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In His relationship with humanity God’s instinct to forgive is the most potent force in His personality.  

Salvation is based entirely on forgiveness and even those who fail repeatedly can be forgiven. “Is not 
Ephraim My dear son, the child in whom I delight? Though I often speak against him, I still remember him. 
Therefore My heart yearns for him; I have great compassion for him, declares the Lord.” (Jer. 31:20)  

Every sinner receives the offer of forgiveness as a birthright. For the encouragement of those whose life has 
been a moral catastrophe it is written; “The Lord longs to be gracious to you; therefore He will rise up to 
show you compassion. For the Lord is a God of justice. Blessed are all who wait for Him!” (Isaiah 30:18) 

However, forgiveness is not a thing by itself without moral boundaries, it comes with conditions attached.  

The perpetual call to every believer is; “Be holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy.”1“A highway will be 
there ... and it will be called the Highway of Holiness. The unclean will not travel on it.”2 “Strive for ... 
holiness without which no one will see the Lord.”3 (1Leviticus 19:2, 2Isaiah 35:8, 3Hebrews12:14) 

According to Paul retaining forgiveness requires conformity to the will of God manifested in “holiness” and 
“good works;” “that He may establish your hearts without blame in holiness before our God and Father at the 
coming of our Lord Jesus.”1 “We are His workmanship created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand that we would walk in them.”2 “As we have borne the image of the earthy, we shall also 
bear the image of the heavenly.”3 “Those whom He foreknew He also predestined to be conformed to the 
image of His Son.”4 (11Thessalonians 3:13,2Galatians 6:14-16,3 1Corinthians 15:49,4Romans 8:29) 

The Bible has no doctrine of salvation by imputed “forensic” righteousness in the absence of actual 
righteous. A thing can be “imputed” to be something it is not, in that sense both 'emuwnah (faithfulness) and 
pistos (faith) are not “imputed” to be righteousness, they constitute biblical righteousness in literal terms.  

In biblical terms the “righteous” are those who act “faithfully;” this faithfulness (obedience) is not imputed to 
be righteousness; it is identified as real righteousness. “Noah was a righteous man … he walked faithfully 
with God.”1 “He who “keeps My rules by acting faithfully he is righteous.”2 “It will be righteousness for us if 
we are careful to observe all this commandment before the Lord our God.”3 “The Lord will repay each man 
for his righteousness and his faithfulness.”4“Obey me and do everything I command you, and you will be My 
people, and I will be your God.”5 (1Genesis 6:9 21Kings 3:6, 3Deut. 6:25, 41Samuel 26:23, 5Jeremiah 11:4)  

Tsĕdaqah and 'Emuwnah   

In a statement made by God Himself, with the intention of laying down the conditions for salvation, we are 
told; “He [who] follows My decrees and faithfully keeps My laws that man is righteous.”1 Being “righteous” 
in biblical terms is not a forensic status; it is the existential condition of faithfulness to God. (1Ezekiel 18:9)   

Salvation is a free gift but it is irreducibly set within the context of moral boundaries. In Paul’s gospel the 
free gift of eternal life is granted to each individual “according to what they have done” in a context which 
has nothing to do with “merit” or salvation by “works.” “God will repay each person according to what they 
have done. To those who by persistence in doing good … He will give eternal life.” (Romans 2:6-8) 

	  According to Scripture God’s evaluation of who are “righteous” (or not) in His sight is based on their 
personal conduct. “I will judge you according to your conduct.” (Ezekiel 7:8) So taught Jesus; “Not everyone 



who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father who 
is in heaven.”2 And so likewise taught Paul; “It is not those who hear the law who are righteous in God’s 
sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous.”2 (1Matthew 7:21, 2Romans 2:13)   

However, whereas Scripture teaches that God identifies “faithfulness” as “righteousness” it does not teach 
faithfulness of itself merits a reward. The salvation is structured on God’s promise to “reward” faithfulness.  

“If a wicked person turns away from the sins they have committed and keeps My decrees and does what is 
right, that person will surely live; they will not die. None of the offenses they have committed will be 
remembered against them. Because of the righteous things they have done, they will live.” (Eze.18:21-22) 
 
“Therefore, you Israelites, I will judge each of you according to your own ways, declares the Sovereign Lord. 
Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall. Rid yourselves of all the 
offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit.” (Ezekiel 18:30-31) 
 
The effect of what Ezekiel refers to as “a new heart and a new spirit” Paul calls the obedience of faith. “We 
have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith.”1 In biblical thinking the central 
element in reconciliation is not eliminating guilt but a radically transformed human existence.1 (Romans 1:5)  

“The doctrine of justification by faith declares that God makes available as a gift a new mode of existence, a 
new lifestyle, and enables believers to act in such a way that their actions correspond to those of Jesus.” 
(Alister McGrath, Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, In What Way can Jesus be a Moral 
Example for Christians?  (The Evangelical Theological Society: 1991-2002) Vol 34, p. 296)  

The primary component in biblical forgiveness is a moral refit that enables the people to maintain their 
relationship with God. “I will make an everlasting covenant with them: I will never stop doing good to them, 
and I will inspire them to fear Me, so that they will never turn away from Me.” (Jeremiah 32:40-44)  

'Emuwnah is not a personal achievement; it is a gift from God. “I will give them an undivided heart and put a 
new spirit in them; I will remove their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh. Then they will follow My 
decrees and be careful to keep My laws. They will be My people, and I will be their God.”(Ezekiel 11:19-20)  

The “faithfulness” God requires is a gift before it becomes an obligation. Whereas 'emuwnah is manifested as 
obedience its primary dynamic is a reaching out for God in an act of abandonment to His mercy. This is 
because the instinct behind 'emuwnah is “confidence” (mibtach) in God. In this sense 'emuwnah is not merely 
an act of obedience, it is a sphere of existence lived out in total trust that God is all that He claims to be. 

The state of 'emuwnah as a biblical requirement is an existential condition made possible by the presence of 
God in the believer. In Galatians 2:20 Paul identified the source of the believers 'emuwnah; “it is no longer I 
who live, but Christ lives in me.” In another place he says; “we have the mind of Christ.”1 (11Cor. 2:16) 

The faithfulness of a believer is not a mere human response; it is the proof of Christ’s indwelling presence. 
Nor is the believers 'emuwnah something that the believer offers to God; it is the demonstration of God work 
of drawing the believer into fellowship with Himself so that the character of Christ is revealed in humanity. 

The 'Emuwnah of Christ  

In Paul's writings the Greek word pistos (faith) is invested with Hebrew meanings so that pistos in Paul often 
means what 'emuwnah represents in the Old Testament. In the Old Testament “righteousness” (tsĕdaqah) is 
conditioned on 'emuwnah (faithfulness) and in Romans 2:6-7 this nomistic structure is the basis of Paul’s 
soteriological. Paul says in Romans 2:7 that God “will reward each one according to his works” and give 
“eternal life to those who” persevere “in good works.” Moreover, he says only “those who obey the law will 



be declared righteous.”1 If only those who “obey the law” are “righteous” it is certain nothing Paul wrote 
elsewhere will contradict this. Paul’s thesis in Romans is righteousness by faithfulness. (1Romans 2:13)  

However, whereas the believers personal faithfulness is irreducibly necessary it is not the itself grounds of 
forgiveness. Paul identifies Jesus’ faithfulness to God, not our response to Jesus, as the basis of salvation.      

Contrary to popular teaching Paul’s gospel is not centered on the cross as a single event but on Jesus’ entire 
life of faithfulness to God. The focus is not on Jesus’ obedience as a thing by itself but on His personal 
commitment to God. The emphasis is on the person of Christ not His works. Some translations speak of “the 
righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ.” But Paul is not talking about our faith in Jesus he says 
God's righteousness has been manifested by the faithfulness of Christ, by His complete submission to God.  

“The Scripture imprisoned everything and everyone under sin so that the promise could be given - because of 
the faithfulness of Jesus Christ to those who believe.”1 “In whom we have boldness and confident access to 
God because of Christ’s faithfulness.”2 “And be found in Him, not because of having my own righteousness 
… [but] having the righteousness that comes by way of Christ’s faithfulness - a righteousness from God 
based on Christ’s faithfulness.”3 (1Romans. 3:22, 2Ephesians. 3:12, 3Philippians. 3:9, NET) 

The identification of Jesus’ “faithfulness” as a soteric principle would not have sounded strange in a Jewish 
context. The Old Testament has much to say about God's “faithfulness.” “Your faithfulness reaches to the 
skies. Your righteousness is like the mountains of God.”1 Accordingly, the use of the motif of Jesus’ 
“faithfulness” is modelled on an established biblical pattern. It can hardly be an error to match Paul writings 
with the pervasive theme of “righteousness” by “faithfulness” in the Old Testament. (1Psalms 36:5-6)  

The identification of divine “faithfulness” as the basis of salvation is a well established practice in Scripture.  

“The Lord your God is God; He is the faithful God.”1 “A faithful God who does no wrong … is He.”2 “The 
ways of the Lord are loving and faithful.”3 “Lord, hear my prayer … in Your faithfulness and righteousness 
come to my relief.”4 O Lord, you are my God … in perfect faithfulness you have done marvellous things.”5 
“What if some did not have faith? Will their lack of faith nullify God's faithfulness?6 “God, who has called 
you into fellowship with His Son Jesus Christ our Lord, is faithful.”7 “God is faithful; He will not let you be 
tempted beyond what you can bear.”8 “Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for He who 
promised is faithful.”9 “There before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True.”10 
(1Deut.7:9, 232:2, 3Psalms 25:10, 4143:1, 5Isaiah 25:1, 6Rom.3:3-4, 71Cor. 1:9, 810:1,9Heb. 10:2, 10Rev.19:11)  

In assessing the meaning of the “faithfulness” of Christ in Paul’s writings we need to understand for the 
entire period of the Old Testament and in the context of first century Judaism the Protestant distinction 
between faith and faithfulness, as two different concepts, did not exist. The word for “faith” in the Old 
Testament is 'emuwnah (faithfulness) which in the context of a personal relationship means trust and loyalty.  

Paul’s soteriology is premised on Jesus’ faithfulness and loyalty to God not on the believer’s faith in Jesus.  

“But now apart from the law the righteousness of God ...   has been disclosed  ... through the faithfulness of 
Jesus Christ for all who believe. ... God publicly displayed Him at His death as the mercy seat accessible 
through faith.  This was to demonstrate His righteousness, because God in His forbearance had passed over 
the sins previously committed. This was also to demonstrate His righteousness … so that He would be just 

and the justifier of the one who lives because of Jesus’ faithfulness.” (Romans 3:22, 26 NET) 

Whereas the biblical salvation doctrine is based on the principle of righteousness by faithfulness it is Christ’s 
faithfulness to God and Jesus’ faithfulness reproduced by living in the believer that reconciles sinners to God. 
In fact 1John 1:9 presents divine “faithfulness” as the basis of both our forgiveness and our moral renewal. 
“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”  



If we “put on the Lord Jesus”1 we stand innocent before God morally clothed with His faithfulness; when He 
dwells in us “the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus” makes us “free from the law of sin”2 (1Rom.13:14. 28:2) 

“Hebrews presents Jesus as the paradigm for the life of faith. Thus, although the Habakkuk citation in 
Hebrews 10:37-38 does not understand ὁδίκαιός as a messianic title, it does project a vision of faithfulness 
for which Jesus is the prototype.” (Richard Hays, The Conversion of the Imagination, p.134) 

The Body of Christ and the Spirit of Christ 

Paul’s gospel is premised on the concept that the coming of Christ into humanity represents the beginning of 
a new humanity that is reconciled to God. For Paul what was lost “in Adam” is restored to those who believe 
in Jesus when they enter into a union with Christ in His indwelling mode as the “Spirit of Christ.”  

“Paul’s view of Jesus Christ as the new eschatological or last Adam has a social reference orientated to the 
human community. … As the last Adam (eschatos Adam) Jesus Christ is thus the original of a new humanity 
that is made anew in His image by participating in His obedience, and death and resurrection.” (Wolfhart 
Pannenberg, Systematic Theology Trans. Geoffrey W Bromiley Eerdmans (1991) p.304)  

The Protestant doctrine of a strictly forensic justification is not biblical teaching. In Scripture justification has 
nothing to do with imputed righteousness. Justification is by actual union with Jesus in the Spirit; “the one 
who joins himself to the Lord is one Spirit with Him.”1 Paul says; “we who are many are one body”2 because 
“by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body.”3 It gets no clearer than this; “if anyone does not have the 
Spirit of Christ, they do not belong to Christ.”4 (11Corinthians 6:17, 31Corinthians 12:13, 4Romans. 8:9) 

In Jesus God has created a new humanity who by receiving the indwelling Jesus become “one body” in the 
Spirit in union with Him.1 In Jesus’ acceptance all who are in Him are acceptable to God because they have 
become part of a spiritual body in which “many” have become “one” because “one Spirit” dwells in all. 
Accordingly, “If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, they do not belong to Christ.”2 (1 Rom..12, 28:9) 

Only those who receive Jesus as the Spirit of Christ are constituted part of this new humanity. Paul’s doctrine 
of union in the Spirit is structured on a merger in which the believer and Jesus function as one person. In 
Colossians 3:4 Paul identifies the epicentre of his gospel by referring to “Christ, who is our life.” This 
dynamic unity of a shared life is central to Paul’s doctrine of righteousness in Christ by the Spirit of Christ. 

“Faith also must be purely taught: namely that you are so entirely joined to Christ that He and you are made 
as it were one person … because He is united and joined to Me, and I to him.” (Luther Galatians 2:20)   

Union with the Spirit of Christ and Righteousness by Faith  

According to Paul Jesus’ “saved us through the … rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit” and this “renewal 
by the Spirit” is identified as “having been justified by His grace.”1 And, as already noted in 1Corinthians 
6:11 Paul says in the plainest of speech that “you were justified … by the Spirit of our God.” 1 (Titus 3:5-7) 

From this it is clear Paul’s doctrine of “justification” is not a forensic declaration of innocence but embraces 
the new birth and inner renewal by the Spirit as core elements of justification. Accordingly, if “you were 
justified … by the Spirit” then justification is the work of the Spirit, or more specifically, the Spirit of Christ. 

When we compare 1Corinthians 6:11with Titus 3:5-7 it is apparent for Paul dikaioō does not mean declared 
“right” in the forensic sense but rather dikaioō and sōzō simply mean to be “saved” in non specific terms. In 
other words for Paul dikaioō has no fix content but like sōzō can have different nuances in different contexts. 

In biblical literature “righteousness” and “salvation” are employed as functioning synonyms. “I am bringing 
My righteousness (tsĕdaqah) near, it is not far away; and My salvation (tĕshuw`ah) will not be delayed” “My 
righteousness (tsĕdaqah) draws near speedily, My salvation (tĕshuw`ah) is on the way.” (Isaiah 46:13, 51:5) 



In the broader context righteousness (tsĕdaqah) by faith is best understood as salvation (tĕshuw`ah) by faith. 
The narrow definition that limits righteousness by faith to forgiveness has no biblical evidence to support it. 

In Galatians 5:5 Paul speaks of waiting in “faith” for the “hope of righteousness” which is a “righteousness” 
(dikaiosynē) the believer does not yet possess because Paul’s focus is on the resurrection. In Paul’s 
righteousness by faith teaching the resurrection at the last day is an integral part of dikaiosynē by faith. 

Attention can also be drawn to the fact Paul’s key text (Genesis 15:6) in Romans 4:3 has nothing to do with 
the forgiveness of sins. According to Hebrews 11:8 the historical background to Genesis 15:6 is Abraham’s 
response to God’s call to enter the wilderness; “By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would 
later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going.”  

In the context of Genesis 15:6 Abraham’s “righteousness” was his faithfulness to God. This is also Paul’s 
interpretation of Genesis 15:6; “they that are of faith are blessed with faithful Abraham.” (Galatians 3:9) 

Pauls’ doctrine of righteousness in the book of Romans and Galatians is righteousness by faithfulness, not 
our faithfulness but Jesus’ faithfulness. When we “put on the Lord Jesus”1 in a living way in union with Him, 
we put on His faithfulness. Then as Paul says; “it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me”2 Because we 
have become one with Jesus in the Spirit all our needs are met. In union with Jesus our past history of sin is 
obliterated and no longer stands against us and our tendency to sin is muted. (1Rom. 13:14, 2Galatians 2:20) 

Salvation by the Faithfulness of Christ Not the Works of Christ  

The Protestant doctrine of universal or unconditional forgiveness is based on a forensic imputation of the 
“merits” of Jesus’ obedience. It is said we are saved by the “works” of Jesus’ when imputed to be our works. 
In this thinking free grace is abandoned and the doctrine of righteousness by works is applied to Jesus. 

“Justification is ultimately by works, the works of Jesus Christ! They are received by the justified sinner as 
his own works. Christ justified His people by His works as their works; works done by them in their 
Substitute.” (John Gerstner, Justification is by Works in One Sense, http://www.recoverthegospel.com/?p=1821)  

“Justification is a judicial act of God proceeding upon the fact that all the demands of the law upon the 
persons concerned are satisfied, and it pronounces the believers to be entitled to rewards conditioned upon 
obedience to the law as a covenant of life.” (AA Hodge The Atonement p.222)  

The concept of “justification by the works of Jesus” and the idea that the imputation of Jesus’ “merits”  
“pronounces the believers to be entitled to rewards conditioned upon obedience to the law” is a long standing 
Protestant teaching revered by millions, but its spite of its wide acceptance it remains an illegitimate doctrine. 

In Romans 5:19 Paul employs Jesus and Adam as role models by comparing Jesus’ obedience (emuwnah) 
with Adam’s unfaithfulness. In this soteriology Paul lays down the principle that Jesus’ faithfulness is the 
basis for making “sinners” righteous. “Just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made 
sinners, so through the obedience (emuwnah) of the one man the many will be made righteous.”  

In Philippians 2:8 Paul teaches righteousness by Jesus’ faithfulness. “Being found in appearance as a man, 
He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to death; even death on a cross!” However, in Paul’s thinking 
Jesus’ faithfulness is not imputed to us as meritorious “works” (meritum christi). We become righteous on 
the basis of oneness with Christ in the Spirit. In our unity in the Spirit Jesus’ “faithfulness” is not forensically 
transferred, rather we are existentially united to Jesus’ and in that way His faithful becomes our faithfulness.  

In Paul’s teaching it is oneness with Christ in the Spirit and not the obedience of our faithfulness (which is 
necessary) that brings about our acceptance by God. It is becoming “one Spirit” with Jesus in the Spirit of 



Christ that entitles us to the benefits of His redemptive actions. Although Jesus’ faithfulness in us is the 
required condition for forgiveness only our union with Jesus in the Spirit is the grounds of forgiveness.  

Salvation requires a personal relationship with Jesus based on faithfulness. The kind of faithfulness that God 
demands is only possible through having Jesus living in us. Are we saved by Jesus’ faithfulness? Yes, but not 
by having His “works” imputed to us as if they were our “works” but by virtue of union with the living Jesus. 

 “Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may 
be silenced and the whole world may be held accountable to God. For no one is declared righteous before 
Him by the works of the law, for through the law comes the knowledge of sin. But now apart from the law the 
righteousness of God (which is attested by the law and the prophets) has been disclosed – namely, the 
righteousness of God through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction, 
for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. But they are justified freely by His grace through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus. God publicly displayed Him at His death as the mercy seat accessible 
through faith. This was to demonstrate His righteousness, because God in His forbearance had passed over 
the sins previously committed. This was also to demonstrate His righteousness in the present time, so that He 
would be just and the justifier of the one who lives because of Jesus’ faithfulness.” (Romans 3:19-26 NET) 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 


