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“The tide is definitely turning. No longer can it be taken for granted that the New Perspective has the last word on the ‘chief article.’ With essays by specialists in various fields, this volume is a wonderful defense of the gospel, and I heartily recommend it.”

Michael Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and Apologetics, Westminster Seminary California; author, Justification (New Studies in Dogmatics)

“A thoughtful, thorough, and important set of essays on the current ‘state of the union’ on the perennial issue of justification by faith. The introductory essay by Matthew Barrett is worth the price of admission itself—outlining in detail the wide range of biblical-theological issues at stake in the current discussions about the nature of justification, now forty years on from the advent of the New Perspective on Paul. It is hard to imagine a single volume covering virtually every single aspect of the controversy surrounding Protestant—and, to a lesser extent, Roman Catholic—scholarship on the doctrine, but this large collection of essays comes very close. This volume reflects well a core conviction throughout Reformed Protestantism that the Word must be heard afresh in every generation, most especially because it is the Word of Life. This book takes seriously and graciously the voices of opposition. If you want to dive deep into the doctrine of justification, this volume ought to be at the top of your list.”

Richard Lints, Andrew Mutch Distinguished Professor of Theology, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

“The Doctrine on Which the Church Stands or Falls is a sterling contribution to a biblically informed, theologically deep, historically sensitive, and pastorally astute engagement with the doctrine of justification by faith alone—sola fide. Controversies past and present relating to the doctrine are deftly explored, whether it is the Council of Trent on view or the New Perspective on Paul or the apocalyptic reading of Paul. An invaluable resource and stimulus to careful thought about a crucial doctrine provided by a galaxy of eminently able scholars.”

Graham A. Cole, Dean, Senior Vice President for Education, and Professor of Biblical and Systematic Theology, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

“Into a world literally hell-bent on self-justification through better performance, the biblical doctrine of justification of sinners through faith in Jesus Christ brings a refreshing, ever re-creating breeze. In this volume, twenty-seven essays examine this doctrine from exegetical, systematic, historical, and practical perspectives. The authors stimulate readers to return to the rich resources of Scripture and enable them to proclaim God’s way of restoring sinners to their God-given relationship with their Creator. This volume provides readers with insights mined from the Bible and from the pastoral needs of people today, aiding personal reflection and material for bringing the saving presence of Christ into everyday life.”

Robert Kolb, Emeritus Professor of Systematic Theology, Concordia Seminary

“The breadth and depth of this new work on justification is quite astonishing. An array of scholars from various backgrounds assess the biblical witness, the theological profile, the historical backdrop, and the pastoral application of justification. A most impressive achievement.”

Thomas R. Schreiner, James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament Interpretation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“We’ve just celebrated the five hundredth anniversary of the Protestant Reformation and at the same time have passed through about fifty years of questioning (and reformulation) of the classic Reformation doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. This makes The Doctrine on Which the Church Stands or Falls timely indeed. As someone who has been engaged in both the academic and ecclesiastical defense of the historic Reformation doctrine, I welcome this sturdy volume. I have already learned much from the authors and will return to this book again as a resource as I continue to explain and address this crucial topic.”

J. Ligon Duncan III, Chancellor, CEO, and John E. Richards Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary

“With a distinguished cast of scholars representing a wide range of competencies and traditions, this book ices the cake of the five hundredth anniversary of the Protestant Reformation. Not only are the biblical data (Old and New Testaments) and Second Temple writings thoroughly covered, topics like the New Perspective, justification in Patristic writings, the Reformation, Roman Catholic teaching on justification, and justification since the rise of the Enlightenment all come under careful scrutiny. No new book can be declared a classic. Yet in an era when post-Christian Westerners—even in the church—have tended to devalue doctrine in exchange for the worship of experience, this book’s timely and skilled affirmations of doctrine generally and justification in particular make it a contender for classic status in coming years. It will not only inform but reinvigorate all careful readers desiring to plumb the depths of justification’s priceless truth.”

Robert W. Yarbrough, Professor of New Testament, Covenant Theological Seminary

“Thoroughly rooted in Scripture and classical Protestant theology, the essayists in The Doctrine on Which the Church Stands or Falls passionately and accessibly demonstrate the truth manifest in the classical Reformers’ commendation of the doctrine of justification by grace alone: God imputes Christ’s righteousness to sinners for Jesus’s sake. In light of current obfuscations of this doctrine from so many quarters—misplaced ecumenism, liberal Protestantism, and faulty exegesis—this book is a welcome, indeed vital, resource for all gospel preachers and teachers. This volume promises to carry forward the achievements of the Reformers beyond the five hundredth anniversary of the Reformation to future generations.”

Mark Mattes, Department Chair and Professor of Theology and Philosophy, Grand View University

“Justification is ‘the heart of the matter,’ as Luther called it in his debate with Erasmus. Faith, church, and theology all depend on this doctrine. This topic thus needs attention and—although it sounds odd—deserves a great book like this one edited by Matthew Barrett. The wide spectrum of issues surrounding justification is opened up by a team of top scholars and is written down in a clear and sound biblical style. This book is a very helpful guide for students and pastors but will also help the Christian church rediscover why there is a church and what her core business is all about.”

Herman Selderhuis, Professor of Church History, Theological University Apeldoorn; Director, Refo500

“The doctrine of justification by faith alone was not invented by the Reformers of the sixteenth century, but it was the centerpiece of their program to renew the church on the basis of the Word of God. It remains no less crucial today. I welcome this new collection of essays—scholarly, substantial, engaging—which moves the discussion forward in a helpful way.”

Timothy George, Dean, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University; general editor, Reformation Commentary on Scripture

“The Doctrine on Which the Church Stands or Falls is a robust survey of the doctrine of justification. Assembled is an outstanding team of scholars and pastors whose research and reflection afford rich fare to readers hungering to know more of the grace of justification. Whether you want to know more of the doctrine’s foundations in biblical teaching, the relationship of justification to other theological doctrines, the ways in which the doctrine has been formulated throughout the history of the church, the ancient and modern controversies and disagreements concerning the doctrine, or justification’s implications for Christian life and ministry, you will find yourself informed and challenged by the servings of this volume. The Doctrine on Which the Church Stands or Falls is nothing less than a full-course meal, well served. Bon appétit!”

Guy Prentiss Waters, James M. Baird Jr. Professor of New Testament, Reformed Theological Seminary

“How can a person be right with God? In this stellar, well-conceived volume, the contributors’ collective answer to this question is, ‘One is right with God only by trusting in the righteousness of another, namely, in the sinless substitute, Christ Jesus, alone’—the ‘great exchange.’ In this, they stand in a powerful biblical and historical tradition, as the volume amply demonstrates. Highly recommended!”

Andreas J. Köstenberger, Director of the Center for Biblical Studies and Research Professor of New Testament and Biblical Theology, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary; Founder, Biblical Foundations

“Obscuring the doctrine of justification has been one of the devil’s most effective weapons against the church. This landmark study calls us back to a God-glorifying, loving, missional faith in the God who justifies. As justification depends on and determines so much of life and theology, it is only fitting that this book so ably incorporates wide-ranging exegesis, church history, doctrine, and pastoralia. I warmly commend it to all who wish to be better equipped for life and ministry.”

Peter Sanlon, Director of Training, The Free Church of England

“Intrinsic to the heart of the Protestant tradition is the confession of justification by faith alone. Rooted in the Reformation response to the faith-and-works orientation of the basis of salvation, this doctrine has been rightly seen as utterly biblical. Matthew Barrett also knows that this core doctrine of true Christianity can never be taken for granted—hence this excellent treatment of what this doctrine entails and how it relates to other areas of the Christian life. Warmly recommended.”

Michael A. G. Haykin, Professor of Church History and Biblical Spirituality, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“In The Doctrine on Which the Church Stands or Falls, Matthew Barrett and more than twenty other capable and gifted thinkers have offered a thorough and persuasive case for the doctrine of justification by grace through faith. Exploring this vital theological concept from the perspective of the Hebrew Scriptures, the teaching of the New Testament, and the history of Christian doctrine, as well as from the vantage point of systematic and pastoral theology, the authors offer a comprehensive and symphonic chorus for readers of this outstanding volume. The exposition, explication, and application of this essential Christian teaching found in this impressive book should become essential reading for theologians, biblical scholars, pastors, students, and interested laypersons. Barrett is to be commended and congratulated for putting together this much-needed work at this important time.”

David S. Dockery, President, Trinity International University / Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

“Since justification by grace alone through faith alone on account of Christ alone is truly that doctrine on which Christ’s church stands or falls, this wonderful doctrine cannot be studied enough or too deeply. Barrett has assembled a solid group of faithful and first-rate scholars to tackle this subject from biblical, theological, historical, and pastoral perspectives. While some ask the question, ‘Why the Reformation?’ this volume provides the answer. This is the doctrine by which the church stands or falls because this doctrine is the gospel! A feast awaits the reader.”

Kim Riddlebarger, Senior Pastor, Christ Reformed Church, Anaheim, California

“Looking at this substantial work, the expression ‘kid in a candy store’ comes to mind—at least if the candy you seek is a thorough, in-depth, sophisticated, and biblically faithful treatment of the doctrine of justification. I commend Matthew Barrett for assembling a team of exceedingly competent biblical scholars, church historians, and theologians who have canvassed this enormously important doctrine from multiple angles, theoretical and practical. I highly recommend this book to scholars and pastors alike who are looking for the latest thinking on justification from an orthodox Protestant perspective. This book has it all!”

Alan W. Gomes, Professor of Theology, Talbot School of Theology; Senior Research Fellow, Phoenix Seminary
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Foreword

D. A. Carson

The title of this book, The Doctrine on Which the Church Stands or Falls, referring to justification, has been an axiom in Protestant circles since the time of Luther; the subtitle, Justification in Biblical, Theological, Historical, and Pastoral Perspective, indicates the scope of the project, fully justifying (that word again!) its nine-hundred-page heft.

Many, of course, have vigorously challenged the claim that justification is the doctrine on which the church stands or falls. After all, they say, justification is primarily a Pauline notion, and even then, it is very unevenly distributed in the Pauline corpus. Some argue that reconciliation is more central to Paul than is justification. Moreover, justification is not central to the Synoptics or to the Johannine corpus. Hebrews is more interested in priestly notions of sacrifice than in the forensic categories of justification. What about the Old Testament? A large part of it is made up (it is alleged) of Deuteronomistic theology, which is certainly not pulsing to vindicate justification by grace alone through faith alone. Even if one could make a case for the centrality of justification at the time of the Protestant Reformation, isn’t that because of the particular focus of the most contested points in the sixteenth century? But in the fourth century the focus of debate was Christology; in the eighteenth century it was the nature and locus of revelation. So doesn’t it follow, then, that a fixation on justification betrays both a misunderstanding of Scripture and a hopelessly naive and reductionistic reading of historical theology?

So the first place to reenter the debate, then, is to review afresh what Scripture says. Here it is important not to focus undue attention on “righteousness” words (as important as they are): the central question is how human beings this side of Genesis 3 can be brought back to the holy God who is their Maker, Redeemer, and Judge. Not surprisingly, then, this book devotes several substantial chapters to probing this theme in the Old and New Testaments, beginning with the Pentateuch, the Psalms and Wisdom Literature, and the Prophets. Words have not been ignored: one writer unpacks Romans by arguing that in this epistle “the righteous God righteously righteouses the unrighteous,” thereby indicating his understanding of Romans 3:21–26 while hinting at the challenges of translation (and not leaving much scope for Ernst Käsemann either). Competent probes examine the justification theme in the Gospels and in James; two chapters evaluate the “New Perspective” and its aftermath. One could wish for more; nevertheless, one must applaud the choices that were made.

Part of the problem with the debates over the significance of justification is that they have often been conducted in atomistic fashion—that is, various doctrines have been enumerated, and then several questions are posed: Which individual doctrines surface most frequently in the biblical texts? Comparing them two or three at a time, which one is the most important, once all the comparisons have been made? This approach is fundamentally misguided. The Bible is not to be treated like a theological smorgasbord, where all the offerings are presented on separate platters, each dish inviting individual evaluation. The Bible invites—indeed, it demands—appropriate theological integration. How is justification tied to the atonement and to the resurrection of Jesus (“raised for our justification,” Paul says)? What other Christological emphases, apart from Jesus’s death and resurrection, are tied to justification? Can one sustain a robust grasp of justification without a reflective grasp of the active and passive obedience of Christ? How are justification and faith properly tied together? Justification and sanctification? (And in this case, one must specify whether one means “sanctification” in the dominant Pauline sense or in the dominant confessional sense: the latter is narrower than the former.) How is justification related to the law, to the new covenant, to union with Christ, to eschatology? What ties these doctrines together? Does any other doctrinal element tie together such disparate theological loci in quite the way justification does? Don’t such realities expose the artificiality of arguments that deploy mere counting techniques to relegate justification to some inferior role in the constellation of biblical theology?

Indeed, there is a bigger theological issue at stake, a worldview issue, one that is hinted at in two of the essays in this book. Consider the various forms of Buddhism. Strictly speaking, Buddhism does not confess a personal, transcendent God with whom one must be reconciled. The notion of justification is entirely alien to it. Hinduism does not envisage a telos to which history is rushing. It depicts cyclical patterns in which individuals hop on and off the eternal spiral (“up” or “down”). Neither of these perspectives envisages the summum bonum, the supreme good, to be the deep knowledge of the holy and transcendent God, personally knowing him and being known by him, both in time and in eternity, which anticipation drives the question, How can a man be just before God? Nor does the contemporary Western passion for self-definition and self-chosen identity fuss very much about whether there is a God to whom we must render account. But if we are dealing with the God of the Bible, to know this God who is there and to enjoy him forever depend utterly on whether or not this God declares us just before him. If he does not, we are damned. If he does, we are saved. In other words, justification is a category that is tied to a particular worldview, the biblical worldview. We claim that this worldview, in which the biblical content explains how God’s rebellious image bearers may be reconciled to their Maker by means of the sacrifice God himself has provided through the death and resurrection of his Son, is not merely “true for us” because we have accepted it as true but is true, and therefore hugely important. We cannot dismiss it without breaking ourselves on it: we will give an answer to this God. Thus our status before God, our justfication, is of fundamental significance; it is the “ground of religion” (as one writer in this book has put it); it is the doctrine on which the church stands or falls. It is a worldview question.

As for the historical argument that justification has not always had the controlling importance it had in the sixteenth century, well, that much at least is true. But that’s a different matter from deciding whether it should have had greater importance in any particular age. The existential importance of a doctrine in a particular century often turns on what is most disputed, what is most denied (and therefore affirmed by others)—not by the fundamentally systemic question about whether the church lives and dies, stands or falls, by a particular complex theological construction. The essays in the historical section of this volume helpfully explore what was understood about justification in the Patristic era, how that understanding evolved in the medieval traditions, and how it broke out in the Reformation and beyond. Precisely because it was most heavily disputed at the time of the Reformation, more clarifying attention was devoted to it.

The issues treated in this important volume are not only confessional, then, but have to do with our well-being both in this life and in the life to come. They have to do with God and our relationship to him; they turn on what the gospel is, how human beings may be right with God. Nothing, nothing at all, is more important than such matters.
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Introduction

The Foolishness of Justification

Matthew Barrett

How can a person be right with God? Few questions have so vigorously arrested the attention of the Protestant church. From this one question was birthed the Reformation itself, forever changing the way Christians interpreted Scripture, perceived a holy God, and applied the mediating work of Christ. From this one question, evangelicals—as the Reformers were first called—were forced to reconsider the relationship between redemption accomplished and redemption applied. If the obedience and sacrifice of Christ was sufficient, then no longer could one’s merits in any way contribute to one’s right standing with God. One is right with God only by trusting (sola fide) in the righteousness of another, namely, in the sinless substitute, Christ Jesus, alone (solus Christus).

The Covenant of Creation and Federal Headship

To articulate the doctrine of justification, one naturally must move from drama to doctrine. Justification is positioned within the Spirit’s variegated application of redemption, the order of salvation (ordo salutis), yet it stems from and is inseparably tied to the objective and historic work of Jesus Christ (historia salutis). In the beginning, our triune God created the world good, a goodness that reflected his inherent, immutable, eternal, and ethical holiness. The unstained beauty of his righteousness was manifested in the original state of the created order, which he declared good from the start.

Nowhere did such goodness reside with conspicuous radiance than in man and woman, for they alone were made in the image of their Creator (Gen. 1:27). While they were created to enjoy communion with their Creator, that imago Dei and the communion it promised were put to the test when God presented Adam and Eve with certain covenant stipulations that would define his loving, personal relationship with them (2:16–17). This covenant at creation placed before the first couple life eternal if they would listen, trust, and obey.1 Never would the tree of life be far from their lips if they would not stray from the benevolence of their covenant Maker.

Yet such covenant stipulations also threatened death, physical as well as spiritual, should they defy their Maker, rebel against his commands, defile the purity of his Edenic temple, and elevate their autonomy in the treason of idolatry. The tragedy of Genesis 3 is just such a transgression. Yet such a transgression was disastrous not for them alone but for the entire human race to come. As Paul tells the church in Rome (Rom. 5:12–21), Adam represented mankind, so that his transgression against the covenant of creation resulted in his guilt and corruption being imputed to his progeny. Adam’s federal headship was legal in every sense of the word, so that all his children stood condemned in him. His guilt and condemnation thus resulted in a nature polluted by sin, so that no one after him was exempt from those sinful inclinations rooted deep within human nature. The fall of Adam was the fall of humanity because all people share covenant solidarity with their first father. Physical death was the most immediate consequence: “In Adam all die” (1 Cor. 15:22). However, death goes beyond the flesh, a visual parallel to the spiritual death within: “You were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked” (Eph. 2:1–2).

Theologians of Glory or the Crucified Lord of Glory?

Although it may seem odd that Adam is rarely mentioned in the drama that unfolds, humanity’s solidarity with him is glaringly present with each new Adam. God’s promise to raise up an offspring of the woman that would redeem the children of Adam became increasingly urgent with each new misstep east of Eden. The depravity rooted in man’s nature was so pervasive that it took little time at all for humanity collectively to hold up its fist in the air, screaming out in defiance against God. From Adam to Cain, from the flood to Babel, and from Sodom to Israel’s exile, the history of humanity can be summed up concisely: in Adam, man strives to justify himself. Theologians of glory, to borrow from Martin Luther, will always build a tower into the heavens as if they can climb their way up into glory and claim the throne of the one who made them. “Let us make a name for ourselves” (Gen. 11:4) is their battle cry, and the history of mankind from Adam to Israel is full of judicial bloodshed since no man stands righteous before him whose justice knows no imperfection: “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men” (Rom. 1:18).

Israel should be the exception to this tragedy, but unfortunately, she is the exemplar. God’s special, called-out covenant people were even given the law, the constitution of the covenant written on tablets of stone by the very finger of God, revealing to them exactly how they could live in communion with him. As perfect as that law was, the children of Abraham were still children of Adam, plagued by the same evil desires. Not even supernatural liberation from Egypt could keep this people from prostituting themselves in idolatry. As long as Israel remained in Adam, it would jump at the first opportunity to act on the corruption within and break the covenant its God had so graciously made in the first place. Such idolatry resulted in physical death but also, worse still, spiritual condemnation. No Israelite could obey the law perfectly; no Israelite would obey the law flawlessly. Under the law came judgment. In that sense, “all, both Jews and Greeks, are under sin, as it is written: ‘None is righteous, no, not one’” (Rom. 3:9–10; cf. Ps. 14:1–3). Naturally, Paul could conclude, “For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin” (Rom. 3:20).

Yet when all the world had gone astray, divine light shined bright into a dark madness. That light was none other than Jesus Christ (John 1:9; 8:12; 2 Cor. 4:3–6). Predicted by the prophets, foreshadowed in Israel’s array of types, the offspring of the woman had at long last arrived to redeem Adam’s fallen race. Finally, those in Adam could find redemption—in Christ, the last Adam. As announced at his birth, his name is Jesus, “for he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). Clarifying the single passion of his divinely ordained mission, Jesus declared, “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). Or as Matthew’s Gospel stresses, the Son of God himself had become incarnate and tabernacled among his people (Matt. 1:23), fully intending in the end to give his life as “a ransom for many” (20:28). “I have not come to call the righteous,” Jesus proclaimed, “but sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:32).

Unthinkable, however, was the means by which the Son of Man would accomplish such a salvation. The Lord of glory would be crucified (1 Cor. 2:8). He did not climb Babel into the heavens but descended from the heavens to endure the death Babel’s citizens deserved. To succeed in his Father’s eyes, he would have to fail in the eyes of the world.

From Eternal Son to Last Adam: Covenant of Redemption, Recapitulation, and Active Obedience

Jesus did not believe, however, that his mission was accidental; rather, his mission was from his Father. Turning to the Gospel of John, theologians have long observed that the Son’s salvific mission stemmed from an eternal, intra-Trinitarian covenant, one that defines the soteriological intentions of the economic Trinity.2 As the one eternally generated by the Father, the Son voluntarily accepted the Father’s plan of redemption. The Son became the surety of this pactum salutis, a pactum that commissioned the Son to secure the eternal destiny of God’s elect.

In the economy of salvation, this pactum salutis is assumed in the many ways Jesus reveals that his mission is not his own but comes directly from his Father: “For the works that the Father has given me to accomplish, the very works that I am doing, bear witness about me that the Father has sent me” (John 5:36). Again, Jesus says,

For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has given me, but raise it up on the last day. For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who looks on the Son and believes in him should have eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. (6:38–40)

As Jesus approaches the cross, his High Priestly Prayer to his Father reveals the same:

I glorified you on earth, having accomplished the work that you gave me to do. . . . 

I have manifested your name to the people whom you gave me out of the world. Yours they were, and you gave them to me, and they have kept your word. Now they know that everything that you have given me is from you. For I have given them the words that you gave me, and they have received them and have come to know in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you sent me. (17:4–8)

What are these “works” (5:36) that the Father has sent his Son to accomplish? Evangelicals have been quick to answer that question by turning to the cross. That is a biblical instinct yet one that needs some nuance lest the whole life of Christ be considered irrelevant to the Son’s mission. If Jesus is the second Adam (Romans 5), then it is not only his death but also his whole life that is redemptive in nature. Here the church father Irenaeus is insightful, reminding Gospel readers that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, in all their diverse emphases, agree that the Son recapitulates the work of Adam and Israel but with an entirely different outcome than what Adam and Israel achieved. His mission is not only to die on behalf of sinners but to live on their behalf as well. Adam failed to obey, to fulfill the stipulations of the covenant at creation, but the Son listens to his Father, fulfilling every covenant stipulation so that those in Christ will eat from the tree of life eternally. If the first Adam failed to uphold the covenant of creation, the second Adam will establish a new covenant ratified not only by his sacrificial blood but in and through his obedience. Not only has he come to suffer and pay Adam’s debt, but as Jesus reveals at his own baptism, he has also come to “fulfill all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15). Such righteousness by the last Adam matches the state of the first Adam even before the fall. Prior to Genesis 3, Adam was not only characterized by the absence of sin but was simultaneously defined by the presence of an original righteousness.3 The fall, therefore, not only introduced the presence of sin, and with it sin’s penalty (death), but also resulted in the loss of that original righteousness. Nevertheless, in Christ not only is such a penalty paid, but also righteousness is gained.

Adam is not the only one Christ recapitulates in his obedience. Israel could not, and indeed would not, keep the law at Sinai, but Jesus enters the scene as the true Israel, an obedient son, born under the law, so that he might fulfill the law for all those to be adopted into the family of Abraham (Gal. 4:3–5). Jesus recapitulates the history of Israel when he is driven into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil (Matt. 4:1). Israel’s forty years of wandering are pictured in Jesus fasting forty days and nights (4:2). But this time, when the tempter comes, the true Israel does not fall down to worship the devil in exchange for the world’s glory; instead, he rebukes Satan—“Be gone, Satan!” He knows what “is written” by his Father, and in every temptation, he stands by his Father’s word (4:10). Yet such temptations are necessary. Only if Christ is “tempted as we are” but is “without sin” can Adam’s children “with confidence draw near to the throne of grace” (Heb. 4:15–16). Throughout the ministry of Jesus, then, it would prove necessary for Christ to learn “obedience through what he suffered” so that he might become “the source of eternal salvation” (5:8–9).

For Christ, the covenant of redemption and the covenant of creation are not unrelated in his act of recapitulation. “When we place the person and work of Christ in the context of the covenant of redemption (pactum salutis),” says Michael Horton, “we underscore his identity as the eternal Son, and in the context of the covenant of creation, his identity as the second Adam.”4 We might also add that it is only because he is the eternal Son that he can be sent by the Father to fulfill the covenant of creation as the second Adam. How necessary, too, since Adam’s children need not only forgiveness, for breaking the law, but also righteousness, for failing to uphold the law. Apart from the eternal Son of God’s incarnational active obedience as the last Adam, the justification of the ungodly is an impossibility; the covenant of redemption is void.5

The Form of a Servant and the Price of Liberation

As critical as recapitulation is for the fulfillment of the covenant of redemption and the justification of the ungodly, such recapitulation is designed to accompany the passive obedience that Christ endures by his suffering. His suffering does not start at the cross, however, but pervades his entire life. “From the time he took on the form of a servant,” Calvin asserts, “he began to pay the price of liberation in order to redeem us.”6

Nevertheless, it is at the cross that his whole life of suffering is brought to its culmination. At the cross Christ dies to make atonement, and such an atonement is penal to the core. The eternal Son of God has become incarnate not only to fulfill all righteousness as the last Adam but also to endure Adam’s penalty for breaking the commands of his covenant Maker. Such a penalty is deserved by all those in Adam. For not only has the guilt of Adam’s sin been imputed to his progeny, but also, because of the corrupt nature that every child of Adam has received as a result, every person has acted corruptly, defying his or her Creator. Since we are curved in, entertaining the idols of our adulterous hearts, our guilt and condemnation increase. But even one transgression against the loving and personal God who made us would justify his wrath for eternity. Those outside Christ disagree, believing their sin to be of little consequence. Yet that is only because they compare their sin with that of other transgressors, as if the scales of justice turned on the horizontal plane. In Scripture, justice hangs vertically. On the last day, God will not divide the righteous from the wicked by contrasting whether one is as wicked as his or her neighbor; rather, each person will stand trial before God’s infinite holiness and the beauty of his impeccable righteousness.

Positioned against God himself, no one will be able to excuse himself or herself but will realize that every single idolatrous thought deserves the unending wrath of retributive justice. Nevertheless, those in Christ fear no such wrath. For the Son of God himself has stepped down from the heavens and become incarnate, and “being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:8). As much as the cross showcases the penal nature of Christ’s suffering, even there Christ is active in his obedience to the Father. As Jesus prays after agonizing over the cup he is to drink, “Not my will, but yours, be done” (Luke 22:42).

Drinking the cup was, as Jesus himself testifies, to fulfill the Scriptures. As foretold by Isaiah, the suffering servant is a “man of sorrows” (Isa. 53:3):

Surely he has borne our griefs

and carried our sorrows;

yet we esteemed him stricken,

smitten by God, and afflicted.

But he was pierced for our transgressions;

he was crushed for our iniquities;

upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace,

and with his wounds we are healed. (53:4–5)

Isaiah has no hesitation interpreting such suffering in forensic categories. Transgressions, iniquities—these are the legal barriers that make justification an impossibility, that is, unless this man of sorrows is qualified and willing to be pierced for our lawbreaking, crushed for our hideous injustices.

The representation evident in this wrath-bearing substitute is foreshadowed by the prophets but brought into full view by the apostles. John, who is no stranger to the priestly, sacrificial language Jesus used in his Gospel, writes in his first letter, “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (1 John 4:10; cf. 2:2). The author of Hebrews, whose entire letter revolves around the priestly office of Christ, can similarly say, “Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people” (Heb. 2:17). As one would expect, such vernacular is not foreign to Paul either, who confesses Jesus to be the one “whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith” (Rom. 3:25). In case one doubts that Paul’s use of “propitiation” is rooted in the justice of God, Paul then concludes, “This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins” (3:25).

Despite ongoing controversy over the atonement, the New Testament is clear, especially in its use of the Old Testament, that Christ redeems by substituting himself for sinners and absorbing the wrath they deserve as a punishment for their sins. That affirmation does not preclude other biblical atonement motifs but makes them possible in the first place. The reason, for example, that Christ is victorious over the evil powers is because he has taken away the power Satan has over man, namely, the penalty of sin itself. By paying the sinner’s debt, Christ liberates the sinner from Satan’s accusation. Only by Christ’s suffering the penalty of divine judgment is Satan stripped of his weapons of mass destruction; only by Christ’s drinking the cup of wrath in full in our place is Satan relinquished of his condemning power. Even the resurrection, which is the ultimate signal of Satan’s demise, is grounded in the payment for sin. By raising Christ from the dead, the Father is essentially announcing to the whole world that he is fully satisfied with the payment offered at the cross by his own Son. Jesus cries, “It is finished,” as he breathes his last, but when he breathes resurrection air on the third day, it is the Father, now, who shouts, “It is finished.” The resurrection is the vindication of Christ, and his empty tomb announces justification for all those in Christ. Undoubtedly, he “was delivered up for our trespasses,” says Paul, but he was also “raised for our justification” (Rom. 4:25).7

A Marvelous Exchange

Justification, then, is grounded on the work of Christ in toto. Neither good merits nor faith itself can be the basis of right standing with God if Christ’s obedience and sacrifice are sufficient. The believer’s assurance rests not in himself but in an alien righteousness, one that is extra nos. Theologians of glory seek a righteousness within, by works of the law, but theologians of the cross turn entirely to the righteousness God gives sola gratia. They understand that “the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law” because it is a “righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe” (Rom. 3:22). Relying on works is a fool’s errand since “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (3:23). Condemnation alone awaits those exposed by divine glory. However, justification awaits anyone who looks outside himself to Christ. He is “justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith” (3:24–25; cf. 4:2–6).

A great, marvelous exchange has taken place: our guilt and with it the penalty our transgressions deserve have been transferred to Christ and paid in full; his obedience, that is, his impeccable righteousness, has been imputed to us. As a result, we stand not only forgiven in the sight of a holy God but righteous: “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21). That righteousness is not inherent in us but is none other than the righteousness of our Savior credited to our account. Paul confesses that he does not have “a righteousness of [his] own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith” (Phil. 3:9). On that basis, the righteous Judge of all the earth declares us righteous in his sight.

This great exchange is legal—“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1)—but it could not be more personal. Far from some abstract transaction, the Father has so loved the sinner that he gave up his own Son, who himself weeps over Jerusalem before he brings his righteous obedience to its consummation at the cross. In Adam, “one trespass led to condemnation for all men,” but Christ’s “one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men” (5:18). Such righteousness is ours only through the obedience of our Lord: “For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous” (5:19). Rather than reading 5:19 restrictively, as if only the penal nature of Christ’s suffering is in view, one should instead understand Paul to say that the cross is “the climax of a course of obedience extending throughout [Christ’s] entire earthly life and encompassing his fulfillment of every aspect of the law.”8

Again, we are reminded of Paul’s letter to the Philippians: “And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:8). The cross, therefore, is not where the obedience of Christ ends and his suffering begins; rather, the whole life of obedience Christ lived is brought to its defining moment as Jesus obeys the will of his Father in all its bitterness. Apart from the active obedience of Christ reaching its culmination at the cross and finding its judicial confirmation in the resurrection, Paul could not then rejoice in Christ’s exaltation to the right hand of the Father. But he does, as indicated by his emphatic διὸ: “Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (2:9–11).9 Apart from the obedience of Christ, the exaltation of Christ is unjustified, and consequently, so are we guilty sinners.

Faith as Instrumental

If Christ alone is the basis for justification, then his active and passive obedience are the object of saving faith. Faith itself is not the basis of justification, but it is the instrumental cause of justification. Paul articulates such theological nuance when he not only stresses that the “righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law” (Rom. 3:21), eliminating works from justification entirely, but then adds that such righteousness comes “through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe” (3:22). God is “just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus” (3:26).

If justification occurs through faith in the redemptive work of Christ alone, then faith and works in the justification event are entirely antithetical to one another. To attempt, as so many have, to insert works, even Spirit-wrought works, into this forensic declaration would undermine the sufficiency and efficacy of Christ’s propitiation. As Paul tells the Galatians, “If righteousness were through the law, then Christ died for no purpose” (Gal. 2:21). Additionally, the incorporation of works into justification would give the believer something to boast about. Even if the smallest contribution is added to Christ’s finished work, justification would no longer be by grace alone through faith alone. But if faith alone is the channel through which our justification is pronounced, then boasting is an impossibility: “Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? By a law of works? No, but by the law of faith. For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law” (Rom. 3:27–28).

In Paul’s context, sola fide is the hinge on which his mission endeavor turns. For Jew and Gentile are accepted by God just the same: through faith in the crucified and risen Lord:

We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified. (Gal. 2:15–16)

Those righteous in God’s sight, then, are not those who “rely on works of the law” (3:10) but those who “live by faith” (3:11; cf. Hab. 2:4).

The Revolution Caused by Justification

Like the apostle Paul, Martin Luther put forward his doctrine of justification, but it was not long until the antinomian objection surfaced. If the basis of justification excluded good works, how would the Christian life not be emptied of sanctifying transformation? If faith relied not on works but on Christ alone, how could faith not be severed entirely from the renewal that holiness brings?

Such an objection, however, fails to distinguish justification from sanctification. Justification is an instantaneous declaration by God that is possible due to the imputation (not infusion) of Christ’s righteousness, whereas sanctification is a process that spans the Christian life in which the Spirit works internally to conform one to the image of Christ. The former is judicial, but the latter is sanative. This distinction Rome could neither conceive nor accept.

Yet such an objection also fails to see that justification and sanctification, distinguishable as they may be, are nevertheless inseparable. They are a double grace, a duplex gratia, which stems from union with Christ. In Calvin’s words, “By partaking of him, we principally receive a double grace: namely, that being reconciled to God through Christ’s blamelessness, we may have in heaven instead of a Judge a gracious Father; and secondly, that sanctified by Christ’s spirit we may cultivate blamelessness and purity of life.”10 For the Reformers, as for the apostles, the sinner is justified by faith alone, but that faith is never alone.

The twofold gifts that stem from union with Christ, however, are not arbitrarily related or unrelated, which would only give the antinomian objection legitimacy.11 For those in Christ, the forensic gives birth to the transformative; the legal grounds the relational (Rom. 5:16; 8:1–17; Gal. 3:14). One is not justified because he is sanctified, but he is sanctified because he is justified.12 The new life the Spirit imparts is an impossibility if not grounded in the righteous status the Father imputes from his Son. Imitation of Christ turns Pelagian if not established by the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. We dare not base the indicative of the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ on the imperatives of the Christian life.13 Geerhardus Vos writes, “The mystical is based on the forensic, not the forensic on the mystical.”14 Calvin before him says something similar: “For since we are clothed with the righteousness of the Son, we are reconciled to God, and renewed by the power of the Spirit to holiness.”15 The word “since” is critical, grounding the Spirit’s work of renewal (holiness) on the righteousness of the Son (imputation).

Hence Paul can say that there is “no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” and then turn to confidently assert that “if Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness” (Rom. 8:1, 10). With a new legal status in hand, the believer is no longer under the law; liberated from its power, he now sets his mind on the things of the Spirit. Paul could not more strongly ground the Spirit’s work in sanctification on the foundation of justification than when he transitions from the objective to the subjective in Romans 8:3–6:

For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. For to set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace.

If these two graces are inseparable, justification grounding and causing sanctification, then it should be little surprise to discover in the Scriptures that the doctrine of justification leads to authentic, sanctifying change in people, reorienting their personal identity, reconstituting the purpose for which they live. Called to a land he had not seen, promised an heir born from a body long expired, Abraham was told to number the stars, for that was how numerous his offspring would be. “And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness” (Gen. 15:6). Counted righteous, Abraham became the patriarch of God’s covenant people. Not only was sola fide instrumental to receiving a new status (righteousness), but Abraham’s faith in the promises of God would be exemplary for the true spiritual heirs to come, as the apostle Paul demonstrates in his letter to the Romans (4:1–25).

But Abraham never saw those covenant promises fulfilled. That privilege would be for his offspring instead. Nevertheless, justification by faith alone not only generated a new forensic identity for the patriarch but from that moment forward reconfigured the way he perceived his God-given mission. Submitting to circumcision (Gen. 17:1–14), interceding for Sodom (18:22–33), sacrificing Isaac (22:1–19), recruiting a wife for the heir of the promise (24:1–28)—these are not the works of a man seeking a justification otherwise uncertain; rather, these are the works that stem from faith. Here is the fruit of a sinner already declared righteous; on display are the sanctifying deeds of a man justified and reconciled with God.

The apostle Paul was no stranger to the revolution that justification could effect. The persecutor of Christ’s church believed himself to be entirely secure, asserting the credentials of his Judaic zeal, with every reason to take pride in the national identity he inherited and the works of the law that gave him confidence in the flesh:

If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. (Phil. 3:4–6)

However, when confronted by the risen, vindicated, justified Christ, Paul abandoned any trust in himself, looking instead to a righteousness alien to himself, that is, a righteousness found in Christ:

But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith. (3:7–9)

For the apostle, the “righteousness from God that depends on faith” is Abrahamic through and through. Like Abraham, Paul was declared righteous through faith alone, and the righteous status reckoned to him was not his own. While Abraham trusted in God’s promise to give him an heir, that heir had come in and through Christ, so that “if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise” (Gal. 3:29; cf. 3:9). After the Damascus road, there was no question that Paul was Christ’s.

Also, as with Abraham, Paul’s new judicial status—being clothed in the righteousness of Christ—resulted in, produced, and caused a lifelong transformation. He counted “everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ,” so that he “may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death,” so that “by any means possible” Paul “may attain the resurrection from the dead” (Phil. 3:8, 10–11). And know Christ’s sufferings he did, imprisoned repeatedly until he suffered the same fate as his Savior.

The Organic Connection between the Historia Salutis and Ordo Salutis

Yet we would be mistaken to think that Paul somehow moved past the imputed righteousness of Christ he claimed in his letter to the Philippians. While we might overreach to conclude that it was the center of his thought, there can be no denying that it was essential to Paul’s understanding of “the Way” (Acts 9:2). As Romans, 2 Corinthians, and Galatians demonstrate, Paul found it impossible to define union with Christ apart from the believer’s new forensic identity, an identity (status) grounded in the perfect obedience of the crucified, risen, and righteous one himself (e.g., Rom. 3:21–26; 2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 3:10–14). Today many are persuaded by those who claim that the gospel is to be kept away from the domain of justification. While Paul refused to confuse the two, nevertheless, his rebuke of the Galatians assumes an organic and necessary connection between the two. To abandon justification sola fide and the free imputation of Christ’s righteousness to those who believe is to forfeit the gospel itself (Gal. 1:6–9).

Paul undoubtedly knew the difference between the historia salutis and the ordo salutis, a distinction that pervades Romans. Yet it was precisely because Paul understood the difference between redemption accomplished and redemption applied that he found it inconceivable to consider one without the other. God has “put forward” Christ “as a propitiation” so that he would be “received by faith” and we would be “justified by his grace as a gift” (Rom. 3:24–25). “For our sake” God “made him [Christ] to be sin”—why?—“so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21).

The inseparable link between the historia salutis and the ordo salutis is not uniquely Pauline either but permeates Johannine thought as well:

For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. (John 3:16–18)

Apparently, forensic categories are not only vital to Paul’s gospel (Gal. 1:6–9; 2:15–3:29) but are also just as critical to John’s gospel (see also 1 John 1:1–9; 2:2; 4:9–10).

Witnessing the corrosion of justification and imputation, the Reformers grieved that the gospel of free judicial grace had been so corrupted in their day. Like Paul’s tone with the Galatians, Martin Luther, Philipp Melanchthon, John Calvin, and others were outraged at doctrinal infidelity in the church, especially on something as central as soteriology. Like Paul (and John), the Reformers saw no disconnect between the cross and faith. To segregate redemption accomplished from redemption applied would have undermined the intrinsic connection between solus Christus and sola fide. Misconstruing one leads to the fatality of the other, a reality by no means hypothetical to the Reformers, who were products of Rome’s soteriological misconception.

Justification Centrality

When the Reformers were enlightened by the Scriptures, their eyes having been opened to the forensic nature of justification and imputation over against Rome’s sanative view of infused grace, they were unembarrassed to stress that justification is central not only to a biblical view of the gospel but also to the entire Christian faith. Luther labeled the evangelical doctrine of justification “the first and chief article” in the Smalcald Articles.16 Calvin said that justification “is the ground on which religion must be supported,” warning that “unless you understand first of all what your position is before God, and what the judgment which he passes upon you, you have no foundation on which your salvation can be laid, or on which piety towards God can be reared.”17 Peter Martyr Vermigli was convinced that justification is “the head, fountain, and mainstay of all religion.”18 And though it was not the Reformers but Johann Heinrich Alsted (1618) who said that justification is “the doctrine on which the church stands or falls,” nevertheless, the Reformers would certainly have agreed.19

Yet again, the revolution justification would cause was not foreign to the Reformers. As with Abraham and Paul, so too did the Reformers believe that the divine declaration of new forensic status in Christ would acutely produce the fruits of sanctification, contrary to popular antinomian accusations. For example, at the start of his 1535 Lectures on Galatians, Luther accentuated not only what’s at stake in the doctrine (“If it is lost and perishes, the whole knowledge of truth, life, and salvation is lost and perishes at the same time”) but also what is gained:

But it is because, as I often warn you, there is a clear and present danger that the devil may take away from us the pure doctrine of faith and may substitute for it the doctrine of works and of human traditions. It is very necessary, therefore, that this doctrine of faith be continually read and heard in public. No matter how well known it may be or how carefully learned, the devil, our adversary, who prowls around and seeks to devour us (1 Peter 5:8), is not dead. Our flesh also goes on living. Besides, temptations of every sort attack and oppress us on every side. Therefore this doctrine can never be discussed and taught enough. If it is lost and perishes, the whole knowledge of truth, life, and salvation is lost and perishes at the same time. But if it flourishes, everything good flourishes—religion, true worship, the glory of God, and the right knowledge of all things and of all social conditions.20

In Luther’s mind, as in Paul’s, everything flourishes if justification is rightly understood, including worship and society itself. The Reformers not only feared what would be lost if justification sola fide vanished but rejoiced at the prospects of what might be gained should it be embraced.

The Foolishness of Justification

Understandably, heirs of the Reformation today envy the task of the sixteenth century. What appeared to be chaos to the Reformers—facing as they did opposition from Rome and certain radicals—was but bijou compared to the onslaught of ambiguity over justification that would circulate the modern and postmodern eras. This side of the sixteenth century, the evangelical doctrine faces challenges not only from Rome but also from movements as influential, variegated, and evolving as Protestant liberalism, neoorthodoxy, New Finnish Lutheranism, post-Vatican II Catholicism, Newman’s via media, the Federal Vision, and the New Perspective on Paul. In the eyes of many, the material principle of the Reformation, and the doctrine of imputation it brings with it, is considered foolishness. So normal is it to criticize the Reformation doctrine that it takes courage to be Protestant in the twenty-first century.

The contributors to this volume, however, welcome the opportunity to be named fools if it means being identified with the “foolishness of God” (1 Cor. 1:25). Such foolishness is wiser than the cleverness of humanity’s most en vogue justification theories. If “Christ crucified” continues to be a “stumbling block” (1 Cor. 1:23) today, as it was in Paul’s day, then it should not surprise us that the justification secured at the cross and resurrection (Rom. 4:25) would be a stumbling block in our own day, “folly” (1 Cor. 1:23) to its critics and revisionaries.

That justification and imputation are considered folly to many today might lead some evangelicals to put their heads in the sand—along with their doctrine of justification. Paul took a different approach. Being named a fool did not lead him to retreat into intellectual isolationism but emboldened him to rearticulate his justification theology for a brave new theological world. He was impelled to stand in the Areopagus and converse with the philosophers, all in order to explain, clarify, and defend the faith. He was pressed to rebuke the Galatians—or even Peter himself—whenever he saw the gospel being tarnished by modifications or revisions of justification sola gratia and sola fide. No one can accuse Paul of not understanding just what was at stake, nor of forgetting just what might be gained.

So, too, does this volume wade into the deep waters of the doctrine of justification sensing the weightiness of what is at stake. In the twenty-first century, challenges to justification are legion. No longer do they surface from one or two disciplines, but they can be seen in nearly every field of study. For any treatment of justification to be taken seriously, therefore, it must provide a robust articulation, explanation, and defense of justification within the contours of biblical, theological, historical, and pastoral studies. To meet that challenge, The Doctrine on Which the Church Stands or Falls brings together a community of scholars, some of the most outstanding evangelical thinkers in their respective disciplines, so that the next generation of evangelicals will remain faithful, equipped to contend for the faith once for all delivered to the saints (Jude 3). Our hope, indeed, our prayer, is not merely that such a doctrine might reconfigure the believer’s personal identity in union with the risen Christ but that this material principle might reconstitute the purpose for which the Christian and the church exist, recognizing that only in a God who justifies the ungodly will it live, move, and have its being.
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Justification in Biblical Perspective
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“He Believed the Lord”

The Pedigree of Justification in the Pentateuch

Stephen Dempster

It is indisputable that the Pauline doctrine of justification is grounded in a reading of the Old Testament.1 The apostle did not create the doctrine ex nihilo. As with other doctrines formulated by New Testament authors, they have their start in Genesis if not in other parts of Israel’s Scriptures. These sacred writings gave Paul common ground with his theological opponents. They never argued over the fact of their authority or their extent, but they did argue about their interpretation.

Paul uses a number of texts in seeking to prove his doctrine that God justifies the wicked through faith in Christ. But the most important for him is Genesis 15:6, where we read these words: “He [Abram] believed in the Lord, and he reckoned/credited it to him for righteousness.”2 Paul cites this verse three times (Rom. 4:3, 22; Gal. 3:6; cf. Rom. 4:9), and it provides the conceptual substructure for his discussion of faith, grace, works, and law. In fact, one commentator’s statement could be viewed as representative of many: “For Paul this Old Testament verse is the classic passage for justification by faith alone apart from the works of the law.”3 And another is not far off the same mark: “Genesis 15:6 is the hermeneutical key for Paul’s reading of Abraham’s story, and the one act of Abraham that Paul ever emphasizes is Abraham’s faith.”4 Still another scholar in no way understates the significance of this verse: “No other Old Testament text has exercised such a compelling influence on the New Testament.”5

It is often mentioned in this discussion that James uses the same text to prove that with God justification is by works, not by faith (James 2:23), a distinctive early Christian perspective that seems to directly contradict Paul’s view. A significant number of modern scholars would agree that Paul has essentially distorted the meaning of Genesis 15:6 in the interest of his view of justification by faith. Reinhard Feldmeier and Hermann Spieckermann write in their magisterial God of the Living, “Neither does God make Abraham just, nor does Abraham effect anything for other people through his faith.”6 Another commentator states explicitly, “The verse [Gen. 15:6] has no relation to the dogma of ‘justification by faith.’”7 Paul thus reads this verse “through Christian glasses.”8 James Barr, ever the contrarian, argues that

the most prominent example of Christianizing [the Old Testament] . . . lies in the conception of justification by faith. . . . Justification by faith is, among the convictions that Christian Old Testament theologians have most often held, the one where they have been most reluctant to give up the “Christianizing” of the Hebrew Bible.9

Part of Barr’s argument is that the entire doctrine may be based on a mistranslation of the Hebrew of Genesis 15:610 and that another “correct” translation has developed somewhat of a following and provides “a new perspective” on this Old Testament text.11

Along with Barr’s criticism coming from a Christian direction in Old Testament studies, another comes from a more Jewish angle. In an important essay, Jon Levenson criticizes the traditional Christian reading as exemplified in Gerhard von Rad’s exegesis of Genesis 15:6.12 He argues that such a reading privileges a part of the narrative and is essentially in conflict with another part, Genesis 26:5, where it states that Abraham kept the law—that is, Abraham had established a reservoir of merit through his good deeds and was therefore justified in God’s sight. Von Rad thus is accused of taking 15:6 in “isolation from the rest of the Abraham material in the Hebrew Bible and indeed from the Hebrew Bible itself.”13 Thus, we have two types of interpretation, “a Pauline type which takes the verse in isolation and insists on the autonomy of faith and a Philonic type, in which faith and the observance of commandments are each predicated of Abraham on the basis of texts in Genesis.”14 Indeed, this “rabbinic”15 view has received further support from Walter Moberly, who argues that, contrary to von Rad, the best way to interpret Genesis 15 is through the lens of another text, Psalm 106:30–31, where Phinehas is credited with righteousness as a reward for his act of zeal on behalf of Yahweh.16 Thus, Abram’s faith is more about his faithfulness than his faith, more about obedience than any one act of faith, and this provides a solid basis for this text to be understood in line with the rabbinic doctrine of merit. Thus, Moberly accounts for a significant Jewish strand of interpretation that connects Abram’s faith in Genesis 15 with his act of obedience in Genesis 22.17 While Moberly still believes that the Pauline understanding has a place at the interpretive table, it is only one option.

In light of these concerns, this essay seeks to examine the evidence afresh and explore this influential text to determine its meaning and significance within the Pentateuch.

The Significance of Genesis 15

Genesis 15 is a pivotal text in the Abraham story, and of course, the Abraham narrative is crucial for the book of Genesis and the Torah as a whole, because it is the first of the so-called patriarchal narratives, which describe the beginning of the nation of Israel. This chapter contains the first account that formalizes the divine-human relationship between Abram and God in the form of a covenant, it is the first major dialogue that takes place between these two “partners,”18 and it is in this text that Abram for the first time speaks directly with God.19 Before this time, he has heard the word of God and simply obeyed, but now for the first time he actually addresses God. From a narrative point of view, the first time that a speaker talks in a story is often considered revelatory of the person and his or her state of mind and is extremely significant for the events as they unfold.20 God is the first speaker in Genesis, and his words are “Let there be light!” (1:3). The serpent’s first words are “Has God really said . . . ?” (3:1). Cain’s first words are “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (4:9). In this text, Abram, the prospective father of the nation of Israel, speaks his first words to God, and they reveal an anxious state of mind that has been bothering him for some time (15:2–3), and his second word to God, a year before Isaac will be born, amplifies this anxiety (17:17–18). So, obviously, this text is a critical one in the Abraham story.

Moreover, in this text there are some significant differences from the surrounding context. It is the first example in the Abraham narrative where the author uses asyndeton to indicate a major break in the flow (15:1 begins without a conjunction), and the text contains another example at the ending of the episode (15:18), which functions to explain what happened in this particular section.21 This text in a sense functions as an important transition marker in the narrative. Before this time, the narrative has focused explicitly on the promise of land. This text formalizes that promise with a covenant and a divine oath that secures the future land for Abraham’s descendants, but it also introduces the theme of the next chapters that focus on seed and concludes with another divine oath securing the future for the seed.22 Unlike many of the narratives in Genesis, chapter 15 contains explicit theological reflection, or narrative explanation. The events in the story are not just left to explain themselves, as one finds in many of the stories of the patriarchs; the narrator provides commentary: “This means that . . .”23 Moreover, here appear the only reference to faith and righteousness in the Torah and the first mention of the Abrahamic covenant, both of which become important themes in the Scriptures. Furthermore, in this text the writer is aware of the remainder of the Pentateuch, as there is a prophecy of the nascent Israel’s descent into Egypt, an allusion to the burning bush, and predictions of the liberation from Egypt and even the conquest of Canaan (Gen. 15:13–16)!24 Moberly’s comments in no way understate the significance of Genesis 15: “Genesis xv gives the impression of being the fullest and most formal portrayal of Yahweh’s commitment to Israel (both people and land) in the whole Abraham cycle, a portrayal of unusual and imaginatively suggestive character.”25

The Abraham Narrative in the Torah

In the larger story of the Torah, the patriarchal narratives, of which the Abraham story is the first, “are set within the framework of the primaeval history on the one side (Gen 1–11), and the establishment of the nation [of Israel] on the other [Ex–Deut].”26 Abram has been called out of Mesopotamia by God (Gen. 12:1–3). He has been promised that he will become a great nation, receive a great name, and be blessed, as well as be a source of universal blessing. Those who bless Abram will in turn be blessed, and the one who curses him will be cursed. All this suggests that Abram and his future descendants are set on an unstoppable mission of universal blessing.

The syntax of Abram’s call is straightforward: two imperatives to Abram followed by three promises each:27

Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land I will show you.

I will make of you a great nation,

I will bless you,

I will make your name great. (12:1–2a)

Be a blessing—

I will bless those who bless you,

I will curse the one who curses you,

All the families of the earth will be blessed in you. (12:2b–3)

Thus, there are two distinct sections, each introduced by an imperative followed by a trio of verbs. The first trio emphasizes becoming a great nation, and the second stresses a role among the nations, culminating in the mother of all blessings—blessing for the entire world. In other words, the promise to Abram reaches its goal “when it includes all the families of the earth.”28

These two sections anticipate two “panels” in the Abraham narrative, the first one focusing on land and concluding with a covenant in response to the patriarch’s great faith (12:4–15:21) and the second one focusing on descendants and the patriarch’s great act of obedience (16:1–22:23). Moreover, the beginning of the Abraham narrative is echoed near the end of the story, when his second call, to offer his son as a holocaust offering, uses the same language of divine demand as his first call, to depart Mesopotamia (Genesis 22). These are the only times this linguistic construction occurs in the Bible, and thus it provides bookends for the Abraham story.29 Thus, the first divine call commands the patriarch to give up his past, represented by three descriptors: country, kindred, and father’s house (12:1). The second call asks him to give up his future and raises the stakes with four descriptors of Abraham’s miracle heir: your son, your only son, the one whom you love, Isaac (22:2).30 Significantly, the second call reemphasizes that Abraham’s descendants will be the means of universal blessing, this time because of Abraham’s obedience (cf. 12:3; 22:18).

This call to personal and universal blessing at the beginning and ending of the Abraham story, of course, is set against the backdrop of a world gone awry. The world in fact lies under curse and not under blessing. The pristine world of harmony and goodness that was created for the first human couple to thrive in and be blessed has turned into a world of sin, death, and alienation. The stunning world of harmony and wonder whose goodness filled God’s vision with delight has become a horror show that tears apart the divine heart as he sees his creation being violated.31 Adam and Eve have sinned and been sent into exile from the garden (3:23–24), Cain has killed his brother and been exiled (4:10–16), and the flood has “exiled” a sinful human race from existence (Genesis 6–9). Even after the flood, the human community en masse has revolted by seeking to storm heaven and make a name for itself, and it has in turn been exiled from that location and scattered across the face of the earth (11:8–9). In each example, with the exception of the last, God has shown grace—in providing clothes for the first couple and giving them a promise, in providing Cain with a mark of protection, in saving Noah and his family and the creatures of the earth in an ark.32 And this salvation is because Noah, the tenth generation from Adam, is clearly a righteous person (6:9; 7:1). Because of this righteousness, God has made a covenant with all creation.

Righteousness is absolutely central to covenant and creation, and without it the created order cannot continue. Yet it is clear that after the flood and the covenant with Noah, nothing has changed in terms of the general human condition. Humanity is as evil after the flood as it was before, although Noah, the world’s savior, is righteous (6:5–8; 8:21; see also 6:9; 7:1). Although God promises that he will never destroy the world by flood again, humans continue to rebel, the paradigmatic example being the Tower of Babel, where the building of this huge tower is a gargantuan expression of human hubris to make a name for itself (11:1–9). Yet even here, God disperses the builders of the tower across the face of the earth. In many of these cases, God has been concerned with “damage control.”33 But it is with Abram that God makes a significant new start, moving beyond “damage control” to decisively restore the lost conditions of Paradise and reverse the curses of Adam.34

Whereas the presence of curse has been explicitly mentioned five times in the narrative of Genesis 3–11 (3:14, 17; 4:11; 5:29; 9:25), with the call of Abram in 12:2–3, blessing appears in a rapid-fire succession of phrases, in fact, five times.35 Moreover, the promise of universal blessing is repeated another four times in the narrative of Genesis (18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14), matching the fivefold blessing in 12:2–3! Against a context of death and disorder, God decisively blesses Abram; against a backdrop of people questing for fame and glory in the construction of a tower, Abram will receive a great name; against a backstory of exile and alienation, Abram is going to get land and become a great nation; against the dark canvas of a world that has descended once again to being תֹהוּ וָבֹהוּ‎ (1:2: “without form and void” [KJV]; “formless and empty” [NIV]; “a formless void” [NRSV]), God is going to shine his light of universal blessing through Abram.

But it is extremely significant that as Noah represented the tenth generation from Adam, Abram is the tenth from Noah. Noah’s righteousness saved not the world of his time but only his own family and the animals, but it is said of Abram that through him all the families of the earth will be blessed—not just one. Yet as the story unfolds, nothing is heard about Abram’s righteousness, nor about a covenant. Not only do the questions about Abram’s progeny and possession of the land drive the narrative forward to seek an answer, but also do the closely related questions of righteousness and covenant. Prior to his call, given the context, it can be assumed that Abram can be classed as unrighteous just as everyone else was, with the exception of Noah in the distant past, with whom a covenant with creation had been made. Although he is never called “unrighteous,” that is a clear implication of his backstory.36 But if he is to be the savior of the world in a far greater sense than Noah, will God work differently now because of the problem of sin? What about another covenant, and what about righteousness? The reader must wait to hear the answers to these questions.

As the story unfolds, Abraham experiences many trials. His journey to the land of Canaan is derailed in Haran for a while until after his father dies (11:31–32).37 When he arrives at his destination in Canaan, it is occupied by Canaanites, and the promises of land and nationhood seem a remote reality. To make matters worse, as soon as he enters the land, he makes a hasty exit because of a severe famine (12:6, 10–20). In fact, the only land that Abram will personally own in Canaan will be a graveyard for his wife, purchased for an outrageous sum of money (Genesis 23). The delay in land possession requires an explanation.

Moreover, “the facts on the ground” about future progeny for the future patriarch and matriarch are not auspicious either. Their biological clocks are ticking. They are not getting any younger. Abram was called at the age of seventy-five, and his wife was sixty-five, with no prospect of an heir, except perhaps Lot, Abram’s nephew, and he has now departed (13:12–13). And although Abram rescues him from Mesopotamian armies, Lot returns to Sodom (Genesis 14; 19). Now—perhaps a decade after Abram’s initial call38—there has been no progress in fulfillment. If the promise of receiving land seems a bit of a stretch, the prospect of descendants and becoming a great nation is doubly so. Later it will seem ludicrous and laughable, as Sarai’s womb is considered “dead” at the age of eighty-nine; the aged couple then will laugh incredulously at the reiteration of the divine promise (17:17; 18:12).39

As one reads through the first half of the Abram story, Abram’s situation has begun to change. He has just recently won a major battle in which he was vastly outnumbered by Mesopotamian armies (Genesis 14). In defeating four kings and their armies, his royal status has begun to emerge. He has rescued his nephew and his family along with a number of Canaanite kings—and has done so with only 318 armed men (14:14). On his way home from his triumph, he is met by an enigmatic figure, a king of Salem, named Melchizedek, who appears out of nowhere to invoke a divine blessing on him:

Blessed be Abram by God Most High,

Creator of heaven and earth.

Blessed be God Most High,

who delivered your enemies into your hand. (14:19–20)

Abram gives him a tithe and refuses to accept any wealth from his conquest, letting God be the sole source of his blessing. But this blessing from the Most High God, Creator of heaven and earth, and therefore the source of all blessing, is a signal of something important that is going to happen in the text, as such events often are in Hebrew narrative. It is thus not insignificant that such an “incidental” occurrence by someone representing the Most High God, whose name represents both royalty and righteousness, would bless the future father of Israel before a crucial chapter in the Abraham narrative.

Genesis 15

The striking use of asyndeton combined with disjunctive clauses (x + qatal) both at the beginning of Genesis 15 (15:1) and at the end (15:18) serve to set off this text formally from its surrounding context. The syntactic breaks highlight the semantic importance of the units for the Abraham narrative, for this is the only time in the narrative that such striking usage occurs at the beginning and ending of an episode. The first asyndetic clause signals a new start in the narrative, and the second provides a narrative explanation for the events that have transpired in the text.

This is not to discount the importance of the previous events narrated in chapter 14, some of which have already been noted. Although chapter 15 opens with a standard formula that indicates an uncertain amount of time after the previous events (אַחַר הַדְּבָרִים הָאֵלֶּה‎) and a new start in the narrative, there are some significant links with the previous chapter. A similar formula is used at the end of the second major section of the narrative in Genesis 22, and there are also significant echoes with chapter 21.40 The opening transitional temporal framework is followed by a divine word being given to Abram in the form of a prophetic oracle. But as has been noted, there are not only prophetic motifs, such as prophetic terminology (15:1, 4)41 and long-range prediction (15:13–16), but there are also theological concepts, such as faith and righteousness (15:6), a formula of divine identification similar to one that will be used later regarding the exodus and Sinai (15:7), and the formalization of a covenant (15:18).

Moreover, this is the first sustained dialogue that takes place between God and Abram, and the text itself is divided into two units based on clear differences in content: 15:1–6 deals with the issue of an heir for the patriarch and climaxes with a divine verdict on the patriarch’s faith; 15:7–21 treats the theme of land and concludes with a divine covenant with Abram that guarantees him the land of Canaan. In each section, an initial statement of God leads to a burning question of Abram, followed by an action, which leads to a divine verdict. In fact, the questions of Abram are crucial—they are essential for providing “the necessary backdrop for the central issue of this chapter, that is, the apparent delay in fulfilling his promises.”42

The first divine statement (15:1) seeks to allay Abram’s fear, stressing that God is a defender (a shield) who provides a rich reward, while the second assures Abram that God has brought him to the land of Canaan from Ur (15:7) to possess the land. The first is expressed in a “fear not” oracle for a reason—Abram has apprehension—and the concept of divine defense and divine reward is an answer. The apprehension may deal with the previous battle, in which he has trusted God for both the outcome and the reward, but Abram’s response reveals his real concern—the delay in fulfilling the promise of an heir. The second divine statement is simply a divine identification formula regarding Yahweh as the God who caused Abram’s exodus from Ur in order for him to possess the land of Canaan. This second statement is addressing the delayed fulfillment of this promise as well, which Abram’s question makes explicit: “How can I know that I will inherit the land” (15:8) since it is now occupied (15:7)? Both answers to Abram’s queries take place during the night, and in each case he does something to which God responds.

In the first section of Genesis 15, Abram hears God in a prophetic vision: “Do not be afraid! I am your shield—your reward will be very great” (15:1). These verses pick up themes from the previous narrative in which Abram was delivered from his enemies by God and in which he had refused wealth from the king of Sodom. The Hebrew word for “shield,” stressing God’s protection, is from the same root as the verb “delivered” in 14:20, and the issue of wealth is found in Abram’s tithe to Melchizedek and his rejection of being enriched by any human agency (14:23). Now he is told that God will give him a great wage. In light of the context, Abram is being told that God has not only been his protection in the recent past but will also be his protection in the future, specifically dealing with the promise of becoming a great nation, which includes both descendants and land. Not only will God have Abram’s back, he will also give him a very great reward. The intensifier “very” (מְאֹד‎) amplifies the promise, and it will be amplified even more in 17:6, where the word is doubled (מְאֹד מְאֹד‎) to emphasize again the magnitude of the promise of descendants.

But Abram is left wondering. He wonders not just about the promise of becoming a great nation but also about having even one descendant to populate it. What about that promise? He argues that the present inheritor of his estate will be a servant from his household since he has no heir. The identity of Abram’s servant is a bit unclear. He seems to be called the son of his possession (a son acquired by purchase) or the one in charge of his possession (household). He is further identified as Eliezer, the Dammeseq, a word that could be possibly understood as a location (Damascus) or as “the one of Meseq,” which is similar to the earlier word for “possession,” which could then be simply a further amplification: “Eliezer, the one over the acquisition.” Although the exact identity of this servant is unclear, what is certain is that Abram is viewing the servant as a surrogate for an heir; it is as if he is saying, “Look, you have not given me a descendant [clearly ‘seed’ is used in the singular sense here]. Look, the son of my house will be my heir [‘will heir me’]. That is, Eliezer will be my heir.”

Undoubtedly, Abram is attempting to “help” God out with the fulfillment of his promise: “I do not currently have an heir, so perhaps I am misunderstanding things.” The use of the presentative particle הֵן‎ (“Look!” Gen. 15:3) invites the divine interlocutor as well as the narrative audience to actually see Abram’s “answer” up close: Eliezer. If Abram “domesticates” the promise here and seeks for his servant to be a surrogate heir, his wife will do the same thing in the next chapter when she seeks to make her servant, Hagar, a surrogate wife for Abram, so that the promise can be fulfilled in a more “sensible” way (Genesis 16).

The narrator in 15:4 uses a similar presentative, וְהִנֵּה‎, to contrast the word of God with Abram’s “answer”: “Look—the word of Yahweh came to him!” The actual words of Yahweh highlight this disjunction even more: “This one will not be your heir! But the one who comes forth from your loins will be your heir!” The use of an envelope structure points to the two different answers—Abram’s and God’s:

לֹא יִיְרָשְׁךָ זֶה כִּי־אִם אְַשֶׁר יֵצֵא מִמֵּעֶיךָ הוּא יִיְרָשֶׁךָ׃‎

Moreover, the use of “right” dislocation—that is, the use of a cleft structure—puts to the forefront of the discourse the identity of the real heir as someone who comes from Abram’s own body:43
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Thus, the grammar stresses in the strongest possible way the fact that the heir will not be the servant but will come from Abram’s own body. Then Yahweh takes Abram out (presumably in the vision) under the night sky and shows him the heavens and tells him to count the stars if he is able. Then he pauses and tells Abram in no uncertain terms, “Thus will be your descendants!” This promise reiterates an earlier one in similar language when Abram was told that he would have as many descendants as the dust of the land of Canaan (13:14–17). Abram presumably looks up at the heavens, and the text simply says, “He believed in Yahweh.” The text adds a description: “He considered/reckoned it to him (as) righteousness” (15:6). That is, Abram is considered righteous, just as Noah was in his generation. Before looking at this verse in more detail to determine the possibility of another translation, the remainder of the chapter needs to be examined.

That Genesis 15:6 forms a climax dealing with the issue of a descendant for Abram is clear because 15:7 begins a new section with the theme of land. Yahweh identifies himself as the one who brought Abram up from Ur of the Chaldees to possess the land of Canaan, and this statement elicits Abram’s question why he lacks possession of this land. A powerful object lesson taking the form of a covenant rite is performed by Abram, and another nocturnal vision assures Abram of his eventual possession of the land. A blazing fire moves through dismembered animals and makes a divine oath, assuring Abram of the promise of the land.

Therefore, in chapter 15 there are two clear themes dealing with progeny and land, two essential components of the earlier promise of blessing. In an in-depth study of the text, John Ha reaches this conclusion: “At both levels of theme and literary composition, Gen. 15 is a coherent and closely-knit whole, whose unity has been remarkably worked out by its author.”44

The structure of the text is lucid (see table 1.1).45 In the second passage, 15:7–21, the divine verdict takes the form of two sections, first a prophecy to Abram cast in the first and second person and then a reflection on the meaning of the ritual and what actually happened. The last comment regarding the covenant (15:18–21) is probably relevant not only to 15:7–17 but to the entire chapter. The divine speech unites both units into a coherent whole: “To your seed, I will give this land” (15:18).46 Thus there is a logic to the entirety. The covenant is given because of righteousness, which is given because of faith. With this general structure in mind, we can consider the exact nature of Abram’s response to God’s promise of an heir and the divine counterresponse in 15:6.

Table 1.1 Structure of Genesis 15
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Genesis 15:6

The First Clause

The first clause, “He believed in Yahweh,” has few major exegetical issues. Although the subject has changed from the previous narrative verb, where it was Yahweh, it is clear that Abram believed, since the object (“in Yahweh”) clarifies the subject clearly. The Septuagint makes the subject explicit by mentioning Abram.

What does the word “believe” actually mean? It comes from a root meaning “firm” and “reliable,” something that can be depended on. When it is used in this basic form in Hebrew, it means essentially an agreement with the content of a previous speech: it is trustworthy, reliable.47 In qal stem participial forms, it is used for “doorposts” (2 Kings 18:16) or personal “caregivers” (Ruth 4:16; 2 Kings 10:1). It reflects some of this usage when it becomes a loanword in English for strong assent to a statement (“Amen!”), essentially affirming that the statement is correct. Relevant noun forms for the Hebrew roots stress reliability (Prov. 14:5). A craftsman is someone whose work is reliable (Song 7:1).

When the verb occurs in the niphal stem, it means “that which can be relied on.” Thus, Joseph will know that his brothers’ words can be trusted if they bring their youngest brother back to Egypt (Gen. 42:20). Moses is the most reliable of Yahweh’s servants (Num. 12:7), and God is reliable precisely because he keeps his covenant for a thousand generations (Deut. 7:9). In the hiphil stem it means “to declare someone (or his words) to be reliable.” In the only other example of this form of the verb in Genesis, a dramatic counterexample to Abram is provided. Thus, Jacob cannot believe his sons when they tell him the news that Joseph is alive and is a prince in Egypt; it is too incredible for the old man to believe, given what his sons have already put him through (Gen. 45:26). It is only when he realizes the import of what his eyes see, when he considers all the wagons loaded with goods from Egypt, that he accepts their report and his spirit is revived. Later in the Torah, when the Israelites experience deliverance at the Red Sea and see the Egyptian bodies washed up on the shore, they believe in Yahweh and his servant Moses (Ex. 14:31). Clearly, belief is more than mental assent. It calls for commitment, a placing of trust in someone. In both of the above examples, it changes the perspective of the subject and leads to commitment to act on the belief. Another example shows what it is at stake. When Achish, the king of Gath, asks David where he has been raiding, David lies and tells him that he is pillaging Israelite towns and villages. Achish believes him and concludes that this means that David will be forced to be his servant since his own people will view him as a traitor (1 Sam. 27:12). His attitude toward David is changed because he believes David’s words.

It should be mentioned that in all the above examples except in the case of Jacob, the verb is used with the preposition ב‎. These examples correlate with Ernst Jenni’s exhaustive study indicating that “to believe in” indicates an enduring quality attached to the belief. When belief is collocated with the preposition ל‎, it has a more occasional nature.48

Thus, Abraham believes in Yahweh here: he believes his statement, not only that he will have an heir (an individual seed) but also that he will have as many descendants as the stars of heaven. In a very real sense, Abram is saying “Amen!” to God’s promise.49

The use of the particular verb form here for “believed” has suggested to some scholars a number of possibilities in meaning. Since one expects another preterite—a waw-consecutive form, or wayyiqtol—one must explain the use of the weqatal form. Some scholars, like R. Meyer, believe that this is simply a stylistic variation for wayyiqtol since there are similar forms found in other contexts—it is thus a waw-copulative form and not a waw-consecutive, and the waw-copulative form is found in the oldest Hebrew texts.50 Others argue that it is a frequentative form since in many contexts weqatal has this function, especially in procedural or predictive discourse or in descriptive discourse in narrative.51 Thus, in this text the passage would be translated “He kept on believing” or “He continued to believe” rather than simply “He believed.”52 The context lends support for this translation since it can be assumed that Abram first believed when he left Mesopotamia and that he believed at other times before this period (Gen. 12:4; 13:18). Thus, Genesis 15:6 is simply saying that he continued to believe as he has always done.

Yet linguistically, a weqatal with frequentative or durative force usually occurs in the context of other imperfective forms or in a literary context indicating that a habitual action is occurring. But there is little in this context except the verb form itself to indicate such force. In fact, there is only one other similar verbal form in the entire Abraham narrative (21:24). Others suggest that the form may indicate a significant break in the narrative, isolating it from the previous statement to show that it did not depend solely on it.53 Still others suggest that it may have climactic meaning in the narrative.54 In this context, it is probably best to understand it in line with the other preterites as a simple one-time act. The use of the variant form occurs in a significant number of other places where it suggests simple preterite meaning, and here it is probably intended to highlight an act—a climactic act in the narrative. The fact that this is a dense theological text suggests that Abram decisively got this right. He trusted in Yahweh—that is, his word of promise (15:5)—in a way that his very life depended on it. This is a grammatical way of stating that his life was bound up with the promise (e.g., 44:30–31). So the disjunctive verb form highlights Abram’s faith. As Elizabeth Robar mentions, “From the perspective of the broader context, then, we may see the unexpected we + qatal in Gen 15:6 as a thematic marker that the role played by Abraham’s believing in the Lord and being considered righteous is integral to the highest level developing themes.”55

Although Abram’s faith may have been present before (how else would he have left Mesopotamia?), the text does not mention it explicitly. It leaves the explicit mention of it to this passage because in some ways, here is the defining moment of his faith. In the midst of a crisis of profound proportions, he trusts in Yahweh and his promise.56

The Second Clause

The next clause, “He reckoned it to him [as] righteousness” (Gen. 15:6), is fraught with exegetical issues. Who is the subject of the verb? What is the reference to the third feminine singular pronominal suffix attached to the second verb (“it”)? Does it refer to the verbal idea expressed in the previous verb (“believed”) or simply to the promise of a child in the previous five verses? Or is it cataphoric, referring to the word “righteousness,” with which it agrees grammatically? Moreover, what is the meaning of “righteousness”? Does it refer to a state of being before God (e.g., that Abram is righteous as Noah was [6:9]), or does it refer to a merit or reward that Abram receives for his faith? The translation options can be enumerated as follows:

1. “And he [Abram] believed in Yahweh, and he [Yahweh] credited it [the act of believing] to him [as] righteousness/merit.”

2. “And he [Abram] believed in Yahweh, and he [Yahweh] credited it—namely, righteousness/merit—to him.”

3. “And he [Abram] believed in Yahweh, and he [Abram] credited it to him [Yahweh] [as] righteousness [i.e., considered him (Yahweh) gracious (for giving the promise)].”

It is probably best to deal with this text as a unit rather than dividing it into its constituent parts. Although this text is a syntactic hapax legomenon,57 it is not a semantic hapax legomenon, for there are enough parallels to understand what is transpiring. The verb here translated “to credit” or “to reckon” often indicates attributing a quality to someone. It can be used in various contexts: accounting, moral situations, cultic worship, and everyday life. In the qal stem, it can have but does not require a double accusative, in which “something is reckoned to someone (as . . . ).”58 Thus, in a near parallel in Genesis, Judah considers Tamar to be a harlot because of her dress (38:15). In a strikingly similar example, Eli considers the desperately praying Hannah to be drunk (1 Sam. 1:13). In another case, Shimei desperately pleads with David not to attribute to him sin for cursing the king in his flight from his son Absalom (2 Sam. 19:19). David speaks of the joys of forgiveness belonging to the one to whom Yahweh does not attribute sin (Ps. 32:2). Job complains that God considers him to be an enemy (Job 13:24; 19:11; cf. 33:10), while his family members consider him to be a stranger (19:15). The niphal stem usage is simply a transformation of the qal stem in which the object becomes the grammatical subject. Thus, Jacob’s wives are considered to be strangers by their father because of his actions (Gen. 31:15). Job’s friends are considered to be senseless beasts by Job (Job 18:3). Even a fool is viewed as wise if he keeps his mouth shut (Prov. 17:28). In a cultic context, the offering one person brings to Yahweh is either credited to the suppliant as acceptable or not, depending on the type of offering it is (Lev. 7:18; 17:4).59 In an almost exact semantic parallel with Genesis 15:6, it is said that because of Phinehas’s act of zeal for Yahweh, righteousness was reckoned to him by Yahweh (Ps. 106:31). This clause is essentially a passive transformation of Genesis 15:6:
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וַיַּחְשְׁבֶהָ לּוֹ צְדָקָה‎


	
“He [Yahweh] credited it to him as righteousness.”




	
			
Ps. 106:31


	
וַתֵּחָשֶׁב לוֹ לִצְדָקָה‎


	
“It was credited to him for righteousness.”




	



If the verb in the psalm were active, the construction would probably be the same as that in Genesis 15:6, with the object being Phinehas’s act of zeal and the subject being Yahweh. And there is another point of similarity in both contexts. In the Psalms text, because of Phinehas’s zeal, God not only attributes to him righteousness but also makes a covenant with him. Similarly, after Abram’s faith, God makes a covenant with him.60 In other words, it would be highly incongruous of Abram to be rewarding God for a divine act (i.e., attributing to him righteousness). Rather, God is rewarding Abram for a human act.61

The Achilles’ heel for any understanding that sees Abram as the one who credits Yahweh for his righteousness in making the promise to Abram is a matter of context and linguistics. God has done nothing yet except make a promise to Abram. He has not fulfilled it, so why would Abram credit him with an act of righteousness? Moreover, the act of crediting someone with righteousness is not the same as praising someone. While form critically this passage is often seen as a salvation oracle given to someone who is lamenting his fate of childlessness, it has been argued that one expects a vow of praise.62 Even if one grants the assumption, such vows of praise do not always follow in laments, and this is a strange verb to use for declaring praise to God. Moreover, while the subject of the verb can be a human, such a person is invariably a social superior. The reverse side of the coin of crediting someone with righteousness is to forgive them, or not credit them with sin (cf. 2 Sam. 19:19; Ps. 32:2). Again, this is done by someone with a higher social status.

One further point to be established is the meaning of “righteousness.” The root meaning indicates conformity to a standard. Thus, weights and measures must have this quality. When used in a religious context, it carries the same idea of conforming to the divine will. Thus, Noah is righteous (Gen. 6:9; 7:1), and the hypothetical members of Sodom who will be spared judgment are righteous, and it would be unthinkable of God to destroy the righteous with the wicked (18:23–33). Righteousness is a state that conforms to God’s will, and it specifically has to do with relationships. Thus, when Israelite creditors return a garment used as collateral for a loan so that debtors do not sleep without clothing in the cold, this is regarded as righteousness before God (Deut. 24:13). Living a righteous life by keeping the Shema and the commandments—which are all about proper relationships—results in righteousness (6:25). Consistently, judgment is rendered according to one’s righteousness (i.e., according to how one has met God’s standards). Hence, biblical texts speak of the righteous being declared righteous because of their righteousness. Solomon thus prays that the wicked might be rendered according to their wickedness and “the righteous declared righteous” (וּלְהַצְדִּיק צַדִּיק‎) “according to their righteousness” (לָתֶת לוֹ כְּצִדְקָתוֹ‎), that is, their life of righteous deeds (1 Kings 8:32). When Isaiah says that Yahweh sought “righteousness” (צְדָקָה‎), he was looking for a life corresponding to his will. When instead he received the “cries” (צְעָקָה‎) of the oppressed, it was clear that his people were committed to their own advantage (Isa. 5:7). Ezekiel emphasizes that the righteous are precisely so because they do righteousness (Ezek. 18:5–27). Synonymous expressions for people characterized by righteousness are “(morally) clean hands” (2 Sam. 22:21), an “upright heart” (1 Kings 3:6), and a “person of faithfulness” (1 Sam. 26:23). In other texts, particularly the latter half of Isaiah, and in many of the psalms, righteousness means Yahweh’s salvation for his people (e.g., Isa. 46:13; 51:8; cf. Pss. 88:12; 98:2; Mic. 6:5).

Within Genesis, the word for “righteousness” is used to depict Jacob’s honesty in his dealings with Laban. It is also used as part of the fixed expression “justice and righteousness” to explicate God’s requirements for relationships that Abram will teach his children (Gen. 18:19). And it is precisely because Abram will be concerned with “righteousness” that he debates with God about the possibility of the righteous—that is, those who practice righteousness—being swept away with the wicked in the judgment of Sodom. Repeatedly this word, “righteous,” appears in that discussion (18:23, 24 [2x], 25 [2x], 26, 28). Previous to the time of Abram, the epithet “righteous one” is used only of Noah, and thus, he and his family were saved from the judgment of the flood. To have righteousness reckoned to one, then, is remarkable, and it means that one is viewed as Noah—as a righteous one. An alternative translation of Genesis 15:6b would then be “God said to Abram because of his faith in the divine promise, ‘You are righteous.’”63

The larger context of Genesis confirms this reading. As mentioned before, Noah has a covenant made with him because he alone is righteous in his generation; his righteousness qualifies him to be the savior of the then-known world. He represents the tenth generation from Adam. But he is able to save only his family and representative animals. Abram is the tenth generation from Noah, and a covenant is made with him on the basis of his righteousness, which is credited to him because of his faith in the divine promise. Moreover, he is later called to walk before God and be perfect (17:1), language that is also used of Noah (6:9), and as such, he becomes the father of many nations and thus is able to save the world, not just his own family.

It would seem, then, that a natural reading of this text is that Abram is being constituted as being reckoned righteous not for anything else but for his faith (i.e., believing in the promise despite the natural evidence). This is his new status, based not on a meritorious act but simply on his faith in the divine promise.

As for the question whether the “it” is cataphoric for righteousness rather than anaphoric for Abram’s faith, a cataphoric reference is not the most natural reading. Cataphora are relatively rare in Hebrew, and in the two identical linguistic examples to this construction, the pronoun is anaphoric (Gen. 38:15; 1 Sam. 1:13).64 Thus, the best translation is “He believed in Yahweh, and he [i.e., Yahweh] counted his faith for righteousness.”

As the text continues, Abram raises the question of land, and then God makes a covenant with him. Usually in the ancient world, a land grant was made with an individual because of a deed of service. Here the covenant is made because of Abram’s “deed of service”: his faith that is reckoned to him as righteousness. Abram is given a vision that provides the reason for the delay of the land promise, and this is enough for Abram. Moreover, by passing between the ritually slaughtered animals, Yahweh invokes a self-malediction if he does not fulfill his word. Thus, this chapter is about Abram trusting in God and about a God who can be trusted absolutely, at the cost of God’s own life.65 Abram’s “very great reward” (Gen. 15:1) is far greater than he ever thought. Not only will God shield (protect) the patriarch’s future, but also the stars are a sign of his progeny. And the sign of the future gift of the land is Yahweh passing between the carcasses of animals, graphically showing by a sign the lengths—and depths—to which he will go to fulfill this covenant.

Beyond Genesis 15 in the Torah

As the narrative continues, Abram is tempted to domesticate the promise again; this time his wife makes the suggestion of a surrogate replacement for him to have an heir (Genesis 16). As a result, Ishmael is born through Hagar. Ishmael is clearly not the child of promise, and as Genesis 17 makes clear, thirteen years later, that child will be named Laughter. Here the first parents in the new covenant have their names changed to reflect their new destiny as father and mother of many nations and even royal progeny! The expansion of Abram’s name to Abraham means an expanded posterity. He will become the father of many nations. In a special way, this chapter seeks to show the fulfillment of the promise to bless all nations. In addition, Abram is given a covenant sign, and the covenant sign is something that he does, marking his house and descendants: circumcision. It is a sign of cutting, and it is a sign on the flesh of every male that God has cut a covenant with his people. What does it signify? That the sign marks the sexual organ reminds the Israelites that their first father depended on God for progeny and that through this seed, all families of the earth will be blessed. And it is a sign of the patriarch’s faith and dedication to God. It represents the cutting away of human endeavor and the importance of trusting in God.66 And consequently, in the next chapter, an annunciation takes place as divine visitors meet Abraham and Sarah and announce Sarah’s “impossible” birth of Isaac to an “impossible” matriarch.67

One could argue that at times Abraham loses faith in God’s promise. It might seem that this is the case when he laughs about the possibility of having a child, and God says that the child will thus be called Laughter. But the fact is that Abraham persists in the life of faith. He has honest doubts, but they do not lead him to despair. This all leads up to the climax of the Abrahamic narrative. Isaac, the miracle child, is now born, and sometime later Abraham is told to sacrifice his son as a burnt offering on a mountain specified by God. That this represents Abraham’s greatest test is an understatement. As commentators have noted, it echoes his first call in chapter 12. There Abram was told to give up his past; now he is told to give up his future—the future promised to him by God. This laconic description of the dark night of the patriarch’s soul is an absolute masterpiece of Hebrew narrative art.68 Abraham does not question or hesitate here as he does in Genesis 15; he arises early in the morning to do the will of his “Father.” On the third day of his journey, he sees the mountain of the holocaust. He leaves his servants behind at the foot of the mountain, telling them that he and his son will go up and worship on the mountain and return later. Meanwhile, the son and the father embark on their ascent of the mountain in the most tender and dramatic fashion, each speaking affectionately to one another. The son is old enough to carry the wood for a sacrifice, so he is at least an adolescent. In a touching moment, the son asks his father where the lamb for the burnt offering is. The father’s answer that God will provide seems harmless enough, perhaps as a way to put off the question or to “stickhandle” his way around the real issue. But seen from the context of the entire narrative, the father’s response as well as his alacrity to do God’s bidding and the certainty of belief in his return with the boy shows a faith that even transcends the amazing faith of Genesis 15:6. There he believed, after questioning against all odds, that he would have an heir from his own loins; here he believes, without questioning at all the divine promise, that he and his son will endure the test. God will provide the sacrifice. Thus, when Isaac is bound, Abraham is binding his beloved son, Isaac.

At the last possible moment, when Abraham raises the knife, an angel intervenes to save the son, and he provides the animal for the sacrifice. Abraham hears the angel declare a second time—this time in a divine oath (the first explicit example in the Bible)—that Abraham will be the recipient of immense blessing because he did this (i.e., he obeyed the divine word). But what must have been the driving force of Abraham’s action in supremely obeying the will of God? What led him to obey the divine voice come hell or high water? This was not an arbitrary belief based on whim; it was a faith whose seeds were sown at his call, it was a faith that when tested proved triumphant regarding the birth of an heir, and it was a faith that believed in the resurrection of that same heir—if necessary! Abraham believed in a faithful Yahweh right to the end. That meant obedience. Again, it is important to stress “that Abraham’s faith cannot be understood apart from his whole life of obedient response to God.”69

Consequently, it is interesting that in Genesis, when Abraham is remembered in the next generation, the narrator uses language to show that, in his eyes, Abraham kept the Torah before it was ever given:

I will fulfill the oath that I swore to your father Abraham. I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven and will give to your offspring all these lands. And all the nations of the earth shall gain blessing for themselves through your offspring, because Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws. (Gen. 26:3–5)70

Noticing the striking use of the language describing obedience to the Torah, early Jewish interpreters explained this parallel by concluding that the Torah must have in fact already been given to Abraham. But might the text suggest that Abraham kept what was later to become the law before it was given because he was supremely the person of faith?

Torah

This emphasis on faith, of course, is often overlooked in the Pentateuch because of the massive corpus of legal texts that constitute the Sinai covenant and its reconfiguration on the plains of Moab in Deuteronomy.71 Essentially, the narrative of the Torah can be pictured in the diagram in figure 1.1:72

Figure 1.1 The Structure of the Torah



It is particularly in the narrative sections that faith is accentuated. Thus there is a focus on faith immediately before the exodus when Moses is called. He lacks the faith to go down to Egypt and stand before Pharaoh because he is convinced that the people will not believe him. It is in these contexts that faith and the signs to stimulate and nourish faith are developed in the text as crucially important for Israelite salvation, just as they were in Genesis 15 (Ex. 4:1, 5, 8 [2x], 9). When Moses shows the people the signs, they believe in him. And immediately before that salvation takes place, with Israel caught between the Pharaonic devil and the deep Red Sea, the people are called to stand still and watch the salvation of God (14:14). After the miracle of the exodus, with Israel on the other side of the Red Sea and the Egyptian army washed up on the shore, the people believe in Yahweh and his servant Moses (14:31). Immediately before the covenant at Sinai, God envelops Moses in his glory cloud in front of all the people gathered at the base of the mountain, so that they will always believe in Moses (19:9).

After Sinai, when the people head to the Promised Land, again the presence or absence of faith determines whether the people enter the land or are exiled from it. An entire generation is condemned to wander in the wilderness until they all die because of their lack of faith, because, Yahweh says, “they refused to believe in me” (Num. 14:11). When the people’s rebellion is remembered later, it is clearly viewed as an act of unbelief in the promise of God (Deut. 9:23). Even the great Moses and Aaron do not enter the land because of a failure in faith—“because,” God says, “you did not believe in me” (Num. 20:12).

When the old generation has passed away, Moses makes a new covenant with the people as they are on the plains of Moab, on the verge of entering Canaan. The covenant that the book of Deuteronomy presents is really a reconfiguration of the covenant at Sinai.73 In some ways it has to reconfigure the original design, for it is made for the life of the people in the land of promise and not in the desert. And it is a readjustment in many ways to the sinfulness of the people. There is the stark awareness of their sin, with concessions to their sinful propensities. The law concerning the king recognizes the desire for the people to have a king “like all the other nations” but presents them with a compromise: the people can have a king, but he must not be like foreign rulers (Deut. 17:14–20). The law effectively strips the king of any illusions of power that he might have and makes him a servant of the people and preeminently a servant of God. Similarly, the provision for divorce seeks to curtail abuses (24:1–5), as does the law regarding the treatment of women taken in war (21:10–14). In some ways, these are not ideal laws, but they are realistic, working with people where they are. But repeatedly in the text, God is looking for something more. The Shema presents the big picture, boiling down all the later commands into a few verses: “Yahweh our God is one, and you will love Yahweh your God with all your heart, soul, and strength” (6:4–5). Thus, Yahweh is looking for not only a circumcised body but a circumcised heart (cf. 30:6; Ezek. 11:19–21; 36:26). The circumcision in the flesh of Abraham is not enough. What is important is what the circumcision stood for—a life consecrated to God, a life that lives by faith in the promises of God.74 Where was that life first depicted in detail and theological reflection? In Abram, when he believed in God. There he trusted not in himself to have a child but in the Lord God.

Thus, this circumcision of the heart is what the Torah really demands. Note that Moses makes this point, intentionally alluding to the Shema:

And now, Israel, what does the Lord your God ask of you but to fear the Lord your God, to walk in obedience to him, to love him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to observe the Lord’s commands and decrees that I am giving you today for your own good? . . . Circumcise your hearts, therefore, and do not be stiff-necked any longer. (Deut. 10:12–13, 16)

The aged Moses realizes that Israel will not be able to keep the law but that they are going to bring the curses of the covenant down on themselves. Yet this is not a spiritual dead end. In exile, if they turn back to God, God will hear them and perform on them what they could never do for themselves: circumcise their hearts so that they will desire to do the will of God: “The Lord your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live” (Deut. 30:6). Thus, Israel will, in fact, obey the Lord from the heart.

It is apparent, then, that John Sailhamer and Hans-Christoph Schmitt, from different perspectives, are correct when they argue that the macrostructure of the Torah is designed to show the importance of faith.75 What is required is a circumcised heart (i.e., faith so that one can keep the law like Abraham). But this faith should not be understood simply as mental assent.

For example, consider the many places in the Pentateuch where faith is found in the context of hearing the voice of Yahweh or obedience: In Exodus 4, Moses anticipates the people objecting to his leadership and says, “What if the people do not believe me or listen to my voice?” (Ex. 4:1). God gives him signs for the people, and it is clear that believing Moses and listening to (obeying) his voice are inextricably related (4:8 [2x], 9). Later, when Moses is reflecting on the failure of the first generation of Israelites to enter the land of Canaan, he says about them, “You did not believe in him or obey his voice” (Deut. 9:23). In 2 Kings the Deuteronomistic historian provides the theological rationale for the demise of the northern kingdom, associating the failure to believe with being stiff-necked and refusing to listen (17:14). It is thus interesting in Genesis 22 that when Abraham has passed the test in offering up Isaac on the altar, the divine word does not say that it was because he believed in Yahweh but because he heard (obeyed) his voice (22:18). This is because “believing” and “hearing (obeying)” were correlative terms in the author’s mind: one was inward, the other was outward. When Nehemiah is reflecting on Abraham’s belief in Yahweh and the latter’s decision to make a covenant with him, he simply says, “You found his heart faithful [נֶאֱמָן‎] to you, and you made a covenant with him to give to his descendants the land of the Canaanites . . . because you are righteous [כִּי צַדִּיק אָתָּה‎]” (Neh. 9:8).

Abraham’s faith resulted in faithfulness (i.e., he believed in the promises of God even when they were delayed). Thus God reckoned to him righteousness. But this righteousness in a sense gave him no “free pass.” It was not to be a legal fiction. He was called to live into that righteousness and teach his children the way of Yahweh, which was essentially a way marked by justice and righteousness. But from where did this righteousness originate? A righteous God considered him righteous (צַדִּיק‎) because he had thrown himself on his promise.76

Conclusion

Thus, the “new perspective” on Abraham’s faith and his justification of God (and not by God), which was set forth by James Barr as a better alternative to the traditional view of Genesis 15:6, is exegetically tenuous. It is possible grammatically, but so is the famous sentence “Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.” In terms of the context, both local and global, righteousness is required for human salvation. It happened to save the world in nuce in the tenth descendant from Adam (Noah), and it will save the world en masse in the tenth descendant from Noah (Abraham). Within the local story, it is one of the exceeding great rewards that Abram is given—before a covenant is made with him. Moreover, an inferior never reckons anything to a superior.

Also found wanting is Levenson’s reading, which has received support from Moberly, that the isolation of Genesis 15:6 “from the rest of the Abraham material in the Hebrew Bible and indeed from the Hebrew Bible itself”77 has produced a “Pauline type [of exegesis] which takes the verse in isolation and insists on the autonomy of faith” as opposed to a “Philonic type in which faith and the observance of commandments are each predicated of Abraham on the basis of texts in Genesis.”78 It is an exegetical fact that Genesis 15 precedes Genesis 26, in which it states that Abraham kept all the commandments of God, as well as Genesis 22, not only in the text but in the chronology of the text. The same is true for the Sinai narrative as well as for its Deuteronomic reconfiguration on the plains of Moab. By virtue of its narrative prominence, Sinai (Exodus 19–Numbers 10) clearly dwarfs the Abraham story (Genesis 12–22), but Israel (i.e., the father of Israel) is born in Canaan, not at Sinai, and he exercises faith before he receives the ratification of that faith in what was to become the quintessential mark of Jewishness—circumcision. In a later work, Levenson makes the point that “Abraham does not observe the great bulk of the commandments of the Torah . . . with the glaring exception of circumcision.”79 But even circumcision comes after, and it is the sign of faith. All these facts require explanation. Could this be the reason why Abraham fulfilled the law even before it was given, as noted in Genesis 26:5? Most commentators understand a passage like Genesis 26:5 to be the work of a redactor, who is seeking to revise Abraham in light of the law. Rabbinic interpreters often understood a text like this to imply that Abraham must have known the law.80 However, taking the text as it stands, it is clear that “Abraham was dust long before Moses [the great lawgiver] was born.”81 Was it not also the case that Abraham’s heart was circumcised well before his body and that to live by faith in God’s promise was what keeping the Torah was all about?82 Could this be the reason why the righteous Abraham would become the father of many nations instead of saving only his own family, as Noah did? The narrative structure of the text provides the major clue to this exegetical problem. This is shown clearly by Levenson in a later work when he states that in the rabbinic estimation, Sinai so overshadows Abraham that their “paradigm is not Abraham pronounced righteous while still uncircumcised and in that sense more a Gentile than a Jew.”83 Rather, their paradigm is determined by Sinai. From a larger canonical perspective, it is significant that the first link between faith and righteousness, and the only one in the Torah, is found in the Abraham story, well before Sinai, and it must be borne in mind that the writer of Genesis 15 is probably aware of the entire Torah and even the story of the conquest (see 15:11–16).84

From a larger biblical perspective, then, Abraham, like Noah, is a new Adamic figure. The first Adam did not believe in the word of God and disobeyed: he was not righteous. The tenth from Adam, Noah, believed in the word of God and was righteous, and in a sense he saved the world, preparing it for a universal salvation. Abraham, the tenth from Noah, is another step in this universal plan for people to believe in the divine promise, become righteous, and obey the divine word.85

The Abraham story is also lucid in showing that faith issues in obedience. As Moberly comments, “Abraham’s faith cannot be understood apart from his whole life of obedient response to God.”86 Nevertheless, the two can be distinguished in the sense that a root can be distinguished from the tree. Or perhaps the better analogy is that of the distinction between the seed and the mature person. Abram believed in the wild promise of God that he would have an heir despite its human impossibility, and the result was righteousness—and Laughter. Good news indeed.87
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Singing and Living Justification by Faith Alone

The Psalms and the Wisdom Literature

Allan Harman

The Poetical Books form a distinct group of literature within the Old Testament, though there are many differences within the group as a whole or, in the case of the Psalms, within one book. In this chapter we explore the theme of justification by faith alone especially in the Psalter but also in the Old Testament Wisdom Literature as a whole.

The Psalter is unique in that it incorporates songs that date from the time of Moses (Psalm 90) to the postexilic period (e.g., Psalms 74; 126). It constitutes an important part of the Old Testament Scriptures as it brings together in one book the faith of Israel. It is not the content but rather the format that is new. As the psalmists sang their songs, they expressed the doctrinal affirmations of God’s people. In fact, communal songs like Psalm 44 or 78 gave the people, as a whole, the opportunity to express their collective memory of God’s dealings with them or their hopes for his future interventions on their behalf. Principal James Denney of Glasgow once wrote, “The Confession of faith is to be sung, not signed.”1 While his comment was, unfortunately, a reflection of the changing attitudes to creedal subscription at the end of the nineteenth century, it is a very apt description of the Psalter. There was no formal creed in Israel to which assent was required in written form, but what the people believed was expressed in songs of religious devotion. Many of those songs are incorporated into the book of Psalms, and they reveal much of the content of Israel’s faith.

One passage of Old Testament Scripture that did become almost a formal creed was God’s own declaration of his person and character as set out in Exodus 34:6–7. After the sin of the people lapsing into idolatry at Sinai, Moses requested that God would reveal his ways to him (33:13). God’s promise was that he would proclaim his name “The Lord,” saying, “And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy” (33:19). Moses was placed in a cleft of the rock, and as God’s after-glory passed by,2 he proclaimed his own character:

The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children’s children, to the third and fourth generation. (34:6–7)

The repetition of the divine name “the Lord” is unusual, but it served to concentrate attention on the fact that it was the covenantal God of Israel who was declaring his character. He was both merciful and gracious (רַחוּם וְחַנּוּן‎).

That this statement became, in essence, a creed is shown by the number of times it is quoted in the rest of the Old Testament. There are at least eight instances: Numbers 14:18; Nehemiah 9:17; Psalms 86:15; 103:8; 145:8; Joel 2:13; Jonah 4:2; and Nahum 1:3. The Psalter passages are significant for the present discussion because they show how this creed was incorporated into song and became part of the confessional testimony of Israel. Psalm 86 is remarkable in that every verse is an echo of some other part of the Old Testament. Well-known passages of Scripture have been brought together to form a new song. The psalmist, in appealing to God, uses the vocabulary of Exodus 34. He appeals to him as being “good and forgiving, abounding in steadfast love” (Ps. 86:5). “Forgiving” (סַלָּח‎) occurs in Exodus 34:9 in Moses’s appeal to God to forgive the sin of the people, while “abounding in steadfast love” comes in the opening declaration of God’s character (Ps. 86:5). The fuller quotation from Exodus 34 comes in Psalm 86:15, where the psalmist employs the creedal statement to reinforce his confident trust in God’s forgiving grace. In Psalm 103, the anonymous psalmist refers to God’s self-revelation of himself to Moses in response to his request, “Please, show me your glory” (Ex. 33:18). The psalmist writes,

He made known his ways to Moses,

his acts to the people of Israel.

The Lord is merciful and gracious,

slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. (Ps. 103:7–8)

This repetition of the creed introduces an extended section that rejoices in the reality of God’s forgiveness, so much so that he is able to remove sin as far as the east is from the west (103:12). The final Psalter quotation of the Exodus creed occurs in Psalm 145:8, where the words are repeated with only a slight alteration (גְדָל־חָסֶד‎ instead of רַב־חֶסֶד‎) that does not alter either the translation or the meaning.

These Psalter examples show how the formula of Exodus 34:6 became part of the thought of Israel and formed a convenient expression of confidence in God’s character, especially as it was displayed in forgiving the sins of the people. What the people knew as part of their piety was integrated into their song.

Continuity of Covenantal Relationships in the Psalter

Just as the covenantal relationship forms the background of the ministry of the Old Testament prophets, so it also forms the background of the songs that Israel sang. They are based on the great themes of God’s intervention in human history, first in choosing Abraham and then in redeeming a people for himself out of bondage and slavery in Egypt. At the heart of the covenant was God’s grace and mercy. God established the bond between himself and Israel unilaterally, and it was an expression of his gracious favor to an undeserving people. Israel was not chosen because of size, importance, or moral stance before God but simply because he set his sovereign love on her (Deut. 7:7–8). The theme of covenant appears explicitly in the Psalter. The Abrahamic covenant is expounded in psalms such as Psalm 105, while the Sinai covenant features prominently in many psalms through references to experiences in Egypt, the Red Sea, and the desert. The Davidic covenant is the central focus of Psalms 89 and 132. In addition, the covenantal theme also appears implicitly in words and expressions that are used to reflect the relationship.3 These include the declaration “I am your servant and your son” (עַבְדְּךָ וּבִנְךָ אָנִי‎), which was clearly a standard way of expressing allegiance to a sovereign (cf. Ahaz’s words to Tiglath-pileser, 2 Kings 16:7).

Under the Mosaic law, the failure to attain to God’s standard of obedience was met by the sacrificial system established at Sinai. The sacrifices were to be offered by a people already in a special relationship with God. The people offered sacrifices not to obtain God’s grace but to retain it. The sacrificial offerings, whether for an individual or for the people as a whole, did not commence fellowship but maintained it. What disturbed the fellowship between the Lord and his people was removed by sacrifice. No more graphic ceremony could illustrate both the means of forgiveness and the reality of sins forgiven than that of the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16). Two goats were selected, and the first one was offered as a sin offering. The other goat, after the sins of the people were transferred to it symbolically, was led away into the wilderness. The second goat made the point that the people’s sin was forever removed.

The earlier Old Testament teaching on God’s nature and the means by which sinners could be reconciled to him are evident in the Psalms. Their teaching is a reflection of the covenantal relationship as displayed in the lives of individual believers. The verb “to atone,” כִּפֶּר‎, occurs frequently in the book of Leviticus but only three times in the Psalter (Pss. 65:3; 78:38; 79:9). In each of these instances, the subject who atones is God himself. In Psalm 65:3, the psalmist declares, “When iniquities prevail against me, you atone for our transgressions” (פְּשָׁעֵינוּ אַתָּה תְכַפְּרֵם‎). In the context, this divine action is linked to God’s choice (בָּחַר‎) of those whom he brings near to his courts (65:4). Psalm 78 is a historical retrospect of Israel’s history that recounts many of the occasions on which Israel sinned against the Lord; 78:38 notes how God’s merciful character was displayed in that “he, being compassionate, atoned for their iniquity and did not destroy them.” The divine characteristic to which the psalmist appeals is God’s compassion (רַחוּם‎), which may well be an echo of Exodus 34:6. It is significant that the psalmist goes on immediately to speak of the exodus experience, repeating so many of the distinctive expressions used in the book of Exodus to describe God’s power in delivering his people from slavery in Egypt. He “redeemed them from the foe” (78:42), bringing out “his people like sheep” (78:52) and “to his holy land” (78:54). The final occurrence of “atone for” in the Psalms occurs in 79:9:

Help us, O God of our salvation,

for the glory of your name;

deliver us, and atone for our sins,

for your name’s sake!

Like other similar appeals in the Old Testament, such as Micah 7:18 (“Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity and passing over transgression for the remnant of his inheritance?”), the appeal in Psalm 79:9 is based on a comprehensive view of God’s being and character. Because of his intrinsic nature, he intervenes between his anger and men’s sins and removes transgression. The motives flow from his own nature, and the initiative is on his part.

The Concept of Justification in the Psalms

The concept of justification in the Psalter has to take into account two great doctrines. The first is God’s character, especially his holiness, and the second is human sinfulness. The first of these aspects features prominently in the Psalter. So many attributes of God occur in the Psalms because the majority of the psalms are either prayers addressed to God or declarations about him, in which various aspects of his character are highlighted.

God’s Holiness

When God gives the detailed instructions regarding worship in the book of Leviticus, his own self-declarations include the repeated affirmation, or a near variation, “For I [the Lord] am holy” (Lev. 11:44–45; 19:2; 20:7, 26; 21:8). This concept was fundamental for Israel because it determined many aspects of the people’s life. They had to reflect his holiness (Lev. 11:44–45; 19:2; 20:7, 26; 21:6), and it determined how they could approach him.

The Psalms teach about God’s holiness in several ways. First, they have in common with the book of Isaiah the phrase “the Holy One of Israel.” Of the twenty-six times this phrase appears in the Old Testament, only six occur in books other than Isaiah, three of which appear in the Psalms. In Psalm 71, the psalmist concludes by addressing praise to his God for his faithfulness and calls him, “O Holy One of Israel” (71:22). In a long historical review, Asaph recounts numerous occasions on which Israel rebelled against the Lord, and one of his summaries is that “they tested God again and again and provoked the Holy One of Israel” (78:41). The final occurrence in the Psalter is in a psalm that expands on the content of the Davidic covenant (2 Samuel 7) and in so doing extols the character of Israel as a people whose shield “belongs to the Lord, [whose] king to the Holy One of Israel” (Ps. 89:18). What these occurrences show is that the title “the Holy One of Israel” was quite widely known and used in Israel, whatever its origins may have been. While the vast majority of its occurrences are Isaianic, the expression was clearly part of Israel’s praise.

The holiness of God is presented in other ways in the Psalter as well. The psalmist rarely attributes holiness directly to God, but one place where he does so is Psalm 22:2–3: “O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer, and by night, but I find no rest. Yet you are holy, enthroned on the praises of Israel.”4 More common is the ascription of holiness to things belonging to or associated with the Lord. For example, the city of God is called “the holy habitation of the Most High” (46:4), his temple is holy (65:4), and his name is both holy and awesome (111:9). In regard to this last case, the “name” most probably stands for God’s own self-revelation, so that there is little difference between saying “he is holy” and “his name is holy” (cf. 33:21; 103:1; 105:3; 106:47; 145:21).

The fact that God’s earthly dwelling place, the temple, was holy, affords another significant aspect, because more than once the Psalter raises the question of how sinful humans can make their approach into his presence. Two psalms that address this question are Psalms 15 and 24. In Psalm 15, the psalmist commences by asking who can take up his abode and dwell in God’s sanctuary, on his holy hill. The answer is a long list of moral characteristics that no one can measure up to (15:2–5). Anyone who looks at this list will notice that Psalm 24 is similar but with differences. The opening query is extended to a double question: “Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord? And who shall stand in his holy place?” (24:3). The idea is both of going up onto the mount of God and of having the ability to stand one’s ground there. But the answer to the questions dispels any confidence that a person can do that, for the psalmist says, “He who has clean hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to what is false and does not swear deceitfully” (24:4). However, what is impossible for any human is not impossible with God, who is able to make provision for sinners to approach him: “He will receive blessing from the Lord and righteousness from the God of his salvation” (24:5). Old Testament believers had the message of grace, and it was to be expanded and explained further in the New Testament. God saves us,

not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that being justified by his grace we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life. (Titus 3:5–7)

Another aspect of God’s holiness presented repeatedly in the Psalter is God’s “righteousness” or “justice.” If holiness is the characteristic of God that sets him apart from us, then justice is a demonstration of that holiness, for it simply means to do what is right always and in all circumstances. That is revealed in God’s actions as Lawgiver, Judge, promise keeper, and, especially, the one who pardons sin. While there are many references in the Psalms to God as the vindicator of his people against their enemies, the major significance here is the use of “righteousness” in relation to salvation of individuals. No passage is more relevant than Psalm 51, where David prays, “Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, O God of my salvation, and my tongue will sing aloud of your righteousness’” (51:14). This is not a plea for vindication, as is shown by the use of the synonyms “salvation” and “righteousness.” What the psalmist needs is unmerited forgiveness. The basis for such forgiveness lay in what Moses had long before declared about God: “Know therefore that the Lord your God is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments” (Deut. 7:9). In a psalm such as this, “righteousness” has become a redemptive attribute of God. The same use of this term can also be found in Psalms 31:1; 85:9–11; 89:16; 103:17; and 143:1.

Human Sinfulness

Discussion of justification in the Psalms has to be set against the Psalter’s teaching on the universality of human sinfulness. When Paul wanted to show that both Jews and Gentiles were under the power of sin, he cited passages from the Old Testament as proof of his assertion. It is notable that most of the quotations are from the book of Psalms. This is the list, with the passages from the Psalter in italics:

“None is righteous, no, not one;

no one understands;

no one seeks for God.

All have turned aside; together they have become worthless;

no one does good,

not even one.”

“Their throat is an open grave;

they use their tongues to deceive.”

“The venom of asps is under their lips.”

“Their mouth is full of curses and bitterness.”

“Their feet are swift to shed blood:

In their paths are ruin and misery,

and the way of peace they have not known.”

“There is no fear of God before their eyes.” (Rom. 3:10–18)

The whole catena of passages is from the Psalter, with the only exception being Romans 3:15–17, where a passage from Isaiah 59:7–8 is inserted before the final quotation, which points to the origin of sin in the human heart.5 The opening quotation from Psalm 14 depicts the condition of the whole world, a passage that has few equals in the Old Testament in relation to the universality and depth of human corruption. The following verses illustrate the general principle through quotations that demonstrate how sin affects speech in particular (Rom. 3:13–14) and then how it disturbs human relationships, even leading to murder (3:15–17).

The final quotation from Psalm 36:1 in Romans 3:18 is important since it states a general principle. It draws a sharp distinction between those who display the type of characteristics that have just been described in the quotations and those who fear God. The concept of fearing God is significant in the Psalms and Wisdom Literature, though the psalmist here does not use the normal expression (יִרְאַת יְהוָה‎) but rather one that speaks more of terror than loving veneration (פַּחַד אֱלֹהִים‎). But the point of the quotation is clear. No more apt verse could have been quoted to conclude the indictment of all men as being under sin. As John Murray comments, “The absence of this fear means that God is excluded not only from the centre of thought and calculation but from the whole horizon of our reckoning; God is not in all our thoughts. Figuratively, he is not before our eyes. And this is unqualified godlessness.”6

The universal application of these quotations is made explicit in the words of Romans 3:19: “Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to God.” The law condemns not only the Jews but the Gentiles as well. The implication is that the preceding quotations were characteristic of the Gentiles even though they did not have the Old Testament law. God’s demands would confront them with judgment, so that all would be without excuse. The universality of sin is given expression emphatically in the words “every mouth” and “the whole world.”

The whole section in Romans 3 is brought to a conclusion by a statement that presents another Psalter quotation: “For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin” (3:20). The introductory words, “For by works of the law,” are not actually part of the quotation from Psalm 143:2, though they appear here and in Galatians 2:16, where Paul uses the same quotation. By this introductory comment, Paul intends to define the scope of the negative expressed in the psalm. This definition is a correct interpretation of the psalm, for in the first clause of Psalm 143:2, “Enter not into judgment with your servant,” the psalmist recognizes that if he were put on trial, he would be sentenced because of his deeds. The general statement that no one can be justified before God means that the psalmist did not expect justification to accrue through the works of the law. The thought of the quotation was well paraphrased by James Denney long ago: “Let mortal man, clothed in works of law, present himself before the Most High, and his verdict must always be: Unrighteous.”7

A final comment on this passage with these numerous Psalms quotations is necessary. The indictments place in stark relief the utter sinfulness of all. However, they go further, for they form part of a section that has an integral place in the argument in Romans. In order to lay the foundations for the doctrine of justification by faith, the apostle Paul presents the whole world as guilty and condemned by God. Consequently, no one is able to achieve justification by keeping the law. That fact must be accepted before we are in a position to appreciate and embrace the grace shown in the gospel that Paul goes on to expound.

These quotations in Romans 3 merely give a sample of the Psalter’s teaching regarding sin.8 Throughout the Psalms both individual and corporate sin loom large. Psalms such as 78; 105; and 106 reflect on the communal exhibition of sinful behavior. A good illustration comes in the confession in Psalm 106:6: “Both we and our fathers have sinned; we have committed iniquity; we have done wickedness.” Then there follows a catalog of offenses that Israel committed against their sovereign Lord. Songs such as these were meant to recall for the people their own willful rebellion, while at the same time remembering God’s gracious adherence to his covenantal promises.

It is against this background that God’s justifying grace has to be considered. The picture the Psalter presents is that God does not leave mankind in “the miry bog” (40:2) or crying “out of the depths” (130:1). Rather, he intervenes to save and in doing so blots out transgressions.

God’s Justification in the Psalter

The term “justification” is not common in the Psalter, though the wider concept is. Justification is an act of God’s free grace in forgiving sin. It shows that pardon is not dependent on man’s ability to perform actions pleasing to God but rather is based on God’s initiative in graciously removing iniquity.

The New Testament usage of the verb “justify” (δικαιοω) has its background in the Old Testament.9 That usage stands over against the indictment against all mankind, expressed in the words “There is none who does good, not even one” (Pss. 14:3; 53:3; see also Paul’s use of this verse in Rom. 3:12 as he begins his list of passages from the Old Testament proving universal guilt). The Hebrew verb “justify” (צָדַק‎) is not common in the Psalms, and at times, especially with qal forms, it is hard to decide whether the meaning is forensic or stative. This is so in passages like Psalms 51:4 and 143:2, where the context is not absolutely decisive, but usage elsewhere tends to suggest that the forensic meaning is intended.

Several other verbs are listed as meaning “to forgive” in the Dictionary of Classical Hebrew.10 These are כָּסָה‎, מָחַל‎, נָשָׂא‎, סָלַח‎, עָרַב‎, and סָכַךְ‎, though מָחַל‎ can be disregarded since it does not appear in the Masoretic Text, while עָרַב‎ and סָכַך‎ do not appear with this meaning in the Psalms. The other three, while infrequent, are significant, especially with the occurrence of both סָכַךְ‎ and נָשָׂא‎ in Psalm 32 (see the discussion on this psalm below). In Psalms 25:11 and 103:3, סָלַח‎ designates God’s action in forgiving human sin, while the noun derived from the root סלח‎, סְלִיחָה‎, “forgiveness,” comes in a significant context in Psalm 130:4. These, however, do not form the full vocabulary of forgiveness in the Psalter. In particular, Psalm 51 contains a cluster of expressions that all relate to removal of sin, and they seem to be virtually synonymous:



	
			
מָחָה‎


	
“blot out”


	
51:1, 9




	
			
כָּבַס‎


	
“wash”


	
51:2, 7




	
			
טָהַר‎


	
“purify”


	
51:2, 7




	



The first of these verbs, מָחָה‎, occurs thirty-three times in the Old Testament, and practically all of them are theologically significant. When Israel sinned so grievously against the Lord at Sinai, Moses pled for forgiveness to be shown them. If the Lord would not, then he asked God to “please blot me out of your book that you have written” (Ex. 32:32). It is uncertain whether Moses was thinking about a stain or a debt in a ledger. In Psalm 51, the idea of a stain is prominent, as the synonym for “blot out” is “wash.” David asks for cleansing so that his iniquity will be removed. The reverse request (i.e., “do not blot out”) can be seen in Psalm 109:14, as in Nehemiah 4:5.

The second of these verbs, כָּבַס‎, “to wash,” is not primarily a verb related to remission of sin, but it is used twice in this way in Psalm 51, as well as in Jeremiah 2:22 and 4:14. It is usually employed in reference to whitening cloth (as very frequently in Leviticus), and though in the passages in Jeremiah it refers to washing of the body, the usage is clearly metaphorical for cleansing from sin. No doubt exists about the usages in Psalm 51:2, 7, because the occurrences are in a context dealing with forgiveness and have the verb טָהַר‎, “to cleanse,” as a synonym.

The third verb, טָהַר‎, “to cleanse,” is frequently used to describe the ritual cleansing of priests and people. It is made clear, however, that what was ultimately important was not ritual cleansing by the priest but God’s action in cleansing from sins. This is the point that comes out in Hezekiah’s prayer for those who may not have kept all the rules relating to ceremonial cleansing. He prays, “May the good Lord pardon everyone who sets his heart to seek God, the Lord, the God of his fathers, even though not according to the sanctuary’s rules of cleanness” (2 Chron. 30:18–19). Likewise, in Psalm 51, when the root טהר‎ appears three times (Ps. 51:2, 7, 10), it is pointing to divine action in removing sin.

One psalm that crystallizes the teaching of the Psalter on both God’s holiness and his forgiving mercy is Psalm 99. Not only is he referred to as “holy” three times, and not only is worship at “his holy mountain,” but also he is the God who has established equity and who executes justice and righteousness. The psalm is structured around a threefold refrain, all calling for praise of the holy God:

Let them praise your great and awesome name!

Holy is he! (99:3)

Exalt the Lord our God;

worship at his footstool!

Holy is he! (99:5)

Exalt the Lord our God,

and worship at his holy mountain;

for the Lord our God is holy! (99:9)

There is a striking progression of thought to which the altered and expanded refrain corresponds. The two opening verses extol the Lord, who reigns over all, for though he is over Zion, he is also exalted over all peoples. Then comes the call for acknowledging his great and awesome name, with the declaration “Holy is he!” What follows is reference to the demonstration of God’s holiness as shown by his justice (mentioned twice), his equity, and his righteousness, all of which have been displayed to his people (“in Jacob,” 99:4). Then comes the second call to respond to his revelation by worshiping at his footstool and so acknowledging his holiness. The final part of the psalm instances three leaders in Israel—Moses, Aaron, and Samuel—who called on God and found him a ready help in time of trouble. In addressing God, the psalmist makes a wonderful statement: “O Lord our God, you answered them; you were a forgiving God to them, but an avenger of their wrongdoings” (99:8). The Hebrew text says, “You were the God taking away their iniquities.” The final occurrence of the refrain expands it further: “Exalt the Lord our God, and worship at his holy mountain; for the Lord our God is holy!” (99:9). The climax is reached after linking together the concepts of God’s holiness and his forgiving mercy. No other passage in the Psalter brings these two aspects into juxtaposition like this. Though sinful persons like the three mentioned knew full well of God’s holiness, yet they also were deeply conscious of grace manifested to them. This latter fact is stressed by the use of the pronominal suffix in the phrase “their iniquities” and by the assertion that “to them” God was the one who could, and did, remove sin.

Luther’s “Pauline Psalms”

It was the book of Psalms linked with Paul’s teaching in Romans that brought Martin Luther to a living faith and to an assurance that in Christ he was forgiven all his sins. It is not surprising that the Psalter remained his favorite book all his life. Much later, long after his conversion, as recorded in the Table Talk, he was asked by his students on which books of the Bible they should preach. He gave priority, he said, to the Pauline psalms (Lat. psalmi paulini). They knew that the apostle did not compose any psalms, and hence they had to ask for an explanation. He indicated that he was referring to those such as Psalms 32; 51; 130; and 143, in which the teaching was identical to that in the Pauline Epistles.11 Forgiveness of sins was not by human righteousness or achievements but solely from the free grace of God. Comment is needed on these psalms as they set out so clearly the expressions for sin and forgiveness that are typical of Old Testament teaching.

Psalm 32

Before reviewing the expressions in Psalm 32:1–2, it is necessary to take note of what the psalmist says in 32:3–4 concerning his spiritual condition. Here are his words:

For when I kept silent, my bones wasted away

through my groaning all day long.

For night and day your hand was heavy upon me;

my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer.

It is easy to see why a passage such as this appealed to Luther, for he had suffered physically while under God’s heavy hand. He once reflected on his experience and wrote,

Though I lived as a monk without reproach, I felt that I was a sinner before God with an extremely disturbed conscience. . . . I did not love, yes, I hated the righteous God who punishes sinners, and secretly, if not blasphemously, certainly murmuring greatly, I was angry with God.12

In the psalmist’s experience, however, he was brought to the point where he knew that self-realization of his state was not sufficient. He had to confess his sins to his sovereign, “to the Lord” (לַיהוָה‎):

I acknowledged my sin to you,

and I did not cover my iniquity;

I said: “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,”

and you forgave the iniquity of my sin. (32:5)

These words contain not only three of the basic terms for sin but also different expressions for confession and forgiveness. These can be tabulated in this way:

I acknowledged my sin.

I did not cover my iniquity.

I will confess my transgressions.

You forgave the iniquity of my sin.

Three common terms for wayward behavior are used. The first of these, “sin” (חֲטָאָה‎), describes missing the mark, while the second, “iniquity” (עָוֹן‎), usually denotes activity that is crooked or wrong, distorted behavior. These two terms are combined in the expression “the iniquity of my sin,” one that is so unusual that many scholars have proposed some emendation. However, it may just be a case of hendiadys (“iniquity and sin”), or possibly an example of a double-duty suffix, “my sin,” which would yield the translation “my iniquity, my sin.”13 The double expression shows how close the terms are in meaning, and it serves to emphasize the reality of God’s actions toward him. The third term, “transgression” (פֶּשַׁע‎), speaks of rebellion or revolt.14

It is significant that the three terms used here in Psalm 32 for “sin” constitute a significant part of the Old Testament terminology for sin. It is not surprising that because of the strong moral basis for Old Testament religious faith, there is richness about the vocabulary for sin. While at least ten terms are evidenced, the three here are the most common, occurring together thirteen times as a combined cluster.15 The order may vary, but the remarkable combination is clearly intended to point to the totality of human sin. What is true for Psalm 32 will be seen to be true also for Psalm 51.

Psalm 32:5 contains terms that can be set out as parallels:



	
			
sin


	
iniquity


	
transgression




	
			
acknowledge


	
not cover


	
confess




	



Both sets of parallels provide terms that are virtually synonymous. There are different aspects to sin and forgiveness, yet these expressions can often be interchanged as here.

While 32:3–5 sets out the personal experience of the psalmist, the opening verses formulate the same truths in doxological fashion for all mankind. Instead of the pronouncement of a single blessing, as at the opening of the Psalter (1:1), here there is a twofold blessing:

Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven,

whose sin is covered.

Blessed is the man against whom the Lord counts not iniquity,

and in whose spirit there is no deceit (32:1–2).

The parallels here are as follows:



	
			
transgression


	
sin


	
iniquity




	
			
forgiven


	
covered


	
not counted




	



The first expression for forgiveness, at the opening of this psalm, is a regular one in the Hebrew Bible and one that occurs in very significant contexts. In particular, the usage of the phrase “to bear sin” (נָשָׂא חֵטְא‎) in Isaiah 53:12 must be taken into consideration, along with the parallel expression “to carry iniquity” (סָבַל עָוֹן‎) in 53:11. In his important study of these expressions in Isaiah 53, the late Alan Groves pointed out that these verbs signifying “to carry” or “to bear” can be followed by any of the three synonyms for sin: פֶּשַׁע‎, עָוֹן‎, or חֵטְא‎.16 An examination of the usage of נשׂא‎ plus one of the standard expressions for sin reveals that five categories can be isolated.17 The fifth one, in which Yahweh is the subject, followed by one of the synonyms for sin, is the relevant category for Psalm 32:1, though with one qualification. The syntax is different in that a passive participle of נָשַׂא‎ is used (נְשׂוּי‎), but the forgiver is clearly God, thus putting the term in the same category as those in which a finite verb is used. The opening of this psalm focuses immediately on the reality that transgression can be removed by the one to whom confession of it is made (32:5).

The second expression in Psalm 32:1 also uses a passive participle in noting that sin is covered (כְּסוּי חֲטָאָה‎). The verb כָּסָה‎ occurs 155 times in the Hebrew Bible, usually in the literal sense of covering parts of the body, buildings, or natural objects. But here, as in Psalm 85:2, the expression “to cover sin” clearly is synonymous with “forgiving sin,” as the contexts make plain.

The third expression is preceded by another pronouncement of blessing, with the declaration that this applies to the man to whom the Lord does not reckon iniquity (לֹא יַחְשֹׁב עָוֹן‎). The verb used here (חָשַׁב‎) is the same one that appears in Genesis 15:6 in reference to Abraham: “And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness.” This verb comes from the field of accounting, though its semantic range widens to include “think,” “consider,” or “plan.” When followed by the Hebrew preposition לְ‎, it indicates for whose benefit the action is intended. Here in Psalm 32, it is the “blessed man,” whose transgressions are forgiven and whose sin is covered, who does not have his iniquity reckoned to his account.

The opening verses of Psalm 32 summarize biblical teaching about the nature of sin but also about the reality of God’s forgiving grace. The terms “forgiven,” “covered,” and “not counted” likewise summarize the teaching on the removal of human rebelliousness toward God.

Psalm 51

The superscription to Psalm 51 is one of the longest in the whole collection. It runs as follows: “To the choirmaster. A Psalm of David, when Nathan the prophet went to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba.” This heading, together with the content of the psalm, certainly fits in with the record of the incident in 2 Samuel 11–12. Certainly, David’s confession to Nathan, “I have sinned against the Lord” (12:13), agrees with the words in the psalm that it was against the Lord, and him only, that he had sinned (Ps. 51:4). His confession in 2 Samuel is all the more potent as it consists in Hebrew of just two words (חָטָאתִי לַיהוָה‎).

Just as with Psalm 32, it is easy to see why Martin Luther turned to this psalm. He could share with David the consciousness of sin that was pervasive. He felt plagued by his sin, having no rest day or night because of his terror of God’s wrath and judgment. But more particularly, he could share in the graciousness of God in showing mercy to him and cleansing him from his sin. God heard his cry for mercy, washed him whiter than snow, and created in him a clean heart. David’s experience was replicated in Luther’s.

It is significant that the same three words for sin are employed in Psalm 51:1–2 as were used in 32:1–2: “transgression,” “iniquity,” and “sin.” Once more the same cluster of terms is used, though in a variant order as compared with Psalm 32. However, the expressions for the removal of sin differ. Instead of “forgiven,” “covered,” and “not counted,” David uses “blot out,” “wash,” and “cleanse.” These are three standard terms for removal of sin,18 but it is also relevant to note that they are repeated later in the psalm. “Wash” and “cleanse” appear together again in 51:7, while “blot out” appears in 51:9.

Bruce Waltke has provided an excellent summary of David’s petitions in 51:1–2:

On the basis of God’s forgiving character, David boldly makes his double petition. First, he asks God to blot out (mâhâ, i.e., wipe the slate clean and remove God’s wrath) his transgressions, one of several metaphors for forensic forgiveness in the Old Testament. And second, he requests that God “launder” him (kâbas) so as to “cleanse” him (hâttâ’, i.e., “de-sin”) and purify him (tâhêr, i.e., make him fit for temple worship). God’s forgiveness is required because David has violated God’s standard of holiness. David’s three words in the semantic domain of sin assume this standard: he fell short of it (hâttâ’, “sin”), rebelled against it (pesa‘, “transgression”) and deviated from it or perverted it and so incurred guilt (‘âwôn, “iniquity”).19

Other teaching in Psalm 51 is also highly relevant. First, David speaks of his own sin in connection with Bathsheba and Uriah in its primary orientation as sin against God. This was not to deny that he sinned against others, but in pleading for mercy he says, “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you may be justified in your words and blameless in your judgment” (51:4). The ESV translation brings out well the force of the Hebrew word order. The primary focus of sin is against God. Men might have acquitted David,20 yet he knows that before God he is guilty of adultery and murder. The final words of 51:4 are quoted by Paul in Romans 3:4. God is true to his pledged word. He is “justified” when he hears the cry for mercy and then acts in accordance with his covenantal promises.

Second, David traces his sinfulness back to the point of his conception in his mother’s womb (Ps. 51:5). In this verse he is speaking of the inborn bias that affects all of us by nature. Sin inevitably appears in each new life. Paul’s explanation of this is that “sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned” (Rom. 5:12).

Third, in Psalm 51:7–10, David invokes the language of priestly cleansing. Hyssop, a common plant, was used at the Passover (Ex. 12:22) but also in connection with purificatory procedures carried out by the priests (see Lev. 14:4, 6, 49, 51, 52). In addition to his earlier pleas, he now seeks that God would sprinkle him so that he might become whiter than snow. It is probable that this imagery is echoed in Isaiah’s words to the sinful people of his day when the Lord says, “Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow” (Isa. 1:18).

Fourth, the psalmist realizes that offering sacrificial worship by itself is insufficient to cleanse him from the guilt of his sins. What is needed is something deeper accompanying any other formal act of contrition. He needs to offer “a broken spirit,” “a broken and contrite heart” (Ps. 51:17).

Psalm 130

In the history of the Christian church, Psalm 130 has often been known by its opening words in Latin, De profundis. It is not difficult to understand how Luther was able to identify so strongly with the words of this psalm. He, too, knew what it was like to pass through depths of despair. Based on this psalm he composed an evangelical hymn, Aus tiefer schrei ich zu dir (“From Depths of Woe I Cry to Thee”).

Most probably, this psalm dates from the postexilic period, since it contains expressions in Hebrew that come from that era. The appeal to God in 130:2 is in a form that appears elsewhere only in 2 Chronicles 6:40 (“Let . . . your ears [be] attentive to . . .”). The root behind the verb “attentive” is fairly common, but the adjective here (and another similar one in Neh. 1:6, 11) are clearly from late Hebrew. In addition, the word for “forgiveness” in Psalm 130:4 occurs only here and in Daniel 9:9 and Nehemiah 9:17. It is significant that these three passages are all confessions of sin but have linked with them the assurance of God’s pardoning mercy.

Psalm 130 starts with a cry for mercy, an appeal from a situation of deep distress. The phrase “out of the depths” in other Old Testament passages seems to refer to the depths of the sea (cf. 69:2, 14; Isa. 51:10; Ezek. 27:34), but here it relates to a deep consciousness of sin, since it is immediately followed by the words “If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?” (Ps. 130:3). The Hebrew behind the verb “mark” (תִּשְׁמָר‎) may well have the somewhat stronger meaning of “record,” as if sins were noted down in a book.21 Behind this question lies the thought that it is impossible for a sinner to stand his ground before a holy God (see 24:3, “And who shall stand in his holy place?”). What gives the psalmist confidence is that “forgiveness” (סְּלִיחָה‎) belongs to God—that is, it is his to dispense. God alone is able to forgive and remember sin no more (Isa. 43:25).

However, this psalm goes further, for after speaking of his own eager waiting for God’s response and intervention in his need (Ps. 130:5–6), the psalmist issues a call to Israel: “O Israel, hope in the Lord! For with the Lord there is steadfast love, and with him is plentiful redemption. And he will redeem Israel from all his iniquities” (130:7–8). The link with God’s covenant is made through the reference to the expression often used in connection with it: “steadfast love” (חֶסֶד‎). This is one of the terms that is intimately connected with the administration of God’s covenant with Israel. The word used here for “redemption” (פְּדוּת‎) occurs only here and in Psalm 111:9, though it comes from a common root that is used in the final verse of the psalm. No adjective appears with “redemption,” but “plentiful” is acceptable because “redemption” is governed by a verbal form meaning, “[he] multiplies redemption.” While the Hebrew verb “redeem” is often used of deliverance or rescue from some distress, this is the only time it is employed with reference to redemption from sin. The extent of the removal of sin is stressed in the final statement of the psalm, where the verb from the same root, “redeem” (פָּדָה‎), occurs: “And he [the Lord] will redeem Israel from all his iniquities” (130:8). All the iniquities can be taken away, though it is only later in the New Testament that it is explained how this is effected (see 1 John 1:8–10). That forgiveness is an action of God is emphasized in the Hebrew text by the way the psalmist refers to iniquities being removed: “He himself will redeem Israel” (וְהוּא יִפְדֶּה‎).

Psalm 143

Psalm 143 is the last of Luther’s “Pauline psalms” and also the last of the penitential psalms. Twice in his epistles (Rom. 3:20; Gal. 2:16), the apostle Paul quotes the second part of Psalm 143:2: “For no one living is righteous before you,” and on both occasions he adds the words “not by works of the law” (ἐξ ἐργων νομου). This is an implication that Paul draws from the psalm.

Like other psalms (e.g., Psalm 86), the psalmist draws on a deep knowledge of other biblical passages in framing his petitions. There was clearly a great variety of language that could be used in prayer, which formed a reservoir of vocabulary and phrases suitable for individuals to employ in time of need. Throughout, this psalm contains some of the most beautiful language of faith and trust found anywhere in the Old Testament.

The first half of Psalm 143 consists of verses 1–6, which is marked off by the insertion of selah at the end of 143:6. In this section the psalmist describes his situation and makes his appeal to God. Once again, a psalmist makes his plea for mercy, asking God to listen to his prayer. The opening request is very similar to those in nearby psalms (see 140:6; 141:1), just as other words in this psalm (like “refuge”) also have links with nearby poems (for “refuge,” see 142:5). The appeal is for God to act according to his righteousness and to not enter into judgment with his servant. This is an acknowledgment that if the psalmist was put on trial, he could be judged and sentenced only according to his deserts. The reason behind the appeal is further emphasized in the declaration in 143:2: “For no one living is righteous before you.” The implication is that the psalmist did not consider that anyone would achieve a righteous standing with God by performance of works of the law.

Other Psalter Passages

Luther seized on certain Psalter passages, probably because they were integral to his own spiritual experience. However, the so-called “Pauline psalms” are not the only Psalter passages that are relevant to the discussion of the doctrine of justification, and attention is now given to other passages.

The Penitential Psalms

From the time of the early church fathers, a group of psalms were referred to as the penitential psalms. Augustine (AD 354–430) knew them by this title, and Cassiodorus (ca. AD 485–ca. 585) was also familiar with them. Included were Psalms 6; 32; 38; 51; 102; 130; and 143. Four of these have already been discussed (Psalms 32; 51; 130; 143), and now the others must be given consideration. Psalms 6 and 38 have much in common, including the way they commence:

O Lord, rebuke me not in your anger,

nor discipline me in your wrath. (6:1)

O Lord, rebuke me not in your anger,

nor discipline me in your wrath. (38:1)22

In Psalm 6, the psalmist goes on to ask for mercy to be shown to him in his distress, which brings him near to death (see 6:4–5). The latter part of the psalm (6:8–10) displays a completely different tone, which may indicate that a sacrifice had been made or a priestly word, like that given by Eli to Hannah (1 Sam. 1:17), had been spoken. Psalm 38 reveals a similar situation, with a combination of factors affecting the psalmist. On the one hand, he is distressed by bodily weakness and disease. On the other hand, he is also conscious of sin, saying, “I confess my iniquity; I am sorry for my sin” (38:18). He doesn’t want to be forsaken by God but pleads for speedy help from the Lord, for his salvation (38:22).

Psalm 102 contains a very unusual title: “A Prayer of one afflicted, when he is faint and pours out his complaint before the Lord.” No other psalm has a title like this, nor is there any indication of the historical circumstances behind it. The references to deserted Zion in 102:13, 16, and 21 are very similar to the description of Zion given in Lamentations 5:17–18 and hence most probably point to an exilic provenance. However, there is no direct confession of sin or indication that God is the one who removes guilt. The most that can be said is that individual weakness and national desolation are both matters that can be remedied only by divine intervention.

Psalm 49

Psalm 49 is a wisdom song, which the opening verses make plain (see the words “wisdom,” “meditation,” “proverb,” and “riddle” in 49:3–4). Like other wisdom psalms, it notes that there are those who have false ideas about how they can achieve a reconciled relationship for themselves or others. The psalmist asserts, in opposition to these false ideas, that no man can possibly give a ransom price for another. One of the main verbs for “ransom” (פָּדָה‎) is used in 49:7, in a very strong assertion of the fact that no one can redeem a brother (אָח לֹא־פָדֹה יִפְדֶּה אִישׁ‎), almost as if the translation could be, “There’s no way that a man can possibly ransom his brother.”23 In the parallel clause, “or give to God the price of his life,” the term “price” (כֹּפֶר‎) is the common word for the “ransom” money given for the service of the sanctuary (Ex. 30:12). Another synonym follows in Psalm 49:8, where the psalmist refers to how costly ransom is. The word used, פִּדְיוֹן‎, is related to the verb פָּדָה‎ in the previous verse. Two things are significant about the usage in Psalm 49. First, it illustrates the usage of two different Hebrew roots (פָּדָה‎ and כָּפַר‎) in relation to redemption, and second, it declares plainly that redemption is not within man’s province. No human can pay God to preserve life. Death is the inevitable end of all people, no matter how much wealth they might have accumulated during their lives.

Psalm 103

It is somewhat strange that Martin Luther did not link Psalm 103 with Psalms 32; 51; 130; and 143, since it sets out very clearly the Old Testament teaching regarding forgiveness. This is done in a way that is almost comparable for clarity to the New Testament, for it is a proclamation of God’s great love for his people, though the method of removing sin remained for later revelation. This song also has strong links with the idea of covenant, both through repeated mention of God’s steadfast love (חֶסֶד‎, 103:4, 8, 17) and through the express reference to God’s covenantal blessings (103:18), before the concluding call to all creation to bless the Lord (103:20–22). From various angles, this psalm is almost a creedal statement in itself. It commences with the triple call to bless the holy name of the Lord (103:1–2), which is matched by a quadruple call at the end of the psalm (103:20–22). After the opening call to himself (“my soul” here equals “I”),24 the psalmist goes on to enumerate God’s characteristics by means of a series of participles. These are followed by praise for divine revelation by word and deed (103:7), while setting the limits to God’s righteous anger against sin. The psalmist declares that “he will not always chide” (103:9) and that he will not demand full payment according to our iniquities (103:10).

There is clear structure in the psalm, and in the section dealing with the mercy of God (103:8–19), the presentation is planned to highlight God’s enduring character. First, negative statements set the scene for the statements that follow: “He will not always chide, nor will he keep his anger forever. He does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities” (103:9–10). A time limit applies to God’s judgment, and instead of strictly applying justice to sinners, he shows compassion in treating them differently from what they deserve. Following these negatives, the psalmist provides three illustrations to help in understanding how gracious God is. The first is that God’s covenantal love is as great as the heavens are above the earth (103:11). Second, sin is so removed that just as it is impossible for east and west to come together, so it is impossible for our iniquity to return to us (103:12). Third, God shows fatherly compassion to his children, for he recognizes their frailty (103:15–16). They are human, dust of the earth, and to dust they will return (Gen. 3:19). Every time soil is tilled, it is a demonstration of both human origin and human destiny. The thought of frail humanity leads to the assertions in Psalm 103:17–19 that are similar to the thought of Psalm 90. Men appear on the earth but then vanish, whereas God’s steadfast love and righteousness are eternal.

The psalmist notes God’s characteristics by listing them, employing participles in Hebrew. The choice of this verbal form seems to have been deliberate in order to emphasize the ongoing activity of God.25 This is the list, with each characteristic commencing with a participle yet without a relative pronoun, as is added in the ESV and in most English versions:26

Forgives all your iniquity27

Heals all your diseases

Redeems your life from the pit

Crowns [better, surrounds] you with steadfast love and mercy

Satisfies you with good so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s

The word used for “forgive” (סֹלֵחַ‎) is used exclusively in the Old Testament of a gracious action of God in bypassing the transgressions of humans. It is never used of people forgiving one another. Its parallel is “heals” (רֹפֵא‎), which can be applied to the healing of spiritual diseases (see Ps. 147:3; Isa. 53:5), though here it is used of the literal healing of illnesses that have almost brought the psalmist down to the grave. The following phrase, “redeems your life from the pit,” is used not of redemption from sin but of rescue from the grave.28 While the translation “crowns you with steadfast love” is possible, the only unambiguous instance of the meaning “crowns” for this Hebrew term is Song of Songs 3:11. More feasible is the translation “surrounds,” which gives the good idea that God’s “steadfast love and mercy” totally encompasses the believer. The final participle in this list is “satisfies,” which describes being invigorated with fresh strength so that the believer is like the mighty eagle (see the same imagery used in Isa. 40:31).

The longest section in the psalm is the second one (Ps. 103:6–19), with its historical references, a strong declaration of the reality of God’s forgiveness, and a reassertion that the eternal God maintains his steadfast love for those who fear him. The introduction of Moses into the song is significant: “He made known his ways to Moses, his acts to the people of Israel” (103:7). After the sin of Israel at Sinai (Ex. 32:1–35), Moses interceded with God for the people. Among his petitions was this request: “Now therefore, if I have found favor in your sight, please show me now your ways, that I may know you in order to find favor in your sight” (33:13). What the psalm says is that God did make his “ways” known to Moses, using the same word for “ways” as in Exodus 33. The historical incident has to be when God passed by Moses, allowing him to see only his after-glory (33:17–34:9).

The link between Exodus 34 and Psalm 103 is confirmed by the quotation in the following verse of part of God’s self-declaration of his own character: “The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love” (103:8). These words are identical with those in Exodus 34, though lacking the final couplet, “and faithfulness.” They form a definition of the manner in which God made his “ways” known to Moses. In the situation in which the people found themselves, God did not retain his anger forever, nor deal with them according to their sins, nor repay them according to their iniquities. Once more, the same triplet of terms for sin appears as that found in Psalms 32 and 51—“sin” (103:10), “iniquity” (103:3), “transgression” (103:12). The words that follow seem to be a commentary on what happened after God’s declaration, for Moses’s request that God forgive the people (Ex. 34:9) is immediately followed by the account of the restoration of the covenantal relationship (34:10–28). In recounting part of that history here, the psalmist emphasizes the free grace of God. The Lord acted contrary to what would have been expected (“according to our sins”) and instead showed his “steadfast love” (Ps. 103:11, 17). This truth is reaffirmed in a different way in 103:13, where the psalmist speaks of God’s “compassion,” an echo from the declaration in Exodus 34:6. “Compassion” here is the verbal form of the same root that is used in an adjectival form in Exodus, translated “merciful” in the ESV. His fatherly interest in those who fear him manifests itself in merciful actions toward them.

The reality of divine forgiveness is brought out by the imagery of Psalm 103:12, which utilizes language other than the standard terms for forgiveness used earlier (“forgives,” 103:3; “redeems,” 103:4). Hebrew has no word for “infinity” but has to employ language like that here to express the concept. Sin is removed, says the psalmist, as far as the east is from the west. The idea is that the removal is so complete that there can be no thought of it ever being brought into reckoning again. This picture forms part of the imagery that the psalmists and prophets employ to designate the absoluteness of God’s action in forgiving. Psalm 51 speaks of “blotting out” or “washing” to achieve spiritual cleanliness that is “whiter than snow” (51:1–2, 7, 9). Isaiah records God’s call to his rebellious people to come to him and find that their sins can be made “as white as snow” (Isa. 1:18), and he proclaims God’s promise that he will blot out sins for his own sake (43:25). Similar teaching is embodied in the language of Jeremiah when the Lord says, “I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more” (Jer. 31:34). Striking language occurs in Micah 7:19, where the Lord promises that he will renew his compassion and that the people’s sins will be cast “into the depths of the sea.” This is what Dale Ralph Davis identified as the “Egyptian treatment,” since the language in Micah calls to mind the description in Exodus 15:4–5 and 10 of how the Egyptians went down under the waters, never to be seen again: “If Yahweh does that with his people’s sin, then their guilt can no longer haunt us.”29

Comparison between the description of forgiveness in Psalm 103 and the procedure on the Day of Atonement is also warranted. On the one hand, Psalm 103 uses the language of infinity to spell out the severance between sinners and their sin. On the other hand, the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16) provides pictorial language concerning the scapegoat that teaches to the same end. On the Day of Atonement, after the high priest made due preparations, one goat was offered as a burnt offering. This act symbolized the means by which forgiveness was effected, for without the shedding of blood there could be no expiation of sin. However, that left unstated the reality of forgiveness. Not only did the people need to appreciate how essential sacrifice was for sins, but they also needed reassurance of its effectiveness. That was obtained by the use of the second goat, the scapegoat or “escape goat.” After the priest had confessed the sins of the people on the goat, it was led away into the wilderness by a good man. It did not matter what happened to it there, for the picture was of the people’s sins vanishing forever, never to be brought back into reckoning against them. Both Psalm 103 and Leviticus 16 teach the same truth. Sin, by means appointed by God, can be removed absolutely.

National or Collective Forgiveness

Another aspect that needs consideration relates to God’s forgiveness of Israel’s sins, looking at them in a collective fashion. God made several provisions whereby the historical facts of the exodus were continually brought before the people. The Passover, introduced at the time of the exodus, was in itself a teaching mechanism, intended to be used as a tool within the family circle for reminding everyone of what God had done. When the children asked, “What do you mean by this service?” this answer was to be given: “It is the sacrifice of the Lord’s Passover, for he passed over the houses of the people of Israel in Egypt, when he struck the Egyptians but spared our houses” (Ex. 12:26–27). The Passover was an annual festival celebrating God’s sparing mercy.

Song also played a prominent part in reminding Israel of how God had intervened in redeeming action for the people. Just prior to entry into the land of Canaan, God gave a special song to his people (Deut. 31:30–32:47). He delivered it to Moses (31:19), who wrote it down and taught it to the Israelites (31:22). Joshua joined Moses in this act (32:44), so the departing and incoming leaders of Israel were linked in giving this song.

The Song of Witness in Deuteronomy 32 has to be seen in a wider context, and this makes clear its connection with the historical psalms (e.g., Psalms 78; 105; 106; 135; 136). These songs are part of the response to the God of Israel, whether in private or public, whereby the people of Israel reaffirmed their commitment to the covenantal Lord. In these songs, the people not only magnified the deeds of the Lord but also made confession of their sin and covenant breaking. The inclusion of this particular song as “the song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb” in Revelation 15:3–4 testifies to its importance. It appears in Deuteronomy as part of a covenantal document and reflects certain strong resemblances to the covenantal pattern of the book itself.30

The historical psalms referred to above form a group of songs that enabled Israel to repeat her history again and again. They are poetical but narrate a story of the great deeds of the Lord, while also pointing to the waywardness of the people. Psalm 78 commences in a wisdom style (even using the word “parable,” 78:2), encouraging parents to tell the deeds of the Lord to successive generations so that they, too, would come to trust him. Also, the point is emphasized that this passing on of the faith would ensure that they were not like their forefathers, “a stubborn and rebellious generation, a generation whose heart was not steadfast, whose spirit was not faithful to God” (78:8). Yet God, “being compassionate, atoned for their iniquity and did not destroy them; he restrained his anger often and did not stir up all his wrath” (78:38).

Psalms 105 and 106 together recount much of the history of Israel after leaving Egypt until the period after the occupation of the land of Canaan. There is a notable contrast drawn between the people’s forgetfulness of God and his remembrance of them. Whereas he remembered his covenantal promises (105:8, 42), they forgot what he had done (106:7, 13, 21) and had to be urged to remember his wonders (105:5) and to seek his remembrance of them (106:4). These psalms testify that in spite of all their sins, God dealt in mercy with his people. Their sin was forgiven time and time again: “For their sake he remembered his covenant, and relented according to the abundance of his steadfast love” (106:45). The theme of enduring covenantal love carries over into Psalm 107, which opens with the words “Oh give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever!” (107:1). It is clear that those words, which occur at the commencement of both Psalms 106 and 107, became a fixed part of the liturgy of Israel.

Psalms 135 and 136 form another pair of historical psalms placed in conjunction with one another. The authors of these psalms were very familiar with other parts of the Old Testament, especially with other psalms. There is a marked similarity between these two psalms, particularly in relation to the historical statements.31 The opening call to praise the Lord sets the tone for Psalm 135, for it focuses on the character of God (in contrast to the inability of idols to help, 135:15–18), and his redemptive actions on behalf of Israel. God is not only “great,” but he is also “good” (טוֹב‎, 135:3). This word “good” has strong covenantal connotations.32 The opening of Psalm 136 repeats the liturgical statement of the first verse of both Psalms 106 and 107: “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever.” The combination of two specifically covenantal terms (“good” and “steadfast love”) form a fixed pair in Hebrew, and it highlights the nature of the Lord’s relationship to Israel.33 He displayed his covenantal commitments to his people, redeeming them from slavery in Egypt “with a strong hand and outstretched arm” (136:12). This phrase is the echo of a frequent description of how Israel was brought out of slavery in Egypt, especially in the book of Deuteronomy (3:24; 4:34; 5:15; 6:21; 7:8, 19; 9:26; 11:2; 26:8).

What is unique in Psalm 136 is that the words “his steadfast love endures forever” form a refrain to every verse. The psalm itself continues the themes of God as Creator and Redeemer from the previous song. Redemption from Egypt and occupation of the land of promise are the central ideas of both psalms. The inability of Israel to save herself from bondage and dispossess the nations of Canaan is stressed by the terminology of Psalm 136 and also by the absence of any reference to the roles of Joshua and the Israelite army. Grace was shown to an undeserving people, and divine power accomplished all that forms the content of the psalm. From 136:4 to 136:25, every statement depends for its grammatical subject on the expressions in 136:1–3: “Lord,” “the God of gods,” and “the Lord of lords.” No human agency could produce the outcome for Israel described here. The goodness and love of her covenantal Lord was the sole explanation of Israel’s salvation and inheritance of Canaan.

So important was this affirmation of the enduring nature of God’s covenantal mercy that it was used on numerous important occasions. It served to remind Israel of the character of her God and of his continued faithfulness to her. When David brought the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem, he sang a song of thanksgiving that combined parts of Psalms 96; 105; and 106, which included the words “Oh give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; for his steadfast love endures forever!” (1 Chron. 16:34). Similar significant religious events also called for such a declaration. On completion of the temple, the ark was brought into its place in the inner sanctuary. The musicians played, and the vocalists sang, “For he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever!” (2 Chron. 5:13). At the dedication of the temple, the same Psalter verse was sung by the assembled people of God (2 Chron. 7:3), while much later, Jehoshaphat, as he led his army into battle, appointed men to sing the same refrain (2 Chron. 20:21). Solemn liturgical occasions called for reaffirming central truths of the faith.

Justification in the Wisdom Books

The Nature of the Wisdom Books

A contrast between the Psalms and the Wisdom Books appears very quickly when comparing their treatments of the teaching concerning God’s justifying grace, as we discuss in this section.

The Wisdom Literature is generally regarded as consisting of Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, with the Song of Songs added mainly because it features the name Solomon (Song 1:5; 3:7, 9, 11; 8:11–12) and because it is dealing with courtship and marriage. The grouping of these biblical books is due to the prevalence of the words “wisdom” (חָכְמָה‎) and “wise” (חָכָם‎) in them. Of 346 occurrences of the root חכם‎ in the Old Testament, 189 are in Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, including 22 instances in which the Aramaic equivalents are used.34 While passages in other books are very similar in style and content (as, for example, Psalms 37 and 73), they are not incorporated in this present discussion.

The Wisdom Literature is primarily concerned not with a forensic relationship but with the demonstration of godliness in practical life. The Hebrew word for “wisdom” refers to particular characteristics or special abilities of individuals. As Gerald Wilson puts it, “Wisdom is what we might call ‘know-how’—practical skills and talents in areas as diverse as metal work, painting, agriculture, political scheming, and the like.”35 In the Wisdom Books we see displayed what a right relationship with God means in everyday life. Godliness, as portrayed in the Wisdom Literature, appears in working clothes. The writers reflect on human life from the standpoint of a right relationship with God, and they embody the distillation of practical wisdom.

In reviewing the Wisdom Literature in relation to justification, it should be apparent that no one should expect to find in them the explicit teaching on divine forgiveness contained in the Psalms, for their purpose is different. They contain teaching that is consonant with that of the Psalms and other Old Testament books, but they are not part of the canon aimed at expounding the means of reconciliation. They assume the Creator-creature distinction that is fundamental to Old Testament theology and recognize that deep dependence on God and his sovereign grace is essential for those who profess religious faith.

But it is surprising how often the concepts of “right” and “righteousness” do occur in the Wisdom Literature. In comparison to the sparse use of the Hebrew root צדק‎ in Genesis (15x), Deuteronomy (18x), or Chronicles (6x), in Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, it occurs 140 times out of a total of 523 occurrences in the Hebrew Bible as a whole.36 This means that in three Wisdom books are found just over a quarter of all occurrences of this root. Perhaps the reason for this lies in the fact that the wise men were deeply concerned with being right and acting rightly before God.

That relationship is tackled in another way too, which the prevalence of the concept of “the fear of the Lord” in these books demonstrates. Rather than being a concept foreign to the rest of Old Testament theology, “the fear of the Lord” may well be the unifying principle of the whole, “as one of the formal connectors between the wisdom writers and the theology of the tora and prophets.”37 This fear, which consists in a recognition of God’s sovereignty and a response in awe and obedience, is called both “the beginning of knowledge” (Prov. 1:7) and “the beginning of wisdom” (Ps. 111:10; Prov. 9:10). Humility is a basic part of this fear, as humans, aware of the gap between a righteous God and themselves, bow before him and seek spiritual knowledge from him.

Job

Many questions relating to Job have to be set aside for this discussion, such as the date of the book, the significance of its structure, and textual difficulties. The last hundred or so years of the study of Job have not seen any radical change on dating, and a wide variety of dates are still proposed, from patriarchal to late postexilic. However, what is important is that Job is represented as living in the pre-Mosaic era. He is rich in cattle and flocks, and as the head of the family, he is its priest, offering up sacrifices (Job 1:5; 42:8) just as the patriarchs did (Gen. 22:13; 31:54). Even the word for “sacrifices” (עֹלוֹת‎) is that for burnt offerings, not one of the more technical terms of the Mosaic law. Moreover, the words for God used by the speakers are associated with the patriarchal use (e.g., אֵל‎, אָלוֹהַּ‎), though the distinctive covenantal name, יהוה‎ (Yahweh), does appear in Job’s final speeches.

The book of Job is structured around a core that consists of a series of long speeches by Job and his three friends. This is didactic poetry, which, while part of inspired revelation, contains fallacious arguments that are not specifically answered in the book. The introductory narrative in Job 1:1–2:13 sets the scene, while the divine speeches in chapters 38–41 provide God’s response to Job’s condition, to which Job replies in a short poetic speech admitting his inability to penetrate the mind of God (42:1–6). The final verses of the book form a concluding prose narrative matching the opening. They record how the three friends offered sacrifices, while Job prayed for them, and how in the end Job’s prosperity was restored (42:7–17).38

While the problems of suffering and retribution are clearly part of the argument of Job, they cannot be regarded as the major theological issues since they are missing from the divine speeches at the end. Elihu finishes his speech by referring to the appearance of God in a whirlwind (37:14–24), and when the Lord speaks, he answers “out of the whirlwind” (38:1). The surprising thing is that the Lord does not address Elihu’s arguments, for the introductory words of chapter 38 indicate that the Lord is answering not Elihu but Job (38:1). Nor does he explain the mystery of suffering.39 Also, he does not enter into the arguments presented by the three friends. Rather, his response is grounded in the motifs of creation and providence, as he poses questions for Job that invite him to contemplate the majesty—and unfathomableness—of the created universe. From various angles the questions can be set alongside those presented in Isaiah 40:12–31, though in longer format.40

The questions presented to Job follow three distinct sequences.41 The first deals with Job’s nonparticipation in creation, his inability to understand it (Job 38:8). The second is about the management of the world, of God’s providential ordering of it. Since Job has never commanded a new day to come forth, how can he possibly speak of the way in which the universe is governed (38:12, 31)? Third, the succession of questions about wild animals, not domesticated ones, stresses the many aspects about creation that are inscrutable to humans. The hippopotamus and the crocodile are part of creation, but they represent all that is terrifying and all those creatures whose ways are not understood. David Clines observes, “God expects Job to realize, and Job is not slow at grasping the point, that the natural order—the principles on which the world was created—is analogous to the moral order—the principles according to which it is governed.”42 What all this means is that Job is compelled to acknowledge that God’s ways are inscrutable to the human mind. What he had heard with his ears, he came to understand with his eyes (42:5). He knew, but he did not know, until God revealed things to him. We, too, must see God in his otherness, who, even though righteous, permits evil to exist. We have the sense that in this divine encounter, Job learns (as does the psalmist) that God is “not a God who delights in wickedness; evil may not dwell with [him]” (Ps. 5:4). Because God is at once holy and free, he cannot be called to account by humans, who lack sufficient understanding to judge (Job 42:1–3).43

Legal metaphors are prevalent in Job, with several different terms being used, almost exclusively in forensic contexts, to describe Job’s relationships to God and to his community.44 These include ones relating to worship (“pure,” “clean”) and others that have reference to a courtroom situation (“innocent,” “free of legal claim” [free trans.]). Notable also is the use of רִיב‎, “to contend,” but in Job there is the surprising application of it to a lawsuit between Job and God. Most of the legal metaphors do not directly help with understanding the way in which Job and his friends understood reconciliation between sinful man and a holy and righteous God. It has often been claimed that Job 19:23–27 is a clear indication of Job’s belief in God as his Redeemer, a view popularized by George Frideric Handel’s use and application of the passage in his oratorio The Messiah. However, it has to be recognized that these verses contain various difficulties of translation and interpretation. There is no problem with the introductory words in 19:23–24:

Oh that my words were written!

Oh that they were inscribed in a book!

Oh that with an iron pen and lead

they were engraved in the rock forever!

They are couched as a wish, signified by the opening “Oh” (מִי־יִתֵּן‎), which shows that what follows, far from being settled conviction, is a desire on Job’s part. After these verses, uncertainty intrudes regarding various words and phrases: the meaning of גֹּאֵל‎ (“redeemer”), the verb “lives,” standing on the earth (or “dust”), destruction of the skin, being “in the flesh,” and “seeing God.” In view of the conflicting interpretations of this passage, it is best to leave it out of consideration as evidence of a redemptive understanding by Job that would almost equal New Testament affirmations of Christ’s role as Savior of sinners.45

Proverbs

It is clear that Proverbs cannot be divorced as easily from the rest of the Old Testament as is often claimed but rather stems from writers who were continuing the legacy of Mosaic teaching and the prophetic perspective of the Former Prophets. Only one reference to “covenant” occurs in the book: “the forbidden woman . . . who forsakes the companion of her youth and forgets the covenant of her God” (2:16–17). While it can be debated whether “the covenant of her God” is the Sinai covenant or the marriage bond stemming from God’s laws, her sin is particularly heinous because she is acting against “her God.”46 Similarly, Agur’s fear is that his sinful actions are to be condemned not only in themselves but also because they are a breach of loyalty against his God, whom he calls “my God” (30:9). The teaching of an individual sage can be referred to as his torah, but behind it stands the Torah, the forsaking of which means praising the wicked (28:4).

A discussion by Moshe Weinfeld has focused attention in a very helpful way on the parallels between Deuteronomy and the Wisdom Literature.47 He points out numerous parallels between the two, including the appointment of judges (Deut. 1:9–18; 16:18–20), which appears elsewhere in the Old Testament only in Proverbs 24:23 and 28:21. This connection reinforces the idea that the covenantal framework is fundamental to the Wisdom Literature. Thus, Walter Kaiser Jr. can write that “wisdom was not cut off conceptually or theologically from materials which we have judged to be earlier than sapiential times.”48 Bruce Waltke has also expressed support for Weinfeld’s argument, which he notes “shows a clear connection between wisdom and Deuteronomy both in specific legislation and in identical wordings (cf. Deut. 4:2; 13:1 and Prov. 30:5–6; Deut. 19:14 and Prov. 22:10; Deut. 25:13–16 and Prov. 20:23 [Deut. 6:1–9 and Prov. 3:1–10]).”49

The link between the patriarchal narratives, the Mosaic covenant, and the Wisdom Literature is “the fear of the Lord.” What was evident in Abraham’s experience of God was displayed to a greater degree in the Mosaic era and was especially manifested in Deuteronomy. Israel was not to fear the Canaanites (Deut. 1:21, 29; 3:22; 7:18–19) or Og, king of Bashan (3:2). Rather, the object of the people’s fear was to be the Lord their God (e.g., 6:2, 13, 24; 8:6; 10:12, 20; 13:4; 14:23). This concept is highlighted in Proverbs, and Proverbs 1:7 identifies it as the basic theme of the whole book. The form in which the expression occurs is also significant, for it is always “the fear of the Lord [יהוה‎],” using the distinctive covenantal name of God. This is another indication that, in continuity with the Pentateuch, covenant serves as the background of the instruction embodied in Proverbs. The expression occurs fourteen times in Proverbs, while the verbal forms of the root “to fear” appear another four times. The covenantal language comes to clearest expression in the father-son relationship stated in Proverbs 3:11–12: “My son, do not despise the Lord’s discipline or be weary of his reproof, for the Lord reproves him whom he loves, as a father the son in whom he delights.”

A final aspect that needs emphasis is the demarcation in Proverbs between sin and holiness, between being wise and being foolish. Many exhortations are given that direct one’s obedience toward particular ends. The underlying implication is that humans deviate from God’s paths and need correction. This is particularly so in the opening chapters, where the contrast is drawn repeatedly between living under the lordship of God or rejecting it by following crooked paths and thus coming under his curse. The path of the just is a shining light that increases more and more unto the perfect day (Prov. 4:18; cf. for the New Testament Phil. 1:6). There are even echoes of Genesis 2 in that four times the “tree of life” is mentioned (Prov. 3:18; 11:30; 13:12; 15:4). The way of the Lord is the way to life, and those who fear him display that in the application of divine wisdom to the realities of everyday life.

Ecclesiastes

If Job has seen a variety of interpreters, even more so has the book of Ecclesiastes. A great number of proposals have been made that relate to both the structure of the book and its essential meaning. The basic approaches can be narrowed down to three: a heterodox Qohelet, an orthodox Qohelet, and a struggling Qohelet.50 The first of these proposals attempts to explain the book as a deviation from orthodox Old Testament teaching, the second holds that it agrees with Proverbs and that the positive elements in it outweigh the negative, and the third recognizes that the tensions expressed in the book remain unresolved. If the last viewpoint is taken along with a particular assessment of the structure of the book, we arrive at what seems to be the most acceptable approach. Qohelet’s “autobiography” occupies most of the book (1:12–12:7), but it is framed by a short prologue (1:1–11) and a brief epilogue (12:8–14). It is the final call to revere God and live rightly (12:13) that both summarizes the book’s message and links Ecclesiastes with the book of Proverbs.51

A problem facing all expositors of Ecclesiastes is the meaning of the refrain that occurs throughout the Hebrew text, הֶבֶל‎. It sounds like the bass pedal of the organ that has been left on right through a musical piece. It has often been rendered “vanity” or “emptiness,” but other possible translations include words like “breath,” “futility,” and “enigma.” Another suggestion seems nearer the mark: “transitoriness.”52 This fits in well with the recurring reference to death throughout the book. Man is not immortal but has to accept the wages of sin (cf. Rom. 5:12; 6:23). Chapters 6–9 of Ecclesiastes especially highlight the universal occurrence of death for men and animals, so much so that we should write the Latin motto memento mori over them: “Remember that we must die.”53

But what is the final message of Ecclesiastes? The writer says in Hebrew, סוֹף דָּבָר הַכֹּל נִשְׁמָע‎ (12:13). סוֹף‎, or “end,” is well known because it is used in the expression סוֹף פָּסוּק‎, which refers to the punctuation mark at the end of a Hebrew sentence. דָּבָר‎ means a “word” or “matter.” This phrase is coupled with another expression that involves the Hebrew word כֹּל‎, which in the absolute form occurring in this verse means “everything,” “the total,” “the whole.” The verbal form accompanying it, נִשְׁמָע‎, means “is heard.” So the full saying is denoting the finality of that which has been expressed.54 Immediately following this statement comes the summary of that teaching: “Fear God and keep his commandments.” On the one hand, one must submit to God’s claims and be wholeheartedly devoted to him. On the other hand, one must demonstrate this devotion by obeying his commandments.

Conclusion

The preceding discussion has indicated that the songs embodied in the Psalter display Israel’s theology in poetic form. These enable us to see what was central in that theology and how it permeated the lives of the people over centuries. The holiness of God and the sinfulness of the human heart are set in contrast. Unable to attain to the standard of holiness that God requires by personal achievement, humans must be recipients of divine grace. Many of the psalms reveal how such grace was received and forgiveness appropriated. This theology is not, of course, unique to the Psalter, but in it the personal experience of individual believers is exemplified. It is not surprising that Old Testament believers wanted to sing of their confidence in a forgiving God.

The Wisdom Books, different in style from most of the psalms, contain a theology that is in agreement with the Psalms and the earlier covenantal theology of the Old Testament. Their practical orientation presents another focus, one that enables the reader to see how faith measures up in the rough and tumble of everyday life. Israel’s faith was not just cerebral but was also a robust demonstration of loyalty to the sovereign Redeemer and one that was lived in his fear. Combined with the teaching of the Psalter, the books of Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes give illustrations of how sinners lived by God’s grace.
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Salvation Is the Lord’s

Prophetic Perspectives

Willem A. VanGemeren

Jews and Protestants have the same Old Testament books but differ in their canonical divisions and ordering of the books. The Hebrew Bible has three divisions: the Torah (Pentateuch, or five books of Moses), the Nevi’im (Prophets), and the Ketubim (Writings). It is better known by the acronym TaNaK(h).1 The books of the Nevi’im consist of two subdivisions: the Former Prophets, with four books (Joshua, Judges, the two books of Samuel, and the two books of Kings), and the Latter Prophets, also with four books (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve [i.e., the Minor Prophets]).2 The Ketubim, or Writings, include the Poetical Books (Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations), Ruth, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and the two books of Chronicles. These three divisions of the Hebrew Old Testament may be thought of as three concentric circles. At the center of each is the triune God, who communicates himself in the three disparate canonical divisions: the revelation in Moses (Torah), in the Prophets, and in the Writings. Our focus is on the Prophets, particularly the Latter Prophets.

Moses (the Law) and the Prophetic Narratives

Moses

Moses clearly teaches that salvation is by grace and that justification is by faith. He witnesses to the frailty of the first humans, their disobedience, and the hope in God’s working out his purposes for humans in Jesus Christ. The patriarchs were instructed to place their hope in El Shaddai as they awaited the fulfillment of the divine promises. They were fully dependent on God, even though they made valiant strides to wing it on their own. In contrast, Moses, too, set out to deliver Israel in his own strength (Ex. 2:11–14). He had to learn to await God’s manner and timing of so great a salvation. Moses was God’s uniquely chosen “prophet,” who served him faithfully for forty years. In this role, Moses was God’s appointed agent in Israel’s redemption from Egypt, teacher of Israel, mediator of the covenant, and founder of Israel’s tabernacle worship. He also witnessed Israel’s disobedience and rebelliousness and threatened Israel that they would not inherit God’s rest.

The book of Deuteronomy is Moses’s final testimony to Israel, in which he taught Israel to learn from the story of God’s goodness and Israel’s rebelliousness, of God’s covenant and Israel’s failure to maintain the covenant, of God’s being a consuming fire but also remaining constant in his compassion for Israel, of God’s covenantal curses but also his promise to spiritually transform Israel by a circumcision of the heart. God is the true source of life, blessing, and grace (Deut. 30:20). He called on Israel to love the Lord: “And now, Israel, what does the Lord your God ask of you but to fear the Lord your God, to walk in obedience to him, to love him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul” (10:12; cf. 6:5).3 After all, God is the source, giver, and sustainer of life:

This day I call the heavens and the earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. For the Lord is your life, and he will give you many years in the land he swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. (30:19–20)

Moses prophetically forewarned Israel of her failure and of the exile but also promised God’s ultimate compassion, forgiveness, and restoration (Deuteronomy 31–32).

Though Israel was permitted to enter the land, she could not enter the promise of rest (12:9–10; cf. Psalm 95). The Former Prophets develop the story of Israel’s search for rest. These four books—Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings—are also known as the Deuteronomistic Books, so called because of their close affinity to the book of Deuteronomy. These books are a prophetic narrative that develops the outworking of God’s promises and curses (threats). The first of these books, Joshua, encouraged Israel to “serve” the Lord (Joshua 23–24) and trust in him for her future. Israel had not yet entered the rest. At the close of the prophetic narratives, we find Israel in exile and subjugated by the Babylonians and a remnant of Judah that was permitted to stay in the land (2 Kings 25). Out of fear of a Babylonian reprisal, some of those who were left in the land plotted against the good counsel of Gedaliah, who had encouraged the remnant to submit themselves to Babylon (25:25). When the Judeans had to seek refuge in Egypt, the story of redemption had come full circle. Israel had been redeemed from Egypt under Moses only to find refuge in Egypt hundreds of years later. But even so, the Former Prophets end with a note of hope. Hope focused on Jehoiachin, one of the last kings of the Davidic dynasty. He was exalted by Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon (25:27–30). The light of Moses continued to flicker in the darkness of exile with the reassuring hope that God’s justice is also compassionate.

Moses, the Prophetic Narratives, and the Latter Prophets

Moses and the Former Prophets form the background of the Latter Prophets. Readers cannot apprehend the depth of God’s concern for humanity without a knowledge of the message of Moses and the Former Prophets. The preexilic Latter Prophets warned Israel of her impending doom and called on the people to return to the Lord, because he is compassionate, gracious, longsuffering, and forgiving. Their threats and promises of hope harked back to Moses and the (Former) Prophets. The prophets corrected and clarified Israel’s understanding of the Mosaic hope. God was to be found in Israel’s story of faithlessness, which nonetheless was guided by God’s providence. The exile was not a historical accident. Israel’s story of denouncement took the people from idolatry to an openness and longing for the living God. The prophets were God’s messengers who perpetuated the legacy of Moses and the Former Prophets into and beyond the exile. They gave witness to a theological reality that opens believers to God’s promises of a new world in Jesus Christ. God is just in his judgment and compassionate and forgiving. Micah affirms,

Who is a God like you,

who pardons sin and forgives the transgression

of the remnant of his inheritance?

You do not stay angry forever

but delight to show mercy.

You will again have compassion on us;

you will tread our sins underfoot

and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea.

You will be faithful to Jacob,

and show love to Abraham,

as you pledged on oath to our ancestors

in days long ago. (Mic. 7:18–20)

The prophetic witness is best understood by innerbiblical appropriations, images, and metaphors. The Latter Prophets connect with the prophetic vision, rooted in Moses, and project their vision to a postexilic world. They project God’s compassion and forgiveness during and after Israel’s history of rebelliousness. Hope lies in God alone. The late Dutch theologian Hendrikus Berkhof summarized the theological dimension of hope in the Old Testament in relation to God’s fidelity thus: “Faithful Israel had access to the unknown future because it knew about past and present and believed in the faithfulness of its God. We may say that the eschatology of Israel is the confession of God’s faithfulness projected on the screen of the future.”4

The Message of the Latter Prophets

In this essay, we consider in greater detail the message of Isaiah and of Hosea since these two prophetical books are representative of the prophetic teaching on salvation. Isaiah is the first of the Latter Prophets, and Hosea is the first of the Twelve (i.e., the Minor Prophets). Isaiah ministered God’s Word to Judah (ca. 740–ca. 685 BC) and overlapped with Hosea (750–725 BC) in time, but these two prophets probably did not know each other. Both addressed the impending fall of the northern kingdom (722 BC) and anticipated the desolation of Jerusalem (586 BC). Both hoped that Israel and Judah would learn from the catastrophic events that led to the exile of the North (722 BC). Both detail the sins of God’s people and the necessity of divine judgment, forgiveness, and reconciliation. Both prophets have a grand view of God’s holiness, righteousness, justice, compassion, and love. Both prophets open the future of Yahweh’s renewal of the covenant and of his deeper involvement with a community renewed, justified, and sanctified by him. Yahweh is just in his wrath, but even in his wrath and judgment, he remains compassionate. His justice is compassionate, and his compassion is just. Justification is the work of the Holy One of Israel, who longs to dwell among his people (Isa. 12:6) and whose justice is compassionate. His wrath turns from justified anger to gracious comfort (12:1; 40:1; Hos. 11:8). God effects justification as he brings his children to himself and commits himself to them.

The ministries of Jeremiah and Ezekiel were some hundred years after Isaiah’s. Like Isaiah, Jeremiah anticipated the fall of Jerusalem and the exile; unlike Isaiah, he also experienced it. He and his contemporary Ezekiel helped Judah understand the reasons for the catastrophic fall of Jerusalem (586 BC). Both envisioned a new community bound to Yahweh by a new covenant.

Jeremiah’s vision of the new covenant (בְּרִית חֲדָשָׁה‎) reinforces Moses’s projection of a new community transformed by Yahweh’s will to be a spiritual community. The people had broken the terms of the covenant, and the curses of the covenant were overtaking their rebellious ways (Jeremiah 11; 34). Yet the Lord wills to continue the covenant / marriage relationship with Israel (וְאָנֹכִי בָּעַלְתִּי בָם‎, 31:32; cf. 3:14, 20). He monergistically internalizes his instruction from the inside out. They will have a heart for God and by God (נָתַתִּי אֶת־תֹּורָתִי בְּקִרְבָּם‎). He forgives them and opens their hearts to “know” their loving God (כִּי־כוּלָּם יֵדְעוּ אֹותִי לְמִקְטַנָּם וְעַד־גְּדֹולָם‎, 31:34), because the new community is elevated by God to be his very own people/bride: “I will be their God, and they will be my people” (31:33). He will be found by his children who earnestly return to him: “Then you will call on me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. I will be found by you” (29:12–14). He will heal and restore his people: “‘But I will restore you to health and heal your wounds,’ declares the Lord, ‘because you are called an outcast, Zion for whom no one cares’” (30:17). Salvation is God’s alone (3:23).

Ezekiel portrays Yahweh’s judgment of his people as the departure of his glory (11:23; see chaps. 1; 10; 11). Though the people have broken the covenant and the exile has become a reality, Yahweh promises to remember the people and to renew the covenant (16:8, 60, 62). He will provide an atonement to be reconciled to his rebellious people (16:63). This covenant of peace will transform everything (34:25), so that the people can again be called “my people” and “my sheep” (34:30–31). They are consecrated, and the Holy One of Israel will dwell with his people. The presence of God and the revelation of his transforming glory influence Ezekiel’s vision of the new creation and humanity (chaps. 40–48). This central focus on hope gives shape to the eschatological vision of the prophet:

I will make a covenant of peace with them; it will be an everlasting covenant [וְכָרַתִּי לָהֶם בְּרִית שָׁלֹום בְּרִית עֹולָם‎]. I will establish them and increase their numbers, and I will put my sanctuary among them forever [אֶת־מִקְדָּשִׁי בְּתֹוכָם לְעֹולָם‎]. My dwelling place [מִשְׁכָּנִי‎] will be with them; I will be their God, and they will be my people. Then the nations will know that I the Lord make Israel holy, when my sanctuary [מִקְדָּשִׁי‎] is among them forever. (37:26–28; cf. 48:35)

He will favor his people and pour out his Spirit on them (39:29).

The Twelve (Hosea–Malachi), too, opened the doors to the future of God’s grace and renewed covenantal commitment, the promise of the spiritual renewal of his people, forgiveness, and salvation. In brief, the Prophetic Books (the Major Prophets and the Twelve) reveal a thematic coherence:

1. God’s declaration of guilt and complicity of Israel, Judah, and the nations

2. The character of God as being just and gracious, compassionate and forgiving, but also as being truthful and righteous in his judgment and salvation

3. God’s zeal and wrath in the vindication of his glory and holiness

4. The good news of God’s coming redemption—the great exchange from judgment to justification and from wrath to comfort

5. The invitation to return to the Lord, to come to know him through his mercy and forgiveness

6. The promise of an eschatological community—the kingdom of God, the messianic age, and the age of the Spirit of God

The Prophets hold out a vision of God’s monergistic transformation of all things. He alone will bring about so great a salvation that gives life to humans by beholding the glory of the Lord who alone is full of grace and truth (cf. John 1:14).

The prophetic message, grounded in the Mosaic heritage, developed and appropriated Moses’s central message to the prophets’ own historical situations. The prophets embodied the “prophetic figure” of whom Moses spoke when he prophesied that the Lord would raise up a prophet like him (Deut. 18:15). The prophets also expected a prophet like and greater than Moses to whom God would speak “face to face” (Deut. 34:10).5

In this chapter we look at Isaiah as representative of the Latter Prophets and at Hosea as representative of the Minor Prophets. Instead of surveying all the prophets, I have chosen to lead readers into an experience with two significant prophets. Their message is representative as, on the one hand, they evidently connect with Moses, and, on the other hand, they contribute to the prophetic heritage. For example, the glory that God revealed to Moses holds the message of Moses and the Prophets together. Isaiah develops the glory of God’s presence (“Immanuel”) in salvation. Salvation is wholly God’s, and the whole earth will see his glory (Isa. 40:5). Jeremiah calls on Israel to return to the Lord, so that the nations may see the glory of the Lord through the transformation of his people (Jer. 4:1–2). Ezekiel, the last of what we call the Major Prophets, testifies to the new reality of God’s glorious presence in the wake of the fall of Jerusalem and of his renewed commitment to save his people (Ezekiel 40–48).

Hosea likens Israel’s greedy practices to “prostitution,” linking his message with that of Moses and the prophets (Isa. 1:21; Jer. 3:1; Ezek. 16:15–29; 20:5, 30). The reading of Isaiah and Hosea opens many perspectives and connections as they encourage the synoptic reading of Moses and the Prophets in preparation for God’s revelation in one greater than Moses and the Prophets: his own Son.

The Message of Isaiah: Salvation Is of Yahweh Alone

Isaiah viewed himself as another Moses whom the Lord had called to teach Israel the way of justice. The opening words of the prophecy—“Hear me, you heavens! Listen, earth! For the Lord has spoken”—recall the words of Moses’s Song of Witness (Isa. 1:2; cf. Deut. 32:1). The linkage with Deuteronomy sets the context for reading the book of Isaiah. Like Moses, Isaiah compared Israel to foolish and rebellious בָּנִים‎ (“children,” Isa. 1:2–3; cf. Deut. 32:5, 20), full of sin, guilt, evil, and corruption (Isa. 1:4; cf. Deut. 32:5), to Sodom and Gomorrah (Isa. 1:10; cf. Deut. 32:32), to harlotry (Isa. 1:21; cf. Deut. 31:16), and to a vineyard (Isa. 5:1–7; cf. Deut. 32:32).6

The Prophetic Ministry

Charges against Israel and Judah

Isaiah was living in one of the best times under godly King Hezekiah and in one of the worst. He witnessed the exile of Israel (722 BC) and the near devastation of Judah under Sennacherib in 701 BC. It was a period of national and international intrigue and Realpolitik (Isaiah 7–11; esp. 8:12; 31). He railed against the self-reliance of the leaders, their concern with national destiny, and their plots to enrich themselves unjustly. The central charge is that they have abandoned (עָזְבוּ‎) and “spurned [נִאֲצוּ‎] the Holy One of Israel and turned their backs on him [נָזֹרוּ אָחֹור‎]” (1:4).7 The central charge is restated in terms of a rejection of Yahweh’s instruction (cf. 1:10): “They have rejected the law of the Lord Almighty [מָאֲסוּ אֵת תֹּורַת יְהוָה צְבָאֹות‎] and spurned the word of the Holy One of Israel [וְאֵת אִמְרַת קְדֹושׁ־יִשְׂרָאֵל נִאֵצוּ‎]” (5:24; cf. 1:4).8 They had wronged God and people by their greed and opportunism. God’s people had acculturated to the ways of the nations. While Moses had called on Israel to love and fear the Lord (Deut. 6:5; 10:12), they merely observed Mosaic rituals (Isa. 1:10–15) without knowing Yahweh. Because they did not know the Holy One of Israel, they did not understand the importance he attached to compassionate justice (58:6–7; 61:8; cf. Leviticus 19; Hos. 11:8).

Ministry of Hardening

Isaiah was called to harden9 a callous people (Isa. 29:9–14, 18; 35:5; 43:8; 56:10; 59:10; 63:17; cf. Deut. 31:27), lest they comfort themselves with a false gospel (Isa. 6:10). The oracles of condemnation and judgment exposed the depth of Israel’s corruption and sinfulness. Israel and Judah were under condemnation and would experience Yahweh’s alienation and judgment. Yahweh had planned to abandon his people as the owner of an unproductive vineyard would rip out the vines and leave it fallow (5:1–7). They had experienced the desolations wrought by the Assyrians in Israel (722 BC) and in Judah (701 BC, 1:5–8; cf. chaps. 36–37) but were forewarned of an even greater desolation: the suspension of the Davidic dynasty, the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple, and the exile of Judah (64:10–12).

Ministry of Hope

Moses had forewarned Israel of their exile from the land and their being scattered among the nations (Deuteronomy 32). But Moses had also spoken of Yahweh’s compassionate justice in which his wrath and judgment were exchanged for the gracious and free renewal of his love and his manifest presence with his people: land, progeny, spiritual transformation and restoration, and blessings (30:1–8). Yahweh committed himself to renew his commitments to an undeserving people. In his compassion he would forgive their guilt and sin and freely justify people so that they would come to know him, receive his instruction, and thus live as members of the new covenant community (Isa. 1:18; 2:5; cf. Num. 11:29; Deut. 10:16; 30:6; Isa. 5:24). Isaiah was a teacher of Israel who, like Moses, spoke in the name of Yahweh, the great “I am,” and called Israel to leave a foreign country, to be servants of the Lord,10 so that Yahweh might teach (מְלַמֶּדְךָ‎) and direct (מַדְרִיכְַךָ‎) them “in the way11 [they] should go [בְּדֶרֶךְ תֵּלֵךְ‎]” (48:17–20; cf. Ex. 6:2, 6, 8; Deut. 1:33). Yahweh promised to renew the covenant with all who would trust in him (48:18–20).

Ministry of Instruction

The love for God’s instruction must lead to compassionate justice, because it begins with a lifestyle of learning to fear the Lord. Humility before God was the basis for parental instruction and modeling from generation to generation: “Assemble the people before me to hear my words so that they may learn to revere me [וְאַשְׁמִעֵם אֶת־דְּבָרָי אֲשֶׁר יִלְמְדוּן לְיִרְאָה‎] as long as they live in the land and may teach [יְלַמֵּדוּן‎] them to their children” (Deut. 4:10; cf. Gen. 18:19). Yahweh longed for such an eschatological community transformed by his torah of justice and compassion, “Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to fear me and keep all my commands always, so that it might go well with them and their children forever!” (Deut. 5:29). Instead, Isaiah had charged Israel with duplicity: “These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. Their worship of me is based on merely human rules they have been taught” (Isa. 29:13).

Isaiah was God’s appointed instructor (יֹורֶה דֵעָה‎) but was ridiculed by his own people (28:9). Like Moses before him, he left a written record of the prophetic torah (תֹּורָה‎, 8:16; cf. Deut. 17:18; 31:19; Isa. 29:11–12; 30:8–11).12 He also had disciples (בְּלִמֻּדָי‎, 8:16) as witnesses to God’s veracity. The transmission of his instruction (torah) through disciples was accompanied by Isaiah’s consecration of Yahweh’s name (8:13–14), by a life of waiting for the Lord and of kenosis, or suffering (8:17).13

Justice in Isaiah: Divine and Human

Isaiah was called to close the door of the old era of divine forbearance of a stiff-necked people and to open a door to a new era of Yahweh’s redemption and transformation of a new “eschatological community” of Spirit-filled agents of justice and righteousness. These agents lament the people’s inability to live up to God’s high standards. The servants of the Lord suffer and wait for God’s ultimate justice, while proclaiming the good news of Yahweh’s kingdom of compassionate and ecumenic justice that brings together a remnant of Israel and of the nations.

God’s Justice in Judgment and in Salvation

God’s justice is transcendent and ultimate, while human justice is proximate. The experience and expression of human justice requires the endowment of God’s Spirit, growth in wisdom (sapiential justice), and concern for and cultivation of transcultural—or ecumenic or global—justice.

God’s justice is transcendent and ultimate. He loves justice (Isa. 61:8), and his justice is all-encompassing, ecumenic, and exalted (5:16; cf. 2:11, 12, 17).14 Yahweh is the holy, glorious, and exalted King (chap. 6), whose justice is a manifestation of his holiness (5:14; 33:10). In his transcendence he reaches down to the earth to fill it with his glorious justice and righteousness (33:5). But who can stand his exalted justice?

On the one hand, Isaiah portrays God’s coming in wrath:

See, the Name of the Lord comes from afar,

with burning anger and dense clouds of smoke;

his lips are full of wrath,

and his tongue is a consuming fire.

His breath is like a rushing torrent,

rising up to the neck.

He shakes the nations in the sieve of destruction;

he places in the jaws of the peoples

a bit that leads them astray. . . . 

The Lord will cause people to hear his majestic voice

and will make them see his arm coming down

with raging anger and consuming fire,

with cloudburst, thunderstorm and hail. (30:27–28, 30; cf. 66:15–16)

So dreadful is God’s theophanic presence that the foundations of society and human civilization will crumble. Whatever is exalted will be brought down. People will flee, hide themselves, and be brought low (2:9–21). They will be terrified, because of the awesome presence of Yahweh (33:14).

Isaiah calls on people to fear God first. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of salvation:

The Lord Almighty is the one you are to regard as holy,

he is the one you are to fear,

he is the one you are to dread.

He will be a holy place;

for both Israel and Judah he will be

a stone that causes people to stumble

and a rock that makes them fall.

And for the people of Jerusalem he will be

a trap and a snare. (8:13–14)

Human accomplishments, righteousness, works, cultural achievements, and fortifications cannot insure people against God’s dreadful presence (57:11–13a; cf. 2:9–21). But God does promise to be present with all who seek refuge in him: “But whoever takes refuge in me will inherit the land and possess my holy mountain” (57:13b; cf. 33:16).

On the other hand, the godly are filled with joy at his coming (30:29). They have been purified and sanctified by the presence of the Holy One of Israel. The ungodly ask, “Who of us can dwell with the consuming fire? Who of us can dwell with everlasting burning?” (33:14). But the godly have experienced the great transformation, because they have become citizens of Zion: “The Lord is exalted, for he dwells on high; he will fill Zion with his justice and righteousness” (33:5; see 33:15–16). They confess, “The Lord is our judge, the Lord is our lawgiver, the Lord is our king; it is he who will save us” (33:22). The people of God will be healed and forgiven (33:24).

God’s awesome presence transforms curse into blessing, defeat into victory, and vulnerability into strength, because he is King (33:17, 20–24). He will establish a rule of justice and righteousness (28:17; 32:1–2). In these and many more oracles, Isaiah looks for the presence of the Holy One of Israel among his people (12:6). It will be like but greater than the experience of Israel in the wilderness, because the people will be washed, cleansed, consecrated, and glorified (4:2–6). God will establish his sovereignty over the earth, so as to protect, vindicate, give reasons for celebrations, and he will end all shame and death (25:1–8). Salvation is God’s alone: “In that day they will say, ‘Surely this is our God; we trusted in him, and he saved us. This is the Lord, we trusted in him; let us rejoice and be glad in his salvation’” (25:9). He is the refuge of the afflicted: “The Lord has established Zion, and in her his afflicted people will find refuge” (14:32; cf. 4:6).

Human Justice

God’s expectations for his children remain high (Isa. 33:15), but they cannot live up to them. No human being can live up to God’s standard of justice. His justice is ultimate, whereas every human act of justice is proximate. A redemptive lifestyle reaches out to the needy and oppressed (58:6–12; cf. 56:1). It requires a life of humility and suffering (kenosis), and an absolute fidelity to God may require unjust suffering and the laying down of one’s life for others. It is a life of dependency on divine justice and vindication, while growing in proximate justice that includes sapiential and ecumenic perspectives.15 It is a life of generous and gracious living under constant stress.

Divine justice (salvation) and human proximate justice are corollary but also paradoxical. Isaiah summarizes the paradox: “Maintain justice [מִשְׁפָּט‎] and do what is right [צְדָקָה‎], for my salvation [יְשׁוּעָתִי‎] is close at hand and my righteousness [וְצִדְקָתִי‎]16 will soon be revealed” (56:1; cf. Deut. 30:10–15; Isa. 48:17–20; 58:5–12).17 But how can humans participate in such a way that God accepts proximate justice and rewards them with his salvation?

It is little wonder that God’s people confess their inability to bring about justice and righteousness (59:1–15). They cry out for God’s salvation, but it is far off:

So justice [מִשְׁפָּט‎] is driven back,

and righteousness [וּצְדָקָה‎] stands at a distance;

truth [אֱמֶת‎] has stumbled in the streets,

honesty [וּנְכֹחָה‎] cannot enter.

Truth [הָאֱמֶת‎] is nowhere to be found,

and whoever shuns evil becomes a prey. (59:14–15)

They confess that all their righteous acts amount to nothing in God’s eyes, asking, “How then can we be saved?” while confessing, “All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; we all shrivel up like a leaf, and like the wind our sins sweep us away” (64:5–6). The children of God pray that their Father18 will save them, because evil is everywhere and they are subject to persecution (64:8; cf. 57:1). They wait for him (64:4) but experience his alienation (64:9).

But Yahweh’s justice is beyond human comprehension. The servants of the Lord struggle with God’s sovereignty and freedom, while waiting for his redemption (see esp. 63:7–64:12).19 They confess the guilt of the community,20 wait for the Lord’s salvation, and suffer. Yahweh responds to their confession of sin and frustration. His justice and righteousness are not within human reach,21 because no human being can live up to his ultimate justice or stand his just wrath (57:17; 60:10; 63:3, 6; 64:9; 66:15). He reassures them and stresses that salvation is his alone. He promises to come through for them as the Divine Warrior (59:16–20; 63:1–6) and save his people without any human help. That salvation is wholly from the Lord is the foundation of Isaiah’s vision of Zion, the proclamation of comfort,22 the vision of a new community of God’s servants, and the climactic hope of a new heaven and earth without evildoers (60:1–63:7; 65–66). Isaiah points to the messianic agent to bring in an era of justice and righteousness, of protection and peace, and of ultimate salvation (9:6–7; 11:1–9). He speaks of a servant wounded for our transgressions and bearing our sins (53:5, 10, 12). We have found this salvation in Jesus Christ, the God-man. He is the true image of God who in his humanity was perfected through suffering (Heb. 2:10). There is no other salvation than what is found in the Lord Jesus Christ.

God’s Sovereignty and Freedom in Salvation

God is sovereign and free. His salvation is sovereign. He alone transforms whoring Zion into “the City of Righteousness, the Faithful City” (Isa. 1:26). He washes Zion’s citizens, purifies them, forgives, consecrates, and glorifies them (1:18; 4:2–6; 60). He restores the messianic offspring as a true agent of justice, righteousness, and peace (chaps. 9; 11). He promises that he will be victorious over all enemies and evil (34; 45–48; 63:1–6; 65:25) and will establish Zion as a secure place for his redeemed people (chaps. 60; 65–66; cf. Revelation 21–22). He will rejoice in his people, and they in him (Isa. 65:18). He brings about a new state of shalom, justice, and righteousness. The zeal of the Lord Almighty will monergistically accomplish his sovereign purposes: a world of justice, righteousness, peace, glory, and joy (9:8; 26:11; 37:32; 42:13; 59:17; cf. 63:15). Rightly does Brevard Childs comment, “The description of the eschatological rule is not part of a human social program.”23

His sovereignty in salvation implies his freedom.24 He is free in the manner and timing of the execution of his justice. The God of justice patiently waits (יְחַכֶּה‎)25 to manifest his compassion and grace to his children (30:18; cf. 65:2–3; 2 Pet. 3:9), while committing himself to those children who wait for his vindication. He guarantees his salvation for the sake of his own glory: “In that day the Lord Almighty will be a glorious crown, a beautiful wreath for the remnant of his people. He will be a spirit of justice to the one who sits in judgment, a source of strength to those who turn back the battle at the gate” (Isa. 28:5–6; cf. 58:8; 59:19; 60:1, 2, 13, 19; 66:18). The freedom of God comes to expression in the indeterminacy of “that day.” He knows and cares, but in Jesus’s words, “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority” (Acts 1:7).

God’s children will see the true beauty of their Savior-King: “Your eyes will see the king in his beauty [בְּיָפְיֹו‎]” (Isa. 33:17). The revelation of God’s beauty is for Zion’s sake. It is a place of security and peace (33:18–22) and of healing and forgiveness, because God’s rule is redemptive: “For the Lord is our judge [שֹׁפְטֵנוּ‎], the Lord is our lawgiver [מְחֹקְקֵנוּ‎], the Lord is our king [מַלְכֵּנוּ‎]; it is he who will save us” (33:22).

No human can bring in a world of justice and righteousness, of salvation and victory. Only God can save, as the name Isaiah (“Salvation is of Yahweh [alone]”) suggests. Yahweh is the Divine Warrior who brings an end to oppression and injustice and who brings in “an everlasting salvation” (45:17). Matthew highlights the ministry of Jesus with these words: “He will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). God is incarnate in Jesus Christ. He is the Savior who forgives and brings an everlasting righteousness and justice into his creation (Isa. 51:5–6; cf. Dan. 9:24). He is the hope of humanity and the answer to her injustice.

The Spirit of God

The motif of God’s salvation witnesses to God’s monergistic power and freedom in salvation. The Spirit of God is also engaged in the transformation of the world and of people. He creates a just and caring society (Isa. 32:1–5) and transforms the world into a place of righteousness, peace, justice, glory, and security (32:15–20; cf. 32:1–5).26 The Spirit works in and through his agents: the messianic agent, the servants of the Lord, and his people will all be endowed with and transformed by the Spirit (11:1–2; 42:1; 44:1–5; 59:21; 61:1).

The Spirit of God and the Messianic Agent

The messianic agent will be empowered by the Holy Spirit to bring in a kingdom of wisdom, power, justice, and righteousness, so as to protect the oppressed. The resulting peace is only possible by the presence and endowment of the Spirit of God (Isa. 11:1–2). The messianic agent will successfully deal with injustice in the world. Isaiah focuses hope on a Davidic descendant to bring in a reign of justice and peace (9:7; cf. 16:5). The cryptic mention of the four throne names—“Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (9:6)—and the commentary about it in 11:1–9 suggest a weak pattern-fulfillment in Hezekiah (Isaiah 36–39) and an ultimate realization in Jesus Christ (Matt. 1:21).

The Spirit of God and the Servant(s) of the Lord

Though Isaiah 40–66 makes no overt mention of a Davidic king, the hope of a Davidic agent lingers in the background. Isaiah also depicts the servants of the Lord as agents who serve the Lord as his appointed leaders of and witnesses to the nations (55:3–5). The Spirit of the Lord is on the servants of the Lord (42:1; 44:2–5; 48:16b; 59:21; 61:1; cf. 11:1–2). They have a prophetic-priestly-royal mission as they proclaim and teach the good news of the kingdom of compassionate justice (41:1, 4; 49:2–9). They model humility, righteousness, justice, and faithfulness (42:2–4; cf. 11:1–5). They reach out to Israel and the nations (42:6–7; 49:6–9).

The model servant has been discipled by the Lord: “The Sovereign Lord has given me a well-instructed tongue [לְשֹׁון לִמּוּדִים‎], to know the word that sustains the weary. He wakens me morning by morning, wakens my ear to listen like one being instructed [לִשְׁמֹעַ כַּלִּמּוּדִים‎]” (50:4; see 50:5–9). He suffers at the hand of unjust people and is an instrument of divine redemption (50:6–9; 52:13–53:12). The effect of his ministry is the transformation of Zion into a just community without any oppressors (54:11–17). The transformation also includes a multiplication of faithful servants, all of whom are instructed by the Lord: “All your children will be taught by the Lord [לִמּוּדֵי יְהוָה‎], and great will be their peace” (54:13; cf. 54:17; 59:21).

The Spirit of God and Proclamation

The Spirit of God attends the proclamation of the “good news.” God saves, and humans participate by proclaiming and living the good news. The good news is beautiful news when it is God centered, empowered by the Spirit, redemptive in the broadest sense of the word, and transformative. This proclamation of comfort27 envisions change at many levels so that people’s experience of human dignity is raised to a wholly new level.28 Theirs is a future with the Lord.
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