whom he is rendered righteous” (Institutes, 3.6.23, 753). This is merely an obser­
vation—further work would be necessary to establish definite links. 
50 Though Wright is most closely associated with this view, others make a similar argument. Dunn, for 
instance, speaking of God’s obligation to his people based on both creation and election, states: “It 
should be equally evident why God’s righteousness could be understood as God faithfulness to his peo­
ple. For his righteousness was simply the fulfillment of his covenant obligation as Israel’s God in deliv­
ering, saving, and vindicating Israel, despite Israel’s own failure” (The Theology of Paul, 342). At issue 
for Dunn is that righteousness connotes primarily a relational concept. Much of the discussion centers 
on the phrase in Romans 1:17; 3:21-22, 26, etc., and the Old Testament background for the phrase. 
See also, Sam K. Williams, “‘The Righteousness of God’ in Romans,” JBL 49 (1980): 241-90. 
51 N. T. Wright, Romans, The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 10 (Nashville: Abingdon, 2002), 403-4. 
Wright cites an array of texts in support of his view: Deuteronomy 33:21; Judges 5:11; 1 Samuel 12:7; 
Nehemiah 9:8; Psalm 45:4; 72:1-4; 103:6; Isaiah 40-55; Daniel 9:7-9, 14, 16; Micah 6:5; Wisdom of 
Solomon 5:18; Psalms of Solomon 1:10-15; 2 Baruch 44:4; 78:5; 4 Ezra 7:17-25; 8:36; 10:16; 14:32; 
Testament of Dan 6:10; 1QS 10:25-6; 11:12; 1QM 4:6. While these texts cannot be examined here, 
it can be stated that these texts do indeed support a connection between God’s righteousness and his 
covenant faithfulness. Wright’s Romans is cited here because his treatment of 2 Corinthians 5:21 rests 
on the same presupposition. 
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2 Corinthians 5:21, Wright holds that hJ ` J `mwn (“us”) and hmei~ (“we”) 
in 2 Corinthians 5:21 refer to Paul as the embodiment of God’s covenan­
tal faithfulness. In this text there are, therefore, two related issues to 
address. Before discussing “the righteousness of God,” a brief investiga­
tion in regard to whom “we” refers is in order since it constitutes a unique 
interpretation of this text, and because it is a key component of Wright’s 
exegesis of the verse in its context. 

Paul as “the righteousness of God.” The casual reader might miss 
why a discussion of the pronouns in verse 21 is vital for understanding 
the meaning of “the righteousness of God.” The pronouns, or the per­
sonal referents, are in fact the linchpin in Wright’s argument for 
“covenantal faithfulness” in this verse. It is necessary, therefore, to sum­
marize his argument. Wright says that 2 Corinthians 5:21 “offers an 
apparently clear exception” to the idea that “the righteousness of God” 
is a technical term in Paul that means “the covenant-faithfulness of 
[Israel’s] God.”52 In the traditional reading, Wright points out, the phrase 
in this verse means a righteous status that God credits to an individual. 
If that reading is true, Wright conjectures, it could at least raise a ques­
tion mark over the meaning “covenant faithfulness” in Romans as well 
(Wright himself admits that he would not press for “a spurious har­
mony”). With all this in mind there is, however, another reason in 
Wright’s view to reject the traditional view of “the righteousness of God,” 
and it is found in the broader context.53 Because this is such an impor­
tant aspect of the argument against a traditional reading of this text, it is 
worth taking time to explore it in more detail. If Wright’s interpretation 
is wrong, it weakens the concept of covenant faithfulness in this text. 

52 Wright, “On Becoming the Righteousness of God,” 203; my emphasis. 
53 Wright clearly finds the traditional view troubling. It is worth quoting him at length, because this 
is probably similar to the criticism he would level at the interpretation argued for here: “The verse 
has traditionally been read as a somewhat detached statement of atonement theology: we are sinners; 
God is righteous, but in Christ what Luther called a ‘wondrous exchange’ takes place, in which Christ 
takes our sin and we his ‘righteousness.’ And the difficulty with this, despite its being enshrined in a 
good many hymns and liturgies, as well as in popular devotion, is (a) that once again Paul never actu­
ally says this anywhere else; (b) that here it is God’s righteousness, not Christ’s, that ‘we’ apparently 
‘become;’ (c) that there seems to be no good reason why he suddenly inserts this statement into a dis­
cussion whose thrust is quite different, namely, a consideration of the paradoxical apostolic ministry 
in which Christ is portrayed in and through the humiliating weakness of the apostle (4:7–6:13); and 
(d) the verse, read in this way, seems to fall off the end of the preceding argument, so much so that 
some commentators have suggested that the real break in the thought comes not between 5:21 and 
6:1 but between 5:19 and 5:20” (Wright, “On Becoming the Righteousness of God,” 203-4). 
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Wright correctly notes that Paul’s defense of his apostleship is in the 
foreground of the context. Tracing Paul’s argument from 3:6 and his new 
covenant ministry, which is, contrary to the opinion of his opponents, 
shown to be valid by his suffering (4:7-18), Wright points out that Paul’s 
defense of his “covenantal ministry” proceeds through chapter 5, where 
Paul is “explaining what it is that his apostleship involves.”54 Rather than 
being “mere snippets of traditional soteriology,” verses 14-15 and 16-17 
pave the way for verses 18-19, in which Paul’s argument reaches a climax: 

Here, then, is the focal point to which the long argument has been 
building up. Paul, having himself been reconciled to God by the 
death of Christ, has now been entrusted by God with the task of 
ministering to others that which he has himself received, in other 
words, reconciliation.55 

Coupled with verse 20, where Paul makes the bold assertion that when he 
speaks, he does so as the very mouthpiece of God, these statements lead 
up to verse 21, in which it becomes clear that as a minister of the new 
covenant (3:6) Paul himself has “become the righteousness of God”; that 
is, his ministry “is the covenantal faithfulness of the one true God, now 
active through the paradoxical Christ-shaped ministry of Paul, reaching 
out with the offer of reconciliation for all who hear his bold preaching.”56 

It is evident that verse 21 is situated in the larger context of Paul’s 
defense of his apostolic ministry. And while it is true that some theolo­
gians disregard the context, simply identifying the context does not 
mean that a correct interpretation of a particular paragraph, verse, 
phrase, etc., will follow. Throughout the section primarily cited by 
Wright (3:6ff), there are important places where the “we” (apostles) and 
“you” (readers) division that is sustained for a majority of the time is 
replaced with a collective reference. 

In 3:18 Paul uses the phrase “we all” (hJ ` vmei~ pante~): “And we all, 
with unveiled face, who are looking at the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image.” Here hJ `mei~ is a collective including 
Paul and the Corinthians, in contrast to those whose eyes are still veiled 

54 Ibid., 104. 
55 Ibid., 105. 
56 Ibid., 106. 
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“whenever Moses is read” (v. 15). Verse 3:18 can be extended to include 
all believers, as well, due to pavnta~. 

After 3:18, the distinction between the apostles and the Corinthians 
extends through chapter 4 and up to 5:10, where Paul declares: “For we 
must all (pav J `nta~ hma~) appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that 
each one (e{kasto~) may receive what is due for what he has done in the 
body, whether good or evil.”57 The referent in this passage is not as clear 
as 3:18, and one could argue that the connections in the text argue for a 
restricted meaning of “we.”58 The “for” (garv ) in 5:10 grounds Paul’s pre­
vious statements that refer to the life of faith that aims to please God 
regardless of circumstances (vv. 6-9). The “therefore” (oun\ ) of verse six 
links verses 6-10 together as an inference drawn from verses 1 to 5. That 
is, their certainty of the future, which is guaranteed by the down payment 
of the Spirit (vv. 1-5), is the reason they have courage and faith in the pre­
sent (vv. 6-9). Moreover, the “for” (garv ) in verse 1 gives the reason why 
they are not discouraged in the face of temporary affliction (4:16-18). 
Paul’s declaration that they “do not lose heart” (v. 16), is itself an infer­
ence (“therefore” [diov]) from the preceding verses probably all the way 
back to 4:1 where he also declares, “we do not lose heart.”59 

In other words, through a series of logical connections (garv , oun\ , 
gav vr, dio,) the statement in 5:10 connects back to the heart of Paul’s apos­
tolic defense.60 Nevertheless, the “all” (pavnta~) of 5:10, as in 3:18, 
would seem to indicate a general reference.61 The carefully organized 
argument in 4:1–5:9 leads up to a kind of climactic, leveling statement. 

57 ESV.

58 Wright does not argue for this, but seems to assume the same referents throughout. The argument

for “we” in 5:10 is offered in order to try and find evidence in the text that might support Wright’s

view.

59 As Hafemann points out, in 4:1 “the parallel was between not losing heart and ministering with

integrity in spite of his suffering (cf. 4:1-2). Here the corresponding parallel is between not losing heart 
and the daily renewal of Paul’s inner self” (2 Corinthians, 189). 

60 I found that Barnett traces a similar path through Paul’s discourse back as far as 4:16 (Second

Corinthians, 273). 

61 Ibid., 216. There may well be a reference here to Paul’s opponents who must also stand before 
Christ and give an account of their actions. Other interpreters also take “we . . . all” as a general ref­
erence. See Thrall, II Corinthians, 1:394, who restricts the referent to believers only; Furnish, 2 
Corinthians, 305; Martin, 2 Corinthians, 114; Barnett, Second Corinthians, 273-74; Lambrecht, who 
sees Paul as speaking of his own apostleship up through 4:16, comments: “It would be rather unwise 
to hold that this change [“we” is Paul, to “we” is all] took place no earlier than v. 10. One has the 
impression that Paul has been broadening his horizon, perhaps beginning already in 4:16b. This is 
due partly to the density or importance of the reflection. Considerations about the eschatological 
future concern all Christians” (2 Corinthians, 86). 
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The nature of the subject, judgment, argues conceptually for an inclu­
sive meaning of “we all.” The extended defense of Paul’s apostleship is 
grounded in the fact that all people must one day stand before the judg­
ment seat of Christ. No one, neither Paul, nor his opponents and those 
who follow them, nor anyone else is excluded. Like everyone else, Paul 
must stand ultimately before Christ who will judge his work. The valid­
ity of Paul’s ministry will be manifested at the very same hour that the 
works of all men will be judged publicly by Christ. In this way, 5:10 
stands not only as a basic fact but also as a warning. 

The referent in verses 14c-15 is clearly all believers. Paul shifts from 
a self-referent in verse 14a (which was sustained from verse 11), “For 
the love of Christ controls us (hJ `ma~),” to a general referent in verse 14c, 
“one died for all, therefore all (pavnte~) died,” and continues through 
verse 15. It seems difficult to dispute that Paul includes all believers here, 
especially considering the purpose clause, “so that those who live might 
no longer live for themselves but for the one who died and rose for 
them.”62 Likewise, verse 17, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new cre­
ation,” is inclusive of “all” believers.63 The content of these verses 
demands a general referent. These verses are instructive because it is not 
so much an issue of pronouns, but evidence that throughout a text 
largely devoted to Paul’s apostolic defense, he continually, and increas­
ingly as he nears 5:21, makes general statements that declare the con­
tent of his apostolic ministry, not just a defense of it. Better still, Paul’s 
defense of his apostolic ministry includes his proclamation of God’s 
redemptive action in Christ. 

This last point should be born in mind when reading 5:21. In 5:18 
Paul speaks of himself (and probably his coworkers) as those whom God 
has reconciled to himself through Christ and to whom he gave “the min­
istry of reconciliation.” This is restated and further explained in verse 

62 Verse 16, “Therefore, from now on we no longer know anyone according to the flesh” can be 
applied generally, but the phrase “even if we knew Christ according to the flesh,” seems to indicate 
that Paul is referring to the radical change in his perspective as a result of his experience on the 
Damascus road. Given the general referents in the surrounding verses and the easy application of this 
verse to believers in general (though “knew Christ” obviously would not apply strictly to everyone), 
a universal Christian principle seems to be in view. The main thrust of my argument, however, sur­
vives either way. 
63 Barnett holds that when Paul says “anyone” in verse 17, he “is speaking in the first instance of him­
self” just as he does in 14-16. Paul’s personal experience is at the forefront but even so, “Paul is also 
speaking representatively for all” (Second Corinthians, 298-99). 
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19, which is introduced by the phrase “that is” (wJ {~ oti).64 Paul says, 
“God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not counting their 
trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconcilia­
tion.”65 Even though the “us” of verse 19c refers to Paul, as it does in 
verse 18, there is of course a general referent in the phrase “the world.” 
The redemptive event (the non-reckoning of sin) is given an inclusive ref­
erence, while the proclamation of that event, as central as it is to the 
event itself, is narrowed down to Paul—the minister of the gospel mes­
sage of reconciliation. 

There is a pattern here that holds throughout this section. Whenever 
Paul generalizes a historical-redemptive event, or the result of it, he does 
so with an inclusive reference. In 3:18 the “we all” refers to those who 
have the Spirit, who “are being transformed into the same image.” The 
judgment is an event in which “all” will participate (5:10). Christ’s rep­
resentative death and his resurrection were “for all,” and “all” are iden­
tified with this event (5:14-15). The “new creation,” which comes about 
through the representative death of Christ, is a designation or status for 
“anyone” identified with Christ (5:17).66 God’s action in Christ, which 
made the non-reckoning of trespasses possible, was for “the world” 
(5:19). And “reconciliation” is ultimately an act that includes all those 

64 See Porter, Katallavssw in Ancient Greek Literature, with Reference to the Pauline Writings, 
Estudios De Filologia Neo Testamentaria 5 (Cordoba, Spain: Ediciones El Almendro, 1994), 132. He 
has a brief and helpful discussion of this phrase. 
65 There are a host of grammatical problems in this verse. One that seems to give interpreters a great 
deal of trouble is the difference in the tenses of katallav vsswn and qemeno~. See Thrall, for example, 
who states: “The aorist tense of the participle, strictly interpreted, gives an illogical sense, and the 
qev ]meno~ should be regarded therefore as the equivalent of the finite verb eqeto, lit. ‘he placed’” (II 
Corinthians, 1:435). This is an unnecessary suggestion based on over-interpreting the temporal sig­
nificance of the tenses of the participles. The participle qevmeno~ matches the tense of the corresponding 
participle in verse 18, dovnto~. Both refer to the act of God in terms of making Paul’s gospel an inex­
tricable part of reconciliation. God both gives (v. 18) and entrusts (v. 19) Paul with the ministry of 
reconciliation. The aorist tenses may well serve to put this action in the background while God’s act 
in Christ, katallavsswn, is emphasized and brought more to the foreground, as indicated by the pre­
sent tense. Here I am clearly influenced by Porter, Katallavssw in Ancient Greek Literature, 133. 
Idem, Verbal Aspect in the Greek New Testament: with Reference to Tense and Mood (New York: 
Lang, 1989; particularly Chapter 2, “A Systematic Analysis of Greek Verbal Aspect,” 75-109). Even 
if one is not convinced by Porter’s arguments at every point, the extended grammatical discussions 
in the commentaries, which try to come up with solutions for interpreting the past-time of the aorist 
participles, hardly offer better alternatives. 
66 The “anyone” of verse 17 defines and limits the “all” of verses 14-15. This self-evident fact is a dif­
ficult obstacle for anyone interested in arguing for an unrestrained universalism in 14 and 15. It is 
also a text that should be brought into service to argue against the continually erupting assertion that 
Romans 5:18 teaches universalism. 
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who do not have their trespasses reckoned to them, though Paul can 
apply it personally as in verse 18. 

When Paul comes to 5:21, therefore, we have no reason to wonder 
why he would include such a sweeping, general, soteriological statement 
in the midst of his apostolic defense. His defense, as already noted, 
includes the proclamation of the historical-redemptive act of God in 
Christ. Thus, when Paul urges the Corinthians to “be reconciled to 
God” (v. 20; cf. 6:1-2), he does so in the context of defending his own 
ministry, which is itself part and parcel of God’s redemptive action 
(being the God-ordained means by which God’s act in Christ is made 
known). He also spells out exactly what God’s act entailed: “God made 
him who did not know sin, to be sin for us, so that we might become 
the righteousness of God in him.” Taken in this way, 5:21 does not at 
all stand awkwardly at the end of the paragraph as a disconnected, time­
less truth of salvation, but as a powerful summary of the ultimate his­
torical-redemptive event that lies at the heart of Paul’s ministry of 
reconciliation.67 It is precisely the truth of salvation that Paul is pressing 
as he makes clear in 6:1-2. There is no compelling reason, after all, to 
understand 5:21 as referring exclusively to Paul, a minister of the new 
covenant, as “an incarnation of the covenant faithfulness of God.”68 

Covenantal faithfulness. If the argument above is right, the evidence 
points away from the apostolic ministry being the manifestation of 
God’s covenantal faithfulness, and therefore casts doubt over the idea 
that God’s covenantal faithfulness is the meaning of “the righteousness 
of God” in 5:21. There is nevertheless still a need to address why 
“covenantal faithfulness” should not be equated with the righteousness 

67 Contrary to Wright’s comment that someone trying to read this text with a traditional interpreta­
tion “will find, as many commentators have, that it detaches itself from the rest of the chapter and 
context, as though it were a little floating saying which Paul threw in for good measure” (What St. 
Paul Really Said, 105). I do, though, agree with the statement he makes next: “The proof of the the­
ory is in the sense it makes when we bring it back to the actual letter” (ibid.). 
68 Ibid., 104-5. There is another general reference in the larger context that further argues for the posi­
tion taken here. After rehearsing a litany of the suffering he endures as a servant of God (6:4-10), 
Paul addresses the Corinthians directly in 6:11-13, then admonishes them not to be “unequally yoked 
with unbelievers” (vv. 14-16) which he further expands with a series of Old Testament quotes and 
allusions (vv. 16c-18). This section is then brought to a conclusion with a reference that clearly 
includes Paul and the Corinthians together: “Therefore having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse 
ourselves of every defilement of the flesh and spirit, by bringing holiness to its fulfillment in the fear 
of God” (7:1). 
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of God apart from the question of whether Paul is the referent in this 
verse. If the idea that “God’s righteousness” and “God’s covenant faith­
fulness” were not already presumed to be synonymous, it is highly 
unlikely that it would be the topic of discussion in 2 Corinthians 5:21. 
A full study of the idea is not possible here, but a few comments are in 
order since the covenant-faithfulness view continues to gain popularity. 

First, and this is vitally important, it is right to assert that God’s 
covenant faithfulness is inseparably linked to God’s righteousness.69 The 
Old Testament texts cited by Wright and others argue conclusively that 
the theme of God’s righteousness is most often, if not usually, in a 
covenantal context. After all, one need only consider two general obser­
vations to prove this point. The first is that the Old Testament revela­
tion unfolds through a series of covenants, beginning explicitly with 
Noah, then with Abraham, then with the nation of Israel, with David, 
etc.70 “Covenant,” broadly speaking, is the biblical structure and the 
modus operandi of the unfolding of the history of redemption. In a real 
sense the entire Old Testament is a covenantal context. More specifically, 
covenant faithfulness, by both God and people, is among the most 
prominent themes in the Old Testament. 

Secondly, the language of the Old Testament regarding God’s rela­
tionship with his people is covenantal language almost by definition. The 
best example of this is God’s special covenant name, YHWH (Ex. 3:13­
17). God’s revelation of this covenantal name, moreover, is prefaced by 
his remembrance of “his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with 
Jacob” (Ex. 2:24). Thus, in most places where the Old Testament 
speaks, for example, of YHWH’s “loving kindness,” his law, his blessings 
and curses, his mercy, salvation, protection of his people, and his “righ­

69 I am afraid that “covenant faithfulness,” besides being a technical term for those who think it means 
God’s righteousness, could become so vilified by some who oppose whatever notion of “the new per­
spective on Paul” they happen to have, that the legitimate and biblically necessary use of the phrase 
will be nearly lost. 
70 An Adamic covenant is purposely left out because one must agree that there is a covenant between 
God and Adam before accepting that the language in the early chapters of Genesis is in a historically 
covenantal context. At the textual level, however, the story of Adam was meant for and read in a 
covenantal context, i.e., the nation of Israel. I think a strong case can be made that a covenant rela­
tionship does exist in Eden and that it coheres with the whole scope of historical redemption. 
However, many people from many traditions would disagree. That there is an explicit covenant con­
text(s) beginning after the flood is surely recognized by most Bible readers. 
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teousness,” it does so in a covenantal context.71 Therefore it is entirely 
correct to connect God’s covenant faithfulness with his righteousness. 

A problem, however, arises when someone says that God’s righ­
teousness is his covenant faithfulness.72 It is more accurate to say that 
God’s covenant faithfulness is an expression of this righteousness,73 or 
that it manifests his righteousness, rather than being his righteousness.74 

While debate may rage over texts such as Romans 3:5 and 3:21-22, it is 
difficult to see how God’s covenantal faithfulness is in view in 
2 Corinthians 5:21.75 How does one become God’s faithfulness to his 
covenant? Even if one argues that believers are living proof of such faith­
fulness, it is still not the same thing as being God’s covenant faithfulness. 
The forensic element of 2 Corinthians 5:21 argues forcefully against the 
covenant faithfulness view. The righteousness of God in judging the sin 
of the world is clearly evident in this text. “God was in Christ reconcil­
ing the world to himself, not reckoning to them their trespasses,” which, 
as seen above, took place through the sacrificial atoning death of Christ. 
Thus, on the cross God’s saving righteousness and judging righteousness 
converge on Christ who vicariously bears the judgment for sin, provid­

71 The argument against God’s righteousness being his covenant faithfulness based on the observa­
tion that tyrb and the qdx word group rarely occur together helps establish that the concepts should 
not be equated, but it does not follow from this observation that covenant faithfulness and righ­
teousness are not connected. The most developed work on this topic is found in Mark A. Seifrid, 
“Righteousness Language in the Hebrew Scriptures and Early Judaism,” in Justification and 
Variegated Nomism, vol. 1, ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2001), 415-42. 
72 I suspect that in some cases the problem is semantic. One could say that God’s righteousness is his 
covenant faithfulness but not mean that categorically. For instance, I could comment on a text that 
speaks of God’s righteousness and say something like, “What is in view here is God’s faithfulness to 
his covenant.” That would not mean that I defined God’s righteousness but that I had simply, with­
out qualification, spoke about what a given text says. If every statement made in every place were 
fully qualified we would end up saying nothing at all. Sometimes, after all, it really does depend on 
what we mean by “is.” 
73 “Surely, God’s righteousness expresses his faithfulness to his covenant, and yet this is not the same 
thing as saying that God’s righteousness is his faithfulness to the covenant.” Schreiner, Paul, 199. 
74 John Piper, The Justification of God: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1-23, 2nd 

ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 112. After surveying the arguments, Piper prefaces his investiga­
tion of Old Testament texts with the following comment: “But the most important evidence for an 
alternate interpretation is the array of texts in the Old Testament in which we find men appealing to 
God’s righteousness as something basic to, rather than equivalent to covenant faithfulness.” Rather 
than being God’s covenant faithfulness, “God’s allegiance to the covenant is a real manifestation of 
God’s righteousness” (ibid.). 
75 Though if it is shown that covenant faithfulness is not in view in 2 Corinthians 5:21, it does weaken 
the argument for “the righteousness of God” as basically a technical term for “covenant faithfulness.” It 
does not by itself, as Wright points out, discredit the notion in Romans, but it does call it into question. 
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ing the objective basis for the justification of sinners and the reconcilia­
tion of man to God.76 

When one recognizes the sacrificial background for 2 Corinthians 
5:21, the substitutionary atonement that background entails supported 
by the theme of representation in verses 14-15, and the non-reckoning 
of sin in verse 19 that takes place by Christ’s vicarious bearing of 
sin—this text begins to look and sound similar to Romans 3:21-26.77 

The vicarious death of Christ as an atoning sacrifice for sin, which takes 
place according to the initiative and judging action of God, is the shared 
theme of 2 Corinthians 5:21a and Romans 3:25-26—two texts that 
highlight the righteousness of God. The idea that 2 Corinthians 5:21 
refers to God’s covenantal faithfulness is not finally convincing. 

The Righteousness of God in Christ 

The meaning of “become the righteousness of God” is qualified by the 
short but powerful phrase “in him.” This is not an abstract notion of 
righteousness conceived as a mere transaction, but a declaration that 
whoever is “in Christ” has a right standing before God owing to the fact 
that he is in union with Christ.78 This designation is not a subjective or 

76 As Schreiner says in regard to this text: “Believers are declared to be righteous before God as the 
divine judge because Jesus, as the sinless one, bore their sins. God’s righteousness, therefore, consists 
both of this judgment and salvation . . . both the saving righteousness of God (by which he declares 
sinners to be in the right in his sight) and the judging work of God (by which he pours out his wrath 
on Christ) meet in the cross of Christ” (Paul, 201-2). Although the parallel with Romans 5:11 is not 
explored in this discussion, Garland’s observation is worth noting: “In Rom. 5:1-11 Paul starts with 
justification and ends with reconciliation. Here he begins with reconciliation and ends with justifica­
tion” (2 Corinthians, 302 n. 840). 
77 “ . . . whom God put forth as a propitiation in his blood by faith, so as to show his righteousness 
through passing over sins committed beforehand, in the forbearance of God, in order to show his 
righteousness at the present time, to that he might be just and the justifier of the one having faith in 
Jesus.” This does not at all mean that these texts are identical, but that they are complementary. 
78 Union with Christ is too large a topic to cover here. Paul’s various uses of the phrases like “in,” “with,” 
and “through” Christ point to the highly fluid character of this biblical theme. For instance, here are 
some examples taken just from Ephesians in which Paul can speak of having blessings “in Christ . . . in 
the heavenly places” (1:3); having “in him . . . an inheritance”(1:11); being “sealed with the promised 
Holy Spirit” in him (1:13); of being “made alive together with Christ” (2:5); being “raised . . . and seated 
in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (2:6); being “created in Christ Jesus” (2:10); of the Gentiles being 
“brought near” in Christ; (2:12); of Jews and Gentiles being “one new man” in Christ (2:15); that 
“through him” Jews and Gentiles have equal “access in one Spirit to the Father” (2:18; cf. 3:12); being 
“built” as a temple in Christ (2:21-22); and, as believers as the body of Christ (4:15-16). In these and 
other Pauline texts union with Christ may have local, corporate, salvific, and representational references 
or may refer to a legal status or a state of being, etc. It is clear that Paul employs a wide range of 
metaphors to describe how believers are united with Christ. Failure to appreciate the multi-dimensional 
nature of union has led many scholars to attempt to reduce the idea down to one main theme. For a 
good survey of Paul’s various expressions, as well an overview of modern scholarship, see Mark A. 
Seifrid, “In Christ,” in Dictionary of Paul and his Letters, ed. Gerald F. Hawthorne and Ralph P. Martin 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1993), 433-36. Seifrid divides Paul’s usage in five general categories. 
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mystical experience but refers to “an abiding reality determinative to the 
whole Christian life.”79 A believer has a share in that righteousness that 
comes from God because he is incorporated into Christ who is himself 
the supreme manifestation of God’s righteousness. Here is the corner­
stone of justification and also the thing that rules out any notion of a 
“legal fiction.”80 

The significance of “in Christ” in 5:21 is made clearer by consider­
ing the preceding verses. There is a clear progression as each verse gives 
further focus to each successive verse. In the immediate context, the 
union theme develops as Paul expounds the representative nature of 
both the death and resurrection of Christ. When Paul says that Christ 
“died for all, therefore all died,” he indicates that there is an element of 
participation in the death of Christ. This is not primarily an existential 
participation but a representational participation, as is made clear in the 
phrase “for all” (uJ ; vper pantwn).81 

Though not explicitly stated as in Romans 5 or 1 Corinthians 15, 
Christ’s role as the second Adam is in view. Support for this interpreta­
tion exists not only in the similarity with Paul’s more explicit 
Adam/Christ texts, it is found in the context as well. Just as Adam was 
head of the original creation and his act affected the status of those who 

79 Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of his Theology, trans. John Richard De Witt (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1975), 59. 
80 Because of Paul’s emphasis on union with Christ, “one may not speak,” says Ridderbos, “of an ‘as 
if’” (ibid., 175). It has long been recognized that union with Christ is a foundational element of jus­
tification. This emphasis is often forgotten and/or neglected. When the importance of union is missed, 
then justification, and imputation for that matter, begins to resemble a mathematical formula or the 
simple matter of a transaction similar to something in business or law. On the relationship between 
justification and union, Calvin remarks: “But the best passage of all on this matter [acceptance and 
forgiveness] is the one in which he teaches that the sum of the gospel embassy is to reconcile us to 
God, since God is willing to receive us into grace through Christ, not counting our sins against us. . . . 
Let my readers carefully ponder the whole passage. For a little later Paul adds by way of explanation: 
‘Christ, who was without sin was made sin for us’ . . . to designate the means of reconciliation [cf. 
vv. 18-19]. Doubtless, he means by the word ‘reconciled’ nothing but ‘justification.” And surely, what 
he teaches elsewhere—that ‘we are made righteous by Christ’s obedience’ [Rom. 5:19]—could not 
stand unless we are reckoned righteous before God in Christ and apart from ourselves.” Institutes, 
3.6.4, 728-29 (my emphasis). See book III of the Institutes in general for the importance Calvin puts 
on union. In Calvin’s tradition, John Murray writes: “Union with Christ is really the central truth of 
the whole doctrine of salvation not only in its application but also in its once-for-all accomplishment 
in the finished work of Christ” (Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 161). Murray sees union as 
the key to understanding election, redemption, new creation, life and conduct, death, and resurrec­
tion. “It embraces the wide span of salvation from its ultimate source in the eternal election of God 
to its final fruition in the glorification of the elect” (ibid., 165). It is because Murray understood the 
central role of union with Christ in salvation that he placed it near the end of his book. 
81 The representational nature of this verse is further confirmed by the sacrificial themes present in 
vv. 19-21. 
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followed, so the act of Christ (i.e., death for sin [vv. 14, 19, 21]) affects 
the status of those who follow him.82 His death “for all” leads to their 
becoming a “new creation” in him. Christ’s representative death, more­
over, has real results for those for whom he died. The purpose (i{na) of  
his death “for all” was to bring about a new life that is lived for Christ 
rather than living, as previously, for themselves (v. 15, “they who live 
might no longer live for themselves”). Just as Adam’s act of sin led to a 
life of sin and death for those who followed, so Christ’s death for sin 
brings about a new life for those who follow him. As in Romans 5:17 
(cf. v. 21), the life in view is ultimately life in its eschatological fulfill­
ment, when all things become fully new. 

This idea of a new existence is still clearer in the result clause found 
in verse 16. The result of Christ’s representative death (v. 14), which 
entails a new life characterized by a Christ-centered perspective and way 
(v. 15), is that nothing, including Christ, is now known “according to 
the flesh” (v. 16). There is a debate over the meaning of kata; vsarka, but 
based on his discussion in 2 Corinthians 3, the clearest explanation is 
that Paul is contrasting knowing “according to the flesh” with knowing 
“according to the Spirit.”83 Thus, knowing according to the flesh refers 
to knowing apart from the Spirit. There is a general emphasis on the 
Spirit in 2 Corinthians, particularly in chapter 3, where the Spirit is 
declared to be the sign that the new covenant era, in contrast to the old 
covenant, has dawned in Christ (3:3, 6 [2x], 8, 17 [2x]).84 This “new” 
era becomes more explicit in verse 17 when Paul says, “So then, if any­
one is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old things have passed away, 
Behold the new has come.”85 A new order, centered in Christ and evi­

82 “Paul’s connection of Christ to Adam derives from his understanding of the universal scope of 
Christ’s atoning work on the cross: ‘One died for all therefore all died.’” Seifrid, “In Christ,” 435. 
83 Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, 242. Also, Barnett, Second Corinthians, 294. 

84 Other references include 1:22; 4:13; 5:5; 6:6; 11:14; 13:14. “Spirit” is often spelled with a lower

case “s” in 4:13 and 11:4, but a good argument can be made for a capital letter. Even if those two

verses are omitted, Paul’s emphasis on the historical-redemptive role of the Spirit is not diminished.

85 Many scholars discuss the background of Paul’s “new creation” language in terms of parallels found 
in Jewish literature, such as 2 Baruch 32:6; 44:12; 57:2, 4 Ezra 7:75; Jubilees 4:26; 1QS 4.25; 1QH 
13:11-12, 1QH 3:19-22; 11:10-14, as well as in rabbinic sources. See especially Peter Stuhlmacher, 
“Erwägungen zum ontologischen Charakter der kain∑ktisis bei Paulus,” Evangelische Theologie 27 
(1967): 12-16. Stuhlmacher, and others (for instance, Furnish, II Corinthians, 314-15; and Thrall, II 
Corinthians, 421-22) note that there are both individual and cosmic elements in the various parallel 
texts. This background has some relevance in that it shows that when Paul speaks of a new creation 
(cf. Gal. 6:15), he is not inventing an entirely new vocabulary unfamiliar to all his hearers. But it is 
not clear how deep the parallel runs, particularly in terms of Paul’s eschatological perspective. As 
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denced by the presence of the Spirit, is the result of Christ’s death and 
resurrection and explains the “no longer” of verse 15, and the “no 
longer according to the flesh” of verse 16. These verses are crucial for 
understanding what it means to “become the righteousness of God in 
him,” because they provide the key for understanding Paul’s meaning of 
“in Christ” in this text. The phrase “new creation” emphasizes that 
which comes about through God’s saving act in Christ as the one who 
“died for all.”86 

Thus, when verse 17 is read in the context of verses 14-15, the two 
basic elements of what Paul means by the righteousness of God are man­
ifest. God’s righteousness in judging and punishing sin and God’s righ­
teousness in salvation are revealed in Christ’s representative death and 
his resurrection.87 God is not only faithful to his covenant—he is faith­
ful to himself, to his own character. God saves but not without punish­
ing the offenses against him. There is pardon, but only through sacrifice. 
God makes a “new creation,” secured in and by Christ’s resurrection, 
through the death of Christ. Those “in Christ” are counted to have both 
“died and risen” (v. 15) in him. His death is their death, and his resur­
rection is their life. God’s righteousness is revealed in both, and God 
himself, who brought all this to pass, is the one who recognizes or iden­
tifies people as being “in Christ.” In this text, “in Christ” has primarily 
a representative, or corporate, connotation. 

When, therefore, Paul speaks of “becoming the righteousness of 
God in him,” he is speaking of becoming a “new creation,” and becom-

Thrall points out, “It seems that the belief in a new act of creation or cosmic renewal at the end of 
history is adequately attested for the Judaism of Paul’s day. But it is rather less certain that, when 
similes of new birth or new creation are applied to individuals, there is any real idea of present antic­
ipation of this strictly eschatological event in the future” (Thrall, II Corinthians, 422). 
86 After quoting 5:14-17 Ridderbos states the following: “From this it is to be concluded that ‘having 
died,’ ‘being in Christ,’ ‘being [a] new creation,’ the fact that his own are no longer judged and ‘known 
according to the flesh’ (namely, according to the worldly mode of existence), has been given and 
effected with the death of Christ himself” (Paul, 60). 
87 This is not to say that God’s righteousness can be separated neatly into component parts, but that 
Christ’s death and resurrection understood as essentially one event shows God’s righteousness in both 
judgment and salvation. Seeing both elements in God’s righteousness is not a theological imposition 
on the text. God’s “saving righteousness” is inseparable, and in fact incomprehensible, apart from 
his judgment and punishment of sin. Christ’s death and resurrection both announce that God is just. 
But God’s righteousness cannot be limited to his “saving righteousness” unless one presupposes that 
this includes the punishment for sin and the vindication of God’s own righteousness. The emphasis 
on God’s saving righteousness, so prevalent in recent decades, is often taken out of the context of the 
necessity for God to uphold his righteousness in the judgment of sin. (See quote from Schreiner above, 
n. 76). Christ’s death for sin (v. 14) makes the “new creation” pronouncement possible. 
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ing a new creation means that one has been united to Christ in his death 
and resurrection, which manifested God’s judging and saving righ­
teousness. One has been taken from the old age marked by sin and death 
and graciously brought into the age of the new covenant.88 By becom­
ing united with Christ, identified and incorporated in him, people are 
identified with God’s righteousness as supremely revealed in Christ’s 
death and resurrection. They “become” God’s righteousness, and are 
declared to be righteous, just as they are united with Christ who is the 
embodiment and revelation of God’s righteousness.89 In this way it is fair 
to say that Christ himself became the righteousness of God in his death 
and resurrection “so that we might become the righteousness of God in 
him.” 

The justification for this reading of the text is seen in verse 19 where 
it is God acting “in Christ” to reconcile the world to himself by not count­
ing their trespasses, which, as seen above, entails that those trespasses are 
counted to Christ in his sacrificial death. Christ’s death for those tres­
passes is, in corollary fashion, counted to those who committed them. If 
Christ’s death and resurrection manifest the righteousness of God in sav­
ing through judgment, and if God was thus working in Christ to bring 
about the reconciliation of the world to himself, then it is entirely legiti­
mate to say that the righteousness of God and the righteousness of Christ 
are inseparable. Becoming the righteousness of God, therefore, means 
taking on Christ’s righteousness through union with him.90 

The upshot of all this is that becoming the righteousness of God in 
Christ puts the emphasis on an event and an act that takes place outside 
the believer, in which the believer becomes a participant in Christ (cf. 
Rom. 6:3-7).91 It is God who supplies the means of believers becoming 

88 Beale shows the link between “new creation” and the fulfillment of God’s promises through Isaiah 
to restore his people, citing 43:18-19; 65:17; 66:22 in support of his argument (“The Old Testament 
Background of Reconciliation,” 556). Similarly, Kim, “2 Cor. 5:11-21,” 380; and Hafemann, 
2 Corinthians, 243-44 (who cites both Beale and Kim). Many others have cited these texts in Isaiah, 
but Beale’s argument is the most thorough treatment of the influence of Isaiah on this text. 
89 This should not be confused with Osiander’s error, in which the believer becomes righteous by the 
impartation of Christ’s “essential righteousness” which derives from his divinity. The sacrificial basis 
and forensic nature of justification are excluded in favor of participation in Christ’s divine, eternal 
essence. See Calvin’s refutation of Osiander in 3.11.5-12 of the Institutes. 
90 “As a result of Christ’s death, not only does Christ take on our sin, we take on his righteousness. 
When God sees us in Christ, he sees the perfection of Christ having already been granted to us as a 
gift” (Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, 248). 
91 The term “believer” is used here, as elsewhere, as a convenient designation for those “in Christ.” 
The text itself does not emphasize the role of faith in salvation. 
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“a new creation,” and it is God who both incorporates and recognizes 
them in Christ and ultimately counts them righteous in him. This does 
not at all diminish the fact that being a new creation means a transfor­
mation brought about by the Spirit; to the contrary, it provides the only 
sure foundation for understanding that transformation has a definite, 
objective beginning in union with Christ. Becoming God’s righteousness 
is not an attribute but a declaration that God counts individuals as hav­
ing a right standing before him, because he sees them with respect to 
their union with Christ their representative rather than as part of the old 
age of sin and death.92 This objective reality precedes, establishes, and 
provides assurance for the Spirit-driven eschatological completion of the 
work that begins with becoming a new creation, becoming the righ­
teousness of God in Christ. “It is God who establishes us with you in 
Christ, and has anointed us, and who has also put his seal on us and 
given us his Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee” (1:21-22).93 

GOD, THE CROSS, AND RIGHTEOUSNESS 

Second Corinthians 5:21 is yet another example of the richness of 
Paul’s presentation of the various aspects of justification. Here God 
is the actor, the action is Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross, and 
the result is, again, righteousness: 

Subject/Actor Action Result 
God Cross Righteousness 

Notice that although the result is similar, both the one acting and, at least 
to some extent, the action are different from that in Romans 4 or 5. Yet, 
the texts are obviously similar in their general content. Again it is impor­
tant to realize that although 2 Corinthians 5:21 is often and justifiably 
discussed in regard to imputation, Paul’s emphasis here is different from 
either of the two texts. In other words, Paul is not saying the same thing 
here as in either Romans 4 or 5. Here the emphasis is not primarily on 
the appropriation of righteousness (faith), or the foundation for righ­

92 Union with Christ is not opposed to, antithetical to, or an alternative to an emphasis on the foren­
sic nature of justification. It establishes the ground for a legitimate, legal declaration and standing. 
93 ESV. 
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teousness (Christ’s obedience), but on the means by which it is possible 
for God to count people as righteous, i.e., Christ’s sacrificial death on 
the cross. When these texts are read together, then a fuller picture devel­
ops, but in order to see that picture rightly, we must first recognize the 
various details and the richness of its various components. 

While some may balk at the mention of the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness in regard to this text, the basic idea of something “count­
ing” for righteousness is again unavoidable. As shown above, by its very 
nature a sacrificial death implies that the death of the sacrifice in some 
way “counts” for those for whom it is intended. In 5:19, the non-
reckoning of sins is clear: because of the cross of Christ God does not 
reckon trespasses to those who committed them. In his death “for all” 
Christ takes on the penalty of those trespasses. Surely there is reason to 
say that those trespasses, i.e., our sin, were reckoned to Christ. 

Another more explicit emphasis in this text is union with Christ, and 
this theme, perhaps more than any other, provides the conceptual basis 
for a biblical conception of the reckoning of Christ’s righteousness. What 
is implied in Romans 4,94 and made clearer in Romans 5,95 comes to the 
forefront in 2 Corinthians 5. It is here, as seen above, that the discussion 
of whether Christ’s righteousness is reckoned to believers must proceed, 
and it is here that the question is answered. The biblical doctrine of union 
with Christ lies at the heart of the assertion that Christ’s righteousness 
“counts” for believers. The very idea that God recognizes people as “righ­
teous” argues for God’s counting Christ’s righteousness to them. If there 
were some other ground for the declaration “righteous,” there would be 
no need to be “in Christ.” In other words God sees his people only “in 
Christ,” and only in Christ are they counted righteous. It is essential to 
understand that whatever else we might say about union with Christ (and 
there is a great deal to say) it is a union that exists essentially from God’s 
perspective. One does not first identify oneself “in Christ”; one is identi­
fied by God as being “in Christ.”96 This explains why Paul makes the 
point that being a “new creation” and “becoming the righteousness of 

94 That is, faith as that which unites us to Christ, its object. 

95 United with Christ as our representative head. 

96 As Calvin says: “We do not, therefore, contemplate him outside ourselves from a far in order that

his righteousness may be imputed to us but because we put on Christ and are engrafted into his body”

(Institutes, 3.11.10, 737). 
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God” take place only “in Christ.” God both creates and declares a per­
son righteous because he now sees that person in union with his Son and 
so covered with the Son’s righteousness.97 

Here the emphasis is centered particularly on Christ’s death for the 
forgiveness of sins. His death, however, is not neatly separated from his 
life. He “knew no sin,” that is, he was a perfect sacrifice, a lamb with­
out spot or blemish. His perfect life led in obedience to God is undoubt­
edly in view here, although it is not the focus of Paul’s discussion. As in 
Romans 5, Christ’s life and death are inherently connected. Again, there 
is no need to assert that every aspect of Paul’s doctrine of justification is 
fully present in this text. A proper synthetic reading of Paul must first 
deal with the individual characteristics of each text under investigation. 

CONCLUSION 

In the context of 2 Corinthians 5:21 Paul teaches that Christ’s sacrifi­
cial, atoning death counts to those “in him.” The themes of representa­
tion, reconciliation, and the forgiveness of sins, here spoken of as the 
non-reckoning of sin (v. 19), all point to a sacrificial meaning for the 
phrase “made sin.” From first to last this is an act of God, who made 
Christ a sacrifice for sin by causing the sins of others to be counted to 
him. The twin statements, “a new creation” and “become the righ­
teousness of God,” both centered in the phrase “in Christ” and depen­
dent on his representative death, indicate that just as sin was reckoned 
to Christ, so too is Christ’s sacrificial death counted for righteousness to 
those “in him.” God counts them righteous because they have Christ’s 
righteousness, they have Christ himself, and he has them. 

With these three texts discussed in terms of how each relates to the 
theme of the reckoning of Christ’s righteousness, attention now turns to 
how these texts work together for the development of a Pauline synthesis. 

97 Taken this way it is entirely valid to speak of an “alien righteousness.” While the phrase may be 
obscure to modern ears given the connotations of “alien” in popular usage, historically it refers sim­
ply to a righteousness that has its origin outside the individual. It is not the phrase but the meaning 
that is important. 



F I V E  

The Imputation of 

Christ’s Righteousness: 


A Pauline Synthesis


AFTER CONSIDERING EACH key text individually, it is now time to see 
what it looks like when we view them all together: 

Actor Action Result 
Romans 4:3 Abraham Faith Reckoned Righteous 
Romans 5:19 Christ Obedience Made Righteous 
2 Corinthians 5:21 God Made Christ Sin Became Righteousness 

In each case the actor and the explicit action changes, but the results are 
quite similar. It is clear that Paul is not simply saying the same thing in 
different ways. Yet in each text Paul is dealing with the same basic sub­
ject: what it means to be right with God. It is also true that Paul never 
says explicitly, word-for-word, that the righteousness of Christ counts 
for, is reckoned to, or is imputed to believers. As we have seen, however, 
in each text—even taken separately—there is a sense in which something 
may be said to “count” to believers. Romans 4 contains obvious impu­
tation language, i.e., faith reckoned as righteousness, but this is most 
closely associated with forgiveness. It was, nevertheless, argued that con­
textual evidence prior and subsequent to Romans 4 points to justifying 
faith as instrumental (Rom. 3:25; 5:1), and as that which unites the 
believer with faith’s object, rather than faith itself being the object. This 
helps make the case for an external righteousness counting to the 
believer. 
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Romans 5 contains language different from Romans 4. In 5:19 
many “are made righteous” rather than “reckoned righteous.” 
However, in Romans 5 it is difficult to avoid saying that Christ’s obedi­
ence does indeed “count” for those identified with him, just as Adam’s 
disobedience “counted” for his progeny. Two acts, disobedience and 
obedience, affect the standing of many before God. The “counting” 
metaphor certainly is not far off. In 2 Corinthians 5 Paul mentions 
explicitly the non-imputation of sins (v. 19), but again the imputation 
of Christ’s righteousness is not explicit in the text. It was, however, 
argued that it is legitimate to say that Christ’s sacrificial death “counts” 
for those in union with him. As pointed out several times along the way, 
none of these texts hold all the pieces of the puzzle. Rather, each text 
itself is a piece of the puzzle. What remains is to see what the puzzle 
looks like when all the pieces are put together. 

On the basis of the language and the various common themes that 
recur with consistent frequency in those texts most closely associated 
with the doctrine of imputation, it is legitimate and necessary to say that 
the believer stands in a right relationship with God on the basis of 
Christ’s righteousness. This conclusion is the theme of this chapter and, 
indeed, of the entire book. 

READING “SYNOPTICALLY” 

Read individually, none of the three texts analyzed above presents the 
whole story of how a person may be right with God. When read 
together, however, these texts give a fuller perspective on God’s gift of 
salvation through Christ. A fitting analogy may be borrowed from 
Gospel studies. Taken individually, none of the Gospels gives us a com­
plete picture of Jesus. That is not to say that any one of the Gospels is 
deficient or lacks the authority or reliability of the others. Nor does it 
mean that each Gospel gives us wildly different stories about Jesus, or 
that any one or more of the Gospels is lacking in some way. Each Gospel 
contains, for instance, teaching, accounts of healing and miracles, say­
ings, and historical narrative, but each Gospel contains the specific 
emphases of its particular author that differs in various ways from the 
emphases of the others. Taken together, the emphases and purpose of 
each author combines with that of the other writers to give us a fuller 
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understanding of the person and work of Jesus Christ. We have many 
perspectives and angles by which we can look at the same person and 
gain a far richer and fuller view than if we had but one or two Gospels, 
or if they were identical. 

So it is with these three “key texts.” When read together, or “syn­
optically,” we have a fuller understanding of how we come to have a 
right standing before God. Of course, this idea can and should be 
expanded to include other Pauline texts. The first thing to do, however, 
is to identify themes common to the “key” texts. 

Common Threads in the “Key” Texts 

When one considers Romans 4:3, Romans 5:18-19, and 2 Corinthians 
5:21 together, many common links emerge from the diversity of 
metaphors and emphases Paul employs in each text.1 The most notice­
able of these links is the role of some person, God or Christ, and/or some 
action operating externally to the believer. In Romans 4:3, though 
Abraham believes, it is God who reckons righteousness. That is not to 
downplay the role of faith, but only to note that faith is not the only 
action central to that text. In Romans 5:19 it is the obedience of Christ 
that results in many being made righteous. Faith is taken for granted, 
having already been established before 5:12, but there the emphasis 
shifts from faith to Christ’s obedience. Similarly, it is God’s action 
through the sacrifice of Christ on the cross that results in becoming “the 
righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21). In each of these texts, then, the 

1 The underlying presupposition here, and the justification for this chapter, is the conviction that in 
spite of the occasional nature of Paul’s letters, they are all written from a foundational, unified, the­
ological perspective. The common, modern assertion that “Paul was not a systematic theologian” has 
led some scholars to believe that any attempt to link the various themes in the Epistles is an imposi­
tion that Paul himself would neither support not understand. To say that Paul was not a systematic 
theologian is, at best, a relative statement. Compared to, say, high-scholasticism, or to any theolog­
ical method that organizes biblical teaching under synthetic categories that are not derived from 
Scripture, Paul was not a systematic theologian. Unfortunately, “not a systematic theologian” means 
for some scholars that Paul had no interest in how biblical teaching functions together as a whole. 
Paul was, as Geerhardus Vos (and Richard Gaffin after him) points out, a theologian. He read 
Scripture in light of the whole, and interpreted Scripture with Scripture. The various circumstances 
Paul faced in the churches to which he wrote were addressed from a coherent theology. In support, 
many of Vos’s works could be cited. For a short but representative example, see “The Theology of 
Paul,” in Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos, 
ed. Richard Gaffin (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1980), 355-60. See also, Richard 
B. Gaffin Jr., Resurrection and Redemption: A Study in Paul’s Soteriology, 2nd ed. (Phillipsburg, 
N. J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1987), particularly 19-30. While some will disagree with this 
notion, it is nevertheless the hermeneutical framework that guides this work. 
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unavoidable conclusion is that one cannot be righteous before God on 
the basis of one’s own actions, accomplishments, or moral standing. 
Thus, when “faith is reckoned as righteousness,”2 when one is “made 
righteous” or when one “becomes the righteousness of God,” it is only 
because something has taken place externally and is subsequently appro­
priated by and applied to the individual. 

There is a common contextual feature in these texts as well. In the 
context of each text, a right standing before God depends specifically on 
God doing something in or through Christ that applies to the believer. 
This is closely related to the observation made above about the external 
nature of the actions, but the specific divine acts are in view here. First, 
in the larger context of Romans 4 the object of faith is Jesus, through 
whom God demonstrated “his righteousness that he might be just and 
the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus” (Rom. 3:26), “who was 
delivered up [by God] on account of our transgressions, and was raised 
for our justification” (Rom. 4:25). God’s action in Christ results in jus­
tification by faith and peace with God (Rom. 5:1). Second, Christ’s 
“righteous act” (Rom. 5:18), his death on the cross, is the means by 
which God’s enemies are reconciled to him (“reconciled to God through 
the death of his Son” (5:10). The similarity with the message of 
2 Corinthians 5 is unmistakable. Through the death of his son, God 
brings about a righteous standing for those united to Christ. Moreover, 
the discussion of reconciliation in 2 Corinthians 5 is all about what God 
has done through Christ. 

A distinct absence of any sort of personal contribution toward a 
righteous standing before God is another common feature. Consider the 
ways Paul describes those receiving the righteousness. In terms of per­
sonal status, he refers to the justification of “the ungodly” (Rom. 4:5), 
“sinners” being made righteous (Rom. 5:19),3 and those to whom God 
has not counted their transgressions (i.e., “sinners”) becoming God’s 
righteousness (2 Cor. 5:19-21). The principle at work in each text is that 
people, who not only bring nothing but, more importantly, deserve 

2 Note that “faith reckoned as righteousness” is parallel with the justification of the ungodly (Rom.

4:5) and a person being reckoned righteous (Rom. 4:6). 

3 Another descriptive term, “weak” (aj v
sqenh~), appears with “ungodly” and sinners” in Romans 5:6, 8. 
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nothing (except to be justly punished for their sin), are nevertheless the 
beneficiaries of God’s grace. 

God’s grace is itself another common theme in these key texts. It is 
not justification by works that simply receives its due compensation, but 
justification by faith that, implicitly, is “reckoned according to grace” 
(Rom. 4:4). Unlike the transgression of Adam that resulted in death, 
“much more did the grace of God and the gift by the grace of the one 
man, Jesus Christ, abound to the many” (Rom. 5:15). And while “sin 
increased, grace abounded all the more” (Rom. 5:20). God’s grace is not 
mentioned explicitly in 2 Corinthians 5, but it is implied in his unilat­
eral act of reconciliation of the world with himself through Christ and 
by the non-reckoning of sin (5:19). God’s grace is also evident in that he 
himself makes an appeal through Paul, his minister of reconciliation: “be 
reconciled to God” (v. 20). God takes the initiative, God acts, and 
humans receive the results as a gift. 

Finally it is clear that being righteous before God is intrinsically 
related to union with Christ. In these texts it is primarily a representa­
tive union, with the believer being incorporated into Christ and identi­
fied as such by God and so partaking of all Christ’s benefits. This is not 
as clear perhaps in Romans 4, but even without that text, the union of 
Christ and the believer is clearer in Romans 5 and even more so in 
2 Corinthians 5. And again, in both texts the focus is on a representa­
tive union. 

None of these texts deals with abstract ideas, events, or results. For 
all the rich diversity in Paul’s language, in each text it is God acting in 
and through Christ on behalf of sinners undeserving of God’s grace, who 
by faith in Jesus have their sins forgiven, are reconciled to God, and 
declared righteous. Therefore, though the texts speak of different 
actions, i.e., “reckoned,” “made,” and “become,” there are common 
threads that run through each text. We might also connect them in a way 
so that each flows to the next: (1) an external act, which is specifically 
(2) God acting in Christ, (3) on behalf of sinners, and is, thus (4) an act 
of grace, and is affected or applied in (5) union with Christ. Taken 
together, these common themes do not prove imputation, but they do 
argue forcibly against any conception of justifying righteousness apart 
from Christ. We will see shortly that these same themes appear in other 
supporting texts. 
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The Obedience of Christ, the Second Adam 

A second major point in this synthesis results from reading Romans 5 
with 2 Corinthians 5. This will again reveal how different emphases in 
different texts may be brought together to form a greater whole. First of 
all, reading these texts together can shed some light on one of the more 
debated aspects of imputation; namely, the so called “active” and “pas­
sive” elements of Christ’s obedience. 

It was noted earlier that there is not a strict division in these texts 
between the ideas of Christ’s “active” obedience, sometimes thought pri­
marily to consist in the obedience he rendered to the Father in terms of 
obeying his will or keeping the law, and Christ’s “passive” obedience, 
referring primarily though not exclusively to his dying on the cross. Yet 
the designations “active” and “passive” are not necessarily theological 
abstractions. It was noted that the obedience Paul speaks of in Romans 
5:19 most likely refers to Christ’s death, even though his death ultimately 
cannot be detached from his life. At the same time, the clear emphasis 
in that text is on Christ’s obedience to God in contrast to Adam’s dis­
obedience. At the cross, Christ obeyed the will and command of the 
Father. Even if Christ’s obedience cannot be divided absolutely between 
passive and active, we may still say with certainty that his obedience is 
a central element in what happened at the cross. There is yet more to 
say. 

Along with Christ’s obedience, the cross manifests an explicit act 
on the part of God the Father. It was God who “made him to be sin” 
(2 Cor. 5:21).4 Thus, a second essential element of the cross is that God 
made Christ a sacrificial offering for sin (Rom. 3:25; cf. 5:9). At the cross 
God’s own just wrath against sin was met (Rom. 3:26), and sin was 
thereby forgiven. Thus, the sacrifice of Christ on the cross brings about 
both the justification of God and the justification of the ungodly. Sins 
are forgiven because of the sacrificial death of Christ on the cross. This 
is what makes it possible for God not to reckon sin without violating 
his own righteousness. Paul spells this out just as clearly as he states that 
Christ’s death on the cross was an act of obedience. It is not, therefore, 

4 Compare the role of God in the substitutionary work of the Servant in Isaiah 53:4-6, 10. If Isaiah 
provides Paul’s background, and it seems certain it does, than it reinforces the active role of God in 
bringing about his promised salvation through Christ—as promised. 
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going astray from Paul to describe the cross itself as displaying both 
active and passive obedience. Now, however, instead of merely parsing 
out Christ’s obedience, the distinction is applied to two aspects of what 
took place at the cross. God made Christ a sacrifice for sin and Christ 
fully obeyed God and became that sacrifice for sin. He willingly accepted 
God’s wrath against sin as it was placed upon him (passive) and he will­
ingly bore that penalty for sin on the cross (active). 

What this shows us is that in two texts where Paul discusses Christ’s 
role as the second Adam in explicit relation to the cross, he emphasizes 
two things about the same event. First, Christ as the representative sec­
ond Adam in 2 Corinthians 5:14-15 dies “for all” so that they might live. 
This representative death is described in terms of a sacrificial death for 
sin in 5:21. In Romans 5:12-21, Paul emphasizes Christ’s representative 
death (for “all” and “many”) as a positive act of obedience that coun­
ters and overturns the disobedience of the first man Adam. This is not 
the same emphasis found in 2 Corinthians 5, just as the sacrificial nature 
of the cross is not emphasized in Romans 5:12-21, though it is certainly 
not absent from the larger context.5 In one text the positive nature of 
Christ’s obedience is emphasized while his negative obedience is empha­
sized in the other.6 This leads to the conclusion that Christ’s role as the 
second Adam does, in fact, include the provision for the forgiveness of 
sins and a positive standing before God on the basis of Christ’s obedi­
ence. It is true that Paul can speak of forgiveness as a positive standing 
before God, and he can make forgiveness essentially synonymous with 
justification (Romans 4), but at the same time, Paul can speak of more 
than forgiveness because more than forgiveness is involved in recapitu­
lating and overturning the actions of the first Adam. 

The preceding conclusion argues against understanding Christ’s 
obedience as limited to that which made him a perfect sacrifice for sin. 
His obedience to the Father did render him a spotless and undefiled sac­

5 Even though Paul says we are “justified by his blood” (5:9), the emphasis in 5:12-21 is not on Christ 
as a sacrifice for sin. The key word here is “emphasis.” It has been noted several times that Paul makes 
it extremely clear in 3:21-27 that Christ died a sacrificial death on the cross. The point here is that 
Paul is able to speak of one event (the cross) and emphasize different elements of that event while 
keeping sight of the greater whole. 
6 Again, for clarity, “positive” and “negative” are not value statements. Note also that this discus­
sion of positive and negative obedience/righteousness is not a mere defense of the traditional argu­
ments even though the terms are employed. It is an attempt to show that there is a legitimate way to 
speak biblically about this distinction. 
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rifice, but it is difficult to say that Christ’s obedience only manifested that 
he qualified as a perfect sacrifice for sin. Christ’s obedience, even if 
Romans 5:19 is limited to the cross, was an assertive, freely taken, act 
of will. Thus at the cross, as the climax of his incarnation, Christ fulfills 
his mission as the second Adam—to obey where the first disobeyed, to 
be faithful where the first was faithless. Thus even if limited to the cross, 
we may say that Christ’s obedience includes both negative and positive 
aspects. 

Someone may object that this conclusion conveniently leaves off the 
text in favor of a theological assumption, an underlying presupposition, 
about the nature of the relationship between Adam and Christ, as well 
as the nature of Adam’s disobedience. At issue is whether Christ’s obe­
dience as the second Adam brings about a positive standing before God 
in addition to, or along with, forgiveness. The role of Adam leaves the 
interpreter few choices. If one thinks that Adam was moving to some 
sort of confirmed state of existence, i.e., that the creation itself was mov­
ing forward to a state of perfection or blessedness (and what that entails 
is not important here), then the “positive” element of imputation is 
nearly a given. When Adam sinned, he disbelieved and disobeyed God, 
and he therefore failed to accomplish what God commanded. What 
humanity needs as a result of this is forgiveness for Adam’s sin and its 
consequences, and a positive standing before God—that which Adam 
would have achieved.7 This idea is heartily rejected by many interpreters. 

Some may assert that Adam was already in a confirmed state before 
God, and that rather than moving toward a perfect existence (or how­
ever one chooses to say it) his job was to keep on subduing the earth, 
stretching Eden’s boundaries to include the whole world, all the while 
continuing to live in fellowship and communion with God. Adam was 
not moving up; he was moving out. Yet if this second option is correct, 
one is not left with a greatly different situation after the fall from that 
described in the first option. Adam still failed to believe and obey God, 
and creation was still not subdued. More importantly, the command­
ment not to eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil was 

7 As noted in several places, this is, more or less, the traditional Reformed view. Adam’s existence was 
not static. Recall that Vos describes a “pre-redemptive eschatology” (Vos, The Eschatology of the 
Old Testament, ed. James T. Dennison Jr. [Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R, 2001], 73-76). 
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still disobeyed. Adam, as the representative man, still did not do what 
God commanded. Even if Adam had been forgiven on the spot, there 
would still be the need for positive obedience.8 This result is not sub­
stantially different from the former option.9 

There is a sense, then, in which we can speak legitimately of need­
ing a “positive standing,” and mean by that, something besides for­
giveness when speaking of Christ’s fulfilling the role of second Adam. 
This makes sense in the flow of Romans where Paul works his way back 
to the explicit fountainhead of sin. There is a point at which sin entered 
the world, and what is needed is forgiveness for sin and a new begin­
ning that not only takes up where the first left off but also recapitulates 
the first. It must be remembered that Christ did not go back to the begin­
ning but fulfilled his role as the second Adam in the world as it was left 
by the first Adam—filled with sin and death. In place of the first creation, 
there is now a “new creation in Christ” (2 Cor. 5:17), the second Adam 
whose actions are applied to those united with him. Thus, taken together 
Romans 5:12-21 and 2 Corinthians 5:14-21 bring us a view of the cross 
that emphasizes two essential aspects related to one event. In both cases, 
human beings acquire a right standing before God solely on the basis of 
what Christ has done for them. It it right to say that what Christ did as 
the second Adam, both securing forgiveness and positively obeying the 
Father, counts for that standing. 

These are the main themes common to the three texts discussed in 
the preceding chapters. Clearly, as in much traditional Protestant theol­
ogy, Christ’s role as the second Adam plays a foundational role in this dis­
cussion. It is not an exaggeration to say that the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness hangs on the interpretation of Romans 5:12-21. Yet even 
such a central biblical text, in which Paul addresses the most foundational 
issues, does not itself establish the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. 
The same can be said of Romans 4 and 2 Corinthians 5. One must read 
these texts together in order to get a broader perspective. With that in 

8 This statement is for the sake of argument. I am fully aware of the problems of Adam just simply 
being “forgiven” as if on a whim or without God’s justice being vindicated. 
9 Another option is to say that we do not know what “might have happened,” and that what hap­
pened was according to God’s plan (not everyone would say “God’s plan,” but every objection can­
not be considered) and that questions of “what if” are irrelevant. While I am on the whole sympathetic 
with this idea, this does not relieve us of the task of trying to understand what all is entailed in Paul’s 
teaching about Christ as the second Adam. 
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mind, we now turn to other texts in Paul that typically enter into the dis­
cussion of imputation and thereby broaden our “synoptic” reading. 

THE TIES THAT BIND: THE WITNESS OF OTHER TEXTS 

The imputation of Christ’s righteousness in the Pauline literature does not 
stand solely on the three texts discussed above. While many texts may 
play a role in the overall discussion, the texts in this section are histori­
cally and exegetically important to this topic. We will consider the fol­
lowing texts with a narrow focus on how they apply to a study of 
imputation. Particular emphasis will be laid on the conceptual parallels 
common to these texts and also to their connections with the “key” texts. 

1 Corinthians 1:30 

The common elements listed above are evident, to different degrees, in 
other texts related to the historical discussion of imputation. These texts 
further fill out the picture. One such text is 1 Corinthians 1:30: “By him 
[God] you are in Christ Jesus, who has become wisdom to us from God, 
righteousness and also sanctification and redemption.” In this text Paul 
speaks of the holistic nature of the believer’s union with Christ. The four 
things mentioned here (wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, and 
redemption) belong to the believer only as the believer belongs to Christ. 
This verse is a summary verse, similar to 6:11,10 and Paul leaves out many 
details in regard to how these elements are applied to believers and how 
Christ has become all these things for believers. Nevertheless, it is clear 
that (1) these elements originate externally to the believer, since they are 
“by God,” “in Christ,” and “for us”; (2) these same phrases also indi­
cate that God was at work in Christ to bring about these things; (3) in 
the context, Paul describes the beneficiaries of God’s act in Christ as unde­
serving, i.e., not wise, mighty, or noble (v. 26), but as foolish and weak 
(v. 27), base, and despised, and as “things that are not” (v. 28);11 (4) God’s 
grace is the operating principle, i.e., “by him”; and, (5) these elements 
apply to believers only in union with Christ, i.e., “in Christ Jesus.” 

10 “And such some of you were [fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, etc.], but you were washed, but you 
were sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and in the Spirit of our God.” 
11 Granted that these descriptions are based on the world’s perception of those God has called, it still 
seems clear that the Corinthians are not set forth as eminently deserving of God’s grace. If 1:18-28 
is not enough evidence to support this claim, then the content of 1 and 2 Corinthians should suffice. 
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While Paul does not state how these aspects of being in Christ are 
applied to believers, there is no reason to assume that they must all apply 
or be appropriated in the same way.12 One can argue that righteousness 
is reckoned to believers without asserting that wisdom, sanctification, 
and redemption must be reckoned as well. For instance, it is clear from 
the context what Paul means by “wisdom,” and it is not something reck­
oned to believers.13 The “wisdom” that Christ has become is manifested 
in the cross, a message that is foolishness to the world, “but to us who 
are being saved, it is the power of God” (v. 18). Christ is the wisdom of 
God manifested in “the foolishness of the message preached,” that is, 
the gospel (v. 21). Wisdom from God is “Christ crucified, a stumbling 
block to the Jews and foolishness to the Greeks” (v. 23). “Christ” is, “to 
those who are called . . . the power of God, and the wisdom of God” 
(v. 24). The “wisdom,” therefore, that Christ has become for us is our 
very salvation, because “wisdom” here is God’s saving act in the cross 
of Christ. It is thus another way of saying that salvation is wholly in 
Christ, and thereby he has become our righteousness. 

There is, then, no reason to assert that if righteousness is reckoned, 
then wisdom must be reckoned.14 It is neither a communicable attribute 

12 N. T. Wright comments that 1 Corinthians 1:30 “is the only passage I know where something called 
‘the imputed righteousness of Christ’ . . . finds any basis in the text.” However, he goes on to say that 
“if we are to claim it as such, we must also be prepared to talk of the imputed wisdom of Christ; the 
imputed sanctification of Christ; and the imputed redemption of Christ; and that, though no doubt 
they are all true in some overall general sense, will certainly make nonsense of the very specialized 
and technical senses so frequently given to the phrase ‘the righteousness of Christ’ in the history of 
theology.” N. T. Wright, What St. Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of 
Christianity? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 123. 
13 Some of the problem in the interpretation of this text comes from reading the hJ ` vmin before sofia. 
In this way, “wisdom” is most naturally understood as functioning like the other three nouns, 
dikaiosuv J v j vnh, agiasmo~, and apolutrwsi~. This is the way the AV reads the text. As Godet notes, 
there is good support from the manuscripts to read hJ ` vmin after sofia, thus separating “wisdom” 
from the other three (Louis Godet, Commentary on First Corinthians [Grand Rapids: Kregel, 
1977], 117-21). 
14 Gundry’s criticism of imputation in this text is similar to Wright’s: “One could I suppose, imagine 
that Christ’s sanctification is imputed to us in that God counts the sanctification of Christ as ours too 
(cf. John 17:19). But it is harder to imagine that Christ’s wisdom is imputed to us in that God counts 
the wisdom of Christ as ours.” Robert H. Gundry, “Why I Didn’t Endorse ‘The Gospel of Jesus 
Christ: An Evangelical Celebration’ . . . Even though I Wasn’t Asked To,” Books & Culture, 
January/February (2001): 7. Gundry’s article does not include exegesis of 1 Corinthians 1:30, so it is 
difficult to know what he thinks this text means, since his goal is to say what he thinks it does not 
mean. Gundry’s objection, like Wright’s, raises a simple question: What indication is there that Christ 
“became for us . . . wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, and redemption” in all the same way? For 
instance, why “imagine that Christ’s sanctification is imputed?” There is no real reason to think that 
because Christ’s righteousness is imputed, Christ’s sanctification must also be imputed. How Christ 
“became” any of these things to us must be answered one concept at a time and in concert with other 
texts. When we recognize that terms and themes very similar to those discussed above in regard to 
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in this text nor a christological statement.15 It is not, therefore, a matter 
of how we become wise, for Paul describes true wisdom simply in terms 
of knowing “nothing other than Christ and him crucified” (2:2). It is 
God’s wisdom manifested in saving those who are not wise, mighty, 
noble, but who are foolish, weak, despised, etc. In so doing, God brings 
the things “that are” to nothing. It is in the context of this wisdom from 
God that the terms righteousness, sanctification, and redemption appear. 
Each is descriptive of a state of being, a status that one has from God as 
a result of believing in God’s wisdom, the cross of Christ (v. 18). These 
are components of salvation. 

There is no order of salvation in view at this point, but “three differ­
ent metaphors for the same event (our salvation that was effected in Christ), 
each taken from a different sphere and each emphasizing a different aspect 
of the one reality.”16 And the purpose is clear: “that no flesh might boast 

being righteous before God, (i.e., grace, union, external righteousness, etc.) also appear in this text, 
then we have an indication of how Christ “became” righteousness to us. The same mode (by impu­
tation) need not apply to redemption, sanctification, and wisdom. Piper asks, and answers, a similar 
question in a similar way: “[W]hy should we assume that Christ’s becoming righteousness for us refers 
to an imputed righteousness? In answer, I don’t assume it. Instead I note that the other passages that 
connect righteousness with being ‘in Christ’ have to do with justification (Galatians 2:17) and speak 
of a righteousness that is ‘not our own’ (Philippians 3:9) and that ‘we become the righteousness of 
God’ in the same way Christ became sin, that is, by imputation (2 Corinthians 5:21). Then I observe 
that there is no reason to think that Christ must ‘become’ for us righteousness exactly the same way 
he becomes wisdom and sanctification and redemption” (John Piper, Counted Righteous in Christ: 
Should We Abandon the Imputation of Christ’s Righteousness? [Wheaton: Crossway, 2002], 86). 
15 Fee thinks the AV reading causes the verse to make a christological assertion that Paul never 
intended. Gordon Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 
85. In this reading, similar to Colossians 2:2-3 and James 1:5, Christ “is the source of wisdom for 
Christians, whereby they either come to know God or are enlightened about his ways; in other words, 
Christ became wisdom for us so that we might thereby become wise” (ibid.). Conzelmann argues 
against any idea of “wisdom Christology” in this text, observing that “the expression that Christ is 
‘our’ wisdom prohibits any interpretation which would here regard him as the hypostatized creation 
Wisdom.” Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), 51 n. 25. 
16 Fee, First Corinthians, 86. Fee also references 6:11 in this regard: “You were washed you were sanc­
tified you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and in the Spirit of our God” (ibid.). 
He states: “The metaphors themselves lack what we might ordinarily consider logical sequence. . . . 
There are not three different steps in the saving process; they are rather three different metaphors for 
the same event (our salvation that was effected in Christ), each taken from a different sphere and each 
emphasizing a different aspect of the one reality” (ibid.). The multiple metaphors recognized by 
Conzlemann and Fee argue against the idea that if one element is applied by imputation, then all must 
be applied by imputation. There is no reason to assert that different aspects and/or benefits of salva­
tion must be applied to the believer in the same way. There is no single, monolithic term that cap­
tures the fullness of salvation in Christ. Ironically, those who argue against imputation in this text on 
the basis that if one element is imputed they must all be imputed, read the text more narrowly than 
those who argue for the imputation of righteousness. By way of observation, I do not think that 
because there is no “order” here, logical or otherwise, in the way of a process of salvation, this text 
rules out speaking, as in traditional Protestant theology, of an ordo salutis, as long as temporal 
and logical orders are not confused, and as long as it is realized that Paul does not always speak in 
terms of strict order. While discussions of “order” may digress to levels that stretch absurdly beyond 
the bounds of anything taught in Scripture, there is nevertheless a place for making distinctions in 
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before God” (v. 29; cf. Rom. 4:2).17 The purpose is restated after verse 30 
in a quotation from Jeremiah 9:23: “Let him who boasts, boast in the 
Lord” (v. 31).18 The words of Jeremiah are fulfilled in the message of the 
gospel. There is no room for human boasting—not in wisdom, might, or 
riches, but only in the Lord.19 This reality is made manifest in the 
Corinthians, for they had no grounds by any standards to boast in them­
selves, but in the wisdom of God they came to be sharers in Christ. Now 
they could boast in God alone for all they had was from God in Christ, the 
wisdom and power of God. This same idea is repeated in 3:21-23 after the 
wisdom of God and the foolishness of the world are again contrasted: 

So then let no one boast in men. For all things belong to you, whether 
Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or things pre­
sent or things to come; all things belong to you, and you belong to 
Christ; and Christ belongs to God.20 

Similarly, Paul reminds them that they have nothing that they “did not 
receive,” and therefore he asks them, “why do you boast as if you had 
not received it?” (4:7). That each substantive—righteousness, sanctifi­
cation, and redemption—refers to a status believers have in Christ is seen 
in the definitive or positional nature of the terms as used here.21 As many 
have noted, sanctification in Paul is frequently definitive.22 Such is the 

theological discussion. The point here, however, is neither to argue for or against an “order of sal­
vation.” I mention it here because texts like 1 Corinthians 1:30 and 6:14 are often cited as “proof” 
that Paul never thought of an “order of salvation.” Romans 8:29-30, on the other hand, may indeed 
argue for some notion of an ordo salutis. 
17 The purpose clause is marked by o{pw~. 
18 The quote is joined to verse 30 by i{ ; vna kaqw~ gegraptai (“so that, just as it is written”). 
19 Jeremiah 9:23-24: “Thus says the LORD, ‘Let not a wise man boast of his wisdom, and let not the 
mighty man boast of his might, let not a rich man boast of his riches; but let him who boasts boast 
of this, that he understands and knows Me, that I am the LORD who exercises lovingkindness, jus­
tice, and righteousness on earth; for I delight in these things,’ declares the LORD.” 
20 NASB. 
21 Although Thiselton refers to all four terms as “qualities” that “both characterize Christ and are 
imparted by Christ,” he nevertheless understands the last three (righteousness, sanctification, and 
redemption) as a redefinition of what comprises wisdom. “As against the obsession with status seeking 
and success at Corinth, wisdom is redefined and explicated as receiving the gifts of righteousness, sanc­
tification, and redemption freely bestowed through Christ and derivative from him” (his emphasis). 
Anthony C. Thiselton, First Corinthians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 191-92. 
22 As Murray says: “It is a fact too frequently overlooked that in the New Testament the most char­
acteristic terms that refer to sanctification are used not of a process, but of a once-for-all definitive 
act” (John Murray, “Definitive Sanctification,” in Collected Works of John Murray 
[Edinburgh/Carlisle, Pa.: Banner of Truth, 1977], 2:277). See also Thistleton, First Corinthians, 193­
94. This, of course, does not deny progressive sanctification. 
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case here. Paul has already addressed the Corinthians in the following 
manner: “To the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who have 
been sanctified (hJ v J `giasmenoi~) in Christ Jesus, holy ones (agioi~) by call­
ing.” In chapter one Paul uses the verb aJ v {giazw, the adjective agio~, and 
the noun aJ vgiasmo~ in reference to the Corinthians—not referring to a 
state to which they are progressing, but as a position they already hold. 
That Paul addresses them in this way is all the more remarkable given 
the myriad of troubles at Corinth. Yet that observation itself helps 
explain how Paul can refer to the Corinthians as “holy ones” who have 
been sanctified. They are sanctified not because of anything they can 
boast in, but because they are sanctified in Christ.23 

“Redemption” too is frequently used by Paul in reference to a sta­
tus, particularly the position believers have in union with Christ as a 
result of the cross.24 For instance, believers are “justified freely by grace 
through the redemption which is in Christ” (Rom. 3:24, emphasis 
mine); “In him; [Christ] we have redemption in his blood” (Eph. 1:7, 
emphasis mine); and, “in whom [Christ] we have redemption, the for­
giveness of sin (Col. 1:14, emphasis mine).25 

Thus, it makes sense to read dikaiosuvnh as referring to a status that 
believers have from God, in Christ.26 The wisdom of God in the gospel 
brings a new standing of righteousness because one is now in Christ— 
incorporated and recognized by God in the person of Christ and there­

23 Their sanctified status vis-à-vis Christ provides the foundation for Paul’s argument against their var­
ious vices, scandals, divisions, etc. Rather than leading to antinomianism, or false assurance, Paul 
argues that the Corinthians’ behavior should match their profession. 
24 As Conzelmann points out, aj vpolutrwsi~ is a word Paul uses “in few passages, but emphatic ones” 
(1 Corinthians, 52 n. 31). 
25 Paul also speaks of “redemption” with a strong emphasis on the redemption that is still to come 
(Rom. 8:23; Eph. 1:14; 4:30). As will be seen shortly, eschatology is an important argument against 
the charge that imputation amounts to a “legal fiction.” Note also the prominence of forgiveness. 
26 In his argument against any idea of imputation in this text, Gundry does not deal with the issue of 
union with Christ. He makes a distinction between God’s righteousness and Christ’s righteousness 
arguing that “The death is Christ’s; but the righteousness is God’s. It comes from God, not from 
Christ, and does not consist in an imputed righteousness of Christ any more than God imputes to 
believers a wisdom of Christ, a sanctification of Christ, or a redemption of Christ.” Robert H. 
Gundry, “The Nonimputation of Christ’s Righteousness,” in Justification: What’s at Stake in the 
Current Debates” ed. Mark Husbands and Daniel J. Trier (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2004), 41. 
As seen above, there is no question here of wisdom, sanctification, or redemption being imputed, nor 
is there any reason to say that if one thing, namely righteousness, is imputed than the other three must 
be imputed as well. We become the righteousness of God in him, there is no substitution of God’s 
righteousness for Christ’s righteousness, as Gundry says happens “time after time after time” by those 
who defend a traditional view of imputation. Christ himself has become God’s righteousness for us 
and we have that righteousness in union with Christ. 
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fore sharing in all his benefits, chief among them a right relationship 
with God.27 Is this righteousness, therefore, counted to the believer? An 
indication that Christ’s righteousness is counted toward the believer is 
found in the phrases “to us, from God.” This does not mean that every­
thing is spelled out in detail, but it is evident that the righteousness we 
have from God in Christ is a righteousness that originated outside us, 
comes as a result of God’s action through Christ, is undeserved, comes 
as a gift from God, and is possessed in union with Christ. This fits the 
profile for a righteousness that counts before God, a righteousness that 
is reckoned to those who believe the gospel of God’s wisdom and power 
manifested in Christ crucified. In this way, 1 Corinthians 1:30 supports 
the idea that Christ’s righteousness is counted to believers. 

Philippians 3:9 

In Philippians chapter 3 Paul contrasts his former way of life as a seem­
ingly faithful Jew in terms of birth, lineage, and observance of the law, 
with his new life as a believer in Christ. Paul has given up on “whatever 
was gain” (v. 7), and now considers it all “dung” (v. 8). The contrast is 
summed up as a difference between “a righteousness of my own derived 
from law” and “that which is by faith in Christ, the righteousness which 
comes from God on the basis of faith” (v. 9). A central issue here is 
whether Paul’s “own righteousness” is an actual status that counts 
before God but is done away with now that faith in Christ is the focal 
point of righteousness. Is Paul’s former righteousness an effective, true 
righteousness? There is good reason based on the text to conclude that 
the answer to these questions is no. There is only one kind of righ­
teousness that counts before God. 

In verse 6 Paul gives the ultimate illustration of his former zeal: “a 
persecutor of the church.” This is followed by “as to the righteousness 
which is in the law, found blameless.”28 In this verse Paul shows that 

27 I agree with the following statement from Wright: “The point Paul is making is the large one, that 
all the things of which human beings are proud are as nothing before the gospel of the cross of Christ. 
All that we have that is worth having comes from God and is found in Christ” (What St. Paul Really 
Said, 123). Paul’s statement is global in scope and is not a precise commentary on how we have righ­
teousness, sanctification, or redemption in Christ. Nevertheless, I think there is more to say about 
this text in regard to imputation than Wright believes. 
28 My interpretation of this text turned on the realization of what Paul’s persecution of the church 
meant in terms of his “blamelessness” and about his description of himself before the Damascus Road 
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although he had a certain kind of righteousness, he actually failed to 
comprehend or attain true righteousness—“the righteousness that 
comes from God and is by faith” (3:9). Paul’s persecution of the church 
is proof that his former “blamelessness” amounted to nothing more than 
“confidence in the flesh” (vv. 3-4).29 The one who considered himself 
“blameless,” is the same one who persecuted the church, which is equal 
to persecuting Jesus himself (Acts 9:4-5).30 In effect, by persecuting the 
church, the lawkeeper (Paul) was persecuting the Lawgiver (Christ). 

It is illustrative to compare Paul’s reception of Christ (whom he 
clearly heard preached by Stephen [Acts 7, see Luke’s remark in 8:1]), 
with that of Simeon, who upon seeing the baby Jesus declared, “For my 
eyes have seen your salvation, which you prepared in the presence of all 
peoples, ‘a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of your peo­
ple Israel’” (Luke 2:30-32). Simeon saw all the promises of God to Israel 
and to the world as reaching their fulfillment in the baby he held in his 
arms. Likewise, when Anna saw the child she immediately began telling 
“all those who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem” (Luke 
2:38).31 If Paul’s confidence had not been in his own flesh, and if he had 

in general. It may seem that this point is not central to the topic of imputed righteousness, or that I 
am going on a tangent, but to my mind this is vital for understanding the whole passage. It was this 
“insight” (if I may call it so) that radically changed my mind on how I read Philippians 3. 
29 I am not arguing that Paul was merely fooling himself by thinking he was blameless. As far as his 
credentials (his circumcision, tribe, sect, his behavior, etc.) were concerned, there is no reason to doubt 
that Paul was in a sense “blameless.” Nor am I arguing, as Stendahl, that there is any sort of psycho­
logical import attached to Paul’s comment about being a persecutor of the church. Krister Stendahl, 
“The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West,” in Paul among Jews and Gentiles 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 13. Stendahl understands Paul’s comments as indicating a “robust con­
science” (ibid., 14). But if these comments are from Paul’s “subjective conscience,” and if his oppo­
nents understood them that way, they would be of little or no effect in Paul’s argument. Paul’s 
boasting-in-the-flesh-list is, as Silva notes, a counter measure against “the Judaizers’ claims by show­
ing his credentials; all of the items listed are accessible, objectively verifiable claims” (Moises Silva, 
Philippians, Wycliffe Exegetical Commentary [Chicago: Moody Press, 1988], 175). Silva rightly adds, 
“It would be almost pointless to introduce a subjective, and therefore greatly biased, judgment at the 
very end” (ibid.). Espy insightfully points out that Stendahl, and others after him, in an effort to expose 
the “Western conscience” that has been perniciously at work in the reading of Paul since Luther, has 
simply managed to “perpetuate it.” John M. Espy, “Paul’s ‘Robust Conscience’ Re-examined,” NTS 
31 (1985): 164. Espy rightly says that “[t]he true alternative to any overemphasis on the introspective 
would be to take the letters, not as passively revelatory of ‘something human’, but as careful and didac­
tic workmanship formed in accordance with definite beliefs” (ibid., 165). One of Espy’s best criticisms 
of Stendahl is that he reads Paul’s auto-biographical comments as “self-indulgent” rather than inter­
preting them as “purposeful,” i.e., as vital parts of Paul’s arguments (ibid., 164). 
30 I do not equate “blameless” with “sinless.” See Thomas R. Schreiner, “Paul and Perfect Obedience 
to the Law: An Evaluation of the View of E. P. Sanders,” WTJ 42 (1985): 261. 

31 After considering this contrast of “blameless” Paul with Simeon and Anna, I was glad to see

Thielman cite the similar examples of Zechariah and Elizabeth. Thielman, Paul and the Law, 285 n.

39. Another example, and in some ways the best, is John the Baptist. 
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understood the promises of God, he would not have persecuted the 
church but would have responded as Simeon and Anna did to Christ.32 

As opposed to Simeon and Anna, Saul missed the very One to whom the 
law pointed and in whom the law was fulfilled (Rom. 10:4). 

Compare also Saul the observant Pharisee, well versed in Scripture, 
who opposed the message of the gospel—that Jesus Christ was the 
Messiah—with Paul the missionary, who entered synagogues, towns, 
houses, and court rooms teaching that Jesus was the fulfillment of every­
thing written in the Law and the Prophets (Acts 13:16-47; 17:2-3; 18:4; 
22:14; 24:14; 26:22; 28:23; 1 Cor. 15:3-4). Saul, like the Jews who cru­
cified Jesus and the rulers and authorities who persecuted and killed the 
prophets in the Old Testament, did not see that the God he thought he 
served was working right before his eyes. This is the grid through which 
we must interpret Paul’s description of his former life. Paul came to 
understand that because he formerly failed to see that the old covenant 
was christocentric (that is, “everything in the Law and Prophets”), his 
zeal, blamelessness, lineage, and practice were of no avail to him.33 Apart 
from Christ, blamelessness before the law means nothing other than 
having confidence in the flesh. The following could easily have been spo­
ken to Saul of Tarsus: “[T]he one who accuses you is Moses, in whom 
you have set your hope. For if you believed Moses, you would believe 
me, for he wrote about me” (John 5:45b-46).34 

32 I realize that on one level the issue of revelation comes into play. Christ was revealed to Simeon 
(Luke 2:26), and later to Paul himself (Acts 9:3-4; Gal. 1:15-16). Paul, though, never excuses his for­
mer actions because Christ was not yet revealed to him. 
33 Again, Paul’s pre-Christian experience was not simply trying to gain righteousness only on the basis 
of works. As Seifrid points out, “Paul’s ‘blamelessness according to the righteousness in the Law’ con­
sisted not merely in his own obedience, but in the heritage into which he was born” (Mark A. Seifrid, 
“Justification by Faith: The Origin and Development of a Central Pauline Theme” [Ph.D. diss., 
Princeton University, 1992], 228). The issue seems to be that missing Christ in the law resulted in 
Paul’s entire background, both practiced and inherited, to count for nothing before God. 
34 Another example from John’s Gospel illustrates the same point. As a persecutor of the church (i.e., 
a persecutor of Christ), Paul missed what was right in front of him, much like the Pharisees, who, ques­
tioning the blind man just healed by Jesus “reviled him and said, ‘You are His [Jesus’] disciple, but we 
are disciples of Moses. We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do not know 
where He is from’” (John 9:28-29 NASB). The irony is that they see themselves as Moses’ disciples, yet 
they are out to kill the very one about whom Moses wrote. Could it be said of them that they were 
“blameless” before the law? Perhaps they were “blameless” in the sense that they did what was 
required, including participating in the sacrifices. Yet their blamelessness before the law counts for 
nothing before God. Unless, of course, God awards them for persecuting and crucifying Christ. Time 
and again Jesus admonishes them for keeping the law and thinking they were righteous on the basis 
of their heritage, ethnicity, and, yes, their works. The true nature of their righteousness was on public 
display when they persecuted and ultimately crucified Jesus. That Paul was precisely like those who 
continually opposed Jesus during his ministry is supported unequivocally by Luke’s report in Acts 7–9. 
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Paul’s problem was not a simple case of self-deception; it was the 
object in which he was placing his confidence. “Paul’s ‘own righteous­
ness’ was not a self-righteous attitude but his inadequate righteous­
ness.”35 What makes Paul’s former righteousness inadequate is not that 
it was merely a legalistic accumulation of merit that he thought would 
count before God, but that he was trusting in himself (i.e., his ethnicity, 
ancestral heritage, actions, and lawkeeping), rather than trusting in 
God.36 This is the issue. Whatever Paul thought was to his benefit was 
in reality his stumbling block. Whatever he thought of himself in the 
past, he now knows that he is of “the true circumcision, who worship 
in the Spirit of God, and boast in Christ, and put no confidence in the 
flesh” (v. 3).37 Therefore, righteousness that comes only from law, 
thereby missing the true purpose of the law and the God who gave it (v. 
9), is a “false righteousness, an illusory righteousness”38 that was never 
intended or even able to make someone righteous in the sight of God. 
All it does is provoke a false sense of security, a misguided sense of assur­
ance. True righteousness, in any age, is only the righteousness that comes 
by faith (3:9; cf., Rom. 4:3; Gal. 3:6; Gen. 15:6).39 

35 Thielman, Paul and the Law, 155. 
36 In this sense, contra Dunn, it was a matter of what Paul had attained. Paul’s confidence was in him­
self and that would include any “practice . . . within the covenant” (James D. G. Dunn, The Theology 
of the Apostle Paul [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998], 369). Dunn’s point is to argue against any 
notion that Paul speaks of his “own” righteousness in terms of something he has achieved through 
his own effort. His “own” righteousness, rather, was his loyalty to the covenant. As such, being a 
Pharisee, a persecutor of the church, and being “blameless” in regard to the law were all “self-cho­
sen” rather than “self-attained” (ibid., 370). Even if Paul was aware of the “essentially gracious char­
acter” (ibid.) of the things he included under his “own” righteousness, one cannot get around the fact 
that in these verses Paul describes a shift from trusting in himself, to trusting something “outside him­
self for the righteousness that only God, the righteous judge, can grant” (Silva, Philippians), 187. 
37 It is interesting to note that “the circumcision” (or “the true circumcision”) are contrasted with “the 
mutilators” (th; vn katatomhn), along with the contrast between “no confidence in the flesh” (v. 3) and 
Paul’s “confidence in the flesh” that he had in his former life. So, there are the “true circumcision” 
who have “no confidence in the flesh,” and then there are the Judaizing opponents, “the mutilators,” 
who, like the one-time Saul of Tarsus, have “confidence in the flesh.” The phrase, “and have no con­
fidence in the flesh” is, as O’Brien, points out, “a negative restatement of the preceding (rather than 
a separate and third assertion), and signifies that we as Christians, who do have grounds for boast­
ing, ‘have no confidence in the flesh.’ Peter T. O’Brien, Commentary on Philippians, NIGTC (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 362. In this way, it is not simply a contrast between having confidence in 
the flesh and not having confidence in the flesh, but a contrast between putting confidence in the flesh 
or putting confidence in Christ. 
38 Schreiner, “Paul and Perfect Obedience,” 262. 
39 As opposed to Sanders, who views the era of law and the era of Christ as “two dispensations. There 
is a righteousness which comes by law, but it is now worth nothing.” E. P. Sanders, Paul the Law 
and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 140. Sanders seems to miss that Paul is not at 
all saying that his “blamelessness” was in fact some sort of righteousness until Christ came. Paul him­
self calls it “having confidence in the flesh.” Having confidence in the flesh can never, in any age, coin­
cide with a righteous status before God. Furthermore, and again contrary to Sanders, Paul’s “own 
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Instead of a self-confident righteousness, which ultimately is no 
righteousness at all but merely “having confidence in the flesh, “Paul 
now values the righteousness that originates outside himself and comes 
as a gift (“from God”), is appropriated only by faith in Christ, and is 
had in union with Christ (“found in him”). The theme of undeserved, 
not simply unearned, grace is also prevalent. It is Paul, the former per­
secutor of the church (v. 6), who has received this gift from God. In this 
text we find the same basic elements discussed above in the “key” texts 
and in 1 Corinthians 1:30. 

Two of the common themes, namely, external righteousness and 
union, are of particular interest. In verse 9 Paul emphasizes the external 
nature of true righteousness.40 Not only is it “from God” (ej `k qeou), it is 
explicitly contrasted with a righteousness that is his own and derived 
from the law (ej vk nomou). Likewise, the theme of union plays an impor­
tant and related role in this text. Paul wants to “be found in him,” and 
presumably this means he desires to “be found” by God in Christ. This 
is vital for understanding what Paul is saying. Paul does not want to be 
found having his own righteousness (which will avail him nothing); he 
wants to be found in Christ.41 If being found in Christ is directly linked 

righteousness” as he describes it here, is a form of “self-righteousness.” (ibid., 44-45). I found that 
some of the same references in Sanders and this same point about “self-righteousness” are recognized 
in Peter T. O’Brien, “Justification in Paul and Some Critical Issues of the Last Two Decades,” in Right 
with God: Justification in the Bible and the World, ed. D. A. Carson (London: Paternoster; Grand 
Rapids: Baker for World Evangelical Fellowship, 1992), 87-88. There was never a righteousness that 
came merely from law—this is precisely Paul’s point. How, for instance, can Paul the persecutor of 
the church, and Simeon who recognized the fulfillment of God’s entire history of salvation in Christ, 
be equally “righteous” in the same “dispensation”? Was Paul “blameless” even after the incarnation 
of Christ? If for the sake of argument we grant “two dispensations,” the first one ended with the incar­
nation of Christ. Sanders, however, accords to the “pre-Christian Paul” the same status as those liv­
ing in the “dispensation” before Christ. There was not a dispensation of law and a dispensation of 
faith, both with their associate forms of legitimate righteousness. There is only faith, the object of 
which, after the incarnation, was personified in Christ. Only in that way is it legitimate to speak of a 
change in dispensations. What was always implicit in the OT, as it directly adhered to God’s promises, 
was made explicit in Christ. Paul’s real plight was that like many of his ancestors and contemporaries 
he failed to see the God of Israel at work right before his eyes. Paul’s keeping of the law was useless 
in terms of righteousness because he did not understand that to which it pointed. It was useless also 
because that kind of law-keeping was never able to make one righteous. Until the Damascus road, 
Paul missed Christ in the law. Said another way, Paul missed the law. Sanders, as Dunn after him (see 
above, n. 35), misses the paradigm shift that took place when Paul ceased to trust in himself (and that 
would include anything he had by way of being in the covenant) and began to trust in what lies exter­
nally to himself, namely, the righteousness from God by faith in Jesus Christ. 
40 Again, “external” does not mean “unreal” or “fictional.” It simply means a righteousness that 
derives from a source outside oneself. At the same time, it does not mean an external righteousness 
that is somehow infused into the believer. Thus Paul can speak of being “found” with a righteous­
ness that is “not my own.” It is had by the instrument of faith. 
41 O’Brien concludes that i{ ; v J  ̀ej j / `na Criston kerdhsw (“so that I might gain Christ”) and eureqw n autw
(“be found in him”) are “essentially the same” (Philippians, 392). But it seems that to “gain Christ” 
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to the righteousness that comes from God by faith, then the righteous­
ness that Paul wants can only be Christ’s righteousness. Thus, being 
“found in Christ” means to be found with Christ’s righteousness—the 
righteousness that is not Paul’s own. There are no other possibilities in 
view.42 This is why Paul cannot put confidence in his own life and actions 
(i.e., “in the flesh”), but boasts only in Christ (v. 3; cf., 1 Cor. 1:31), for 
it is only in Christ that he can have the righteousness that counts before 
God. 

Returning to our synoptic reading, this conclusion is supported by 
the way Paul speaks of the instrumentality of faith. Like Romans 4:3-8, 
one of the main elements of Philippians 3:8-9 is faith, but unlike Romans 
4:3-8, Paul refers explicitly to faith as an instrument. The clear reference 
to the instrumentality of faith, however, argues that in this text the righ­
teousness of the object of Paul’s faith counts to him as a right standing 
before God. Just as the instrumentality of faith is implicit in Romans 4:1­
8, so the reckoning of righteousness is implicit in Philippians 3:8-9. Read 
together, we see that faith is the instrument by which righteousness is 
reckoned. 

Romans 4 is about faith rather than works counting for righteous­
ness, and Philippians 3 is about having a righteousness that is by faith 
rather than derived from law. Yet the difference is a matter of emphasis, 
for central to both texts is the contrast Paul draws between righteous­
ness by faith and righteousness by works.43 While Paul says simply 
“law” in Philippians 3:9, because he speaks of a righteousness that 

stands in contrast with “whatever was to my gain (kevrdh)” (v. 7). All those things that gave Paul “con­
fidence in the flesh,” all his achievements, are now nothing. All he hoped in, worked for, and boasted 
in stands in stark contrast to that which is gained not through ethnic or social privilege, or through 
working, and which is the only ground for human boasting: Christ. It is true that Christ is “gained” 
through union with him, but it seems to me that Paul is making two separate, though related, state­
ments. O’Brien may be right in asserting that euJ `reqw (“I might be found”) does not here, contrary to 
some Old Testament usage, refer to “persons ‘found’ by God to be such and such” (ibid., 393). 
Following Ernest De Witt Burton, The Epistle to the Galatians, ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1921), 
125, O’Brien understands “be found” to mean something like “prove to be, be shown to be, turn out 
to be.” Although O’Brien directs readers to Burton for evidence concerning the passive form of 
euJ vriskw, Burton himself does not include this text in his citations—though Burton does not claim to 
give an exhaustive list of New Testament citations. Even if the O’Brien/Burton assertion is correct, it 
does not greatly affect the argument here. The union with Christ theme stands either way. 
42 I suppose one could simply argue that while there is perhaps no other identified righteousness in 
this text, since Paul does not say explicitly that the righteousness that is not is own is indeed Christ’s 
then we should not say it either. 
43 “Works of the law” is a subset of “works” in general. Thus Paul can deny that “works,” without 
qualification, serve any basis for justification, e.g., Ephesians 2:9; Titus 3:5. 
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comes from law, he is therefore speaking of “law” in terms of what the 
law commands, i.e., the works of the law. Paul specifically speaks of 
righteousness on the basis of doing the works of the law. If this is so, 
then it is similar to “works of the law” in Romans 3:28. There faith, in 
contrast to “works of the law,” is the instrumental means of justifica­
tion: “For we reckon a man to be justified by faith, apart from the works 
of the law.” 

As seen earlier, the phrases “by faith” in Romans 3:28 and “through 
faith” in 3:25 (cf. v. 30), establish the instrumentality of faith in regard 
to justification, so that when “faith” appears in 4:3 and following, Paul’s 
readers have a ready guide for understanding the specific nature of faith 
in relation to the reckoning of righteousness—it is that which unites the 
believer with the object of faith, Jesus Christ. 44 We have already seen that 
the righteousness of which Paul speaks in Philippians 3:9 is an external 
righteousness and that it is Christ’s righteousness (“not my own”; “from 
God”; “found in him”) because it comes from God, and is contrasted 
with having a personal righteousness that comes from law. One appro­
priates that righteousness by faith. 

There is one other important similarity to notice, and it is that righ­
teousness in both texts is a gift from God.45 There is nothing earned, only 
righteousness received. There are, therefore, several crucial parallels 
between Romans 4:1-8 and Philippians 3:8-9: (1) a righteousness that 
is by faith and not by works (of law), (2) faith that is instrumental, (3) 
righteousness that originates outside the believer, and (4) righteousness 
that is a gift from God. When compared in the context of a discussion 
about imputation, the most substantial difference between Philippians 
3:8-9 and Romans 4:1-8 is simply that the word logivzomai does not 
appear in Philippians.46 The parallels between them, however, argue that 
Philippians 3 supports the idea that Christ’s righteousness is indeed reck­
oned to believers. 

44 Again, even if “the faithfulness of Christ” was a better reading of Romans 3:22 than the phrase 
“by faith,” (i.e., subjective rather than objective genitive), the instrumentality of faith is securely estab­
lished in the context. 
45 Contrary to the reckoning of “what is owed” (Rom. 4:4). In Philippians the righteousness is ej `k qeou. 
46 I am not at all arguing that the two texts are identical. Romans and Philippians were written to two 
different churches and for different circumstances. For the purposes here the focus is not on the occa­
sional nature of the letters, but the parallels in two Pauline texts that share similar themes. Again, the 
conviction behind this dissertation is that Paul addressed various issues in the churches from a uni­
fied, theological framework. 
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Romans 9:30–10:4 

Romans 9:30–10:4 is another text that does not speak explicitly about 
the imputation of righteousness. Yet there are themes present in this text 
that are important to notice, particularly on the heels of the discussion 
of Philippians 3. Chief among them is Paul’s distinction between a righ­
teousness that is by faith and a righteousness that is self-established. The 
former is the righteousness that is attained by the Gentiles in spite of the 
fact that they did not pursue it (9:30). This righteousness is described as 
the righteousness that is by faith (9:30), and it stands in contrast to a 
righteousness that is “their own” (i.e., unbelieving Jews). The latter is 
the righteousness that the unbelieving Jews pursued, but to which they 
did not arrive (9:31-32). The law was pursued “as if it were by works” 
(9:32), and in distinction from God’s righteousness, results in a righ­
teousness of “their own” (10:3). Though disputed in the last couple of 
decades, this is commonly called “works righteousness”—any attempt 
to be right before God on the basis of one’s own achievements, personal 
attributes, background, or anything else besides trusting only in God.47 

The contrast between these two kinds of righteousness, if I may bor­
row from Luther, is quite similar to that of Philippians 3. Paul’s righ­

47 Wright interprets “their own” as a special covenant status that the Jews had tried to establish that 
would be “for all Jews, and only for Jews” in exclusion of the Gentiles. N. T. Wright, Romans, New 
Interpreters Bible Commentary, vol. 10, ed. Leander Keck (Nashville: Abingdon, 2002), 655. Thus 
“righteousness” has nothing to do with earning God’s favor through works. Granting for the sake 
of discussion that Wright’s conclusion is correct, the status of the main question, i.e., faith in God vs. 
faith in oneself, does not seem greatly altered. What is unclear is how seeking to establish a special 
covenant status contrary to the covenantal plan and purpose of God is really that much different from 
trying to establish one’s own righteousness on the basis of works. Either way, the issue comes down 
to whether people are putting their trust in God or in themselves. Granted, on the one hand works 
are being done to earn favor, while on the other hand there is the establishment of a “covenant-sta­
tus” as the chosen people of God that is contrary to God’s own covenant. Even if the Jews Paul 
addresses were not “proto-Pelagians, trying to pull themselves up by their own moral bootstraps” 
(ibid.), is this not every bit as much an effort to call God a liar, just like trying to earn salvation through 
works? Even if it was the case that the Jews did not submit to God’s covenant faithfulness, i.e., “God’s 
decisive action in Jesus the Messiah,” in favor of a self-established “covenant membership” (ibid.), 
it is still akin to saying that they sought to be righteous by their own efforts. Establishing one’s own 
covenant membership is not, practically speaking, greatly different from establishing one’s own righ­
teousness on the basis of one’s own works. We either trust God, or we trust ourselves. These same 
observations and questions apply to Dunn’s comment that “Paul’s criticism in effect is that in seek­
ing to ‘establish’ covenant righteousness as ‘theirs’ they failed to appreciate the full significance of the 
fact that only God’s righteousness can ‘establish’ the covenant” (James D. G. Dunn, Romans 9–16, 
WBC, vol. 38b [Dallas: Word, 1988], 588). Are they not still trying to achieve something on the basis 
of their own merit? Surely Schreiner is correct to say that “the fault of Israel is that they were attempt­
ing to gain righteousness via works” (Romans, 539). While I do not agree that works of the law are 
boundary markers, even if they were, the sin would still be attempting to establish oneself apart from 
God, it is still reliance on self rather than faith in God. It is, in other words, works righteousness. 
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teousness that came from law (Phil. 3:9) is parallel to the law of righ­
teousness pursued, but not arrived at, by the Jews (Rom. 9:31-32), and 
the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith (Phil. 3:9) paral­
lels the righteousness attained by the Gentiles (Rom. 9:30). Both texts 
make the same point. There are only two choices: the righteousness that 
comes from God, or one’s own. 

When Paul says the Jews tried to “establish their own” righteousness, 
it was a righteousness pursued by “works,” that is, by relying on their own 
actions, rather than by total reliance on God.48 In the debates that swirl 
around this text about the nature of first-century Judaism, it seems that one 
fundamental point is often obscured: only one kind of righteousness is 
deemed acceptable by God at all times and in all places—the righteousness 
that is by faith.49 Paul implies in 10:3 that the righteousness of God was 
always by faith, even if the Jews did not realize it. So the issue comes down 
to trusting in oneself (or themselves) or trusting in God. Thus, he can say 
that the Jews “did not subject themselves to the righteousness of God” 
because they did not know of God’s righteousness and tried to establish 
their own. It becomes increasingly difficult to extract all notions of “works 
righteousness” from this text.50 Even if it is granted that the Jews under­
stood the grace of God in election, redemption, and whatever else, it is hard 
to avoid the idea that when Paul speaks of “trying to establish” their own 
righteousness (10:3), and pursuing the law “as if it were by works,” rather 
than “by faith” (9:32), he is speaking to a basic failure to grasp the fact that 
righteousness is altogether a matter of faith in a merciful God.51 This last 
idea is supported by Paul’s citation of Isaiah 8:14 and 28:16. 

48 Moo is right to cite Deuteronomy 9:4-6, in which God declares that Israel will enter the land because 
of his electing grace, and not because of “their own” righteousness, Douglas Moo, The Epistle to the 
Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 635. 
49 Again, contra Sanders (Paul, the Law and the Jewish People, 44); see above, n. 38. 
50 As Moo points out, Sanders (Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People, 42) and others are right to 
observe that Paul is “condemning Israel for failing to recognize the shift in salvation history that has 
come with Christ” but are wrong in seeing this as Paul’s only problem with their theology (Moo, 
Romans, 627 n. 47). Paul is also concerned to show that “the righteousness to which the law pointed 
had never been available through works done in obedience to the law” (ibid.). As seen in many occa­
sions in the course of this study, arguments against one perceived extreme may often proceed to 
replace it with the another extreme. 
51 Contra D. P. Fuller (Gospel and Law: Contrast or Continuum? The Hermeneutics of 
Dispensationalism and Covenant theology [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980], 71-79), Moo argues 
that Paul is not saying that “Israel should have believed the law. Rather, he is claiming that their pur­
suit of the law with respect to the righteousness that it promised should have been carried out on the 
basis of faith” (Romans, 626 n. 44). 
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Isaiah’s Cornerstone: Righteousness in Christ Alone 

Romans 9:33 is a combination of two texts from Isaiah. In Isaiah 8:14 
the Lord himself “shall become a sanctuary; but to both the houses of 
Israel, a stone to strike and a rock to stumble over.” Then in 28:16, the 
Lord says through Isaiah, “Behold I am laying in Zion a stone, a tested 
stone, a costly cornerstone for the foundation, firmly placed. He who 
believes in it will not be disturbed” (NASB). In the context surrounding 
8:14, a promise to a believing remnant is coupled with the threat of 
imminent judgment. In the second text, 28:16, the Lord acts in the face 
of Jerusalem’s faithlessness.52 Though judgment is strongly emphasized 
in this text, there is also the theme of God’s grace to the undeserving. 
Regardless of what Jerusalem had done, the Lord is still setting a cor­
nerstone which will be for the benefit of whoever believes, but to some 
it will be a stumbling stone. 

In Romans 9–10 it is evident the “stone of stumbling” is none other 
than the righteousness of God in Christ and is attained by faith, not pur­
sued by works (cf. Phil. 3:8-9). This is what God had promised centuries 
earlier though Isaiah, and it was precisely this message that many Jews 
failed to understand. The Jews of whom Paul speaks did not fully rec­
ognize that attaining righteousness before God was purely an act of 
God’s mercy (Isa. 28:16; Rom. 9:16, 23; cf. “from God” 1 Cor. 1:30; 
Phil. 3:9). The law pointed to the righteousness of which Paul speaks, 
and it also commanded works,53 but the Jews had missed the point; they 
did not see that righteousness was by faith (alone), so they pursued the 
law “as though by works” (9:32). Thus God’s act is a stumbling stone 
to the Jews because they do not believe, but “he who believes in him will 
not be put to shame” (cf. 1 Cor. 1:18; 2 Cor. 2 15-16). 

What, then, is this act of God, this cornerstone? It is nothing other 
than the righteousness that comes from God that is set over against a 
self-established righteousness that generates confidence in the flesh; it is 
Christ himself. Christ, and the righteousness from God that is by faith, 

52 hw]hy+ yǹd{a& rm̂a* hK) /k@l* (“Therefore, thus says the Lord God”). The faithlessness of Jerusalem is 
answered by an act of redemption from the Lord. In context, the “therefore” may come as a surprise. 
53 Andrew A. Das, Paul, the Law and the Covenant (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2001), 244-45. 
“The Jews are pursuing a law that witnesses to righteousness as if it were based on their active pur­
suit and performance of its works. The Jews do not perceive the law in its inner connection to righ­
teousness: righteousness is based on faith and not the doing of what the law prescribes” (ibid.). 
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is what the law pointed to all along. Apart from this christocentric per­
spective that righteousness is by faith, the law really is a matter of keep­
ing commands through which one can never attain righteousness.54 

Ultimately Paul condemns the Jews for a lack of faith that resulted in 
their stumbling over the stone of stumbling. There is no righteousness 
apart from faith, i.e., apart from Christ. For the one who gains this per­
spective, attempts to establish one’s own righteousness by the law come 
utterly to an end.55 Only the righteousness that comes from God and is 
by faith counts before God. 

Where Else Could We Go? 

A synthesis of Paul’s teaching warrants the assertion that no other 
grounds for a right status before God can be found other than Christ’s 
righteousness. The options seem quite limited otherwise. In regard to 
righteousness as a status, Paul consistently speaks of the source of that 
righteousness as external to the believer.56 That righteousness comes 

54 By “christocentric perspective” I mean simply faith in God, which in the Old Testament meant specif­
ically faith in God’s promises to be who he says he is and to save and redeem his people, and which comes 
to fulfillment in Christ. In this sense, all who believed God and his promises had a “christocentric” per­
spective (at least as described on the cross-side of salvation history). The “faith” that justified Abraham 
(Gal. 3:15-18; cf. Rom. 4:3; Gal. 3:6) in terms of believing God’s promises is the same faith that after the 
incarnation becomes explicit belief in Christ (Rom. 4:23-24). I am not saying, therefore, as does Wilckens 
(Der Brief an die Römer, Teilband 2: Röm. 6–11, Evangelisch-Katholischer Kommentar zum Neuen tes­
tament 6/2 [Zürich: Benziger/Neukirchen-Vluyn], 215-16), that Paul is critiquing the Jews only because 
they do not believe in Christ. Paul’s criticism is that they are characterized by a lack of faith, just like their 
ancestors, and that this condition is manifested in their stumbling over the stone. 
55 I am quite aware that I am taking the “both/and” view of what Paul means by tevlo~. See Das, Paul 
the Law and the Covenant, 250-51. The secondary literature on this text is overwhelming, and there 
is no time to review it here. Thielman, for instance, understanding a continuation of the race metaphor 
from 9:30-32, reads tevlo~ exclusively as “goal.” Frank J. Thielman, Paul and the Law: A Contextual 
Approach (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1994), 206, n. 45, 299. On the other side, Schreiner, 
noting that the race metaphor ends in 9:32, supplies a proposition and reads the verse as, “Christ is 
the end of using the law for righteousness for everyone who believes.” Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, 
BECNT 8 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 547. For the mediating position taken here (and influenced 
by Das), consider Paul’s own experience. As a zealous Jew, Paul, by his own admission, tried to estab­
lish his own righteousness, which amounted to “confidence in the flesh” (Phil. 3:4). The means of 
this is through works, specifically the works required by the law. Though this is not a matter of sheer 
salvation by works it is nevertheless the way a “faithful” Jew described his life before Christ. Yet Paul, 
after being confronted with the revelation of God’s righteousness in Christ, now counts all that went 
before as dung in comparison to knowing Christ (Philippians 7–8). Now consider that this same Paul 
is the one who said that faith in Christ does not abolish the law, but to the contrary, faith in Christ 
“establishes the law.” (Rom. 3:31). On the one hand, Paul is done with establishing his own righ­
teousness (i.e., pursuing righteousness “as if by works” and stumbling “over the stumbling stone” 
[Rom. 9:32]), and on the other he is convinced that “faith in Christ” is the very thing that confirms 
the law. This seems very much like saying that when Paul met Christ he realized that his (Paul’s) efforts 
at establishing his own righteousness were finished, and that Christ was the one to whom the law 
always pointed. Paul’s personal experience mirrors that of the Jews he describes in Romans 9–10. 
56 Traditionally referred to as “alien righteousness.” 
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to believers exclusively by God’s grace, as a gift. The evidence points 
to that righteousness as a legal standing before God on the basis of 
what Christ has accomplished. The forensic status of “just” is a real­
ity because of what Christ has done. It is also evident that human 
beings contribute nothing to this status. It is, in fact, just the oppo­
site—the human objects of God’s grace are consistently presented as 
in no way earning God’s favor, and moreover, as undeserving of God’s 
favor. 

Finally, Paul speaks of being justified only insofar as the believers 
are identified in Christ. There is nothing the believer has that he does 
not have in Christ. In regard to justification, we saw that union pri­
marily refers to being incorporated into Christ as the covenantal head 
of God’s promised new creation. As the second Adam, Christ’s obedi­
ence in life and in death establishes the standing of all those united 
with him. It is extraordinarily difficult to locate the believer’s stand­
ing before God anywhere else than on the basis of Christ’s righteous­
ness. All these considerations argue for the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness. 

OBJECTIONS CONSIDERED 

The doctrine of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness is an idea that 
has never lacked opposition. In what follows, a few of the more com­
mon and recurring objections are considered. Dealing with objections 
will also help clarify the argument for imputation. 

A Legal Fiction? 

It is often said that the Protestant doctrine of justification by faith in 
general,57 and the subsidiary doctrine of the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness in particular, amounts to a legal fiction. This righteous­
ness is “fictitious” because its ground lies wholly outside the believer 
in the righteousness of Christ. The status “righteous” is simply 
counted, not actual. It is a mere transaction. The believer does not pos­
sess it, nor can he, properly speaking, call it his own. That the criti­
cism is long-standing is made evident by the fact that the charge of 

57 Specifically in the Lutheran and Calvinist traditions. 
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“legal fiction” has been addressed on a relatively frequent basis for 
nearly five-hundred years.58 

Chemnitz, writing in the third quarter of the sixteenth century, 
noted that the Jesuits made this very claim against imputed righteous­
ness, claiming that it is “an inane fantasy and illusion” because it 
“does not have an inherent basis in us.”59 In the seventeenth century, 
Turretin, argued against any kind of inherent righteousness, infused or 
otherwise, as a basis for justification, and he defended against the 
“legal fiction” charge, saying that “the judicial act of God does not 
lack truth because he does not pronounce us righteous in ourselves.”60 

The fact that Buchanan devotes a section of his book on justification 
to argue against the legal fiction charge is a good indication that crit­
icism was commonplace in the nineteenth century as well. The fol­
lowing question from Wright is therefore not a new inquiry: “If the 
righteousness is something humans have ‘from God,’ is it ‘imputed’ to 
them . . . that is, ‘reckoned’ to be theirs, almost as a legal fiction?”61 

Just because it is an old question that has been addressed numerous 
times in the past few centuries does not make it less valid. On the con­
trary, one could argue that the persistence of the question argues for 
the validity of the question. 

Also, and in all fairness, the charge is sometimes legitimate, not 
because imputation is inherently fictitious, but because some presenta­
tions of it often reduce it down to a cold formula. It may indeed some­
times appear as a mere “transfer apart from being included in Christ,”62 

a cut-and-dry transaction in which Christ’s righteousness is doled out as 

58 The following are cited simply as examples. Because of the scope of this work, the historical argu­
ments cannot be unpacked and analyzed. It is sufficient to note that the question of a “legal fic­
tion” is not new. A work that thoroughly compared the historical arguments both for and against 
the traditional formulation with the arguments set forth by scholars today would be a valuable 
resource. 
59 Martin Chemnitz, Justification: The Chief Article of Christian Doctrine as Expounded in “Loci 
Theologici,” trans. J. A. O. Preus (St. Louis: Concordia, 1985), 151. 

60 Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, trans. George Musgrave Giger, ed., James T.

Dennison Jr. (Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R, 1994), 2:648. He devotes a substantial amount of space to

argue for the imputation of Christ’s righteousness as the only grounds of justification. In this section

he also argues against both Roman Catholic and Socinian claims (ibid., 633-56). Being righteous only

in Christ is a central theme in Turretin’s discussion. 

61 Wright, What St. Paul Really Said, 102.

62 As Carson points out in “The Vindication of Imputation: On Fields of Discourse and, of Course,

Semantic Fields,” in Justification: What’s at Stake in the Current Debates, eds. Mark Husbands and

Daniel J. Treier (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2004), 72. 
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if it were some sort of legal entitlement.63 With that admission aside, 
there are three considerations that argue against the legal fiction charge. 
By now at least three of these are familiar themes: (1) union with Christ, 
(2) substitution, and (3) eschatology. These three themes work in con­
junction, all appear in the major “imputation” texts, and all three 
themes coalesce in Christ as the second (or last) Adam. 

Union with Christ. Union with Christ, among other things, argues 
against imputation being a legal fiction. When Paul speaks of union with 
Christ in direct connection with salvation and justification, he emphasizes 
the identification of the believer in Christ by God. Thus, while we may 
speak of “vital” or even “mystical” union with Christ, Paul’s focus, when 
dealing with the forensic nature of justification, is on the idea that God 
now views the believer not as he is in himself but in Christ.64 That is, the 
believer holds the status of “righteous” before God because God only 
views the believer in light of Christ’s atoning death and resurrection. 
Believers are identified with the second Adam who lived in obedience to 
the Father and died a sacrificial death in their place (2 Cor. 5:14-15, 21; 
1 Cor. 15:20-22). In Romans 6:3-5, Paul makes it clear that the repre­
sentative death of Christ (5:18-19) is effective only because the believer 
is “united with him in the likeness of his death.” Likewise, a believer has 
forgiveness, the redemption of sin, only because he has it “in Christ.” 
(Rom. 3:24; Eph. 1:7). The phrase “redemption in his blood” (Eph. 1:7; 
cf. Rom. 5:9) is indicative of the operative principle in these union texts: 
believers are united with Christ, their legal, sacrificial substitute. 

Substitution. There is a corollary consideration to the believer’s 
union with Christ, as seen most clearly in 2 Corinthians 5:14-21 and 
Romans 3:21-26, which is Christ’s representative death on behalf of 

63 I am thinking more in terms of popular defenses of imputation, such as some I have heard in a few 
sermons. In an effort to defend the doctrine, zealous advocates sometimes end up saying things that 
sound every bit like the characterizations made by those who object to imputation. 
64 Many union texts speak in general terms referring to the life that is now lived in Christ and/or as 
a member of his body, and of the continuing presence of Christ with the believer, e.g., Galatians 2:20; 
Ephesians 3:17; 4:12, 15-16; Colossians 3:3. It is widely recognized that union with Christ is a multi­
faceted designation in the New Testament. The point being made here is that the concept of union 
as seen in texts such as Romans 5 and 2 Corinthians 5 is primarily about the connection between the 
believer and Christ as the one who secured their right status before God. The emphasis is on repre­
sentative union. This neither defines nor exhausts the topic of union with Christ. 
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believers. The benefits of Christ’s sacrificial death flowing to the believer 
are no more a legal fiction than Christ’s dying for sinners is a legal fic­
tion. In other words, the “legal fiction” argument must logically con­
clude that Christ’s sacrifice was also a legal fiction, a transaction that 
took place only in the mind of God.65 So, one would have to say that it 
was an effective, substitutionary sacrifice only because God deemed to 
acknowledge it as such, but not because it was that in reality. If this were 
true, then we would no longer be talking about substitution but about 
some form of a moral government idea of atonement. If all ideas of 
imputation are lost, substitutionary atonement, if not lost, is seriously 
jeopardized. Substitutionary atonement demands some concept of impu­
tation, even if imputation is restricted only to forgiveness of sins. 

Eschatology. Eschatology also argues against the legal fiction 
charge. The legal fiction idea comes about in part when justification is 
viewed “only from the historical frame of reference, from which it 
appears that the believer is ‘counted’ righteous but is ‘really’ a sinner.”66 

Paul’s assertion that “if anyone is in Christ he is a new creation” (2 Cor. 
5:17) refers to “a totally new environment, or, more accurately speak­
ing, a totally new world.”67 This “new world” is that which was 

65 This is essentially the way Green and Baker conceive of substitutionary atonement, a “legal trans­
action within the Godhead.” Joel B. Green and Mark D. Baker, Recovering the Scandal of the Cross: 
Atonement in New Testament and Contemporary Contexts (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2001), 
149. Green and Baker, however, present a straw man in their assessment of substitutionary atone­
ment. In their discussion of Hodge’s formulation, they comment that in the substitutionary model 
“the only aspect of Jesus’ life that is presented concretely is his physical suffering, which helps to val­
idate that the penalty was sufficient” (ibid.). They have missed the fact that for Hodge, writing in the 
Reformed tradition, there is far more to consider about Jesus’ life than just his suffering. Green and 
Baker apparently did not put Hodge’s discussion of penal substitution in the context of his covenant 
theology. More to the point, Green and Baker seem completely to miss the centrality of union with 
Christ to understanding justification by faith, and as a result misconstrue the relationship between 
justification and substitution. Contrary to Green and Baker, substitutionary atonement (which, they 
assert, is what makes the traditional formulation of justification by faith “all the more palatable or 
inviting”) is not simply a matter of “the manifestly guilty person stands before the divine judge for 
sentencing and hears the verdict, ‘Not Guilty!’” (ibid., 25). God is not reacting to some abstract notion 
of justice, but is acting in accordance with his own divine character and justice. Justification and sub­
stitution are thus extremely personal matters, beginning with God; his Son, after all, bore his wrath 
in place of sinners. I include this rather long note because arguments against substitution often par­
allel arguments against imputation. Note how similar the last citation from Green and Baker is to 
saying that substitution is a “legal fiction.” 
66 Anthony C. Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical 
Description (Grand Rapids: Baker; Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 1980), 421. Thiselton is not arguing 
against Luther. He is actually defending the notion of “simultaneously a saint and a sinner” on the 
grounds of eschatology (ibid.). 
67 Geerhardus Vos, The Pauline Eschatology (Princeton: University Press, 1930; Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R, 1994), 47. 
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promised through Isaiah (43:18-21; 65:16-23; 66:22-23) and which has 
dawned in Christ.68 As such, the designation “new creation in Christ” 
is an announcement of the inauguration of the “the new heavens and a 
new earth” that God promised to create (Isa. 65:17; 66:22). And the 
entrance into God’s inaugurated kingdom is through becoming “the 
righteousness of God” in Christ on the basis of his sacrificial death (2 
Cor. 5:21). Being a “new creation” means first of all gaining a right 
standing before God. There are connections that run back through some 
familiar texts. 

Paul’s comment in 2 Corinthians 5:16, that he now knows “no one 
according to the flesh,” contrasts his old way of thinking with the 
knowledge that has come in the new covenant era of the Spirit (3:3 ff.).69 

He says, “If we once knew Christ according to the flesh, now we no 
longer know him in that way” (5:16). Paul’s past perception of Christ 
is well known to us. Paul once expended every effort to persecute the 
followers of Jesus, and later came to find out that persecuting Jesus’ fol­
lowers is the same thing as persecuting Jesus himself (Acts 9:4-5). When 
Paul knew “Christ according to the flesh,” he knew him as an enemy of 
the Jewish religion and of the old ways and traditions. Paul’s “fleshly” 
perception of Christ was part and parcel of his having “confidence in 
the flesh” (Phil. 3:4), and just as he describes his countrymen, Paul was 
trying “to establish [his] own righteousness” (Rom. 10:3). 

The righteousness associated with the new creation is by faith, orig­
inates outside the believer, and is purely of God’s grace. In this new era 
of salvation history, however, the folly of trying to establish one’s own 
righteousness has been exposed by the fulfillment of God’s promise. The 
eschatological fulfillment of that promise has taken place in Christ, who 
has, among other things, become for us righteousness from God (1 Cor. 
1:30). In this way, partaking of Christ’s righteousness is how one par­
ticipates in the new creation promised by God (Isa. 65:17) as it is now 
manifested “in Christ” (2 Cor. 5:17). One is part of the new creation in 
so far as one is in Christ. Even though the full experience of the new cre­
ation union, and all it entails, is still to come and must be pursued by 

68 Scott J. Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,

2000), 244.

69 Ibid., 242.
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faith (Phil. 3:10-17), it is the righteousness of Christ that gives us the sta­
tus of “righteous,” thus making us “a new creation.” Union and escha­
tology are thus inter-related themes. 

These themes merge most clearly in Paul’s theology of Christ as the 
second, or last, Adam (Rom. 5:12-21; 1 Cor. 15:20-22; 2 Cor. 5:14-15). 
As the second Adam, Christ is the covenantal head of those identified 
with him. As the covenantal head, Christ’s obedient act of righteousness, 
his death on the cross, brings about a righteous, legal status for his peo­
ple (Rom. 5:18-19; cf. 5:9). This comes about through a transfer from 
one kingdom (the realm of sin and death from Adam) to another king­
dom marked by grace, righteousness, and life. The ground for one’s sta­
tus (either “sinner” or “righteous”) is determined by the actions of 
another, whether Adam or Christ. The actions of the two heads count 
for their people. Paul, speaking in eschatological terms, says that the 
recipients of God’s free gift in Christ will “reign in life” (Rom. 5:17), and 
that through Christ’s “one act of righteousness there resulted justifica­
tion leading to life” (5:18). Moreover, “grace will reign through righ­
teousness to eternal life through Jesus Christ” (5:21). The results for 
those incorporated into Christ as their covenant head are couched in 
highly eschatological language, but at the same time Paul speaks of the 
reality of this status in the present time (5:1). Paul does not speak in 
terms of any sort of “fiction” but of a present and future reality, or to 
be more precise, an eschatological reality that is declared and experi­
enced already in the present.70 We may, therefore, say that those “made” 
righteous are in fact righteous because those in Christ have been declared 
to be so on the grounds of his obedience and his death.71 On this basis, 
referring to the declaration as “a fiction” is excluded. 

Likewise, in 1 Corinthians 15 Paul grounds his whole discussion on 
the basis of Christ as the “first fruits” (v. 20). He is the first portion of 

70 Ridderbos is worth citing again regarding the conjunction between union and eschatology. After 
citing, among other texts, Romans 5:18-19, 2 Corinthians 5:21, and 1 Corinthians 1:30, Ridderbos 
states: “The significance of this abundant testimony is unmistakable: In Christ’s death God has sat 
in judgment, has judged sin, and in this way he has caused the eschatological judgment to be revealed 
in the present time. But for those who are in Christ, he has therefore become righteousness, and the 
content of the gospel of the death and resurrection of Christ can be defined as the revelation of the 
righteousness of God for everyone who believes.” Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His 
Theology, trans. John Richard De Witt (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 168 (my emphasis). See 
also, George Eldon Ladd, New Testament Theology, rev. ed., ed. Donald A. Hagner (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1993), 488. 
71 Ladd, New Testament Theology, 489. 
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the harvest, and as such, he represents the portion yet to be harvested. 
Just as death came down to humanity through the past action of the first 
Adam, so the future resurrection of believers is guaranteed by the past 
resurrection of the second Adam with whom they are united: “For since 
through a man death came, the resurrection of the dead also comes 
through a man” (v. 21). How death and resurrection come “through a 
man” is by covenant representation (v. 22). It is not “as if” one is iden­
tified with either Adam or Christ; one is identified with either Adam or 
Christ. There is simply no room for claiming this as a “fiction.” Only if 
Christ’s resurrection is a fiction, can the believer’s hope be a fiction. The 
reality of Christ’s resurrection is the very thing Paul is at pains to estab­
lish as the absolute guarantee for hope for the future. Paul’s argument 
depends on the validity of representative headship, and representative 
headship depends on the idea that the actions of the head count for the 
body. This is precisely the way Paul argues in this chapter. 

This same theme appears again in 2 Corinthians 5:14-15, where the 
representative death of Christ causes many to live. The present reality is 
clear in the radical change in their perspective, turning from those who 
“live for themselves” to those who live “for the one who was dead and 
raised for them” (v. 15).72 This is the result of being “a new creation in 
Christ,” which, again, indicates the eschatological fulfillment of God’s 
promise. Christ’s representative death, as a sacrifice for sin, brings about 
the eschatological reality of a “new creation.” 

It is also apparent that the theme of substitution is never far from 
Paul’s argument regarding Christ as the second Adam. This is readily 
seen in the fact that in each of the texts in which the Adam/Christ par­
allel appears, Paul makes mention of Christ’s representative death.73 The 
three themes of union, substitution, and eschatology, which ultimately 
join together in Christ as the second Adam, our covenant head, make it 
difficult for the “legal fiction” charge to stick. 

72 There is a connection between this truly “new perspective” (living for Christ instead of living for 
oneself) and the contrast between knowing “Christ according to the flesh” and Paul’s new knowl­
edge of Christ (v. 16). This is quite similar, therefore, with the contrast between a desire to establish 
one’s own righteousness, i.e., “having confidence in the flesh (Rom. 10:3; Phil. 3:4), and having the 
righteousness that comes from God (Rom. 10:4; Phil. 3:9). 
73 Whatever one concludes about the scope of Christ’s “one righteous act,” his death on the cross can­
not be excluded. Some may exclude Christ’s obedience during his life, but a reference at least to his 
death is clear. In this way it seems fair to call this an explicit mention of Christ’s death. Moreover, 
the resulting “righteousness” argues for a reference to his death as well (cf. 3:25; 4:25; 5:9). 
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Other Objections 

Although the legal fiction objection is the oldest and most common, 
there are other objections to address. Most can be boiled down into 
three main points. The following, therefore, are general, or possible, 
objections to imputation.74 Addressing these objections will also afford 
an opportunity to speak to other issues related to this topic as well as 
the method employed in the present work. 

1) “A systematic, not a biblical idea.” This is a common objection 
based on the observation that Paul does not use imputation language (i.e., 
logivzomai) in any “imputation” text except Romans 4. And if that is the 
only true “imputation text,” then it should further be noted, so the argu­
ment goes, that Paul does not emphasize positive imputation but only the 
non-reckoning of sin. Paul, in fact, seems nearly to equate forgiveness with 
justification. One may easily prove this point, for Paul cites Genesis 15:6, 
“and Abraham believed God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” 
He then goes on to clarify and explain this with another Old Testament 
quote (this time from Ps. 32:1), using the quotation formula “just as David 
also says,” which equates those whose lawless deeds are forgiven and 
whose sins are covered with “the man to whom the Lord will not reckon 
sin.” Clearly, forgiveness is central to Paul’s argument. So even in the text 
that speaks most explicitly about imputation, the question concerning the 
imputation of righteousness appears as yet unanswered. The language of 
Reformed theology, so the objection goes, is not the language of Paul. 75 To 

74 I have made an effort to distill various objections into a few main objections. Much of the debate 
over imputation has taken place in public, and sometimes private, meetings rather than on paper. One 
major exception is the criticism of imputation lodged by Robert H. Gundry (“Why I Didn’t Endorse 
‘The Gospel of Jesus Christ,’” and “The Nonimputation of Christ’s Righteounsess”). Gundry’s objec­
tions have been addressed nearly point by point by Piper (Counted Righteous), and also by Carson 
(“The Vindication of Imputation”), though it should be noted that Piper and Carson take different 
tacks. Piper answers more or less text by text, while Carson’s treatment (which is shorter and writ­
ten for a different format) moves forward on the distinction between biblical and theological discourse 
(the method in this work lies somewhere between the two), and while he discusses several texts, the 
bulk of the essay is on Romans 4. The criticisms of N. T. Wright are also well known and appear in 
more than one source. Throughout the course of this work I have dealt to some extent with criticisms 
that come up in regard to specific texts, particularly those from Wright, and to a lesser extent from 
Gundry, so those will not be re-addressed here. For these reasons I will address objections that com­
prise something of an amalgamation of the general objections. 
75 This objection, it appears to me, is the essence of Gundry’s critique of imputation. His article briefly 
considers various texts, including the ones discussed in this work, with a view to show that none of 
the texts speak explicitly of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness, “Why I Didn’t Endorse ‘The 
Gospel of Jesus Christ.’” This holds true also in Gundry’s response to Thomas Oden, “On Oden’s 
‘Answer,” Books & Culture, March/April (2001): 14-15, 39. 
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answer this question, as seen in the entire discussion prior to this section, 
we must turn to other texts. 

When we turn to Romans 5:18-19, we see that Paul does not use 
imputation language but speaks of being “made righteous” (divkaioi 

katastaqhv vsontai). As noted in chapter 3 of this work, kaqisthmi does 
not share semantic fields with logivzomai, and is not used in the Septuagint 
or in the New Testament to mean “reckon.” Likewise, in 2 Corinthians 
5:21, Paul does not speak of being reckoned righteous, much less of 
Christ’s righteousness being imputed to the believer, but says that we 
“become the righteousness of God” (genwv v `meqa dikaiosunh qeou). Similar 
comments could be made about texts such as 1 Corinthians 1:30 and 
Philippians 3:9. None of them say that Christ’s righteousness is imputed 
to the believer. The objection, therefore, is that for one to believe in impu­
tation is essentially like saying that even though the Bible does not teach 
it, one can still hold to imputation theologically. 

In answer to this objection, it is helpful to consider the distinction 
Carson makes regarding “domains of discourse, viz. exegesis and the­
ology.”76 This distinction does not mean that the two are hermetically 
sealed off from each other, as though theological discourse can legiti­
mately be bereft of exegetical support or that exegetical discourse has 
no connection to theology.77 Carson, rather, refers to the fact that we 
may speak legitimately of some biblical idea or doctrine, even if the texts 
claimed to support it do not refer “explicitly” to it.78 Obviously this can 
be somewhat tricky ground, and it is a concept that opens almost effort­
lessly to abuse. Yet the point is not to say, “Well, even though it is not 
in the Bible, this is nonetheless true.” The point is that if biblical teach­
ing can be shown, on the basis of exegesis, to support a concept that is 
expressed in “theological discourse” (to use Carson’s phrase), then 
there is room to discuss that concept even if it does not derive explicitly 

76 Carson, “The Vindication of Imputation,” 47. 

77 Though both of these extremes are far more frequent than one could wish. 

78 Ibid., 50 (I have borrowed Carson’s emphasis). Carson cites the compelling examples of progres­

sive sanctification and the idea of God’s being reconciled to us. While Paul’s use of aJ vgiazw and cog­
nates is overwhelmingly “positional” or “definitive,” it is nevertheless valid to speak of sanctification 
in a progressive sense when one takes a broader look, for example, at Paul’s statements about “spir­
itual growth” where aJ vgiazw is not used. Likewise, while Paul does not speak of God’s being recon­
ciled to us, the “biblical treatments of God’s wrath, and the nature of the peculiarly Christian (as 
opposed to pagan) understanding of propitiation,” provide for a discussion that is “convincingly 
Pauline,” even though Paul speaks exclusively in terms of us being reconciled to God (ibid., 3-5). 



THE IMPUTATION OF CHRIST’S RIGHTEOUSNESS 225 

from a text.79 The operative phrase, of course, is “on the basis of exe­
gesis.”80 Maintaining these realms of discourse and allowing both to 
play a role in the course of the argument is the goal of this dissertation. 

The present work relies on a mixture of exegesis and synthesis to 
argue for imputation. Hopefully, this synthesis is based on exegesis, 
because the goal has never been to argue for imputation on purely “the­
ological” or traditional grounds, though the question derives from tra­
ditional Protestant, particularly Lutheran and Reformed, categories.81 

For example, taken by itself, it seems legitimate to say that Romans 
5:18-19 speaks of Christ’s obedience “counting” for others just as 
Adam’s disobedience “counted” for others. The concept of covenantal 
headship argues for some idea of imputation. Yet that is not the only rea­
son to argue for it from Romans 5:18-19. It is just as essential to see that 
it shares common themes associated with Romans 4:1-8, 2 Corinthians 
5:14-21, 1 Corinthians 1:30, Philippians 3:1-9, Romans 9:30–10:4, etc. 
When the various elements of the texts discussed in this work are com­
pared, there is legitimate ground to argue for the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness, even though the texts do not use that precise language.82 

These common elements and concepts in the texts (e.g., undeserved 
grace, substitution, etc.) are essential to the argument for imputation 
given here. Thus, one may hold to the imputation of Christ’s righteous­
ness, not in spite of the fact that Paul does not teach it, but because even 
though he does not say it explicitly, it expresses something valid, even 
vital, in Paul’s teaching. 

One must be careful to note that this does not mean that the dis­
tinctions between logivzomai, kaqivsthmi, and givnomai should be 
ignored—far from it. It is only to say that imputation does not depend 
solely on the meanings of these words. As a metaphor it may be bor­

79 This was also one of John Wesley’s objections. See quote in Williams, John Wesley’s Theology 
Today (Nashville: Abingdon, 1960), 71. 

80 Some scholars, no doubt, will not accept Carson’s distinctions in discourse, or at least not to merg­

ing them, opting instead to limit their discourse only to that which appears explicitly in the text.

Many, if not most, scholars in biblical studies see this as their task, i.e., descriptive biblical theology.

Yet this desire is no less open to extremes than “theological discourse.”

81 I want to echo Carson’s comment: “I should add that informed Protestants would not want to say 
that the Reformation invented their understanding of justification,” “The Vindication of Imputation,” 
46, n. 1. 
82 This is essentially, it seems to me, the way Piper argues for imputation in, say, 1 Corinthians 1:30 
(and in other texts as well), (Counted Righteous, 86). See above, n. 14. 
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rowed from logiv vzomai, but that does not mean that logizomai must 
appear in every text traditionally associated with imputation. Paul’s 
emphases in Romans 4, Romans 5, and 2 Corinthians 5 should be main­
tained in our exegesis, teaching, and preaching. One need not come to 
Romans 4 and preach a sermon that would be identical to Romans 5. 
Paul’s emphasis on free forgiveness, on the justification of the ungodly 
by faith apart from works, should be our emphasis. There would be no 
compelling reason to expound on Christ’s role as covenant head of his 
people (Romans 5) in Romans 4. Certainly connections can be drawn 
between texts with similar themes, but the integrity of each text must be 
maintained or else we have jettisoned biblical authority for the author­
ity of the interpreter. 

We must never allow our zeal for theological truth to overwhelm 
our adherence to the text. Exegeting and preaching a valid synthesis of 
biblical teaching, however, is not an abandonment of biblical theology 
for systematic theology. On the one hand we can say that the term 
“imputation” is, technically, borrowed from systematic theology. On the 
other hand, “imputation” is simply another way of saying “reckoning” 
(a thoroughly biblical term), and whatever one calls it, whether impu­
tation, reckoning, or counting, it cannot be dismissed as “theological” 
rather than “biblical.” A discussion of “imputation” is, rather, a bibli­
cal-theological subject. 

2) “Christ’s positive obedience does not count.” A long-standing 
objection to imputation is that while the Bible teaches forgiveness on the 
basis of Christ’s death (his passive obedience), it nowhere speaks of 
Christ’s active obedience, whether one is referring specifically to a vicar­
ious fulfillment of the Mosaic law or to his obedience to the Father in 
general.83 Christ’s perfect obedience, it is argued, is not imputed to 

83 The imputation of Christ’s righteousness can, in my opinion, be established without recourse to a 
discussion of Christ’s perfect obedience to the Mosaic law when the discussion focuses on Paul’s let­
ters. I am not arguing that Christ did not obey the law or that his obedience to it is not part of his 
positive righteousness. He succeeded where both Adam and Israel failed. Succeeding where Israel 
failed means keeping the law. While Christ’s fulfillment of the Mosaic law has been a major compo­
nent in the historical discussion of imputation, the issue lies at a more fundamental level of obedi­
ence and disobedience that springs from Eden. Sin and death were already in the world before the 
law (Rom. 5:14), and the law served to manifest, magnify, and exacerbate the dilemma in which 
human beings lived as a result of Adam’s sin and as a result of being his children (Rom. 3:20; 5:20; 
7:7-13; Gal. 3:19). For certain, the law had to be obeyed and Christ did obey it, but the issue of 
humanity’s plight, living under the just wrath of God, is at a level more basic than the law and existed 
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believers but is that which guaranteed the perfection of his sacrifice. That 
is, Christ obeyed perfectly in order to be a perfect sacrifice.84 This mat­
ter was addressed above, but a few more general comments are in 
order.85 

The argument from Paul’s teaching on the Adam/Christ parallel and 
antithesis again provides the best ground for asserting that Christ’s righ­
teousness, his positive obedience, is imputed to believers. Historically, 
the discussion of imputation often includes the assertion that Christ had 
to secure not only the forgiveness of Adam’s sin, but also that positive 
standing Adam would have achieved had he not sinned. Thus, there is 
the need for both a negative (forgiveness) and a positive (obedience) 
righteousness. Regardless of what one thinks of that idea, agreeing that 
Christ’s righteousness is imputed to believers does not require one to 
consent to the idea based on what “would have” happened. 

The argument for imputation simply emphasizes that Adam not 
only sinned, but that his sin was, as all sin is inevitably, a failure to obey 
God.86 There is, therefore, a need to overturn not only Adam’s sin (for­
giveness is needed) but also his failure to obey. That is, in a nutshell, the 
basis for saying that Christ, as the second Adam, had to obey the Father 
in all things, including “obedience to the point of death” (Phil. 2:8), and 
that his righteousness, including his obedience, must be imputed to 
believers in order for them to have a right status before God. As pointed 

prior to the law. The law shined a floodlight on it. In this sense, Christ’s obedience of the Mosaic law 
was a kind of subset, or necessary component, of his obedience in general. A study of the Mosaic law, 
including a thorough consideration of the Old Testament and the nature of the obedience required 
in the law, with a specific view of Christ’s role/obedience in regard to imputation, would be another 
valuable contribution to the larger discussion. Such a study would have to include thorough evidence 
outside the purview of this work. 
84 This was, apparently, the view held by Johann Piscator. See Alistair McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A 
History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: University Press, 1989), 233. 
I am grateful to Mark A. Seifrid, who brought Piscator to my attention. See also Carson’s comment, 
“The Vindication of Imputation,” 54, n. 21. This is the other fundamental idea in Gundry’s critique 
of imputation. After quoting the paragraph in “The Gospel of Christ: an Evangelical Celebration” 
that affirms the imputation of Christ’s perfect obedience, Gundry comments: “Certainly evangelicals 
affirm that Jesus had to live a life of perfect righteousness if he was to qualify as the bearer of our 
sins. But the demand that Jesus’ life of perfect righteousness prior to his death constitutes an indis­
pensable part of the righteousness that ‘Celebration’ presents as imputed to sinners who believe in 
him puts on “Celebration” a Reformed stamp that many evangelicals cannot knowingly endorse. For 
they believe that reconciliation and justification derive from Jesus’ ‘one act of righteousness,’ which 
contrasts with Adam’s ‘one transgression’ and therefore refers solely to Jesus’ propitiatory death on 
the cross” (“Why I Didn’t Endorse ‘The Gospel of Jesus Christ’,” 6). 
85 See pp. 198-203.

86 The root sin is unbelief which is manifested in disobedience. Nevertheless, “sin is lawlessness” 

(1 John 3:4). 
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out numerous times, Christ’s obedience need not be sharply divided 
between “active” and “passive”; Christ’s obedience (as all obedience) 
was active and passive. Ironically, those who oppose the imputation of 
Christ’s righteousness are often the ones who make the most explicit dis­
tinction between “active” and “passive” obedience. The “active obedi­
ence” only counts to make Jesus a perfect sacrifice (passive) on the 
cross.87 As seen earlier, however, there is no separating one kind of obe­
dience from another in a practical sense; in traditional Protestant theol­
ogy the distinction has always been a matter of precision and clarity in 
discussion, not a creation of two distinct or disconnected categories of 
obedience. 

Finally in this regard, the imputation of Christ’s righteousness is not 
simply a by-product of traditional covenant theology. It is a matter of 
recognizing a similarity between the relationship of Adam to humanity 
and Christ to humanity. Romans 5:12-21 is the issue, not a presupposi­
tion about whether the relationship between Adam and God was a 
covenant.88 

3) “Imputation leads to antinomianism.” This is easily the most 
anecdotal objection to the imputation of righteousness.89 Someone might 

87 E.g., Gundry. See above, n. 84. This is not to deny that the two may be separated for the purpose 
of discussion. But in actual relation to Christ’s life and death, and in regard to what is imputed to 
believers, the distinction can be an abstraction. 
88 I will work out these issues in more detail in an upcoming work. 
89 One of the better known critics of imputation on the grounds that it leads to antinomianism is John 
Wesley. “I have had abundant proof that the frequent use of this unnecessary phrase [Christ’s imputed 
righteousness], instead of ‘furthering men’s progress in vital holiness,’ has made them satisfied with­
out any holiness at all.” (Cited in Colin W. Williams, John Wesley’s Theology Today [Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1960], 71; and in Woodrow W. Whidden, “Wesley on Imputation: A Truly Reckoned 
Reality or Antinomian Wreckage,” Asbury Theological Journal 52/2 [1997]: 65). In 1765, however, 
Wesley preached a sermon in which he states that “[t]he first thing then which admits of no dispute 
among reasonable men is this: to all believers the righteousness of Christ is imputed,” “The Lord our 
Righteousness,” in The Bicentennial Edition of the Works of John Wesley, ed. Albert C. Outler, vol. 
1 Sermons, I, 1-33 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1984), 454. Wesley’s view of imputation, however, seems 
to have been restricted to forgiveness. Wesley’s desire was to maintain the necessity of ongoing sanc­
tification, the importance of which, the feared, was weakened by the doctrine of the imputation of 
Christ’s positive righteousness. As Oden remarks, “Wesley affirmed that Christ is ‘our substitute as 
to penal sufferings’ but not as a substitute for our personal acts of obedience. That we are ‘complete 
in him’ refers also to our sanctification by cooperating grace, not merely justification by grace oper­
ating. . . . Hence we should never talk an easy game of imputation without taking seriously the pro­
cess of behavioral sanctification” (Thomas C. Oden, John Wesley’s Scriptural Christianity: A Plain 
Exposition of his Teaching on Christian Doctrine [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994], 210). This is 
obviously not the place to open a discussion of Wesley’s view of justification, sanctification, etc. It is 
sufficient to note that he was critical of imputation, in the traditional sense, because he thought it 
would lead to lawlessness. 
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say that the belief in Christ’s imputed righteousness will lead to the pre­
sumption that faith and obedience are not necessary for the believer. If one 
believes that saving righteousness is Christ’s righteousness, then we may 
well excuse any sort of sinful behavior on the basis that it is not our own 
righteousness, but Christ’s, that makes us right before God. While the lat­
ter idea, that believers are righteous before God on the basis of Christ’s 
righteousness, is true, it does not mean that sinful behavior is excusable, 
or safe, or that anyone should or could feel secure in their sinning. 

This is precisely the question Paul addresses in Romans 6:1: “What 
then shall we say? Should we go on sinning so that grace will abound? 
May it never be!” Paul’s theology of justification drew the criticism, or 
the misunderstanding, that obedience to God no longer matters. 
Similarly, in verse 15 Paul asks, again rhetorically, “Therefore what? 
Should we sin because we are not under law but under grace? May it 
never be!” In other words, Paul’s theology of justification by faith was 
interpreted by some people as antinomianism.90 There are two issues to 
address. First, it is possible that an erroneous view of Christian obedi­
ence may lead to the idea that imputation will lead to lawlessness. By 
addressing this issue we will also have opportunity to observe the true 
basis for obedience. Secondly, there is a sense in which the charge of anti­
nomianism may be legitimate, but not because of anything inherent to 
the doctrine of imputation. 

The first issue that needs addressing is that the charge of antinomi­
anism itself is often based on a false presupposition, namely, that a right 
standing before God depends, somehow, on works that either earn some­
thing, or are done because one “has” to do them. Simply put, the anti­
nomian charge may simply be saying: “If you believe imputation, you will 
not do what you are supposed to do.” The charge is leveled before con­
sidering why it is that a Christian should do good works, what the foun­
dation for them is, and what the motivation should be for doing them. 
Paul’s argument, on the other hand, in Romans 6 establishes both the 

90 I realize that I am implicitly begging the question and engaging in a bit of circular argumenta­
tion. “Paul teaches imputation; imputation draws the charge of antinomianism; Paul’s theology of 
justification drew the charge of antinomianism; Paul, therefore, held to imputation, which can be 
proved from Paul’s teaching.” Yet I am assuming the conclusion, for better or worse, because up 
to this point the goal has been to show this very thing—that Paul does teach the imputation of 
Christ’s righteousness. 
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“why” and the “what” of Christian obedience. The “why,” or the foun­
dation for good works, is the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ, 
all of which the believer shares in through union with Christ (6:3-11). 

The Christian does not pursue obedience merely because he “must” 
do it, but because he can do it. If it is all a matter of simply what we 
must do, then practically speaking we may think that wages, not faith, 
are reckoned as righteousness. Being motivated only by must is similar 
to saying: “I must do my job in order to collect my wages.”91 This atti­
tude could also manifest itself when so-called “rewards” become the 
motivation for obedience;92 i.e., a Christian should obey because God 
will reward him.93 Thus, belief in a wrong view of Christian obedience 
can itself be the cause of someone’s objecting to imputation. Christian 
obedience, however, is “from the heart” (v. 17), i.e., has a different moti­
vation than simply what “must” be done. What makes Christian obe­
dience “from the heart” is the knowledge of the free grace of God in 
Jesus Christ that has set the Christian free to obey, again, “from the 
heart,” not out of compulsion.94 

Secondly, what motivates a Christian to do good works is not a 
sense of “this must be done,” but an understanding of what has been 
done on his behalf (e.g., Rom. 3:25; 4:25; 5:1, 19). In other words, not 
only does the imperative follow the indicative, but the imperative is 
grounded in the indicative. Paul’s teaching is often treated as if it is of 
two kinds: doctrine and practical commands. While it is true that “doc­
trine” may be stressed to the point of ignoring what comes after (thus 
signifying that the doctrine is not understood), it is also true that the 

91 Contra Romans 4:4. 
92 Calvin remarks: “For if it is only a matter of men looking for reward when they serve God, and 
hiring or selling their labor to him, it is of little profit. God wills to be freely worshipped, freely loved. 
That worshipper, I say, he approves who, when all hope of receiving reward has been cut off, still 
ceases not to serve him.” John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, 3.16.2, ed. John T. 
McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, Library of Christian Classics, vol. 10 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1960), 799. Note that Calvin is not discrediting all ideas of rewards, but rewards as a primary moti­
vation for serving God. Calvin comments, it seems to me, on those times, “when,” in the words of 
Screwtape, “a human, no longer desiring, but still intending, to do our Enemy’s will, looks round 
upon a universe from which every trace of Him seems to have vanished, and asks why he has been 
forsaken, and still obeys.” C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (New York: Macmillan, 1962), 39. 
93 The point here is not whether there are rewards (that is another discussion), but simply to assert 
that rewards cannot be the sole ground or motivation for obedience. 
94 There is, of course, still a sense of “must” for the Christian. All I am addressing is the possibility 
that underneath the charge of antinomianism is a view that understands biblical parenesis as simply 
more “law” apart from the new allegiance to Christ. Thus from a certain perspective, criticism of 
imputation may be based on a view of Christian works-righteousness. 
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commands may be thought of as simply bits and pieces of the law that 
made their way from the Old Testament, apart from the fact that the 
entire motivation for obeying is set forth in terms of what God has done 
in Christ. In other words, having begun with grace, believers often 
attempt to continue with works. Only the acts of God in Christ are moti­
vation for the actions of Christians. 

A good example of the idea that Christian acts are motivated solely 
by God’s acts in Christ is found in Romans 12:1: “Therefore I urge you 
brethren, because of the mercy of God, to present your bodies as living 
sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God, your spiritual act of worship.” 
Regardless of whether oun\ (“therefore”) refers to the entire epistle, chap­
ters 9–11, or even 11:33-36, the ground for Paul’s exhortation is crys­
tal clear: “God’s mercy.”95 In other words, Paul sees that the only proper 
response to what God has done is to live one’s entire life in service to 
God. Paul’s call for the erring Corinthians to repent (2 Cor. 6:1-2) is set 
in the context of Christ’s sacrifice on behalf of believers (5:21). Likewise, 
the exhortation to “cleanse ourselves from all defilement of flesh and 
spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1) is grounded in 
God’s promises from the Old Testament (6:16-18), which were fulfilled 
through the cross (5:21). In Philippians 3 the goal of striving to win the 
prize (v. 14) is firmly set in the reality of “the righteousness that comes 
from God and is by faith” (v. 9).96 Justification by faith, redemption from 
the sphere of sin and death, and participation in the new kingdom of 
righteousness and life through the obedience of Christ (Romans 4–5) lay 
the groundwork for the new obedience of Romans 6. 

Finally, there is no denying that there are cases where the doctrine 
of imputation (or any context where justification is generally conceived 
as forensic) has led to presumption or a sense of lethargy regarding the 
necessity of obedience and faith. At one point this tendency caused 
Wesley to exclaim: “We swarm with Antinomians on every side!”97 It is, 
however, invalid to indict a doctrine on the basis of wrong conceptions 

95 Calvin cites this text in the same regard, saying, “Paul, when he devoted an entire letter to show­
ing that we have no hope of life save in Christ’s righteousness, when he gets down to exhortations, 
implores us by that mercy of God which He has deigned to give us” (Institutes, 3.13.3, 800). 
96 This text illustrates the eschatological nature of God’s grace to us in Christ as a motivation for obe­
dience. Not only is the past act emphasized (v. 10, resurrection and suffering of Christ), but the future 
action in which the work begun in the believer (1:6) will be completed (vv. 20-21). 
97 Quoted in Oden, John Wesley’s Scriptural Christianity,” 211. 



232 JESUS’ BLOOD AND RIGHTEOUSNESS 

or practices. It is not the idea in and of itself that is wrong; the problem 
is with faulty teaching and ultimately with people. The doctrine of impu­
tation cannot be judged on the basis of what it might lead to, or what it 
has led to in the experience of some who hold to it. One may as well say 
that obedience should not be stressed because it might, and indeed some­
times has, led to legalism. In other words, extremes or misconceptions, 
whether antinomian or legalistic (and both may exist at once in human 
beings), are not valid grounds for condemning a doctrine. Imputation 
cannot be denied by saying it will lead to lawlessness. Some people may 
fall into lawlessness and use imputation as their excuse, but imputation 
biblically conceived will not lead to antinomianism unless the desire for 
antinomianism is already present. The desire, not the doctrine, is at fault. 

CONCLUSION 

A synthesis of Paul’s teaching leads to the conclusion that Christ’s righ­
teousness is, after all, imputed to believers. A variety of themes merge 
in such a way as to establish that the righteousness that counts before 
God and is by faith can be nothing other than Christ’s righteousness. 98 

From various texts it is evident that when discussing justification Paul 
speaks of, among other things, God’s actions through Christ on behalf 
of sinners, who though undeserving are forgiven and declared righteous 
as a free gift from God on the basis of Christ’s substitutionary death. 
Christ as the second Adam, the covenant head of his people, and the first 
fruits of the harvest, obeys the will and command of God, and his obe­
dience results in a right standing before God for those identified in union 
with him. This righteousness is appropriated by faith, which, as the 
instrumental means of justification, effects their union with Christ. 

98 “It is an unavoidable logical conclusion that people of faith are justified because Christ’s righ­
teousness is imputed to them” (Ladd, New Testament Theology, 491). 



S I X  

Conclusion:

“No Hope without It”?


ALTHOUGH NOT EVERY scholar mentioned in chapter 1 is mentioned in 
later discussion, each nevertheless helped provide a historical context 
within which to place the question of imputation. The debate over impu­
tation is not new. What is different today, however, is that many mod­
ern scholars rarely mention imputation, except perhaps to disprove it. 
There are a variety of reasons for this phenomenon, the primary reason 
being different theological presuppositions about justification. At the 
same time, there are scholars who use the term “imputation” but with­
out all the nuance and detail with which the doctrine is often associated. 
Historically, both Luther and Calvin often lay special emphasis on the 
comprehensive nature of forgiveness, sometimes speaking of it synony­
mously with justification. This does not at all mean that either one made 
a one-to-one correspondence between forgiveness and justification, 
much less that that there is no notion of positive righteousness, but 
merely that their own writings attest to the comprehensive way Paul can 
speak of forgiveness. In Luther and Calvin there is also an emphasis on 
the importance of union with Christ for understanding justification. This 
proved to be an important point in the subsequent chapters. Taken as a 
whole, the scope of the first chapter hints at the sheer breadth of the 
topic of imputation. 

Much of the discussion in chapter 2 revolved around logivzomai. We  
saw that Abraham’s faith was reckoned to him as righteousness; how­
ever, the faith itself was not the righteousness, but was the thing that 
united him to the object of his faith, namely, God. Paul picks up the story 
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of Abraham to prove that righteousness before God depends, and 
always has depended, on faith and not on works. Righteousness is some­
thing granted to Abraham solely by faith, as a gift, and not as earned 
wages. Paul further explains what he means by quoting Psalm 32. The 
reckoning of Abraham as righteous is just like the blessing spoken by 
David: “Blessed is the one whose lawless deeds are forgiven, whose sins 
are covered. Blessed is the man whom God does not reckon sin” (Rom. 
4:7-8). Paul thus emphasizes forgiveness in this text. This is entirely in 
keeping with his argument up to this point in Romans. There is not 
explicit mention of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness, but given 
the antecedents in Romans 3:21-26 and the subsequent statements in 
4:23-25, the focus, or object of faith, is clearly Christ. The object of faith 
is the source of righteousness. The righteousness that is reckoned flows 
from his death on the cross, a death through which we were “justified 
freely” and took place “on account of our transgression.” 

It is when we move on to Romans 5:12-21 that the aspect of Christ’s 
positive obedience comes to the fore. The phrase “made righteous” is 
not synonymous with “reckoned righteous,” but given the range of 
meaning for the word kaqivsthmi, and especially given the context of 
Romans 5, Paul is referring to a state of being (that is, “righteous”) that 
one has as a result of Christ’s obedience. In other words, Christ obeys 
and that obedience has direct consequences for many. The issue in this 
text is not the obedience of believers—it is not even their faith—but 
rather the obedience of Christ that secures forgiveness of Adam’s sin, 
and the sin and death that flowed from it as condemnation. As the sec­
ond Adam, the “type of the one to come,” Jesus did what Adam was 
created to do—he lived in obedience to his heavenly Father. Adam dis­
obeyed with the result that many were made sinners; Christ obeys and 
many are made righteous. His obedience, dare we say, counts to make 
them righteous. 

God’s action through the sacrificial death of Christ results in believ­
ers’ “becoming the righteousness of God in him” (2 Cor. 5:21). Once 
again we see Paul emphasizing the theme of representation, as Christ’s 
death is described as a death “for all” (v. 14). Christ’s representative 
death is captured in the phrase (“made to be sin”), which points to a sac­
rificial background associated with but not limited to the Old Testament 
“sin offering.” This is linked to another Old Testament background, 
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namely Isaiah’s servant, who as an offering will “bear sins” and “justify 
many” (Isa. 53:6, 10-11). Christ, whom God “made to be sin,” dies a 
representative, substitutionary death, and thus God reconciles “the 
world to himself” and does not count “their trespasses to them” (2 Cor. 
5:19). “Becoming the righteousness of God in him” means being “a new 
creation” in Christ (v. 17), and therefore locates “becoming the righ­
teousness of God” solely in union with Christ. Believers are not righ­
teous apart from Christ, and it is only through their identification with 
him that his substitutionary death is effective for them. 

In other words, it is only in union with Christ that God’s act of rec­
onciliation in Christ “counts” for believers. While some may balk at 
using the word “count,” it is a valid way of describing this exchange of 
sin for righteousness between Christ and the believer. Christ takes our 
sin, we receive all his benefits, chiefly righteousness, which in context 
refers primarily to a status before God on the basis of Christ’s death on 
the cross. 

Taken alone, not one of the “key” texts that have played such an 
integral role in the historical discussion argues decisively, or explicitly, 
for a full-orbed doctrine of imputation. But when read together certain 
parallels become evident that point toward a synthesis of Pauline teach­
ing. When read in their respective contexts, five common themes run 
through these texts: (1) An action takes place outside the believer, and 
(2) that action is specifically God acting in Christ (3) on behalf of sin­
ners, and is, therefore, (4) an act of grace that is affected or applied (5) 
in union with Christ. These common themes make it difficult to locate 
justifying righteousness apart from Christ and his righteousness. 
Combinations of these themes were noted also in 1 Corinthians 1:30, 
Philippians 3:3-9, and Romans 9:30–10:4. In addition, in both 
Philippians 3 and Romans 9–10 Paul draws a distinction between a self-
generated righteousness and a righteousness that comes from God: 
“seeking to establish their own [righteousness] they did not subject 
themselves to the righteousness of God” (Rom. 10:3); and “not having 
a righteousness of my own from the law but that which is through faith 
in Christ, the righteousness from God by faith” (Phil. 3:9). God’s righ­
teousness, the righteousness that is from God, is Christ—he is the 
believer’s righteousness. This is another way of saying that the righ­
teousness of Christ is imputed to believers. 
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CONCLUSION: “. . . AND RIGHTEOUSNESS” 

Imputation has suffered from a fairly modern disease: the conception 
that biblical studies and theology are absolutely distinct disciplines and 
never the two shall meet. A fully developed view of imputation does 
indeed fall under the domain of theological discourse, and it is theolog­
ical discourse based on the exegesis of texts.1 While traditionally impu­
tation is closely associated with systematic theology, it is not somehow 
then off limits for a biblical-theological study such as this one.2 Just the 
opposite is true: where else better to study and evaluate such a theme? 
We must pursue theological synthesis without allowing ourselves to 
import unnecessarily the entirety of a doctrine into one text. We must 
pursue exegesis with respect for the integrity of each text, while keeping 
an eye focused on how various texts that share common themes and 
concepts relate to one another. In other words, we should ask, what does 
this particular text say, and how does it all fit together? The doctrine of 
imputation requires that we ask both questions. 

One of the goals of this book is, hopefully, to spark others to ask 
these questions about related themes such as the connection between 
imputation and the atonement or the relationship between imputation 
and necessity of obedience. Perhaps the book will even lead others to a 
comprehensive biblical study of imputation itself, reaching out beyond 
Paul. Such a study would require far more than tracking the use of par­
ticular words. 

Imputation is clearly linked to two central, biblical, Pauline themes, 
namely, forgiveness and justification. Regardless of the close connection 
between these concepts, they are not finally synonymous. For instance, 
although Paul can equate the reckoning of Abraham’s faith as righ­
teousness with “the man whom God reckons righteous apart from 
works” (Rom. 4:6), this does not mean that imputation is justification. 

1 D. A. Carson, “The Vindication of Imputation: On Fields of Discourse and, of Course, Semantic 
Fields,” in Justification: What’s at Stake in the Current Debates (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2004), 
47. Carson’s distinction between theological and exegetical discourse is vital for the integration of 
exegesis and systematic theology. 

2 As stated at the outset, this book is in the stream of work modeled by biblical theologians such as

Geerhardus Vos. The method employed here is in keeping with the parameters and distinctions dis­

cussed by Vos in “The Idea of Biblical Theology as a Science and as a Theological Discipline,” in

Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos, ed.

Richard B. Gaffin (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1980): 3-24. See also, Richard B.

Gaffin, “Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology,” WTJ 38 (1976): 281-99.
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Imputation is integral to Paul’s theology of justification but it is not the 
whole of justification. Similarly, though Paul closely associates the reck­
oning of righteousness with forgiveness (Rom. 4:6-8; cf. 2 Cor. 5:19), 
imputation is not forgiveness any more than justification is forgiveness. 
These concepts are complementary, and each is necessary for under­
standing how the ungodly can stand before God and be declared right 
with him. Being justified by faith means we are forgiven and we stand 
before God as those who have fulfilled his righteous standards—even 
though we were previously “dead in our trespasses and sins.”3 The for­
giveness we have in Christ is inseparable from the positive standing we 
have before God in Christ. It is little wonder that these words can appear 
at times as synonyms. The historic doctrine of imputation reflects an 
appreciation for the richness and breadth of Paul’s language. 

It is difficult to overemphasize that the imputation of Christ’s righ­
teousness takes place in union with Christ. Only as a person is identi­
fied with Christ is Christ’s righteousness imputed to that person.4 

Another way of saying this is that Christ’s righteousness is counted to 
the believer because God now sees the believer only in relation to Christ 
and his accomplished work. Union with Christ, so prominent in Luther 
and Calvin and in many of their successors, needs, and I think is getting, 
renewed appreciation in our day. 

Do I then agree with Machen?5 Is there no hope without the active 
obedience of Christ? Without driving a wedge between “active” and 
“passive” obedience, I agree—“there is no hope without it.”6 A right 
standing before God depends on Jesus’ blood and righteousness. By this 
I mean that Christ’s fulfilling of all righteousness—his obedience to the 
Father’s will and commands in his role as the second Adam, his sacrifi­
cial death, and his resurrection that vindicates the cross and ushers in a 
new eschatological era—becomes ours by faith in union with him. It is 
on this basis that a believer is reckoned righteous. “Christ’s righteous­
ness becomes our righteousness and all that he has becomes ours, rather 

3 Ephesians 2:1. 
4 The title of Piper’s book, Counted Righteous in Christ, points to the centrality of union with Christ

and away from imputation as an abstract doctrine. 

5 J. Gresham Machen, God Transcendent, ed. Ned B. Stonehouse (Edinburgh; Carlisle, PA: Banner

of Truth) 14; see above, Introduction, n. 1.

6 As noted in several places above, Christ’s obedience to the Father, in his life and in his death, is both

active and passive in nature. 
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he himself becomes ours.”7 Simply put, Christ fulfills Jeremiah 23:5-6 
(cf. 33:14-16): 

Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will raise up 
for David a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal 
wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In his 
days Judah will be saved, and Israel will dwell securely. And this is the 
name by which he will be called: The LORD is our Righteousness.8 

7 Martin Luther, Sermo de duplici iustitia, WA 2 (1884): 146; trans. Lowell J. Satre under the title 
Two Kinds of Righteousness, in LW 31, The Career of the Reformer: I, ed. Harold J. Grimm 
(Philadelphia: Mulenberg, 1957), 298. 
8 ESV; my emphasis. 
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