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INTRODUCTION 

Has the evangelical church misread Paul? Did the Reformers 
get it wrong when they used Paul in battling against the 
perceived errors of Roman Catholicism? Was the Refor-
mation itself, then, in error, not only mishandling the Bible, 
but also causing great damage to the cause of Christ by 
bringing division to the church, whereas Paul strove for unity? 
These are the key questions that have been raised by the so-
called �‘New Perspective on Paul�’. 
 The phrase �‘New Perspective on Paul�’ (hereafter referred 
to as �‘NPP�’) is one that was coined by one of its proponents 
and is a way of looking at first-century Judaism and Paul�’s 
writings that differs significantly from traditional Reformed 
and evangelical interpretations. Many of the proponents of 
the NPP are explicit in their desire to free the writings of the 
Bible, and Paul�’s letters in particular, from their �‘Lutheran 
captivity�’. According to the NPP, two key factors have driven 
the evangelical interpretation of Paul since the Reformation. 
They are, firstly, Luther�’s angst and struggle with the question, 
�‘How can a sinner be right with a holy God?�’; and, secondly, 
his battle with the perceived legalism and works-righteousness 
of medieval Roman Catholicism. According to the NPP, 
Luther and the evangelical church ever since have read Paul 
wrongly through these particular lenses. 
 The monk Luther struggled with his sin. This led him to 
wrestle mightily with Paul�’s phrase �‘the righteousness of God�’ 
(Rom. 1:17). Luther hated that phrase because he believed it 



10 GOSPEL CLARITY  

  

was a standard that he could not attain. He hated it, that is, 
until he came to the conclusion that Paul�’s phrase �‘the right-
eousness of God�’ referred to the free gift of righteousness 
that God gives to sinners who trust Jesus Christ alone for 
salvation. 
 According to the NPP, however, Paul�’s struggle was not 
Luther�’s struggle. Paul was not driven by the question of how 
a sinner can be in a right relationship with God. Rather, the 
driving force in Paul�’s life was his call to be the apostle to the 
Gentiles, and the key question was how Gentiles can be 
�‘grafted in�’ to what is at its root the Jewish religion. The 
primary issue for Paul, then, was not one�’s standing with God 
(though many proponents of the NPP do not deny its impor-
tance). Rather, he was wrestling with questions of community 
(the church) and the creation of one body �— composed of 
Jews and Gentiles �— living together in unity. Proponents of 
the NPP differ in their formulations of how they get here. But 
the NPP holds in common the assertion that the bringing 
together of Jews and Gentiles into the single family of God 
was central to Paul�’s letters. 
 The second key factor in Luther�’s reading of Paul was his 
opposition to Roman Catholic teaching on penance, indul-
gences and the meritorious place of works in justification. 
According to Luther, Roman Catholic teaching had distorted 
the gospel message and taught a false gospel of works-
righteousness legalism �— that is, our works contribute to a 
right standing with God. Here again, the NPP argues, Luther 
read Paul in the light of his own situation. When Paul pits 
�‘justification by faith�’ over against �‘works of the law�’, Luther 
believed that Paul was battling against Jewish (or Jewish 
Christian) legalism. But, the NPP claims, this is both to misun-
derstand Paul and to misunderstand first-century Judaism. 
 According to the NPP, first-century Judaism was not a 
religion of legalistic �‘works-righteousness�’ in which Jews 
believed they earned favour with God by their good deeds. 
Instead, first-century Judaism was a religion of grace. As a 
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result, when Paul places �‘justification by faith�’ over against 
�‘works of the law�’, he is not battling against legalism. Rather, 
he is in contention with those who want to uphold Jewish 
boundary markers that set Jews apart from Gentiles. Here 
again, then, we see the communal emphasis. �‘Works of the 
law�’ divide Jews and Gentiles. That is Paul�’s central problem 
with these �‘works�’ �— not that they impose a rival view of 
how a sinner can be right with a holy God. 
 A further key point in the NPP is that Paul�’s religion as a 
Christian is not as radically distinct from his Jewish background 
as has commonly been thought. Paul must be read, the NPP 
asserts, in the light of, not over against, the Judaism of his day. 
This includes key terms (such as �‘righteousness�’) and his overall 
outlook. One writer sums up the NPP by saying that it �‘nar-
rows the distance between Paul and the Judaism of his day 
while it widens the gap between Paul and the Reformation�’.1 
 The result is that the NPP has radically redefined several 
words and theological concepts that evangelical Christians 
have long thought they understood. These include �‘gospel�’, 
�‘justification�’, �‘faith�’, �‘works of the law�’, and even the nature 
of �‘grace�’. In fact, we can say that the �‘new perspective�’ does 
not just affect one�’s reading of Paul, but it redefines biblical 
religion. Justification, and the status of an individual sinner 
with a holy God, has been moved out of the centre of both 
Pauline and biblical teaching. Grace, while remaining central 
to the NPP, has lost much of the nuance and specificity that it 
has garnered in the Reformed tradition.  
 For instance, one of the examples that the NPP gives to 
show that Judaism was a religion of grace is that God gave 
sacrifices to deal with sin. But, according to the New Testa-
ment, the blood of bulls and goats cannot take away sin. 
Sacrifices cleanse the flesh, but ultimately serve as a reminder 
of ever-present sin, while pointing to the only sufficient 
sacrifice for sin in the death of Jesus Christ. While we agree 
with, and appreciate, the NPP�’s emphasis that God�’s covenants 
with Israel, including the Mosaic covenant, were gracious, the 
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failure to show precisely what this grace looks like and the 
place it plays in the life of faith leads, in our view, to serious 
errors. �‘Grace�’, in their writings, often looks very much like a 
synergistic (�‘working together�’) movement, in which God helps 
sinful human beings to cooperate in salvation, rather than a 
monergistic (God working alone) rescue operation in which 
God pulls helpless sinners out of the fire of hell. 
 To be fair, there are significant differences between the 
leading proponents of the NPP. Some are not confessing 
Christians. Others belong to the liberal wing of Christianity 
that denies doctrines like the deity of Christ, the inspiration of 
Scripture, penal, substitutionary atonement and the necessity 
of faith in Christ for salvation. Still others are a lot closer to 
evangelical and Reformed Christianity. N. T. Wright, for 
instance, has more in common with evangelicalism than, say, 
E. P. Sanders, even placing himself within the Reformed 
tradition. Wright�’s formulations are often helpful, even 
inspiring. He upholds many vital evangelical doctrines relating 
to salvation in Christ. 
 But even in Wright, with the rest of the NPP, the weight in 
reading Paul falls strongly on communal concerns. According 
to Wright, for instance, justification is not about how one 
establishes a relationship with God. Nor is it about how one 
becomes a member of the covenant people. Rather, it is about 
�‘how you could tell who was in. In standard Christian theo-
logical language, it wasn�’t so much about soteriology as about 
ecclesiology; not so much about salvation as about the 
church.�’2 Wright calls justification �‘the great ecumenical 
doctrine�’. Similarly, for Wright the gospel is not the good 
news that sinners can be right with God by trusting in Jesus 
Christ and his finished work. As he puts it, �‘the gospel�’ is not 
�‘a message about �“how one gets saved�”, in an individual and 
ahistorical sense�’.3 It is, at its heart, the proclamation that 
Jesus is Lord.  
 Thus, while differences do exist among the leading propo-
nents of the NPP, there is a strong core of agreement. While 
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it is certainly correct, as some have done, to refer to the �‘new 
perspectives on Paul�’, and to do the important work of analysing 
each of the leading proponents separately,4 that is not the task 
of this book. Our goal is to examine the NPP as a movement 
among modern scholars, and to clarify the nature of that 
movement. The focus is more on the development of key 
themes within the NPP, rather than discussing the nuances of 
the various scholars involved. Instead of chapters devoted to 
individuals, the chapters of this book focus on themes. To be 
sure, we interact with key scholars along the way, but detailed 
interaction with the leading proponents of the NPP is not the 
goal. 
 The NPP has brought much confusion to the church of 
Jesus Christ. As pastors who are also scholars (one a trained 
New Testament scholar, the other a trained theologian), we 
grieve over that result. Confused Christians lack assurance, 
prove to be unfruitful and are in a place of spiritual danger. 
Likewise, the gospel of Jesus Christ is the power of God unto 
salvation, but when that gospel is watered down or distorted 
it becomes ineffective. It loses its power to save. Thus, when 
anyone comes along proclaiming a different gospel (including 
a different definition of what �‘the gospel�’ is), it must be 
carefully examined. 
 This book began as a class we taught together at Reformed 
Theological Seminary, Jackson, Mississippi, in the Fall of 
2003, called �‘Paul and the Law�’. That course focused on the 
use of �‘law�’ in Paul�’s letters, examined �‘law�’ in the light of 
broader biblical covenant theology, and along the way inter-
acted with the NPP. Evangelical Press heard about the course 
and asked us to take our material and turn it into a book, 
especially focusing on the NPP. 
 The publisher asked us to write this book from a traditional 
Reformed perspective (which was relatively easy) and for a 
broad audience (which was extremely difficult). This book 
seeks to lay out the basic teaching of the NPP in a way that is 
accessible to ordinary, educated Christians. The goal is not a 
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detailed critique of the NPP or of its individual proponents 
(though critique is certainly present �— even abundant �— 
along the way). Rather, the goal is to affirm for God�’s people 
the truth of basic Reformed theology and to show how the 
NPP is a dangerous departure both from good exegesis and 
from orthodox biblical teaching. Ultimately what we desire is 
that God�’s people should have clarity on matters of essential 
Christian doctrine. 
 This book has been several years in the making, in large 
part because of busy lives, a move and the beginning of a new 
ministry, and various other commitments. Much of the work 
on which it is based was carried out in preparation for the 
class taught several years ago. In the intervening years, how-
ever, several significant publications by and about the propo-
nents of the NPP have emerged. Most significant has been 
the interaction between John Piper and N. T. Wright on 
justification.5 We have benefited from this interaction, and 
especially from Wright�’s attempt to clarify his position �— 
though, at the end of the day, little has changed from what he 
has really said all along. 
 Because of the high-profile nature of this debate, the 
importance of the doctrine of justification and the significant 
inroads that Wright has made into the evangelical community, 
we have devoted two chapters (chapters 5 and 6) to justifi-
cation. These chapters, which interact with Wright�’s views, are 
the most detailed and complex sections of the book. Wright in 
particular claims that he has been misread, especially that his 
critics have failed to read his formulations in the light of the 
larger biblical �‘story�’ that he believes would have been foun-
dational for Paul. It is, he asserts, �‘just as if I�’d never said it�’. We 
have taken that seriously and attempted to approach him 
precisely where he wants his readers to begin. To be sure, 
Wright�’s narrative and covenantal approach set him apart from 
the other leading proponents of the NPP. But at the end of the 
day we believe his formulations are a misreading of the coven-
antal structure of the Bible, of justification and of the central 
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biblical message. We beg the reader�’s patience as we attempt to 
set out our critique in those chapters. They do not contain only 
critique, however, as along the way we also present the tradi-
tional Reformed doctrine of justification by grace alone 
through faith alone in Christ alone to the glory of God alone. 
 We pray that in the pages of this book God�’s people may 
again hear the gospel message, the good news that Christ 
Jesus came into the world to save sinners. We are convinced 
that the most important question that a person can ask is, 
�‘How can a sinner be in a right relationship with a holy and 
just God?�’ Indeed, we are convinced that this is the central 
theme of the Bible. This is not to downplay the corporate and 
cosmic nature of God�’s redemptive work. When God calls his 
elect ones to himself, he always puts them in community. The 
return of Jesus Christ with power and glory will mean the 
liberation of this world and the coming of a new heaven and a 
new earth. But these communal and cosmic aspects cannot 
take precedence over the question of how an individual 
sinner, whose life has been an affront to a holy God, can be 
reconciled to God and become a part of the redeemed and 
renewed people of God. Christ builds his church as individu-
als repent, turning from their sin, and trust in Jesus Christ 
alone for salvation. The coming of the new creation begins 
with the transformation of the human heart: �‘If anyone is in 
Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, 
the new has come�’ (2 Cor. 5:17). The question of the Philip-
pian jailer, �‘What must I do to be saved?�’ is still the central 
question that the biblical record compels individuals to ask. 
 Our prayer is that the teaching of God�’s Word and the 
truth of salvation and justification in Christ come alive in new 
and exciting ways and that, instead of confusion, God�’s 
people may have clarity, confidence, hope and assurance. The 
apostle Paul said it best: �‘Since we have been justified by faith 
�… we rejoice in hope of the glory of God�’ (Rom. 5:1-2).



 
 
 



1. 
AN OVERVIEW OF THE NEW 

PERSPECTIVE ON PAUL 
In many ways, the �‘new perspective�’ is not all that new. While 
NPP writings contain several novel interpretations of Pauline 
words and phrases, most of the ideas that make up the 
foundation of the new perspective were actually put forward 
by interpreters of the Bible many years earlier. But they have 
recently taken hold �— seemingly, for two reasons. The first is 
the thorough, thoughtful and persuasive way in which they 
have been presented. The leading proponents of the NPP are 
outstanding scholars and good communicators �— learned, 
creative, clear, winsome and witty. The second reason for the 
popularity of the NPP is that it coincides with impulses 
current in society that are compatible with it �— indeed, that 
are even demanded in some circles. These impulses include 
the contemporary social virtues of tolerance, unity and 
ecumenism. In a post-Holocaust world, there is an under-
standable desire to remove from the church all semblance of 
anti-Semitism. The NPP fits in well with the modern attempt 
to bring together Judaism and Christianity, Protestantism and 
Catholicism. 
 This is not to say that the NPP has simply read the Bible in 
the light of modern sensibilities and so should be dismissed 
out of hand. It is possible that the modern world has made us 
sensitive to certain realities and enabled us to see what was 
there all along, but that we were missing. Thus we need to 
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take a careful look at the key ideas of the NPP and how they 
have developed in recent scholarship. This chapter is devoted 
to that task. 
 As we examine the development of thought within the 
NPP, we see that there is a logic to it that cannot easily be 
dismissed. Indeed, there is much that is good and helpful in 
the NPP. Readers need to appreciate and feel the weight of 
this before we enter into detailed disagreement. Thus this 
chapter attempts to lay out the development of the central 
ideas of the NPP, with only minor critique. We will save the 
bulk of our assessment for the chapters that follow. 

IDEAS CENTRAL TO THE NPP  

Some of the key ideas in the development of the NPP are as 
follows: 

1. Paul had a robust conscience 

One of the assertions that set off an �‘anti-Lutheran�’ rereading 
of Paul�’s letters was that Paul was not plagued by a guilty, 
introspective conscience, but rather demonstrated a robust 
conscience. Ironically, this assertion was made by a Lutheran 
minister and one-time Lutheran Bishop of Stockholm, Krister 
Stendahl.1 Stendahl took his cues from passages like Philip-
pians 3:6, where Paul claims that he was �‘blameless�’ with 
regard to the righteousness in the law. 
 Stendahl contrasts this with the experience of Luther, who 
struggled with his own sinfulness and wrestled with the 
question, �‘How can a sinner be justified in the sight of a holy 
God?�’ In other words, Stendahl argued, Paul�’s central concern 
was not, �‘How can sinners be saved?�’ Rather, Paul�’s central 
concern was driven by his �‘call�’. 
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2. Paul was �‘called�’ to be the apostle to the Gentiles, and this 

became his primary concern 

Stendahl is insistent that we understand the dramatic change 
in Paul�’s life as a �‘call�’ to the Gentile mission, not a �‘conver-
sion�’ to a new religion.2 Paul was a Jew, and never gave up his 
essential identity as a Jew. He did believe, contrary to most 
Jews of his day, that the Messiah had come, and this belief led 
to theological diversions from first-century Judaism. But, on 
the whole, Paul did not change religions. He changed the 
course of his life. 
 Now Paul�’s life was driven by his call to be the �‘apostle to 
the Gentiles�’. The driving question for him, then, became, 
�‘How can Gentiles be included in the people of God? How 
can Jews and �“unclean�” Gentile �“sinners�” be one in the body 
of Christ?�’ It is this concern that drove Paul�’s development of 
his theology, not the problem of how sinners can be saved. 
Of course, this potentially has major implications for under-
standing some of Paul�’s key theological terms, such as �‘justifi-
cation�’, which Stendahl does not believe to be a central 
Pauline doctrine. Rather, the concept of �‘justification by faith, 
not works of the law�’ was developed by Paul to deal with the 
issue of the inclusion of the Gentiles and their unity with 
Jewish believers. We will return to this later. But Stendahl�’s 
insights laid the groundwork for a �‘paradigm shift�’ (to use the 
language of Thomas Kuhn) in Pauline studies, though Sten-
dahl himself did not systematically work out all the impli-
cations of his findings. That was left for others. 

3. First-century Judaism was not a religion of legalistic self-

righteousness 

In 1977 the bombshell was dropped with the publication of 
E. P. Sanders�’ work, Paul and Palestinian Judaism.3 Sanders�’ 
book is a monumental study of the writings of first-century 
Jews, in particular �‘Palestinian�’ Jews, or Jews who lived in the 
land of Israel. His exhaustive study leads Sanders to conclude 
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that first-century Jews did not believe they were saved by their 
own works, in the sense of building up merit with God. 
Rather, the �‘pattern of religion�’ (as Sanders calls it) of first-
century Judaism was that of �‘covenantal nomism�’. Jews were 
saved, Sanders argued, because they were part of the covenant 
people. They kept the law (�‘nomism�’, from the Greek word 
nomos, meaning �‘law�’) for two reasons. Firstly, it was a re-
sponse to God�’s gracious act in choosing them to be his 
people. Secondly, the keeping of the law maintained their 
status in the covenant. So, as Sanders put it, obedience to the 
law does not get you in, but it does keep you in. Those who 
lack covenant faithfulness will be cut off from the people of 
God. 
 Sanders argued that first-century Judaism was a religion of 
grace in which God chose Israel, enabled obedience and made 
provision for disobedience in sacrifices. Jews by and large did 
not hold to a �‘works-righteousness�’ legalism, by which their 
good deeds earned their standing before God. 
 Paul�’s pattern of religion, by contrast, while having affini-
ties with Judaism with regard to getting in and staying in, was 
that of �‘participationist eschatology�’. In other words, accord-
ing to Sanders, the coming of Messiah means that the end 
times have broken into the present. Believers partake of 
eschatological life by participating with, or being united to, 
Christ. Thus the notion of the believer�’s union with Christ is 
prominent in Paul�’s letters (�‘in Christ�’, �‘Christ in you�’, dying 
and rising �‘with Christ�’, etc.). For Paul, according to Sanders, 
the biggest danger for believers is the avoidance of unions 
that break, or are inconsistent with, the believer�’s union with 
Christ. 
 Sanders�’ reading of first-century Judaism in particular is 
the starting point of what many have termed the �‘Sanders 
revolution�’. It is the foundation for the new perspective. 
Scholars like N. T. Wright, for example, assert that Sanders�’ 
conclusions about first-century Judaism are �‘established�’.4 His 
findings, then, form the presuppositional base that informs 
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their reading of Paul, even though many have significant 
disagreements with Sanders over how to read Paul in the light 
of his conclusions. We shall see some of the outworking of 
this in the following section. 

4. Therefore, Paul was not refuting Jewish legalism 

If first-century Judaism was not legalistic (in Sanders�’ sense of 
building up merit to attain favour with God), then Paul could 
not have been refuting Jewish legalism, as has been tradition-
ally taught. Paul did not place justification by faith over 
against �‘law�’, or �‘works of the law�’, because Jews saw law 
obedience as a means to salvation. Rather, according to 
Sanders, since life under the law was characteristic of Judaism, 
Paul is simply arguing that one does not have to be a Jew to 
be righteous. In short, Sanders asserts, Paul�’s problem with 
Judaism was that it was not Christianity. 
 It is at this point that James Dunn enters the fray. Dunn 
was persuaded by Sanders�’ work, but found this last point to 
be deficient. In other words, it was not enough, according to 
Dunn, to say simply that Paul�’s argument with Judaism was 
that it was not Christianity. At the same time, Sanders�’ work 
had convinced Dunn that Paul�’s opposition to �‘works of the 
law�’ was not a refutation of legalism. 
 Dunn proposed a different interpretation of Paul�’s phrase 
�‘works of the law�’. He claimed that it does not refer to Jewish 
efforts to keep the law and thereby earn their salvation. 
Rather, the term �‘works of the law�’ refers to those aspects of 
the law that are distinctly Jewish and that separate Jews from 
Gentiles.5 Dunn acknowledged that �‘works of the law�’ can 
refer to all that the law requires. But when the context is that 
of Jewish relations with the nations, the phrase focuses more 
specifically on those laws that serve as �‘boundary markers�’ for 
Jews. In particular, the �‘works of the law�’ are circumcision, 
food laws and Sabbath observance. Paul�’s problem with 
�‘works of the law�’, then, according to Dunn, is that they are 
banners of Jewish nationalism and are waved specifically to 
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exclude Gentiles. Paul opposes Judaism for its exclusivity �— 
Jew against Gentile �— not for its legalistic, works-
righteousness mentality. Instead of actively pursuing their own 
individualistic righteousness, Jews were resting in their coven-
antal status and boasting in their election as God�’s people. 
Nationalism, not legalism, was the problem. 
 This interpretation, of course, fits well with what we have 
seen earlier about Paul�’s call to the Gentile mission. Paul�’s 
work as �‘apostle to the Gentiles�’ would be severely undercut if 
Gentiles were excluded from full fellowship with Jews in the 
church and were seen as in some way second-class Christians. 
Thus Paul battled to break down the barriers between Jewish 
Christians and Gentile Christians. Jewish Christians who 
insisted that Gentiles be circumcised and obey food laws were 
essentially saying that Gentiles needed to become Jews. This 
would undercut the integrity of Gentiles and the unity of the 
body of Christ. 
 We will come back to Dunn�’s interpretation of the phrase 
�‘works of the law�’, but we can say that there is much good in 
his interpretation at this point. Paul does indeed desire full 
unity between Jewish and Gentile believers in the body of 
Christ. Numerous places in Paul�’s letters bear this out (cf., 
e.g., Eph. 2:11-22). But we will need to explore whether this 
social dimension, Jew and Gentile together in the body of 
Christ, is indeed Paul�’s central concern. For instance, when 
Paul attacks his Galatian opponents�’ insistence on circum-
cision, is he primarily consumed with social concerns, as 
Dunn and other proponents of the NPP assert? Or does Paul 
see salvation itself as being at stake in a gospel that teaches 
justification by faith plus works, as the Reformers understood 
it? 
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5. In the light of this, Paul�’s problem with the law was not that it 

could not save, or that the Jews had misunderstood it with 

respect to salvation 

Traditional Reformed theology has taught a threefold use of 
the Mosaic law in Scripture. First, the law was given to reveal 
God�’s standards of righteousness, and so to serve as a moral 
guide, particularly to the old-covenant people, and to restrain 
evil. Secondly, the law was intended to show us our sin, to 
convict, and to lead us to Christ. Thirdly, the law was meant 
to be a guide to believers to instruct them in holiness. Luther-
ans and dispensationalists, who pose a strong law-gospel 
antithesis, have traditionally agreed with the first two of these 
uses, but not with the third one. Proponents of the NPP 
typically do not disagree with the first and third uses of the 
law. They do, however, take issue with the second one. 
 Sanders argued, coining a phrase that has now become 
standard among many proponents of the NPP,6 that Paul 
reasoned �‘from solution to plight�’. In other words, Paul�’s 
thinking did not go from the plight of sin to the solution of a 
Saviour, Jesus Christ. Rather, Paul came to believe that Jesus 
was the long-awaited Messiah, and so reasoned backward to 
the plight of man, particularly of the Jew under the law. What 
is that plight? Again, for Sanders it is that Jews who remain 
under law fail to embrace Christ. For Dunn, it is an inappro-
priate �‘zeal�’, an allegiance to the law that excludes Gentiles 
(like that of Saul of Tarsus). 
 For key proponents of the NPP, then, Paul�’s major prob-
lem with the law is not its inability to save, nor is it in Jewish 
misunderstanding of the law as a means to salvation. The new 
perspective teaches that Paul does not say the problem with 
the law is inability to keep the law. Indeed, the law itself is 
filled with grace �— God graciously entered into a covenant 
relationship with the Jews and graciously provided sacrifices 
as a means of atoning for their sin. Judaism, the NPP says, is 
as much a religion of grace as Christianity. At the same time, 


