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According to Paul righteousness by faith is “witnessed by the law and the prophets.”
1
 Reginal Fuller says; “the New 

Testament is the reassertion of the authentic Old Testament tradition…”
2
 If this is true terms such as  “justification” and 

the “righteousness of God” need to be interpreted against the background of  the Old Testament. If we ignore what the 

Old Testament says concerning justification and the “righteousness of God” it is not possible to understand the writings of 

Paul who taught the gospel within a Hebrew framework. (
1
Rom. 3:21, 

2
Reginal Fuller, The Book of the Acts of God, 

p.169) 

 

We are told: “For the same things uttered in Hebrew, and translated into another tongue, have not the same force in them: 

and not only these things, but the law itself, and the prophets, and the rest of the books, have no small difference, when 

they are spoken in their own language.” (Prologue to Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirach) 

James Barr points out that the fundamental distinction between Hebrew and Greek thought is “the contrast between static 

and dynamic thinking.”
1
 This fact brings us to the heart of the matter. The forensic gospel interprets justification as a static 

legal status. In biblical usage “justification” is a concrete event formulated as an historical activity. (
1
James Barr The 

Semantics of Biblical Language, p.10) 

 

Harold Weiss writes; “For the Hebrews, righteousness could only be conceived of by observing actual manifestations of 

it in concrete action.” (Harold Weiss, Paul of Tarsus, Andrews University Press 1989, p47) 

 

As the biblical backdrop to Paul’s writings, in Exodus 6:6, 7:4, Psalms 71:16,18, 106:2, 145:4,12 “justification” is focused 

on God’s “mighty acts” and “awesome deeds” performed for benefit of His people. Accordingly, because he follows this 

pattern Paul does not employ the term justification merely to describe the believer’s legal status, for him the focus is on 

God’s redemptive activity. Paul’s use of the “righteousness of God” reflects the dynamics of a Hebrew perspective. 

Reginald Fuller points out that the New Testament writers gave Greek words such as righteousness a new content. “Greek 

words were violently twisted in order to convey the biblical revelation.”
1
 Vincent Taylor says; “It is for this reason that 

lexical enquires contribute so little to the determining of the Pauline conceptions.”
2
 David Hill says that although Paul 

used the term dikaiosune theos “there is nothing in Greek thought lastingly comparable to the righteousness of God.”
3
  

(
1
Reginal Fuller, The Books of the Acts of God, p.179, 

2
Vincent Taylor, Forgiveness and Reconciliation, p.35,                      

3 
David Hill, Greek Words and Hebrew Meanings p.103) 

 

Norman Snaith explains how the Hebrew concept of tsedeq “is quite different from the Greek dikaiosune of the 

philosophers. Tsedeq is something that happens here and can be seen, and recognised, and known. It follows, therefore, 

that when a Hebrew thought of tsedeq, (righteousness) ... he thought of a particular righteous act, an action concrete, 

capable of exact description, fixed in time and space. He could take note of tsedeq actually happening.” (Norman Snaith, 

The Distinctive Ideas of the Old Testament, Schoken Books, 1964 p.77) 

 

David Hill says, “righteousness in Hebrew thinking … is a concrete and experienced thing.”
1
 In Paul’s thinking God’s 

righteousness is the power of God shaping the existential order so that His “righteousness” becomes a manifestation of 

His power. “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation … for in it the righteousness of God 

is revealed” within the historical process. (Hill op. cit. p.103)  

 

It needs to be understood that the English word “justification” was borrowed from the Latin term “iustificare” whose 

etymology has nothing to do with biblical doctrine. “What God’s righteousness never becomes, in the Jewish background 

which Paul is so richly summing up, is an attribute which is passed on to, reckoned to, or imputed to, His people.”  (N. T. 

Wright New Perspectives on Paul 10th Edinburgh Dogmatics Conference: 25–28 August 2003) 

 

Biblical “justification” has nothing to do with a (strictly) forensic verdict of acquittal for the individual but refers to “the 

righteous acts performed by the Lord.”
1
 The Psalmist writes; “My tongue will tell of Your righteous acts all day long,”

2 

Isaiah 5:16 says; “the holy God will be proved holy by His righteous acts.” Daniel specifically links God’s “righteous 



 

 

 

2 

acts” to the forgiveness of sin. “Lord, in keeping with all Your righteous acts, turn away your anger and your wrath 

from Jerusalem, your city, your holy hill. Our sins and the iniquities of our ancestors have made Jerusalem and your 

people an object of scorn to all those around us.” (
1
1Samuel 12:7, 

2
Psalm 71:24, 

3
Daniel 9:16) 

 

In its Hebrew context tsadaq denotes an activity either by individuals or God which leads to vindication; it includes both 

the process and the result of that process. (See Isa. 25:45, Luke 7:29) Biblical justification is an event, not a forensic 

declaration, the simple truth is that sixteenth century Protestant theologians did not understand Hebrew thinking. 

 

“The doctrine of justification has come to develop a meaning quite independent of its biblical origins ... thereby giving the 

concept an emphasis quite absent from the New Testament. The ‘doctrine of justification’ has come to bear a meaning 

within dogmatic theology which is quite independent of its Pauline origins.” (Alister McGrath, Iustitia Dei: Vol.1 

(Cambridge University Press, 1986), p.2) 

Paul speaks of victory over sin as a “justification” from sin; “he who has died is justified from sin.”
1
 Paul also identifies 

justification with the activity of the Spirit. He writes; “you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the 

Spirit of our God”.
2
 According to Paul we are “saved” by being renewed the Holy Spirit.

3 “He saved us through the 

washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit. (
1
Romans 6:7 

2
1Cor.6:11, , 

3
Titus 3:5) 

 

It is interesting to note Paul identified Jesus’ resurrection and His being “taken up in glory as “justified in the Spirit”.”
1
 

For Paul justification is not something verbal, it is a dynamic and concrete manifestation of God’s power in a saving 

event. Paul’s concept of justification is focused on God’s “mighty acts” and not the sinners “legal” status. (
1
Timothy 3:16) 

  

 “I will proclaim Your righteousness ... and to this day I declare Your marvellous deeds. ... Your righteousness 

reaches to the sky, O God, You who have done great things. - they will tell of Your mighty acts ...They will tell of the 

power of Your awesome works ... and joyfully sing of Your righteousness. They recite the righteous acts of the Lord 

... I am going to confront you with the evidence before the Lord as to all the righteous acts performed by the Lord for 

you.” (Psalms 71:16,17,19, Psalms 145:4,6,7, Judges 5:11, 1Samuel 12:7) 

 

The term righteousness by faith occurs five times in Paul’s writings, and there are eight references to the righteousness of 

God. These expressions are merely abbreviations of “a righteousness of God through faith”
1
 and cover the full scope and 

meaning of salvation. (
1
Romans 3:22) 

 

The imagery behind righteousness by faith in Romans 4:9-13 is the experience of Abraham who believed God would 

empower his body so he could father a son. Of the five examples of righteousness by faith in Hebrews 11 there is not a 

single reference to judicial procedure. Noah was declared righteousness because by faith he built an ark.  

 

In Galatians 5:5 righteousness by faith points to something for which we “wait” and will not possess until the Parousia. 

Paul says; “we through the Spirit, by faith, are waiting for the hope of righteousness.”
1 
If we waiting for “righteousness” 

by faith as a future possession righteousness by faith has a future dimension which we have not yet experienced within 

the context of the forgiveness of sins. Righteousness by faith is much more than forgiveness. (
1
Galatians 5:5) 

 

In Paul’s teachings forgiveness is restricted to those who receive the Spirit. “If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ 

he does not belong to Him”. 
1
According to Paul. Jesus and the Spirit represent one undivided presence of God. That is 

why he referred to Christ as “the Lord, the Spirit”.
2
 It is the Spirit who conveys Christ personally to us.  Paul linked 

justification to both Jesus and the Spirit; “You were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of 

our God.”
3
 (Romans 8:9, 

2
2Corinthians 3:18, 

3
1Corinthians 6:11) 

 

Jesus said when the Spirit comes, “I will come to you”
1
 and Paul makes the same identification. According to him union 



 

 

 

3 

with Christ in the Spirit provides our access to God. “[F]or through Him (Christ) we both have our access in one Spirit 

to the Father.”
2
 Paul also taught that to be “in Christ” is the work of the Spirit; “you were sealed in Him by the Holy 

Spirit”.”
3 ‘“For by one Spirit we were all baptised into one body.”

4
 “There is one body and one Spirit.”

5
 It is Jesus 

coming to us personally in the Spirit who creates our identity of being “in Christ.” Paul says that it is the “Spirit of 

adoption”
6
 who establishes our union with Christ. (

1
John 14:18, 2Ephesians 2:18, 

3
Ephesians 1:13, 

4
1Corinthians 12:13, 

5
Ephesians 4:4, 

6
Romans 8:15) 

 

According to Paul’s teaching it is not possible to make an existential distinction between receiving Jesus and receiving the 

Spirit. Peter shows that Jesus makes His approach to humanity as the “Spirit of Christ.”
1 James Dunn recognized this 

plurality of presence in one Spirit when he wrote; “so far as the religious experience of Christians is concerned Jesus and 

the Spirit are no different. The risen Christ may not be experienced independently of the Spirit”.
 
(

1
See I Peter 1:11, 

1Peter 3:18,19, 
2
James Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit, SCM 1975, p.323) 

 

Calvin expressed Paul’s idea when he wrote, 

 

“[U]ntil our minds are intent on the Spirit, Christ is in a manner unemployed, because we view him coldly without us, 

and so at a distance from us. Now we know that He is of no avail save only to those … who are clothed with Him. To 

this union alone it is owing that, in regards to us, the Saviour has not come in vain. … for it is by the Spirit alone that 

He unites us to Himself, by which we become bone of His bone, and flesh of His flesh, and so are one with Him (Eph. 

5:30), for it is by the Spirit alone that He unites Himself to us.  By … the Spirit we become His members … and we 

in our turn possess him.
”
 (Institutes of the Christian Religion Bk 3, Chap. 1, 3) 

 

Luther wrote; “Hearing the voice of the bridegroom, hearing the proclamation of faith, when this is heard, it justifies. 

Why? Because it brings the Holy Spirit who justifies.” (LW Vol.26, p.26) 

According to Paul in justification a union occurs in which two personalities merge into a single dynamic organism that 

Paul labels “the body of Christ.” From this it ought to be clear that it is not an imputed obedience but a bonding in the 

Spirit that causes the believer to be identified with Christ. When the Spirit makes us one with Christ His death becomes 

our death on the basis of our solidarity with Him “in the Spirit.” James Denny writes; “To say that the relations of God 

and man are forensic ... is a travesty of truth.” (James Denny The Atonement and the Modern Mind, p.46.) 

 

Whereas forgiveness involves union with Christ through the Spirit at the same time the “fruits of the Spirit” are never the 

basis of forgiveness. Paul’s gospel of righteousness “apart from the law” is illustrated in the ministry of Jesus. On one 

occasion the Pharisees brought a sinner to Christ who had been caught “in the very act” of adultery. After He confronted 

the Pharisees with their own hypocrisy Jesus turned to the woman and asked; “Woman, where are they? Did no one 

condemn you? And she said, No one Lord. And Jesus said, neither do I condemn you; go your way; from now on sin no 

more.”
1
 In His bestowal of forgiveness Jesus did not “forensically” impute His “merits” as a method of forgiveness. He 

merely spoke a personal word of pardon to a sinner burdened with guilt and that was enough. (
1
John 8:10,11) 

 

Justification by Death to the Law 
 

In the teaching of the forensic gospel forgiveness takes place because the law registers an “imputed” perfect law keeping 

by which the sinner is declared righteous on account of their legally acquired sinless perfection. However, as Paul tells it, 

our condemnation is not displaced by an imputed obedience but because the penalty for breaking the law has been 

eliminated by the death of Jesus so that we are “made dead to the law.” There is no suggestion in biblical teaching that 

the sinner is forgiven for having perfectly kept the law. On the contrary, because of our union with Jesus our sinful life is 

hidden from the law. Paul says, “For you have died and your life is hid with Christ in God.”
2 
(Colossians 3:3) 
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The conceptual distinctions between the teachings of Paul and the Protestant forensic gospel are very clear. The forensic 

gospel teaches we are forgiven because the law rewards our “vicarious” obedience in Jesus. This idea is the exact 

opposite to biblical teaching. Paul teaches that the law acknowledges our death, and it is the death of Jesus as our death 

that terminates our relationship to the law both as a source of condemnation and also as a method of righteousness.  

 

According to Paul, “you died to the law through the body of Christ,”
1
 meaning when the believer is joined to Jesus in the 

Spirit they take on the identity of Jesus crucified on the cross. The wages of sin is “death” and every sinner has to die, 

but if we die in union with Jesus on the cross we participate in the resurrected life of Christ beyond the cross. (
1
Rom.7:4) 

 

 “The righteousness of Christ mentioned in Romans 5: 18 does not mean His righteousness as a Man on earth or His 

perfect keeping of the law. These are never said to be imputed to us. ... The “one act of righteousness” was not the 

Savior's life or His keeping of the law, but rather His substitutionary death on Calvary's cross.”  (William MacDonald, 

Justification by Faith, p. 62) 

The only role of “law” in justification is to condemn the sinner for having broken the law. In biblical teaching loyalty to 

God not a matter of observing rules. Biblical obedience is a moral dynamic whose boundaries cannot be set by coded 

norms and can only be achieved by participating in the life of Christ dwelling in us as the Spirit of Christ.  

 

Paul wrote; “Now apart from the law the righteousness of God has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets 

testify.”
1 
If Paul is taken seriously then “righteousness apart from the law” must mean what it says. (Romans 3:21) 

 

When the sinner calls out in desperate unbelief, “God be merciful to me a sinner” God hears that cry because He 

prompted it. To the one that desires faith but has none God imparts faith to heart. This gift of faith is no mere 

impartation of a virtue. Jesus imparts faith by creating a living connection between the sinner and Himself. When we are 

joined to Jesus His faith in God becomes our faith in God because Jesus,’ as our new life, shares His faith with us.  

 

Salvation is not only by faith in Jesus, it is by the faith of Jesus, by Jesus believing in and through us.
1
 When Jesus the 

believer dwells in us, His faith in God becomes our faith by which we are delivered from the condemnation of the law and 

from “law” as a means of acquiring righteousness. But Jesus’ faith in us does not deliver us from loyalty to God as an 

expression of obedience to law, but only from a prescriptive mentality, which the law itself condemns. 
1
(Gal.2:20) 

 

In the heavenly realm there is an absolute directive that governs the universe but it is not a legislated code. There are no 

written articles that specify conduct. There is only a heavenly Torah, which is not juristic legislation but the spoken word 

of the Creator. Before sin humanity was not subjected to written law. According to the creation story the first human 

beings regulated their life by the spoken word of Yahweh. In the kingdom to come it will be as it was before. There will 

be moral order but in the prescriptive sense that we understand law, heaven will be law free. In the higher realm there is 

no consciousness that life is subjected to law. And that is why the idea of merit is unknown in heaven. The concept of 

merit requires a particular type of mental structure; it requires a perception that life is controlled by rules. That kind of 

structure is not found in heavenly places, it exists only in the fallen world. 

 

“O people of Zion, who live in Jerusalem, you will weep no more. How gracious He will be when you cry for help! As 

soon as He hears, He will answer you.” (Isaiah 30:19)  

 

 

 

 


