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Introduction
N. T. Wright, Bishop of Durham, has become in the last several years a household name among evangelicals. In some respects, he is emerging as the 21st century equivalent to Rudolf Bultmann. Both scholars are known for their synthesis of the NT message. They have written multiple volumes dealing especially with global treatments on the theology of the NT. They both have also written commentaries on various NT books, but this is not their primary contribution. In short, both Bultmann and Wright are biblical theologians. One basic difference is that whereas Bultmann was a theological liberal, Wright is an evangelical. Wright’s respect for the text is vastly higher than Bultmann’s was. And this means that his view of the historicity of the biblical record is significantly higher than Bultmann’s was as well. 
In 1997, Wright’s What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity?
 appeared. This book principally addressed the old canard that Paul was the real originator of the Christianity that we know and that Jesus had an entirely different vision that got swallowed up by the apostle to the Gentiles. But in that book Wright also planted the seeds of his overarching view of Paul on justification. He continued to write on this topic, prompting pastor-scholar John Piper to pen a response, The Future of Justification: A Response to N. T. Wright (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007).
Piper took issue quite a bit with how Wright had defined justification, critiquing him from the vantage point of a close reading of the text. Some say it was too close though, not allowing for the overarching themes and especially Jewish background to be read in certain contexts. Wright was not long silent, penning especially a volume that came out last May: Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, appearing both in a paperback version (London: SPCK, 2009) and a hardback version (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2009). Unfortunately, the two versions do not differ simply in the covers, but also in their entire formatting. Page numbers in one do not correspond to page numbers in the other. Caveat lector: I will be quoting from the paperback (British) version which is more compact, though the corresponding American hardback pages will be put in parentheses.
 
δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ in Romans
I was interested in seeing what Wright had to say about the programmatic expression, δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ, as used in Romans. It occurs at key junctures in the book: 1:17; 3:5; 3:21, 22; and 10:3. In addition, we see ‘his righteousness’ (δικαιοσύνη αὐτοῦ) referring to God’s righteousness in 3:25 and 26. Since Wright is a leading advocate of the New Perspective on Paul (NPP), his treatment on δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ in a book entitled Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision would seem a likely place to read a sustained and focused argument regarding this particular expression from the New Perspective angle. Apparently, Wright also views the phrase as bearing great importance. And he sees it as having one meaning throughout Romans:
But—still remembering Piper’s own statement about how Paul’s terms must ultimately be understood with reference to the actual contexts in which he uses them—the best argument for taking dikaiosyneœ theou in 1.17, 3.21 and 10.3 as ‘God’s faithfulness to the covenant with Abraham, to the single-plan-through-Israel-for-the-world,’ is the massive sense it makes of passage after passage, the way in which bits of Romans often omitted from discussion, or even explicitly left on one side as being irrelevant to the main drift of the discourse, suddenly come back into focus with a bang.

What is puzzling in this statement is that only three of the five verses that explicitly refer to ‘the righteousness of God’ are enumerated here, with none of the verses that speak of ‘his righteousness’ (referring to God). This lacuna not only occurs here, but the discussion of Rom 3:5 is virtually non-existent (mentioned explicitly on page 49 [68], with the promise of later discussion which can only barely be true, for he touches on it in part of a sentence implicitly on page 173 [198]). He also explicitly mentions 10:3 only one other time, though he does quote from it in his discussion of Rom 9:30–10:13 (quotation on page 216 [244]). My sense from these lacunae is that Wright’s view is in mortal danger of being hammered with his own words, for these lacunae are “bits of Romans often omitted from discussion…” (155 [179]). Is it because they don’t fit his view very well? We shall see. 
The modest objective of this short paper will be an examination of what N. T. Wright has to say about the expression δικαιοσύνη αὐτοῦ in Romans, and examine his views in light of these passages in their contexts.
It would help if we began with the Greek text and English translation (from the NET Bible) of these eight references (two in 10:3) in Romans:
Rom 1:17—δικαιοσύνη γὰρ θεοῦ ἐν αὐτῷ ἀποκαλύπτεται ἐκ πίστεως εἰς πίστιν, καθὼς γέγραπται· ὁ δὲ δίκαιος ἐκ πίστεως ζήσεται.

For the righteousness of God is revealed in the gospel from faith to faith, just as it is written, “The righteous by faith will live.”
Rom 3:5—εἰ δὲ ἡ ἀδικία ἡμῶν θεοῦ δικαιοσύνην συνίστησιν, τί ἐροῦμεν; μὴ ἄδικος ὁ θεὸς ὁ ἐπιφέρων τὴν ὀργήν; κατὰ ἄνθρωπον λέγω. 

But if our unrighteousness demonstrates the righteousness of God, what shall we say? The God who inflicts wrath is not unrighteous, is he? (I am speaking in human terms.)
Rom 3:21—Νυνὶ δὲ χωρὶς νόμου δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ πεφανέρωται μαρτυρουμένη ὑπὸ τοῦ νόμου καὶ τῶν προφητῶν

But now apart from the law the righteousness of God (which is attested by the law and the prophets) has been disclosed
Rom 3:22—δικαιοσύνη δὲ θεοῦ διὰ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ εἰς πάντας τοὺς πιστεύοντας. οὐ γάρ ἐστιν διαστολή, 

namely, the righteousness of God through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction.
Rom 3:25—ὃν προέθετο ὁ θεὸς ἱλαστήριον διὰ [τῆς] πίστεως ἐν τῷ αὐτοῦ αἵματι εἰς ἔνδειξιν τῆς δικαιοσύνης αὐτοῦ διὰ τὴν πάρεσιν τῶν προγεγονότων ἁμαρτημάτων 

God publicly displayed him at his death as the mercy seat accessible through faith. This was to demonstrate his righteousness, because God in his forbearance had passed over the sins previously committed.
Rom 3:26—ἐν τῇ ἀνοχῇ τοῦ θεοῦ, πρὸς τὴν ἔνδειξιν τῆς δικαιοσύνης αὐτοῦ ἐν τῷ νῦν καιρῷ, εἰς τὸ εἶναι αὐτὸν δίκαιον καὶ δικαιοῦντα τὸν ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ. 

This was also to demonstrate his righteousness in the present time, so that he would be just and the justifier of the one who lives because of Jesus’ faithfulness.
Rom 10:3—ἀγνοοῦντες γὰρ τὴν τοῦ θεοῦ δικαιοσύνην καὶ τὴν ἰδίαν [δικαιοσύνην] ζητοῦντες στῆσαι, τῇ δικαιοσύνῃ τοῦ θεοῦ οὐχ ὑπετάγησαν. 

For ignoring the righteousness that comes from God, and seeking instead to establish their own righteousness, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. 
We will analyze each of these texts in turn, using the following procedure: (1) Examine what Wright says about the passage, (2) compare his comments to the biblical text and see if they seem to match up, making comments about the translation in the process, and (3) summarize our findings.
Competing Themes for Romans
To wrestle with this crux interpretum expression we need to begin by framing the question. In Wright’s view, each of these texts really refers to God’s faithfulness. Wright sees the overarching idea expressed in them that God is faithful to the Abrahamic covenant in which he has chosen Israel as the vehicle by which human beings can come into right relation with God. He argues in 1:17 that “unless the scholars of any time had lost their moorings completely, …nobody would have supposed that ‘God’s righteousness’ was anything other than his faithfulness to the covenant, to Israel, and beyond that again to the whole creation.”
 
We will come back to his treatment of 1:17 shortly, but we need to make an important point about Wright’s rhetoric here. This line is characteristic of what one will see throughout the book: Wright speaks in absolute terms. To say that anyone who doesn’t see things his way has lost his moorings and has, in fact, “allowed the little ship of exegesis to be tossed to and fro with every wind of philosophy…,”
 is akin to saying that if anyone disagrees with Wright that God’s righteousness = God’s faithfulness he couldn’t exegete his way out of a paper bag. This kind of language is both unbecoming of the bishop of Durham and stifles genuine dialogue because it belittles his exegetical opponents. ‘My way or the highway’ may work in monarchical episcopacy, but it has no place in exegetical debate. The worst feature of this important work is Wright’s hubris.
 He takes such an incredibly dogmatic stance on almost every aspect of his understanding of Paul’s view of justification, and condemns his exegetical adversaries with such sweeping statements, that one gets the impression that we are seeing the reincarnation of Athanasius: Wright contra mundum. And all too often, that hubris is converted into rhetoric that has very little substance. Rather than reading a reasoned, sustained argument for a New Perspective view of Paul on justification, I felt as though Wright assumed that the debate was over and that he simply wanted to browbeat people into submission. Strip away the rhetoric and the book would have been half the length. Of course, it wouldn’t have been nearly as entertaining to read, but the argument would have been clearer and, I think, more forceful. But I digress; enough for now on tone.
As I said, Wright’s view of ‘the righteousness of God’ in Romans is that it refers to God’s “faithfulness to the covenant, to Israel, and beyond that again to the whole creation” (154 [178]).
In my view, God’s faithfulness is not the main theme of Romans. I freely admit that it is a very important subtheme of Romans, but I do not believe that it drives Paul’s argument. Rather, I see Romans as fundamentally an argument for the vindication of God’s righteousness in relation to Paul’s gospel. Romans 1.16–17, which concludes the salutation/introduction, best articulates the theme of the whole book: “the righteous revelation of God in the gospel.” To flesh this out a bit more: I believe that Paul is more concerned in this letter to vindicate God’s righteousness than he is to explain the gospel. Since Judaizers had dogged Paul from the beginning and had criticized Paul’s gospel as being weak on sin because Paul would not subject Gentiles to the Law, he needed to justify his gospel; he needed to demonstrate that God had not lowered his righteous requirements for ‘getting in’ one iota with the coming of Christ. Ultimately, Paul needed to demonstrate that God’s holiness was completely intact even though salvation had bypassed the Law. 
So, two divergent views on the theme of Romans: God’s faithfulness to his covenant, to Israel, and to the created world vs. a vindication of God’s righteousness as it relates to Paul’s gospel. 
Evidence: Jewish in General, Romans in Particular
A couple of preliminary comments are in order here: Although Wright is correct to marshal Jewish evidence for how Paul would have thought about various issues, I would think that he would also want to marshal the specific Jewish evidence of how certain Jews interacted with Paul concerning his gospel. The evidence is seen throughout Paul’s letters and it is basically unambiguous (unless, of course, I’m missing something, which is entirely possible): Judaizers and even hostile Jews opposed Paul because he was making concessions to Gentiles to allow them to ‘get in’ without submitting to the Law (cf. Acts 15:1–5; Phil 3:2–9; Galatians in toto). Proselytes were welcomed by Jews, but they had to get circumcised before they could be considered a true convert. So when Paul comes along and says that Gentiles do not need to get circumcised, Torah-abiding, Jewish-Christian evangelists could not stand for this. Writing to a new group of believers—a church that he had not established—Paul would have been especially sensitive to the possibility of Judaizing perversions of his gospel, as well as simple misunderstandings of his gospel. Romans provided the right occasion for Paul to lay out clearly what he believed and what he didn’t believe. But his larger purpose was to vindicate God’s righteousness because Paul was always passionate (even before his conversion) about upholding the glory, holiness, and truthfulness of God. It was this passion that brought him to meet the ascended Christ when his intentions were to defend God’s truthfulness and righteousness by throwing Christians into prison. 
Second, Wright and many who would disagree with him would both agree that the greatest light shed on the interpretation of Romans is Romans itself. Wright argues this point repeatedly in his Justification. What we construct as the Jewish background for Paul is of secondary importance to the meaning that the text itself can shed. But an excellent exercise for the reader of this essay would be to ask the question at each instance of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ whether Wright’s overarching theme or the one argued for here fits the evidence better. 
Paul’s Early Interpreters

One of the discussions that seems to be largely missing from the New Perspective camp is how other first-century writers viewed Paul’s view of salvation. I’m not speaking about the apostolic fathers, but other New Testament authors. We have probably three books that interact with Paul’s view to some degree: James, 1 Peter, and Hebrews. The New Perspective folks put such an emphasis on God’s covenant faithfulness as the essential meaning of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ that they consciously place notions of forgiveness, individual salvation, and final eschatological realities as quite subordinate to this motif. But an examination of Jas 2:14–26, 1 Peter 1:3–9, and Heb 10:1–25 clearly shows an emphasis on ‘salvation’ and ‘forgiveness of sins.’ In Jas 2, the author is most likely reacting to Pauline slogans that made their way into James’s churches devoid of their actual content. But the key point is that James is talking about final salvation and its present evidence among believers. First Peter was written in conscious imitation of Paul’s letters, most likely because Peter used one of Paul’s associates to help pen it. The emphasis on Gentile salvation, forgiveness of sins, and even heaven, are evident in verses 3 through 9 of chapter 1. Hebrews was probably penned by an associate of Paul after Paul had died, and has the earmarks of being a theology of the cross in which obedience to the Law is viewed as belonging to a previous dispensation. (These points will not be elaborated here, but see my introductions on each of these books, posted at bible.org.) In other words, all of these authors put an emphasis on soteriology more than sociology. This is not to say that Wright’s sociological emphasis is wrong, just that it is overdone. If other Jewish Christian authors did not read Paul the way that Wright does, perhaps the claim of the NPP folks that only their view adequately deals with the Jewish background for Paul is, in the least, overstated. 
Wright is fond of saying that critics of the New Perspective “have not in fact reckoned with the fully biblical and Jewish context of what they are discussing”
 and that they have “attempted to construct the entire soteriological jigsaw on the basis of a mediaeval view of ‘justice….’”
 Further, he argues:

 Part of the problem with the ‘old perspective’ on Paul is that it has followed the long mediaeval tradition (to which it was never more thoroughly indebted than when reacting to some of its particulars) in this respect particularly: it has de-Judaized Paul. It has snatched him out of the context where he lived, where he made sense, out of his God-given theological context, rooted in Israel’s scriptures, according to which God made promises to Israel and never went back on them because they were promises through Israel for the world.

Wright is surely correct that we absolutely must read Paul in his own Jewish context rather than place him in a later one, such as the medieval world of Europe. But what Wright does not point out is that the medieval world owed much to earlier patristic writers for their understanding of ‘justification.’ It is well documented that the Latin notion of iustitia Dei (‘the righteousness of God’) imported alien concepts to the Hebrew thought-world, especially that of retributive justice or exacting a penalty on wrong-doers. Thus, ‘to do justice’ for a Jew would have the force of ‘to set things right’ in a positive sense, while for a Roman it would often, if not usually, mean ‘to dole out punishment.’ To Luther’s credit, he got beyond this Latinized perversion of the righteousness of God as he examined the Greek text of Romans and as he wrestled with the Hebrew text of the Old Testament. Remarkably, a popular view of God’s justice found among medieval scholastics was one that was espoused by Ambrosiaster, a late fourth-century Latin father who wrote a commentary on every one of Paul’s letters. Ambrosiaster knew little to no Greek. His view of God’s righteousness was that it meant God’s faithfulness to the Abrahamic covenant, precisely Wright’s view.
 Yet, Ambrosiaster came to this conclusion through Latin, without access to the Greek and Hebrew of the original text. So, if this is part of what Luther was arguing against, and yet is now one of the essentials of the New Perspective, how can Wright make the blanket statement that medieval exegesis de-Judaized Paul—unless he is willing to condemn his own view? Perhaps Luther was on to something that was intrinsic to the text of scripture after all.
With these issues in the background, we proceed to Romans.
Romans 1:17

δικαιοσύνη γὰρ θεοῦ ἐν αὐτῷ ἀποκαλύπτεται ἐκ πίστεως εἰς πίστιν, καθὼς γέγραπται· ὁ δὲ δίκαιος ἐκ πίστεως ζήσεται.

For the righteousness of God is revealed in the gospel from faith to faith, just as it is written, “The righteous by faith will live.”
Wright argues that “nobody would ever have supposed that the ‘righteousness’ in question in Romans 1.17 was anything other than God’s own ‘righteousness’…. And unless the scholars of any time had lost their moorings completely, …nobody would have supposed that ‘God’s righteousness’ was anything other than his faithfulness to the covenant, to Israel, and beyond that again to the whole of creation.”

He defends this with three points: (1) Rom 1:16–17 does not define the gospel; rather, it speaks about the effect of the gospel, viz., “when it is preached, God’s power goes to work and people are saved”;
 (2) those who are saved are believers, both Jews and Greeks; and (3) the use of Hab 2:4 in the rest of Rom 1:17 has to do with divine judgment that is rooted in divine faithfulness.
 
Wright says that Rom 1:3–4 gives us a clearer presentation of the gospel for Paul, but many scholars would dispute this by noting that these verses are probably an embedded hymn that Paul had to ‘correct’ theologically. It thus would not be the first place where one would turn to see what Paul means by the gospel. Further, there is a broad consensus among scholars that Rom 1:16–17 lays out the theme of Romans, a point we will return to in a moment. I am not sure how Wright’s first two points contribute to his view that  ‘the righteousness of God’ in Rom 1:17 must mean ‘God’s faithfulness,’ but his third point is clear: If Paul is using Hab 2:4 in light of its OT meaning, then God’s faithfulness is related to his judgment of sin. I agree with Wright that Paul’s use of the OT “has nothing to do with Paul merely running through a mental concordance of biblical passages which linked ‘righteous’ and ‘faith’ and, finding Habakkuk 2.4 along with Genesis 15.6, deciding here and in Galatians to drop them both into his argument.”

But Wright’s exegesis of Hab 2:4 plays a bit fast and loose with the text. He argues that Habakkuk argues for faith among God’s people, that 2:4 is specifically speaking about God’s faithfulness. But where is faith explicitly mentioned in Habakkuk 2? Faith is of course programmatic for Paul, as even Wright recognizes. But was it part of Habakkuk’s argument? Second, is God’s faithfulness explicitly mentioned in Hab 2:4? The Hebrew text speaks of “his faithfulness,” almost surely referring to the faithfulness of the person to YHWH. (Literally, Hab 2:4b reads, “the righteous person will live because of his faithfulness.” Although this could just possibly refer to God’s faithfulness, we would expect the first person suffix on the noun ‏האמונ (‘faithfulness’)—thus, ‘my faithfulness.’ Instead, the third person suffix is found. Better suited to Wright’s argument is the LXX which says, ‘my faithfulness’ (πίστεώς μου). But this raises a significant issue: Is Paul basing his argument on the Hebrew text of Habakkuk or the Greek? Further, what is Wright basing his argument on?
In the context of Romans, the personal pronoun has dropped out. No longer does the righteous one live by “his faithfulness,” nor “my faithfulness,” but simply by ‘faith.’ One suspects another shift here for Paul: since there is no pronoun, the meaning of πίστις is probably now more related to the exercise of belief than to the character of faithfulness. Later, Paul will use πίστις in the sense of “faithfulness” (3.3, and probably 3.22). But for now, πίστις can hardly mean “faithfulness” in Rom 1.17, even though the underlying Hebrew word never meant faith.
 It is much more related to faith, as this is one of the key themes in Romans and must surely figure in this programmatic verse. Putting all this together, has Paul changed the meaning of Habakkuk? Not necessarily. At minimum, the apostle seems to have captured something in Habakkuk that is often overlooked: faithfulness to YHWH can only come about by faith in YHWH. One is not faithful to his God unless he first believes in him. Although the original context referred to the nation of Israel, and life referred to its continued survival, the application on a personal level is not much of a stretch. Dependence on God, and therefore loyalty to God, is necessary for life, whether it be national and political or individual and soteriological. Further, it is possible to see echoes of Gen 15.6 in Hab 2.4 (both verbally and conceptually),
 and Paul will pick up on the former text later. Thus the notion of πίστις/πιστεύω, and δίκαιος/δικαιοσύνη are linked: faith in God—the kind that leads to faithfulness—is how the righteous man shall live.
The point is that neither Paul nor Habakkuk are here speaking about God’s faithfulness. Habakkuk is speaking about man’s faithfulness and Paul is speaking about man’s faith. If God’s faithfulness is not in view in this verse, how is Paul using it in the context of Romans 1?
It is painfully obvious that the righteousness of God in 1:17 has to be the answer created by the problem of the wrath of God in 1:18. If it is true that Paul in Romans is fundamentally speaking about vindicating the righteousness of God in Paul’s gospel then 1:16–17 is giving us the theme of the letter. But 1:18 begins by laying out the problem. Yet here we see clearly that Paul is not going to be soft on sin, nor on how God deals with it. His wrath is all that humanity deserves. The sociological view of God’s righteousness simply is not a sufficient answer for the problem of our depravity in 1:18–3:20. God’s faithfulness won’t cut it, since we’re dealing with sin and how it separates us from God, not covenant faithfulness and how God relates to his people (at least, that’s not the initial issue). The reason that covenant faithfulness is not in view here is because Paul is not speaking about those who are ‘in’; he is establishing the fact that God is a holy God and that we are alienated from him. 
To argue that God’s faithfulness to Christians (?) is in view in Rom 1:17 is to miss the point that Paul makes in 1:18–3:20. Paul begins by giving the theme of the letter: “the righteousness of God is revealed in the gospel.” When this introduction is completed, he launches into an extended statement of humanity’s utter sinfulness. But he does so by juxtaposing vv. 17 and 18:

“The righteousness of God is revealed [δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ ἀποκαλύπτεται] in the gospel from faith to faith” (v. 17)

“The wrath of God is revealed [ἀποκαλύπτεται ὀργὴ θεοῦ]… against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of people” (v. 18)
Paul’s connection of God’s righteousness, the gospel, and faith is the solution to the problem of God’s wrath against sinners. His diatribe against the sinfulness of humanity surely is meant to counter those who would see his gospel as a compromise on holiness because it did not require Gentiles to be circumcised or obey the Law. He speaks in no uncertain terms that God is absolutely holy, leading to his major point in 3:21–26 that our only access to this God is through his Son. 
There is another point that Wright seems to have missed here. If Habakkuk is speaking about God’s faithfulness to his people in the midst of his judgment of sin, Paul’s point is otherwise. If the judgment of sin seen in 1:18–3:20 refers to the sin of both Jews and Gentiles, as it surely must, then for whom is God’s faithfulness applied? Habakkuk condemns the enemies of Israel, while Paul condemns both Gentiles and Jews. No one escapes God’s wrath. Paul thus creates a dilemma that he will not resolve until 3:21–26.  
Romans 3:5

εἰ δὲ ἡ ἀδικία ἡμῶν θεοῦ δικαιοσύνην συνίστησιν, τί ἐροῦμεν; μὴ ἄδικος ὁ θεὸς ὁ ἐπιφέρων τὴν ὀργήν; κατὰ ἄνθρωπον λέγω. 

But if our unrighteousness demonstrates the righteousness of God, what shall we say? The God who inflicts wrath is not unrighteous, is he? (I am speaking in human terms.)
N. T. Wright has noted that Rom 3:1–8 is “all about God: God’s oracles, God’s faithfulness, God’s truth, God’s vindication, God’s victory, God’s righteousness, God’s justice, God’s judgment, God’s truth (again), and ultimately (verse 7) God’s glory. It is surprising that theologians, to say nothing of preachers, would so readily skip over such a sequence of thought.”
 His indictment of theologians and preachers is unwarranted—except for C. H. Dodd and his followers (very few agree with him on his exegesis of Romans), and Arminians. But Arminians regularly stay away from Romans because they find little in this book that gives them comfort.
Romans 3:1–8 is vital to Paul’s overarching agenda. Here we see Paul vindicating God’s righteousness as a prelude to his proclamation of the gospel. The pericope actually interweaves two distinct themes: vindication of God and condemnation of those who think that Paul’s gospel promotes sin. Wright suggested that the crescendo of this passage is in v. 7, with its emphasis on God’s glory (“For if by my lie the truth of God enhances his glory, why am I still actually being judged as a sinner?”). But that is only partially true. Verse 7 demands some sort of response (which shows that it is not the high-water mark of this pericope), and Paul gives it in v. 8: “And why not say, ‘Let us do evil so that good may come of it’? —as some who slander us allege that we say. (Their condemnation is deserved!)” It is not God’s glory that is primarily in view here, but vindication of God’s righteousness in the gospel that Paul will soon set forth. Wright makes no comment on v. 8.
Wright suggests that Rom 3:4, with its mention of God’s righteousness (δικαιωθῇς—[that] he might be vindicated), shows that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ in Romans has the force of covenant faithfulness instead of a righteous standing that comes from God and is bestowed on the believer because of Christ’s payment for his sins. He boldly states that with this verse, “the whole attempt to deny the meaning of ‘covenant faithfulness’ for dikaiosyneœ theou crashes to the ground like a felled oak.”
 
There are problems with this view, however. Not only is the verb δικαιόω used here not the same as the noun phrase δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ, and not only is its usage a bit atypical in Romans (with the force of ‘vindicate’), but Wright’s interpretation seems to wrench v. 4 out of its larger context. Yes, God’s faithfulness is in view in Rom 3:1–4, because Paul is discussing the advantages of the Jew. He speaks of God’s covenant faithfulness in spite of the fact that some were unfaithful. It is necessary for Paul to do this to show that there is a future for Israel. But the larger tenor of vv. 1–8 is about vindicating God’s righteousness in the light of Paul’s gospel. Wright does not address the notion of faithfulness in 3.5, but if we were to substitute ‘faithfulness’ for ‘righteousness’ we would be hard pressed to make much sense of the text: “But if our unfaithfulness demonstrates the faithfulness of God, what shall we say? The God who inflicts wrath is not unfaithful, is he? (I am speaking in human terms.)” The point of v. 5 is that God is righteous to judge sin, not that he is faithful to his covenant with Israel. ‘Wrath’ and ‘unrighteousness’ are words used when speaking of God’s righteous judgment on the world (ὀργή and ἀδικία are found in the opening verse of Paul’s diatribe against sin, 1:18; to not see the link to that verse here is to miss Paul’s essential point). 
This is then followed by Rom 3:6, “For how else would God be able to judge the world?” (paraphrased). There is no hint in this text of covenant faithfulness; God’s righteousness is seen in relation to his judgment of sin, not his covenant faithfulness to the Jews. Romans 3:7 continues this train of thought—viz., that some have charged Paul with being weak on sin because he sees things in such black-and-white hues. Thus, the interlocutor raises the question, “if by my lie the truth of God enhances his glory, why am I still actually being judged as a sinner?” As Moo rightly points out, this is Paul the Jew asking Paul the Christian a question.
 This is also the Judaizers, who had dogged Paul for his entire ministry, objecting to his form of the gospel. But the language has nothing to do with covenant faithfulness; it has everything to do with a vindication of God’s righteousness, specifically his ethical stance of judging sin. Paul’s conclusion to this section again underscores a vindication of God’s righteousness: “And why not [say], ‘Let us do evil that good may come’? —just as we are slandered and just as some claim we say. (Their condemnation is just.)” Although he does not get into why this slander is incorrect here, he does state unequivocally that his gospel does not promote sin and that God has a sovereign right to judge sin. 
In conclusion, covenant faithfulness is a subtheme of Rom 3.1–8, but it is found only in the first half of this pericope. Indeed, Paul uses πίστις θεοῦ in 3:3 in the sense of “God’s faithfulness.” The very fact that Paul has as part of his lexical stock πίστις θεοῦ in the sense of ‘God’s faithfulness,’ and uses it in this pericope, argues against δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ meaning the same thing in 3:5. Paul speaks of God’s covenant faithfulness because he must show that both Gentiles and Jews are sinners. In order to show that for Jews, he must declare that God is faithful even though God’s people were not. This establishes that Jews, too, are sinners, just like the Gentiles. 
Romans 3:21–26

(21) Νυνὶ δὲ χωρὶς νόμου δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ πεφανέρωται μαρτυρουμένη ὑπὸ τοῦ νόμου καὶ τῶν προφητῶν

But now apart from the law the righteousness of God (which is attested by the law and the prophets) has been disclosed,
(22) δικαιοσύνη δὲ θεοῦ διὰ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ εἰς πάντας τοὺς πιστεύοντας. οὐ γάρ ἐστιν διαστολή, 

namely, the righteousness of God through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction.
(25) ὃν προέθετο ὁ θεὸς ἱλαστήριον διὰ [τῆς] πίστεως ἐν τῷ αὐτοῦ αἵματι εἰς ἔνδειξιν τῆς δικαιοσύνης αὐτοῦ διὰ τὴν πάρεσιν τῶν προγεγονότων ἁμαρτημάτων 

God publicly displayed him at his death as the mercy seat accessible through faith. This was to demonstrate his righteousness, because God in his forbearance had passed over the sins previously committed.
(26) ἐν τῇ ἀνοχῇ τοῦ θεοῦ, πρὸς τὴν ἔνδειξιν τῆς δικαιοσύνης αὐτοῦ ἐν τῷ νῦν καιρῷ, εἰς τὸ εἶναι αὐτὸν δίκαιον καὶ δικαιοῦντα τὸν ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ. 

This was also to demonstrate his righteousness in the present time, so that he would be just and the justifier of the one who lives because of Jesus’ faithfulness.
In my view, Paul’s argument in Rom 1:18 through 3:20 was first to show that the Gentiles were lost. Then he showed that the Jews were lost. “No one does good, not even one.” “No one seeks out God, not even one.” All of us are spiritually dead because of sin. That is the devastating reality of our spiritual condition before God. This brings us to Rom 3:21, where Paul shifts in his argument to the good news of Christ’s propitiatory sacrifice.
But before he can tell us the good news, he must wrestle with a dilemma: because we are utterly sinful and because God is utterly holy, how is it possible for us to get saved, for us to ever stand in God’s presence without being condemned? The answer to this question is the heart of Romans and is found in 3.21–26. I have argued that for Paul vindicating God’s righteousness is every bit as important as demonstrating his grace, especially because his accusers assumed that he had capitulated on the former to promote the latter. In this pericope, δικαιοσύνη/δικαιόω/δίκαιον appears in every verse except one (3.23), yet the thought of God’s righteousness is clearly seen in that lone verse, too. δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ is found twice (21, 22), δικαιοσύνη αὐτοῦ twice (25, 26), δικαιόω twice (24, 26), and δίκαιος is found once (26). This word-group appears seven times in six verses. It is vital for us to understand what Paul means by this word-group if we are to understand this passage.
Concerning the usage of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ in Rom 3:21, N. T. Wright argues, “‘God’s righteousness,’ in the light of 2.17–3.8, must mean, and can only mean, God’s faithfulness to his single plan, the plan through which he will deal with human sin and put the whole world right at last.”
 The key element in Wright’s interpretation is that δικαιοσύνη must mean the same thing as πίστις, a point he argued strongly for in 3:4. But there we saw that the phrase was not used and that 3:5, where the phrase was used, almost surely speaks of God’s righteousness in terms of his right to judge the world, not his ability to save the world. Wright, however, argues that his interpretation “is massively indicated by the argument of Romans to this point…” He then argues that this is especially evident in this pericope, and charges no less a translation than the NIV and no less a scholar than Simon Gathercole with running roughshod over “the fully biblical and Jewish context” (177). But if Wright is wrong to this point in Romans and if Paul’s passion was a vindication of God’s holiness in light of his gospel and in spite of his adversaries, then Wright is almost surely misinterpreting 3:21–26 as well. In addition, Wright’s view seems to fail at the linguistic level: Since πίστις, πιστός, etc. were words that Paul knew and used, and since Paul already in this chapter spoke explicitly of God’s faithfulness (πίστις θεοῦ in 3:3), why would he change his terminology at such a crucial juncture—especially since he had just spoken of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ (3:5) with reference to God’s righteousness rather than God’s faithfulness? 
On v. 22, I agree with Wright that Christ’s faithfulness is in view. Basically I understand this text to be saying this: The righteousness of God has become available because of Christ’s faithfulness to the Mosaic covenant. He is the perfect Passover lamb who died in our place (cf. 1 Cor 5:7—“Christ our Passover lamb”). He fulfilled the Law in its moral precepts and its prophecies—all that the Law looked forward to. As the one who fulfilled it, he completed it. This means that we are no longer under the Law. Or, as Paul says in Rom 10:4, “Christ is the end of the Law.” This forms a crucial part of Paul’s argument that his gospel does not lower God’s righteous standards, for those standards are met in Christ.
I won’t elaborate here, but I believe that vv. 22b–23 is not parenthetical to Paul’s thought.
 Essentially, Paul is arguing that Christ’s faithfulness is applied to all who believe (v. 22). Those ‘all who believe’ are the ‘all’ in view in 3:23. Paul is saying that all believers have sinned and fall short of God’s glory. The ‘all’ in v. 23 is in nominative masculine plural and thus has concord with the ‘being freely justified’ in v. 24 (πάντες…δικαιούμενοι). Many interpreters see v. 22b–23 as parenthetical, and the δικαιούμενοι either functioning as an indicative or being subordinate to the accusative πάντας of v. 22 (‘all who believe’). Either way, this creates rather awkward syntax—and it does so when a simpler interpretation is at hand. Paul’s argument is that believers who have sinned and are still falling short of God’s glory are nevertheless freely justified by God’s grace. 
Δικαιούμενοι in v. 24 almost surely must mean ‘being declared righteous’ (the Protestant view) rather than ‘being made righteous’ (the Roman Catholic view). Wright is unclear as to what he thinks it means, for his discussion of Rom 3:21–26 does not always interpret key words in the passage but instead gives a general impression of the text. Wright agrees that a lawcourt genre is seen in this pericope. I would argue that not only is a lawcourt genre in view, but Paul may well have specific OT texts in mind. Paul seems to be consciously borrowing from legal language, language that is virtually idiomatic in the LXX. In YHWH’s instructions to his people, he demands an ethical standard of witnesses and those involved in a court of law. Two passages in particular may be in Paul’s mind both in Rom 3:24 and Rom 4:5: Exod 23:7 and Isa 5:23. 
The context of Exod 23:7 clearly involves legal language. In v. 7 we see δικαιόω used with ἀσεβής: ‘you shall not justify the ungodly for a bribe’ (οὐ δικαιώσεις τὸν ἀσεβῆ ἕνεκεν δώρων). This can only mean ‘you shall not declare innocent the ungodly for a bribe.’ Three things are significant here: (1) δικαιόω means, in this legal context, ‘declare righteous/innocent’; it does not mean ‘make righteous.’ (2) The person who might be declared innocent is in fact guilty (ἀσεβῆ), precisely the situation we have in Rom 3:23–24. (3) The word for bribe is δῶρον, a cognate of δωρεάν found in Rom 3:24. It would of course not do for Paul to say that God declares sinners righteous ‘for a bribe,’ so an appropriate substitute is needed—one that is a cognate of δῶρον, but does not use ἕνεκεν or imply anything except that God acts freely when he justifies sinners. δωρεάν is the accusative singular of δωρεά; as such, it is adverbial (always so in the NT) and means ‘freely.’ It is a common feature of accusative singular nouns to act adverbially. Paul may well have chosen this word because it is a nominal cognate of δῶρον and, in collocation with δικαιόω would thus be reminiscent of the legal language of Exod 23:7.
In Isa 5.22–23 we again see this idiom, but this time it is an indictment against those human judges (implied in the context) who are drunk and declare the wicked innocent for a bribe: οἱ δικαιοῦντες τὸν ἀσεβῆ ἕνεκεν δώρων καὶ τὸ δίκαιον τοῦ δικαίου αἴροντες (v. 23: ‘who declare the ungodly innocent for a bribe and take away the righteous cause from the righteous’).
 Again, we see the collocation of δικαιόω with ἀσεβής and δῶρον. And again, we see that δικαιόω must almost surely mean ‘declare innocent’ since the pronouncement is made on the ungodly who do not deserve it.
Paul thus seems to have borrowed from the legal language of the LXX, yet he argues against what Exod 23:7 commends and for what Isa 5:23 condemns: the justifying of the ungodly. Why does he do so? The objection may well have come up by Paul’s opponents that he is actually claiming that God declares righteous those who are guilty—a charge which would make God just as guilty! They viewed this as blasphemy because it would view God as evil. It would be an easy task for both Judaizers and Jews to point out Exod 23:7 or Isa 5:23—both texts being in oft-used books—that God does not justify the ungodly and that only wicked judges do this, and for a bribe no less!
Paul turns this on its head. God freely justifies (δικαιούμενοι δωρεάν [3:24]) the ungodly (ἀσεβῆ [4:5]), and he is just (3:26) to do so (αὐτὸν δίκαιον καὶ δικαιοῦντα [3:26]). Exodus 23:7 also may play another important role: nowhere else in the LXX do we see such a cluster of terms that will be exploited by Paul in his vindication of God. In 1:18 he speaks of the wickedness and ungodliness (ἀδικία, ἀσεβεία) of people (cognates of each word found in Exod 23:7). In 3:21–26 he speaks of God justifying freely those who fall short of God’s glory (δικαιούμενοι δωρεάν, ὑστεροῦνται τῆς δόξης τοῦ θεοῦ). In 3:26, he says that God is just even while justifying the one who exists because of the faithfulness of Jesus. In 4:5, he says that God justifies the ungodly. 
There is at least a thought-world here that seems clearly to speak of the declaration of one’s innocence/righteousness as good when it comes from God and bad when it comes from wicked judges who declare the wrong man innocent. Further, if Paul’s position is to stand up to ridicule (and if he is responding to criticisms against his view based on Exod 23:7 and Isa 5:23), it must be that only the perfect sacrifice of Christ, freely imputed to our account, satisfies God’s wrath. Anything that speaks of imperfect obedience, or hints that we can add even one iota to the finished work of Christ, mitigates Paul’s argument, for the only way that God can now reverse himself and justify the ungodly is because there is a final, perfect substitute for our sins. Paul eloquently and decisively, with firm echoes from OT legal literature, shows that God has not lowered his standard of holiness in the cross, but has in fact established it. Further, these passages, both in the LXX and MT, clearly show that ‘to justify the ungodly,’ in legal contexts can mean ‘to declare the ungodly innocent.’ In other words, although in certain contexts, ‘righteousness’ in the OT can involve notions of faithfulness, in legal contexts that most closely parallel Rom 3:21–26 and Rom 4:5, the idea is decidedly different. Luther’s view, then, seems to fit the Jewish world well in these passages. And the fact that Luther was first trained as a lawyer perhaps shows that he was more sensitive to these issues than is often recognized.
How is it possible for God to be just when he declares sinners not guilty? Because Jesus, his Son, has paid the price. He is the mercy seat that God has publicly displayed (see NET Bible at Rom 3:25 and the evidence for ‘mercy seat’ as the proper translation of ἱλαστήριον), thus indicating that the Mosaic Covenant is no more, that both Jews and Gentiles now have free access to God through Christ. Further, God does this “to demonstrate his righteousness” (3:25). 
Paul is still concerned about God’s righteousness throughout this whole section. Here he is indicating that the death of Christ is the fulfillment, in type, of the OT. He is the perfect sacrifice that Yom Kippur looked forward to.
 Christ’s death satisfies God’s wrath as nothing else could. And it simultaneously silences Paul’s objectors for we see in Rom 3:21–26 that Paul does not in any sense go soft on sin. Rather, he reveals that in the OT “God in his forbearance had passed over the sins previously committed” (Rom 3:25 [NET]). Only now, in Christ, is God’s wrath against sin finally satisfied. Rather than Paul’s gospel being a lowering of God’s standard of holiness to let Gentiles get ‘in,’ it is an elevation of God’s standard that goes beyond that established in the OT. 
Exodus 23:7 and Isa 5:23 are the only passages in the OT which involve δικαιόω, ἀσεβής, and δῶρον. The verb δικαιόω and the noun ἀσεβής occur in Rom 4:5, while δικαιόω and a cognate to δῶρον occur in Rom 3:24. Further, cognates of ἀδικία and ἀσεβεία, which occur in Rom 1:18, are found in Exod 23:7 as well. The distinct impression of all this is that what Paul is saying in Rom 3:21–4:25 is the solution to the problem created by 1:18–3:20, and that the guilty are declared to be righteous because of their faith in Jesus. In the least, these passages show that imputed righteousness is not a late medieval construct that has no relation to the Jewish world of Paul. Yet Wright does not discuss either Exod 23:7 or Isa 5:23 in his Justification.

Romans 10:3

ἀγνοοῦντες γὰρ τὴν τοῦ θεοῦ δικαιοσύνην καὶ τὴν ἰδίαν [δικαιοσύνην] ζητοῦντες στῆσαι, τῇ δικαιοσύνῃ τοῦ θεοῦ οὐχ ὑπετάγησαν. 

For ignoring the righteousness that comes from God, and seeking instead to establish their own righteousness, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. 
Wright gives his own translation of Rom 10:3 as follows: “They are ignorant of God’s dikaiosyneœ, and they are seeking to establish their own dikaiosyneœ, and so they did not submit to God’s dikaiosyneœ.”
 But he does not mention the reference. He then interprets the verse as follows: “In other words, they have not recognized the nature, shape and purpose of their own controlling narrative, the story Paul has been telling since 9.6, and have supposed that it was a story about themselves rather than about the creator and the cosmos, with themselves playing the crucial, linchpin role.”
 In this explanation, Wright does not tell us how δικαιοσύνη should be interpreted, but he does elsewhere. Earlier, when discussing all of the passages in Romans that speak of ‘God’s righteousness,’ he says that this means “God’s faithfulness to the covenant with Abraham.”
 And in the next verse, he takes δικαιοσύνη to mean ‘covenant membership.’
 So, if we translate 10:3 the way that Wright sees it, we have “They are ignorant of God’s covenant faithfulness, and they are seeking to establish their own covenant membership, and so they did not submit to God’s covenant faithfulness.” But that makes no sense. Further, translating δικαιοσύνη in 10:5 as ‘covenant membership’ compounds the nonsense: “For Moses writes about the covenant membership that is by the Law: ‘The one who does these things will live by them.’” Is Moses here speaking about the Abrahamic covenant as something that can be achieved by the Law? That would undercut everything that Wright has been arguing! This is precisely the problem that I have with Wright’s approach: it has coherence when it is not interacting with the particulars of the text, but it wreaks havoc at the lexical level for it is self-defeating. 
Conclusion
I will close with two lengthy snippets from Gerald Bray’s review of Wright’s Justification in the August 2009 issue of Churchman:

Bishop Wright’s views on Paul, Israel and justification have been known for many years, and have often been debated in scholarly circles. As this latest book makes clear, those views have not been widely accepted—indeed, they have been openly opposed by almost everyone engaged in the field, from the most conservative Evangelicals to the most ardent liberals. In response to this, Bishop Wright has gone on digging his heels in ever deeper, and has defended his corner with great determination, despite the fact that his disciples seem to come mainly from the ranks of those who have not studied the subject in any depth. Many of them are students who are bored with traditional ideas that their elders expect them to absorb in parrot fashion, and who are therefore responsive to an alternative voice, like Bishop Wright’s, whose powerful rhetoric has carried them along and helped them across whatever hurdles may be thrown up by the facts. Unfortunately, most of these people have not had the time or the inclination to examine the issues involved with the seriousness that they deserve, and so they are swept up in a heady atmosphere of protest that can easily lead them to abandon their earlier moorings in the gospel.

Bishop Wright has let us down badly. He himself admits that he was rushed for time and could not do justice to his subject; he did not even manage to send his draft to Mr. Piper for comment, as politeness dictated, considering that Mr. Piper had shared his thoughts with him before presuming to publish them. The result is that the book bears all the hallmarks of hasty production. It is full of digressions, personal anecdotes which appear to have no purpose other than to win sympathy for the author, and random attacks against unnamed people who are supposed to be typical of popular modern Evangelicals. Whereas Mr. Piper is unfailingly gracious and sticks rigorously to his subject, Bishop Wright verges on the downright rude and wanders all over the place, with the result that it is often hard to know whether he is addressing Mr. Piper’s concerns or not.

Although a harsh review, Bray makes some significant points. His mention of Wright’s attacks on ‘unnamed people who are supposed to be typical of popular modern Evangelicals’ is one of them. One of the most disturbing things about Wright’s Justification is that it explicitly interacts with so few scholars. The index of names (p. 242 [270]) lists only 44 names, ranging from Athanasius and Augustine to Piper. But some of the best scholars on Romans—including F. F. Bruce, Joseph Fitzmyer, Otto Kuss, Otto Michel, Douglas Moo, Sanday and Headlam, Adolf Schlatter, Tom Schreiner, and many others—are not mentioned at all. And C. E. B. Cranfield, whose linguistic work on δίκαιος and its cognates is some of the strongest defense of the ‘old perspective’ of Paul’s view of justification, is mentioned twice (pp. 16, 54 [33, 73]), both off-handed comments that involve zero substantive interaction with Cranfield’s exegesis. Wright is of course right to emphasize that there is more to the gospel than individual salvation, but what he puts above it is so abstract and so politically oriented that it really does not answer some of the basic questions we as human beings have about our standing before God, let alone our potential relationship to God. 
What Wright has done is to pick on a minor theme that is necessary for Paul’s argument that all people are sinners and in need of salvation, and has turned that minor theme into the theme of Romans. His language is strong, even full of hubris at points, but this ‘pounding the pulpit’ does not alleviate the problem that his vision of Paul’s doctrine of justification—as attractive and coherent as it is—does not adequately deal with the text. Coherent arguments are made all the time about this or that aspect of the Bible’s teaching, but when they don’t match what the text says, then they must be rejected. I would view Wright’s synthesis of Romans as a brilliant failure—brilliant because of how coherent it is, but a failure because it sits three feet above the text at all points where it would be inconvenient to wrestle with what the text actually says. In this respect, Wright’s view simply cannot handle the ‘inconvenient truth’ (to borrow a phrase from Al Gore) that Romans is.
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