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      A great deal of Pauline water, indeed a veritable flood of Pauline water, has passed under the bridge since the first edition of The Paul Quest appeared in 1998 and then won a biblical studies book of the year award from Christianity Today in 1999.1 Some very major—and some would say seminal and game-changing—studies on Paul began to appear in 1998, starting with J. D. G. Dunn’s synthesis volume, The Theology of Paul the Apostle, followed by a whole series of books on Paul or his thought world by N. T. Wright, climaxing in 2013 with Wright’s magnum opus Paul and the Faithfulness of God. This was then unexpectedly followed by a capstone work by E. P. Sanders titled Paul: The Apostle’s Life, Letters, and Thought, in 2015, and perhaps the most important study on Paul’s theology of grace in a generation, by John Barclay, titled Paul and the Gift, which also appeared in 2015.


      What characterizes all these works is that they are very large books indeed, the smallest one being Barclay’s, which is a mere 670-plus pages, with Wright’s volumes clocking in at a hefty 1,700-plus pages. Yes, there have also been a variety of other seminal, more specialized studies on Paul in the last twenty years, but none more influential than these on the field, and it should be noted that they all come from the pens of those who either are British New Testament scholars or spent considerable time, as Sanders did (at Oxford), teaching at British institutions and imbibing the Pauline air from that side of the pond. But it should not be overlooked that the more apocalyptic reading of Paul’s thought by Ernst Käsemann (see especially his Romans commentary) has borne major fruit in America in Lou Martyn’s landmark Galatians commentary and then in various works by his doctoral student Beverly Gaventa.2 Also, some of the scholars associated with the “new perspective on Paul,” such as Richard Hays and N. T. Wright, have been especially influential in advocating the reading of the Pauline phrase pistis Christou (literally “faith of Christ”) to refer to Christ’s own faith and faithfulness to God.


      Thus it is that the course of Pauline studies in the last twenty years dictates a different approach to the study of Paul than was undertaken in the first Paul Quest book, where I (Ben) focused on three different aspects of the Pauline personality—Paul the Jew, Paul the Roman citizen, and Paul the follower of Christ. In this study, we must focus on the interface between Pauline thought and the Pauline mission, with special attention to the former, because that is where the balance of the discussion has been—taking up topics such as the faith of Christ, or justification, or grace. We will do this by focusing carefully on the contributions of these major works, and related seminal studies, assessing both how they have advanced our understanding of Paul and his thought world, and how they may have gone awry in the course of the deep and helpful probing that characterizes these works. We will consider the new perspective(s) on Paul, the apocalyptic Paul of Martyn and Gaventa (and others), the misreading of Paul’s concepts of righteousness and grace, and much more. We have no illusions that we can cover the whole Pauline waterfront of the last twenty years—there’s simply too much water! But what we can do is assess some of the major studies and contributions that have been and are likely to continue to be the most influential for our understanding of the first great Christian theologian and missionary—Paul the apostle to the Gentiles.


      As for the division of labor, Ben will be taking on the chapters on Wright and Barclay, while Jason will contribute the chapters on the new perspective in general, on Sanders, on Dunn, and on the apocalyptic Paul. In the final conclusions, we will raise and try to answer some questions about what fresh light all these discussions shed on Paul the man, his mission, and his thought world.
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To my editors Dan Reid and Michael Thomson, for all their encouragement over many years as I kept writing about Paul.

—Ben Witherington III

 

My love of Paul was inspired by my first teacher of Paul, Dr. Chris Miller. Under him, I devoured Galatians and Romans in spring 2006. Sitting on a back porch pouring over Paul’s letters piqued my interest in what these ancient letters might have to say for today. I can honestly say this book would never had happened without his introducing me, in many ways for the first time, to the apostle Paul. Likewise, Dr. Gary Meadors instilled the virtue of a love for research and understanding the history of ideas. Finally, Dr. Ben Witherington has graciously guided me towards some formative readings of Paul and graciously gave me the opportunity to write this book with him. To all my teachers, I am grateful for your generosity toward me and investment in me.

Further thanks are in order to Tyndale House in Cambridge, England, where several of my chapters took form over the years. The generous hospitality of Tyndale provided much-needed space for research. From wandering the stacks to conversations over tea, I’m grateful for my time there.

I’d also like to thank our editors Dan Reid, who first commissioned this project, and Anna Gissing, who brought it to completion!

Finally, none of my work is possible without the generous support of Lisa. She has given me much freedom to research and write that has been so valuable to allow this book to come to fruition. This book is a gift to her and our son, Augustine Matthew.

—Jason A. Myers
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When John wrote, “Behold, I am making all things New!”

(Rev 21:5), one wonders whether this applies to Pauline theology.

ANONYMOUS
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Since the initial publication of The Paul Quest in 1998, Pauline scholars have continued churning out book after book on the apostle Paul. There has been an explosion of resources from a variety of fields in the guild. While the first Paul quest book was concerned with issues relating to Paul’s identity and thought, little space could be devoted to the history of interpretation of Paul, which has shaped how we know what we know. One of the larger developments in Pauline scholarship in the last thirty years is the so-called new perspective on Paul; at this time of writing, however, even this phrase is out of touch in many ways with the current state of Pauline studies.

First, the new perspective is no longer new. The phrase was coined by James Dunn in 1983 and is now thirty-seven years old. Second, the term perspective is a bit misleading, as there is no singular view on Paul within the new perspective on Paul. The term perspectives may be a bit more appropriate, as it represents a variety of persons and issues, some of whom seldom agree with one another. These perspectives will be unpacked in due course. Third, we now have new terms, such as “beyond the new perspective,” that build on, extend, and truly go beyond the new perspective on Paul. For these reasons and more, a book such as this is needed in order to keep pace with the flurry of publications on Paul over the past twenty years since the initial publication of The Paul Quest. However, in order to know where Pauline studies is headed, one must have an appropriate knowledge of where Pauline studies has come from.1 Hence this retrospective is in order.


WHERE TO BEGIN?

Any work on Paul has to pick a starting point, this work being no exception. The Pauline volcano had been bubbling up for some time before the eruption that was the new perspective on Paul. Although it might seem obvious to start a retrospect on the new perspective on Paul with E. P. Sanders or James Dunn, this would be a mistake and set off the conversation within the wrong context and on the wrong track. In order to understand the context of Sanders, Dunn, Wright, and others, we must take a step back and investigate some of the forerunners who led the way to those scholars’ seminal works. For the purposes of the current project we will begin with Krister Stendahl.2




THE GREAT-GRANDFATHER OF THE NEW PERSPECTIVE ON PAUL: KRISTER STENDAHL

The work of Krister Stendahl marked a noted shift in Pauline studies.3 In 1963 he published “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West,” which anticipated much of later Pauline studies emphases by almost twenty years.4 However, even here, Stendahl’s work had its own predecessors.5 His influential work was first given as a lecture in 1960, published in Swedish in 1961, and then in English two years later. One of the primary features of Stendahl’s work is his emphasis on the uniqueness of Paul’s historical context and the differences between his time and ours. Stendahl argues that one of the most basic issues of Paul had gone unnoticed, and this issue shaped Paul’s thought to a greater extent than any other.

According to Stendahl, the missing link in Pauline studies was the relationship between Jews and Gentiles. At the heart of Stendahl’s concern is that Paul’s letters have been homogenized to reveal an abstract theological outline rather than attention being devoted to the particular issues that Paul addressed. It is to this primary issue of Paul being an apostle to the Gentiles, in a specific historical situation, that Stendahl directs his entire attention. Stendahl raises the important correction that Paul’s teaching had been detached from his mission and task, to be the apostle to the Gentiles. One can see how this sort of emphasis could even lead to some of the later Jewish perspectives on Paul that have insisted that not only is Paul the apostle to the Gentiles, but that what he says about circumcision, Sabbath, and other boundary issues are strictly applicable only to Gentile followers of Jesus. In other words, Paul is not addressing the issues of “Jew and Gentile united in Christ.” He is addressing Gentile Christians only.6

One of the first pillars Stendahl attempts to demolish in a typical reading of Paul deals with the man himself. Here Stendahl picks up the typical interpretation of Paul’s Damascus road experience as involving a conversion (Acts 9:1-9; 22:4-16; 26:9-16; Gal 1:11-17). Stendahl highlights the continuity both before and after this event to argue that rather than a conversion of Paul, what we have is a new call for Paul. Paul receives a new assignment from God: a move from persecutor to proclaimer. Stendahl draws attention to the allusions from the Old Testament in Paul’s experience, specifically to Jeremiah and Isaiah, that appear in these accounts. Stendahl surmises that what we have in these accounts is a prophetic call of Paul, like that of Jeremiah or Isaiah.

Stendahl’s approach is certainly helpful for understanding Paul. One feature of his nuanced and attentive reading of Paul is our language in describing “how Paul met Jesus.” He argues that the term conversion has too much baggage in the modern context to do justice to the experience of Paul and is perhaps too strong of a term to describe Paul’s change. Certainly, it is not the same as someone changing from a polytheistic religion to Christianity. The change for Paul is not necessarily in his conception of Yahweh but in his understanding of Jesus as Messiah. To this degree, Stendahl rightly draws attention to the problems with the word conversion when used of Paul’s Damascus road experience. The issue is the new thing Paul embraces, not the old thing he leaves behind, because he does not leave behind his faith in the God of the Old Testament.

Paul’s experience as a call rather than a conversion has several corollaries in terms of understanding Paul’s message. First, what is specifically revealed to Paul is not the doctrine of justification but that Gentiles can enter the people of God without becoming Jewish. In this regard, Stendahl also anticipated by many decades the recent attempts by Jewish New Testament scholars to reclaim Paul as an observant Jew simply focused on bringing Gentiles to biblical faith.7 On Stendahl’s view, what accompanied Paul’s new vocation was a new understanding of the law. Paul’s call radically shaped his understanding of the law in the program and outworking of God in salvation history. The theological payoff for this, according to Stendahl, is that the epicenter of Paul’s thought about God, salvation, and the law springs from his new vocation as apostle to the Gentiles.

A second corollary of Stendahl’s emphasis on call rather than conversion is directed specifically against the Lutheran reading of Paul that views him as a conflicted individual before his “conversion.” Stendahl rightly stresses that we have no evidence from the New Testament that Paul ever experienced a situation similar to Martin Luther. There were no pangs of conscience, no inner turmoil or despair. Rather, the New Testament evidence from Acts and Paul’s letters points in the opposite direction. Paul had no issues with following the law, something he did remarkably well according to Philippians 3, calling himself “as for righteousness based on the law, faultless.”

It is a fruitful exercise for the student of Paul to entertain a thought experiment concerning what changed, theologically speaking, for Paul pre- and post-Damascus. The obvious answer is that his understanding of Jesus took a 180-degree turn. Paul went from understanding Jesus as a false messiah bent on leading the nation astray to being the savior of Israel. There is perhaps no word better than conversion to speak of how Paul changed his mind on Jesus. However, after his messianic revolution, one can wonder whether much else changed. He certainly didn’t stop being a monotheist, and his canon of Scripture seemed to stay the same as well. One might argue that his interpretation of that Scripture changed, but not the texts themselves. Likewise, his focus on the moral and ethical impetus of the Hebrew Scriptures is present both before and after Damascus. Again, one ought to take time to think through, rather than just assume, that everything changed for Paul. This is perhaps the greatest pedagogical help that Stendahl provided.

While there is much that can and should be commended about Stendahl’s emphasis on call rather than conversion, there is criticism that needs to be raised. The Paul we meet in both Acts and his letters is Paul the persecutor, one who oversaw the murder of fellow Jews who in his mind had apostatized by following Jesus as Messiah and had now put the whole nation at risk. What Stendahl’s argument assumes, although not explicitly, is that Paul’s call to persecute apostates was acceptable and Paul merely had a transfer between theological departments. This, however, raises the precise issue that Paul had radically misunderstood his calling by God; indeed, the Damascus experience is when Paul realizes that his call had been radically pointed in the wrong direction. Perhaps we can begin to speak of a conversion of Paul’s call? Might this adjudicate the two different approaches? It would seem that this notion stresses the appropriate point of Stendahl’s argument, in that it eliminates the theological baggage of conversion in the soteriological sense. However, it gives due weight to the radicalness in Paul’s change of thought concerning the person of Jesus and the people of God.

Likewise, when we encounter Paul’s story in Luke’s narrative, he has placed it right in the middle of a triple conversion narrative: the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26-40), Saul/Paul (Acts 9), and Cornelius (Acts 10). Paul’s story is preceded by the conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch and followed by the conversion of Cornelius and his household. Now, we should separate how Luke has presented Paul’s account versus Paul’s own description, but it is worth noting at least how one first-century representative—Luke—understood the event.

Stendahl’s work came to exercise a profound influence on numerous people associated with the new perspective on Paul, as will be seen below. A proper understanding of Stendahl’s work reveals a profound shaping of the subsequent conversation. If nothing else, his arguments provided some of the first cracks in the traditional perspective on Paul as an advocate of grace rather than law, justification by faith rather than works-righteousness. In other words, his arguments showed that Paul was not Luther’s predecessor.




(RE)VIEWING JUDAISM: E. P. SANDERS

Our next figure is E. P. Sanders, who typically leads the list in a discussion of the origin(s) of the new perspective on Paul. His epochal work, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, challenged many common assumptions in New Testament scholarship and secondarily in Pauline studies. His book is a massive attempt to offer a critical rereading of the relevant primary Jewish (including later rabbinical) sources to construct an historical portrait of first-century Judaism as a backdrop for the study of the historical Jesus and Paul. However, as seen above, Sanders’s work has its predecessors, and thus his contribution to the discussion did not appear out of nowhere. Contrary to the popular opinion of those most critical of the new perspective on Paul, his attempt was not the first attempt to reevaluate either first-century Judaism or Paul. This endeavor, in part, had already been put on the map by Albert Schweitzer, furthered to a large degree by W. D. Davies almost twenty years prior, and echoed in theory by Stendahl ten years before Sanders’s own work.8 There was also the extensive work of Martin Hengel, who came to very different conclusions from Sanders on these seminal issues.9 Sanders merely represents the most influential and extensive attempt to read Paul against a historical reconstruction of first-century Judaism.

In 1977, Sanders delivered his now-famous work. Paul and Palestinian Judaism offers a critical rereading of the primary evidence of Jewish literature between 200 BCE and 200 CE and an alternative portrayal of Judaism. Sanders argues that previous scholarship was indebted to a critical misreading of the primary evidence by approaching it from systematic categories and relying heavily on the flawed compendiums of Hermann Strack and Paul Billerbeck.10 The assumptions of New Testament scholars about Judaism were built on the few scholars who had profoundly misunderstood the data. Sanders aimed to offer a new methodology and to compare the two religions of Judaism and Christianity by the features of “getting in” and “staying in.” He argues that the key error of previous scholarship is that it had not read the data in light of the covenant. The covenant is key to understanding the reward-and-punishment language of Second Temple Judaism. Thus, Sanders coins the term covenantal nomism. Listed below are the primary implications of this term:


	1. God has chosen Israel and given the law. This law implies


	2. God’s promise to maintain the election and the requirement to obey.


	3. God rewards obedience and punishes transgression.


	4. The law provides a means for atonement, and atonement results in maintenance or reestablishment of the covenantal relationship.


	5. All those who are maintained in the covenant by obedience, atonement, and God’s mercy belong to the group that will be saved.11




Key to Sanders’s proposal is that both God’s choosing of Israel and salvation were predicated on God’s mercy. Sanders holds that what was not previously understood was that the first and last points were considered within Judaism to be by God’s mercy rather than by human achievement. It is this notion of covenantal nomism that Sanders says characterized the Judaism(s) in the period of Jesus and Paul. He maintains that this form of Judaism was prevalent before the destruction of the temple in 70 CE and was not marked by hypocrisy but balanced both grace and works. There was strong pushback from scholars that this is too sweeping a generalization, since there is also evidence in early Judaism of what later was called works-righteousness in regard to both getting in and staying in.12

With this paradigm in place, Sanders finally turns to address the implications for the study of Paul and his message. Sanders holds that there are two convictions or presuppositions that guide the entirety of Paul’s thought: (1) “Jesus Christ is Lord, in that God has provided salvation of all who believe . . . and that he [Jesus] will soon return to bring all things to an end,” and (2) “Paul was called to be the Apostle to the Gentiles”; these two convictions go hand in hand (one can see the agreement with Stendahl’s argument at this point).13 In Sanders’s reconstruction the entire world, both Jews and Gentiles, now stands in need of a savior precisely because of what God has provided in Christ.

Sanders views Paul’s argument as running from solution to plight; others had traditionally argued that Paul’s argument runs from plight to solution (from sin to salvation). Rather, Sanders stresses that Paul starts with the solution—God has acted in Christ—and then goes on to explain why humanity needed to be saved in this way. In terms of theological categories, justification is for Paul a term of “getting in,” whereas in Judaism it was a term of “staying in.” This was the fundamental difference between Paul and Judaism. Although Paul and Judaism agree on final salvation and judgment, Paul had misunderstood Judaism by distorting three important aspects of Judaism, election, covenant, and Torah. According to Sanders, Paul had transformed and to some extent transcended them.

Ultimately, what Sanders concludes is that what Paul found wrong with Judaism was that it was not Christianity. Many have remarked that Sanders’s landmark book, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, ought actually to be titled Judaism (and also Paul), as a majority of his work is consumed with the reconstruction of first-century Judaism, with a rather short appendix on Paul. Such a lackluster conclusion on Paul did not satisfy many and set the stage for what became known as the new perspective on Paul. As became clear in the further discussions that critiqued Sanders’s work, Sanders was too indebted to certain older liberal Protestant readings of Paul, for example those of Schweitzer, and had not done justice to the detailed work of scholars such as Hengel, who also sought to situate Paul firmly within the context of early Judaism. Much later, in 2015, Sanders sought to redress the balance by focusing clearly and in detail on Paul in Paul: The Apostle’s Life, Letters, and Thought, which we will discuss in chapter two. In a very real sense, though this work was published in 2015, it reflects Sanders’s much earlier work and thoughts about Paul, being chiefly his Pauline lecture material he used at Oxford and then Duke for many years before his retirement.




A NEW NAME FOR A NEW MOVEMENT: JAMES D. G. DUNN

While many appreciated (and some didn’t) Sanders’s reconstruction of the Judaism of Jesus’ and Paul’s day, not all were satisfied with his conclusion on Paul. Such was the impetus for the work of James Dunn. He argued that the portrayal of Paul that Sanders offered was no better than what more traditional readings had given. So, in 1983, in his T. W. Manson Memorial Lecture, Dunn argued that what was needed was “a new perspective on Paul” that carried forward Sanders’s conclusions on Judaism and more accurately placed Paul within Judaism.14

Dunn argues that when it came to justification, Paul and mainstream Judaism were in agreement. In terms of early Christianity, Dunn argues that the dividing line was not between those who believed in Jesus as Messiah and those who didn’t, but rather between those who saw the role of the law as temporary and those who did not. Thus, the problem was eschatological, not soteriological. According to Dunn, Paul had no objections to the law but only to “works of the law,” which Dunn argues was Paul’s term for the boundary-defining elements of the law that most set Jews apart from Gentiles—circumcision, Sabbath keeping, and food laws. In the subsequent years following his 1983 lecture, he clarified that the phrase “works of the law” refers to those things that mark the Jews out as distinctive within Gentile contexts and not necessarily anything that the law requires. In Dunn’s new perspective, one should focus on the social function of the Mosaic law and see justification as the overcoming of the barrier of the law that separated Jews and Gentiles. Paul, then, was not working against legalism but against Jewish particularism or Jewish nationalism and against defining the covenant in ethnic terms. However, scholars develop ideas over time. In some of his most recent works, Dunn has stepped back from his overly limited definition of “works of the law.” He now agrees, with some of his critics, that the phrase could refer to anything the Mosaic law requires.15 We will have occasion in chapter four to probe and critique Dunn’s approach in depth.

It is worth noting at this point the confluence of work being done in the late 1970s on both sides of the pond that was influential in what became the new perspective on Paul. In 1977 E. P. Sanders issued his groundbreaking work. At about the same time, in 1978, N. T. Wright published his soon-to-be-influential article “The Paul of History and the Apostle of Faith.”16 Although the term “new perspective on Paul” was not coined until 1983, with Dunn’s Manson lecture, the ground was already being laid, and in fact Wright can be partially credited for coming up with the descriptor “new perspective on Paul.”




(RE)DRAWING THE MAP: N. T. WRIGHT

N. T. Wright’s contribution to the developing new perspective on Paul include numerous journal articles and books, but one of the earliest forays was his 1978 article “The Paul of History and the Apostle of Faith,” along with his exegetically detailed study The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (1991).17 In an echoing of the concerns of Stendahl and with a titular nod to Martin Kähler, Wright argues that Paul must be understood within a Jewish eschatological backdrop. The core of Paul’s thought can be summarized as follows: Paul was a faithful Jew, a Pharisee, who came to believe that Jesus had been raised from the dead and vindicated by Israel’s God. This was the Copernican revolution that caused Paul to reformulate Jewish theology (election, covenant, monotheism, and law) in light of God’s surprising action in Christ. Paul’s reflection on Torah is not determined by his views on sin but rather by the Hebrew Bible itself. Wright argues that Paul’s view of the law is shaped by his reading of Genesis 15; Deuteronomy 30; Jeremiah 31; Isaiah 40–55; and Habakkuk. Paul came to see that the temporary role and the plans of the law were accomplished in the person of Jesus. Thus, Paul reshaped the main elements of Judaism around the figure of Jesus, and every aspect of Paul’s theology is rooted in the Judaism within which Paul remained. This reading of Paul in light of certain key parts of the Old Testament, especially Deuteronomy 27–30, has characterized Wright’s work from the beginning. We will examine and critique his views in detail in chapter three, with attention given to Wright’s magnum opus, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, which emerged in two volumes in 2013.

Here it is important to point out a few of the distinctive themes of Wright’s work:


	1. the idea of Christ (and, within the context of Christ, the church) as Israel or the true Israelite who fulfills the mission Israel was meant to fulfill of being a light to the nations;


	2. the notion that God’s people were still in exile when Jesus and Paul said and did what they said and did;


	3. that therefore, according to Wright, Jesus’ coming amounted to “the return of Yahweh to Zion to redeem his people from exile”;


	4. the notion that the new covenant is the fulfillment of the Mosaic one, such that there is covenantal continuity between the various covenants; and therefore


	5. the larger picture of creation, fall, and various acts of redemption should be seen within the context of covenantal theology; and so


	6. God’s righteousness refers at least in part to God’s covenant faithfulness to his people through Christ; and


	7. Christ’s own faithfulness to fulfill God’s mission for him, including faithfulness to be obedient even unto death on the cross. This latter is what the phrase pistis Christou refers to.




Here is not the place to go into a detailed critique of Wright’s distinctive emphases, but what can be said is that they are permutations of a rather traditional Reformed approach to Paul and covenantal theology, apart from the exile idea and the new way of reading “the faith of Christ” (pistis Christou) phrase. Not many have followed Wright on (2) and (3) above (though see the new response book titled Exile: A Conversation with N. T. Wright, edited by James Scott and published in 2017), and (1) above has led to Wright’s being accused of supersessionism, the idea that the church has superseded Israel as God’s people, a notion that has great difficulties explaining Romans 9–11, where Israel seems clearly to mean non-Christian Jews.18

As has already been noted about the new perspective on Paul, it involves various perspectives even on the issue of pistis Christou, which Dunn and John Barclay both still think refers to “faith in Christ.” Sanders thinks the phrase mostly means “faith in Christ,” but perhaps in one or two instances refers to the “the faith Christ had,” and only Wright and Richard B. Hays have strongly and persistently argued for the phrase meaning “the faithfulness of Christ” wherever one finds it in Paul. What is shared in common by these various scholars is an inclination to see “works of the law” as a phrase that largely critiques narrow Jewish nationalism, including the requirement of even Gentiles having to pass through the boundary markers of circumcision, Sabbath keeping, and accepting food laws to be full-fledged members of the God’s people. Some of these scholars, particularly Dunn, have a disinclination to affirm that Paul was instigating a parting of the ways with Judaism. Others, particularly Wright, do not see a reference in Romans 9–11 to a future for non-Christian Israel apart from the ongoing life of the church.

In short, the new perspective on Paul not only does not involve a single perspective, but it also does not involve a total consensus about the things it does seem to generally advocate, for instance, that the old Lutheran perspective that caricatured early Judaism as legalistic and a works-righteousness religion is entirely wrong and that covenantal nomism is the only right way to characterize early Judaism. It turns out that there were just as many views in early Judaism about some of these things as there are today among Pauline scholars. Before we look at the contributions of these various scholars in detail, it will be beneficial to consider briefly one or two attempts to push beyond the new perspective.

The first of these has been undertaken by Garwood Anderson in a book that, not accidentally, is titled Paul’s New Perspective: Charting a Soteriological Journey.19 From the outset, Anderson laments the tendencies toward globalizing one’s claims about Paul and the ensuing tendency toward polemics against other points of view. He puts it this way:

The TPP [Traditional Perspective on Paul] and the NPP readings of Paul become exclusive paradigms for reading Paul only by the willfulness of their proponents and at some unfortunate loss to the fullness of the texts’ witness. Neither position is adequate in itself because both are “true” accounts of Paul, becoming false only to the extent that they become exclusive accounts of Paul.20


Anderson’s both/and approach to things is interesting, even refreshing, and one of the key insights that comes from it is that “certain articulations of Paul’s gospel are truer of some periods than of others and . . . to a substantial degree it is the claims made with regard to the whole that force false disjunctions and fund facile conciliations.”21 By the latter he is referring to the tendency of the contributors to moderate their version of the new perspective on Paul only in places where their essential particular thrust is not compromised or endangered. So, for example, with Wright, while he does his best in Paul and the Faithfulness of God to take a both/and approach at points, he is not about to give up on his approach in terms of exile, or that Jesus is Israel, or that Jesus is God returning to Zion to deliver his people from exile, or in terms of prospective covenant renewal and salvation history as opposed to a retrospective and apocalyptic-intrusion approach that sees the new covenant as not merely an example of covenant renewal.

In fact, much depends on the order in which we line up the chronology of Paul’s letters, and even more on how many letters we are prepared to attribute to Paul. For example, if Galatians is a very early letter of Paul, written after his first missionary journey to south Galatia and prior to the council referred to in Acts 15, which is to say before the status of Gentiles in Christ and the basis of their admission to the Jesus movement was sorted out, then the letter should not be so readily identified with the perspectives of Paul we find in Romans.22 All of these Pauline scholars work with some sort of development model of the progression of Paul’s thought, and so the chronology matters greatly in many cases. Anderson carefully charts how taking into account the disputed and even the later Paulines also adds to our understanding of Paul, even if he did not write some of these letters himself.23

The second volume that attempts to move the needle past the new perspective on Paul in some ways is the omnibus volume God and the Faithfulness of Paul.24 The discussion here is vigorous and focused on the work of Wright, not on all the contributors to the new perspective on Paul, and, interestingly, it gives space for Wright to respond and rebut where he feels necessary. But some of the critique is telling. For example, Jörg Frey draws attention to how the degree of polemics against an apocalyptic reading of Paul reflects the fact that Wright sees a danger in it to his covenantal continuity schema.

In Wright’s work apocalyptic ideas are tamed, put in a safe place within the covenantal order to prevent them from endangering the great synthesis of Pauline, or rather Wrightian, thought. . . . For Wright’s sophisticated synthesis of everything in and around Paul, with everything so well-integrated into the divine master-plan of salvation-history or the all-embracing covenant, apocalyptic indeed might be the rock that finally breaks the impressive image (cf. Dan. 2.34).25


Equally telling is the critique of Larry Hurtado of the suggestion that the theme of Yahweh’s return to Zion should be used as a way of viewing the first coming of Christ, his earthly ministry, and his death and resurrection. As Hurtado says, “Despite Wright’s urgings, however, it is not clear that the theme of YHWH’s return was appropriated initially to interpret Jesus’ ministry, death, and resurrection. Instead, the identifiable NT instances of the appropriation of the theme present Jesus’s parousia as effectively being YHWH’s eschatological return/manifestation.”26 The real problem in fact goes back to the embracing of the overrealized approach to Pauline eschatology, advocated by G. B. Caird, Wright’s doktorvater at Oxford.

In other words, there is a tendency (1) to retroject future eschatological talk back into the events that already transpired during the ministry of Jesus, and (2) to change the parousia talk about a visible second coming from heaven to language about the “manifestation” of God in Christ. The problem with this approach is highlighted in texts such as 1 Corinthians 15, where Paul says that it will only be after Christ’s return that the dead in Christ will be raised and the work of putting God’s enemies down will be finished. Those enemies are not already entirely vanquished just because Christ’s D-Day offensive against them has been successful and the turning point in the war with the powers and principalities has happened. No, V-E or final victory day is still seen as future, and meanwhile the powers of darkness are still wreaking havoc in the world.27 Ephesians 6:10-20 captures this reality quite nicely. It is why some of the more apocalyptic warnings of Paul have such bite. Christians live betwixt and between when it comes to the eschatological endgame.

Armed with this sort of review and sneak preview, we are now ready to dive into the deep Pauline waters that have been stirred up by scholarly discussion in the last twenty years. We will do so by considering in some detail the major contributions of the aforementioned scholars made during the new perspective era, which some think is already in the rearview mirror. We shall see whether any of the waves stirred up by these scholars can be surfed successfully all the way to the Pauline beach, the Pauline resting point.
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It is little exaggeration to say that no book in the last century has challenged contemporary biblical scholarship as much as the work of E. P. Sanders and his Paul and Palestinian Judaism. First appearing in 1977, the work has continued to be equally championed and criticized in subsequent Pauline research. Paul and Palestinian Judaism levels a critical challenged to common assumptions previously—and somewhat still—held in New Testament scholarship. Sanders’s work is a massive attempt to offer a critical rereading of the primary Jewish and rabbinical sources in order to construct an accurate portrait of first-century Judaism and thus provide a backdrop for the study of the historical Jesus, Paul, and early Christianity. More recently, Sanders has also contributed the culmination of his years of thought on Paul in his Paul: The Apostle’s Life, Letters, and Thought. These works function as bookends to Sanders’s career and will serve as the primary texts for Sanders’s understanding of Paul and his impact on Pauline studies.

As commonplace as some of Sanders’s conclusions have become in New Testament studies, this was not always the case. To set the stage just a bit, we need to remember the time prior to the work of Sanders. Before Sanders, many New Testament scholars assumed a very negative portrait of Judaism as a works-oriented religion that provided a stark contrast to a pristine Christianity. Paul emerged both from and out of this negative portraiture. Paul was often conceived as having a tormented conscience that eventually gave up in despair from working his way to God and turned to Christianity. Judaism was presented as the antithesis of Christianity. According to Sanders, much of this pejorative portrait of Judaism was built on several misreadings of Jewish texts and the later rabbinical works that were anachronistically read back into first-century Judaism. Sanders sets out to sketch two alternative portraits. First, he attempts to show how previous scholarship had constructed this negative portrait. Second, he then seeks to deconstruct that negative image of Judaism in the New Testament guild, by pulling a reformational turning of the tables—ad fontes—and going back to the Second Temple texts themselves to construct an alternative portrait.


PAUL AND PALESTINIAN JUDAISM

Reassessing first-century Judaism. The first concern of Sanders in Paul and Palestinian Judaism is to marshal as much evidence as possible of poor and inadequate representations of Judaism by New Testament scholars. The book starts off by showing how the history of scholarship on the representation of first-century Judaism had propagated a series of misunderstandings built on the readings and research of a few scholars. The three main scholars on whom Sander argues this image of Judaism was built are Ferdinand Weber, Wilhelm Bousset, and Paul Billerbeck. Their work had influenced a generation of scholars and influenced the scholar who came to influence twentieth-century scholarship the most, Rudolf Bultmann. Since Weber, Bousset, and Billerbeck exercised such a profound influence on the field of New Testament scholarship, it is helpful here to sketch a rough summary of their views. Such an attempt to display their main lines of thought will contextualize not only the work of E. P. Sanders but also subsequent perspectives on Paul. Without an adequate understanding of the conversation partners of Sanders and New Testament scholarship before Sanders’s work, one will miss the scope and purpose for his own enterprise.

A central feature of Weber’s description of Judaism is his acceptance and rejection of Israel’s covenant status.1 To summarize a longer argument, Weber accepts that humanity was separated from God but that the covenant on Mount Sinai with Israel removed the sin of Adam and placed Israel in covenant relationship with God. However, as Sanders notes, and this is key, “the restoration . . . is brief.”2 Weber quizzically turns to the golden calf incident of Exodus 32 and argues that as a result of this episode Israel lost its newly restored status. We have then a “second fall,” which removed the covenant status of Israel. The response to this fall, Weber concludes, was that the means of acquiring salvation were not Torah and temple, but law and sacrifice. Thus the way back to God is now manifold, through a series of commandment fulfillment, good works, and sacrifices as atonement for sin. As Sanders reflects, several problems arise from this interpretation, not least that the Hebrew Scriptures do not seem to place as much of an emphasis on the golden-calf incident as Weber proposes. More problematic is Weber’s view that, with the covenant now broken, individual Israelites must pursue their relationship with God on other, meritorious grounds. The brief summary of Weber’s view is that thus Israel must now earn its relationship with God.

Critique of Weber came quickly, even as it went largely unheard and unheeded. Even in 1921, G. F. Moore objected to Weber’s work:

The fundamental criticism to be made of Weber’s “System” is precisely that it is a system of theology, and not an ancient Jewish system but a modern German system. This is far more than a mere matter of disposition, the ordering of the materials under certain heads taken from Christian dogmatics; the system brings its logic with it and imposes it upon the materials.3


Sadly, Moore’s critique fell on deaf ears. Sanders argued that it was Weber’s view above, accepted by and promulgated by Bousset, that ultimately filtered down to his most famous student, Rudolf Bultmann. One can trace the influence from Weber to Bousset to Bultmann through New Testament studies in the twentieth century. Boussett adapted Weber’s view in one important way. Even though he largely takes over Weber’s view wholesale, he adds the emphasis that “the idea that God is remote and inaccessible became a dominating theory,” according to Sanders.4 One can immediately see how Weber and Bousett’s views set the stage for the next century’s worth of discussion on Second Temple Judaism and the Mosaic law. In light of an absent God, the law was now seen as a means of returning to God.

Sanders regards one other figure as important before Rudolf Bultmann, and that is Billerbeck.5 He promoted Weber’s view of Jewish salvation sketched out above and offered to a generation of scholarship a sourcebook of rabbinic literature to parallel New Testament passages. Sanders notes, however, that Billerbeck’s presentation of the evidence was selective and gave the impression that when one quoted Billerbeck’s work one was directly quoting rabbinic sources. Part and parcel of Billerbeck’s work was his thesis that God gave Israel the Torah so it could earn merit and reward, which God keeps track of, and in the end one’s merits must outweigh one’s transgressions. Sanders argues that what Billerbeck found wrong with Judaism is that it was a religion of self-redemption.6

When Sanders turns to discuss Rudolf Bultmann, he begins with the startling comment that in his view “Bultmann had no substantial independent access to the literature of ‘late Judaism,’ and particularly not to Rabbinic sources.” He goes on to argue that Bultmann is entirely dependent on Emil Schürer, Bousset, and Moore. Even more shocking is Sanders’s charge that Bultmann cites Moore’s work alongside Schürer and Bousset, apparently unaware that their works are at odds with one another.7

A primary critique that Sanders makes of Bultmann is that he simply repeated the conclusions of Weber, dismissed opposing voices, and lent enormous credibility to the work of his teacher Bousset, which was then used by subsequent scholarship. Such negative estimations of Bultmann’s work of course cohere with Sanders’s overall strategy, indicated early on in his work, to return to the Second Temple and rabbinic sources. Bultmann may come under extra scrutiny by Sanders since Bultmann represents the antithesis of his own project.

It was the immense project of Bultmann that then influenced further generations of New Testament scholarship and thus shaped views on Paul. In the paradigm inherited, Paul stood diametrically opposed to the Jewish faith that had sought to earn favor from an absent God and was based on merit to obtain eternal life. Paul, by contrast, gave up on this legalistic system and proposed that it was faith in Jesus, apart from legalistic works, that guaranteed eternal life. One of the enduring images of Paul and the Judaism of his day had been erected and did not face serious challenges for quite some time.

This looming edifice of ancient Judaism, constructed on an insufficient foundation, Sanders sets out to dismantle. One key piece of the deconstruction work is to begin at the methodological level. If Weber and others had imposed a system that was incompatible with these Jewish texts, how might one go about reading those texts from within? Do the sources themselves offer any coherent set of assumptions, positions, themes, or starting points?

Sanders seeks to offer a different methodology. He attempts to compare religions as a whole, in contrast to the previous generation, which isolated specific themes or topics. He defines this as a “pattern of religion,” or in other words how participants in a religion perceive it to function. Sanders goes on to admit that this would generally be aligned with the category often titled “soteriology.” The two primary questions guiding his study are how to “get in” and how to “stay in.” He then attempts to survey the history of Jewish religion from 200 BCE to 200 CE by way of its extant literature and to draw conclusions about Judaism from this period.8 He also seeks to answer the question of the relationship between this historical reconstruction of first-century Judaism and the “religion” of Paul to see whether they had the same type of religion.9

It should be noted again that Sanders was certainly not the first to attempt such a task, contrary to the popular opinion of the neo-Reformed movement.10 What Sanders represents is the most poignant and extensive attempt to read Paul against a historical reconstruction of first-century Judaism. However, as stressed above, this endeavor in part had already been put on the map by Schweitzer, furthered to a large degree by Moore and Davies, and echoed in theory by Krister Stendahl before Sanders’s own work.11 One might also add that both Dunn and Wright were separately working on their own readings of Paul at roughly the same time.

The majority of Sanders’s work focuses on an in-depth—one might add even painstaking, yet needed—analysis of Jewish literature from 200 BCE to 200 CE. The nearly 400 pages dedicated to this first task nearly eclipse his second task, of comparing Jewish literature with Pauline literature and thought, to which 120 pages are devoted. Regardless of the balance of material, Sanders offers an overwhelming effort at historical reconstruction that had previously not been undertaken. The sheer magnitude and scope of his task are worthy of appreciation.

Central to the work of Sanders, yet missing from other studies, is an understanding of the relationship between law and covenant in the Judaism(s) of the first century.12 According to Sanders, it was Christian scholarship that argued that the Judaism that developed after the exilic period lost the concept of the covenant as established by God’s grace and replaced it with a merit-based legal observance. Sanders adamantly disagrees with such a conception of a misplaced grace in understanding the covenant; rather, a grace-based covenant structure is evidenced throughout the Second Temple material. This is one of the “universal” features of all the literature Sanders surveys, and he argues it must be kept in mind when reading the Second Temple literature.

Throughout the Old Testament and Second Temple literature, there are commands to obey and instructions regarding obedience. How then might obedience function within a framework of grace? Sanders argues that when the issue of obedience arises it must be understood that obedience “maintains one’s position in the covenant, but it does not earn God’s grace.”13 Stated more plainly, obedience is not a means of getting in but staying in the covenant. Possible exceptions to these patterns may be shown in some texts from the Second Temple period, such as Ben Sirach and 4 Ezra. Sanders responds to those exceptional cases by arguing that in the case of Ben Sirach the issue is one of assumption. If Ben Sirach is speaking mainly to Israelites, his audience is already in the covenant, and thus this a priori discussion about getting in or staying never needed to be raised.

The work of 4 Ezra presents the most perplexing case for Sanders’s approach. According to Sanders, it is 4 Ezra that represents “the closest approach to legalistic works-righteousness that can be found in the literature of the period.” Sanders attempts to mitigate this challenge by attributing this emphasis to the extremely pessimistic view of the author on the human condition. Or, as Sanders notes, 4 Ezra views sin as an “inescapable power” and says that “human inability to avoid sin is considered to lead to damnation.”14 Thus perfection is demanded in 4 Ezra. This negative view of the human condition seemingly overshadows the role of the covenant and God’s forgiveness and grace.

One might notice the counterintuitive point made indirectly by Sanders’s work. If, as the traditional view of a legalistic Judaism argues, pride or boasting in human ability by achievement through works of the law runs counter to grace, then we arrive at exactly the opposite point in 4 Ezra. The covenant is not eclipsed by human pride but by human weakness. The critics of Sanders and of the seeming Achilles’ heel that 4 Ezra presents to his framework have not fully appreciated this point. Likewise, balance is needed in weighing the Second Temple evidence. If a majority of authors and works do not envisage this pattern of 4 Ezra, then 4 Ezra may appear to be the exception rather than the rule.

Sanders’s Copernican revolution is summarized in the phrase “covenantal nomism.” Listed below are the primary features of this term:

(1) God has chosen Israel and (2) given the law. This law implies (3) God’s promise to maintain the election and (4) the requirement to obey. (5) God rewards obedience and punishes transgression. (6) The law provides means for atonement, and atonement results in (7) maintenance or re-establishment of the covenantal relationship. (8) All those who are maintained in the covenant by obedience, atonement, and God’s mercy belong to the group which will be saved.15


Sanders argues that points (1) and (8) were not thought to be accomplished through human achievement or performance but squarely by the mercy of God. It is this notion of covenantal nomism that Sanders says characterized the Judaism(s) in the period of Jesus and Paul. He maintains that this form of Judaism was prevalent before the destruction of the temple in 70 CE and was not marked by hypocrisy; rather, it kept “grace and works in the right perspective.”16

Reassessing Paul’s theology and thought. After 429 pages of historical-critical work on Second Temple Jewish texts and with the major planks of his argument in place, Sanders finally begins his work on Paul. At the onset, Sanders posits that Paul was a coherent but not systematic theologian.17 Part of Sanders’s critique is that Paul has been viewed through systematic lenses, and this inherently distorts the picture of Paul that emerges. Sanders’s preferred term is that Paul is a “coherent thinker.” By coherent he means Paul was a theologian who spent time reflecting on his gospel and that his letters express his desire to express that gospel in specific circumstances. He notes that in the “theology of Paul” there is a “pronounced soteriology.” Such a conversation about the coherence of Paul’s thought enters into the fray of debate surrounding the quest in Pauline studies to find the elusive center of Paul’s thought.

In the quest for Paul, much of the debate has focused on sifting through Paul’s letters to find a primary theme or image from which Paul theologizes. The proposals have been endless and many are only in the eye of the Pauline beholder. Topics range from the classic doctrine of justification by faith, to participation in Christ, to the faithfulness/righteousness of God. Nearly every major Pauline scholar in the nineteenth to twentieth centuries sought to make their own contribution to the complex puzzle of Paul’s thought. The quest begins earnestly with the work of Albert Schweitzer.

Sanders begins his appraisal of Schweitzer’s project with initial agreement. Sanders admits some aspects are entirely central for Paul, namely, eschatology, and in robust agreement notes that if eschatology is reduced to a mere addendum to Paul’s thought, then his thought is entirely misunderstood. By recentering eschatology in Paul’s thought, Schweitzer shifted the course of Pauline studies. Sanders, in agreement with Schweitzer and some subsequent Pauline interpreters, argues the center of Pauline thought is being in Christ.18

Sanders holds that there are two convictions that guide the entirety of Paul’s thought: “(1) Jesus Christ is Lord, in that God has provided salvation of all who believe . . . and that he [Jesus] will soon return to bring all things to an end” and “(2) Paul was called to be the Apostle to the Gentiles.” These two convictions go hand in hand. He offers these two issues as the underlying center of Paul’s thought. Contrary to previous reconstructions, Sanders argues that for Paul the solution preceded the plight. The entire world, both Jew and Gentile, stands in need of a savior precisely because this is what God has provided in Christ. This of course contrasts with the approach of the Bultmann school, which saw humanity’s need, that is, its plight, preceding God’s action in Christ. In a poignant quip, Sanders remarks, “Paul did not start from man’s need, but from God’s deed.”19 As confirmation of this point, Sanders appeals to the content of Paul’s statements in 1 Corinthians 15, where the common Christian belief is the death and resurrection of Christ. He goes on to argue that Paul did not begin with the misdeeds and sins of humankind but with the action of God in Christ, and in particular his death and resurrection. This allows Sanders to decenter anthropology as the controlling motif of Paul’s thought.

In a clear response to the traditional ways of reading Paul, Sanders argues that anthropology is “only the implication of his theology, Christology, and soteriology.”20 This not only flows from Sanders’s argument of solution to plight but also directly reverses the approach of Bultmann. Sanders attempts to strike a balance between Bultmann and Schweitzer by denying the anthropological starting point of Bultmann but affirming that individuals are “affected differently” by their belief in Jesus as Messiah, thus reining in Schweitzer’s mystical and cosmic approach. Although this does not negate the cosmic significance, it raises the importance of the individual’s belief within the cosmic scope of God’s action. However, one wonders whether this goes far enough beyond a traditional reading. Sanders’s reading is still ultimately individualistic at some level, and later movements within the new perspective stress the communal aspect of Paul’s thought to a much greater degree.

Pauline soteriology. As Sanders turns to discuss Paul’s soteriological framework, he proposes two fundamental convictions of Paul. First, in the near future those who believe will receive “full salvation,” while those who do not believe will be destroyed. Second, the Spirit is the present sign of that guarantee for those who believe.21 The future element of Paul’s salvation language is well attested both within his letters and within the interpretive tradition surrounding the apostle. Although there is debate surrounding which specific elements are future oriented, there is general agreement that Paul believes Jesus will come back, the faithful will be saved, and creation will be returned to God. Further as Sanders points out, the verbs for “to save” for Paul are also future tense, with one exception (Rom 8:24), and likewise the resurrection is a future event (1 Cor 15; Rom 6:5; Phil 3:11).

What then do we make of the present experience of salvation, or what impact is there in the present? This brings us to Sanders’s second fundamental conviction for Paul: the role of the Spirit. Sanders unequivocally states, “There is no ambiguity about the Spirit. It is the present possession of the Christians and their guarantee of salvation.” After assembling a litany of texts, primarily from 1 Corinthians, that discuss cleanliness and holiness, Sanders concludes that “we have described a soteriology of cleansing, awaiting the coming salvation in a pure state, possession of the Spirit as the guarantee of future salvation and the provision of repentance for the repair of relapses.”22

A problem presents itself to students and scholars of Paul. One wonders whether this is sufficient to cover the terrain of the Pauline corpus. The primary argument put forth thus far is solely dependent on one letter of Paul, directed to a uniquely problematic community. Further difficulty arises in Sanders’s emphasis that Paul’s concern for cleanliness is connected to Paul’s role as the apostle to the Gentiles and Paul’s view that the Gentiles were morally suspect. Paul seems to find moral impurity within non-Gentile groups as well. If Romans 2:1-4 is any indication, we might give weight to Paul’s phrase “because you, the judge, are doing the very same things.” Paul’s critique of moral impurity is at home with both groups; he is in a sense an equal-opportunity critic. Second, the Spirit language in Paul is connected to far more than cleansing language alone. Paul connects Spirit language to transformation and new creation. Not enough texts are surveyed, and the limited scope of Sanders’s inquiry produces limited results. In a critical manner, the framework that Sanders has applied to the evidence has produced the very same result that it sought to find—the same critique Sanders makes of previous analyses of early Judaism.

Also central to Paul’s theological framework and unique to Paul, according to Sanders, is his emphasis on the Spirit, participation, and present salvation. Paul’s nuance is that he “deepened the idea of the possession of the Spirit as a guarantee so that it became participation in one Spirit,” and such a distinctiveness is clearly indicative for Sanders, so much so that he argues that here “lies the heart of his soteriology and Christology.”23 Sanders’s evaluation reveals that it is the theme of participation that is key for Paul and thus in sync to some degree with Schweitzer’s reading of Paul.

In his discussion of participatory language, Sanders correctly notes that this should not be limited to one specific term but is a dominant theme of Paul, appearing in two contexts, “controversy and moral exhortation,” or paraenesis and in polemic.24 Sanders provides four main areas that reveal the core of Paul’s participatory language, which are (1) members of Christ’s body/the body of Christ, (2) one Spirit, (3) “in Christ” language, and (4) servants of the Lord.25

Sanders turns from the discussion of Paul’s soteriological framework to discuss this terminology of how one gets in or “transfers” into this group. Sanders enumerates five key points in Paul’s terminology of transfer: (1) participation in Christ’s death, (2) freedom, (3) transformation/new creation, (4) reconciliation, and (5) justification and righteousness. Out of the five areas proposed by Sanders, he spends the most time discussing (1) (approximately 4.5 pages) and (5) (a mere two pages). Sadly too little space is devoted to the latter category.

Sanders’s first point about terminology is that the language about “dying with Christ” is for Paul a description of entering into the group. While not negating that the death of Christ was atoning for the believer, it also becomes for Paul entrance language. Sanders maintains that not all the references to Christ’s death are fully explained with the past referent of atonement for sin but that participation is also a keen emphasis. He notes the importance of passages such as 2 Corinthians 5:14; Romans 14:8; and 1 Thessalonians 5:10, which highlight that the purpose of Christ’s death was to declare him Lord, and this provides assurance for future salvation. Sanders draws the conclusion that Paul, “in thinking of the significance of Christ’s death, was thinking more in terms of a change of lordship.”26 As he notes later, transfer into the group takes place by means of a participation in Christ’s death.

Sanders’s fifth and final category for Paul’s transfer language focuses on the terms justification and righteousness. He concludes, “Being justified refers to being cleansed of or forgiven for past transgressions and is an intermediate step between the former state of being an enemy of God and a transgressor and the future state of being glorified. The meaning is equivalent to ‘reconciled.’”27 But is this necessarily the case? Might Sanders be collapsing terminology in on itself so that what is left over is terms that are indistinguishable? Certainly the terms reconciliation and justification are related to each other, but are they identical? Or might there be a more precise nuance to Paul’s discussion? Like the spokes of a wheel, justification and reconciliation each contribute something unique to Paul’s multifaceted understanding of salvation.

In complete antithesis to Bultmann’s structure, which ran from humanity’s plight and onto salvation, Sanders’s outline situates the plight of humanity after his discussion of soteriology. Sanders fully applies his insight that solution preceded plight and reiterates that “for Paul, the conviction of universal solution preceded the conviction of a universal plight.”28 As Bultmann’s primary sparring partner, Sanders seeks to undermine the looming edifice of his opponent’s project. Sanders regards it as backwards to view Paul’s doctrine of salvation as springing out of his understanding of universal sin. To put it succinctly, we ought to allow Sanders to speak for himself: “Paul’s logic seems to run like this: in Christ God has acted to save the world; therefore the world must be in need of salvation; but God also gave the law; if Christ is given for salvation, it must follow that the law could not have been; is the law then against the purpose of God which has been revealed in Christ?”29 He rejects Bultmann’s premise that it was the tragedy of human sin and self-righteousness that led away from God as a “starting point” for Paul’s understanding of salvation. One question that arises from a rather persuasive accounting of the evidence is the “necessity” issue. Why was it necessary for God to provide a Messiah? One need not race to old conclusions about the notions of seeking human merit or self-aggrandizing caricatures of first-century Judaism(s). On implicit if not explicit grounds, the very necessity of the act of salvation and provision speaks to some sort of plight, however construed. Such a matter is not considered deeply enough by Sanders’s framework, and he has encountered strong pushback on this point, not least by Wright, among others.30

The law, plight, and possible solutions. To Sanders the greatest proof of his reading of Paul and the “solution to plight” framework is Paul’s attitude toward the law. An understanding of the law will illuminate both plight and solution. Sanders frames the question starkly by asking: “Why did Paul think that those who accepted the law were excluded from being saved by Christ?” Sanders argues against Schweitzer’s reading that the messianic age had abolished the law, noting, somewhat peculiarly, that Paul never appeals to this as the reason for the abolishment of the law.31 Such a reading is downright puzzling to maintain and foolish in light of Galatians 3:25. To be clear, Galatians 3:25 is not enigmatic but rather straightforward. The law was operative until the Messiah came. Paul, in a classic coming-of-age story, might not agree with Sanders’s language of abrogation, but fulfillment is certainly in order.

Part of the confirmation that Paul is looking at a coming-of-age scenario is the direction of his argument in Galatians 3:29–4:6 and Paul’s discussion of heirs and offspring. Further, as many commentators have noted, the term paidagōgos infers a temporal argument. The paidagōgos in Greco-Roman culture was not a lifetime appointment but rather a temporary assignment for specific purposes. Paul utilizes such common moral imagery of his day to make precisely the opposite point of Sanders, namely, that the law was not eternal.

One can name something as temporary without resorting to disparaging comments about the law. In working with students, I usually give the analogy of the relationship between engagement and marriage. Engagement is a wonderful period in the life of any relationship, a moment of celebration and joy. However, it’s never meant to be permanent but to lead to its intended goal of marriage. Likewise, once one is married, one typically does not denigrate one’s engagement period as being a burden or as some atrocious phase one merely had to get through. Rather, in light of a wedding ceremony, engagement simply pales in comparison to the wedding event. In an analogous way, if the law was meant to lead, prepare for, or anticipate the Messiah, in Paul’s mind this has happened—despite the disagreement of some of his contemporaries. Likewise, Paul can speak of the fulfillment of the law without negative connotations.

Paul’s view on the temporary nature of the law most likely set him at odds with various Second Temple Jewish groups. Certainly Paul would have faced and did indeed face violent pushback against such an idea in the first century. So Sanders’s insight is partly correct that Paul did not come to his conclusion based on a “pre-existing Jewish view.” The concern in this section is that Sanders takes too critical a view of the term abrogated and in his attempt to counter Schweitzer offers a tortuous interpretation of Galatians 3:25.

Against Bultmann, who saw the law as not only leading to sin but given with the intention of doing so, Sanders notes that what Bultmann holds as a presupposition was merely a consequence for Paul’s view. Stated more directly, with the coming of Christ, it is now sinful to try to keep the law as a Gentile. Sanders maintains that Paul’s view of the law is drastically shaped by his conviction that if, by the death and resurrection of Jesus, salvation has been given and people have received the Spirit, then (and this is a huge caveat), and only then, all other means are excluded. Sanders’s view on the law can be summarized as follows: the two issues of the Gentile congregants and the exclusivism of Paul’s soteriology (that is, that there is one basis of salvation for both Jew and Gentile) “dethrone the law, not a misunderstanding of it or a view predetermined by his background” (contra Schweitzer’s apocalyptic view).32 The final impact of this is rather significant. Sanders is arguing that it was Paul’s Christology, not his anthropology, that determined his view of the law.

Paul’s covenantal nomism. Near the end of Paul and Palestinian Judaism, Sanders seeks to make a comparison between the two halves of his work. He attempts to discuss whether “covenantal nomism” is present in Paul. The concise answer is that Sanders does not see the covenantal framework as helpful for explaining Paul primarily because covenantal nomism cannot explain the participatory actions of Paul’s thought. As he states, “The covenantal conception could readily encompass the discussion of Christ’s dying for past transgression, but it is not adequate to take into account the believer’s dying with Christ and thus to the old aeon and the power of sin.”33

Although different terminology is used, the covenantal framework might actually have room for participatory elements. Likewise, the entirety of the covenantal framework has not been appreciated. According to Sanders, the participation of believers in dying with Christ does not have a parallel in the covenantal framework. What then of the Day of Atonement? Even a cursory glance at Leviticus 16 ought to note the role of both the goat and the scapegoat as a means by which the people participated (at least by way of analogy) in the atonement. That is, might not the sacrificial goat represent the means by which the people died to the sins of the past year? The goat takes the place of the people, and, via metaphor, the people die with the goat and are also set free, like the proverbial scapegoat? There is room within the covenant framework of the Old Testament to see a participatory element that has been neglected by Sanders.

In his conclusion, Sanders argues that Paul represents an “essentially different type of religiousness from any found in Palestinian Jewish literature.” One of the primary differences is the righteousness language that in Jewish literature indicates obedience to Torah (including notions of repentance) and implies the “maintenance of status,” whereas in Paul it is a “transfer term.”34 Paul moves the righteousness language from a staying-in function to a getting-in function.

A second difference, according to Sanders, is the conception of sin. In Jewish literature sin is seen as transgression, whereas in Paul sin is thought of as a power, and one needs a change of “lordship” to be saved.35 Here there is an obvious tie-in with the apocalyptic interpreters of Paul, both in Sanders’s day, as represented by Käsemann, but more substantially developed in the coming decades through the work of Martyn and others. One caution inevitably arises: If, as Sanders has argued, Paul should be situated as a Jewish thinker, then from where did the influence of sin as a cosmic power arise? The tension exists in Sanders’s statement that this conception of sin appears “unique” to Paul. How do we at the same time situate Paul within the Jewish apocalyptic landscape of his day?

Further, Sanders’s conception of sin does not appear to take adequate appreciation of the role of sin in the apocalyptic literature of the Second Temple period. There is clearly not time or space for a full treatment of the matter here. Hannah K. Harrington argues that in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, although the idea of sin as transgression continues, “a tendency emerges to describe sin more abstractly, as a force or realm that is antagonistic to both God and humanity.”36 Certainly the Qumran community and the Dead Sea Scrolls saw the world divided into two categories related to the forces of sin and darkness or righteousness and light, not to mention the “two ways” motif that dominates some of the biblical Wisdom literature. In regard to sin, even if one disagrees with the interpretation of some of the evidence, one wonders whether Paul is just tracing a trajectory to its ultimate conclusion rather than parting ways with his Jewish heritage.

Finally, regarding Paul’s understanding of Judaism, Sanders offers his sharpest critique of Paul. He notes Paul “effectively” denies the aspect of covenant in the Jewish system, thus in effect “denying the basis of Judaism.”37 However, this should not lead to seeing Paul as a radical critic of Judaism or to viewing Judaism as the antithesis to Christianity. Simply stated, Sanders charges that Paul’s problem with Judaism is that it is not Christianity. Thus Paul’s polemic should be understood in light of the coming of Christ. In this view, neither the law nor Judaism itself has come to terms with the new work of God in Christ, and therefore they are seen as deficient from Paul’s view.

Conclusion and final critique. What can we say about Sanders’s epochal work on Paul, which shaped and shifted the discussion on Paul for decades to come? First, it ought to be categorically stated that the negative depictions of Judaism to which Sanders was responding needed a rousing dismissal. Truth and honesty are at the core of all historical work to present ideas fairly. A stereotype, ancient or otherwise, is unhelpful and at its core deeply unchristian. In light of this, the radical critique and dismantling of erroneous views about Judaism that arose in the history of research was utterly needed. Much praise can be heaped upon the deconstructive aspects of Sanders’s work. It also appears that this has been the anchor of his work that has held sway for the last several decades. The pendulum was shifted, and in many ways there is no going back now.

Likewise, appreciation is certainly the appropriate response to the scope and vast survey of ancient Jewish sources that Sanders investigated. Sanders marshaled colossal evidence that has allowed us to see more clearly the nature of the discussion at hand. Although one might not agree with the interpretation of the evidence, one ought to appreciate the undertaking by Sanders. No one so clearly heralded and turned the attention of the guild toward the topic like Sanders was able to do.
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