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INTRODUCTION

Forecasting the Itinerary


I hadn’t planned on reading these books. Though I had followed the debates around the so-called new perspective on Paul for some time,1 I didn’t think that this particular exchange would add much. I would sit it out. But, having been kindly invited to sit in on a discussion among pastors and learned lay leaders at a nearby burgeoning evangelical church, I conceded to read John Piper’s critique of N. T. Wright and Bishop Wright’s rebuttal, albeit quickly the first time.2 For what it is worth, my original intuition was vindicated. Piper’s critique was predictable on the whole, not to say without merit in certain respects. And, while adding some useful nuances to his previous arguments, Wright’s reply was similarly unsurprising, at least to those familiar with the line of interpretation he had already offered.3 What I found more interesting than the books themselves was the discussion I observed. Among the dozen or so participants, nearly all held graduate degrees from seminaries, including some with PhDs in biblical studies, and the rest—this being a university town—PhDs in some other discipline. This group was high-powered. The discussion was not.

Although the deliberations were amiable, it turns out that we had a hard time finding our way into the actual arguments of the books, that is, beyond a discussion of the rhetoric, motives and social location of the authors. It would seem that we ourselves got caught up in each author’s exasperation with the other, taking various sides for various reasons that were other than exegetical—perhaps most interestingly, with a strong impulse to extrapolate trajectories. By rights, Pastor Piper, our near neighbor a state to the west, should have been the favorite, given this church’s theological heritage. But it turns out that Bishop Wright—on the other side of the Atlantic, and ecclesially on a different, if nearby, planet—garnered more sympathy, not necessarily, it seems, for having given a truer account of Galatians 2 or Romans 3 but for telling a story this gathering would find ultimately more compelling.

What I learned in the process—reinforced now several times in parallel settings—is that the NPP has won the day among many thoughtful Christians, though not always because they have found it the best account of Paul’s texts—or should I say, not always because they can show it the best account. The same goes for the, sometimes more exegetically rigorous, resistance forces, who, while having no less instinct for story, find the NPP story unpersuasive, even if sometimes better told. Neither Tom Wright’s compelling vision for the church and her mission rooted in his fresh account of the New Testament nor John Piper’s passionate plea to appropriate once again the liberating power of the gospel makes either of them Paul’s spokesperson, though we can be grateful for the faithful labors of both.

Underneath the impasse—of which the Wright-Piper episode was but a fleeting sign—is a suspicion that the NPP offers an account that is more compelling for some texts than for others, and that the same might be said for its detractors. Behind the fog and sometimes fierce contention are accounts of Paul that succeed more than they fail, but that have polarized into alternatives that are doomed to fail at least some of the time. This book enters as a study of peacemaking—chiefly that peace which, according to the apostle Paul, Israel’s God makes with alienated humanity and by which he restores his wounded creation, bringing both to their promised destinations. But more than a study, I might hope also that it is an exercise in peacemaking. The project originates in the sobering observation that Paul’s students too frequently nourish contention, not least in the learned study of their mentor’s accounts of how enmity and its causes have been overcome.4 And although Pauline scholars vigorously debate numerous matters of theological significance, the disputes around the NPP are characterized by an especially acute acrimony.

The reasons are not elusive. More than grammatical fine points appear to be at stake and especially when the arguments trickle down from the lofty heights of the historical-descriptive philology of biblical scholarship to the lived and preached theology of Christians and churches that identify with certain ways of reading Paul. Indeed, even the very notion of readings of Paul will seem odious to some whose theology, at least as they would understand it, is shaped not by one of several possible understandings of Paul but by what the apostle most certainly declared—unambiguously, forcefully and with scriptural warrant. Some thus worry that the NPP subverts the sine qua non of the gospel—that we are graciously restored to God for eternal life by faith alone apart from any merit or deserving. Some worry that the entire basis of Protestantism’s historic and principled distinction from Roman Catholicism is at risk. Some worry, while others hope that this is so.5

That is not to say that objections to NPP scholarship are necessarily motivated by theological stubbornness, a desperate clutching to a theological tradition. The NPP program itself—if for now we can speak of this family of interpretive tendencies by way of generalization—for all of its prodigious scholarship still leaves lacunae in its wake and is beset with uncooperative evidence in the Pauline tradition. Or at least it seems so to not a few interpreters.6 But as is so frequently the case, strenuous disagreement devolves into take-no-prisoners rhetoric, in which even the salutary contributions of the NPP must be rebutted or diminished, lest giving an inch of contested ground yields a mile.

That the interpretation of Paul’s letters should issue forth in this sort of hardened intransigence, even sometimes bitterness, is unfortunate but perhaps not surprising. Yet it remains counterintuitive that persons of competence and good will who have given themselves to understanding Paul’s rather small corpus of writings could be as frequently wrong and as egregiously so as their scholarly opponents seem to insist. In fact, that—I would like to think generous—intuition counts as something of a working premise in what follows. While it will be clear that I have serious misgivings with certain readings of Pauline texts, I still doubt that many are perverse. Or perhaps we could say, even those readings we find most dubious are almost surely right about something, and usually something rather important. Only as a last resort can I believe that well-intentioned readings of Paul—even those apparently at odds with one another—are grossly mistaken. Whether this proves a facile or naive “beyondism” will be for others to judge. The project emerges nonetheless, frankly, from my inability to take sides on any number of recent skirmishes within Pauline studies. Yet that inability to take sides is not the same as an inability to take a position, or positions, as the case may be. To put it simply, the argument of this book insists that both “camps” are right, but not all the time. Thus a foundational working hypothesis in what follows is that there may be a variety of ways that apparently disparate readings might be found less incompatible and more happily complementary.

Perhaps the responsibility for these disparate reading lies not with the scholars but with Paul himself. After all, from the very beginning, Paul’s line of thought was alleged obscure by some—many?—of his readers, and disputes over his real meaning have never subsided. Ambiguity and dispute seem to have attached to Paul’s writings from the outset. Paul needs to tell the Corinthians what he didn’t mean in his previous letter to them (1 Cor 5:9-11). He is charged with asserting views that he insists he didn’t hold (e.g., Rom 3:8). The “James” responsible for the letter bearing his name seems to think Paul’s views (or was it a misunderstanding of them?) require some significant nuancing, if not outright rebuttal (Jas 2:14-26). And notoriously 2 Peter concedes that Paul’s letters are “hard to understand” and susceptible to grievous misappropriation (2 Pet 3:16). And if discrete texts prove difficult to unpack, how much more the attempt to account for the whole by way of theological synthesis. Pauline incoherence proves to be the easiest hypothesis to demonstrate and at the same time the unhappiest, a counsel of despair. One needn’t even appeal to the theological presupposition of the inspiration of Scripture or a hermeneutical commitment to the coherence of Scripture to balk at the claim of Paul’s confusion. All that is needed are the justifiable presumptions that Paul was intelligent, on the one hand, and of sufficient integrity and independence, on the other, that he would not baldly contradict himself for cynical or pragmatic advantage. This most scholars are willing to grant, though the incoherence of a changing and radically contingent Paul surely has had its advocates.7

It could be instead that the problem is not so much with Paul but with scholars whose finely tuned instincts for detecting distinctions operate in overdrive in the reading of Paul. Close reading is, after all, the biblical scholar’s calling card, and it is generally a more respectable practice in academic biblical studies to posit a disjunction than a harmonization, the latter always susceptible to the charge of special pleading. In fact, arguably this is the core impulse of critical biblical studies—the readiness to set especially confessional claims and expectations aside and follow the data where they lead. It is then a most efficient demonstration of guild membership to assert disjunction. It may be also that in an attempt at specificity and precision, the biblical scholar’s theological description rests too many rungs down on the ladder of abstraction to offer accounts that are, in fact, complementary and only apparently disjunctive.8 Moreover, in the rough and tumble of intramural argumentative rhetoric, hyperbole will sometimes issue forth that perhaps does not intend to be taken quite at face value.9 Not infrequently, and I think especially recently, one observes a popular (and rhetorically effective) trope: “x is not about y,” where y is a received, traditional or even populist reading or construct, providing a handy foil for a presumed more compelling alternative: “the atonement is not the gospel”; “Paul’s soteriology is not forensic but rather participatory”; “God’s righteousness is not a gift but rather his saving power”; “faith for Paul has nothing to do with mental assent but is rather personal trust”; and so on. While a powerful rhetorical tool, such claims often prove specious and, more importantly, frustrate mutual understanding.

Finally, we must contend with the possibility that Paul is not so much incoherent as his writings are contextually determined and that his expression of various matters developed over time. This, in fact, is the thesis of this book: as it regards his soteriology, Paul’s letters show evidence of both a contextually determined diversity and also a coherent development through time. The argument of this book, then, contends with certain habits of Pauline interpretation that, while yielding important insights, have also frequently devolved into stalemates. In the first place, I attempt to hold together two sometimes contrary impulses: to give the occasional character of Paul’s letters its due, a full recognition of the highly contingent quality of the letters, its also insisting that there remains nonetheless not only a coherence but also signs of soteriological development from Paul’s (arguably) earliest to his (arguably) last extant letters.10

Second, and more controversially, I ask what becomes of the contours of Pauline soteriology when the deutero-Pauline (or as I will prefer, “disputed”) letters are given voice at the table. It is clear from a survey of the seminal NPP literature that the primary contours of revised Pauline soteriology were forged in a seven-letter crucible of undisputed letters.11 Honoring this distinction is standard practice in Pauline scholarship and, depending upon the circles in which one moves, entirely uncontroversial. Nonetheless, this would have, and continues to have, rather far-reaching consequences. As James Dunn himself concedes, “It is a fair comment that too little attention has been paid to the later writings of the Pauline corpus in the early days of the new perspective, presumably on the usual grounds that an attempt to grasp Paul’s teachings should focus on the letters whose authorship by Paul is undisputed.”12 While the consequence of this restricted database has been acknowledged in passing,13 it does not appear that a wholesale reevaluation of the NPP has anywhere followed. Even notable conservative critics of the NPP who accept as authentic a thirteen-letter Pauline canon have seldom ventured beyond the seven undisputed letters to make their case, and those who have ventured into the disputed letters are understandably diffident.14

Reasons for focusing on the undisputed letters are several, and the instinct is perfectly natural if not even savvy. After all, in these letters, the authenticity of which almost no scholar has found the temerity to doubt, we find the greatest of Paul’s discussion of the “law,” “works [of the law],” “justification/righteousness,” “faith,” “grace” and even the vocabulary of atonement. Moreover, many would find the appeal to disputed letters, say, Colossians or Ephesians to say nothing of the Pastoral Epistles, in the pursuit of “Pauline theology” to be, at best, a distraction from the work at hand or, at worst, a stubborn choice to watch from the margins of the guild as an obscurantist. I don’t suggest that the facile acceptance of the disputed letters is some sort of panacea or even to be preferred to their doctrinaire rejection. For here the opposite risk is no less in play—and not infrequently observed among conservative Pauline scholars: a text like Galatians 2:15-21 is assumed to say pretty much the same thing as Ephesians 2:1-10, or perhaps the latter provides the tacit frame for reading the former. In what follows, neither do I presume Pauline authorship of disputed letters, nor is it an ultimate goal to demonstrate authenticity. Rather, I explore the implications of a recovery of the once larger Pauline canon, though based on critical premises rather than theological presumption or professional necessity.

There might be at least two ways to do this, and in fact both will be explored: (1) to contend once again for the authenticity of some or all of the six disputed epistles (2 Thessalonians, Ephesians, Colossians, 1 Timothy, Titus and 2 Timothy)15 or (2) to take more seriously the disputed Pauline letters as the witnesses to and legacy of Pauline theology, irrespective of our ability to establish actual authorship. That is to say that, even if the claim to Pauline authorship should prove unsustainable or unpersuasive, it remains the case that the primitive Christian movement received into an emerging canon texts that claim to speak the apostle’s mind, quite possibly in certain cases even under the apostle’s aegis, and the implications of this deserve more reflection than has heretofore been offered.16 I will argue that the scholarly habit of dismissing these letters from the Pauline theology database is both consequential and regrettable and that, in fact, taking their witness into account does not yield an even more incorrigible incoherence but instead witnesses to certain Pauline trajectories. As a consequence, certain data that are frequently thought patent of pseudonymity hypotheses can with equal satisfaction be construed as the matured synthesis of previously witnessed strands of thought. And, far from subverting the NPP wholesale, the disputed letters frequently echo, if sometimes vestigially, with the same leitmotifs of the earlier, undisputed letters that spawned this recent reappraisal of Pauline soteriology in the first place.

A parallel to this interest in the scope of the Pauline corpus is to take seriously the rhetorical and temporal location of Paul’s letters, not merely as the routine business of New Testament introduction but as potentially consequential for theological exegesis. Although this concern will show itself relevant in various respects, I’m especially inclined to think that the frequent coupling of Galatians to Romans as texts that are mutually interpretive is a consequential misstep, too frequently taken.17 The rhetorical occasions for these letters, upon which so much of the recent debates depend, are vastly different, a fact frequently and easily obscured by the substantial overlap of topics and language, including their shared appeals to certain Old Testament “proof texts.” Nourishing that preemptive judgment is the predominance, at least in certain circles, of the so-called North Galatian hypothesis, which of necessity locates the letter in mid-50s, within a few years, if not even just months of Romans.18 Persuaded instead by the evidence for a South Galatian hypothesis, I will argue that in fact Galatians predates Romans by some seven to nine years (preceding even the Thessalonian correspondence), a further historical reason to decouple the letters hermeneutically.19 The chronological location of the Thessalonian and Corinthian correspondences (between Galatians and Romans) and Philippians (following Romans) among Paul’s undisputed letters will factor into the larger argument, though admittedly with somewhat less consequence.

Finally, there is a deliberate effort in what follows to steer clear of an exclusive focus on Paul’s supposed “doctrine of justification,” preferring instead to explore the broader category of Pauline soteriology. This is not because “justification” is the eye of a scholarly storm from which even the intrepid never seem to escape alive. Nor is it that I want to join a chorus of diverse and sometimes unharmonious voices who wish to unseat justification as the center of Pauline theology, whether that be as Albert Schweitzer’s “subsidiary crater,” William Wrede’s “polemical doctrine” or Douglas Campbell’s “Justification theory.” No, but there is in Schweitzer, Wrede and Campbell, and among this whole choir, a proper intuition that justification is not the be-all and end-all of Pauline “theology.” My argument is slightly different, however. I do not claim that justification is not the center of Pauline theology, being highly suspicious of the whole notion of a center in the first place. I claim rather that Paul’s notion of justification never ceases to be important while never becoming the telos of his soteriology. For this reason, justification has borne a soteriological burden it was never meant to bear, frequently breaking down under the imposition of definitions either too expansive, too narrow or frankly too tendentious. Indeed, the ruptured unity of the church catholic is owed in some measure to parties using the same terms differently and filing for a divorce on the ground of irreconcilable differences when a marriage counselor specializing in communication might have saved the relationship.20 I argue instead that we best understand Paul’s notion of justification not with regard to whether it belongs in the center or on the periphery, nor whether it is constitutive or polemical, nor even whether it is core or contingent—these distinctions being more heuristic than real. Rather, as I seek to demonstrate, justification for Paul is tributary to, and subsidiary within, a larger complex of salvation, in which justification is the thin edge of the Pauline soteriological wedge. To put it differently, the controlling metaphor here is not a puzzle with various ill-fitting pieces but an itinerary with a destination—called by various names—and, whatever it is and for all its seminal importance, justification is not that destination.

Having situated the argument in terms of methodological commitments, it remains to summarize the argument itself in brief. I maintain that the gains of the new perspective on Paul are indispensable, that we are permanently indebted and the better for the prodigious output of these scholars, surely for the questions raised and frequently also for the answers supplied. Nonetheless, as a comprehensive vision of Pauline soteriology, the NPP characteristically falls short in several important respects, some of which have been adumbrated above. Having problematized justification and its corollaries (e.g., “the law,” “works [of the law],” “righteousness”) especially over against a dominant Protestant tradition of reading Paul, the NPP characteristically falls captive to a limited data set, which its advocates have explored in impressive detail. But this central and originating concern, in combination with the limited data set of the seven undisputed epistles, results frequently in a synthetic vision that is smaller than the soteriology of the Pauline tradition. More to the point, I am persuaded that the NPP offers its most cogent readings as it concerns the earliest extant materials (i.e., especially Galatians) and that the account becomes progressively less persuasive beginning with the Corinthian correspondence, through Romans, up to and including Philippians. Not unexpectedly, the disputed Paulines are even less well accounted for by the substance of NPP axioms, and attempts to account for that material typically append awkwardly to the contours of the primary discussion. In short, I argue that the new perspective on Paul is a better account of Paul’s older perspective.

Yet by the same token, if the argument that follows has merit, Luther might have done better to betroth himself to, say, Ephesians than to Galatians as his true “Katie von Bora.”21 If we find in the later Pauline letters texts that prove uncooperative for the NPP, no less suspect is the easy homogenization of the Pauline corpus, especially by those who count themselves as heirs of the Reformation and defenders of its soteriological tenets. If the crisis of the Gentile mission has inspired NPP sympathizers to find the Jew-Gentile motif everywhere, as we will see, an opposite, ahistorical error has characterized some of the rebuttals. In fact, I will argue that both perspectives are substantially correct in their appraisals of certain Pauline texts but that a failure to account adequately for the conditioning of the rhetorical occasion, on the one hand, and substantial development of Pauline soteriology throughout the whole Pauline tradition, on the other, subvert wholesale claims to have accounted for Paul’s theology of salvation in its several dimensions.

To be more explicit, the case can be made that the NPP has nearly captured the earliest phase of the Pauline argument in Galatians, especially that Paul’s discourse is conditioned by an urgent, on-the-ground crisis of how, against apparent scriptural testimony to the contrary and overcoming the skepticism of Jerusalem apostles, Gentiles can be admitted to covenantal membership apart from Torah observance, especially circumcision. I argue that, if not necessarily in every detail, yet substantially, the NPP has captured this Pauline moment and the Galatians argument with keen, even ground-breaking, insight. But it is a different story with Romans. Indeed, quite literally does Romans tell a different story and to a church that Paul had not evangelized or ever even visited and where there is no compelling evidence of a faction tempted to “Judaize,” where to the contrary, Paul’s sternest warning is reserved for a Gentile constituency, smugly independent of their Jewish roots.22 I maintain that Romans evidences the theological budding of what retrospectively can be seen as the seeds planted in a different soil. If the crisis wrought by a backlash from the Gentile mission inflames an understandably defensive and impatient Paul in Galatians (as I will argue), the vista of the Spanish mission under the propelling aegis of the Roman church launches a more confident and measured Paul in the letter to the Romans. But in the process, not merely does the tone accommodate to the circumstance, but the substance of Paul’s argument is morphing perceptibly. In particular, the question has become not how Gentiles gain a place in the covenant but how, the Gentiles’ place in the covenant being assumed, the unity of Jew and Gentile can be preserved without subverting the salvation-historical priority of Israel. And that question, salient in its own right, is ultimately tributary to the even larger question of God’s own rectitude in the outworking of the divine plan.

And, in what is perhaps the most important feature of Paul’s developing soteriology, what begins as an ad hoc polemic against “works of the law” becomes a principled disavowal of meritorious works more generally. In this itinerary, Romans is treated less as Paul’s crowning achievement or even less his “last will and testament”23 than as the clearest evidence for a transition in Paul’s soteriology: from (at risk of oversimplification) the largely horizontal crisis of Gentile covenant membership independent of the law to a more vertically oriented reconciliation to God gained by faith apart from works, works of any kind. Both letters traffic in the same concerns but with almost completely different aims and temperaments. What is emergent in Romans is then shown to be patent in the (arguably later) letter to the Philippians. And what is patent in Philippians is established and further confirmed in the disputed, and presumably later, letters. Paul’s soteriology becomes increasingly settled, principled and even abstract—while also expansive, not merely the drawing of Jew and Gentile into the family of Abraham but the reconciliation of humanity to God and the cosmos to its Creator—and not only the reconciliation of humanity to God but the transformation in Christ of the Adamic race into bearers once again of the divine glory. While the Jew-Gentile conundrum, so prominent in Galatians and then Romans, is never absent from Paul’s soteriological discourse, it appears not as a singular but as a multifaceted concern in the various letters. Likewise, the works-faith antithesis, the sine qua non of Reformation interpretation, has its roots in a rather different soil and is a response to questions rather different from an anxious guilty party being excepted of divine judgment.24 Together, the expansion of the Pauline data set, giving full due to rhetorical contingencies, and the exploration of a coherent development yield an account of Pauline soteriology that, while gratefully indebted to numerous other accounts, is distinguishable from all of them. As reconstructed from the whole corpus of the Pauline tradition, Paul’s soteriology is best accounted for neither as heterogeneous incoherence nor as a homogenous stasis but as a coherent itinerary comprehending new vistas. As it concerns the current debates, I suggest that this is not an instance of one side getting it right and the other getting it wrong but rather the simultaneous success and failure of perspectives, which for their singularity cannot but fail to account for the whole.
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BREAKTHROUGHS, IMPASSES AND STALEMATES

Assessing the New Perspective


In what follows, I offer a summary account of this new perspective (NPP) in its various manifestations. There are now sufficient introductory surveys of the NPP so that it will not be necessary to add another full-scale introduction to the competent ones already available, yet perhaps at least a few readers will benefit from this close-at-hand reminder.1 I trust it will be clear that I consider the NPP a necessary and salutary corrective that has advanced our understanding of Paul, his context, his aims and his theology. On the other hand, the NPP has achieved some of its widespread influence in a manner typical of major paradigm shifts, often by means of overcorrections sometimes compounded by sweeping rhetorical gestures. To the credit of architects and critics alike, there is evidence of an emerging more temperate and nuanced middle ground, and the present chapter intends to make a similar contribution, first by describing the gains of the NPP under four themes and then by assessing those same themes critically and offering certain qualifications.


1.1 WHAT WE (SHOULD HAVE) LEARNED FROM THE NEW PERSPECTIVE


To speak of the new perspective on Paul is at its most basic to take account of two fundamental moves in recent biblical scholarship (if a half century can be considered “recent”). The first is a thoroughgoing reappraisal of the Judaism broadly contemporary with Jesus and his earliest followers, especially with respect to its implicit soteriology. The second is a more diverse set of reappraisals of Paul, albeit with certain family resemblances, in light of—perhaps, required by—the reappraisal of Judaism. These two “moves” can be differentiated and even theoretically separated, but in fact they form a compelling partnership in Pauline scholarship that would gain the label of convenience, “new perspective.” In principle, earlier standard readings of Paul remain sustainable, though not without certain difficulties, even granting the new perspective on Judaism.2 And for that matter, there is enough grist in the Pauline mill to drive fundamental reappraisals of Paul’s motives and theology even apart from the new perspective on Judaism.3 But it was the powerful synergy of the two perspectives in concert that fomented a revolution in Pauline studies, and it is for that reason that E. P. Sanders’s opening gambit would prove so influential, combining in one place a devastating reappraisal of Judaism with a plausible, albeit less persuasive, account of Paul, the latter necessitated by the former.4

In what follows, I trace four themes that characterize the revision of Pauline biography and theology accomplished by the NPP. It is tempting—and it would be a fair bit easier—to move figure by figure and describe the work and unique contribution of each scholar. However, not only has this already been done quite adequately by others,5 but my particular interest is less to divide and conquer and more to synthesize what is shared among the architects of the paradigm, noting of course that one or another is more responsible for this or that emphasis. I am at this point, however, specifically resisting an extensive engagement with the idiosyncrasies of a particular scholar. It goes without saying that, while sharing a broad set of convictions and tendencies, there will be countless matters of difference. But for our purposes it will prove more useful to note where the contributions of, for example, Krister Stendahl, E. P. Sanders, James Dunn and N. T. Wright, among others, stand in a continuity, with the cumulative building each upon the work of the other, sometimes by appropriation, sometimes by correction. Finally, what follows is first not only a description but also an affirmation of what I regard as fundamentally correct claims. I am arguing that each of these themes marks a genuine advance in our understanding of Paul, and I am commending these insights as ground gained from which there should be no retreat. I also take it as a given that such breakthroughs born of correcting zeal are frequently also attended by excess and hyperbole and that qualifications and refinements are often necessary and usually follow. But before we turn to a critique of the new perspective, we consider its several groundbreaking insights.

1.1.1 Reconsidering Paul’s conversion. The conversion of the apostle Paul is arguably the most consequential historical event in the formative era of Christian history,6 but its interpretation is a matter of dispute and even of theological consequence—both what happened and what it means.7 In fact, that it should be thought of as a “conversion” at all is now frequently disputed, never mind the church’s ancient tradition of doing so.8 In New Testament studies, that reevaluation of Paul’s conversion was popularized especially in the 1963–1964 lectures of Krister Stendahl, who argued, plausibly enough, that it was a category mistake to regard the Christophany on the road to Damascus and its aftermath as a religious conversion.9

In the first place, neither Paul’s allusions to (1 Cor 15:8; Gal 1:15-17) nor the Acts narrations of the event (Acts 9, 22, 26) describe it in terms of “conversion,” “turning,” “repentance” or even with respect to “salvation” or cognates. Rather, these texts repeatedly emphasize that Paul is being commissioned by the risen Lord to a Gentile mission: “ . . . when he who had set me apart before I was born, and who called me by his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me, in order that I might preach him among the Gentiles” (Gal 1:15-16 ESV; cf. Acts 9:15; 13:47; 22:15, 21; 26:19-20). Here, “called” does not carry any particular soteriological overtones, as it well might in Pauline usage,10 nor does “grace”; but instead “called by his grace” refers to Paul’s vocation, the purpose of which (hina) was to “preach [Christ] among the Gentiles.” As is often noted, there can be little doubt in this passage of at least two allusions to the prophetic corpus: (1) the language of being set apart before birth (lit. “from the womb of my mother”) is reminiscent of other prophetic call accounts (Is 49:1; Jer 1:5); and (2) preaching among the Gentiles is arguably an allusion to and participation in the servant’s vocation to be “a light to the Gentiles” (Is 42:6; 49:6; 51:4; cf. 60:3). Likewise, Paul’s other reference to his encounter with the resurrected Christ in 1 Corinthians 15:8 refers specifically to his apostolic calling, as “one untimely born.” All of this is confirmed in a variety of Acts narrations, featuring in certain cases a commentary to the effect that the risen Christ had appointed Paul to preach to the Gentiles (Acts 9:15; 22:21; 26:16-18; cf. 13:47; 15:7).

But Stendahl and his followers are interested in more than simply aligning conceptions of the Damascus Road event with biblical language in a more disciplined way; the very language of “conversion” has misdirected subsequent Christian reflection, causing Paul to be read in artificial ways. It hardly needs saying that the observant Jew did not convert from irreligion to religious devotion, nor that his “conversion” could have been from one religion to another, given that a decisive separation of the Jesus movement from mainstream Judaism would be still decades in the future. But there is yet a more important reason for disclaiming Paul’s conversion as such: we lack evidence in the New Testament that Paul underwent anything like a crisis in which anxiety of conscience and soteriological uncertainty were satiated by a sense of gracious divine acceptance.11 As we will note below with respect to Philippians 3:2-6, the available evidence contradicts the picture of Paul as guilt-ridden and despairing of his ability to find God’s approval. If Sanders’s account of Judaism (on which, again, see below) is even remotely accurate, we should not have expected Paul’s self-consciousness to match that of subsequent Christian conversion paradigms in which personal anxiety is frequently prerequisite for personal redemption. And when the autobiographical portions of Galatians (1:13-16) and Philippians (3:2-11) are given their due, we find that, far from anxiety, Paul exhibits what Stendahl called a “robust conscience,” confident in his covenantal status.12 Even were we to regard Paul’s former absence of anxiety as a contemptible hubris, we are left still only with a culpable rather than a guilt-ridden Paul. This is especially so if, with a growing majority of scholars, we take Romans 7:7-25 as other than autobiographical of his pre-Christian struggle with the law.13

Thus, quite some time before the “Sanders revolution” with respect to Judaism, we already have a quiet undoing of certain implicit tenets of a Pauline model in which law provokes guilt and anxiety only to find relief in a gospel free of works. That this was not Paul’s experience must now be regarded as beyond serious dispute. But this does not mean that this could not be Paul’s gospel, an assumption that seems mistakenly to trail the reconfiguration of Paul’s conversion as if by necessity.14 It does mean, however, that the burden of proof has shifted decidedly to the law[image: image]guilt[image: image]relief model. And it should be obvious—now at least in retrospect—that the revision of Paul’s conversion experience would serve as a harbinger in miniature of the considerably more ambitious reappraisal of Second Temple Judaism, especially with regard to its “soteriology,” to which we now turn.

1.1.2 Reappraising the “soteriology” of Judaism. By any account, E. P. Sanders’s paradigm-shattering work on “Palestinian Judaism” must be regarded as among the most influential works of New Testament scholarship in the second half of the twentieth century, influencing not only Pauline research but the whole of New Testament studies.15 The argument, anticipated by others but mainstreamed by Sanders, has now been so often recounted that a rehearsal of the highlights must suffice for our purposes.

Sanders begins with a sobering account of modern, mostly German Protestant, scholarship on Judaism that served generations of biblical scholars as the context for interpreting the New Testament. But, as Sanders sees it, this reconstructed background was in fact merely a foil, for it was obvious to these scholars that Jesus and early Christianity represent a decisive contrast, indeed a break, with contemporary Judaism. If Paul articulates a defect in his former religion (and that would be the right way to put it), it could be assumed that the defect existed, even if it would take the light of the Christian gospel to expose it. But once so exposed, it would not be hard to mine the literary detritus of Second Temple and especially rabbinic Judaism and so believe that one had discovered the failed Judaism of Paul’s former life against which he now protested. This was a religion which, for all its noble, yea divine, beginnings, had degenerated into legalism and casuistry, where Torah observance was at once the Jew’s burden and boast—a burden the rare honest Jew would have to confess he had not borne but which would nonetheless not preclude the self-deluded a right to boast in their “righteousness.” Indeed, such was Saul the Pharisee prior to the revelation on the road to Damascus. That whole picture—so effective as the dark background in which Christian light shines all the brighter—that whole picture, according to Sanders, was nothing but a pernicious caricature. And, as he would tell the cautionary tale, the scholars who had drawn the caricature and those who reproduced it were culpably negligent: for injecting historical scholarship with a religious prejudice, for “cherry-picking” offending texts and deeming them characteristic apart from their larger contexts, but, above all, for promulgating an outsider’s reading of Second Temple Judaism that was unsympathetic to its own story and internal logic.

Over against all of this, Sanders would offer his tour de force, a sympathetic description of the “pattern of religion” constitutive of Judaism of the Second Temple era. Sanders’s basic claims are now well known. At the root of the whole project is a reestimation of the ideal of earnest Torah observance, that is “nomism,” which Sanders shows to be a datum easily misconstrued by Christians who have a vested interest in the ultimacy of the Christian religion. As Sanders would stress repeatedly, it was not that Torah-observant Jews thought of themselves as amassing a treasury of merit, that their “salvation” would come from a verdict of good deeds outweighing bad. No, Torah observance was not a means by which individuals gained a favored status with God; rather, Israel’s God had already conferred that favored nation status in making covenant with Abraham and his descendants, an initiative unmerited and preceding any obligation to keep commandments. So it is that Sanders describes the Jewish “pattern of religion” as “covenantal nomism.” Nomism (from the Greek nomos, “law”), the resolute commitment to law observance, is to be understood as a response to God’s prior gracious initiative in calling and distinguishing a people, not as an anxious effort to gain by exertion what one already has by gratuity. Far from an oppressive adversary, the Torah is a gift of divine wisdom and its observance a joy. Moreover, it is manifestly not the case that the law expects perfect obedience such that a single lapse should abolish larger patterns of faithfulness. After all, this is patent in Torah itself, with its own cultic provisions for atonement and restitution, and repentance and restoration are manifestly the recourse of the righteous, not those abandoned to their wickedness. To be sure, Torah obedience is hardly incidental, but essential. But its function is, as Sanders would describe it, not “getting in” but “staying in” right covenant relations with God.16 And even here, it is important to stress that Torah observance is not reducible to impersonal rule keeping but is rather human faithfulness to the covenant, which, if not precisely a mirror of divine faithfulness, is at least the natural relational, human counterpart.

Inevitably such a far-reaching revision, and one so potentially consequential, calls for an almost endless succession of qualifications (see below) or even full-on rebuttals.17 Nonetheless, it is now fair to say that Sanders’s hypothesis has succeeded, if by “success” we mean that it has replaced the once regnant paradigm as the default starting point for current and future conversations.18 The extent of Sanders’s success is that even those who find his account wanting find themselves nonetheless obliged to distance themselves from the caricatures of Judaism offered in earlier generations of scholarship.19

1.1.3 Reframing Torah observance. Beginning with his 1982 Manson Memorial Lecture delivered at the University of Manchester, James Dunn would build upon Sanders’s foundation but would add a new frame of reference.20 Dunn was eager to show that law observance could hardly be a discrete matter of religious piety, separable from other more worldly concerns, but rather that Torah observance was inherently a socially and politically freighted matter. Thus, Dunn would highlight the Jewish cultural crisis brought by the press of hellenization, especially as it was illustrated in the political history of the Maccabean resistance and for the duration of the subsequent Hasmonean dynasty. Since few scholars, Dunn included, were persuaded that Sanders had satisfactorily explained Paul’s polemic against law and works of the law, the field was open for alternatives, and Dunn’s proposal would become, and in some respects remains, the most characteristic account. Against the backdrop of Israel’s political history, Dunn would show that a practice like circumcision occupied a function more profound and visceral in resistance to the pervasive threat of cultural assimilation to hellenization. Judaism’s self-definition is at stake over against the threat of the aggressive imposition of hellenism. Indeed, even the coinage of the word Judaism itself is traceable to this crisis.21 In such a context, to observe Torah was a political act, a protestation of faithfulness to Israel’s one, true God in the face of ridicule, derision and even cultural genocide.22 Although any sort of law observance could in principle carry this implication, Dunn initially would claim that the very phrase “works of the law,” so familiar in Paul, functions as virtually a technical term for those particularly public and distinguishing practices—“boundary markers” or “identity badges” Dunn would call them—that marked Jews off from their neighbors in practices of observable fealty, chiefly kosher laws, purity concerns and, above all, circumcision.

Therefore, in Dunn’s treatment, Paul’s broadside aimed at “works of the law” takes on a rather different significance. Whereas Sanders had been content to say that Paul’s critique of works of the law consisted merely in that they had become for Paul a beggarly and obsolete alternative to participation in Christ, who is the law’s fulfillment, Dunn saw the matter differently. Dunn will agree with Sanders that the chief problem with “works of the law” is not that they are meritorious means of attaining favor with God but rather that they are the cultural peculiarities of a distinctive Jewish way of life.23 To insist that Gentiles keep the works of the law is not to insist on a “works righteousness” but to assert a Jewish cultural particularity, with perhaps a nationalistic bent lurking in the shadows. And, if prosecuted with zeal as Paul once had, this cultural particularism with nationalistic hues would not only devastate Paul’s divinely given vocation to preach Christ among the Gentiles; it would eventuate on practical grounds in two peoples of God, when Paul is everywhere insistent that there is to be but one family of Abraham.

One senses immediately that Dunn is on to something rather important, that, if not absent in earlier Pauline scholarship, was underdeveloped, and even critics of the NPP have acknowledged the importance of this dimension of Dunn’s argument.24 The Judaism of the Second Temple is everywhere afflicted by cultural and national hegemonies that threaten Jewish allegiance to the God of the covenant. In fact, in retrospect, it is even perhaps a bit surprising that Sanders had made so little of this dimension of Jewish Torah observance. One need only think, for example, of the decidedly political role that circumcision plays in 1–2 Maccabees to begin to appreciate how radical, if not even traitorous, Paul’s circumcision-free gospel must have seemed to the nomists of his day.25 Or one need only reckon with the Jewish attraction to epispasm (a surgery designed to restore or lengthen the foreskin so as to overcome Jewish shame, e.g., in the gymnasium) to concur that inherited religious and soteriological categories of Jewish law keeping are much too thin a description to account for Jewish fidelity to the law.26 The same might be noted with regard to Jewish dietary practices, strict avoidance of idolatry, revulsion over various profanations and sabbath keeping.27

This sociopolitical setting forms an all-important backdrop to Dunn’s most innovative claims regarding the Pauline (and Jewish) phrase “works of the law.” Although Dunn would modify the argument over time, his earliest position would treat it as essentially a technical term: Paul’s “works of the law” would refer not to good behavior in some generalized way nor even to those works that the law enjoined in their entirety but in a focused manner to those distinguishing Jewish practices whose public expressions would mark out the practitioners as loyal to the covenant and as a peculiar people. By his famous and accessible redescriptions of “works of the law” law as “covenant boundary markers” and “identity markers,” Dunn would effect a sea change and ignite a controversy not unlike that of Sanders’s redescription of Judaism, though perhaps without the same staying power. Whereas few had found Sanders’s account of Paul’s polemic against Torah observance quite sufficient, now Dunn had closed the circuit, as it were, giving a plausible account of Paul’s polemic against the law that honored the Sanders revolution while more adequately locating Paul’s animus toward law observance in the practical exigencies of his Gentile mission.

If, in fact, the presumption of earlier scholarship—that Paul regarded the obedience to the law as doomed to failure given human incapacity—can no longer be taken for granted in the aftermath of the Sanders revolution, we find ourselves in need of a plausible account of his polemic against Torah observance. Clearly, the most theologically efficient and uncontroversial solution would have been for Paul to require proselytes to the Christian faith be circumcised and Torah observant, exploiting Jesus’ messianic fulfillment as the ground and incentive for a massive Gentile mission project. That Paul did not do so on those grounds requires an explanation, and Dunn was not alone in regarding Sanders’s answer as partial at best and unsatisfying. Dunn’s proposal is thus a remediation of the shortcomings of Sanders’s proposals, regarding both Judaism and Paul. From Dunn’s perspective, Sanders’s explanation was not so much mistaken as it was partial and, by comparison, excessively theoretical. In this regard, his claim that Paul’s critique of law observance amounted to a salvation-historical obsolescence had been, if it is possible, too theological or, should we say, merely theological. In combating the dominant “Lutheran” view, Sanders had fought fire with fire, one theological account replacing another.

To be sure, Sanders had captured a central dimension of the Pauline vision. The argument of Galatians, for example, turns substantially on the rehearsal of a salvation history that puts the law in its place as a temporary provision subsequent in time and subordinate in force to covenantal promise—a mere codicil, an imprisonment, a custodian to minors who, having come of age, can dispense of its dispensation (Gal 3:15–4:9). Though less pronounced in Romans, still we find there the salvation-historical turning point, “but now apart from the law a righteousness of God is revealed” (Rom 3:21), and life in Christ is regarded as a kind of second marriage, the bonds of the law dissolved in death, the merry widow free to be the bride of Christ (Rom 7:1-6). Similar sentiments are rehearsed in Philippians 3, though from an autobiographical vantage, salvation history illustrated in Paul’s personal history. It is, then, hard to fault Sanders’s insight that for Paul the law’s defects are not so much intrinsic as its function exhausted by means of its fulfillment. But in putting it this way, Sanders would treat a part of Paul’s argument as nearly the whole, and, more consequentially, this would essentially cast Paul’s ex post facto rationalization as though it were the generative insight.

It is not surprising then that Dunn’s closer-to-the-ground account would strike a chord. It appeals to our intuition that theology might follow from certain pragmatic realities rather than the other way around, and by locating Paul’s opposition to “works of the law” in the concrete experience of his mission to Gentiles, Dunn complements Sanders’s account by filling in a more concretely plausible alternative. And Dunn’s account would do further duty as an explanation of Paul’s prohibition of boasting—not, as Dunn sees it, as a matter of pride of achievement but as national pride and smugness in covenantal privilege.28 Whether or not one finds Dunn’s account of Paul’s Torah-free gospel entirely adequate for the whole of the Pauline corpus, there can be little question that he has restored a vital element of Paul’s argument by recovering the social context in which Torah observance finds its meaning.

1.1.4 Renewing the covenant. It is one of the distinguishing features of the NPP to set Paul’s theology—justification particularly—in a decidedly covenantal framework. This must be regarded as an important corrective for readings of Paul in which Christian theological interests had eclipsed Paul’s matrix of Jewish categories. Over against a long tradition in Christian theology of understanding justification in a nearly exclusively “vertical” sense, the restoring of a right relationship of human beings to God, the NPP has argued that the more primary notion is membership in the covenant people, the seed of Abraham.29 An emphasis on a covenantal soteriology is characteristic of almost all proponents of the NPP,30 beginning of course with Sanders, for whom the establishment of covenant with an elect people is the chief evidence of divine grace toward Israel. As we have seen, this is fundamental to his account of Jewish soteriology.31 But nowhere more so than in Wright’s work do we find a repeated emphasis on covenant as basic to virtually all of Paul’s thought, indeed as the unifying center to all Paul’s theological reckoning. So emphatic is Wright’s insistence on the covenantal matrix that his repetition of the theme approaches an almost polemical pitch.32 Justification is not “getting right with God” nor the imputation from God of God’s righteousness but rather membership in the covenant people, now redefined in the Messiah.

Of course, an emphasis on the covenant is not a novelty among Pauline theologies.33 But for NPP scholars, this Josiah-like recovery of the covenant is not merely the recognition that Paul appealed to covenant in a handful of key passages—1 Corinthians 11, 2 Corinthians 3 and Galatians 3–4 chief among them.34 It is rather the claim that the covenant is not Paul’s occasional interest but the underlying category that his whole program presupposes. This is Wright’s explicit claim, following Sanders’s parallel argument with regard to the rabbis: that Paul didn’t use the word “covenant” frequently “because it is everywhere presupposed.”35 This being so, it may be useful to sketch (quite literally) the NPP’s covenantal soteriology, following in particular Wright’s version, by offering some diagrammatic representations.36


[image:  An individualist model of salvation via the “work of Christ”]

Figure 1.1. An individualist model of salvation via the “work of Christ”




It is evident that Wright’s frequent foil is the popularization of Reformation construals of Pauline theology, the views most commonly held by evangelicals; thus, he writes as an evangelical but tweaking evangelical soteriology.37 In particular, Wright finds fault with the heirs of the Reformation along three related lines: (1) as already discussed, they misconstrue first-century Judaism as tantamount to Pelagianism or pre-Tridentine Catholicism;38 (2) they tend overly to individualize Pauline soteriology so that the continuity of covenant and membership in the covenant family is all but missing from the picture; and (3) they conceive of justification in particular in strictly vertical terms, as though sinners “getting right with God” and enjoying a blessed afterlife were the questions driving Paul’s formulation of his gospel, rather than, as it was, those questions arising from the Gentile mission. Drawn simply, the picture that Wright rejects might look something like figure 1.1, where the θ is, of course, God. The conception of salvation is that of individuals reconciled to God via the “work of Christ” (symbolized by the cross), and their collectivity, what would be their covenant membership—marked by a dotted line—is merely incidental to the more primary, individual reconciliation to God.
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Figure 1.2. Jewish concept of covenant relationship with God




But to appreciate what Wright finds deficient here, we must go backward and sketch a more properly Jewish, which is to say, covenantal, picture, as in figure 1.2. At its most basic, the initative is God’s in choosing Abraham and his seed as his holy nation, bearers of the promise and ultimately the means by which God will remake the world. The law will be God’s wise, gracious, enculturating gift for Israel to keep and to keep Israel.

If, however, ethnic Israel constitutes the default, though not ultimate, definition of God’s covenant people, the Second Temple era is complicated by at least two factors: (1) On the one hand, with the crises of exile, diaspora and subsequent hellenization, Judaism will be a fractured entity in which Torah observance had been repristinated among the faithful while compromised among the accommodators. With Dunn, Wright understands Torah observance functioning as Jewish “covenant boundary markers,” marking off Torah-observant Jews and proselytes as covenant members from the surrounding Hellenism.39 There will thus be Jews who are regarded as only ethnically so (cf. Rom 2:25-29). (2) Meanwhile, in the context of the diaspora, Judaism engages (whether actively or passively remains a matter of debate) the surrounding world and draws to itself converts of various sorts, proselytes and God-fearers.40 Figure 1.3 represents the covenant people as such, acknowledging that the proportions of each group are unknowable and, for that matter, entirely in the eyes of the various beholders.


[image:  The contested Judaism of the Second Temple era]

Figure 1.3. The contested Judaism of the Second Temple era




Thus, we have two consequences from this scenario. On the one hand, we can see that the constitution of “Israel” is a matter of contention and negotiation; on the other, the function of Torah observance comes to the fore as constitutive of Jewish identity. Almost certainly this accounts for the singular zeal of pre-Damascus Paul, the drive to align the circle of ethnic Israel with the circle of Torah-observant Israel, and we can have little doubt that prior to the Damascus Christophany and call, Paul’s zeal for “works of the law” would have been unambiguous.

This background will help us then to understand Wright’s description of the Pauline notion of justification. Repeatedly and insistently, Wright contends that justification is not the Pauline term for the restored relationship to God enjoyed by those in Christ but rather declaration of membership in covenant family: “‘Justification’ in the first century was not about how someone might establish a relationship with God. It was about God’s eschatological definition, both future and present, of who was, in fact, a member of his people.” Again, improving on Sanders, “[Justification] was not so much about ‘getting in,’ or indeed about ‘staying in,’ as about ‘how you could tell who was in.’ In standard Christian theological language, it wasn’t so much about soteriology as about ecclesiology; not so much about salvation as about the church.”41 In other words, Wright could not be more clear than that he regards it a misuse of the term “justification” when it is used as a synonym for what are at best corollaries—reconciliation to God, forgiveness of sins or salvation—a category confusion which Wright considers the fallout from “centuries of Christian misuse.”42
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Figure 1.4. Covenant soteriology, reconfigured in Christ




Thus, structurally, Jewish eschatological justification and Christian justification are nearly identical, while materially they are radically different. Unlike the picture in which individuals are restored to God through Christ, forming only incidentally and not of necessity an elective fellowship of the redeemed, Wright understands that Christian justification, no less than its Jewish precursor, continues to consist in membership in the people of God, the children of Abraham. But now the children of Abraham are defined not by Torah-observance but by incorporation into Jesus the Messiah, the faithful Israelite, on the basis of faith that unites them to his faithfulness.43 See figure 1.4. Moreover, for Paul that incorporation into the crucified, risen and exalted Christ is effected by the rite of baptism (Rom 6:3-6; 1 Cor 12:13; Gal 3:27-29; Col 2:11-12).

To this picture it must be added that for Wright, in a manner not paralleled in Dunn and even less so in Sanders, there is a strongly “missional” dimension to covenant. The election of Abraham, his family and posterity, is “the single-plan-of-God-through-Israel-for-the-world.”44 Thus, election and covenant find their ultimate meaning not in “soteriology” as though an end in itself, but in the pledge of the one and only God, Israel’s king, to “set the world to rights,” not apart from but through an elect people. The not infrequent failure of historic Israel to fulfill this vocation does not render the promise void, for the task laid down for Israel will be taken up by Jesus the Messiah and commuted to the covenant people reconstituted in him.45

Thus, Wright understands justification in decidedly corporate categories and toward soteriological ends that include, but extend beyond, the individuals who together will constitute God’s elect people in the Messiah. It follows from the covenant status he describes as “justification” that a covenant member is—numbered with all of God’s redeemed—forgiven, reconciled to God and ultimately, if not quite inevitably, saved. But what most Protestant theology has considered to be the inauguration of salvation or a past temporal subset within it Wright treats, in a sense, as but its context or even condition, granted of course with all the concomitant blessings and responsibilities that follow from membership in the covenant family. In other words, as he often notes, this is a rather ecclesial account of Pauline soteriology, incorporation into Christ, under the condition of faith, effected by means of what the church would later call “sacraments,” formed into an elect people for the sake of the world.46




1.2 CONFESSIONS OF A NEW PERSPECTIVE “GOD-FEARER”

As it concerns the NPP, I am but a “God-fearer,” not a proselyte. For a few decades, I have wrestled with the attractiveness of the NPP, especially its capacity to set certain matters in a vivid, real-world relief. Nonetheless, neither taking anything back from the four gains just described nor damning by faint praise, I still consider each still in need of some nuance or qualification—as indeed one finds even among the NPP architects and advocates. In what follows, I do not so much find fault as I note that in certain cases the necessary setting aside of older wineskins was accompanied by a zealous tendency to overflow the new.

1.2.1 Not that kind of conversion, but still a conversion. The reappraisal of Paul’s conversion described above is almost surely correct, and fifty years on the other side of Stendahl’s article, the point seems almost obvious. Only with qualifications do we now refer to the Damascus Road event as a “conversion,” and, as all our sources agree, that event certainly constituted the apostle’s commission.47 If the celebrated (and, not incidentally, thematized) conversions of, say, Augustine or Luther or John Wesley define conversion, then it is important to say that Paul’s transition by which he became a follower of the resurrected Messiah is not a conversion—though it should be noted that neither in any of these cases, not even Augustine, do we witness a conversion from irreligion to religious devotion.

Nonetheless, in important respects we falsify Paul’s experience on the Damascus Road to deny that it is a conversion, provided that we know what we mean and don’t mean by the description. In the first place, at the very least, Paul’s Damascus experience precipitated a realignment, not from Judaism to Christianity but from one sect to another—from the Christ-opposing separatism of Pharisaic Judaism to a Christ-confessing Jesus sect that included Hellenists, “God-fearers” and proselytes, even embracing non-proselyte Gentiles.48 And, as Alan Segal and others have noted, the event resulted in a wholesale change in community and in worldview for Paul.49 From the company of zealous guardians of the tradition, Paul himself became a suffering member of the very community he had been persecuting. Even more tellingly, the Damascus event issued forth a radical reconfiguration of Paul’s worldview, in which virtually every dimension of his covenantal monotheism was subject to revision, especially the story of Israel as he had understood it and his understanding of the Scriptures that told that story.50 Second, according to Acts (and consistent with Paul’s own theological emphases), Paul’s transition to Christ allegiance was marked ritually by baptism (Acts 9:18; 22:16) and experientially by the filling of the Spirit (Acts 9:17).51 According to Acts 22:16, Paul’s baptism was for the “washing away of sins,” conditioned by “calling on [Jesus’] name” (cf. Acts 2:38).52 If Paul was baptized in the near aftermath of the Christophany—and we have no reason to doubt the Acts narratives at this point (Acts 9:18; 22:16)—presumably he would have come to believe that, in baptismal union with Christ, he had gained all such benefits he elsewhere expounds in his letters (Rom 6:1-11; 1 Cor 12:13; Gal 3:26-29; Col 2:11-12).

Thus, Paul’s ritually marked transition into a new community and consequent revision of convictions, though it is patently more, can scarcely be less than a conversion. This does not, of course, endorse the anachronistic refashioning of Paul’s story after those who succeeded him as a presumed account of oppressing guilt and liberating grace. That Paul was “guilty” in the objective sense is beyond question; we only dispute that he was wracked with guilt subjectively. Nor can it be denied that the Christophany was an experience of “grace,” but again it seems the grace assigned a vocation (Gal 1:15-16; cf. Acts 9:15). If it also yielded relief to a penitent heart, we don’t know; neither Paul nor his Acts biographer describes the experience that way. Nor can Paul’s story be paradigmatic for any and all subsequent Christian conversions: that it must be construed as sudden, whether or not it was; that the transition must be described as the imposition of monergistic will, never mind the convert’s self-consciousness; that it be the intimate encounter of the solitary individual, without respect to the Body of the One calling; and so on. In certain respects, we can safely say that Paul’s conversion, being unthematized by even his own later theology and unsocialized by a community of conforming conversion traditions, is the least paradigmatic of all.53

What remains of this conversion-or-call controversy—which in the end must be considered too much made of a keen observation—is the somewhat more interesting and vexing question of what Paul’s conversion and call donated to his trajectories of thought and practice. In this regard, the scholarly debate has been carried out between those we might describe as “maximalists,” who attribute a decisive generative influence to Paul’s conversion experience, and “minimalists,” who, without dismissing the importance of the conversion, make rather more room for the influence of Paul’s prior beliefs, his cultural milieu and especially the exigencies of his several decades of mission.54 The topic is too large and literature too vast to do any justice to the questions in short compass; a few observations must suffice.

The impulse to locate Paul’s theological impulses in the Damascus Christophany is a useful hedge against historicist tendencies to account for Paul almost exclusively on the basis of his context and influences. While no one should deny that Paul is a product of his milieu, that context is not sufficient to account for his uniqueness nor for his self-attested volte-face from Christ’s persecutor to his proclaimer. But as a correction, conversion maximalism tends to replace one sort of speculation with another, albeit more plausible, kind of speculation. To the extent that this front-end-loaded hypothesis inclines toward an early and relatively complete development of Pauline theology, it threatens to preempt accounts of Pauline development for which there is documentary evidence in favor of reconstructed extrapolations and inferences. Here again, I posit a middle ground. In one sense there is no peculiarly “Christian” Pauline conviction that cannot be traced back to the vision of the crucified Messiah vindicated as Kyrios. This event would be a paradox, oxymoron and sheer impossibility for Paul, requiring the replacement of one master story for another that could comprehend the incomprehensibility of a Messiah crucified, resurrected and exalted but without starting over.55 The Damascus Road event is a deep reservoir from which Paul would draw for his whole missionary and letter-writing career, but there is no reason to assume that Paul drained the whole well in the immediate aftermath of his conversion.56

1.2.2 Covenantal nomism, but variegated. Sanders’s achievement was not only scholarly but rhetorical, and his genius lay not merely in his deep acquaintance with the materials of the eras he surveys but also in his ability to project and sustain a large-scale thesis in the context of a rather detailed and otherwise arcane argument. Not only did Sanders sustain that argument, but also he attached it to memorable phrases and aphorisms—“covenantal nomism,” “getting in” versus “staying in,” “solution to plight” and his famously wry conclusion that “in short, this is what Paul finds wrong in Judaism: it is not Christianity.”57 These rhetorical moves are the handles fit to the hand of the nonspecialist, by means of which Sanders’s account would become the dominant paradigm of New Testament scholarship, such that Sanders’s adherents and (perhaps especially) his critics outnumber his readers several times over. But by this same token, the paradigm that would win the day would also prove vulnerable. The thesis of covenantal nomism is arguably too big, so sweeping that it risks dying the death of a thousand qualifications. Or, it might be asked, what if apparent exceptions don’t prove the rule but merely weaken it? Whether one follows Sanders in every detail—or even should one, as I do, carry some large-scale objections—at the very least we should say that he has succeeded in questioning a massive set of presumptions lacking historical rigor. And, once again, the burden of proof has been deposited at the feet of those who had mirror-read a Judaism that corroborated a certain reading of Paul.

If the criticisms of P&PJ are often predictable, they are not without basis. To begin with, the distinction made regarding Torah observance, that it is not a means of “getting in” but rather an obligation of “staying in,” succeeds as a denial of a crasser form of legalism but is problematic as a refined description of the Jewish pattern of religion. In the first place, even in the form of a denial, “getting in” is a problematic description of Jewish religious phenomena in which “getting in” is, save for the proselyte and the sectarian (e.g., the Qumran community or Therapeutae), simply hereditary—at least once “in” is understood to refer to the people of God rather than a blessed afterlife. Thus to deny that Torah observance is the means of “getting in” is to push on an open door. From the perspective of covenantal nomism, the important, the relevant category, is merely “in”—that is, the covenant itself, that God has made such a thing with his people. And as far as I can tell, nearly everyone agrees, both Sanders’s followers and his critics, that this is a matter of God’s gracious initiative. It is, after all, the mainstream story line of the Old Testament texts, Abraham preceding Moses, Sinai following the exodus—the law being not the basis or means of Israel’s relationship to YHWH but rather his gift to bless and distinguish his people.

That being so, sustaining that inheritance or, where in view, enjoying eschatological consolation as a faithful individual member of the covenant—what Sanders calls “staying in”—is clearly contingent on the faithfulness exercised in Torah observance. Thus, there is profound correlation between obedience to the law and eschatological salvation even in—especially in—Sanders’s scheme. It is not, however, as Sanders would be quick to remind us, that such law observance stands in a causal relationship to eschatological salvation. Torah observance does not merit or earn salvation. Surely this is right, at least in some proper or technical sense. But by the same token, it is patent that non-observance constitutes a forfeiture of eschatological blessedness. It would be hard to fault a first-century Jew for drawing a false, causal correlation between law observance and eschatological salvation, and it appears that at least some did exactly that.

This leads inevitably to a second point. What should be said of the apparent exceptions to Sanders’s hypothesis? What is to be done, for example, with certain well-known texts of the Second Temple era that point in the direction, even if indirectly, of a merit theology? It would take us too far afield to engage in a close study of even a representative sampling of such texts.58 Nonetheless, a few general comments are in order. First, we must not presume that a few apparent counterexamples to the pattern of covenantal nomism should be its undoing, as if Sanders and followers were unaware of such materials. One could certainly take to task Sanders’s treatment of such texts on occasion, but his argument is too deeply rooted and the evidence explicable by means of covenantal nomism too ubiquitous to be undone by an apparent exception here or an infelicitous metaphor there.59 Nonetheless, to the extent that Sanders finds the diverse branches of Judaism of the Second Temple united in a common root “pattern of religion,” his thesis is vulnerable to the adducing of various counterexamples. At some point one is obliged to ask whether the exceptions are exceptional or simply signs of a more basic diversity untamed by a single paradigm. The counterthesis that Judaism was “variegated” strikes one as a matter of common sense rather than a discovery—not the undoing of Sanders’s thesis but at least an important call for greater nuance.60

Meanwhile, if Sanders is right to deny that Torah observance is the means for “getting in” the covenant, the two most accessible and relevant historical Jewish examples of actually getting in—proselyte conversion, on the one hand, and Qumran sectarianism, on the other—actually prove too much. In both cases, the initiate’s obligation is so bound up in taking on the obligations of the covenant (i.e., the law of Moses for the proselyte and nomism as appropriated by the Qumran sect) that it is hard to see that a getting-in-by-grace distinction is especially meaningful at the level of experience. So, ironically, if it is actually the “pattern of religion” that is being traced—that is, rather than the parsing of theological abstractions—one can only suppose that the initiate would naturally attach the blessings of covenant inclusion directly or indirectly to Torah-observance or to the particularized version of Torah-observance that prevailed in the community’s standards. Again, with Sanders and the rest, this does not necessarily entail that covenant obedience therefore has become a ground or even means of eschatological salvation. But Sanders’s success in demonstrating that fine distinction is a triumph of theological nuance rather than historical description. If, following Sanders, we find the psychological accounts of soteriologically anxious or sociologically inferior Jews not only anachronistic and speculative but crass, P&PJ remains a kind of overcorrection. While insisting that Judaism must be accounted for on its own terms, for failing to engage the experiential phenomena, Sanders’s sympathetic account is nonetheless not sufficiently empathetic.

This raises a closely related observation, noted by several participants in this debate: it is hard to know what the balance and nuance that Sanders works so carefully to secure would have meant in the lived experience of Jews of various stripes in the Second Temple era. When Sanders commits to a descriptive and sympathetic account of Judaism, an interpretation of the dominant “pattern of religion,” he chooses a noble but almost impossible task. Even the casual reader will notice that the salient analytic categories and the basic dualities that condition Sanders’s account (“grace,” “works,” “mercy,” “obedience,” “merit,” etc.) are decidedly Christian-theological, forged over two millennia of “our” internal wrangling. In certain respects, this is appropriate. It is, after all, Christian scholarship on Judaism that Sanders thinks has taken us down the wrong path, and those accounts are couched in Christian idiom to a much greater degree than even that of Sanders. Moreover, it is Sanders’s purpose to explore Judaism as a prolegomenon to the study of the first Christian theologian. Nonetheless, vindicating Judaism on Christian terms is problematic and inevitably distorting.61 And it is not hard to imagine that some Torah-observant Jews, whose documents Sanders synthesizes, would have had, if not less facility with, at least less practical use for these fine distinctions than a scholar with Sanders’s modern interreligious concerns. There is good reason to believe that “lay” persons—possibly even frequently—mistakenly counted faithful obedience marking covenant identity as though it were a contribution of merit instead of a matter of lived experience and intuition, all the more so, when the Second Temple Jewish, albeit sectarian, documents that became the New Testament are included among the evidence.62

In short, to the extent that anyone can pass judgment on a hypothesis this ambitious, Sanders’s account of Second Temple Jewish soteriology must be regarded as a needed and salutary remediation, substantially correct in its broad strokes and profoundly successful, owing to the rare combination of Sanders’s workmanlike analysis and rhetorical skill. As subsequent research has demonstrated, however, the thesis admits of more exceptions than Sanders allowed. These do not accumulate to the overturning of the thesis but introduce a qualification considerable enough that Sanders’s thesis ought to function more as a severe chastening than as an unassailable foundation for subsequent Pauline research.

1.2.3 “Works of the law”: boundary markers and Israel’s failure. There is no need to complain any more that Dunn’s original claims regarding “works of the law” were overstated and cannot be sustained under cross-examination. Dunn already admits as much with admirable candor in a series of articles on the topic: “It has been a matter of regret to me that my initial formulation of the case I was making (regarding ‘works of the law’) allowed it to be so readily dismissed.”63 It is unfortunate that critics of the NPP will sometimes continue to use Dunn’s 1983 version of the argument as though it were the last thing he has to say about the topic.64 Dunn has transparently changed his view that “works of the law” should be seen as a technical term for a limited subset of Jewish law that distinguished Jews from their neighbors, covenant “boundary markers,”65 now holding instead that the expression properly denotes not just some but all that the law requires. Although “‘works of the law’ is a more general phrase affirming the law in all its requirements,” Dunn avers that “when the phrase comes in the context of Paul’s mission to Gentiles, and particularly of Jewish believers trying to compel Gentile believers to live like Jews, then its most obvious reference is . . . particularly to the law in its role as a wall dividing Jews from Gentile, the boundary markers that define who is ‘inside’ and who is ‘outside.’”66 This fine-tuning of the earlier claim—shifting from an unlikely meaning for “works of the law” and drawing attention to this social function—redeems the previous unsustainable claim. At the very least, it seems impossible to deny that “works of law” would have nothing to do with Jewish social identity deeply embedded in resistance narratives yet facing profound pressures toward cultural accommodation.


Table 1.1. Soteriological antitheses found in Paul’s letters










	
Referencea


	not by/from

	but by/through




	Gal 2:16a

	
not justified by works of law

ou dikaioutai ex ergōn nomou


	
but[/except] through the faith[/fulness] in[/of] Jesus Christ

ean mē dia pisteōs Iēsou Christou





	Gal 2:16b ~

	
and not by the works of the law

kai ouk ex ergōn nomou


	
even we believed on Christ Jesus, that we might be justified by faith in Christ

kai hēmeis eis Christon Iēsoun episteusamen, hina dikaiōthōmen ek pisteōs Christou





	Gal 3:2b

	
Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law

ex ergōn nomou to pneuma elabete


	
or by the hearing of faith?

ē ex akoēs pisteōs





	Gal 3:24c

	
Thus the law had become our [mere] guardian until Christ

hōste ho nomos paidagōgos hēmōn gegonen eis Christon


	
so that we might be justified by faith.

hina ek pisteōs dikaiōthōmen





	Rom 3:20-22

	
Therefore by works of law all flesh will not be justified before him

dioti ex ergōn nomou ou dikaiōthēsetai pasa sarx enōpion autou


	
but now a righteousness apart from law is manifest . . . a righteousness of God through the faith[/fulnesss] in[/of] Jesus Christ for all who believe.

nyni de chōris nomou dikaiosynē theou pephanerōtai . . . dikaiosynē de theou dia pisteōs Iēsou Christou eis pantas tous pisteuontas





	Rom 3:28 ~

	
apart from works of the law.

chōris ergōn nomou


	
For we hold that a person is justified by faith

logizometha gar dikaiousthai pistei anthrōpon





	Rom 4:4-5d

	
Now to one who works, the wage is not reckoned as a gift but as something owed

tō de ergazomenō ho misthos ou logizetai kata charin alla kata opheilēma


	
but to the one who does not work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness.

tō de mē ergazomenō pisteuonti de epi ton dikaiounta ton asebē logizetai hē pistis autou eis dikaiosynēn





	Rom 4:13

	
For the promise to Abraham or to his seed that he would be heir of the world was not through the law

Ou gar dia nomou hē epangelia tō Abraam ē tō spermati autou


	
but through the righteousness of[/that comes by] faith.

alla dia dikaiosynēs pisteōs





	Rom 11:6e

	
But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works, otherwise grace would no longer be grace.

Ei de chariti, ouketi ex ergōn, epei hē charis ouketi ginetai charis





	Phil 3:9

	
not having my own righteousness from law

mē echōn emēn dikaiosynēn tēn ek nomou


	
but that [righteousness] which is through the faith[/fulnesss] in[/of] Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith.

alla tēn dia pisteōs Christou, tēn ek theou dikaiosynēn epi tē pistei




	Disputed Epistles



	Eph 2:8-9 ~

	
not by works (lest one should boast).

ouk ex ergōn, hina mē tis kauchēsētai


	
For by grace are you saved through faith

tē gar chariti este sesōsmenoi dia pisteōs





	Titus 3:5

	
not by works which we have done in righteousness

ouk ex ergōn tōn en dikaiosynē ha epoiēsamen hēmeis


	
but according to his mercy

alla kata to autou eleos





	2 Tim 1:9

	
not according to our works

ou kata ta erga hēmōn


	
but according to his own purpose and grace.

alla kata idian prothesin kai charin









aWhile the most common pattern is a denial (“not”) followed by an adversative affirmation (“but rather”), Galatians 2:16, Romans 3:28 and Ephesians 2:8-9 are exceptions to the pattern, where the affirmation precedes the denial (thus marked ~).

bIt is assumed that the answer to the first alternative (“by works of the law”) is negative and to the second (“by hearing of faith”) is affirmative; thus, the basic pattern of thought is present here as well.

cWhen it is understood that the παιδαγωγός (guardian) connotes a temporary, provisional (perhaps even harsh) custodianship, it is clear that the law’s shortcomings are here contrasted by the fulfillment that comes with “faith.”

dThe contrast is reinforced in the following verse: “So also David pronounces a blessing upon the man to whom God reckons righteousness apart from works” (Rom 4:6).

eRomans 11:6 clearly departs from the “not . . . but . . .” pattern, while expressing the same fundamental antithesis, here between grace and works. Grace conditional on works would “no longer be grace.” The emphatic character of the antithesis is highlighted all the more by the recognition that the rhetorical conditional (εἰ δὲ χάριτι) is assumed to be true for the sake of the argument (“but if [as we know it to be the case] it is by grace”).





At the same time, one can wonder if “works of the law” as sociocultural impediment exhausts the whole of Paul’s polemic. In the same way that Sanders’s salvation-historical account of Paul’s polemic against Torah observance proves inadequate, the same might be said of Dunn’s supplementing correction. It can be doubted whether even Dunn’s more modest claim regarding works of the law can be sustained with respect to its every occurrence, to say nothing of the various alternatives, “law” and “works.” In fact, the revised, more modest claim invites more, not less, scrutiny—though of a different kind. Now that Dunn has rightly disavowed “works of the law” as a fixed, technical term focused explicitly on social demarcation, a burden shifts to the demonstration that any or all of its occurrences highlight that divisive social function. We should expect various contextual clues to indicate not only that separatist Jewish social existence is everywhere present as a corollary to Torah observance but that it is the particular, implicit critique of works of the law (and, where relevant, “law” and “works”) when works of the law are judged inadequate. It would be necessary, then, to show that the permeating Pauline antithesis of works/law over against faith/grace can be accounted for primarily (if not solely) on the ground that the former creates or reinforces Jewish national privilege over against Gentile inclusion. But both the undisputed letters and the disputed are chock full of soteriological antitheses in which one putative vehicle of justification or salvation is denied and its alternative is affirmed: “not x but y.” The pattern is important and ubiquitous enough to merit diagrammatic display and careful survey (see table 1.1, arranged in a chronological order to be defended later).

The object of this assemblage of data is not to presume that we can reason simplistically from it a Pauline soteriology. I don’t claim that these examples speak for themselves; the meaning of each is contested, with context and nuance needing to be taken into account at every turn. But it remains the case that basic to Paul’s “grammar” is a fundamental antithesis between “works,” “law” and “works of law,” on the one hand, and “faith,” “grace” and “mercy,” on the other. The point for now is that the import of this antithesis, which had appeared straightforward to most interpreters of Paul through the ages,67 is no longer so obvious. It had been perfectly natural to intuit that if Paul was disclaiming that justification came by observance of the law, then he was refuting a mainstream tenet of Judaism, one tenaciously held even by certain Jewish Christians. The whole “old perspective” flows from this basic intuition, which, to be fair, is profoundly rooted in Paul’s own grammar—or, as the NPP insists, comes from a certain way of reading that grammar. That there is a deeply embedded antithesis cannot be doubted; the NPP rightly asks that we not presume what is constituted in the contrast.

We engage these questions in greater detail in chapter six, so this is not yet the place for that argument. Suffice it for now to say that even supposing for the sake of the argument that the references to “works of the law” in Galatians can be shown to function as Dunn argues, I am not convinced that even Dunn’s revised account of the phrase can carry the payload that he supposes: (1) As I will argue, the two occurrences in Romans (Rom 3:20, 28) are not entirely analogous to the uses in Galatians (Gal 2:16 [3x]; 3:2, 5, 10). (2) Once it is rightly acknowledged that “works of the law” refers to that which the law requires or deeds of obedience to the law in general, then it becomes clear that the expression cannot be isolated from various parallel expressions where the same cannot be demonstrated with respect to various verbal or conceptual synonyms (e.g., “work [sg.] of the law” [Rom 2:15]; “doing [poieō/poiētēs] the law” [Rom 2:14; 10:5; Gal 3:10, 12; 5:3]; “practicing [prassō] the law” [Rom 2:25]; “keeping [tēreō] the righteous stipulations of the law [ta dikaiōmata tou nomou]” [Rom 2:26]; “fulfilling [teleō, plēroō] the law” [Rom 2:27; 8:4]). (3) Even more problematic is the claim that “works” used absolutely (i.e., not “of the law”) functions as shorthand for the full expression, that when we read “works” it is patent that Paul means “works of the law.” (4) Dunn’s account, even in its moderated form, still does not reckon entirely with the logic internal to the Pauline antithesis, especially in such places where (a) the critique of Torah observance rests on Israel’s failure to meet that standard consistently and (b) the polarity of the antithesis is not that of inclusion and exclusion but of effort contrasted with gratuity (e.g., Rom 9:11-12). (5) Finally, I will seek to show that Dunn’s breakthrough, while an especially keen insight into Galatians, loses traction over the course of the Pauline canon, all the more so if certain disputed letters represent the natural trajectory of the undisputed letters rather than a departure from or a late imposition of a soteriology alien to Paul’s own.68

1.2.4 Covenant membership, yes; but also reconciliation to God. Most Pauline scholars will now regard the recovery of covenant, an irrevocably Jewish category never abandoned, to be a secure forward step in our understanding of every dimension of Paul’s thought.69 And, to the extent that Christian soteriology in certain contexts might skew individualistically and be refracted through the Christian-theological prism, Sanders and Wright especially offer a salutary corrective. But as a description of the Pauline notion of justification, the emphatically covenantal construal of the NPP is problematically absolute, sometimes muting corollary themes of reconciliation to God, peace with God, forgiveness and deliverance from wrath as inseparable concomitants of the justification metaphor as Paul has appropriated it. Instead, from the NPP we find the frequent protestations that justification is not about “getting right with God,” or “getting saved” or “how the sinner can find a gracious God.” These common tropes, useful in distinguishing the NPP from its traditional Protestant perspective antecedent (hereafter TPP),70 date back at least to Stendahl, perhaps with Wright getting the most use of the rhetoric more recently.71

More particularly, the general indifference to the theme of reconciliation and corollaries within NPP quarters has proven consequential for the overall shape of the NPP paradigm. To be sure, the NPP understands reconciliation to have its place in Pauline theology as one soteriological metaphor among others, but until quite recently, it has not held a prominent place in NPP accounts of Pauline soteriology. By “until quite recently” I am thinking especially of the renewed interest in reconciliation in Wright’s recent magnum, about which I will have more to say later.72 But even here, despite the renewed interest, it is not clear that reconciliation figures in a substantial way in the overall construal of Pauline soteriology. Instead, Wright locates the coordinates of justification in an unrelenting rehearsal of Israel’s covenantal story—against such there is no law—but it can sometimes be wondered if he attends to the nearer context with nearly the same attentiveness. As it concerns Paul’s soteriology, rather than mining the nearer lexicographical ore, Wright prefers to map the site of the mine by privileging his account of Israel’s overarching covenantal narrative. While of course the background of Judaism antecedent to and contemporary with Paul forms the indispensable context, we should give no less attention to Paul’s actual use of the language and the webs of verbal and metaphorical context that surround it. What we find—for example in Romans 4 and 5—are webs of collocated language that show “justification” to have especially to do with forgiveness (i.e., the nonreckoning) of sin (Rom 4:6-8), vindication and resurrection (Rom 4:25), peace with God (Rom 5:1; cf. 5:10), reconciliation to God (Rom 5:9-10) and rescue from wrath (Rom 5:9; cf. 1:18; 2:5, 8; 3:5; 4:15; 12:9), with justification as the first, proleptic installment of ultimate salvation (Rom 5:9; cf. 10:10; 13:11).73 Yes, it is true that we do not want to make the error of collapsing all soteriological language into one amorphous, indistinct generality, but in prizing uniquely the covenantal category as he does, Wright makes less of the textual cognates and corollaries to justification than he might have. While we find in Wright’s definition of justification nothing ultimately missing, there is throughout a choice of accentuation, a prioritization of covenant as the cantus firmus that not infrequently imposes itself into the foreground when it is perhaps a more fitting background.

Surely behind this emphasis on covenant membership is the proper attention the NPP gives to the integration of Gentiles into the covenant people. Rightly, it is understood that this concrete question evolving in the vicissitudes of mission and community presses upon Paul an articulation of a gospel in which Christ rather than Torah observance becomes the definition of the new covenant community. I part company with NPP articulations simply on this point: whereas I understand Paul’s logic ultimately to move from the vertical to the horizontal, Wright especially describes a movement from horizontal to vertical. It cannot be said that the forgiveness of sins and reconciliation to God are merely incidental to Wright or other NPP scholars, but they are concomitants of covenant inclusion.74 But, to the contrary, at least by the writing of Romans, Paul’s solution to the dilemma of Gentile inclusion into the covenant consists of starting fresh with both Jew and Gentile, as equally culpable before God and identically justified by God—and thus reconciled to God—on the basis of faith.

It is heartening in this regard to follow Wright’s treatment of Ephesians 2 in Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, where I take him to be saying nearly the same thing.75 There Ephesians 2:1-10 describes the reconciliation of sinners to God by grace, through faith, apart from works (which Wright acknowledges as tantamount to the “old perspective”), and Ephesians 2:11-22 the reconciliation of Jew and Gentile into one body (not unlike the emphases of the “new perspective”), becoming one family by sharing the same ground of redemption and the same access to the God the Father through Christ: “We have come together: as Jew and Gentile were brought to the same point of helpless guilt, so together they have been raised to glorious heights in Christ.”76 This is Paul’s logic as it concerns the full inclusion of Gentiles: equally culpable and helpless, both Jew and Gentile are restored to God in like manner (by faith apart from law) and are thus made into one new family. I maintain that this same logic, unmistakable in Ephesians, is already explicit in Romans, and then reiterated finally in 1 Timothy and Titus, the logic of Paul’s theology of justification: the making of the two into one covenant family through a shared and singular reconciliation to one Father.77




1.3 CONCLUSIONS


I don’t suggest that the preceding even begins to do justice to the whole landscape of the NPP nor especially to the scholars whose nuanced perspectives are only partially accounted for and then only briefly. Attentive readers will notice that each of the themes attaches not exclusively but particularly to certain architectural figures: Stendahl on Paul’s conversion, Sanders on Second Temple soteriology, Dunn on the motivations for Torah observance and Wright on the centrality of covenant. Yet, with a bit of effort, it would be possible to show that each of these figures, among others, has reiterated all four themes, or nearly so. It is worth stressing again both the diversity of viewpoints, especially in matters of detail, and also the cumulative nature of what has become the NPP: how, for example, Stendahl anticipated several of the major themes while leaving a vacuum that Sanders filled in spades with historical detail, or how Dunn embraced Sanders’s account in broad strokes but added to covenantal nomism the missing dimension of what we might call “resistance nomism,”78 in the attempt to make better sense of Paul’s polemic against “works of the law”; or how Wright embraces Sanders’s covenantal nomism, vigorously expands Dunn’s sociopolitical account of Judaism,79 and, not uniquely but emphatically, insists that the variegated factions we call “Judaism” are best integrated less by a common theology or pattern of religion than by means of their shared covenantal story, a story that found its first-century participants still inhabiting the exile.80 If we are to speak coherently of the NPP, it can only be of this diverse network of cumulative insight.

The point of the above survey is to say that not only was the NPP’s revolution justified on the ground of the evidence, but also its primary insights have a staying power as constructive correctives. At the same time, each of the leading tenets has elements of overcorrection or rhetorical overreach such that a wholesale or unqualified endorsement of the paradigm is not quite possible. With a growing number of Paul’s students, I am inclined to say that the way forward is not in defending the more unyielding versions of the NPP but with Paul himself to say, as he did frequently, “Yes . . . but . . .” Yes, not that kind of conversion, but still a kind of conversion. Yes, the default interpretation of Jewish soteriology understood on its own terms cannot be an anxious merit theology, but the apologetic correction of that error must not valorize a diversity-flattening alternative. Yes, the sociopolitical, boundary-marking dynamic of Torah observance is fundamental to understanding Paul’s polemic against “works of the law,” but it is not the whole of Paul’s critique. Yes, there can be little question that Paul is immersed in covenantal categories and that too many previous accounts of Paul’s theology have erred by their exclusively “vertical” individualizing, but is the NPP itself not in danger of missing Paul’s own definitions of terms?

As we will see, the “yes . . . but . . .”—or should we say, “almost . . . but not quite . . .”?—character of the NPP is further confirmed in close readings of certain Pauline texts, texts upon which the NPP shed considerable light but which, at the same time, exercise a certain resistance to the paradigm. To a set of such illustrative texts we turn next.










2

THE UNCOOPERATIVE PAUL


There could be several ways to account for the protracted, three-decade-long debate stirred by the NPP. The most ready explanation is stubbornness. Faced with this new paradigm, defenders of the traditional Protestant rendering of Pauline theology have just dug in to the foxhole, settling into comfortable acquired ways of reading Paul in which the theological superstructure now functions as buttress instead. Or perhaps the fault is with the purveyors of the NPP. Though confronted repeatedly with critiques and creditable rebuttals, inflamed with revisionist zeal, the allure of the novel or the shame of backtracking deter them from repentance. Even if there were some truth to either caricature, these accounts are unlikely, not to mention uncharitable. While it is tempting, and in some cases probably justified, to detect an aversion to the NPP with roots in a particular Christian confessional stance or to attribute advocacy to certain cultural trends,1 such dismissals are too facile. Of course, Christian interpreters bring certain theological sensibilities to the text, and there is no completely escaping the reader’s cultural context, but in the end it is the texts with which we must contend. And if this protracted debate sometimes frustrates for its partisan character, it remains a discussion about Pauline texts—or we can hope so, anyway. That is all to say that the problem actually lies with Paul. He is intractable. Paul inspires then resists both paradigms, refusing to cooperate exclusively with either.2

The premise of this study is that, even as traditional readings of Paul leave too much unaccounted for, the NPP genuinely illumines numerous Pauline texts while others remain uncooperative. And, in fact, sometimes they are the very same texts! To a small, illustrative sampling we now turn, a handful of interpretive cruxes. These representative texts have been chosen as heuristics to illustrate the insufficiency of each paradigm, left to itself, to account for the whole of what Paul actually says. There is no attempt here to offer an exhaustive exegesis of any passage, and to some of these texts we will return in due course. Rather, I hope to demonstrate that texts that both paradigms have claimed for themselves actually need to be shared, and once shared, call into question the exclusive rights of both paradigms. It goes without saying that none of what follows is hidden from the advocates of either camp, and in every case an exegesis, or several, has been offered of the texts under discussion that is found satisfactory either to NPP proponents or its critics. Commendably, certain scholars have shown themselves deft at working the insights of the alternative paradigm into their exegesis. But in what follows, I’m suggesting that the paradigms themselves remain too deeply entrenched and that obedience toward one or the other may in fact result in a negligence of Paul.


2.1 PHILIPPIANS 3:1-11

Philippians might seem a strange place to begin, since for the most part the NPP has been erected and defended on the turf of Galatians and Romans. Yet the first half of Philippians 3 remains contested territory and a signal test case in competing accounts of the apostle’s vision. This is so because in this impassioned autobiography, Paul’s interpreters—both advocates and critics of the NPP—have found material on which to ground their cause. There is something, as it were, for everyone here. And if we were scoring at home, we might say that Philippians 3:1-6 gives an edge to the NPP, while Philippians 3:7-11 is something of a bulwark for more traditional interpretations of Paul.3 But even that proves too simplistic, as we will see.

We begin by noting features of the text that have proven amenable to the NPP. Although Paul uses neither the verb “to justify” nor the rarer cognate noun here, whatever else this is, it is at least a discourse on justification, which is not to say a narrowly forensic account of salvation. The argument climaxes in the announcement of a “righteousness” (dikaiosynēn) “from God” (ek theou) “on the basis of faith” (epi tē pistei) over against a “righteousness from the law” (dikaiosynēn tēn ek nomou) (Phil 3:9). As such, this is unmistakably an account of the substance of justification with all of its characteristic elements: righteousness apart from law on the ground of faith. Notably, as with Galatians, the larger context indicates that Paul’s account of justification by faith serves a polemical interest as the theological ground of his warning against the threat of a “circumcision party”—those “dogs,” “evil workers” and “mutilators” (Phil 3:2).4 To note that Paul’s recourse to justification by faith is here elicited by a concern parallel to that of Galatians is not necessarily to consign justification to the secondary status of an ad hoc polemical doctrine, but it remains significant that justification is appealed to so frequently, perhaps even exclusively, in the context of Jew-Gentile relationships in the church and disagreement over law observance.5

Second, in what constitutes a pillar of the NPP, Paul exudes only confidence and betrays no anxiety in his self-description of his preconverted life in Philippians 3:4-6. There is status and accomplishment both, but no striving of the sort one could have expected from an allegedly meritocratic Jew who had been driven to psychological crisis in his failed attempt to keep the Mosaic law. Instead, we find a swaggering confidence as Paul describes his impeccable heritable Jewish credentials (“circumcised the eighth day,” “of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin”), on the one hand, and his resolute fidelity to Torah (“a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless”), on the other.6 With respect to a righteousness defined by Torah observance, Paul could describe himself as one who “had become blameless” (genomenos amemptos).7 Scholars of the NPP—for that matter, the vast majority of Pauline scholars of all stripes—discern from this record that Paul’s conversion, whatever we make of his subsequent theology, was not in the first instance catalyzed by a gospel of grace that liberated an anxious Paul from the oppressive demands of the law. Again, this does not mean that Paul could not have subsequently construed his account of the gospel so as to identify, or even elicit, and ameliorate that anxiety in others, but this text offers no autobiographical basis for such a rhetorical key change.

Although the “boast” of Philippians 3:4-6 could be, and has been, read as evidence for Jewish pride of achievement, NPP scholars are understandably inclined to refute that suggestion. Sanders is predictably eager to absolve Paul of the boast of self-righteousness, as though that had characterized his former Jewish experience. No, Paul’s former righteousness by means of Torah observance was a genuine righteousness: not a faux self-righteousness, but rather “the righteousness which comes by law, which is therefore the peculiar result of being an observant Jew, which is in and of itself a good thing.”8 For Sanders, Paul had no choice but to deduce the superiority of Christ’s offer of righteousness and thus to relegate his Jewish past and Torah observance to an inferior epoch, but Sanders insists Paul’s rhetorical gesture must not be misread.9 The fault of Paul’s former righteousness is not that it was self-righteousness but that it was not a righteousness by faith through Christ—and this is the singular “fault” of nomistic righteousness, according to Sanders.

Likewise, Dunn is eager to soften Paul’s polemics: “The sharpness of the contrast is not so much to denigrate what he had previously counted as gain, as to enhance to the highest degree the value he now attributes to Christ, to the knowledge of Christ, and to the prospect of gaining Christ.”10 Driving this, it seems, is an earnest desire to defend the boast of Philippians 3:4-6 from the charge of Paul’s “former righteousness as something earned or achieved,” “a moralistic or self-help righteousness,” and to be relieved of the charge of supersessionism.11 Instead, Dunn finds a fundamental continuity amidst Paul’s largely contrastive argument, not least because Paul insists on using circumcision, albeit radically redefined (“who worship in the Spirit of God and boast in Christ Jesus and have no confidence in the flesh,” Phil 3:3 NRSV), as the marker of true covenant belonging for his presumably majority Gentile audience. Thus, as Dunn sees it, the perdurance of that Jewish, covenantal category betrays its importance among Paul’s core convictions.

As we would expect, Wright also stresses the covenantal dimensions of the self-description, understanding Paul’s protestation that he was “blameless” in relationship to covenant membership:

The listing of circumcision, race, tribe, descent, sect (i.e. Pharisee) and zeal are none of them about “moral achievement.” Together they strongly suggest that his claim to have been “blameless” in relation to “righteousness under the law” was not about “amassing merits and achievement,” either. It was a matter of demonstrating, through Torah-practice, one’s covenant membership as per the previous six categories.12


While the NPP does not find ground either for Jewish merit or for soteriological anxiety in Paul’s Philippians boast, the text evinces a deep-seated sense of national privilege rooted in the exclusivity of the covenant. Paul’s former confidence settles upon the election of a covenant people—circumcision, tribal lineage and cultural identity being signs of that favored status, marking Paul as a Jew literally par excellence. But for all that, the text bears witness to Paul as a Jew of standing, not of straining. Whatever pride or even attainment we might find here is not that of meritocratic self-righteousness but of zeal for the covenant.13 Thus, Philippians 3:2-6 is sort of exhibit A of NPP axioms: the soteriologically confident Jewish Paul, secure in his covenantal standing, boasting (albeit retrospectively) in all its trappings, launching a discourse on righteousness by faith triggered by the threat of a Jewish-Christian particularism that in practice threatens the full inclusion of Gentiles as children of Abraham. It’s all there.

Philippians 3, then, would seem to be a foothold in the Pauline corpus whence the NPP disabuses readers of certain convenient but dubious inferences: (1) That the Pauline biography forecasts certain versions of a later Christian kerygma—guilt and anxiety exacerbated by law and relieved by a gracious (i.e., works-free) gospel—has been in retreat for nearly a half century since the publication of Krister Stendahl’s famous essay,14 and, save for a stray counterpoint here or there, is now rejected by almost all Pauline scholars and of all stripes.15 (2) Proving more durable, however, is the claim that Paul’s pre-Damascus, Torah-confident boast points to a meritocratic soteriology, a burden under which not only Paul but all of devout Judaism labored. Even otherwise careful Pauline scholars seem inclined to find in Philippians 3 what they expect to be there. Curiously, for example, Moisés Silva, after rightly insisting that “when the apostle speaks about the law [in Phil 3:5-6], he has in mind not the law in a historical vacuum but rather the law as it was understood and used in first-century Judaism,” goes on to cite Calvin approvingly: “Paul uses the word ‘law’ loosely for the teaching of religion, however much corrupted it was at that time, as Christianity is today in the Papacy.”16 To be sure, Silva offers a caveat, albeit faint (“Calvin goes so far as to say . . . without drawing the distinction that sharply”), but nonetheless the analogy of Second Temple Judaism to a presumably legalistic medieval Catholicism stands with implied approbation, to say nothing of Calvin’s unlikely claim about Paul’s use of “law,” which is actually opposite of Silva’s.17Although, as we will see, Paul does indirectly cast aspersions on his former nomistic righteousness, it is not because he regarded Judaism as a religion of merit. Markus Bockmuehl, whose comment on the soteriological import of the passage is more nuanced, is careful to negate a false inference with respect to Judaism more generally: “One must not of course extrapolate from Paul’s high pre-Christian view of his achievements to clichés about the legalistic self-righteousness of Judaism in general.” Instead, Bockmuehl follows a line of analysis consistent with the NPP. Paul had not been mistaken to “excel” in a righteousness in the law, but he “rejected the Jewish nationalism of his ‘earlier life’ (Gal. 1:13-14) precisely because in his encounter with Christ he discovered that the way of narrow national exclusiveness is not the one that God has chosen in Christ—and, perhaps, that the example of Abraham (Rom. 4; Gal. 3) shows this to have been God’s intention all along.” Yet this is not the whole of Paul’s reason for dissent from his former righteousness, according to Bockmuehl. It is not just that Paul’s former “righteousness” was “nationally appropriated,” but also that it was “externally measured,” and it is found wanting in comparison to a righteousness of a different “nature,” a righteousness “granted and sustained by God.”18

Rightly understood, Philippians 3:2-6 not only proves amenable to the NPP but even substantiates several of its cardinal insights. We should now judge it tendentious to so read Paul’s boastful litany either as a smokescreen for a more primal pre-Christian anxiety or as a witness to a soteriology of merit, as though Paul (or Judaism, for that matter) had attempted to gain salvation on the merit of Torah observance. In this regard, we should say that while Philippians 3:2-6 gives ample evidence of Paul’s former nomism, devotion to God expressed in fidelity to the stipulations of the law, taken on its own terms, this description does not substantiate the charge of legalism. Thus, certain attempts to cling to TPP premises with regard to Philippians 3:2-6, even in light of the NPP, are unconvincing.

Yet, if with respect to Philippians 3:2-6 we find the NPP largely vindicated or even confirmed, this is not the whole story. There are signs in the larger context that Paul’s strong denunciation of his Jewish credentials is animated by more than what NPP scholars acknowledged, whose accounts of this passage, though true as far as they go, are ultimately more tepid than Paul’s. As far as they go, it is hard to find fault with the NPP apologetic accounts of Paul’s former righteousness that situate it sympathetically within Paul’s Jewish worldview. But it remains the case that Paul himself ultimately disparaged (zēmian, skybala) the same righteousness that NPP scholars rehabilitate. The question remains: Why? And to what extent does that disclaiming of his former righteousness in the law count as a damning judgment against it?

It is not necessary to regard Paul’s former righteousness as so much vaunted “self-righteousness” to appreciate the degree to which Paul would come to regard it as an insufficient righteousness. For example, by the time Paul claims in the sixth descriptor “as to zeal, a persecutor of the church,” it is evident that there is something askew, even nefarious, in his former “righteousness,” such that were Paul availed of modern typography, he might well have used the scare quotes I just have. To be sure, from the frame of reference in which zeal for the law counted as a summum bonum, Paul’s persecution of the church can only be regarded with admiration, and this is precisely its contribution to Paul’s argument.

Tied up as we are with our theological questions, it is easy to underplay Paul’s rhetorical ends, the recognition of which breaks loose the TPP and NPP impasse. While the former is in search of the dilemma from which Paul was saved (and sure to have found it), the latter is highlighting Paul’s continuity with Judaism. Nonetheless, in each case there is a subtle distortion of the intended contribution of Paul’s self-description to the larger argument. All must acknowledge that this rhetorically charged account has no stake in questions that have preoccupied recent interpretation of Paul—his Jewish self-understanding, the nature of his conversion, his relationship to the law and so on. Rather, Paul’s entire purpose is to flaunt his impeccable Jewish credentials and his supererogatory Torah zeal as a preemptive strike against opponents who would impose Torah on Gentile converts. After all, by such criteria Paul had everything in his favor; if it were about self-advantage, he above all should have been on the side of impelling Torah-observance—as indeed he once was, rather more as an enforcer than a missionary, for that matter. Thus, Paul’s testimony is calculated to devastate at the root any such thought that he resists the claims of a circumcision party as if there were some deficiency in his own credentials. Of course, it is fair game to engage the text with the sorts of questions of which it is oblivious—that is, as long as we’re quite aware of what we are doing and sensitive to the sorts of distortions that might be entailed.

In this case, all the evidence suggests that Paul now regards his former righteousness not merely as “former” but as intrinsically defective. This, of course, does not mean that he had viewed it so previously. And it certainly does not mean that the chief flaw of his “righteousness in the law” was that the law made impossible demands that drove Paul to despair. It does mean that if we are to identify the defect of Paul’s former righteousness, it is necessary to do so in relationship to Philippians 3:7-11, where Paul turns from his Jewish heritage to his identity in Christ: “Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ” (NRSV). It is recognized that the metaphor here is financial, “gains” (kerdē) as credits and “loss” (zēmian) as debit, and not only debit, but in language more raw, as so much “garbage” (skybala). This brash revaluation of Paul’s impeccable Jewish credentials is well known and rhetorically powerful.19

If some have overread Paul’s dramatic contrast in Philippians 3 by characterizing Paul’s Jewish boast as so much vainglorious autosoterism, it appears that NPP scholars are in danger of underreading it. There is, after all, a deliberate contrast drawn between “a righteousness in the law” (Phil 3:6, dikaiosynēn tēn en nomō) or, as he later puts it, “my righteousness derived from the law” (Phil 3:9, emēn dikaiosynēn tēn ek nomou) and “that righteousness which is through the faith of/in Christ, the righteousness which is from God on the basis of faith” (Phil 3:9, tēn dia pisteōs Christou, tēn ek theou dikaiosynēn epi tē pistei).20 In fact, although there is every reason to think Paul’s claim to have been “blameless” with respect to a righteousness as defined by the law was a true rather than deluded boast, it was also a decidedly qualified boast. Twice qualified, in fact. In the first place, Paul’s Jewish credentials are all cast under the shadow of reasons to boast “in the flesh” (en tē sarki). Even apart from the counterpoint of Philippians 3:7-11, there is a muted character to this boast. Within a certain realm or with respect to certain measures, Paul possessed an unparalleled résumé. But it is clear not only from the surrounding context but also from Paul’s characteristic use of “flesh” (sarx) that a boast “in the flesh” amounts to a damning by faint praise.21 Furthermore, the claim of Philippians 3:6 that Paul was already “blameless” with respect to “righteousness [stipulated] in the law” must be taken as a true claim, but understood so only by giving full weight to the qualification “in the law.”22 Yet that “righteousness” can only be understood for what it was by way of contrast to the climactic description of his newfound righteousness—thrice modified: from (ek) God, through (dia) faith of/in Christ, on the ground of (epi) faith (Phil 3:9). Thus, Paul’s blamelessness with respect to righteousness as measured by the law in Philippians 3:6 is depicted as true but nonultimate and later redescribed in similar terms as “my righteousness that comes from the law” (Phil 3:9).23 By contrast, his new righteousness is an unqualified, ultimate righteousness, in comparison to which his “in the flesh,” “in the law” righteousness is, to Paul, less than nothing, even odious.

To their credit, both Dunn and Wright show a sensitivity to these interior dynamics of Philippians 3:1-11. If an apologetic tendency is evident in crediting Paul with more tact than he intended toward his former rank in Judaism, at least it can be said that neither Dunn nor Wright is quite guilty of imposing a full-scale Galatians-like Judaizing controversy onto Paul’s argument in Philippians 3:1-11.24 An NPP scholar might have posited that behind the repudiation of Paul’s former righteousness was the underlying concern (it would have to be underlying, since the text gives us no direct clue) that in its ethnocentrism or nationalistic pride, Paul’s former boast exemplified a de facto, culturally enforced exclusion of Gentile believers in Christ. But, although Philippians 3:2-6 showcases certain salient features of the NPP, the passage as a whole does not lend itself to the sort of argument that animates the NPP with regard to Galatians. There is no suggestion in Philippians 3:7-11 that the deficiency of Paul’s former righteousness lay in its practical impairment of Gentiles to enter the covenant, and, though it might have been tempting to argue so, Dunn and Wright are innocent of insinuating any such notion.

This leads to an important observation: all the evidence suggests that Paul is here taking to task the same, or at least very nearly the same, position that he confronted amidst the churches of Galatia; at the same time, his argument is noticeably different. We would get ahead of ourselves to detail those differences and to account for them here, but it must suffice for now to propose that the difference has to do with more than the admittedly different occasions of the two letters. The arguments differ because the substance of Paul’s contention with the circumcision party, first captured in his letter to the Galatians, had developed from that early encounter to this later warning to the Philippians.25

Before we leave Philippians 3:1-11, there remains one more exegetical issue of considerable consequence, namely, the understanding of the “righteousness from God” (Phil 3:9). Wright is eager to note that the expression here, tēn ek theou dikaiosynēn, uniquely in the Pauline corpus, uses the preposition ek, indicating that this is “a righteous status from God . . . not God’s own righteousness.”26 The observation is central to Wright’s larger program of identifying the “righteousness of God” (dikaiosynē tou theou, i.e., not ek [tou] theou) as the covenant faithfulness of God, that is, not a status that God confers but the virtue of faithfulness proper to God’s own character that motivates his powerful intervention on behalf of his people. But Wright’s claim is subtle. Most assuredly, he does not deny that “righteousness” is a status that God confers; rather, he observes that the “righteousness of God” (dikaiosynē tou theou) is not the Pauline way to describe that reality. Thus, the “righteousnesss of God” (dikaiosynē tou theou) is not to be confused with—indeed, it seems to have nothing directly to do with—the “righteousness from God” (ek theou dikaiosynē). God can “give” righteousness, indeed a righteous status, but in doing so it is not his righteousness he gives.

It is, of course, technically correct and proper to distinguish the genitive construction from the prepositional phrase, and there is even a way to think of a righteousness that comes from God but that is not properly God’s righteousness. Nonetheless, it is important to ask if there is more than grammar behind this finely parsed distinction, and it seems that there is. Wright’s argument against the source genitive is substantiated in his appeal to the lawcourt metaphor:

If we use the language of the law-court, it makes no sense whatever to say that the judge imputes, imparts, bequeaths, conveys or otherwise transfers his righteousness to either the plaintiff or the defendant. Righteousness is not an object, a substance or a gas which can be passed across the courtroom. . . . If and when God does act to vindicate his people, his people will then, metaphorically speaking, have the status of “righteousness.” . . . But the righteousness they have will not be God’s own righteousness. That makes no sense at all.27


It is not hard to see that Wright exercises a metaphorical maximalism here, by which the lawcourt serves not only as metaphorical source domain but also as target domain. The metaphor “walks on all fours,” one might say. It is further clear that the distinction that Wright insists upon serves the larger interest in protecting his understanding of the dikaiosynē theou as “covenant faithfulness.” Wright is correct to insist that we should not construe every reference to the “righteousness of God” as a neat subjective genitive: “the righteousness which God gives [unworthy sinners],” as if the phrase must always denote that singular notion. But one wonders if Wright’s preventative medicine is too strong for the hypothetical ailment. If, taking a cue from Luther’s tower epiphany,28 confessional Protestantism was mistaken to make the “righteousness of God” always denote the status God imputes to the unrighteous, Wright’s cure consists of a similarly rigid exegetical move, only now assigning a different referent—“covenant faithfulness”—to Paul’s dikaiosynē theou.

In any case, one can at least derive from Philippians 3:9 the following: God does indeed confer or declare a righteousness of which he is the source (cf. Rom 5:17, tēs dōreas tēs dikaiosynēs). Furthermore, this righteousness that comes from God (tēn ek theou) is constrasted with, if not antithetical to, what Paul calls “my righteousness” (emēn dikaiosynēn), and the latter was sought by means of the law and the former gained by faith in Christ (or as it may be, the faithfulness of Christ).29 In any case, the text clearly indicates that God is the source of a saving righteousness that comes into the possession of the one who has faith. While one is sympathetic with the concern that the “righteousness of God” not be taken preemptively in the Lutheran way in all of its occurrences, it is hard to avoid the impression that Wright is kicking against the goads in his resolute distinction between the righteousness from God and the righteousness of God.30 The more important point, which all must concede, is that “righteousness” is something that, according to Paul, comes from God, indeed, that it can elsewhere even be described as a gift of God (Rom 5:17, “the gift of righteousness”).31 This does not require that the prepositionless genitive elsewhere be taken as the equivalent of ek tou theou, but neither does it exclude the possibility that the genitive alone can elsewhere indicate source.

The point of the foregoing is singular: Philippians 3:2-11 underwrites both paradigms while failing to be fully cooperative with either. Certain facile TPP assumptions are exposed by Paul’s actual testimony; the NPP apologia stumbles differently but over the same testimony; and, by privileging certain theological concerns, both accounts are in danger of eliding the actual rhetorical function of Paul’s boast and relativizing of his former status.




2.2 ROMANS 3:21–4:8

In one sense the whole of Romans could be put to the test of the current exercise, that is, to see how perspectives old and new do justice to the texts themselves.32 For the sake of illustration, we will consider only one crucial and instructive passage from Romans, chosen because of the way themes and emphases of both the NPP and TPP are found juxtaposed, one might even say entangled, in Romans 3:21–4:8.33

Here we are in the wheelhouse of the traditional Protestant (TPP) understanding of Paul, where a complex of the key tenets is held together in what seems to be a secure stronghold.34 Not only so, the TPP view finds in this same text places where the NPP seems inevitably to stumble. The details being many and subtle, it will have to suffice to give a summary account of the passage, highlighting its apparently strong affirmation of the traditional Protestant interpretation while noting where that reading understates insights characteristic of the NPP.35

Having pronounced a universal dilemma on Jew and Gentile, both alike culpable and powerless to remediate, Romans 1:18–3:20 concludes with despair: “Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to God. For ‘no human being will be justified in his sight’ by works of the law, since through the law comes knowledge of sin” (Rom 3:19-20 RSV; quotation marks added to note the allusion to Ps 143:2). The indictment is not only comprehensive; at this stage of the argument, it leaves the reader hopeless, for the signal, abiding divine intervention in the human situation, the law of Moses, only renders humanity more culpable but no more righteous. The law reveals humanity’s sorry estate but does not lift a finger to carry the burden it reveals. It can’t; it turns out that’s not its job.

For this reason, since the righteousness that human beings can accomplish of their own accord is paltry and insufficient, only a righteousness donated by God himself that does not depend on human accomplishment can be an adequate answer. And this is what Romans 3:21-26 describes in a compressed description not only of what God gives, righteousness, but how he is able to declare the unrighteous righteous, without gainsaying his own righteousness. God solves the human dilemma that Romans 1:18–3:20 described in its every dimension. The righteousness that God proffers is “apart from the law” (i.e., the Sinaiatic and Deuteronomic stipulations) while not unanticipated by the “law and prophets” (i.e., the Scriptures). Thus, it does not depend on either the law or human effort in any sense, both being impotent to save. Rather it comes as a divine gift36 that is appropriated by all who believe, that is, those who have “faith in Jesus Christ.”37 All who so believe are “justified freely by his grace,” that is, apart from any merit or work that they might contribute, but rather “through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (Rom 3:22-24). This change of status appropriated by faith is effected by atonement, but an atonement characteristically understood in a particular way, as spelled out (or, as the case may be, not quite spelled out) in Romans 3:25-26.

Of course, it is precarious to generalize with respect to the atonement—nuances and qualifications are plentiful even within a common interpretive tradition—but I think there is a sufficient family resemblance among TPP interpreters to justify proceeding, albeit with caution.38 Whether the hilastērion (Rom 3:25) is understood as the gold lid of the ark (i.e., the kappōret or “mercy seat”; so NET) or as a reference to an atoning sacrifice more directly (KJV, NASB, ESV “propitiation”; RSV, NAB “expiation”; NRSV, NIV “sacrifice of atonement”), the difference may not be of great consequence, especially if, with respect to the former, hilastērion functions as metonymy for means of atonement.39 Likewise, the famous debate between “expiation” (sin remediated) and “propitiation” (God’s wrath appeased) has ultimately more to do with theological sensibility than lexical evidence, especially if one grants that the proximate referent of hilastērion is the “mercy seat.” Nonetheless, all agree that, as hilastērion, Christ’s death is an atonement for sin, not less than the means by which its alienating effects are overcome. Allowing for variations in detail, virtually all agree that, in God’s putting forward Christ as the hilastērion, recompense for sin is meted out and its alienating consequences ameliorated.40

The syntax of the compressed expression is admittedly difficult, as indicated by the necessary freedom with which English translations reorder the prepositional phrases.41 This does not mean that the train of thought is hopelessly ambiguous; there is an apparent logic, noted by almost all adherents to the TPP. Because the hilastērion bears and exhausts the recompense due human sin, God demonstrates that he is just. Justice, in this case, is demonstrated in the fact that God has not let humanity’s formerly committed sins go unpunished (tēn paresin tōn progegonotōn hamartēmatōn); his patient forbearance is not to be confused with moral indifference or injustice. That there is a retribution for sins is implied in the logic with which the paragraph concludes. The hilastērion bears the consequences of the formerly committed sins, showing that God, who makes (or counts) sinners just, is also, in doing so, himself just.

The outcome of this line of argument is that the universal, divine-human alienation is overcome in Christ’s atoning sacrifice, a redemption offered apart from law keeping, to Jew and Gentile alike, received by faith in Christ. The human dilemma is universal—not so much between Jew and Gentile, but encompassing both—and ultimately with God, before whom humans stand guilty, condemned and helpless in themselves to remediate their circumstances. What humans cannot do for themselves by keeping the law, achieving righteousness, God does for them in Christ’s atoning sacrifice that, expiating sin and (for most of the TPP) propitiating God, avails a righteousness appropriated by faith not secured by works.

It follows from this understanding of Romans 3:21-26 that Romans 3:27–4:8 offers a fuller unpacking of the key elements, especially of the antithesis between “works” and “faith.” Because this redemption is accomplished by God alone and is received passively by human faith, it leaves no ground for boasting, a theme highlighted in Romans 3:27 and again in Romans 4:2.42 The exclusion of boasting is expressly rooted in the works-faith antithesis, confirmed by two explanatory clauses: “For [gar] we hold that a man is justified by faith apart from works of law” (Rom 3:28). And again: “For [gar] if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God” (Rom 4:2 NRSV). Indeed, given that (1) Romans 3:19 summarizes the human plight by eliminating “works of the law” as a viable answer, (2) Romans 3:20 introduces a righteousness of God “apart from the law” as the answer to that plight, and (3) the entire passage forbids boasting twice on the ground of a works-faith antithesis, it cannot be surprising that the traditional Protestant interpretation finds grace, understood in a particular way, at the heart of this passage: “being justified freely [dōrean] by his grace [tē autou chariti].”

It would seem to TPP interpreters that this finds an indubitable confirmation in Paul’s simple analogy in Romans 4:4, in which a “wage” (misthos), something “owed” (opheilēma), is contrasted to a “gift” (charis, the same word of course elsewhere translated as “grace”). This common-sense scenario is then applied in Romans 4:5 to the matter at hand, the justification of “the ungodly”: “But to one who, not working but rather believing [pisteuonti] upon him who justifies the ungodly, such faith is reckoned as righteousness” (Rom 4:5). That works are not efficacious as a means of righteousness is further emphasized in the introduction to the quotation from Psalm 32: “So also [kathaper]43 David pronounces a blessing upon the man to whom God reckons righteousness [logizetai dikaiosynēn] apart from works [chōris ergōn]” (Rom 4:6). Finally, by means of the citation from Psalm 32:1-2, it becomes clear that Paul understands faith “reckoned as righteousness” as clearly entailing the forgiveness of sin apart from works of deserving.44 From the perspective of the TPP it would be hard to know how the antithesis between works and faith, between qualifying effort and unmerited grace to the disqualified, could be made any clearer.

Indeed, from the vantage point of the TPP, Romans 4:4-8 is a sort of pay-dirt summarization of the whole complex. Here it is clear that Abraham’s exercise of faith, which was “reckoned to him for [or, as] righteousness” (elogisthē auto eis dikaiosynēn) serves as a synonymous expression for “to be justified” (edikaiōthē). But when Paul explicates the content of “being reckoned righteous” (logizetai dikaiosynēn), he does so by recourse to a psalm of David:


Blessed are those whose iniquities are forgiven,

and whose sins are covered;

blessed is the man whose sin the Lord

will not reckon [ou mē logisētai]. (Rom 4:7-8; Ps 32:1-2 [LXX 31:1-2])



Thus, from the psalm, the substance of being reckoned righteousness is described first positively as having iniquities forgiven and sins covered and then, by antonymic wordplay (repeating logizomai), it is not having one’s sin “reckoned” against him.45

But, not surprisingly, the NPP finds this motif less obvious and certainly less central. This works-faith antithesis, which is the hallmark and bulwark of the TPP exegesis of Pauline soteriology, accords with the chief emphases of the NPP only with some considerable awkwardness. Most problematically, it would seem to call into question the claim that Paul’s polemic with regard to “works of the law” and “works” (typically regarded as shorthand for “works of the law” in the NPP) consists in the practical barrier of Jewish cultural particularism. But if, in fact, the fault with “works of the law” is that they bid for merit before God, making righteousness a wage of obligation rather than a gift of grace, the NPP is at risk of having labored in vain. Of course, it can hardly be the case that Romans 4:4-8 has caught the NPP by surprise, and alternative accounts are readily available, but it is hard to avoid the impression that, if the NPP ever grasps at straws, it is here.46 Even if, as I see it, the TPP exegesis of Romans 4:1-8 is incomplete, the strength of the TPP position is not easily dismissed.

But, having given the TPP an extended and sympathetic hearing, it must be noted that there are motifs running throughout this passage that the TPP seems not so much to overlook as to accord insufficient weight. By any careful reading, the text is suffused with an underlying dynamic of the Jew-Gentile salvation-historical relationship that is at least as fundamental—arguably more fundamental—to the argument as the universal divine-human question.47 Of course, the two are not mutually exclusive, but reading centuries distant from the originating crisis there is a danger of transforming the substance of the discourse subtly so as to address a different set of concerns. It may then be useful also to highlight those features of the text—largely set aside in the TPP account given above—that highlight the pervasiveness of the Jew-Gentile dynamic. The Jew-Gentile condition is not merely a “red thread” running through an otherwise divine-human diagnosis and prescription; it is rather more of a heavy rope braided of the following strands.

1. While it is a commonplace to say that the climax to Paul’s argument in Romans 3:9-20 serves to indict the whole of sinful humanity, Paul himself concludes that indictment with a curiously particularistic flair: he specifies that “whatever the law says, it speaks to those who are under [Greek, en] the law” (Rom 3:19 NRSV; cf. 2:12; 7:1, 23). Yes, this is in order that “every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to God” (Rom 3:19), but according to Romans 3:19, the indictment of Romans 3:10-18 remains directed especially toward Israel, presumably in an a fortiori relationship to the “world.” This means that, like the argument that preceded it in Romans 1:18–3:8, the concluding coup de grace indictment, although including all of humanity, does so not by obliterating ethnic or salvation-historical distinctions but by encompassing them.

2. Arguably—though this is much disputed—the “works of the law” of Romans 3:20, impotent to justify, are those Jewish practices of particularity that distinguish faithful Jews from surrounding peoples.48 Whether or not “works of the law” are to be construed so narrowly, it remains the case that Paul highlights the impotence of the law to save (by works of the law “no human being will be justified in his sight”) while also consigning the law to its more modest and negative function of illuminating sin (“for through the law comes consciousness of sin,” NAB). There can be little doubt that in the broad scope of Pauline theology there is a critique of the law—which is not quite a critique of the law—located in an anthropological deficit, that is, in the general human inability to obey God (e.g., Rom 7:7-25; 8:7-8). But, however true that might be, there is no indication that this is Paul’s argument at this point.49 For now, Paul is content to say that the law, though a dimension of Israel’s salvation-historical privilege, is nonetheless not the answer for a disobedient Israel, as, indeed, he has been saying throughout the preceding (see esp. Rom 2:17-29). Thus, the argument here, even with its universal dimensions, remains substantially descriptive of the plight of Israel as revealed by the law. Again, this is not to deny that this passage depicts a universal dilemma but rather to claim that it does so with an a fortiori particularity: if this is the plight of Israel, despite all of her patent advantages (Rom 3:1-9), how much more are the Gentiles impugned?

3. In Romans 3:22-23, Paul “interrupts” his dense soteriological brief with an apparent reference to ethnicity, which could almost seem a distracting tangent according to some interpretations of the passage: “For there is no distinction, since all [i.e., both Jew and Gentile] have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”50 This is no tangent at all but, rather, central to Paul’s entire argument. The shared Jew and Gentile dilemma, however differently it might manifest itself, calls for a solution equally to be shared by Jew and Gentile.

4. Romans 3:27 introduces the question of “boasting.” And although also a matter of considerable debate, it seems antecedently probable in light of the argument in Romans 2 that repeatedly marginalizes Jewish self-confidence (esp. Rom 2:1-5, 17-29), that this not a general human boasting before God but a particular Jewish covenantal self-assuredness that is now “excluded.”51 This is not to say that Paul considered Jews characteristically guilty of “works righteousness” and is here censuring that pursuit and a supposed haughtiness in its wake. Rather, nothing could have been more natural to the Jews faithful to the covenant than that they should glory in divine election, which would be precisely the opposite of autosoterism, much less “sin” (as Bultmann would have it), even if some of the presenting symptoms might share a superficial resemblance.52 In any case, the mention and exclusion of “boasting” here points to the fact that Paul has never taken his eyes off the Jewish dilemma and the characteristic bent of his beloved kinsmen, now observed through the lens of the gospel.

5. In Romans 3:28-30, Paul’s confirms that “a person is justified by faith apart from works of the law” by the ad absurdum rhetorical question and its answer: “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 uncircumcised through that same faith” (NRSV). It could not be any clearer that the alienation of Jew and Gentile from one another, on the one hand, and their reconciliation together, on the other, continue to be central themes for Paul, arguably the center of this discourse. Were law to remain an exclusive means of covenantal inclusion, the covenant itself would remain exclusive to a people rather than the embrace of Jew and Gentile together into the Abrahamic family. Thus, Romans 3:29-30 (one God making one people of two) forms an essential partnership with Romans 3:22-23: Jew and Gentile sharing a singular dilemma (the argumentative burden of the labyrinthine Rom 1:18–3:20) and finding in “a righteousness apart from the law” (dikaiosynē chōris nomou, Rom 3:21) by means of faith a common solution, in which together they form the one people of the one God (the particular burden of Rom 3:21–4:25).

6. Romans 4:1, a text beset with ambiguities and textual uncertainties,53 may well bear witness directly to the same Jew and Gentile division, now as it is restored in the Messiah Jesus. It is customary to translate the verse more or less this way: “What then can we say that Abraham found, our ancestor according to the flesh?” (NAB). This then is an introduction to a discourse concerning Abraham, who is assumed to be “our forefather according to the flesh” and who discovered that righteousness was credited to him on the ground of faith (Gen 15:6). But a persuasive case can be made that the text should be understood differently: “What then shall we say? That we find Abraham to be our forefather according to the flesh [i.e., our forefather according to natural descent]?” (my translation, but cf., alone among contemporary English translations, CEB).54 The traditional translation assumes that the question is simply introductory, preparing as a thematic announcement for a discussion of the ground of Abraham’s righteousness.55 The alternative translation understands the verse as a two-part rhetorical question, clearly expecting a negative answer,56 not merely a transition but a thesis in question form: “No, as we will see, Abraham is our forefather on grounds other than natural descent.” Abraham is the forefather of Jew and Gentile alike not as a matter of natural descent (“according to the flesh”) but by virtue of a shared righteousness by faith. In other words, Romans 4:1 continues directly on the theme of “no distinction” (Rom 3:23) and the one God being God of Jew and Gentiles alike (Rom 3:29-30), both of whom are made righteous on the ground of faith rather than natural descent.

7. If that is the force of Romans 4:1, then the argument that follows—essentially a detailed exploration of Genesis 15:6, “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness”(NRSV)—functions differently than the TPP has assumed. At the very least, what follows Romans 4:1 must be seen as an argument for how it is, in fact, that Abraham is the forefather of all his “seed” (sperma, Rom 4:13, 15, 18) inclusive of Jews and Gentiles alike. This makes the transition from the “righteous by faith” motif of Romans 4:1-8 to the inclusion of the “uncircumcised” in Romans 4:9-18 no transition at all but rather a continuation of the original theme announced in Romans 4:1.57

This passing survey of certain exegetical cruxes demonstrates not that the TPP exegesis is mistaken but that it is characteristically incomplete. In other words, this passage, which is so easily read as a straightforward universal soteriology in which God’s grace provides redemption for ungodly persons by faith apart from works, by a NPP reading becomes an extended discussion of the inclusion of Gentiles into the family of Abraham. This should come as no surprise to the attentive reader of Romans 1:16–3:20, in which the Jew-Gentile dynamic is found throughout, from the articulation of the thesis of the letter (Rom 1:16-17) to the shared culpability of Jew and Gentile that is described in considerable detail in what follows. And, while no recent Romans scholarship in the TPP vein has overlooked all these signs of the Jew-Gentile dynamic, it could be argued that, hurrying to expound Paul’s abiding soteriology, TPP scholarship has minimized the very dimensions of the text that the NPP, perhaps to the point of overcorrection, maximizes. In fact, there is perhaps no passage in the Pauline corpus that is so cooperative with both paradigms. We might say that the TPP reads Romans 1–4 as though it were Ephesians 2:1-10 while NPP renders the same chapters rather more like they were Ephesians 2:11-22 or, perhaps even more accurately, another version of the substance of Galatians 3:6-29. But, as I am suggesting, herein lies the problem.

I am arguing that the state of the question in Pauline scholarship on Romans betrays diverse understandings of Paul’s theology in this letter precisely because Romans marks the developmental crux of Paul’s soteriology. The reason that Pauline scholarship divides in its reading of Romans is that ultimately Romans marks a transition in Paul’s own soteriology, or at least in its expression, in which characteristic elements of the NPP and TPP coexist, while neither overrules the other. To put it oversimplistically, the besetting fault of the NPP is to read Romans too closely to (its reading of) Galatians, and the prevailing fault of the TPP is to read it too closely to, say, (its reading of) Ephesians, when the letter is not quite the same as either but marks a theological transition between the two, sharing and combining elements of both.




2.3 EPHESIANS 2:1-22

Though a longer text than either of the preceding, my treatment of Ephesians 2 will of necessity be briefer. Because Ephesians is not regarded by a majority of contemporary New Testament scholars as authentically Pauline,58 it has yet to play a significant role in the NPP debate. But this is unfortunate, for, regardless of authenticity and for all the putative differences, it stands in continuity with Paul’s undisputed letters, not least in Ephesians 2, where the contested leitmotifs of the TPP and NPP are again found in near collocation. As Wright has noted, Ephesians 2:1-10 is a sort of locus classicus of the TPP and Ephesians 2:11-22 a demonstration of the ever-present NPP thesis that the unity of Jew and Gentile—the driving concern of Paul’s earliest letters—remains a living concern even in this later (if not deutero-) Pauline letter.59
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