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Building on years of research, writing, and cross-cultural ministry, renowned author and theologian David Wells calls 

our attention to that which defines God’s greatness and gives shape to the Christian life: the holy-love of God. 

“In this important book, David Wells begins the 

process of bringing his influential critique of late 

modern culture and the church down into practice. 

I’m glad to recommend this volume.”

TIM KELLER

“Rich, deep, and faithful—God in the Whirlwind  

invites us to come before the very heart of God.”

OS GUINNESS

“A timely and necessary antidote to the spirit of the 

age which is manifested in the prevailing man-cen-

teredness of contemporary evangelicalism.”

ALISTAIR BEGG

“Part biblical theology, part systematic theology, 

and part cultural reconnaissance, this is a powerful 

work that my generation—really any generation—

cannot afford to ignore.”

KEVIN DEYOUNG
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While we could point to many different factors that 
led the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformers 
to break from Rome, perhaps one that would 
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Tim Brister is a pastor and elder at Grace Baptist 
Church, the founder and director of the PLNTD 
Network, the  director of The Haiti Collective, 
and organizer for Band of Bloggers.

WHO HAVE BEEN SOME OF THE MORE 
FORMATIVE INFLUENCES ON YOUR VIEW 
OF PASTORAL MINISTRY, AND WHY?

Early in my development, being introduced to the 
Puritans while in college was highly influential. 
The careful shepherding of Richard Baxter, the 
compassionate nurturing of Richard Sibbes, and 
the practical application of gospel truths by John 
Flavel were among the top Puritan influences 
over the years. In general, they taught me that 
profound doctrine is experimental and should be 
worked out in everyday life. They understood 
the biblical text, but they also had an incredible 
grasp of the human condition and how the gospel 
applies in any given context. 

Over the past five years, I’ve had the unique 
privilege of learning pastoral ministry from 
someone who has been doing it for nearly three 
decades. Tom Ascol has mentored me and shown 
me pastoral ministry in ways that I could have 
never otherwise had access to apart from our 
ministerial relationship. What does a redemptive 
approach to corrective discipline look like? How 
do you address problems and answer questions 
that people would prefer to ignore? When you 
say the gospel changes everything, what does 
such biblical counseling look like in difficult 
situations? These questions and numerous others 
have been answered in the trenches of pastoral 
ministry, in the shadow of someone who has 
labored long and hard for the souls of men and 
women. 

IF YOU COULD GO BACK IN TIME, WHAT 
WOULD TIM BRISTER TODAY SAY TO THE 
TIM BRISTER OF TEN YEARS AGO?

10 Questions with Tim Brister

Interview by Timothy Raymond

2

Brister Gives Invaluable Advice 
to Pastors Concerning Biblical 
Authority, Pastoral Ministry, and 
Church Planting
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This is a great question, and a hard one 
to answer, too. God’s providence over 
the past decade is one that I’m extremely 
grateful for, but at the same time, I realize 
there are things that I would do differently. 
I would temper youthful ambition with 
a passion for faithful plodding. I would 
tell a young Tim Brister that with all the 
training and education you get from Bible 
colleges and seminaries, get all the more 
through modeling faithful shepherds 
and churchmen who demonstrate what 
it is like to lay down your life for the 
church. Looking back, I agree with 
Thabiti Anyabwile (and others) that the 
overwhelming majority of what I know and 
do as a pastor and elder today I acquired in 
the local church through ministering in the 
trenches with seasoned leaders. 

I would also tell him never to forget that 
in his majestic providence, God is doing 
a thousand things in, around, and through 
you that you cannot comprehend or 
understand. Although things may not be 
according to your plan, you can rest assured 
they are going according to his. You are 
going to be tempted to overestimate what 
you can do in one year and underestimate 
what God will do through you in ten years. 
In God’s eternal wisdom, he is working all 
things out for your good and his glory. 

ONE OF YOUR WELL-KNOWN 
CONCERNS OVER THE YEARS 
HAS BEEN A RESURGENCE OF 
CALVINISM IN THE SOUTHERN 
BAPTIST CONVENTION.  WHY IS 
THIS AN IMPORTANT ISSUE?

The issue is important  because all 
Scripture is inspired by God and profitable 
for every believer. We should teach and 
preach the whole counsel of God’s Word. 
I grew up in a conservative, Southern 
Baptist Church all my life, and never did 
I hear of the majestic doctrines of divine 
sovereignty or the Trinitarian nature of 
salvation. We cannot assume that because 
we believe in inerrancy we are actually 
reading and studying that inerrant Bible. 
I believe a recovery of inerrancy through 
the Conservative Resurgence should 
bring about the inevitable consequence 
of Southern Baptists taking the Word of 
God seriously, including all that it says 
about God-centeredness, predestination/
election, effectual calling, definite 
atonement, perseverance of the saints, etc. 
I believe all of these doctrines not because 
of Calvin or Luther or Edwards or Piper 
(although they were influential to me). I 
believe these doctrines because they are 
rooted in Scripture. Whatever is scriptural 
is important to me. 

3
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HOW DO YOU THINK THE 
CALVINISTIC RESURGENCE IN THE 
SOUTHERN BAPTIST CONVENTION 
IS GOING?  WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE 
TO SEE ACCOMPLISHED IN THE 
FUTURE?

I think the Calvinistic resurgence has 
shifted significantly since I was in 
seminary (2004-2008). At the time, anti-
Calvinism had little to no accountability 
to the Bible. The rhetoric was very heated, 
and the battle was being fought on all 
levels of SBC life (nationally, statewide, 
associationally, and in local churches). 
Since that time, much has changed. Many 
of the anti-Calvinists are no longer such 
(though they may not agree to all five 
points, they have a better understanding 
of what we believe and demonstrate a 
cooperative spirit with Calvinists). 

Today, the key areas where denominational 
life still holds to anti-Calvinism are in 
local associations and some state colleges. 
Students who graduate from certain SBC 
seminaries are not allowed to submit 
résumés to churches in certain associations 
due to Calvinism. Other state conventions 
are refusing to fund church plants that 
have a confessionally Reformed doctrinal 
position. While those are still causes for 
concern, alternative solutions have arisen 
over the years, including affinity-based 
networks such as 9 Marks, Founders, 

Acts 29, and PLNTD, that are seeking 
to facilitate such needed connections. 
In the future, I would like to see more 
collaboration between such networks to 
better serve local churches and bridge 
the gap between academia and the local 
church. Too many Reformed brethren are 
coming out of seminary well equipped to 
parse Hebrew and Greek verbs but not 
well trained to get into messy situations 
and love people sacrificially. I would like 
to see the generation of “Young, Restless, 
and Reformed” in the SBC characterized as 
humble practitioners, boldly proclaiming 
the gospel of Jesus Christ, and leading 
the charge of gospel advance in their 
communities. 

TELL US ABOUT PLNTD.  WHAT IS 
IT, AND WHAT ARE YOUR GOALS 
AND HOPES FOR THIS MINISTRY?

PLNTD is a network that was started in 
2010 as a result of seeing God do four things 
over the past decade: (1) there has been 
a recovery of the gospel in its centrality 
and sufficiency [gospel-centered], (2) 
there has been a resurgence of thinking on 
what it means to be a missionary people 
who embody the gospel in word and 
deed [missionally-driven], (3) there has 
been a renewed focus on having a robust 
confessional identity [confessionally 
Reformed], and finally (4) there has been 
an increasing recognition of distinctives 
of a biblical church [distinctively Baptist]. 
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Each of these “waves” has brought many 
in my generation to the shores of gospel 
ministry without a grassroots placement 
or pathway of being plugged into kingdom 
work. Unfortunately, many of these 
brothers have found their convictions 
unwelcomed in denominational life or at 
best pushed to the margins. PLNTD as a 
network brings them together and seeks to 
assist them through resourcing, relational 
community, regional networking, and 
residency centers in local churches. 

HOW CAN PLNTD SERVE 
CHURCHES, CHURCH PLANTERS, 
AND PASTORS?

PLNTD is a network dedicated to helping 
churches and church leaders take greater 
ownership of the Great Commission. 
Specifically, that means helping them in 
the areas of disciple-making, leadership 
development, and church planting. 
Researchers tell us that only 4% of churches 
in North America are actively involved 
in church planting. I believe this can be 
attributed to a failure to train and raise 
up biblically qualified leaders to be sent 
out of local churches. And I believe those 
leaders are not being developed because 
we have not taken seriously the call to 
make, mature, mobilize, and multiply 
disciples of Jesus. When disciple-makers 
are made, leaders are born. When leaders 
are developed, new churches are birthed 
as a celebration of churches owning the 

Great Commission. PLNTD is a network 
seeking to facilitate this kind of work by 
creating an ecosystem wherein churches 
and leaders can pursue this calling together.

YOU’VE GOT AN INTERESTING 
PARTNERSHIP WITH CHRISTIANS 
AND CHURCHES IN HAITI.  WHAT 
HAVE YOU DONE THERE, AND 
WHAT HAS THE LORD TAUGHT YOU 
THROUGH THESE EXPERIENCES?

What has happened in Haiti is without 
a doubt the most remarkable work of 
God I’ve ever been a part of. Since the 
devastating earthquake in January 2010, 
God has allowed us to work with an 
indigenous network of churches and 
pastors to provide relief, development, 
and reform in the areas of theological 
education and orphan care. Through The 
Haiti Collective, U.S. churches are able 
to partner with Haitian churches for a 
long-term commitment of bringing the 
gospel to communities in Haiti. The Lord 
has taught me that he is indeed able to do 
exceedingly and abundantly more than 
I could ever ask or think. Since the day 
God laid this opportunity in our lap, we 
have been trying to catch up with all the 
ways he has shown himself strong for his 
people. In the poorest and perhaps darkest 
nations of the Western hemisphere, God is 
making himself known, and I am grateful 
to be a small part of that. 

7
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WHAT ARE THREE “MUST-READ” 
BOOKS FOR PASTORS AND WHY?

I would argue The Trellis and the Vine is 
a must-read book because Tony Marshall 
and Colin Payne address the critical issue 
of faithfulness and fruitfulness from a 
careful, biblical perspective. I would also 
add that On the Mortification of Sin by 
John Owen is critical for pastors because 
every pastor must lead in their pursuit of 
God and putting to death of sin. Almost 
weekly we hear of pastors failing morally. 
We cannot coast when it comes to sin. We 
need to fight by the power of the Spirit and 
help others do the same. Finally, I would 
add Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands 
by Paul Tripp as a must-read because 
pastors need to know how to apply the 
gospel so that God’s people experience 
the life-changing power of God’s grace.
 
WHAT MISTAKE IN MINISTRY HAVE 
YOU LEARNED FROM THE MOST? 

Early in my ministry I equated ministry 
with busyness and church life with events 
and activities. I talked about “going to 
church.” I facilitated an ingrown, hunker- 
down, bunker mentality with the world 
all the while helping believers feel good 
about themselves because they were doing 
something. In that sense, my mistake 
caused Christians to feel successful about 
inconsequential matters and failed to train 

them to pursue God’s purposes in the 
world. I have learned to help Christians 
to live out their identity in Christ and 
union with him. Everything we are and do 
flows out of the indicatives of the gospel. 
Looking back, I mistakenly led people to 
find their identity in what they can do for 
God (or the church) rather than who Christ 
is for them. 

IMAGINE YOU’RE IN AN 
ALTERNATIVE FOOTBALL 
UNIVERSE; WHO WOULD WIN, 
ALABAMA OR THE NEW ENGLAND 
PATRIOTS, AND WHY?

This is perhaps the most difficult question 
of this interview! Both coaches are 
notoriously passionate and skilled in 
executing the game plan. Both teams 
are characterized by excellence. The 
similarities are definitely there. But as an 
objective observer, one can only conclude 
that the Alabama Crimson Tide would 
win against the Patriots because they have 
the depth of talent and determination to 
win that paid professionals with busted-
up knees simply don’t have. The Patriots 
would undoubtedly come out strong and 
intimidating, but give Alabama a couple 
of 15-play, 80-yard drives of smashmouth 
running game, and the most hated team in 
the NCAA would become the most hated 
team in the NFL. With that, I will conclude 
with a hearty, “Roll Tide!” 

10
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cal theme with practical implications. Focus-

ing on the gospel of Luke, Agan distinguishes 
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John Murray, Redemption 
Accomplished and Applied 

I especially recommend Murray’s chapters on 
faith and justification for a brief and balanced 
presentation of biblical teaching on the order of 
salvation. This is probably the place to begin. 

G. C. Berkouwer, Faith and 
Justification 

Berkouwer presents a clear and compelling 
survey of the biblical, historical, and synthetic 
issues involved in thinking this topic through. 
It’s one of Berkouwer’s best volumes and a real 
gem in its own right.

James Buchanan, The 
Doctrine of Justification 

Buchanan’s book remains a classic textbook 
account of the doctrine. It lays out the main 
issues with clarity and evenhandedness.

FROM THE HORSE’S MOUTH

“What Books on the Doctrine of
Justification Should Every Christian Read?”

R. Michael Allen
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John Calvin, Institutes of the 
Christian Religion

You can’t do better than go back and read 
through the section on justification in book 
three of Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian 
Religion (chapters 11-16). 

The Heidelberg Catechism

Run fast to the Heidelberg Catechism, questions 
59-64. It offers an account of the Lutheran and 
Reformed approach to justification. For bonus 
points, read Zacharius Ursinus’s commentary!

What Is Justification About? 

There’s a lovely book edited by Michael 
Weinrich and Joseph Burgess, What Is 
Justification About? It shows some connections 
between the doctrine of justification and other 
topics.

R. Michael Allen is the Kennedy Associate 
Professor of Systematic Theology and Dean of 
the Faculty at Knox Theological Seminary. 
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Romans 4:1-15 - This is a clear and classic text on the righteousness 
imputed to us, through faith. It is noteworthy that the paradigm for this 
righteousness through faith is Abraham, an Old Testament saint.

Galatians 3:1-14 - As with Romans, here is another biblical text that 
presents a clear contrast between that which the law brings, and that which 
is given through faith.

2 Corinthians 5:17-21 - Here Paul makes note of the “Great Exchange.” 
Christ became what he was not (sin) so that we might become what we are 
not (righteousness).

Philippians 3:9 - Paul makes a concise contrast between that which comes 
by the law, and that which comes by faith.

K. Scott Oliphint
Professor of Apologetics and Systematic Theology
Westminster Theological Seminary
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Exploring Biblical Theology

Interview by Joshua Greever

James Hamilton walks us 
through the basics of the Bible’s 
Story, Symbolism, and Patterns
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R. Michael Allen, Assistant Professor of 
Systematic Theology at Knox Theological 
Seminary, joins us in this interview to answer 
questions about his new book, Justification 
and the Gospel: Understanding the 
Contexts and Controversies. 

Michael, have you always believed 
in justification by faith alone 
and the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness? If 
not, what led you 
to embrace these 
doctrines in your own 
life? 

No, though I was raised as 
a pastor’s kid in a family 
and church context where 
these truths were revered, 
the beginnings of my formal 
theological training in 
college led me away from 
affirming them. As I read 
deeply through modern 
studies of Paul and of his 
Jewish context, I increasingly came to 
think that his worry was not legalism and 
his message was not that of Luther. I was 
reading dozens of books and spending 
literally hundreds of hours studying these 
seemingly earth-shattering matters with 
gusto, and each book or hour seemed to 
mark my movement further away from 
the evangelical shape of my family’s 
confession. As I was sensing a call to 

ministry, this was an incredibly freighted 
issue for me. I more and more found myself 
called to read the Bible apart from or even 
against the history of the church’s reading: 
modern hermeneutics seemed intellectually 
essential if I was to study and then to teach 
with integrity. It was an exciting time, and, 
frankly, it was an iconoclastic approach to 
theological study. 

Eventually, though, I discovered that 
“agreement is more exciting than 

disagreement,” as it has been 
said, and I found myself 
drawn back to the classic 
Protestant understanding of 
these matters. Part of this 
was spiritual: parents who 
prayed and discussed matters 
with me, friends who talked 
things through to the middle 
of the night, and pastors 
who modeled the ministry of 
the Reformational doctrine 
in compelling and faithful 
ways. I underwent a major 
shift in theological method: 
more and more I was 

convinced of the need to return to historical 
sources in the patristic, medieval, and early 
modern church to encounter teaching that 
I had dismissed, frankly, with little serious 
firsthand awareness. I began to immerse 
myself in the history of exegesis and in the 
story of the development of doctrine. In so 
doing I felt myself being led more deeply 
into scriptural teaching rather than being 
impeded from engaging it honestly. For 
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me, then, returning to classic confessional 
teaching on justification went hand in hand 
with learning to read the Bible with the 
church. 

Let’s get to the most obvious 
question, what is justification, and 
what does it have to do with the 
gospel?

Justification is the act of God declaring 
someone to be righteous according to his law 
and, ultimately, according 
to his own character. For 
sinners like you and me, 
justification in and of 
ourselves won’t happen; 
we are unrighteous. This 
matters greatly, of course, 
because we learn in the 
Scriptures that we cannot 
enjoy life with God—life 
in his very presence—
unless we are justified. 
And this forces us to 
look more widely at the 
definition of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. The gospel 
is the glorious news that 
God has given us life and, 
when we have turned instead to death, God 
provides life yet again in Christ. He is our 
very righteousness, and as we are united 
with him we are justified. So justification 

is the entryway to the gospel, the path 
whereby we can enjoy life in Jesus Christ 
now and forevermore, and justification is 
the ground of the gospel, the basis in Jesus’ 
grace upon which we can stand in God’s 
presence. 
The Heidelberg Catechism summarizes 
well in its sixtieth question and answer: 
“Even though my conscience accuses me of 
having grievously sinned against all God’s 
commandments, of never having kept any 
of them, and of still being inclined toward all 

evil, nevertheless, without 
any merit of my own, 
out of sheer grace, God 
grants and credits to me 
the perfect satisfaction, 
r i g h t e o u s n e s s , a n d 
holiness of Christ, as if I 
had never sinned nor been 
a sinner, and as if I had 
been as perfectly obedient 
as Christ was obedient 
for me. All I need to do 
is accept this gift with 
a believing heart.” The 
glory of justification is that 
it is in Christ, by grace, 
received in faith—all of it 
from top to bottom. That 

is, as the catechism says, a remarkable 
“gift.” It’s gospel news.
Justification is not the whole gospel, but it 
is a constituent part of the many-splendored 

FOR ME, THEN, 
RETURNING 
TO CLASSIC 
CONFESSIONAL 
TEACHING ON 
JUSTIFICATION 
WENT HAND 
IN HAND WITH 
LEARNING TO READ 
THE BIBLE WITH 
THE CHURCH.
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gospel. We do well neither to minimize its 
significance nor to overstate its span and 
reach. We can see this with regard to the 
two great images of life with God in the 
Bible: adoption and marriage. In both cases 
the relationship is founded upon and begins 
with a legal declaration (“I now pronounce 
thee…”), but the ceremonial event is 
for the sake of an ongoing life together. 
Justification is that singular act whereby 
reality is defined in Christ, but it’s for the 

sake of ongoing life with God. Adoption 
and marriage won’t work without the legal 
declaration, but we’d miss the vitality and 
purpose of them if we reduced them to that 
courtroom context. 

At the opening of your book you 
observe how there have been a 
number of movements which have 
rejected or redefined justification 

by faith alone. Consequently, 
the combined thrust of these 
movements appears to hammer 
the nail in the Reformation coffin. 
Is it true that the Reformers got 
justification wrong? If not, in what 
ways should we retrieve their 
defense of justification in order to 
respond to critics today? 

The Reformers have gotten a bad rap as 
of late. They were 
self-loathing. They 
wrongly viewed 
the ancient Jews—
especially those evil 
Pharisees—as being 
legalists which none 
greater could be 
imagined, thus failing 
to see how their own 
context differed from 
that of Paul. They 

were individualists, who destroyed the 
importance of the church’s authority and 
the role of the sacraments in the Christian 
life. And they really undercut the moral 
life and introduced modern licentiousness 
into the church. These are just some of the 
common charges. 

I find none of these concerns to be validated 
when one actually reads the Reformers. 
Take but one example. We’re often told 

JUSTIFICATION IS THE ENTRYWAY TO THE 
GOSPEL, THE PATH WHEREBY WE CAN 
ENJOY LIFE IN JESUS CHRIST NOW AND 
FOREVERMORE, AND JUSTIFICATION IS 
THE GROUND OF THE GOSPEL, THE BASIS 
IN JESUS’ GRACE UPON WHICH WE CAN 
STAND IN GOD’S PRESENCE.
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that Luther wrongly read Galatians through 
the lens of his own experience with clergy 
abuses. But when you read Luther’s 
commentary work on Galatians (which 
is extensive), you see that he explicitly 
notes how the clergy in his own day are 
far worse than the Judaizers, though even 
the Judaizers were anathematized for their 
own error. They were guilty of maintaining 
previous divine commands as conditions 
for salvation; but in Luther’s own day, 
many clergy taught that not only old divine 
commands but even human traditions (with 
no divine warrant) were conditions for 
salvation. Luther knew the Judaizers were 
better than that; but he knew that with the 
Judaizers being rebuked sternly by Paul, he 
had to speak out all the more against the 
wilder abuses of his own day. 

As you say, one of the goals in 
your book is to show that many 
of the “supposed problems with 
the classic Protestant doctrine 
of justification by faith alone 
are alleviated when it is viewed 
in its proper dogmatic location, 
adjoining other crucial loci (e.g., 
participation, Christology, 
sanctification).” So looking 
at the doctrine of justification 
theologically—as opposed to 
limiting ourselves to just exegesis 
of individual verses—is incredibly 

important. How does a biblical 
understanding of other related 
doctrines of the faith assist us in 
understanding justification better? 

Justification is a part of the broader 
teaching of the Bible. I think far too often 
we juxtapose categories in ways that 
foreclose our exegetical imaginations and 
our spiritual-pastoral vision. 

For example, biblical scholars and 
ecumenical theologians often talk today as 
if one can and must view either justification 
or participation as central. But they are both 
crucial in different respects. Participation 
speaks of our enjoyment of God’s life by 
being in his transforming presence. It is 
the goal of the gospel. Justification attests 
to our declaration of righteousness in 
Christ. It is the ground of the gospel. They 
are distinct yet related realities, and they 
are each equally important in their own 
contexts.

These two realities are pictured by the 
sacraments. Justification is portrayed 
by baptism, wherein we are definitively 
identified with and by Jesus. Participation, 
however, is regularly attested by the 
celebration of the Lord’s Supper or 
Eucharistic meal. In that sacrament, we 
enjoy the benefits of Christ’s presence 
again and again. We must be baptized 
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into him to partake of him, but the point 
of dying and rising again is so that we 
can celebrate and have communion with 
him. Similarly, justification must precede 
and provide for participation, but the 
very point of justification is so that we 
can participate in God’s own life. If we 

remember that doctrine is meant to help 
offer analytic reflection upon more basic 
spiritual realities (like preaching or, in this 
case, the administration of the sacraments), 
then we can be more alert to see their 
interconnections and significance.

Another example of this kind of myopic 
thinking is evident in debates about the 

Pauline phrase pistis christou: should it be 
rendered as “faith in Christ” or “Christ’s 
faith?” Many suggest that this is a definitive 
struggle, as if translation here tilts one’s 
theology either toward universalism 
or toward Pelagianism. Some say this 
defines if one will be “christocentric” or 

“anthropocentric.” 
As I’ve argued in 
a book elsewhere 
(The Christ’s 
Faith: A Dogmatic 
Account), so I press 
further here in 
chapters 3-4: I think 
we should all take a 
step back and a deep 
breath. Irrespective 
of how we translate 
these few phrases 
in Paul, we should 
all be able to find 
plenty of evidence 
in other texts that 
clearly compels us 

to affirm that (a) Jesus did exercise faith as 
a human, and (b) his followers are called 
to trust in him. This translational and 
interpretative debate has been overloaded 
with unnecessary significance by both 
iconoclasts and traditionalists alike. 
Looking to the wider context releases 
some exegetical pressure and deflates its 
synthetic significance. 

PARTICIPATION SPEAKS OF OUR 
ENJOYMENT OF GOD’S LIFE BY BEING IN 
HIS TRANSFORMING PRESENCE. IT IS THE 
GOAL OF THE GOSPEL. JUSTIFICATION 
ATTESTS TO OUR DECLARATION OF 
RIGHTEOUSNESS IN CHRIST. IT IS THE 
GROUND OF THE GOSPEL.
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Readers may be surprised to 
discover a chapter at the end 
of your book which reflects on 
how justification impacts our 
understanding of the church. So 
tell us, how should justification and 
the gospel influence how we view 
ourselves as an assembly, preach 
the Word, practice the sacraments, 
and treat one another?

We experience the church East of Eden, and 
yet we confess belief that there is a “holy, 
catholic church.” If we are going to continue 
to foster churchly Christians who don’t 
fall into either individualism apart from a 
local church body or cynical skepticism of 
every church community, then we have to 
begin to view the church through the lens 
of faith. That’s not easy. I’ve taught many 
college students, who either veer towards 
a completely consumerist approach to 
individual piety for which the church matters 
little or find themselves burned when they 
run to the church expecting perfection. In 
offering counsel, I can’t marginalize the 
church, but I also can’t idealize the church. 

I think the doctrine of the justification of the 
ungodly church can prove helpful here.

There are a slew of ways in which early 
Protestants yoked thinking about justification 
and the life of the church. For instance the 
language of the church as the “creature of 
the Word” prompts us to remember two 
things: first, the church really does exist, 
live, and thrive; second, the church is always 
subordinate to and dependent on Christ, 
and it never outgrows its need to live off of 
his own life. As the Ten Articles of Berne 
put it, we confess that “the holy, Christian 
Church, whose only Head is Christ, is born 
of the Word of God, abides in the same, and 
does not listen to the voice of a stranger.” 
Thinking justification and church together 
helps, in many ways, to think church and 
Christ together, and that’s the ultimate issue. 
A pertinent image is that of John the Baptist 
pointing to the Messiah, saying “he must 
increase; I must decrease.” The church, like 
the baptizer, has a legitimate and needful 
ministry, but it’s subordinate to its Master. 
Sola fide, in this vein, is meant simply to 
underscore solus Christus. 
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In this two-volume work, Paul and the 
Faithfulness of God (Fortress, 2013), N. 
T. Wright continues his multi-volume 
work on Christian Origins and the 

Question of God. His work on Paul is very 
long (probably too long), consisting of two 
volumes. Even though this review article 
is somewhat lengthy, I am not claiming 
to represent fully what Wright says in this 
mammoth work, and what is emphasized 
represents to some extent my own interests. 
Still, before evaluating what Wright says, 
I will spend some time summarizing the 
contents of the book with the hope that his 
book gets a fair hearing.

The book is divided into four parts: Wright 
begins by exploring the religious, social, 
political, and cultural world in which Paul 
lived (chaps. 1-5). He then investigates the 
worldview of Paul, focusing on symbol and 
praxis (chaps. 6-8). The third part zeros in 
on Paul’s theology under the themes of 
monotheism, election, and eschatology 
(chaps. 9-11). Finally, he considers how 
Paul’s theology interfaces with both the 
Greco-Roman and Jewish world of his day 
(chaps. 12-15). The last chapter discusses 
Paul’s aims and intentions (ch. 16). 

Another word about the plan of the book 
might prove helpful. Wright’s treatment of 

Paul’s worldview (chaps. 6-8) precedes the 
explication of his theology (chaps. 9-11), 
since Wright believes that Paul’s theology 
flows from his worldview. In addition, 
chaps. 12-15 return to the discussion of 
the historical, cultural, social, and religious 
world discussed in chaps. 2-5. In these 
final chapters Wright unpacks (now that he 
has explained Paul’s theology) how Paul’s 
theology relates to its first-century context. 
Wright’s work, then, is earthed in history. 
He has no patience for those who attempt 
to do Pauline theology apart from the 
historical context of the day.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT
OF PAUL’S DAY

 
The book is launched with a fascinating 
discussion of Philemon, comparing Paul’s 
perspective on the runaway Onesimus with 
Pliny’s response to the runaway slave of 
Sabinianus. What is particularly striking is 
how Paul’s response differs from Pliny’s, 
and we are introduced to Paul’s theology 
as he encounters a practical situation in 
everyday life. Paul’s theology, Wright 
claims, was introduced to explain and sustain 
his worldview. The symbolic praxis at the 
heart of Paul’s worldview was the unity of 
the people of God, and hence Paul exhorted 
Philemon to be reconciled to Onesimus, for 
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they were brothers in the same family. They 
were members of the same family because of 
the Messiah and what he had accomplished 
in his death and resurrection.

One of the key features of Wright’s book 
surfaces in the first chapter. He roots his 
work in history. Exegesis 
and theology are grounded 
in the historical context 
of Paul’s day, and 
hence Wright unpacks 
the Jewish and Greek 
worlds Paul encountered. 
Wright doesn’t give in to 
postmodern despair; he 
believes that we can really 
grasp Paul’s thought and 
intentions. By employing 
critical realism, hypotheses 
can be tested and verified. 
Wright doesn’t claim that 
we know exhaustively or 
comprehensively, but we 
aren’t locked into historical 
nihilism either. The genuine 
Paul can be discerned by us. 

The historical cast of Wright’s work explains 
Part 1 of the book, where he situates Paul in 
his historical, religious, and social context. 
He emphasizes the prominence and influence 
of the Pharisees. What is particularly 
important is the story of Israel. The Jews 

were the children of Abraham, the people of 
the promise. They were the means by which 
Yahweh was going to bless the whole world, 
but something had gone horribly wrong, for 
the promises weren’t fulfilled and Israel was 
still in exile. Israel’s exile was due to sin, and 
hence the Pharisees believed that the Torah 

had to be applied to every 
dimension of life to undo 
the devastation wrought 
by sin. One could say that 
Israel wasn’t technically in 
exile since they lived in the 
land. But they were under 
the thumb of the Romans, 
and so they were, practically 
speaking, under the curses 
of the covenant. Loyalty 
to Torah especially meant 
observing the boundary 
markers, the badges that 
separated Jews from 
Gentiles, the commands 
that came to the forefront 
during the Hasmonean 
revolt. Israel was not 
looking for an ethereal 
post-mortem existence but 

a renewed world; a world in which Yahweh 
reigned over an obedient people and human 
beings flourished under the Lord’s rule.

Wright also provides sketches of the Greek 
philosophies that were current during the 

ONE OF THE KEY 
FEATURES OF 
WRIGHT’S BOOK 
SURFACES IN THE 
FIRST CHAPTER. HE 
ROOTS HIS WORK IN 
HISTORY. EXEGESIS 
AND THEOLOGY 
ARE GROUNDED IN 
THE HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT OF PAUL’S 
DAY, AND HENCE 
WRIGHT UNPACKS 
THE JEWISH AND 
GREEK WORLDS PAUL 
ENCOUNTERED.
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New Testament era, considering the thought 
of Plato, Aristotle, the philosophy of the 
Cynics, and especially the philosophy of 
the Epicureans and Stoics. The common 
denominator was the conviction that human 
ignorance could be transcended through 
the study of philosophy, for philosophy 
was not an arcane endeavor but the path to 
virtue and wise living. 

The role of religion in the Greco-Roman 
world is also examined. Religion was 
pervasive and affected every area of life, 
so that it reached the home and the public 
square. It consisted more in what people 
did than in what they believed. Sometimes 
scholars have claimed that Paul wasn’t 
religious, but, says Wright, there are 
religious elements in Paul’s letters, such as 
baptism, the Lord’s Supper, prayers, and 
dying and rising with God.

Finally, the role of the imperial cult is 
introduced. The imperial cult clashed with 
the Jewish worldview because it offered an 
alternative eschatology, a competing story 
about human flourishing. The emperors 
were celebrated as those who would and 
could transform the world, standing in 
contrast to the monotheism, election, and 
especially the eschatology found in Jewish 
writings.

PAUL’S WORLDVIEW

What were the symbols and praxis in Paul’s 
world? The Jews focused on Temple, Torah, 
land, family, zeal, prayer, and Scripture. 
The boundary markers of Sabbath, 
circumcision, and food laws separated 
them from Gentiles. All of these matters 
were reconfigured and redrawn by Paul: 
the temple was the people of God, the land 
pointed toward the new creation, the family 
of Abraham consisted of both Jews and 
Gentiles, and the boundary markers of the 
Torah which separated Jews from Gentiles 
were no longer in force. Everything was 
shaped by Paul’s monotheism which 
included Jesus Christ in the identity of God, 
by the election of both Jews and Gentiles in 
the church of Jesus Christ, and by the hope 
for a new creation.

When it came to the pagan world, Paul taught 
that idols were dehumanizing and robbed 
human life of its fullness. Even though 
Paul doesn’t mention the Roman Empire 
specifically, his focus on the one God, on 
his rule over the world in Jesus, on Jesus 
as the true son of God, and on the church 
as the true Israel, subverted the pretensions 
of empire. In particular, the church in its 
holiness, unity, and witness stands out 
as the central symbol of Paul’s thought. 
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Paul trumpeted the one family of God, 
the true temple in the world.  The church 
is one because it is incorporated in Jesus 
the Messiah, who as the crucified and risen 
one represents renewed Israel, so that all 
who are in Christ belong to Israel. Baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper communicate that 
believers are new exodus people, those who 
have been freed from exile, and hence they 
are one because they are 
united with Jesus Christ.

Wright emphasizes the 
importance of narrative 
in Paul’s thought. Those 
who see Paul as an 
apocalyptic thinker are 
suspicious, thinking that 
a smooth and unbroken 
narrative is imposed on 
Paul’s theology, for the 
theology of the cross is 
full of disruptions and 
surprises. Wright insists, 
however, that a storied 
narrative doesn’t rule 
out apocalyptic, for the 
story contains ups and 
downs, advances and setbacks. The Old 
Testament looks forward to a new creation, 
to the fulfillment of God’s promises, to 
God making the world what it should have 
been so long ago. Human beings were to 
rule the world for God, but they rebelled 
and failed to realize the purpose for which 

they were made. Still, the goal was not 
withdrawn, for God promised that his rule 
over the world would become a reality 
through human beings, and then everything 
would be as it should be. Human beings 
weren’t simply made to have fellowship 
with God; they were created to reign over 
the new creation, to exercise creaturely 
responsibility as God’s vice-regents. Jesus 

Christ has come to fulfill 
the story of Israel, to 
bring to pass what God 
intended when he called 
Abraham, by setting the 
world right again. 

Israel was called by 
God as the solution to 
the human problem. 
Israel had a vocation 
and a task to fulfill, but 
it failed in that task, for 
Israel too was in Adam. 
So, the issue for Israel is 
not so much whether it 
was saved but its failure 
to carry out the vocation 
entrusted to it. Still, the 

mission of Israel is not abandoned: God 
fulfills his promise to Israel through Jesus 
as the faithful Messiah. As the true Israel, 
Jesus fulfills Israel’s vocation, showing that 
he is the true and last Adam, the true and 
new Israel. So, the fundamental issue for 
Paul isn’t how one finds a gracious God, 



www.credomag.com |    31

CONTENTS

but how the curse of exile can be removed 
so that Israel (and the whole world) can 
obtain the promise of a new creation. 
God’s faithfulness to his creation and to 
his covenant promises becomes a reality 
through Jesus as the crucified and risen 
Lord.

One way to identify what is going on in 
Paul’s world is to ask questions, and Wright 
puts this to good use, asking, Who are we? 
Where are we? What’s wrong? What’s the 
solution? What time is it? So, how does 
Wright answer these queries? Who are we? 

We are believers who are incorporated into 
Jesus, the true Israel, the circumcision, the 
new temple indwelt by the Spirit, and the 
one family of Abraham. Where are we? We 
are in the good world God created where 
Jesus reigns as Lord, though evil and sorrow 
are not yet vanquished. What’s wrong, and 
what’s the solution? There are enemies, 
demons, false teachers, Caesar, and death. 
The solution is the Spirit, resurrection, 
prayer, and God’s final rule and judgment. 
What time is it? It is the already but not yet. 
God reigns in Christ, but the final victory 
hasn’t been accomplished.

PAUL’S THEOLOGY

Paul needed to do theology, says Wright, 
because his worldview was radically 
different from both Jews and pagans. 
Theology was necessary to sustain the 
church in its unity and holiness, and the 
need for theology leads to volume two 
where Wright unpacks Paul’s theology 
under the themes of monotheism, election, 
and eschatology, reworking each theme in 
relationship to Jesus as Messiah and the 
Spirit. Wright maintains that the common 
polarities in Pauline theology are integrated 
when we rightly grasp the narrative and 
story characterizing his thought, and thus 
apocalyptic shouldn’t be played off against 
salvation history, nor is the forensic opposed 

WRIGHT EMPHASIZES THE 
IMPORTANCE OF NARRATIVE IN 
PAUL’S THOUGHT. THOSE WHO 
SEE PAUL AS AN APOCALYPTIC 
THINKER ARE SUSPICIOUS, 
THINKING THAT A SMOOTH 
AND UNBROKEN NARRATIVE IS 
IMPOSED ON PAUL’S THEOLOGY, 
FOR THE THEOLOGY OF THE CROSS 
IS FULL OF DISRUPTIONS AND 
SURPRISES. WRIGHT INSISTS, 
HOWEVER, THAT A STORIED 
NARRATIVE DOESN’T RULE OUT 
APOCALYPTIC, FOR THE STORY 
CONTAINS UPS AND DOWNS, 
ADVANCES AND SETBACKS. 
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to the transformational and participatory. 
All these themes fit into the larger story 
of Paul’s covenant theology. Paul believed 
his theology or philosophy was superior 
to paganism because it truly led to human 
flourishing, and Jesus’ lordship put the lie to 
Caesar’s claim to be the world’s true lord. 

Monotheism

Monotheism was central to the Jewish 
worldview for it confesses the goodness of 
the world and the evil of idolatry, showing 

that dualism is a false path. Demons try to 
lure people away from the one true God, 
but they can never bring to the world the 
peace and joy for which it longs. 

For Paul, monotheism is redrawn around 
Jesus who shares God’s identity. Early 
Christians believed that Jesus was 
equal with God but were also fiercely 
monotheistic. Jesus’ equality with God 
wasn’t fundamentally apparent from his 
claiming to be the Son of Man or even from 
the Damascus Road encounter. Nor was 
Jesus’ divinity grasped from experiences 

with Jesus as the risen Lord in worship as 
Hurtado proposes. Bauckham is correct 
in saying that the pathway to understand 
Jesus is not through anticipations of the 
incarnation in exalted persons or angels. 
Jesus’ inclusion in the identity of God was 
present from the beginning, before any NT 
documents were written. Indeed, Jesus’ 
identity with God was never controversial 
or debated. Wright proposes in particular 
that the divine identity of Jesus was apparent 
because he fulfilled the OT promise that God 
would return to Zion, that he would come 

to his temple. Christians 
recognized that in Jesus’ 
death and resurrection, 
God had indeed returned to 
Zion. He had redeemed his 
people just as he promised. 
He has come to dwell and 
reside with his people in 

Jesus the Messiah.
 
The divine identity of Jesus is also apparent 
from his sonship, from 1 Corinthians 8:6 
where the Shema is redefined to include 
Jesus, and from Jesus being the wisdom of 
God (Col. 1:15-20).  Jesus is also identified 
as the Lord or kyrios of the OT, and even 
as God in Romans 9:5. Three factors led 
to a high christology, according to Wright, 
though none was sufficient in itself to 
bring about this result: 1) in Jesus the Lord 
returned to Zion; 2) Jesus’ messianic identity 
was confirmed by his resurrection from the 

PAUL NEEDED TO DO THEOLOGY, SAYS WRIGHT, 
BECAUSE HIS WORLDVIEW WAS RADICALLY 
DIFFERENT FROM BOTH JEWS AND PAGANS. 
THEOLOGY WAS NECESSARY TO SUSTAIN THE 
CHURCH IN ITS UNITY AND HOLINESS.
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dead; and 3) Jesus’ personal presence with 
his people in a new mode. 

In a similar way, the Spirit was understood 
within the divine identity, so that the 
reflections of the early church fathers on 
the Spirit are fundamentally correct, even if 
they are clothed in Greek philosophy. The 
Spirit dwells with his people, empowers 
them, and strengthens them to worship 
and to live in a way that pleases God. God 
returned to the temple in the Spirit, and his 
glorious presence became a reality through 
the Spirit. The unity of the church, then, is 
also the work of the Spirit.
 
Much discussion has poured forth on Paul’s 
understanding of the human dilemma: did 
the plight precede the solution, or did Paul 
see the solution and then argue for the plight? 
Wright says there is truth in both notions. 
Certainly Paul already saw a problem since 
the promises weren’t fulfilled and Israel 
was still in exile. Clearly something was 
wrong in Israel. At the same time, Paul’s 
recognition on the Damascus Road that 
Jesus was the crucified Messiah provoked 
him to reassess the plight of Israel. He now 
perceived in a deeper and more profound 
way that Israel was also in Adam, that Israel 
was also captive to the power of sin. Wright 
warns that such a reading doesn’t capitulate 
to the old perspective where salvation 
is merely from sin so that those who are 
saved go to heaven in the end. Instead, the 

promise is a new creation, a new world 
that is transformed as a testimony of God’s 
faithfulness to the world he has made. 
Along these same lines, the resurrection of 
Jesus pointed to the plight of Israel, for it 
revealed the future destiny (and hence the 
present deficiency) awaiting the people of 
God. In other words, the ultimate enemy 
was death, not the Gentiles, nor even the 
Roman empire. The transforming work of 
the Spirit in the new covenant also unveils 
the cancer in the heart of human beings, 
for the Spirit’s life-changing work reveals 
Israel’s spiritual poverty apart from the 
Spirit.

Election

If Israel is as bad off as the Gentiles, if it 
too is vitiated by idolatry and self-serving, 
what becomes of Israel’s election, of God’s 
promise that Israel would be the means by 
which the world is transformed? In using 
the word election the focus is on the purpose 
of Israel’s election, the promise that Israel 
would be the means of blessing for the 
entire world. Abraham, in other words, 
was called to undo the curses introduced 
into the world by Adam. That was Israel’s 
commission, that was Israel’s task. Israel 
was to be the people of the one true God, 
loving him with all their heart and soul. 
In its obedience to Torah, Israel was to 
show that it was shaped by God’s wisdom. 
Israel was the people among whom God 
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dwelt in the tabernacle and the temple. As 
God’s elect and saved people, Israel was 
to be a blessing to the world. What God 
commanded Adam to do was promised to 
Abraham. The covenant with Abraham 
promises salvation for Israel, a salvation 
that goes from Israel to the world. 
 
God’s righteousness is his faithfulness to 
his covenant, but God is not only faithful 
to the covenant but also to creation, to his 
creational intentions in manifesting his 
righteousness. God’s righteousness, his 
covenant faithfulness, testifies that he will 
fulfill his promise of a new exodus, but his 
righteousness also includes his covenant 
justice, his punishment of those who flout 
his law. God’s covenant faithfulness, his 
righteousness, can’t be equated with his 
mercy, his steadfast love, or salvation, even 
though it includes all these notions.
 
Wright also considers here the issue of 
supersessionism regarding the election 
of the people of God. He categorically 

rejects such an idea, for 
calling Paul’s theology 
supersessionist is as silly 
as calling the Qumran 
community’s theology 
supersessionist when they 
saw themselves as the new 
Israel. No, Paul believed 
his theology of election 
represented a fulfillment of 

what God promised in the OT. 

For Paul the election of Israel is fulfilled 
in Jesus, for Jesus is the true Israel. Wright 
maintains that monotheism and election 
both meet in the person of Jesus. The word 
“Christ” or “Messiah” in Paul plays a major 
role, and Paul never forgets the messianic 
significance of the word. It isn’t merely a 
title which is tacked on to the word “Jesus.” 
The royal meaning still resonates with Paul, 
and thus the people of God are incorporated 
into Jesus as Messiah. This is where the “in 
Christ” language comes in. The vocation of 
Israel has been realized in Jesus, and those 
who believe in Jesus are incorporated into 
him; they are the true family of Abraham. 
The promises made to Israel are fulfilled in 
Jesus’ death and resurrection since he has 
conquered death and all God’s enemies. So, 
Jesus is the faithful Messiah of Israel, the 
one through whom God has shown himself 
to be faithful to his covenant promises.

Wright argues that the fundamental 
indictment against Israel in Romans 2-3, 
then, is not that they are sinners (though he 
also argues that they are sinners), but that 
they have been faithless to their vocation, 
that they haven’t fulfilled their commission. 
Jesus stands in contrast to Israel as the 
faithful Messiah, as the true Israelite who 
has been obedient to the Lord’s vocation. 
Wright argues, then, that the “faith of 
Jesus Christ” phrases aren’t objective but 

What is 
“Supersessionism”? 

Supersessionism is the 
notion that the promises 
to Israel have been 
fulfilled in the church.
— Thomas Schreiner
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subjective, denoting the faithfulness of 
Jesus. God has been faithful to his covenant 
to bless his people and the world through 
the faithfulness of Jesus as the Messiah. 

Romans 4 is often wrongly read, says 
Wright, as if it teaches that Abraham is 
an example of how one gets saved, but 
the fundamental issue in the chapter is 
the composition of Abraham’s family. 
Paul considers who are the true covenant 

members, so he discusses whether one has 
to accept the identity markers and badges 
of Jewishness like circumcision to belong 
to the people of God. The wages or reward 
in Romans 4:4 isn’t about working to earn 
salvation but hearkens back to Genesis 15 
where the reward granted to Abraham is the 
offspring, the people of God promised to 
him. Justifying the ungodly doesn’t refer 
to the vindication of Abraham but to the 
declaration that the nations are in the right.

It is clear from Galatians 2, says Wright, 
that the same issue is paramount, for there 
the whole discussion is whether Jewish and 
Gentile Christians can eat at the same table. 
So, the primary issue relates to covenant 
membership, and hence justification has 
to do with whether one is a covenant 
member in the people of God. Indeed, the 
fundamental issue in Galatians 3 is who 
belongs to Abraham’s family, who are 
Abraham’s offspring. Galatians 3, then, 

doesn’t contrast grace or 
law, nor does it engage in a 
polemic against legalism. 
What concerned Paul 
is the single family of 
God incorporated into 
Jesus as Messiah. Wright 
also emphasizes that the 
legal and participatory 
language, the apocalyptic 
and salvation-historical, 
are joined together. Paul 

doesn’t see them as opposed but coming to 
fulfillment in Jesus the crucified and risen 
Lord.

Wright rejects imputation in 2 Corinthians 
5:21, a verse which is often appealed to 
in defense of the teaching. He finds three 
problems with such an interpretation: 1) 
the text speaks of God’s righteousness, 
not Christ’s; 2) Paul doesn’t say that 
righteousness is reckoned or imputed 
to us but says we “become” God’s 

WRIGHT ARGUES THAT THE FUNDAMENTAL 
INDICTMENT AGAINST ISRAEL IN ROMANS 
2-3, THEN, IS NOT THAT THEY ARE SINNERS 
(THOUGH HE ALSO ARGUES THAT THEY 
ARE SINNERS), BUT THAT THEY HAVE BEEN 
FAITHLESS TO THEIR VOCATION, THAT THEY 
HAVEN’T FULFILLED THEIR COMMISSION. 
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righteousness. The verbal language hardly 
fits with imputation; 3) Paul discusses his 
own ministry here, and hence it doesn’t 
fit to inject the idea of imputation into 
the context. What Paul teaches instead is 
that the covenant faithfulness of God is 
embodied in his ministry as an apostle.

One of the features of Wright’s view is 
that the Torah was given so that sin would 
grow to its full extent. Thus sin would be 
condemned and defeated in Israel. Sin was 

condemned in Israel’s representative—
Jesus the Messiah. The sacrifice of Christ has 
many dimensions; he is the representative, 
substitute, sacrifice, and Christus Victor. 
Through his faithful obedience as the true 
Adam and true Israel, Jesus freed his people 
from sin. Jesus fulfills what we find in the 
OT as God’s son, servant, king, and elect 
one.

Justification wasn’t a major theme in first 
century Judaism according to Wright. 
Paul reshaped and rethought the theme 
because of inaugurated eschatology, a new 
definition of the plight of Israel, the new 
work of the Spirit, and the equality of Jews 
and Gentiles in the people of God. Hence, 
the fundamental question wasn’t how to get 
saved, for salvation and justification don’t 
mean the same thing. God will rectify and 
solve the problems of the world through 
the covenant, so that the sin, idolatry and 
corruption of the world will be made right. 
On the last day the whole world will be 
made right, those who belong to God will 
be made right through the resurrection, and 
the resurrection of believers will constitute 
their final vindication. The covenant with 
Abraham will then be fulfilled for all 
creation. Thereby God will be faithful to his 
covenant and to creation, and hence the two 
should not be separated from one another. 
The final judgment will be according to 
the life one has lived; it will be a judgment 
based on works. Still, the judgment of the 

JUSTIFICATION WASN’T 
A MAJOR THEME IN FIRST 

CENTURY JUDAISM ACCORDING 
TO WRIGHT. PAUL RESHAPED 
AND RETHOUGHT THE THEME 

BECAUSE OF INAUGURATED 
ESCHATOLOGY, A NEW 

DEFINITION OF THE PLIGHT OF 
ISRAEL, THE NEW WORK OF 

THE SPIRIT, AND THE EQUALITY 
OF JEWS AND GENTILES IN 

THE PEOPLE OF GOD. HENCE, 
THE FUNDAMENTAL QUESTION 

WASN’T HOW TO GET 
SAVED, FOR SALVATION AND 
JUSTIFICATION DON’T MEAN 

THE SAME THING.



www.credomag.com |    37

CONTENTS

last day is declared in advance, so that 
Christians are now declared to be in the 
right. 

Justification is not transformative but creates 
or confers a status. The judge’s declaration 
actually creates a new status. It is a speech-
act, just as a boss saying “you are fired” or 
a minister saying, “you are husband and 
wife” creates a new status. Even if someone 
was notoriously wicked, the new status 
declared by God as the divine judge creates 
a new reality. Justification doesn’t occur 
because of a character change in the human 
being. A person is in the right because of 
God’s verdict, the sovereign announcement 
and declaration of the covenant God. 

When Paul reflects on justification, 
he focuses on the fulfillment of God’s 
promises to his people in 
accord with his covenant. 
The declaration of 
righteousness is based on 
Jesus’ resurrection, and 
thus those incorporated in 
him are declared to be in 
the right. And as a result 
of this declaration they are permanently in 
the right, for the declaration in the present 
anticipates the announcement that will be 
uttered on the final day. Wright says that 
the work of the Spirit doesn’t contribute to 
initial or final justification; those who look 
away from themselves and trust in Christ 

will be justified. Still, justification is not 
about how one becomes a Christian but 
centers on the verdict that will be received 
on the final day. Of course, this verdict 
has already been announced and applies 
to both Jews and Gentiles who believe in 
the gospel. Those declared to be in the right 
are a single family, and that is the central 
message Paul wanted to communicate. In 
Galatians 2 the issue is a single family, not 
how we can be rescued from sin. 

One might think that those who are 
incorporated in Christ are imputed to be 
righteous, but this language, says Wright, 
is non-Pauline. Instead, believers share in 
the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
Christians stand in the right because of 
their faith in Christ, because they lean on 
what he has done. Such faith is itself God’s 

work. Hence, Christian assurance depends 
on the death and resurrection of Jesus, on a 
work that lies outside oneself.  Still, Wright 
rejects the language of alien righteousness 
since it separates Philippians 1:6 from 
Philippians 3:9.

ONE MIGHT THINK THAT THOSE WHO ARE 
INCORPORATED IN CHRIST ARE IMPUTED TO 

BE RIGHTEOUS, BUT THIS LANGUAGE SAYS 
WRIGHT, IS NON-PAULINE.
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In Philippians 3 Paul clearly focuses 
on covenant membership, according to 
Wright, since he doesn’t talk about sin, 
the curse of the law, or salvation. So, the 
issue isn’t salvation or trying to earn right-
standing with God but membership in the 
covenant people. The righteousness from 
God in Philippians 3:9 can’t be confused or 
identified with the righteousness of God in 
Romans 3:21, for in the latter text it refers 
to God’s covenant faithfulness, but in 
Philippians he considers one’s status before 
God.

Election is reconstituted via the Messiah, 
and those who belong to Jesus, those who 
are incorporated into the Messiah, are the 
elect. Similarly, those who are transformed 
by the Spirit are one family.

Eschatology

Wright then turns to the third main pillar 
of Paul’s theology: eschatology, arguing 
that Israel’s eschatology grew out of 

its monotheism and election. In the 
resurrection of Jesus, Israel is redefined. 
He briefly discusses the return of Jesus 
where heaven and earth will be one and 
judgment will be meted out to those who 
disobey. Believers live in the already-but 
not-yet, but Wright rejects the indicative-
imperative distinction, claiming it is a 
demythologization or even perhaps a 
political paganizing of the reality Paul 
taught. 

Paul’s sharp words in 1 Thessalonians 
2:13-16 aren’t anti-Jewish, but limited to 
Jews who opposed the gospel. The wrath 
mentioned here isn’t eschatological but 
represents the punishment they will receive 
in this life. Wright rejects the two-covenant 
theory in Romans 9-11, which suggests 
that Jews could belong to the people of 
God without faith in Jesus. Instead, Paul 
demanded that Jews exercise faith in Jesus 
to receive eschatological salvation. Paul’s 
argument in the first part of Romans 9, 
which has been so controversial in the 
history of the church, would not have raised 
any objections among Jewish readers, for 
they believed they were the elect people of 
God. But controversy would be sparked by 
Paul’s claim that Gentiles are included in 
the people of God, that they are the elect 
as well. 

The interpretation of Romans 11:26 has 
long been contested. Wright argues that 

WRIGHT SEES THE EMPIRE AND 
ROME AS A COMPETING STORY TO 
PAUL’S THEOLOGY, TO PAUL’S CLAIM 
THAT JESUS IS LORD, AND THUS THE 
ISSUE OF EMPIRE ISN’T A MINOR 
ONE. SINCE JESUS IS THE ONE TRUE 
LORD OF THE WHOLE WORLD, HE 
HOLDS ROME ACCOUNTABLE FOR 
WHAT IT HAS DONE.
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“all Israel” here refers to the church of 
Jesus Christ, and thus all Israel being saved 
doesn’t prophesy a future salvation for 
Israel. Wright argues that if salvation was 
promised for ethnic Israel, for all Israel in 
the future, Gentiles would have concluded 
that they could simply sit and wait for God 
to act. Such passivity flies in the face of 
the exhortations which permeate Romans 
9-11. Seeing a reference to the church of 
Jesus Christ, both Jew and Gentile, fits 
with Paul’s ecclesiology generally where 
Jews and Gentiles are one in Christ, the 
circumcision, the Israel of God, the one 
family of Abraham.

PAUL’S THEOLOGY APPLIED
TO THE WORLD OF HIS DAY

In chapters 12-15 Wright correlates Paul’s 
theology (his monotheism, election, and 
eschatology) to the three worlds he lived 
in: Jewish, Greek, and Roman. In the 
first section of the book he explicated the 
ideological and cultural context of Paul’s 
world, in part two Paul’s worldview is 
unpacked, and in part three Paul’s theology is 
set forth. Wright sees the Empire and Rome 
as a competing story to Paul’s theology, to 
Paul’s claim that Jesus is Lord, and thus 
the issue of empire isn’t a minor one. Since 
Jesus is the one true Lord of the whole 
world, he holds Rome accountable for what 

it has done. In a number of places Wright 
sees a polemic against Rome. Hence, the 
peace and security of 1 Thessalonians 5:3 
hails from Rome. Similarly, Paul contrasts 
heavenly and earthly (Roman) citizenship 
in Philippians 3:20, and Jesus is exalted 
over Caesar (Phil. 2:9). Paul doesn’t 
commend authorities without reserve in 
Romans 13, for the authorities are under 
God’s command and ordination, and thus 
they are also relativized by eschatology. 
Wright acknowledges that the polemic 
against Rome could be exaggerated, for 
Paul does counsel submission to authority 
insofar as it promotes justice. Still, Rome 
was the fourth evil empire of Daniel’s 
vision with an idolatrous story of its own 
supremacy. Such pretensions to glory were 
unmasked by Paul, though his critique 
against Rome is rather subtle and appears 
in coded language.

Wright also reflects on Paul and religion. 
Religion, of course, is a tricky word that 
can be defined in a number of different 
ways. In many ways Christianity was 
radically different from every other 
religion, for there was no temple, no 
sacrifice, no priesthood, no oracle, and no 
relationship to the city. On the other hand, 
Paul employed the language of sacrifice, 
believed God directed his people, consulted 
the Scriptures, prayed, and emphasized the 
church as a community. Believers in Jesus 
Christ were the new exodus community 
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who were initiated into the church through 
baptism. Those baptized are freed from 
sin (new exodus!) and empowered by the 
Holy Spirit. In a similar way, the Eucharist 
proclaims the solidarity and deliverance of 
the people of God. Paul’s religion, then, 
had points of continuity and discontinuity 
with the culture of his day.

Paul’s relationship to the philosophies of 
his day is also explored. In some ways Paul 
opposed human philosophy since it fails 
to understand the cross. But that doesn’t 
mean that Paul rejected everything from 
the Hellenistic world. It has long been 
recognized in NT studies that we don’t 
have a strict separation between Judaism 
and Hellenism, for Hellenistic culture 
penetrated the Jewish world, though that 
doesn’t mean that the distinctiveness of 
Judaism was lost. What sets Judaism apart 
(among other things) is its narrative, its 
construal of what God is doing in the world, 
especially in the new exodus. 

When we think about philosophy, the 
question of truth arises. According to Paul, 
the failure to see the truth isn’t rooted in 
the intellect but in human rebellion, in 
the refusal to submit to God’s lordship. It 
doesn’t follow, however, that Paul refuses 
to use arguments and reasons for his 
convictions, for he believes that the Spirit 
uses such to bring people to truth. 

Paul’s monotheism also sets him apart from 
the pantheistic Greco-Roman world, or any 
gnostic claim that the material world is 
evil, or the Epicurean notion that the world 
emerged by chance. Since the world was 
created by God through Jesus Christ, the 
things in the world can be received with 
thanksgiving. The material world isn’t 
evil but will be transformed. Contrary to 
Stoicism, the world is heading somewhere, 
so we aren’t waiting for a great conflagration 
which will begin a process by which all 
events in history will be repeated all over 
again. The material world, though marred 
by evil, is good and destined for renewal.

Paul’s ethics overlapped to some extent 
with other thinkers in the Hellenistic world, 
though the story that informed his ethics, 
the theology that undergirded his ethics, 
was radically different. For Paul an ethical 
way of life is the work of the Spirit and  is 
patterned after the life of Jesus. Christians 
live in light of the new creation, and they 
believe in virtue and moral progress. We 
see overlap in ethics with a philosophy 
like Stoicism in a text like Philippians 
4:8. On the other hand, Paul’s ethic stands 
out in emphasizing patience, humility, 
sexual purity, and especially love. The 
distinctiveness of Paul’s thought surfaces 
in his physics (what is), ethics (how we 
should live), and logic (what is truth), for 
every dimension of life and thought is 
reshaped by Jesus.
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Paul also differed from Stoicism in that 
his message wasn’t restricted to the upper 
classes, for Paul’s message was for all 
people everywhere. Another difference 
with Stoicism stands out, for Christianity’s 
embrace of suffering and the cross is 
central, and thus the emphasis is not 
on the self. Wright also has a withering 
critique of Troels Engberg-Pedersen, for 
the latter brackets out Pauline theology 
and apocalyptic in doing his historical 
work, and such a bracketing strategy can’t 
account for Paul’s thought.

Paul’s Jewish context is presented in the 
penultimate chapter. Throughout the book 
Wright emphasizes that Paul was a Jewish 
thinker, even though he was the apostle to 
the Gentiles. Paul didn’t denigrate Judaism 
but argued that Jesus fulfilled Jewish 
hopes, for Jesus’ resurrection demonstrated 
that the new world has dawned in Jesus. 
So, Paul doesn’t invent a new religion 
or leave his Jewish roots behind but sees 
Jesus as the fulfillment of these hopes. Any 
notion that such a view is supersessionist is 
strongly resisted. The Qumran community 
wasn’t supersessionist in seeing their 
own community as the fulfillment of 
OT prophecies, and in the same way 
Paul’s theology of fulfillment wasn’t 
supersessionist. Nor does the inclusion of 
the Gentiles indicate supersessionism, for 
the OT itself promised that Gentiles would 
be folded into the one people of God. 

In one sense Wright agrees with Krister 
Stendahl that Paul was called instead of 
converted, but at the end of the day he argues 
that Stendahl’s reading must be qualified 
significantly, for Paul saw his persecution 
of the church as a sin. In a sense, then, 
Paul was both called and converted since 
he was personally transformed. Still, we 
shouldn’t say Paul switched religions. He 
was transformed by the Messiah, by the 
love of God. 

Paul was ethnically Jewish but ate with 
non-Jews. Paul no longer felt constrained 
to keep the boundary markers of Torah, 
for he believed that a new world, a new 
age had dawned. Paul died and rose in the 
Messiah, and thus the regulations of the old 
covenant did not apply any longer since 
a new world had dawned. Thus Paul saw 
his previous persecution of the church as a 
radical misunderstanding of what it means 
to be Jewish. The promises given to the 
Jews are fulfilled for those in Christ so that 
there is now one family in Jesus made up of 
both Jews and Gentiles. 

Wright argues that Mark Nanos fails to 
see the newness in Paul’s thought, for 
the latter says Paul continued to observe 
Torah, but such a reading reads the text at 
the level of propositions instead of seeing 
Paul’s eschatological and apocalyptic 
thought. Galatians 2:11-14 demonstrates 
that Paul wasn’t Torah observant, for he 
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didn’t keep the food laws when eating with 
Gentiles. Paul was flexible and observed 
the law when with Jews, but he didn’t 
believe the boundary markers of the law 
were mandatory, even for Jews. Believers 
in Jesus, both Jews and Gentiles, are the 
circumcision and true Jews. They belong 
to Jesus as the crucified and risen Lord. 
So, believers in Jesus Christ, according to 
Wright, are a third race, and Abraham is the 
father of a single family. Gentiles are not 
subordinate to Jews; Jews and Gentiles are 
equal in Christ and are both incorporated 
into the one olive tree. The great story that 
began with Abraham and culminates in the 
return from exile has now become a reality 
and is fulfilled in Jesus Christ.

The failure to see the story, the narrative of 
Paul’s world, is Wright’s chief complaint 
with regard to Francis Watson’s work 
on Paul. Watson fails to account for the 
covenant nature of Pauline thought. Paul 
was uniquely Jewish but not a renegade Jew, 
according to Wright, since he saw Jesus as 
the fulfillment of Israel’s messianic hopes.

PAUL’S AIMS AND INTENTIONS

In the final chapter, Wright reflects on 
Paul’s aims and intentions as the apostle 
who proclaimed the arrival of the new 
creation. Paul in one sense, says Wright, 

was a philosopher who articulated a 
theology to support his worldview. Still, 
Paul was fundamentally a man of action. 
In particular, he wanted to form and 
sustain churches which were marked by 
reconciliation (so we are back to the theme 
of reconciliation in Philemon again). His 
churches had a new kind of philosophy, 
theology, and politics, as those empowered 
by the Spirit and incorporated into Jesus 
Christ. 

Wright sees his book as breaking free 
from the disjunction between Judaism 
and Hellenism introduced into the study 
of Paul by F. C. Baur. Rudolph Bultmann 
really continued the theme of Paul as an 
apocalyptic thinker who rejected his Jewish 
roots, but Wright maintains that Paul saw 
his gospel as a continuation and fulfillment 
of the story found in the OT. We don’t have 
a smooth line of fulfillment, but we do find 
that what the OT prophesied is fulfilled in 
Jesus Christ. God was faithful to what he 
promised and has kept his covenant promise 
to Abraham.

Paul’s aims and intentions in his mission 
and church planting can be summarized 
under the term “reconciliation.” But 
reconciliation must be understood in a 
full-orbed sense, so that it isn’t abstracted 
from everyday life. Once we understand 
Paul’s world, we will be able to see that 
his churches were in a sense philosophical 
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communities, religious groups, and 
political bodies. The reconciliation lived 
out in churches represents what God 
intends to do for the entire creation, so 
that the church is a new city, or best, a new 
temple. Paul wasn’t just winning souls; he 
was building a new temple, a place for God 

through the Spirit to reside. Thus heaven 
and earth would be reconciled through 
the death and resurrection of Jesus the 
Messiah. The church’s mission and reality 
witness to God’s faithfulness. In that sense 
the church is God’s royal priesthood in the 
world, mediating his blessing to others. 
The united and holy church is where all 
nations will stream to worship God, and 
it was Paul’s aim for this single family of 
Abraham to be one in Christ. The church 

would be the means by which God’s reign 
would be extended over the entire creation, 
so that God would be all in all and would 
be worshiped.

Paul’s mission wasn’t simply to see souls 
saved but to see the whole creation renewed, 

which meant that rulers (like Rome) 
would be unmasked for the frauds 
they were. The church would express 
its worship of one God as a united 
body. In order to sustain the unity 
and holiness of the church, Paul 
taught his “philosophy” or theology 
to unpack and explain what it meant 
to be one in the Messiah. 

What we see in Paul, then, is both 
salvation history and apocalyptic, 
both fulfilling covenant theology. 
The covenant accounts for the theme 
of fulfillment of the story of Israel, 
but it also explains the disparities and 
irregularities in Israel’s history. In a 

similar way, the juridical and participatory 
themes in Paul, which are so often conceived 
of as polar opposites, are united in Christ. 

The entire vision articulated by Wright is 
summed up in Ephesians, for in Ephesians 
the church is God’s temple indwelt by 
the Spirit. The goal is to see the world 
transformed, to experience a new creation, 
to see individuals reconciled (like Onesimus 
and Philemon). 

PAUL IN ONE SENSE, SAYS WRIGHT, 
WAS A PHILOSOPHER WHO 
ARTICULATED A THEOLOGY TO SUPPORT 
HIS WORLDVIEW. STILL, PAUL WAS 
FUNDAMENTALLY A MAN OF ACTION. 
IN PARTICULAR, HE WANTED TO FORM 
AND SUSTAIN CHURCHES WHICH WERE 
MARKED BY RECONCILIATION.
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EVALUATING N. T. WRIGHT

What I Like About
Wright’s Treatment of Paul

This brief sketch (and it is brief since 
the work has over 1,500 pages of text!) 
only touches on the breadth and depth of 

what Wright has written. What he has 
accomplished in this multi-volume series 
is truly amazing. Many have thought that 
such comprehensive works were a thing 
of the past. We might think that no one 

today would attempt to write a scholarly 
and comprehensive account of Christian 
origins. But now Wright has written 
magisterial volumes which focus on Jesus 
and Paul. One of Wright’s great strengths is 
that he attends to the big picture. He isn’t 
content with only seeing the pieces but he 
arranges the puzzle pieces so that we can 
see the landscape. In a world of scholarship 
where scholars work on this or that corner 

of the puzzle (which is itself 
a good thing!), we also need 
those who give us a panoramic 
view. Since Wright takes the 
risk of explaining the universe 
of the NT worldview and 
theology, he opens himself up 
for criticism. Virtually no one 
is going to agree with every 
feature on his map. Still, we 
can be grateful that Wright 
has given us a map. 

Evangelicals in particular 
can be grateful to Wright, 
for he believes the story, the 
worldview, and the theology 
of Paul are coherent, that they 
fit together.  For those of us 
who have studied Pauline 

theology, how often we hear that this piece 
or that piece doesn’t fit with what Paul 
says elsewhere. His thought is criticized 
for being incoherent, inconsistent, or 
even contradictory. But Wright will have 

EVANGELICALS IN PARTICULAR CAN BE 
GRATEFUL TO WRIGHT, FOR HE BELIEVES 
THE STORY, THE WORLDVIEW, AND THE 
THEOLOGY OF PAUL ARE COHERENT, 
THAT THEY FIT TOGETHER.  FOR THOSE 
OF US WHO HAVE STUDIED PAULINE 
THEOLOGY, HOW OFTEN WE HEAR THAT 
THIS PIECE OR THAT PIECE DOESN’T FIT 
WITH WHAT PAUL SAYS ELSEWHERE. 
HIS THOUGHT IS CRITICIZED FOR BEING 
INCOHERENT, INCONSISTENT, OR EVEN 
CONTRADICTORY. BUT WRIGHT WILL 
HAVE NONE OF THAT. HE REGULARLY 
CRITICIZES THE CRITICIZERS.
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none of that. He regularly criticizes the 
criticizers. They think Paul is incoherent 
or inconsistent, but such judgments, says 
Wright, demonstrate that they fail to see 
the whole Paul. Some scholars insist that 
Paul is an apocalyptic thinker and squash 
down any reference to salvation history, or 
vice-versa. Similarly, some trumpet Paul’s 
justification and forensic thought and 
minimize transformation and participation, 
while others find the real key to his thought 
in union with Christ and transformation and 
see justification as a polemical doctrine. 
Wright correctly dismisses such gambits as 
falling prey to a partial vision of Paul. Their 
Paul is too small. Wright correctly argues 
that Paul’s thought embraces salvation 
history and apocalyptic, the forensic and 
transformative. How refreshing it is to 
read someone who takes Paul seriously as 
a thinker, seeing him as a theologian with 
a coherent vision. Wright sees so clearly 
the fulfillment theme in Pauline theology; 
what is promised is fulfilled, the covenant 
promises come to fruition in Jesus. 

Another towering strength in Wright is 
that he places Paul in historical context. 
Even if one disagrees with his historical 
judgments, Wright attempts to read Paul 
in light of the world in which he lived. 
Naturally, one would need to be an expert 
in the Greco-Roman and Jewish worlds to 
assess Wright’s sketch of the historical and 
cultural world in which Paul lived. I am not 

an expert, but it seems to me that he has 
largely succeeded. But even if we disagree, 
Wright is trying to read Paul historically. 
He is attempting to let Paul be Paul, to hear 
the real Paul, the historical Paul. Of course, 
many scholars today think such an enterprise 
is impossible, claiming in our postmodern 
(or post-postmodern?) times that we can’t 
know what authors intended when they 
wrote. Wright isn’t naïve. He doesn’t claim 
that we can discern exhaustively what Paul 
communicated in his letters. He frames and 
tests hypotheses under the framework of 
critical realism, which he explained in his 
first volume in the series. His critical realist 
approach is helpful and optimistic. Even 
though we can’t get to the bottom of Paul, 
we are not hermeneutical nihilists. When 
we place Paul in his historical context, we 
can know, says Wright, Paul’s worldview, 
his theology, and his aims and intentions. 
The historical Paul is not shuttered away 
but is accessible to us. Hence, Wright’s 
sketch of the Greco-Roman and Jewish 
worlds in which Paul lived assists us in 
understanding the real Paul. Wright thinks 
we can understand the historical Paul and 
that we learn about him through history and 
exegesis. I can only gratefully agree.

Wright’s creativity also shines through 
in his scholarship. Is that a blessing or 
a liability? Probably both, but mainly a 
blessing. Wright’s creativity is evident in 
how he has written his Pauline theology. 
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There has never been anything quite like 
it: Wright weaves together the historical 
context, the Pauline worldview, and Paul’s 
theology into a coherent whole, so that 
Paul addresses the world of his day. We 
can hear, as Wright unfolds his narrative, 
Paul speaking to the Stoics, the Epicureans, 
Second Temple Jews, and believers in Jesus 
Christ. 

Wright’s creativity is also evident in the 
story he detects in Paul’s thought (more 
on this later). Israel was in exile, and in 
Jesus’ death and resurrection we have the 

restoration of Israel. Of course, the story 
doesn’t begin with Israel in exile, but 
with the covenant, the promises given to 
Abraham, the promise that the entire world 
would be blessed in and through Abraham 
and his descendants. In other words, 
God would fulfill his promise through 
the covenant, by virtue of his covenant 

faithfulness. Obviously, this is central 
to Wright’s reading, which is evident to 
anyone who reads the title of the book! 
Paul’s theology is all about God’s covenant 
faithfulness, the fulfillment of his promise 
to renew all of creation. Human beings will 
only truly flourish in the new creation when 
God dwells in their midst through the Spirit. 
The church, says Wright, represents now an 
anticipation of the new creation to come, a 
place where Jews and Gentiles, males and 
females, slaves and free, are reconciled to 
one another and to God.

I am relaying only bits 
and pieces of the story, 
but I, for one, think that 
the basic story Wright 
draws is right. Israel was 
in exile (i.e., the promises 
weren’t fulfilled) because 
they had failed to keep 
the Torah. The curses 
of the covenant fell on 
Israel because of her 
disobedience. Israel 
believed that the Torah, 

given to them by God, was the means by 
which the world would receive blessing. 
But, as Wright so aptly puts it, Israel found 
out that it too was in Adam. Israel couldn’t 
be the solution to the world’s problems 
since Israel too was part of the problem. 
The evil wasn’t only out there in the Gentile 
world; it was also inside the Jewish world. 

I BELIEVE WRIGHT IS ALSO CORRECT 
IN SAYING THAT THE SOLUTION TO THE 
PROBLEM IS IN THE MESSIAH JESUS. HE 
IS ON TARGET IN SAYING THAT MESSIAH 
IS NOT JUST A PROPER NAME IN PAUL. 
BELIEVERS ARE INCORPORATED INTO JESUS 
AS THE CRUCIFIED AND RISEN LORD.
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Sin isn’t just a Gentile problem or a Jewish 
problem but a human problem.
I believe Wright is also correct in saying 
that the solution to the problem is in the 
Messiah Jesus. He is on target in saying 
that Messiah is not just a proper name in 
Paul. Believers are incorporated into Jesus 
as the crucified and risen Lord. Jesus, 
then, is the true Israel, and those who are 
members of Abraham’s family, those who 
are the circumcision, belong to Jesus. 
Hence, both Jews and Gentiles now form 
the single family of God, reconciled to 
God and reconciled to one another. The 
Pauline story is about Jesus being the Lord 
of the world, and hence all other gods and 
demons are shown to be frauds. Jesus rules 
at God’s right hand, and hence the new 
creation has dawned, even though it still 
must be consummated. The church of Jesus 
is to live out that lordship with love and 
grace, as it awaits the renewal of creation. 
Wright reminds us that the church impacts 
the world when the world sees its holiness 
and unity. When the church lives in such a 
way, it attests that it is the new temple, the 
place where the Spirit of God and the Spirit 
of Jesus dwell.

Some have accused Wright of 
supersessionism, but I think he rightly fends 
off that charge. The Qumran community, as 
he notes, was certainly not supersessionist 
for thinking that they were the community 
of the new covenant, nor was Rabbi Akiba 

supersessionist in hailing Simeon ben-
Kosiba as the Messiah. Paul didn’t believe 
that he repudiated Judaism but fulfilled it, 
for in Jesus the promises to Abraham and 
to David were fulfilled. Along the same 
lines, Wright clearly shows the deficiencies 
of Nanos’s reading of Paul, which opts for 
a two-covenant solution. Paul believed that 
Israel would only be saved by confessing 
Jesus as the Messiah. 

CONCERNS ABOUT WRIGHT’S 
TREATMENT OF PAUL

It seems as if discussions on Wright 
easily become a matter of whether one 
is “for him” or “against him.” But such 
an approach isn’t helpful and blunts the 
kind of discussion that is needed. It is 
fitting to be grateful (see above) for his 
contributions to scholarship and for his 
service to the church. He is clearly not an 
enemy of evangelicalism but a friend. At 
the same time, we serve scholarship and 
truth in raising questions and concerns as 
well. If demonizing Wright is irrational, we 
must also beware of an uncritical adulation 
where any disagreement with him is viewed 
as an attack. Mature discussion takes place 
when we honestly dialogue about places 
where we agree and differ with kindness 
and grace.
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Empire

I begin with what strikes me as the least 
important disagreement, i.e., the issue of 
empire. Certainly, Paul proclaimed Jesus 
as Lord, and thus he 
was also the Lord of 
Rome and sovereign 
over the emperor. 
Monotheism means 
that God brooks no 
rivals, and hence 
Caesar must not be 
exalted or worshiped. 
I am open to Wright 
being correct here, 
but it seems that Paul 
didn’t expend much 
energy in combatting 
emperor worship in 
his letters. Wright 
argues that the language is coded, but 
what is code to one is invisible to another. 
Perhaps Paul doesn’t address empire 
specifically because most ordinary people 
didn’t really take it all that seriously. They 
tipped their hat to it; they did their duty 
when they were required to do so, but in 
most places where Paul planted churches 
people were concerned about and devoted 
to other things. Other gods were probably 
more important in their everyday life than 
emperor worship. 

The Lord’s Return to Zion

Wright also suggests that Paul’s high 
Christology stemmed in part from the belief 
that in Jesus Christ the Lord had come to 

Zion; he returned to his 
temple. Let me pause 
and say that Wright 
contends convincingly 
for the notion that 
Paul’s Christology was 
high. I found almost 
all of his arguments 
convincing. For that 
matter, his work on the 
identity of the Spirit 
is also excellent; he 
agrees that the early 
church fathers were 
faithful to the NT in 
their Trinitarian vision. 

So, the issue raised here is quite specific 
and narrow. Did Paul’s high Christology 
derive significantly from the notion that the 
Lord returned to Zion? Certainly, we have 
temple theology in Paul, especially in the 
notion that the Spirit indwells his people. 
Perhaps I misunderstand Wright, and he 
is referring to the Gospels instead of Paul 
when speaking of the Lord returning to 
Zion, but where does Paul emphasize that 
Jesus returned to the temple? It seems that 
such language is used with reference to the 
Spirit. Paul speaks of Christ indwelling his 
people, but it isn’t clear that such language 

I WONDER IF WRIGHT’S 
EMPHASIS ON STORY, 
AS HELPFUL AS IT IS, 
OVERLOOKS OR DOESN’T 
ACCOUNT FULLY FOR THE 
GENRE IN WHICH PAUL 
WROTE ... WRIGHT’S 
NARRATIVE APPROACH 
DIMINISHES THE 
EXPOSITORY CHARACTER 
OF PAUL’S WRITINGS.
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signifies the Lord returning to his temple. 
Hence, support seems to be lacking for 
the notion that Paul’s Christology was 
profoundly shaped by the Lord returning to 
his temple.

The Story

Appreciation for Wright’s emphasis on the 
story and the big picture was expressed 
above. Certainly, Paul had a worldview 
and a story from which he approached the 
world. On the other hand, he wrote letters, 
explicating his theology in a discursive 
style. The letters are occasional to be sure, 
responding to situations in his churches. 
None of the letters represents the whole of 
his thinking, nor are his letters systematic 
treatises. I wonder if Wright’s emphasis on 
story, as helpful as it is, overlooks or doesn’t 
account fully for the genre in which Paul 
wrote. I am not saying Wright is mistaken 
here. I think there is a story in Pauline 
theology. But with every strength there is 
a weakness. Wright’s narrative approach 
diminishes the expository character of 
Paul’s writings. We can compare Wright’s 
Pauline theology with the fairly recent 
book by Udo Schnelle, Apostle Paul: His 
Life and Theology (Baker Academic). I 
am not endorsing everything Schnelle 
says, but when we compare Schnelle to 
Wright the former stands out for its logical 
and expository clarity, and the kind of 
exposition Schnelle offers matches in many 

respects the nature of Pauline theology.

Eschatological Salvation of Israel

I don’t want to linger long on this point, 
for good commentators disagree on the 
meaning of Romans 11:26, and a longer 
discussion is needed to arbitrate the matter. 
Still, I am not convinced that the salvation 
of all Israel in Romans 11:26 includes both 
Jewish and Gentile believers. It is difficult 
to believe that the definition of Israel shifts 
from 11:25 to 11:26 when there is no clear 
signal that Israel shifts its referent from one 
verse to the next. Furthermore, a mere two 
verses after 11:26 Paul clearly identifies 
Israel as God’s elect (11:28), which indicates 
that Paul continued to look forward to the 
fulfillment of God’s promises to his people. 
Furthermore, Wright misinterprets life 
from the dead in Romans 11:15, for the 
expression more naturally refers to the final 
resurrection, and such a resurrection occurs 
after the end-time acceptance of ethnic 
Israel.

Return of Christ

Related to the above is Paul’s frequent 
reference to the return of Christ, to 
what is called his second coming. I was 
quite curious, given Wright’s somewhat 
controversial views on this issue in the 
Gospels, what he would say about the 
matter when it came to Paul. What was 
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striking was how little he said about 
the subject. One would almost 
think Christ’s return was of little 
consequence to Paul, since Wright’s 
discussion on the subject is so brief. 
His attenuated discussion made me 
wonder if Christ’s return is put on the 
back burner because it isn’t of much 
interest to Wright. Other elements 
of the story entrance him more. Of 
course, he doesn’t deny the return of 
Christ, but the topic isn’t given its 
due weight in Wright’s exposition. It 
seems to play quite a minor role in 
the story he tells, which means, at the 
very least, that the story needs to be 
expanded, for the theme is actually 
quite prominent in Paul’s thought. 

The Role of Israel

I agree with Wright that the promises of 
Abraham were given to Israel, but he seems 
to make a leap in saying that Israel was the 
solution to the world’s problem. That is 
a step too far. It seems it would be more 
precise to say that Israel points to the Lord 
as the solution to the world’s problem. Paul 
says that Israel believed it was a light for 
Gentiles, but that isn’t quite the same thing 
as saying that Israel would solve the world’s 
problem, as if Israel itself would undo the 
sin of Adam.

Wright argues that Israel isn’t indicted 

primarily for its sin before God (though 
he does say that they have sinned as well) 
but for failure to carry out its vocation. 
Now Romans 2:17-29 does refer to Israel’s 
vocation, but the text doesn’t say that Israel’s 
fundamental fault was failure to carry out 
its vocation. Instead, Israel is indicted for 
sins like adultery and stealing and robbing 
temples. Similarly, when circumcision 
comes up (Rom. 2:25-27), Israel is censured 
for disobedience in general, not for failing 
in its mission. Contrary to Wright, it seems 
that Paul’s main complaint (cf. Rom. 3:10-
20) is Israel’s sin, not that it failed in its 
mission to the Gentiles.

JUSTIFICATION DOESN’T, ACCORDING TO 
WRIGHT, PRIMARILY MEAN THAT WE ARE 
RIGHT WITH GOD. IT FUNDAMENTALLY 
MEANS THAT WE ARE MEMBERS OF THE 
CHURCH, THAT WE ARE COVENANT 
MEMBERS. I BELIEVE WRIGHT HERE 
MAKES A CATEGORY MISTAKE. HE RIGHTLY 
SEES THAT RIGHTEOUSNESS RELATES 
BOTH TO CREATION AND COVENANT. 
RIGHTEOUSNESS AND THE COVENANT 
AREN’T SEPARATED ONE FROM THE 
OTHER. BUT IT DOESN’T FOLLOW FROM 
THIS THAT RIGHTEOUSNESS MEANS 
COVENANT FAITHFULNESS OR COVENANT 
MEMBERSHIP. INSTEAD ... JUSTIFICATION 
MEANS THAT ONE IS IN THE RIGHT, THAT 
ONE IS DECLARED TO BE IN THE RIGHT.
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I also wonder where Wright gets the idea 
that sin is collected in one place, i.e., in 
Israel, and thus the sin of Israel is placed on 
Jesus, so that Jesus draws the sin of Israel 
into one place. After all, sin is certainly 
a problem in the Gentile world as well 
(Rom. 1:18-32). Perhaps Wright sees this 
notion in texts like Galatians 3:13, for he 
understands the first person plural pronoun 
to be limited to Jews, and thus Jesus took 
the curse upon himself only for the Jews. 
The first person plural in the next verse 
(Gal. 3:14), however, certainly includes 
Gentiles, which casts doubt on Wright’s 
interpretation of Galatians 3:13. But even if 
Wright is correct on Galatians 3:13, it still 
isn’t clear that sin is collected in one place. 
Sin is placed on Jesus, but Jesus died as a 
representative for both Jews and Gentiles 
(2 Cor. 5:14-15), and hence his sin-bearing 
role isn’t limited to Israel.

RECONCILIATION AND ONE
FAMILY AS CENTRAL?

Wright doesn’t use the language of center, 
but it seems that he sees the unity of the 
church, reconciliation with God and one 
another, as the center of Paul’s thought. 
Such a proposal is certainly a possible 
reading of the evidence. I suppose Wright 
would say that his whole reading of the 
evidence justifies the claim. Certainly the 

unity of the church and reconciliation with 
one another are very important to Paul, and 
we can be grateful that Wright has reminded 
us of this truth.

The center proposed is possible. On the 
other hand, Wright tells a large sprawling 
story, admitting that his own retelling 
is partial and perspectival. In the midst 
of the story I found myself wondering 
why reconciliation and the unity and the 
holiness of the church are the central truth 
and symbol in Pauline thought. Wright 
has certainly shown us that reconciliation 
and unity are crucial for Paul, but more 
argumentation and defense is needed for 
seeing it as the most important theme and 
the most prominent symbol. The question 
raised here leads to the next discussion, 
for it seems that Wright emphasizes the 
horizontal relationship (unity in the church) 
more than the vertical (relationship to God), 
though he certainly doesn’t deny the latter 
and believes it is important as well.

Justification

That brings me to justification, which 
continues to be the place where Wright 
is most controversial—at least for 
confessional and evangelical Protestants. 
Wright’s view is both helpful and confusing. 
He rightly emphasizes that justification 
is a forensic reality, that it has to do with 
the law court. Hence, he rejects the notion 
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that justification is transformative and life 
changing. It is a declaration by the judge 
that one stands in the right. All this seems 
exactly right.

On the other hand, he also defines 
justification in terms of God’s covenant 
faithfulness and our covenant membership. 
It seems, then, that justification doesn’t, 
according to Wright, primarily mean that 

we are right with God. It fundamentally 
means that we are members of the church, 
that we are covenant members. I believe 
Wright here makes a category mistake. He 
rightly sees that righteousness relates both 
to creation and covenant. Righteousness 
and the covenant aren’t separated one 
from the other. But it doesn’t follow from 
this that righteousness means covenant 
faithfulness or covenant membership. 
Instead, as Stephen Westerholm shows in 
his recent book, Justification Reconsidered: 
Rethinking a Pauline Theme (Eerdmans), 
justification means that one is in the right, 

that one is declared to be in the right. 
This is not to say that righteousness has 
nothing to do with the covenant. Better 
to say that God’s saving righteousness 
fulfills his covenant promises instead of 
saying that righteousness means covenant 
membership or covenant faithfulness. 
Indeed, it seems as if the emphasis on 
covenant membership sits awkwardly with 
the notion that righteousness is declarative, 

for justification means that we 
stand in the right before God.
 
The matter of justification 
deserves further comment. 
Wright often criticizes those 
who identify justification with 
salvation, pointing out that the 
words justify and salvation 
mean different things. He is 
certainly right on this score, 

but he neglects an important point as well. 
Wright, as noted above, puts justification 
in the ecclesiological category. It doesn’t 
communicate, says Wright, that one has 
become a Christian; it tells us whether one 
is a covenant member, a member of the 
church of Jesus Christ. I continue to be 
unpersuaded. Yes, justification and salvation 
don’t mean the same thing, but they have 
the same referent. Salvation means that one 
is spared from the eschatological wrath to 
come, while justification means that one 
is declared to be right on the final day. 
Wright himself says that this eschatological 

BOTH SALVATION AND JUSTIFICATION, 
THEN, ARE SOTERIOLOGICAL REALITIES. 
JUSTIFICATION MOST NATURALLY 
REFERS TO ONE WHO IS DECLARED TO 
BE IN THE RIGHT BEFORE GOD, AND 
THAT FITS BETTER WITH SOTERIOLOGY 
RATHER THAN ECCLESIOLOGY.
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verdict has been declared in advance, the 
end time announcement has been declared 
in advance with reference to those who 
believe in Jesus Christ. When he talks like 
this, it seems that he is thinking mainly of 
soteriology, i.e., our relationship to God 
(hence the confusion mentioned above). 
Both salvation and justification, then, are 
soteriological realities. Justification most 
naturally refers to one who is declared to be 
in the right before God, and that fits better 
with soteriology rather than ecclesiology.
 
Wright often says that those who hold onto 
the so-called old perspective distort Paul, 
since they speak of putting one’s faith in 
Christ and then going to heaven. Wright 
says this is fundamentally flawed since the 
promise is not an ethereal heavenly existence 
but the new creation. We can grant this 
point as a good corrective, though most old 
perspective scholars I know already agree 
that our future destiny is a new creation. In 
other words, Wright’s proposal about the 
new creation isn’t as new and as radical as 
he thinks it is. Still, he rightly says that our 
future life will be in a transformed world, a 
new creation. 

If our destiny is the new creation, the 
soteriological dimension of justification 
still remains, for only those who are 
justified will enter the new creation. Those 
who face God’s eschatological wrath will 
experience the final judgment instead of 

participating in the new creation. Wright 
doesn’t deny the wrath of God and the 
judgment to come, but in an exceedingly 
long book on Paul it doesn’t receive 
enough attention or comment. In other 
words, he waxes eloquently on the unity 
of the church (a horizontal reality), but 
by comparison his reflections on God’s 
wrath and the final judgment are relatively 
abbreviated. The brevity of his comments 
have consequences, for he doesn’t give the 
same weight to escaping God’s wrath and 
the final judgment that Paul does. Getting 
the story right doesn’t mean just including 
every bit of the story; it also means that 
each element in Paul’s theology is given 
proper weight.

I am not making any accusations here 
about Wright’s orthodoxy or evangelical 
credentials. It is a matter of emphasis 
instead of denial. Still, it seems that he 
emphasizes the horizontal much more 
than he stresses the vertical. Both themes 
are certainly present. Nevertheless, Wright 
doesn’t give us an in-depth and profound 
discussion on the nature of sin in Paul. He 
repeatedly says that the problem is sin. Yes 
and yes. But he doesn’t linger over what 
sin is or unpack its significance. He doesn’t 
focus on its refusal to honor and glorify 
God. Obviously, he believes these things, 
but the emphasis and the passion seem to be 
elsewhere. But if the fundamental and most 
horrendous issue in life is sin, i.e., rebellion 
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against God, a proud and stubborn refusal 
to honor God as God, then one of the most 
important issues is whether one can be 
saved from God’s wrath; whether one will 
be saved (delivered) or justified (declared 
to be in the right) on the last day. 

Wright writes movingly on the assurance 
justification gives to believers, for those 
who are justified can be sure of final 
salvation. He helpfully reiterates that 
justification is forensic and not a process. 
It is a verdict, a declaration from God that 
gives believers’ confidence as they face 
the final day. I wondered again how such 
a statement fit with covenant membership 
or covenant faithfulness as the definition 
provided for justification, for the emphasis 
on assurance seems to put justification in 
the realm of soteriology, where there is 
confidence about individual final salvation. 

Wright’s statement about individual 
assurance raises another question. He 
insists rightly that justification isn’t 
a process. One doesn’t become more 
justified as time passes, and those 
who are justified are assured of final 
salvation. On the other hand, Wright 
also says that final justification is based 
on works. If final justification is based 
on works, then how can believers have 
assurance that they will be justified on 
the final day? Wright never answers 
or attempts to answer that question. I 
would suggest along with many others 

that it is better to conceive of works as the 
fruit or evidence of justification. Wright 
knows the distinction posited here but 
finds it to be unhelpful. Still, the language 
of basis should be rejected, for it suggests 
that works are the foundation of our right-
standing with God, but how can that be the 
case if justification is by grace? And how 
can we truly have assurance if justification 
is based in part on works? Paul grounds 
justification on the death and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ. Just as Jesus was declared 
to be in the right at his resurrection, so too 
all those who are united with Christ by faith 
also stand in the right because they belong 
to the one who has been vindicated by God.

Assurance and final justification are linked 
to imputation. In one sense Wright seems to 
believe in imputation, for he says believers 
are in the right with God because they have 

WRIGHT INSISTS RIGHTLY THAT 
JUSTIFICATION ISN’T A PROCESS. ONE 
DOESN’T BECOME MORE JUSTIFIED AS 
TIME PASSES, AND THOSE WHO ARE 
JUSTIFIED ARE ASSURED OF FINAL 
SALVATION. ON THE OTHER HAND, 
WRIGHT ALSO SAYS THAT FINAL 
JUSTIFICATION IS BASED ON WORKS. 
IF FINAL JUSTIFICATION IS BASED ON 
WORKS, THEN HOW CAN BELIEVERS 
HAVE ASSURANCE THAT THEY WILL BE 
JUSTIFIED ON THE FINAL DAY?



www.credomag.com |    55

CONTENTS

died and risen with Christ (Rom. 6). In 
any case, the issue shouldn’t be limited to 
whether it is legitimate to speak of active 
and passive righteousness. What is at stake 
is whether Christ is our righteousness, 
whether our righteousness finally lies 
outside of ourselves and is found in Jesus 
Christ. It seems that Romans 5:12-19 
teaches that Christ’s righteousness is ours, 
for believers are united with Christ (and all 
that he is for us) instead of being united with 
Adam. Another clear text on imputation 
is 2 Corinthians 5:21. The one who never 
sinned took our sin upon himself, so that 
we receive God’s righteousness as we are 
united with Jesus Christ. 

Wright’s objections (stated above) to 
this reading of 2 Corinthians 5:21 aren’t 
compelling for three reasons. 1) We enjoy 
God’s righteousness because of what Christ 
has done, his sinless life and sacrificial 
death. He died as a substitute for us, and 
hence his death is our death. Because we 
are united with Christ, God’s righteousness 
(right standing with God) is granted to us. 

This is a righteousness that is ours only 
through the work of Jesus Christ. 2) Wright 
thinks the verb “become” (genōmetha) 
can’t be equative, that the verb carries 
the notion of “becoming.” But the verb 
“become” (ginomai) is very flexible in 
Paul, and it can easily be taken as equative 
(cf. Rom. 11:6; 12:6; 1 Cor. 3:18; 4:16). 
But even if the verb means “become,” it 
doesn’t rule out imputation, for believers 
become something they weren’t before 
(“righteous!”) by virtue of union with 
Christ. They receive right standing with God 
as a gift. 3). The first person plural pronoun 
doesn’t indicate Paul is only thinking of his 
apostolic ministry. Paul’s use of pronouns 

is also flexible and shouldn’t 
be straitjacketed. Yes, the first 
person plural in the previous 
verse refers to Paul, but Paul 
shifts between the first person 
plural as a reference to himself 
and the first person plural as a 
reference to all Christians in this 
very paragraph, for when Paul 

says “God reconciled us” in 2 Corinthians 
5:18, he isn’t limiting that action to himself 
but includes all believers. So too, in 2 
Corinthians 5:21 the “we” most naturally 
refers to all believers. 

Since we are talking about new perspective 
matters, one other issue should be raised. 
Wright still writes as if E. P. Sanders’s 
vision of Judaism (his covenantal nomism) 

WHAT IS AT STAKE IS WHETHER 
CHRIST IS OUR RIGHTEOUSNESS, 
WHETHER OUR RIGHTEOUSNESS 
FINALLY LIES OUTSIDE OF OURSELVES 
AND IS FOUND IN JESUS CHRIST.
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is completely convincing. 
But there is now plenty of 
evidence out there about 
the diversity of Judaism. 
Some Jews were legalistic. 
That is plain from Luke 
18:9-14 alone. Legalism 
isn’t a Jewish problem 
but a human problem. 
I believe this is a more 
convincing reading of texts like Romans 4 
than the one Wright posits. Yes, exclusivism 
and nationalism and boundary markers 
were a problem. The new perspective 
has helped us see that so clearly. We are 
grateful for a clear reminder on this matter. 
But new perspectivists like Wright don’t 
seem open to any modification of Sanders’s 
construal of Judaism. They insist that there 
is no polemic against legalism in Paul. It 
seems that some new perspectivists aren’t 
as open as some old perspective adherents. 
We see a both-and problem in Paul: 
both exclusivism and legalism. The new 
perspective has helped us see an emphasis 
that was too often neglected. But Wright 
insists that it is only one way; there is only 
one problem (nationalistic exclusivism), 
and he continues to advocate this line, 
even though there are good historical and 
exegetical reasons to see also a polemic 
against legalism in Paul’s letters. Here is 
another place where Wright focuses on the 
horizontal (boundary markers) and fails to 
see the vertical (one’s relationship to God).

Final Word

Discussing disagreements has a negative 
side effect, for we tend to focus on those 
and to forget where we agree. So too 
here, the concerns and disagreements may 
cause us to neglect the many places where 
there is agreement. So, let me say again 
how thankful I am for the scholarship and 
wisdom evident in Wright’s work. We all 
stand in his debt, for he has helped us to 
see in a new way the coherence, historical 
rootedness, and practical ramifications of 
Pauline theology. Wright’s work on Paul 
will be profited from and read for years to 
come. May the conversation continue with 
charity, grace, and forthright dialogue.

Thomas R. Schreiner is James Buchanan 
Harrison Professor of New Testament 
Interpretation and Professor of Biblical 
Theology, as well as Associate Dean of the 
School of Theology at The Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary. 

WRIGHT STILL WRITES AS IF E. P. 
SANDERS’S VISION OF JUDAISM (HIS 

COVENANTAL NOMISM) IS COMPLETELY 
CONVINCING. BUT THERE IS NOW PLENTY 

OF EVIDENCE OUT THERE ABOUT THE 
DIVERSITY OF JUDAISM. SOME JEWS WERE 

LEGALISTIC. THAT IS PLAIN FROM LUKE 
18:9-14 ALONE. LEGALISM ISN’T A JEWISH 

PROBLEM BUT A HUMAN PROBLEM.
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Blast from the Past

60. Q. HOW ARE YOU RIGHTEOUS         
BEFORE GOD?

Only by true faith in Jesus Christ. Although 
my conscience accuses me that I have griev-
ously sinned against all God’s command-
ments, have never kept any of them, and am 
still inclined to all evil, yet God, without any 
merit of my own, out of mere grace, imputes 
to me the perfect satisfaction, righteousness, 
and holiness of Christ. He grants these to 
me as if I had never had nor committed any 
sin, and as if I myself had accomplished all 
the obedience which Christ has rendered for 
me, if only I accept this gift with a believing 
heart.

61. Q. WHY DO YOU SAY THAT YOU ARE 
RIGHTEOUS ONLY BY FAITH?   

Not that I am acceptable to God on account 
of the worthiness of my faith, for only the 
satisfaction, righteousness, and holiness of 
Christ is my righteousness before God. I can 
receive this righteousness and make it my 
own by faith only.

62. Q. BUT WHY CAN OUR GOOD WORKS 
NOT BE OUR RIGHTEOUSNESS BEFORE 
GOD, OR AT LEAST A PART OF IT?

Because the righteousness which can stand 
before God’s judgment must be absolutely 
perfect and in complete agreement with the 
law of God, whereas even our best works in 
this life are all imperfect and defiled with 
sin.

63. Q. BUT DO OUR GOOD WORKS EARN 
NOTHING, EVEN THOUGH GOD PROM-
ISES TO REWARD THEM IN THIS LIFE 
AND THE NEXT?

This reward is not earned; it is a gift of grace.

64. Q. DOES THIS TEACHING NOT MAKE 
PEOPLE CARELESS AND WICKED?

No. It is impossible that those grafted into 
Christ by true faith should not bring forth 
fruits of thankfulness. 

BLAST FROM 
THE PAST

WHAT DOES THE HEIDELBERG CATECHISM
SAY ABOUT JUSTIFICATION?
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Michael Horton is J. Gresham Machen 
Professor of Systematic Theology and 
Apologetics at Westminster Seminary 
California, CEO of White Horse Inn, and 
Editor-in-Chief of Modern Reformation 
magazine. He is the author of numerous 
books, including The Christian Faith: A 
Systematic Theology for Pilgrims on the 
Way.

Michael, you have written and 
spoken extensively on Reformation 
theology. But some have argued 
that the Reformation is over. 
Protestants and Roman Catholics, 
so they argue, no longer need to 
be divided over justification but 
have essentially reached enough 
agreement and compromise to 
come together. Is the Reformation 
over and if not, what continues 
to be the dividing line between 
Protestants and Roman Catholics 
on justification? 

I think the Reformation may be over in 
much of Protestantism today.  Whether one 
thinks that’s a good thing depends on how 
one answers these basic questions: 

(1) Did the Reformers identify 
the correct distortions of faith and 

practice in their day?  

(2) Were their correctives nothing 
less than a recovery of the clear 
teaching of the gospel or were they 
making a mountain out of a mole-
hill? 

(3) If the Reformers were right, 
does the Roman magisterium today 
continue to reject the sufficiency 
and clarity of Scripture and of 
Christ’s merit and mediation?  
Does it still condemn the doctrine 
of justification solely on the basis 
of the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness through faith alone? 

On the first question, it will come as no 
surprise that I answer “Yes!”  Drawing 
on the whole teaching of Scripture with 
remarkable exegetical skill, the Reformers 
were also successful in pointing out their 
continuity with the ancient church on a 
host of points and the extent to which the 
medieval papacy had strayed from the faith.  

On the second question, there should be no 
dispute.  The papacy certainly did not think 
that it was a minor dispute.  Millions of 
Catholic Christians were evangelized (and 
many millions more since, including non-
Christians around the world).  Nor were the 
Reformers and the magisterium speaking 
past each other.  The Council of Trent very 
clearly, precisely, and accurately defines 
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the Reformers’ position and at least gives it 
the dignity of qualifying as a serious heresy 
to say that Christ’s merits alone suffice, 
that justification rests solely on his imputed 
righteousness, and that in justification faith 
merely receives Christ with his benefits.  

 On the third question, I suggest that 
there has been no advance beyond the 

impasse of Trent, despite some fruitful 
decades of ecumenical conversation.  The 
most promising attempt was the “Joint 
Declaration on Justification” (1999), 
between the World Lutheran Federation 
and the Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity.  It displays a clearly 
Augustinian emphasis.  After all, it affirms 
that grace is necessary at every stage 
in salvation and that our works are not 
the meritorious ground of justification.  
However, according to Roman Catholic 

teaching, the “first justification” (in baptism) 
is a purely gracious infusion.  And although 
good works are not the ground, they are the 
instrumental cause (along with faith, which 
is itself a loving work) of justification.  
To the extent that one cooperates, further 
grace is infused and one hopes to attain to 
a final justification by having cooperated 
with this grace through good works.  The 

mainline Lutherans conceded 
the crucial point that in the act 
of justification faith is also love 
(rather than love being the fruit 
of faith).  This is not a fine point, 
but the hinge of the whole debate.  
It’s no wonder, then, that the 
statement reads, “In light of this 
consensus, the corresponding 
doctrinal condemnations of the 
sixteenth century do not apply 
to today’s partner.”  That is 
because the mainline Lutherans 

who signed the document no longer hold 
the views that Trent condemned.  

Both in the Joint Declaration and in 
subsequent statements, the Vatican has 
made it clear that the agreement in no way 
modifies the condemnations of Trent itself.  
And in any case, the Joint Declaration has 
no official status at least for Rome, because 
it has never been given papal promulgation.  
The authorized version of magisterial 
teaching for today may be found in the 
Catholic Catechism, which clearly affirms 

BOTH IN THE JOINT DECLARATION AND 
IN SUBSEQUENT STATEMENTS, THE 
VATICAN HAS MADE IT CLEAR THAT THE 
AGREEMENT IN NO WAY MODIFIES THE 
CONDEMNATIONS OF TRENT ITSELF.  AND 
IN ANY CASE, THE JOINT DECLARATION 
HAS NO OFFICIAL STATUS AT LEAST FOR 
ROME, BECAUSE IT HAS NEVER BEEN GIVEN 
PAPAL PROMULGATION.  
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the teaching of Trent.  Magisterial 
decisions are not only binding but 
“irreformable.”  This should not 
discourage us from pursuing greater 
common understanding, but it does 
challenge a naïve optimism that 
Rome will—or even can—reject 
its distortions and in fact clear 
condemnations of the heart of the gospel 
until “irreformability” is itself reconsidered.  
Furthermore, despite its affirmation of 
God’s gracious initiative, Vatican II has 
pushed deeper into semi-Pelagian territory 
by its thesis that “those who do what lies 
within them”—even atheists—are in a 
state of grace.  Thus, now good works are 
not only necessary in addition to faith, 
but sufficient for justification, apart from 
faith.  Nor did “Evangelicals and Catholics 
Together” (ECT) transcend the differences.  
Rather, the evangelical partners took “off 
the table” differences over merit, purgatory, 
mediation of Mary and the saints, and other 
elements that are in fact the heart of the 
division.

I would add, though, that the greatest 
concern today is not that Roman Catholic 
teaching remains committed to a false 
understanding of the gospel.  My greater 
concern is that Protestantism generally has 
lost its way.  There are terrific exceptions 
all around the globe.  Nevertheless, we 
shouldn’t be obsessed with Roman Catholic 
distortions and denials of the gospel when 

in many cases these defects are at least 
as apparent today in both mainline and 
evangelical churches.  

So a brief answer to your question: No, the 
Reformation is not over because “the gospel 
is [still] the power of God unto salvation 
for everyone who believes, to the Jew first 
and also to the Greek” (Rom. 1:16).  We all 
need this gospel now more than ever. 

Brian Vickers is Associate Professor of 
New Testament Interpretation at The 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 
and is the author of Justification by Grace 
Through Faith: Finding Freedom from 
Legalism, Lawlessness, Pride, and Despair. 

Brian, you have devoted 
considerable attention in your 
writings to the imputation of 
Christ’s righteousness. In many 
circles today this is an unpopular 
doctrine, rejected and dismissed as 
unbiblical. In a nutshell, what does 

NO, THE REFORMATION IS NOT OVER 
BECAUSE “THE GOSPEL IS [STILL] THE 
POWER OF GOD UNTO SALVATION FOR 
EVERYONE WHO BELIEVES, TO THE JEW 
FIRST AND ALSO TO THE GREEK” (ROM. 
1:16).  WE ALL NEED THIS GOSPEL NOW 
MORE THAN EVER.
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it mean for Christ’s righteousness 
to be imputed to the sinner and 
where in Scripture is this doctrine 
found? 

The word “imputation” comes from Gene-
sis 15:6, “And Abraham believed God and 
he reckoned it to him for righteousness.” 
Paul quotes this verse in Romans 4:3, 4:22, 
and Galatians 3:6. If we use the word “im-
pute,” it is another way of saying “reckon” 
or “count.” Simply put, “imputation” refers 
to an action by God 
wherein he “im-
putes” righteous-
ness to us, that is a 
right standing be-
fore him, on the ba-
sis of what Christ 
has done for us. 
It is Christ’s righ-
teousness, his obe-
dience and death, 
that counts as our righteousness before 
God.  Often Christ’s obedience is divided 
into “active” and “passive” obedience, but 
I think it’s better to say that all obedience 
is, by necessity, active and passive.     

The central texts typically associated with 
imputation are Romans 4:3; 5:19; and 2 
Corinthians 5:21. In addition to these are 
1 Corinthians 1:30; Philippians 3:9; and 
Romans 9:30-10:3. Though these texts are 

obviously related, they do not all say the 
same thing in the same way. I think this is 
an extremely important point. For instance, 
in one of the central texts (Rom. 4:1-8), 
Paul’s emphasis is on forgiveness.  He 
quotes Genesis 15:6 and then clarifies or 
explains that quote by citing Psalm 32.  

In Romans 5:12-21, Paul takes a step back 
in the history of redemption from Abraham 
(Rom. 4) to Adam. Here Paul says that the 
believer is “made” righteous on the basis 
of Christ’s obedience. The word “made” is 

not a synonym for 
“reckon.” It does, 
however, empha-
size the righteous 
status the believ-
er has because of 
Christ’s obedience.     

In 2 Corinthians 
5:21, Paul speaks 
of the believ-

er becoming the righteousness of God in 
Christ. Paul’s emphasis here is on union 
with Christ and the reconciling sacrifice of 
Christ through which the believer gains a 
right standing before God. Both the saving 
and judging aspects of God’s righteousness 
come into focus here.  

It’s vitally important to see how these texts, 
with all their diversity, form the foundation 
of the doctrine of imputation. When consid-

THE BIBLICAL DOCTRINE OF 
IMPUTATION EMERGES NOT AS 
SOMETHING IMPOSED ON THE 
BIBLE, BUT AS AN INHERENT 
PART OF THE LARGER BIBLICAL 
DOCTRINE OF REDEMPTION.
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ered in conjunction with other texts (e.g., 1 
Cor. 1:30; Phil. 3:9; Rom. 9:30—10:4), the 
biblical doctrine of imputation emerges not 
as something imposed on the Bible, but as 
an inherent part of the larger biblical doc-
trine of redemption.      

J.V. Fesko is Academic Dean and Professor 
of Systematic Theology and Historical 
Theology at Westminster Seminary 
California. He is the author of Justification: 
Understanding the Classic Reformed 
Doctrine. 

John, one of the rising 
conversation topics among 
evangelicals today is the doctrine 
of union with Christ. Needless to 
say, there is a diversity of opinion 
on what union with Christ is and 
how it relates to other aspects 
of our soteriology. How should 
we understand the relationship 
between justification and union 
with Christ and why is this issue so 
important? 

We must realize that pagan religions teach 
union with God. Think, for example, of 
Paul’s famous quotation of a pagan poet: 
“For in him we live and move and have 

our being” (Acts 17:28, emphasis). Paul 
uses the same in him formula as the pagan 
poet, but Paul obviously means something 
quite different when he talks about being 
“in Christ.” Also, virtually every stripe 
of theology affirms union with Christ, 
including Reformed, Baptists, Arminians, 
Pentecostals, Eastern Orthodox, and 
Roman Catholics. So, we must certainly 
affirm the forest (union with Christ), but 
all Christians do not agree on the nature of 
the trees that might or might not populate 
that forest. Quite literally, the devil is in 
the details. One of the things that sets a 
biblical doctrine of union with Christ apart 
from non-biblical notions is the doctrine of 
justification by faith alone in Christ alone.

One of the recent trends in much of the 
literature that explains the relationship 
between justification and union with Christ 
is to say that we receive the former in the 
latter. Or more simply, those who are in 
union with Christ receive justification. The 
apostle Paul states this truth quite simply: 
“There is therefore now no condemnation 
for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 
8:1). Union with Christ is the broader 
context in which we receive all the benefits 
of our redemption. But where things can get 
confusing is when some say that justification 
is based or grounded in union with Christ. 
In one sense, I think I understand what 
people are trying to say, but such language 
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is potentially confusing and misleading. 
Our justification is not based or grounded 
in us, who we are or what we do. In fact, 
following the Scriptures, the Protestant 
Reformers noted that faith is instrumental, 
not foundational, in our justification. 
Hence, we are justified by or through faith, 

not in or upon. Prepositions are important, 
and here by or through conveys that our just 
status does not rest upon us or God’s work 
in us, but solely upon Christ—his perfect 
imputed satisfaction and obedience. 

This is where we must preserve the extra nos 
(the, literally, “outside of us”) nature of 
justification. Even though we are in union 
with Christ, his imputed righteousness is 
the sole basis of our justification. Martin 
Luther offers a helpful distinction here 
when he distinguishes between owning and 
possessing Christ’s righteousness. When 

I borrow a book from the library, I do not 
own it, but I possess it. Similarly, when God 
imputes Christ’s righteousness to us, we do 
not own it but possess it. We do not own 
it because it is Christ’s, but he freely gives 
it to us to possess. In fact, in the marital 
union (e.g., Eph. 5:25ff) Paul, in effect, 

says that all that is Christ’s 
becomes ours and all that is 
ours becomes Christ’s. God 
imputes our sin to Christ 
and his righteousness to us, 
and this occurs within the 
context of our union with 
Christ. 

It is important to maintain 
these distinctions and 
careful use of prepositions 
to preserve an important 

scriptural point. Paul states that God justifies 
“the ungodly” (Rom. 4:5). Even though we 
are in union with Christ the moment that 
Christ indwells us through our effectual 
calling, from a legal vantage point we are 
ungodly, sinful, and liable to condemnation. 
Our justification cannot legally rest upon 
anything in us, or even God’s work in us 
through our union with Christ, otherwise 
it would no longer be a justification of the 
ungodly. This is, I believe, Paul’s way of 
saying that our justification rests entirely 
upon Christ. This is also why we can say, 
“I am sanctified because I am justified,” 

OUR JUSTIFICATION IS NOT BASED OR 
GROUNDED IN US, WHO WE ARE OR 
WHAT WE DO. IN FACT, FOLLOWING 
THE SCRIPTURES, THE PROTESTANT 
REFORMERS NOTED THAT FAITH IS 
INSTRUMENTAL, NOT FOUNDATIONAL, 
IN OUR JUSTIFICATION. HENCE, WE ARE 
JUSTIFIED BY OR THROUGH FAITH, NOT 
IN OR UPON.
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but we should never say, “I am justified 
because I am sanctified.” This is why the 
Reformers taught that justification was 
sola fide, that is, by faith alone, not by 
anything in or done by us. Therefore, I can 
summarize by simply saying, justification 
is the legal ground of our union with Christ 
even though we receive justification in our 
union.

Guy Waters is Professor of New Testament 
at Reformed Theological Seminary and 
author of Justification and the New 
Perspective on Paul: A Review and 
Response. 

This past decade has been filled 
with controversy over the writings 
of N. T. Wright and the New 
Perspective on Paul. You have 
contributed an important book to 
the debate called, Justification 
and the New Perspective on Paul: A 
Review and Response. If you could 
just pick one issue, what do you 
think is the most serious problem 
and misstep with N. T. Wright’s 
understanding of justification? 

The most serious problem and misstep with 
N. T. Wright’s understanding of justification 
is the place he assigns to our works in 

justification. The Reformers followed the 
Bible’s teaching in saying that the sinner is 
justified by faith alone and not by the works 
of the law. That is to say, we are forgiven 
of all our sins and accepted and accounted 
as righteous in God’s sight not because 
of anything that we have done, are doing, 
or will do. We are justified, or declared 
righteous, solely on the basis of what Christ 
has done for us – his perfect obedience and 
full satisfaction. That work is imputed or 
reckoned or accounted to us by God. It 
becomes ours through faith alone. Christ’s 
work is the sole ground of God’s justifying 
verdict, and faith is the sole instrument of 
justification. 

However, Wright claims that the believer’s 
good works join with the death of Christ 
to justify the believer. The believer is 
also not finally justified until the Day of 
Judgment. For Wright, it is the work of 
Christ for us combined with the work of the 
Spirit in us that will justify us on that day. 
There are at least two significant biblical 
problems with this way of understanding 
justification. First, it means that no believer 
can be certain of his or her justification in 
the present. How could there be certainty if 
justification is suspended upon what we do? 
But Paul says to the believer that there is 
presently no condemnation in Christ (Rom. 
8:1), and that having been justified by faith, 
we now rejoice in the certain hope of the 
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glory of God (see Rom. 5:1-5). Justification 
is not a matter of doubt for our future. It is 
a matter of certainty for our present . . . and 
our future. 

Second, Paul is clear that nothing we do 
can possibly justify us. Even faith is not a 
“work” in that sense, since faith receives 
Christ and what Christ has done for sinners 
(Rom. 4:4-5), and is the gift of God (Phil. 
1:29; Eph. 2:8-10). All of our works are 
excluded from the basis or ground of 
our justification. This is true not only of 
the works of our non-Christian past, but 
also of the works of our Christian past, 
present, and future (Rom. 3:19-26; Phil. 
3:9; Gal. 2:16; 2 Tim. 1:9; Titus 3:5). To be 
sure, every justified person must do good 
works. Good works are not optional in the 

Christian life (Titus 2:11-14). Those good 
works, however, are not justifying. Instead, 
they declare one to be who he already is – 
a justified person (see James 2:14-26). As 
believers, our boast is that, in a very real 

sense, we are justified by works – Christ’s 
works, not our own! To intrude our works 
into the sphere of Christ’s work for us in 
justification is to diminish the glory of 
Christ in the justification of the sinner. To 
receive Christ’s work for us in justification 
and to receive it with the divine gift of faith 
is to magnify Christ’s glory. 

Korey Maas is Assistant Professor of 
History at Hillsdale College. He is the 
author of Justification and Sanctification: 
The Lutheran Difference. 

Martin Luther has proven to be 
one of the most important figures 
in church history in light of his 

teaching on justification 
which resulted in the 
sixteenth-century 
Reformation. However, 
in our own day many 
are seeking to rethink 
Luther. Two examples 
come to mind. First, 
the New Perspective on 
Paul has said that Luther 

got Paul wrong on justification. 
Second, there is the New Finnish 
Interpretation of Luther which 
has argued that Luther himself 
has been misinterpreted on the 

PAUL IS CLEAR THAT NOTHING WE DO CAN 
POSSIBLY JUSTIFY US. EVEN FAITH IS NOT 
A “WORK” IN THAT SENSE, SINCE FAITH 
RECEIVES CHRIST AND WHAT CHRIST HAS 
DONE FOR SINNERS (ROM. 4:4-5), AND IS 
THE GIFT OF GOD (PHIL. 1:29; EPH. 2:8-10).
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issue of justification. Have we 
misunderstood Luther and how 
would you respond to both of these 
groups? 

Ah, yes, the “one-two punch” of these re-
cently popular schools would seem to put 
us, Lutherans especially, awkwardly on the 
ropes. Either we’ve long misunderstood 
Luther on justification, or, if we do in fact 
believe as Luther did, then precisely for this 
reason we’ve gotten Paul radically wrong. 
Not to put too fine a point on it, but if ei-
ther interpretation is correct, then for half a 
millennium we’ve either been bad Luther-
ans or bad Christians—or both. Ultimately, 
though, neither conclusion seems warrant-
ed by the evidence, especially as it’s been 
increasingly reexamined. 

Now, the New Perspective (NP) and the 
Finnish Interpretation (FI) have each pro-
duced small libraries, to which one can-
not sufficiently respond in a few words. 
And it’s perhaps bad form to begin with 
a tu quoque, but since the premise of both 
schools is that the “traditional” interpreta-
tions are the result of reading later assump-
tions back into earlier texts, it is worth not-
ing how susceptible they are to the same 
charge. While the Finns, for example, are 
concerned about later confessional catego-
ries and philosophical paradigms distorting 
Luther’s doctrine, they don’t seem quite 

so concerned that their own interpretation 
of Luther grew directly out of engagement 
with Eastern Orthodox theology, or that it 
is often praised specifically for its ecumeni-
cal utility. More to the point, though, in em-
phasizing passages in which Luther might 
speak in terms of a “real-ontic” union with 
Christ rather than of a forensic imputation 
of Christ’s righteousness, the FI often ne-
glects not only the context in which such 
statements appear, but also the manner in 
which Luther’s thought develops. Most 
significantly, the FI draws especially on 
Luther’s earlier publications rather than his 
more mature writings. But when specifical-
ly asked—for example, in 1536—if justi-
fying righteousness is to be understood in 
any intrinsic manner, Luther insisted that it 
is to be understood “only by gracious im-
putation.”  

It is an even more pointed critique of “gra-
cious imputation” that one finds in the NP. 
While granting that this was indeed Lu-
ther’s own theological emphasis, it is al-
leged that he was mistaken in believing it 
to have been St. Paul’s—that he instead 
read his own theology back into Paul. The 
NP’s understanding of Paul’s soteriology 
is in large part predicated on a revised un-
derstanding of the Judaism of Paul’s day. 
Since it was not a proto-Pelagian religion 
of works-righteousness, it is argued, Paul 
couldn’t possibly have been denouncing a 
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legalistic Jewish the-
ology of salvation in 
favor of a uniquely 
Christian doctrine of 
justification by grace. 
But, granting (as I 
think is warranted) 
that the NP is correct 
to insist that Paul was 
not opposing a Judaic 
soteriology that might 
anachronistically be 
called Pelagian, there’s still no good reason 
to think Luther imposed his own objections 
to Catholic soteriology upon Paul. Most 
obviously, this is because Luther well un-
derstood that Rome’s doctrine of justifica-
tion was not Pelagian; it had never denied 
the necessity of grace. He was certainly 
convinced that it was semi-Pelagian in its 
requirement of human cooperation with di-
vine grace; but this is precisely the theology 
the New Perspective itself ascribes to Sec-
ond Temple Judaism. Described as “cove-
nantal nomism,” it is understood in terms 
of God’s election of Israel having been en-
tirely gracious; law-keeping, though, was 
still necessary to remain in the covenant 
and enjoy the fulfillment of its promises. In 
other words, the theology to which Paul ob-
jected was not so drastically different from 
that challenged by Luther.

Again, one can hardly summarize and re-

spond adequately to either of these new 
schools in a few words. Nonetheless, the 
few points touched on here do suggest that 
classical Protestantism has not radically 
misread Luther on justification; nor did Lu-
ther totally misunderstand Paul. 

Philip Ryken is President of Wheaton 
College and author of Galatians in the 
Reformed Expository Commentary series 
with P&R. 

Many evangelical Christians 
today love the gospel and look 
for opportunities to witness to 
unbelievers. Nevertheless, when 
they share Christ the reply that 
often comes back is, “I am a good 
person and lead a good life; I think I 
will be good enough to go to heaven 
someday.” Given your experience in 

LUTHER WELL UNDERSTOOD THAT ROME’S 
DOCTRINE OF JUSTIFICATION WAS NOT PELA-

GIAN; IT HAD NEVER DENIED THE NECESSITY 
OF GRACE. HE WAS CERTAINLY CONVINCED 

THAT IT WAS SEMI-PELAGIAN IN ITS REQUIRE-
MENT OF HUMAN COOPERATION WITH DIVINE 

GRACE; BUT THIS IS PRECISELY THE THEOLOGY 
THE NEW PERSPECTIVE ITSELF ASCRIBES TO 

SECOND TEMPLE JUDAISM. 
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the pastorate and now as a college 
president, how would you instruct 
lay people and students to utilize 
the doctrine of justification by faith 
alone in a conversation like this?

One of my goals in any conversation about 
spiritual things is to leave someone with a 
clearer understanding of the Christian faith.  
In this conversation, I would hope to plant 
some seeds of doubt that my friend is really 
as good as he or she claims to be—doubts 
that may in the end produce a desire for 
justifying righteousness.  

The “good life” excuse for not trusting 
in Jesus shows how important knowing 
the law is for understanding the gospel.  
The only people who come to Christ for 
salvation are people who see their need for 
a Savior, which means knowing—in some 
significant measure—that they are sinners.
So, how can we help convict the conscience 
of a friend?  One good place to start is by 
saying something like this: “Let’s leave 
God’s standards out of it, for a moment. 
Let me ask you a question: Are you able to 
live up to your own standards?”  For most 
people, the honest answer is, “No.”  We do 
not always live up to our own standards for 
good behavior, let alone God’s standards.

This line of thought can be expanded by 
inviting a friend to pay close attention to 
his or her thoughts, words, and deeds in 
the following days: “I want to challenge 
you to examine your life closely this 
week. Pay attention to how many times 
you do something or say something to 
make yourself look a little better than you 
really are. Notice the things you do in 
private that you would be embarrassed to 
do in public, or to have anyone else know 
that you do. Consider how much time you 
spend thinking about yourself, as opposed 
to thinking about what you can do to help 
others. Notice how many times you are 
proud, complaining, or critical of others. 
Count how many curse words you use, 
whether audibly or silently.”  

These are comments and questions that the 
Holy Spirit can use to convict the conscience 
of someone who claims to maintain high 
moral standards.  And once the Spirit starts 
to do this convicting work, conversion will 
not be far behind.

Matthew Barrett is executive editor of 
Credo Magazine and author of Salvation 
by Grace: The Case for Effectual Calling 
and Regeneration. 
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Is justification by faith alone? And if so, 
how does Scripture describe faith in 
Christ? Our answer to these questions 
could fill an entire volume! And no 

doubt there are volumes of books today 
that attempt to do just that. But rather 
than looking to legions of contemporary 
authors, let’s take a trip back in time and 
sit at the feet of Puritan theologian, John 
Owen (1616-1683), who is truly one of the 
greatest Reformed theologians in church 
history, especially when it came to probing 
the depths of Scripture in order to draw 
theological conclusions about the most 
important matters of the Christian faith. 

JUSTIFICATION BY
WORKS EXCLUDED

In his 1677 book, The Doctrine of 
Justification By Faith, through the 
Imputation of the Righteousness of Christ; 
Explained, Confirmed, and Vindicated, 
Owen introduces his readers to the 
Reformed doctrine of justification by 
faith alone, plumbing the pipelines of 
Scripture in order to demonstrate, against 
all opponents, that this doctrine is deeply 
biblical in nature. While Owen has much 
to say on the matter, we should begin with 
Owen’s emphasis on the sinful condition of 
man. Once we have a biblical view of man, 

argues Owen, it will become obvious that 
the sinner cannot be justified by works of 
the law. 

According to Owen, each human being is in 
the same “state that Adam was in after the 
fall” and the only solution to such a state is 
one God himself proposed in Genesis 3:15 
that would be manifested at the proper time 
(Heb. 1:1), namely, at the “incarnation and 
suffering of Christ.” But not only is man 
born into a state of guilt and wrath, he is 
also born with a depraved nature, controlled 
by the power of sin, so much so that his 
whole soul is defiled. In other words, so 
depressing is man’s state that justification 
by works or by an inherent righteousness is 
absolutely removed from the picture and in 
no way can be a possibility. 

Therefore, justification by works of the law 
is precluded. Works, no matter what type, are 
excluded from our justification before God. 
As Paul states in Romans 3:20, “Therefore 
by the deeds of the law there shall no flesh 
be justified in his sight; for by the law is 
the knowledge of sin.” Consequently, it is 
not by one’s personal righteousness that 
one will be justified in God’s sight. The 
law does not save us, but instead exposes 
our sinfulness, our failure to uphold God’s 
moral standard, and thereby condemns us 
before a holy God (Gal. 2:19–21; Rom. 
3:19). 
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“For the doctrine of 
justification is directive 
of Christian practice, and 
in no other evangelical 
truth is the whole of 
our obedience more 
concerned; for the 
foundation, reasons, 
and motives of all our 
duty towards God are 
contained therein. 
Wherefore, in order unto 
the due improvement 
of them ought it to be 
taught, and not otherwise. 
That which alone we aim 
(or ought so to do) to learn 
in it and by it, is how we 
may get and maintain 
peace with God, and so 
to live unto him as to 
be accepted with him in 
what we do. To satisfy the 
minds and consciences 
of men in these things, 
is this doctrine to be 
taught.” 

—John Owen

FAITH ALONE 

How then, if not by works of the law, can a sinner be justified in 
God’s sight? The answer comes, says Owen, in Romans 3:21–25:

 
But now the righteousness of God without the law is 
manifested, being witnessed by the law and the prophets; even 
the righteousness of God, which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto 
all and upon all them that believe; for there is no difference: 
for all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; being 
justified freely by his grace, through the redemption that is 
in Christ Jesus; whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation 
through faith in his blood, to declare his righteousness for the 
remission of sins that are past, through the forbearance of God. 

Therefore, writes Owen,

That which a guilty, condemned sinner, finding no hope nor 
relief from the law of God, the sole rule of all his obedience, 
doth betake himself unto by faith, that he may be delivered or 
justified,—that is the especial object of faith as justifying. But 
this is the grace of God alone, through the redemption that is 
in Christ; or Christ proposed as a propitiation through faith in 
his blood. Either this is so, or the apostle doth not aright guide 
the souls and consciences of men in that condition wherein he 
himself doth place them. It is the blood of Christ alone that he 
directs the faith unto all them that would be justified before 
God. Grace, redemption, propitiation, all through the blood of 
Christ, faith doth peculiarly respect and fix upon.

How is a sinner justified before a holy God? Echoing the Reformers, 
Owen says it is by grace alone, through faith alone, in the work of 
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Christ alone. 

RECEIVING CHRIST

Owen’s defense of sola fide is saturated with 
biblical support. The faith through which 
we are justified is spoken of in a number 
of ways in the New Testament. First, faith 
is receiving Christ (John 1:12; 3:11; 12:48; 
14:17; Col. 2:6; Acts 26:18; Rom. 5:17). 
Such a “receiving” and “reception” is not 
from our own nature or our own will power. 
Rather, God is the one who works faith 
within, for it is his gift. Furthermore, our 
justification is something that we receive for 
it is “freely granted, given, communicated, 
and imputed unto us,—that is, of Christ, of 
the atonement, of the gift of righteousness, 
of the forgiveness of sins.” Therefore, all 
of our “works” have no “influence into 
our justification, nor are they causes and 
conditions” of our justification.

LOOKING TO CHRIST

Second, faith is looking to Christ (Isa. 
45:22; 17:7; Zech. 12:10; Ps. 123:2; John 
3:14–15; 8:28; 12:32; Num. 21:8–9; 1 Cor. 
10:11). Owen explains the relationship 
between “looking” and sola fide: “Now, 

if faith, whereby we are justified, and in 
that exercise of it wherein we are so, be a 
looking unto Christ, under a sense of the 
guilt of sin and our lost condition thereby, 
for all, for our only help and relief, for 
deliverance, righteousness, and life, then is 
it therein exclusive of all other graces and 
duties whatever; for by them we neither 
look, nor are they the things which we look 
after. . . . faith is that act of the soul whereby 
they who are hopeless, helpless, and lost in 
themselves, do, in a way of expectancy and 
trust, seek for all help and relief in Christ 
alone, or there is not truth in it.”

COMING TO CHRIST

Third, faith is coming to Christ (Matt. 
11:28; John 6:35–65; 7:37). “To come unto 
Christ for life and salvation, is to believe 
on him unto the justification of life.” Owen 
explains the connection between “coming” 
and sola fide: “He who hath been convinced 
of sin, who hath been wearied with the 
burden of it, who hath really designed to 
fly from the wrath to come, and hath heard 
the voice of Christ in the gospel inviting 
him to come unto him for help and relief, 
will tell you that this coming unto Christ 
consisteth in a man’s going out of himself, 
in a complete renunciation of all his own 
duties and righteousness, and betaking 
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himself with all his trust and confidence 
unto Christ alone, and his righteousness, 
for pardon of sin, acceptation with God, 
and a right unto the heavenly inheritance.”

FLEEING FOR REFUGE IN CHRIST

Fourth, faith is fleeing for refuge in Christ 
(Heb. 6:18; Prov. 18:10). Therefore, says 
Owen, some have defined faith as “the 
flight of the soul unto Christ for deliverance 
from sin and misery.” Owen demonstrates 
what fleeing for refuge in Jesus has to do 
with sola fide: “For herein it is supposed 
that he who believeth is antecedently 
thereunto convinced of his lost condition, 
and that if he abide therein he must perish 
eternally; that he hath nothing of himself 
whereby he may be delivered from it; that 
he must betake himself unto somewhat else 
for relief; that unto this end he considereth 
Christ as set before him, and proposed unto 
him in the promise of the gospel; that he 
judgeth this to be a holy, a safe way, for his 
deliverance and acceptance with God, as 
that which hath the characters of all divine 
excellencies upon it: hereon he fleeth unto it 
for refuge, that is, with diligence and speed, 
that he perish not in his present condition; 
he betakes himself unto it by placing his 
whole trust and affiance thereon.”

LEANING ON CHRIST

Fifth, faith is leaning on God or Christ 
(Mic. 3:11; Song 8:5), rolling or casting 
ourselves and our burden on Christ (Ps. 
22:8; 37:5), resting on God or Christ (2 
Chron. 14:11; Ps. 37:7), cleaving to Christ 
(Deut. 4:4; Acts 11:23), and trusting, 
hoping, and waiting in and on Christ. In 
other words, sinners declare themselves “to 
be lost, hopeless, helpless, desolate, poor, 
orphans,” and instead of relying on their 
own works, which are useless and nothing 
but filthy rags, they place all their “hope 
and expectation on God alone.”

REST UPON GOD IN
CHRIST FOR MERCY

These five biblical descriptions of faith, 
Owen concludes, show us that the “faith 
whereby we believe unto the justification 
of life . . . is such an act of the whole soul 
whereby convinced sinners do wholly go 
out of themselves to rest upon God in Christ 
for mercy, pardon, life, righteousness, and 
salvation, with an acquiescency of heart 
therein; which is the whole of the truth 
pleaded for.”
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“That which a guilty, 
condemned sinner, 
finding no hope nor 
relief from the law 
of God, the sole rule 
of all his obedience, 
doth betake himself 
unto by faith, that he 
may be delivered or 
justified,—that is the 
especial object of faith 
as justifying. But this is 
the grace of God alone, 
through the redemption 
that is in Christ; or 
Christ proposed as a 
propitiation through 
faith in his blood. Either 
this is so, or the apostle 
doth not aright guide the 
souls and consciences 
of men in that condition 
wherein he himself doth 
place them. It is the 
blood of Christ alone 
that he directs the faith 
unto all them that would 
be justified before God. 
Grace, redemption, 
propitiation, all through 
the blood of Christ, faith 
doth peculiarly respect 
and fix upon.” 

—John Owen

In the end, while Owen believes good works are essential, they are 
not the cause of justification but rather the effect. In other words, good 
works are the fruit of justification, not the cause, means, or condition. 
Justification, therefore, is distinct from sanctification, the latter being 
the consequence of the former, not vice versa. To confuse the two, 
as Owen believes Rome does, is to be left with no justification at all!

Editorial note: Parts of this article have been adapted from Barrett’s 
forthcoming book with Michael A.G. Haykin, Owen on the Christian 
Life (Crossway). 

Matthew Barrett (PhD, The 
Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary) is Assistant Professor 
of Christian Studies at California 
Baptist University, as well as the 
founder and executive editor 
of Credo Magazine. He is the 
author of Salvation by Grace: 
The Case for Effectual Calling 
and Regeneration. He is also the 
author of the forthcoming book, 
co-authored with Michael A.G. 
Haykin, Owen on the Christian 
Life (Crossway). 
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If justification by faith is central to the 
Christian gospel, then Christian parents 
want, above every other concern, to 
teach this doctrine to their children. 

That is my thesis. And surely, it does not 
overstate the matter. 

Or does it? 

On one level, of course, every Christian 
parent agrees — there just is no greater 
parental concern than making the gospel 
plain to our children. Surely to bring up our 
children “in the nurture and admonition of 
the Lord” means at least this. But the way 
I’ve stated the matter may not fit the reality 
of every Christian parent’s thinking, and 
this for at least two reasons. First, like all 
Christians, consciously or not and foolish 
though it is, Christian parents can allow 
lesser concerns to distract. And second, 
perhaps more dangerous, some Christian 
parents seem convinced that doctrine is 
not important for children. Doctrine is for 
grown-ups; indeed, some may even suspect 
that doctrine is only for professional 
theologians and preachers. And a doctrine 
like justification by faith alone, with all 
its fine distinctions and intricacies, is 
surely beyond the grasp of children. It’s an 
important doctrine for the church, but what 

is its place in the home and in parenting?

But I will say it again, that above every 
other concern I have as a parent, I want 
my children to understand the biblical 
teaching and implications of justification 
by faith alone. There is simply nothing I 
want for my children more than this. If it 
is clear to them that they can be righteous 
before God only by faith in Jesus Christ 
alone, then they have the answer to life’s 
most important question. And if they have 
this, then whatever else I may or may not 
have been able to give them — as vitally 
important as so much of it is — pales in 
significance. 

Yet I suspect there is a third complicating 
factor, and that is a simple lack of 
understanding and focus. For many 
Christian parents it is not that they don’t 
want to teach doctrine — it’s just that they 
feel they don’t know how. So let’s think 
for a bit on that level: how can we teach 
our children this most important doctrine? 
What are the essentials that we need to get 
across? 

TEACHING HELPS

Let me say first that if you feel inadequate 
to teach doctrine to your children, then 
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get help! There are many wonderful aids 
available for Christian parents to teach 
their children. Perhaps first among these 
are the various tried and proven catechisms 
Christians have used for generations. 
Catechetical instruction has been part 
of church life from the beginning, and 
Protestant churches both Lutheran and 
Reformed have made much of it. Although 
some were developed specifically for 

children, all were intended for use with 
children as well as adults. If you are 
not familiar with a good catechism, ask 
your pastor for a recommendation. And 
for added incentive you might want to 
encourage your pastor to make use of the 
catechism with children in the Sunday 
services!

The value of the catechism is obvious: it 
summarizes important biblical teachings 
in concise, compressed, and memorable 
statements. These statements need to be 
unpacked, of course, and that is the role of 
teaching. But learning big biblical words 
like justification, memorizing the summary 
definitions, and hearing it all explained is 

enormously instructive for any Christian.

When I was young my parents used 
Spurgeon’s Catechism, a Baptist adaptation 
of the Westminster Shorter Catechism. 
Here is the question on justification:

 Q. What is justification? 
A. Justification is an act of God’s 
free grace, wherein he pardons all 

our sins (Rom. 3:24; Eph. 1:7), 
and accepts us as righteous in his 
sight (2 Cor. 5:21) only for the 
righteousness of Christ imputed 
to us (Rom. 5:19), and received 
by faith alone (Gal. 2:16; Phil. 
3:9).

Here is the same question answered from 
The Catechism for Young Children:

It is God’s forgiving sinners, and 
treating them as if they had never 
sinned. 

Here is the answer from the Catechism for 
Boys and Girls:

It is God’s regarding sinners as if 
they had never sinned and granting 
them righteousness.

Here is the answer from the New City 
Catechism:

FOR MANY CHRISTIAN PARENTS IT IS 
NOT THAT THEY DON’T WANT TO TEACH 
DOCTRINE — IT’S JUST THAT THEY FEEL 
THEY DON’T KNOW HOW.
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Justification means our declared 
righteousness before God, made 
possible by Christ’s death and 
resurrection for us.

Is this too much for a child to understand? 
Perhaps it is, at first. But even small 
children of Christian parents have been 
memorizing these things for centuries. 
And what a wonderful summary of gospel 
truth it is for a child to possess and then 
learn as parents unpack it, explaining such 
vital concepts as grace, sin, righteousness, 
Christ, faith, and so on. And notice that 
there are Scripture proofs provided in 
parenthesis — wonderful opportunities for 
parents to explain Christian teaching from 
the Scriptures to their own children. 

Another very helpful tool 
virtually every parent has ready 
at hand is the hymnal. Select 
solid, substantive, “grown-up” 
hymns, sing them together, 
memorize them together also, 
and teach them to your children. I don’t 
think I could over-state the value of hymns 
in this regard. 

“Thy cross, not mine, O Christ, 
has borne the awful load
Of sins that none in heav’n or earth 
could bear but God.”

“To whom, save thee, 
Who canst alone
For sin atone,
Lord, shall I flee?”

“My hope is built on nothing 
less than Jesus’ blood and 
righteousness!”

“No merit of my own,
his anger to suppress,
My only hope is found in Jesus’ 
righteousness.”

My point is simply that a good hymnal 
affords invaluable help for instructing our 
children in the gospel of justification by 
faith. Like the catechism it offers packed, 

wonderfully condensed gospel truth, the 
significance of which your children will 
understand early on, to some degree, 
and then more fully as they grow. Learn 
these songs well, explain them, and sing 
them together! Such lines are marvelously 
instructive, and attached to melodies they 
have the added advantage of easier memory 
retention. I have wonderful memories of 

MY POINT IS SIMPLY THAT A GOOD 
HYMNAL AFFORDS INVALUABLE HELP FOR 

INSTRUCTING OUR CHILDREN IN THE GOSPEL 
OF JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH. 
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singing hymns as a child with my parents 
and with my own children also. Song is 
such a powerful teaching tool.

Several excellent teaching aids for parents 
are available also, 
such as the one 
provided by parent 
and theologian 
Bruce Ware, in his 
Big Truths for Young 
Hearts, a book of 
Bible doctrine for 
children. This book 
is not for toddlers, 
but it is for children. 
And with a resource 
like this any parent 
can easily teach. Ware’s discussion of 
justification is profoundly simple and 
clear.

Again, reliable helps are readily available. 

TEACHING POINTS

More fundamentally, we should note some 
necessary points of emphasis you will not 
want to miss in teaching your children 
about justification. First, you will want to 
explore that sense of justice and right and 
wrong that your children already have, 

and the corresponding sense of guilt. This 
kind of awareness is inescapable in all of 
us as creatures made in God’s image. We 
know right and wrong, we know we have 
done wrong, and we know we deserve to 

be punished. It is a 
concept even small 
children can readily 
grasp. 

We want also to 
press the quest for 
rescue — How can 
God not punish us? 
And we unpack 
the concepts of 
righteousness, the 
demands of divine 

justice, guilt, and the inadequacy of all 
our best efforts. We also must explain the 
significance of Jesus’ death, namely, that 
he died in place of sinners, bearing our sin 
and taking our punishment for us. “Penal 
substitution” we call it — Jesus took our 
penalty himself and bore our punishment 
in our place. “I had a debt I could not pay; 
He paid a debt he did not owe!” Jesus 
could do this, of course, because he was the 
sinless Son. And so we explain the biblical 
teaching of the person and work of Christ 
— important concepts of the imputation of 
our sin to Christ, propitiation, and so on. 

Now we are set to take the teaching a bit 

WE KNOW RIGHT AND 
WRONG, WE KNOW WE HAVE 
DONE WRONG, AND WE 
KNOW WE DESERVE TO BE 
PUNISHED. IT IS A CONCEPT 
EVEN SMALL CHILDREN CAN 
READILY GRASP. 
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further. Just as our sin was given to Jesus, 
so now his righteousness is given to us! 
That is, just as our bad record was given 
to Jesus, so now his good record is given 
to us! And here we unpack the doctrines 
of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness 
and of our union with Christ. 

Along with all this we explain that Jesus 
is the only savior because he alone is 
righteous and because he alone is able to 
take our place in judgment. And so we 
stress that we have no hope without Jesus, 
and that only he can save. We stress the 
singular role of faith, that God will have 
us only as we trust in Jesus alone to do and 
be for us all that God requires of us. He 
is all our hope. It is not our righteousness 
that counts, but his. Not our work, but his. 
And now our whole standing before God 
is because of Jesus and what he did for 
us. Sinners though we are, God accepts 
us and declares us righteous because we 
are joined by faith to Jesus — justified by 
grace alone through faith alone in Christ 
alone. We also want to explain the nature 
of saving faith as trust in Christ. 

And there is so much more, of course. 
What we must recognize is that these 
concepts are not difficult, even if we do 
attach the “big” words to them. It all must 
be carefully explained for children, but 
these things are well within the reach of 

even young children. There is every reason 
to create joyful memories for our children 
in all this, teaching them big Bible words 
and having them recite what they know 
to the pastor, the Sunday School teacher, 
grandparents, other friends, and then 
making a happy fuss over how well they 
have learned it all. 

And what better could we possibly do for 
our children than help them understand 
from their earliest years that Jesus is our 
only hope, that apart from his righteousness 
we have none, but that in him we have all 
that God could ever demand. Jesus is all we 
need — he is for us all that God requires 
of us. Surely, every Christian parent can 
teach this to his/her children. And surely 
nothing could be of more value.

Fred G. Zaspel (Ph.D., Free University of 
Amsterdam) is pastor at the Reformed 
Baptist Church of Franconia, PA. He is 
also Professor of Systematic Theology at 
Calvary Baptist Seminary in Lansdale, 
PA. He is the author of The Theology of 
B.B. Warfield: A Systematic Summary  
and Warfield on the Christian Life: Living 
in Light of the Gospel.  
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A biblical understanding of idolatry dramatically 
changed my life and exposed how far I had 
drifted from the gospel. And the problem is not 
peripheral—it’s central. Anything that prevents 
the gospel from having center stage in your 
life will dramatically affect the way you live 
and hinder the degree to which you can glorify 
God. When the gospel loses center stage, your 
spiritual immune system shuts down, leaving 
you susceptible to so many other sins.

That’s why, in 1 Corinthians 1:1-3, Paul stresses 
the priority of the gospel when he says, “Now, 
brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I 
preached to you, which you received and on 
which you have taken your stand . . . For what I 
received I passed on to you as of first importance : 
that Christ died for our sins according to the 
Scriptures.” According to Paul the gospel 
should have first place in our lives, yet countless 
Christians live every day with something other 
than the gospel holding first place in their lives. 
But maybe you’re still thinking, “Sure, idolatry’s 
a big deal, but it’s in the Old Testament, not 

where I live today.” If that’s you, then consider 
the last little verse in the New Testament book 
of First John. It’s worth noting how John ends 
his letter. After giving us 105 verses on the 
importance of a warm, loving fellowship with 
Christ our Savior, how does the apostle of love 
wrap it all up? He closes in 1 John 5:21, with this 
sober warning: “Little children, keep yourselves 
from idols. Amen.”  Did John lose his train of 
thought? Is he changing subjects? Not at all. You 
see, gospel treason—gospel drift—inevitably 
leads to idolatry because our hearts don’t just 
drift aimlessly; the drift is always away from the 
gospel, away from our Savior, and into the grip 
of something or someone else.

So the last line in John’s letter leaves us asking 
the most basic question of all: Has something 
or someone besides Jesus Christ taken the title 
deed of your heart? Does something or someone 
else hold your heart’s trust, loyalty, and desire?  
You say, “Of course not! I put my trust in Christ 
when I became a Christian. He holds the deed 

IDOL SMASHING
by Brad Bigney
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to my heart.” Unfortunately, while Christ owns 
the property, we can still live like traitors, 
giving the right of ownership to other people 
and other things. We’re prone to giving our 
heart to squatters all the time. 

Let me illustrate how this happens.  Nobody 
wakes up and says, “I’m going to start living 
for the approval and affection of my husband. 
Starting right now, this will be my ruling 
passion, and I will refuse to find 
comfort in God or His Word 
until I get the approval and 
affection from my husband that 
I crave.” Nobody says that out 
loud. Yet millions of people—
including Christians—live this 
way without even knowing it. 
They’re trapped and miserable 
because they have made a 
functional god of something 
or someone other than the one 
true living God, which leads to 
misery and chaos every time. 

But part of what makes this 
battle so tough is that we don’t recognize 
the idolatry we’ve bought into. We don’t see 
that we’re building our lives around an idol 
(marriage, kids, job, hobbies, etc.), but he does, 
and he loves us too much to help us chase our 
idols. In fact, he’s a jealous God. That’s why 
he says in Isaiah 42:8, “I am the Lord; that is 
my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my 

praise to carved idols.” 

Redemption and the glory of God are the 
big themes that run through the Bible. Why? 
Because God knows we drift and need to be 
brought back again and again to the Savior, and 
to the sin-shattering, idol-smashing gospel.  In 
Gospel Treason I lay out a plan that will help 
you identify and destroy the idols that keep 
you enslaved to certain sins in your life, sins 

that keep you from experiencing 
gospel joy and freedom. I want to 
lead you on a journey that I think 
will help you pursue holiness and 
fight sin much more effectively, 
as you learn to keep the main 
thing the main thing.

For more information about the 
Gospel Treason book, along with 
resources such as a free study 
guide, sermon audio and video, 
go to bradbigney.com.

Brad Bigney is a graduate of 
both Columbia Bible College and 

Columbia Biblical Seminary in South Carolina. 
He has a B.S. in Bible Teaching along with his 
Master of Divinity. Since 1996 he has served as 
the senior pastor of Grace Fellowship Evangelical 
Free Church in the northern KY / Cincinnati 
area. He’s a certified biblical counselor with 
ACBC (Assoc. of Certified Biblical Counselors), 
conference speaker, and author of Gospel 
Treason – Betraying the Gospel with Hidden 
Idols.  He and his wife, Vicki, married in 1986 
and have five children. 
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Preaching:  A Biblical Theology 
(Crossway, 2013) is a new volume 
in the world of homiletics, and 
hopefully its effect will be a lasting 

one.  Jason C. Meyer serves as a gracious, 
but formidable attorney making his case for 
an expositional approach as the preferred 
method for the vast majority of preaching 
from Scripture today.  Meyer roots his case 
in a conviction that “the whole Bible alone 
can give a holistic answer to what preaching 
is” (14).

Out of that conviction, the reader is taken 
on a journey surveying the entirety of 
Scripture to see a paradigm of “the ministry 
of the word.”  This paradigm is described 
as stewarding the Word, heralding the 
Word, and encountering God through his 
Word.  It’s the thoroughness of this holistic 
approach that is perhaps the book’s greatest 
strength.

Meyer’s first section provides an overview 
of how he sees that paradigm function in 
Scripture.  Then, in the second section he 

SKEPTICAL OF
EXPOSITORY
PREACHING?
THINK AGAIN
JASON MEYER MAKES
A CASE FOR
EXPOSITORY
PREACHING TODAY

by Tab Trainor
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dives deep, surveying redemptive history 
to see eleven “paradigm shifts in the 
ministry of the word,” each an important 
expression of the stewardship of the Word.  
He concludes with a third section that 
applies this paradigm to preaching today.  

Through this holistic look at preaching, 
a broad range of readers could be served 
very well by Preaching, including:

·	 the convinced:  those already con-
vinced of the primacy of expository 
preaching

·	 the skeptical:  those preferring to make 
other preaching methods more central

·	 the weary:  those currently weary in 
the preaching task

·	 the future preacher:  those who may be 
engaged in future preaching ministry

For the convinced, there is a feast in 
Meyer’s book.  From helpful practical 
tips to a wonderful survey of preaching 
literature, Preaching can be a “go to” 
resource in many ways.  For instance, 
Meyer’s reminder to share the main 
point, show the main point, and shepherd 
the congregation with that main point 
is a wonderfully simple but profound 
one.  Even more importantly, there is a 
cumulative effect as one reads eleven 
examples of stewardship throughout the 

Bible, such that the great privilege and holy 
responsibility of preaching gets cemented 
further into the soul.

For the skeptical, Preaching provides 
healthy engagement with the question of 
method.  Meyer also provides an even-
handed presentation of the strengths of 
topical preaching, arguing for a real (though 
limited) place for topical preaching in the 
teaching diet of a church.  Unfortunately, 
the truly skeptical may tune out before 
the lengthy stewarding > heralding > 
encountering survey of redemptive history 
is complete.  This is a slight detraction, 
though there is still much benefit for those 
in the more skeptical camp.

For the weary, much help could be derived 
from Preaching.  Where the focus in a 
typical homiletics book might fall on the 
“how to,” Meyer includes a healthy dose 
of the “what” and “why” of preaching.  In 
doing so, Meyer provides real potential to 
sustain a preacher with joy and purpose 
in the task of preaching.  That sustaining 
benefit for the weary will require working 
through and wrestling with a lengthy 
survey of redemptive history before it is 
truly felt, but it is well worth the effort and 
regular review.    

For the future preacher, Meyer’s book 
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should be required reading.  Any aspiring 
pastor needs to wrestle with the holy 
responsibility of rightly stewarding God’s 
word.  Preaching will help them do just that, 
perhaps like no other recent work. 

That being said, two areas of potential 
improvement could have made it an even 
stronger volume.  One area is in the structure.  
The book is clear in its structure, and Meyer 
provides helpful guidance for how to best 
benefit from Preaching.  But, the steward > 
herald > encounter paradigm isn’t clearly or 
entirely carried through into the address of 
preaching today.  The connections are stated, 
but some of the powerful cumulative help 
from the survey of redemptive history seems 
to be left behind in the third section.

The other area of potential improvement is in 
the sections of application.  To be sure, there 
is application, like the sober call to flee sexual 

immorality in light of the fearful examples 
of David and Solomon.  One might wish, 
however, for more sustained application at 
times.  For instance, the teasing out of the 
implications of God equipping the called 
(Moses) and not calling the equipped, or of the 
implications today of a false stewardship, or of 
the sustaining hope of a faithful stewardship 
even when it doesn’t appear to be as fruitful 
as one would like, would strengthen the effect 
of what is an already very strong and very 
helpful book.

In summary, however, Preaching is a book 
that can bring much profit to the reader’s 
soul—and much help to the preacher’s 
preaching—to God’s glory and the good of 
his church.  

Tab Trainor
Pastor, Grace Church, San Diego 
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DO WE REALLY
UNDERSTAND
“UNION WITH
CHRIST”?
ADDING CLARITY TO
AN ESSENTIAL
DOCTRINE

by J.V. Fesko

Marcus Johnson brings his 
book, One with Christ: An 
Evangelical Theology of 
Salvation (Crossway, 2013), 

to a crowded field of literature on the 
subject of union with Christ, with the 
hopes of encouraging readers to consider 
the importance of the doctrine. In this 
noble venture, Johnson ably presents the 
significance of this subject across a broad 
cross-section of other doctrines, such as 
the incarnation, justification, sanctification, 
adoption, perseverance, ecclesiology, and 
the sacraments. And throughout the book 
Johnson dialogs with several conversation 

partners, including Calvin, Luther, and T. F. 
Torrance.

One with Christ holds several positive 
aspects. Johnson provides the broader 
Evangelical church a helpful survey of 
the ways in which union with Christ bears 
upon a number of doctrines, including the 
doctrines of the church and sacraments. 
There are likely many who do not consider 
these connections. Johnson sets forth the 
different aspects of union with Christ as 
it deals with salvation and the important 
doctrines of justification, sanctification, 
adoption, perseverance, and glorification. 
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On this note, Johnson’s advocacy of the 
doctrine of the imputation of Christ’s 
righteousness and his criticism of N. T. 
Wright for failing to embrace the doctrine 
are positive and noteworthy (107 n. 37). 
With Wright’s latest monster tome on the 
theology of Paul now published, questions 
about imputed righteousness will likely 
reappear on the debate stage. Readers 
will have a good resource with Johnson’s 
book because he shows how the Scriptures 
teach that union with Christ and imputed 
righteousness are compatible and necessary 
doctrines. 

The book’s strengths aside, there are two 
key areas that reveal weaknesses and show 
a need for greater (1) historical engagement 
and (2) clarity on how justification and 
union with Christ relate. First, at a number 
of points Johnson is critical of doctrinal 
expressions and seems unaware that they 
are historically common. He disapproves, 
for example, of cause and effect language 
in explaining how justification and 
sanctification relate (75-77, 95, 112, 149, 
164). He does not appear to be aware that 
such language is commonplace in a host 
of theologians, including Calvin (e.g., 
Institutes 3.14.21). Johnson also does not 
appear to recognize that cause and effect 
language appears in pre-Enlightenment 
theology because of the dominance of 
the Aristotelian worldview that most 

early Modern theologians shared. Post-
Enlightenment cause and effect language 
means something quite different. Johnson 
is too dismissive of the concept without 
adequately engaging the history of the idea.

Related to matters of history is Johnson’s 
criticism of Louis Berkhof, for example. 
Johnson believes Berkhof is contradictory 
when he affirms that salvation occurs 
through union with Christ, but then claims 
that mystical union is not the “judicial 
ground, on the basis of which we become 
partakers of the riches that are in Christ” 
(96). Johnson fails to recognize two 
important elements related to Berkhof’s 
claims: (1) Berkhof says that justification 
is the judicial ground of our acceptance 
before God. A person can be in union 
with Christ, but the judicial ground of his 
acceptance is Christ’s righteousness, not 
the believer’s transformation. (2) Johnson 
never delves into the issue of the timing 
of imputation and the doctrine of the 
covenant of redemption. Berkhof, along 
with Herman Bavinck, Geerhardus Vos, 
and other Reformed theologians such as 
Herman Witsius and Francis Turretin argue 
that Christ’s righteousness is imputed to 
the elect in the covenant of redemption. 
Berkhof, Bavinck, and Vos employ the 
distinction between active justification (the 
imputed righteousness in the covenant of 
redemption), and passive justification (the 
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reception of the imputed righteousness by 
faith). Another way to state the point these 
distinctions seek to address is that Christ’s 
work for me is the judicial basis of Christ’s 
work in me. 

Second, at several points Johnson correctly 
argues that justification is part of the broader 
rubric of our union with Christ (e.g., 94-95). 
Few theologians would argue with such a 
claim. But at other points his expressions 
lack clarity. For example, he writes: “To 
anticipate a point I will make below, Luther 
grounded the forensic/judicial elements 
of justification in a personal/participatory 
reality: in justifying us, God does in fact 
take into account the presence of the 
indwelling Christ” (93). The whole point 
of sola fide, the extra nos of justification, 
is that Christ’s obedience is the exclusive 
and sole ground of our justification. If God 
takes into account the indwelling presence 
of Christ as the ground of our justification, 
then it seems that our transformation has 
now been included in the legal ground. 
We are no longer justified on the sole basis 
of Christ’s righteousness, but also upon 
Christ’s indwelling presence. 

Case in point, Johnson claims, “I will attempt 
to show that union with Christ provides the 
basis for our justification” (90). Roman 
Catholics would affirm that union with 
Christ is the basis of our justification. The 

crucial question is: In what sense is union 
with Christ the basis of our justification? 
And given the technical import of the word 
basis, should another less judicial word 
be employed, such as source? This is the 
whole point of the Reformed tradition’s 
insistence on the instrumentality of faith. 
Faith is necessary for our justification, but 
it is not the ground or basis of it. I can say, 
for example, I am sanctified because I am 
justified, but I cannot say I am justified 
because I am sanctified. These are principles 
the Reformed tradition has historically 
sought to preserve in the order of salvation, 
an idea Johnson unnecessarily criticizes 
(164). Historically Reformed theologians 
have embraced both union with Christ and 
the order of salvation.

As helpful as Johnson’s book is on the 
big picture, on some of these finer points, 
readers would do well to consult two other 
recent books: Richard Muller’s Calvin and 
the Reformed Tradition (Baker Academic, 
2012) and R. Michael Allen’s Justification 
and the Gospel (Baker Academic, 2013). 

J. V. Fesko
Academic Dean, Professor of Systematic 
and Historical Theology, Westminster 
Seminary California 
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LEARNING
FROM THE PAST
THREE HISTORIANS
PROVIDE AN
OVERVIEW
OF CHURCH
HISTORY

Zondervan’s two-volume Church 
History was recently completed 
with the publication of Volume 
2: From Pre-Reformation to the 

Present Day by John Woodbridge and Frank 
James.  The first volume, From Christ to 
Pre-Reformation, by Everett Ferguson, first 
appeared in 2005, with the second edition 
appearing in 2013.  Ferguson, Woodbridge, 
and James are all distinguished and well-
respected evangelical historians, and they 
have produced these volumes to serve as 
introductory, textbook-style overviews 
of those who have self-identified and 
desired to live as “God’s people in Christ.”  

The unique emphasis and approach of 
Zondervan’s Church History is described 
in the subtitle of both volumes: “The Rise 
and Growth of the Church in Its Cultural, 
Intellectual, and Political Context.”  
Ferguson, Woodbridge, and James have all 
attempted to place church history within 
its broader historical framework, which 
is a commendable goal that all church 
historians should keep in view.  The history 
of the Church is sometimes thought of and 
studied in isolation from the events and 
trends which powerfully shape the lives of 
those both inside and outside the Church.  
While it is of first importance that the history 

by Gary Steward
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of the Church be presented as an imperfect 
extension of the inspired “church history” 
found in Scripture and in terms of scriptural 
values and categories, it is also important 
that it be understood in its humanness and 
its connection with contemporary cultural, 
intellectual, and political trends, which is 
what this series attempts to do.  Indeed, it 
is virtually impossible to understand the 
history of European Christianity beginning 
with Constantine apart from the broader 
history of Europe, to use one example, given 
how closely and persistently the affairs of 
church and state were there intertwined.

The first volume of this series by Everett 
Ferguson covers from the birth of Christ to 
the end of the thirteenth century, leaving the 
late Middle Ages for Woodbridge and James 
to cover in volume two.   Ferguson covers 
both Eastern and Western Christianity up 
until the Great Schism (1054), after which 
he deals predominantly with developments 
in the West. In wide-ranging fashion, 
Ferguson covers key Christian leaders, 
theological developments, the experience 
of everyday Christians, ecclesiastical 
development, art, architecture, and all the 
major controversies of the first thirteen 
centuries.  He presents the history of the 
Church during this period as one of steady 
growth, alongside of recurrent cycles of 
decline and renewal.  Ferguson’s writing is 
accessible, and most of the chapters contain 

maps, charts, lists, and/or images, making 
this text suitable for those surveying church 
history for the first time.  Those who have 
the first edition (2005) of Ferguson’s text 
will want to know that the second edition 
contains only minor changes.  The biggest 
changes are in the slightly expanded “For 
Further Study” sections at the end of each 
chapter and the expanded bibliography at 
the end of the book, along with an entirely 
new, three-page timeline, which lists 
important “Political Rulers,” “Writers/
Thinkers,” “Bishops,” and “Events” in four 
parallel columns.  

The second volume of this series by John 
Woodbridge and Frank James begins with 
European Christianity at the start of the 
fourteenth century and surveys material 
all the way up to the challenge posed by 
Islam at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century.  Woodbridge and James state 
that the goal of their work is to provide 
“an academically responsible engagement 
with the facts of history” that “provides a 
global perspective” and is “contemporary 
and relevant to the church today.”  Even 
with this global perspective in view, 
Woodbridge and James focus primarily 
on British and European Christianity, 
devoting only shorter sections to Eastern 
Orthodoxy, non-Western theologies, and 
“global Christianity” in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries.  After covering the 
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Reformation era, Woodbridge and James 
provide extensive coverage of Christianity 
in the seventeenth through the nineteenth 
centuries, touching on the theological, 
philosophical, political, and scientific changes 
which deeply impacted the Church in Britain 
and Europe.  This material is interesting and 
expansive and accounts for around half of the 
entire book.

One should not expect that Woodbridge and 
James’s introductory survey covering the 
fourteenth century to the present day would 
be able to cover all of the major topics and 
individuals in church history, but some of 
its omissions are surprising.  American 
Christianity is addressed during the colonial 
era, but does not get much attention until the 
rise of Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism 
in the twentieth century.   In the chapter on 
“Christianity in an Age of Revolutions (1770-
1848),” only the European revolutions are 
covered and the American Revolution is not 
mentioned.  John Witherspoon and Timothy 
Dwight are mentioned once in passing, and 
many American theologians and leaders like 
Bellamy, Hopkins, Taylor, Nevin, Thornwell, 
Dabney, Barnes, Briggs, Gladden, Coffin, 
Mullins, and Mathews are not mentioned 
at all. John Knox is not mentioned either 
(unless I somehow missed him), and only 
passing references are made to John Wycliffe, 
John Owen, and Samuel Rutherford.  While 
striking, these omissions are perhaps less 
a statement about the book’s inadequacies 

and more a statement about the difficulties 
of covering late medieval, Reformation, and 
modern church history (along with its cultural, 
intellectual, and political contexts) in a single 
volume.

If one expects to find an exhaustive 
compendium of global church history in these 
two volumes, they may be disappointed.  The 
scope of the material they attempt to address 
at an introductory level, is simply too broad 
to allow for an exhaustive treatment of all the 
details.  If one expects to find an introductory 
narrative which is not exhaustive but engaging, 
clear, and full of information about the history 
of the Church in its broader historical contexts, 
these books will not disappoint.  

A good introductory text for church history 
should probably not attempt to be exhaustive 
anyway.  Instead, it should sketch out the 
main outlines, introduce the main movements 
and issues, and provoke the reader’s interest 
and curiosity through a concise and selective 
presentation of specifics.  That is what 
these texts do.  Readers will find them very 
interesting, engaging, and clearly-written, and 
this is what should most be hoped for in a set 
of introductory texts.

Gary Steward
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 
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WHAT DO 
WORKS HAVE
TO DO WITH THE
FINAL JUDGMENT?
FIVE VERY DIVERSE
THINKERS GIVE AN
ANSWER
by Ian Lawrence

The more things change, the more they 
stay the same. For all of the touted 
“progress” in theological relations, 
whether Catholic-Protestant or New-

Old Perspectives, careful essays and rebutting 
commentaries by leading scholars only serve 
to confirm the profound areas of disagreement. 
The Catholic view reduces to merit theology 
(193-195), while Protestant interpretations 
are hindered by tradition and are “not derived 
directly from the text itself” (169). Any 
view that dares to require works in even the 
narrowest sense makes Paul’s assurances of 
salvation “cruelly deceptive” (144). Add to 
these a free-grace dispensational hermeneutic 
that is “unfalsifiable” (55) and amounts to a 

Protestant doctrine of purgatory (62) and you 
have Four Views on the Role of Works at the 
Final Judgment (Zondervan, 2013). 

In truth, the book puts the four-views format to 
good use and is exceptionally well done. The 
essay/response format leaves fewer questions 
unanswered for the reader and provides 
direction regarding resources and avenues 
for further study. By the end of the book it 
becomes abundantly clear that the distinctions 
represented by the four contributors do indeed 
make a difference, not only theologically, but 
personally and pastorally as well.

Robert Wilkin, executive director of the 
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Grace Evangelical Society, rejects the notion that 
perseverance or good works of any type are required 
for final salvation. While disobedience or a failure to 
persevere may jeopardize the individual’s rewards 
in eternity, salvation itself is secure so long as a 
profession of faith was made. Wilkin uses John 5:24 
as an interpretive rubric through which he views the 
rest of the New Testament. 

Thomas Schreiner, Pauline scholar and Professor 
of New Testament Interpretation at The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, proposes a balanced 
and more nuanced interpretation of the pertinent 
texts. Salvation rests firmly on the work of Christ and 
is received by faith, but good works are necessary at 
the judgment as evidence of the genuineness of that 
faith. 

James D. G. Dunn, New Testament scholar and 
leading commentator on the New Perspective on 
Paul agrees largely with Schreiner’s exegesis but 
is wary of systematizing the biblical witness and so 
“knocking off awkward edges to make them fit with 
each other” (137). On many points, Dunn’s exegesis 
is identical to Schreiner’s. Unlike Schreiner, 
however, Dunn is uncomfortable resolving the 
tension, concluding appropriately with a question: 
“Is it not more important that we should hear both 
and respond to both as our situations and (dis)
obedience of faith require?” (141). 

Finally, Michael P. Barber, author, radio host, and 
Professor of Theology, Scripture, and Catholic 
Thought at John Paul the Great Catholic University 
offers the Roman Catholic perspective on the issue 
at hand. Barber sets out to convince his readers that 
the Catholic view is not, nor ever has been, one of 

legalism and works-righteousness. Rather, Jesus 
Christ miraculously enables the otherwise imperfect 
works of believers to merit final salvation. As the 
latter three contributors agree, the key difference in 
an otherwise similar reading of the pertinent texts 
turns on the doctrine of justification. 

The story of this book has several interweaving 
themes that I’d like to simply draw out and 
briefly comment on. First, not only is there such 
a thing as an over commitment to the doctrine of 
justification by faith, but such over commitment 
can actually be harmful. Wilkin minces no words 
when he asserts, “Many would agree that there is 
a necessary connection between believing in Jesus 
and obeying His commandments. I would not” 
(39). In truth his position turns not on an over 
commitment to justification by faith, per se, but on a 
false understanding of the nature of faith, as each of 
the other three contributors points out. As for texts, 
which seem to require perseverance, obedience, 
and good works? They refer “not to the believer’s 
eternal destiny at the final judgment but rather the 
believer’s praise, or lack of it, at the Judgment Seat 
of Christ” (46). Thus one can enter the kingdom with 
a one-time, mental-assent kind of faith and in the 
absence of perseverance. Astonishingly, however, 
such entering will be accompanied by the shame of 
having one’s name denied by Jesus Christ (38, 44-
46), by having no part in ruling with Christ (39-41), 
and by a diminished joy and lesser experience of 
dwelling in God’s presence (38).

Dunn is right to compare the result of Wilkin’s 
theology to the return of the doctrine of purgatory 
(62)! What kind of eternity awaits those who are “let 
in” to heaven only to be shamed by God and excluded 
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from the congregation of the righteous? Perhaps 
even more dangerous, however, is the harm that 
would inevitably be inflicted on the gospel and the 
witness of the church should such a view become 
widely held. Not only are unrepentant, sinful 
individuals claiming to be Christians and smearing 
the name of Christ, but now, according to Wilkin, 
we must assert that many of them actually are! 

Is systematizing so evil? Wilkin certainly has no 
problem with it. Nor does Schriener. Dunn, however, 
would have us believe that systematics, almost by 
definition, do great harm to Scripture. In fact, he 
comes only a hair short of asserting that Paul’s 
different emphases are in complete contradiction 
(137). It’s rather telling that Dunn’s concluding 
three paragraphs consist of seven meaty questions 
among three statements, none of which answers 
the questions proposed! Barber, while creating 
the picture of a systematically derived doctrine 
offends his own methods by clinging too closely 
to Trent, resulting in a foundation of unconvincing 
definitions and confusing arguments. 

Wilkin’s hermeneutical foibles bring into bold 
relief what lies beneath the surface of some of the 
discussions between Dunn, Schreiner, and Barber; 
namely, God’s sovereignty in salvation. Paul tells 
us that Christ died in order to “purify for himself a 
people for his own possession who are zealous for 
good works” (Titus 2:14). If Wilkin is right, then 
Christ has failed. Is God’s design in the cross, as 
Calvinism asserts, to pay the penalty for specific, 
predestined individuals and so to purify them from 
dead works? If not, then the entire endeavor is truly 
up in the air, subject to the free will of man and 

the winds of history. In his responses to Dunn and 
Wilkin, Schreiner points out that their respective 
soft views on God’s sovereignty in salvation 
and in the believer’s perseverance significantly 
diminish the holding-together of their positions. 
Contra Dunn, receiving the Bible’s emphasis on 
God’s sovereignty in matters of salvation enables 
a biblically faithful, yet systematized position on 
perseverance (150-151). Further, Barber’s assertion 
that the believer’s works are meritorious through 
God’s divine work in producing them, falls apart 
under the weight of the libertarian human freedom 
that Catholic theology requires (196).

Schreiner puts forward the traditional, Reformation 
view backed with careful and clear exegesis. He 
concludes that “works are the necessary evidence 
and fruit of a right relation with God” (97). 
Schreiner’s essay demonstrates the biblical fidelity 
and explanatory power of this view and, along with 
his responses to the other positions, is easily worth 
the price of the book.

The question of the role of works at the final 
judgment is essential to the Christian faith. How 
one answers the questions posed in this book will 
go a long way in determining his basic outlook 
on life and the gospel. This book provides a very 
helpful aid for those wrestling through the biblical 
evidence. 

Ian Lawrence
Clifton Baptist Church, Louisville, KY 
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Preaching is serious business.  And preachers should feel the 
weight of rightly declaring God’s gospel. Yet, such a serious 
calling exposes preachers to what Spurgeon called “fainting 
fits.” When the harvest is plentiful, pride is the preacher’s 

temptation, but when the response is lean, despair hangs in the air. 
With such threats, what will preserve the life of the preacher?

Among other truths, the doctrine of justification by faith is a life-
saving doctrine for the hearer and the preacher. It is vital for the 
content of the message, and it is just as essential before and after 
the sermon. 

First, justification by faith qualifies sinners to preach. Assuming 
that a pastor is biblically qualified (1 Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9), 
justification by faith is the practical means by which a sinner might 
have confidence to speak for God. Without justification by faith, 
ministers of the Word would be torn asunder by their inability to 

Justification by Faith: 
The Preacher’s Life Preserver

by David Schrock
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live up to the message they preach.

As any preacher knows, the hours before a sermon are perilous. The Enemy 
accuses our conscience and cues all sorts of interpersonal strife. In those 
moments, when our sin is large and the time before service is short, the 
preacher must take solace in justification by faith. No other weapon will stand 
against Satan’s arrows. And gloriously, no other defense is needed. Christ’s 
righteousness is enough. 

Second, after the sermon justification by faith is equally essential. Rightly, 
preachers desire that their message would be a means to the salvation of 
sinners and the sanctification of the saints. As a result, the moments after 
preaching are filled with inward uncertainty and outward anxiety—Did that 
word preached have any effect? In that unsettled hour, justification by faith is 
the surest medicine. Like Paul we must discipline ourselves to hear, receive, 
and believe the gospel we preach (1 Cor. 9:27). In fact, for preachers, it might 
be true that what we really believe is most evident in the hours after our 
message. 

Do we gloat after a ‘good’ sermon? Or do we get moody after a ‘terrible’ 
sermon? While stoicism is not the goal, our self-worth cannot be found in our 
preaching. We are justified by our believing, not our preaching. 
 
Thankfully, we preach as sinful men declared innocent by a just and justifying 
God. Justification by faith is the only thing that gives us legal standing before 
God and his church. This is the message preachers must proclaim when they 
preach, and it is the message we must believe entering and existing the pulpit. 

David Schrock (Ph.D., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary) is pastor of 
Calvary Baptist Church in Seymour, Indiana. 
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