NEW PERSPECTIVE THEOLOGY

Whether or not you have heard of it, the New Perspective on Paul is making a subtle but widespread impact on Pauline and Soteriological studies within Protestatntism. Here is one recent example:

Introducing the NT—Its Literature and Theology by Paul Achtemeier (Union Theo. Sem., VA), Joel Green (Asbury Theo. Sem., KY) and Marianne Meye Thompson (Fuller Seminary, CA).

· “an ideal textbook for courses covering the NT and a superb introduction for general readers wanting authoritative, straightforward [and completely undocumented] instruction on the writings of the NT”

The familiar phrase “justification by faith” can convey some nuances that Paul did not intend. “Justification” in modern English has legal overtones, and justification is often understood as God [sic] as judge freeing human sinners from the punishment due their sins. But Paul took this term from the covenant language of Israel, where it describes being in a right covenantal relationship with God. To be made righteous therefore means, for Paul, to leave a rebellious relationship in which one opposes what God wants and to enter a positive relationship in which one seeks to follow God’s will. This is the “new covenant” about which Paul speaks and which was inaugurated by Christ’s death and resurrection. One enters that new relationship with God by accepting what God has done for sinners in Christ. Such acceptance is what Paul calls “faith.” Again, a better choice of word would be “trust.” “Faith” in modern English often means assent to the validity of some intellectual content. But Paul uses that word not to get his readers to assent to the existence of God and Christ, but to place their trust in God and Christ to fulfill what they have promised. In that way, human beings leave their rebellious ways, which have separated them from God, that is, their sin, and now enter a positive relationship through Christ in which they seek to act in accordance with the divine will for human beings as displayed in Christ. For that reason, we use the phrase “righteousness through trust” rather than “justification by faith.” … Righteousness by trust is thus the way that God’s saving grace is made available to all people. This is shown by the fact that 1:17, with its statement about getting right with God through trust, serves to clarify the announcement in v. 16b that God’s saving righteousness is now open to everyone…. That the history of God’s dealing with humanity through his chosen people, the Jews, underlies even that universal expression of God’s mercy is shown by its being framed in terms of “righteousness,” a concept almost surely borrowed from the covenantal language of Israel (INT, 308-309).

Names of Note

E. P. Sanders

James D. G. Dunn

N. T. Wright

· The most popular and persuasive proponent of NPP

Norman Shepherd

· Former professor at Westminster Theological Seminary

· The Call of Grace: How the Covenant Illuminates Salvation and Evangelism, a book on the popular level dealing with some of the implications of these views for salvation and evangelism
Overview

1. Second Temple Judaism was not endemically legalistic.

· This is foundational to NPP thought.

· Reliance on 1st century Jewish writings regarding the nature of NT-era Judaism.

· 1st century Judaism was not a religion of salvation by works but a religion of “covenantal nomism”—i.e., centered on law-keeping within the context of one’s existing covenantal relationship to God.
· Paul leveled his guns not at the self-righteousness of the Jews but at their exclusivity in wanting to exclude Gentiles from covenantal blessings.

· According to NPP: “Ancient Judaism is not a religion of works-righteousness and boasting before God but a religion of the prevenient grace of God.  It knows justification by faith and lives in it.  The only danger for Judaism is that it might seek to keep the covenant to itself and to exclude the Gentiles from it by making circumcision, food laws and sabbath observance into conditions for covenant membership. . . .  The apostle’s teaching of justification apart from the works of the law is first and foremost about the soteriological equality of Jews and Gentiles before God” (Peter Stuhlmacher, Revisiting Paul’s Doctrine of Justification: A Challenge to the New Perspective (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 39).
2. Justification was not the center of Pauline soteriology.

· Instead, it was merely a “pragmatic tactic to facilitate the Gentile mission”
3. Paul was not opposed to the Law and Judaism, per se.

· The alleged Pauline dichotomy between law and gospel is a misunderstanding of Paul.

· It is the law understood in terms of works, as a Jewish prerogative and national monopoly, to which he [Paul] takes exception. . . .  Paul here is not disparaging works in general. . . .  It is works which betoken racial prerogative to which he objects, acts done in the flesh because faith in Christ is reckoned insufficient as the badge of covenant membership which he denounces (Dunn, “Works of the Law and the Curse of the Law (Gal. 3:10-14),” 220).

4.  “Works of the law” does not refer to merit-righteousness.

· According to Dunn, the phrase “works of the law” has “traditionally been understood as a denial that human beings . . . can achieve salvation by their own ‘works’; they cannot ‘work’ their passage to heaven; they cannot earn salvation by their own efforts” (Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians, BNTC [Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1993], 135).

· Rather, Paul’s attack on this problem has reference to Jewish distinctives and national righteousness that excluded Gentile participation and benefits.

· According to the NPP, “works of the law” refer to “those portions of the law that erect barriers between Jews and Gentiles” (Schreiner, Romans, 171). 
· Dunn, argues that “works of the law” should be interpreted as “the marks of Jewish privilege.” Dunn claims that “works of the law” does not “denote human deeds of meritorious quality.”  Rather, these “works of the law” “were reckoned especially crucial in the maintenance of covenant righteousness, in the maintenance of an individual status within the covenant.”  “The point here clearly is Paul’s denial that ‘works of the law’ are a basis of God’s favourable judgement.”  “‘Works of the law’ and ‘faith in Jesus Christ’ are not necessarily being posed here as mutually exclusive antitheses” (Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians, 135, 136, 137).

5. “Justification by faith” was primarily a message for the Gentiles.

6. The Reformed doctrine of justification by faith is the result not of an exegetical reading of the text in its true historical context, but the result of Luther’s projection onto Paul’s terminology of his own struggle with the RC church.

SEE various files/articles on NPP.

Conclusion

Granted, we can always benefit from ongoing discoveries in the areas of archaeology and history that offer additional insights and even alter some interpretations. 

One is perhaps tempted to argue that since the Reformers, after all, challenged doctrinal and theological constructs that were a millennium old, why should it be considered such a radical proposal that over the course of the last half-millennium we have the benefit of at least an equal amount of increased knowledge and light as the Reformers had.

I.e., why should we just assume the Reformers were all right and the Catholics were all wrong? Why should we shy away from a modern “reformation” in how we understand Paul?

(1) NP turns half a millennium of Protestant theology on its head.

· Protestant theology has not blindly followed the Reformers without scrutiny, study, debate, and independent verification. These things were not possible on a large scale prior to the Reformation. That leads to the more central difference between the 1990s and the 1490s.

(2) We have had open and public access to one central document over the past 500 years that people did not have for the 500 years prior to the Reformation—the Bible in its original languages and multitudes of translations, and all the benefit of multitudes of independent investigations of Scripture, to “see whether these things are so” that the Reformers taught.

· The Reformers were not discovering a new way to read and interpret Paul. They were not hermeneutical pioneers; they were biblical content pioneers, exploring for themselves for the first time the virgin forest of the full, unadulterated revelation from God.  They were discovering Paul himself for the first time, instead of merely the Church’s official formulation and selective presentation of Paul.

In that sense, then, there can be no comparison between the radical theological shift represented by the Reformation once it got hold of the Bible, and the shift being proposed today by the NP, as though for 5 more centuries we’ve still been in the dark on so central a subject as soteriology, though we have had the full light of Scripture available to us.

