TMSJ 16/2 (Fall 2005) 261-276

THE NEW PERSPECTIVE’S VIEW
OF PAUL AND THE LAW
Jack Hughes*
Scho lars have not reached a consensus concerning Paul’s view of the law.
Disagreement prevails even among those who believe in verbal plenary inspiration.
Paul’s frequent references to the law come in many different co ntexts. Interpreting
each reference accurately within its own context and synthesizing the interpretations
into a systema tic whole a re difficult challenges. The New Perspective [NP]on Paul
has am plified the existing p roblem . Founders o f the NP ta ke a historica l, highercritical, cove nan tal ap proach to interpreting Paul. Their low view of Scripture and
their high view of extra-biblical literature have produced an entirely new way of
understanding Paul’s view of the law and have led many to redefine key theological
terms related to both law and gospel. The NP on Paul leads those who subscribe
to it outside the limits of orthodox theology.
*****
Introduction
Macedonian legend tells of a poor man named Midas who lived during a
time of universal unre st. One day M idas entered town with his ox-cart, weary and
despondent over the future that lay ahead of him. Little did he know but on that very
day the Phrygian elders had called a council to discuss an ancient oracle that told of
a man pulling an ox-cart who would bring peace and prosperity to their people. The
council spo tted M idas an d appointed him king.
Thankful for his good fortune, Midas erected a shrine and dedica ted it to
Zeus. The shrine contained his wagon, hitched to a pole. On the pole hung a large
knot with hundreds of tightly interwoven strands of rope made from bark. No ends
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were exposed. After many months the bark hardened and eventually the knot was
moved to the nearby town of G ordium, which was ruled b y Gord ius, Midas’ father.
Eventually, an oracle p rophesied that who ever lo osed the Gordian kno t would
become lord and ruler of all Asia. Many attempted to unravel the knot, but failed. In
fact, visiting Gordium without attem pting to loosen the knot was considered bad
luck.
Eventually the son of Philip II, King of Macedonia visited Gordium. He
was a young military man facing the conquest of Persia. Not wanting to have bad
luck, the young man went to the shrine of Zeus and for two hours tried to undo the
Gordian knot while the peop le of the city watched. Finally, in a fit of frustration he
pulled out his sword and slashed at the kno t, expo sing its hidden ends which allowed
him to unravel it. The young man went forth to conquer the known world. His name
was Alexand er the G reat.
This story illustrates the difficulty in understanding Paul and the law. The
subject is a theological Gordian knot. Its complexities are great. Its scope broad. Its
implications deep. T heological presuppositions and hermeneutical alliances radically
affect how one understands Paul’s views of the law. W alt Kaiser has said, “The way
to test the greatness and incisivene ss of any truly evangelical theology is to ask how
it relates b iblical law to God’s gospel of grace. The history o f the Church’s
achievement on this issue has not been remarkable or convincing.” 1 This writer is
not deluded into thinking that he can cover thoroughly the New Perspective’s views
on Paul and the law in a single journa l article. Many voluminous tom es have
discussed and are still discussing Paul and the law. The purpo se of this article is first
to state some of the problems encountered when stud ying the subjec t; second, to
survey the founders of the New Perspective [hereafter, usually NP] and their views
of Paul and the law; and finally, to offer some pastoral perspectives on theological
issues like the NP.
PROBLEM S ENCOUNTER ED
W H EN ST UD YIN G P AU L A ND TH E L AW
Before the NP, scholars took one of three general approaches in an attempt
to unravel the theological knot of Paul and the law. At one end of the spectrum was
the No-Law View. The No-Law View sees little continuity between the Old and New
Testame nts when it comes to law and grace. This camp is typically dispensational
and asserts that Christians are not under any law. It would champion texts like Rom
6:14, “[Y]ou are not under law, but grace.” 2 The N o-Law View believes Christians
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have died to the law—all law. Various NT texts, without reference to their contexts,
seem to state em phatically that the C hristian is under no law at all.
The No-Law View has come under fire primarily from two directions.
First, those who hold to the No-Law View are accused of being antinomians. If there
is no law that a Christian mu st obey, it is argued, then Christians live in a state of
lawlessness. Thus the Christian is free from any law to do anything he wishes
without consequence. In order to sin, one must have law, for sin is a violation of law.
Paul affirms this in Rom 4:15, “[F]or the law brings about wrath, but where there is
no law, there also is no violation.” The No-Law View is difficult to reconcile with
1 John 3:4 which says, “Everyone who p ractices sin also practices lawlessness; and
sin is lawlessness.”
Related to the first objection is the difficulty in trying to explain how all the
commands in the NT directed toward believers are not law. Jesus in the Great
Commission of M att 28:20 calls the church to “make discip les of all nations,
teaching them to observe all that He commanded” (emphasis added). Paul writes in
1 Cor 7:19, “W hat matters is keeping the commandments of God” (emphasis added).
In 1 Cor 9:21 P aul describes himself as being “under the law of Christ” (emphasis
added). In Gal 6:2 Paul calls on readers to “fulfill the law of C hrist” (emphasis
added). Clearly, certain texts teach that the C hristian is under o bligation to obey the
commands or laws of Christ. How, one wonders, can those who hold to the No-Law
View co ntinue to do so in light of this?
One writer, representative of the No-Law View, explains what governs the
NT believer with these words: “Accord ing to dispensationalists, the rule of life for
the Christian is living in submission to the indwelling Ho ly Spirit (E ph 5:18) and in
His power (Gal 5:16, 18 , 25), manifesting His fruit (vv. 22–23 ), a higher rule of life
than the Law.” 3 This is an unsatisfactory explanation for many who are quick to
point out that C hristians would not kno w how to walk in “submission to the Sp irit”
or live according to the “rule of life for Christians” if it were not for the commandments or laws found in the Bible and particularly the NT.
At the other end of the spectrum is the view that may be called the OldLaw-Edited View. Calvin, though having slightly a different perspective on the law,
might be in this camp.4 This view sees more continuity between Old and New
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Testaments when it comes to law and grace. Those in this camp believe Christians
are to some extent bound by law. For example, C. E. B. Cranfield in a classic
Scottish Journal of Theology article argued for the enduring nature of the law of
Moses. 5 He systematically attempted to show that neither Jesus nor Paul argued that
the law of Moses has been abolished. His conclusion is that believers are still under
the law o f Mo ses, but in an edited way.
First, the law has been edited in that Christ has taken away the curse of the
law. Seco nd, it is edited in that the sacrificial portions of the law have been fulfilled
in Christ. The moral aspects of the law, it is argued, are still binding on the Christian,
not as a means o f salvation but as God’s h oly rule of life. Some in the Old-LawEdited camp have divid ed the law into three distinct categories, moral, civil, and
cerem onial. 6 They argue that the moral aspects of the law of Moses are still binding,
but not the civil and ceremonia l. The Ten Commandments, the heart of the moral
law, still governs the Christian as a rule of life.
This view overco mes so me o f the weaknesse s of the No-Law View by
avoiding the impression that Christians are antinomians directed subjectively by
some mystical inner moving of the Holy Spirit. It places the Christian under the
moral law of God found in the objective text of Scripture, but not under the
sacrificial or civil regulations which governed Israel as a theocracy or the ocratic
mon archy.
The weaknesses of this view are that texts in the NT seem to state directly
that Christians are not und er the law of M oses: “For the law was given through
Moses; grace and truth were realized through Jesus Christ” (John 1:1 7). “Fo r sin
shall not be master over you, for you are not under law, but under grace” (Rom
6:14). “But if you are led by the Sp irit, you are not under the law” (Gal 5:18). “For
He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one, and broke down the barrier
of the divid ing wall, by abolishing in His flesh the enmity, which is the law of
com mandme nts contained in ordinances, that in Himself He might make the two into
one new man, thus establishing peace, and might reconcile them both in one body
to God through the cross, by it having put to death the enmity” (Eph 2:14-16).
Obviously, a tension exists when trying to synthesize texts which seem to
say Christians are not und er the law of M oses and the texts which teach that they
must obey com mands found in the law of Moses. This tension has given rise to a
mediating view of the law which might be called the New-Law View. This view
agrees with the No-Law View, saying Christians are not under the law of Moses at
all. It also agrees with the Old-Law-Edited View saying that Christians are still under
law—the teachings of Christ which make up “the law o f Christ,” “the royal law,”
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“the perfect law,” “the law o f liberty.” 7
The New-Law V iew solves one of the primary difficulties that people have
with the law of Moses. Most would argue that at least nine of the ten co mmandments
are still binding on believers (Sabbath observance excepted). 8 Mo st agree that the
Ten Commandments are the heart of the Mosaic law. In fact, that all 600-plus laws
in the O T are exp ression s of the T en Comm andments can be easily argued .
The solution provided by the New-Law View is to understand an overlap
between the law of Christ and the law of M oses, nine out of the T en Commandments,
for instance.9 The reason for this overlap is that both the law system of Mo ses and
the law system of Christ are built on the same all-encompassing commands, love
God and love your neighbo r as yourself: “On these two command ments depend the
whole law and the prophets” (Matt 22:40). Though the law of Moses and the law of
Christ are two completely different law systems, they are both founded upon the
same grea t commandments. Hence the two have similarities.
As an example, suppose an electrician recently moved from Idaho to
California to practice his trade. M uch o f the electrical code of Idaho would be
identical to that of California. Yet though many identical regulations between the
Idaho and California electrical codes exist, he would not be under the Idaho code at
all. He would be under a completely new code, the California code. The reason for
the similarities between the Idaho and California co des is that both are derived from
the national electrical code. All states must submit electrical codes which com ply to
the all-enc omp assing national code.
Similarly, Christians are no longer under the law code of M oses at all; they
are under a comple tely new law system, the law o f Christ. Significant o verlap
between the two law system s is because both are derived from the universal law
code, love God and love your neighbor. The New -Law View removes Christians
from the law of Moses, the strength of the No-Law View, but leaves them under the
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Jesus, after training the twelve, sent them out to make disciples of all nations, teaching them to
observe all He commanded (Matt 28:19-20). The apostles and their disciples communicated the law of
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Jas 1:25; 2:8, 12).
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Rapids: Baker, 1984] 963-64; G. H. Waterman, “Sabbath,” in Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the
Bible, ed. Merrill C. Tenney [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975] 5:188). Others, following in the footsteps
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law of C hrist as a m oral rule of life, the strength of the Old-Law -Edited V iew.
The three views above are all non-NP views, held by Protestants who
believe in verbal plenary inspiration, the inerrancy, authority, and infallibility of the
W ord of God and who subscribe to historical-gramm atical exegesis. Regardless of
which of the three camps one finds himself in, most non-NP Pro testants agree on
seven crucial points o f doctrine which relate to Pa ul’s view o f the law.
(1)

Most believe the ceremonial aspects of the law foreshadow Christ and were
fulfilled by C hrist.

(2)

Most believe that the moral aspects of the law, which express and are
derived from God’s nature, are for God’s people of any age and are
profitable for teaching, reproof, correction, and training in righteousness.

(3)

Most believe that the demands of God’s moral law are beyond the ability
of fallen m an to fulfill.

(4)

Most believe that a primary purpose of the law is to reveal sin and a need
for a Savior, and hence to serve as a tuto r to lead one to Christ.

(5)

Most believe that justification is by faith alone and that those who are
justified escape the wrath of G od and the curse o f the law.

(6)

Most believe that the justified are enabled by the H oly Sp irit to ob ey God’s
comm andments.

(7)

Most believe that justification is a o ne-time act whe reby a believer is
declared righteous before God based on the imputed righteousness of
Christ.

Almost universal agreement among all branches of conservative Protestan tism prevails in these areas, but the tangles in the theological Gordian knot of Paul
and the law are often worse than the beginning studen t of the law realizes. Some
critical questions will facilitate a closer lo ok at the knot.
1. W hen Paul uses the word “law,” what specifically was he referring to?
Some have argued that Paul had a single definition in mind when he used the word
“law.” Cranfield, on the other hand, sees five different uses. 10 John Walvoord sees
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six different uses in the book of Romans alone.11 W hat Paul means by the word
“law” in each context is a fundamental question to be answered.
2. What did Paul mean by the phrase “under law?” Did he mean under any
law system or a specific law system such as the law of Moses? Did he mean that
those “under law” have to obey the law and/or are under the curse or condemnation
of the law, or something else? In each context where the phrase app ears, one must
reach a conclusion about what Paul meant by the phrase “under law.” Interpretations
abound.
3. What does it mean to be “under grace?” At first, this may seem to be a
simple question, but it is not. Does it imply that OT saints were not under grace?
Does it mean that OT saints were saved by works? Does it mean OT saints were
saved and sanctified by wo rks? Does it mean that OT saints were saved by grace and
then abandoned by God to live the rest of their lives trying to please God in the
flesh? Does “under grace” mean not under any law, even the law of Christ?
Or maybe Paul is speaking to people who have adopted false views of the
law, and when he says, “We are no longer under law, but grace,” he is not saying,
“God previously placed people under law but no w He has p laced them under grace.”
Rather he is saying, “God never placed us under law, but we (Jews) placed ourselves
under law, but now that we know the truth, we are where we should have b een all
along, under grace.” One must ascertain the meaning and implications of the phrase,
“under grace.” Interp retations and their explanations are like the sand on the
seasho re.
4. What is meant by the phrase “works of the law”? Does it mean, obeying
the law for the glory of God? Does it mean obeying the law for sinful reasons, e.g.,
legalism? Does it mean obeying the law while the curses of the law remain? D oes it
mean obeying the law as a mea ns of salvation or sanctification, or both? Does it
describe what the law does to a person or what a person does in compliance to the
law? One m ust answer these questions. W hat does P aul mean b y the phrase “works
of the law ?” Interpre tations are almost as numero us as the stars of heaven.
5. In Jeremiah’s description of the new covenant (Jer 31 :33), Go d says, “I
will put My law within them” and “on their heart I will write it.” In Ezek 36:27 He
adds, “I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you
will be careful to observe My ordinances.” If Christ inaugurated the new covenant
with His death,12 what law, statutes, and ordinances are referred to? What would the
original audience have understood Jeremiah to mean? W as Jeremiah referring to the
law of Moses, the law of Christ, the two great commandments, the Ten Commandments, or some other law or law system that would be given in the future? If one can
answer this question with certainty, it will provide immense help in unraveling the
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Go rdian knot o f Paul and the law.
Questions, like the sampling above, reveal the complexities related to Paul
and the law. Every one of the questions must be answered with careful exegesis, and
then all texts must be synthesized into a system as they are properly interpreted
within their given contexts. All that has be en said is to demonstrate that even before
the NP came along, the theo logical complexities of Paul and the law were
overwhelming. The introduction of NP views has increased the size of the knot. The
Dictiona ry of Paul and His Letters, commenting on the state of Pauline studies since
the NP , says, “[T]he plethora of new pro posals spawned b y this paradigm shift
suffers as much from internal dissent as from external critique, since no consensus
has yet emerged concerning the reason(s) why Paul actually rejected Judaism and the
‘works of the Law,’ nor concerning the actual meaning o f ‘works o f the Law ’ in
Pau l’s writings.” 13
After a survey of some of the complexities concerning Paul and the law, one
realizes that the subject presents an interpretive challenge of great propo rtions. W ith
this background, a look at NP views of Paul and the law is in order.
NEW PERSPECTIVE VIEWS OF PAUL AND THE LAW
Before a general survey of NP views of Paul and the law, severa l factors
must be understo od. F irst, the NP is not a monolithic theological system. There is no
one “NP Theology” or “NP view of Paul and the law.” The NP is really composed
of two primary historical perspectives that have significant theological implications:
Sande rs’ view of Second-Temp le Judaism and Dunn’s view of “the works of the
law.” 14 NP views vary greatly depending on: (1) a person’s assessment of the two NP
historical views; (2) which aspects of the NP are accepted or rejected; (3) to which
texts to apply the NP views; and (4) hermeneutical and theological biases which one
brings to bear on the issue. These variables spawn a plethora o f NP theo logies. This
makes the NP a mo ving and ever changing target for those attemp ting to critique it.
W hen one aims at and blows one view out of the water, other views emerge to which
the critique do es not apply.
Boo ks are being written on the topic of Paul and the law faster than anyone
can read them. The boo ks are often very detailed, with redefined words, new jargon,
and totally foreign approaches to Pauline theology which leave even seasoned
theologians baffled. So what or whose NP view/views of Paul and the law should be
singled out? It is best to lay the ax to the roo t of the tree. Though many branches
grow on the NP tree, they all rely upo n the historical assumptio ns of the root.

13
S. J. Hafemann, “Paul and His Interpreters,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, eds. Gerald
F. Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin, and Daniel G. Reid (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1993) 673.
14
For a helpful summary of the foundational issues of the NP, see Douglas Moo, “Review of Heikki
Räisänen, Paul and the Law, and E. P. Sanders, Paul, the Law and the Jewish People,” Trinity Journal
5/1 (Spring 1984):92-99.
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Though others may have written more persuasively, E. P. Sanders and James D unn
comp ose the root of the NP tree.15 Though a co uple of scholars before E. P. Sanders
had NP ideas, Sanders’ writings on second-temple Judaism have popularized the NP.
James Dunn has latched on to Sande rs’ research, and though they disagree at points,
both subscribe to Sand ers’ basic con clusions abo ut seco nd-tem ple Judaism .
As mentio ned in this issue’s article by D avid F arnell, the NP has as one of
its worst and culminating effects the overthrow of Reformation soteriology. The
adoption of NP views has led some to accept a gospel different from the gospel
preached by the Reformers. Some have tried to argue that if one redefines
justification , rejects imputation, rejects perseverance, redefines righteousness, and
redefines the church, he hasn’t changed the gosp el. Critical theological terms such
as justification and righteousness are being redefined. Other theo logical concepts
like imputation and perseverance are being rejected.16 Could it be that these terms
have nothing to do with redefining the gospel? This writer strongly asserts that they
do. By redefining and rejecting critical doctrines, a scholar strikes at the very heart
of the go spel an d how one is made right before a holy G od.
The NP seems rather harmless at first because it co ncerns itself with
historical studies. All faithful students of the Bible are concerned with historical
studies. Every hermeneutics book worth its salt teaches the importance of historical
background. But historical bac kground has ramifications for N T wo rds. In this case,
in defining words like justification, righteousness, law, and works of the law,
Sanders and Dunn, like most who reject verbal plenary inspiration, tend to put equal
and sometimes more weight on select, uninspired historical texts than on the inspired
text of God’s Word. 17 That is because they have a low v iew of the Bible, leading
them to judge the Bible by history rather than vice versa. Remembering that the NP
is not a un ified theo logical system but a historical, highe r-critical ap proach to
interpreting the Bible, one realizes that it leads to a wide variety of unorthodox
positions. Some of the more common branches in the NP tree are:

15
N. T. Wright, for example, is one of the more winsome, articulate, and voluminous NP writers.
Though he does not agree with Sanders and Dunn in every area, he relies upon their initial research. If
Sanders and Dunn can be compared to the root of the NP, Wright is the trunk of the tree.
16

N. T. Wright (What Saint Paul Really Said [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997]) argues for a new
definition of righteousness (95-111) and a new definition of justification which does not include
imputation (113-33). He then summarizes these views (151-65). See also N. T. Wright’s entries on
“Justification” and “Righteousness” in New Dictionary of Theology (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity,
1988) 359-61, 590-92. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., discusses Wright’s and Dunn’s rejection of imputation
in “Review Essay of James D. G. Dunn’s Paul the Theologian,” Westminster Theological Journal 61/1
(Spring 2000):140. Sanders denies the doctrine of perseverance in Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1983) 7.
17
For examples of Sanders’ reliance upon extra-biblical literature, see Paul, the Law, and the Jewish
People (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1983) 3, 41, 44-45; cf. also Mike Stallard, “Review of James D. G. Dunn,
The Theology of the Apostle Paul,” Journal of Ministry and Theology 2/2 (Fall 1998):233.
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1. Leg alism was not a problem in first-century Judaism and Paul did not
address it. Sand ers argues that P aul did not believe the law was imp ossible to ob ey. 18
Bo th Sanders and Dunn argue that first-century Judaism was not legalistic and Paul
did not argue against legalism.19 Ironically, Moisés Silva observes that Sanders does
not seem to understand what legalism is. He argue s,
Otherwise, how does one explain the fact that Sanders actually quotes passages from
Early Jewish literature that are clear evidence of “legalism” (in the sense that matters the
most) yet he shows no awareness of the problem at all? The clearest example comes from
the Wisdom of Joshua ben Sirach, which Sanders discusses in the third chapter of his
work. Under the heading of atonement, Sanders tells us that “Ben Sirach shared the
general belief that atonement is possible. Among good deeds, two are singled out which
atone for transgression. They are honouring one’s father and giving alms.” Sanders then
proceeds to quote the relevant texts: “Whoever honours his father atones for sins. . . .
Water extinguishes a blazing fire: so almsgiving atones for sin” (Ecclus 3:3, 30).
Astonishingly, Sanders overlooks altogether the theological implications of those
statements and moves on to discuss the “precise significance attached by the author to the
sacrificial system.” Sanders offers no explanation for—indeed, shows no awareness
of—what looks like a fairly blatant view of self-salvation.20
Dunn understands “works of the law” to refer to circumcision, Sabbath
observa nces, and food laws. According to Dunn, Paul is not refuting “works which
earn God’s favor, as merit-amassing observances. They are rather seen as badges
. . . [that] serve to demon strate co venant status.” 21 Dunn believes that what Paul
attacks in Galatians is an attitude to ward the law tha t distinguishes Jew from
Gentile.22 N. T . Wright, following Dunn and Sanders, says:
Paul’s argument, “has nothing to do with a specious attitude towards good behavior. On
the contrary: Paul expects his converts to live in a manner appropriate for members of the
covenant (Rom. 6 etc.), and this is in fact necessary if faith is not to appear a sham (2
Cor. 13:5). His polemic against “works of the Law” is not directed against those who
attempted to earn covenant membership through keeping the Jewish Law (such people
do not seem to have existed in the 1st century) but against those who sought to

18
Daniel B. Wallace, “Galatians 3:19-20: A Crux Interpretum For Paul’s View of the Law,”
Westminster Theological Journal 52/2 (Fall 1990):240; Sanders, Paul, and Law, and the Jewish People
23, 28, 43-44, 78.
19
Sanders, Paul and Law, and the Jewish People 78; Moisés Silva, “Law and Christianity”
Westminster Theological Journal 53/2 (Fall 1991) 341.
20

Silva, “The Law and Christianity” 348.

21

Ibid., 346.

22

Ibid., 347.
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demonstrate their membership in the covenant through obeying the Jewish Law. 23
A strange legalistic irony is evident here. Both scholars deny legalism and
at the same time affirm it! W here does this come from? It comes from a covenantal
view of the church. T hose who subscribe to dispensational theology often have more
difficulty trying to understand the NP. The reason for this is that they are often
unfamiliar with covenant theology which sees more continuity between Israel and the
church. The church is seen as the “Israel of God.” H ence the church in the N T is
viewed in a ve ry similar way as Israel under the M osaic law.
The people of Israel were God’s covenant people. But merely being in the
covenant community of Israel did not gua rantee an individual’s salvation, but it did
put them in the right circumstances to be saved as God’s Word came to those within
the covenant community. The church, in like manner, is seen as the “covenant
com munity” of God, in Christ. One should think “church” when reading NP
advocates who speak of “the cove nant co mmunity,” and things will become clearer.
Being part of the cove nant co mmunity (the church) does not guarantee the
salvation of individuals, b ut it puts them into the right circumstances to be saved.
Believers have the hope of future salvation as long as they continue to obey. In other
words, one enters the covenant community by faith and stays in the covenant
com munity by works. Sanders’ has coined the phrase “covenantal nomism” to
describe this view. Sanders, like Dunn, argue s that second-temp le Judaism taught a
form of justification by faith and that righteousness by works was not a problem
addressed by Paul. 24 Scott Hafemann, commenting on Sander’s work, Paul and
Palestinian Juda ism, remarks, “T hus, for P alestinian Juda ism at the time of P aul,
‘the intention and effort to b e obedien t constitute the condition for remaining in the
covenant, but they do not earn it’ (Sanders, 18 0, emphasis his).” 25 This means that
Christians in the covenant community are under a bilateral covenant, entered by
faith, but maintained by wo rks.
David Watson describes Dunn’s view of “covenan tal nomism” as follows:
[C]ovenantal nomism is a term used to describe a kind of Jewish self-identity in which
the covenant relationship between God and God’s people begins with God’s gracious
election and is maintained by adherence to the Law. In this view, the Law isn’t viewed
as a burden or a way to earn righteousness. Rather, it’s how one exemplifies and
preserves one’s place within the covenant community.26
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Dunn clearly rejects the doctrine of perseverance.27 Through faith in Christ a person
is place d into the cov enant community (the church), but if he fails to obey, he
perishes in hell. 28
The similarities to Roman Catholic theology are very striking. Roman
Catholic theology teaches that infant baptism places one into the “covenant
com munity” and as long as that person continues to observ e the sac rame nts, he will
preserve himself and be saved. T hat is legalism, salvation by works. 29
In short, the proponents of the NP deny legalism was a problem with Pa ul,
and then teach that the assurance of salvation de pends on obedienc e. This seem s to
explain, in part, their blindness. The question which needs to be asked and answered
is this, “Does the B ible teach legalism was a p roblem among the Jews in the first
century?” 30 The answer is clearly, “Yes.”
In the par able of “The Pharisee and the Publican,” Jesus taught that the
Pharisees “trusted in themselves that they were righteous” (Luke 18 :9). Jesus’
indictment of the scribes and Pharisees in Mark 7:8-9 is clear, “Neglecting the
command ment of God, you hold to the tradition of men.” T his is a form of legalism.
To say every Jew, Jewish leader, or Pharisee was a legalist may be wrong,
but it is clear that according to the Bible, many who opposed Jesus were. Those who
had true faith in God accepted Jesus as the Messiah. The ones who did not were
legalists and were the target of Jesus’ censure and rebuke .
A higher-critical approach to Scripture like that of Sanders and Dunn, who
follow the pattern of the Jesus Seminar, makes it easy to deal with such death knells
to NP by denying the authenticity of Jesus’ words. Jesus did not say these things;
they were added later!31 Sanders writes, “Of the material which dep icts legal conflict,
what actually goes back to the historical Jesus? I continue to think that relative ly
little does.” 32
Anyone who endorses verbal plenary inspiration of the Bible should be
alarmed at such a statement, a statement that reveals a fundamental flaw of the most
serious nature, a blatant denial of biblical authority. Those who accept a high view
of Scripture, who believe in the Bible’s authority, inerrancy, and sufficiency must
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consider the folly of such a statement. The founders of the NP have no regard for the
that view of the Word of God.33 When a Scripture takes their faulty preunderstanding out at the knees, they conveniently deny its authenticity, making them unassailable. Statements such as “Paul was wrong,” “Paul was confused,” “Paul conflicts
with himself,” or “Paul did not even write it” are not acceptable to those who believe
the Bible is the inspired W ord of God. D enying the authenticity of texts which
undermine a system may be an invincible response for some, but not for those who
accept verbal plenary inspiration. The Bible’s pronouncement is clear concerning
those who add or subtract from the Word of God. 34
Though historical research is imp ortant, the Bible must take priority over
extra-biblical literature. T he B ible is always right because it is the Word of God. To
say Moses is wrong is to say God is wrong. To say Pa ul was confuse d is to say the
Ho ly Spirit is confused. Sanders and Dunn reject what is fundamentally essential
concerning the Word of God. One must not be lured into the NP by incidental details
with which on the surface he might agree. The Lordship of Christ, the authority of
the Bible, faith in Christ, and Jewish and Gentile distinctions are matters which have,
to be sure, the appearance of wisdom, b ut they are being used as theological bait to
capture the unsuspecting.
W hat Sanders attempts to do is to make a person choose be tween a totally
legalistic second-temple Judaism or a totally non-legalistic second-temple Judaism.
After showing extra-biblical historical evidence that some Jews were not legalists,
he tries to force the conclusion that no Jews were legalists. The weakness of his view
is that the Bible says some Jews were legalists. May God be true, though every man
a liar. Dunn tries the same tactic in relation to Paul. On one side he places “Jewish
legalistic law-keeping,” and on the other side “Jewish law-keeping as a badge of
identity” for those in the covenant community. Krister Stendahl uses the same all-ornothing tactic. Paul’s “question was no t ‘How can I be saved?,’ but, ‘How can
Gentiles be included within the M essianic com munity o f Israel?’” 35 In other word s,
pick one or the other. This kind of argumentation is often an attempt to force the
reader to choose between the better of two wrong views. In the end, no matter what
view he takes, it is still wrong because the right view has not been offered or
defended.
The NP argues that badges which show status in the covenant com munity
are what Paul is addressing, not lega lism and works righteo usness. But why wou ld
someone want to be include d in the M essianic com munity o f Israel? Ob viously, in
order to be saved! The con cepts of being includ ed in the covenant community (the
church) and being saved are not mutually exclusive. The only way someone can be
saved is by being in the church. No one outside the church is saved, and if one is
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kept in the covenant community by works, this means salvation is by works. The
issue of being in the covenant community (the church) is an issue of salvation.
Again, the primary authority on this issue is God’s Wo rd. If it can be shown that Paul
discusses legalism, salvation, and national identity together in the sam e con text, the
NP illusion is exposed.
In Eph 2:8-9 Paul presents a strong denial of works righteousness: “For by
grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of
God; not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.” Paul then continues talking
about God bringing both Jews and Gentiles together in the church through faith in
Christ. He denies legalism and affirms salvation by grace through faith, and then
proceed s to discuss national identity.
Before Christ, Israel was to be a light to the nations. Paul says in Eph 2:12,
that Gentiles who were not part of Israel, “were . . . sep arate from Christ, excluded
from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having
no hope and without God in the world.” No hope of what? Salvation! To be saved,
one needs to have God ’s Word which was originally given to the covenant
com munity of Israel. It is a nonsequitur to argue that national identity, salvation, and
legalism are mutually exc lusive.
In Rom 4:4-5 Paul argues, “Now to the one who works, his wage is not
credited as a favor, but as what is due. But to the one who does not work, but
believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is credited as righteousness.” Of
course, the context argues against legalism. Keeping the law of Moses does not save
anyone, as Abrah am’s life proves. All three concepts (national identity, salvation,
and legalism) are taught toge ther.
In Rom 11 :6 Paul says, “B ut if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of
works, otherwise grace is no longer grace.” The context is about God’s sovereign
choice of individuals within national Israel for salvation. Legalism, salvation, and
national identity are again add ressed together.
Pau l, speaking of his hope in P hil 3:9, says, “and may be found in Him, not
having a righteousness of my own derived from the law, but that which is through
faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith.” In the
preceding context Paul speaks of his privileged Jewish heritage, circumcision, tribe,
association with the Jewish sect of the Pharisees, and his blameless obedience to the
law of M oses. H e thought those things earned him a righteousness of his own.
Legalism, salvation, and national identity come together.
Here is another example of the confusion that surrounds the NP. One finds
himself agreeing with many things they say, but then he is enticed to make an
either/or, all-or-nothing choice which leads to false theological conclusions, basing
his theology on the views of those who reject the veracity of the Word of God.
Adapting the words of Yod a to Luke Skywalker, “The rejection of verbal plenary
inspiration leads to the theological dark side.” In the case of the NP, its suppporters
advocate the heresy and dark doctrine of salvation by works. Silva correctly states,

The New Perspective’s View of Paul and the Law

275

Legalism is but the human cry for personal autonomy. Doing things our way as distinct
from trusting God’s power is illustrated just as clearly in modern evangelicalism as it is
in the narrative of the wilderness wanderings. The inclination toward self-righteousness
is thus not a unique Jewish problem: it is endemic to the human condition, and even the
most deeply sanctified believer is vulnerable to its power.36
The dark side of the NP is that it teaches that legalism was not a problem
with NT Judaism and that Jesus in his Gospel teachings and Paul in his epistles, were
not arguing against legalism. Supposedly they were arguing against those who were
trying to make distinctions between Jew and Gentile by observing things like the
Sabbath, dietary laws, and circumcision. The two dark paths then lead to other
hellish doctrines. The church is redefined as “the covenant community,” which one
enters by faith and yet is kept in by works. As long as someone continues to do good
works, he preserves his status within the covenant community, but if he fails, he
perishes in hell. Certainty of salvation is impossible, hence perseverance of the saints
is rejected. Justification is merely the hope of future vindication for those who
continue in good works. The NP denies that justification is a forensic declaration of
righteousness based on the merits of Christ. T hat lead s to the rejection of imputation
which is described as a pious fiction invented by Reformers who were reacting
against Roman Catholic theology. Righteousness is a synonym for covenant
com munity, which is a synonym for the church. In the end , the Reformers had it all
wrong. They preached a false gospel and the true gospel has finally been rediscovered after two thousand years. The NP historical views create an avalanche of
theological consequences which are pronounced anathema (Gal 1:6-9).
PASTORAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE NEW PERSPECTIVE
M y heart has always been for normal pew-sitters in the local church and for
pastors who will shepherd them. Because of this, I would like to close with some
parting exhortations which I hope will serve as warnings for those who are dabbling
in the N P or for those who are tem pted to do so.
(1)

Do n’t be distracted from yo ur ministry to submerse yourself in bad doctrine
and theology. Remember that bad theological company corrupts good
theolo gy.

(2)

Do n’t forget that those w ho do not know Christ are sons of the devil. They
do the work of their father the devil (John 8:44). They are held captive by
Satan to do his will (2 Tim 2:26). Satan works in the sons of disobedience
(Eph 2:1-2). They are devoid of the Spirit, spiritually dead, unable to
appraise the things of the Spirit of God, and they cannot please God (Rom
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8:5-8; 1 Cor 2:14; Col 2:13; Jude 19). Unb elievers do not make acceptable
theological mento rs. Sitting at the feet of the children of Satan to learn
doc trine is bo th foolish and d angerous.
Though all have to read a certain amount of false doctrine so we can warn,
guard, and o bey the Lord ’s command to protect the flock and refute those
who contradict, if we majo r in false doctrine, we are playing with anthrax.
To think someone can go to school with the spiritually dead and not end up
smelling like a corpse is a serious mistake. Puritan Thomas Watson put it
this way: “Suppose that you had a friend in the hospital with a deadly and
contagious disease. If you sp ent many hours next to your friend, what do
you suppose is more likely to occur, that you would infect him with your
health, or that he would infect you with his disease?”
(3)

Any pastor quickly discovers that many people in the local church need
salvation. If they are saved, they need help with the basic Christian
disciplines like Bible rea ding, p rayer, giving, and serving. They want to
know how to hono r Christ in their marriage, in their parenting, in their jobs.
It is the shep herd’s prima ry responsibility to tend to his flock. Be warned.
A never-ending stream of theological distractions waits to derail the pastor
from his primary responsibilities. When the next “new doctrine” comes
along, everyo ne starts talking ab out it. Em ails start flying, and journal
articles get written, then lots of books are published. Don’t be distracted
from your calling by those who reject what you hold to be fundamentally
essential. Paul in warning Timothy of false teachers said, “For some men,
straying from these things, have turned aside to fruitless discussion,
wanting to be teache rs of the law, even though they do not understand
either what they are saying or the matters about which they make confident
assertions” (1 Tim . 1:6-7).

(4)

Remember that we are called to “earnestly contend for the faith once for all
handed dow n to the sa ints” (Jude 3). This means we are pro claime rs of old
doctrines, not new ones.

The "New Perspective on Paul" is a significant shift in the way many scholars, especially Protestant scholars, interpret the writings of the
Apostle Paul. Since the Reformation, orthodox studies of Paul's writings have been heavily influenced by Lutheran and Reformed views
(the "old perspective") that are said to ascribe negative attributes associated with sixteenth century Roman Catholicism to first century
Judaism. The "new perspective" is an attempt to lift Paul's letters out of this framework and After brieï¬‚y introducing the â€˜New.
Perspective on Paulâ€™ this paper critiques it, and the scholarship that it is built upon, from. an evangelical and Reformed perspective.
A paper of this size and scope can do little more.Â 1Seyoon Kim, â€œPaul and the New Perspective: Second Thoughts on the Origin of
Paulâ€™s Gospelâ€, [27], William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. (Grand Rapids: Michigan), 2002, page xiv. 2The words are John
Barclayâ€™s quoted on the back of Stephen Westerholmâ€™s â€œPerspectives Old and New.Â The latter remains primarily a
negative category, directed against the view that obedience. to the law is either the necessary or suï¬ƒcient condition of salvation.â€23.
2.2.2 James D.G. Dunn.

