
 
Don Collett: A Brief Interaction with N.T. Wright on Justification 
 
What follows is a brief interaction on my part with an interview with Bishop N.T. Wright on the 
doctrine of justification. Readers of this post should be aware that this is not intended to serve as a 
comprehensive response to Bp. Wright’s teachings on justification, but simply an attempt to voice 
some concerns with certain aspects of Bp. Wright’s teaching on justification. For my own part, I 
consider Bp. Wright an ally in the current struggle facing the Anglican Communion. The following 
comments should therefore be taken in the spirit in which they are intended, namely, an attempt to 
voice some concerns rather than read someone out of the kingdom (something which is far “above 
my pay grade”).  
 
The full transcript of this interview is available at the blogspot of Mr. Trevin Wax 
(http://trevinwax.com/2009/01/13/interview-with-nt-wright-responding-to-piper-on-justification/). 
In what follows, I am mainly responding to six points which Bp. Wright himself articulates in 
distinguishing his own position from a recent critique of his views offered by John Piper. While 
there are a number of differences between Piper and myself on justification, I nevertheless find 
myself agreeing with his concerns over Wright’s revision of Reformational understandings of 
justification, especially the dangers involved in jettisoning the concept of imputation (more on that 
further below). My responses are interspersed throughout the interview. 
 
 
 
Trevin Wax: What would you say are the key differences between you and Piper on justification? 
 
N.T. Wright: Well, I set justification within the larger Pauline context, where it always comes, of 
God’s purposes to fulfill his covenant promise to Abraham and so to rescue the whole creation, 
humankind of course centrally included, from sin and death. Piper holds that Abrahamic context at 
arm’s length. 
 

Collett: I agree with Wright that justification involves the whole creation, as well that of 
humankind. My concern is that by emphasizing the broader context of justification, Wright 
has a definite tendency to downplay the fact that the traditional view is still valid, albeit 
something that needs to be set in a larger context. In my view, this is something which 
Ridderbos and other Pauline scholars have already inaugurated (see Ridderbos’ “Paul: An 
Outline of His Theology”, originally published in 1966, or Geerhardus Vos’ 1912 essay 
“The Eschatological Aspect of the Pauline Conception of the Spirit”). Wright often gives 
the impression, however, that the problem is not merely the need for a larger context, but 
with the traditional view of justification itself. 
 
Along these lines, it is interesting to note that in a set of lectures on justification delivered 
at Calvin Seminary by Bp. Wright some years ago, he made a statement to the effect that 
“if the Reformed world had devoted more time to reading Ridderbos, some of what I am 
now saying would be unnecessary” (this is basically a paraphrase on my part, but the point 
is clear). Be that as it may, Wright generally fails to acknowledge Ridderbos’ influence in 
his published writings on justification, a fact which both Mike Horton and myself find 



disturbing–see for example Horton’s comments in his review of Wright’s book on 
justification at http://www.whitehorseinn.org/archives/184.html. 

 
 
Wright: Second, I understand justification as basically a law-court term, where it means the 
judge’s creative declaration that a person is “in the right” in terms of the law court, whereas Piper 
holds that justification involves the accrediting to a person of the moral, not the forensic, 
“righteousness” of Christ – something Paul never says (as J. I. Packer admits). 
 

Collett: If Piper can be taken to represent the traditional view (which I will assume here for 
the sake of argument), my guess is that he would not polarize the moral righteousness of 
Christ and the forensic dimension of justification, as Wright seems to be doing here. In 
other words, Piper would probably say (at least I hope he would say) that the active, moral 
obedience of Christ to God’s law IS the forensic ground of our acceptance with God and 
Father of Israel. The Reformers insisted on the positive obedience of Christ to God’s law, 
in part because they believed Paul taught this doctrine (in concept if not in term), but also 
because it was an essential part of their counter-argument against the Tridentine claim that 
the Reformation doctrine of justification was nothing more than a “legal fiction.”  
 
The OT pictures God’s character as one who, while slow to anger, merciful and 
compassionate, will “by no means clear the guilty” (Ex. 34:6-7). If the judge declares 
someone righteous when in fact they actually lack righteousness, this would tend to 
reinforce the Roman Catholic charge that justification is a legal fiction. My concern is that 
Wright fails to see the dual aspects of Christ’s obedience. He was obedient unto death, 
satisfying the demands of God’s law for the remission of sin (prefigured by the sacrificial 
sin offering of the passover lamb and other sacrificial offerings in the OT). However, he 
also perfectly obeyed the law of God through his righteous life—hence the emphasis in the 
infancy narratives upon fulfilling the law’s positive requirements (see Luke 2:21-24, as 
well as Jesus’ own statements in Matthew 5:17-18 on the law). In traditional dogmatic 
terms, justification involves the passive obedience of Christ (he dies to pay the penalty for 
our ”sins of commission”), as well as his active obedience (he fully obeyed the law on our 
behalf, fulfilling its moral requirements and thereby overcoming our “sins of omission”). 
Thus contrary to the usual evangelical gloss that defines justification as “just as if we’d 
never sinned” (this is only one half the orange), we must also say that justification also 
means that in Christ we stand before God “just as if we’d always obeyed.” One must not 
confuse the works we do as a result of our sanctification with the ground of our 
justification. That ground or basis can only be Christ’s righteousness.  

 
 
Wright: Third, I understand Paul’s doctrine of justification as eschatological, that is, the 
justification of the faithful in the present time is both the fulfillment of the long story of Israel 
and the anticipation of the eventual verdict to be delivered on the last day, as in Romans 2.1-16 
and 8.1-30. 
 

Collett: I agree with what Bp. Wright appears to be saying here—namely, that justification 
has an “already and not yet” aspect to it (i.e., an eschatological aspect). However, I would 



hasten to add that Romans scholars have long disagreed with one another over how to read 
Romans 2:1-16. For example, to whom and to what is Paul referring to in Romans 2:13 
when he categorically states that it is the “doers of the law” who will be justified? Does he 
have in view here non-Christian Jews, reminding them that justification through works of 
the law is an all or nothing proposition, and therefore impossible for sinners (i.e., the view 
of Luther and Calvin, building on Lev. 18:5), or is he speaking to Christian Jews? As I 
recall, Cranfield’s commentary on Romans argues for the latter, and some Reformed 
Pauline scholars have followed him (e.g., Richard Gaffin of Westminster Seminary in 
Philadelphia). It is important to note, however, that Gaffin and others who follow Cranfield 
on this point have been careful to state the relationship between this reading of Romans 
2:13 and the Reformational view of justification. They would argue that what Paul is 
arguing is intended to reinforce the fact that obedience to God’s revealed will is both 
“consistent with” and “a necessary fruit of” justification. However, this is not the same 
thing as saying that the post-justification works we perform as believers through the Spirit 
are somehow “the basis for” or “the ground of” our justification. Thus while I don’t have a 
problem with the view that this passage refers to believers and has implications for their 
vindication at the last day (Wright), everything turns on how we understand this 
vindication (some of my concerns with how Wright appears to be reading Romans 2:13 
will emerge below in my comments on his sixth and final point). 

 
 
Wright: Fourth, in line with many Reformed readers of scripture, including Calvin, I understand 
Paul’s doctrine of justification to be of those who are “in Christ,” whereas Piper and others don’t 
make that a central element in justification itself. Conversely, for Piper the center of justification is 
the “imputation” of “the righteousness of Christ,” seen in terms of “righteousness” as a kind of 
moral achievement earned by Jesus and then reckoned to those who believe. I believe that this is an 
attempt to say something close to what Paul actually says in Romans 6, namely that the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ is “reckoned” to those who are “in him.” Putting it the way Piper (and 
one part of the Reformation tradition) puts it is a pointer to something which is truly there in Paul, 
but one which gives off misleading signals as well. 
 

Collett: At this point Wright appears to be closing the distance between himself and Piper 
somewhat (assuming Piper is arguing something akin to what I’ve outlined above). This is 
encouraging. Consider also the statement Wright makes elsewhere on this:  
 

[Jesus’] role precisely as Messiah is not least to draw together the identity of the 
whole of God’s people so that what is true of him is true of them and vice versa. 
Here we arrive at one of the great truths of the gospel, which is that the 
accomplishment of Jesus Christ is reckoned to all those who are “in him.” This is 
the truth which has been expressed within the Reformed tradition in terms of 
“imputed righteousness,” often stated in terms of Jesus Christ having fulfilled the 
moral law and thus having accumulated a ”righteous” status which can be shared 
with all his people. As with some other theological problems, I regard this as 
saying a substantially right thing in a substantially wrong way, and the trouble 
when you do that is that things on both sides of the equation, and the passages 
which are invoked to support them, become distorted.” (N. T. Wright, “Paul in 



Different Perspectives: Lecture 1: Starting Points and Opening Reflections,” at 
the Pastors Conference of Auburn Avenue Presbyterian Church, Monroe, 
Louisiana, January 3, 2005) 

 
I would also agree with Wright that our union with Christ is a central element in 
justification (just as it is for our sanctification and glorification—cf. 1 Cor. 1:30). I learned 
this from reading Herman Ridderbos and Dick Gaffin, both Reformed Pauline scholars (in 
addition to Ridderbos’ work on Paul, one might consult Gaffin’s helpful little book 
Resurrection and Redemption: A Study in Paul’s Soteriology). I’m happy to see Bp. Wright 
affirming this, though it strikes me as a case of something that seems “new” to Anglicans 
because of the collective amnesia that has overtaken the Anglican world on this issue, both 
with respect to the importance of justification, as well as recent discussions of it. In any 
case, this is hardly a de novo discovery on Wright’s part, as he himself notes. At the same 
time it seems to me that Calvin’s appeal to union with Christ fully preserves the 
Reformational concerns expressed in the doctrine of imputed righteousness, while Bp. 
Wright’s appeal to this category tends to undercut that concern. If I am somehow 
misunderstanding the Bishop on this point, then I (like others) await further enlightenment.  

 
 
Wright: Finally, for Piper justification through Christ alone is the same in the future (on the last 
day) as in the present, whereas for Paul, whom I am following very closely at this point, the future 
justification is given on the basis of the Spirit-generated life that the justified-by-faith-in-the-
present person then lives. In fact, the omission of the Spirit from many contemporary Reformed 
statements of justification is one of their major weaknesses. 
 

Collett: While I would agree with Wright that justification has an “already and not yet” 
aspect (as noted in my comments above), I find myself uncomfortable with his statement that 
the fruits of the Spirit-generated life in the justified believer (i.e., works of sanctification) are 
“the basis” for our “future justification.” This has been argued before in the context of 
seventeenth-century debates over soteriology and used to be referred to as “double 
justification.” Those who argue for this view are essentially arguing that the post-justification 
works of believers, wrought in them by the Spirit, will be “the basis for” their vindication at 
the parousia or Second Coming of Christ. It is very difficult for me to see this as anything 
more than a confusion of justification and sanctification. These two doctrines are obviously 
related to one another, but the distinction between them should not be collapsed. Most 
Reformation thinkers (myself included) would see the “not yet” aspect of justification as that 
time when God publicly declares to the entire world what is already true of us in Christ, 
namely, that we are fully justified through his merits alone. At the very least, I would change 
Wright’s language as follows: “the future justification [is consistent with] the Spirit-
generated life that the justified-by-faith-in-the-present person then lives.” Or if you prefer, the 
Spirit-generated life is a necessary fruit of justification. However, I would still insist it is not 
the ground or basis for our justification. That basis remains Christ alone. 
 
One final caveat. Bp. Wright’s argument against the term “imputation” rests in part upon 
the fact that Paul does not use this term. Point taken. However, this doesn’t get us very far, 
for we all know that terms like homoousios and Trinity are also not found in the NT. Yet it 



would be accurate to say that these terms reflect theological judgments about concepts that 
are found in Scripture, and this is precisely why they ended up in the church’s creeds and 
confessions. For me, the question is not whether the term “imputation” actually occurs in 
Scripture, but whether it faithfully reflects Paul’s teaching on justification (for a good 
example of the kind of argument I’m making here, see the article by David Yeago, “The 
New Testament and Nicene Dogma,” Pro Ecclesia 3 (1994) 152-164. Yeago does a good 
job of silencing those who argue against creedal terms using arguments that share in the 
same general logic Wright uses to reject the term “imputation”). 
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