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Preface 

In his 1559 Loci praecipui theologici, Philip Melanchthon wrote of Paul’s doc-
trine of justification: “magna est opinionum in hoc loco dissentio” (Me-
lanchthons Werke II/2, ed. Hans Engelland [Gütersloh: Bertelsmann, 1953], 
353). This judgment is no less true in twentieth-century scholarship and, de-
pending on which aspect of this locus is being researched, could be deemed 
extremely understated. The amount of controversy this topic attracts has even 
caused several acquaintances, upon learning of my research interests, to ques-
tion my sanity. However, in my experience, the sea of secondary literature into 
which one must dive proves more a cause for awe and humility than for despair. 
One is constantly reminded not merely of the sheer number of persons to whom 
this topic has proved captivating, but also of the skill, devotion, and effort that 
many of them brought to bear in their treatments – even where one disagrees. 
It is a lively conversation about a perennial topic, and it is one in which I am 
humbled to take part. 

The present book is a revision of my PhD thesis, accepted by the Faculty of 
Divinity at the University of Cambridge in the fall of 2016. I should 
acknowledge here that, especially when “justification in Paul” is treated as a 
battleground for settling whole soteriological paradigms in Paul (or even in 
Christian theology in toto), the mere announcement of the topic creates a great 
many expectations of the questions to be addressed. Too often, I think, students 
feel pressured to “stand and deliver” on every adjacent debate even where 
one’s line of questioning allows an issue to remain undecided. But there are 
simply too many questions to address with adequate method in one reasonably 
sized book, let alone a dissertation whose body was limited to 80,000 words 
by a wise faculty policy. I have expanded the original dissertation in view of a 
few – by no means all – of these expectations. Overall, however, I have retained 
its original focus and scope. This is partially out of respect for questions whose 
treatment would require more space than this new scholar should demand of 
the guild, and partially out of respect for questions I myself am still pondering. 
Whether this little book proves a fruitful contribution to the broader conversa-
tion about Paul and his theology is now up to the reader to decide.   

The publication of this book reflects the support of countless friends and 
benefactors, only some of whom can receive special mention here. Gratitude 
is necessary to the editors of the second series of Wissenschaftliche Unter-
suchungen zum Neuen Testament, especially to Jörg Frey and James A. 



Preface VIII 

Kellhoffer, who read the initial draft in full and offered valuable feedback. 
Thanks also to Henning Ziebritzki, Elena Müller, and the editorial staff at Mohr 
Siebeck for their generous and skilled work in production.  

I owe a great debt to my doctoral supervisor Simon Gathercole for his ad-
vising, encouragement, and scholarly example. His close eye on both my rea-
soning and my writing proved to constantly challenge and improve the present 
work. I am also grateful for the diligence of my examiners, Scott J. Hafemann 
and Jonathan A. Linebaugh, who read my initial draft and offered critique and 
challenged me to keep the broader theological relevance of my exegesis in 
mind, for which I am grateful even where my opinion departs from theirs. All 
errors in content or style, of course, remain my responsibility.   

I must single out Curtis Giese and Paul Puffe, instructors who first taught 
me Greek and Hebrew and modeled a love for language and theology that has 
fueled my subsequent studies. I am thankful also to Jeffrey Kloha and James 
Voelz, who took time and effort to encourage me to pursue doctoral work. I 
can only hope to have done them proud. My appreciation also goes to Tyndale 
House, Cambridge, and the community of readers there, to the efforts of Simon 
Sykes and the library staff, and to David Instone-Brewer for his particular en-
couragement. The New Testament Senior Seminar of Cambridge’s Faculty of 
Divinity also nourished my growth as a researcher, and provided feedback and 
critique of my reading of Romans 6.7 that helped shape its final form in the 
book below. Per Jarle Bekken sacrificed research time while in Cambridge to 
befriend this fledgling scholar and discuss the Apostle to the Gentiles. Chris-
tian Stettler, Martinus C. de Boer, A. Andrew Das, and J. P. Davies all kindly 
corresponded with me about yet unpublished research.    

Research for this book was enabled by substantial financial aid from Fitz-
william College, Cambridge, by my parents’ support for my education, and by 
the employment of my dear wife Ashley (who also proofread the dissertation 
and helped index the book!). Words fail me to express my gratitude to my be-
loved, my best friend. The experience of her endurance, love, and grace as well 
as sharing the new experience of parenting Sophia and Heidi, our little trusts 
from God, are perhaps the most humbling and awe-inspiring aspects of our five 
years together. I dedicate this work to Ashley, in gratitude.  

 
James B. Prothro 

Commemoration of St. Cyprian 
September 16, 2017
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: What is “Justifying”? 

In his letters, one way in which Paul describes God’s action in Christ on behalf 
of believers is “justification,” indicated by the verb δικαιόω, with cognates 
δικαιοσύνη, δίκαιος, δικαίωσις, and δικαίωµα. God “justifies” persons or, pas-
sively, persons “are justified” by God. Though not present in every extant let-
ter, justification appears to have been an important theological idea to Paul. It 
is one from which, when it is contested by his contemporaries, he will not 
budge; when it is not contested, he assumes it as a building block for other 
argumentation.1 Paul connects justification with several significant aspects of 
his theology: the eschatological judgment (Rom 2.13–16; 1 Cor 4.4–5), 
Christ’s atoning death (Rom 5.9; cf. Gal 2.21) and resurrection (Rom 4.25), 
God’s righteousness and grace (Rom 3.21–26; 5.16–21), baptism (Rom 6.7; 1 
Cor 6.11), eschatological life (Rom 5.18; cf. Phil 3.7–11), and the integration 
of Gentiles as equal heirs with Jews of God’s promises (Rom 3.28–30). 

However, little else can be said about justification without argument. Paul’s 
“doctrine of justification” has been disputed since his own time. Especially 
debated – from the fourth-century Latin “rediscovery” of Paul to the Refor-
mation to the New Perspective(s) – is Paul’s insistence that justification occurs 
ἐκ πίστεως Χριστοῦ καὶ οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων νόµου (Gal 2.16).2 The last forty years 
in particular have seen a flood of publications disputing virtually every feature 
of this statement: the referent of ἔργα νόµου, the nature of πίστις, and the 
phrase πίστις Χριστοῦ.3 Paul’s bare insistence on justification by faith likewise 

                                                
1 For Galatian Gentiles to turn to Law-observance is to belittle God’s justifying act and 

thus belittles Christ’s death (Gal 2.15–21) and can result in forfeiting salvation (Gal 5.4).  
That the Corinthians have been “washed, sanctified, justified” indicates that they will “in-
herit the kingdom of God” and is thus a sufficient call to turn from wickedness (1 Cor 6.9–
11).  In Romans, being justified grounds future salvation (Rom 5.9), and the fact that no one 
is justified by works of Law but rather by faith is taken as concomitant to the universality of 
God’s reign over Jew and Gentile (Rom 3.28–30).   

2 For a history of some of the debates, see Alister E. McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of 
the Christian Doctrine of Justification (3rd ed; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005). 

3 Indicative of this, recent commentaries on Galatians feature full excurses on each of 
these issues: Martinus C. de Boer, Galatians: A Commentary (NTL; Louisville: Westminster 
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presses questions of its connection to Christology and participation, while his 
stubborn not by works of Law incites debate about justification’s relation to 
ethics, anthropology and hamartiology, and, perhaps above all, Paul’s post-
Damascus continuity with his ancestral religion.4 And, once these questions 
are answered (sometimes before), interpreters evaluate this doctrine within the 
overall scope of Paul’s theology and dispute whether justification is “the pri-
mary expression of salvation”5 in Paul or a more “subsidiary doctrine” (Neben-
lehre) appropriate in only certain exigencies.6   

But leaving aside questions of Paul’s “by faith” or questions of justifica-
tion’s relative importance in Paul, there is little agreement on what “justifying” 
is tout simple. What does it mean to say that God “justifies” someone? What is 
it that Paul was concerned to emphasize occurred ἐκ πίστεως? It is with this 
matter that the present book is concerned. To introduce the issue, I will first 
show some basic data regarding Paul’s talk of God “justifying” persons and 
the disagreements that ensue. I will then assess what is needed to address the 
data and current debates and propose a course of study to understand “justify-
ing” in Paul.     

                                                
John Knox, 2011), 145–50; Douglas J. Moo, Galatians (BECNT; Grand Rapids: Baker Ac-
ademic, 2013), 38–48, 173–76; A. Andrew Das, Galatians (ConcCom; St. Louis: Concordia, 
2014), 245–53. 

4 E.g., Leander E. Keck, “Justification of the Ungodly and Ethics,” pp. 199–209 in Recht-
fertigung: Festschrift für Ernst Käsemann zum 70. Geburtstag (ed. Johannes Friedrich, 
Wolfgang Pöhlmann, and Peter Stuhlmacher; Tübingen/Göttingen: Mohr Siebeck/Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 1976); Thomas Söding, “Christologie und Rechtfertigungslehre: Zur 
Hermeneutik der paulinischen Soteriologie,” pp. 220–45 in Paulinische Christologie: Exe-
getische Beiträge: Hans Hübner zum 70. Geburtstag (ed. Udo Schnelle and Thomas Söding; 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2000); Eun-Geol Lyu, Sünde und Rechtfertigung bei 
Paulus: Eine exegetische Untersuchung zum paulinischen Sündenverständnis aus soteriolo-
gischer Sicht (WUNT 2/318; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011); James D. G. Dunn, The New 
Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays (WUNT 185; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 241–
58; cf. the contributions in Friedrich W. Horn, ed., Paulus Handbuch (Tübingen: Mohr Sie-
beck, 2013), 347–57.  

5 Richard Kingsley Moore, Paul’s Concept of Justification: God’s Gift of a Right Rela-
tionship (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2015), 24; cf. Ferdinand Christian Baur, Paul the 
Apostle of Jesus Christ, his Life and Work, his Epistles and his Doctrine: A Contribution to 
the Critical History of Primitive Christianity, vol. 2 (ed. Eduard Zeller; trans. A. Menzies; 
London: Williams and Norgate, 1875), 134; Jean-Noël Aletti, S.J., Justification by Faith in 
the Letters of Saint Paul: Keys to Interpretation (trans. Peggy Manning Meyer; AnBib Studia 
5; Rome: Gregorian & Biblical Press, 2015), 209–10.  

6 Albert Schweitzer, Die Mystik des Apostels Paulus. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1930), 
221; cf. William Wrede, Paul (trans. Edward Lummis; London: Philip Green, 1907), 123; 
E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Lon-
don: SCM, 1977), 493.  
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A. Basic Data and Their Interpretations 

When seeking to understand “justification” as opposed to one of Paul’s other 
images for what God in Christ does on behalf of believers, one is obviously 
focused on the act communicated by the verb δικαιόω and its cognates. Pauline 
soteriology features vocabulary from several fields, such as ἀγοράζω, ἁγιάζω, 
and σῴζω. And, in many cases, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Paul 
is using them all of the same divine act. But if, as linguists insist, choice implies 
meaning,7 Paul’s choice of δικαιόω among these other ways of speaking sug-
gests that it contributes a particular way of conceiving the significance of the 
Christ-event. But what?   

At this point, we may frame the issue non-technically in terms of the use 
and function of this language. To illustrate by analogy, when Paul writes τιµῆς 
ἠγοράσθητε – “you were bought at a price” – it is clear that he is using com-
mercial language (ἀγοράζω), and that such “buying” functions to show that 
God has purchased and now owns believers, on which Paul grounds the imper-
ative to honor God as master (1 Cor 6.19–20; 7.22–23). What can be said for 
the language of “justifying”? 

Here one finds a broad consensus in recent scholarship that, just as τιµῆς 
ἠγοράσθητε pulls language from the commercial sphere and predicates it of 
God, Paul’s talk of “justification” pulls from the legal sphere, and with a par-
ticularly biblical flavor. However, as we will see, Paul’s apparent use of bibli-
cal legal language occasions significant disagreement about how it functions 
as he predicates it of God’s work in Christ. 

1. Justification as Biblical Legal Language  

Paul’s language offers strong prima facie evidence that his talk of God as “jus-
tifier” pulls from the realm of legal language, particularly as drawn from the 
Jewish Scriptures. This is generally, if reluctantly, acknowledged and may be 
summarized briefly.  

Paul uses δικαιόω (“justify”) and its cognates explicitly as antonyms to 
verbs of accusation and condemnation (Rom 5.16–19; 8.33–34; 2 Cor 3.9). In 
1 Corinthians 4.2–5, Paul sets “justification” as something that occurs in the 
sphere of God’s “judgment” and judicial evaluation. In Romans, he seems to 
go out of his way to paint the scene in which “justifying” occurs as a sort of 
trial in foro divino (to use Melanchthon’s phrase): there are charges (3.9), ac-
cusations (2.15; 8.33–34), witnesses (2.15; 3.21; 8.16), people are expected but 

                                                
7 See Steven E. Runge, Discourse Grammar of the Greek New Testament: A Practical 

Introduction for Teaching and Exegesis (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2010), 5–7; Constan-
tine R. Campbell, Advances in the Study of Greek: New Insights for Reading the New Testa-
ment (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2015), 63–64. 
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unable to give a defense for themselves (1.20; 2.1; cf. 2.15), and the whole 
world is held fast under God’s judgment (3.19; cf. 2.3, 5; 3.5–6). Stanislas 
Lyonnet comments: “On ne saurait assurément imaginer un vocabulaire plus 
juridique et forensique.”8   

Secondly, if it is legal, it is apparently also biblical legal language. In Greco-
Roman usage in Paul’s day, for a judge or sovereign to “justify” (δικαιόω) a 
person indicated only punishment or condemnation, as in the following exam-
ples9:  

Dio Cassius 40.54.1: The courts convened quietly, and many were condemned 
(ἐδικαιώθησαν) on various charges, and others [were condemned] for the murder of Clodius 
– including Milo, despite having Cicero as his defender. 

Aelian, Var. hist. 5.18: When the council of the Areopagus had arrested a witch and were 
about to put her to death, they did not kill her before she gave birth (for she had been preg-
nant when arrested). So, releasing the innocent newborn from her sentence, they inflicted 
the death penalty (ἐδικαίωσαν τῷ θανάτῳ) on the guilty woman alone. 

Paul is obviously not pulling his language from this cultural source. However, 
Paul’s usage does match up with that found in the LXX, where “justifying” 
indicates a judicial act in favor of a person. Compare, for instance, the follow-
ing: 

Deut 25.1: If a dispute arises between people and they come for judgment, and [the judges] 
judge and justify the righteous (δικαιώσωσιν τὸν δίκαιον) and condemn the ungodly 
(καταγνῶσιν τοῦ ἀσεβοῦς) […].   

Exod 23.6–7: You shall not pervert the judgment of the poor man in his trial. You shall turn 
away from every unrighteous claim; you shall not put to death an innocent and righteous one 
(ἀθῷον καὶ δίκαιον οὐκ ἀποκτενεῖς), and you shall not justify the ungodly one (οὐ δικαιώσεις 
τὸν ἀσεβῆ) for gifts.   

Isa 5.23: [Woe to you] who justify the ungodly one (οἱ δικαιοῦντες τὸν ἀσεβῆ) for gifts and 
deprive the righteous one of justice (τὸ δίκαιον τοῦ δικαίου αἴροντες). 

Here, as in Paul, “justification” is the opposite of condemnation or punishment 
– something that, ideally, is to be done only to the one in the right in a case and 
never to the one in the wrong. This suggests that Paul is borrowing from the 
usage we see in the LXX and Greek-speaking Judaism.10 Moreover, Paul him-
self claims that what he says about justification and “God’s righteousness” is 

                                                
8 Stanlislas Lyonnet, S.J., Études sur l’épître aux Romains (AnBib 120; Rome: Pontifical 

Biblical Institute, 1989), 155.  
9 For further examples, see James B. Prothro, “The Strange Case of Δικαιόω in the Sep-

tuagint and Paul: The Oddity and Origins of Paul’s Talk of ‘Justification,’” ZNW 107 (2016): 
48–69, at 55–56. 

10 I have argued this extensively in Prothro, “Strange Case,” against Max J. Lee, “Greek 
Words and Roman Meanings 1: (Re)mapping Righteousness Language in Greco-Roman 
Discourse,” pp. 3–28 in Fire in My Soul: Essays on Pauline Soteriology and the Gospels in 
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grounded in Scripture (Rom 3.21–22),11 and both cites (Rom 1.17; 3.4; 4.2–3; 
Gal 3.6–8, 11) and alludes to Scripture (cf. Rom 1.17 with Ps 98[97].2; Rom 
3.20 with Ps 143[142].2; Rom 8.33–34 with Isa 50.8) in describing God as 
“justifier.”12 Especially notable is Paul’s reference to God as the one “who jus-
tifies the ungodly” (τὸν δικαιοῦντα τὸν ἀσεβῆ, Rom 4.5), with precisely the 
phrasing of the LXX’s legal prohibition above. If Paul’s point is that God’s 
justifying has a different scope than Israel’s judges were permitted, the act of 
“justifying” appears equally judicial in either case. 

This suggests strongly that Paul’s “justification” draws on biblical depic-
tions of judgment and, particularly, God’s judgment. This leads most interpret-
ers to agree with Douglas Moo: “Dikaioō and its cognates were used in secular 
Greek, but the widespread and theologically significant use of the terminology 
in the LXX, along with Paul’s frequent appeal to the OT in discussing the 
words (e.g., Rom. 3:22; 4:1–25), shows that the OT/Jewish background is de-
cisive.”13  
                                                
Honor of Seyoon Kim (ed. Soon Bong Choi, Jin Ki Hwang, and Max J. Lee; Eugene, OR: 
Pickwick, 2014); idem, “Greek Words and Roman Meanings, Part 2: A Prolegomenon to 
Paul’s Use of Righteousness Language in His Letters,” pp. 29–52 in Choi, Hwang, and Lee, 
eds., Fire in My Soul.  

11 Seminally Herrmann Cremer, Die paulinische Rechtfertigungslehre im Zusammen-
hange ihrer geschichtlichen Voraussetzungen (Gütersloh: Bertelsmann, 1899), 6–10. This 
obtains whether δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ was taken over whole-cloth from Judaism or was part of 
“his OT-Jewish inheritance” that Paul significantly “transformed” in thinking out his theol-
ogy (Charles Lee Irons, The Righteousness of God: A Lexical Examination of the Covenant-
Faithfulness Interpretation [WUNT 2/386; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015], 272). “God’s 
righteousness” was not likely a technical term in early Judaism (Mark A. Seifrid, Justifica-
tion by Faith: The Origin and Development of a Central Pauline Theme [NovTSup 68; Lei-
den: Brill, 1992], 42–45, 99–108; cf. the clarification in Peter Stuhlmacher, Versöhnung, 
Gesetz und Gerechtigkeit: Aufsätze zur biblischen Theologie [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1981], 105–6 n. 16). Nevertheless, Käsemann generally seems to have won the 
day that the concept is “keine paulinische Schöpfung” (Ernst Käsemann, Exegetische Ver-
suche und Besinnungen, vol. 2 [2nd ed.; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965], 185; 
against Rudolf Bultmann, “ΔΙΚΑΙΟΣΥΝΗ ΘΕΟΥ,” JBL 83 [1964]: 12–16).  

12 Right-ness/just-ness was a concept with heavy currency in non-Jewish philosophical 
and political discourse in Paul’s day, but reading Paul’s “justification” purely against the 
background of Roman virtue or Caesar’s distributive justice is insufficient (Hans Conzel-
mann, An Outline of the Theology of the New Testament [trans. John Bowden; London: SCM, 
1969], 216; pace John Dominic Crossan and Jonathan L. Reed, In Search of Paul: How 
Jesus’ Apostle Opposed Rome’s Empire with God’s Kingdom [London: SPCK, 2004], 349–
403). Cicero even spoke of fides as the fundamentum iustitiae (Off. 1.23.1), i.e., the disposi-
tion of fidelity (to society, agreements, etc.) leads to probity; but Paul’s statements about 
δικαιοσύνη πίστεως (Rom 4.11, 13; cf. 10.13) cannot be understood apart from God’s “reck-
oning” faith as righteousness (Rom 4.3, 5–6, 11), which Paul takes from Scripture (Gen 
15.6). 

13 Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 
79.  
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2. Interpretive Disagreements about the Language of “Justifying” 

In light of the above, interpreters from a wide range of perspectives read “jus-
tification” as a legal idea, naming it “forensic,” “juridical,” “judicial,” etc., and 
usually see Paul here taking recourse to the deeply-rooted biblical motif of 
God’s judgment.14 This was the broad conclusion of John Ziesler’s dissertation 
on righteousness-language in Paul: that “justifying” (δικαιόω) had a consist-
ently “forensic” (as opposed to ethical) meaning.15 However, the legal charac-
ter of justification appears to have caused significant interpretive difficulties. 
Many agree that Paul means to depict salvation as an act of the divine judge, 
but there is disagreement about what it means for a judge to “justify” and con-
sequently about the theology Paul intends by speaking this way. Others ques-
tion the extent to which justification is meant to have a legal flavor in Paul: 
these vary from qualifications of the image’s importance, to the argument that 
the language had by Paul’s day taken on a different sense, to the argument that 
Paul himself set out to redefine it. 

In what follows I will illustrate current interpretive disagreements about 
Paul’s language of “justification.” Since whole volumes have been written 
about the history of interpretation of the topic, this cannot be exhaustive, and, 

                                                
14 E.g., Édouard Tobac, Le problème de la justification dans Saint Paul: Étude de théolo-

gie biblique (Universitas Catholica Lovaniensis Dissertationes 2/3; Louvain: Josephus van 
Linthout, 1908), 211–13; D. Adolf Schlatter, Die Theologie der Apostel (2nd ed.; Stuttgart: 
Calwer, 1922), 299; G. Adolf Deissmann, Paulus: Eine kultur- und religionsgeschichtliche 
Skizze (2nd ed.; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1925), 131; Rudolf Bultmann, Theologie des 
Neuen Testaments (2nd ed.; Neue Theologische Grundrisse; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1954), 
269–70; Joachim Jeremias, The Central Message of the New Testament (London: SCM, 
1965), 64; David Hill, Greek Words and Hebrew Meanings: Studies in the Semantics of 
Soteriological Terms (SNTSMS 5; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 101–9; 
Conzelmann, Outline, 217; Karl Kertelge, “Rechtfertigung II: Neues Testament,” TRE 
28.286–307, at 288; Johann Christiaan Beker The Triumph of God: The Essence of Paul’s 
Thought (trans. L. T. Stuckenbruck; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 98–99; Chang–Nack Kim, 
“Justification by Faith – A Minjung Perspective,” Chicago Theological Seminary Register 
85 (1995): 14–23, at 21–23; Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Paul and the Stoics (Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark, 2000), 300; Thomas R. Schreiner, Paul, Apostle of God’s Glory in Christ: A Pauline 
Theology (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 2001), 201–7; Peter Stuhlmacher, Revisiting 
Paul’s Doctrine of Justification: A Challenge to the New Perspective (Downers Grove, IL: 
Intervarsity, 2001), 60–61; Timo Laato, “‘God’s Righteousness’ – Once Again,” pp. 40–73 
in The Nordic Paul: Finnish Approaches to Pauline Theology (ed. Lars Aejmelaeus and 
Antti Mustakallio; LNTS 374; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2008); Calvin J. Roetzel, “Justifica-
tion, justify,” NIDB 3.477–80, at 480; Douglas A. Campbell, The Deliverance of God: An 
Apocalyptic Rereading of Justification in Paul (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 661–65; 
N. T. Wright, Pauline Perspectives: Essays on Paul, 1978–2013 (London: SPCK, 2013b), 
22; Lee, “Greek Words and Roman Meanings, Part 2,” 48. 

15 John A. Ziesler, The Meaning of Righteousness in Paul: A Linguistic and Theological 
Enquiry (SNTSMS 20; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972). 
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admittedly, the long history of the topic and myriad issues that contribute to 
different positions would allow various potential categorizations of them. I will 
focus particularly on the state of the current discussion, with special attention 
to how various readings account for the apparently biblical legal language.   

2.1. Acquitting the Guilty  

The long-standing traditional view takes the judicial scene to be basically a 
criminal trial.16 God is the judge, who evaluates charges against a person in 
order to determine guilt/innocence and punishment/release. The believer is the 
defendant, accused of crimes by the prosecution, who is necessarily presup-
posed but not explicitly named (perhaps Satan? the Law?).17 The person is ob-
jectively guilty, a sinner, but God pardons or acquits (=δικαιόω) one who be-
lieves by virtue of the Christ-event.18 Within this court scene “justifying” is 

                                                
16 See, e.g., George B. Stevens, A Pauline Theology: A Study of the Origin and Correla-

tion of the Doctrinal Teachings of the Apostle Paul (New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1892), 261; 
James H. Ropes, “‘Righteousness’ and ‘The Righteousness of God‘ in the Old Testament 
and in St. Paul,” JBL 22 (1903): 211–27, at 212; Schlatter, Theologie der Apostel, 299–301; 
Deissmann, Paulus, 130–33; Friedrich Büchsel, Theologie des Neuen Testaments: Ges-
chichte des Wortes Gottes im Neuen Testament (2nd ed; Gütersloh: Bertelsmann, 1937), 123–
32; Paul Feine, Theologie des Neuen Testaments (8th ed.; Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsan-
stalt, 1953), 215; Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross (3rd ed.; London: Tyn-
dale, 1965), 283–87; Dan O. Via, Jr., “Justification and Deliverance: Existential Dialectic,” 
SR 1 (1971): 204–12, at 204; Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of his Theology (trans. 
John Richard de Witt; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 163; Alan C. Clifford, “The Gospel 
and Justification,” EvQ 57 (1985): 247–67, at 253–54; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, S.J., Paul and 
his Theology: A Brief Sketch (2nd ed; Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1989), 59–60; 
George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (ed. Donald A. Hagner; Grand Rap-
ids: Eerdmans, 1993), 482–88; Schreiner, Paul, 201–9; Stephen Westerholm, Justification 
Reconsidered: Rethinking a Pauline Theme (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013); Andrie B. du 
Toit, “Forensic Metaphors in Romans and their Soteriological Significance,” pp. 213–46 in 
Salvation in the New Testament: Perspectives on Soteriology (ed. Jan G. van der Watt; Nov-
TSup 121; Leiden: Brill, 2005); Ralph P. Martin, The Power of Images in Paul (Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press, 2008), 253–54; Frank J. Matera, God’s Saving Grace: A Pauline The-
ology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 103.  

17 E.g., du Toit, “Forensic Metaphors,” 219 n. 18. Note Meira Z. Kensky’s reading of 
Rom 8.31–34: seeing Satan nowhere to be found, she suggests Christ must be the prosecutor, 
since a trial requires a prosecutor distinct from judge and defendant (Trying Man, Trying 
God: The Divine Courtroom in Early Jewish and Christian Literature [WUNT 2/289; Tü-
bingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010], 200–1). 

18 This is often (not always) explained by believers receiving a legal status of “righteous-
ness” from God as a gift won by Christ’s obedience (e.g., Edmund P. Clowney, “The Biblical 
Doctrine of Justification by Faith,” pp. 17–50 in Right with God: Justification in the Bible 
and the World [ed. D. A. Carson; World Evangelical Fellowship; Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1992], 45–48) and by the death of Christ satisfying the divinely required punishment for sin 
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acquittal, the pronouncement of “innocent” or “not guilty.” Philologically this 
is achieved especially by understanding δικαιόω as a “declarative” verb, de-
noting an explicit locution that someone “is” δίκαιος, “righteous.” The “right-
eousness” is understood to indicate a lack of guilt before the court. More pos-
itively, it is also described as being ‘rightly related’ to God within the court-
room,19 since, as Bultmann puts it, forensic “righteousness” has to do not with 
a personal quality or attribute but with a Relation – how one stands in a given 
matter relative to something or someone – in this case, God.20 It is this standing 
that the judge’s verdict of “righteous” determines. Theologically, God’s par-
don for the guilty is understood in terms of forgiveness,21 but it is not merely a 
forgiveness of former sins; God’s verdict of “righteous” decisively determines 
one’s present status in relation to God and in view of the final judgment.22   

2.2. Acquittal, Qualified 

The traditional reading has many followers, but many who accept it qualify 
this legal definition of justification as “acquittal.” Often this comes in response 
to particular (but surely not uncommon) manifestations of the traditional read-
ing – especially in ecclesial and exegetical contexts where the term “justifica-
tion” has been used as an umbrella term for all Pauline (or even Christian) 
soteriology. Many are concerned to preserve elements of transformation and 
participation in God’s initial act of salvation (which some take “forensic” jus-
tification to exclude23) and a place for ethics in Paul’s eschatological reserve 
(which some take a present-tense “acquittal” to deny24). Some, likewise, are 

                                                
(e.g., David J. Williams, Paul’s Metaphors: Their Context and Character [Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 1999], 145–47).   

19 E.g., Alister E. McGrath, “Justification,” DPL 517–23, at 518; Via, “Justification and 
Deliverance,” 205.  

20 Bultmann, Theologie, 268: “δικαιοσύνη [ist] ein forensischer Begriff. Er meint nicht 
die ethische Qualität, überhaupt nicht eine Qualität der Person, sondern eine Relation” (let-
ter-spacing italicized). His treatment (266) cites Cremer, Die paulinische Rechtfertigungs-
lehre (discussed below). 

21 Cf., e.g., H. D. McDonald, Forgiveness and Atonement (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), 
67–69; Vincent Taylor, Forgiveness and Reconciliation: A Study in New Testament Theol-
ogy (London: Macmillan, 1941), 75.  

22 E.g., Geerhardus Vos, The Pauline Eschatology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953), 54–
58; Rudolf Schnackenburg, “Rechtfertigung I–IV,” LTK 8.1034–36, at 1034; Clowney, 
“Biblical Doctrine,” 49–50. Some read present-tense justification as the end-time verdict 
already pronounced (noted below).  

23 E.g., John Murray, Redemption – Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1955), 149, 151. 

24 A particular target of Chris VanLandingham, Judgment and Justification in Early Ju-
daism and the Apostle Paul (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2006). A classic example is Bult-
mann, Theologie, 271–80: Judaism taught a future-only judgment whose criterion was Law-
observance; Paul denied both the criterion (replaced with “faith”) and the reservation of 
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concerned not to depict God’s saving and loving act in such legal terms – es-
pecially in the wake of Ritschl’s (inter alios) influential elevation of the con-
cept of God as father over that of God as judge.25 Some qualifications are ter-
minological, differing in what they are willing to refer to as “justification”; 
others qualify the legal character of justification-language as Paul used it. To 
simplify, one finds three patterns of such qualification (a–c):    

(a) Legal, narrowed. An influential move was that of Albert Schweitzer, 
who logically distinguished two separate soteriological models for receiving 
righteousness and redemption in Paul: the “juridical,” which viewed Christ’s 
death as an atonement for only former sins, which one appropriated cognitively 
(“by faith”); and the “mystical,” in which redemption is accomplished by one’s 
dying/rising through participation in Christ.26 One result of this logical distinc-
tion was that the “juridical” soteriology was, in Schweitzer, shorn of the en-
during state of forgiven-ness and life in Christ that the traditional model usu-
ally understands to be results of God’s acquittal.27 Schweitzer denied that the 
                                                
justification to the eschaton (replaced with the present). Today many (most?) retain both 
present and future justification as Pauline but with distinct temporal aspects, perhaps differ-
ent criteria (e.g., Stuhlmacher, Revisiting, 62–63; Michael F. Bird, The Saving Righteousness 
of God: Studies on Paul, Justification, and the New Perspective [Paternoster Biblical Mon-
ographs; Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2007], 155–78; Karl Kertelge, Grundthemen pau-
linischer Theologie [Freiburg: Herder, 1991], 135–47). Engberg-Pedersen distinguishes pre-
sent righteousness as “a state of mind of perfect sinlessness” (Paul and the Stoics, 295) from 
God’s “future justifying verdict” (300).  

25 Albrecht Ritschl, The Christian Doctrine of Justification and Reconciliation: The Pos-
itive Development of the Doctrine (trans. H. R. Mackintosh and A. B. Macaulay; Edinburgh: 
T&T Clark, 1900), 86–139, esp. 90, 94, 139. For this dichotomy’s effects on British theol-
ogy, see Justyn Charles Terry, The Justifying Judgment of God: A Reassessment of the Place 
of Judgement in the Saving Work of Christ (Paternoster Theological Monographs; Milton 
Keynes: Paternoster, 2007). Markus Barth lists several for whom justification is “ein Akt 
väterlichen Erbarmens” with little to do with judgment – reinforced by respondents’ requests 
that he “demythologize” his legal reading (“Rechtfertigung: Versuch einer Auslegung pau-
linischer Texte im Rahmen des Alten und Neuen Testaments,” pp. 137–209 in Foi et salut 
selon S. Paul (épître aux Romains 1,16) [ed. Markus Barth; AnBib 42; Rome: Biblical In-
stitute Press, 1970], 140, 197–209). Similar concerns surface also in Alexander J. M. Wed-
derburn, The Death of Jesus: Some Reflections on Jesus-Traditions and Paul (WUNT 299; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 167–83; Konrad Stock, “Gott der Richter: Der 
Gerichtsgedanke als Horizont der Rechtfertigungslehre,” EvT 40 (1980): 240–56.  

26 Schweitzer, Mystik, 201–21, cf. 286–87. For the juridical/mystical distinction, see ibid., 
25–26. 

27 Contrast Frank J. Matera’s comment that “this acquittal results in a new life for the 
beliver” (Galatians [SP 9; Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1992], 93) with Schweitzer’s flat 
denial: “Die fortlaufend sich erneuernde Vergebung der Sünden, die die reformatorische und 
die moderne Frömmigkeit in ihr [Rechtfertigungslehre] finden wollen, ist ihr unbekannt und 
unerschwinglich. […] Pauli Lehre von der Gerechtigkeit aus dem Glauben ist nichts anderes, 
als eine besondere Formulierung der urchristlichen Vorstellung der durch den Tod Jesu ge-
schaffenen Möglichkeit der Buße” (Mystik, 215). 
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juridical model could offer such new life, a continued state of forgiveness and 
salvation, or freedom from the Law, and labeled justification-passages to that 
effect mystically influenced.28 Thus what is identified as “juridical” becomes 
quite narrow, and in a sense serves more to identify a non-participatory atone-
ment model than as a description of the language or metaphor in play.29 How-
ever, though Schweitzer’s distinction between the juridical and the participa-
tory has been widely accepted, this specific delimitation of the former is less 
often followed; more often justification is read consistently as a legal image, 
while its theological role is subordinated to (or located within) participation in 
Christ.30  

Another reading of note not founded on Schweitzer’s dichotomy, which we 
may label as a narrower version of the traditional “acquittal” view, is that of 
John Barclay. Barclay reads δικαιόω in Paul and elsewhere as a divine “assess-
ment” and “verdict,” the evaluation of a person as righteous.31 For the accused, 
to be justified indicates acquittal in legal contexts.32 However, discussing the 
LXX, he states that “it is important to note that acquittal here means that one 
is shown to be in the right, not that one is forgiven or absolved of guilt. […] If 
there is forgiveness or absolution involved, it is described in other terms.”33 
Barclay holds that the same is true in Paul. Justification is not a declared abso-
lution of sinners that itself effects their being “righteous” in God’s sight. Ra-
ther, the Christ-event bears its effects in believers, and “God considers ‘right-
eous’ those whose new lives, evidenced in faith, have been generated from the 
Christ-event […]. To be ‘considered righteous by faith in Christ’ is thus the 

                                                
28 E.g., having righteousness by faith in Phil 3.8–9 – which (assuming that “justification” 

results in “having righteousness”) suggests an enduring state to being “justified” – Schweit-
zer identifies with the “mystical” because it occurs “in” Christ, while the lack of “in Christ” 
language in Rom 3.28; 4.5 indicates a purely “juridical” reference (Mystik, 202).   

29 As exemplified in Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 502–8, who follows 
Schweitzer quite closely. 

30 For initial reactions to Schweitzer, see David E. Aune, “Recent Readings of Paul Re-
lating to Justification by Faith,” pp. 188–245 in Rereading Paul Together: Protestant and 
Catholic Perspectives on Justification (ed. David E. Aune; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2006), 234–38. Cf. the comments on the complementarity of the juridical and participatory 
in, e.g., Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 502; Udo Schnelle, “Transformation und 
Partizipation als Grundgedanken paulinischer Theologie,” NTS 47 (2001): 58–75, at 72–74; 
Michael Wolter, Paulus: Ein Grundriss seiner Theologie (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener 
Verlag, 2011), 259; Leander E. Keck, Christ’s First Theologian: The Shape of Paul’s 
Thought (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2015), 113–15; Constanine R. Campbell, Paul 
and Union with Christ: An Exegetical and Theological Study (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2012), 396–97. They are somewhat less complementary in the readings of Martyn and D. 
Campbell (below). 

31 John M. G. Barclay, Paul and the Gift (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 375–376. 
32 Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 376. 
33 Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 376 n. 67. 
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result of the Christ-gift.”34 God determines that they are “worthy recipient[s] 
of salvation” – Barclay’s evaluation of the place of “righteousness” in reading 
Paul within Jewish taxonomies of grace35 – on the basis of faith, which evi-
dences that they have already experienced the “transformative power” of the 
Christ-gift.36 Barclay’s evaluation of justification as a “verdict” thus shares 
several features with the more common acquittal reading, but in one sense his 
view of justification could be called narrower in that justification is read as no 
more (and no less) than an act of divine valuation.      

 (b) Legal, expanded. A different interpretive move essentially retains “jus-
tification” as acquittal, but also draws other non-legal motifs into “justifica-
tion.” In current scholarship this move appears to have replaced the older, now 
generally abandoned argument that δικαιόω must (etymologically) mean 
“make righteous” and so denote a factitive transformation.37 This interpretation 
does not deny that “justification” is legal, but maintains that there is simply 

                                                
34 Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 378.  
35 See Barclay’s nuanced discussion of divine grace in Judaism in Paul and the Gift, 189–

328. His demonstration that “grace” is no less grace even when one expects God’s justice to 
direct his beneficence to those who were in some way “fitting” recipients (though certainly not 
viewing this as “earning” God’s favor) moves the discussion happily beyond the definitional 
dichotomies evident in some responses to the New Perspective (cf. 169). At the same time, 
Barclay’s demonstration of more than one conceptual direction in which even early Jews de-
fined grace allows him to move past some of the New Perspective’s assertions that Paul and 
other Jews must not have disagreed about the shape or implications of grace (see Barclay, Paul 
and the Gift, 313–27, 563–66).      

36 Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 377, 569. Faith, and not works of Law, is what God is “look-
ing for when he pronounces someone ‘in the right’” (376–77 n. 69). This does not, he em-
phasizes, make faith into a replacement criterion of worth (379, 383–84). There remains a 
“permanent incongruity” between God’s gift and its recipients (441), even when their lives 
are transformed by and conformed to the character of God’s grace (441–42). In this way, 
grace “creates a fit” in its unfitting recipients (569, cf. 440–42, 473–474, 493, et passim). 
Barclay’s presentation thus does not leave the basis of justification in faith “unclear” (pace 
Guy Prentiss Waters, review of John M. G. Barclay, Paul and the Gift, WTJ 78 [2016]: 170–
74, at 174); it relates them in a different logical scheme than the more common construals 
of “forensic” justification.  

37 E.g., Edgar J. Goodspeed, Problems of New Testament Translation (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1945), 144; idem, “Some Greek Notes,” JBL 73 (1954): 84–92. For 
E. P. Gould (“St. Paul’s Use of δικαιοῦν,” AJT 1 [1897]: 149–58), πίστις produces righteous 
behavior, so “justification by faith” (=agency) must mean “make righteous.” The binary be-
tween “declarative/forensic” and “factitive/effective” justification has long been questioned 
by Protestants and Catholics alike: see esp. Tobac, Problème, 218–25; Karl Kertelge, 
“Rechtfertigung” bei Paulus: Studien zur Struktur und zum Bedeutungsgehalt des paulini-
schen Rechtfertigungsbegriffs (Münster: Aschendorff, 1967), 113–20; Helmut Merklein, 
Studien zu Jesus und Paulus (WUNT 43; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1987), 48–60; Simon J. 
Gathercole, “The Doctrine of Justification in Paul and Beyond,” pp. 219–41 in Justification 
in Perspective: Historical Developments and Contemporary Challenges (ed. Bruce L. 
McCormack; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 225–29.   
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more going on in the event of “justification” (i.e., one’s initial experience of 
salvation) than a pronouncement of acquittal – perhaps by virtue of the trans-
formative effects of God’s acquitting word, justification’s association with 
baptism or liberation, or the simple fact that Paul uses non-legal conceptuali-
zations for the same event.38 One recent example is Michael Gorman’s pro-
posal: “justification” is an eschatological acquittal, but Paul’s close parallel of 
justification to reconciliation and location of justification in baptismal confor-
mation to Christ indicates that acquittal is “part, but only part, of the signifi-
cance of justification,” since it is clear that the “experience” or “reality” of 
being justified by faith consists in more than mere acquittal.39 There is a termi-
nological difficulty here, since often in these scholars “justification” or “justi-
fication by faith” is used simply for the whole of one’s initial experience of 
salvation in Paul as well as for the specific act denoted by a given instance of 
δικαιόω, etc.40 For the sake of precision, I should stress now, the present work 
speaks of “justification” or the “act of justifying” to refer in particular to 
δικαιόω and the conceptualization of divine activity it evokes (cf. below).  

(c) Legal, “Watered Down.” Finally, some accept that “justification” is le-
gal, but see the legal aspect tamed in some way. Some argue that the depiction 
of God as a merciful and forgiving judge essentially hamstrings the legal image 
by making it simply salvific.41 Differently, Jeremias submitted that the legal 

                                                
38 Cf. Fitzmyer, Paul and his Theology, 61; Käsemann, Exegetische Versuche und Besin-

nungen, 189; James D. G. Dunn, “What’s Right about the Old Perspective on Paul,” pp. 
214–29 in Studies in the Pauline Epistles: Essays in Honor of Douglas J. Moo (ed. Matthew 
S. Harmon and Jay E. Smith; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014), 217–19; Thomas D. Steg-
man, “Paul’s Use of Dikaio- Terminology: Moving Beyond N. T. Wright’s Forensic Inter-
pretation,” TS 72 (2011): 496–524; Lyu, Sünde und Rechtfertigung, 333–37; Aletti, Justifi-
cation by Faith; E. P. Sanders, Paul: The Apostle’s Life, Letters, and Thought (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2015), 505–6.   

39 Michael J. Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God: Kenosis, Justification, and Theosis 
in Paul’s Narrative Soteriology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 55–56, 66–67, 69, 72, 74. 
Similar to Gorman but pursuing the “forensic” line, see Gerhard O. Forde, Justification by 
Faith – A Matter of Death and Life (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982).  

40 A frequent critique of Gorman. Cf. N. T. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God 
(Christian Origins and the Question of God 4; London: SPCK, 2013), 914 n. 382, 957–58; 
Campbell, Paul and Union with Christ, 395. Note also Douglas J. Moo, “Justification in 
Galatians,” pp. 160–95 in Understanding the Times: New Testament Studies in the 21st Cen-
tury: Essays in Honor of D. A. Carson on the Occasion of his 65th Birthday (ed. Andreas J. 
Köstenberger and Robert W. Yarbrough; Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 176; R. Michael 
Allen, Justification and the Gospel: Understanding the Contexts and Controversies (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 150–51. 

41 James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 
385; Jeremias, Central Message, 64; D. E. H. Whitely, The Theology of St. Paul (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1964), 156–65; du Toit, “Forensic Metaphors,” 243. Wrede (Paul, 123, 127–31) 
argued that Paul did this to counteract the “Jewish view” that God was an impartial, righteous 
judge.  
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language had already been used of God’s favor and salvation so much that its 
starker legal aspects had at least “been watered down” by Paul’s day42: though 
“the forensic aspect is by no means lacking” in Paul, the legal image is more a 
cipher to speak of divine favor for sinners, meaning “nothing but for-
giveness.”43 More influential was Hermann Cremer’s argument that in Hebrew, 
even in legal contexts, “righteousness” was conceived primarily within the re-
lations between persons rather than denoting an abstract norm.44 Cremer, it 
should be noted, also read Pauline justification as ultimately “allein die Verge-
bung der Sünden.”45 However, others emphasizing the relational reference of 
“righteousness” see the legal language basically indicating God’s righting the 
ruptured relationship between God and the sinner, i.e., reconciliation.46 

The above readings all retain “justification” as a legal act in basic conform-
ity to the traditional reading (though to particular manifestations of it), but pre-
sent varying qualifications of its legal character or the extent to which it should 
be termed “legal.” However, other scholars have been led to revise the tradi-
tional reading of the legal scene itself and, thus, what “justifying” denotes 
within it, as we will now see.   

2.3. Covenantal Declaration unto Vindication  

Especially in the wake of the “New Perspective” on Paul and Judaism, with its 
emphasis on questions of membership within God’s people, many have em-
phasized that Paul’s justification-texts often occur in debates about the Law 
and Gentile circumcision. Therefore, Paul’s talk of “justification” is argued to 
have “its theological context in his reflection on the relation between Jews and 
Gentiles.”47 Richard Hays puts it succinctly: “The legal language points rather 

                                                
42 Jeremias, Central Message, 53, see 51–57.  
43 Jeremias, Central Message, 54, 57. 
44 Cremer, Die paulinische Rechtfertigungslehre, 36. Cf., e.g., Dunn, Theology of Paul, 

341–45, 385–86; Walter F. Taylor, Paul: Apostle to the Nations: An Introduction (Minne-
apolis: Fortress, 2012), 145. Irons, Righteousness of God, argues instead that “righteous-
ness” remains, despite its relational aspects (in Hebrew and Greek), fundamentally a 
Normbegriff.    

45 Cremer, Die paulinische Rechtfertigungslehre, 448. 
46 Cf. Leander E. Keck, Paul and his Letters (rev. and enl. ed.; Proclamation Commen-

taries; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 114–16; Lucien Cerfaux, Le Christ dans la théologie 
de saint Paul (LD 6; Paris: Cerf, 1951), 111; Whitely, Theology, 157–60. Singularly, Rich-
ard Kingsley Moore upholds “relational” against “forensic” on the (biblicistic) grounds that 
God says (in MT Exod 23.7) “I will not acquit the guilty” and, therefore, Paul’s iustificatio 
impiorum cannot mean acquittal: “N. T. Wright’s Treatment of ‘Justification’ in The New 
Testament for Everyone,” ExpTim 125 (2014): 483–86, at 486; idem, Paul’s Concept, 100. 

47 Krister Stendahl, Paul among Jews and Gentiles (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 26. For 
a New Perspective bibliography, see Bird, Saving Righteousness, 194–211. 
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to the formal inclusion of those who once were ‘not my people’ in a concrete 
historical community of the ‘sons of the living God.’”48  

How does the language do this? The interpreter who has arguably spent the 
most ink answering this question is N. T. Wright. I will focus particularly on 
his account of the language. To begin, Wright holds firmly that justification-
language is “forensic […], that is, taken from the law court.”49 Δικαιόω itself 
is a “declarative word,” denoting “a ‘speech-act’ in our contemporary jar-
gon.”50 The justifier pronounces one “righteous” or “in the right,” which pro-
nouncement creates the status of “righteousness” that the justified possesses in 
relation to the court and in the public eye.51 “Justification is the judge’s verdict 
that someone is in the right. Righteousness is the status before the court which 
results from that declaration.”52 However, Wright maintains that the traditional 
reading misconstrues the biblical courtroom scene that the language envisions. 
Wright states that the criminal trial has no analogy in biblical (Israelite) juris-
prudence: “all cases were what we would call ‘civil’ cases, there being no ‘di-
rector of public prosecutions.’”53 Lawsuits were matters of dispute between 
two parties at odds, over which a judge would decide and declare one disputant 
“righteous,” “in the right” – a pronouncement “indicating how things stand 
with particular people in relation to the court.”54   

As a consequence, the biblical notion of God’s judgment has principally to 
do with vindicating one disputant against another. And in God’s courtroom, 
                                                

48 Richard B. Hays, “Justification,” ABD 3.1129–33, at 1131; cf. Terence L. Donaldson, 
Paul and the Gentiles: Remapping the Apostle’s Convictional World (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1997), 121, 242; Rafael Gyllenberg, Rechtfertigung und Altes Testament bei Paulus: Franz 
Delitzsch-Vorlesungen 1966 (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1973), 33–34. Despite its association 
with the “New,” this was already the perspective of Paul Wernle (1872–1939), as Wolter 
reminds us (Paulus, 341–42).   

49 N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of 
Christianity? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 97; cf. idem, Justification: God’s Plan and 
Paul’s Vision (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Academic, 2009), 68, 90, 128. 

50 Wright, Perspectives, 286; Justification, 69. Cf. his Justification, 90–92; Paul and the 
Faithfulness, 945–48; Perspectives, 22, 26, 280–81. 

51 Wright, Justification, 68–69, 90; Paul and the Faithfulness, 797–99, 945–46. He ex-
plains this by appealing to a wrongly acquitted malefactor, who nevertheless has the status 
“righteous” because the judge’s pronouncement creates it (Paul and the Faithfulness, 946–
48). This appears to clarify earlier statements that “dikaioō is after all a declarative word, 
declaring that something is the case, rather than a word for making something happen or 
changing the way something is” (Perspectives, 286 [2003]), which met some criticism (e.g., 
Mark A. Seifrid, “The Narrative of Scripture and Justification by Faith: A Fresh Response 
to N. T. Wright,” CTQ 72 [2008]: 19–44, at 38).    

52 Wright, Perspectives, 22. 
53 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness, 797, cf. 934 n. 448; Perspectives, 22, 280, 430–31; 

What Saint Paul Really Said, 97. 
54 Wright, Justification, 69 (emphasis original); Paul and the Faithfulness, 945; Perspec-

tives, 100, 431–32. 
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according to Wright, the dispute is fundamentally between Israel and the na-
tions. Here Wright introduces the aspect of God’s covenantal relation with Is-
rael to the otherwise legal language: God’s “righteousness” is his faithfulness 
to his promises to Israel; God’s identity as “righteous judge” grounded Israel’s 
hope that, as God’s people, God would defend and vindicate Israel against the 
nations.55 Jews saw “cosmic history in terms of a great assize, a coming mo-
ment when God would set all things right – including vindicating his people.”56 
Israel “plead[s] her case against the wicked pagans,”57 expecting that at the 
coming age God will enact justice in the world “the way a human judge acts 
when re-establishing ‘justice’ in a community”: he would try the case and de-
cide it by “declaring one party ‘in the wrong’ and the other ‘in the right.’”58 
This covenantal act of forensic judgment and vindication “will be the means 
by which [God] will put all things right, like a judge finally settling a case.”59  

So, at base, the biblical legal language points to a courtroom in which Israel 
is plaintiff, God is judge, and “justifying” is God’s (future) verdict of “right-
eous” for Israel against the nations, which will put the world to rights and in-
augurate the age to come. But if, according to his covenant, God simply will 
vindicate Israel, one might then ask: who counts as this “Israel”? In Wright’s 
words, summarizing “a basic second-Temple Jewish line of thought,”60 “many” 
Jews likely reasoned:  

(a) Israel’s God will bring about his new world, raising his people from the dead to share in 
it; (b) clearly, not all Jews will have a share in this new world; so (c) how can we tell, in the 
present time, who will be among that newly constituted, resurrected and reigning eschato-
logical people?61   

It is in this context that, according to Wright, Paul first developed his notion of 
“justification.”62 For Jews who reasoned this way, a signal criterion that 
“marked out” in the present time who were God’s people that would be vindi-
cated was faithfulness to God’s Law, particularly in times of crisis.63 In this 

                                                
55 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness, 799–804.  
56 Wright, Justification, 100; cf. his Paul and the Faithfulness, 926–29. 
57 Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, 98; cf. Perspectives, 431.  
58 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness, 934. 
59 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness, 935 (emphasis original).  
60 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness, 928. 
61 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness, 929 (emphasis original). 
62 See his argument that justification has its “Pauline home within the redefinition of 

election” (Paul and the Faithfulness, 925; cf. further idem, Paul: In Fresh Perspective [Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 2005], 108–29). 

63 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness, 929; see further idem, The New Testament and the 
People of God (Christian Origins and the Question of God 1; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 
334–38. Cf. already Frederick Brooke Westcott, St Paul and Justification: Being an Expo-
sition of the Teaching in the Epistles to Rome and Galatia (London: Macmillan, 1913), 12–
13. 


