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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans 

Justification in the Letter to the Romans

Part one

Historical introduction 

1. The Lutheran understanding is that man enjoys that acceptance with God called “justification” beginning and ending with salvation; not through his own moral effort even the smallest and slightest degree but entirely and only through the mercy of God made available in the merits of Christ and of his death on the Cross.  This was not a process of gradual ethical improvement but an instantaneous transaction, somewhat like marriage, in which Christ the bridegroom takes to himself an impoverished and wretched harlot and confers upon her all the riches which are his.  The key transaction was faith, defined as a total and trustful commitment of the self to God, and in itself not a human achievement but the pure gift of God.  “Faith cometh by hearing and hearing by the word of God” (Patrick Collinson, Apology of the Augsburg Confession,4:2)

Luther’s rediscovery of justification by faith is dramatic, not just in theology and church history but also in their social, political and cultural outworkings.  For Luther, justification was “the main doctrine of Christianity.”  In the twentieth century Protestant scholars of the NT, among them Ernst Käsemann, regarded justification and Romans 3-5 as “the canon within the canon,” which means that justification is the primary test by which Christians discern the spirits and recognize the word of God today.  Any teaching contrary to Justification by Faith can’t be from God.

2. The ecumenical dialogue between the Protestants and the Roman Catholics in the second half of the twentieth century, which focused on biblical studies, recognized the importance of justification by faith as a central subject but it looked at the negative side of this emphasis which is the unfortunate strain of Anti-Judaism.  In Western Europe, Paul’s teaching on justification was seen as a reaction against and in opposition to Judaism. 

3. As Luther had rejected a medieval church teaching on salvation by merit and good works, the same, it was assumed, was also true for Paul in relation to the Judaism of his day.  Judaism was taken to have been the antithesis to emerging Christianity: for Paul to react as he did, it must have been a degenerate religion, legalistic, making salvation dependent on human effort, and self-satisfied with the results.  This assumption was seen at the beginning of the modem period of NT study as Judaism and Christianity were cast in still sharper antithesis.  According to F. C. Baur, who fell under Hegelianism and regarded Christianity as the antithesis of Judaism, Paul formulated his teaching in his struggle with Judaism.  

4.  The discussion of justification by faith in Christian theology remained principally determined by the theology of the Reformants and the consequent debate between Catholic and Protestant viewpoints.  The principal points in this debate have been:

a. whether the verb “justify” meant “to make righteous” (Catholic) or “reckon as righteous” (Protestant),

b. whether “justified” denoted transformation or status,

c. and whether “the righteousness of God was subjective genitive (righteousness as a property or activity of God) or objective genitive (“righteousness as a gift bestowed by God”).

NT Scholarship and Renewed Interest in the Jewish Background of the NT

Behind the Catholic-Protestant debate, and obscured by it, was the more fundamental issue of Christianity’s relation to Judaism, in particular the relation of the gospel and theology to the ancestral religion. 

Two factors made it impossible for that situation to persist:


1. First, Vatican II, and in effect the removal of most of the old Catholic-Protestant agenda as no longer at issue 

2. Second, the Holocaust and its continuing reverberations in Christian theology. If post-Vatican II theology could no longer simply restate the old debate between Protestant and Catholic in the traditional terms, post- Holocaust theology could no longer keep and maintain the denigration of historic Judaism which had had been the dark-side-of-the-moon corollary to the Christian doctrine of justification.

Thirty years ago the picture began to change and Pauline studies were reopened due to the publication in 1975 of E. P. Sanders’ “Paul and the Palestinian Judaism.”  His main thrust was and remains:

1. Judaism has always been first and foremost a religion of grace, with human obedience understood as response to that grace.

2. The covenant between God and Israel had been given by divine initiative, and the law provided the frame work for life within the covenant. 

3. Doing the law was a means of staying with covenant, not of getting into it in the first place. 

These three main points made Sanders redefine Judaism as a “covenant nomism religion,” which means that God’s plan is to demand on the basis of the covenant, and that man’s response and obedience to its commandments provided:

1. The means of atonement for transgression,

2. Obedience maintains commitment to the covenant and does not earn God’s grace, 

3. Righteousness in Judaism is a term which implies the maintenance of status among the group of the elect.

Among the values of Sanders’ work is that it allowed a new attitude to Judaism and of Paul’s theology as also part of his Jewish heritage. 

The Protestant Paul had always been a puzzle to Jewish and to Christian scholars who tried to take him seriously and to study him in the light of Jewish history and tradition. 

The Judaism which NT scholarship in the past posed as the foil to Paul’s theology was not one they recognized.  The best solution they could think of was that Paul must have been reacting against a form of Judaism, of which no real trace now remains, except in his letters to the Diaspora Judaism which could be different from Palestinian Judaism.

Variations of this hypothesis (that Paul was reacting against some form of Judaism which taught justification by good works) continue to he offered by those who find the evidence of Paul’s own polemic to be explicable in no other terms, (Westerholm, Israel’ Law, 1960, chapter 8).

Returning to Paul 

1. Our study of Romans must start with these words, “the righteousness of God has been revealed” (Rom 3:21) with the early statement about the gospel, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, since it is the power of God for salvation to all who believe, Jew first but also Gentile” (Rom 1:16-17).  The use of this word, “righteousness” is not accidental in Romans.  We see …

Dikaiosyne (righteousness) 33 times in Romans

Dikaioo (justify) 15 times

dikaiãma (“requirement, righteous deed”) 5 times

dikaiosis (“justification”) 2 times


 The thematic repetition of these words throughout in Romans is crucial and when he says “But now, apart from the law, the righteousness of God has been revealed … ”, then it is a theme which dominates the preaching of the gospel. 

2. The Problem of English speaking Christians is that English uses two different words, “justify” and “righteousness” to translate what are cognate terms in Greek (dikaioo, dikaiosyne), thus causing some unavoidable confusion for those who think in English. More to the theological point, “righteousness” is a good example of a term whose meaning is determined more by its Hebrew background than by its Greek or Latin form. The point is that the underlying Hebrew thought in both cases is different from the Greek. There are 89 quotations from the OT in the letters of Paul which occur in Romans.

3. In the typical Greek worldview, “righteousness” is an idea or ideal against which the individual and individual action can be measured.  Contemporary English usage reflects this ancient mind-set when it continues to use such expressions as “Justice must be satisfied.”  In contrast, in Hebrew thought “righteousness” is a more relational concept – “righteousness” as the meeting of obligations laid upon the individual by the relationship of which he or she is part.  So it is part of two ways relationship.

A classic example is 1 Samuel 24:17.  King Saul was unrighteous in that he failed in his duty as king to his subject; David was more righteous because he refused to lift his hand in violence against the Lord’s anointed.  That is, in a relationship of mutual obligation, David was to be reckoned more righteous than Saul because he fulfilled his duty to Saul, whereas Saul failed in his duty to David.  This duty is the bond by which the Covenant binds all the Jews.  The recognition of this bond is through and through Hebraic / biblical / Jewish in character and is a key factor in gaining a secure hold on Paul’s teaching on justification.  Now if this bond is between God and Israel, then each has a commitment to each other. The relevance of this observation begins to become clear when we recall Paul’s thematic statement about justification in Romans 1:16-17, as “the righteousness of God from faith to faith.”  For the righteousness of God, in line with the understanding of “righteousness” above, denotes God’s fulfilment of his commitment which God took upon himself in creating humankind and particularly in the calling of Abraham and the choosing of Israel to be his people.  Fundamental to this conception of God’s righteousness, therefore, is the recognition of the prior initiative of God, both in creation and in election.  As Deuteronomy repeatedly points out, it was nothing that Israel was or had done which caused God to choose them as his people to enter into a covenant with them: it was only his love for them and his loyalty to the oath which he had promised to the fathers.  It should he equally evident why God’s righteousness could be understood as God’s Faithfulness to his people.  For his righteousness was simply the fulfilment of his part of the covenant as Israel’s God in delivering, saving, and vindicating Israel, despite Israel’s own failure,  

4. The keynote of Paul’s exposition is in Romans 1:16-17): “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation …  For through the gospel the righteousness of God (dikaiosyne theou) is revealed  from faith for faith, just as it is written, ‘The righteous one shall live from faith.’”  All the crucial theological terms of this declaration echo the language of the LXX; indeed, in certain LXX passages these terms converge in ways that strikingly prefigure Paul’s formulation.  Consider, for example, Psalm 97:2: “The Lord has made known his salvation in the presence of the nations he has revealed his righteousness (dikaiosynen).”  The words of this Psalm are the same like that of Romans 1:16-17).  Paul means, of course, that God’s righteousness is revealed through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, but no one can avoid seeing how Paul is using the psalmist’s language to articulate, explicitly later, how God’s grace in Jesus Christ simultaneously extends salvation to the Gentiles and confirms Israel’s trust in God’s saving righteousness (see Rom. 15:8-9).  In Psalm 97:3 (LXX), the sentence immediately following the verse that Paul in fact in Psalm 97:3 LXX echoes,   the theological frame of reference in which Romans 1:16-17 must be understood.

“He has remembered his mercy to Jacob

and his truthfulness to the house of Israel. 

All the ends of the earth have seen

the salvation of our God.”

The hope of the Psalmist is that God will vindicate Israel and that will serve as a demonstration to the whole world of the power and faithfulness of Israel’s God, a demonstration that will bring even Gentiles to acknowledge him.  Paul shares the Psalmist’s vision; that is why he insists in Romans 1:16 that the gospel is a word of salvation to the Jew first and then subsequently also to the Greek.  Similarly, the promise of a future universal manifestation of God’s salvation and righteousness resounds throughout the latter chapters of the prophetic book of Isaiah (51:4-5)

“Hear me, hear, my people,

And kings, give ear to me.

For the Law will go forth from me,

And my judgment will go forth as a light to the Gentiles 

My righteousness (dikaiosyne) draws near quickly,

And my salvation will go forth as a light,

And in my arm (translated in Romans as dynamis = power, 1:16) will Gentiles hope.”

Or again:

“And the Lord will reveal his holy arm before all the Gentiles 

And all the corners of the earth will see the salvation that is with God.”

Isaiah 52:10

In all these texts, Israel in exile is consoled by the promise of God’s mighty act of deliverance.  This act will be a manifestation of God’s righteousness (dikaiosyne) because it will demonstrate, despite all appearances to the contrary, God’s faithfulness to his covenant people; the promised salvation will constitute a vindication of God’s name and of his people who have trusted in him through their suffering and exile.  Later in Romans, Paul will appeal directly to texts that articulate these themes (see especially Rom 9:27-33, 11:26-27, 15:7-13, 15:21), employing them explicitly as prophetic proclamations for his plea for reconciliation among Jews and Gentiles in the Roman church.

In Romans 1:16-17, however, there is not yet any direct quotation of these passages, no explicit reference made to the prophecies of Isaiah.  Instead, Isaiah’s vocabulary echoes subliminally in Paul’s diction; the effect of the echo is to suggest – for hearers who share Paul’s sensitivity to the words of the LXX – that the gospel must be understood as the fulfilment of the ancient promise that God’s righteousness would be revealed in an act of deliverance for the Jews first and also for the Gentiles. 

5. We will find a cluster of prophetic voices emanating from the lament in Psalms and from Oracles of the Prophets who lived the Exile tribulation.  It is hardly surprising that Israel’s historical experience of adversity calls into question the goodness and faithfulness of the God who once made covenant with Israel.  Consequently, the prophetic promise of God’s righteousness comes precisely as the answer to this question, that is, as an answer to the question, “Where is your side of the agreement?”  In Scripture the question is “How can Yahweh abandon Israel?”  As a careful reading of Romans will show, Paul wrestles with an analogous question and that is, “How can God abandon the Gentiles?”

6. When Paul says “I am not ashamed of the gospel,” he means “I confess,” and it comes from the very prophecies and lament of Psalms from which Paul’s righteousness terminology is also drawn.  The Psalmist complains that he (or the nation) has been put to shame before enemies (e.g., “You have cast us off and put us to shame, 43:10 LXX), or implores the Lord not to allow him to be put to shame (Ps 24:2 LXX), or the prophet rejoices in the confidence that the one who trusts in the Lord will not be put to shame (Isaiah 28:16 LXX), a passage to which Paul appeals directly in Romans 9:33.

The Greek of LXX epaischynomai (not ashamed) appears in Romans 1:16 and Paul with Isaiah could say, “I know that I shall not be ashamed because the one who justifies me (ho dikaiosas me) is near” (Isa 50:7-8).  Paul is not ashamed in relation to the gospel precisely because the gospel is God’s vindication of those who trust in him – and consequently of God’s own faithfulness.  But this vindication is not what God will do to the nation but what God will accept to do for sinners in Christ.
The Righteous Shall Live by Faith  

Paul’s quotation of Habakkuk 2:4 as the climax of his declaration of the gospel in (Rom 1:17) “ho de dikaios ek pisteos zësetai” (the righteous one shall live by faith) should be interpreted.

The original setting in Habakkuk’s prophecy, however, (Hab 2:4) speaks directly to the theological problem of God’s faithfulness to Israel.

In Habakkuk, the passage that Paul quotes comes as the nub of God’s answer to the prophet’s complaint (Hab 2:1) against the apparent injustice of God’s ways, a complaint intoned throughout the first chapter of the book.

How long, O Lord, shall I cry out, and you will not hear?

Or cry to you when I am wronged, and you will not save?

You whose eye is too pure to see evil, 

and who cannot look upon afflictions,

 why do you look upon despisers? 

Will you stand silent while the wicked man 

swallows up the righteous one?

What We Must Re-Learn from Habakkuk’s Words

English speakers need to bear in mind that there are two quite different English roots which regularly translate the same Greek root. Dikaios means “righteous” but also “just.”   Dikaiosune means “righteousness” but also “justice.”  Unfortunately, when we come to the cognate verb, dikaioun, we can say “to justify,” but we cannot, in normal English usage, say “to righteous.” (E.P Sanders has tried this, but the habit has not caught on; an older English form, “to rightwise,” was used in the translation of Bultmann’s New Testament Theology, but this, too, has not been taken up subsequently.) This would not matter so much if we could always say “just” and “justice” instead of “righteous” and “righteousness.”  But though the latter pair are themselves misleading in their current English meaning, the former would be even more so.  The problem – typical of many that meet the reader of Paul at every turn – is of course that Paul is writing in Greek, but aware of the Hebrew scriptures that stand behind what he wants to say; and that we are writing in English, vainly attempting to find words and phrases which catch the flavour and emphasis of what was already a subtle and intricate train of thought.  It is like translating poetry.  Maybe that is actually what we trying to do.

N T Wright Appeals to the OT

“The righteousness of God” has been quite drastically obscured in various translations, not least in the crucial passage of Romans 3:21-26 in the New International Version (NIV).  For instance, Paul means at least two quite different things by the phrase within the space of these six verses.  

For a reader of the Septuagint (LXX), the Greek version of the Jewish scriptures “the righteousness of God” would have one obvious meaning: God’s own faithfulness to his promises, to the covenant.  God’s “righteousness,” especially in Isaiah 40-55, is that aspect of God’s character because of which he saves Israel, despite Israel’s perversity and lostness.  God has made promises; Israel can trust those promises.  God’s righteousness is thus cognate with his trustworthiness on the one hand and Israel’s salvation on the other. And at the heart of that picture in Isaiah there stands, of course, the strange figure of the suffering servant through whom God’s righteous purpose is finally accomplished.

In the Septuagint the phrase means, most naturally, God’s faithfulness to his covenant with Israel, as a result of which be saves her from her exile in Babylon.  There are a good many occurrences of the phrase, or close cognates in second-temple Jewish literature; they all reinforce this basic reading.  At the heart of “God’s righteousness” is his covenant with Israel, the covenant through which be will address and solve the problem of evil in and for the whole world.

Part of the particular flavor of the term, however, comes from the metaphor which it contains. “Righteousness” is a forensic term, that is, taken from the law court.  This needs to be unpacked just a bit.

The Hebrew Law Court

Judge

Plaintiff (bringing the accusation)

Defendant (the accused)

1. In the biblical law court there are three parties:

Plaintiff and the defendant.  There is no Director of Public Prosecutions (District Attorney); all cases take the form of one party versus the other party with the judge deciding the issue.

2. What does it mean to use the language of “righteousness” in this context?  It means something quite different when applied to the judge to what it means when applied to either the plaintiff or the defendant.  Applied to the judge, it means (as is clear from the Old Testament) that the judge must try the case according to the law; that he must be impartial; that he must punish sin as it deserves; and that he must support and uphold those who are defenseless and who have no one but him to plead their cause.  For the judge to be “righteous,” to have and practice “righteousness” in this forensic setting, is therefore a complex matter to do with the way he handles the case.

3. For the plaintiff and the defendant, however, to be “righteous” has none of these connotations.  They, after all, are not trying the case.  Nor, less obviously to us because of the moral overtones the word “righteous” now has in our own language, does the word mean that they are, before the case starts, morally upright and so deserving to have the verdict go their way.  No; for the plaintiff or defendant to be “righteous” in the biblical sense within the law-court setting is for them to have that status as a result of the decision of the court.

How does this work out?  Let us take the plaintiff first.  If and when the court upholds the plaintiff’s accusation, he or she is “righteous.”  This doesn’t necessarily mean that he or she is good, morally upright or virtuous; it simply means that in this case the court has vindicated him or her in the charge they have brought.

It is the same with the defendant.  If and when the court upholds the defendant, acquitting him or her of the charge, he or she is “righteous.”  This, again, doesn’t necessarily mean that he or she is good, morally upright or virtuous; simply that he or she has, in this case, been vindicated against the accuser; in other words, acquitted.

Of course, the word dikaios, “righteous,” in secular Greek as in English, carried moralistic overtones.  Granted this, it is not hard to see how it could come to refer not just to a status held after the decision of the court, but also to the character and past behavior of either the plaintiff or the defendant.  But the key point is that, within the technical language of the law court, “righteous” means, for these two persons, the status they have when the court finds in their favor. Nothing more, nothing less.

The result of all this should be obvious, but is enormously important for understanding Paul.  If we use the language of the law court, it makes no sense whatever to say that the judge imputes, imparts, bequeaths, conveys or otherwise transfers his righteousness to either the plaintiff or the defendant.  Righteousness is not an object, a substance or a gas which can be passed across the courtroom.  For the judge to be righteous does not mean that the court has found in his favor.  For the plaintiff or defendant to be righteous does not mean that he or she has tried the case properly or impartially.  To imagine the defendant somehow receiving the judge’s righteousness is simply a category mistake. That is not how the language works.

What happens, then, when we put the covenantal meaning of God’s righteousness together with the metaphorical level drawn from the law-court scene?  God, of course, is the judge.  Israel comes before him to plead her case against the wicked pagans who are oppressing her.  She longs for her case to come to court, for God to hear it, and, in his own righteousness, to deliver her from her enemies.  She longs, that is, to be justified, acquitted, vindicated.  And, because the God who is the judge is also her covenant God, she pleads with him: be faithful to your covenant!  Vindicate me in your righteousness!

“Enter not into judgment with your servant, O Lord, for in your sight shall no man living be justified!”  Psalm 143 in fact, from which those words come, forms a typical statement of the Jewish hope: covenantal, shot through with metaphorical law-court overtones.  It also happens to be the Psalm Paul quotes at a crucial turn in his argument (Romans 3:20).

If and when God does act to vindicate his people, his people will then, metaphorically speaking, have the status of “righteousness.”  The righteousness they have will not be God’s own righteousness.  That makes no sense at all.  God’s own righteousness is his covenant faithfulness, because of which he will (Israel hopes) vindicate her, and bestow upon her the status of “righteous,” as the vindicated or acquitted defendant.  But God’s righteousness remains, so to speak, God’s own property.  It is the reason for his acting to vindicate his people.  It is not the status he bestows upon them in so doing.

In all this discussion it is clear that we must add one further dimension to the discussion. If the covenant between God and Israel is the basic context of meaning within which righteousness-language finds its home; and if the law court is the metaphorical context which gives particular color to that covenantal language; then both contexts demand that there be a future fulfilment.  Eschatology – the long hope of Israel for her God to act at last, once and for all – must be brought in at every point.

N T Wright, What St. Paul Really Said, 1997, 95-99

The One Mistake in N T Wright and others

N T Wright like many Western scholars, still work within this frame:

1. Grammatical analysis of the texts

2. Creating and defining concepts 

3. Building up a system that is based on both one and two  

The problem is that the Righteousness of God is not revealed as an attribute.  It is part of an action, but this action is not just an action, it is the life and the death and the resurrection of the Son of the Righteous God.

A Major Correction

1. Righteousness is not an abstract attribute of God.  It is a revelation of the Divine benevolence towards Abraham and thus a personal relationship.

2. In Romans 4:9 Abraham’s faith was reckoned as righteousness and so it is his personal relationship 

3. When Paul compares Adam and Christ in Romans Chapter 5, Paul is not dealing with concepts but with two persons: Adam and Christ.

 Adam

· Sin came to the world and death through sin

· Sin was in the world before the Law

· Death reigned from Adam to Moses even over those whose sinning was not like Adam

· Judgment and condemnation 

· Death reigned through one man

Christ

· Free gift not like the trespass

· Free gift of grace of that one man Jesus abounded for many

· The free gift is not like the one man’s sin

· The abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reigns in life through the one man Jesus

Conclusion

“Now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life” (Rom 5:10).

“The abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reigns in life through the one man Jesus.” (Rom 5:17)

“More important is what Paul himself says, “Jesus Christ whom God made our wisdom and our righteousness and sanctification and redemption him.” (1 Cor 1:30)
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