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C H A P T E R  1 1

JUSTIFICATION, SALVATION, AND THE WORK 

OF CHRIST IN PAUL’S THOUGHT

Due to the central importance Paul ascribes to Jesus’ death in his epistles and 
the fact that certain interpretations of his thought have become so deeply 
ingrained in New Testament scholarship, in the present chapter we will look 
at certain key aspects of Paul’s understanding of salvation. Following the dis-
tinction commonly made by Pauline scholars, we will begin by examining 
what scholars have labeled Paul’s juristic or forensic thought in order then to 
consider his so-called participatory soteriology. Finally, on the basis of what 
we have seen in Chapters 6-10 of this study, we will take a fresh look at the 
passages in which Paul ascribes the justification and salvation of believers to 
their relationship with Christ and Christ’s death.

All of this will make it clear that for Paul Jesus’ death does not constitute 
the basis upon which believers are forgiven, justified, and saved. Nor does Paul 
maintain that the forgiveness, justification, and salvation of believers are the 
result of their participating in Christ or his death. Instead, Paul understands 
Jesus’ death as the means by which God has brought into being a new com-
munity composed of both Jews and gentiles who live in faith under Christ as 
their Lord, thereby practicing the justice and righteousness God commands 
out of love for all. It is this commitment to doing God’s will as defined by 
Jesus that constitutes the basis upon which the members of that community 
receive forgiveness and are declared righteous so as to attain the salvation that 
God desires for people everywhere.

JUSTIFICATION AND THE JURISTIC 

INTERPRETATION OF JESUS’ DEATH

Since Reformation times, it has been common to claim that Paul’s doctrine 
of justification is primarily juristic or forensic in nature. According to this 
interpretation of Paul’s thought, by virtue of Christ’s substitutionary death, 
God declares believers righteous in God’s sight, even though in reality they 
are sinful and have no righteousness of their own. While believers come 
to live a sanctified life characterized by good works as a result of their jus-
tification, those works in no way constitute the basis upon which they are 
declared righteous by God. Instead, justification is by grace alone and by 
faith alone.
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A close look at Paul’s epistles reveals that there are only a handful of passages 
that can be cited in support of the claim that Paul taught that justification 
involves a forensic declaration of righteousness made on the basis of Christ’s 
substitutionary death. Chief among these is Romans 3. 'ere Paul claims that 
“all, both Jews and Greeks, are under sin,” and that “there is no one who is 
righteous, not even one” (3:9-10); “all have sinned and fall short of the glory 
of God” (3:23). 'e idea that God’s perfect justice does not allow God to 
simply overlook and forgive sins independently of Christ’s death is suppos-
edly found in 3:25-26. 'ere, after affirming that God put forward his Son 
as an expiation through faith by means of his blood, Paul continues: “He did 
this to show his righteousness, on account of his passing over in his forbear-
ance the sins previously committed; it was to prove at the present time that 
he himself is righteous and that he justifies the one who has faith in Jesus.” 
'ese words of Paul are interpreted in the sense that, by sending his Son to 
the cross to die, God demonstrated to all that he is perfectly righteous and 
holy in that he does not overlook human sin or take it lightly, but requires 
that it be punished.1 In his grace, however, he had his Son die in the place of 
sinful human beings. 'is made it possible for God to declare human beings 
righteous without compromising his justice and holiness.

Romans 3 also serves as the primary basis for claiming that justification is 
by faith, not by works. After insisting that “no human being will be justified 
before [God] by works of the law, since through the law comes knowledge 
of sin,” Paul affirms that “apart from law, the righteousness of God has been 
disclosed, and is attested by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of 
God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe” (3:20-22). According to 
traditional Protestant interpretations of Paul, here and elsewhere the phrase 
“righteousness of God” (dikaiosunē theou) refers to a righteous forensic stand-
ing before God.2 In the following verses, Paul writes that all “are now justified 
by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom 
God put forward as an expiation through faith by means of his blood” (3:24-
25). Often these words of Paul are understood in the sense that those who 
trust in the efficacy of Christ’s atoning, sacrificial death are declared righteous 
by God.

Several verses later, Paul reiterates the idea that believers are justified by 
faith, apart from the works of the law. In Rom. 3:30, he states that “God is 

1. For this view, see, for example, Simon J. Gathercole, “Justified by Faith, Justified by his Blood: 'e 
Evidence of Romans 3:21—4:25,” in Justification and Variegated Nomism, Vol. 2: #e Paradoxes of Paul (ed. D. A. 
Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid; WUNT 2/181; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 180-81. 
Gathercole there speaks of God’s “infallible punishment of sin” and affirms that in the death of Jesus God has 
punished the sins he had previously left unpunished.

2. See, for example, Mark A. Seifrid, Justification by Faith: #e Origin and Development of a Central Pauline 
#eme (NovTSup 68; Leiden: Brill, 1992), 213; Paul Barnett, #e Second Epistle to the Corinthians (NICNT; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 315. Herman N. Ridderbos, for example, attributes to Paul the idea that “in 
the concept ‘righteousness of God’ we have to do with a forensic category....” (Paul: An Outline of His #eology, 
trans. John R. de Witt; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975, 163).
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one; and he will justify the circumcised on the ground of faith and the uncir-
cumcised through that same faith.” 'en, in Romans 4, after citing Gen. 15:6, 
“Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,” Paul 
continues: “Now to one who works, wages are not reckoned as a gift but as 
something due. But to one who without works trusts him who justifies the 
ungodly, such faith is reckoned as righteousness. So also David speaks of the 
blessedness of those to whom God reckons righteousness apart from works: 
‘Blessed are those whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are cov-
ered; blessed is the one against whom the Lord will not reckon sin’” (4:3-8). 
'roughout the rest of Romans 4, Paul develops further the notion that, just 
as the faith of Abraham was reckoned to him as righteousness independently 
of any works he had performed in obedience to God, including especially 
circumcision, so also the faith of believers in the God who raised Jesus from 
the dead is reckoned to them as righteousness (4:9-25). Later on in Romans, 
Paul contrasts the “righteousness through faith” that comes from God with 
the righteousness of the law and of works that Israel has mistakenly pursued 
(9:30—10:3).

Paul makes similar affirmations in chapters 2 and 3 of his letter to the 
Galatians. In Gal. 2:16, he states that “a person is justified not by the works 
of the law but through the faith of Jesus Christ; and we have come to believe 
in Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by the faith of Christ and not 
by works of the law, because no one will be justified by the works of the law.” 
A few verses later, Paul adds: “I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justi-
fication comes through the law, then Christ died for nothing” (Gal. 2:21). In 
Galatians 3, Paul cites Gen. 15:6 along with Hab. 2:4, “'e one who is righ-
teous by faith shall live,” in order to argue once more that righteousness does 
not come through the works of the law but only by faith (Gal. 3:6-12, 19-22). 

Two other key passages that are cited in support of the forensic under-
standing of justification and Christ’s work are Phil. 3:9 and 2 Cor. 5:21. In 
the first of these passages, Paul contrasts the righteousness that comes from 
the law with that which “comes through the faith of Christ, the righteousness 
from God based on faith.” In the second, Paul writes: “For our sake [God] 
made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21). According to traditional interpretations 
of this passage, Paul’s affirmation that believers “become the righteousness of 
God” refers to their forensic status of righteousness in the sight of God.

In traditional Protestant thought, 2 Cor. 5:21 also states very clearly the 
idea of penal substitution: Christ “knew no sin” in the sense that he was per-
fectly innocent and righteous and therefore undeserving of death.3 'is quali-
fied him to die in the place of the guilty. God “made him to be sin” when he 

3. For this reading of 2 Cor. 5:21, see, for example, Frank J. Matera, II Corinthians: A Commentary (NTL; 
Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2003), 143-44. 'ere Matera affirms: “By writing that God made the 
sinless Christ ‘sin,’ Paul means that Christ absorbed the punishment for humanity’s sinfulness (though Christ 
remained sinless). 'us Christ became the object of God’s wrath for sin in humanity’s stead.” See also George 
Eldon Ladd, A #eology of the New Testament, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 488.
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supposedly laid upon Christ the sins of humankind and had him endure the 
punishment that those sins deserved. Two other Pauline passages in particular 
are commonly regarded as affirming explicitly the idea of penal substitution: 
Gal. 3:13, where Paul writes, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by 
becoming a curse for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who hangs on a 
tree,’” and Rom. 8:3: “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 to 
deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh.” 'is latter passage is understood 
in the sense that God sent his Son into the world to die so that human sin 
might be justly condemned through his death on the cross.4

Problems with the Traditional Forensic Interpretation of Paul’s 

'is forensic interpretation of Paul’s teaching regarding justification and the 
death of Christ raises numerous problems, many of which we have considered 
in Chapter 1 of this work. 'ere appear to be two different bases for justifica-
tion: the death of Christ and the faith of believers. When it is maintained that 
faith is necessary for justification, then the determining factor is not Christ’s 
death but that faith: ultimately, believers are saved, not because Christ died 
for them—in that case, all people would be saved, since Christ died for the 
sins of all human beings—but because they believe that Christ died for them. 
Faith in the atoning efficacy of Christ’s death becomes the one “work” neces-
sary in order for believers to be justified.

Forensic justification has also been criticized as affirming a “legal fiction.” 
Because the righteousness that believers possess is not based on anything 
they do or any change taking place in them, but only on what Christ has 
done in their stead, they are declared righteous even though in reality they are 
not righteous but sinful. Proponents of this type of understanding of Paul’s 
doctrine of justification often respond to such a criticism by claiming that 
God’s declaration that believers are righteous actually makes them righteous. 
'eir righteousness is therefore not fictitious but real.5 In reality, however, 
this involves claiming that something becomes true merely because God 
declares it to be true. 'ose whom God declares righteous do not automati-
cally begin to lead perfect, holy, and righteous lives on the basis of that decla-
ration. Rather, the fact that their behavior continues to be marked by sin and 

4. Cilliers Breytenbach, for example, writes: “Paul understands the death of Christ as the consequence of 
the judgement by God. He cursed Christ huper hēmōn (Gal. 3:13), he condemned sin in the incarnated Son of 
God (Rom. 8:3). 'e crucifixion should therefore be understood as a prolepsis of the eschatological judgement 
by God. He delivered and condemned Christ, instead of the ungodly, instead of all” (“'e ‘For Us’ Phrases in 
Pauline Soteriology: Considering 'eir Background and Use,” in Salvation in the New Testament: Perspectives 
on Soteriology; ed. Jan G. van der Watt; NovTSup 121; Leiden: Brill, 2005, 180).

5. See, for example, Ladd, #eology, 485-87; N. T. Wright, Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Academic, 2009), 91-92; Richard H. Bell, “Rom. 5.18-19 and Universal 
Salvation,” NTS 48 (2002): 425.
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unrighteousness to a considerable extent means that God declares them to be 
something they are not and never will be in the present world. 

Another problem with interpreting Paul’s language regarding justification 
in an entirely forensic sense is that such an interpretation puts Paul at odds 
with ancient Jewish beliefs. In Jewish thought, one actually had to live righ-
teously in order to be declared righteous. 'e righteous manner of life there-
fore constituted the basis upon which one was justified. For Paul to reject this 
basic tenet of Jewish belief, therefore, is in essence for him to reject Judaism 
and its soteriology. 'e understanding of faith and works commonly attrib-
uted to Paul also seems to be based on a sharp distinction between faith and 
works that is foreign to ancient Jewish thought, where one’s works were seen 
as an expression of one’s faith and trust in God. In addition, the traditional 
Protestant doctrine of justification equates justification with the forgiveness 
of sins. In ancient Judaism, however, when God declared people righteous, 
he did not merely forgive their sins, but recognized that they were living in a 
righteous manner, even though they were not of course entirely without sin.

In recent decades, a number of New Testament scholars have argued that, 
when Paul affirms that no one is justified by works, in reality he is referring 
only to the works prescribed for Israelites or Jews by the Mosaic law.6 In 
Jewish thought, in order to be declared righteous by God, it was necessary to 
observe faithfully the commandments regarding things such as circumcision, 
purity, the Sabbath rest, and the Jewish festivals. According to this interpreta-
tion of Paul’s thought, he was not claiming that one’s works in general were 
irrelevant to one’s justification and salvation. Rather, he was merely affirming 
that one could be declared righteous by God without observing many of the 
commandments prescribed in the Mosaic law, such as those just mentioned.7 
In other words, the works that Paul was rejecting as necessary for justification 
were the works of the Mosaic law that Jewish people alone were commanded 
to follow, not good works in general. Of course, such an interpretation of Paul 
has not been received favorably among those who adhere to the traditional 
Protestant doctrine of justification by faith alone.8

A number of New Testament scholars have also come to question the 
notion that, in Paul’s thought, the basis upon which believers are justified is 
the righteousness of Christ imputed to them.9 While Paul repeatedly affirms 

6. 'roughout the present work, I have intentionally avoided alluding to the “New Perspective on Paul.” 
In general, I find such categorizations unhelpful and often misleading when examining the thought of Pauline 
scholars whose interpretations of Paul’s thought are in many ways quite different from one another.

7. See especially James D. G. Dunn, #e #eology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 354-
66; Dunn, “Yet Once More—‘'e Works of the Law’: A Response,” JSNT 46 (1992): 99-117; Charles Talbert, 
“Paul, Judaism, and the Revisionists,” CBQ 63 (2001): 13-14. 

8. For arguments against Dunn’s interpretation of “works of the law,” see especially Stephen Westerholm, 
Perspectives Old and New on Paul: #e “Lutheran” Paul and His Critics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 255-
58, 313-19, 400; C. E. B. Cranfield, “‘'e Works of the Law’ in the Epistle to the Romans,” JSNT 43 (1991): 
89-101; Peter T. O’Brien, “Was Paul a Covenantal Nomist?,” in Justification, ed. Carson et al., 2:272-83.

9. David E. Aune, for example, affirms that biblical scholars are now recognizing that the idea of an 
imputation of Christ’s righteousness to believers is not found in the New Testament (“Recent Readings of Paul 
Relating to Justification by Faith,” in Rereading Paul Together: Protestant and Catholic Perspectives on Justification; 
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that the faith of believers is reckoned to them as righteousness, he never states 
that Christ’s righteousness is imputed to them as if it were their own. 'e idea 
that Christ’s righteousness must be imputed to believers in order for them 
to be justified also implies that God’s only concern is that human beings be 
able to appear before him clothed in a perfect righteousness. God does not 
care if this righteousness is actually theirs or belongs to someone else, namely, 
Christ. In other words, it does not matter to God who is perfectly righteous, 
but just that someone be so: either believers or their substitute. And as long as 
believers have Christ’s righteousness imputed to them, God does not require 
that they actually become righteous in their way of thinking and living— 
something that is in fact impossible for them to do in this world. According 
to this understanding of justification, the need for the perfect righteousness 
of Christ to be imputed to believers lies in God’s own perfect righteous-
ness and holiness, which prevent God from accepting anyone not fully pure 
and holy into communion with himself. Apparently, however, it is enough 
for impure, unrighteous people to be clothed in Christ’s perfect righteousness, 
even though in reality they remain impure and unrighteous in their thought 
and conduct, in order for God to declare them righteous and receive them 
into communion with his holy being. 'is is what people can accomplish by 
fulfilling the one requirement necessary for justification, namely, faith in the 
atoning efficacy of Christ’s death.

A close look at the Pauline passages on which this forensic understanding 
of justification and Christ’s work is supposedly based reveals that none of them 
actually affirm explicitly the idea of penal substitution or provide any basis for 
the claim that God’s perfect righteousness made it impossible for God to 
forgive human sins without Christ’s death. Paul’s allusion to God’s “passing 
over in his forbearance the sins previously committed” in Rom. 3:25-26 can 
be understood merely in the sense that God freely overlooks the sins human 
beings committed prior to Christ’s coming and death in order to declare now 
through the proclamation of the gospel that all who come to faith in Christ 
so as to be transformed by that faith are now acceptable to him. In this case, 
God’s justice consisted, not of punishing sins as they deserved, but finally 
acting through Christ to enable human beings to live righteously as they live 
out of faith (ek pisteōs) so as to be justified. God graciously overlooks previous 
sins, not by virtue of Christ’s death, but simply because God wants all people 
now to approach him confidently and without fear through Christ in order 
that they may receive as a gift the new life of righteousness that allows them 
to become the people God has always wanted them to be for their own good 
and the good of others.

As we shall see in greater detail in Chapter 12, there are also good rea-
sons to reject the claim that Paul affirms the notion of penal substitution in 

ed. Aune; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006, 231-33). On this point, see also Wright, Justification, 206, 
212-13; Robert H. Gundry, #e Old is Better: New Testament Essays in Support of Traditional Interpretations 
(WUNT 178; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 225-51.
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passages such as Rom. 3:25, 8:3-4, 2 Cor. 5:21, and Gal. 3:13. None of those 
passages explicitly speak of Christ bearing God’s wrath, divine punishment, 
or the curse of the law in the place of the guilty. While such ideas can be 
read back into these passages, in reality all of these passages should be under-
stood in the sense that, as a result of Christ’s faithfulness unto death to his 
God-given task of establishing a people committed to living in conformity 
with God’s will, he has now accomplished that task and thereby has attained 
justification, salvation, and redemption for all who live as members of that 
people through faith in him. 'is is how 2 Cor. 5:21 can and should be read: 
Paul’s affirmation that “for our sake God made him to be sin who knew no sin, 
so that we might become the righteousness of God in him” simply conveys 
the idea that, by sending his Son into the world to bring about in others the 
righteous way of life he desired and subsequently giving him up to death, God 
has now accomplished that objective: all who live “in Christ” now become the 
righteousness of God in the sense that they practice God’s righteousness and 
on that basis are declared righteous by God. 

Similarly, Gal. 3:13 merely affirms that, by allowing his Son to be hung 
upon a tree, thereby enduring a type of death over which the law had pro-
nounced a curse, God has made believers his own and redeemed them from 
the curse that the law pronounced on all who did not obey it. 'is is not 
because Christ endured sin’s curse in their stead, however, but because Christ’s 
faithfulness unto death to the task of establishing a people who would live as 
God’s own has made it possible for them now to be redeemed and justified as 
they “receive the promise of the Spirit through faith” (Gal. 3:14). 'ey are no 
longer under the law’s curse because, as they live under Christ in faith, they 
become obedient to God’s will and are freed from their sinful ways in the way 
God desires.

A close look at Rom. 8:3-4 also reveals that it provides no basis for the 
claim that Paul understood Christ’s death in terms of penal substitution. 'e 
fact that the Greek phrase peri hamartias used in v. 3 is commonly used to 
refer to a sin-offering in the Septuagint has led many interpreters to read 
Paul’s affirmation that God sent his Son “in the likeness of sinful flesh and 
for sin” in the sense that the purpose for which God sent Christ was that he 
offer up a sacrifice for sin.10 'is presupposes that, in Paul’s thought, it was 
not possible for God to forgive sins without the sacrificial death of his Son, 
and therefore that the purpose for which God sent his Son was that he die 
on the cross for the sins of others. As we have seen previously, the idea that 
God could not forgive sins without the death of a sacrificial victim is foreign 
to ancient Jewish thought and thus that of the New Testament as well. In the 
thought of Paul and the New Testament in general, Christ’s death was not 

10. On this idea, see Robert J. Daly, #e Origins of the Christian Doctrine of Sacrifice (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1978), 60; N. T. Wright, #e Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline #eology (Edinburgh: T & T 
Clark, 1991), 220-25. Dunn also argues in favor of understanding peri hamartias as a sacrifice for sin (Romans 
1-8; WBC 38A; Dallas, TX: Word, 1988, 422).



672 JUSTIFICATION AND THE WORK OF CHRIST IN PAUL’S THOUGHT

the goal or purpose of his coming, but the result of his dedication to the task of 
establishing a new people who would live righteously as God desired. 

It must also be noted that, when Paul affirms that God “condemned sin 
in the flesh” in Rom. 8:3, the context makes it clear that he is referring to the 
condemnation of sin as a power that resides in human flesh rather than to 
human guilt per se (Rom. 7:5—8:14).11 For Paul, the flesh in which the power 
of sin has been condemned is that of believers rather than the flesh of Christ 
himself. 'e result of this condemnation of sin in the flesh is that believers 
are able to fulfill the just requirement of the law as they walk according to 
the Spirit rather than according to the flesh (8:4). Paul therefore makes no 
allusion in 8:3 to any type of condemnation of Christ, human beings, or even 
their flesh. He merely states that, by sending his Son into human flesh, God 
has now made it possible for believers to live in the way God desires under 
Christ and the Spirit, who empower believers to cease to be slaves of sin and 
instead become slaves of righteousness (6:13-23). It is in this sense that sin is 
condemned.

Paul’s affirmation that God put Christ forward as an expiation or propi-
tiation (hilastērion) through faith by means of his blood in Rom. 3:25 should 
be seen as referring to Christ’s role as mediator. By means of his faithfulness 
unto death to the task given him of constituting a people who would practice 
the righteousness of God, Christ has cleansed those who belong to that peo-
ple from their sinful ways and has thus put away God’s wrath at their sins. As 
we shall see in Chapter 12, Paul’s thought here may be either that Christ went 
to his death seeking divine forgiveness on behalf of those who would live as 
members of God’s people under him or that he intercedes for them in his 
present risen condition. In either case, through Christ and his death, God has 
now provided a means by which both Jews and gentiles may approach him on 
the same basis, that is, faith, fully confident that he will receive them favorably 
in spite of their sins. 'ere is therefore no reason to claim that in Rom. 3:25 
Paul is affirming that believers are saved from God’s wrath and condemnation 
because Christ endured that wrath and condemnation in their stead.

A number of other Pauline passages have also commonly been seen as 
providing support for the idea that believers are declared righteous on the 
basis of Christ’s atoning, substitutionary death. In Rom. 5:6-10, Paul affirms 
that, while they were still sinners, Christ died for believers, who are justified 
by means of his blood and reconciled to God through his death. 'e passages 
from Paul’s epistles that speak of Christ dying for others and for their sins 
are interpreted on the basis of the same ideas: Christ died so that it might be 
possible for God to forgive human sins and declare human beings righteous 
without compromising his own righteousness (Rom. 4:25; 5:11-21; 1 Cor. 

11. Robert Jewett notes that, in continuity with the argument of Romans 7, Rom. 8:3 does not speak of 
Christ atoning for sins by his death, but rather affirms that “Christ’s death brings to an end the ‘whole epoch’ 
of sin’s domination, offering a new possibility of living according to the Spirit rather than the flesh” (Romans: 
A Commentary; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007, 483-84).
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15:3; 2 Cor. 5:14-15; Gal. 1:4; 2:20-21; 1 'ess. 5:9-10; cf. Col. 1:19-23; 2:13-
14; Eph. 1:7). Like Rom. 3:25, 8:3, Gal. 3:13, and 2 Cor. 5:21, however, these 
passages consist of brief, formulaic assertions that are sufficiently vague so as 
to allow for the ideas associated with the traditional juristic interpretations 
of Christ’s death to be read back into them. As we shall see in greater detail 
further on, there is no good reason to read these passages in that way.

In reality, nothing in Paul’s letters provides any basis for the claim that 
it was impossible for God to forgive human sins without Christ’s death. 
Paul never affirms that God’s justice demanded that sin be punished, that 
Christ’s death appeased God’s wrath, or that Christ endured the judgment 
and condemnation that sinful human beings deserved. While undoubtedly 
believers are called to believe that Christ died and rose, nowhere does Paul 
call on others to believe in the saving efficacy of Christ’s death. In fact, 
what we instead find in Paul’s letters and elsewhere in the New Testament 
is a series of affirmations that run contrary to the claims associated with 
this juristic interpretation of Paul’s doctrine of justification. Rather than 
claiming that God has already judged human beings, what Paul and oth-
ers consistently affirm is that God will judge human beings in the future. 
For Paul, while believers are no longer under God’s wrath, God’s wrath at 
human sin in general was not put away when Christ died. On the contrary, 
Paul affirms that God’s wrath at human sin is still fully in place and will 
be revealed at the end, when Christ comes again (1 'ess. 1:10). 'is is 
true even in Rom. 5:6-10, where Paul affirms, not that Christ has delivered 
believers from God’s wrath, but that believers “will be saved through him 
from the wrath of God.”

As we saw in Chapter 7 of this study and will see in greater detail below, 
the fact that Paul and the authors of the other New Testament writings 
repeatedly maintain that all human beings will be judged on account of their 
works must not be seen as being in tension with Paul’s doctrine of justifica-
tion by faith. For Paul, the basis upon which all will be judged is the way they 
lived their life, that is, the works they have done or failed to do (Rom. 2:5-16; 
3:20; Gal. 2:16; 2 Cor. 5:10). At the same time, however, the new life that is 
in accordance with God’s will is entirely a gift of God, brought about by faith 
in Christ and the God he proclaimed. Even that faith is a gift of God. For this 
reason, everything that believers have is not of themselves but from God. 
'is is reflected in the questions Paul directs to the Corinthians: “What do 
you have that you did not receive? And if you received it, why do you boast 
as if it were not a gift?” (1 Cor. 4:7; cf. Eph. 2:8-9). For Paul, justification is 
by faith because, by definition, true faith and trust in God involve seeking to 
live as God desires and commands and depending entirely on God for the 
power, wisdom, and ability to live such a life. When Paul denies that believers 
are justified by works of the law or even good works in general, he is merely 
stressing the point that one becomes righteous before God, not by submitting 
to the Mosaic commandments or by performing other actions prescribed by 
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God, but by looking to God in faith in order to receive through Christ and 
the Spirit the new life of righteousness as a gift.

In short, while we must certainly affirm that the understanding of salva-
tion running throughout Paul’s letters and the rest of the New Testament 
involves juristic or forensic categories, it is necessary to insist that these have 
been seriously misrepresented and misunderstood in mainstream New Testament 
scholarship. Above all, it must be stressed that, according to Paul, Christ’s suf-
ferings and death do not atone for sins, put away God’s wrath, or consti-
tute the basis upon which believers are forgiven or justified. Rather, in Paul’s 
thought, believers are delivered from God’s wrath, forgiven, and declared 
righteous on account of the new life that God graciously brings about in them 
through their faith and trust in him and his Son. What makes that new life 
possible, however, is the fact that Christ was willing to give up his life in order 
to accomplish the task given him by God, namely, that of forming around 
himself a new, righteous people who would share the same commitment to 
doing God’s will that Christ manifested in life and especially in death.

PAUL AND PARTICIPATION IN CHRIST

In Chapter 1 of this work, we considered the history of the interpretation of 
what has come to be known as Paul’s “participatory” language. 'ere we noted 
that the idea of participation can be understood in a forensic, ontological, or 
ethical sense. Of these three readings of Paul, the ontological has been the most 
common among Pauline scholars: it is claimed that Paul taught that believers 
or human beings in general share or participate in Christ and his death in a 
real, literal, or mystical sense that goes beyond merely being regarded by God 
as if they had died with Christ, as a forensic interpretation affirms. While 
scholars who ascribe a participatory soteriology to Paul acknowledge that in 
Paul’s thought an ethical transformation is also involved, this is generally seen 
as the consequence of participation in Christ and his death. For most of these 
scholars, participation must not be reduced to a mere imitatio Christi or a 
conscious and deliberate identification with Christ and his death.12

As we observed in Chapter 1, the idea of participation in Christ and his 
death raises numerous conceptual and theological difficulties that seem to 
have no satisfactory solution. Here, however, I wish to focus on the historical 
question of whether a literal, ontological, or mystical interpretation of Paul’s 
so-called participatory language represents his thought faithfully.

The Language of Participation
In considering Paul’s so-called participatory soteriology, the first point to note 
is that never in his epistles does Paul use any Greek equivalent of the English 

12. See Richard B. Hays, #e Faith of Jesus Christ: #e Narrative Substructure of Galatians 3:11—4:11, 2nd 
ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 223, 225; Morna D. Hooker, “ ,” NTS 35 (1989): 323, 
339.
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terms participate or participation to refer to the relationship between believers 
and Christ or his sufferings and death. 'e closest he comes to such language 
is in 1 Cor. 10:16-18, where we find several rhetorical questions addressed to 
the Corinthians regarding the Lord’s Supper: “'e cup of blessing that we 
bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ? 'e bread that we break, is it 
not a sharing in the body of Christ? Because there is one bread, we who are 
many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread. Consider the people 
of Israel; are not those who eat the sacrifices partners in the altar?” 'e Greek 
term used to convey the idea of sharing in the blood and body of Christ is 
koinōnia, which is most commonly translated as communion, sharing, or fel-
lowship. Paul also speaks here of the people of Israel who eat of the meat 
of sacrificial animals offered to God as being partners, sharers, or partakers 
(koinōnoi) of the altar. In Chapter 3 of this study, we observed that there is 
no evidence that, in ancient Jewish thought, those presenting sacrifices were 
thought to participate mystically or mysteriously in the death of the sacrificial 
victims. 'e same must be said of the meat from the sacrificial victims that 
they ate or the sacrificial blood that was offered or returned to God. 'ere 
is nothing in the ancient Jewish literature to support the claim that Jews in 
antiquity believed that such practices united them mystically or mysteriously 
either to the sacrificial victim or to God.

For this reason, there is no reason to believe that in 1 Cor. 10:16-18 Paul 
had in mind some type of ontological or mystical union with the body and 
blood of Christ in the Lord’s Supper.13 Nor is Paul claiming that partaking in 
the Lord’s Supper involves participation “in that individual and in the fatal 
experience that [Christ] underwent,” as if some type of mysterious participa-
tion in a past event or in Christ’s own personal experiences were involved.14 
'e context makes it clear that he is referring to a conscious, intentional iden-
tification with Christ and the love that he manifested in his death, which 
believers remember each time they celebrate the Supper (cf. 1 Cor. 11:26). 
Having fellowship with Christ’s body and blood is contrasted with worship-
ing idols. When Paul tells the Corinthians that they “cannot drink the cup of 
the Lord and the cup of demons” or “partake of the table of the Lord and the 
table of demons” (10:21), he is not affirming that it is by definition impossible 

13. Contrary to Sanders, for example, there is nothing in 1 Cor. 10:16-17 that provides any clear evidence 
that “Paul was developing an appreciation for the power of the argument that Christians are one person with 
Christ and participate in him through baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 'ese two Christian rites were taking on 
a ‘mystical’ or ‘sacramental’ meaning” (Paul: #e Apostle’s Life, Letters, and #ought; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015, 
329). Curiously, Sanders writes elsewhere that the term participation “has the advantage of being a Pauline 
word (koinōnia/koinōnos), as in 1 Cor. 10:16, 18, 20; 2 Cor. 1:7, where it is used in the sense of ‘belonging 
together’ or ‘sharing’” (Comparing Judaism and Christianity: Common Judaism, Paul, and the Inner and Outer in 
the Study of Religion; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016, 263, n37). If in these Pauline passages, however, the idea 
is merely that of “belonging together” or “sharing,” it would be preferable to use one of these translations 
rather than “participation,” which can imply something more than simply sharing, partaking, being partners, 
or having fellowship or communion.

14. So Grant Macaskill, “Incarnational Ontology and the 'eology of Participation in Paul,” in “In Christ” 
in Paul: Explorations in Paul’s #eology of Union and Participation (ed. Michael J. 'ate, Kevin J. Vanhoozer, and 
Constantine R. Campbell; WUNT 2/384; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 94.
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to do both of these things. 'ere is nothing in the passage that would indicate 
that Paul believed that merely eating food sacrificed to idols constituted idol 
worship or established some mystical union with demons. On the contrary, 
Paul clearly questions such an idea, arguing that an idol is nothing (1 Cor. 
10:19) and that one is free to eat of food that may have been sacrificed to idols 
if it does not offend the conscience of others or give the impression that one is 
participating in idol worship (10:25-33). Paul’s point in 1 Cor. 10:16-18, then, 
is that the Corinthians must not participate in practices that involve ascribing 
sovereignty to demons and having partnership with them as their servants, 
devotees, or worshipers. To share in the body and blood of Christ is to identify 
with the crucified and risen Christ as Lord and with the community of those 
on whose behalf he gave up his life.

In this same passage, Paul uses the verb metechein twice to speak of believ-
ers partaking of the bread of the Lord’s Supper and of those who partake 
of the “table of demons” (1 Cor. 10:17, 21). Here the allusion is simply to 
the eating of food rather than any type of “participation” in that food, as the 
parallel between drinking of the cup of demons and partaking of the table of 
demons makes clear. While in other contexts metechein can be translated as 
“to participate,” Paul never uses this verb or its cognates to refer to the rela-
tion between Christ and believers or human beings in general. Only in Heb. 
3:14, a letter that is not Paul’s, do we find believers referred to as “partakers of 
Christ” (metochoi tou Christou). Even there, however, the idea is clearly that of 
being “partners” with Christ in the sense of identifying with Christ and liv-
ing under his leadership, which is contrasted with that of Moses.15 Nowhere, 
then, does Paul or any other author of the other New Testament writings ever 
explicitly speak of believers or human beings participating in Christ or his 
death. In Paul’s thought, to die with Christ is not the same thing as participat-
ing in his death.

To use the language of participation to characterize Paul’s understanding 
of the relationship between Christ and believers or human beings in general is 
problematic not only because Paul himself never uses such language, but also 
because it makes abstractions of both Christ and his death. In English, while 
it is common to speak of participating in groups of people, it sounds extremely 
odd and even nonsensical to affirm that one person “participates” in another. 
Similarly, when we speak of participating in an event, we are generally refer-
ring to being actually present when that event occurred. Of course, in a sense 
one can be said to participate in an event that takes place in a time or location 
distinct from one’s own, yet this does not involve some type of actual transfer 
into that time or location, but merely being present with others in spirit when 
that event occurs. 

For the same reasons, to speak of participating in Christ or in his death 
is not only to employ language that Paul himself does not use, but is also to 

15. On the meaning of the phrase metochoi tou Christou in Heb. 3:14, see especially Paul Ellingworth, #e 
Epistle to the Hebrews: A Commentary on the Greek Text (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 226-27.
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ascribe to Paul a way of conceiving of Christ and his death that is foreign 
to his thought. To speak of the “Christ-event,” a common practice among 
New Testament scholars, makes of Jesus’ death an abstraction that isolates it 
from its historical context and the overarching narrative of which Jesus’ com-
ing, life, death, resurrection, and exaltation form part. To affirm that for Paul 
“what is true of Christ is true of all,” as so many Pauline scholars do,16 does 
not represent faithfully Paul’s thought and turns Jesus’ passion, death, and res-
urrection into abstract events divorced from their historical reality. Believers 
were not condemned by the Jewish authorities and then sentenced to death 
on a cross by Pontius Pilate, for example. Nor did believers die and live again 
so that they might be Lord of both the dead and the living (see Rom. 14:9). 
'ese things are true of Christ, but not of believers. In order to reproduce 
accurately Paul’s thought, it is important not only to avoid making abstrac-
tions of Jesus’ sufferings, death, and resurrection by isolating them from their 
historical context, but also to reject the notion that, by virtue of faith or some 
ontological link between Christ and others, what is true of him is automati-
cally true of others as well.

Several of these points can be illustrated more clearly by considering the 
attempts of Richard Hays and Stanley Stowers to define the sense in which 
the notion of “real participation” ascribed to Paul by E. P. Sanders should be 
understood.17 Hays offers four suggestions as to what Paul’s concept of par-
ticipation in Christ originally meant. According to the first two of these sug-
gestions, “real participation in Christ” expresses metaphorically the ideas of 
belonging to a family or “household of which Christ is the master” and being 
in political or military solidarity with Christ by acknowledging his “lordship 
over human lives” and “yielding our bodies in service of righteousness” so that 
his sovereignty over the world may be reclaimed.18 Hays’s third suggestion 
is that, when he spoke of being “in Christ,” Paul had in mind an “ecclesial” 
participation in “a community where Christ’s presence was understood to be 
palpably manifest through the sharing of bread and wine and through the 
outpouring of the Spirit in communal worship.”19 A fourth understanding of 

16. See, for example, N. T. Wright, “Putting Paul Together Again,” in Pauline #eology, Vol. 1: #essalonians, 
Philippians, Galatians, Philemon (ed. Jouette M. Bassler; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 205; John A. Ziesler, 
Pauline Christianity, rev. ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 52; Moyer V. Hubbard, New Creation in 
Paul’s Letters and #ought (SNTSMS 119; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 125; James D. G. 
Dunn, “Paul’s Understanding of the Death of Jesus,” in Sacrifice and Redemption: Durham Essays in #eology (ed. 
S.W. Sykes; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 40.

17. See E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1977), 454-55. In footnote 27 of p. 455, Sanders points to Albert Schweitzer, Ernst Käsemann, and J. 
A. T. Robinson as examples of previous scholars who have also affirmed that the participatory union between 
Christ and believers is “real.”

18. See Richard B. Hays, “What is ‘Real Participation in Christ’? A Dialogue with E. P. Sanders on Pauline 
Soteriology,” in Redefining First Century Jewish and Christian Identities: Essays in Honor of Ed Parish Sanders (ed. 
Fabian Udoh with Susannah Heschel, Mark Chancey, and Gregory Tatu; Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2008), 336-51; Stanley K. Stowers, “What is ‘Pauline Participation’ in Christ?,” in Redefining 
Identities, ed. Udoh et al., 352-71.

19. Hays, “‘Real Participation’,” 343-44.
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“real participation in Christ” involves interpreting Paul’s participatory lan-
guage in a narrative sense: one lives within the “Christ story” and in “a new 
narrative world,” subjecting one’s life to critical scrutiny in light of the gospel 
so as to enter into a “process of conformity to the image of Christ.”20

'ere can be little doubt that, for the most part, these ideas that Hays 
attributes to Paul are in conformity with Paul’s thought. 'e question that 
arises, however, is why the language of “participation in Christ” should be 
applied to Hays’s proposals. Certainly, as Hays affirms, Paul speaks of being 
in Christ, belonging to Christ, being slaves of Christ, and uses the language of 
family in order to describe the relation of believers to Christ. 'ose ideas are 
easily understood, as are Hays’s allusions to the “experience of participation 
in a remarkable new boundary-blurring human community,” “participation in 
a specific social group,” “participation in the community’s sacramental life,” 
and “participation in Spirit-inspired charismatic worship.”21 Similarly, Paul’s 
affirmations that believers suffer with Christ, become joined to Christ in his 
death, and are crucified with Christ can all be understood without problems 
in a metaphorical sense: when they strive to serve Christ and others and as a 
result are persecuted, they identify with the love for others that Christ himself 
manifested in his suffering and death. However, Paul never alludes to believ-
ers participating in Christ’s death, as if they were mysteriously transported back 
into the moments when Christ suffered and died, or as if Christ’s suffering 
and death were omnipresent realities that transcend time and space so that 
believers can take part in them now. To use the language of participation in 
these instances is not only confusing, but contributes to the perception that 
“there remains something irreducibly mysterious about union with Christ,” 
as Hays affirms.22 What is “mysterious” is not the metaphorical and figura-
tive imagery Paul employs, but the use of the terminology of participation to 
speak of believers participating in Christ or in his death.

Likewise, it is not at all difficult to understand the idea that believers 
form part of the story or narrative found in Scripture and the affirmation that 
Christ also forms part of the same story or narrative. We can even grasp easily 
the notions of “participation in a new narrative world,” as well as “participa-
tion in a life pattern” that leads to “conformity to the image of Christ” and 
“sharing his costly self-giving for the world.”23 'ings start to become mud-
dled, however, once we begin to speak of “participation in the Christ story,” as 
Hays does, since in English we do not normally affirm that we “participate in 
the Alice story” or have “participation in the Harold narrative” when we share 
our lives with people named Alice or Harold. While believers see themselves 
as forming part of the same story of which Christ also forms part, his partici-
pation in that story originally took place approximately 2,000 years ago, long 

20. Ibid., 345-46.
21. Ibid., 344.
22. Ibid., 349.
23. Ibid., 346.
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before our own. In a sense, our own story can and should parallel in certain 
ways the story of Christ, yet strictly speaking, we do not actually participate 
in his story or replicate it; rather, we participate in a story in which he par-
ticipated during his life on earth and in which, as risen and exalted Lord, he 
continues to participate together with us. Using abstract, abnormal, and pecu-
liar language to describe the relationship of believers to Christ and his death 
inevitably leads to abstract, abnormal, and peculiar ways of conceiving of that 
relationship that make it seem “mysterious” and even unintelligible.

In reaction to Hays, Stowers insists that “real participation” in Paul’s 
thought must not be reduced to symbolic, metaphorical language or “imagi-
native identification with narratives about Jesus Christ” in which believers 
are “caught up” into his story. Stowers cites with approval Albert Schweitzer’s 
affirmation that “Paul’s conception is that believers in mysterious fash-
ion share the dying and rising again of Christ, and in this way are swept 
away out of their ordinary mode of existence, and form a special category of 
humanity.”24 Building on this line of thought, Stowers claims that “in Paul’s 
world pneuma (wind, air, breath, spirit; hereafter pneuma), for example, is a 
refined, qualitatively higher substance with its own power of movement and 
intelligence.... 'ose in Christ participate in him because they share with him 
the most sublime kind of pneuma, divine pneuma that he received in being 
resurrected from the dead. Paul’s language here is not metaphorical....”25 On 
the basis of this “realist” or “substantial ontology” that involves a “contiguity 
of substances,” Stowers argues that Paul conceived of the relation between 
“Christ and those who are contiguous with him” as being of the same nature 
as the relation between Adam and Abraham with their descendants, who 
share the same pneuma with their ancestors “by the logic of patrilineal lineage 
and physical relatedness.”26 

To clarify further Paul’s conception of this ontological or physical union 
between Christ and believers, Stowers points to 1 Cor. 6:16-17, where Paul 
writes, “Do you not know that whoever is united to a prostitute becomes one 
body with her? For it is said, ‘'e two shall be one flesh.’ But anyone united 
to the Lord becomes one spirit with him.”27 Comparing the relation between 
Christ and those who are “in” him to “the relation of the arm to the rest of the 
body,” Stowers writes: “'e same stuff makes Christ and believers contiguous. 
Paul means this so realistically that for a believer to be joined to a prostitute 
in sexual intercourse would be to join her to Christ and create that arm-body 
relation.”28 After affirming that Paul’s phrase pistis Christou should be under-
stood as a subjective genitive that refers to the faith or faithfulness that Christ 
himself manifested in life and death, Stowers argues that salvation “hinges 

24. Stowers, “‘Pauline Participation’,” 353.
25. Ibid., 355-56.
26. Ibid., 356-57.
27. Sanders uses this same passage to claim that Paul conceived of the “participatory union” between 

Christ and believers as something “real” (Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 454-55).
28. Stowers, “‘Pauline Participation’,” 357-58.
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on Abraham’s and Christ’s faith and not on the believer’s faith. 'rough their 
actions, God has founded covenants that descendants inherit merely by being 
born of the chosen lineage.... 'us the ‘in Christ’ language derives from this 
logic of descent and genetic participation.”29 Stowers clarifies that he is “not, of 
course, denying that the faith of the one who is in Christ is ‘required’ for get-
ting in and baptism.... Paul certainly does talk about the pistis of the believer 
in several places.”30 Paul’s primary focus, however, is on the faith(fulness) of 
Abraham and Jesus. Just as “Abraham and Jesus as blood relatives share the 
same stuff and the same characteristic of faithfulness to God’s promises,” so 
also “Gentiles who come to share the pneuma of Christ in baptism share in 
this contiguity back to Abraham and are thus seed of Abraham and coheirs 
as they participate in the stuff of Christ. But Christ’s spirit is not any normal 
human pneuma: it is the divine pneuma that brought him back to life on a 
new level of existence after he allowed himself to die in faithfulness to God’s 
promises.... 'ose in Christ are literally of the same stuff. All share the very 
same pneuma—Christ’s.”31

After affirming that Paul associates pneuma “with moral and mental qual-
ities,” Stowers continues: “God has planted the seed of the chosen line in the 
ancestor from the beginning, and this included Christ, who carries the image 
formed by the divine pneuma that all those baptized into Christ share just as 
sons share the same image of the father.”32 Because believers share in the “par-
ticular shape of God’s pneuma that Jesus received in the resurrection,” they 
can be “said to be ‘of him’ or ‘in him’ just as Christ shared the stuff of Abraham 
and was in him. One simply cannot understand Paul’s idea of participation 
without recognizing that those who are in or of Christ actually possess as part 
of them the stuff of Christ, a portion of his pneuma.”33 Nevertheless, accord-
ing to Stowers, the way in which “the pneuma of Christ and the pneuma of 
the believer relate or intermix is far from clear,” although for Paul “both main-
tain their substantial natures and identities in some sense.”34 Because believ-
ers “possess part of Christ’s vital essence endowed by God,” they are “coheirs 
and cosufferers with Christ” in the sense that they actually “experience his 
suffering....”35 Looking to Stoic thought, Stowers claims that Paul spoke of a 
“double identity between Christ and the person in Christ with God’s pneuma 
extending through both the passive matter of the body and the active human 
pneuma. 'e person shares all that Christ has experienced and has become 
and yet retains her or his own personal identity.”36 'us “Gentiles ‘in Christ’ 
are materially improved people, who not only have past sins forgiven but more 

29. Ibid., 358-59.
30. Ibid., 369, n24.
31. Ibid., 359-60.
32. Ibid., 360, 362.
33. Ibid., 362.
34. Ibid., 362.
35. Ibid., 362.
36. Ibid., 363.
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importantly are empowered and filled with a holy stuff that actively enables 
obedience to God.”37 Of course, Stowers recognizes that Paul’s understand-
ing of participation is foreign to our modern Western conception of reality, 
which no longer understands the world in terms of “the hierarchy of sub-
stances and physics of contiguity.... Because of this, we have lost the sense that 
part of the meaning for Paul was in the concept and reference to stuff and its 
particularity.”38 

While many Pauline scholars attribute to Paul an ontological understand-
ing of the participatory union between believers and Christ, very few go into 
any detail regarding what this ontological union consists of or how it “works,” 
as Stowers does. His interpretation of Paul’s doctrine of “participation in 
Christ,” however, illustrates well the problems that arise when one claims 
that, for Paul, being “in Christ” involves an ontological union or union of 
substances. Such an interpretation raises endless questions. When, for exam-
ple, does this union take place? If it takes place when one comes to faith, 
then baptism cannot be the means by which believers come to participate 
in Christ and his faith, obedience, sufferings, death, and resurrection, since 
believers already participate in all of these things before they are baptized. 
In that case, why is baptism necessary to be joined to Christ? If instead the 
ontological union with Christ takes place when one is baptized rather than 
at the moment one comes to faith, how does the baptismal rite unite one to 
Christ and the “Christ-event”? Is the water of baptism the means by which 
the “pneuma” or “stuff ” of Christ and his death are communicated to believers, 
thereby effecting a participatory union that is “real”? If so, how and when does 
this pneuma or “stuff ” get into the water? Does it stay in the water after the 
baptism is performed? What if the person being baptized does not truly have 
faith? Does baptism still unite that person to Christ and his death ontologi-
cally? What if a believer who has been baptized ceases to have faith in Christ 
later on in life? Does that believer’s ontological union with Christ then come 
to an end? If so, what if the believer who has become an unbeliever recov-
ers her or his faith in Christ? Is the ontological union with Christ and the 
believer then restored? Or if baptism is necessary in order to effect that union, 
would it not be necessary to rebaptize that person in order to reestablish the 
ontological participation in Christ and his death and communicate once more 
Christ’s pneuma to him or her?

Stowers’s reading of 1 Cor. 6:16-17, which builds on Sanders’s interpreta-
tion of these verses, also raises questions. If Paul intended his affirmations that 
“whoever is united to a prostitute becomes one body with her” and “anyone 
united to the Lord becomes one spirit with him” to be understood “so realisti-
cally that for a believer to be joined to a prostitute in sexual intercourse would 
be to join her to Christ,” did he mean that a prostitute also comes to partici-
pate in Christ and his death by having sexual relations with a believer? Does 

37. Ibid., 365.
38. Ibid., 365-66.
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that mean that the prostitute attains salvation in that way? After the prosti-
tute has been joined to Christ through sexual intercourse with a believer, do 
all the other people who have intercourse with the prostitute become joined 
to Christ by virtue of the fact that Christ’s divine pneuma has come to dwell 
in the prostitute? If a believer who is married becomes “one flesh” with the 
prostitute in a literal, ontological sense through sexual intercourse, does that 
mean that now it is not only two but three—the believer, the believer’s spouse, 
and the prostitute—that have become one flesh? Or does becoming one flesh 
with the prostitute destroy the ontological union between the believer and the 
believer’s spouse, so that husband and wife cease to be one flesh? If so, cannot 
the believer undo the ontological union effected by sexual intercourse with 
the prostitute by having intercourse with his or her spouse once more so that 
the two may become one flesh again, thereby terminating the union of flesh 
with the prostitute? 

Stowers’s account of the way the pneuma or “stuff ” of Abraham and Christ 
is passed on to others so as to bring about their salvation is equally problem-
atic. If one passes down to one’s descendants one’s pneuma by virtue of the 
“logic of descent and genetic participation,” then do the children of believers 
in Christ automatically receive Christ’s divine pneuma when they are con-
ceived and born? Or is it necessary for them to come to faith and be baptized 
for their union with Christ’s substance to become a reality? How can the 
“moral and mental qualities” of Abraham and Christ, as well as all of their 
experiences, including Christ’s suffering, be contained within their pneuma 
or “stuff ” so as to be transmitted to believers? If the pneuma or “stuff ” that 
Christ now possesses by virtue of his resurrection enables those who receive it 
to be faithful, forgiven, obedient, and saved—perhaps because it is “divine”—, 
of what value to gentile believers is the (non-divine) pneuma of Abraham 
that they also receive through their union with Christ? Are Jews who do not 
believe in Jesus as the Christ saved by possessing the pneuma of Abraham, 
even though they do not have the divine pneuma of Christ? If possession of 
Abraham’s pneuma is in fact sufficient for salvation, cannot gentiles be saved 
merely by becoming proselytes to Judaism rather than by faith in Christ? Are 
all those who never come to possess a portion of Christ’s pneuma or “stuff ” 
as “part of them” excluded forever from salvation? If one can be saved without 
possessing Christ’s divine pneuma, then what difference does it make if one 
does or does not become a believer in Christ?

Questions like these could go on and on. Similar questions could be asked 
not only of Stowers, but of any who attribute to Paul the idea that believers 
are ontologically united to Christ and his death. Of course, Pauline schol-
ars who adhere to this kind of interpretation of Paul’s participatory language 
would insist that such questions would have to be addressed to Paul rather 
than to them, because the idea of ontological participation in Christ and his 
death is not theirs but Paul’s. To affirm this, however, is to blame Paul for all 
of the conceptual problems that arise as a result of attributing to him the idea 



 Paul and Participation in Christ 683

of a participatory soteriology. And because such questions and problems seem 
impossible to answer in any satisfactory manner, it is concluded that Paul was 
“not a systematic theologian” and thus that much of his soteriology is not 
only “mysterious” and incapable of being “directly appropriated by Christians 
today,”39 but incoherent as well.

Perhaps more serious than the questions and problems raised by such lit-
eral and ontological interpretations of Paul’s soteriology is the understanding 
of Christ’s work that these interpretations entail. If Paul thought in these 
ways, then he believed that the plight of humanity was ultimately an onto-
logical one that required an ontological solution that only God could provide, 
due to God’s divine nature. In other words, human salvation depended on 
Christ becoming human so that the humanity he assumed might undergo 
some type of biological, genetic, physical, or chemical transmutation or so that 
its atomic or molecular structure might be altered. In that case, God’s pur-
pose for sending his Son into the world was to bring about in him some new, 
transformed substance or condition that he might then share with human 
beings so as to enable them to undergo the same transformation. Christ’s 
faithfulness and obedience to God were also oriented entirely to that same 
objective: Christ died for the purpose of generating in himself some mys-
terious salvific substance or “stuff ” that he might subsequently transmit to 
others or in order to undergo some mysterious metamorphosis that might be 
reproduced in others once he had been raised. Similarly, the reason for which 
Christ underwent the experience of suffering and dying was so that the same 
experience might later be replicated in all who would come to participate in 
him. Supposedly, Paul not only believed, taught, and proclaimed these truths 
concerning “real participation in Christ” with great enthusiasm, but he was 
also willing to endure all kinds of hardships and trials and even give up his life 
so that people around the world might come to hear the “good news” that this 
ontologically-transformed substance, pneuma, or “stuff ” was now available to 
all through faith in Christ.

From my perspective, it is highly unlikely that ideas such as these repre-
sent Paul’s thought faithfully. I would argue instead that, when Paul speaks of 
being united to Christ or dying with him, he should be understood as refer-
ring to the way in which believers identify consciously with Christ and the 
love for God and others that he manifested in life and death. A careful exami-
nation of the passages that Pauline scholars such as Stowers cite in support 
of their interpretations of Paul’s so-called participatory language reveals that 
those passages can be read and understood in a variety of different ways, and 
not only in a strictly literal sense. Of course, because Paul’s allusions to being 
“in Christ” and suffering and dying with Christ are so terse and ambigu-
ous, it is impossible to reject out of hand the claim that, when Paul spoke in 
those terms, he had in mind something more than a conscious and intentional 
identification with Christ and the love for others that led to his death. What 

39. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 522-23.
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we can affirm confidently, however, is that there is nothing in Paul’s letters 
that provides any firm support for the notion that Paul thought that believers 
actually came to be united to Christ or his death in some literal, ontological, 
or mystical sense. On the contrary, there are good reasons for rejecting such 
a notion.

Finally, perhaps the chief difficulty raised by a literal, ontological, or mys-
tical reading of Paul is that it requires that we attribute to Paul a soteriology 
that is fundamentally different from that which we find elsewhere in the New 
Testament. Undoubtedly, Paul often uses a language of his own that distin-
guishes him from the authors of the other New Testament writings. Yet the 
fact that his language is different does not necessarily mean that the basic 
soteriological ideas underlying that language are also different. 'e manner 
in which the phrase “in Christ” is used in the epistles that bear Paul’s name, 
for example, distinguishes those epistles from the rest of the New Testament 
writings.40 Conversely, Paul does not use the language of following Jesus, as 
the Synoptics do. 'is does not necessarily mean, however, that the Synoptics 
and Paul understood the relationship between believers and Christ in entirely 
different terms. If we understand Paul’s language of being in Christ as reflect-
ing the same basic concept as the language of following Christ, Paul’s lan-
guage is perfectly comprehensible.

Paul’s “with Christ” Language
As we saw at the end of Chapter 10, one of the ideas that Paul has in common 
with the other authors of the New Testament writings is that of suffering with 
Christ or sharing in his sufferings. When we examine the passages in which 
Paul speaks in these terms, however, it becomes clear that Paul did not under-
stand suffering with Christ in a way that would set his thought apart from 
that of the rest of the New Testament, including especially the Synoptics. 'e 
only passage in which Paul explicitly speaks of suffering with Christ is Rom. 
8:16-17, where he tells the Roman believers: “we are children of God, and if 
children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ—if, in fact, we 
suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.” Here suffering with 
Christ is not something that happened to believers in the past, when Christ 
himself suffered or when believers came to faith, but something that believers 
do in the present. Likewise, Paul’s allusion to being glorified with Christ must 
not be understood in the sense that those who suffer with Christ will come to 
participate in the past event of his glorification. Rather, the idea is that they 
will come to share in the glorious condition in which Christ now exists if they 
are willing to endure sufferings for the sake of Christ and the gospel. 

'e same logic must be regarded as lying behind the two passages in which 
Paul speaks of sharing in Christ’s sufferings. At the outset of 2 Corinthians, 

40. Only in 1 Pet. 3:16 and 5:10 is the phrase “in Christ” used in a way that is similar to that which we 
find in the Pauline epistles. Many scholars, however, believe that the author of 1 Peter was to some extent 
influenced by Paul’s thought.
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after affirming that God “consoles us in all our affliction, so that we may be 
able to console those who are in any affliction with the consolation with which 
we ourselves are consoled by God,” Paul continues: “For just as the sufferings 
of Christ are abundant for us, so also our consolation is abundant through 
Christ. If we are being afflicted, it is for your consolation and salvation; if 
we are being consoled, it is for your consolation, which you experience when 
you patiently endure the same sufferings that we are also suffering. Our hope 
for you is unshaken; for we know that as you share in our sufferings, so also 
you share in our consolation” (2 Cor. 1:4-7). Here the “sufferings of Christ” 
clearly refer to what Paul and his co-workers are suffering in the present on 
account of their activity on behalf of the gospel.41 'ey are “being afflicted” 
because they are working for the consolation and salvation of the Corinthian 
believers and of others like them. According to Paul, the sufferings that the 
Corinthians endure are the same sufferings (tōn autōn pathēmatōn) that Paul 
and his co-workers suffer. 'is is not because the Corinthians participate lit-
erally or mystically in Paul’s sufferings as he proclaims the gospel around 
the world, but because they identify with Paul and the cause for which he is 
working. 'ey also suffer together with Paul in the sense that they care for 
and support Paul in his sufferings for the sake of the gospel and face the same 
type of opposition or persecution that Paul does. In the same way, both Paul 
and the Corinthian believers share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings because 
they suffer for the same reasons and cause for which Christ suffered and died, 
not because they mysteriously participate in the very same sufferings Christ 
experienced in his passion and death.

In Phil. 3:10-11, Paul uses similar language: “I want to know Christ and 
the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming 
conformed to him in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from 
the dead.” He then continues by affirming that he presses and strains forward 
on toward the goal, which he has not yet attained (3:12-14). Here the “shar-
ing of his sufferings” (koinōnia pathēmatōn autou) cannot refer to the historical 
sufferings of Christ that lie in the past, since throughout the passage Paul is 
referring to what he suffers in his work on behalf of Christ and the salvation 
of others. When Paul speaks of being conformed to Christ’s death (summor-
phizomenos tō thanatō autou), he must also have in mind his own willingness to 
give up his life on behalf of his work for the gospel. Paul’s sharing in Christ’s 
sufferings and his conformity to Christ’s death are the result of his ministry 
rather than something that took place in the past when Christ himself suf-
fered and died or when Paul came to faith and was baptized.

In whatever way Paul’s allusion in Phil. 3:10 to knowing the power of 
Christ’s resurrection is understood, once again the idea is that of being raised 

41. Ralph P. Martin acknowledges that in 2 Cor. 1:5, the allusion is to “Paul’s suffering which is borne 
for the Gospel’s sake” (2 Corinthians; WBC 40; Waco, TX: Word, 1986, 10). 'ere is nothing in the passage, 
however, to support Martin’s claim that Paul has in mind participation in the “afflictions of the Messiah” or the 
“messianic woes” (9, 11). 'e notion that Christ himself endures “ongoing sufferings” due to Paul’s work also 
seems to be foreign to the text (9-10).
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from the dead in the future rather than somehow participating in the past 
event of Christ’s resurrection.42 A few verses later, Paul points forward to his 
hope regarding Christ’s second coming, when Christ “will transform the body 
of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of his glory, by the 
power that also enables him to make all things subject to himself ” (Phil. 3:20-
21). Here once more the idea is that of a similarity to Christ—in this case, 
obtaining a transformed body just like that of Christ—rather than any type 
of participation in the past event of Christ’s resurrection. 'e same is true of 
Paul’s affirmation in 2 Cor. 4:14: “we know that the one who raised the Lord 
Jesus will raise us also with Jesus (hēmas egerei sun Iēsou), and will bring us with 
you into his presence.” In this verse, to be raised with Jesus cannot mean to 
participate in the past event of his resurrection, since Paul is clearly referring 
to a future event. Rather, to be raised with Jesus is to come to participate in 
his risen condition.43

'roughout his letters, Paul also uses the preposition sun, both separately 
and as a verbal prefix, to refer to the way in which he and others work and 
suffer together so that others may attain the promises of salvation through 
Christ. In a number of passages, Paul speaks of working and toiling together 
with the Corinthians as God’s servants (sunergoi, 1 Cor. 3:9; 2 Cor. 1:24; 
6:1; cf. 1 Cor. 16:16; 2 Cor. 8:23). Elsewhere he uses sun as a prefix to use 
language that is metaphorical. In Rom. 15:30, he asks the Roman believers 
to struggle together with him in their prayers (sunagōnisasthai). After thank-
ing the Philippian believers for their sharing (koinōnia) in the gospel with 
him (Phil. 1:5), he uses the verb sunathlein to speak of them “striving side by 
side with one mind for the faith of the gospel” (1:27) and struggling beside 
him and his co-workers in the work of the gospel (4:3). Paul also speaks of 
the Philippians sharing in his afflictions (sugkoinōnisantes, 4:14) and sharing 
in God’s grace in his imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of 
the gospel (1:7). In all these cases, the idea is simply that of collaborating or 
doing something together with others, sharing in a common cause, or seeking 
together the same objective.

Particularly significant is Paul’s use of sun as a prepositional prefix in 2 
Cor. 7:3: “you are in our hearts, to die together and to live together” (suna-
pothanein kai suzēn). Here the language of dying with one another is clearly 
metaphorical. 'e idea is not that Paul and the Corinthians participate mys-
teriously in one another’s death. Rather they are so closely joined together 
by their mutual affection that they are willing to give up their lives for one 
another or for the common cause they pursue together. Paul’s thought here is 
similar to that found in 1 Cor. 12:26, where he affirms that, when one mem-
ber of the body suffers, the other members of the body also suffer together 

42. See Gordon D. Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 335.
43. Margaret E. 'rall rightly notes that in this passage “it is best to suppose Paul is saying that God will 

raise him to join Jesus in the resurrection existence” (A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle 
to the Corinthians; ICC; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1994, 1:343).
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with that member. 'us when Paul says that he and his co-workers not only 
die but live with the Corinthians, he means that the love, dedication, and 
concern that he and his co-workers share for the Corinthian believers is so 
great that they suffer deeply when the Corinthians suffer on account of their 
faith and are even willing to put their lives at risk to help the Corinthians out 
when they face difficulties and dangers. At the same time, Paul and his co-
workers rejoice greatly when the Corinthians find joy in the new life that is 
theirs through the gospel and when they are delivered from any peril or hard-
ships that result from their faithfulness to that gospel. Paul’s words about the 
Corinthians being “in our hearts,” of course, are also not intended in any type 
of literal, ontological, or mystical sense. Rather, the idea is once more clearly 
metaphorical: Paul and his co-workers constantly have the Corinthian believ-
ers in their thoughts and prayers due to their deep love for them.

In other passages, Paul uses the language of death metaphorically. In 1 
Cor. 15:30-31, after mentioning that he puts himself in constant danger in his 
work for the gospel, Paul affirms: “I die every day!” Such language is obviously 
not intended literally. 'e same must be said regarding his affirmations in 2 
Cor. 4:8-14, where he tells the Corinthians: 

We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 
persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in 
the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our 
bodies. For while we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so 
that the life of Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh. So death is at work in 
us, but life in you. But just as we have the same spirit of faith that is in accordance 
with scripture—“I believed, and so I spoke”— we also believe, and so we speak, 
because we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with 
Jesus, and will bring us with you into his presence.

When Paul speaks of carrying about in his body the death (nekrōsis) of 
Jesus, he is not referring to some past event or biological process that exists in 
his body in some mysterious way. Rather, the context makes it clear what he 
has in mind: his being “afflicted,” “perplexed,” “persecuted,” and “struck down” 
in the same way that Jesus was. As he reaches out to share the gospel with 
others, Paul experiences the same types of hardships Jesus endured through-
out his ministry and in his last days and hours as he dedicated himself to the 
salvation of others.44 In a sense, Paul is constantly in the process or state of 
dying as Christ died due to his ministry, since that ministry will eventually 
lead to his own death, which may be a violent or painful one.45 Similarly, when 
Paul says that the life of Jesus will be made visible in the mortal bodies of Paul 
and others, he is not referring to some type of actual participation in Jesus’ 

44. Strictly speaking, it is incorrect to affirm that in 2 Corinthians 4, “the idea of union with Christ 
through suffering becomes more pronounced,” as Sanders does (Paul: #e Apostle’s Life, 718). It is not the 
suffering itself that unites believers with Christ, but the commitment to loving others of which that suffering 
is the consequence.

45. According to Martin, such is the meaning of nekrōsis here (2 Corinthians, 87).
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own heavenly body, but rather the same kind of risen existence that Jesus now 
enjoys (cf. Phil. 3:20-21).

In 1 'ess. 2:14-15, Paul speaks of suffering what others suffer in a similar 
manner. He writes: “For you, brothers and sisters, became imitators of the 
churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in Judea, for you suffered the same 
things from your own compatriots as they did from the Jews, who killed both 
the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out.” Here “the same things” 
(ta auta) must not be understood in the sense that the 'essalonian believers 
shared mystically in the sufferings that the believers in Judea did when they 
were persecuted by some of the Jews there. In fact, it appears that the persecu-
tion that the 'essalonian believers endured was due to the action, not of any 
Jews, but of their “own compatriots.” 'is means that “the same things” must 
be understood to refer to the same kinds of things, that is, persecutions that were 
similar, yet not precisely the same in a historical sense. 

In this passage, Paul compares the suffering of both the 'essalonian 
believers and those in Judea to the persecution and violent death that Christ 
and many of the prophets of Israel experienced. Here, as in the Synoptics, 
Jesus’ own sufferings and death are seen, not as fundamentally distinct from 
those of the prophets who preceded him and those of his followers, but rather 
as constituting the same sufferings because they are all of the same type. Just as 
in the Gospels of Matthew and Mark, James and John will drink the same cup 
that Jesus will drink (Matt. 20:22-23; Mark 10:38-39), so also the believers in 
'essalonica and Judea suffer the same things Jesus did, not in a literal, mysti-
cal, or ontological sense, but only in the sense that they are treated in the same 
way that Jesus was treated when he proclaimed and practiced the same truth 
that they now proclaim and practice.

Dying and Being Buried with Christ
When we turn to the passages that speak of believers dying and being buried 
with Jesus, we encounter the same basic ideas. In Rom. 6:1-14, 7:4-6, and 2 
Cor. 5:14-15, Paul uses the past tense to affirm that believers have already 
died with Jesus. In the first of these passages, he associates this dying with 
baptism: 

6:1 What then are we to say? Should we continue in sin in order that grace may 
abound?  2 By no means! How can we who died to sin go on living in it?  3 Do 
you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were bap-
tized into his death?  4 'erefore we have been buried with him by baptism into 
death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 
so we too might walk in newness of life.  5 For if we have been united with him 
in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.  
6 We know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might 
be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin.  7 For whoever has died 
is freed from sin.  8 But if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also 
live with him.  9 We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die 
again; death no longer has dominion over him.  10 'e death he died, he died to 
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sin, once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God.  11 So you also must consider 
yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.  12 'erefore, do not let 
sin exercise dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions.  13 
No longer present your members to sin as instruments of wickedness, but present 
yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and present 
your members to God as instruments of righteousness.  14 For sin will have no 
dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace.  

Paul’s use of the past tense in this passage to affirm that believers died 
and were buried with Christ has been interpreted in two different ways. As 
we noted in Chapter 1, some have argued that Paul is pointing back to the 
moment when Jesus himself died and was buried: in some mysterious way, 
all believers or even all human beings in general died and were buried with 
Christ at the same time that Christ himself died and was buried.46 In this 
case, as Karl Barth and others have claimed, baptism involves little more than 
a recognition that in some real sense one already died and was buried with 
Christ when those events originally occurred.47 In addition to the conceptual 
difficulties this interpretation raises, it requires that we attribute to Paul a 
soteriology that is fundamentally distinct from that of the rest of the New 
Testament writers and is based on ideas that were unknown in the Judaism 
of his day.

'e past tense in these verses can also be understood in the sense that 
believers died and were buried with Christ in a metaphorical sense, not when 
Christ himself died and was buried, but at the time that they came to faith 
and were baptized. 'is seems clearly to be what Paul intended. When inter-
preting Paul’s affirmation that believers were baptized into Jesus’ death (Rom. 
6:3), it must be remembered that in other passages in which Paul speaks of 
the death or blood of Christ, he has in mind not simply a historical event but 
the love and concern for others that led Christ to give up his life, as well as 
his commitment to doing God’s will in bringing others to live in the same 
way. 'at this represents Paul’s thought here is evident from the fact that he 
mentions being baptized into Christ’s death and being buried with him in the 
context of allusions to having died to sin, that is, to a way of life that is contrary 
to God’s will (6:2), as well as walking in newness of life (6:5). In other words, 
the Roman believers were baptized into a way of living, being, or behaving.48 

46. Commenting on Rom. 6:8-10, for example, Dunn affirms that “Christ’s death and resurrection as 
obedient Adam counts for all Adam/humankind. Christ died for all, therefore all died....” (Romans 1-8, 332). 
According to Karl Barth, by virtue of the “ontological connexion” that exists between Christ and human beings 
of all times and places, when Christ died, all others did so with him as well (see Church Dogmatics, trans. and ed. 
G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1936-1969, 4/1:295; cf. 4/1:215-16, 254; 4/2:275; 
4/3:214). For this interpretation, see also Robert C. Tannehill, Dying and Rising with Christ: A Study in Pauline 
#eology (BZNW 32; Berlin: Töpelmann, 1967), 21-43; Isaac Augustine Morales, “Baptism and Union with 
Christ,” in “In Christ,” ed. 'ate et al., 160-61.

47. See Barth, Church Dogmatics, 4/2:55; Ian G. Wallis, #e Faith of Jesus Christ in Early Christian Traditions 
(SNTSMS 84; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 126.

48. As Søren Agersnap argues, the phrase baptizesthai eis... in Paul’s epistles should not be understood in 
a local or literal sense, but rather as representing “an affiliation” (Baptism and the New Life: A Study of Romans 
6:1-14; Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1999, 124-26).
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'is involves presenting themselves to God as Christ did in his death, which 
was the ultimate expression of the way of living, being, and behaving that is 
now to be manifested in believers.

'ese same ideas must be seen as providing the background for Paul’s 
affirmations that he and the Roman believers “have been buried with [Christ] 
by baptism into death” and “have been united with him in a death like his” 
(6:4-5). Here again, Paul is not speaking of some type of participation in the 
past events of Christ’s death and burial, but having the “same mind” that was 
“in Christ” when he humbled himself so as to die the death of a slave (doulos) 
on a cross, seeking the interests of others, as Paul affirms in Phil. 2:4-9.

Paul’s use of the passive voice together with the past tense in Rom. 6:1-14 
has commonly been interpreted in the sense that those who participated in 
the rite of baptism underwent some type of invisible, mysterious, ontological 
transformation, which took place in their human body, essence, or nature as a 
result of the rite.49 'is transformation is then seen as enabling those baptized 
to live differently by instilling in them some type of power or force that allows 
them to overcome their sinful nature and produces a new life of righteousness 
in them. Such an understanding of baptism reflects the indicative/impera-
tive distinction commonly made by Pauline scholars: the indicative describes 
some change in the condition of those baptized resulting from the rite, while 
the imperative involves the mandate that they subsequently conform their 
lives to their new condition. 'ose baptized become new people as a result of 
their union with Christ and his death and on that basis are called to “be what 
they have become.”50

Such a reading of Paul’s words here and elsewhere has no basis in his writ-
ings or the rest of the New Testament. While the origins of baptism among 
Jesus’ first followers are obscure, most would agree that their baptismal beliefs 

49. Eduard Lohse, for example, discussing Romans 6 and other Pauline passages, writes: “In many 
circles of Hellenistic Christianity baptism was thought to convey divine powers of life by means of which the 
baptized person experienced in himself the resurrection of Christ” (Colossians and Philemon: A Commentary on 
the Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, trans. William R. Poehlmann and Robert J. Karris; ed. Helmut 
Koester; Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971, 103). Tannehill claims that for Paul “the destruction of 
the ‘old man’ in the cross of Christ meant the death of believers as men of the old aeon. Paul is not speaking 
of the death of individual believers one by one. He is speaking of the destruction of the dominion of sin, of 
which all believers were a part.... Christ’s cross puts an end to the dominion of sin, and so to the ‘old man.’ 
It is an inclusive event, for the existence of men was bound up with this old aeon, and what puts an end to it 
also puts an end to them as men of the old aeon” (Dying, 30). Similarly, Corneliu Constantineanu writes: “'e 
mechanism of this incorporation ‘in Christ’ with all its implications was explicitly described by Paul in ch. 6 [of 
Romans] under the rubric of baptism. By their dying-and-rising with Christ, believers have been transferred 
into a new eschatological reality ‘in Christ’ which is a real transfer into a new mode of existence....” (#e Social 
Significance of Reconciliation in Paul’s #eology: Narrative Readings in Romans; LNTS 421; London: T & T 
Clark, 2010, 143).

50. On this distinction, see especially Dunn, #eology of Paul, 626-31. Dunn claims that in passages such 
as Rom. 6:4, “the indicative is the necessary and starting point for the imperative. What Christ has done is 
the basis for what the believer must do” (630). For Dunn, phrases such as, “Become what you are,” “Become 
what you are becoming,” and, “Work out what God has worked in you” capture faithfully Paul’s thought in 
Rom. 6:11 (630-31). See also Michael 'eobald, Der Römerbrief (EdF 294; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 2000), 240-42.
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and practices grew out of the baptism administered by John the Baptist.51 
'ose baptized by John were not simply repenting of their personal sins and 
committing themselves to living differently; they were also manifesting their 
rejection of the sinful and corrupt values associated with the dominant sys-
tem. John himself symbolized this rejection personally through the lifestyle 
he had adopted. In a metaphorical or symbolic sense, those baptized by John 
were washing away their past way of being in order to adopt a new one. 'e 
manner in which they came up out of the Jordan River symbolized the fact 
that, by breaking with the dominant system and the past in order to identify 
themselves instead with the reign of God John proclaimed, they became new 
and different persons who belonged to a group or community of which they 
had previously not formed part. 'is involved assuming a new identity, not 
only in relation to God, but also in relation to others both within the com-
munity and outside of it.52 

Among Jesus’ first followers, baptism in Jesus’ name seems clearly to have 
been understood in the same basic manner. 'e difference was that through 
baptism they not only identified with the reign of God proclaimed by John 
and Jesus, but also with Jesus as their Lord. While this involved a break with 
the dominant system and their past life, both of which were regarded as sinful, 
the community of which they came to form part was defined on the basis of 
the relationship of its members to Jesus. Just as those baptized by John identi-
fied with his rejection of the sinful system, so also those baptized as members 
of the community under Jesus identified with the way Jesus had rejected the 
values and ways of thinking associated with the predominant system and with 
the authorities who had condemned him. Jesus’ death had been the ultimate 
consequence and expression of this rejection; in Paul’s words, “the death he 
died, he died to sin, once for all” (6:10). At the same time, of course, by reject-
ing the predominant, sinful system, Jesus was identifying fully with the new 
reality that he had sought and proclaimed. 'ose who were baptized “into 
Christ,” therefore, could also be said to have been baptized into his death. 
'at is, they left behind their previous identity, washing away their past, in 
order to be metaphorically reborn as new persons with a new identity. 'is 
break with their past was also seen as definitive and final. To use Paul’s lan-
guage, they were buried with Christ into death (Rom. 6:4). 'ey had put away 
their old identity once and for all.

'e understanding of baptism we find in Romans 6, therefore, is essentially 
the same as that which we find in the rest of the New Testament writings. 

51. Most scholars now seem to agree with Ellen Juhl Christiansen that the origins of the rite of baptism 
among Jesus’ first followers are not to be found in Jewish proselyte baptism, which is “not mentioned in any 
Jewish writing prior to the Rabbinic material” (#e Covenant in Judaism and Paul: A Study of Ritual Boundaries 
as Identity Markers; AGJU 27; Leiden: Brill, 1995, 179). 

52. On this understanding of John’s baptism, see Robert L. Webb, “John the Baptist and His Relationship 
to Jesus,” in Studying the Historical Jesus: Evaluation of the State of Current Research (ed. Bruce Chilton and 
Craig A. Evans; NTTS 19; Leiden: Brill, 1994), 184, 188-89, 194-97; R. T. France, “Jesus the Baptist?,” Jesus 
of Nazareth: Lord and Christ. Essays on the Historical Jesus (ed. Joel B. Green and Max Turner; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1994), 99-101.
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What is distinct, however, is the language that Paul uses to speak of what 
takes place in baptism. Nevertheless, this language is readily comprehensible 
on the basis of ideas that Jesus’ first followers as a whole associated with bap-
tism in Jesus’ name. It was perfectly reasonable, therefore, for Paul to expect 
that the believers in Rome would understand his words in Romans 6 without 
any difficulty, even though they did not know Paul and may not have been 
acquainted with his way of presenting the faith. It is also perfectly reasonable 
that, in alluding to the meaning of baptism in the way that he does in this 
passage, Paul would begin by asking the Romans a question: “Do you not know 
that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into 
his death?” (6:3). While in one sense Paul would certainly expect the Roman 
believers to know what he meant, he would also expect that they might not be 
familiar with this manner of referring to the significance of baptism, and for 
that reason he frames his affirmation as a question.

Paul’s words in Rom. 6:5, “if we have been united with him in a death like 
his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his,” should also 
be interpreted on the basis of the same ideas that we have found previously 
throughout the New Testament. In Paul’s thought, those who are baptized 
put away their former way of thinking and behaving, which is regarded as 
either contrary to God’s will or not fully in accordance with it, in order to 
adopt a new mindset: that of Christ, which was manifested most vividly and 
clearly in his act of giving up his life out of love for others (cf. Phil. 2:5-8; 
Rom. 15:5). 'is conformity to Christ in his death also involves being willing 
to endure suffering due to one’s faithfulness to Christ and to all that Christ 
stood for, including above all the commitment to the well-being of others. 
'us, for Paul, to be “baptized into Christ’s death” is not to be mysteriously 
incorporated into a past event—whatever that might mean—or to undergo 
passively some type of transformation or transfer, but to be incorporated into 
the way of being manifested by Christ in his death, as well as the way of life 
that led to that death. In this sense, believers have “died to sin” and are now 
“alive to God in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 6:2, 11). 

If Paul’s words are understood in this sense, he repeatedly uses the past 
tense in Romans 6, not because he is referring back to something mysteri-
ous that happened to believers when they were baptized, but because he is 
reminding the Roman believers of the commitment that they made and man-
ifested when they submitted to the baptismal rite in the context of the com-
munity of believers.53 Paul does not say or imply that the baptismal rite itself 
somehow liberated them from sin’s power. Rather, what made them “dead to 
sin” is that they renounced their former way of life in definitive fashion and 

53. Agersnap rightly observes that the phrase “sun Christō” and its variations in Rom. 6:1-14 have often 
been interpreted as implying some type of “contemporaneity between Christ and Christians” in the events of 
Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection, or the idea that believers “have become contemporaneous with Christ 
by virtue of baptism or belief ” (Baptism, 331). He argues instead that in Paul’s thought “sun Christō involves 
no contemporaneity whatsoever” between believers and the events of Christ’s sufferings, death, burial, and 
resurrection (332; see 331-42).
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committed themselves to living according to God’s will in Christ from that 
point on. 'ey were baptized into the way of thinking and living of which 
Christ’s death was the ultimate expression.

'ese same ideas must be seen as providing the background to Paul’s affir-
mation in Rom. 6: 6. Translated literally, the Greek text affirms: “our old person 
(anthrōpos) was co-crucified so that the body of sin might be done away with, 
in order that we might no longer serve sin as its slaves.” Paul’s words here 
should not be understood in the sense that all human beings were literally cru-
cified with Christ on Golgotha through some invisible ontological union that 
they have with him due to their common humanity, nor in the sense that they 
have ceased to share in some type of “old humanity” in which all human beings 
share by virtue of their birth. 'e fact that the singular anthrōpos appears here 
does not mean that for Paul there is a single anthrōpos in which all believers 
participate.54 Rather, this usage of the singular is the same as that which we 
find in 6:12, where Paul tells the Roman believers collectively, “Do not let sin 
reign in your mortal bodies” (en tō thnētō humōn sōmati, “in your mortal body”), 
and in 2 Cor. 4:10, already considered above, where Paul speaks of “always car-
rying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made 
visible in our bodies” (en tō sōmati hēmōn, “in our body”). In both cases, Paul 
uses the singular “body” to refer to the body of each believer rather than to 
some abstract common body of which they all form part.55

Following this same usage, Paul’s words in Rom. 6:6 are better translated, 
“our old persons were co-crucified so that our bodies of sin might be done 
away with.” In other words, when individual believers were baptized, they 
became new persons by identifying with the crucified Christ and all that he 
represented, and at the same time ceased to dedicate their bodies to practicing 
sin.56 'rough the rite, those baptized came to consider themselves “dead to 
sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus” so as no longer to let sin reign in their 
mortal bodies. 'ey ceased to present their members “to sin as instruments of 
wickedness” in order to present themselves to God as “instruments of righ-
teousness” (6:11-13). 

54. Agersnap presents strong evidence from elsewhere in Paul’s letters that homoiōma in Rom. 6:5, 
where Paul speaks of being united with Christ in a death and resurrection “like his,” should be translated as 
“something similar” (Baptism, 289-90). In that case, believers have been united with Christ into “something 
similar” to his death and resurrection. 'is means that homoiōma here should not be understood as referring to 
something “which is not different but identical with the reality described” (283). 'is precludes the notion that 
Paul had in mind some kind of literal participation in Christ’s death and resurrection.

55. 'e fact that Paul uses the phrase ta thnēta sōmata humōn, “your mortal bodies” in the plural in Rom. 
8:11 does not mean that in Rom. 6:12, where he uses tō thnētō humōn sōmati, “your mortal body” in the singular, 
he is referring to “the collective social body of Sin,” of which the Roman believers are members (so Matthew 
Croasmun, “‘Real Participation’: 'e Body of Christ and the Body of Sin in Evolutionary Perspective,” in “In 
Christ,” ed. 'ate et al., 145-46). As in English, in Greek either the singular or the plural can be used in such 
phrases.

56. Agersnap rightly rules out the “collective interpretation” of the phrase “our old person” (ho palaios 
hēmōn anthropos) in Rom. 6:6, pointing out that, just as “Rom. 5.12-21 presents no basis for perceiving Adam as 
a super-individual mythical figure,” so also there is no basis in 6:6 for claiming that Paul is referring to anything 
other than “what applies to the individual Christian separately” (Baptism, 320-21).
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Paul makes a similar affirmation in Rom. 6:16-19: 

Do you not know that if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you 
are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to death, or of obe-
dience, which leads to righteousness? But thanks be to God that you, having once 
been slaves of sin, have become obedient from the heart to the form of teaching 
to which you were entrusted, and that you, having been set free from sin, have 
become slaves of righteousness. For just as you once presented your members as 
slaves to impurity and to greater and greater iniquity, so now present your mem-
bers as slaves to righteousness for sanctification. 

Here it is clear that for Paul to be freed from sin is not a matter of being 
mysteriously liberated from some ontological power that resides in one’s inner 
being. Instead, it involves no longer presenting oneself to sin as its slave or 
servant, and instead choosing to present oneself to God in order to become a 
slave or servant of righteousness.

Paul’s affirmation in Rom. 6:6 that the body of sin of believers has been 
done away with should also be understood on the basis of 6:11-13 and 6:16-
19. 'e idea is not that something mysterious has happened to the individual 
bodies of believers or to some collective “body of sin” of which they all formed 
part. Rather, when they were baptized, believers assumed a new identity and 
committed themselves to no longer dedicating their bodies to serving sin and 
evil. Because of this commitment, their bodies have ceased to be the bodies 
that they were before, that is, bodies that served as instruments of sin. In that 
sense, their old “body of sin” has been done away with in that it has ceased to 
exist and has been replaced by a new body that is dedicated to practicing what 
is right and just. 

Because this liberation from sin is the result of a conscious commitment 
on the part of believers to break with their former sinful way of life, the Greek 
phrase tou mēketi douleuein hēmas tē hamartia in Rom. 6:6 can be translated, “in 
order that we might no longer serve sin as its slaves,” rather than “so that... we 
might no longer be enslaved to sin” (NRSV). 'e latter translation implies that 
something has been done to believers in order to free them from their slavery 
to sin, whereas the Greek phrase speaks of believers no longer actively serving 
sin or enslaving themselves to it. As 6:16-19 makes clear, what determines 
whether one is a slave of sin or a slave of righteousness is the choice that one 
makes regarding which of the two one will obey. Believers were “set free from 
sin” when they chose to become obedient to the teaching that was presented 
to them. 'is involved no longer presenting their members to practicing sin in 
order now to dedicate their members to doing what is right and holy.

In the following verse, Paul adds, “whoever has died is freed from sin” 
(Rom. 6:7). Here Paul uses the verb didikaiōtai, which can also be translated 
in terms of being justified from sin. In this case, Paul’s idea is that God regards 
believers as righteous in spite of their sin. His logic here may be similar to 
that which appears further on in Rom. 7:1-6, where he affirms that “the law is 
binding on a person only during that person’s lifetime” (v. 1). Because believers 
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have put away their old identity or person in order to assume a new one, their 
former life and the things they did previously can be regarded as dead and 
buried. 'erefore, believers are not only free from sin in the sense that God 
no longer takes into account their past sins, but also in the sense that they no 
longer dedicate themselves to sin. In fact, the reason God now overlooks their 
past sin is precisely because through faith they have become new persons, 
dedicated to living righteously in accordance with God’s will.

'roughout Romans 6, then, and particularly vv. 11-13 and 16-19, it is 
clear that for Paul the Roman believers have an extent of freedom in regard to 
both sin and obedience to God. In fact, if they did not, Paul’s words to them 
would be pointless. 'e exhortation not to let sin exercise dominion in them 
or their bodies (vv. 12, 14) presupposes that they are able to choose whether 
they will subject themselves either to sin or to God. 'eir becoming “slaves of 
righteousness” or justice rather than “slaves to impurity” and iniquity (vv. 18, 
20) is not something that takes place automatically to believers when they are 
baptized or the result of something merely done to them, as many interpret-
ers have claimed. As Paul insists, it is they who determine whether they will 
be enslaved to God and righteousness or to sin and impurity. In fact, they 
already made this determination when they were baptized—hence Paul’s use 
of the past and perfect tenses in Romans 6—, though it is necessary that they 
remain faithful to the decision they made, as Paul reminds them.

It is important to stress, however, that the Roman believers were able to 
die and be buried with Christ and put away their old self only because of 
God’s grace in Christ, as Paul reminds them throughout chapters 5 and 6 of 
the epistle. While this grace or “free gift” undoubtedly involves forgiveness, it 
also refers to God’s act of bringing about in believers by means of Christ and 
the Holy Spirit the new life of love, obedience, and righteousness that consti-
tutes the basis for their forgiveness (Rom. 5:1-2, 5, 16-19; 6:14-15, 17). For 
Paul, everything that God has done and will continue to do through Christ 
enables believers to come to faith and in that way cease to be slaves of sin in 
order to obtain life as slaves of God and of righteousness (6:22-23). 

From Paul’s perspective, therefore, there is no contradiction involved in 
affirming that God is the one who delivers believers from their former slavery 
to sin while at the same time maintaining that believers themselves determine 
whether they will be slaves to sin or slaves to God and righteousness. 'e fact 
that Paul regards both of these things as true is evident from the way in which 
he alternates back and forth between indicatives and imperatives throughout 
Romans 6. On the one hand, he tells the Roman believers that they have 
already died to sin, been crucified and buried with Christ, and been freed from 
sin. On the other hand, however, they must still consider themselves dead to 
sin, refrain from living as sin’s slaves, and present their members to God as 
instruments of righteousness. 

Nevertheless, this does not mean that for Paul the indicatives form the 
basis for the imperatives, as New Testament scholars have traditionally 
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maintained. According to such an understanding of the indicative/impera-
tive distinction, the transformation that God brings about in the condition 
of believers through Christ constitutes the basis upon which Paul exhorts 
believers now to live differently and “become what they are.” 'e problem 
with such an interpretation is that it is overly simplistic, placing the indicative—
what God has done—before the imperative—what believers must now do, 
rather than recognizing that the interaction between God and believers is 
constant and ongoing. 'at interaction involves continued activity on the part 
of both God and believers and continued responses on the part of both parties 
to what the other has done and continues to do.

We must therefore understand Paul’s use of indicatives and imperatives 
throughout Romans 6 against the background of what we have seen above 
regarding the significance ascribed to the rite of baptism. 'e dying to sin, 
being buried with Christ, and presenting of their members to God and to jus-
tice rather than to sin are all things that the Roman believers did consciously 
and intentionally when they were baptized into Christ. It was then that they 
identified with his cross and all that it signifies.57 Yet even though they did 
these things in the past when they were baptized, they must continue to do 
them in the present.58 When Paul uses the indicative to affirm that they have 
now become slaves of God and righteousness, it is not because some mysteri-
ous liberation took place when they were baptized, but because when they 
were baptized they responded to the grace God had shown them in Christ 
by expressing their commitment to living under Christ as their Lord. 'e 
present imperative to serve God and justice rather than sin is thus based on 
the response they made to an imperative in the past, when they were called 
to believe in Christ so as to put away their old life and begin a new one. 'eir 
response to that imperative also forms the basis for Paul’s use of indicatives 
such as “we have died,” “you have been buried with him,” and “our old self was 
crucified with him.” 'ese phrases do not describe something that was done to 
them as passive recipients, but instead refer to something they did consciously 
and deliberately. It is therefore incorrect to say only that the indicatives form 
the basis for the imperatives Paul uses in this passage, without adding that the 
imperatives also form the basis for the indicatives.

'e same kind of affirmations that Paul makes in Romans 6 are found in 
his other letters, especially in Galatians. In Gal. 2:19, Paul uses the perfect 

57. While I would concur, therefore, with Samuli Siikavirta that Paul’s focus in this passage is on the 
new identity that believers assume by means of their participation in the baptismal rite, I would reject his 
claim that the passive forms of the verbs Paul uses in Rom. 6:3-6 should be understood as “denoting divine 
action” (Baptism and Cognition in Romans 6: Paul’s Ethics Beyond “Indicative” and “Imperative”; WUNT 2/407; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015, 114-15). While it is only by God’s grace that believers can put to death, crucify, 
and bury their old selves so as now to be crucified and buried with Christ, for Paul it is not God’s unilateral 
action but rather the believers’ self-identification with Christ and the love he showed in death that leads to the 
new situation in which they find themselves.

58. Agersnap presents strong evidence from Paul’s epistles that his use of paraenesis throughout Romans 
6 “must be seen in the context of the instruction that took place at the transition to the new life” of believers 
(Baptism, 331; see also 383-96).
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tense of the verb stauroun in the passive voice to affirm that “I have been (and 
remain) crucified with Christ” (Christō sunestaurōmai). Once again, there is no 
reason to interpret this affirmation in a literal, ontological, or mystical sense. 
Instead, it should be seen as metaphorical: Paul has “died” to the old realities 
opposed to what Jesus stands for in the sense that he no longer identifies with 
those realities or regards himself as subject to them. Instead, he associates 
with the new realities on behalf of which Christ lived and died and the new 
order that exists under Christ’s lordship. Christ’s faithfulness to the task of 
establishing an alternative community led to his crucifixion, but it also led his 
Father to raise him from among the dead. In a sense, even after his resurrec-
tion Christ remains forever crucified, since his crucifixion can never be undone 
or reversed. For this reason, Paul speaks of being crucified in the perfect tense, 
sunestaurōmai.59

At the end of Galatians, Paul uses similar language. In Gal. 6:14, he writes: 
“May I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by 
which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.” Once again 
Paul uses the perfect tense estaurōtai to refer to an ongoing condition rather 
than some type of participation in a past event.60 Here the metaphorical 
nature of Paul’s language is obvious: neither the world nor Paul have literally 
been crucified.61 On this basis, we should assume that the language Paul uses 
in Romans 6 and Gal. 2:19 is also metaphorical. For Paul, to be crucified to 
the world is to reject the world’s values as Christ himself did and as a result 
to endure at times the same type of persecution and suffering that Christ did. 
Paul’s words here also make it clear that when he refers to the cross of Christ, 
he has in mind not merely a past event but the activity that led to Christ being 
crucified: his dedication to bringing into existence a new, obedient commu-
nity of people and a new way of being among others, as well as his desire to 
become Lord for the sake of others (cf. Rom. 14:9). For Paul, the cross sym-
bolizes all that Christ lived and died for and the way he related to the world.

A few verses later, Paul tells the Galatians, “I carry the marks of Jesus 
branded on my body” (Gal. 6:17). 'is appears to be an allusion to the marks 
in Jesus’ hands and feet mentioned in the accounts of Jesus’ post-resurrection 
appearances in the Gospels of Luke and John.62 Rather than understanding 
Paul’s thought here in terms of a mystical participation in the past event of 

59. 'e idea that the risen Christ remains forever crucified is implied in a number of other passages 
from Paul’s letters and other New Testament writings as well, many of which use the perfect tense of the verb 
stauroun, as Paul does in Gal. 2:19 when he uses the verb sustauroun. See 1 Cor. 1:23; 2:2; Gal. 3:1; 6:17; Matt. 
28:5; Mark 16:6; Luke 24:39; John 20:25, 27; Rev. 5:6, 12; 13:8).

60. See Jeff Hubing, Crucifixion and New Creation: #e Strategic Purpose of Galatians 6.11-17 (LNTS 508; 
London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2015), 83.

61. Hans Dieter Betz, Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Churches in Galatia (Hermeneia; 
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 122. Martinus C. de Boer similarly observes that Paul’s claim to have been 
crucified with Christ in Gal. 2:19 “cannot be taken literally,” but must be understood as “metaphorical and 
hyperbolic” (Galatians: A Commentary; NTL; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2011, 160).

62. On this interpretation of Gal. 6:17, see especially Hubing, Crucifixion, 81-83, 253-57; Anthony Tyrrell 
Hanson, #e Paradox of the Cross in the #ought of St. Paul ( JSNTSup 17; Sheffield: JSOT, 1987), 85.
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the crucifixion, however, his words should be interpreted in light of the things 
he had suffered on behalf of his work for Christ and the gospel, including 
the physical abuse and the injuries to his body that he mentions in 2 Cor. 
11:23-27, many of which had no doubt left him with physical scars. It would 
therefore be natural for Paul to associate these marks with those that Christ 
had on his body after his passion and crucifixion.

'e fact that for Paul dying to sin and being crucified with Christ do not 
refer simply to some type of mysterious transformation or change of status 
that believers passively receive when they come to faith or are baptized is 
evident as well from his affirmation in Gal. 5:24: “those who belong to Christ 
Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.” Here Paul states 
explicitly that the crucifixion of the flesh and its sinful passions and desires is 
not something that happens passively to believers: it is they who crucify their 
flesh. It is significant that here again, as in Romans 6, Paul uses the past tense 
and does so in the context of ethical imperatives, such as those that imme-
diately follow: “If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. 
Let us not become conceited, competing against one another, envying one 
another” (Gal. 5:25-26). 'ese words make it clear that when Paul says that 
the Galatians have crucified their flesh, he is referring back to some point in 
time when they committed themselves to leaving behind their former way 
of life, in which they were constantly dominated by sinful passions and the 
“works of the flesh” (Gal. 5:19-21), so as instead to dedicate themselves to liv-
ing under Christ’s lordship and the guidance of the Spirit.

In general, then, Paul’s language about dying and being buried with Christ 
must be understood metaphorically rather than literally, mystically, or onto-
logically. Pauline scholars have often failed to note how extensively Paul uses 
metaphors throughout his letters.63 He uses the language of warfare to speak 
of himself and other believers putting on armor, using weapons, and taking 
captives (Rom. 13:12; 2 Cor. 10:3-5; cf. Eph. 6:11-17). Believers are trees and 
fields that produce fruit and a harvest after being watered, just as they are a 
building of which Paul is the “skilled master builder” (1 Cor. 3:6-15; Rom. 
1:13; 7:4; 15:20; Phil. 1:11; cf. Col. 1:10). Paul speaks of the Corinthians 
as athletes running a race with him to receive a wreath (1 Cor. 9:24-27; cf. 
Phil. 1:27), as the aroma and fragrance that Christ spreads everywhere (2 Cor. 
2:14-16), and as his letters of recommendation, written by Christ with the 
Spirit rather than ink and delivered by Paul and his co-workers (2 Cor. 3:2-3). 
Similarly, when Paul calls himself an ambassador for Christ (2 Cor. 5:20; cf. 
Eph. 6:20), speaks of feeding others with milk (1 Cor. 3:2), tells the Galatians 
not to bite and devour one another (Gal. 5:15), and says that he is once again 
“in the pain of childbirth” until Christ is formed in them (Gal. 4:19), he is 
obviously using metaphor. 

63. Two of the most complete examinations of Paul’s extensive use of metaphorical language are: Raymond 
F. Collins, #e Power of Images in Paul (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2008); David J. Williams, Paul’s 
Metaphors: #eir Context and Character (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999). 
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Much of the imagery that Paul uses to describe the relation of believers to 
God, Christ, and one another must also be understood as metaphorical. His 
allusions to believers as heirs, adopted children, slaves, the temple of God, and 
the body of Christ are metaphorical. Neither Paul nor believers were liter-
ally purchased by God or Christ (1 Cor. 6:20; 7:23), clothed with Christ as a 
garment (Rom. 13:14; Gal. 3:27), or betrothed to Christ (2 Cor. 11:2). 'ey 
do not literally die every day (1 Cor. 15:31), carry around Jesus’ death in their 
body like a treasure in earthen vessels (2 Cor. 4:7-10), live in an earthly tent (2 
Cor. 5:1-4), or open their hearts to one another (2 Cor. 7:2). Similarly, Paul’s 
language that believers have died with Christ and been buried and crucified 
with him in Romans 6 should be interpreted metaphorically.

“All Have Died” (2 Cor. 5:14-15)
Several passages from Paul’s epistles have been cited in support of the claim 
that Paul believed that all human beings collectively died with Christ when 
he was crucified. Perhaps the most important of these is 2 Cor. 5:14-15, where 
Paul writes: “For the love of Christ constrains us, since we are convinced that 
one has died for all; therefore all have died. And he died for all, so that those 
who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was 
raised for them.” 'e key phrase here is “one has died for all; therefore all 
have died” (heis huper pantōn apethanen, ara hoi pantes apethanen). While some 
commentators see the word “all” as referring only to believers, others interpret 
it in a universal sense so as to claim that all people died when Christ did by 
virtue of their sharing in the same humanity or human nature.64 Even when 
“all” is taken as referring to believers alone, Paul’s words in this passage are 
often understood as affirming that those who come to faith were in some way 
united to Christ when he died so as to participate in the event of his death.65 
'is includes even those who had not yet been born when Christ was cruci-
fied. In principle, of course, the idea that all have died can also be understood 
in a forensic sense, in which case all died merely in God’s sight.

In order to grasp Paul’s thought in this passage, it is important to focus on 
the particle ara, which is generally translated “consequently” or “as a result.” 
'e question that must be addressed is whether ara refers back to the phrase 
“one died for all” or instead to one of the two phrases at the outset of the verse: 
“For the love of Christ constrains us” and “we are convinced.” In Greek, the 
latter phrase is krinantas touto, which can be translated literally “having judged 

64. Cilliers Breytenbach, for example, claims that in 2 Cor. 5:14, Paul is affirming that “Christ’s death 
includes the whole of humankind” (“'e ‘For Us’ Phrases,” 180).

65. After alluding to Rom. 6:8, “we died with Christ,” Alexander Wedderburn writes: “'at the moment of 
this death is not just that of baptism, but is also, perhaps primarily, that of Jesus’ death on Golgotha is indicated 
above all by the statement of 2 Cor. 5.14 that ‘one died for all; therefore all died’; it seems desperately difficult to 
understand ‘all died’ as a reference to anything but the moment of the death of the one” (Baptism and Resurrection: 
Studies in Pauline #eology against its Graeco-Roman Background; WUNT 44; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1987, 65). 
In contrast, Agersnap argues that on the basis of the preceding verses, Paul’s affirmation that believers have “died 
with Christ” in Rom. 6:8 must be read as possessing a “metaphorical meaning” (Baptism, 327).
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this,” but in this context should be rendered, “since we have judged this to be 
true.” Interpreters have commonly regarded ara as referring back to the phrase 
“one died for all.” In this case, Paul would be affirming, “all have died because 
one died for all.” According to the other two possible interpretations, how-
ever, Paul’s phrase can be translated in a couple of different ways: “all (of us) 
have died because the love of Christ constrains us, who are convinced that one 
died for all,” or: “all (of us) have died because we are convinced that one died 
for all.”66 Of course, these latter two interpretations are not mutually exclusive.

Upon closer examination of Paul’s argument here, it becomes clear that 
one or both of the latter two interpretations are to be preferred. 'roughout 
the passage, Paul is stressing, not the question of soteriology or the manner in 
which Jesus’ death benefits others, but rather his own dedication to his work 
for the gospel on behalf of others, including especially those in Corinth, as 
well as his willingness to endure ongoing hardships and afflictions due to that 
work for others.67 'e emphasis in 2 Cor. 5:14 is therefore not on Christ’s 
death for all, as if that were the central idea, but on the love that constrains 
or compels Paul and his co-workers to dedicate themselves with great fervor 
to their work on behalf of the salvation of others. 'is is also precisely what 
Paul points to in the second part of the sentence (v. 15): Christ died for all so 
that others might no longer live for themselves, but for Christ and for all that 
he represents.

'erefore, when Paul affirms that “all have died,” there is no reason to 
believe that he has suddenly introduced into his argument the idea that all 
believers or humanity as a whole somehow died in a mystical or ontological 
sense with Christ when he died. Paul’s discussion here has nothing to do 
with mystical union or ontology, and much less with the question of how 
Christ obtained forgiveness for others through his death. Rather, what Paul 
is discussing is his own conduct, as well as that of his co-workers and the 
Corinthian believers themselves. His point is that Jesus’ total commitment 
to the salvation of others leads Paul and others to assume that same com-
mitment. Because they are convinced that Christ died for them and are con-
strained by that same love, they have also died in the sense of coming to live 
for God, Christ, and others.

'e context also makes it clear that Paul is referring to his co-workers, him-
self, and perhaps the Corinthian believers as well when he states that “all have 
died,” rather than to all believers universally or humanity as a whole. In the 
preceding two verses, the contrast between “you” (plural) and “us” is particu-
larly marked: “We are not commending ourselves to you again, but giving you 

66. 'rall suggests the second of these two interpretations when she writes: “'at Paul is now controlled 
or constrained by the love of Christ is the result of a decision taken in the past (krinantas) concerning the 
significance of Christ’s death” (Second Corinthians, 1:409). In contrast, Wedderburn translates 2 Cor. 5:14: 
“For Christ’s love controls us, because we have concluded that (if ) one died for all then all (of these) died” (#e 
Death of Jesus: Some Reflections on Jesus-Traditions and Paul; WUNT 299; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 151.

67. As Hendrikus Boers points out, “2 Cor. 5:14—6:2 is embedded between two sections in which 
Paul is defending his ministry, 5:11-13 and 6:3-10....” (“2 Corinthians 5:14—6:2: A Fragment of Pauline 
Christology,” CBQ 64 [2002]: 527).
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an opportunity to boast about us, so that you may be able to answer those who 
boast in outward appearance and not in the heart. For if we are beside ourselves, 
it is for God; if we are in our right mind, it is for you” (2 Cor. 5:12-13). His words 
at the beginning of v. 14, “For the love of Christ constrains us,” develop the 
same contrast: those constrained by Christ’s love are primarily Paul and his co-
workers, though Paul’s idea may be that the Corinthian believers are also to be 
constrained by the same love of Christ. In either case, he uses the Greek pantes 
in the sense of “you and we together” or “all of us.”68 

'is is not to question, of course, that in Paul’s thought, all believers in 
general come to die with Christ when they identify with the love he showed 
for all people in his death. 'e fact that the two ideas are not mutually exclu-
sive is evident from his use of the word “all” a few verses earlier. In vv. 10-11 of 
this same chapter, Paul writes: “For it is necessary for all of us (pantas hēmas) 
to appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each may receive recom-
pense for what she or he has done in the body, whether good or evil. 'erefore, 
knowing the fear of the Lord, we try to persuade others; but we ourselves 
are well known to God, and I hope that we are also well known to your 
consciences.” Although Paul here is clearly using “all of us” to refer in particu-
lar to himself, his co-workers, and the Corinthian believers, he undoubtedly 
believed that people in general would be judged by Christ some day. In the 
same way, even if in v. 14 he does not have all believers or all people univer-
sally in mind when he states that “all have died,” he would by no means have 
denied that all believers come to die with Christ when they identify with the 
love that Christ showed when he died for all people.

It is significant that in 2 Cor. 5:15 Paul clearly states the purpose for 
which Christ died “for all”: “so that those who live might live no longer for 
themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them.” 'is living for 
Christ and others should not be regarded merely as the consequence of Christ’s 
death, as if he died to obtain divine forgiveness for others so that they might 
subsequently live differently, as those who interpret the passage on the basis 
of penal substitution views tend to argue. Such an interpretation is to be 
rejected, not only because of the many problems noted elsewhere with regard 
to penal substitution readings of Paul, but because it is self-contradictory: 
Paul would be affirming that Christ’s primary objective was not attaining 
forgiveness for others but bringing others to live for others in love. If so, the 
basis for their ongoing forgiveness is that life of love rather than Christ’s 
death itself. Whereas in penal substitution interpretations divine forgiveness 
is not a means to an end but rather the ultimate goal of Jesus’ death, in 2 Cor. 
5:15 the end and goal of Jesus’ death is not forgiveness but the transformation 
of believers. 'is transformation did not take place automatically or mysteri-
ously in all believers or all human beings when Christ died, but rather takes 

68. Boers interprets the word hēmas in 5:14 simply as “a reference to Paul as well as his readers” (“2 
Corinthians 5:14—6:2,” 532).
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place when believers come to identify with the love for all that Christ mani-
fested in his own death.

'e fact that this “dying” refers to a new way of viewing God, themselves, 
and reality in general is evident from the following two verses: “From now 
on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we 
once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in 
that way. So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: the old things have 
passed away; see, they have become new!” (2 Cor. 5:16-17). Once again, many 
interpreters have understood Paul’s words here on the basis of the indicative/
imperative distinction: because believers died with Christ in some mystical 
or ontological sense so as to become a new creation, they now see all things 
differently and live in a new way.69 Yet this is to read later ideas back into what 
Paul writes. 'e affirmations that all have died, that they no longer regard 
others or Christ from a human point of view, and that they are a new creation 
should instead be seen as expressing the same basic idea in different ways. All 
have died in the sense that, compelled or constrained by the love of Christ, 
who died for them and others, they now view their own life and reality in 
general in a new way. 

While from my perspective it is questionable that the particle ara in 2 
Cor. 5:14 refers back to the phrase “Christ died for all” rather than to the 
affirmation that “the love of Christ constrains us” or the phrase “since we have 
judged this to be true,” the first of these three readings would by no means 
rule out the interpretation of the verse just proposed. Paul’s thought would 
still be that, because Christ died for all, all those who acknowledge this truth 
through faith have also died in the sense that, by virtue of that faith, they 
identify themselves as members of the community Christ died to establish 
and confess him as their Lord. By definition, to acknowledge and confess as 
Lord the one who gave up his life for all is also to come to live for others as he 
did and still does, since one cannot truly call him Lord without living in the 
way he commanded and embodied.

Christ, Adam, and “All” in Romans 5 and 1 Corinthians 15
A second passage from Paul’s epistles that has been used to affirm that Paul 
taught that Christ’s death had some universal effect on humanity as a whole is 
Rom. 5:12-21. 'is is due primarily to v. 18: “just as one man’s trespass led to 
condemnation for all, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to justification 
of life for all.” 'e Greek phrase eis pantas anthrōpous that appears at the end 
of this verse seems clearly to refer to all people collectively. 'is affirmation 
stands alongside parallel affirmations in the preceding and following verses: 
“For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free 

69. Boers, for example, writes: “'e imperative, ‘reconcile yourselves with God,’ within the framework of 
the indicative of God’s reconciliation (v. 19a) reminds of what has become known in NT scholarship as the 
paradox of the indicative and the imperative: the imperative to refrain from sin within the framework of the 
indicative of having been justified from sin” (“2 Corinthians 5:14—6:2,” 542).
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gift following many trespasses brings justification. If, because of the one man’s 
trespass, death exercised dominion through that one, much more surely will 
those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness 
exercise dominion in life through the one man, Jesus Christ” (5:16-17). “For 
just 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). Here Paul 
speaks of the “many,” in contrast to 5:18.

Prior to the rise to predominance of the participatory interpretations of 
Paul, this passage was understood primarily on the basis of the penal sub-
stitution and forensic ideas: because of Adam’s sin, all of his descendants 
came under God’s judgment, yet due to Christ’s substitutionary death, all 
may now be declared righteous and receive eternal life. Since then, however, 
it has become common to understand this passage on the basis of the idea of 
participation. In this case, while Christ’s “righteous act” is still seen as refer-
ring to his death, it is salvific because all participate in that death by virtue of 
their union with Christ.70 Supposedly, just as in this passage Paul sees Adam’s 
trespass affecting all human beings without exception, so also he affirms that 
what Christ did has some universal effect on all people.71

Of course, to claim on the basis of Rom. 5:18 that all people have partici-
pated in Christ or his death raises problems we have noted previously. Some 
ontological link between Christ and human beings must be posited, such as a 
common human nature, unless the passage is interpreted in a forensic sense, 
in which case all human beings are merely regarded by God as if they had 
undergone the penalty their sins deserved. In either case, unless one wishes to 
affirm that Paul believed that all people without exception would be saved, it 
is necessary to maintain that if a person does not come to faith, that person’s 
union with Christ is undone or reversed so that he or she ceases to participate 
in Christ’s death and his righteousness.

For this reason, it seems best not to interpret Paul’s words in Rom. 5:18 in 
the sense that through Christ’s “act of righteousness” or death all people uni-
versally have obtained justification of life. No other passage in Paul’s epistles 
speaks of all people being justified. Instead, Rom. 5:18 can be understood 
as referring to God’s intention to carry out through Christ a plan aimed at 
reaching out to all people from among the nations to bring about in them a 
new, righteous life on the basis of which they may be justified.72 “Justification 

70. For this reading of Rom. 5:12-21, see Don B. Garlington, Faith, Obedience and Perseverance: Aspects of 
Paul’s Letter to the Romans (WUNT 79; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1994), 95-107; Dunn, #eology of Paul, 96-97; 
Tannehill, Dying, 26-28.

71. On the different interpretations of Paul’s words in Rom. 5:18, where Paul speaks of “all” being justified 
rather than merely “the many,” see Bell, “Rom. 5.18-19,” 425-27. Bell’s own view, however, is that, “Since Paul 
believes that all human beings participate in Adam’s sin and in Christ’s ‘righteous act,’ a universal salvation is 
affirmed” (417). For a similar “universalist” understanding of Paul’s language in these verses, see also Otfried 
Hofius, Paulusstudien II (WUNT 143; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 2002), 77.

72. As Agersnap points out, in the context of Paul’s allusion to the previous sinful life of the addressees, 
dikaioi here in Rom. 5:19 should be understood as “a description of the new life’s content, and is thus concerned 
with the ethical [rather than the forensic]” (Baptism, 222-23).
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of life” is something that has now been announced and made available to all 
people throughout the world (eis pantas anthrōpous).

An examination of the context of Rom. 5:12-21 suggests that this is what 
Paul has in mind. 'roughout this passage, the “many” and the “all” should 
probably be seen as contrasting with “only those who belong to Israel.” In 
chapters 3 and 4 of Romans, Paul particularly stresses that God intended the 
salvation he was to bring about through Christ for all people and not only for 
Jews. In Rom. 3:29-30, for example, he states: “Or is God the God of Jews 
only? Is he not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also, since God is 
one; and he will justify the circumcised on the ground of faith and the uncir-
cumcised through that same faith.” 'en, throughout Romans 4, Paul insists 
that Abraham is the father or ancestor of all who have faith, whether they are 
circumcised or not, since as was the case with Abraham, their faith is reck-
oned to them as righteousness. A similar emphasis on the inclusion of persons 
from all nations as members of God’s people appears elsewhere throughout 
Romans, most notably in chapters 9–11 and 15.

When Rom. 5:12-21 is read against the background of these ideas, it 
becomes clear that Paul’s concern in the passage is to stress that, just as all 
people—including, of course, all Jews—are subject to death and have become 
sinners as a result of Adam’s sin, so also God intended for salvation to come 
to all people. In this way, rather than stressing what distinguishes Jews from 
gentiles, Paul is pointing out what they share in common. 'is enables him to 
argue that, through Christ’s death, God sought to bring salvation and righ-
teousness to people of all nations and not just to those who belong to Israel 
according to the flesh. 'e contrast is once more between “Jews alone” and 
“people from all nations.” By tracing both Jews and gentiles back to their 
common ancestor, Adam, Paul can argue that they all share the same plight 
and thus stand in need of the same salvation, which comes through Christ. In 
fact, the claim that each and every individual was justified or affected by what 
Christ did would run counter to Paul’s overall argument in Romans, as well as 
the argument of chapters 3–5 in particular, where Paul affirms repeatedly that 
it is through faith that one is justified.

Just as this passage should not be understood in the sense that all human 
beings collectively were justified or transformed when Christ died, so also 
there is no reason to read the idea of participation in Christ and his death 
back into Paul’s words here. Rather, what Paul says can be understood per-
fectly well according to the ideas we have seen elsewhere. Christ’s “act of 
righteousness,” that is, his faithfulness unto death to the task given him, 
results in the justification of others, not because it is counted in their stead 
or because they participate in it, but because it led to the establishment of a 
community of people who confess Christ as their Lord and are committed 
to living according to God’s will as defined through Christ. On that basis, as 
Paul states in Rom. 5:16-19, they are made righteous both in the sense that 
they are graciously accepted as righteous by God by virtue of their faith and 
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in the sense that, as a result of that faith, they come to live righteously in the 
way God desires. Once again, they are saved, not because of some mysterious 
effect produced in them by what Christ did, but because they live as members 
of the community of followers established through his death.

It should also be noted that, even though Paul draws several parallels 
between Adam and Christ in this passage, he cannot have conceived of the 
relation of people to Christ—whether all people or believers alone—in the 
same way that he conceived of the relation of human beings collectively to 
Adam. Whereas for Paul Adam was literally the father or ancestor of all peo-
ple, since all people descend from him physically, neither believers nor human 
beings in general can be said to descend from Christ in the same way. In spite 
of the parallels, therefore, there are also important differences and contrasts 
between Christ and Adam. 'is must be kept in mind when interpreting the 
allusion both to the “many” and to the “all” in the passage.

'e other passage from Paul’s epistles in which he compares Christ to 
Adam is 1 Cor. 15:21-22, 45-49. 'e NRSV translation of vv. 21-22 reads: 
“For since death came through a human being, the resurrection of the dead 
has also come through a human being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be 
made alive in Christ.” It is important to note, however, that there is no verb 
in v. 21. 'e Greek reads literally: “For since death through a human being, 
so through a human being the resurrection of the dead.” 'ere is therefore 
no hint of the idea that others participated in the past act of Christ’s resur-
rection. Nor is Paul affirming that the general resurrection of the dead has 
already come in some sense, as the NRSV translation can be taken to imply. 
Rather, even though Christ himself has already been raised, the resurrection 
of the rest of humanity has yet to take place, as the future tense at the end of 
v. 22 indicates. 'is is clear as well from the following verses, which speak of 
Christ as the “first fruits” (aparchē) and then affirm that he will hand over the 
kingdom to God after he has come again, when the end will come (vv. 23-25). 
When Paul continues the comparison between Christ and Adam in 15:45-
49, he also draws a contrast between the past and the future: “Just as we have 
borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of the man 
of heaven” (v. 49).

Paul’s use of the phrase “in Christ” (en tō Christō) in parallel with “in Adam” 
(en tō Adam) has led some interpreters to claim that, just as the latter phrase 
implies some type of ontological or even physical union between Adam and 
others, so also “in Christ” here and elsewhere should be understood in similar 
fashion. On this basis, for example, C. E. Hill argued that Paul’s words in 1 
Cor. 15:21-22 should be interpreted on the basis of “the concept of a union 
or solidarity between Christ and his people” and “the notion of incorporation 
into Christ.” According to this interpretation, Christ’s resurrection “portends 
and guarantees the resurrection of others.... It is because Christ stands in such 
a relation to Christians as Adam does to those who die that the historical 
reality of Christ’s bodily resurrection can furnish grounds for the Christians’ 
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hope of their own.... 'ere will be a bodily resurrection in the future simply 
and directly on the fact of solidarity with Christ the aparchē.”73

'ere is no reason to read such ideas back into the passage, however. Just 
as Paul uses the preposition dia in 1 Cor. 15:21 to affirm that death came 
through Adam and the resurrection of life through Christ, in v. 22 he seems 
clearly to be using the preposition en in an instrumental sense. Adam was 
the one through whom all die, while Christ is the one through whom all will 
be made alive. As Paul himself affirms both in this passage and in other pas-
sages of his epistles, Christ’s act of raising the dead to give them life lies in the 
future. However, because Christ has been raised and exalted to a position of 
power and authority at God’s right hand, believers can be sure that he will also 
raise them. Christ’s own resurrection as “first fruits” thus leads to the resurrec-
tion of others, not automatically through some type of ontological solidarity 
with others, but because through his resurrection he has been given the power 
and authority to raise others some day. Believers can be certain that he will 
raise them because he went to his death seeking their salvation and sought to 
be raised precisely that he might be able to consummate that salvation. Now 
that God has responded by exalting Christ and installing him as Lord, there 
can be no doubt that he will now bring about that for which he offered up his 
life on the cross.

While Paul obviously draws parallels between Adam and Christ in these 
two passages, he particularly stresses the contrasts: Adam brings death, while 
Christ brings resurrection and life. Whereas Adam was a “man from dust” 
and merely became a living being when he was created, Christ is the “man 
from heaven” who has become a “life-giving spirit” (1 Cor. 15:45-48). 'ere is 
therefore no basis for claiming that the relation between Adam and human-
ity as a whole is the same as that which exists between Christ and believers 
or humanity as a whole, as if all were affected by Christ’s resurrection in the 
same way that they were affected by Adam’s creation and his subsequent sin. 

In fact, it is significant that in 1 Cor. 15:22, Paul uses the word pantes twice 
to affirm that “as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ.” In the 
following verse, however, he limits this second “all” to believers: “But each in 
his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to 
Christ” (v. 23). 'is suggests that the “all” in v. 22 is not necessarily intended 
categorically in a universal sense. It may simply refer to all of those people from 
around the world who will be made alive, rather than to every human being 
without exception. Such a usage of “all” in this passage may have implications 
for the interpretation of 2 Cor. 5:14-15 and perhaps Rom. 5:18 as well. In any 
case, for our purposes here, it is sufficient to note that there is nothing in 1 Cor. 
15:21-22 to suggest that Paul believed that, due to some type of ontological 
link between Christ and others, believers or human beings in general mysteri-
ously participated in his resurrection when that event took place.

73. C. E. Hill, “Paul’s Understanding of Christ’s Kingdom in 1 Cor. 15:20-28,” NovT 30 (1988): 303-7.
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Even if Paul did conceive of some type of ontological or physical rela-
tion between Adam and all humanity, the fact that there is no basis for 
claiming that he thought of the relationship of believers to Christ in the 
same way is also evident from the contrast he makes in 1 Cor. 15:45-49. 
Whereas Adam became a “living being” (psuchēn zōsan) when he was cre-
ated, Christ became a “life-giving spirit” (pneuma zōopoioun) when he was 
raised from the dead. For Paul, therefore, Adam and Christ each relate dif-
ferently to the rest of humanity. 

Union with Christ and his Body
Perhaps the passage most frequently cited in support of the claim that Paul 
conceived of the relation of believers to Christ in terms of some type of onto-
logical or even physical union is 1 Cor. 6:15-17, a passage already consid-
ered briefly above. 'ere Paul writes: “Do you not know that your bodies 
are members of Christ? Should I therefore take the members of Christ and 
make them members of a prostitute? Never! Do you not know that whoever 
is united to a prostitute becomes one body with her? For it is said, ‘'e two 
shall be one flesh.’ But anyone united to the Lord becomes one spirit with 
him.” According to E. P. Sanders, here Paul is claiming that “one participatory 
union can destroy another, even though the two are not on precisely the same 
level.... [A] union of ‘flesh’ can destroy a union of spirit.... A person cannot par-
ticipate in two mutually exclusive unions.” 'is leads him to the conclusion 
noted at the outset of this chapter: “'e participatory union is not a figure of 
speech for something else; it is, as many scholars have insisted, real.”74

However, just as we must not assume that when Paul compares the rela-
tion of believers to Adam and Christ in 1 Corinthians 15, he is claiming that 
they are related to Adam and Christ in the same way, so also here in 1 Cor. 
6:15-17 we must not assume that he conceives of the relation to a prostitute 
as constituting the same type of relation believers have with Christ. While 
for Paul these two types of union are mutually exclusive, this is not because 
ontologically they are incompatible but because, in their spirit, believers have 
consecrated themselves and their bodies to Christ as their Lord. As Paul indi-
cates a few verses later, the bodies of believers are not their own, but belong to 
God; therefore they are to glorify God in their bodies (6:20-21). Paul’s words 
should therefore not be understood in the sense that the bodies of believers 
are united to Christ in the same way that their bodies might be joined to 
a prostitute through sexual intercourse. As Calvin Roetzel has observed, if 
in Paul’s thought the union of a man to a prostitute as “one flesh” through 
sexual intercourse precludes a union between that man and Christ, then even 
sexual intercourse with one’s own wife would negate or undo one’s union with 
Christ.75 Paul’s argument here, therefore, should be understood merely in the 
sense that one’s body is to be dedicated to serving God through Christ and 

74. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 454-55.
75. Calvin J. Roetzel, Paul: #e Man and the Myth (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), 112-13.
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the Holy Spirit rather than to acts of fornication. 'e idea would be similar 
to Rom. 12:1, where Paul exhorts the Roman believers to present their bodies 
“as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God.” In fact, Paul’s allusion to the 
body of believers as a “temple of the Holy Spirit” in 1 Cor. 6:19 suggests that 
he has sacrificial imagery in mind in this passage as well.

A second passage to which Sanders and others have pointed in order to 
argue that Paul conceived of a participatory union between Christ and believ-
ers that was “real” is 1 Cor. 10:14-22, which has also been examined above. 
According to Sanders, when Paul tells the Corinthians that they cannot par-
take of the cup and table of the Lord if they also partake of the cup and 
table of demons, his argument is “not simply that a transgression removes one 
from union with Christ; rather, union with Christ and union with demons 
are mutually exclusive.... [I]t establishes a union which excludes one from 
participation in the body of Christ.”76 

As we have seen above, however, nothing in 1 Cor. 10:14-22 supports 
the notion that Paul believed that some type of ontological or “real” union 
existed between Christ and believers. Once again, Paul is not speaking here 
of some theoretical or ontological impossibility, as if, due to the hidden reali-
ties involved, by nature union with demons and union with Christ’s body 
and blood are mutually exclusive and cannot exist at the same time. Instead, 
Paul uses the words koinōnia, koinōnoi, and metechein to refer to partaking of 
food and drink and thereby participating in an act of worship in which one 
expresses one’s adherence and allegiance either to demons or to the crucified 
Christ. Paul is simply insisting, therefore, that the two types of worship are 
incompatible with one another. To identify with demons by eating of food 
sacrificed to them is unacceptable for those who identify with Christ and 
everything that his body and blood represent by means of their participation 
in the Lord’s Supper.

Following Schweitzer, Adolf Deissmann, John A. T. Robinson, and others, 
many New Testament scholars have also interpreted Paul’s allusions to the 
body of Christ elsewhere in his letters in a literal, ontological sense, as if Paul 
had in mind some kind of mystical or even physical union between Christ 
and believers.77 Once more, while one can certainly read such ideas back into 
what Paul writes, there is no good reason to do so. In several of those passages, 
his language is clearly metaphorical. Paul’s most extensive discussion of the 
imagery of the body of Christ occurs in 1 Cor. 12:12-27, where he affirms that 
all were baptized into one body and discusses the relationship of the mem-
bers to one another before concluding, “Now you are the body of Christ and 
individually members of it” (v. 27). 'e fact that Paul’s language here is not to 
be understood in a literal, ontological sense is clear from the fact that, from 
the very beginning of his discussion of the idea, Paul uses a simile: “For just 
as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, 

76. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 455-56.
77. For references, see Chapter 1, pp. 55-58.
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though many, are one body, so it is with Christ” (v. 12). 'roughout the pas-
sage, the imagery he develops is that of believers constituting one body among 
themselves and being joined to one another as members of the same body (vv. 
14-27). 'ere is therefore no reason to take Paul’s language in the passage as 
anything but metaphorical.

Paul uses similar language in Rom. 12:4-5: “For as in one body we have 
many members, and not all the members have the same function, so we, who 
are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of 
another.” Once again, here Paul begins with the use of simile, indicating that 
his language is not to be interpreted literally.

In a couple of passages in which Paul uses the phrase “body of Christ,” it is 
not clear whether he is referring to the community of believers or to Christ’s 
crucified and risen body itself. In Rom. 7:4, for example, he tells the Roman 
believers, “you have died to the law through the body of Christ, so that you 
may belong to another, to him who has been raised from the dead in order 
that we may bear fruit for God.” If the body of Christ here is an allusion to 
the community of believers, then the idea is that, through their incorporation 
into that community, believers have died to the law in the sense that they are 
no longer subject to it. It is now Christ who defines their life rather than the 
law. If instead Paul has in mind the physical body of Christ, he is affirming 
that just as Jesus was put to death in part due to his claim to be superior to the 
Mosaic law and offered up his body to God in death, now that God has raised 
Jesus, those who live as members of his community are guided by him rather 
than by the law. What enables them to “bear fruit for God” is not their adhe-
sion to the law, to which they are “dead,” but their relation to Christ, to whom 
they now belong as his own. It is also possible that Paul is intentionally using 
the phrase in two different senses to refer both to the community of believers 
and to the death that Jesus experienced in his own body.78 'ere is no reason 
to read back into the passage, however, the idea of a mystical incorporation of 
believers into Jesus’ own body.

Paul’s allusion to Christ’s body in 1 Cor. 11:27-29 is also ambiguous. 
'ere, after affirming that those who eat and drink in an unworthy fashion 
will be answerable for the body and blood of the Lord, Paul continues: “For 
all who eat and drink without discerning the body, eat and drink judgment 
against themselves.” Because Paul is exhorting believers to have consideration 
for one another, the “body” they seem to be failing to discern seems to be the 

78. John Ziesler claims that “a reference to the dying body of Christ on the cross is likely here,” though 
he recognizes that “there may be a double reference” (Paul’s Letter to the Romans; TPINTC; Philadelphia: 
Trinity Press International, 1989, 175). Joseph A. Fitzmyer likewise suggests that the reference is to “the 
physical, historical body of Jesus” and argues that the interpretations of the body of Christ as the church in 
Rom. 7:4 “hardly suit the Pauline context, introducing an ecclesial consideration into the text that otherwise 
lacks any reference to it” (Romans: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary; ABC 33; New York: 
Doubleday, 1993, 458). On the possible meanings of “body of Christ” in Rom. 7:4, as well as the illustration of 
the husband and wife that Paul uses in 7:1-4, see Colin G. Kruse, Paul’s Letter to the Romans (PNTC; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 291-93. 
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body of believers or church, which he discusses only a few verses later.79 If he 
is referring to Christ’s own body, however, what he must have in mind is not 
so much the physical substance of Christ’s body, but the offering of self that 
Christ’s body represents.80 As we have already noted above, Paul not only 
speaks of Christ as the one who remains forever crucified, but appears to be 
aware of the tradition regarding the marks on Jesus’ risen body as well. 'e 
preceding verses also indicate that Paul is well-acquainted with the tradition 
regarding Jesus’ words at the Last Supper, “'is is my body that is for you” 
(11:24). All of this indicates that, for Paul, to fail to discern Christ’s body is 
to fail to identify with the way in which Christ gave up his life in love so that 
believers might now live in solidarity with one another as members of the 
same body or community under Christ.

In whatever way the allusions to Christ’s body are understood in these 
passages, there is nothing in them to suggest that Paul conceived of the rela-
tionship between believers and Christ as constituting a physical, ontological, 
or mystical union in the way that Deissmann, Schweitzer, Robinson, and oth-
ers claimed. 'e same is true with regard to the passages that refer to Christ’s 
body and the body of believers collectively in Ephesians and Colossians, 
which we will examine in Chapter 13. Even if Paul did write one or both of 
these letters, the only way that it can be claimed that they provide evidence 
for the idea that believers actually participate in Christ or his death or are 
physically or mystically united to his body is by reading these ideas back into 
passages that are sufficiently terse and ambiguous to allow for such a reading.

Paul’s “in Christ” Language
Like his allusions to suffering and dying with Christ and forming part of 
Christ’s body, Paul’s language of being “in Christ” has commonly been inter-
preted on the basis of mystical and ontological ideas, as we have noted previ-
ously. Once again, due to the formulaic nature of Paul’s language, it lends itself 
to having all sorts of ideas read back into it. In itself, however, that language 
contains nothing to suggest that the mystical and ontological interpretations 
of Paul’s words that have been common since the time of Deissmann repre-
sent faithfully his thought. One particular problem with such interpretations 
is that they generally involve the assumption that phrases such as “in Christ 
( Jesus),” “in the Lord,” and “into Christ” have the same essential meaning 
wherever they appear in Paul’s letters.81 'us Pauline scholars have continu-
ously debated questions such as whether those phrases should be understood 

79. For this interpretation, see Gordon D. Fee, #e First Epistle to the Corinthians, rev. ed. (NICNT; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 623-24; Raymond Pickett, #e Cross in Corinth: #e Social Significance of the Death of 
Jesus ( JSNTSup 143; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 120-23.

80. Like Ziesler, Constantine R. Campbell suggests that Paul’s allusion to Christ’s body in 1 Cor. 11:29 
may be a “double entendre” (“Metaphor, Reality, and Union with Christ,” in “In Christ,” ed. 'ate et al., 78).

81. Wedderburn affirms that it would be “unrealistic to expect Paul always to have used ‘in Christ’ or 
‘in the Lord’ with exactly the same sense and for that reason it would be unwise to speak of these phrases as 
formulae, if by that one means phrases that each always have the same meaning” (Death, 157).
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in a mystical, locative, instrumental, spatial, spherical, ontological, metaphor-
ical, or ecclesial sense by abstracting them from the particular passages in 
which they appear so as to make generalizations about the meaning of those 
phrases.82 In reality, however, because Paul employs these phrases in such a 
wide variety of ways and contexts, it would be a mistake to affirm that in 
every instance Paul is using them to express the same idea. Furthermore, due 
to the formulaic nature of these phrases, it is impossible to articulate fully 
their meaning in any of the passages in which they appear without falling into 
oversimplifications.

'ere is no reason to suppose, however, that Paul intended such language 
in a spatial or metaphysical sense, as if believers were literally in Christ as they 
are in the air, or have entered into an invisible field of force in which Christ 
exerts some mysterious influence as a “power center.” Nothing in Paul’s letters 
suggests that he conceived of Christ as some type of omnipresent substance, 
energy, or power to which believers are united. 'ose letters provide no basis 
for attributing to Paul, for example, the idea that Christ’s “field of force” was 
“the sphere in which he is sovereign. To live in this power field and have 
one’s life determined by its Lord is to be ‘in Christ.’”83 Such interpretations 
inevitably involve claiming that Paul conceived of the risen Christ as some 
type of nebulous, mythical corporate figure or omnipresent impersonal real-
ity rather than as a concrete, living person. It has also been claimed that in 
Paul’s thought those joined to Christ lose their own personhood so as to be 
fused into a single, abstract entity or to be replaced by Christ so that they no 
longer exist as separate individuals with a will and personality of their own. It 
is inaccurate to claim, for example, that for Paul the people of God in some 
sense “consist of Christ,” as N. T. Wright does.84 Contrary to what many such 
as Rudolf Bultmann and Sanders have affirmed, Paul never speaks of Christ 
and believers as “one person.”85 While for Paul Christ lives in believers and 
believers live in him in a metaphorical sense, neither Christ nor believers are 
absorbed into one another or fused into a single human being.

82. For a review of this discussion, see Longenecker, Romans, 686-94; Dunn, #eology of Paul, 390-
401; Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “From ‘Blessed in Christ’ to ‘Being in Christ’: 'e State of Union and the Place of 
Participation in Paul’s Discourse, New Testament Exegesis, and Systematic 'eology Today,” in “In Christ,” ed. 
'ate et al., 13-30. Vanhoozer notes that there now seems to be a general consensus that Paul used phrases such 
as “in Christ,” “in the Lord,” and “into Christ” in more than one sense (14).

83. Sam K. Williams, “Again Pistis Christou,” CBQ 49 (1987): 440-41. Tannehill similarly speaks of being 
in Christ’s “power field” (Dying, 19), whereas Ziesler affirms that, for Paul, “Christ as exalted is now a centre of 
power, so that to be in him means, not to be in his person, but to be in his sphere of power” (Pauline Christianity, 
63). Walter Grundmann went so far as to write: “In order to represent to ourselves what Paul means by ‘in 
Christ’ the best image is one drawn from physics, that of a field of force, for example an electro-magnetic field” 
(“'e Teacher of Righteousness of Qumran and the Question of Justification by Faith in the 'eology of the 
Apostle Paul,” in Paul and Qumran: Studies in New Testament Exegesis; ed. Jerome Murphy-O’Connor; London: 
Geoffrey Chapman, 1968, 108).

84. Wright, “Putting Paul Together Again,” 425.
85. Bultmann attributed to Paul the supposedly gnostic idea that Christ “is a cosmic figure and not 

really an individual person,” since believers “constitute a unity” with him (#eology of the New Testament, trans. 
Kendrick Grobel; New York: Scribner, 1951, 1:297). See also Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 482, 507, 
547, 549; cf. Tannehill, Dying, 20.



712 JUSTIFICATION AND THE WORK OF CHRIST IN PAUL’S THOUGHT

One passage that provides clear evidence that Paul did not have in mind 
some type of mystical or ontological participation in Christ when he spoke 
of being in Christ is 1 Cor. 10:1-2. 'ere he affirms that those who were 
under the cloud and passed through the sea at the time of the exodus from 
Egypt were “baptized into Moses.” 'ere is no reason to claim that Paul here 
conceives of some type of “participation in Moses,” as if the Israelites became 
“one person” with Moses, entered into Moses’ “field of force,” or were joined 
to him in some mystical or ontological sense. Rather, Paul is simply affirming 
that the Israelites came under Moses’ leadership, entering into a relationship 
with him in which they followed his direction.86 When Paul speaks of being 
“baptized into Christ” in Rom. 6:3 and Gal. 3:27, therefore, his words should 
be understood in similar fashion: those baptized come under Christ’s lordship 
and come to form part of the community that is led and guided by him. 'ey 
were baptized into the body of believers who live under Christ in the Spirit (1 
Cor. 12:12-13). 'e idea would be essentially the same as that which we find 
in the book of Acts, where believers are said to be baptized into Christ’s name 
(Acts 8:16; 10:48; 19:3-5; cf. Acts 2:38; 1 Cor. 1:13-15).

While it is not possible to consider here all of the passages from Paul’s 
letters in which he uses the phrase “in Christ” and similar phrases, in gen-
eral these phrases should be understood in the sense just indicated. Without 
attempting to impose a single meaning on these phrases in each of the pas-
sages in which they appear, in general terms it can be said that for Paul, to be 
in Christ involves acknowledging Christ as Lord and living under his lord-
ship in faith. When Paul speaks of a person or community being “in Christ,” 
he no doubt has in mind many different aspects of the life of believers and 
their relation to Christ, including faith, obedience, love, submission, and devo-
tion to Christ, and a commitment to Christ’s teaching. 'ose in Christ enjoy 
solidarity with him and others, imitate and serve Christ, live in fellowship 
with Christ, are “clothed” with Christ, have the mind of Christ, know Christ, 
show allegiance to Christ as Lord, and are included within the community of 
believers. 'ese are precisely the ways in which Paul defines the relationship 
of believers to Christ throughout his epistles.87 Paul also repeatedly speaks of 
believers belonging to Christ, which should be seen as expressing basically 
the same reality as being in Christ.88 His allusions to Christ being present 

86. Richard M. Davidson notes the parallel between being “baptized into Moses” and “baptized into 
Christ” in Paul’s thought: “As in Christian baptism the believer is assigned to, and incorporated into, obedient 
fellowship with Christ, so Israel was united with Moses in the Exodus event. ‘Into Moses,’ as ‘into Christ,’ 
means into his possession and under his authority, into his ownership or leadership, into close relation with, 
and even, ‘corporate existence’” (Typology in Scripture: A Study of Hermeneutical Typos Structures; AUSDDS 
2; Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press, 1981, 215, citing various New Testament scholars). 
Commenting on 1 Cor. 10:2, Lewis B. Smedes interprets Paul as affirming that the Israelites who crossed 
the Red Sea experienced “initiation into the redemptive program of which Moses was the dominant personal 
figure” (All #ings Made New: A #eology of Man’s Union with Christ; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970, 143; 
quoted in Davidson, Typology, 215).

87. See Rom. 13:14; 14:8, 18; 15:7; 16:18; 1 Cor. 1:9; 2:16; 11:1; 2 Cor. 11:3; Gal. 2:16, 20; 3:27; Phil. 1:29; 
2:5; 3:8-10; cf. Eph. 5:24; 6:6; Col. 2:5-7.

88. See Rom. 1:6; 7:4; 8:9; 14:8; 1 Cor. 3:23; 15:23; 2 Cor. 10:7; Gal. 5:24; Phil. 3:12; cf. Eph. 6:9.
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in believers should also be taken as referring to the manner in which Christ is 
active in their lives and uses them as his instruments to accomplish his pur-
poses, rather than in a spatial, literal, or ontological sense.89

To claim that Paul taught that believers can actually participate in past 
events, namely, Christ’s suffering, death, and resurrection, is also problematic. 
As noted previously, these events must then be made omnipresent in some 
way or else people of all places and times must be enabled to travel in time 
back to the moment of Jesus’ crucifixion.90 Some scholars have spoken of par-
ticipating in Christ’s “experiences” so that all come to experience the same 
things that Christ experienced.91 If this is conceived of in terms of an actual 
participation in what Jesus experienced in his life or his last hours, however, 
it is not at all clear what this might involve. In this case, concrete historical 
events are turned into abstract, timeless realities. 'e same is true when all 
human beings collectively are said to have participated in Christ’s death and 
resurrection. Salvation then appears to be automatic or even magical: whether 
or not people realize it, they have all died and risen with Christ in some mys-
terious sense and thus must even be said to have been saved. Furthermore, if 
not only all human beings but also creation as a whole are said to have par-
ticipated in Christ’s death and resurrection, then some type of mysterious or 
ontological power is ascribed to those events so that they are viewed as having 
altered the physical or material composition of the natural order or as being 
ubiquitous so as to exert some type of quasi-magical influence on the entire 
cosmos. Nothing in Paul’s letters suggests that he thought in these terms.

More than anything else, what has led to the increase in popularity of par-
ticipatory interpretations of Paul’s soteriology is the dissatisfaction with 
the purely forensic doctrine of justification ascribed to Paul in traditional 
Protestant thought. A participatory understanding of Christ’s work allows 
scholars to avoid the idea that righteousness is something merely imputed 
or reckoned to believers so as to speak instead of believers actually becoming 
righteous by participating in Christ or in his death and resurrection. 'is 
righteousness does not involve a merely forensic declaration on God’s part but 
an actual transformation of believers. 

Although many scholars today argue that we must look to the idea of 
participation in Christ rather than to the notion of penal substitution in order 
to interpret Paul’s teaching regarding the justification of believers through 
Christ, they are not always agreed on the question of precisely how participa-
tion in Christ leads to justification. Some scholars, for example, attribute to 

89. See Rom. 8:10; 1 Cor. 14:25; 2 Cor. 13:3, 5; Gal. 1:16; 2:20; 4:19; Phil. 2:13; cf. Col. 1:27.
90. On this point and what follows, see David A. Brondos, Paul on the Cross: Reconstructing the Apostle’s 

Story of Redemption (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 155-58.
91. See, for example, Morna D. Hooker, From Adam to Christ: Essays on Paul (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1990), 40-45, 91-92.
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Paul the idea that believers participate in Christ’s own righteousness by virtue 
of their union with him.92 'is can be understood not only in a purely forensic 
sense, but in the sense that believers actually participate in the righteous way 
of being and living that was manifested in Christ so as to become righteous in 
their conduct. Although some scholars see the transformation resulting from 
union with Christ as the basis upon which believers are forgiven and justified, 
for others it is that union itself that provides the basis both for divine forgive-
ness and the transformation of life. 'is latter view makes it possible to adhere 
more strictly to the traditional Protestant emphasis on grace: through faith 
and not due to any effort or merit of their own, believers are graciously joined 
to Christ so as to receive both the forgiveness of their sins and the new way of 
living that comes through Christ and the Spirit.

Other scholars, most notably Wright, reject the notion that believers par-
ticipate in Christ’s own righteousness and instead speak of participating in 
Christ himself or in his death and resurrection. Such a view allows Wright to 
combine the ideas of substitution and participation: because in his death Christ 
bore the condemnation that God needed to execute upon human sin, those 
who are joined to Christ so as to participate in his death can also be said to 
have borne that condemnation together with him.93 At the same time, because 
in his resurrection Christ was vindicated and received a favorable divine ver-
dict, those who are incorporated into Christ share in that vindication and that 
verdict. In this way, they are declared righteous and acquitted.94 According to 
Wright, by virtue of their incorporation into Christ, believers also receive the 
Holy Spirit so as to be able to live a new life of righteousness, although this 
new life does not constitute the basis upon which they are justified.95

Among those scholars who claim that the basis for Paul’s teaching on 
justification is his participatory soteriology, it has become common to claim 
that when Paul uses the phrase pistis Christou in his epistles, he has in mind 
the faith or faithfulness of Christ himself. 'is involves rejecting the tradi-
tional Protestant reading of the phrase as an objective genitive, generally ren-
dered “faith in Christ.” According to the juristic and forensic interpretations 

92. For Wallis, for example, the idea of participation in Christ presents Christ as the one “through whom 
and in whom God’s righteousness—in all its richness—is communicated” (Faith, 99). John Ziesler finds the 
same idea in Phil. 3:9 and 1 Cor. 1:30: “In so far as we are in Christ, we participate in Christ’s righteousness....” 
(#e Meaning of Righteousness in Paul: A Linguistic and #eology Inquiry; SNTSMS 20; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1972, 159).

93. N. T. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, Vol. 4 of Christian Origins and the Question of God 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013), 825-36, 846-50, 865, 875, 897-902, 939, 948-52, 975-76, 1039-40, 1094, 1299. 
In his interpretation of Rom. 8:3 and 2 Cor. 5:21, Wright claims that “the sterile old antithesis between 
‘representation’ and ‘substitution’ is overcome. 'e Messiah is able to be the substitute because he is the 
representative” (Justification, 105-6). See also Wright, #e Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline 
#eology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 150-56.

94. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 692, 896-98, 900-902, 936-37, 944-52, 960-63, 996-99, 1513.
95. For Wright, justification “presupposes the work of the Spirit.” 'is is because “true Christian faith—

belief that Jesus is Lord and that God raised him from the dead—is the evidence of the work of the Spirit, 
and hence the evidence that the believer is already within the covenant” (“Justification: 'e Biblical Basis 
and its Relevance for Contemporary Evangelicalism,” in #e Great Acquittal: Justification by Faith and Current 
Christian #ought; ed. Gavin Reid; London: Collins, 1980, 16).
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of Paul’s thought, in order to be justified, one must believe in Christ and 
especially in the atoning efficacy of his substitutionary death. By reading pistis 
Christou as a subjective genitive, those scholars dissatisfied with the idea of 
forensic justification seek to avoid the notion that the faith of believers con-
stitutes the basis upon which they are justified and affirm more strongly the 
passive role that believers play in their justification: their faith is not simply 
their own but is instead the faith of Christ in which they participate. 'is was 
the concern of 'omas F. Torrance, a Scottish Reformed theologian who first 
made the subjective genitive interpretation popular.96 Following Karl Barth, 
whose Church Dogmatics he helped translate, as well as the nineteenth-century 
Scottish theologian John McLeod Campbell, Torrance wished to stress 
the utter passivity of believers in their justification and salvation. Torrance 
insisted not only that the works of believers are of no value before God due to 
their imperfections and sinfulness, as Protestant theology has always stressed, 
but also that human beings are incapable of having the faith necessary to be 
declared righteous before God. 'erefore, they must participate in the faith or 
faithfulness of Christ, who by virtue of his divinity was the only human being 
capable of truly having absolute faith in God: “Jesus steps into the actual 
situation where we are summoned to have faith in God, to believe and trust 
in him, and he acts in our place and in our stead from within the depths of 
our unfaithfulness and provides us freely with a faithfulness in which we may 
share....[I]f we think of belief, trust or faith as forms of human activity before 
God, then we must think of Jesus Christ as believing, trusting and having 
faith in God the Father on our behalf and in our place.”97

While not all New Testament scholars who interpret the phrase pistis 
Christou as a subjective genitive do so for the same reasons and in the same 
way that Torrance did, such an interpretation nevertheless allows them to 
stress the idea of participation in Christ as the basis for justification and sal-
vation and to point to Christ as the model or prototype of what believers 
become by virtue of their participatory union with Christ and his death.98 As 
we noted in Chapter 1, Christ’s work is therefore understood as first bring-
ing about in himself the new human being or humanity so that others may 
then be justified and saved by participating in that new way of being human. 
Morna Hooker, for example, writes that “Paul presents redemption in Christ 
as a radical restructuring of human nature: it is in effect a new creation (2 Cor. 
5.17).”99 On this basis, she claims that for Paul “even the faith of believers is 

96. Particularly influential was the article of 'omas F. Torrance, “One Aspect of the Biblical Conception 
of Faith,” ExpT 68 (1957): 111-14.

97. 'omas F. Torrance, #e Mediation of Christ, rev. ed. (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1992), 82-83. Further 
on, Torrance adds: “Jesus Christ in me believes in my place and at the same time takes up my poor faltering 
and stumbling faith into his....” (98).

98. According to Morna Hooker, “When Christ is raised from the dead he is vindicated, declared to 
be righteous. If we become the righteousness of God in him it is because those who are in him share his 
righteousness” (Not Ashamed of the Gospel: New Testament Interpretations of the Death of Christ; DL; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans 1994, 35-36).

99. Hooker, “ ,” 338.
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discovered not to be their own; in so far as they have faith, it is a sharing in 
Christ’s faith....”100 Similarly, Hays argues that for Paul Christ is the “prototype 
of redeemed humanity” and that his “fidelity to God is the pattern for the new 
life that he has inaugurated.... We are taken up into his life, including his 
faithfulness, and that faithfulness therefore imparts to us the shape of our own 
existence.”101 According to Ian Wallis, “owing to Paul’s understanding of the 
inclusive nature of Christ’s humanity, faith must be conceived not so much as 
a matter of believing in Christ or what God has accomplished through him, 
but of finding oneself in the faith of Christ and so of being located within his 
corporate response to God.”102

Of course, the interpretation of pistis Christou as a subjective genitive has 
also faced a great deal of opposition. Scholars such as Dunn and Barry Matlock 
have especially argued against such an interpretation, presenting arguments in 
favor of the traditional view that the phrase is an objective genitive that is best 
translated “faith in Christ.”103 Almost all would agree with Hooker’s observa-
tion, however, that “the question is one which cannot be settled on the basis 
of appeals to grammatical construction alone. 'is issue can be settled only by 
exegesis, and because New Testament scholars approach the texts with widely 
differing presuppositions, they are likely to interpret the phrase in very dif-
ferent ways.”104

Without entering in detail into the arguments for and against a subjec-
tive genitive reading, it is important to note that inevitably biblical scholars 
defend either the subjective or objective genitive on the basis of theologi-
cal concerns.105 'ose opting for the subjective genitive reading particularly 
wish to avoid the notion that faith is something that believers must bring 
about in themselves and thus constitutes the one work necessary for believ-
ers to be declared righteous before God. Hays, for example, claims: “'e 
besetting danger of the anthropological (‘objective genitive’) interpreta-
tion, with its emphasis on the salvific efficacy of individual faith, is its ten-
dency to reduce the gospel to an account of individual religious experience, 
or even to turn faith into a bizarre sort of work, in which Christians jump 
through the entrance way of salvation by cultivating the right sort of spiritual 
disposition.”106 Similarly, Hooker argues that to understand pistis Christou as 
an objective genitive “throws all the emphasis on the believer’s faith,” while 

100. Ibid., 331.
101. Hays, Faith, xxix, xxxi-xxxii.
102. Wallis, Faith, 217. See also Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 524-25, 836-59.
103. See especially James D. G. Dunn, “Once More, ,” in Hays, Faith, 249-71; R. 

Barry Matlock, “Detheologizing the  Debate: Cautionary Remarks from a Lexical Semantic 
Perspective,” NovT 42 (2000): 1-23; Matlock, “‘Even the Demons Believe’: Paul and ,” CBQ 
64 (2002): 300-318.

104. Hooker, “ ,” 321.
105. Jermo van Nes rightly notes: “Because grammar alone was shown to be inadequate for determining 

the meaning of pistis Christou, it is theology more than linguistics that drives the contemporary debate” 
(“‘Faith[fulness] of the Son of God’? Galatians 2:20b Reconsidered,” NovT 55 [2013]: 128-29).

106. Hays, Faith, 293.
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the subjective genitive interpretation instead “throws the emphasis on the role 
of Christ.”107 According to Hooker, “Faith is certainly not to be understood 
as a form of human works! Faith derives, not from the believer, but from the 
fact that he or she is already in Christ and identified with him.... [E]ven the 
believer’s initial response—his faith—is a sharing in the obedient, faithful 
response of Christ himself.”108 

A main tenet of the argument of Hays, Hooker, and others against the 
objective genitive reading of pistis Christou is also that, in the Pauline pas-
sages in which it appears, it is redundant. After examining these passages, 
for example, Hooker notes: “If pistis Christou is interpreted of faith in Christ, 
then there is a certain redundancy of expression in all our passages; if, on the 
other hand, it refers to Christ’s own faith, we have a reference both to his 
faith and to our own.”109 Proponents of the objective genitive reading, how-
ever, have responded to such claims by rejecting the notion that it represents 
a redundancy and insisting that to speak of faith in Christ by no means need 
be taken as implying that faith is a human work.110 On the contrary, for Paul, 
faith in Christ is a gracious gift of God, brought about through the Holy 
Spirit, rather than something human beings must bring about in themselves.

A second phrase that scholars who base their understanding of justifica-
tion on Paul’s participatory soteriology have reinterpreted is dikaiosunē tou 
theou, the “righteousness of God.” As noted above, according to the tradi-
tional Protestant readings of Paul, this phrase refers to the righteousness that 
God reckons to believers in a forensic sense.111 Ernst Käsemann was among 
the first to question this interpretation, proposing that Paul conceived of the 
righteousness of God as both a gift and a power.112 Since then, however, it has 
become common to claim that the phrase should be understood as a subjec-
tive genitive: when Paul speaks of the dikaiosunē tou theou, he has in mind the 
faithfulness of God, in particular God’s faithfulness to the covenant he made 
with Israel.113 'is covenant faithfulness is manifested particularly in God’s 

107. Hooker, “ ,” 337.
108. Ibid., 341.
109. Ibid., 336.
110. Arland J. Hultgren, for example, rejects the subjective genitive interpretation of pistis Christou and 

stresses that for Paul faith merely “accepts righteousness from God” rather than constituting a good work in 
itself (“'e Pistis Christou Formulation in Paul,” NovT 22 [1980]: 258-59). Dunn also questions the notion 
that the objective genitive reading of pistis Christou in passages such as Gal. 2:16 and Phil. 3:9 represents a 
redundancy, insisting instead that Paul’s repeated allusions to faith in these passages are motivated by a desire 
for emphasis and clarity (“Once More,” 262-63, 268).

111. For a review of the scholarly discussion regarding the interpretation of dikaiosunē theou, see Alexander 
J. M. Wedderburn, “Paul and Jesus: 'e Problem of Continuity,” SJT 38 (1985): 194-99; Richard K. Moore, “2 
Cor. 5,21: 'e Interpretative Key to Paul’s Use of ?,” in #e Corinthian Correspondence 
(ed. R. Bieringer; BETL 125; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1996), 712-15. On the use of “righteousness 
of God” in the Hebrew Scriptures and second-temple Jewish literature, see Peter Stuhlmacher, Reconciliation, 
Law, and Righteousness: Essays in Biblical #eology, trans. Everett R. Kalin (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1986), 82-83.

112. See Ernst Käsemann, New Testament Questions of Today (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969), 168-82.
113. 'is idea is particularly stressed by Wright, who defines the righteousness of God as “the faithful 

justice of the covenant God” (Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 841). More commonly, Wright interprets the 
“righteousness of God” as God’s “covenant faithfulness”; see Wright, Justification, 64-71; N. T. Wright, “On 
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sending of Christ and giving him over to death so as to make possible the 
redemption he promised to Israel.

As we noted in Chapter 1 of our study, another idea that has found wide 
acceptance among proponents of a participatory understanding of Paul’s 
soteriology is that of an inaugurated eschatology, according to which a new 
age “dawned” or was “ushered in” through Christ’s death and resurrection, 
although it has yet to come in its fullness.114 Closely associated with this inau-
gurated eschatology is the claim that God pronounced his final and definitive 
judgment against sin and death when Christ died.115 'ose who participate in 
Christ and his death and resurrection have therefore entered into the new age 
and are delivered from divine judgment by virtue of their sharing in Christ’s 
verdict of acquittal and his victory over sin and death. Some proponents of 
an apocalyptic interpretation of Paul also claim that Christ’s death and resur-
rection broke the hold of apocalyptic powers such as sin and death on human 
beings and thus brought into existence a new humanity, as well as a new cre-
ation that affects not only believers but the world in general.116

A close look at Paul’s epistles, however, reveals that there is virtually noth-
ing in them to support such interpretations of his thought. Paul consistently 
views the present age as evil. 'e world remains subject to forces that act 
contrary to God’s will and has yet to be redeemed. Even when Paul affirms 
in Gal. 1:4 that Christ died “in order to deliver us from the present evil age,” 
he does not say that the evil age has come to an end but rather that it is 
still present.117 In fact, this passage can be read in the sense that Christ died 
so that at some time in the future he might return in power and glory to 
deliver believers from the present evil age. Such an interpretation of Gal. 1:4 is 

Becoming the Righteousness of God, 2 Cor. 5:21,” in Pauline #eology, Vol. 2: 1 & 2 Corinthians (ed. David Hay; 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 200-208. Elsewhere, Wright argues that God must “act as the righteous judge 
in the cosmic law court,” and does so through Jesus the Messiah (“Paul’s Gospel and Caesar’s Empire,” in Paul 
and Politics: Ekklesia, Israel, Imperium, Interpretation. Essays in Honor of Krister Stendahl; ed. Richard A. Horsley; 
Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2000, 170-72). For a similar definition of the righteousness of God 
as God’s faithfulness, see also Ziesler, Meaning, 39-41, 160; Hays, Faith, xxx, 294. Both Ziesler and Hays relate 
the idea of the faithfulness of God to Christ’s death, as Wright does (Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 843-44). 

114. See, for example, Garlington, Faith, 153-54; Dunn, Romans 1-8, 373, 421-22; Michael J. Gorman, 
Cruciformity: Paul’s Narrative Spirituality of the Cross (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 105; Wright, Paul 
and the Faithfulness of God, 963, 1068-73, 1101-3; Dale C. Allison Jr., #e End of the Ages Has Come: An Early 
Interpretation of the Passion and Resurrection of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 65.

115. See, for example, Rudolf Bultmann, Faith and Understanding, trans. Louise Pettibone Smith (ed. 
Robert W. Funk; New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 233-34.

116. See, for example, James D. G. Dunn, “How New Was Paul’s Gospel? 'e Problem of Continuity and 
Discontinuity,” in Gospel in Paul: Studies in Corinthians, Galatians, and Romans for Richard N. Longenecker (ed. 
L. Ann Jervis and Peter Richardson; JSNTSup 108; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994), 374-75; Johan 
Christiaan Beker, Paul the Apostle: #e Triumph of God in Life and #ought (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980), 184-
98, 204-11; Beker, #e Triumph of God: #e Essence of Paul’s #ought, trans. Loren T. Stuckenbruck (Minneapolis: 
Fortress,1990), 25-26; Gerd 'eissen, Social Reality and the Early Christians: #eology, Ethics, and the World of 
the New Testament, trans. Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 163-66; Hays, Faith, xxxix.

117. As David J. Lull notes, in Gal. 1:4 Paul “implies that the present age, even after the coming of Christ, 
is still ‘evil’,” and that “the end of ‘the present evil age’ has not yet come....” (“Salvation History: 'eology in 1 
'essalonians, Philemon, Philippians, and Galatians. A Response to N. T. Wright, R. B. Hays, and R. Scroggs,” 
in Pauline #eology, Vol. 1, ed. Bassler, 264).
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consistent with Paul’s thought elsewhere. For Paul, the redemption of creation 
and the outpouring of God’s wrath still lie in the future (Rom. 2:5-8; 5:9-10; 
8:18-23; 1 Cor. 15:23-28; 1 'ess. 2:9-10).

Among the passages most commonly cited in support of the claim that 
Paul taught an inaugurated eschatology is 1 Cor. 7:29-31, where Paul affirms 
that “the appointed time has grown short” and that “the present form of this 
world is passing away.”118 In reality, however, Paul’s words here simply reflect 
the apocalyptic idea that the end is soon to come and that, before that end 
does arrive, the world will continue to fall into decay and decline. In 1 Cor. 
10:11, Paul speaks of believers as “those upon whom the end of the ages has 
come,” yet once more this can and should be understood merely in the sense 
that the end is soon to arrive. 'e same is true of Paul’s words in Rom. 13:11-
12: “Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you 
to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became 
believers; the night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works 
of darkness and put on the armor of light....”

Many of those who attribute to Paul a participatory soteriology interpret 
Paul’s allusions to the “new creation” in the sense that a new creation now 
exists in a literal or ontological sense as a result of Christ’s death and res-
urrection.119 However, this involves reading back into the phrase ideas that 
Paul did not seem to have in mind. In both 2 Cor. 5:17 and Gal. 6:15, the 
new creation is set in contrast to circumcision and uncircumcision, both of 
which have to do with individuals. 'e use of the phrase in the Jewish work 
Joseph and Aseneth also suggests that when Paul speaks of a new creation, he 
is referring, not to some cosmic transformation, but to the idea that those 
who believe in Christ come to be new people as members of the community 
of those committed to living according to God’s will.120 For Paul, the new 
creation seems to be closely related to the death of the old person, but also the 
new life of believers in which they no longer live merely as Jews or gentiles. In 
Gal. 6:15, Paul is questioning the notion that believers must be circumcised 
so as to become Jews or live as Jews, whereas in 2 Cor. 5:17 he is contrasting 
the new way of viewing reality with the old.121 'us the idea of a new creation 
should not be taken in a literal, ontological, or cosmic sense, but rather should 
be understood as referring to the new life of believers.122

118. See, for example, Bultmann, #eology, 1:299-300.
119. See, for example, Richard B. Hays, “Crucified with Christ: A Synthesis of the 'eology of 1 and 2 

'essalonians, Philemon, Philippians, and Galatians,” in Pauline #eology, Vol. 1, ed. Bassler, 233.
120. On this understanding of the phrase “new creation” as it appears in Joseph and Aseneth, see especially 

Hubbard, New Creation, 64-65, 76, 237; Scot McKnight, A Light among the Gentiles: Jewish Missionary Activity 
in the Second Temple Period (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 88-89.

121. 'is is evident from 2 Cor. 5:16, where Paul speaks of no longer knowing Christ “according to the 
flesh.” On this point, see Seyoon Kim, “2 Cor. 5:11-21 and the Origin of Paul’s Concept of ‘Reconciliation’,” 
NovT 39 (1997): 374-75.

122. T. Ryan Jackson argues that, because a number of passages from the Hebrew Scriptures, Jewish 
and Roman writings of the second-temple period, and Paul’s epistles speak of the future transformation of 
the cosmos, Paul’s language regarding the “new creation” in 2 Cor. 5:17 and Gal. 6:15 should be understood 
as having “both anthropological as well as cosmological dimensions” (New Creation in Paul’s Letters: A Study 
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In some sense, of course, for Paul believers already participate in many 
of the blessings of the age to come, including especially the gift of the Holy 
Spirit. According to Paul, believers have received the Holy Spirit as a “guaran-
tee” or “deposit” (arrabōn, 2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; cf. Eph. 4:30). However, this should 
be understood in the sense that, because God’s Spirit is present and active 
among them, they can have assurance that they will enter into the life of the 
age to come, when they will receive that Spirit in its fullness.123 Believers can 
also be said to participate in the reign of God in the present in a sense, yet this 
consists of experiencing “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” 
(Rom. 14:17). To say that believers experience in the present many of the 
blessings associated with the life of the age to come, however, is not the same 
as affirming that the age to come has already dawned or been inaugurated. 
Instead, Paul repeatedly and consistently points to the resurrection, Christ’s 
parousia, the final judgment, and the redemption of believers and the cre-
ation in general as something that believers still await. Paul nowhere affirms 
that any of these things have already taken place in some sense or have been 
“inaugurated.”124 In Paul’s thought, the created order remains essentially the 
same as it was previous to Christ’s death and resurrection.125

The Origins and Development of Paul’s “with Christ” and “in 
Christ” Language

One of the problems that those who ascribe to Paul the idea of a literal, 
ontological, or mystical participation in Christ and his death have perpetually 
had to address is the fact that, outside of the Pauline epistles, such an idea is 
nowhere to be found in the New Testament or other early Christian writings. 
If Paul’s understanding of union with Christ and participation in his death is 

of the Historical and Social Setting of a Pauline Concept; WUNT 2/272; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010, 173). 
While no scholar would question that the writings mentioned speak of a renewal of the cosmos, Jackson simply 
assumes that because that idea is found in those writings, Paul must have the same idea in mind in 2 Cor. 5:17 
and Gal. 6:15, which is a non sequitor. In both of the passages mentioned, Paul is clearly speaking of individual 
believers who are “in Christ” and insisting that ultimately it does not matter whether they are circumcised 
or not. For a number of reasons, there is a strong basis for claiming that Paul is referring to each believer 
individually as a new creature or creation in both Gal. 6:15 and 2 Cor. 5:17 (see Hubing, Crucifixion, 242-45).

123. For our purposes here, it matters little whether arrabōn is understood in terms of a guarantee 
(Kurt Erlemann, “Der Geist als , 2 Kor 5,5,” ZNW 83 [1992]: 208-9), a pledge (Yon-Gyong Kwon, 
“’  as Pledge in Second Corinthians,” NTS 54 [2008]: 525-41), or a “first installment” (A. J. Kerr, 
“ ,” JTS 39 [1988]: 92-97). In any case, arrabōn points forward to a gift to be received in its fullness.

124. Neil Elliott rightly points out that “Paul never declares that the existential powers of sin, death, or the 
Law have been defeated” (“'e Anti-Imperial Message of the Cross,” in Paul and Empire: Religion and Power in 
Roman Imperial Society; ed. Richard A. Horsley; Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1997, 177). Elliott 
also speaks of Paul’s insistence in 1 Corinthians “that the Powers remain unconquered until ‘the end,’ when 
they meet their decisive defeat at God’s hands.... 'e death of Jesus unmasks the rulers of this age as intractably 
opposed to the wisdom of God, but they are not yet overcome” (180-81).

125. I would agree strongly with Michael Wolter that to affirm that “the new aeon has ‘already’ broken in, 
although the old aeon ‘still’ persists” is “misleading especially because by asserting the simultaneity of the two 
aeons, it also suggests a similarity of their presence in the here and now and because it thereby downplays the 
discontinuity that exists between the presence of the eschatic salvation in the here and now and the salvation 
that is yet to come” (Paul: An Outline of His #eology, trans. Robert L. Brawley; Waco, TX: Baylor University 
Press, 2015, 186).
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fundamentally distinct from the idea that believers are to take up their cross 
and follow Jesus that we encounter in the Synoptics, then there seems to be 
nothing in the Jesus-tradition that could have provided the basis for Paul’s 
participatory soteriology. For this reason, those who claim that Paul conceived 
of participation in Christ in a literal, ontological, or mystical sense have had 
to argue that Paul looked outside of the Jesus-tradition handed down to him 
for the ideas necessary to develop his participatory soteriology. 

'roughout most of the twentieth century, most Pauline scholars followed 
Deissmann in claiming that Paul had been heavily influenced by Hellenistic 
ideas, including especially the so-called mystery religions and Gnosticism.126 
Supposedly, the mystery religions spoke of initiates and worshipers being 
mystically united to divinities and participating through various rites in the 
death and resurrection of those divinities. 'ese ideas were said to have come 
to provide the basis for Paul’s understanding of Christian baptism. Similarly, 
it was claimed that Paul took from Gnosticism the notion of a redeemer fig-
ure who incorporates others into a single body with himself.127 

In recent decades, however, scholars have increasingly come to distance 
themselves from such claims. 'e primary reason for this is that it has become 
evident that both the mystery religions and Gnosticism did not exist as such 
in Paul’s day. As Everett Ferguson has rightly observed, scholars took ideas 
from a variety of ancient sources that described beliefs and practices that were 
not necessarily related to one another in antiquity in order to construct a “gen-
eral ‘mystery theology’ or common ‘mystery religion.’” 'is involved “(uncon-
sciously) starting with Christian ideas, using these to interpret data about 
the mysteries, and then finding the mysteries as the source of the Christian 
ideas.”128 'e same procedure was used to posit the existence of Gnosticism as 
a clearly-defined set of beliefs and practices.129 Today many New Testament 
scholars agree not only that it is improper to speak of the existence of mystery 
religions and Gnosticism in Paul’s day, but also that many of the ideas that 
were previously associated with the mystery religions and Gnosticism are not 
clearly attested in the Hellenistic literature that pre-dates Paul.130

A further reason why it is unlikely that Paul looked to Hellenistic beliefs 
and practices to develop his own understanding of the way in which Christ 
brings about the salvation of others is that relatively little time passed between 

126. For a summary of this discussion, see L. Gregory Bloomquist, #e Function of Suffering in Philippians 
( JSNTSup 78; Sheffield: JSOT, 1993), 35-49. On the basis of his extensive study of the so-called mystery 
religions, A. J. M. Wedderburn has also questioned the notion that Paul was directly influenced by those 
religions; see Wedderburn, “'e Soteriology of the Mysteries and Pauline Baptismal 'eology,” NovT 29 
(1987): 53-72; Wedderburn, Baptism. Wedderburn concludes the latter work affirming that “the mysteries 
were not saying the same thing as Paul, nor was Paul borrowing his ideas from the mysteries” (Baptism, 396).

127. On these ideas, see especially Bultmann, #eology, 1:295-303.
128. Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 279; 

see 279-82. See also Agersnap, Baptism, 295-302.
129. Dunn, for example, alludes to the “wild goose chase for a pre-Christian Gnostic myth” (#eology of 

Paul, 393). See also Ziesler, Pauline Christianity, 61.
130. Among others, see B. J. Oropeza, Paul and Apostasy: Eschatology, Perseverance and Falling Away in the 

Corinthian Congregation (WUNT 2/115; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 74-76.
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Jesus’ death, Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus, and the initiation 
of Paul’s ministry. On the basis of what Paul writes in Gal. 1:15—2:1, it is 
unlikely that more than five years passed between the crucifixion and Paul’s 
Damascus experience.131 

While there is certainly evidence of conflicts between Paul and other lead-
ers in the church of his time, none of these appear to have had anything to 
do with his understanding of the relation between Christ and believers. Had 
he looked to Greco-Roman thought to develop a participatory soteriology 
unlike anything else known in the early church, however, he would almost cer-
tainly have encountered opposition within the church and have been accused 
of abandoning the Jesus-tradition passed down from Jesus’ first followers. 
Furthermore, if Paul did develop an understanding of salvation in Christ that 
was so distinct from anything found in the rest of the New Testament, it is 
necessary to explain why that understanding of salvation then disappeared 
entirely from the church in the decades immediately following the composi-
tion of Paul’s letters, which seem to have circulated widely among the first 
Christians. It must also be asked how Paul could have expected the believers 
in Rome to understand the language that he uses in Romans 6, given the fact 
that he had never visited them or proclaimed his gospel to them. He could 
hardly assume that they had developed their own understanding of baptism 
as mystical or ontological participation in Christ if such ideas were unknown 
in the tradition common to believers in the early church. Much less could 
he expect that they would receive him favorably when he arrived at Rome to 
preach a gospel that was fundamentally unlike the gospel they already knew.

'e reason that New Testament scholars originally looked to Greco-
Roman literature to understand Paul’s language of being in Christ and par-
ticipating in his death was not only that in some passages those writings use 
language that is somewhat similar to Paul’s, but also that there seemed to 
be nothing in ancient Hebrew or Jewish literature that might be posited as 
providing a background for Paul’s so-called participatory soteriology. When 
Pauline scholars increasingly came to question the notion that Paul had 
derived his understanding of salvation in Christ from Greco-Roman religious 
beliefs and practices, they began to look for passages in the Hebrew Scriptures 
and second-temple Jewish literature that might provide a background for 
Paul’s language of being in Christ and dying with him. Some claimed that 
Paul derived his thought from a Hebrew concept of corporate personality.132 
According to this idea, what happened to a representative figure could be said 
to have happened to all of those whom that figured represented as well. On 
this basis it was claimed that, when Christ died and rose, all those included in 
him did so as well. It was not long, however, before it became clear that such 

131. On the different proposals for the dates of Jesus’ crucifixion and Paul’s conversion, see Rainer Riesner, 
Paul’s Early Period: Chronology, Mission Strategy, #eology, trans. Doug Stott (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 
3-28.

132. On this point, see Ziesler, Pauline Christianity, 63.
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an understanding of corporate personality was also a scholarly construct that 
involved reading ideas back into Hebrew and Jewish writings that were not 
actually there.133

'ere thus seems to be nothing in ancient Jewish, Hellenistic, or Roman 
religious thought that might have provided a basis for Paul to develop the 
idea that believers or human beings in general are united to Christ or have 
died with him in a literal, ontological, or mystical sense. A recognition of 
this reality has now led scholars such as Wright to argue that Paul simply 
developed his “‘incorporative’ language” on his own, independently of Greco-
Roman thought or a Hebrew concept of corporate personality.134 Curiously, 
even though Pauline scholars have essentially given up the search for some 
type of Greco-Roman or Jewish background to Paul’s participatory thought, 
they continue to ascribe to Paul a soteriology that is fundamentally distinct 
from that of the rest of the New Testament writings. 

Closely related to this way of reading Paul has been the claim that Paul 
was either relatively ignorant of the Jesus-tradition or ascribed little impor-
tance to that tradition. For most of the twentieth century, the fact that Paul 
does not allude to almost any of the material we find in the Synoptics was 
seen as providing evidence that he developed an understanding of the gospel 
that was unique to him. In recent years, however, an increasing number of 
scholars have come to recognize that Paul’s epistles reflect many of the same 
basic ideas attributed to Jesus in the Synoptics and that Paul often seems to 
assume a knowledge of the Jesus-tradition on the part of his readers.135

For all these reasons, it seems that we should interpret Paul’s language 
concerning the relation of Christ to believers and his allusions to dying with 
Christ on the basis of the same basic understanding of salvation in Christ 
that appears elsewhere in the New Testament. Without denying that Paul 
often uses language that is unique to him, it appears that the soteriological 
ideas underlying that language are either essentially the same as those we 
find throughout the rest of the New Testament writings or else can be seen 
to have developed naturally out of the tradition handed down to him. Rather 
than continuing to regard Paul as a theological maverick, we should assume a 
basic continuity of thought between him and others in the early communities 
of Jesus’ followers.

Finally, as we saw earlier in this chapter and in Chapter 1, numerous schol-
ars have recognized that Paul’s so-called participatory soteriology is foreign to 
modern thought and thus is inaccessible or unintelligible to us today. If that is 
the case, however, there are no good reasons to believe that it was accessible or 
intelligible to people of Paul’s day either. It therefore seems best to conclude 

133. On the problems with the claim that Paul derived from the Hebrew Scriptures a concept of “corporate 
personality,” see J. W. Rogerson, “'e Hebrew Conception of Corporate Personality: A Re-examination,” JTS 
21 (1970): 1-16; Agersnap, Baptism, 117-18.

134. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 826-28.
135. See Dunn, #eology of Paul, 183-95; David Wenham, Paul: Follower of Jesus or Founder of Christianity? 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995).
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that Paul intended his language about being in Christ and suffering and dying 
with Christ in a metaphorical sense, rather than in a literal, mystical, or onto-
logical sense. Because such an interpretation of that language makes it easily 
intelligible for us today, we can assume that it was easily intelligible for the 
believers to whom Paul addressed his epistles as well.

RETHINKING PAUL’S UNDERSTANDING OF 

JUSTIFICATION AND SALVATION

A careful look at Paul’s letters reveals that his understanding of the manner 
in which human beings attain salvation through Christ is relatively simple 
and straightforward. Ultimately, the way in which Christ will save human 
beings is by returning in power and glory to raise the dead, judge all people, 
destroy the forces of evil and all those aligned with those forces, and bring to 
fulfillment the promises made by God regarding the age to come. However, 
because Paul believed that participation in the salvation to come depended on 
the way in which people live in the present age, he also defined Christ’s role 
in terms of bringing about in both Jews and those from the nations a new 
life of righteousness that would make them acceptable to God. For Paul, the 
problem that needed to be resolved was not in God but in human beings. 'e 
plight was not that God’s strict justice prevented God from declaring sinful 
human beings righteous, but that human beings were not living righteously 
in the way God desired and commanded for their own well-being. 'e pur-
pose for which God sent his Son Jesus, therefore, was not that of making it 
possible for God to forgive sins without compromising his justice and holi-
ness. Undoubtedly, Paul believed that Jesus’ activity was aimed at providing 
a basis upon which God might forgive sins and declare people righteous. Yet 
the means by which Jesus was to accomplish that objective was by bringing 
people to practice the righteousness of God, that is, the righteous way of life 
that God desired to see in people everywhere. 'is new way of living would 
constitute the basis upon which God would declare people righteous, thereby 
enabling them to participate in the life of the age to come.136 

Because for Paul righteousness does not involve sinless perfection, it 
is misleading to equate justification with acquittal or a declaration of “not 
guilty,” as Protestant scholars have tended to do. In Paul’s thought, when 
God judged human beings, he was not making a determination concerning 
whether they were guilty of sin and deserved some type of punishment. All 
people sinned, including the righteous, and stood in need of constant correc-
tion from God. To be justified was not to be declared innocent or not guilty, or 

136. I would agree with Richard N. Longenecker that Paul understood the righteousness of God both in a 
communicative sense as “a status of righteousness that God confers (i.e., a forensic or declaratory understanding)” 
and in an attributive sense as “an ethical quality of life (i.e., an effective or ethical understanding) that God 
empowers” (#e Epistle to the Romans: A Commentary on the Greek Text; NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2016, 174-76). Like the vast majority of Pauline scholars, however, Longenecker fails to recognize that the 
forensic status that God confers on believers is always based upon the ethical quality of life that God graciously 
brings about by means of their faith in Christ.
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to be acquitted of having committed any wrongdoing.137 Rather, to be justified 
was to be declared righteous due to the fact that, in spite of one’s sins, one was 
committed to living according to God’s will, and gladly and willingly made 
every effort to live as God commanded out of love for God and others.138 
What distinguished the righteous from the unrighteous was that the righ-
teous did not want to sin but instead wished to practice the righteousness God 
had commanded for their own good and constantly sought God’s assistance 
in order to do so. In contrast, the unrighteous willingly embraced sin and in 
their heart did not want to live according to God’s will. While at times they 
obeyed God’s commandments, they did so out of fear or self-interest, hoping 
to manipulate God or obtain something from him in exchange, rather than 
out of love for God or true faith and trust in God.

Paul’s allusions to the “righteousness of God” must be understood on the 
basis of these ideas. Outside of Paul’s epistles, there are two allusions to God’s 
righteousness in the New Testament. 'e first of these is Matt. 6:33, where 
Jesus tells his disciples to “strive first for the kingdom of God and his righ-
teousness.” Here God’s righteousness must be understood as the righteous 
way of life that God demands and desires to see in all people. 'roughout 
Matthew’s Gospel, the word righteousness refers to righteous behavior, and the 
righteous are those who practice such behavior (Matt. 5:10, 20, 45; 6:1; 10:41; 
13:43, 49; 23:23, 28; 25:37, 46; 27:19).139 While the righteous are undoubt-
edly forgiven by God and declared righteous in a forensic sense, this is because 
they are committed to practicing the righteousness of God. 'e second pas-
sage from the New Testament that alludes to God’s righteousness is James 
1:19-20, where the author tells the readers: “let everyone be quick to listen, 
slow to speak, slow to anger; for your anger does not produce the righteous-
ness of God.” Here again, the righteousness of God can only be understood 
in the sense of righteous conduct that is in conformity with God’s will. 'is, 
in fact, is the way that the phrase is commonly used in many Jewish writings 
from antiquity.140

Nevertheless, most Pauline scholars have simply rejected outright the 
possibility that, when Paul uses the phrase “the righteousness of God,” he 

137. F. Gerald Downing in particular has argued that Paul did not understand justification in terms of 
acquittal (Order and [Dis]order in the First Christian Century: A General Survey of Attitudes; NovTSup 151; 
Leiden: Brill, 2013, 231-54).

138. Chris VanLandingham particularly stresses this point: in both second-temple Jewish thought and 
that of the New Testament, to be justified is not simply to be declared righteous, but to be found righteous 
by God: “righteousness is a state of being that one endeavors to have before God at the judgment—it is not 
something one hopes to receive by pronouncement or declaration at the judgment.... Dikaiosunē is something 
a person possesses or does not possess when he or she comes to the judgment, not something one receives at 
the judgment” (Judgment and Justification in Early Judaism and the Apostle Paul; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
2006, 272, 277). 

139. As Benno Przybylski has demonstrated, righteousness in Matthew’s Gospel has to do with conduct 
that is in conformity with the will of God as well as God’s demand for such conduct on the part of his people 
(Righteousness in Matthew and His World of #ought; SNTSMS 41; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1980, 90-91, 112; see 77-115).

140. Ibid., 13-76.
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may have been referring to righteous conduct in accordance with God’s will. 
'e reason for this is that they insist that Paul’s soteriological thought and 
his doctrine of justification are fundamentally different from that which we 
find elsewhere in the New Testament, especially in writings such as Matthew 
and James, whose authors are supposedly inclined toward a form of works-
righteousness that is in tension with Paul’s teaching that justification is by 
faith alone and does not depend on the conduct of believers.

Undoubtedly, there are passages in Paul’s epistles in which the righteous-
ness of God must be understood as a subjective genitive that refers to God’s 
own acting in conformity with justice. 'is is clearly the case in Rom. 3:5, 
where God’s justice or righteousness refers to God’s judging in conformity 
with justice, and perhaps Rom. 3:25-26 as well, where God’s righteousness 
also has to do with his judging activity. It is important not to assume that the 
phrase “righteousness of God” has the same meaning in each of the Pauline 
passages in which it appears.

In at least one passage, however, the phrase “righteousness of God” must 
clearly be understood as referring to righteous conduct in conformity with 
God’s will rather than a subjective genitive. 'is is Rom. 9:30—10:10. 'ere 
Paul writes that the gentiles, “who did not strive for righteousness, have 
attained it, that is, righteousness through faith (ek pisteōs); but Israel, who 
did strive for the righteousness that is based on the law, did not succeed in 
fulfilling that law” (9:30-31). 'is was because the righteousness for which 
Israel strived was not that which comes from faith but was instead “based on 
works,” and because Israel “stumbled over the stumbling stone,” that is, Christ 
(9:32).141 In Rom. 10:3, Paul claims that because the people of Israel were 
“ignorant of the righteousness of God,” they instead sought “to establish their 
own” and therefore “have not submitted to God’s righteousness.” 'at righ-
teousness comes through faith rather than the law and is a gift given by God.

In this last verse from Romans, the righteousness of God after which the 
people of Israel had strived and which they had sought to establish on their 
own must not be understood either as a purely forensic righteousness or as 
the covenant faithfulness of God. Rather, Paul is clearly referring to the man-
ner of living on the basis of which one might be declared righteous by God. 
Paul’s argument is that Israel believed that the righteousness God desired and 
demanded came through observance of the Mosaic law. 'e people thus did 
not understand that the righteousness God requires is that which he brings 
about graciously through faith and Christ, who is the fulfillment and goal 
of the law (Rom. 10:4-10). In contrast, believing gentiles, who did not seek 
to live righteously so as to be declared righteous by Israel’s God, have now 
attained the manner of living on the basis of which God declares them righ-
teous. Here, therefore, the phrase dikaiosunē tou theou, which appears twice in 

141. On Paul’s use of the “stone imagery” found in the Hebrew Scriptures and the application of that 
imagery to Jesus in various New Testament writings, see Longenecker, Romans, 842-44.
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Rom. 10:3, can only be understood as the way of being, living, and thinking 
that is mandated by God and pleasing to him.

In Rom. 9:30-32, Paul contrasts a righteousness ek pisteōs, that is, “out of 
faith” or “proceeding from faith,” with a righteousness ex ergōn, “out of works” 
or “proceeding from works.” By righteousness ek pisteōs, therefore, Paul is refer-
ring to a righteous way of life that is the result of faith or proceeds from living out 
of faith. In other words, the righteous way of life that God desires and demands 
and on the basis of which God declares people righteous is brought about, not 
by the law or the works it prescribes, but by faith in Christ and the God whom 
he called “Father.” While Paul does not use the words “gift” or “grace” in Rom. 
9:30—10:10, he clearly implies that believers receive as a gift the new life of 
righteousness on the basis of which they are justified. 'is is what gentiles who 
were not seeking righteousness have received through faith.

In Rom. 10:6-8, Paul cites Deut. 9:4 and 30:12-14 to affirm that the righ-
teousness that God desires and demands does not proceed from the law or 
from looking for someone to bring that righteousness down from heaven or 
up from the abyss. 'is is because the one who has brought that righteousness 
is Christ. Paul therefore tells the Romans that the righteous way of living 
on the basis of which one is justified is “near you, on your lips and in your 
heart.” In other words, it comes merely from confessing Jesus as the living 
Lord whom God has raised from the dead (Rom. 10:9). On this basis one is 
declared righteous: “For one believes with the heart and so is justified, and 
one confesses with the mouth and so is saved” (10:10). It must be stressed, 
however, that the reason why confessing and believing in Jesus as risen Lord 
brings justification and salvation is not because, for some unknown reason, 
God has now established faith as the one condition or “work” that must be 
fulfilled in order for people to be justified and saved, rather than obedience to 
the Mosaic law. Rather, faith in Jesus as risen Lord leads to justification and 
salvation because such faith leads to the righteous way of living on the basis 
of which God declares believers righteous.

If the phrase “righteousness of God” has this meaning in Rom. 10:3, there 
is good reason to assume that it has the same meaning elsewhere, especially 
in contexts in which Paul is discussing justification and faith. In 2 Cor. 5:21, 
where Paul says that believers “become the righteousness of God” in Christ, 
there is no need to understand this in terms of a purely forensic righteous-
ness or the covenant faithfulness of God. 'is latter reading seems particu-
larly forced: believers can hardly be said to become the covenant faithfulness 
of God.142 Rather, Paul’s affirmation should be understood in the sense that, 
through their relation to Christ, in and under whom they live, believers actu-
ally come to practice the righteousness of God and on that basis are declared 
righteous by God as well, in spite of the fact that they are not yet perfected. 

142. 'is is the sense in which Wright interprets 2 Cor. 5:21: believers embody God’s faithfulness to 
the covenant (Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 884; “On Becoming,” 200-208). For the claim that to “become 
the righteousness of God” in 2 Cor. 5:21 should be understood simply in a forensic sense, see Barnett, Second 
Corinthians, 315.
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Paul’s words in Phil. 3:6-9 should be understood in the same way. Although 
he had attained a “righteousness of the law” based on his careful observance of 
the Mosaic law (v. 6), the true “righteousness of God” was not the righteous-
ness of his own that resulted from observing that law, but the righteousness 
that comes from God through Christ by faith. In both 2 Cor. 5:21 and Phil. 
3:6-9, the “righteousness of God” should therefore be understood as the righ-
teous way of living, thinking, and being that God desires and commands. 
In Paul’s mind, through Christ God had redefined what that righteousness 
consists of.

 Similarly, in Rom. 3:21-26, the righteousness of God that has been 
revealed “apart from the law” but is “attested by the law and the prophets” (v. 
21) should be understood as a commitment to the righteous way of living that 
is in accordance with God’s will. 'is righteousness is “apart from the law” 
in the sense that it is not merely the result of observing the precepts of the 
Mosaic law. At the same time, however, the law and the prophets pointed for-
ward to it in that they anticipated what would take place through Christ. Paul 
refers to this righteousness as the “righteousness of God through the faith of 
Jesus Christ for all who believe” (v. 22). Here again, those who live by faith 
are righteous because through Christ they practice the righteous way of living 
ordained by God. 'ey are “justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemp-
tion that is in Christ Jesus” (v. 24) in the sense that, as they are redeemed and 
liberated from their former way of living through their new relation to Christ, 
they are graciously declared righteous by God. 'e “gift” that they receive is 
not merely God’s gracious forgiveness but also the new, righteous way of life 
that God graciously brings about in them through Christ. For Paul, God’s 
commitment and faithfulness to both Jews and non-Jews is manifested in his 
bringing about among members of both groups the life of faith, justice, and 
righteousness that he desired to see. 

Outside of the passages already mentioned, Paul mentions the righteous-
ness of God in only one other place, Rom. 1:17. 'ere, after affirming that he 
is not ashamed of the gospel, Paul continues: “For in it the righteousness of 
God is revealed from faith for faith; as it is written, ‘'e one who lives out of 
faith is righteous.’” If the righteousness of God is understood as referring to 
the righteous way of living ordained by God on the basis of which one is jus-
tified, the meaning of Paul’s words here is simple and straightforward. What 
God has now revealed through the gospel is that those who live out of faith, 
ek pisteōs, are living in the way that God desires and on that basis are declared 
righteous by God. Paul’s Roman readers would easily understand the phrase 
ek pisteōs eis pistin to mean that the knowledge that the righteous manner of 
living that leads to justification is the result of living out of faith, ek pisteōs, 
leads people to come to faith, eis pistin, in order to do precisely that, namely, 
live out of faith.143

143. 'is interpretation of the phrase ek pisteōs eis pistin, which from my perspective is clearly what 
Paul had in mind, rarely if ever is mentioned in commentaries on Rom. 1:17. See, for example, the survey of 



 Rethinking Paul’s Understanding of Justification and Salvation 729

Here in Rom. 1:17, Paul quotes Hab. 2:4: ho de dikaios ek pisteōs zēsetai. 
'ese words can be understood in three different ways: that the one who lives 
out of faith is righteous, that the one who is righteous as a result of his or her 
faith will live, or that the one who is righteous will live out of faith. No matter 
which of these interpretations is preferred, Paul’s words should be interpreted 
as referring not merely to righteousness in a forensic sense, but also to the 
righteous way of living that constitutes the basis upon which God declares 
believers righteous.

Paul’s language in these passages from Romans is closely paralleled in Gal. 
2:16 and 3:1-14. In the first of these passages, Paul affirms that “a person is 
justified not by the works of the law (ex ergōn nomou) but through the faith 
of Jesus Christ (dia pisteōs Iēsou Christou). And we have come to believe in 
Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by the faith of Christ (ek pisteōs 
Christou), and not by the works of the law (ex ergōn nomou), because no one 
will be justified by the works of the law.” Here again the contrast is between 
living “out of the works of the law” and “out of faith.” In the first case, the law 
alone constitutes the basis and source for one’s life, while in the second, the 
basis and source for one’s life is faith in the God of Jesus. For Paul, it is the 
life lived out of faith that leads to justification because, by definition, such a 
life is characterized by a commitment to practicing justice and righteousness 
in accordance with God’s will as it has now been defined, not by the Mosaic 
law alone, but through Jesus.

In Gal. 3:1-14, Paul once again contrasts living “out of the works of the 
law” with living “out of the hearing of faith” (ex akoēs pisteōs, vv. 2, 5). He cites 
Gen. 15:6, which states that “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to 
him as righteousness,” in order to argue that those who live out of faith (ek 
pisteōs) are blessed together with Abraham as the children God promised to 
give to him (Gal. 3:6-9). In this context, Paul also cites Hab. 2:4 again, “the 
righteous one will live out of faith,” and claims that the law does not proceed 
from faith (Gal. 3:11-12). In 3:14, he writes that the blessing of Abraham 
comes through Christ in order that believers might “receive the promise of 
the Spirit through faith” (dia tēs pisteōs). 'is makes it clear that, while in one 
sense the basis for justification is indeed “faith alone,” in another sense that 
basis is the life of righteousness brought about by God, precisely because such 
a life is the result of living out of faith. 

A few verses later, Paul stresses once again that the law in itself is not 
able to produce the righteousness necessary to obtain the promises of God. 
'at righteousness is given only through faith: “For if a law had been given 
that could make alive, then righteousness would indeed be the result of liv-
ing on the basis of the law (ek nomou). But the scripture has imprisoned all 
things under the power of sin, so that what was promised through the faith 
of Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe” (hē epaggelia ek pisteōs 
Iēsou Christou dothē tois pisteuousin, Gal. 3:21-22). 'is last phrase is difficult 

interpretations of this phrase in Longenecker, Romans, 176-80.
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to translate into English, yet the meaning is that God’s promise of life is given 
to believers as they live out of faith in Jesus and the God he proclaimed, that 
is, as they have their lives guided and oriented by that faith.

In the passages just cited from Gal. 2:16 and 3:22, as well as in Rom. 3:22, 26 
and Phil. 3:9, Paul uses several variations of the phrase pistis Christou. While 
it is impossible to rule out the subjective genitive interpretation of this phrase 
on grammatical or exegetical grounds, I would argue that such an interpreta-
tion is problematic, not only because of the idea of participation generally 
associated with it, but also because in these passages Paul is emphasizing the 
faith of believers rather than that of Christ. His argument is that believers are 
justified as they live “out of faith.”

At the same time, I would agree with those scholars who claim that it is 
problematic to translate pistis Christou as “faith in Christ.” Such a translation 
limits the meaning of the phrase, which should be understood in a broader 
sense. 'roughout his epistles, Paul regularly uses phrases such as “the gospel 
of Christ” (Rom. 15:19; 1 Cor. 9:12; 2 Cor. 9:13; Gal. 1:7; Phil. 1:27; 1 'ess. 
3:2), “the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:17), “the proclamation (kērugma) of Jesus 
Christ” (Rom. 16:25), “the witness of Christ” (1 Cor. 1:6), “the revelation 
of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 1:12), “the hope of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 'ess. 
1:3), and “the knowledge of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:8). As Dunn notes with 
regard to this last passage, “No one would think to take ‘the knowledge of 
Christ Jesus’ as any other than an objective genitive.”144 When these phrases 
are examined in their context, it becomes clear that they do indeed involve 
the use of an objective genitive. 'e “gospel of Christ” is the gospel con-
cerning Christ or that revolves around him, just as Christ is the content and 
core of the word, proclamation, witness, revelation, hope, and knowledge of 
Christ. Nevertheless, the message proclaimed and believed concerning Christ 
is much broader than Christ himself. To believe in that message is also to 
believe in the God associated with Christ, in the Holy Spirit given through 
Christ, in the divine plan foretold in the Scriptures, in the salvation that God 
has promised to bring about through Christ, and in everything else associated 
with Christ, including the community of believers he founded through his 
death. 'e gospel, word, proclamation, witness, revelation, hope, and knowl-
edge of Christ include all of these things. 

On the basis of these observations, I would argue that when Paul speaks 
of the “faith of Christ,” he has in mind all of the ideas just mentioned. For 
Paul, “the righteousness of God through the faith of Jesus Christ for all who 
believe” (Rom. 3:22) refers to the righteous way of living in conformity with 
God’s will that is brought about in believers as a result of their faith regarding 
all that God has done and will continue to do, which revolves around Christ. 

144. Dunn, “Once More,” 251. Dunn also cites there a number of other New Testament passages that 
make use of the objective genitive in the same way (251-52).
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God justifies those who are ek pisteōs Iēsou (Rom. 3:26; Gal. 2:16) in the sense 
that he regards as righteous those who believe, not only in Jesus, but in the 
God he called Father. 'is involves living under Christ’s lordship through 
the Holy Spirit and trusting in all that is proclaimed concerning him in the 
Scriptures and the community of believers.145 'e means by which people 
are led to live in the way God desires and commands so as to be declared 
righteous by him is not their submission to the law, but their faith concerning 
Christ as the one in whom all of God’s promises are fulfilled (Gal. 2:16; 3:21-
22). For Paul, the righteousness that comes through the faith that revolves 
around Christ is the same as the righteousness based on faith (Phil. 3:9).

Perhaps the best translation of the phrase pistis Christou in these passages, 
therefore, would be “Christ-faith.”146 Paul would use this phrase to distinguish 
the faith of those who acknowledge Jesus as Messiah and Lord from the faith 
in God that was common to Jews in general.147 After all, even those who lived 
according to the Mosaic law and sought to be justified by obedience to that 
law could be said to be living out of faith in the God who gave that law.

It is possible, of course, that in some of the passages in which Paul uses the 
phrase pistis Christou or some variation, he has in mind Christ’s own faithful-
ness unto death to the task given him by God. I would argue, however, that 
when Paul used the phrase pistis Christou, he had in mind a great deal more 
than Christ’s faithfulness. For Paul, to believe that Jesus is Lord and Messiah 
is to accept an entire constellation of convictions regarding God and real-
ity that revolve around Jesus, and also to base one’s life on those beliefs and 
convictions.148

145. Undoubtedly, as Luke Timothy Johnson claims, in Paul’s thought the new, transformed way of life 
that the Holy Spirit brings about in believers involves their putting on the “mind of Christ” so as to reflect his 
obedient faith and faithfulness and to be molded in his same character (Contested Issues in Christian Origins 
and the New Testament: Collected Essays; NovTSup 146; Leiden: Brill, 2015, 255-76). Contrary to Johnson, 
however, I would argue that such an understanding of the transformation of believers does not require that 
Paul’s allusions to the faith of Christ be understood as subjective genitives (241-54).

146. Wolter in particular has recently argued strongly in favor of this understanding of pistis Christou 
(see Paul, 75-77). In the German original, Wolter uses the term “Christus-Glaube.” According to Wolter, 
this “Christ-faith” lies at the center of Paul’s theology and represents a new, comprehensive understanding of 
reality. Both Hays and Dunn note that this interpretation of pistis Christou was proposed early in the twentieth 
century by Otto Schmitz, who spoke of the phrase pistis Christou as a “characterizing genitive” (Hays, Faith, 
142-44; Dunn, “Once More,” 249). Albert Debrunner also looked to Schmitz’s proposal to affirm, “In many 
instances the gen. theou, Christou in Paul is used to express some relationship not exactly defined; it thus 
corresponds to an English or German adj. ... or to the first element in a compound” (Friedrich Blass and Albert 
Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, trans. and ed. Robert 
W. Funk; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961, 90).

147. Garwood P. Anderson has also argued in favor of the term “Christ-faith” as an alternative to the 
subjective and objective interpretations of pistis Christou (Paul’s New Perspective: Charting a Soteriologial Journey; 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2016, 149-50). Anderson provides a helpful review of the scholarly discussion 
regarding Paul’s use of pistis Christou (141-48), and argues that with that phrase Paul sought to “specify the 
distinguishing character of that faith that stands over against ‘works of law.’ What distinguishes this pistis is 
that it is qualified by the Messiah, Jesus. It is not fidelity toward God in some general sense, which would be 
uncontroversial, but faith qualified by and defined in relationship to Jesus Christ, who is the distinguishing and 
delimiting criterion for the faith that justifies” (150-51). 

148. According to Wolter, in the phrase pistis Christou, “‘Christ’ is here as it often is elsewhere a cipher 
that stands for the same theological content that Paul developed in his gospel” (Paul, 75). Wolter also points 
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Although in one sense for Paul the basis upon which God declares believ-
ers righteous and forgives their sins is the new life of righteousness that results 
from living out of “Christ-faith,” in another sense Paul can be understood as 
affirming that the basis upon which all are justified is faith itself.149 'e reason 
for this, however, is precisely that genuine faith is inseparable from obedi-
ence to God and to Christ. Only those who live as God demands and desires 
can truly be said to have faith in God as the Father of Jesus Christ and to be 
believing and trusting in him.

For this reason, to affirm that for Paul justification is by faith alone is in full 
accordance with Paul’s thought. God reckons such faith as righteousness pre-
cisely because, by definition, it inevitably results in a life of righteousness. 'is 
is evident from the life of Abraham himself, to whom Paul points in Romans 
4 and Galatians 3. Because Abraham believed God, he unquestioningly did 
everything that God asked him to do, such as leaving his homeland, having 
himself and the male members of his household circumcised, and above all 
being willing to offer up to God his son Isaac (Gen. 12:1-9; 17:1-27; 22:1-
18). However, because Abraham’s obedience was the result of his faith in God 
and God’s promises, it can rightly be said that it was not what Abraham did 
that led God to declare him righteous, but his faith. 'e same could be said of 
David, whom God reckoned as righteous independently of any works done by 
him, simply because he trusted God and consequently acted out of that trust 
(Rom. 4:7-8). While of course neither Abraham nor David lived blameless 
lives or were free of sin, God graciously forgave their sins and declared them 
righteous due to the fact that they lived out of faith. 'e same, therefore, is 
true of all believers. However, because God has now revealed his Son as the 
one through whom all the promises made through Abraham and David are 
fulfilled, in Paul’s thought one cannot believe in the God of Abraham and 
David without also believing in Jesus as God’s Son.

For the same reasons, for Paul there is no contradiction in affirming that 
believers are justified apart from the works of the law (Rom. 3:21, 28; 4:1-
13; Gal. 2:16, 21; 3:21-22; Phil. 3:8-9) and maintaining that believers are 
righteous in the sense that they fulfill the law and practice the righteousness 
it demands (Rom. 8:3-4; 13:8-10; Gal. 5:14-23; cf. Rom. 2:13). Faith in the 
God of Jesus inevitably takes the form of obeying the basic moral precepts 
of the Mosaic law. Under certain circumstances, such faith may even take 

out that no one can be saved by the “faithfulness of Christ”—and one might add, “share” or “participate” in 
it—without first coming to believe in Christ and his faithfulness (76). In other words, by definition, one must 
come to faith in Jesus as the Christ or Messiah objectively before one is able to respond to God subjectively with 
the same faithfulness displayed in Christ himself.

149. It is therefore faithful to Paul’s thought to affirm, as Wolter does, that “[a]lways exclusively human 
faith (pistis) or human believing (pisteuein) is the basis upon which humans receive righteousness and 
justification. God pronounces people righteous on the basis of their faith....” (Paul, 335-36). 'is is because true faith, 
which involves trusting fully in God so as to put one’s life in God’s hands, inevitably leads to the righteous way 
of living that God desires to see for the good of all. 'us Wolter is correct in affirming that Paul interpreted 
“the central mark of Christian identity, ‘Christ-faith,’ as a ‘behavior’ on the basis of which God declares a 
person just” (396).
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the form of obeying commandments having to do with questions such as 
food and drink, the Sabbath rest, the observance of Jewish festivals, and other 
practices mandated in the Mosaic law (Rom. 14:1-23; 1 Cor. 8:1-13; 9:19-23; 
10:23-33). For Paul, one has freedom with regard to the law as long as one 
is living out of “Christ-faith.” In contrast, those who do not act ek pisteōs are 
condemned, since everything that is not done ek pisteōs is sin (Rom. 14:23).

Although there can be no doubt that righteousness is a central concept for 
Paul, it is important to stress that at the heart of Paul’s understanding of 
righteousness is the concept of love. When God acts righteously in order 
to fulfill his promises, he is acting out of love. However, the righteousness 
that God both demands and graciously grants is also in essence love. It is 
no coincidence that throughout his epistles Paul speaks of love just as much 
as he speaks of righteousness. In fact, the passages in which Paul uses the 
language of justification and righteousness are generally apologetic in nature. 
He discusses justification, not because it forms the center of his thought, but 
because he is responding to the arguments of those who criticize his teaching, 
who frame their arguments in terms of justification and righteousness.150 It 
is therefore no coincidence that his discussions regarding justification occur 
almost exclusively in Romans, Galatians, and Philippians 3. In Romans, he 
is in large part justifying the fact that he regards as righteous uncircumcised 
gentile believers who do not observe the Mosaic law and accepts them fully as 
members of God’s people. In Galatians as well, Paul writes from a defensive 
posture, insisting once more that to oppose his practice of full inclusion of 
uncircumcised gentiles within the community of believers is to oppose the 
gospel itself. His allusions to righteousness in Phil. 3:1-9 are also made in 
the context of a warning to the Philippian believers to be wary of “those who 
mutilate the flesh” (v. 2). For the most part, then, Paul uses the language of 
justification and righteousness when he is defending his understanding of the 
gospel against those who either are or might be opposed to his teaching that 
it is not necessary to submit to the precepts of the Mosaic law in order to be 
accepted as righteous before God.

In other contexts, however, what Paul consistently stresses is the love, 
grace, mercy, and kindness of God, as well as the love, compassion, forgive-
ness, and solidarity that are to characterize all of the relations in which 
believers find themselves. On two occasions, Paul insists that love is the ful-
fillment of the law (Rom. 13:8-10; Gal. 5:14). When he speaks of the fruit of 

150. On the idea that the language of justification was that of Paul’s opponents rather than that preferred 
by Paul himself, see de Boer, Galatians, 165. James B. Prothro rejects this idea, claiming that justification 
language already had a place in Paul’s theology before he entered into controversies with his contemporaries 
over the subject, yet this involves the questionable assumption that controversies over the question of 
justification did not predate Paul or take place during his very first years as a believer in Christ, when his 
theology was developing (“'e Strange Case of  in the Septuagint and Paul: 'e Oddity and Origins 
of Paul’s Talk of ‘Justification’,” ZNW 107 [2016]: 63-64).
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the Spirit in Gal. 5:22-23, he begins by mentioning love and then mentions 
things such as patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, and gentleness as 
well. In the face of the conflicts and tensions that exist in the Corinthian 
community, he insists that concern for the well-being of others must be at 
the heart of all that the Corinthians do and dedicates an entire section of 
his letter to extolling the importance of love (1 Cor. 13:1-13). His primary 
exhortation to the Philippian believers is that they “be of the same mind, 
having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind,” doing “nothing 
from selfish ambition or conceit,” but instead acting humbly out of consider-
ation for the interests of others (Phil. 2:2-4). 'roughout all of the paraenetic 
passages in Paul’s epistles, what he consistently stresses is the need for believ-
ers to love and care for one another and to be concerned for the well-being 
of all, including not only those within the community of believers, but also 
those outside of it.

All of this means that, for Paul, to be righteous and live righteously is 
above all else to live in love. To live out of faith is to love God and others. 
In the words of Paul as rendered by the NRSV, “the only thing that counts 
is faith working through love” (Gal. 5:6). On this basis, it can rightly be said 
that, for Paul, what God ultimately sought through Christ was not merely 
that people avoid sin or live righteously, but that people of both Jewish and 
non-Jewish origin be brought to live in love in the context of a worldwide 
community of persons committed to the well-being of all.

JESUS’ DEATH AND JUSTIFICATION IN  

PAUL’S THOUGHT

Once we have grasped the fact that Paul’s discussions regarding justification, 
righteousness, faith, and works are ultimately discussions about the grace and 
love of God and God’s desire and intention to bring about a people commit-
ted to living in love and righteousness, we can then consider the importance 
of Christ’s death for Paul’s doctrine of justification and his soteriology. From 
Paul’s perspective, the question and challenge God faced was how to bring 
about such a people. When we consider the ways in which Pauline scholars have 
traditionally related Jesus’ death to the justification of believers, we can see 
that they are all problematic and inadequate. 

According to the interpretations of Christ’s death based on the ideas of 
penal substitution and a forensic righteousness, God’s objective in sending 
Christ was ultimately not to enable believers to live righteously, but to make it 
possible for God to declare sinners righteous and deliver them from the pun-
ishment due to their sins. Unless a doctrine of double justification is affirmed, 
according to which believers are first justified on the basis of Christ’s death 
when they come to faith and subsequently justified on the basis of their own 
obedience and righteousness, the conduct of believers plays no role in their 
justification and salvation. To claim otherwise would be to maintain a doc-
trine of justification by works. 
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Of course, those who adhere to the traditional Protestant understanding 
of justification by virtue of Christ’s substitutionary death nevertheless claim 
that believers do come to live righteously and leave behind their sinful ways 
as a result of their faith in Christ’s atoning death and the forgiveness they 
receive, even though this does not in any way constitute the basis upon which 
they are declared righteous. 'eir new life of obedience is regarded as the 
means by which they express their gratitude to God for the forgiveness they 
have received.151 In other words, it is forgiveness itself that changes them. Of 
course, this change of life is also attributed to their reception of the Holy 
Spirit, which takes place as a result of their faith. In any case, a sanctified life 
is said to follow upon justification as its consequence.

'e problem with such an interpretation of Paul’s teaching is that, while 
Paul certainly considers that believers are to be thankful to God for all that 
God has done, he does not claim that the way in which God intended to 
bring about the new life in believers was by forgiving them their sins so that 
they might then respond to that forgiveness by acting out of gratefulness. 
As we have seen, for Paul, the new life of righteousness and love is the basis 
upon which believers are justified and not merely the consequence of forgive-
ness or justification. In fact, rather than leading to a life of righteousness, in 
principle the free forgiveness of sins could lead those forgiven to conclude 
that they can now sin freely without any fear of punishment, since their sins 
are forgiven independently of the life they lead, as long as they continue to 
have faith in Christ.

According to interpretations of Paul that are based on ideas such as those 
associated with Abelard, God sent Christ to be a model or example for human 
beings and to kindle in them the love God desired to see by means of Christ’s 
death, which was the ultimate expression of both divine and human love. In 
essence, Christ was to bring about the new life of love and righteousness by 
serving as the prototype of a new humanity and a model for human beings 
to imitate. As we have noted previously, this idea is maintained by many who 
claim that the idea of participation is central to Paul’s soteriology: in order 
to bring about a new, obedient people, God first had to send Christ so that 
he might do away with the old, sinful way of being human and bring into 
existence a new type of human being that others might make their own. 'is 
would occur as they looked to Christ as the one who reveals how human 
beings are to live and love. According to this understanding of Paul’s teaching, 
believers become righteous and are enabled to live differently by participating 
in Christ and his death in an ethical sense.

'ere is no question, of course, that Paul regards Jesus as a model or exam-
ple that believers are to imitate. Yet to see this as the primary purpose of 
Christ’s coming and death is a gross oversimplification of Paul’s thought. For 
Paul, God did not send his Son merely to show or teach human beings how 
to love. Nor did God hand his Son over to death on the cross for no other 

151. See, for example, Ridderbos, Paul, 175-76.
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reason than to reveal to them the extent of his love for them. Rather, Paul 
understood Jesus’ death in the context of a narrative that embraced all that 
God had done and would continue to do in history to bring about the life of 
love and righteousness he desired to see in human beings.

'ose scholars who understand Paul’s so-called participatory language in 
an ontological or mystical sense rather than purely in ethical terms also attri-
bute to Paul the idea that the new life of righteousness is brought about in 
believers as they are united to Christ and participate in his death. In this case, 
what God intended through Christ’s death and resurrection was to consti-
tute Christ as a “power center” so that human beings might be brought into 
his “force field,” or to establish some type of mystical or ontological union 
between them and Christ, making them one person with Christ so that they 
might be mysteriously transformed by him.

'ese ideas are all foreign to Paul’s thought. 'e way in which God brings 
about in believers the righteousness and new way of being he desired to see 
in all is not by first bringing about that righteousness or new way of being 
in Christ so that others might then participate in it. God did not need to 
first produce a “new human being” in Christ in order that it might then be 
reproduced in others. Such conceptions once again make an abstraction of 
Christ. 'ey reflect the Platonic notion of an eternal, omnipresent “ideal man” 
or “form of man” that exists independently of concrete human beings, yet in 
whom all concrete human beings can or do participate. For Paul, what God 
sought through Christ was to bring about in believers a righteousness of their 
own. Undoubtedly, the righteousness of believers is also the righteousness of 
God and of Christ rather than their own in the sense that it has its origin in 
all that God and Christ have done and continue to do in relation to them 
(Phil. 3:8-9). Believers become righteous only through their response of faith 
to the activity of God, Christ, and the Spirit. Nevertheless, it is their own 
righteous way of living that leads believers to be declared righteous by God.

For the same reason, it is incorrect to affirm that for Paul believers share 
in Christ’s vindication or the verdict of acquittal that God pronounced in 
relation to Christ when he raised him from the dead.152 Paul never uses such 
language to refer to Jesus’ resurrection. While undoubtedly God righted a 
wrong when he raised the crucified Jesus, God’s purpose was not merely to 
vindicate his Son, but to enable him to continue and consummate his work 
on behalf of human beings in accordance with the plan of salvation God had 
established of old. Paul never affirms that believers are vindicated or acquitted 
either in the present or at the eschaton. Rather, what he affirms is that they are 
justified or declared righteous. 'e basis for this declaration is the way that they 
come to relate to God and others as a result of all that God has done and will 
continue to do through Christ.

Although Paul may have regarded Christ as having obtained a decisive 
victory over Satan and the forces of evil in his death in some sense, as Christus 

152. See, for example, Morna D. Hooker, “Paul and Covenantal Nomism,” in Paul and Paulinism: Essays in 
Honour of C. K. Barrett (ed. Hooker and S. G. Wilson; London: SPCK, 1982), 54; Wedderburn, Baptism, 349.
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Victor views affirm, he does not regard this as the basis upon which believers 
are enabled to live a life of righteousness. As noted above, for Paul the forces 
of Satan and evil are just as active in the present world as they were prior to 
Christ’s death. To a great extent, believers are able to resist sin and evil and 
have been freed from their slavery to sin, but this does not mean that they live 
without sin. For Paul, by means of the Holy Spirit, Christ no doubt assists 
believers so that they might not fall prey to the temptations of sin, the flesh, 
and the evil one. Christ does this, however, through the activity he carries 
out in and among believers themselves by means of the Spirit rather than by 
vanquishing the forces of evil in some invisible sphere or holding them in 
subjection so that they are unable to be active in the world.153 

One characteristic that is common to all of these traditional views of 
Paul’s understanding of Christ’s death is that they begin with a certain under-
standing of the manner in which it leads to the salvation of believers and on 
that basis define God’s love and grace. In a penal substitution view, God’s love 
and grace are defined in terms of God’s offering up his Son to undergo in 
the stead of sinful human beings the penalty God’s justice required in order 
to save them. In participatory or Christus Victor views, God’s love and grace 
consist of sending his Son to suffer and die so that others might be saved by 
participating in his death or by being liberated from their subjection to the 
forces of evil. Paul, however, associates God’s love and grace not only with 
what God has done through Christ’s coming, life, death, and resurrection, 
but with all of God’s activity in history, not only following the sending of his 
Son but from before the creation of the world, when he established his plan 
of salvation for both Jews and gentiles.

Perhaps the best way to grasp the manner in which Paul relates Jesus’ death to 
justification and salvation is by examining the comparisons that Paul makes 
between Jesus’ death and his own sufferings as an apostle. In a number of 
passages, Paul speaks of his own weakness and even boasts of it, and associ-
ates this with Jesus’ crucifixion. In 1 Cor. 2:2-3, after affirming that God has 
chosen what is foolish, weak, despised, and low in the world so that no one 
may boast (1 Cor. 1:27-31), Paul tells the Corinthians that he originally came 
to them “in weakness and in fear and in much trembling,” deciding to know 
nothing among them “except Jesus Christ, and him crucified.” Further on in 
the same letter, Paul writes: 

153. I would thus argue that there is no basis in Paul’s letters for the claim that he believed that some type 
of “cosmic war to liberate creation is underway” in the present or that, as a result of “God’s warlike invasion 
of the world to inaugurate the new creation,” an “ongoing battle between Christ and the cosmos” or a “cosmic 
conflict between Christ and the powers” is taking place (Michael F. Bird, An Anomolous Jew: Paul Among Jews, 
Greeks, and Romans; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016, 129, 135). While for Paul believers must still struggle 
against the powers opposed to Christ in this world and require divine assistance to do so successfully, both 
Christ and God have no need to “do battle” against those powers in the present, but can simply destroy them 
at any time they desire.
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For I think that God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, as though sentenced to 
death, because we have become a spectacle to the world, to angels and to mortals. 
We are fools for the sake of Christ, but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, but 
you are strong. You are held in honor, but we in disrepute. To the present hour 
we are hungry and thirsty, we are poorly clothed and beaten and homeless, and 
we grow weary from the work of our own hands. When reviled, we bless; when 
persecuted, we endure; when slandered, we speak kindly. We have become like 
the rubbish of the world, the dregs of all things, to this very day (1 Cor. 4:9-13). 

Paul has the same ideas in mind in 1 Cor. 15:30-32, where, in the context 
of allusions to being “in danger every hour” and fighting with wild beasts in 
Ephesus, he states: “I die every day!” 

Paul develops these ideas further in several passages from 2 Corinthians, 
one of which we have already considered above. He writes to the Corinthians: 

For just as the sufferings of Christ are abundant for us, so also our consolation is 
abundant through Christ. If we are being afflicted, it is for your consolation and 
salvation; if we are being consoled, it is for your consolation, which you experience 
when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we are also suffering. Our 
hope for you is unshaken; for we know that as you share in our sufferings, so also 
you share in our consolation. We do not want you to be unaware, brothers and 
sisters, of the affliction we experienced in Asia; for we were so utterly, unbearably 
crushed that we despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt that we had received the 
sentence of death so that we would rely not on ourselves but on God who raises 
the dead. He who rescued us from so deadly a peril will continue to rescue us; on 
him we have set our hope that he will rescue us again, as you also join in helping 
us by your prayers, so that many will give thanks on our behalf for the blessing 
granted us through the prayers of many (2 Cor. 1:5-11). 

We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 
persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in 
the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our 
bodies. For while we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so 
that the life of Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh. So death is at work 
in us, but life in you (2 Cor. 4:8-12). 

We are putting no obstacle in anyone’s way, so that no fault may be found with 
our ministry, but as servants of God we have commended ourselves in every way: 
through great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, impris-
onments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger; by purity, knowledge, patience, 
kindness, holiness of spirit, genuine love, truthful speech, and the power of God; 
with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left; in honor 
and dishonor, in ill repute and good repute. We are treated as impostors, and yet 
are true; as unknown, and yet are well known; as dying, and see—we are alive; as 
punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet mak-
ing many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing everything (2 Cor. 6:3-10). 

Toward the end of 2 Corinthians, Paul goes into even greater detail regard-
ing the labors, imprisonments, floggings, beatings, stoning, dangers, and other 
hardships that he has endured for the sake of the gospel and the churches. 
He then asks: “Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to stumble, 
and I am not indignant? If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show 
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my weakness” (2 Cor. 11:21-30). Several verses later, Paul continues to insist 
that he will boast only of weaknesses and adds: “'erefore I am content with 
weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of 
Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:5-10). In this 
context, he then mentions that Christ “was crucified in weakness, but lives by 
the power of God. For we are weak in him, but in dealing with you we will 
live with him by the power of God” (2 Cor. 13:4).154

In his letters to the Philippians and the Romans, Paul also alludes briefly 
to what he and others have suffered for the sake of Christ and the gospel and 
relates this suffering to Christ’s death. In Phil. 1:13-30 and 2:17-18, he speaks 
of the Philippian believers suffering with him during his imprisonment and 
mentions that, if necessary, he is willing to die and be poured out as a libation. 
In between these two passages, he recalls how Christ died the death of a slave 
on the cross (2:5-8). He also tells the Philippians that he regards all things 
as loss and rubbish in comparison with what he has found in Christ, before 
expressing his desire “to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and 
the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death” so that he may 
be raised like Christ (3:8-11). Paul then calls those who are unwilling to be of 
the same mind and follow his same example “enemies of the cross of Christ” 
(3:15-19). In his letter to the Romans, he speaks once more of “boasting in 
sufferings” before affirming that “while we were still weak, at the right time 
Christ died for the ungodly” (Rom. 5:3-6). Later he tells the Roman believers 
that they are “heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ—if, in fact, we suffer 
with him so that we may also be glorified with him” (Rom. 8:17). 

In all of these passages, it is clear that Paul is comparing his sufferings 
and those of other believers who work alongside of him with the sufferings 
of Christ. Like Christ, Paul and his fellow believers are weak, despised, per-
secuted, and considered foolish, scandalous, and impostors. Together with his 
co-workers, Paul experiences the same things that Christ experienced dur-
ing his itinerant ministry: hunger, thirst, homelessness, poverty, afflictions, 
disrepute, revilement, slander, and rejection. Paul also endures the same type 
of things Christ endured in his passion and crucifixion, such as physical beat-
ings, floggings, verbal abuse, and punishments from the authorities. He lies 
under a sentence of death and dies every day, carrying in his body Jesus’ death 
and constantly being given up to death. Paul is constantly treated as Christ 
was when he was publicly “exhibited” as a “spectacle to the world” on the cross 
and became “like the rubbish of the world, the dregs of all things.”

For our purposes here, what is especially important to note in these pas-
sages is that Paul affirms that he suffers all of these things for others, as well as 
for the sake of Christ and the gospel. His proclamation of the gospel to the 

154. Commenting on Paul’s use of the phrase “power of God” throughout Paul’s letters, Neil Elliott rightly 
observes that “Paul never perceives weakness and suffering as meaningful in themselves. Rather, for Paul, the 
cross manifests God’s power because of its inseparable connection with the resurrection of Christ” (“'e Apostle 
Paul’s Self-Presentation as Anti-Imperial Performance,” in Paul and the Roman Imperial Order; ed. Richard A. 
Horsley; Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2004, 82).
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Corinthians was the reason that he originally suffered among them (1 Cor. 
2:1-5), just as his dedication to the task of proclaiming the gospel elsewhere is 
the cause of all of the other things he suffers. He has become poor and weak 
and endured all of the hardships he describes so that others may find life and 
hope and be enriched through Christ. He is abused and treated as a slave pre-
cisely because of his ministry of service (diakonia, 2 Cor. 6:3-4), and because 
he is a slave (doulos) of God and of Christ on behalf of others (Rom. 1:1; 2 
Cor. 4:5; Gal. 1:10; Phil. 1:1). Paul tells the Corinthians explicitly that the 
afflictions he and his co-workers are enduring are for their consolation and 
salvation (huper tēs humōn paraklēseōs kai sōtērias, 2 Cor. 1:6; cf. Eph. 3:7-13). 
When he speaks of constantly being given up to death for Jesus’ sake in 2 Cor. 
4:11 and writes to the Philippians that his imprisonment is for Christ and 
that their joint sufferings are on behalf of Christ (Phil. 1:13, 29), he means 
that these things are the result of serving Christ and the gospel.

Elsewhere in his epistles, Paul defines in similar terms his ministry as 
well as the sufferings he endures because of that ministry. In Galatians, he 
compares himself to a mother giving life to the Galatian believers by address-
ing them as “my little children, for whom I am again in the pain of child-
birth until Christ is formed in you” (Gal. 4:19). 'e imagery of mothering is 
implied as well in 1 Cor. 3:2, where Paul tells the Corinthians, “I fed you with 
milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food.” In the following 
chapter, the language is that of fatherhood: “I am not writing this to make 
you ashamed, but to admonish you as my beloved children. For though you 
might have ten thousand guardians in Christ, you do not have many fathers. 
Indeed, in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel” (1 Cor. 4:14-
15). In 1 'ess. 2:7-12, Paul first compares the way he behaved gently among 
the 'essalonian believers to “a nurse taking care of her children” and then 
continues: “As you know, we dealt with each one of you like a father with his 
children, urging and encouraging you and pleading that you lead a life worthy 
of God, who calls you into his own kingdom and glory.” In 1 Cor. 9:19-23, 
using the same imagery that he applies to Christ in Phil. 2:7, Paul claims that 
he has made himself “a slave to all” so that he might win more for Christ and 
adds: “I do it all for the sake of the gospel.”

If we view all that Paul says regarding his suffering on behalf of Christ and 
the gospel in light of the objectives of Paul’s ministry that we have considered 
above, the way in which his sufferings relate to the salvation of others is clear. 
Paul suffers constant hardships and dangers and is always close to death pre-
cisely because he is dedicated to bringing others to faith in the God of Jesus Christ 
so that they may be justified and obtain salvation by living under Christ as their 
Lord. His goal is that they experience God’s love and grace and respond to 
it with love for God and others. What he seeks is that others come to trust 
in the God of Jesus Christ so as to live in a relationship of communion and 
solidarity as his children in the alternative community established through 
Jesus. Paul endures rejection, persecution, and countless afflictions because he 
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desires that others find in Christ all that he has found. He dedicates himself 
to a ministry that results in great hardships because he is so deeply committed 
to giving others hope, enriching and edifying them, accompanying them in 
their own hardships, and enabling them to experience the joy and peace that 
come from trusting fully in God as Father. Paul is willing to endure all things 
so that others may have their lives transformed as they live as members of the 
community under Christ’s lordship in which all are committed to the well-
being of one another as brothers and sisters, led by God’s Spirit.

Once we have grasped this clearly, we can then understand the salvific 
significance that Jesus’ death has for Paul. In Paul’s thought, Jesus suffered 
and died for all of the very same reasons. His goal was that others might come 
to know, love, and trust the God he proclaimed as his Father and theirs. Jesus 
sought that all might experience God’s love, grace, kindness, forgiveness, gen-
erosity, and power through him, through those whom he sent out to share the 
gospel, and through all who would come to form part of the community of his 
followers. Jesus became a slave or servant of all, even to the point of surrender-
ing his life on the cross, so that others might come to know the joy and peace 
of living under God as his beloved children, doing his will not out of fear or 
obligation but out of sincere love for God and others. Jesus was willing to suf-
fer all things, including the cross, so that he might give others life, hope, and 
salvation by bringing about in them a radical transformation of their hearts 
and minds. In this sense, all the things for which Paul suffers and surrenders his 
life are the same things for which Jesus himself had suffered and surrendered his life.

Of course, because Paul is not Christ, in Paul’s thought there are certain 
things for which Christ alone suffered and died. Obviously, Paul does not 
proclaim himself as the unique Son of God but instead proclaims Jesus, who 
alone endured the cross on behalf of all. While Paul attempts to build up the 
community of believers and lay a solid foundation, ultimately only Christ is 
that foundation (1 Cor. 3:10-11), just as Christ alone is the one who dwells in 
the hearts of believers to make them his temple and is the head of believers, 
who are his body. Only Christ died with the goal of being raised “so that he 
might be Lord of both the dead and the living” (Rom. 14:9). 'e Spirit who 
empowers believers and gives them gifts is the Spirit of Christ, not of Paul. It 
was Christ alone who sent out the apostles into the world and defined God’s 
will for all people. 

In many regards, then, Paul cannot and does not compare himself with 
Christ, who alone is God’s Son and the crucified and risen Lord. Nevertheless, 
we must not let this obscure the fact that for Paul Christ’s own sufferings and 
death are in essence comparable to his own. When Paul says that Christ died for 
others or for all, he means that Christ gave up his life seeking the same types 
of things that Paul seeks for others as he gives up his own life for Christ. 
Like Paul, Christ dedicated his life to seeking that others might know God’s 
love and grace and be brought into conformity with God’s will so that God 
might declare them righteous and save them. 'e difference is that, whereas 
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Paul suffers because he calls on others to live under Christ, Christ suffered 
because he called on others to live under himself and the God he proclaimed 
as Father. 

By looking to what Paul says about his own sufferings and his own “dying” 
and being “crucified” in order to understand what he has to say about the 
sufferings and death of Christ, then, the ideas behind the various formulas 
he uses to speak of Christ dying for others become clear. As we shall see in 
the next chapter, when Paul affirms that through Jesus’ death believers are 
justified, redeemed, and reconciled with God, he simply has in mind the idea 
that Jesus’ faithfulness unto death in seeking to bring about the same type 
of things that Paul seeks to bring about through his own ministry has made 
it possible for those things to become a reality. Contrary to the traditional 
juristic or forensic interpretations of Paul’s thought, for Paul the justification, 
redemption, and salvation of believers and their reconciliation with God are 
not the direct result or “effect” of Jesus’ death. Jesus’ death is not the basis upon 
which the sins of believers are forgiven, nor did Jesus obtain forgiveness for 
humanity as a whole when he died. Rather, for Paul Jesus’ death was “for oth-
ers” and “for their sins” in that it was the consequence of Jesus’ commitment to 
bringing others to live as God’s beloved children and also in that it led God to 
raise Jesus so that Jesus might consummate on behalf of others the salvation 
he had sought for them in life and death. Now exalted, Jesus continues to be 
active on behalf of believers from God’s side and some day will return to bring 
about their salvation definitively. In fact, it would not be unfaithful to Paul’s 
thought to ascribe to him the idea that he also suffers and dies “for others” 
and “for their sins” in the sense that he dedicates his life to bringing them to 
live under Jesus’ lordship.

'is understanding of the meaning of Jesus’ death for Paul also makes it 
clear how foreign to Paul’s thought is the idea of participation in Christ and 
his death that so many New Testament scholars have ascribed to Paul. For 
Paul, Christ’s sufferings and death did not in themselves fulfill some salvific 
purpose. 'ey were not designed by God or intended by Christ to be some-
thing in which others might participate in order to be saved. Paul did not 
believe that God had staged or planned ahead of time Jesus’ crucifixion so 
that either human beings in general or believers in particular might undergo 
some type of mysterious transformation by means of some ontological link 
with Christ or so that his sufferings and death might have some salvific effect 
on all those who would participate in them.

Undoubtedly, Paul speaks of suffering and dying with Christ, imitating 
Christ, and following his example. He defines his goal as “becoming like 
[Christ] in his death” so that he might attain the resurrection life (Phil. 3:10). 
Yet this does not mean that for Paul the purpose of Christ’s death was that he 
might serve as an example for others to imitate or kindle a similar love in oth-
ers, as Abelard taught. To affirm this would be as absurd as affirming that Paul 
intentionally sought to endure the hardships, beatings, insults, and dangers 
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he describes in his letters for the sole purpose of laying down an example for 
others to imitate or demonstrating the extent of his love for other believers. 
'is would make Paul a masochist who sought to be mistreated by others 
rather than an example of love for others. Like the sufferings of Christ, Paul’s 
sufferings were not an end in themselves and were not designed or intended 
to fulfill some salvific purpose or objective. Rather they were the consequence 
of his commitment to his work on behalf of Christ and the gospel. What he 
sought was not to suffer, but to bring others to trust in the God of Jesus Christ 
and to live under Christ’s lordship. While their life would be characterized by 
love, righteousness, and obedience to God’s will, ultimately what Paul desired 
was not simply that others live a different life, but that they be brought into 
an ongoing relationship of communion with God, Christ, and one another, 
living as God’s children and as brothers and sisters. 

Paul’s language regarding imitating Christ and following his example 
must be understood against this background. When he refers to becoming like 
Christ in his death in Phil. 3:10, the context indicates that what he is seeking 
is to know Christ more fully and to be grounded in him so as to obtain from 
him the righteous way of living that results from faith and leads to the resur-
rection life (Phil. 3:7-11). At the same time, he exhorts the Philippians to do 
the same. After mentioning how he presses on to perfection or fullness, which 
comes from Christ making Paul his own (3:12-14), Paul continues: “Let those 
of us then who are mature be of the same mind; and if you think differently 
about anything, this too God will reveal to you. Only let us hold fast to what 
we have attained. Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those 
who live according to the example you have in us. For many live as enemies of 
the cross of Christ; I have often told you of them, and now I tell you even with 
tears.” In other words, what the Philippians are to imitate and the example 
they are to follow is Paul’s dedication and commitment to living under Christ 
and loving others, sharing the same way of thinking, which he associates with 
the cross of Christ both here and earlier in the same epistle (2:5-8).155 

In 1 Cor. 11:1, Paul writes to the Corinthians: “Be imitators of me, as I 
am of Christ.” 'e fact that what the Corinthians are to imitate is not Paul’s 
sufferings but his love for others and his commitment to their salvation is 
evident from the previous verses, where he tells them: “Give no offense to 
Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God, just as I try to please everyone in 
everything I do, not seeking my own advantage, but that of many, so that they 
may be saved” (10:32-33). As in the passages just noted from Philippians, 

155. Robert L. Brawley suggests that, in Phil. 3:17, “summimētai mou should be understood not as an 
objective genitive, ‘join as imitators of me’, but as a subjective genitive, ‘join with me in representing’..., ‘in 
expressing a way of life’” (“From Reflex to Reflection? Identity in Philippians 2.6-11 and Its Context,” in 
Reading Paul in Context: Explorations in Identity Formation. Essays in Honour of William S. Campbell; ed. Kathy 
Ehrensperger and J. Brian Tucker; London: T & T Clark, 2010, 133-34). In that case, Paul is calling on the 
Philippians not simply to suffer, as if that were an end in itself, but to assume Jesus’ and Paul’s commitment 
to the righteousness of God and the well-being of all, including both those within the community and those 
outside of it. Of course, to do this in the way that Jesus and Paul did inevitably involved conflict with the 
dominant “imperial system” (141) due to the way of life demanded by that system. 
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the Corinthians are therefore to imitate both Paul and Christ in seeking the 
advantage and well-being of others in love out of a commitment to their sal-
vation. Earlier in 1 Corinthians, he similarly tells them, “I appeal to you, then, 
be imitators of me” (4:16). 'is appeal is to work on behalf of others in spite 
of the suffering such work entails. 'is requires that they live as Christ did 
and as Paul does, blessing when reviled, remaining faithful when persecuted, 
speaking kindly when slandered, and being willing to endure hardships and 
humiliations for the sake of the gospel (4:10-13). In this way they live as the 
“beloved children” of Paul, who tells them, “in Christ Jesus I became your 
father through the gospel” (4:14-15).

In 1 'essalonians, rather than exhorting the 'essalonians to imitate 
both him and Christ, he rejoices that they have already done so. In 1 'ess. 
1:6-7, he tells them, “You became imitators of us and of the Lord, for in spite 
of persecution you received the word with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit so 
that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia.” 
Here the 'essalonians follow Paul in being the same type of person he is 
through their commitment to the gospel, their persistence in their faith, and 
their support for Paul’s work (1 'ess. 1:4-5, 8-9). Later on in the same chap-
ter, he tells them:

As you know, we dealt with each one of you like a father with his children, urging 
and encouraging you and pleading that you lead a life worthy of God, who calls 
you into his own kingdom and glory. We also constantly give thanks to God for 
this, that when you received the word of God that you heard from us, you accepted 
it not as a human word but as what it really is, God’s word, which is also at work 
in you believers. For you, brothers and sisters, became imitators of the churches of 
God in Christ Jesus that are in Judea, for you suffered the same things from your 
own compatriots as they did from the Jews, who killed both the Lord Jesus and 
the prophets, and drove us out; they displease God and oppose everyone by hin-
dering us from speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved. 'us they have 
constantly been filling up the measure of their sins; but God’s wrath has overtaken 
them at last (1 'ess. 1:11-16).

In this passage, the imitation of Paul and of Christ on the part of the 
'essalonian believers has to do with leading “a life worthy of God,” receiv-
ing God’s word favorably by letting that word work in them, and cooperating 
with Paul in the spread of the gospel so that others may be saved.

Ultimately, then, Paul understands Christ’s sufferings and death as being 
similar to his own. 'e reasons for which Paul suffered and died were essen-
tially the same as the reasons for which Christ died: that through Christ 
people from throughout the world might be justified, redeemed, and recon-
ciled to God and one another. 'is was the purpose for which God had sent 
Christ, as well as the objective to which Christ had dedicated himself in life 
and in death.
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