Imputation in the Westminster Standards

T. David Gordon

As we have seen, N. T. Wright goes to considerable effort to deny that a Hebrew judge (or God as Judge) would or could impute his own righteousness to the other parties in the court.  In doing so, he appears to be, and probably intends to be, refuting the Christian notion of imputed righteousness.  Yet the Christian notion does not teach, and as far as I know, never did teach, that God imputes His own righteousness to us; it teaches that God imputes Christ’s righteousness to us.  So, it isn’t any confessional idea of imputation that Wright refutes.  What he refutes, as far as I can tell, has never been enshrined in any ecclesiastical creed or confession.  Below are the relevant passages from several Protestant Confessions or Catechisms.  In each case, note that it is the righteousness of Christ that is imputed to us; not the righteousness of God.

WSC 33 

Q   What is justification? 

A    Justification is an act of God's free grace, wherein he pardoneth all our sins, and accepteth us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us, and received by faith alone. 

WLC 70

 Q   What is justification?

 A Justification is an act of God's free grace unto sinners, in which he pardoneth all their sins, accepteth and accounteth their persons righteous in his sight; not for any thing wrought in them, or done by them, but only for the perfect obedience and full satisfaction of Christ, by God imputed to them, and received by faith alone.

WLC 77

 Q   Wherein do justification and sanctification differ?

 A Although sanctification be inseparably joined with justification, yet they differ, in that God in justification imputeth the righteousness of Christ; in sanctification his Spirit infuseth grace, and enableth to the exercise thereof; in the former, sin is pardoned; in the other, it is subdued:the one doth equally free all believers from the revenging wrath of God, and that perfectly in this life, that they never fall into condemnation; the other is neither equal in all, nor in this life perfect in any, but growing up to perfection.        

Lutheran Statements on Imputation

Augsburg Confession (1530)

Article IV: Of Justification. 

1] Also they teach that men cannot be justified before God by their own strength, merits, or works, but are freely justified for 2] Christ's sake, through faith, when they believe that they are received into favor, and that their sins are forgiven for Christ's sake, who, by His death, has made satisfaction for our sins. 3] This faith God imputes for righteousness in His sight. 

Smalcald Articles (written by Luther in 1537) 
XIII. How One is Justified before God, and of Good Works. 
1] What I have hitherto and constantly taught concerning this I know not how to change in the least, namely, that by faith, as St. Peter says, we acquire a new and clean heart, and God will and does account us entirely righteous and holy for the sake of Christ, our Mediator. And although sin in the flesh has not yet been altogether removed or become dead, yet He will not punish or remember it.

2] And such faith, renewal, and forgiveness of sins is followed by good works. And what there is still sinful or imperfect also in them shall not be accounted as sin or defect, even [and that, too] for Christ's sake; but the entire man, both as to his person and his works, is to be called and to be righteous and holy from pure grace and mercy, shed upon us [unfolded] and spread over us in Christ. 3] Therefore we cannot boast of many merits and works, if they are viewed apart from grace and mercy, but as it is written, 1 Cor. 1:31: He that glorieth, let him glory in the Lord, namely, that he has a gracious God. For thus all is well. 4] We say, besides, that if good works do not follow, faith is false and not true. 

Formula of Concord (1580), Chapter XXX

4] 2. Accordingly, we believe, teach, and confess that our righteousness before God is (this very thing], that God forgives us our sins out of pure grace, without any work, merit, or worthiness of ours preceding, present, or following, that He presents and imputes to us the righteousness of Christ's obedience, on account of which righteousness we are received into grace by God, and regarded as righteous.

5] 3. We believe, teach, and confess that faith alone is the means and instrument whereby we lay hold of Christ, and thus in Christ of that righteousness which avails before God, for whose sake this faith is imputed to us for righteousness, Rom. 4:5.
