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Introduction to This Edition


  I DID NOT EXPECT TO WRITE THIS BOOK. When John Piper’s book The Future of Justification: A Response to N. T. Wright came out in 2007, I was flattered to be given such attention by a leading American preacher and writer, but frustrated that—despite asking for my comments on an earlier draft of the text—he still did not seem to understand what I had been saying. But I was busy with all the work of a bishop, and did not think I ought to take the time to respond. Until, that is, I saw other people referring to Piper’s work as though it settled the issue—as though this troubling thing people still call the “new perspective” on Paul (now less “new” than once it was) could be pushed aside as a dangerous distortion of the genuine Pauline gospel. Then, with a heavy heart and without much spare time, I decided I had better say something at least by way of response. I wrote most of the book in a week in the spring of 2008, but had no more time to work on it until a July weekend in the middle of the Lambeth Conference (the once-a-decade meeting of Anglican bishops from around the world), when, with a couple of days by myself in a student room in Canterbury, I was able to finish it off.


  I was less worried about the speed of its production (and the consequent danger of not spelling everything out as carefully as I might have liked) because I was already planning to write my much longer work on Paul, to which the present book was an advance footnote. In the event, though the bigger book was substantially sketched and partly drafted during a sabbatical at Princeton in the autumn of 2009, it took a change of job, a move of house and some more sustained research before Paul and the Faithfulness of God landed with a thud on my desk in the autumn of 2013.1 In that much larger book, and in the three ancillary volumes which support it—Pauline Perspectives, Paul and His Recent Interpreters, and The Paul Debate2—I have done my best to contextualize the sharp-edged discussion of this smaller book in two ways. First, I have tried to show that the present North American debates about justification are simply one corner in a much larger field of debate about Paul and how best to understand, interpret and preach his message. Second, and more importantly, I have tried to show the ways in which what Paul says about justification is nested within his larger overall understanding of God’s purposes for the world and his covenant with Israel. Making this case required a careful laying-out of Paul’s wider Jewish and non-Jewish contexts, for which there was no room in the present book, as well as an equally careful examination of all the relevant data in Paul’s letters themselves.


  A further word about these two contextualizations may help. First, it ought now to be clear that the reaction of John Piper and others to something often called the “new perspective” must be understood within the larger world of North American debates, not only theological and ecclesial but also cultural and political. The “old perspective”—a name given by its own proponents to a more traditional reading of Paul and justification—forms part of a package, part of a way of life, so that attacking or undermining it is seen as attacking something much more than just a well-known doctrine. Of course, this doesn’t mean that either the “new” or the “old” perspective must be wrong; merely that we need to understand something of the larger world in which certain issues quickly become toxic. More particularly, it is vital to stress, not least for anyone coming fresh to all these discussions, that there has never been one single coherent thing that can be called the “new perspective.” People often write as if Ed Sanders, James Dunn and I formed a united front. But we were never a group or movement, we never met together or planned anything, and we have always had serious and significant differences from one another.3 What is more, things have moved on quite a long way in Pauline scholarship since then. The very different, and very important, discussions generated by the work of J. Louis Martyn on the one hand and Wayne A. Meeks on the other cannot be fitted neatly into either “old” or “new” perspectives as they are commonly conceived. A larger vision is needed. The present book, still I believe important as a short and sharp statement of some vital elements, needs to be seen within the much larger world of Pauline debate set out in Paul and His Recent Interpreters.


  Second, I sense the possibility of convergence through further exegetical and theological work. I highlight in particular the remarkable essay by Kevin Vanhoozer, delivered at the Wheaton Theology Conference in the spring of 2010, in which he argued that contextualizing Paul’s doctrine of justification within the larger framework of “incorporation into Christ” ought to provide a framework where the different things that the different “sides” have been saying can be held in a proper ­biblical ­balance.4 This, in fact, was the position I had been trying to develop, though this may not have been so apparent in my earlier work. It is certainly the position I have now articulated in chapter ten of Paul and the Faithfulness of God. The architecture of that chapter already makes the crucial point. The chapter expounds the radical renewal, through Messiah and Spirit, of the ancient biblical and Jewish doctrine of Israel as the people of God, proposing that this is the best framework for understanding both justification and salvation. It deals first with the saving achievement of the Messiah in his faithfulness (pistis) unto death, which provides the ground for the work of the Spirit through the gospel. The Spirit’s work, by producing the faith (pistis) that God has raised Jesus and exalted him as Messiah and Lord, marks out all who share that faith as the Messiah’s people. The shape of the argument thus makes the vital double point: justification takes place in Christ and because of the work of the Spirit. One of the most serious faults of many traditional doctrines of justification is the attempt to extract the complete doctrine from Romans 1–4 where these themes are hinted at but not spelled out. In fact, as I have shown in detail elsewhere, the exposition of justification continues right through Romans 5–8 where both these elements are explicit and detailed.5


  All this is held together by a fresh understanding of the covenant—again a Jewish framework rethought around Messiah and Spirit. One of the strangest features of some discussions of my work has been the idea, repeated by various scholars, that this is somehow a small side-issue (a “silly little idea” as one writer called it), as though the fulfillment in the Messiah of the covenant promises made to Abraham could be seen as a mere add-on to a topic whose focus lay elsewhere. I am not quite sure, to be honest, where this anti-covenantal impetus comes from. I know that some Lutherans are suspicious of covenant because they see it as a Reformed idea, while some of today’s Reformed thinkers seem to dislike it (despite their own tradition) perhaps because it foregrounds a corporate understanding of the people of God over against the individualism of much post-Enlightenment Western Christianity. As usual, here I appeal to Scripture over the head of tradition, which is something both the Lutherans and the Reformed also claim to do. That is where the real discussion should take place.


  It is Scripture itself, after all, that uses the key term righteousness—that is, the Hebrew root tsdq and the Greek root dikaios—to draw together the belief that the creator of the world is utterly committed to righting its wrongs (hence the notion of justice, putting things right) and more specifically to doing so through Abraham and his family (hence, covenant). Covenant and justice thus already belong inextricably together within the biblical vision of the divine purpose, emerging into articulation in words, phrases and (much more important) whole passages that pivot around the notion of the divine tsedaqah or dikaiosynē. The word, of course, also regularly carries moral meanings (not least, of course, when the dikaios root in the Septuagint was heard in a world which caught echoes of Plato and Aristotle), but this is not something other than the “lawcourt” or “justice” meaning on the one hand or the “covenant” meaning on the other. There is an obvious connection between the judicial task of putting things right and the moral challenge of living in the right way, and for the ancient Hebrew judge there was a moral dimension to the vocation to try the case fairly, to look after the helpless, and so on. Since Israel’s covenant charter is precisely Torah, the link between covenant and human behaviour is likewise obvious. Attempts are sometimes made to argue that in the Hebrew Scriptures the moral meaning trumps or even excludes the others, but the weight of references, and of scholarly discussion, insists on the notion of “being in relation” or “in right relation,” which in the Bible always basically refers to the covenant and then also to the lawcourt. The word thus, in its various occurrences, precipitates the careful reader into an understanding of the long and sometimes tortuous covenantal narrative in which, in many different retrievals of Deuteronomy 27–32 and Daniel 9, Jews in the Second Temple period told their story as one in which, despite the exile caused by Israel’s sins and the extension of that exile for half a millennium (Daniel 9:24), the Creator God would be faithful to his covenant, would judge the wicked nations and would vindicate his people.6 That is the narrative world within which Paul’s exposition of God’s “righteousness,” and of his “justifying” of those “in Christ,” means what it means. I suspect, in fact, that objections to covenantal readings of justification are, in part at least, objections to the whole idea—which I take to be Paul’s view—that in the death and resurrection of the Messiah the single long story of the saving plan of God had reached its goal. Many people within different branches of Christianity seem committed to seeing things very differently, as though the salvation on offer in the gospel has only a distant or tangential relation to the story of Israel. I believe this to be a serious mistake, to put it mildly. To this I shall shortly return.


  The other side of this contextualization has likewise become clearer to me in the eight years since I engaged with Piper’s work. Around that time I wrote a book called Surprised by Hope on the biblical vision of God’s ultimate future.7 There I argued that in the Bible itself the ultimate future is not a disembodied heaven, nor is God’s new world to be populated by disembodied souls. What we are promised is resurrection, that is, renewed bodies to live in a new creation which will be a “new heavens and new earth” (Revelation 21:1). To the astonishment of many when it is pointed out, the Bible does not speak of going to heaven after death. Paul talks, rather, about “departing and being with the Messiah” (Philippians 1:23); Jesus talks about “Paradise” (Luke 23:43) and “my Father’s house” (John 14:2); Revelation depicts the “souls” who are “under the altar” (Revelation 6:9). But in Paul, Luke, John and (not least) Revelation the ultimate expectation is of a totally renewed creation in which redeemed humans will receive new bodies. This gives to the present creation, to our present bodies and to history itself a significance that in many other schemes they do not have. This is particularly true when, in some parts of (particularly American) Christianity, people are taught that there will be a rapture in which they will be taken up to heaven. Even when this is rightly seen as a strange misunderstanding, many still talk, sing and pray as though the point is simply to go to heaven when they die. That idea is woven deep into the DNA of much Western Christianity and is deeply misleading.


  All this, as I say, I expounded at length in Surprised by Hope. What I had not seen then as clearly as I think I do now is that the popular mistake about the ultimate future (an essentially Platonic vision of saved souls in a timeless, nonphysical “eternity”) is closely related to the popular misconceptions of salvation and justification. If you get clearer about the destination, you will have a different view about how the journey begins. This relates to another point that many discussions over the last decade have brought home to me, and that I think may be close to the heart of the debate—such as it is!—between myself and John Piper: the extent to which the tradition that Piper represents, and others as well, assume without discussion that the point of justification, within the biblical picture of salvation, is ultimately to rescue souls for heaven, rather than rescuing whole human beings for the new creation. This fits very closely with the belief that the human plight, to which the biblical and Pauline doctrines of salvation and justification are supposed to be the solution, has to do with what in some traditions has been known as a “covenant of works.” I should perhaps have made this a more central concern in my earlier writing. I had not fully appreciated the way in which it informs and undergirds so strongly the position I was trying to controvert. Let me say something about it now.


  The idea of a “covenant of works” goes back at least to the Westminster Confession, and it belongs with an overview of the biblical narrative that goes more or less like this. (I am talking here about popular presentations. No doubt trained theologians would put some of this differently, but what catches the imagination is the way things are put in churches, hymns and so on.) First, God creates humans for fellowship with himself. Second, the criterion for this is a stiff moral challenge: humans must live up to the rules he gives them. Third, they fail and sin, and so are cut off from fellowship with God. Fourth, God sends Jesus who succeeds where the rest of us have failed: he lives an obedient, perfect life and dies an obedient, saving death. The latter rescues us from our punishment; the former constitutes a “righteousness” that is then “imputed” to us, so that despite our failure we can after all have fellowship with God. Jesus has offered the “works” that we could not. At every point, then, the aim is simply to restore the relationship between God and humans that had been spoiled by human failure to meet the criterion—that criterion being, and remaining, good moral behavior (works), and the righteous status that results from performing them. Only now Jesus supplies the works and the righteousness, rather than the rest of us. The ultimate goal is still “heaven.”


  Let me say candidly that, living as I do in a largely secular and godless society, I would much rather people believed all of that than that they ignored God, Jesus, the promise of salvation and the challenge of holiness altogether. Someone who devoutly believes all that I have just set out, and follows Jesus prayerfully day by day, will be blessed themselves and will bring blessing to others. However, that latter notion—bringing blessing to others—alerts us to what is missing throughout this scheme. At every point it actually distorts the biblical picture, and “justification” is not the only sufferer. Let me offer what I think is a more biblical alternative.


  First, God created humans in his own image, which elsewhere in the Bible is cashed out in terms of humans being created in order to be the “royal priesthood” (see Exodus 19:6; 1 Peter 2:9; Revelation 5:10). Paul does not use that phrase himself, but the theme is strongly present in his writing, for instance when he speaks of the redeemed “reigning” in ­Romans 5:17 or offering the true sacrifice in Romans 12:1.


  Second, in other words, God made humans for a purpose: to be his vice-regents, ruling over his world and, through their own worship and praise, to sum up the worship and praise of all creation. This is not a “covenant of works”; it is a covenant of vocation. (Some have objected to this, as also to the biblical vision of God’s vocation for Israel, as though having a purpose for his people meant that God wasn’t really loving them for themselves but only for what he could use them for. This is a cynical and unworthy reaction, and is well answered by passages like Isaiah 49 where the overflowing love of God for Israel is balanced, not overthrown, by the remarkable purposes God intends to accomplish through Israel.)


  Third, then, the sin of human beings, in all its dimensions, did not simply mean that their fellowship with God was broken (though it was). It meant that the purposes God had in mind through humans were thwarted. The plan for creation to worship its Creator through human worship and to flourish under human stewardship could not go forward as planned. At least, it still went forward in a way, but it was distorted, with thorns and thistles and with decay and death. In fact, by worshiping elements of creation instead of the one living God, humans effectively gave away their power to these elements and ultimately to the dark power (later called “the Satan” or “the accuser”) who stands behind them all. The problem to which the gospel offers the divine solution is thus more complicated, more many-sided, than is often imagined. Yes, it includes the fact that humans have sinned, and that sin deserves death. But this is simply the vital center of a larger whole in which the forces of evil need to be conquered and the original human vocation restored.


  Fourth, for Paul as for the rest of the New Testament writers, Jesus’ death and resurrection address this whole complex of issues, and not only the problem envisaged by the thwarted “covenant of works.” It is telling that in Romans 5, where Paul sums up so much of his soteriology, he uses the language of priesthood and temple to describe the new fellowship with God (Romans 5:1-2), which points on to the intercessory work described in Romans 8:26-27 and to the “living sacrifice” and “spiritual worship” of Romans 12:1-2. Then in Romans 5:17 he speaks of those who receive the gift of righteousness “reigning,” spelled out further in Romans 5:21 as the reign of grace through righteousness, which seems to be a shorthand way of saying that God in his grace is now at last ruling the world through his justified people. And this points on to Romans 8, where the glory promised to the justified is not simply heaven (as most commentators assume), but rather, as in Psalm 8:5-6 (which Paul is echoing), the sovereign rule through which, in the Creator’s original purposes, humans would once more look after creation and bring it to its intended goal.8 The work of Jesus, therefore, cannot be captured by the works-related ideas of active and passive obedience. It is better summed up (though this too will no doubt remain inadequate) in terms of ­Jesus’ own unique “royal priesthood” winning the decisive victory over the powers of evil by bearing human sins and their deadly result in his own body, and through his life-blood, purifying his people from every ­impurity—that is, from everything that reeks of death, or invokes and courts it by idolatry and sin.


  Fifth, then, the end of it all is the new creation, the “new heavens and new earth” joined perfectly together forever. Death will be no more. The place of redeemed humans will be what God always intended: sharing and bearing the image of God, rescued to be the royal priesthood. Of course, this means “fellowship with God.” But like all such fellowship, it is fellowship with a purpose.


  This major readjustment of our perspective on the biblical view of salvation itself is bound to effect a major readjustment in our view of justification, which obviously remains, in Paul’s mind at least, central to that vision. In my previous work I have tended to approach this, as it were, from below, noting what Paul is actually saying about justification and working up from there. Now, with Paul and the Faithfulness of God behind me, I find myself looking back over the terrain and wanting to sketch a bigger picture overall. All that I have said about justification belongs within that bigger picture, which is, I suggest, far more biblical than the usual portrayals. I suspect that those who have found my work on justification unwelcome have done so because they perceive, rightly, that it doesn’t fit into the normal picture they have assumed to be true. Perhaps, after all, the purpose of a book like this is not simply to expound a different view of one particular doctrine. Perhaps its real point is that, by alerting readers to the ways in which the Bible itself says something subtly different from some of our traditions, it may open our eyes to the larger biblical vision within which the doctrine of justification makes the sense that it makes.


  N. T. Wright
University of St. Andrews
November 2015


  
Preface


  WHEN I HEARD ABOUT John Piper’s book The Future of Justification: A Response to N. T. Wright, I was torn between two reflections. On the one hand, as they say, the actor doesn’t mind whether he’s playing the hero or the villain as long as it’s his name on the board outside the theater. On the other hand, there is a danger that if people typecast you as the villain the image may stick and you won’t get any other parts. So, despite my initial reluctance to get drawn into the details of debate when I am really far too busy with other things, I eventually decided that an initial response was called for.


  I say “initial response,” because I do not suppose that this book is in any way complete. Piper is one of an increasing number who, supposing the great Reformation tradition of reading and preaching Paul to be under attack, has leapt to its defense, and every passing week brings a further batch of worried and anxious ripostes to the “new perspective on Paul” and to myself as one of its exponents. I cannot begin to enter into debate with all of this, and indeed there are many important writers with whom I simply cannot engage here in any detail. I hope, as I say in the first chapter, to sketch something which is more like an outflanking exercise than a direct challenge on all the possible fronts. The latter exercise would result in hand-to-hand fighting, not only on every line in Paul but also on what everyone else has said about every line in Paul. There is a place for that sort of book, but this is a different sort.


  But what’s it all about? One cheerful English reviewer, from a part of the church that has not usually worried overmuch about the details of “the doctrine of justification,” spoke in terms of text-trading and theological arm-wrestling, implying that this was a curious indoor sport for those who might like that sort of thing but not enormously relevant to wider concerns facing the church. It will come as no surprise that I do not share that view. Justification is hugely important. The debates which have gone on around the doctrine in a variety of contexts are actually the focal points of several other issues we all face.


  What is so contentious about it, then? This is of course what the book is all about. But it may help if I set out very briefly where some at least of the main pressure points lie.


  In part, to begin with, the question is about the nature and scope of salvation. Many Christians in the Western world, for many centuries now, have seen “salvation” as meaning “going to heaven when you die.” I and others have argued that that is inadequate. In the Bible, salvation is not God’s rescue of people from the world but the rescue of the world itself. The whole creation is to be liberated from its slavery to decay (Romans 8:21). I have written about this at length elsewhere, notably in Surprised by Hope (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2008). Many in the Reformed tradition represented by John Piper would agree with this point. But I do not think they have yet allowed it to affect the way they think about the questions that follow.


  Second, the question is about the means of salvation, how it is accomplished. Here John Piper, and the tradition he represents, have said that salvation is accomplished by the sovereign grace of God, operating through the death of Jesus Christ in our place and on our behalf, and appropriated through faith alone. Absolutely. I agree a hundred percent. There is not one syllable of that summary that I would complain about. But there is something missing—or rather, someone missing. Where is the Holy Spirit? In some of the great Reformed theologians, not least John Calvin himself, the work of the Spirit is every bit as important as the work of the Son. But you can’t simply add the Spirit on at the end of the equation and hope it will still have the same shape. Part of my plea in this book is for the Spirit’s work to be taken seriously in relation both to Christian faith itself and to the way in which that faith is “active through love” (Galatians 5:6). And the way in which that Spirit-driven active faith, at work through love and all that flows from it, explains how God’s final rescue of his people from death itself has been accomplished (Romans 8:1-11).


  Third, the question is about the meaning of justification, what the term and its cognates actually refer to. Some Christians have used terms like justification and salvation as though they were almost interchangeable, but this is clearly untrue to Scripture itself. Justification is the act of God by which people are “declared to be in the right” before him: so say the great Reformation theologians, John Piper included. Yes, indeed. Of course. But what does that declaration involve? How does it come about? Piper insists that justification means the “imputation” of the “righteousness”—the perfect obedience of Jesus Christ—to the sinner, clothing him or her with that status from the first moment of faith to the final arrival in heaven (Piper, Future of Justification, p. 9). I understand the force of that proposal, and the sense of assurance which it gives. What’s more, I agree that this sense of assurance is indeed offered by the doctrine of justification as Paul expounds it. But, as I argue in this book, Paul’s way of doing it is not Piper’s. Paul’s doctrine of justification is the place where four themes meet, which Piper, and others like him, have managed to ignore or sideline.


  First, Paul’s doctrine of justification is about the work of Jesus the Messiah of Israel. You cannot understand what Paul says about Jesus, and about the significance of his death for our justification and salvation, unless you see Jesus as the one in whom “all the promises of God find their ‘Yes’” (2 Corinthians 1:20). For many writers, of whom Piper is not untypical, the long story of Israel seems to function merely as a backdrop, a source of prooftexts and types, rather than as itself the story of God’s saving purposes. Piper and others like him have accused me of downplaying the significance of the saving, indeed substitutionary, death of Jesus within Paul’s doctrine of justification. I hope this book will put such suggestions to rest—while reminding my critics of how that part of Paul’s theology actually works.


  Second, Paul’s doctrine of justification is therefore about what we may call the covenant—the covenant God made with Abraham, the covenant whose purpose was from the beginning the saving call of a worldwide family through whom God’s saving purposes for the world were to be realized. For Piper, and many like him, the very idea of a covenant of this kind remains strangely foreign and alien. He and others have accused me of inventing the idea of Israel’s story as an ongoing narrative in which the exile in Babylon was extended by hundreds of years so that Jews in Paul’s day were still waiting for the “end of exile,” the true fulfillment of the covenant promises. Despite the strong covenantal theology of John Calvin himself, and his positive reading of the story of Israel as fulfilled in Jesus Christ, many who claim Calvinist or Reformed heritage today resist applying it in the way that, as I argue in this book, Paul himself does, in line with the solid biblical foundations for the “continuing exile” theme.


  Third, Paul’s doctrine of justification is focused on the divine law-court. God, as judge, “finds in favor of,” and hence acquits from their sin, those who believe in Jesus Christ. The word justify has this law-court as its metaphorical home base. For John Piper and others who share his perspective, the lawcourt imagery is read differently, with attention shifting rather to the supposed moral achievement of Jesus in gaining, through his perfect obedience, a righteousness which can then be passed across to his faithful people. Piper and others have accused me of superimposing this lawcourt framework on Paul; I argue that it is Paul himself who insists on it.


  Fourth, Paul’s doctrine of justification is bound up with eschatology, that is, his vision of God’s future for the whole world and for his people. Right through Paul’s writings, but once more especially in Romans, he envisages two moments, the final justification when God puts the whole world right and raises his people from the dead, and the present justification in which that moment is anticipated. For John Piper and the school of thought he represents, present justification appears to take the full weight. Piper and others have then accused me of encouraging people to think of their own moral effort as contributing to their final justification, and hence of compromising the gospel itself. I insist that I am simply trying to do justice to what Paul actually says, and that when we factor in the Spirit to the whole picture we see that the charge is groundless.


  All these debates rest on one foundation: the text of Paul’s letters. Piper claims to be faithful to Scripture; so, of course, do I. Some critics of the so-called new perspective write as if they are the ones who know “what the Bible says” while others of us play fast and loose with it. Well, they appeal to exegesis, and to exegesis we shall go, particularly in the second half of the present book. Though the treatment of key passages is necessarily brief, it is a lot fuller—and deals with the whole texts, not simply a few verses snatched from them—than those offered by most of my critics.


  These advance summaries of much more complex arguments must serve to alert the reader, not indeed to the full sweep of what can be said on either side, but to the general areas of agreement and disagreement.


  I regret very much that pressure of other duties, and the urgency of publisher’s deadlines, have meant that I have not been able to share initial drafts of this book either with the various friends who had offered to help, or with John Piper himself (as he so graciously did with me). However, though I hope to have presented things in a new light and with fresh clarity, I do not suppose I am actually saying very much that I have not already said elsewhere, in the various works listed in the bibliography. No doubt kind people would have made comments that would have improved the book, but the mistakes and unclarities are as usual, and this time unavoidably, all my own. I am still hoping before too long to complete the fourth volume (which deals with Paul) in my series Christian Origins and the Question of God. That, I trust, will help to clarify things further.


  I am delighted to dedicate this book to my old friend and sparring-partner, Jimmy Dunn. The fact that he will disagree with some of it is neither here nor there. I am enormously grateful for his friendship and fellowship in the work of the gospel here in the northeast of England and in Durham in particular. I must also express my gratitude to the many friends and colleagues who have encouraged me to write, however briefly, in response to John Piper, and to those who share my heavy load in Durham, and in the Church of England, for encouraging me to see the ministry of expounding Scripture in person and in print as a vital part of that vocation.


  N. T. Wright


  Auckland Castle


  August 2008
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  PART ONE
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ONE


  What’s All This About, and Why Does It Matter?


  I


  IMAGINE A FRIEND COMING to stay who, through some accident of education, had never been told that the earth goes round the sun. As part of a happy evening’s conversation, you take it upon yourself to explain how the planetary system works. Yes, from where we stand it does of course seem that the sun circles around us. But this is merely the effect of our perspective. All that we now know of astronomy confirms that the earth on which we live, in company with a few other similar planets, is in fact revolving around the sun. You get out books, charts and diagrams, and even rearrange objects on the coffee table to make the point. Your friend alternates between incredulity, fascination, momentary alarm and puzzlement. Eventually you smile, have another drink and head for bed.


  Very early in the morning, while it is still dark, there is a tap at the bedroom door. He is up and dressed and invites you to come for an early walk. He takes you up the hill to a point where the whole countryside is spread out before you, and, as the sky begins to lighten, you can just see, far off to the east, the glistening ocean. He returns to the subject of the previous night. So many wise people of old have spoken of the earth as the solid-fixed point on which we stand. Didn’t one of the psalms say something about the sun celebrating as it goes round and round, like a strong giant running a race? Yes, of course modern scientists are always coming up with fancy theories. They may have their place, but equally they may just be fads. Wouldn’t we do better to stick with the tried and tested wisdom of the ages?


  As he warms to his theme, so at last, out of the sea, there emerges the huge, dazzling, shining ball. You stand in silence, watching its majestic rise, filling the countryside with golden light. As its lower edge clears the ocean, you wait with a sense of frustrated inevitability for the punch line. Here it comes.


  “Now, you see”—a gentle hand on the arm, he doesn’t want to make this too harsh—“we have the evidence of our own eyes. It really does go round the earth. All those wonderful theories and clever new ideas—they may have a lot to teach us, but ultimately they take us away from the truth. Better to stay with tried and tested truth, with the ground firm beneath our feet. Aren’t you happy we came on this walk?”


  Now I can well imagine that, as with the Pharisees listening to Jesus’ parable of the wicked tenants, there may be some readers who will at once be angry, realizing that I have told this story against them. And it may be a dangerous move to start a book by alienating still further those with whom, it appears, I am engaged in dialogue. But I use this story for one reason in particular: to make it clear that, at the present moment in the debate about St. Paul and the meaning of justification, this is how it appears, to me at least. We are not in dialogue. I have been writing about St. Paul now, on and off, for thirty-five years. I have prayed, preached and lectured my way through his letters. I have written popular-level commentaries on all of them, a full-length commentary on his most important one, and several other books and articles, at various levels, on particular Pauline topics. And the problem is not that people disagree with me. That is what one expects and wants. Let’s have the discussion! The point of discourse is to learn with and from one another. I used to tell my students that at least 20 percent of what I was telling them was wrong, but I didn’t know which 20 percent it was: I make many mistakes in life, in relationships and in work, and I don’t expect to be free of them in my thinking. But whereas in much of life one’s mistakes are often fairly obvious—the shortcut path that ended in a bed of nettles, the experimental recipe that gave us all queasy stomachs, the golf shot that landed in the lake—in the life of the mind things are often not so straightforward. We need other minds on the job, to challenge us, to come back at us, to engage with our arguments and analyses. That is how the world goes round.


  Well, some might reply, is that not what’s happening? What are you grumbling about? Here are all these writers taking you on. Might they not have spotted the 20 percent you were talking about? Shouldn’t you be glad to be corrected?


  Well, yes. But my problem is that that’s not how things are working out. I have thought about writing this book for some time, but have finally been prodded into doing it because one of my critics—John Piper, of Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis, Minnesota—has gone one better than the rest and devoted an entire book to explaining why I’m wrong about Paul, and why we should stick with the tried and trusted theology of the Reformers and their successors. (Or at least some of them; actually, the Reformers disagreed amongst themselves, and so do their successors.1) And the problem is not that he, like many others, is disagreeing with me. The problem is that he hasn’t really listened to what I’m saying. He has watched with growing alarm as I moved the pieces around the coffee table. It has given him a sleepless night. And now he has led me up the hill to show me the glorious sight of another sunrise. Yes, I want to say. I know about the sunrise. I know it looks to us as if the sun goes round the earth. I’m not denying that. But why couldn’t you hear what I was trying to tell you?


  The answer may well be, of course, “Because you didn’t explain it properly.” Or, perhaps, “Because what you were saying was so muddled and confused that it’s better to stick with a straightforward, plain account which makes sense.” And, on the chance that one of these is true, I am writing this book to try, once more, to explain what I have been talking about—which is to explain what I think St. Paul was talking about. But there is a more worrying possible answer. My friend—and most of the people with whom I shall here be in debate are people I would like to count as friends—has simply not allowed the main things I have been trying to say to get anywhere near his conscious mind. He has picked off bits of my analysis and argument, worried away at them, shaken his head, and gone back to the all-powerful story he already knew. (As I was drafting this, the new issue of the Christian Century landed on my desk, with an article by a teacher to whom a student said, “I loved what I was learning, but I couldn’t make it stay in my head. It was too different from what I had already learned, so my brain just kept switching back to default.”2) And, partly because I am more than a little weary with this happening again and again, on websites, in questions after lectures, in journalistic interviews, and increasingly in academic and quasi- or pseudo-academic articles and books, I am determined to have one more go at setting things out.


  Actually, this book is not my intended “final account” of the matter. There remains the large task, toward which I have been working for most of my life, of the book on Paul which is now planned as the fourth volume of my series about Christian origins.3 But I do not want to spend two hundred pages of that book in detailed discussions with Piper and other similar writers. There are many other issues to be dealt with, in quite different directions, and to concentrate in the larger book on the fierce little battles that are raging in the circles I must now address would pull that project out of shape.


  There are two other reasons why I have begun with the story of the friend who thinks the sun goes round the earth. The first is that, within the allegorical meaning of the story, the arguments I have been mounting—the diagrams, the pictures, the objects on the coffee table—stand for fresh readings of Scripture. They are not the superimposition upon Scripture of theories culled from elsewhere. But the response, which puts itself about as “the evidence of our eyes,” “the most obvious meaning” and so on, is deeply conditioned by, and at critical points appeals to, tradition. Yes, human tradition—albeit from some extremely fine, devout and learned human beings. Ever since I first read Luther and Calvin, particularly the latter, I determined that whether or not I agreed with them in everything they said, their stated and practiced method would be mine too: to soak myself in the Bible, in the Hebrew and Aramaic Old Testament and the Greek New Testament, to get it into my bloodstream by every means possible, in the prayer and hope that I would be able to teach Scripture afresh to the church and the world. The greatest honor we can pay the Reformers is not to treat them as infallible—they would be horrified at that—but to do as they did. There is a considerable irony, at the level of method, when John Piper suggests that, according to me, the church has been “on the wrong foot for fifteen hundred years.” It isn’t so much that I don’t actually claim that. It is that that is exactly what people said to his heroes, to Luther, Calvin and the rest. Luther and Calvin answered from Scripture; the Council of Trent responded by insisting on tradition.4


  The second reason I have begun with the parable of the friend, the earth and the sun is deeper again. It is serious for theological and pastoral reasons, and is near the heart of what is at stake in this debate and many others. The theological equivalent of supposing that the sun goes round the earth is the belief that the whole of Christian truth is all about me and my salvation. I have read dozens of books and articles in the last few weeks on the topic of justification. Again and again the writers, from a variety of backgrounds, have assumed, taken it for granted, that the central question of all is, “What must I do to be saved?” or (Luther’s way of putting it), “How can I find a gracious God?” or, “How can I enter a right relationship with God?”


  Now do not misunderstand me. Hold the angry or fearful reaction. Salvation is hugely important. Of course it is! Knowing God for oneself, as opposed to merely knowing or thinking about him, is at the heart of Christian living. Discovering that God is gracious, rather than a distant bureaucrat or a dangerous tyrant, is the good news that constantly surprises and refreshes us. But we are not the center of the universe. God is not circling around us. We are circling around him. It may look, from our point of view, as though “me and my salvation” are the be-all and end-all of Christianity. Sadly, many people—many devout Christians!—have preached that way and lived that way. This problem is not peculiar to the churches of the Reformation. It goes back to the high Middle Ages in the Western church, and infects and affects Catholic and Protestant, liberal and conservative, high and low church alike. But a full reading of Scripture itself tells a different story.


  God made humans for a purpose: not simply for themselves, not simply so that they could be in relationship with him, but so that through them, as his image-bearers, he could bring his wise, glad, fruitful order to the world. And the closing scenes of Scripture, in the book of Revelation, are not about human beings going off to heaven to be in a close and intimate relationship with God, but about heaven coming to earth. The intimate relationship with God which is indeed promised and celebrated in that great scene of the New Jerusalem issues at once in an outflowing, a further healing creativity, the river of the water of life flowing out from the city and the tree of life springing up, with leaves that are for the healing of the nations.


  What is at stake in the present debate is not simply the fine-tuning of theories about what precisely happens in justification. That quickly turns, as one reviewer of Piper’s book noted somewhat tartly, into a kind of evangelical arm wrestling, a text-trading contest in which verses from Paul, Greek roots, arcane references to sources both ancient and modern, and sometimes (alas) unkind words fly around the room. Many people will look on with distaste, like neighbors overhearing an unpleasant family row. Yes, there will be some text-trading in this book. That is inevitable, given the subject matter, and the central importance of Scripture itself. But the real point is, I believe, that the salvation of human beings, though of course extremely important for those human beings, is part of a larger purpose. God is rescuing us from the shipwreck of the world, not so that we can sit back and put our feet up in his company, but so that we can be part of his plan to remake the world. We are in orbit around God and his purposes, not the other way around. If the Reformation tradition had treated the Gospels as equally important to the Epistles, this mistake might never have happened. But it has, and we must deal with it. The earth, and we with it, go round the sun of God and his cosmic purposes.


  Ironically, perhaps, this statement can be heard as the radical application of justification by faith itself. “Nothing in my hand I bring,” sings the poet, “simply to thy cross I cling.” Of course: we look away from ourselves to Jesus Christ and him crucified, to the God whose gracious love and mercy sent him to die for us. But the sigh of relief which is the characteristic Christian reaction to learning about justification by faith (“You mean I don’t have to do anything? God loves me and accepts me as I am, just because Jesus died for me?”) ought to give birth at once to a deeper realization down exactly the same line: “You mean it isn’t all about me after all? I’m not the center of the universe? It’s all about God and his purposes?” The problem is that, throughout the history of the Western church, even where the first point has been enthusiastically embraced—sometimes particularly where that has happened—the second has been ignored. And with that sometimes willful ignorance there has crept back into theology, even into good, no-nonsense, copper-bottomed Reformation theology, the snake’s whisper that actually it is all about us, that “my relationship with God” and “my salvation” is the still point at the center of the universe. I am the hero in this play. Even Jesus comes on stage to help me out of the mess I’m in. And, way back behind all talk of “new perspectives,” “old perspectives,” “fresh perspectives” and any other perspectives you care to name, what I am contending for, and the reason I am writing this book, is not just to clarify a few technical details, or justify myself—the crowning irony in a book on this topic!—against my critics. (“It’s a very small matter,” wrote Paul himself, “that I should be judged by you or by any human court; I don’t even judge myself. . . . it is the Lord who judges me.”5) The reason I am writing this book is because the present battles are symptoms of some much larger issues that face the church at the start of the twenty-first century, and because the danger signs, particularly the failure to read Scripture for all it’s worth, and the geocentric theology and piety I’ve mentioned, are all around us. I am not, in other words, simply appealing to my critics to allow my peculiar interpretations of St. Paul some room in the house, or at least permission to inhabit a kennel in the backyard where my barks and yaps may not be such a nuisance. I am suggesting that the theology of St. Paul, the whole theology of St. Paul rather than the truncated and self-centered readings which have become endemic in Western thought, the towering and majestic theology of St. Paul which, when you even glimpse it, dazzles you like the morning sun rising over the sea, is urgently needed as the church faces the tasks of mission in tomorrow’s dangerous world, and is not well served by the inward-looking soteriologies that tangle themselves up in a web of detached texts and secondary theories . . .


  It is, after all, an interesting question as to why certain doctrinal and exegetical questions suddenly explode at particular points. I sat down to lunch last November with a man I had not met until that day. We were in company, in a very nice restaurant. As we took our places, he turned to me and said energetically, “How do you translate genōmetha in 2 Corinthians 5:21?” I stared around the table. Everyone was waiting for my answer. I’ll get to that later in the book, but my point here is to ask: what is going on in our culture, our times, our churches, our world, that suddenly makes us itch at this point, itch so badly that we have to scratch like mad even in public? Answering that question would take several other books, but the answer cannot simply be “because the gospel is at stake” or “because souls need to be saved.” We live in a highly complex world, and the sudden volcanic eruption of angry, baffled concern at the so-called new perspective on Paul can be located interestingly in a sociocultural, and even political, milieu where an entire way of life, a whole way of understanding the Christian faith and trying to live it out, a whole way of being human, is suddenly perceived to be at risk. It is cognate (for instance) with a large and difficult problem in Western Christianity, the problem characterized by the implicit clash between those who get their faith from the four Gospels, topped up with a few bits of Paul, and those who base it on Paul, topped up with a few illustrations from the Gospels. These issues in turn need to be mapped onto broader questions within parts of the Western church, as is done (for instance) by Roger Olson in a recent book, where he distinguishes “conservatives” (people like Don Carson of Trinity Evangelical Divinity School) from “post-conservatives” (people like me).6 It’s always intriguing to discover that you belong to a group you didn’t know existed. That particular cultural divide is a fairly solidly American one, and as they say there, I don’t think I have a dog in that fight. Behind Olson’s divide there are, of course, much larger cultural and social tectonic plates shifting this way and that. We should not imagine that we can discuss the exegesis of 2 Corinthians 5:21, or Romans or Galatians, in a vacuum. Everything is interconnected, and when people feel the floor shaking and the furniture wobbling, they get scared.


  Test this out. Go to the blogsites, if you dare. It really is high time we developed a Christian ethic of blogging. Bad temper is bad temper even in the apparent privacy of your own hard drive, and harsh and unjust words, when released into the wild, rampage around and do real damage. And as for the practice of saying mean and untrue things while hiding behind a pseudonym—well, if I get a letter like that it goes straight in the bin. But the cyberspace equivalents of road rage don’t happen by accident. People who type vicious, angry, slanderous and inaccurate accusations do so because they feel their worldview to be under attack. Yes, I have a pastoral concern for such people. (And, for that matter, a pastoral concern for anyone who spends more than a few minutes a day taking part in blogsite discussions, especially when they all use code names: was it for this that the creator God made human beings?) But sometimes worldviews have to be shaken. They may become idolatrous and self-serving. And I fear that that has happened, and continues to happen, even in well-regulated, shiny Christian contexts—including, of course, my own. John Piper writes, he tells us, as a pastor. So do I.


  In fact, he writes as one who, when it all comes down to it, shares my own concern. When his book came out, he sent me a copy, and in it he wrote kindly, in his own hand: “For Tom, with love and admiration and concern and the desire and prayer that Jesus Christ, the Lord of the universe, who holds our lives in his hands, will bring us to one mind for the sake of the fullness of his glory and for the good of this groaning world.” That is my desire and prayer as well. The earth goes round the sun. Jesus is the hero of the play, and we are the bit-part players, the Fifth Servant and Seventh Footman who come on for a moment, say one word, and disappear again, proud to have shared his stage and, for a moment, been a tiny part of his action. It is because I sense that picture in John Piper’s work and because, unlike some of my critics (including some of those whose words are quoted on the back cover of his book!), he has been scrupulously fair, courteous and generous in all our exchanges that I write not with a heavy heart (“Oh, what’s the use? He’ll never get it. Let him think the sun goes round the earth if it makes him happy!”) but with the hope that maybe, just maybe, if we take some time, get out some more books and perhaps telescopes, the penny will drop, the “aha” moment will happen, the new worldview will click into place, and all will become clear. And, critics please note, I do not expect to remain unchanged through that process. I am not defending against all comers a fortress called the new perspective. I hope not just to make things clearer than I have done before, but to see things clearer than I have done before as a result of having had to articulate it all once more. Perhaps if I succeed in seeing things more clearly I may succeed in saying them more clearly as well.


  At this point, in fact, questions about the new perspective and its various rivals become less important. There are times when I wish that the phrase had never been invented; indeed, perhaps for Freudian reasons, I had quite forgotten that I had invented it myself (though even then it was borrowed from Krister Stendahl) until J. D. G. Dunn, who is normally credited with it, graciously pointed out that I had used it in my 1978 Tyndale Lecture, in which, as I well remember, he was sitting in the front row.7 My relationship with Jimmy Dunn, sometimes stormy, sometimes puzzling, now happy (he astonished and humbled me by dedicating his recent big book, The New Perspective on Paul, to me, and my returning of the compliment herewith is a small thank-offering for a long and properly tangled collegial friendship) should inform onlookers of the most important thing about the new perspective, namely that there is no such thing as the new perspective (despite the title of his recent book!). There is only a disparate family of perspectives, some with more, some with less family likeness, and with fierce squabbles and sibling rivalries going on inside. There is no united front (like Schumann’s famous “League of David Against the Philistines,” fighting against Rossini on the one hand and Wagner on the other) pushing back the recalcitrant Westminster-Confession hordes with the ox-horns of liberal biblical scholarship. It doesn’t work like that.


  Indeed, anyone giving close attention to the work of Ed Sanders, Jimmy Dunn and myself (for some reason we are often mentioned as the chief culprits:8 why not Richard Hays or why not Douglas Campbell or Terry Donaldson or Bruce Longenecker?9) will see that we have at least as much disagreement between ourselves as we do with those outside this (very small, and hardly charmed) circle. Jimmy Dunn and I have disagreed for the last thirty years on Paul’s Christology, on the meaning of Romans 7, on pistis Christou and, more recently, perhaps importantly, on the question of Israel’s continuing exile. Ed Sanders has had no particular reason to disagree with me—I am not aware that he has taken an enormous interest in anything I’ve written—but my gratitude for the stimulus of his work has been cheerfully matched by my major disagreements with him on point after point not only of detail but of method, structure and meaning. I well remember one Oxford term when I was lecturing on Romans at 11 a.m. on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, and Ed Sanders was lecturing on Paul’s theology on the same days at 10 a.m. Students would come straight from his lecture to mine, and on more than one occasion I said something which provoked a ripple of laughter: I had exactly but unintentionally contradicted what Sanders had said in the previous hour.


  All of which, anecdotal but perhaps significant, is to say: critics of the new perspective who began by being afraid of Sanders should not assume that Dunn and I are flying under the same flag. In fact, as another old friend, Francis Watson, is now making clear, it is time to move beyond the new perspective, to develop quite different ways of reading Paul which will do more justice to him historically, exegetically, theologically, and (it is hoped) pastorally and evangelistically.10 This may involve retrieving some elements of the so-called old perspective, but Piper and others like him should not cheer too soon. The stray lambs are not returning to the Reformation fold—except in the sense that, for me at least, they remain absolutely committed to the Reformers’ method of questioning all traditions in the light of Scripture. It is time to move on. Actually, I had hoped to have indicated this in the title of my last book on Paul, though the American publisher muted this somewhat (the English title was Paul: Fresh Perspectives, which when translated into American came out as Paul: In Fresh Perspective). Anyway, what follows is an attempt not to defend something monolithic called the new perspective, certainly not to rescue some of the stranger things that Ed Sanders has said, but to launch one more time into Paul, his letters and his theology, in implicit and sometimes explicit debate with some at least of those who have expressed their very considerable alarm when I have tried to do this before.


  Some at least. There are now quite a lot of people writing about all these issues. Michael Bird’s recent mostly helpful book has an eighteen-page bibliography, mainly of English and American works (there are a lot more: the Germans, to look no further, are not inactive), and the “Paul Page” website now updates this bibliography.11 Even if I were able to devote all my time to the ever-increasing flood of literature, let alone to the wider studies on first-century Judaism, paganism and Christianity which would set it all in its proper context, and the new commentaries on particular books, it would be difficult to keep up. I have, as we say, a “day job” which is quite demanding, and which includes, but goes a long way beyond, my responsibilities to expound and defend the teaching of the Bible. (The fact that I am finishing work on this book during the 2008 Lambeth Conference speaks for itself.) It is clearly impossible for me to engage explicitly, in the way one might like, with more than a fraction of the relevant recent writing. However, I think we can make a virtue out of this necessity. Many of the books and articles in question have got to the point, in engagement with secondary literature, that up to half of each page is taken up with small-print footnotes. I have written a fair number of footnotes in my time, and they have their own potential for elegance and even humor. (When my parents proofread my doctoral thesis, they nicknamed it “The Oxford Book of Footnotes”; when they did the same for my brother Stephen, some years later, his was called “The Durham Book of Footnotes.”) But for most readers, even most scholarly readers, such a way of writing can become turgid and scholastic, with the text and the main questions buried under a heap of dusty rubble. I recall the late and much-missed Ben Meyer speaking of those who ask for the bread of insight and are given instead the stone of research. One might extend this: instead of the fish of the gospel, one is presented with the scorpion of scholarly in-fighting. In trying to avoid this danger, I am well aware of the opposite one: key points made in debate may go unanswered. That can’t be helped. I shall try to address what seem to be the central issues, and the curious details where they are relevant, in the main text.


  To use a dangerous metaphor: there are two ways of winning a battle. You can do your best to kill as many enemies as you can until few if any are left to oppose you. Or you can simply outflank your opponents so that they realize their position is unsustainable. Much recent literature has been trying the first method. This book is aiming for the second. I know there will be plenty of foot soldiers out there who will continue to hide in the jungle, believing their side is still winning. But I hope that the next generation, without preexisting reputations to lose and positions to maintain, will get the message.


  II


  ANOTHER IMAGE COMES TO MIND. Sometimes, faced with a jigsaw puzzle, one is tempted to make it apparently easier by ignoring half the pieces. Put them back into the box! I can’t cope with that many! The result is of course that the puzzle is harder, not easier. However, one can imagine someone, having made this initial disastrous move, trying to remedy the situation by brute force, joining together pieces that don’t quite fit in order to create some sort of picture anyway. (I am reminded of the old joke about the former officers of the Stasi, the East German secret police. In order to find out what jobs they might be suited for in the new Germany, they were required to take an intelligence test. They were given a wooden frame with several holes of different shapes, and a set of wooden blocks shaped to fit the holes. When the test was complete, all the blocks were slotted into the frames; but it turned out that, while some of the ex-Stasi officers were indeed quite intelligent, most of them were simply very, very strong.)


  The application of this jigsaw image should be obvious. In preparing to write this book, I read quickly through not only the key texts I wanted to deal with but the articles on justification in the theological and biblical dictionaries that came to hand. Again and again, even where the authors appeared to be paying close attention to the biblical texts, several of the key elements in Paul’s doctrine were simply missing: Abraham and the promises God made to him, incorporation into Christ, resurrection and new creation, the coming together of Jews and Gentiles, eschatology in the sense of God’s purpose-driven plan through history, and, not least, the Holy Spirit and the formation of Christian character. Where were they? When reading texts like Romans and Galatians it is hard to imagine how one could write three sentences about justification without bringing in most of those elements, but those articles managed it. (I should cite an honorable exception. The great conservative scholar J. I. Packer, in his article in the New Bible Dictionary, includes virtually all of the above, so that even though I question some aspects of his synthesis he offers a much more fully rounded picture than most of his rivals.12)
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