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Paul’s Letter to the Romans is a treasure trove, a richly pastoral and theological letter that 

has fueled the fires of Christian thought for millennia. Among many of the doctrines espoused 

within Paul’s grand exposition and defence of the gospel is justification, expounded in an effort 

to bring about the obedience of faith among the Romans (1:5). For 500 years, a key tenant of the 

Reformed understanding of justification has been Christs’ imputed righteousness, yet as of late 

this doctrine has come under serious attack. N.T. Wright, along with dismissing the doctrine as 

confused nonsense,
1
 attacks the 1

st
 century foundation for imputed righteousness.

2
 The purpose 

of this paper is, first, to show some of the contextual reasons for seeing imputed righteousness in 

Romans and, second, to look at Genesis 15:6 as an Old Testament proof text for God’s 

righteousness given to those who believe. To do this, let us first look at the covenantal and 

redemptive historical nature of Romans and then turn to the contextual evidence for imputation 

in the argument of Romans. We will conclude with a look at the Old Testament foundation for 

imputation.  

 

Covenant Fulfillment in the Letter to the Romans 

It is fitting to start our investigation with the salutation of Romans. As with all of Paul’s 

letters, the epistolary salutation opening Romans goes beyond merely a greeting: it is itself 

packed with theology and introduces much of what he will touch upon throughout the letter. In 

his greeting, we see Paul introduce the concept of covenant fulfillment that is woven through the 

rest of the letter.  

                                                 
1
 Wright, Justification, 90–92; Wright, Pauline Perspectives: Essays on Paul, 1978-2013, 432; Wright, 

What Saint Paul Really Said, 97–98. 
2
 Wright, “Romans,” 425. 



That Paul is a covenant theologian has received more attention as of late through the 

work of N.T. Wright, but Wright’s emphasis has been more on Paul as a 1
st
 century Jew than on 

his continuity with the inherent story line of the Canonical Scriptures.
3
 This narrative—the story 

unpacked across the canonical and covenantal structure of Scripture—invoked from the start of 

the letter, illumines much of what is to follow.
4
 This story line begins, of course, in Genesis. All 

of Scripture unpacks the anticipation found in the first three chapters of Genesis for restoration 

from the fall. When offered life or death, Adam and Eve chose rebellion. In doing so, they 

introduced death instead of eternal life to be lived in covenant relation with God, which was to 

be the enjoyment of creation as His representatives and children. They were exiled from the 

garden and cut off from Him, yet hope is introduced in the narrative with the promise of an 

offspring who will crush the head of the serpent (Gen. 3:14, cf. Rom. 16:20).  

                                                 
3
 All of Wrights works deal with this to some extent: New Testament and the People of God places Paul 

within the world of 1
st
 century Judaism (for covenant, 260-262), Climax of the Covenant focuses on the covenant 

fulfillment in the NT. He is especially ardent in defending the covenantal nature of righteousness language. The 

focus on the narrative structure of covenant is found more within Reformed circles—such as Goldsworthy and 

Gentry—, with whom Wright has a lot of affinity—coming from an Anglican background. This distinction roughly 

accords with the two senses of “salvation history” described by Yarbrough. Wright, The New Testament and the 

People of God; N.T. Wright, “Translating Δικαιοσύνη: A Response,” Expository times 125, no. 10 (July 1, 2014): 

487–490; N.T. Wright, “Paul and the Patriarch: The Role of Abraham in Romans 4,” Journal for the study of the 

New Testament 35, no. 3 (March 1, 2013): 207–241; Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum, Kingdom Through 

Covenant: A Biblical-Theological Understanding of the Covenants (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway, 2012); Graeme 

Goldsworthy, According to Plan:The Unfolding of God in the Bible (Leicester, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 1991); 

Robert W. Yarbrough, “Paul and Salvation History,” in Justification and Variegated Nomism: Volume 2 - the 

Paradoxes of Paul, ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 

Baker Academic, 2004). 
4
 “canonical and covenantal” indicates that the story line of Scripture is not independent of its canonical 

structure and the covenantal framework through which the story of creation-fall-redemption-consummation unfolds. 

The Masoretic order of the Old Testament is to be preferred here, not only for the fact that it is explicitly mentioned 

in Scripture (Luke 24:14), but also the internal structural clues found within Scripture (2 Chron.-Matt., Prov.-Ruth, 

the Twelve) and the various pieces of historical evidence. Gentry & Wellum rightly emphasizes in interpretation 

what they call “covenantal epochs” (Old covenant or New Covenant) over, though not in exclusion from, direct 

literary context (such as the link between Proverbs and Ruth). David G. Dunbar, “The Biblical Canon,” in 

Hermeneutics, Authority, and Canon, ed. D. A. Carson and John D. Woodbridge (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Academie 

Books, 1986); Paul R. House, Old Testament Theology (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 55; Gentry 

and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 95 n.30, 135–138; Russell Fuller, “The Form and Formation of the Book 

of the Twelve: The Evidence from the Judean Desert,” in Forming Prophetic Literature: Essays on Isaiah and the 

Twelve in Honor of John D.W. Watts, ed. James W. Watts and Paul R. House, Journal for the Study of the Old 

Testament Supplement 235 (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 86–101.  



These themes of land (garden-promised land-new creation), offspring (offspring-great 

nation-David-Jesus), covenant (Adamic-Noachian-Abrahamic-Israeli-Davidic-Eternal), and sin 

are played out throughout the rest of the Bible. The whole of Genesis—referenced throughout 

Romans (Rom. 4, 5:12-21, 8:18-25, 16:20)—anticipates God’s answer to this problem. With 

each child born, there is an anticipation of the coming offspring; as humanity grows, the identity 

of the coming offspring is narrowed—Seth, Noah, Shem, Abraham—and then widened to a 

nation that will bring blessing to all the rest (Gen. 12:2-3). Yet all with whom God has a 

covenant fail their obligations. Adam eats of the fruit;
5
 Noah gets drunk (9:21-28), and his family 

receives the same indictment as those before the flood (8:21); Abraham fails immediately his 

mission to be a blessing (12:17). So a tension builds throughout the story of Scripture: who will 

fulfill the covenant obligations God has imposed upon all humanity, who will crush the serpent 

and bring life, and how can God take upon Himself the punishment for His people’s covenant 

failure—as is implied by Gen. 15 (cf. Jer 34:18-19)?
6
 This tension is at its highest with the close 

of the Old Testament, as the people of God are still in exile (cf. 2 Chron. 36:23 in the Hebrew 

canon).  

With all this assumed, the New Testament introduces Jesus as the one will return the 

people from exile, through a new exodus, and fulfill all of God’s promises (2 Cor. 1:20). In the 

first few verses of Romans, Paul introduces these themes by describing his Gospel as what God 

has promised in Scripture fulfilled through his Son (1:1-3). Particularly, it is fulfilled through 

Jesus as the descendant of David and so the Christ, the Messiah (v. 1, 3).
7
 This is bookended 

with the fulfillment of Gen. 3:14 by the Church in Christ promised in Rom. 16:20. Paul’s use of 

                                                 
5
 There is much debate over a covenant with Adam. Cf. Hosea 6:7, Jer. 33:19-26, and Gentry and Wellum, 

Kingdom Through Covenant, 177–221. 
6
 Ibid., 247–258. 

7
 Cf. N.T. Wright, “Romans,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, ed. Robert W Wall and J. Paul Sampley, vol. 

X (Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon Press, 2002), 415. 



Gen. 15:6 as a proof text for justification fits into this covenantal story that Paul invokes. 

Turning now to the imputation, we will look at three areas of the letter that suggest the doctrine 

of imputed righteousness. 

Imputed Righteousness in Romans 

God’s Righteousness as Imputed Righteousness in 1:16-17 

Our first evidence for imputation in Romans is the words of v. 16 and γαρ (gar, for) in 

v.17; together, they demand that the nature of God’s salvific power be explained as imputed 

righteousness. In v. 16 we read that God’s power for the salvation of all peoples is the Gospel; 

we are then left with the question: how is the Gospel God’s power? Γαρ signals that an answer 

will follow, it begins an explanation of v. 16. We would not then expect v. 17 to be merely a 

declaration that God has acted, or that God is faithful, but also the means by which His righteous 

action saves. In light of the rest of Romans, we see that the gospel is God’s power for salvation 

because it reveals what is available through faith: in the gospel, a person finds revealed God’s 

righteousness made available entirely by faith so that the one who believes may have life. If “the 

righteousness of God” in v. 17 means merely God’s righteous character, how it is God’s power 

for salvation is implicit if not obscure. If it refers merely to God’s action, we don’t actually have 

an explanation: we are told that God has acted but not how that action saves us. But if it refers to 

all three, the Gospel is then God’s power for salvation because in it we find revealed the true 

nature of God manifested in His saving action on the cross, making available for us His 

righteousness whereby we might have life.  

The wording demands us to see in “the righteousness of God” not just God’s character 

and His salvific act, but also the provision of righteousness as the means by which He saves. So 



the Gospel testifies to the provision God has made for our salvation and shows us how to receive 

that salvation; it is the sine qua non of salvation (Rom. 10:14-17)—showing for what we must 

believe along with in whom we must believe.  

 

Imputation in Romans 1:18-3:20  

The following section of the letter also supports this conclusion. Once we are told what 

that the righteousness of God is manifested from faith to faith for life, we are then given a further 

explanation in 1:18-3:20. Paul connects this section to what proceeds with γαρ (for); this section 

explains why the salvation found in the Gospel is necessary. Paul in these verses lays bare the 

dire state of the human race. Both Jews and Gentiles have fallen short of the glory of God and 

have shown themselves completely unable to attain to the righteous standard set by God: they 

will all face final judgment and be found wanting (2:12-16).
8
  

As seen throughout Romans and the NT, God’s saving action—salvation—is not just 

saving from judgment, but the positive gifting of a new creation free from the effects of the fall 

(e.g. Romans 8:18-30).
9
 There is a problem though: every covenant in the Old Testament leaves 

the reader with a tension. God guarantees that His promises will be fulfilled, yet He requires His 

people to fulfill the condition of faithfulness to receive His promises. Therefore, Paul’s 

exposition of the dire state of humanity can only be good news if somehow the demands of the 

covenant have been completely fulfilled on the behalf of those in the covenant. V. 17 has said 

that God’s salvation is completely by faith, so in this verse we find that the righteousness of God 

must include the meeting of the covenant demands attained by faith. Believers cannot be the ones 

                                                 
8
 This section is then an exposition of the depravity of man and their need for God’s intervention. In 

support of this, especially in light of the story of Scripture, see ch. 1 of  J. Alexander Rutherford, Prevenient Grace: 

An Investigation into Arminianism (Vancouver, BC: Teleiotēti, 2016). 
9
 See my larger paper on the meaning of δικαιοσυνη θεου in Romans 1:17, available at academia.edu.  

https://www.academia.edu/25064546/%CE%94%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B1%CE%B9%CE%BF%CF%83%CF%85%CE%BD%CE%B7_%CE%B8%CE%B5%CE%BF%CF%85_a_Consideration_of_the_Meaning_of_the_Righteousness_of_God_in_Romans_1_17


meeting His demands because the following verses make explicit that none meet the standard 

God has set forth. If righteousness for human beings is our meeting of the demands set forth for 

us in relationship with God—the covenant obligations are the standard by which we are 

measured—, then somehow this righteousness must be attained for us apart from our own 

action—for we cannot meet these demands.  

 

Imputation in the Argument of Romans 3:21-4:25 

This brings us to our last evidence for imputation in Romans, the argument from 3:21 to 

4:25. These verses presuppose, as does the rest of the book of Romans, that the human side of 

the covenant has been fulfilled, for believers are said to receive the promises made to Abraham 

by faith. Though God does promise that He will do these things for Abraham, great tension is 

created when God seems to require Abraham’s obedience to receive the promises (Gen. 17:1-14, 

18:19, 26:1-5). Obedience is surely required for Israel to obtain the promises (E.g., 6, 15:25-26, 

19:5-6, 23:23-33, Lev. 26, Deut. 3:26, 4:1-14, 25-26, 29-31, 40, 5:23-33, 8:19-20). What then 

has changed to take us from the great pessimism of 1:18-3:20 to the great optimism found 

throughout the rest of Romans?  

 

We read in 3:21-22 that God has made manifest “the righteousness of God through faith 

in Jesus Christ for all who believe.” In v. 23 this is linked to 1:18-3:20 by stating that this 

universal application (for all who believe) is based on a universal need. God righteousness is 

manifest through faith because all have a need, for all sin. To be right in the final judgment and 

to receive God’s promises, all humanity needs the forgiveness of sins and the fulfillment of the 

covenant obligations—obligations that are only stricter under the new covenant (e.g. Matt 5-7). 



So we read that by grace, those who believe are justified as a gift (v. 24). In ch. 5 we are told that 

Christ died for the ungodly (v. 6, cf. 4:5) so that those who believe may receive the free gift of 

righteousness and so receive eternal life—the reception of God’s covenant promises which 

require obedience (5:16-21).
10

 Jumping back to ch. 4, this is what we see Paul arguing.  

What is it that we may say that Abraham has found (i.e., attained, v. 1)?
11

 Though 

Abraham failed his covenant obligations from the beginning (Gen. 12:10-20), He found a 

righteousness from God. God declared him righteous and so promised him the rewards of perfect 

covenant obedience—the promise of land and offspring in relationship with God. So God has all 

along had a plan to fulfill the covenant on behalf of his people (cf. Gen. 15:7-21), Abraham 

discovered this through faith and now the gentiles have been included. We see the fulfillment of 

God’s plan in that Jesus fulfilled the covenant obligations as the new and final Adam. Through 

his resurrection, He was declared righteous and so vindicated. Therefore, He is the only perfect 

substitutionary sacrifice and covenant keeper, whose faithfulness results in a declaration of 

righteousness then received by those who are in Him.
12

 

 

                                                 
10

 Cf. the discussion of the free gift in Rutherford, Prevenient Grace, 82–88. 
11

 Contra Wright, though his translation of this verse may have some merit, and if adopted, would only 

slightly change the emphasis found in the above reading. Contextually though, this author prefers to read ευρισκω as 

gained or attained—maybe with connotations of discovery—, a meaning elsewhere attested (e.g. Matt 10:39, Heb. 

12:17[?]). Wright, “Paul and the Patriarch: The Role of Abraham in Romans 4,” esp. 225. Johannes P. Louw and 

Eugene Albert Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on Semantic Domains, electronic ed. of 

the 2nd edition. (New York, N.Y.: United Bible Societies, 1996), sec. 13.17; Henry George Liddell et al., A Greek-

English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 729; Frederick W. Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 412. 
12

 Cf. the emphasis throughout Scripture on being in Christ for the receiving of the inheritance and adoption 

(e.g. Eph. 1). Piper has a helpful discussion on imputation in Romans 4, Beale on the necessity and implications of 

Christ’s resurrection for our justification—cf. Wright. John Piper, Counted Righteous in Christ: Should We Abandon 

the Imputation of Christ’s Righteousness? (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway Books, 2002), 57–60; G. K. Beale, “The Role of 

the Resurrection in the Already-and-Not-Yet Phases of Justification,” in For the Fame of God’s Name: Essays in 

Honor of John Piper, ed. Sam Storms and Justin Taylor (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 2010); N.T. Wright, Paul and the 

Faithfulness of God, vol. II, Christian Origins and the Question of God 4 (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress Press, 

2013), 943. 



Therefore, there is a strong warrant for finding the doctrine of imputation in Romans. 

But, as noted above, Wright has argued that imputation is foreign to the worldview of 1
st
 century 

Jews and so could not be taught by Paul. It is to the Old Testament foundation for imputation, 

and so the answer to Wright’s objection, that we must now turn.  

 

 Genesis 15:6 as an Old Testament Root for the Doctrine of Imputation 

Our answer to Wright’s objection has already been foreshadowed by our previous 

discussions. It may be very true that Paul’s understanding has no ground in 1
st 

century Judaism, 

but that does not mean that he could not have taught it. To argue this way would be to make the 

fallacious leap from the truth that in some way Paul was a 1
st
 century Jew to the supposition that 

Paul was merely a 1
st
 century Jew, that is, that all his thought categories must be explained by 

this background. Paul was in some ways a 1
st
 century Jew, but he was also a student of the Bible 

and a Christian. If Paul’s Jewish background fails to yield an adequate precursor to his 

understanding of imputation, we can still look at the Old Testament as his source or the teachings 

of Jesus or the Spirit—that is, allow that God could have revealed something not yet seen.  

Fortunately, we have already begun to see that there is a strong OT precedence for 

imputation. As noted above, God promises frequently that He will end sin (Gen. 3:15), that He 

will restore relationship with Him in a new land (Gen. 12:1-9, 17:8), but He expects obedience 

from His covenant partners: a great tension arises, how can God maintain a promise that depends 

on the obedience of those who are by nature disobedient? This is where Paul’s favorite Genesis 

quote is central; Abraham’s faith was reckoned as righteousness (Gen. 15:6). In this text, after 

the narrator tells us that Abraham’s belief that God would indeed be faithful to His promises was 

reckoned for righteousness, this vague statement is unpacked. God, in v. 7, reaffirms his promise, 



but Abraham in v. 8 responds with what almost appears to be doubt; “how am I to know that I 

shall possess it?” What happened to his faith; does he now doubt God’s ability to fulfill his 

promise?  

Abraham is not looking for a sign that God can fulfill His promise; he has already 

expressed faith that God can. If we are already told that Abraham is assured of God’s 

faithfulness (v. 6), the only room left for doubt is in Abraham’s ability to uphold his side of the 

bargain. This is exactly what the following verses address. God leads Abraham through the 

covenant making ceremony, one involving a self-maledictory oath (that covenant failure will 

result in the death of the one who fails) (9-11, cf. Jer. 34:18-19), yet when the time comes for 

both covenant makers to walk through and affirm their obligations, it is God alone who walks 

through in a fiery theophany (v. 17). In v. 18 God then affirms that He will indeed give the land 

to Abraham’s offspring. So we see that the answer to Abraham’s question has been given. What 

was it? Because only God walked through the line of severed animals, He is saying that He will 

take upon Himself not only the penalty of His hypothetical covenant failure but also the failure 

of His covenant partner. YHWH is also affirming that all obligations placed on Abraham will 

find their fulfillment by His hand. This leaves another unresolved tension through the OT: how 

can God Himself die for the covenant failure of men?
13

 Both of these commitments then find 

their resolution in Jesus Christ who died for the sins of man and, as the new Adam, did what 

Adam and Abraham could not: He perfectly fulfilled God’s covenant obligations so that all those 

found in Him might receive the fullness of God’s covenant blessing. If this interpretation is 

                                                 
13

 Cf. the discussion in Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 248–258; Stephen G. Dempster, 

Dominion and Dynasty: A Biblical Theology of the Hebrew Bible, New Studies in Biblical Theology 15 (Leicester, 

England: Downers Grove, Ill.: Apollos; InterVarsity Press, 2003), 80. 



accurate, the Old Testament gives a background for the doctrine of Imputation—even though 

Paul’s Jewish background does not.
14

 

 

Excurse: Is Imputation Confused Nonsense? 

What about Wright’s claim that imputation is confused nonsense?
15

 Wright explains the 

Jewish law court as a basic setup featuring a plaintiff, defendant, and judge. Within this law-

court, a righteous status for the plaintiff or defendant is to have the courts rule in their favour, for 

the judge it is judge rightly.
16

 For Wright, it is then a category error for the judge to give his 

righteousness to the plaintiff or defendant: the “righteousness” in each case is a completely 

different thing.
17

 Though there has often been great confusion in the language used to describe 

imputation, not all accounts of imputation fall prey to this criticism.  

For imputation to make sense, both the covenantal and law court imagery of 

righteousness must be kept in view. We saw earlier that humanity needs both the forgiveness of 

sins—law court imagery—and right covenant standing to inherit God’s promises; imputation 

explains the latter (though probably still within the forensic sphere). From 1:18-3:20, we see that 

man is in the dock. Considering the legal need, God as a judge must rightly render the verdict 

against sinful humanity: He would be unrighteous to ignore their sins. So Jesus died for the sins 

of men and women so that He may be just and the justifier of the ungodly (3:25-26).  

                                                 
14

 Though not discussed in this paper, Habakkuk 2:4 presents a vital pathway between Gen. 15:6 and God’s 

provision of righteousness in Romans. 
15

 Wright, Justification, 90–92; Wright, Pauline Perspectives: Essays on Paul, 1978-2013, 432; Wright, 

What Saint Paul Really Said, 97–98. 
16

 Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, 97–98; Tom Wright et al., The Great Acquittal: Justification by 

Fatih and Current Christian Thought, ed. Gavin Reid (London, England: Fount Paperbacks, 1980), 14–15. 
17

 Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, 98; Wright, Justification, 90–92. 



Turning from the law court, in which we no longer have an accuser (8:33-34), the 

covenantal imagery makes sense of imputation. Imputation is not receiving Christ’s 

righteousness in the sense of the right judging character of a just judge. Imputation speaks of 

receiving His righteousness as He who is fully God, able to fulfill God’s commitment in Gen. 15, 

and fully man, able to step in and lead a renewed humanity as the new Adam and covenant head. 

Jesus’ righteousness is then the righteousness of a covenant head, like Abraham and Adam, who 

has perfectly kept His covenant obligations. Christians are those whom He represents in 

covenant relationship and imputation is the reception of the benefits of His covenant faithfulness: 

because He fulfilled the covenant obligations on our behalf, we can receive God’s promise of 

land (New Creation) and, more so, relationship with Him. 

 

From what we have seen, Paul in Romans teaches that God’s salvific act revealed in the 

Gospel involves the provision of righteousness through Christ to those who believe. 

Furthermore, we have seen that this doctrine is not without OT precedence: Genesis 15:6 and the 

tension found throughout the Biblical storyline anticipate this doctrine. Given more space, Paul’s 

quote of Habakkuk 2:4 in 1:17 could be shown to support this. Habakkuk anticipates this when 

he speaks of the righteous one living before God by faith, but only in Christ do we see the 

fullness of how this works. God has not changed and lowered His covenant demands; He has 

become a man to fulfill them. Because this righteousness comes by faith through union with 

Christ, the fullness of the Christian life—salvation and the resultant behaviour—is grounded in 

faith, as Paul argues with Habakkuk 2:4. 
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