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ABSTRACT

What attitude was Paul opposing when he said that “a man is justified by faith apart from works
of the law” (Romans 3:28)? The traditional view has been that Paul was opposing works-
righteousness, the idea that says, “I can earn God’s favor by keeping the law.” There is, however,
a group of scholars promoting a New Perspective: E.P. Sanders, James D.G. Dunn, and N.T.
Wright. They deny that it was works-righteousness which Paul was opposing in his letters.
Instead, Paul was opposing ethnic exclusivism. This thesis attempts to demonstrate that Paul was
indeed opposing works-righteousness by bringing forward evidence from the Pauline passages at
the center of the debate. Interaction is also made with the exegesis of these passages put forward
by the advocates of the New Perspective. This paper will argue for a Pauline polemic against
works-righteousness from Paul’s usage of Psalm 143:2 in Galatians 2:16 and Romans 3:20, from
Paul’s consistent contrast between “doing” and “believing” (Romans 9:32; Galatians 3:11-12),
and from Paul’s warning to the Christians in Philippi against “putting confidence in the flesh”
(Philippians 3:3).
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Introduction

Justification by faith is a polemical doctrine. That is to say Paul employed this doctrine in
disputes with false teachers. What is the target at which justification by faith is aimed? The
traditional view has been that it is aimed at works-righteousness. Paul’s opponents taught some
form of works-righteousness and Paul countered with justification by faith.

There are a group of scholars, however, promoting what has been called the New
Perspective on Paul. A central conviction of the New Perspective is that Paul could not have
been opposing works-righteousness because first century Jews were not work-righteous. Many
Christians suppose that Paul is opposing works-righteousness, New Perspective authors say,
because they have been influenced by the polemical battles of Martin Luther and Saint Augustine
and are unconsciously reading those debates back into Paul’s polemical language. One New
Perspective author states:

One of the great gains of the last quarter of a century in Pauline scholarship has been to
recognize that Paul’s contemporaries- and Paul himself prior to his conversion- were not
‘legalists,’ if by that we mean that they were attempting to earn favor with God, to earn
grace as it were, by the performance of law-prescribed works. Paul’s fellow Jews were
not proto-Pelagians, attempting to pull themselves up by their own moral shoelaces.*
The main articulators of the New Perspective are E.P. Sanders, James Dunn and N.T.
Wright. In many ways, these three men are deserving of high honor. They all have an obvious
love for the apostle Paul. In a lecture given at Villanova University, E.P. Sanders said of Paul
that “there are few greater thrills than reading his letters.”? James Dunn, at the beginning of his
Romans commentary, calls Paul “the one whom I personally regard as the greatest theologian of
all time.”* All students of Paul would do well to follow the example of N.T. Wright when he
114

says, “I have lived with St Paul as more or less a companion for more than twenty years.
Expressing a similar sentiment to that of E.P. Sanders above, Wright wrote, “I have to say that

1 N.T. Wright, The New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume X: Acts-1 Corinthians. (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 2002), 460-461.

2«Is Paul’s Legacy Relevant Today?” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SZNijc_-4Lk
(accessed February 17, 2012).

® Romans 1-8, Word Biblical Commentary, (Waco: Word, 1988), xiii.

* What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity?
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 7.


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SZNijc_-4Lk�

for me there has been no more stimulating exercise, for the mind, the heart, the imagination and
the spirit, than trying to think Paul’s thoughts after him and constantly to be stirred up to fresh

glimpses of God’s ways with the world and with us strange human creatures.””

New Perspective
authors are to be commended for these sentiments.

The writings of Sanders, Dunn, and Wright have made considerable contributions to the
field of Pauline Studies. Even if the reader finds himself in disagreement on certain points, the
reader always comes away having learned much about Paul, his world and his letters. This paper,
however, will take up one of the points of disagreement. The purpose of this paper will be to
demonstrate that, contrary to the New Perspective, Paul is indeed opposing works-righteousness.
By examining key passages this paper aims to show that Lutherans are not reading a polemic
against works-righteousness into Paul; exegetes from the New Perspective are reading it out.

Why devote an entire thesis to providing evidence that Paul was opposing works-
righteousness? Works-righteousness is a serious danger for every Christian. It is imperative for
the Christian to recognize and avoid works-righteousness, lest he “be severed from Christ and
fall away from grace” (Galatians 5:4).° The danger of the New Perspective is that the definition
of works-righteousness has been softened almost to the extent that if grace is involved in a
religion at all, that religion cannot be labeled work-righteous. In this paper it will be suggested
that Paul’s definition of works-righteousness was much stricter. If any works, circumcision or
otherwise, are allowed into the doctrine of the justification of the sinner before God, this can
fairly be labeled as works-righteousness. According to Paul, if salvation is “by grace, then it is
no longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace” (Romans 11:6). As some have

well said, “salvation is by grace alone or it is not by grace at all.”

® Paul in Fresh Perspective, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 2009), x.

® Scripture quotations throughout the paper are from the NIV 1984 unless otherwise
indicated.



Literature Review

E.P. Sanders

The New Perspective on Paul began with a new perspective on Judaism. In the view of
E.P. Sanders, first century Judaism had been unfairly portrayed as a religion which was coldly
work-righteous.’

Sanders saw two reasons for this misrepresentation of Judaism. First, Christian scholars
needed a foil religion (Judaism) over against which to set their true religion (Christianity).® The
result is that Judaism is made to represent everything that is bad about religion (dead ritual, merit
theology, self-righteousness, etc.) and Christianity is made to represent everything that is good
about religion (inner spirituality, salvation by grace, true humility, etc.).

The second reason Sanders saw for this misrepresentation of Judaism is that most
Christian scholars leaned exclusively upon two sources for their knowledge of first century
Judaism: Ferdinand Weber’s System der altsynagogalen paléstinischen Theologie aus Targum,
Midrash und Talmud and Strack — Billerbeck’s Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud
und Midrash.? These two works stated that in Judaism a person’s salvation depended upon
whether his good deeds numerically outnumbered his transgressions.'® “As Billerbeck put it,
Judaism is a religion of Selbsterlosung, self-salvation.”** These two sources, according to
Sanders, are, despite their wide use, faulty representations of Judaism.

Sanders conducted an extensive study of the soteriology of first century Judaism.*?
Sanders wanted to learn what Judaism taught about how a person “gets in” and “stays in” the
community of the saved; in other words, “how getting in and staying in are understood: the way

in which a religion [in this case Judaism] is understood to admit and retain members.”** As

” Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion, (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1977), 33-59.

% Ibid, 57.

® Ibid, 33-42.

' 1bid, 39.

1 |bid, 220. The quotation is from St. — B. IV, p. 6.

" Ibid, 17.

13 Ibid, Emphasis original.



Sanders looked at first century Judaism, he saw a very different picture emerge than the one
presented in Weber and Strack-Billerbeck. Instead of a soteriology that depended on doing more
good deeds than bad, Sanders saw a soteriology which he called “covenantal nomism.”** Sanders
defines “covenantal nomism” in this way: “Briefly put, covenantal nomism is the view that one’s
place in God’s plan is established on the basis of the covenant and that the covenant requires as
the proper response of man his obedience to its commandments, while providing means of
atonement for transgression.”*®

The first half of “covenantal nomism” is that a person “gets in” to the community of the
saved by God’s electing grace. God in his grace had taken the initiative and made a covenant
with Israel (this is the “covenantal” part of the equation). No Israelite had to earn his way into
the covenant. He was already “in” by virtue of being a member of Israel, the covenant people.

Along with the covenant come certain laws (this is the “nomism” part of the equation). A
member of the covenant keeps these laws in order to maintain his covenant status (i.e. to “stay
in” the community of the saved). Sanders wrote that “election and salvation as such are not by
works of law, although obedience is the condition of remaining righteous.”*® When the covenant
was transgressed, the covenant itself provided means of atonement for the transgressions (i.e.
repentance and the sacrificial system).

Sanders insisted that the requirement to do works in order to maintain one’s covenant
status did not mean that the Jew had to earn his place in the covenant. “[O]bedience maintains
one’s position in the covenant, but it does not earn God’s grace as such. It simply keeps an
individual in the group which is the recipient of God’s grace.”*’

To sum up, in Judaism according to Sanders, one “gets in” by grace and one “stays in” by
obedience to the commandments. The Jews “believed that God has provided for the salvation of

all faithful members of Israel — all those who maintain their place in the covenant by obedience

" Ibid, 75.

™ Ibid.

' Ibid, 423.

17 Ibid, 420. Emphasis original.



and by employing the means of atonement provided by the covenant, especially repentance, for
transgression.”*?

Now that covenantal nomism has been summarized, the question needs to be asked
whether it is a religion of grace. Sanders says “yes” because God had taken the initiative in
making a covenant with Israel. No individual Israelite had to earn their way into the covenant.
He or she was “in” by virtue of being an Israelite, one of God’s chosen people. It is the
conclusion of this paper, however, that though there are elements of grace in covenantal nomism,
it cannot ultimately be called a religion of grace because covenant status, though given by grace,
needs to be maintained by obedience. In covenantal nomism, God does his part in salvation, but
the individual Israelite also has to do his part in salvation (obey the commandments).

Sanders presented his theory that Judaism was based on covenantal nomism in an
enormously influential book, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of
Religion, published in 1977. Sanders reviewed a wide variety of Jewish literature from roughly
200 BC — 200 AD. Tannaitic Literature (Rabbinic material from 70 — 200 AD), The Dead Sea
Scrolls, and selected Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha (Ben Sirach, | Enoch, Jubilees, Psalms of
Solomon, and IV Ezra) all receive separate treatment in the book. Sanders saw covenantal
nomism as a pervasive pattern in all of these writings expect for one (1V Ezra)*®.

In Paul and Palestinian Judaism, Sanders presents Judaism as a religion of grace. In the
following pages the evidence that Sanders brings forward in support of his argument that
Judaism was a religion of grace will be summarized and evaluated.

From the Rabbis, Sanders quotes Sanhedrin 10.1. “All Israelites have a share in the world
to come.”? The Rabbis did not say that Israelites who do more good deeds than bad have a share

in the world to come. Nor did they say that Israelites who earn God’s favor by fulfilling enough

'8 Ibid, 236. Emphasis original.

19 sanders admits that in IV Ezra covenantal nomism has broken down and salvation
really does depend on doing more righteous deeds than bad. “One has here the closest approach
to legalistic works-righteousness which can be found in the Jewish literature of the period; for
only here are the traditional characteristics of God — he freely forgives and restores sinners and
maintains the covenant promises despite transgression — denied,” Paul and Palestinian Judaism,
418.

20 |bid, 147.



commandments have a share in the world to come, but rather that all Israelites have a share in the
world to come.

Sanders’ claim that Judaism is a religion of grace is largely based on the election of Israel
as the people of God and the corresponding covenant made with Israel on Mount Sinai.
However, when the Rabbis discuss the question why God chose Israel, grace does not come
shining through in their answers. Sanders writes,

Thus one finds that the Rabbis could not rest content with simply saying that God chose

Israel, but inquired why he did so. They wished to explain that it was not ‘odd of God to

choose the Jews’. There are basically three kinds of answers given by the Rabbis to the

question of why God chose Israel. One answer is that God offered the covenant (and the
commandments attached to it) to all, but only Israel accepted it. The second answer is
that God chose Israel because of some merit found either in the patriarchs or in the
exodus generation or on the condition of future obedience. The third answer is really not
an answer at all; that is, it does not in fact give a reason beyond God’s own will: it is that

God chose Israel for his name’s sake.*

Grace is found only in the third answer. The first two attribute the cause of the election to
Israel and not God’s grace. In the first answer (God offered the covenant to all, but only Israel
accepted it), one could even say that it was Israel who chose God, not God who chose Israel.

Sanders expands on the first answer by saying, “That God offered the covenant to all is
sometimes said in such a way as to point out Israel’s moral superiority to other nations.”* The
reason for the election is then Israel’s moral superiority.

The answer that God chose Israel because of the merit of the exodus generation or on the
condition of future obedience is in direct conflict with Romans 9:11-12 in which Paul says that
future obedience had nothing to do with God’s choice of Jacob. “Yet, before the twins were born
or had done anything good or bad — in order that God’s purpose in election might stand: not by
works but by him who calls — she was told ‘the older will serve the younger.”” See also Romans
9:16, “it does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy,” and 11:5,
“So too at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace. And if by grace, then it is no
longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace.” It is apparent, then, that the part of

Rabbinic Judaism which Sanders calls grace (namely their consciousness that God had chosen

2L |bid, 87-88.
22 |pid, 88.



Israel), would not have been called grace by the apostle Paul; because for the apostle Paul grace
completely excludes works when it comes to election.

Sanders admits that according to the Rabbis the exodus was earned, but seems to brush
this fact off by saying that this did not trouble the Rabbis.

The Rabbis did not have the Pauline/Lutheran problem of ‘works-righteousness’, and so
felt no embarrassment at saying that the exodus was earned...One might have expected
the Rabbis to develop a clear doctrine of prevenient grace, but grace and merit did not
seem to them to be in contradiction to each other; and doubtless they had good biblical
support here. They could assert the grace of God in bringing Israel out of Egypt, yet at
the same time ask by whose zekut [merit] he did s0.?

Even though the Rabbis saw no contradiction between grace and merit, Paul did. Paul
pushed grace and merit into antithetical opposites when speaking of election in Romans 11:5-6
which was quoted above.

Sanders then moves on to the Dead Sea Scrolls. According to Sanders, Israel in general
had an awareness of the electing grace of God which chose Israel from among the nations to be
his special people, but the Qumran community had a special appreciation for the electing grace
of God. This appreciation came from their belief that God had chosen them out from the rest of
the Israelites to know the previously hidden secrets of the covenant. “The sectarian view of their
covenant as one containing special revelations required them to emphasize the initiating grace of
God in deciding who will receive insight and who not, so that the grace of God and his
determination of the fate of each individual are emphasized in the Scrolls as nowhere else in
Palestinian Judaism.” ** Again Sanders says, “More important, the Qumran covenanters
doubtless did have a heightened sense of God’s grace, which is to be explained by their view that
they were especially elect from among Israel.”%

Sanders cites several passages to support this claim. To demonstrate the emphasis on
predestination at Qumran he quotes 1QS 3.18, “[God] has appointed for [man] two spirits in
which to walk until the time of his visitation: the spirits of truth and falsehood.” To demonstrate
God’s grace in electing he quotes IQH 14.25, “And Thou hast favored me, Thy servant, with the

Spirit of Knowledge.” He adds the comment, “Frequently in IQH knowledge seems to be more

23 |bid, 100.
24 |bid, 268-269.
25 |bid, 297.



or less equated with election.”?® He also quotes portions of IQH 6.5 — 10, “Thou hast brought
me into the Council... Thou wilt raise up survivors among Thy people and a remnant within
Thine inheritance.”

These verses certainly speak of predestination and divine favor, but one wonders whether
they live up to claims Sanders makes of them. They certainly do not rise to the heights of
Ephesians 1:3-6:

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the

heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. For he chose us in him before the

creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us to be
adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will — to the
praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the one he loves.

Nevertheless, the point is well taken that grace is not absent from Qumran. Sanders cites
IQH 11.10, “For the sake of Thy glory Thou hast purified man of sin,” and IQH 4.37, “for Thou
wilt pardon iniquity and through Thy righteousness [Thou wilt purify man] of his sin.” 1QS
11.12 is a lovely statement of God’s grace. “As for me, if | stumble, the mercies of God shall be
my eternal salvation. If | stagger because of the sin of flesh, my justification shall be by the
righteousness of God which endures forever.”

This consciousness of divine grace, however, stood side by side with extreme legalism.
Sanders notes that within the Qumran community there was “suspicion and intolerance; for one
had to stay separate from all sin, and consequently members were at least partially excluded from
the fellowship for any transgression.”*’

In his chapter on Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, Sanders’ discussion of Jubilees is most
important for our thesis. Jubilees dates to about 100 B.C. It is mostly a retelling of the biblical
story of Moses’ forty days on Mount Sinai.?® In the view of the author of Jubilees, every Israelite
will be saved except those who sin in such a way as to indicate that they have denied the

covenant. Sanders writes,

26 |bid, 260.
2 |bid, 314.

%8 For a helpful introduction and overview of Jubilees see that of O.S. Wintermute in The
Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, vol. 2, ed. James H. Charlesworth, (Peabody: Hendrickson,
2009), 35-50.



Thus we see that all Israel will be saved. Excluded from Israel are those who transgress a
commandment which is, in the author’s view, tantamount to denying the covenant (not
circumcising, not keeping the Sabbath, intermarrying or permitting intermarriage with
Gentiles, not keeping the Passover, devising evil against fellow Israelites) or those who
blatantly commit a heinous transgression which is, by inference, a denial of the God who
gave the commandment (eating blood, having intercourse with one’s father’s wife and
perhaps with one’s mother-in-law or daughter-in-law).?

This list of transgressions that exclude an Israelite from salvation is too extensive for the
theology of Jubilees to be considered a theology of grace. It is biblical to say that unrepentant sin
is an outward indication of unbelief, but the alarming thing is that for the author of Jubilees, the
sins listed above are in themselves sins for which there is no atonement. “One who gives his
daughter or sister in marriage to a Gentile shall be stoned and the woman buried, ‘and she shall
be rooted out of Israel’ (30.7). “‘And to this law there is no limit of days, and no remission nor
any atonement...” (30.10).”*° According to Jubilees, even if a person repented there would still
be no forgiveness for these transgressions. Sanders writes, “It is doubtful, however, if the author
would agree that forgiveness could be given to a repentant contemporary transgressor of one of
the commandments for which there is no atonement.”%

“In the case of one who has intercourse with his father’s wife, ‘there is no atonement
forever,”” (33.13).% This forms a stark contrast to the apostle Paul, who was confronted with a
situation in which a man slept with his father’s wife. To be sure, Paul told the Corinthians to put
the man out of their fellowship while he was unrepentant (1 Corinthians 5:2). “Hand this man
over to Satan,” Paul said (5:5). But Paul’s ultimate purpose in this was for the man to be “saved
on the day of the Lord” (5:5). In addition, Paul may have this man in mind in 2 Corinthians
where he says, “The punishment inflicted by the majority is sufficient for him. Now instead, you
ought to forgive and comfort him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow” (2:6-
7). According to the author of Jubilees, however, there would be no atonement or forgiveness for

such a sin.

2% paul and Palestinian Judaism, 369-370.
% 1bid, 369.
%! 1bid, 377.
% 1bid, 369.



Nevertheless, Sanders still sees the soteriology of Jubilees as one of grace. “Salvation is
given graciously by God in his establishing the covenant with the fathers, a covenant which he
will not forsake (1.18); individuals may, however, be excluded from Israel if they sin in such a

133 «

way as to spurn the covenant itself. Obedience, as is generally the case in Judaism, is the

condition of salvation (when it is coupled with repentance for transgression), but not its cause.”>*
Since the theology of Jubilees requires obedience as a condition for salvation; and especially
since there are certain sins for which there is no atonement or forgiveness, it should not be
considered a religion of grace.

As one reads through Paul and Palestinian Judaism, one hears Sanders talk a good deal
about grace in Palestinian Judaism, but one does not hear the sources which Sanders quotes talk
very much about grace. Despite this and the other weaknesses pointed out above, Sanders’
presentation of Judaism as a religion of grace won wide-spread acceptance. N.T. Wright, whom
we will discuss much more below, endorsed Sanders’ view of Judaism already in 1978, less than
a year after Paul and Palestinian Judaism appeared. In a lecture that appeared in the Tyndale
Bulletin in 1978, Wright wrote, “In fact, we are told [by Sanders], Judaism, so far from being a
religion of works, is based on a clear understanding of grace, the grace that chose Israel in the
first place to be a special people.”® Scholars like Wright took Sander’s view of Judaism and ran
with it, exploring fully its implications for the interpretation of Paul. We now turn to the scholar

who has done this with perhaps the most zeal: James D.G. Dunn.

James D.G. Dunn
Dunn fully endorsed Sanders’ presentation of Judaism. Making reference to Sanders he
wrote:

Judaism is first and foremost a religion of grace, with human obedience always
understood as response to that grace... The wheel of scholarly perception of first century
Judaism has turned through a °180 arc, to the point precisely opposite from where it
began. The Judaism of what Sanders christened as ‘covenantal nomism’ can now be seen
to preach good protestant doctrine: that grace is always prior; that human effort is ever
the response to divine initiative; that good works are the fruit and not the root of
salvation. But if that is so, where does that leave Paul? And where does it leave

%3 paul and Palestinian Judaism, 370-371.
% paul and Palestinian Judaism, 371.
% “The Paul of History and the Apostle of Faith,” Tyndale Bulletin 29 (1978): 79-80.

10



justification by faith? In formulating his own teaching on the theme, what was it that Paul

was protesting against?>°

Sanders’ main contribution to the New Perspective’s reconstruction of Judaism was his
emphasis that God had made a gracious covenant with Israel at Mount Sinai and that individual
salvation depended upon membership in that covenant. James Dunn’s contribution to that same
reconstruction was his emphasis that circumcision, food laws and the Sabbath functioned as
badges indicating membership in that saving covenant. Much like a member of the YMCA is
issued a membership card which indicates that he is indeed a member of the YMCA,
circumcision (among other things) served as a membership card which identified a person as a
member of the saving covenant community.

Dunn rightly emphasizes the significance of circumcision for the first-century Jew.
Circumcision was absolutely essential to a Jew’s identity as a Jew. In many places®” Dunn refers
to the Maccabean era as the time when circumcision became extremely important as a marker of
national identity and even pride. This is certainly understandable given the fact that many Jews
were forced to fight for their national identity in the face of the ever encroaching hellenization
enforced by the Seleucids. Circumcision was absolutely vital to Jewish national identity.

This understanding drives Dunn’s interpretation of Paul’s phrase épya véypov, “the works
of the law” (Romans 3:20, 28; Galatians 2:16 (x3), 3:2, 5, 10). According to Dunn “works of the
law” are not good works in general, nor are they works done to earn God’s favor. In a lecture
delivered in 1982 entitled “The New Perspective on Paul” from which this movement got its
name, Dunn says that “works of the law” are “identity markers... They functioned as badges of
covenant membership.”% The “works” or badges that identified Jews as Jews were circumcision,
food laws, and the Sabbath.

According to Dunn, Paul was not opposing the Jews because they were work-righteous,

but rather because they insisted that in order for a person to be saved he had to have the

% “The Justice of God,” in The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition, (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 199.

%7 For example see Romans, Word Biblical Commentary, (Waco: Word, 1988), 119, 125.

%8 “The New Perspective on Paul,” in The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition,
109.

11



membership card; he had to wear the badge of covenant membership. Dunn notes that some Jews
were extremely zealous to enforce the boundaries of the people of God. They insisted that Israel
maintain its “set-apartness” by continuing to practice circumcision, observe food laws, and keep
the Sabbath.

The prime example of this is the Maccabean revolt. Many Israelites had tried to fit in
with Greek culture by becoming uncircumcised (1 Maccabees 1:15), sacrificing to idols and
profaning the Sabbath (1:43). Antiochus Epiphanes had put to death women who had their
children circumcised (1:60-61), and others who refused to eat unclean meat (1:62-63). Out of
zeal for the law and to maintain Israel’s set-apartness, Mattathias and his sons led a brave and
successful revolt against the Greeks.

Some went so far in their zeal to maintain Israel’s distinct identity that they persecuted
those who put that identity in jeopardy. Dunn cites Saul of Tarsus as a prime example (Galatians
1:13; Philippians 3:6). But in his encounter with the risen Christ on the road to Damascus, Paul
was faced with a shocking reality: Jesus, who had been hung on a tree and was thus under the
curse of the law just like the Gentiles, had now been vindicated by God! Dunn suggests that
Paul’s train of thought ran like this:

Christ in his death had put himself under the curse and outside the covenant blessing (cf.
Deut 11.26; 30.19-20) — that is, put himself in the place of the Gentile! Yet God
vindicated him! Therefore, God is for the Gentiles; and consequently the law could no
longer serve as a boundary dividing Jew from Gentile. In short, Christ in his death had
effectively abolished this disqualification, by himself being disqualified...[Christ’s death]
demonstrated that the grace of God was now to be experienced apart from the law.*

For Paul, the death and resurrection of Jesus meant that a new era had dawned in which
God was fulfilling his promise to Abraham that his covenant family would include all nations.
Now that the covenant had been extended to include the Gentiles, Jewish “works of the law”
could no longer serve as the badge of covenant membership. For the Gentiles to be included, the

badge of membership had to be faith, and faith alone. Dunn writes,

The decisive corollary which Paul saw and which he did not hesitate to draw, was that the
covenant is no longer to be identified or characterized by such distinctively Jewish
observances as circumcision, food laws and sabbath...To continue to insist on such
works of the law was to ignore the central fact for Christians, that with Christ’s coming

%9 «“\Works of the Law and the Curse of the Law (Galatians 3:10-14),” in The New
Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition, 138-139.
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God’s covenant purpose had reached its intended final stage in which the more
fundamental identity marker (Abraham’s faith) reasserts its primacy over against the too
narrowly nationalistic identity markers of circumcision, food laws and sabbath.*°

“Too narrow,” however, was also the phrase used by Dunn’s critics to describe his
interpretation of “works of the law.” The features of the law which separated Jews from Gentiles
were limited largely to circumcision, food laws, and the Sabbath. C.E.B. Cranfield wrote an
article against Dunn in which he insisted that the phrase “works of the law” most naturally means
obedience to the law generally, and cannot be restricted to only certain parts of the law.*

Dunn responded with, “Yet Once More — “The Works of the Law’ A Response.”*
Cranfield in his article had made frequent reference to “Dunn’s special restricted sense” for Zpya
vopov. In response Dunn claimed, “I do not, however, advocate ‘a special restricted sense’ for the
phrase.”* This in spite of the fact that Dunn had previously written,

The phrase “works of the law” in Gal. 2.16 is, in fact, a fairly restricted one: it refers
precisely to these same identity markers described above, covenant works — those
regulations prescribed by the law which any good Jew would simply take for granted to
describe what a good Jew did. To be a good Jew, was to be a member of the covenant,
was to observe circumcision, food laws and Sabbath.**

At any rate, Dunn modified/clarified his position to be that “works of the law” referred to
obedience to the law generally, but because the law was a badge which identified covenant
membership, certain laws naturally rose to the surface as laws which identified their practitioners

145

as members of the covenant. Circumcision and food laws were “crucial test cases”™ to see

whether a person could be identified as a member of the saving covenant or not.

40 «“The New Perspective on Paul” in The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition, 114.

# «“The Works of the Law’ in the Epistle to the Romans,” Journal for the Study of the
New Testament 43 (1991): 89-101.

*2 Found in The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition, 213-226.

43 «yet Once More — “The Works of the Law’ A Response,” in The New Perspective on
Paul: Revised Edition, 214.

 “The New Perspective on Paul,” in The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition,
111.

%> «yet Once More — “The Works of the Law’ A Response,” in The New Perspective on
Paul: Revised Edition, 214.
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Whether or not we can accept Dunn’s claim that he does not advocate “a special
restricted sense;” several things are clear. For Dunn, Jews did not attempt to earn God’s favor by
doing “works of the law.” They were not work-righteous. Dunn writes that, “‘works of the law’
do not denote any attempt to earn favour with God.”*

Rather, “works of the law” were identity badges which showed that this person was a
member of the community of the saved; that is, a member of the covenant. When Paul said that
“a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ” (Gal. 2.16), he was
saying that the identity badge which indicates membership in the covenant was not “works of the
law,” but rather faith in Jesus Christ. This new identity badge would work for Gentiles as well as
Jews.

When exegetes see Paul as fighting against Jewish works-righteousness, they are,
according to Dunn, reading Paul “through Reformation spectacles.”*’ When Lutherans read
Paul’s epistles, they see Paul playing the part of Luther and the Jews playing the part of work-
righteous Medieval Catholics (though it always strikes me that according to the New Perspective
definition of works-righteousness, Medieval Catholics should not be considered work-righteous
either). All that Lutherans can see when they read Paul is Luther’s battle against the Roman
Catholics and they miss what Paul was really fighting against (Jewish exclusion of the Gentiles).
According to Dunn, their “reformation spectacles” blind them to what Paul is really addressing.

In his essay, “The Justice of God: A Renewed Perspective on Justification by Faith”
Dunn outlines four common misunderstandings which demonstrate “the more negative influence
of Luther’s conversion and rediscovery of justification by faith...all of them effects of the
reflection backwards of Luther’s experience on to Paul.”*® The first misunderstanding which is

the fault of “Reformation spectacles” is the thought that “Paul’s conversion was understood as

5 Ibid, 221.

" “The New Perspective on Paul,” in The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition,
118.

%8 «“The Justice of God: A Renewed Perspective on Justification by Faith,” in The New
Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition, 194.
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the climax to a long, inward, spiritual struggle, during which Paul had wrestled with the pangs
of a troubled conscience — just like Luther.”*°

The second was “the understanding of justification by faith in distinctly individualistic
terms. Justification was all about the individual finding peace with God, just like Luther — and
Paul.”*® According to Dunn, the true emphasis of justification by faith was the availability of the
covenant to a group of people: the Gentiles. In response it can be said that Paul certainly
emphasized the availability of justification to all, both Jews and Gentiles, but justification is
received by the individual by faith.

The third misunderstanding was that Paul’s conversion had been “a conversion from
Judaism:”> the implication being that “Judaism was the antithesis of Christianity, what Paul had
been saved from.”>? In response it can be said that Paul the Christian was in complete agreement
with Moses and the prophets. He was also in complete agreement with faithful Jews such as
Zechariah and Elizabeth (Luke 1:5-6), Simeon and Anna (Luke 2:25-38), and James (Galatians
2:9). Jesus’ frequent confrontations with the Pharisees makes clear, however, that there were
some in Judaism, (indeed, even the leaders) who had perverted the religion of the Old Testament,
and Paul was one of them before his conversion.

The forth “misunderstanding” which Dunn outlines is the most important for our
purposes because with it Dunn flatly denies our thesis that Paul was fighting against works-
righteousness. The “misunderstanding” is the assumption that since Luther fought against works-
righteousness, Paul also must have been fighting against works-righteousness.

Luther had striven to please God by his acts of penitence and good works. The Church of
his day taught that salvation could be gained by merit, the merit of the saints, that the
time spent in purgatory could be diminished by the purchase of indulgences. That was
what the discovery of justification by faith had freed him from. It was all too easy to read
Paul’s experience through the same grid... As the medieval church taught salvation by
merit and good works, so must the Judaism of Paul’s day.>

* Ibid, 195. His italics.
* |bid, 196. His italics.
> Ibid, 197. His italics.
*2 |bid.

>3 Ibid, 198.
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Dunn believes this line of thinking to be disproved by Sanders’ demonstration that
Judaism was a religion of grace. In the body of this thesis, | hope to bring forward some
exegetical points toward proving that Paul was indeed attacking works-righteousness with his
polemical doctrine of justification by faith.

N.T. Wright

James Dunn is often thought of as the one who first put Paul into the context of Sanders’
Judaism and that Dunn is thus the originator of the New Perspective. This distinction, however,
rightfully belongs to N.T. Wright. In 1978, four years before Dunn’s seminal lecture entitled
“The New Perspective on Paul,” N.T. Wright delivered a lecture entitled, “The Paul of History
and the Apostle of Faith.”>* In that lecture Wright said, “I want to contribute...by offering a new
way of looking at Paul...a new perspective [!] on...Pauline problems.”>® Wright continued,

If we ask how it is that Israel has missed her vocation [to be a light to the world], Paul’s
answer is that she is guilty not of ‘legalism’ or “works-righteousness’ but of what I call
‘national righteousness’...Within this ‘national righteousness’, the law functions not as a
legalist’s ladder, but as a charter of national privilege...[C]ircumcision functions not as a
ritualist’s outward show but as a badge of national privilege. Over against this abuse of
Israel’s undoubted privileged status, Paul establishes, in his theology and mission work,
the true children of Abraham, the world-wide community of faith. Faith, unlike the
Torah, is available to all.*®

Here we see that many of Dunn’s later thoughts had already been expressed in this early
work of Wright. The above quotation demonstrates the truth of Simon Gathercole’s statement:
“It is a tribute to Wright’s foresight and genius at such an early stage of his career that so many
scholars are still catching up to him.”>’

For Wright, like Dunn, the opinion that Paul was fighting against Jewish works-
righteousness is anachronistic. Not only are the heirs of Luther guilty of reading Luther’s

situation back into Paul’s, but Luther himself is guilty of the same anachronism. Luther’s

> Tyndale Bulletin 29 (1978), 61-88.
% “The Paul of History and the Apostle of Faith,” 64.
*% 1bid, 65.

>" Where is Boasting? Early Jewish Soteriology and Paul’s Response in Romans 1-5,
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 220.
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commentary on Galatians is “wonderful and deeply flawed”*® because in it Luther is “imagining
that Paul is attacking exactly the same enemies as he is himself.”*°

In Luther’s defense it can be said that there were legitimate similarities between Paul’s
opponents and his own. Both the “papists” and the Judaizers preached a “Jesus-plus” gospel. The
papists preached that a person needed Jesus to be saved, but that faith in Jesus alone was not
enough. Works of satisfaction, the third step in the doctrine of penance,® needed to be done by
the believer here in this life. The temporal punishment which had not been removed in this life
by means of works would be taken care of by an appropriate number of years in purgatory. The
gospel of the papists was “Jesus-plus-works of penance.” The Judaizers, too, preached a *“Jesus-
plus” gospel. They apparently told the Galatians that Jesus was indeed the Savior, otherwise Paul
would not have attached to it the name “gospel” (Galatians 1:6-7). However, the Judaizers, too,
taught that faith in Jesus was not enough. They tried to convince the Galatians that in order for
them to be saved they needed to be circumcised and follow the Mosaic Law. This is apparent
from Acts 15:1, “Some men came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the brothers:
‘Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.’”
This is also apparent from Galatians 5:2, “Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let
yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all.” Thus whereas the papists
preached a gospel of “Jesus-plus-works of penance,” the Judaizers preached a gospel of “Jesus-
plus-the Mosaic Law.” Though outwardly the Judaizers and the papists differed in many details,
essentially they were quite similar. Both of their religions were “Jesus-plus” and “grace-plus.”
Paul engaged in fierce polemic against this type of religion, contending both that “Jesus-plus”
destroys the work of Jesus (“...if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to
you at all,” Galatians 5:2) and that “grace-plus” destroys grace (“And if by grace, then it is no
longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace,” Romans 11:6). Therefore it was no

“flaw” of Luther to write in his Galatians commentary on 2:4-5:

%8 Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2009),
112.

%9 Ibid.

% The three steps in the Roman Catholic doctrine of penance are 1) contritio cordis, 2)
confessio oris, 3) satisfactio operis. 1) contrition of the heart 2) confession of the mouth 3)
satisfaction of works.
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Now the truth of the gospel is, that our righteousness cometh by faith alone, without the
works of the law. The corruption, or falsehood of the gospel is, that we are justified by
faith, but not without the works of the law. With the like condition the false apostles
preached the gospel. Even so do our papists today. For they say, that we must believe in

Christ, and that faith is the foundation of our salvation, but it justifieth not, except it be

furnished with charity. This is not the truth of the gospel, but falsehood and

dissimulation. But the true gospel is, that the works of charity are not the ornament or
perfection of faith: but that faith itself is God’s gift, and God’s work in our hearts, which
therefore justifieth us, because it apprehendeth Christ our Redeemer.®

New Perspective authors point to elements of grace in Judaism to prove that Paul’s
Jewish opponents were not work-righteous, but there were also gracious elements in Medieval
Catholicism, and Medieval Catholicism cannot escape the charge of works-righteousness
thereby. Nevertheless, N.T. Wright and others insist Paul and Luther were simply not wrestling
with the same questions or fighting the same enemies. Paul was not, like Luther, debating John
Eck on the subject of indulgences. Nor was Paul, like Philip Melanchthon, writing an Apology
against the Roman Confutation of Augsburg Confession. According to Wright, Paul did not live
in the sixteenth century and thus is not responding to sixteenth century questions about merit and
good works. Paul lived in the first century and his opponents were Jews who, according to the
New Perspective, understood grace and kept grace and works in their proper place.

What, then, according to Bishop Wright, is Paul reacting against when he insists, “not by
works of the law”? If it is not works-righteousness against which he is fighting, then what? For
Wright, the answer is all about the covenant: the covenant God made with Abraham.®* God
promised Abraham, “all people on earth will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3). “Through
your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed” (Genesis 18:18). But Abraham’s offspring,
the Israelites, did not live up to their calling to be a blessing to the whole world. In fact, instead
of being a blessing to the world, they were part of the problem. They too were sinful.

Would God then abandon his promise to bless the whole world through Israel? No! God
would stay faithful to his promise; faithful to the covenant. Wright takes the phrase
“righteousness of God” in Romans to mean God’s faithfulness to the covenant he made with

Abraham. Israel would be a blessing to the whole world; but they would be so through their

%1 Commentary on Galatians, trans. Erasmus Middleton, (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 47).

%2 It’s interesting to notice that when E.P. Sanders talks about the covenant, he seems to
have in mind primarily the covenant God made with Israel on Mount Sinai. When N.T. Wright
talks about the covenant, he seems to have in mind mostly God’s covenant with Abraham.
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representative Messiah, the Seed of Abraham, Jesus Christ. In Jesus Messiah God had fulfilled
his promise to bless the whole world through Israel.

Now, however, Israel according to the flesh tries to get in the way of God’s plan and
Paul’s vision. Instead of letting the blessing of Jesus Messiah go out to the whole world, which
God had always intended, Israel tried to keep the covenant blessing for themselves. They tried to
keep it to themselves by insisting that in order to enjoy the covenant blessing the Gentiles needed
to become Jewish. They needed to wear the badge of the covenant. They needed to do “works of
the law.” “As well as “‘ordinary’ sin — the breaking of God’s law... Israel is now shown to be
guilty of a kind of meta-sin, the attempt to confine grace to one race.”®®

Wright’s view on “works of the law” is exactly the same as Dunn’s: works of law are
boundary markers which separate Jews from Gentiles, not works which Jews did to try to gain
justification before God. In his book, Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, Wright quotes
Ephesians 2:14, “He [the Messiah] is our peace; he has made the two into one, and has destroyed
the dividing wall that partitioned us off in mutual hostility.”®* Wrights goes on to comment,

Here is the point — large as life, in the pages of the New Testament — that was one of

James Dunn’s major breakthrough moments in the development of the new perspective.

The *works of the law’ against which Paul warned were not, he suggested, the moral

good deeds done to earn justification (or salvation), but the particular commandments and

ordinances which kept Jew and Gentile separate from one another.®

The observation that the Mosaic Law served as a boundary marker between Jews and
Gentiles is an excellent observation (and a biblical one, as Wright has demonstrated with
Ephesians 2:14). In this paper which is mostly critical of the New Perspective it should be
admitted that this insight is often missed or downplayed by the “Lutheran” perspective. The law
of Moses was a high wall between Jews and Gentiles, like the former wall between West and
East Germany. Christ brought down this wall with his death, making the two into one people of
God as Ephesians 2:14-16 says. This does not mean, however, that no Jews were work-righteous
or that Paul was not fighting against works-righteousness. Paul fights against (Gentile) works-

righteousness in the same chapter of Ephesians when he says, “For it is by grace you have been

% The Climax of the Covenant, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 240.
% Wrights translation.

% Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2009),
172.
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saved, through faith — and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God — not by works, so that
no one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9 NI1V84). It should not be construed as an “either/or” choice
between a Pauline polemic against ethnic exclusivism or a Pauline polemic against works-
righteousness. Both are true.

In conclusion, Wright’s narrative of God’s plan to bless the whole world is edifying for
Christian faith. That the Jews tried to confine covenant membership to only include Jews is a
perceptive insight. This is part of the false teaching against which Paul was fighting. What
should not be accepted is Wright’s exclusion of works-righteousness from the target of Paul’s
polemic.

Wright insists that first century Jews were not “proto-Pelagians, attempting to pull
themselves up by their own moral shoelaces.”®® The problem with this and other charges of
Lutheran anachronism is that works-righteousness does not need to look exactly like Pelagianism
or sixteenth century Roman Catholicism. Works-righteousness does not need to involve
indulgences or purgatory or even a strict counting of deeds. Works-righteousness can take many
forms. It is the contention of this paper that the attempt of first century Jews to be justified in
God’s sight by works of the law is one form of works-righteousness.

The New Perspective’s View of Luther Himself

In the above section, N.T. Wright was quoted as saying that Luther’s commentary on
Galatians was ““wonderful and deeply flawed”®’ because in it Luther is “imagining that Paul is
attacking exactly the same enemies as he is himself.”® It seems appropriate, therefore, to discuss
the New Perspective’s assessment of Luther himself. It must first be said that the New
Perspective does not say that Luther was wrong in his attack on Medieval Catholicism, nor that
Paul would have approved of works-righteousness. The New Perspective is simply saying that
the Jews of Paul’s time were not work-righteous, and Paul could not have been opposing

something which he did not see in his contemporaries.

% The New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume X: Acts-1 Corinthians, 461.
%7 Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 112.
% Ibid.
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It should also be remembered that most New Perspective authors are New Testament
exegetes, not church historians. For the most part they do not display a wide and vast knowledge
of Luther’s writings. This is not a fault on their part. The learning they display in their field of
study is immense and they cannot be faulted for the fact that Reformation history is not their area
of expertise. J.D.G. Dunn has been criticized for speaking against Luther without firsthand
knowledge of Luther’s writings. Dunn freely admits that he has not read widely in Luther.
However, Dunn also contends that his critique is not of Luther himself, but of Lutheran exegetes
who read Luther’s situation back into Paul’s. Dunn writes,

At the heart of the criticism is that | attack Martin Luther but show no first-hand
knowledge of his writings. Now, | freely admit that | am no expert on Luther and that my
direct familiarity with his writings is limited — particularly his commentaries on Romans
and Galatians, and John Dillenger’s Martin Luther: Selections from his Writings...So
had | been intent on critiquing Luther directly (or engaging in a study of Reformation
theology) | would certainly be open to criticism; whereas my primary concern is with the
way Luther has been perceived and used in the modern period.
For a long time now some scholars have lodged the complaint that Protestants read Paul
in view of Luther’s life struggles. Krister Stendahl, in a famous article entitled, “The Apostle

Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West,”"

argued that the pre-Christian Paul did not
struggle with a burdened conscience as Luther did during his days as a monk. Stendahl pointed
to Philippians 3:6 in which the Apostle says that in his former life he had been “blameless.” Far
from being bothered by his sins, Stendahl concluded that the pre-Christian Paul must have had a
“robust conscience.” On this basis Heikki Réisdnen made the famous statement that “Paul was
no Luther before Luther.””* According to Stendahl, anyone who assumes that the pre-Christian
Paul struggled with a guilty conscience is reading Luther’s life situation back into Paul. Sanders,
Dunn, and Wright claim that the same thing happens when Protestant exegetes say that Paul

engaged in a polemic against works-righteousness.

% “The New Perspective: Whence, What and Wither?” in The New Perspective on Paul:
Revised Edition, 18.

" Harvard Theological Review 56 (1962): 199-215.
™ Paul and the Law, 2" Edition, (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 231.
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Whereas Dunn directs his criticism more against the exegesis done by Luther’s followers
than against the exegesis of Luther himself, Sanders more directly criticizes the exegesis of
Luther himself:

Luther saw the world and the Christian life quite differently [from Paul]. He was
impressed by the fact that, though a Christian, he nevertheless felt himself to be a
"sinner": he suffered from guilt. Paul, however, did not have a guilty conscience. Before
his conversion to being an apostle of Christ, he had been, as we saw, "blameless” with
regard to "righteousness under the law™ (Phil 3:6). . . Luther, plagued by guilt, read Paul's
passages on "righteousness by faith™" as meaning that God reckoned a Christian to be
righteous even though he or she was a sinner. . . . Luther understood "righteousness" to
be judicial, a declaration of innocence, . . . since God was merciful. Luther's phrase for
the Christian condition was not Paul's "blameless™ or "without blemish™. . ., but rather
simul justus et peccator, "at the same time righteous and a sinner": "righteous" in God's
sight, but a "sinner™ in everyday experience. Put another way, Luther saw the Christian
life as summed up in Romans 7:21, "l find it to be a law that when | want to do right, evil
lies close at hand,” whereas Paul thought that this was the plight from which people were
freed through Christ.... "You", he wrote, "are not in the Flesh, you are in the Spirit;" and
those in the Spirit, he thought, did not do the sinful deeds "of the Flesh" ... Luther's
emphasis on fictitious, imputed righteousness, though it has often been shown to be an
incorrect interpretation of Paul, has been influential because it corresponds to the sense of
sinfulness which ...is part and parcel of Western concepts of personhood, with their
emphasis on individualism and introspection. Luther sought and found relief from guilt.
But Luther's problems were not Paul's, and we misunderstand him if we see him through
Luther's eyes.

This quotation, along with N.T. Wright’s statement that Luther’s Galatians commentary is
“deeply flawed,””® demonstrates that although many New Perspective authors appreciate
Luther’s religious insight, many do not have high respect for him as an exegete or interpreter of
Paul.

Stephen Westerholm, who has written extensively about the New Perspective, shows a
much higher regard for Luther in the area of exegesis and interpretation, although Westerholm
also admits that Luther has some flaws as an exegete. Westerholm writes the following: ™

"2 paul, (New York, Oxford University Press, 1991), 48-49. This quotation is owed to
Wilfried Harle in his article “Rethinking Paul and Luther,” Lutheran Quarterly 20 (2006): 303-
304.

"3 Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2009),
112.

"4 Because of the length of the quote, 1.5 line spacing has been retained for readability.

22



Hence, integral to Paul’s Christian thinking — and, indeed, to his “doctrine of
justification” — are his convictions that all human endeavors are salvifically unhelpful and
that justification must be received (by faith) as a gift of God’s grace...That Luther, to this
extent at least, gets Paul “right” is part of what I intended when | once suggested,
somewhat epigrammatically, that Pauline scholars can learn from the Reformer. But there
is more to be said. Admittedly, Luther is prone to seeing his own circumstances reflected
in biblical texts (if this is a fault); and (herein lies a very great fault), when he writes
polemically, his terms and tone are often monumentally lamentable. Still, one has only to
read a few pages of his writings (most any will do) to realize that, in crucial respects, he
inhabits the same world, and breathes the same air, as the apostle. Both are driven by a
massive, unremitting sense of answerability to their Maker. For both, the message of
God’s grace in Christ is a source of palpable liberty and joy...For both, the faith in God
awakened by the message of the cross is a living, busy, active, mighty thing; for both,
works without faith are dead. Neither makes the slightest gesture toward cloaking his
horror and indignation at any perceived tampering with the divine kerygma or
infringement of divine prerogatives. Such kindredness of spirit gives Luther an
inestimable advantage over many readers of Paul in “capturing” the essence of the
apostle’s writings. On numerous points of detail, Luther may be the last to illumine. For
those, however, who would see forest as well as trees, | am still inclined to propose a trip
to the dustbins of recent Pauline scholarship — to retrieve and try out, on a reading of the

epistles, the discarded spectacles of the Reformer.”

Westerholm’s assertion that “in crucial respects, [Luther] inhabits the same world, and

breathes the same air, as the apostle,” forms a stark contrast to Sanders’ statement that “Luther

saw the world and the Christian life quite differently [from Paul].

176

> “The ‘New Perspective’ at Twenty-Five,” in Justification and Variegated Nomism:

Volume 2 — The Paradoxes of Paul, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 38-39. Westerholm
has a gift for summarizing the positions of Pauline scholars ancient and modern. The article just
cited and his book, Perspectives Old and New on Paul: The *““Lutheran” Paul and His Critics,
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), give detailed literature reviews.

’® paul, (New York, Oxford University Press, 1991), 48
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Westerholm is not alone, however, in recognizing that Luther still has great value for
Pauline exegesis. Hans Dieter Betz, in his detailed commentary on Galatians in the Hermeneia
series, uses language similar to Westerholm’s in describing the kindred spirit of Paul and Luther:

There is at least one commentary which in this commentator’s opinion expresses an
extraordinary and profound understanding of what Paul intended to say: Luther’s
commentary of 1535. Written after earlier attempts and including the entire range of
scholarship available at the time, Luther’s commentary is more than a scholarly
commentary upon Galatians. It is a recreation of Galatians in the sixteenth century.

Luther speaks as Paul would have spoken had he lived at the time when Luther gave his

lectures.”’

Throughout his commentary, Betz speaks approvingly of Luther’s exegesis.’® Betz’s
main emphasis in his commentary was upon the rhetorical structure of Galatians and he praises
Luther for recognizing and reflecting that rhetorical structure. Betz writes, “[Luther] often speaks
in the first person singular, imitating the apostle. Surprisingly, Luther seems to be aware of
Paul’s rhetorical skills, so that he often appropriates his style and makes creative use of it for his
own purposes.””

In conclusion, some scholars back away from Luther in their interpretation of Paul,
insisting that Paul and Luther lived at different times and were faced with different questions.
Many from the New Perspective would fall into this category. Other scholars,®® while
recognizing that Luther and Paul lived centuries apart, nevertheless tend to think that Luther had
his finger on the pulse of exactly what Paul was talking about and that Luther should therefore
by all means be consulted when interpreting Paul. In light of the New Perspective on Paul, a
detailed study of Luther as a New Testament exegete (his exegetical method and principles)

would be interesting and informative.

7 Galatians, Hermeneia, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), xv. Italics original. | owe
this quotation to a note in the front cover of Ben Witherington 111, Grace in Galatia: A
Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998).

"8 Ibid, 46 n. 37; 47 n. 38: 84 n.252: 131 n.34; 132 n.43: 137 n.5; 154 n.5; 191 n.82; 211
n.95; 220 n. 10; etc.

lbid, xv.

8 For example: Westerholm, Betz, Thomas Schreiner.
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Conclusion for New Perspective Authors

The New Perspective insists that Paul could not be engaging in a polemic against works-
righteousness because first century Jews were not work-righteous. First century Jews emphasized
grace. For Paul to criticize them for teaching works-righteousness would be like someone
criticizing a good Lutheran for teaching works-righteousness. The charge would be unfounded.
Instead of charging Jews with works-righteousness, Paul charged them with ethnic exclusivism;
to use Wright’s terminology, the attempt to confine grace to race.

A key issue in the debate is the definition of works-righteousness. The New Perspective
has a narrow definition of works-righteousness. This is apparent from what the New Perspective
labels works-righteousness and from what it defends as not being works-righteousness. For E.P.
Sanders an example of works-righteousness is the notion that a person needs to do more good
deeds than bad in order to be saved. Sanders does not find this in Judaism.** Another example of
works-righteousness for Sanders would be a treasury of merit stored up by the fathers (in the
case of the Jews, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), from which individual Jews can benefit. Sanders
does not find this in Judaism.® For N.T. Wright, an example of works-righteousness would be
the doctrine of Pelagius. Wright does not find this in Judaism.

More telling, however, is what the New Perspective does not consider works-
righteousness. It is not works-righteousness, according to the New Perspective, for a Jew to
believe that he needs to maintain his right standing with God, his place in the covenant, by his
works. This they do not consider works-righteousness because the Jew was admitted into the
covenant people by sheer grace. The works done by the Jew in conformity with the law are the
means by which the Jew keeps his status as a member of the saved people of God. This “pattern
of religion” is called “covenantal nomism.” The fact that Jews saw themselves as “getting in” by
grace is enough to convince Sanders, Wright and Dunn that they were not work-righteous, even
though the Jew needed to maintain his status (“stay in”) by his works.

By contrast, works-righteousness in this paper is more broadly defined as any attempt to
contribute one’s own works to his justification before God. Whether those works are seen as
earning or maintaining justification makes little difference: it is still works-righteousness. Under

81 «\Weighing’ is not Rabbinic soteriology. Further, good deeds are not considered to
offset or compensate for bad deeds at the judgment...” Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 147.

82 paul and Palestinian Judaism, 183-184.
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this definition covenantal nomism is one form of works-righteousness because in that pattern of
religion the individual Jew has to contribute his works in order to maintain his covenant status
before God.

This definition is derived from several passages in Paul. For Paul, any intrusion of works
into justification destroys grace. “And if by grace, then it is no longer by works; if it were, grace
would no longer be grace” (Romans 11:6). “Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let
yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all” (Galatians 5:2). “You who
are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ, you have fallen away from
grace” (Galatians 5:4). James Dunn questions this broad definition of works-righteousness:

And on the crucial point of dispute, what is the difference? If the finding that Judaism’s

soteriology was synergistic means that salvation was in at least some measure dependent

on obeying the law, then we note that Paul expected believers to obey the law, and
warned them that if they did not fulfill the law, in that they continued to live according to

the flesh, they would die (Rom. 8.4, 13).%

Dunn reasons that since Paul exhorts believers to good works and since Paul warns
believers against continuing to live in the flesh lest they not inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor.
6:10), therefore the maintenance of one’s covenant status by works cannot be considered works-
righteousness. The Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary Dogmatics notes handle these passages from
Paul by saying, “Good works do not preserve faith, although bad works may destroy it.”®* This
statement keeps the balance which Paul maintains. On the one hand, if it were said that good
works preserve faith the rebuke which Paul gave to the Galatians would apply: “after beginning
with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort?” (Galatians 3:3). On the
other hand, he warns that living in unrepentant sin can indeed destroy faith. “If you live
according to the sinful nature, you will die” (Romans 8:4). "Do you not know that the wicked
will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor
idolaters nor adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves nor the greedy
nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God” (1Corinthians 6:9-
10).

8 “The New Perspective: Whence, What, and Whither?” in The New Perspective on
Paul: Revised Edition, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 87.

% Dog Notes SR Ilc, 434. Available online at
http://www.wls.wels.net/resources/dogmatics-notes (Accessed 2/28/2012).
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Sanders set out to prove that Jewish soteriology did not depend on doing more good
works than bad, nor was there in Judaism anything comparable to the Roman Catholic treasury
of merit. Can works-righteousness, however, exist in another form? Can it exist in the form of
obeying the law in order to maintain your covenant status? Is working to pay off time in
purgatory really all that different from working to maintain covenant status? The New
Perspective points out that Judaism valued covenant grace. However, Medieval Roman
Catholicism also talked a good deal about grace, but it does not for this reason escape the charge

of works-righteousness.

“Lutheran” Responses to the New Perspective

The New Perspective triggered a host of responses from those trained in the traditional
Reformation interpretation of Paul. Only a few of these responses will be considered below. The
title “*Lutheran’ Responses” is perhaps a bit misleading. The word “Lutheran” is in quotation
marks because in scholarly discussions about the New Perspective, the word “Lutheran” has
come to denote not so much the denomination, but rather the Reformation way of understanding
Paul. Advocates of the “Lutheran” view are by no means all Lutheran. Many are Reformed.
Stephen Westerholm writes, “Here “Lutheran’ designates, not the denominational affiliation of
the interpreters, but their reading of the apostle as one for whom the doctrine of justification by
faith is central and deliberately excludes any role for human ‘works.””% Below are presented in
summary form the views of four Pauline interpreters who have responded to the New Perspective
from a traditional viewpoint. The first scholar discussed, Professor A. Andrew Das, seems to
hold a middle position between the New Perspective and the “Lutheran” perspective. The next
three, Thomas Schreiner, Robert Gundry, and Douglas Moo, hold more strictly to the traditional

viewpoint.

A. Andrew Das
Professor A. Andrew Das promotes a “Newer Perspective on Paul.”®® This is a synthesis

between the New Perspective and the “Lutheran” perspective. On the one hand, Das accepts the

8 perspectives Old and New on Paul: The “Lutheran” Paul and His Critics. (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), xvii.

8 paul, the Law, and the Covenant, (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2001), 268-273.
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argument of the New Perspective that the Judaism of Paul’s time was religion of grace. On the
other hand, Das sides with the “Lutheran” perspective in affirming that Paul saw the law as
requiring perfect obedience (something which Sanders denies), and that “works of the law”
cannot be limited to the boundary marking features of the law.

In his book, Paul, the Law, and the Covenant, A. Andrew Das makes an interesting
observation. In Jewish history, whenever a national calamity took place, Israelites began to doubt
the gracious covenant and began to become work-righteous. For example, when we discussed
E.P. Sanders above we mentioned that the only exception he found to covenantal nomism was IV
Ezra.

IV Ezra was written “in the wake of Jerusalem’s fall in 70 C.E.”®” The calamity caused
people to doubt the compassion and mercy of God. The book features Ezra, the great teacher in
the Old Testament, in dialogue with an angel. Ezra appeals to the covenant and to God’s
compassion and mercy for the salvation of Israel, but the angel stubbornly maintains that only
those who keep the law laboriously and perfectly will be saved and will inherit the world to
come (7:88-90; 8:33). Most people will not have sufficient deeds to inherit the world to come.
Instead they will be punished for their evil deeds after death. This will be the fate of most of
humanity.

The point of citing IV Ezra is to demonstrate that when the covenantal part of covenantal
nomism is taken away, all that remains is nomism (laws). Judaism no longer has any grace at all
and it becomes work-righteous in the crass sense. Sanders admits, “In IV Ezra, in short, we see
an instance in which covenantal nomism has collapsed. All that is left is legalistic
perfectionism.”®®

Das writes, “when God’s election and sacrifice play little or no role or are radically
challenged in the wake of disturbing events, Jewish thought drifts toward legalism.”®® Das then
took this phenomenon and applied it to Paul. The principle is: when gracious elements fall away,
all that remains is works. When the Temple was destroyed in A.D. 70, grace went away in the

mind of many Jews and all that was left was works. Das contends that the same phenomenon

87 Ibid, 45.
8 paul and Palestinian Judaism, 409.

8 paul, the Law, and the Covenant, 45.
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happened in the mind of Paul. When Paul realized that salvation was only found in Christ, he
simultaneously realized that the gracious elements of Judaism no longer had any value. If the
gracious elements of Judaism no longer have any value, then all that Judaism has left is works.

As Paul saw things, all the gracious elements of Judaism were worthless apart from
Christ. The sacrifices of atonement, the election of physical Israel as God’s covenant people,
even repentance®®: None of these had any saving value apart from their fulfillment in Jesus
Christ. From Paul’s point of view, the gracious components of covenantal nomism had fallen off
and all that was left was law; and for Paul, the law definitely does not save or justify because it
demands perfect obedience.

In other words, there was for a Paul a “shift” as to “where grace was located.”* In the
new era brought in by Christ, grace was found exclusively in Christ. Grace could no longer be
found in the sacrifices or the Mosaic covenant. According to Das, the non-Christian Jews thought
that they were standing in grace. The Jews thought that they received grace from the covenant
and from the sacrifices, and that their works flowed from this particular system of grace. In
Paul’s mind, however, there is no grace in the Jewish system. In Paul’s mind there were only
“works” in the Jewish system because for Paul all the gracious elements of Judaism had fallen
off. The Jews, however, according to Das were not work-righteous because they were thinking
that there was still grace in the Old Covenant, but in Paul’s mind all grace had shifted from the
Old Covenant to Christ. Professor Das explains:

Traditional scholarship was not entirely off the mark in its analysis of Paul and the law.
The law does indeed require accomplishment and serves as a mirror of human failure.
Yet the path to this conclusion was often fraught with a critical error: first-century
Judaism was never the culprit. The error was to foist on first-century Judaism what was
an essential step in Paul’s own reasoning corresponding to his transition from a law-
observant Jew to the apostle to the Gentiles. Paul’s newfound faith in Christ forced him
to place the law’s requirements into a new framework of understanding. This created an
artificial problem with the law, a problem that a Jew (or Jewish Christian!) subscribing to
a system of covenantal nomism would not have recognized. But for the apostle, it was a
problem that should have been clear to anyone in Christ.*

% In Paul, the Law, and the Covenant, Das spends a chapter on each of these,
demonstrating that for Paul, none of them had gracious or saving value after Christ had come.

%1 paul, the Law, and the Covenant, 270.
%2 |bid, 273. Emphasis original.
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It seems that Das is saying that works-righteousness was not an actual problem for the
Jew because the Jew relied on the grace of the covenant. In Paul’s view, however, the grace
which the Jew was relying on had moved and could now be found only in Christ.*® This left the
Jew who relied on the old covenant and the sacrifices with nothing but works.

In some respects Professor Das supports the thesis presented in this paper. In other
respects he denies it. As an example of a way in which he supports the thesis presented here, Das
is very adamant that “works of the law” cannot be limited to the boundary marking features of
the law. He also says in regard to Romans 9:32 that the Jews “had pursued the law as if
righteousness were based on human effort rather than faith.”®* Further he says that, “the Jews
failed because they sought a righteousness of their own, their own achievement, rather than

195 «

God’s righteousness. Since God justifies through faith, human efforts are excluded, including

the doing of the Mosaic Law.”%°

Concerning the letter to the Ephesians, Das wrote,

Critics claim that advocates of the more traditional approach have viewed Paul through
the lenses of Augustine and Luther. This is a facile critique. Long before Augustine and
Luther, the author of Ephesians®’ already interpreted the Pauline phrases ‘works of the
law’ and ‘works’ in terms of general human accomplishment. The author of Ephesians
understood an aspect of Paul’s thinking that “new perspective” readers have missed.
Paul’s critique of Jewish pride in the possession of the law was never exclusive of his
critique of the need, and difficulty, to accomplish that law.*

On the other hand, however, Das sometimes flatly denies the thesis presented in this

paper. “Nothing suggests that Paul is combating Jewish legalism or some sort of works

% For further proof that Das reasons in this way, see Paul, the Law, and the Covenant,
268-273.

% Paul, the Law, and the Covenant, 246.

% Ibid, 248.

% Ibid, 192.

%" Das seems to leave open the question of whether Paul wrote Ephesians or not. Das
says, “...either Paul or one of his early disciples, the author of Ephesians...”Paul, the Law, and
the Covenant, 271. Perhaps Das himself believes that Paul wrote Ephesians, but he leaves open
the question so as to be able to engage higher critics who would doubt Pauline authorship of
Ephesians.

% Ibid, 273.
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"% “A survey of Galatians 3:1-14 will help show why the concept of legalism is

12100

righteousness.
completely absent from Paul’s reasoning.

The following quotation seems to articulate most fully Das’ position in regard to the
thesis presented in this paper:

Sanders was right to emphasize that the Jews’ overall approach to the law was not
legalistic, but Paul’s understanding empties the law of any saving value. To seek
salvation in the law’s works, from Paul’s vantage point, would be to engage in a sort of
works-righteousness since the law’s works are simply an activity. God’s salvation is in
Christ. Paul’s conclusions with regard to the law’s works would also apply to other
attempts at currying God’s favor through human achievement. From a theological
perspective, Paul’s antithesis between God’s plan in Christ and human effort still
eliminates the path of “works-righteousness.” Nevertheless, this elimination of human
works is the result of Paul’s christological reasoning and is not itself an empirical claim
that Jews approached the law in a legalistic fashion.'®

Professor Das here seems to imply that if the covenant had saving value, the Jews would not be
guilty of works-righteousness in their effort to maintain their covenant status with law-
observance. In Paul and the Jews, Das explicitly denies that efforts at maintaining covenant
status through law observance constitutes works-righteousness. Commenting on the collection of

essays entitled, Justification and Variegated Nomism, Das wrote,

Also, some of the essayists deem efforts to “stay in” the Jewish community, such as Law

observance, instances of works righteousness. If so, should Christian acts of piety and

avoidance of sin, all of which help maintain status within their community of faith, be

analogously labeled as works righteousness? Greater sophistication in the analysis of

these matters would have been helpful.**

There certainly is a need for sophistication and nuance, but finally it is vital for a
Christian to recognize works-righteousness when he sees it, and in the view presented in this
paper any effort to secure or maintain favor with God on the basis of one’s own works is works-

righteousness.

%9 “paul and Works of Obedience in Second Temple Judaism: Romans 4:4-5 as a ‘New
Perspective’ Case Study,” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 71 (2009), 812 n.75.

100 payl, the Law, and the Covenant, 162.
1% 1bid, 266-267.
102 paul and the Jews, (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2003), 12n.22.
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Thomas Schreiner

Professor Das makes the astonishing statement that Thomas Schreiner is the only scholar
who still believes that Jews tried to earn their way to heaven by their good deeds. Das writes,
“With the exception of Thomas Schreiner, most of those [who object to the New Perspective] do
not see Paul combating a legalism by which Jews tried to earn their way into heaven.” % It
seems that Douglas Moo, Stephen Westerholm, Simon Gathercole, Peter T. O’Brien, and Seyoon
Kim take the same position Schreiner does. The quote from Das serves to show, however, that
Thomas Schreiner is perhaps the most ardent supporter of the thesis put forth in this paper that
the target of Paul’s polemic is works-righteousness.

In his lecture entitled, “An Old Perspective on the New Perspective,”'%* Schreiner takes
up many of the same issues addressed by this paper. He says, “Today | would like to look briefly
at three issues. 1) Is Sanders correct in saying that Judaism was not legalistic? 2) Is there polemic
against legalism in the Pauline letters? 3) Does Paul’s emphasis on the necessity of obedience in
his letters introduce works-righteousness into his theology by the back door? Is Paul really that
different from Judaism after all?”'*® The questions asked in Schreiner’s lecture are exactly the
questions being explored in this paper.

In regard to the first question (“Is Sanders correct in saying that Judaism was not
legalistic?”) Schreiner first says that “Sanders rightly corrected an extreme position which
overemphasized legalism in Judaism.”*°® Here Schreiner strikes a healthy balance.

In agreement with the evaluation of Sanders’ work given above, Schreiner also concluded
that “Sanders overemphasized the theme of grace in Second Temple Judaism and
underemphasized the importance of works.”**” Whereas Sanders’ view of Judaism is skewed,
putting an over-emphasis on grace, and whereas the New Perspective is built on Sanders’ insight
that Judaism was a religion of grace, therefore the New Perspective is doubtful since it is built on

a doubtful foundation. Schreiner writes, “The new perspective depends on the foundation that

103 paul, the Law, and the Covenant, 5.

104 Concordia Journal 35 (2009): 140-155.
195 |pid, 141.

19 Ipid.

197 bid, 143.
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Sanders erected, but the foundation is not secure, and there is no consensus that it is correct.”%

Below we will quote Douglas Moo making the exact same point.

In regard to the second question (*“Is there polemic against legalism in the Pauline
letters?””) Schreiner writes, “Indeed, when we examine the Pauline writings, there are indications
that he engaged in a polemic against legalism.”** Legalism is defined by Schreiner as, “the view
that one’s works are the basis of a right relation with God, so that one can boast in what one has
accomplished.”**

To support his conclusion Schreiner points to the fact that Paul often contrasts
“believing” and “doing.” “Righteousness before God is obtained by believing rather than
doing.”**! “Doing and believing are contrasted as well in Galatians 3:10-12.”*2 When speaking
of Paul’s autobiographical description in Philippians 3, which will be given detailed attention
below in the exegetical section, Schreiner says, “It is clear that [Paul’s pre-Christian
righteousness] was a righteousness based on doing instead of believing.”*** The fact that Paul
contrasts “doing” and “believing” as two different and opposing ways to justification before God
is one of the main arguments presented in the exegetical section below as evidence for a Pauline
polemic against works-righteousness.

Schreiner gives evidence from Romans 4 for a Pauline polemic against legalism. Since
the treatment of Romans 4 in the exegetical section below is unfortunately sparse, Schreiner’s
main points on Romans 4 will be presented here. Abraham, of course, is the main person under
discussion in Romans 4.

First Schreiner shows that interpreting “works” as boundary markers does not work at
several points in the chapter. In verse 2, Paul asks indirectly whether “Abraham was justified by
works” (ei yap ABpady €€ Zpywv édixaiwdy). “Dunn thinks that the works in view here focus on

boundary markers, but this is mistaken since Paul refers to Abraham’s works, not works of the

1% Ibid.
1% Ibid.
"9 Ibid.
1 1bid, 144. Emphasis original.
12 |bid,145. Emphasis original.

113 |bid, 146.
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law.”*** Seeing Abraham’s works as works in general and not boundary markers, fits well with
verses 4 and 5: “Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an
obligation. However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his
faith is credited as righteousness” “If employees do what is required, their payment is not
considered to be a gift, but something they deserve.”*** Verses 4 and 5 clearly have nothing to do

with boundary markers.
Boundary markers between Jew and Gentile have no place in verses 6 -8 either. Schreiner

rightly says:

David also witnesses to righteousness by faith. David’s righteousness is “apart from
works” (Rom. 4:6). Hence, those whose sins are forgiven, covered, and not reckoned
receive a blessing from God. These verses clarify that the works David failed to do
constitute moral failures. The new perspective does not account well for what Paul says
here, for David was circumcised and certainly observed purity laws and the Sabbath. Nor
is he indicted for excluding Gentiles from the promise. He needed forgiveness because of
his moral infractions: his adultery with Bathsheba and the murder of Uriah. The example
of David supports the interpretation offered relative to Abraham. Both were ungodly, in
that they both failed to observe what God commanded. Their only hope of a right relation
with God, then, was on the basis of forgiveness given.'

According to Schreiner, a polemic against exclusivistic boundary markers does not
account for Romans 4:1-8. Schreiner also contends that only a polemic against works-
righteousness accounts for Romans 4:1-8. If no one believed that Abraham and David were
justified by their works, then why did Paul construct an argument to prove that they were not
justified by works? It is true that not every text needs to be polemical, but the way Paul
constructs his sentences shows that he is arguing against an opposing position. “If Abraham were
justified by works...” strongly suggests that some people claimed that Abraham was justified by

his works. Paul did not fight against an imaginary opponent. Schreiner writes,

Against the new perspective, Paul’s polemic against works as the basis of salvation must
be directed against some who believed that works qualified them to receive the
inheritance. Otherwise, Paul’s remarks are merely theoretical and address a problem that
he did not face in his ministry. Paul does not waste time in his letters to critique problems
that did not exist. Apparently, some believed that their works were the basis of their right
relation with God, and Paul counters that claim...Again, Paul’s polemic only makes

1% |bid, 145. Emphasis original.

115 1bid, 144.
116 |pid, 145.
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sense if there were some Jews attempting to be righteous before God on the basis of their

works. Otherwise, his comments are superfluous.™’

Schreiner is balanced enough, however, to acknowledge the validity of the New
Perspective’s insistence that Paul was deeply concerned about the inclusion of the Gentiles in the
blessings promised to Abraham. Schreiner writes, “We do learn from Romans 4:9-12 that the
inclusion of the Gentiles was important to Paul. The new perspective rightly reminds us that this
theme is important, but they wrongly conclude that there is no polemic against works-
righteousness.”**® Again he says,

The new perspective on Paul rightly sees that Paul is concerned about the exclusion of
the Gentiles from the promise (Rom. 4:9-12). Salvation is open to all without distinction,
both Jews and Gentiles by faith in Christ Jesus (Rom. 1:16; 2:6-11; 3:9; 22-23, 29-30;
4:9-12, 16; Gal 3:7-9, 14; Eph. 2:11-22). But Paul also engages in a polemic against
works as the basis of salvation, for those who trust in their own works trust themselves
and their own goodness rather than the grace of God.'*°

Schreiner points out the subtle form that works-righteousness can take.

E. Sanders rightly demolishes a caricature of Judaism as wholly consumed with works
righteousness and petty legalism. But he fails to see that legalism can operate at a more
subtle level. People can confess God’s grace, deeply believe in it, and yet believe that
human works play a vital role in obtaining salvation. Paul vigorously opposed such a
synergism, contending that entrance into the covenant was by faith alone.*?
Schreiner makes the astute observation that even if Judaism saw itself as a religion of
grace, Paul may have seen it differently. Permit a lengthy quotation.*?
To describe something as legalistic is a matter of perspective. Here the debate between
Luther and Catholicism provides a helpful illustration. Luther charged the Catholic
Church...with a deficient understanding of grace, saying that they had fallen prey to
works righteousness. Yet Luther’s opponents with legitimate reason could counter that in
their theology no good work was done apart from grace. Grace was the foundation for

any good work. The via moderna against which Luther reacted, although different from

" |bid, 145-146.

8 1bid, 145.

9 |bid, 147.

120 Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary, (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 204.

121 Because the quote is quite long, I left the line spacing at 1.5 for readability.
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Palestinian Judaism in numerous ways, was similar in that it appealed to covenantal
relations between people and God as a foundation for its soteriology. One could research
the Roman Catholic side in the debate thoroughly (as Sanders has examined Palestinian
Judaism) and conclude that any idea of legalism or earning merit was foreign to Roman
Catholicism. But such a study would exclude Luther’s interpretation of the situation.
What was described as grace by the via moderna was legalistic according to Luther. This
conflict between Luther and Roman Catholicism is at least illustrative of the possible
perspectival differences between Paul and other Jewish Christians. To Jewish Christians
the theology they articulated was based on grace, and not legalistic. And yet it is possible
that Paul saw that same theology from another perspective. Thus, Sanders may be correct
in explaining the Jewish perspective in terms of their own self-understanding, while Paul
had a different perspective on the movement.*??
New Perspective scholars insist that Judaism must be allowed to speak for itself. True though
this is, Schreiner reminds us that we should also let Paul’s critique speak for itself and not allow
it to be colored either by what Judaism says about itself or by the claims the New Perspective
makes about Judaism.

Schreiner does not shy away from using words like “earn” or “merit” in describing
Jewish soteriology. These terms are very offensive to New Perspective interpreters. They
emphatically deny that Jews thought in terms of “earning” salvation. Paul does, however, in his
interpretation of the Abraham story, make a point of spelling out the difference between a gift
and wages which are earned. “Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a
gift, but as an obligation. However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies
the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness” (Romans 4:4-5; té ¢ épyalopuéva 6 wabds ov
Aoyiletar xata xdptv aANG xaTd ddbeidnua, T6 0t w) épyalopéve moTelovtt 8¢ éml ToV dixatolvra
OV doefif Aoyiletar ¥ mioTic adTol elg dixatootvyy-).

Much of what is said in this thesis could be misunderstood as anti-Semitism. Schreiner

makes it clear that works-righteousness is not an exclusively Jewish temptation but *“a

122 «\\jorks of the Law’ in Paul,” Novum Testamentum XXXI11, 3 (1991): 241-242.
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fundamentally human problem.”*?* Because of the sin which lives in our flesh (Romans 7:14-
24), we all, Jew and Gentile alike, are prone to boast in our works (Ephesians 2:8-9).

Finally it should simply be noted again that Schreiner shares the thesis presented in this
paper. “When Paul says that no one can receive the Spirit or obtain righteousness by ‘works of
the law,” his argument is against those who thought such righteousness could be merited by
performing the law...What he opposes is the delusion of those who think they can earn merit

before God by their obedience to the law, even though they fail to obey it.”***

Robert H. Gundry

In his article, “Grace, Works, and Staying Saved in Paul,”** Robert H. Gundry responds
directly to E.P. Sander’s Paul and Palestinian Judaism. Gundry first acknowledges what is
excellent about Sanders” work. He joins many New Testament scholars in recognizing “the

breadth and depth of his discussions in PPJ*%

concerning both primary Jewish materials and
secondary literature (especially that stemming from modern Jewish scholarship) devoted to those
materials.”*?’ He commends Sanders for emphasizing that when reading first-century Jewish
literature one should not “seize on certain statements that appeal to Christian prejudice and
neglect others which, from the Christian standpoint, put Palestinian Judaism in a better light.”*?®
After acknowledging what is useful about Sanders’ work, Gundry goes on to point out
some significant flaws. First, if Palestinian Jewish Literature is directly compared to Pauline
Literature, a glaring difference emerges. Paul talks constantly about grace. Palestinian Jewish
Literature talks constantly about observing laws, whereas talk of grace is sparse.** Gundry

writes,

123 |bid, 243.

124 bid, 244.

125 Biblica, 66 (1985): 1-38.

126 paul and Palestinian Judaism.

127 R H. Gundry, “Grace, Works, and Staying Saved in Paul,” Biblica, 66 (1985): 1.
Emphasis original.

128 1hid.

129 This was observed above in our own analysis of Paul and Palestinian Judaism.
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But if we treat the literatures (the Pauline and the Palestinian Jewish) materially —i.e., if
we weigh their emphases — quite a different impression may be gained, an impression of
Palestinian Judaism as centered on works-righteousness and of Paul’s theology as
centered on grace...Weighing the materials of Palestinian Judaism shows a
preponderance of emphasis on obedience to the law as the way of staying in. The
covenant, based on God’s grace, may be presupposed; but it has no prominence (as
Sanders admits).**°

Gundry further observes, “Though obedience is integral and important to Paul’s theology,
alongside Palestinian Jewish absorption in legal questions his comments on obedience look
proportionately slight.”*** Paul spends the majority of his time on grace and some time on
exhortation. The Rabbis spend almost all of their time in instruction about laws. This difference
should be noted. It could be said in response that for the Rabbis grace was a presupposition.
When Paul writes to Christians, however, he could also presuppose that they understood grace,
but yet grace never falls out of prominence in Paul’s letters.

A further criticism which Gundry makes of Sanders has to do with the concept of
“staying in.” In Paul and Palestinian Judaism, Sanders emphasized that in Palestinian Judaism,
observing the law was the means of “staying in,” not “getting in,” and that therefore Judaism
could be exonerated of the charge of works-righteousness. Gundry, however, says that at exactly
this point there is a significant difference between Paul and Palestinian Judaism. For Paul, both
“getting in” and “staying in” are by faith alone. Gundry says that, “whatever else the phrase
‘from faith to faith’ in [Romans] 1,17a may mean, it surely means that from beginning to end,
faith alone (which Paul expressly contrasts with works — see esp. 4,4-5) forms the overarching
principle of soteriology, staying in as well as getting in.”**?

Gundry points out that “staying in” rather than “getting in” is actually the issue in
Galatians. He writes,

In fact, however, the question of staying in is the issue, at least the primary one, in
Galatians. There, contrary to Sanders’ statement that ‘the subject of Galatians is... the
condition on which Gentiles enter the people of God’, Paul does not deal with a question
whether believing Gentiles had gotten in; rather he deals with the question whether
believing Gentiles could stay in without submitting to circumcision and keeping other

130 R H. Gundry, “Grace, Works, and Staying Saved in Paul,” 5-6.
B 1pid, 7.
32 Ihid, 9.
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parts of the law. ‘Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?’

(3,3)'133

Sanders and other New Perspective writers often bring up the fact that Paul too instructs
Christians to do good works. Gundry rightly says, however, that for Paul good works are
evidence that a person is “in” rather than a means for “staying in.” He writes, “At the same time
[Paul] demands good works, and Sanders appeals to this demand. But Paul’s un-Jewish
extension of faith and grace to staying in makes good works evidential of having received grace
through faith, not instrumental in keeping grace through works.”*** The distinction is a fine one,
but it is important. For Paul, faith alone, apart from works, is the means (a receiving means) to
justification and salvation.

We conclude our discussion of Gundry with a quotation which sums up his position on
Paul and his appraisal of Sanders’ work:

In view of Sanders’ discussion, it may be too much to say that in Palestinian Judaism
good works were always thought to earn God’s favor according to a bookish weighing of
merits. But in view of the many passages in Palestinian Jewish literature that Sanders
cites concerning atonement by good works™®, it is not too much to say that in Paul’s
presentation of Palestinian Judaism good works constitute a righteousness necessary at
least to activate God’s grace for the forgiveness of sins. Paul will have none of this
synergism. For him, salvation is wholly by grace through faith.*

Douglas Moo
Douglas Moo also supports the thesis presented in this paper that Paul opposed a work-
righteous attitude he saw in some of his fellow Jews. In his Romans commentary, Moo writes,

The second issue...has to do with the viewpoint that Paul is opposing with his statement
[by works of the law shall no flesh be justified before him (Romans 3:20)]. Traditionally,
it has been understood as a denial that a person can ‘earn’ salvation by doing anything: no
‘works,” however ‘good’ — even those done in obedience to God’s holy law — can bring a
person into relationship with God. It has, furthermore, usually been assumed that this
thesis was directed against Jews in Paul’s day who believed that, indeed, they could get

133 |bid, 8-9. Emphasis original. The quotation from Sanders is from Paul and Palestinian

Judaism, 17-20.

13% “Grace, Works, and Staying Saved in Paul,” 11.

135 |n a footnote, Gundry directs the reader to “the pages cited under ‘Atonement’ in the
subject-index of PPJ.”

136 «Grace, Works, and Staying Saved in Paul,” 19-20. Emphasis is original.
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into relationship with God by obedience to the law. Many modern interpreters (some of

whom label this traditional view the “Lutheran orthodox” interpretation) question this

explanation of the situation. i [Sic] think, however, that, properly nuanced, the traditional
view remains the best explanation of Paul’s polemic.**’

One reason Moo thinks the traditional interpretation is to be preferred is that the New
Perspective stands on a questionable foundation: Sanders’ presentation of Judaism. Moo writes,
“I think that there is reason to conclude that Judaism was more ‘legalistic’ than Sanders
thinks.”**® Sanders had admitted that the gracious covenant is not mentioned a great deal in first-
hand Jewish sources, but he insisted that it can be assumed throughout. Moo, among others,
questions that assumption. “In passage after passage in his scrutiny of Jewish literature, he
dismisses a ‘legalistic’ interpretation by arguing that the covenantal framework must be read into
the text...Might not lack of reference in many Jewish works imply that it had been lost sight of it
in a more general reliance on Jewish identity?”**

Moo also makes this insightful comment: “If Christianity has been far from immune from
legalism, is it likely to think that Judaism, at any stage of its development, was?”**° Someone has
remarked, “If the Jews were not work-righteous, then they were the only nation in the history of
the world which wasn’t.” It is simply unlikely that the Jews as people were completely pure of
works-righteousness. This does not prove that the target of Paul’s polemic was works-
righteousness, but the possibility cannot be excluded on the grounds that Jews had no problem
with works-righteousness.

Some have puzzled over the fact that Paul does seem to make an antithesis out of grace
and works, whereas most first century Jews would have never posed such an antithesis. Moo
makes an excellent comment in this regard:

Whereas “doing the law” in Judaism could well include faith, “doing the law” in Paul is
definitely and emphatically separated from faith (cf. [Rom.] 3:27-28...4:2-5, 13-16; 10:5-
8; and perhaps most clearly Gal. 3:12). True, Paul thereby drives a wedge between two
human responses — faith and obedience to the law — that were intertwined in Judaism. But

37 The Epistle to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New Testament.
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 216-217.

138 1bid, 216.
139 1bid.
140 |bid, 216-217.
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he does this knowingly and on the basis of conviction, for Paul views any mixing, any
synergism, of faith and works as damaging to the grace of God (cf. especially 4:1-5).'**

Body
The following portions of this paper will deal directly with selected Pauline passages.
The passages to be considered were selected because they have become “battle ground” passages

in the New Perspective debate. The Greek text'*

of each passage is given, then a translation by
the present author. The translations are not intended to be the type of smooth English which
could be published in a translation. Rather, they tend toward a literal or formal equivalence. The
purpose of presenting both the Greek text and a literal translation is so that the reader will have
the text fresh in his mind as he reads the exegetical portions and will also have the ability to
quickly reference the Greek text or the translation. After the translation, the text is considered at
length. These sections are labeled “Discussion,” for two reasons: 1) they are not intended to be a
full exegesis. While many exegetical points are made and some exegetical questions are
discussed at length, others are regrettably skimmed over or skipped entirely. 2) The author tries
to bring in many different view points from commentators so that by listening in on their
“discussions” the reader might gather all the options for the questions under consideration. The
commentators, however, are always used critically and decisions are always made by the author.
In a few places the reader might disagree with the decision made, but the hope is that the reader

comes away knowing all the options and the author’s recommendation.

Galatians

The exegetical portion of this paper starts with Paul’s letter to the churches in Galatia for
two reasons. First, of the three letters to be considered (Galatians, Romans and Philippians),
Galatians seems to be the earliest. Second, Galatians features Paul’s fiercest polemic. Dunn

states that, “Galatians is one of the most polemical books in the Bible.”*** Paul musters all his

141 1bid, 168.

142 The Greek text is taken from the Libronix version of The Greek New Testament,
Fourth Revised Edition, Edited by Kurt Aland, M. Black, C.M. Martini, B.M. Metzger, M.
Robinson, A. Wikgren, (Deutsche Bibelgesellshaft, 2006).

143 «Echoes of Intra-Jewish Polemic in Paul’s Letter to the Galatians,” in The New
Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition, 227.
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rhetorical, exegetical (3:6-14; 4:21-31), and pastoral (3:1; 4:8-20) skill in order to dissuade the
Galatian Christians from following certain missionaries. Apparently, these missionaries were
trying to persuade the Galatians that they needed to adopt the Mosaic Law in order to be justified
before God (5:2-4) and to be accepted as full children of Abraham (3:7). This adoption of the
Mosaic Law would begin with circumcision (6:12), but would probably also include other
observances of the law (cf. 4:10).

Because these teachers were pressuring the Gentile believers to follow the Jewish law for
justification, they are commonly referred to as Judaizers. N.T. Wright and James Dunn, however,
insist that, actually, “Judaizers” properly refers to Gentiles who adopt Jewish practices, not to
Jews who insist on them for Gentiles. Dunn writes, “*To judaize’ was a quite familiar expression,
in the sense of “to live like a Jew’, ‘to adopt a distinctively Jewish way of life” — with reference
to Gentiles taking up Jewish customs like observing the Sabbath.”**

Proof for this meaning is found in Galatians 2:14, where the Greek verb Tovdailerv means
“to live Jewishly” or “to follow Jewish practices.” If the Greek were to be simply transcribed the
translation would read, “how do you compel Gentiles to judaize?” (még T €6vy dvayxdlei
"Tovdailetv;).

Instead of using the word “Judaizers” to designate the teachers Paul was combating, N.T.
Wright prefers the term, “agitators.” The name is taken from Galatians 1:7 which reads in the
New American Standard Bible, “some who are disturbing you” (twés eiow ol Tapacoovtes Huds).
Tapdoow means to “to cause inward turmoil, stir up, disturb, unsettle.”** Thus the term
“agitators” is suggested as a designation for the missionaries who had visited the Galatians. N.T.
Wright says,

“[Paul] was, in short, under attack from people whom scholars have come to call by a
variety of names, but perhaps most straightforwardly (and following what Paul himself
says in Galatians 1:7), ‘agitators.” They are not, we note, ‘Judaizers,” despite often being
called that; that word, properly, refers to Gentiles who are trying to become Jews — which
is what the erstwhile pagan Galatians, having come to faith in Jesus the Messiah, were

144 |bid, 230.

195 Bauer, Walter, F.W. Danker, W.F. Arndt, F.W. Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of
the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, Third Edition, (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press: 2000). Hereafter this lexicon will be referred to simply as BDAG.
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now being glreged to do. The agitators, in other words, were trying to get the Galatians to
‘Judaize.””

Despite the suitability of the term “agitators,” this paper will retain the name “Judaizers”
to refer to Paul’s opponents because it is still the commonly used designation.

Galatians 2:11 - 21
Greek Text

11 “Ore 0 NABev Ky el Avtibyetay, xatd mpdowmov adTd AvTéaty, 8Tt XaTEYVWarévos v, 12
mpd Tl yap ENDeWV Tiva dmd TaxwBov et TG 20y cuviabiev- dte O& HABov, UméoTeANey xal
adapilev Eautdv doBoluevos Tods éx mepitopsic. 13 xal cuvumexpiBnoay adTé [xal] of Aotmol
Toudalol, Gate xal Bapvafds cuvamyydn adtév tfj dmoxpioet. 14 GAN Ste eldov 671 0dx
bpbomodoliow mpds T &bty Tol edayyehiov, eimov 16 Knodd Eumpochey mdvtwy, Ei ob Toudaiog
€ A b ~ 1 3 1 . ~ A~ ~ \ b A 3 ofs
Omdpywy e8vixds xat otxl Tovdaixds {fis, més Ta Ebvy dvayxdlets Tovdailely;
15 ‘Hyeis dioet Toudalol xai odx €€ ebvéiv auaptwloi- 16 eiddtes [9¢] 8T1 ol dixatobtar dvbpwmos
€€ Epywv vépou éav w) die motews Tnood Xpiatol, xal Huels eic Xpiotov ‘Tyoolv émotedoayey, va
duxatwddpey éx miotews XpioTol xal odx €€ Epywy vépou, 6Tt € Epywv vépou od SixaiwbioeTal
néoa odp§. 17 €l 08 {yrodvres dueatwbijvar év Xpiotd evpébnuey xat adtol apaptwiol, apa XptoTdg
apaptiag Otdxovos; wi) yévorto. 18 ei yap & xatéAvoa talita may oixodoud, mapaBatny éuavtov
TUVIOTAVW. 19 Y Yyap 01t vopou véuw dmébavov, iva 0eé (ow. Xploté cuveotatpwpat- 20 {6 0k
3 4 3 U4 ~ 12 b 1 4 a 1 ~ ~) 4 b 4 ~ ~ ~ ¢~ ~ ~ ~
oUxETL gy, {fj ¢ év guol Xpiotds- 8 0t viv (& év oapxl, év mioTer {& T Tol viod Tod Beol Tol
3 A 14 1 14 4 1 3 1 b ~ 3 b ~ \ A ~ ~ b 1 1
dyamioavtés we xal Tapadovtos Eautov Umep éuol. 21 odx GBetd ™y yapw Tol Beol- &l yap o

vopov Otxatoovy, dpa Xplotds dwpeay amebavey.

Translation

“Now when Peter came to Antioch, | opposed him to his face because he had been condemned.
2For before some people came from James, he would eat with the Gentiles. But when they
came, he began to disappear and separate himself because he was afraid of those from the
circumcision. *And the rest of the Jews also joined him in hypocrisy, with the result that even
Barnabas was carried away by their hypocrisy. *But when | saw that they were not walking

146 justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 112-113.
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straight with the truth of the gospel, I said to Peter in front of everyone, “If you, even though you
are a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you compel Gentiles to judaize?” *We
are Jews by nature and not sinners from the Gentiles, **but we know that a person is not justified
by works of the law, but through faith in Jesus Christ. And we also believed in Christ Jesus, so
that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the law, because by the
works of the law all flesh will not be justified. 1’But if because we are seeking to be justified in
Christ, we are found to be sinners ourselves, is Christ consequently a servant of sin? May it
never be! *8For if I build up again these very things which | tore down, | show myself a
transgressor. *°For I, through the law, died to the law, so that I might live for God. I have been
crucified with Christ, ?°and 1 no longer live, but Christ lives in me, and what | now live in the
flesh, I live in faith in the Son of God, the one who loved me and gave himself up for my sake.
2| do not nullify the grace of God. For if righteousness is through the law, consequently Christ

died for no purpose.

Discussion

Galatians 2:11-21 forms the central portion of Paul’s letter to the Galatians (especially
verses 15-21). G.S. Duncan says of verse 16 that “This is the text on which all that follows in the
epistle is commentary.”**’ Hans Dieter Betz, who is followed with some variation by Richard
Longenecker and Ben Witherington, analyzed Galatians as a piece of “Greco-Roman Rhetoric
and epistolography.”**® Verses 15-21 Betz called the propositio: a short proposition or thesis
which will be unfolded and proved in the probatio or argument (the doctrinal section of chapters
3 and 4).1*° In other words, 2:15-21 is the thesis statement of Galatians. Before looking closely at
verses 15-21, we should give some attention to verses 11-14 which set the background for Paul’s
thesis statement.

147 The Epistle of Paul to the Galatians, Moffatt New Testament Commentary. (London:
Hodder, 1934), 64-65. | owe this quotation to James Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians, Black’s
New Testament Commentary, (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1993), 134.

148 Galatians, (Hermeneia, Philadelphia: Fortress), 1979.

149 See the discussion in Betz, 14-25; 113-114, and Longenecker, Galatians, Word
Biblical Commentary, (Dallas: Word, 1990), 82-83.
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In Galatians 2:11-21, Paul recounts his confrontation of Peter, the infamous “Antioch
Incident.” The church in Antioch had a high percentage of Gentiles, as is clear from Acts 11:19-
21:

Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen

traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the message only to Jews. Some

of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak to

Greeks also, ™ telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus. The Lord’s hand was

with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord.

Peter had come to visit the church and was in the habit of eating with the Gentiles there.
Ben Witherington 111 points out that, “the verb guvncfiev is an imperfect and suggests that Peter
was regularly eating with Gentiles before the ‘James gang’ came to town.”**" In eating with the
Gentile believers, he presumably broke Mosaic food purity laws. Then some men from the
Jerusalem church (literally, “from James,” amé TaxaBov, verse 12) came and pressured Peter into
eating separately from the “unclean” Gentiles. Peter gave in to the peer pressure and began not
showing up for meals with Gentiles. In verse 12, vméareAAev means to “draw back or disappear
from a position.”*** Witherington plausibly suggests that the imperfect tense could indicate a
gradual withdrawal, but it could also indicate that he repeatedly did not show up for fellowship
meals with Gentiles. Coupled with dméoteddev is the verb adwpilev “to separate.” The verb

reminds many commentators of the word “Pharisee” which means “separated one” from the

Hebrew verb D2 “to separate.” Dunn writes:

Cephas™® “separated himself’. Is there here an echo of the nickname by which one of the

main ‘sects’ within contemporary Judaism was commonly designated (Pharisees =
‘separated ones’)? Pharisees and Essenes were known within Jewish circles as those who
separated themselves from others precisely in the matter of table fellowship, for reasons
of purity — even from others who no doubt regarded themselves as Torah faithful, but
who were not so regarded by Essenes and Pharisees. Cephas, like other factions within
second Temple Judaism, had now made table-fellowship a test-case of covenant identity
and faithfulness, and in concluding that Gentiles believers failed that test (or rather that

130 Emphasis added.

%! Grace in Galatia: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1998), 152.

152 BDAG.

153 Peter is referred to in the Greek text as Kyads.
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their company caused him to fail that test) has withdrawn from table fellowship with

them. In a verbal exchange between Jews on the subject of table-fellowship such an echo

would not have been difficult to hear. We might even paraphrase, ‘Cephas played the

Pharisee.”***

It should be noted that this was a reluctant withdrawal on Peter’s part, one that went
against his own convictions. Paul describes Peter’s action as vmoxptats (v. 13), “hypocrisy.”
According to BDAG this word indicates creating “a public impression that is at odds with one’s
real purposes or motivations, play-acting.” Peter and Paul agreed on the true doctrine of the
Gospel. Peter simply let himself be pressured into acting against his beliefs.

Though Peter’s true convictions were in line with the truth of the Gospel, he was not
walking (ovx dpBomodoliory), or acting, in line with the truth of the Gospel. His actions created a
disastrous ripple effect. The influence which Peter carried as a “pillar” (Galatians 2:9) caused
“the other Jews to join him in his hypocrisy” (2:13). Most shocking to Paul was the fact that even
Barnabas, who had worked alongside Paul in spreading the Gospel among the Gentiles, now
refrained from eating with Gentiles. The Greek reads, (dote xal Bapvafés cuvamixin adtiv jj
UToxplaet) “so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy.”*>> Witherington comments,
“The aore is followed here by an indicative verb in a consecutive clause, something which
happens only one other time in the NT (Jn. 3.16). The force of this construction is that it makes
the statement emphatic. The clause should read, ‘so that even Barnabas was carried away in their
charade!” Paul could hardly believe it.”**®

Paul addressed the situation publicly. Since Peter was the one whose influence everyone
was following, Paul addressed his rebuke to him. Paul “opposed him to his face” (xata mpocwmov
avTé avtéatyy). Yet Paul’s opposition was not without winsome appeal. In verse 15 and 16,
Paul reminds Peter of their common belief in justification by faith alone without the works of the

law.

154 «Echoes of Intra-Jewish Polemic in Paul’s Letter to the Galatians,” in The New
Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition, 228.

155 My Translation.

1% Grace in Galatia, 157.
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The Greek syntax of verses 15-16a is rather difficult. The main interpretive question is
whether an adversative contrast should be seen between verses 15 and 16. Schreiner, along with
most from the old/”Lutheran” perspective, says that there is a contrast. Dunn and most from the
New Perspective say that there is not. The question is important for the New Perspective debate
because Dunn contends that since there is no contrast between verses 15 and 16 and the verses
are rendered, “we Jews by nature...know that a man is not justified by works of the law but by
faith in Jesus Christ...” therefore all first century Jews believed that justification was by faith.
Since, according to Dunn, Jews believed that justification was by faith, Jews cannot be charged
with works-righteousness. Since (again according to Dunn), Jews were not guilty of works-
righteousness, Paul’s polemic could not have been directed against works-righteousness.
Establishing that there is no contrast between verses 15 and 16 is therefore important for New
Perspective exegesis.

The Greek text has, ‘Hyels dbaet Toudaior xai ovx 2§ vy apaptwlol- eiddres [02]"7 §mt
o0 duatoltar dvBpwog €€ Epywv vépou. Schreiner renders the Greek this way: “For even though
we are Jews by nature and not sinners from the Gentiles, nevertheless, we know that a man is not
justified by works of law...”**® The italicized words indicate that they are inserted into the Greek
text and are thus part of the translator’s interpretation. Schreiner writes, “The words, “for even
though’ do not strictly translate the Greek but represent an interpretation of what Paul said to
Peter.”* In other words, according to Schreiner’s interpretation there is a contrast between
verses 15 and 16, “even though we are Jews...we know that a man is not justified by works of
law.”**® The 82 in verse 16 supports this interpretation. 8¢ is adversative and indicates that the

verse should be translated “we are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners, but (d¢) we know that a

man is not justified by works of the law...”*®* Schreiner’s insertion of “for even though” at the

%7 The brackets in the United Bible Society (UBS) text indicate that 8¢ is not found in
some ancient manuscripts.

158 Emphasis added.

159 Galatians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2010), 154.

180 Emphasis added.
161 Emphasis added.
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beginning of verse 15 is thus justified because it most clearly brings out the contrast between the
two clauses in English.

0¢, however, is textually disputed, as the brackets in the UBS text indicate. In a footnote,
Schreiner lays out the textual evidence and states the reason for his decision that d¢ is original:

“Scribes probably deleted ‘but’ (9¢) since the participle connects more smoothly without it (so

P A, D? y, M). Furthermore, diverse and early evidence supports its inclusion (8, B, C, D*, F,

G, H, 81, 104, 1175, 1241°, 2464, pc, lat).”**
Professor Dunn disagrees:

It is unlikely that Paul wrote eidétec 2. (1) 8¢ is omitted by P* as well as by other
important manuscripts, and was probably introduced by a scribe who misread the flow of
Paul’s thought and assumed that an adversative particle should be added. (2) Had Paul
wished to give adversative force he would have more probably written ‘Huels éouev dioet
Toudalot... oldauev O¢...(contrast Rom. 6.9 and 2 Cor. 4.14 with Rom. 8:28). In fact, what
he wrote is “We Jews by nature...knowing that... %3
As is clear from the quote above, Dunn does not add, “For even though” to the beginning
of verse 15. Dunn sees no contrast between verses 15 and 16, and he sees this as support that
non-Christians Jews believed in justification by faith and therefore cannot be charged with
works-righteousness. Perhaps it will be clearer to let Dunn speak for himself. The following
quote is very lengthy, but is given here because it is foundational for the New Perspective and
clearly shows the New Perspective’s main critique of Reformation exegesis.'®*
The format of his words shows that he is appealing to an accepted view of Jewish
Christians: ‘we who are Jews...know...’. Indeed, as already noted, Paul is probably at
this point still recalling (if not actually repeating) what it was he said to Peter at Antioch.
Not only so, but his wording shows that he is actually appealing to Jewish sensibilities,
we may say even to Jewish prejudices — “we are Jews by nature and not sinners of the
Gentiles”. This understanding of “being justified” is thus, evidently something Jewish,

something which belongs to Jews “by nature”, something which distinguishes them from

182 Galatians, 154 n.11.

163 «The New Perspective on Paul,” in The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition,
106.

164 Because of the length of the quote, | have retained the 1.5 line spacing.
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“Gentile sinners”...[A]t this point Paul is wholly at one with his fellow Jews in asserting
that justification is by faith. That is to say, integral to the idea of the covenant itself, and
of God’s continued action to maintain it, is the profound recognition of God’s initiative
and grace in first establishing and then maintaining the covenant. Justification by faith is
not a distinctively Christian teaching. Paul’s appeal here is not to Christians who happen
also to be Jews, but to Jews whose Christian faith is but an extension of their Jewish faith
in a graciously electing and sustaining God. We must return to this point shortly, but for
the moment we may simply note that to ignore this fundamental feature of Israel’s
understanding of its covenant status is to put in jeopardy a properly historical exegesis.
Far worse, to start our exegesis here from the Reformation presupposition that Paul was
attacking the idea of earning God’s acquittal, the idea of meritorious works, is to set the
whole exegetical endeavor off on the wrong track. If Paul was not an idiosyncratic
Jew,*®® neither was he a straightforward prototype of Luther.'®®
Contrary to Dunn, Galatians 2:15-16 should not be used to show that Jews in general
believed in justification by faith because Paul is not here establishing common ground with Jews
in general, but with Jewish Christians and more specifically with Peter. There is too much in
verse 16 with which the non-Christian Jew would not agree. A non-Christian Jew would
certainly not agree that a man is justified “through faith in Jesus Christ” (o1& mwioTews Ingol
Xptatod), nor would a non-Christian Jew agree with the statement that a man is not justified “by
works of the law” (¢£ Zpywv vépov). Witherington writes, “It must be considered unlikely that
Paul considers it a common opinion among Jews in general that human beings are not duatodTat

by works of the Law, but rather he assumes it is the proper and normal view of Jewish

185 With the words, “not an idiosyncratic Jew,” Dunn refers to his main criticism of E.P.
Sanders’ view of Paul. Sanders said that Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus had caused
him to abandon “covenantal nomism” for a completely different pattern of religion, which
Sanders called “participationist eschatology” Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 549. Dunn said that
the implications of this view was that Paul had broken all connection with his ancestral faith,
started his own religion and was thus an “idiosyncratic Jew.” Much more likely Dunn thought,
was the view that Paul’s religion could be seen as a continuation of Judaism redefined in light of
the death of Jesus Messiah.

166 «“The New Perspective on Paul,” in The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition,
106-108. Italics original.
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Christians, in light of what they know and believe about the work of Christ.”**” It is dubious,
therefore, that Paul is here appealing to a sentiment in Peter which Peter shared with non-
Christians Jews. Schreiner rightly says, “Such a statement [eidétes 0¢ Tt 0 dixatolTar dvbpwmog

¢¢ pywv vépou] clearly does not reflect the standard Jewish point of view (cf. 1:13-16!), for not
all Jews agreed that people were justified by faith in Jesus Christ.”'®®

The participle eiodtes does not come over naturally into English. English wants an
indicative (“we know” instead of “knowing”). It is also difficult to determine the function of the
participle in the Greek sentence. Longenecker says, “The perfect participle eidéteg functions as
an adverbial participle of attendant circumstance (‘circumstantial participle’) and so adds an
associated fact or conception to what was stated in v 15. It is best translated as a coordinate verb
with kai (‘and we know?’).”*®® Longenecker views the 3¢ as original but says that it carries no

concessive force here,*’

though he does not accept Dunn’s conclusion that Paul is therefore
appealing to Jewish sensibilities. According to Longenecker, verse 16 simply builds on verse 15
rather than contrasting with it: “We are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners, and we know...”

Though this is possible, the flow of the text seems to demand an adversative contrast:
“We are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners, but we know...” Schreiner is therefore probably
correct in saying that the participle sidéteg “modifies v. 15, and v. 15 is concessive [“even
though™] to the idea in the participle.”*"

Paul makes clear through repetition that what is said in verse 16 is of the highest
importance. The verse can be broken down into three parallel parts:

3 ~ b4 b b4 14 2\ \ \ 4 b ~ ~
o0 duxatoltar GvBpwog €€ Epywv vépou éav wi die mioTews Tnaod XpioTol

xal nuels eig Xplotov Inoolv émotedoapey, iva dixatwbdpey éx miotews Xplotod xal odx

€€ Epywv vépou

81 €€ Epywv vépov ol dixatwbioetal méoa odp

187 Grace in Galatia, 173.

168 Galatians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary, 154.
169 Galatians, Word Biblical Commentary, 83.

% Ibid, 83.

17! Galatians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary, 154 n.12.
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Verse 16 is a treasure chest of key Pauline vocabulary (dixatéw, épya vépou, TioTig,
‘Incolic Xpiatés). Each deserves special attention. The first words to be considered are the forms
of dweatéw, The occurrences of the word in verse 16 are highlighted below.

o0 dueatoUitat &vBpwmog 2§ Epywv vépou iy wi) dia mioTews Tyool XpioTol

xal Nueis eig Xplatdv Inoolv émoteboapey, iva dixaiwd Byey éx miotews Xplotod xal odx
¢& Epywy vépov

811 €& Epywv vépou ob dixatwbioetar néoa odpé

dixatéw means “to declare not guilty.” BDAG gives this definition: “to render a favorable
verdict, vindicate.”*? Paul’s use of the word in context makes it clear that God is the judge who
declares a man not guilty in his heavenly courtroom. If a person has been declared by God to be
innocent then that means that his relationship with God is on good terms. The definition found in
Louw-Nida brings out this relational aspect the verb: “put right with, justify, vindicate, declare
righteous, i.e. cause someone to be in a right relation.”*" Burton brings out the related thought
that “to be justified” by God means to be accepted by him. “To be justified...is to be accounted
by God as acceptable to him, approved of God, accepted as being such as God desires man to
be.”*™ The verb occurs three times in this verse; each time with a different form (ducatodrat
present passive indicative 3" person singular; dixalwBéypey aorist passive subjunctive 1% person
plural; oixatwbnoetal future passive indicative 3" person singular).

The verb evokes courtroom imagery. In the scene which Paul sets, any given person
(&@vbpwmos) is the defendant and God is the judge. The question is this: how can man receive a
favorable verdict from God the judge? There are two possible means to a favorable verdict. One

of them Paul rejects as theoretically possible but practically impossible. The other Paul affirms

172 BDAG 2. Italics original.

173 Johannes P. Louw and Eugene Nida, editors, Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament Based on Semantic Domains, Volume 1, (New York: United Bible Societies, 1988).
Emphasis original.

%A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians, ICC,
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1971), 1109.
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as the only way to a favorable verdict before God’s judgment seat. We will start with the means
which Paul rejects: ¢£ Zpywv vépov.

“Not by works of the law...not by works of the law...not by works of the law.” Paul
obviously wants to drive the point home. Three times Paul repeats the exact phrase, as is
highlighted below.

00 duatoltar GvBpwog &8 Epywv vépou édv i S mioTews Tnood Xpiotol

xal Nuels eic Xptotov Inoolv Emotedoayey, iva dixatwdduey éx miotews Xpiotol xat olx

é¢ Epywv véuov

¢/ 3 y 4 3 r ~ A
871 €& Epywv vépou od dixatwbijcetal méoa odpé

Each word in the phrase will be considered separately and then the phrase will be taken
as a unit. The first word in the phrase is the preposition &x, which becomes ¢£ before vowels.*"”
Daniel Wallace lists “means: by, from” as a possible use of ¢x.'"® This meaning seems to fit best
here. The major translations have “by” (NIV, NASB, ESV, NET, HCSB). éx could also denote a
cause or reason for something.>’” BDAG defines éx further as “the reason which is a
presupposition for something.”*’® BDAG lists Galatians 2:16 under this meaning so that we
could translate, “no one is justified because of/on the basis of the works of the law.” This would
yield good sense of the phrase ¢£ &pywv vépou all by itself, but since it is later contrasted with the
phrase éx mioTews, Which is best rendered “by means of” it seems best to stay consistent and
translate £ Zpywv vépov, “by the works of the law.”

Burton has a slightly different take on the preposition, but his interpretation ends up in
much the same place as the one given here. He writes: “The preposition ¢¢ properly denotes
source, in this case the source of justification. Since, however, justification is an act of God,
while pya vépou are the deeds of men, the preposition in effect marks its object as a

conditioning clause, whose inadequacy for the justification of men the apostle says he and Peter

> BDAG

176 Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 371.
" BDAG 3

' BDAG 3e
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already knew.”*"® The point is the same: works of the law can in no way contribute to God’s “not
guilty” verdict.

Next to be considered is the word €pya. An €pyov very basically is something that a
person does. It is a “deed, accomplishment.”*® When the New Perspective defines Zpya véuov as
boundary markers which distinguish Jews from Gentiles, it seems they are weakening the word
gpya to mean “distinguishing characteristics.” When Paul uses the word £pya in the context of
justification, he uses it to mean something a person does as opposed to something a person
receives. Gundry writes, ““Works’ shows that [Paul] has in mind performance.”*®* Armin
Panning describes the error of the Judaizers like this: “The fundamental error was in telling
people to do something in order to secure salvation...Works are man’s doing. Faith is accepting
what God has done in Christ.”*#

Finally, attention must be given to the word vopog. Népog can mean different things in
Paul. 1t could refer to the Pentateuch, as with the second occurrence of vopog in Romans 3:21,
and the second occurrence in Galatians 4:21. This usage would include both law and gospel as
theological concepts since the Pentateuch contains both commands and Gospel promises
(Genesis 3:15; 12:3 etc.). Népog could mean “principle” as in Romans 3:27 and 7:23. Néy.og
could mean the general or moral law of God. This law is written on the hearts of Gentiles (Rom
2:15-16), and is followed by Christians (Rom 2:27), though they are not justified thereby. Nouog
could refer to the commandments given by God to Moses on Mount Sinai (Gal 3:17; Rom 5:13).
It is the view of this paper that véuou in the phrase ¢ £pywv vépou refers to the Mosaic Law.
Some might say that vépov in the phrase é£ Zpywv vépouv means “anything that has the character
of law” and so refer mainly to the divine law generally/moral law. The fact that vépou lacks the
article might be pointed to for support. It is true that when a word lacks the article, the quality of
the noun is usually being stressed. Ridderbos comments here that the nouns are “without the

%A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians, 120.
9 BDAG 1c
181 R H. Gundry, “Grace, Works, and Staying Saved in Paul,” 24.

182 Galatians, Ephesians, People’s Bible, (Milwaukee: Northwestern, 2010), 51.
Emphasis original.
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articles; hence qualitative.”*® This, however, does not make the noun indefinite so that it means
“a law” or “any law.” In Greek, the lack of an article does necessarily not make a word indefinite
(cf. Bedg in John 1:1). This is not to say that only the Mosaic Law is unable to justify a person, as
if some other law were able to justify. Actually, the opposite is true. If not even the Mosaic Law,
given by God himself, is unable to justify, then certainly no law can justify.

Again, it is the view of this paper that véuog here means the law given by Moses. One
reason for this interpretation is that the Antioch controversy grew out of a dispute over a
ceremonial aspect of the Mosaic Law and not out of a controversy over a moral aspect of God’s
law. Therefore, vopouv must include the ceremonial aspect of the Mosaic Law. Néypov is not,
however, limited to the ceremonial aspect of the Mosaic Law, but includes the law in all its
aspects (moral, ceremonial, and civil). Népov in the phrase £ €pywv vépov means the Mosaic
Law as a whole. More argumentation for the interpretation of vopou here presented will be given
in the discussion of Romans 3:19-20.

Now we will consider the phrase as a unit. The phrase, “works of the law” (¢pya vépov)
occurs eight times in Paul’s epistles, all in Galatians and Romans (Galatians 2:16 3x; Galatians
3:2, 5, 10; Romans 3:20, 28). Surprisingly, the phrase is exceedingly rare outside of the Pauline
corpus. Moo writes, “As to its distinctiveness, the phrase is not found in the LXX, is not used by
any other NT author and is extant in an equivalent Hebrew parallel only in 4QFlor 1:7, ma‘as’ey
torah.”*%* This Qumran document, also known as 4QMMT, contains the only occurrence of
“works of the law” that is extant outside of the eight times Paul uses the phrase. AQMMT will be
quoted and discussed below in the section on Romans 4:3.

The genitive vépouv might be descriptive, “law-works.” It could also be an objective

genitive. Professor Kuske writes, “As an objective genitive, it would be the object of the verbal

183 The Epistle of Paul to the Churches of Galatia, New International Commentary on the
New Testament, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 99 n.16.

184 «|_aw,” “Works of the Law,” and Legalism in Paul,” Westminster Theological
Journal, 45 (1983), 91.
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idea ‘do’ expressed by Zpywv. People try to ‘do” God’s law.”*®> Though either is possible, the
view taken in this paper is that vépou is an objective genitive.

When Paul says, “works of the law” does he have in mind all the works which the law
requires: civil, ceremonial, and moral? Or is he thinking only of the ceremonial law? This
question was asked by some at the time of the Reformation.

John Calvin wrote in his commentary on Romans,

It is a matter of doubt, even among the learned, what the works of the law mean. Some

extend them to the observance of the whole law, while others confine them to the

ceremonies alone...But this difficulty may be very easily removed: ...in order to take
away the power of justifying from all works, he has mentioned those, if there be any,
which can possibly justify.**®

Luther wrote in his Galatians commentary:

It is evident that Paul speaketh not of the ceremonial law, as some affirm, but of a far

weightier matter...The word ‘works of the law’ reacheth far; it extendeth to all that is

contrary to grace... The work of the law, then according to Paul, signefieth the work of

the whole law, judicial, ceremonial, or moral. Now if the moral law do not justify, much

less doth the ceremonial law justify.*®’

As is clear from the quotes above, Luther and Calvin considered the question of whether
Paul has in mind works of the law generally or only works of the ceremonial law. They both
came down firmly on the side of “works of the law generally.” In recent times this question has
come up again in a slightly different form. New Perspective scholars suggest that Paul has in
mind only certain works of the law, namely those works which separate Jew from Gentile
(circumcision, food laws, and the Sabbath). “Works of the law,” they say, are not equivalent to
what the Reformation would call “good works” but rather “works of the law” refers specifically
to those aspects of the law which separate Jews from Gentiles, the “boundary marking” aspects

of the Law. In support of their view, they strongly emphasize the context in which Paul gave this

185 A Commentary on Romans 1-8, (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 2007),
165.

18 Commentaries on the Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Romans, Translated by John
Owen, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1947), 130.

187 Commentary on Galatians, trans. Erasmus Middleton (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1979),
65-66.
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speech recorded in Galatians 2. The men from Jerusalem were, in effect, forcing the Gentile
believers to observe food purity laws in order to gain full acceptance. Peter, by his hypocritical
actions, had endorsed their opinion. The issue was not, they say, works in a broad sense. The
issue is actually quite narrow: forcing Gentiles to observe food laws. NT Wright puts it this way:

What, then, are the ‘works of the law,” by which one cannot be ‘justified’ in this sense?
Again, the context is pretty clear. They are the ‘living like a Jew’ of Galatians 2:14, the
separation from “Gentile sinners’ of Galatians 2:15. They are not, in other words, the
moral ‘good works’” which the Reformation tradition loves to hate. They are the things
that divide Jew from Gentile: specifically, in the context of this passage (and we have no
right to read Galatians 2:16 other than in the context of Galatians 2:11-15) the “works of
the law’” which specify, however different Jewish groups might have put it at the time,
that “‘Jews do not eat with Gentiles.”*®

James Dunn makes similar remarks:

[Paul’s] denial that justification is from works of law is, more precisely, a denial that
justification depends on circumcision or on observance of the Jewish purity and food
taboos. We may justifiably deduce therefore that by ‘works of the law’ Paul intended his
readers to think of particular observances of the law like circumcision and food laws.*®

Opponents of the New Perspective are right to point out, however, that Paul very quickly
moves from this narrow situation to a broad discussion of the whole law. In verse 19, Paul
declares that he has “died to the law.” In verse 21 Paul rejects “justification through the law.” In
both passages it is apparent that Paul is thinking not only of food laws, but of the law generally.
The point is that even though Paul is addressing a specific situation, he is thinking broadly. The
point is made well by Henri Blocher:

In order to repel his adversaries’ propaganda regarding these specific works, Paul appeals
to the more general and foundational principle that accomplishing legal works is not the
way to reach divine acceptance...A remarkable contrast emerges: whereas the new
perspective strategy consists in narrowing down the issue, to zero in on what really was
of burning interest to Paul, Jew-Gentile relations, Paul’s strategy constantly seeks to
broaden horizons and to bring into the discussion the more global truths of the gospel.'*°

188 justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 116-117.

189 “The New Perspective on Paul,” in The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition,
108. Italics original.

190 «3ystification of the Ungodly (Sola Fide)” in Justification and Variegated Nomism,
Volume 2: Paradoxes of Paul, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 487-488.
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One more thing is yet to be considered before we leave the phrase €pya vouou for the
moment. The thesis of this paper is that Paul was combating legalism or works-righteousness,**
but does the phrase “works of the law” itself mean “legalism”? This opinion has been
championed by scholars such as Ernst De Witt Burton and Daniel P. Fuller.

Burton wrote in his Galatians commentary, “vopov is evidently used qualitatively, and in
its legalistic sense...By &pya vopouv Paul means deeds of obedience to formal statutes done in a
legalistic spirit, with the expectation of thereby meriting and securing divine approval and award,
such obedience, in other words, as the legalists rendered to the law of the O.T. as expanded and
interpreted by them.”%

This interpretation, that the phrase Zpya véyou itself means legalism has been taken up in
more recent times by Daniel P. Fuller. In his article, “Paul and ‘the Works of the Law,”**® Fuller
first brings up a point that C.E.B. Cranfield had made: “the Greek language used by Paul had no
word-group to denote ‘legalism,” “legalist,” and ‘legalistic.””*** There is no Greek word for
“legalism.” According to this line of thinking, Paul sometimes used the word vopog and always
used the phrase €pya véyou to denote what we in English would call “legalism.”

Should this interpretation be accepted? It has a surface appeal because the thesis
presented in this paper is that Paul opposed legalism. This interpretation also seems to have the
support of the Formula of Concord:

However, in order to avoid all misunderstanding as much as possible and to teach and
maintain the real difference between the works of the law and the works of the
Spirit...the distinction between these two kinds of works is due to the difference between
the two kinds of people who make an effort to keep this law and will of God. For as long
as human beings are not reborn but do act according to the law and do perform its work
because they are commanded, either out of fear of punishment or desire of reward, they
are still under the law. St. Paul calls the works of such people works of the law in the

191 |_egalism and works-righteousness are here used as synonyms both meaning any
attempt to make human works a part of justification.

1927 Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians, 120.

193 Westminster Theological Journal, 38 (1975): 28-42.

194 «st. paul and the Law,” Scottish Journal of Theology 17, 1 (1964): 55. Quoted by
Fuller, 28.
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strict sense [Rom. 2:15; 3:20; Gal. 2:16; 3:2, 10], for they are coerced by the law as in the
case of slaves, and they are saints of the stripe of Cain.'®

Furthermore, it is conviction of this paper that some (not all) Jews of Paul’s day used the
law and the works commanded by it in a legalistic way. Some Jews tried to use their law-works
as a means toward justification before God. It does not follow, however, that the word “law” or
the phrase “works of the law” itself ever means “legalism.” The phrase itself is neutral. €pya
vopou simply means “works that the law commands.”

This issue has been written about at some length by both Thomas Schreiner and Douglas
Mo0.%® Moo rejects the interpretation that the word “law” (vopog) in Paul ever means legalism
for two reasons. First, even though it’s true that Greek had no one word for legalism, Paul had
plenty of ways to express the concept without changing the meaning of a single word (vopos).
When Paul says that the Jews were “seeking to establish their own righteousness,” (Romans
10:3) he is expressing the concept of legalism without using the single word, “legalism.”*%’
Second, Moo suspects that vopog is taken to mean “the legalistic misuse of the law” because
those scholars think that Paul usually uses vopos to refer to the Mosaic Law in a broad sense,
including both law and gospel. When Paul makes negative comments about the law, then, he
must be using the word véyog in an unusual way. Moo suggests that some of the difficulty
disappears when it is realized that Paul usually uses vépog to mean, not the Pentateuch as a
whole, but the Mosaic legislation. Here are Moo’s own words:

“Secondly, the motivation for interpreting nomos as legalism is usually, explicitly or
implicitly, the desire to avoid attributing to Paul an overly negative evaluation of the OT
economy. This, in turn, suggests that some of those who want to avoid any absolute
law/gospel antithesis in Paul do so because they understand nomos to include the OT
revelation as a whole; and, understandably, they want to vindicate Paul from the charge

195 Formula of Concord: Solid Declaration, VI1:17, The Book of Concord: The
Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, ed. Robert Kolb, Timothy Wengert,
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 589-590. In a footnote the editors explain that “the stripe of
Cain” was “an expression Luther used for works-righteousness, e.g. WA 10/1/1:326, 16; 340, 17-
341, 10; 343, 8-348, 2; Lenker 6:226-42; and WA 42:191, 8-18; LW 1:258-59.”

196« aw,” “Works of the Law,” and Legalism in Paul,” 73-100. See especially pages 85-
89.

197 Moo, ““Law,” “Works of the Law,” and Legalism in Paul,” 86.
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of Marcionism...Essentially, then | am suggesting that, at least in some cases, nomos is
interpreted to mean legalism because the term is given a broad sense, embracing at times
the Pentateuch as a whole...In other words, the interpretation of nomos to mean legalism
has its roots in what | would argue is a fundamentally wrong conception of Paul’s use of
nomos. | would maintain that Paul distinguishes promise and law by definition (see Gal.
3:15-25 and Rom. 4:13-16), so that the denial that justification can come through the law
(e.g. Gal. 3:11) is not a denial that those “under the law” could be justified. It does
constitute a denial that man could ever be justified by means of the law (see Gal. 2:21;
3:21).18
Many who interpret “works of the law” as itself referring to legalism contend that even if
a person were able to obey the entire law they would still not gain salvation thereby because the
works were done in a legalistic spirit.**® Thomas Schreiner rightly contends that this statement is
at least misleading. Jesus told the expert in the law, “Do this [what is written in the law] and you
will live” (Luke 10:28). Paul set the same standard in Romans 2:13, “those who obey the law
will be declared righteous.” If a person did obey all the commandments perfectly, he would gain
life. Paul, however, points out the practical problem with that: all humans (except Jesus) are
under the power of sin and transgress the law. Schreiner writes, “Htbner’s understanding that
people will be cursed even if they obey the entire Law, because such obedience would be
legalistic, is contradicted by Paul. The apostle clearly states that if one could obey the whole
Law, then that person would live (Gal 3:12, 21; Rom 10:5; cf. Lev 18:5). Of course, Paul
believes such perfect obedience is a practical impossibility, and thus no one can be justified by
doing the “‘works of the law.””?*® One could make a case in Hiibner’s defense that works done
with the goal of earning one’s way to heaven could be presented as a sin against the first
commandment, idolatrously trying to take God’s glory for self by earning a place in heaven.
Schreiner would not disagree with this. In fact, he says, “Thus, any boasting in human works is a

perverse delusion since good works are lacking in any case, but those who are trying to impress

198 Moo, ““Law,” “Works of the Law,” and Legalism in Paul,” 87-88.

199 H. Hubner, Was heisst bei Paulus Werke des Gesetzes? in Glaube und Eschatologie:
Festschrift flur Georg Kiimmel zum 80. Geburtstag, ed. E. Grasser and O. Merk (Tubingen:
J.C.B. Mohr, 1985): 123-133.

200 «“\njorks of the Law” in Dictionary of Paul and his Letters, Edited by Gerald F.

Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin, Daniel G. Reid, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1993), 978. Italics
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God with their good works do not come to grips with their failures, thinking they have done
enough good to merit favor with God. Such boasting lies at the heart of the human sin, the desire
to heap glory and praise upon oneself instead of giving glory, thanks, and praise to the one and
only God (Rom 1:21-23).”%°* Schreiner’s simple point against Hulbner is that, if a person would
obey the whole law perfectly, including the first commandment, that person would live.

In conclusion, the phase “works of the law” itself is neutral, but Paul’s opponents were
wrong in trying to be justified by these, in themselves neutral (or even good), works of the law.
Their attempt to be justified by the works of the law was sinful for several reasons: 1) it was
motivated by sinful pride and a desire to boast (Rom 3:27; Eph 2:8-9); 2) it betrayed a lack of
willingness to take God at his word when he speaks of the seriousness of sin. In other words, the
attempt by sinful human beings to obtain justification by their own works is a rebellion against
God who says that it is impossible for sinful flesh to be justified before him (Psalm 143:1-2).
Therefore even though the phrase “works of the law” is in itself neutral, the attempt by sinful
human beings to be justified by the works of the law is sinful works-righteousness.

The next recurring phrase to consider in verse 16 is mioTts Ingot Xpiotod. Stated
negatively, justification is “not by works of the law.” Stated positively, justification is
“through/by faith in Jesus Christ” (d1&/ éx mioTews Inaol Xpiatol). The view taken in this paper
is that 'Ingol Xpiatol is an objective genitive (“faith in Jesus Christ”), rather than a subjective
genitive (“the faithfulness of Jesus Christ”). This view is presented without argumentation
because it is not essential to a discussion of the target of Paul’s polemic. New Perspective
authors themselves are divided on this question. James Dunn considers Xptatod to be an
objective genitive. N.T. Wright considers it to be a subjective genitive. Even those who consider
miotis Inool Xpiotol to be referring to the faithfulness of Jesus Christ, still affirm that the
benefits of his work are appropriated by faith in him.

“Faith” language forms a third triplet in verse 16 along with the “justify” and “works”
language discussed above. The occurrences of dta/ éx miotews Tnool Xpiotol are highlighted

below.

201 |hid, 978.
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b ~ bl b b4 14 2\ \ \ 14 » ~ ~
o0 duxatolitar GvBpwog €€ Epywv vépou éav wi e mioTews Tnaod Xpiotod

xal Nuels elg Xpiorov Inoolv émotedoapey, iva dwatwdduey éx mlorews Xpiotod xal odx
€€ Epywv vépou

811 €€ Epywv vépou ol dixatwbioetal méoa gdpk

Paul preached that God’s verdict of not guilty had nothing to do with a person’s works
(Epya), but was rather a gift to be received dia mioTews ‘Inaol Xpiarol “through faith in Jesus
Christ.” Faith is simply the receiving organ through which (di& + genitive) the gift is applied to
the individual. Lightfoot makes the observation that in justification language Paul never uses
“S16. wloTw, ‘propter fidem’ which would involve a doctrinal error.”?%? 81 with the accusative
(mioTv) means “because of” rather than “through.” “Because of faith” would involve a doctrinal
error because it would imply that faith is a work which the individual does, whereas in Paul’s
terminology faith is not a work but simply receives the gift given. Therefore di& with the genitive
(“through”) is appropriate.

Now that each individual phrase has been considered, a larger portion should be
considered: ob duxatoltar &vBpwog €€ Epywy vopov v wi did mioTews Tnool Xpiotod xal yuels eig
XptoTdv Tnoolv émotetoapey, va dixatwbipey éx miotews Xpiotod xal olx €€ Epywy vépou. The
phrase éav wy in the first part of the verse is peculiar because éav uy usually means “except.” The
verse would then be, “A person is not justified on the basis of the works of the law except
through faith in Jesus Christ,” and Paul could be misunderstood as saying, “a person can be
justified by the works of the law as long as he also has faith in Christ.” This interpretation is
impossible. Not only does it contradict the second half of the verse (odx ¢§ Zpywv vépov), but it
also is exactly what the Judaizers were apparently proclaiming: A person is justified through
faith in Christ plus observing the law.

James Dunn, however, makes a case that éav uy does in fact mean “except” in Galatians
2:16. Dunn suggests there can be seen in Galatians 2:16 a step forward in Christian thought in

which Paul first comes to a realization for himself and then is a able to make a clarification for

292 The Epistle of St. Paul to the Galatians, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, first edition
1865), 115.
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his fellow Jews. According to Dunn, in the first part of verse 16 (o0 dixatolital dvBpwmos €€ Epywy

vopov éav w) ota miotews Ingol Xpiotod), Paul says that works of law cannot justify unless they
are joined with faith in Christ. Dunn writes,

According to verse 16a the common ground (between Peter and Paul) is that “a man is
not justified from works of law except through faith in Jesus Christ.” Notice how he
expresses the last phrase - “except through faith in Jesus Messiah”. According to the
most obvious grammatical sense, in this clause faith in Jesus is described as a
qualification to justification by works of law, not (yet) as an antithetical alternative. Seen
from the perspective of Jewish Christianity at that time, the most obvious meaning is that
the only restriction on justification from works of law is faith in Jesus Messiah. The only
restriction, that is, to covenantal nomism is faith in Christ.?%®

In the second part of the verse, however, Dunn says that Paul advances beyond that belief
to a more radical belief that works of the law cannot justify at all and that only faith in Christ

justifies. Professor Dunn says,

[I]n repeating the contrast between justification from works of law and justification
through faith in Christ, Paul alters it significantly: what were initially juxtaposed as
complementary, are now posed as straight alternatives — “...knowing that a man is not
justified from works of law except through faith in Jesus Christ, we have believed in
Christ Jesus in order that we might be justified from faith in Christ, and not from works

of law...”... In other words, in v. 16 Paul pushes what began as a qualification on

covenantal nomism into an outright antithesis.”**

Again Dunn writes, “Indeed, it is quite likely that Gal. 2.16 reflects the step by which
Paul’s thinking hardened these two propositions into a clear-cut antithesis.”?% If this is true, we
see Paul’s thought developing before our eyes. In this regard it should be remembered that Paul
did not develop his gospel in his own mind, but rather “received it by revelation from Jesus
Christ” (Galatians 1:12).%% Schreiner adds, “Furthermore, it seems strange that Paul would

reproduce for the Galatians a change of mind in the midst of a single sentence!”?%’

208 «“The New Perspective on Paul,” in The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition,
112. Emphasis original.

294 1bid, 113. Emphasis original.

205 |hid, 112.

2% Thjs is not to deny, however, that Paul would think about the gospel which he
received and gain new insights into it.

27 Galatians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, 162.
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The first statement from Dunn above seems to suggest that Paul simply gained Jewish-
Christian assent with the first part of the verse and then tried to push them forward into a new
belief in the second part of the verse. One wonders, however, if Paul would open himself up to
the charge of dishonesty and hypocrisy if he put forward as common ground something which he
did not actually believe (that man is justified by works of the law and by faith in Christ).

Thomas Schreiner rightly points that the Galatians, who heard this letter read out loud,
would likely be confused by such a shift. “If this were so, Paul’s both-and position regarding
works of law and faith, then followed by his utter rejection of works of law, would confuse the
Galatians.”?*® Paul’s meaning in the first half of the verse, therefore, is the same as his meaning
in the second half. He is repeating simply for emphasis. He uses two different exclusive particles
éav wn and ovx for variety within such repetition.

Finally, there are two plausible solutions to the problem posed by éav uy. The phrase éav
uy here could simply mean “but.” F.F. Bruce opts for this. He says, “Here éav u» means ‘but’,
the previous option, ¢£ €pywv véuov, being excluded.”?”® The other solution is to say that &&v w3
modifies only od dixatoftar &vBpwmog. Paul would then be understood as saying “a man is not
justified except through faith in Christ.” This is the option taken by Burton, who writes,

éav w) is properly exceptive, not adversative...but it may introduce an exception to the
preceding statement taken as a whole or to the principal part of it — in this case o0
dueatoltar dvbpwmos €€ Epywv vépou Or ol dixatodtar dvbpwmog alone. The latter alternative
is clearly to be chosen here, since the former would yield the thought that a man can be
justified by works of law if this be accompanied by faith, a thought never expressed by
the apostle and wholly at variance with his doctrine as unambiguously expressed in
several passages.?*°

\

Lightfoot gives the same interpretation: “2av u retains its proper meaning, but refers
only to o0 dixatodTat, ‘he is not justified from works of law, he is not justified except through

faith.””?!

208 |hid.

299 The Epistle to the Galatians, New International Greek Testament Commentary,
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 138.

210 A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians, 121.
211 The Epistle of St. Paul to the Galatians, 115.

63



The verse ends with an allusion to an Old Testament Scripture passage, Psalm 143:2
(LXX: 142:2).

LXX: ob dixaiwbioetat évimdov gou még (v,

2:16: €% gpywv vépou o dixatwbijoetar méoa oapf.
Paul’s quotation is loose but nevertheless clear. The New Perspective asserts that Paul’s
Judaizing opponents®*®

telling, however, that in the last clause of 2:16 Paul makes use of Psalm 143:2 (LXX: 142:2),

were not doing works of the law in order to earn God’s favor. It is

“Do not bring your servant into judgment, for no one living is righteous before you.” As N.T.
Wright has observed about other passages,®** when Paul gives an Old Testament quotation, he
almost always has in mind also the context of that Old Testament passage. Since Paul reached
for a passage that emphasizes human unworthiness before God, it is fair to conclude that Paul
felt his Judaizing opponents were not taking sufficient account of their unworthiness. There are
grave dangers in “mirror reading,”*® but the above suggestion has something further to
commend it in the fact that Paul inserts what appears to be his opponents’ slogan (¢£ Zpywv
vopov) into a Bible passage that speaks strongly about a human’s utter unworthiness before God.
New Perspective authors will counter that the Judaizers understood grace. Their only
problem was that they narrowed the grace of God to include only Jewish people. They “confined
grace to race.”?'® Paul, however, sees the Judaizers not simply as those who narrow the grace of
God, but as those who “nullify the grace of God” (2:21 NASB). The Greek word used in verse

212 A1l quotations fromm the Septuagint are taken from the Libronix version of Rahlfs,
Alfred, Septuaginta, Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1935.

213paul in this speech is confronting Peter, but Peter was acting hypocritically under peer
pressure (2:12-13). Paul’s real theological opponents are the Judaizers.

214 justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 182.

215 «“Mirror reading” refers to the practice of reconstructing the position of Paul’s
opponents based solely on what Paul says. This is a necessary exercise but it becomes dangerous
when the exegete reads a positive statement of Paul and assumes that his opponents held the
exact opposite viewpoint. Cf. John M.G. Barclay, “Mirror-Reading a Polemical Letter: Galatians
as a Test Case,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 31 (1987): 73-93.

218 N.T. Wright, The New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume X: Acts — 1 Corinthians, 650.
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21 is abetéw which BDAG defines as “to reject something as invalid, declare invalid, nullify,

ignore.”

Galatians 3:10 - 14

Greek Text

10 8oot yap €€ Epywv vépov eialy, OTd xatdpay eiolv- yéypantar yap 61t Emxatdpatogs més 8¢ odx
éupével méaty Tols yeypaupévols év 6 BiAlw Tol vépov Tol moifjoat adtd. 11 8Tt 6¢ &v véuw
000elg duxatobtal mapa T6 Bedd 0Fidov, 671 °O dixatos éx mioTews (foeTat 12 6 0 vépos odx €0Tiy éx
mioTews, AAN O momoag avta {Moetar év adtois. 13 Xpiotds nuds e&nydpacey éx i xatdpag Tol
véuou yevduevos Omep Nudv xatdpa, 8Tt yéypamtal, Emxatdpatos més 6 xpepduevos ém £ddov, 14
va eig & 0wy 1) edAoyla Tol APpaay yévytar év Xpiotd Tnool, va ™)y émayyeAiav Tod mvedpatos
AaPwuey o THg moTEWS.

Translation

OFor as many as are from works of the law, they are under a curse. For it is written, “Cursed be
everyone who does not persevere in all the things written in the book of the Law to do those
things. *And it is clear that no one is justified in God’s sight by the law, because “the righteous
will live by faith.” *But the law is not based on faith. Rather, the one who has done these things
will live by them. *Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse in our

place, because it is written, “cursed be everyone who is hung on a tree.” **

[This happened] so
that the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles in Christ Jesus so that the promise of
the Spirit might be received through faith.
Discussion

In contemporary Pauline scholarship, especially since Krister Stendahl, the error of the
Judaizers is almost always stated in terms of the way they viewed the justification of the
Gentiles. In Galatians 3:10, however, it becomes apparent that there was a major problem with
the way the Judaizers viewed their own justification. Paul boldly asserts, “All who rely on
observing the law are under a curse” (Galatians 3:10a; 8oot yap €& Zpywv vépou elaty, Hmd
xatapay eicly).

Why are those who rely on the works of the law cursed? Since the law which they rely on
requires perfect obedience, they fall under the law’s curse. Paul continues, “For it is written,

‘cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law’”
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(Galatians 3:10b; yéypamtat yap ot Emixatapatos s 06 00x EUUEVEL TATIY TOIG YEYPAUUEVOLS €V
76 BiPAiw Tol vépou Tod mofical adta). Since they have not rendered the perfect obedience
(“everything”) which the laws requires, they fall under its curse. That the law requires perfect
obedience is evident from the cluster of words in this verse emphasize the “doing” of “all” the
law (éupével méow... motfjoat).

This is the most natural way to read Galatians 3:10, but New Perspective authors insist
that another interpretation must be adopted. E.P. Sanders gives some reasons for moving away
from the interpretation given above. One reason is that the Jews of Paul’s time did not see the
law as requiring perfect obedience. Sanders writes, “It would, in short, be extraordinarily un-
Pharisaic and even un-Jewish of Paul to insist that obedience to the law, once undertaken, must
be perfect.”%’

In response it can be said that Paul the Christian is certainly not bound to his past
Pharisaic views. Additionally, a strong argument can be made that some of Paul’s Jewish
contemporaries did indeed view the law as requiring perfect obedience. A. Andrew Das points
out that “Gamaliel...saw God as demanding a strict and perfect obedience with little or no room

1218

for failure,”=” and that at Qumran “perfection was the standard by which the community

members were to try to live.”**

Another reason Sanders gives for moving away from the traditional interpretation of 3:10
is that Paul has chosen the quotation from Deuteronomy 27:26 not because it contains the word
“all,” but because it contains the words “cursed” and véuog.zzo In response it can be said that
none of the words in the passage should be discarded as unimportant.

Despite Sander’s objection, seeing the law as demanding perfect obedience is the only
way to explain the logical connection between what Paul says and the proof text he cites. As Das

has pointed out,??! Paul says that those who rely on works of the law are cursed. On the other

21 paul, the Law, and the Jewish People, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 28.
218 paul, the Law, and the Covenant, 43. See also 32-36.

219 |bid, 43. See also 18-19.

220 paul, the Law, and the Jewish People, 21-22.

221 paul and the Jews, 21.
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hand, the proof text says that all those who do not do works of the law are cursed! “Paul appears
to be forcing the passage to support the opposite of what it actually says.”???

The only way to resolve this apparent conflict is to interpret the passage in the following
manner. The law demands perfect obedience. If that perfect obedience is not rendered, the law
pronounces a curse. Therefore, all those who rely on the works of the law are under a curse
because they do not obey the law perfectly and thus fall under its curse. Das explains the logic
of the passage this way:

Galatians 3:10 forms what the ancients called an enthymeme, a logical argument in which
one of the premises is missing because it should have been obvious to the original
readers. The stated premise is, “Cursed is everyone who does not observe and obey all
the things written in this book of the law.” Paul concludes, “All who rely on the works of
the law are under a curse.” The premise that needs to be supplied by the reader to
complete the argument is, “All who rely on the works of the law do not observe and obey
all the things written in this book of the law.” People simply are not capable of doing all
that the Law requires and thus fall under its curse. This fundamental human inability is
central to Paul’s critique of the Law.??

In verses 11 and 12, Paul contrasts “believing” and “doing” as two contradictory paths as
regards the justification of a sinner before God. “The law is not based on faith; on the contrary,
“The man who does these things will live by them’” (Galatians 3:12). Westerholm writes, “Faith
and deeds (or faith and the law) are seen — in this context at least — as exclusive alternatives.”?%*
The Judaizers had chosen the “doing” approach to justification and were in this sense guilty of
works-righteousness.

Verse 13 says that Christ “redeemed us from the curse of the law” (Xptotog Nués
&nybpaaey éx Tic xatdpas Tod vépou). With the word “us™ (Wués), Paul likely is referring to all of
humanity, not simply the Jews. One might think that since only the Jews have the Mosaic Law,
only the Jews would fall under its curse. However, in other places Paul speaks of the Gentiles as
also having the requirements law written in their hearts (Romans 2:15). Since Gentiles fall short

of the law written on their hearts, they too fall under the curse of the law and need redeeming.

222 | pid.
22paul and the Jews, 36-37. See also Paul, the Law, and the Covenant, 146.

224 perspectives Old and New on Paul: The ‘Lutheran’ Paul and His Critics, 305.
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Christ redeemed humanity by becoming a curse (xatape) in their place. The word Umep
here carries the meaning of substitution.?”® Christ was cursed as the substitute for all of
humanity. Schreiner sums up the verse nicely, “Paul teaches that Christ took upon himself the
curse that sinners deserved, that he stood in their place and absorbed their punishment.”?%

It is in Galatians 3:13-14 where theologians trained in the old/“Lutheran” perspective
might notice the most glaring difference between their interpretation and that of the New
Perspective. The interpretations given by New Perspective authors differ here. N.T. Wright, for
example, sees in these verses the theme that the Jews were still under a “continuing exile” until
the redemption of Christ. The present author does not feel qualified to present Wright’s
interpretation. The New Perspective interpretation which will be presented is that of James
Dunn. Dunn sees “those from works of the law” (8cot ... €& €pywv vépov) in verse 10 as those
whose understanding of the law is too exclusively focused on its boundary marking features (like
circumcision). Dunn states:

Those who are £ pywv vépou are those who have understood the scope of God’s
covenant people as Israel per se, as that people who are defined by the law and marked
out by its distinctive requirements. Such an understanding of the covenant and of the law
inevitably puts too much weight on physical and national factors, on outward and visible
enactments, and gives too little weight to the Spirit, to faith and to love from the heart.
Such an understanding of the people of God inevitably results in a false set of
priorities...To thus misunderstand the law by giving primacy to matters of at best
secondary importance was to fall short of what the law required and thus to fall under the
law’s own curse (Deut 27.26).%’

In other words, according to Dunn, “those from works of the law” majored in minors,
placing emphasis on circumcision rather than love which is the true fulfillment of the law. The
conception of the problem often shapes one’s understanding of the solution. If the “curse”

(xatapav; v.10) is the curse which falls upon a wrong understanding of the law, then the purpose

of Christ’s death was to redeem (¢&nydpacev; v. 13) the Jews from such a wrong understanding of

225 For a thorough presentation of evidence from the papyri which shows that UTEp can
have substitutionary force, see Daniel Wallace, 383-389.

226 Galatians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary, 217.

221 “\Njorks of the Law and the Curse of the Law,” in The New Perspective on Paul:
Revised Edition, 134-135.
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the law. Because this point shows such a stark difference between the “Lutheran” perspective
and the New Perspective, Dunn needs to be heard here at length in his own words:*?
The thought [of Christ becoming a curse in our place] clearly refers back to v.10...Paul
must intend ‘the curse of the law’ to be understood in light of v. 10. That is to say, the
curse of the law is not simply the condemnation which falls on any transgression and on
all who fall short of the law’s requirements. Paul has in mind the specific short-fall of his
typical Jewish contemporary, the curse which falls on all who restrict the grace and
promise of God in nationalistic terms, who treat the law as a boundary to mark the people
of God off from the Gentiles, who give a false priority to ritual markers. The curse here
has to do primarily with that attitude which confines the covenant promise to the Jews as
Jews: it falls on those who live within the law in such a way as to exclude Gentiles as
Gentiles from the promise...It was that curse which Jesus brought deliverance from by
his death. This may seem at first a surprisingly narrow understanding of the redemptive
effect of Christ’s death, especially when a systematized theology of the atonement tends
to stress deliverance from the power of sin (and the condemnation of transgression). But
Paul’s meaning and intention here is in fact quite narrow and specific...the purpose of
Christ’s redemptive work can be specified quite properly as the removal of that curse, as
the deliverance of the heirs of the covenant promise from the ill effect of the too narrow
understanding of the covenant and law held by most of Paul’s contemporaries.??®
It bears repeating that one’s understanding of the problem will shape one’s understanding
of the solution. Professor Dunn’s understanding of the problem in Galatians 3:10-14 is restricted
to a misunderstanding of the law, therefore Christ’s redemption is restricted to a redemption
from such a misunderstanding. The “Lutheran” perspective formulates the problem differently,
and thus formulates the solution differently as well. The problem according to the “Lutheran”
perspective is that no one obeys the law perfectly but rather transgresses the law and thus
everyone falls under its curse. If the problem is transgressions of the law rather than a

misunderstanding of the law, then the redemption won by Christ is a redemption from

228 Because of the length of the quotation 1.5 line spacing has been retained for
readability.

229 “\Works of the Law and the Curse of the Law,” in The New Perspective on Paul:
Revised Edition, 137-138. Italics original.
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transgressions, not simply from a too narrow view point. In the exegesis of verse 10 given above
it has been argued that the “Lutheran” construal of the problem is correct, and thus also their
construal of the solution is correct as well. This understanding of Christ becoming a curse in our
place as a redemption from transgressions is clear in other Pauline passages. “Christ died for our
sins according to the Scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3). 2 Corinthians 5:21 is significant because it
parallels Galatians 3:13 in that it uses substitution language (Umep) and speaks of Christ
becoming something which he was not on our behalf. “God made him who had no sin to be sin
for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (tov ) yvovta apaptiav Umep
Nuiv apaptiav émoincey, va Nuels yevoueba dixatoatvy Beol &v adtd).

It seems doubtful that Dunn would deny that one purpose of the death of Christ was to
pay for sin, especially in view of such clear passages as 1 Corinthians 15:1. It seems that he
contends for a narrow view of Christ’s redeeming work in this passage. In support of his
interpretation that the purpose of Christ’s redemption was to free the Jews from a narrow
understanding of the law which excluded Gentiles, Dunn points out that the first half of verse 14,

“so that the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles in Christ Jesus”*® (

tva eig & 6wy 7
edAoyla Tol APpaau yévnral v Xpioté ‘Inood), is parallel to Ephesians 2:14-15, “For he himself
IS our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of
hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose
was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to
reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility.”
Ephesians 2:14-15 clearly states that one purpose of Christ’s death was to bring down the
dividing wall between Jew and Gentile. The parallel of Galatians 3:14 with Ephesians 2:14-15
was pointed out already by Lightfoot, who said of Galatians 3:14, “the sequence of thought here
is exactly the same as in Ephes. ii. 14-18.”%*! Since Paul talks about the “coming” (yévytat) of
the blessing to the Gentiles as a purpose (ive) of Christ’s death, he may have in mind the fact that
Christ’s death destroyed the partition which kept Gentiles from the people of God and the
blessing of Abraham. It seems, however, that Christ destroyed the partition of the law by

fulfilling the law (Luke 2:21; Galatians 4:5; Romans 10:4) and then taking on himself the curse

230 My Translation.
231 The Epistle of Saint Paul to the Galatians, 140.
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for all of the transgressions of the law (Galatians 3:14) as humanity’s substitute. In other words,
the view that Christ’s death brought down the partition of the law so that the Gentiles could
become part of the covenant people by no means robs Galatians 3:13 of its full force: Christ the
substitute was punished for all the transgressions of his people the Jews, and also of the whole
world (nuév likely refers to all of humanity in view of Paul’s teaching of a universal atonement
elsewhere, e.g. 2 Corinthians 5:18-21).

N.T. Wright also undercuts the traditional interpretation of verses 13 and 14:

When you ask people, “Why did the Messiah become a curse for us?”” the normal answer
is something like, “So that we might be freed from sin and share fellowship with God for
all eternity.” Paul’s is radically different: “So that the blessing of Abraham might come
upon the Gentiles, and so that we (presumably Jews who believe in Jesus) might receive
the promise of the Spirit through faith.” That is where Paul at least thinks his argument is
going. Once again, it is the context, not traditions brought in from elsewhere, that really
counts, and we must pay close attention.?*?

Wright has rightly called attention to Paul’s actual wording, but in defense of the
traditional interpretation “the blessing of Abraham” is in the same context as Christ taking on
“the curse” which falls on those who transgress the law, so it is entirely proper to say that the
blessing of Abraham involves freedom from sin. Also, this blessing certainly includes “eternal
life,”?*® ({oerar; 3:12) which is “fellowship with God for all eternity.” Also, when one thinks of
the blessings which Abraham received, “the imputation of righteousness” (Genesis 15:6; Romans
4:3) quickly comes to mind. “The imputation of righteousness” to Abraham is found in the
context of Galatians 3:10-14 (Genesis 15:6 is quoted in Gal. 3:6). In fact, Paul himself makes the
connection between the blessing of Abraham and righteousness by faith in 3:8. “The Scripture
foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to
Abraham: ‘All nations will be blessed through you.”” The traditional interpretation of the

passage, therefore, need not be doubted.

Romans

In Romans 1:18-3:20, Paul makes the charge and argues the case that the whole world is
under sin (3:9). Paul starts off in chapter 1:18ff by charging the Gentiles with suppressing the
natural knowledge (1:19-21) of God and turning to idolatry (1:22-23) and sexual sins (1:24-27),

232 jystification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 124.

2% Galatians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary, 209.
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and finally with more subtle sins of the heart (1:29-31). In chapter two he turns to indict the
moralist and the Jew, who imagine that they will escape the eschatological judgment of God.
Relevant for this thesis is the fact that Paul’s Jewish interlocutor seems to think that the mere
possession of the law will secure for him a favorable verdict on the Last Day. Paul needs to press
home to his interlocutor: “It is not those who hear the law who are righteous in God’s sight, but it
is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous” (Romans 2:13). Mere hearing is not
enough, Paul says, one actually needs to do the law. One might think of John the Baptist who
rebuked a similar idea in some of the Jews who thought that they would escape God’s fiery
judgment simply because they were physical descendant of Abraham (Matthew 3:9-10).

This has led some to think that Paul is mounting an attack, not on works-righteousness,
but rather on its opposite: presumption on the grace of God. F.C. Grant writes, “If anything,
Judaism erred on the side of over-emphasizing the free grace of God.”?** The strange fact,
however, is that works-righteousness and presumption upon God’s grace can live in the same
heart. Human beings are complex creatures. The prophet Jeremiah said, “The heart is deceitful

above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?” (Jeremiah 17:9).

Romans 3:19-20
Greek Text
19 Oidapev 0t 6Tt oa 6 vépog Aéyel Tois év TG vopuw Aalel, va miv oTépa dpayf) xal HTéoIxog
yévntal nés 6 xdapos T6 Be@d- 20 d1dTt €€ Epywy vépou od dixaiwbioeTal méoa opé évamiov avTod,
0L yap vopou Emiyvwais apaptiag.
Translation
Now we know that everything which the law says, it speaks to those in the law, so that every
mouth might be shut and all the world be held accountable to God. “°Therefore by works of the
law all flesh will not be justified before him, because through the law comes knowledge of sin.
Discussion

From Romans 1:18 all the way up until the section under consideration (3:19-20), Paul
has been demonstrating that the entire world is under sin. Paul now brings his argument to a

234 £ C. Grant, Ancient Judaism and the New Testament, (Edinburgh-London, 1960), 64. |
owe this quotation to Heikki Réisénen, Paul and the Law, (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2010), 168
n. 39. Réisénen cites the quotation approvingly.
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climax by declaring that “by works of the law all flesh will not be justified before him™2® (¢
Epywv véuou oV dixatwbioeTal Thoa oipé évamiov alTod).

In the phrase & €pywv vépov, to what does the word vépou refer? Does it refer to the
Mosaic Law in all its parts, civil, ceremonial and moral, or does it refer to the eternal will of God
for human conduct? Professor David P. Kuske interprets all occurrences of véuog in verses 19
and 20, including the time it occurs in the phrase ¢& &pywv vépov, as referring, not to the Mosaic

Law, but only to the moral law, “God’s revealed will for all people of all time.”?*® Kuske writes,

A popular interpretation found in quite a few commentaries is that law in this verse refers
to the Mosaic Law. But that isn’t possible for two reasons: (1) The Mosaic Law applied
only to the Jews, so it doesn’t condemn the whole world as the previous context and the
following ive clause require, and (2) the Mosaic Law came to an end with the completion
of Christ’s saving work (Gal. 3:23-25; Col. 2:16-17) and so, after that time, no longer
applied to anyone. The verbs A¢yet and AaAel are both present tense and so refer to a law
that is speaking to people at the time Paul is writing this letter.?*’

Godet seems to follow this view. He writes,

Besides, the expression, all flesh, which evidently embraces the Gentiles, could not be
applied to them if the law were here taken as the ceremonial law. Hence it appears that
the last words of our verse refer to the moral, and not the ceremonial law, which decides
the meaning of the term: the works of the law.?®

F.F. Bruce says that vépog in verse and 20 refers to the law of God in whatever form it
may take. The law may be written in the Mosaic legislation or written on the heart. Bruce writes,

So, when Paul says (3:20) that through law comes knowledge of sin, he says something
that is true in principle of Jews and Gentiles alike; and when he says in the same context
that by works of law no human being will be justified in God’s sight, this too is equally
valid for Jew and Gentile. Whether the ‘works of law’ are performed in accordance with
a code promulgated by express divine authority, or in accordance with the conscience, the

2% My Translation.

2% A Commentary on Romans 1-8, 162.
27 |bid.

2% The Epistle to the Romans, trans. Dr. Talbot W. Chambers, (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1970), 144.
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moral law within...or in accordance with an accepted standard of decent behavior — no

matter, these are not the grounds on which men and women are accepted by God.**

There is lexical justification for taking véuog as referring not to the Mosaic legislation, but
to the eternal will of God (moral law). In Romans 2:27 Paul says that, “the one who is not
circumcised physically and yet obeys the law will condemn you who, even though you have the
written code and circumcision, are a lawbreaker” (xai xpwel 7 éx dpUoews dxpoPuatia TOV véurov
terolioa oF TOV Old ypapuuatos xal mepttopdis mapaPdtyv véuov). Paul here talks about an
uncircumcised person who fulfills the law (axpofuatia Tov vépov tedolioa). Obviously this
uncircumcised person does not obey the Mosaic legislation, but rather the eternal will of God
(the moral law). In 1 Corinthians 7:19 Paul does not use the word vopog, but he does seem to
make a distinction between the Mosaic legislation and the eternal, immutable will of God.
“Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing. Keeping God’s commands is what
counts” (1 mepttopy) 000EV EaTiv xal %) axpoPuatia 000év E0Tw, AAAG THPY LS EVTOARY Beol).
Another factor pointing to a generic use of véuog in Romans 3:20 is Paul’s use of méoa odpé. “All
flesh,” both Jew and Gentile, will not be justified by works of law.

As Professor Kuske mentioned, many interpreters believe that vépou in the phrase &%
gpywv vépou refers to the Mosaic Law (and by “Mosaic Law” most mean the Mosaic legislation
to the exclusion of the gospel promises found in the Torah). Among them is Douglas Moo. Moo
is of the conviction that when Paul uses vouog he most often has in mind the Mosaic legislation.
In his article, “‘Law,” “Works of Law,” and Legalism in Paul,”%*° Moo says, “What is vital for
any accurate understanding of Paul’s doctrine of law is to realize that Paul uses nomos most
often and most basically of the Mosaic Law.”*** Again Moo states, “unless indications to the

contrary exist, nomos should be taken to mean Mosaic Law.”%* In his Romans commentary,

239 Romans, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985),
53.
240 \Westminster Theological Journal 45 (1983): 73-100.

241 «sLaw,” *Works of Law,” and Legalism in Paul,” 80.
22 1bid, 82.
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Moo gives the statistic that “more than 90 percent of the occurrences of vouos in Paul refer to the
Mosaic Law.”?*

In his comments on 3:20 Moo writes, “Paul uses the phrase ‘works of the law’ instead of
the simple ‘works’ because he is particularly concerned in this context to deny to Jews an escape
from the general sentence pronounced in v. 19.”?** In a footnote Moo adds, “Contra, €.g.,
Melanchthon, Haldane, and Morison...who think that vouos refers to divine law generally. While
we agree with these expositors that the verse has ultimate application to all people, the reference
to the law of Moses here is clear.”** Leon Morris also sees véuov as a reference to the Mosaic
Law.2%

Moo does recognize the universal applicability of the phrase ¢& £pywv vépov, even though
in his view vépov means the Mosaic Law. He writes,

But since “works of law” are simply what we might call “good works” defined in Jewish

terms, the principal enunciated here has universal application; nothing a person does,

whatever the object of obedience or the motivation for that obedience, can bring him or

her into favor with God.**’

Professor Kuske’s concern is that if vopou is interpreted to mean Mosaic Law, then
someone might be able to say, “I can’t be justified by the works of the Mosaic Law but I can be

justified by some other type of works.” In his Romans commentary, Kuske says, “If the law

22 The Epistle to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New Testament,
145. In *“*Law,’ “Works of Law,” and Legalism in Paul,” Moo compiled these passages as at least
possible references to the law “in its Mosaic form”: Rom 2:12a,b, 13a,b, 14a,c, 17, 18, 20, 23a,b,
25a,b, 26, 27a,b; 3:19b, 20a,b, 21, 27b, 28, 31b; 4:13, 14, 15a,b, 16; 5:13a,b, 20; 6:14, 15; 7:1a,b,
2a,b, 3,4,5,6,7a,b,c, 8,9, 12, 14, 16, 22, 23a,c, 25a,b; 8:2b, 3, 4; 9:31a,b; 10:4, 5; 13:8; 1 Cor
9:20a,b,c,d, 15:56; Gal 2:16a,b,c, 19a,b, 21; 3:2, 5, 10a,b 11, 12, 13, 17, 18, 19, 21a,b,c, 23, 24,
4:4,5, 214a; 5:3, 4, 14, 18; 6:13; Eph 2:15; Phil 3:5,6, 9; 1 Tim 1:8,9. This makes 102 total
occurrences of vopog in which Moo sees at least a possible reference to the Mosaic Law. These
occurrences are compiled on “Chart I’ in Douglas Moo, ““Law,” “Works of Law,” and Legalism
in Paul,” 76.

24 The Epistle to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New Testament,
2009.

2% |bid, 209 n.62.
248 The Epistle to the Romans, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 143 n. 171.
24" The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT, 209.

75



referred to here is taken as the Mosaic Law (cf. the footnotes in numerous study Bibles), then
people can be led to believe that these words apply especially or only to Jews.”?*® Moo
recognizes this concern and answers it in this way:
Any restricted definition of “works of the law” can have the effect of opening the door to
the possibility of justification by works — “good” deeds that are done in the right spirit,
with God’s enabling grace, or something of the sort. This, we are convinced would be to
misunderstand Paul at a vital point. The heart of his contention in this section of Romans
is that no one is capable of doing anything to gain acceptance with God; this is why for
everyone faith is the only possible way to God.?*°
Thus, even though Moo takes vépou as the Mosaic Law, his interpretation and application come
out at the same place as Professor Kuske’s.
Another objection that Professor Kuske had to taking vopou as referring to the Mosaic
Law in 3:20 is that Paul is obviously aiming in 1:18-3:20 to convict the whole world of sin, both
Jew and Gentile. Furthermore, 3:20 is seen by most commentators as the summation and
summary of everything since 1:18. In 3:19 Paul says “Now we know that whatever the law says,
it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world
held accountable to God.” However we interpret vépog in verses 19 and 20, it needs to convict
the whole world, not just Jews. Therefore, Professor Kuske says, véuog in 19 and 20 is the eternal
will of God (moral law) and not the Mosaic Law. Thomas Schreiner, however, thinks that that
conclusion does not necessarily follow. He writes, “How could the whole world be liable to
God’s judgment because of a law given to the Jews? The answer is not that difficult. If the Jews,
who had the privilege of being God’s covenantal and elect people, could not keep the law, then it
follows that no one, including the Gentiles, can.”%®
The Lutheran commentator Anders Nygren has a view similar to Schreiner’s:

It is manifest enough that the Gentiles, who have not the law, are sinners under the wrath
of God. When, therefore, the law stops the mouth of those who have the law, compelling

248 A Commentary on Romans 1-8, 166.

289 The Epistle to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New Testament,
209-210. Italics original.

20 Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1998), 168.

76



them to confess that they are the veriest of sinners, the result is clear. “The whole world

is held accountable to God,” and all without exception stand under wrath.**

Therefore even those who see vopog as referring to the Mosaic Law, still see verses 19 and 20 as
convicting the whole world of sin.

A decision here is difficult, but if pressed this author would lean slightly toward seeing
vépov in the phrase & €pywv vépou as referring to the Mosaic Law. My reason for this is Romans
3:28-31. There Paul says that if justification were to come by works of the law (¢£ €pywv véuov),
then God would be the God of Jews only. If véuou in the phrase é£ £€pywv vépou means the eternal
will of God and not the Mosaic Law, then God would not necessarily be the God of the Jews
only if men were justified by works of the law. Since €pya vopou seems to be a technical term, it
should be given the same meaning every time it occurs. Having said that, Professor Kuske makes
strong points and his interpretation could very well be correct.

Whether vépou in the phrase ¢£ £pywv vépou is seen as having universal applicability even
though it refers to the Mosaic Law (Moo), or whether it is seen as having universal applicability
because it refers to God’s moral law (Kuske), the statement of Luther still holds true: “This word
‘works of the law’, reacheth far; it extendeth to all that is contrary to grace.”%

The New Perspective says that in the first century, “the works of the law” functioned as
boundary markers which marked off the parameters of the people of God. These boundary
markers showed who was “in” and who is “out.” If a person wore the “badges of membership;”
that is, if he was circumcised, followed food purity laws, and kept the Sabbath, this served as
evidence that he was “in” the people of God. If a person did not do these “works of the law,” he
was “out.”

According to the New Perspective, Paul rejected “the works of the law” as a means to
define the people of God because they drew the boundary lines too narrowly. If circumcision and
food laws are the badges of membership, then only Jews can be members. Paul knew that God
wanted to expand his people to include also the Gentiles, and so Paul asserted that the only

boundary marker, the only badge of membership in the people of God is faith.

1 Commentary on Romans, trans. Carl Rasmussen, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1949),
143.
22 Commentary on Galatians, 65.

77



“Therefore, by the works of the law no one will be justified before him” (5167t €€ &pywv
vépov o dixaiwbioetar mhoa cdpf évamiov avtol). Why is no one able to be justified by the
works of the law? Because works of the law are too ethnically exclusive, the New Perspective
answers.

Consider, however, several passages taken from the argument leading up to Romans
3:20. “All who sin under the law will be judged by the law” (Romans 2:12). “Do you dishonor
God by breaking the law?” (Romans 2:23) “You...are a lawbreaker” (Romans 2:27). “We have
already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin” (Romans 3:9). Sin is the
reason that works of the law do not justify. No one is able to be justified by the works of the law
because all have broken the law. The emphasis in Romans 3:20, therefore, is not on narrow
boundary markers, but on sin. N.T. Wright, even though he is a promoter of the “boundary
marker” interpretation, is absolutely correct in giving this apt analogy: “To appeal to Torah is
like calling a defense witness who endorses what the prosecution has been saying all along.”?>®

James D.G. Dunn admits that he needs to insert a thought into 3:20 in order for his
interpretation to work. He calls this insertion a “hidden middle term.”

There is, we might say, therefore, a hidden middle term in 3:20 between “works of the
law’ and ‘shall be justified’ — a middle term which Reformation exegesis largely missed,
as indeed most exegesis deriving from the controversies of the Reformation period in
general. The connection of thought in 3:20 does not run directly from ‘works of the law’
to ‘shall be justified” and is not aimed directly at works of the law as a means to
achieving righteousness and acquittal. The connection of thought is more indirect...In a
word, the hidden middle term is the function of the law as an identity factor, the social
function of the law as marking out the people of the law in their distinctiveness
(circumcision, food laws, etc.). It is “hidden’ at 3:20 simply because it could be taken for
granted in the Roman world of this period... ‘hidden’ too simply because it was clear
enough already in 2:1 — 3:8 and need not complicate the final summary statement beyond
the sufficiently clear phrase “works of the law.”%*

A simpler explanation would be that there is no hidden middle term and that the thought
does run directly from “works of the law” to “justification.” A simple reading of this passage,

with no hidden middle terms, indicates clearly that some Jews thought that they could be

justified by doing the law.

23 N.T. Wright, The New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume X: Acts-1 Corinthians, 459-460.
2% Romans 1-8, Word Biblical Commentary, 159.
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If Paul needed to deny that anyone can be justified by doing works of law, it follows that
there were some who thought they could be. This attitude can fairly be labeled works-
righteousness. Thomas Schreiner is correct when he says, “Nonetheless, there is probably a
suggestion of legalism when ‘works of the law’ is connected to justification...Despite their sin
and failure to keep the law, some thought they could obtain entrance into God’s presence through

their observance of the law.”?>®

Romans 3:27 - 31
Greek Text
27 To¥ ol % xalynois; ééexdelady. di molou vépov; Tév Epywv; odyl, dAA& S vépou mioTews. 28
Aoyt{oueba yap dixatolobar mioTer dvBpwmov ywpls Epywy vépov. 29 % Toudaiwy 6 Beds udvov; oyl
xal €0vav; val xal €6véiv, 30 elmep els 6 Beds 8¢ dixaidaet mepiTopny éx moTews xal dxpofuatiay
St THjs mloTews. 31 vépov ol xatapyoduey Ol THs moTews; W yévortor GAAL véuov loTdvoyey.
Translation
"Therefore where is boasting? It has been shut out. Through what law? Of works? No, but
through a law of faith. 22For we are of the settled conviction that a person is justified by faith
without the works of the law. °Or is God only [the God] of Jews? Is he not also [the God] of the
Gentiles? Yes, also of the Gentiles. **Since “God is one,” he will justify the circumcision by faith
and the uncircumcision through faith. **Therefore do we invalidate the law? May it never be! On
the contrary, we reinforce the validity of the law.
Discussion

After spending more than two chapters demonstrating that “all have sinned and fall short
of the glory of God,” (Romans 3:23), Paul then proclaimed the good news that all “are justified
freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:24). In verses
27-31 Paul goes on to speak about what implications God’s saving activity in Christ has for his
hearers. Paul’s syntax in these verses changes from the long, involved sentences in verses 21-26,
to short, sentence fragments in verses 27-31. Dunn makes perceptive comments about the effect
of these changes on the listener:

Following the log-jam of prepositional phrases and somewhat tortuous syntax of the
preceding paragraph (vv21-26), the change of style is abrupt. The staccato interchange of

2% Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, 174.
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brief question and answer would give relief after the intensity of concentration required

to catch the full force of what had obviously been a major statement of the letter’s central

theme. The change is certainly deliberate and shows Paul’s awareness of the need to vary
his style in order to retain the attention of those listening to his letter read out.?*

Paul begins by asking the question, “where then is boasting (% xalx»aic)?” He then
quickly answers his own question, “it is excluded.” What type of boasting does Paul have in
mind in 3:27? David Kuske wrote that “xaty»aigc means ‘boasting or bragging about what a
person has accomplished.” Here [Rom. 3:27] it would be what a person has done to help earn
God’s acquittal.” >’ New Perspective authors strongly deny that Jews boasted in this sense.

According to the New Perspective, the Jews boasted about many things. They boasted
that they were God’s favored nation. They boasted that God had made a special covenant with
them. They boasted that God had given them the law as a gift, showing them how to live within
the covenant. They boasted that since they had the law, they were specially equipped to teach the
ignorant God’s way. The one thing they did not boast about, however, is that they had kept the
law well enough to achieve God’s favor.

First it can be said that keeping the law did play a part in the Jewish boast. Simon
Gathercole devoted a monograph to the question of Jewish “boasting” in this verse and in that
book he wrote, “Fundamentally, the boast in 3:27 is tied up with two things, which in the Jewish
mindset are really a unity. First, Israel’s election and gift of the Torah are (rightly) emphasized
by the New Perspective. Second is the conviction that God would vindicate his people at the
eschaton on the basis of their obedience.”?*® Gathercole quotes Jubilees 35:2, “I will do
everything just as you have commanded me because this thing is an honour and a greatness for
me and a righteousness for me before the Lord.”

Even New Perspective authors will sometimes admit that law keeping was a part of the
Jewish boast. “The “boast’ in question,” NT Wright says, “is the ‘boast’ of Romans 2:17-20: the
‘boast’ that Israel could takes its place within the single-plan-through-Israel-for-the-world, the

boast not merely of superiority (and perhaps salvation) because of Torah-possession (and the

2% Romans, Word Biblical Commentary, 185.
257 A Commentary on Romans 1-8, 185.

238 \Where is Boasting? Early Jewish Soteriology and Paul’s Response in Romans 1-5,
226.
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attempt at Torah-keeping) but of a superior calling within God’s purposes.”?*® The biggest part
of the boast, in Wright’s view, is that the Jew has a special calling in God’s plan for the world.
The part 1 want to point out however is that, for Wright, “the attempt at Torah-keeping” does
play a part (albeit a parenthetical part) in the Jewish boast.

The question then becomes, does the fact that Torah-keeping constituted a part their boast
make them guilty of works-righteousness? The answer of this paper is “yes” because any
boasting in what “I” have done makes one guilty of works-righteousness. The New Perspective
says “no” because alongside the boasting in Torah-keeping the Jews had a deep consciousness of
the grace of God in electing them and giving them the law.

Boasting in anything that “I” have done in relation to salvation is definitively ruled out by
Paul in Ephesians 2:8-9. “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith — and this not
from yourselves, it is a gift of God — not by works, so that no one can boast (iva uy Tig
xavynontat).” Since these verses are addressing a primarily Gentile audience, we see that
“boasting” was not an exclusively Jewish temptation. All humans are prone to boasting and
works-righteousness. Lutheran theology refers to this as the opinio legis which is an attribute of
the sinful nature. Schreiner’s comment is appropriate, “Nonetheless, Paul often engages in a
polemic against legalism in his letters (Rom. 3:20, 27-31; 4:1-8; Gal. 2:15-21; 3:1-14; Eph. 2:8-
9; Phil. 3:2-11), not because he was anti-Semitic but because all human beings (not just Jews) are
prone to pride and inclined to temptation to boast before God because of good works they have
done.”#?

Romans 3:28 became a storm center of controversy during the Reformation because
Luther added the word “alone” (allein) to “by faith” in his German translation of the Bible.
Luther defended his translation by making two points. First, using the word allein would be how
a German would express the meaning of the Greek words Paul writes. Luther writes,

But it is the nature of our German language that in speaking of two things, one of which
is affirmed and the other denied, we use the word solum (allein) along with the word
nicht [not] or kein [no]. For example, we say, ‘The farmer brings allein grain and kein
money’...It is the nature of the German language to add the word allein in order that the
word nicht or kein may be clearer and more complete.?®*

29 Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 210-211. Italics original.
260 Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, 544.

261 |_uther’s Works: American Edition, vol. 35, (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1960), 189.
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The leading Greek-English lexicon (that of Bauer, Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich) concurs
with Luther’s translation. In the entry for wictic BDAG has, “Luther’s insertion of the word
‘alone’ in v.28 is hard to contest linguistically.”?%?

However, Luther’s reasons for inserting allein go beyond purely linguistic considerations.
Luther argued that the words, “not by the works of the law” demand that Paul be understood as
saying that a man is justified by faith alone:

Now I was not relying on and following the nature of the languages alone, however,
when, in Romans 3[:28] I inserted the word solum (alone). Actually the text itself and the
meaning of St. Paul urgently require and demand it. For in that very passage he is dealing
with the main point of Christian doctrine, namely, that we are justified by faith in Christ
without any works of the law. And Paul cuts away all works so completely, as even to
say that the works of the law — though it is God’s law and word — do not help us for
justification [Rom. 3:20]...But when all works are so completely cut away — and that
must mean that faith alone justifies — whoever would speak plainly and clearly about this
cutting away of works will have to say, ‘Faith alone justifies us, and not works.””?%

Many Pauline scholars today concur with Luther. In fact, they point out that this
interpretation did not originate with Luther. C.K. Barrett writes, “The “only’ (which Origen, not
Luther, was the first to bring to the interpretation of this verse) is fully warranted by Paul’s own
‘to the exclusion of works of law.””%** Luther also pointed out that he was not unprecedented in
saying that faith alone justifies: “Moreover, | am not the only one, or even the first, to say that
faith alone justifies. Ambrose said it before me, and Augustine and many others.”%

Do New Perspective authors affirm justification by faith alone? On the one hand,
Professor Dunn and Bishop Wright assert that they believe in justification by faith alone. Dunn
writes, “I affirm as a central point of Christian faith that God’s acceptance of any and every
person is by his grace alone and through faith alone.”?®® In his book Justification: God’s Plan

262 BDAG 2da
263 | uther’s Works: American Edition, vol. 35, 195.

%84 The Epistle to the Romans, Black’s New Testament Commentary, (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1991), 78-79.

265 | uther’s Works: American Edition, 197.

266 «“The New Perspective: Whence, What and Whither?” in The New Perspective on
Paul: Revised Edition, 23.
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and Paul’s Vision, which is a response to a book written against his teaching on justification by
Calvinist theologian John Piper,?®” N.T. Wright also affirms that he believes justification is by
faith alone. In indentifying the issues between himself and Piper, Wright says, “Second, the
question is about the means of salvation, how it is accomplished. Here John Piper, and the
tradition he represents, have said that salvation is accomplished by the sovereign grace of God,
operating through the death of Jesus Christ in our place and on our behalf, and appropriated
through faith alone. Absolutely. | agree a hundred percent.”?®® There is, however, some
indication in his writings that N.T. Wright believes that initial justification is by faith alone, but
that final justification on the Day of Judgment will be on the basis of the entire Christian life.
After saying, “...appropriated through faith alone. Absolutely. | agree one hundred percent,”
Bishop Wright continues by giving this qualification:
But there is something missing — or rather, someone missing. Where is the Holy
Spirit?...Part of my plea in this book is for the Spirit’s work to be taken seriously in
relation both to the Christian faith itself and to the way in which that faith is “active
through love’ (Galatians 5:6). And the way in which that Spirit-driven active faith, at
work through love and all that flows from it, explains how God’s final rescue of his
people from death itself has been accomplished (Romans 8:1-11).2%°
Both Calvinist and Lutheran theologians would rightly contend that the Spirit’s work is
taken seriously among them. The Holy Spirit is active in justification by working faith in the
hearts of unbelievers. “Faith” also is a “gift of God” (Ephesians 2:8-9). It is clear that faith is
worked by the Holy Spirit because “no can say ‘Jesus is Lord” except by the Holy Spirit” (1
Corinthians 12:3; see also 1 Cor 2:14, Rom 8:9). “Faith” worked by the Holy Spirit personally
receives God’s not guilty verdict (Romans 3:28; Ephesians 2:8). The Holy Spirit is not “missing”
from the Lutheran or Calvinist doctrine of justification. In the above quote, however, N.T.
Wright seems to be referring to the Holy Spirit’s work of sanctification (as it is called in
Lutheran and Calvinist dogmatics), also called “the fruit of the Spirit” (Galatians 5:22), or “good
works” (Ephesians 2:10). These good works done by a Christian by the power of the Spirit are

indeed evidence that he has been justified before God (James 2:24), but the “exclusive particles”

%7 The Future of Justification: A Response to N.T. Wright, (Wheaton: Crossway Books,
2007).

288 justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 10. Emphasis original.

289 1bid, 10-11. Emphasis original.
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which Paul uses when speaking of justification exclude good works, even good works done by a
believer through the power of the Spirit, from justification itself. In Romans 3:28 Paul writes, “a

person is justified by faith apart from the works of the law,”?"

(xwpls Epywv vopov). In Ephesians
2:8-9 he says, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from
yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works (o0x €& €pywv), so that no one can boast.”

A distinction between initial justification and final justification should not be made
because the final justification on the Last Day will simply be the public pronouncement of the
not guilty verdict which the believers received through faith during his lifetime. Both initial
justification and final justification are by faith alone because a person is justified through faith in
Christ and without the works of the law (Romans 3:28). This applies not just to the person who is
newly entering the Christian faith, but rather this principle applies to believers throughout their
lives. Paul’s words in Galatians 3 suggest that there should not be a distinction between how a
person enters the Christian faith and how the Christian is finally justified before God. Paul’s
words suggests that the Christian should not begin with faith alone as the means for initial
justification and then end with the whole Christian life as the basis for final justification. Paul
writes to the Galatians: “Did you receive the Spirit by observing the law, or by believing what
you heard... After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human
effort?” (Galatians 3:2-3). It is a legitimate fear that if the whole Christian life is made the basis
for final justification, Christians, after beginning with faith alone, will thereby be encouraged to
attain their goal by human effort. Although good works will be evidence on the Last Day that a
person has been justified (John 5:29; Matthew 25:34-36), they will not cause or merit God’s
public “not guilty” verdict.

Bishop Wright points to Romans 2:13 as support for his position that final justification
will be on the basis of the entire Christian life:

It is strange, above all, that the first mention of justification in Romans is a mention of
justification by works — apparently with Paul’s approval (2:13: ‘It is not the hearers of the
law who will be righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified’).
The right way to understand this, | believe, is to see that Paul is talking about final
justification... The point is: who will be vindicated, resurrected, shown to be the covenant
people, on the last day? Paul’s answer, with which many non-Christian Jews would have

219 My Translation.
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agreed, is that those who will be vindicated on the last day are those in whose hearts and

lives God will have written his law, his Torah.?"

It should be noted that according to Wright, Paul was in agreement with non-Christian
Jews in the matter of final justification; the only difference being that Paul saw “works” as
Christian works which flow from faith in Jesus Messiah and done by the power of the Spirit. The
above quotation is in full accord with the New Perspective’s assertion that there was no
disagreement between Paul and non-Christian Jews about the place of faith and works.

There is another possible interpretation of Romans 2:13 which seems to fit better into
Paul’s line of argument. Paul’s objective in Romans 1:18-3:20 is to convict the world of sin so
that in 3:21-5:21 he can present Jesus Christ as God’s solution to sin. If Paul is going to convict
the world of falling short of God’s standard, Paul needs to set that standard. Paul does so in
verses 6-13:

God “will give to each person according to what he has done.” To those who by
persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life. But
for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be
wrath and anger. There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil:
first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does
good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. For God does not show favoritism. All who
sin apart from the law will also perish apart from the law, and all who sin under the law
will be judged by the law. For it is not those who hear the law who are righteous in God’s
sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous.

Because of sin, however, no human being meets this standard, and therefore need to be justified
in a way other than “doing,” namely by receiving justification as a free gift (Romans 3:24).
Wright and others claim that “the doers of the law” (2:13) are Christians. There is, however, no
mention of faith in the context. Therefore it is more likely that Paul is here setting the standard
for vindication on the Last Day. Paul will spend the rest of Romans 2 and most of Romans 3
demonstrating that nobody meets that standard. Douglas Moo endorses this interpretation:

We think, therefore, that vv.7 and 10 [of Romans 2; Moo gives the same interpretation
for verse 13] set forth what is called in traditional theological (especially Lutheran)
language “the law.” Paul sets forth the biblical conditions for attaining eternal life apart
from Christ. Understood this way, Paul is not speaking hypothetically. But once his
doctrine of universal human powerlessness under sin has been developed (cf. 3:9
especially), it becomes clear that the promise can, in fact, never become operative

2" What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity?
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because the condition for its fulfillment — consistent, earnest seeking after good — can
never be realized.?"

The discussion has moved far afield from Romans 3:28, but the purpose of the digression
was to investigate whether New Perspective authors profess justification to be by faith alone.
N.T. Wright seems to teach that initial justification is by faith alone but that final justification
will be on the basis of the entire Christian life lived in the power of the Spirit. Bishop Wright
should be heard in his own words on this matter:

The point of future justification is then explained like this. The verdict of the last day will
truly reflect what people have actually done. It is extremely important to notice...that
Paul never says Christians earn the final verdict, or that their “works” must be complete
and perfect. He says, ‘“Those who by patience in well-doing...seek for glory honor and
immortality’ [Romans 2:7]. They are seeking it, not earning it. And they are seeking it
through patient, Spirit-driven Christian living in which — here is the paradox at the heart
of the Christian life which so many have noticed but few have integrated into Paul’s
theology of justification — from one point of view the Spirit is at work, producing these
fruits (Galatians 5:22-23), and from another point of view the person concerned is making
free choices, the increasingly free...decisions to live a genuinely, fully human life which
brings pleasure — of course it does! — to the God in whose image we are being made. As
long as theologians, hearing this kind of proposal, shout “synergism”...we shall never get
anywhere...l am not saying for one moment that “God does part of it and we do part of
it” (one classic form of “synergism,” but not Paul’s). Paul’s regular paradoxes, which we
have already noted, remain the best way of putting it...“I worked harder than any of them
— though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me” (1 Corinthians 15:10).%"

Lutheran theology affirms that the Spirit will produce fruit in the lives of those who have
been justified by faith alone, and that the new nature of a believer, empowered by the Spirit,
works together (synergism) with God in living a life of sanctification. Lutheran theology rightly
insists, however, that this new life of the believer be kept out of the doctrine of justification. Paul
says that “a person is justified by faith apart from the works of the law” (Romans 3:28) and “For
it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of
God—not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ
Jesus to do good works” (Ephesians 2:8-10). Those “good works,” however, have nothing to do

with a person’s salvation because Paul says that “you have been saved...not by works.” It thus

22 The Epistle to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New Testament,
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appears that justification, initial and final, is by faith alone. The good works for which Jesus will
commend believers on the last day (Matthew 25:35-36), are evidence that they have been
justified by faith alone, but they are in no way a cause of final justification.

Similar to N.T. Wright, James Dunn professes that justification is by faith alone, but
seems to think that this refers only to initial justification. Dunn comments on Romans 3:28,
“Luther’s translation “by faith alone,” may be regarded as faithful to the thrust of Paul’s
argument so long as the scope of Paul’s contrast is kept in mind.”?" Dunn does not specify what
he means by “the scope of Paul’s contrast” but he is apparently referring to his narrow view of
“works of the law” as boundary markers between Jews and Gentiles. Dunn’s interpretation seems
to be, “a person is justified by faith alone apart from any ethnic boundary markers.” This is clear
from the following quotation which is taken from the same commentary on Romans 3:28:

The only difference between otx €€ €pywv vépou and ywpls Epywv vépou is that the former
regards the works of the law as characteristically and distinctively Jewish practices
(“identity marker”), while the latter depicts works of the law as marking the boundary
between Jew and Gentile (“boundary marker). This more precise specification of “works

of the law” means that there is no real contradiction with 2:13.2"

The reader will recall that Romans 2:13 states that “the doers of the law will be declared
righteous” (o momtal vépov duxatwbyoovtat). The purpose of giving the above quotation from
Professor Dunn is twofold. First, to demonstrate further that Dunn sees “works of the law” as
limited to signs of Jewish identity and boundary markers between Jews and Gentiles. Second, it
demonstrates that his interpretation of “works of the law” as boundary markers (and not works
generally) allows him to say that although a person is not justified by Jewish boundary markers,
nevertheless in the end it will be the Christian, Spirit driven “doers of the law” who will be
justified. To put it another way, Professor Dunn suggests that his interpretation of “works of the
law” as boundary markers best harmonizes Romans 3:28 with Romans 2:13. It is the contention
of this paper, however, that it is the Lutheran distinction between law and gospel which best
harmonizes 2:13 and 3:28. The law says that the doers of the law will be justified (2:13). It is not,
however, possible to be justified by the law because nobody does the law sufficiently. Paul,

therefore, presents another way: the gospel. The gospel says that those who believe in Jesus are

2" Romans, Word Biblical Commentary, 187.
2" 1bid, 188.
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justified apart from doing the law (3:28). Justification by way of Romans 2:13 is a dead end for
the sinner. Paul intends it to be a dead end so that he can show the way of faith in Romans 3:28.
Professor Dunn, rather than seeing the Lutheran distinction between law and gospel as a key to
understanding Romans 3:28, actually sees the distinction as part of the problem with Lutheran
exegesis of the passage:

And | argue that an integral aspect of ‘works of the law’ was the concern to maintain

Israel’s distinctiveness and separateness from the (other) nations, and that this aspect has

been but should not be ignored in our attempts to explicate Paul’s key formulation, ‘a

person is justified by faith apart from works of the law’ (Rom. 3:28). The problem, if |

may put it so, is that Luther’s fundamental distinction between gospel and law was too

completely focused on the danger of self-achieved works-righteousness and too quickly

transposed into an antithesis between Christianity and Judaism.?™

It is perhaps true that Lutheran exegesis has not paid sufficient attention to the cultural
overtones of Paul’s words, but it is equally true that in Romans 3:27-31 Paul is indeed aiming to
destroy a “self-achieved works-righteousness,” as is indicated by the phrases “boasting is
excluded” (3:27) and “apart from works of the law” (3:28). Cultural overtones and a polemic
against works-righteousness are not mutually exclusive.

One last note is necessary on Dunn and Wright’s harmonization of Romans 2:13 with
3:28. In their interpretation of Romans 2:13 as referring to Christians who do the law by the
power of the Spirit, both Dunn and Wright say that Paul’s doctrine of final justification is similar
to final judgment according to works in Judaism. Professor Dunn comments on 2:13, “Like his
fellow Jews and the whole prophetic tradition, Paul is ready to insist that a doing of the law is
necessary for final acquittal before God; but that doing is neither synonymous with nor
dependent upon maintaining a loyal membership of the covenant people.”’" In an above
quotation, N.T. Wright drew a similar parallel between Paul and non-Christian Judaism. Also
commenting on Romans 2:13, Wright states: “The point is: who will be vindicated, resurrected,

shown to be the covenant people, on the last day? Paul’s answer, with which many non-Christian

276 “The New Perspective: Whence, Where, and Whither?” in The New Perspective on
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Jews would have agreed, is that those who will be vindicated on the last day are those in whose
hearts and lives God will have written his law, his Torah.”?"

This is the danger of the New Perspective. The New Perspective first declares Judaism
free of works-righteousness and then forms the interpretation of Paul to fit with Judaism. This is
very dangerous from the perspective of those who still see non-Christian Judaism as containing
elements of works-righteousness. It is important to contend that Paul preached a doctrine of
justification “by faith alone apart from the works of the law” (Romans 3:28). No works are
allowed into the Pauline picture of justification; they, along with boasting, have been excluded.

The strongest proof passage for the New Perspective interpretation of “works of the law”
as boundary markers between Jews and Gentiles is Romans 3:29-30. “Or is God [the God] of
Jews only? Is he not also [the God] of Gentiles? Yes; also of Gentiles. Since God is one, he will

justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith”?"

(7 Tovdaiwy 6 Bedg udvov;
oty xal é0vaiv; val xal é0vév, elmep elg 6 Beds B¢ dixatwaet mepiTouny éx moTews xal dxpofuaTiov
o Tiis mioTews). The particle “or” () indicates an alternative. If justification were by the works
of the law, then God would be only the God of Jews, since he has provided salvation only for the
Jews. This indicates a strongly ethnic meaning for “works of the law.”

Gathercole admits the “force and initial attractiveness of this argument” but warns against
the danger of “simply collapsing the meanings of the two pairs of verses (3:27-28 and 29-30)
together. The word ‘Or’ (%) often joins together two questions and means something like, ‘Or, to
put it another way....”"?*° He points to Romans 2:3-4. “So when you, a mere man, pass judgment
on them and yet do the same things, do you think you will escape God’s judgment? Or (%) do
you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that
God’s kindness leads you toward repentance?” The 7 which introduces the second question does

not present an exact alternative to the first question. Gathercole concludes, “Thus there are points

278 What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity?
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of similarity in the rhetorical aims of each case, but not exact correspondence.”?®* Still, it is hard
to resist the conclusion that “God being the God of Jews only” forms an exact correspondence to
“justification by the works of the law.”

Thomas Schreiner contends that in verse 29 a new argument is being introduced and that
it has no connection with verse 28. “If Paul had wanted to signal a logical connection between
verses 28 and 29...then verses 28 — 29 would have been joined by a yap. Instead, verse 29 is
introduced with %...indicating that a fresh argument is being introduced...Now in verses 29 — 30
he submits another argument in support of justification by faith.”?® This is an attractive
alternative, but are there other instances when 7 serves to introduce a new argument?

I concede to the New Perspective that even though “the works of the law” are not limited
to circumcision, food laws, and Sabbath, they certainly are included. If justification was by
works of the law, then salvation would only be available to Jews, since only Jews are
circumcised, obey Mosaic food laws, and keep the Sabbath. It does not follow, however, that
works of the law are limited to boundary markers or that ethnic exclusivity has been Paul’s target

all along.

Romans 4:3
Greek Text

3l yap 7 ypady Aéye; Enlorevaey ot APpadp 6 0ed xal oylody altd eis duxatootvyy.
Translation

®For what does the Scripture say? “And Abraham believed God and it was credited to him as
righteousness.”

Discussion
Some Jews of Paul’s time believed that their obedience to the law would be credited to

them as righteousness. Among the Dead Sea Scrolls there is a letter known as 4QMMT. The
MMT stands for Migsat Ma'ase Ha-Torah, which is Hebrew for “some of the works of the law.”

It should be noted that this letter contains the only extent example of the phrase “works of the

281 1hid.

282 Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary, 205.

90



law” outside of Paul. The author gives his interpretation of various Mosaic Laws and then adds
this concluding paragraph:

Now, we have written to you some of the works of the Torah, those which we

determined would be beneficial for you and your people, because we have seen that

you possess insight and knowledge of the Torah. Understand all these things and

beseech Him to set your counsel straight and so keep you away from evil thoughts and

the counsel of Belial. Then you shall rejoice at the end time when you find the essence
of our words to be true. And it will be reckoned to you as righteousness, in that you

have done what is right and good before Him, to your own benefit and to that of

Israel. %

The author of this letter believed that doing what is right and good in the sight of God
would be reckoned as righteousness. It should also be noted that “doing what is right and good”
certainly seems to include moral works in the author’s conception of “works of the law” in
addition to ceremonial works.

In contrast to the writer of 4QMMT, the apostle Paul taught that faith is reckoned as
righteousness “apart from works” (Romans 4:6). Paul uses Genesis 15:6 as a proof passage from
the Old Testament. In Romans 4:3 Paul quotes Genesis 15:6. “Abraham believed God, and it was
credited to him as righteousness” (Emiotevaey 0t ABpaau 6 0edd xai éAoyiody adté i
dteatoayny).

Even Genesis 15:6 was misinterpreted by Paul’s contemporaries to mean that Abraham’s
faithfulness was credited to him as righteousness. Dunn writes, “Now we know how that verse
was interpreted at the time of Paul...It was taken as a reference to Abraham’s faithfulness in
obeying God’s commands.”?** Dunn cites 1 Maccabees 2:52, “Was not Abraham found faithful
when he was tested, and it was credited to him as righteousness?”?%* (Afpaay. olyxi v Tepaoud
e0pély moTds, xat eloyiohy adTd eig duatoatvyy;)

By contrast, when Paul says that ioTis was credited to Abraham as righteousness

(Romans 4:9; "Edoylaby 16 ABpady % mioTis eig dixatoatvny), he is clearly referring to Abraham’s

283 Michael Wise, Martin Abegg, Edward Cook, trans. The Dead Sea Scrolls: A New
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trust or belief in God’s promise, not to his faithful obedience to God’s command. This is clear
from Romans 4:20-22, “Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but
was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had power to
do what he had promised. This is why ‘it was credited to him as righteousness.”” Commenting on
the quotation of Genesis 15:6 in Galatians 3:6, Hans Dieter Betz writes that “in Jewish tradition
there is an uneasy union between Abraham’s “faith’ and his ‘works.” Paul dissolves the union
and argues that not his works justified Abraham (Rom. 4:2) but his faith (Rom 4:16).”%%

Romans 9:30 - 10:4

Greek Text

30 Tt odv épolipev; 671 €bvy Té wn diwxovta dixatochvny xatédaBey dixatoatvyy, duxaloalyyy O¢
TV éx TioTews, 31 Topanh 0¢ diwxwy vopov deatoohyyg eig vépov odx EbBacev. 32 ot Ti; 8TL 0%
éx mloTews AAN ds €8 Epywy- mpocéxopay ¢ Mbw Tol mpooxdpuatos, 33 xabag yéypamtal,Tdod
TiOnut &v Zuwv Alfov Tpooxduuatos xal méTpav oxavoalou, xal 6 moTedwy Em’ adTH ol
xatawoyvvinoetar. TAdeAdol, ) uév eddoxia Tig uijs xapdiag xal v 0énaig Tpds ToV Oedv Hmep
a0TEY eig cwtnplav. 2 paptupd yap adtols 61t {Hrov Beol Exovaty dAN ob xat’ émlyvwotv- 3
ayvoolvtes yap Ty Tol Beol dixatoatvny xat Ty idlav [dixatoobvyv] {yrodvres otiioat, Tf
duxatoavvy Tol Beol oy vmeTdynoav- 4 Télog yap vépov XploTdg eig dixalooivyy Tavtl TG
TMLOTEVOVTL.

Translation

% Therefore what shall we say? That the Gentiles, the ones not pursuing righteousness, obtained
righteousness, but the righteousness which is by faith. **But Israel, the ones pursuing the law of
righteousness, did not attain to the law. **Because of what? Because not by faith but rather as if
by works. They stumbled on the stone of stumbling. **Just as it has been written, “Behold I put in
Zion a stone of stumbling and a rock of offense. And the one believing upon him will not be put
to shame. 'Brothers, on the one hand the good pleasure of my heart and request to God on behalf
of them is for [their] salvation. 2For I testify concerning them that they have zeal for God but it is

not according to knowledge. *For because they were ignorant of the righteousness of God and

288 Galatians, Hermeneia, 141.
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because they sought to establish their own righteousness, they did not submit to God’s
righteousness. *For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.
Discussion

In Romans 9-11 Paul is wrestling with the painful reality that so many Israelites have
rejected the Gospel. In verses 30-31 he points out a sad irony. On the one hand “Gentiles, those

not pursuing righteousness, obtained righteousness, but the righteousness from faith” 2’

(86vn ta
W) OtwxovTa Otxatoguvyy xaTéAa ey dxaloochyny, dixatoavyy 0¢ THv éx mioTews). NOW we expect
Paul to go on by saying, “On the other hand, Israelites, those who do pursue righteousness, have
not attained righteousness,” but, as N.T. Wright has quipped, “Paul rarely says just what we
expect.”?®

Paul’s sentence in verse 31 reads literally, “But on the other hand, Israel, pursuing a law
of righteousness, did not attain to the law” (Iopan) 0& diwxwy vopov dixaloatvyg eis vépov odx
gd0acev). Instead of saying that Israel pursued “righteousness,” Paul says that they pursued “the
law of righteousness.” Paul has destroyed his own parallelism. Each word has a counterpart
except vépog. The disrupted parallelism is clearly seen when the clauses are placed directly on
top of each other:

€bvy Ta wn Owxovta Oixatoguvyy

‘TopanA 0& dtwxwy VooV Otxatogivyg

What does the “law of righteousness” mean? Douglas Moo suggests that the genitive is
objective and “that we should understand the phrase to mean ‘the law whose object is
righteousness’: the law ‘promises’ righteousness when its demands are met.”?®° The NIV 2011
reflects this understanding of the genitive, “the law as the way of righteousness.” Similarly,
Thomas Schreiner labels dixatoctvyns an objective genitive and suggests the understanding that

“Israel was seeking the law “for righteousness,” for a right relationship with God.”?%
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Instead of saying that Israel did not obtain “righteousness” he says they did not “attain to
the law (eig vépov odx €bBacev).” Thomas Schreiner inserts the word “righteousness”

(dtxatoctvn) and translates, “Israel did not attain righteousness in regard to the law.” Schreiner
writes,

This last phrase probably means that Israel did not attain righteousness with reference to
the law. In this interpretation eig vopov is an adverbial accusative of general reference.
And that dixatoatvy is the implied object of the verb ¢0dvw is supported by v. 30, for in
the latter verse Paul says that the Gentiles “pursued [Sic; obtained?] righteousness”
(xatéaPev dixatoatvyy).”*!

Moo however, makes a convincing argument for not inserting the word “righteousness.”

Moo writes, “Schreiner suggests that the object of odx €éb0acev in v.31b is righteousness, eig

vopov being an accusative of reference...but eis is a regular way to complete the verb cpeosz."zgz

The view presented in this paper is that Paul is saying that Israel did not obtain righteousness, but
he says it in a more indirect way than Schreiner suggests. The interpretation endorsed here is
this: Israel did not attain to the law in the sense that they did not meet all the laws demands and
therefore did not obtain the righteousness promised by the law.

Why did Israel fall short of the law? Paul answers in 9:32: “Because not from faith but as

from works”** (

871 oUx €x mloTews AN dg 2§ Epywv). Paul’s language is elliptical and therefore
words need to be imported from the previous verse. “Because [they pursued the law of
righteousness], not from faith but as if from works.” They mistakenly thought that they could
accomplish the law and by that doing of the law they could obtain righteousness. In theory this
was true but, as in Romans 2 — 3, they had failed to take sin into account.

Sin rendered it impossible for them to attain the law of righteousness by works. Ernst

Ké&semann comments, “cg in the secondary clause is striking... The Jews act out of an

291 «Israel’s Failure to Attain Righteousness in Romans 9:30-10:3,” Trinity Journal 12
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illusion.”?** The thought that they could accomplish the law and obtain righteousness by works
was a sad illusion. Thomas Schreiner picked up on the illusionary aspect of Israel’s attempt to
attain righteousness by works. “Nevertheless, even though Israel failed to obey the law, she still
fell prey to the illusion that her works were good enough to obtain righteousness, and this is the
essence of legalism.”*® Schreiner comments further on this verse, “The phrase, ‘as from works’
is most naturally interpreted as saying that the Jews thought they could gain righteousness by
their works....To think that one could gain righteousness by such works is legalism.”?%

While it was improper to pursue the law “as from works,” it would be proper to pursue
the law “from faith” (éx miotews). What does it mean to pursue the law from faith? It means to
recognize that the righteousness God demands in the law is given as a gift through faith.
Schreiner writes, “For, to pursue the law from faith is to trust God for righteousness, but to
pursue it “as from works’ is to look to one’s own efforts for salvation.”**’

Faith receives the righteousness accomplished by Christ, rather than trying to establish
righteousness on one’s own. Moo writes, “For it is only in Christ that the demand of the law is
fully met; and only, therefore, by accepting him in faith that a person can find the righteousness
that the law promises (Rom. 3:31; 8:4).”%%

Another interpretation is possible: “to pursue the law from faith” means to render
obedience to God which flows from a heart of faith rather than from a heart which is seeking to
gain righteousness before God by works. New Perspective authors often say that Paul does not
consider the doing of good works a bad thing. Paul encourages and exhorts believers to do good
works. This is absolutely true. Paul does not object to doing God’s will (u) yévorro!). What Paul
objects to is trying to establish a right relationship with God by doing his will. God gives a right

relationship with him as a gift. To reject that gift and instead try to earn it is sinful, and this is the

2% Commentary on Romans, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
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particular sin Paul is preaching against in this section. Those who receive God’s gift will still
want to do his will. They will “pursue the law from faith.”

Verses 32 and 33 say that some Jews “stumbled on the stone of stumbling” (Tpocéxoay
76 Mbw Tol mpooxrdppatog). Most likely the “stone” is Christ, because the passage Paul quotes in
verse 32 (Isaiah 28:16) is quoted in 1 Peter 2:6 as a reference to Jesus Christ. This conclusion is
strengthened by the second half of the quote from Isaiah, “the one believing upon him will never

be put to shame,”?*

(6 moTebwy Em’ adTd o xatatoyuvincetat). Because Paul says that the Jews
stumbled over Christ, some say that Paul is in this section faulting to the Jews only for their
failure to believe in Jesus Christ. Schreiner makes a persuasive argument against this. “The
assertion that Paul’s only concern is that the Jews failed to believe in Christ is an example of a
one dimensional reading of a text, when at least two dimensions are visible.”** Clearly, more is
going on in this text than the Jews’ failure to believe in Jesus. Schreiner observes that focusing
exclusively on verse 33, “effectively mutes the voice of verse 32”%* which says that the Jews
pursued the law “as from works.” Another reason Paul may have chosen this quotation is that it
contains the word miotedwy “believing.” Righteousness before God is obtained by
believing/trusting, not by working.

Schreiner further suggests that the Jews’ rejection of Jesus is connected to their
determination to purse righteousness by works. “It is precisely because they desired to achieve
their own righteousness that they failed to believe in Christ, for believing in Christ gives all glory
to God while observing the law means that glory and praise accrue to human beings.”>% If true,
this account for the close connection Paul makes here between works-righteousness and unbelief.

The participles dyvoolivtes, (“not knowing™) and {ytodivres, (“seeking™) in 10:3 are
circumstantial causal,*® (“because they were ignorant of God’s righteousness and because they

sought to establish their own righteousness, they did not submit to God’s righteousness.”***)
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What does it mean that the Israelites “did not know God’s righteousness?” How could Israel not
know? Auwxatootvy Beod is a concept which is taken from the Old Testament, especially Isaiah
(41:2, 6; 42:21; 45:8; 46:13; 51:5; 56:1; etc.) and the Psalms (22:31; 31:1; 35:24; 35:28; etc.),
books which were thoroughly studied by many Jews of the time. How is it possible, then, that the
Israelites were “ignorant” of God’s righteousness? Schreiner contends that the Israelites were
ignorant that God’s righteousness was a gift and not something for which they should work.
“Israel was ignorant that God’s saving righteousness was a gift of God’s grace, and thus instead
of trusting God in Christ for their righteousness they sought to establish ‘their
own’...righteousness.” %%

Another reason many Israelites declined God’s righteousness is that they were working to
establish their own (10:3). This is another indication that Paul is opposing works-righteousness.

12306

The Jews were “seeking to establish their own righteousness”" (v idiav dixatocvny {nTolvres

otiiocat). The righteousness they were seeking to establish would be “theirs” because they secured
it for themselves by their obedience to the law. “Seeking to establish” ({ntolvtes otiiocar) forms a
parallel to “pursing the law of righteousness” (dtwxwv vopov dtxatoatvyg) in 9:31. The Jews were
exerting considerable effort to obtain “righteousness,” a good standing before God. What is so
tragic is that the righteousness they sought could be theirs simply by faith, as the Gentiles were
experiencing. Schreiner writes on this verse, “The point we want to make here is that the use of
the law to establish one’s own righteousness is the very heart of legalism.”*"’

James Dunn takes “their own righteousness” to mean “theirs and not the Gentiles.” His
Romans commentary states that with “their own,”

Paul is thinking of Israel’s claim to a righteousness which was theirs exclusively, shared
by no other people, possessed by them alone... Paul’s criticism of his people is that they
sought to make firm and clear the notion that God’s saving power was extended to them
exclusively. In Paul’s mind, this is clearly the same criticism as that already leveled in
9:32: they sought to establish righteousness as something peculiar to them, by

%95 Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, 543.
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observances of the law which set them apart from other peoples, by works of the law

(circumcision, Sabbath, etc.) which marked out a righteousness peculiarly their own.**®

Against Dunn’s interpretation it can be said that in the immediate context, the contrast is
not strictly between righteousness for Israel as opposed to righteousness for others. The contrast
is rather between Israel’s own righteousness and God’s righteousness. “For since they were
ignorant of the righteousness of God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to
God’s righteousness”>*® (10:3). Dunn denies that “their righteousness” is set in opposition to
“God’s righteousness.” “So the thought is not of “their own’ as opposed to ‘God’s,’ that is, ‘their
righteousness’ as something accomplished by them.”*!® The fact that “their own righteousness”
is sandwiched between two references to the righteousness of God, seems to indicate that the
contrast is between Israel’s own righteousness and God’s righteousness, rather than between
Israel’s righteousness and the Gentile’s righteousness.

One final indication that Paul is addressing works-righteousness in 9:30-10:4 is the final
clause of verse 3. “They did not submit to God’s righteousness.” In other places, Paul uses the
similar concept of “obedience/obey” as synonym for “faith.” Paul’s goal in preaching the Gospel

to the Gentiles is that they might come to “the obedience of faith”3"

(els Omaxony mioTews;
Romans 1:5). In Romans 1:5 mioTews is an appositive to vmaxoyy, meaning “the obedience which
is faith.” Later in Romans 10 Paul says that not all the Israelites, “obeyed the gospel” (Umnxovaav
T edayyeriw; Rom. 10:17) or “accepted the good news” as the NIV 84 has it. Here in 10:3 “they
did not submit to God’s righteousness,” means essentially the same thing as “they did not obey
the Gospel” in 10:17. Moo comments on this phrase, “another way to put the matter would be to
say that the Jews have not responded to God’s righteousness in faith.”%*?

What does “God’s righteousness” (tfj dixatoovy Tol Beol) mean here? Mountains of

literature have been written about the phrase dixaioctvn 6¢0G. Here it may be briefly said that

%08 Romans 9 — 16, Word Biblical Commentary, 595.
%99 My Translation.
%10 Romans 9 — 16, Word Biblical Commentary, 595.

11 My Translation.

%12 The Epistle to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New Testament,
633.
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God’s righteousness here has the double meaning of both God’s saving action in Jesus, his cross

and resurrection by which he declared the whole world “not guilty” (Romans 4:25), and the

righteous status that God gives as a gift through faith in Jesus. A double meaning is supported by

Moo:

“The righteousness of God,” in this sense, as | argued earlier®* embraces on one side
God’s activity of “declaring right” and on the other the status of “being right” with God
that people receive when they respond in faith to that activity. Paul’s language in this
verse implies the activity of both of these concepts. The nuance of divine activity is
evident in the language of the last clause of the verse: the Jews ‘have not submitted to the
righteousness of God.”...But the second participial clause in the verse — “seeking to
establish their own righteousness” — suggests that “righteousness of God” includes also
the nuance of “righteous status.”*

Many Jews did not submit to this righteousness of God. They did not believe in Jesus and

they did not accept God’s free gift of a righteous status before him. Why did they not submit to

the righteousness of God? The two participial phrases in 10:3 provide the reasons: 1) they were

ignorant that God’s righteousness is a gift and not something to be earned, 2) they wanted to

establish a righteousness of their own, rather than receive righteousness as a gift.

Schreiner’s comments serve as an excellent summary of this section:

Israel is not censured for trying to impose the law on Gentiles but for pursuing the law ‘as
from works’ (v.32); that is, the fault of Israel is that they were attempting to gain
righteousness via works. One cannot deny, therefore, that Israel is criticized here for a
legalistic attitude toward the law. This does not mean that all Jews in the OT or in the
second temple period were legalists. It does mean that many Jews who heard and rejected
the gospel were guilty of legalism because they believed that they could secure
righteousness through Torah rather than through faith in Christ.... The Jews who heard
the gospel and rejected it focused on achieving instead of believing.*!®

Philippians 3:1-9
Greek Text

%13 Moo here refers to his Excursus on ““Righteousness’ Language in Paul,” appended to

his comments on Romans 1:17. Found in Douglas Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, New
International Commentary on the New Testament, 79-90.

%14 The Epistle to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New Testament,

633-634.

%15 Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, 539-540.
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Translation
'Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord! For my part, to write the same things to you again is
not burdensome for me. For your part, it is reinforcement for you. ?Watch out for the dogs!
Watch out for the evil workers! Watch out for the mutilation! ®For we are the circumcision, who
worship by the Spirit of God and who boast in Christ Jesus and do not put confidence in the
flesh. *Although I have [grounds for] confidence even in the flesh. If someone else thinks that he
can put confidence in the flesh, I more: °circumcised as an eight-day old, from the nation of
Israel, the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew from Hebrews, a Pharisee in regard to the law, °in regard
to zeal, persecuting the church, in regard to righteousness in the law, | became blameless. ‘But
whichever things were gain for me, these things | have come to consider loss because of Christ.
8More than that, 1 also consider all things to be loss because of the surpassing greatness of the
knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, because of whom I have suffered the loss of all things. But |
consider [those things which I lost] garbage, so that I might gain Christ ® and so that | might be
found in him, not having my righteousness, the one from the law, but rather the one through faith
in Christ, the righteousness from God upon faith.
Discussion

There are several reasons why Philippians 3:1ff. is particularly helpful in an investigation

of the target of Paul’s polemic. First, it forms a distinct unit which stands by itself. Bible readers
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have long been confused by verse 1 because Paul seems to be wrapping up his letter (To Aotmév,
adeldol pov, “Finally, my brothers,”), but then he launches into a warning about the Judaizers.
Moisés Silva suggests the following as a possibility: “It is perhaps not too far-fetched to
speculate that Paul stopped writing or dictating after the words (xaipete év xupiw); by the time he
returned to the document he had decided he must include a doctrinal discussion, just to be safe
(aodarés, asphales). We may be grateful he did.”*'® Others, like Gordon Fee and Peter T.
O’Brien, see no need for such speculation. Fee points to the fact that 76 Aoimév is sometimes used
simply to introduce “the final matter to be taken up.”*'’ O’Brien notes that 5 Aotmév could

function in a “vague sense”*'®

to mark a transition as in 1 Thessalonians 4:1. At any rate,
Philippians 3:1-11 (we will only examine verses 1-9) is a distinct section of Paul’s letter to the
Philippians which is devoted completely to warning against the Judaizers and thus is an excellent
source of information for Paul’s polemic.

Second, Philippians 3:1-11 is a rare place in which Paul reaches the emotive heights of
Galatians. Paul calls the Judaizers “dogs” (xvvas; 3:2). He equates their cardinal doctrine,
circumcision, with “pagan lacerations (like those of the prophets of Baal, 1 Kings 18:28);"%
calling it, and indeed the Judaizers themselves, “the mutilation” (thv xatatounv). O’Brien calls

320 and “scathing.”3*' Here Paul comes close to what he said in Galatians

this name “derogatory
5:12, “As for those agitators, | wish they would go the whole way and emasculate themselves
(8dperov xal amoxdpovtal ol avastatolvres buds).” Clearly, Paul is here forcefully and
passionately combating a false teaching. The observation which Martin Franzmann made about

Galatians also applies here. “Our easy age, which discusses heresy with ecumenical calm over

$15Moisés Silva, Philippians, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament,
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 145.

317 paul’s Letter to the Philippians, New International Commentary on the New
Testament, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 288.

%18 philippians, New International Greek Testament Commentary, (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1991), 348.

319 1hid, 357.
320 |hid, 356.
321 |hid, 357.
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tea cups, can learn of this letter the terrible seriousness with which the all-inclusive Gospel of
grace excludes all movements and all men who seek to qualify its grace.”3?

Finally, Philippians 3:1-11 gives in summary form Paul’s polemic against the Judaizers.
Paul had instructed the Philippians before about their destructive doctrines. Now, he writes the
same things to them (t& adta ypadew vulv; 3:1) as a reinforcement (duiv 0t dodarés; 3:1). To do
this is not burdensome for Paul (éuol uév odx dxvnpév; 3:1), because he knows how important it is
that the false teaching of the Judaizers be avoided.

Bémere... BAémere... BAémere, begins this section of “powerful rhetoric.”*** The NIV
obscures the rhetorical effect of this verse by reproducing the BAémete only once in translation.
Paul could not have delivered a stronger warning than this threefold “watch out!”

The first designation, dogs (xUvas), turns the tables on the Judaizers. Dogs were
considered unclean because they roamed around and ate all kinds of unclean things.*** It thus
became a pejorative name among Jews for the “unclean” Gentiles. Paul says that in reality, the
Judaizers are the ones who are “unclean.”

The second designation, the evil workers (tobg xaxobs épyatag), could be taken in one of
two ways. The first option focuses on the “works” (2pyc) which the Judaizers were promoting as
necessary for justification. The Judaizers obviously regarded these as “good works.” However,
since the Judaizers based their justification before God on these “works,” they were in reality
“evil works,” and the Judaizers themselves were those who do evil. The NIV84 seemed to favor
this option (“those who do evil”). Even though this first option would support our thesis, it is not
to be preferred because if it were correct, we might expect xaxoug to be a substantive direct

325 «“those evil workers”

object (“those who do evil things”) rather than an attributive adjective,
(ToUg xaxols épydTag).
More likely is the second option, which sees the designation épyatag as a reference to the

vigorous missionary activity of the Judaizers. Jesus said of the Pharisees that they “travel over

%22 The Word of the Lord Grows, (St. Louis: Concordia, 1961), 62.
323 Fee, 293.
%24 Fee, 295; O’Brien, 354-355.

%25 Daniel Wallace in Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics has this verse listed under
examples of an attributive adjective, 306.
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land and sea to win a single convert” (Matthew 23:15). The Judaizers had that same missionary
zeal (Galatians 4:17). Paul calls opposing missionaries “workers” also in 2 Corinthians 11:13
(2pydTar 36hot).**® The missionary activity of the Judaizers was a nuisance for Paul. It must have
been superlatively frustrating for him to hear that the Judaizers were close to destroying his own
missionary labors in Galatia. This, along with the fact that in Paul’s estimation they were
promoting a soul-destroying doctrine (Galatians 5:4), makes it understandable that Paul would
call them “the evil workers” (tods xaxovg épyatas).

The final designation “the mutilation” (tv xatatouny) has already been discussed. A few
things can be added here. Paul plays on the word mepitoun “circumcision” by replacing the prefix
mept-, which means “around,” with an intensifying xata-. Paul refuses to call them the mepiToun
because in reality he and his converts are the true mepitoun. “For we are the circumcision” (ueis
yap éouev n mepttows). By this, along with the following words, “[we] who worship by the Spirit
of God,” (oi mvedpat Beol Aatpevovtes), Paul apparently means that he and those who agree
with him on this issue are the true people of God. Paul makes a similar claim in Romans 2:28-29,
“A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and physical. No, a
man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit,
not by the written code.”

The second half of verse 3 is important for our thesis. “[It is we] who boast in Christ

Jesus and do not trust in the flesh”3?’

(vavywpevot v Xptaté ‘Inaol xat odx év capxi memolfoTes).
Paul faults the Judaizers for what they have decided to make the basis of their confidence.
Cognates of meifw show up three times in verses 3 and 4 (remoiBdtes perfect active participle
masculine nominative plural; memoifnav feminine noun; memotBévar perfect active infinitive).
melbw means “depend on, trust in.”*?® Paul’s polemic is directed against what the Judaizers trust
in for justification. They, at least to some extent, trust in themselves (év gapxi) rather than on

Christ.

%26 O’Brien, 355.
%27 My Translation
%28 BDAG 2a. Empbhasis original.
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A similar polemic is found in Paul’s traveling companion Luke when he records the
parable of the Pharisee and the Tax-collector. In describing the attitude of the Pharisees (Luke
18:9), Luke uses the same word (meifw) which Paul uses to describe the Judaizers in Philippians
3:3. Luke 18:9 says, “And [Jesus] also said to some who were confident in themselves that they

329

were righteous,”” (Eimev 3¢ xal mpds Tivag Tods memotBéTag ¢’ Eaxvtols 81t elatv dixator).” The

parable which follows depicts a Pharisee who, even though he thanks God, is clearly self-

%30 Moreover, this Pharisee’s “confidence in himself that he was righteous,” was based

righteous.
not on ethnic heritage, nor on ethnic boundary markers, but upon moral uprightness, fasting, and
gifts to the poor. “God, | thank you that I am not like other men — robbers, evil doers, adulterers
—or even like this tax collector. | fast twice a week and give a tenth of all | get.” It is also
interesting to note that Jesus here speaks of Pharisaic self-righteousness is close connection with
“justification” language. Not only does Luke use the word “righteous” (dixatot), but Jesus ends
the parable by saying, “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified
(Oedxatwpévos) before God” (Luke 18:14). Luke and Jesus, then, share in Paul’s polemic against
works-righteousness.

In Philippians 3:3, Paul faults the Judaizers for trusting in the flesh (v capxt). What it
means to trust in the flesh Paul will enumerate in verses 5 and 6. It must be noted that that the
first four items (mepttoufi dxtanuepos, éx yévous Topand, dulijc Beviaply, ‘Efpaios £ EPpaiwv) fit
very well with the New Perspective emphasis that Paul’s polemic was directed against Jewish
reliance on ethnic heritage. The last three items (xata vépov @apioaios, xata {Frog diwxwy Ty
&xxlnoiav, xata Oxatoavny THY €v vouw yevéuevos dueuntos) fit very well with the traditional
emphasis that Paul’s polemic was directed against works-righteousness. Works-righteousness as
defined in this paper (namely, the view that something a person does is part of the basis for his
justification before God), is equivalent to Paul’s conception of “confidence in the flesh.”

In verse 4 Paul begins to show the Philippians that trusting in the flesh is worthless. He

does this in a very effective way. Paul proves that he could, if he wanted to, beat the Judaizers at

%29 My Translation.

%30 1 the Pharisee is not self-righteous, then the point of comparison with the humble tax-
collector falls apart.
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their own game. He issues a bold challenge: “If anyone thinks that he has ground for trusting in

the flesh, | have more”®!

(el T1g doxel &Ahog memotBevar év gapxi, Eyw ubGAdov).

The last three elements of Paul’s boast, listed in verse 6, are well beyond what Paul
received from his ethnic descent. The phrases xata vépov @apioaios, xata (g dwxwy THY
éxxdnoiav, xatd dixatoaivny THv év vouw yevduevos duepmtos describe Paul’s achievements. This
fact is acknowledged by James Dunn. “This is now well beyond confidence in ethnic status.
There is at least an element of self-achievement and of pride in self-achievement in both Gal.
1.14 and by implication in Phil. 3.6.7%%

“In regards to righteousness in the law, [I] became faultless” (xata dwxatootvyy Ty év
vouw yevouevos apenmtos). Commentators recognize this as the climax of Paul’s list of reasons
for confidence in the flesh. O’ Brien writes, “Finally, the culmination of these personal
achievements is expressed in the third xata-statement.”>*® Fee also says that this phrase “brings
the catalogue to its climax; everything else is pointing here.”3*

“Righteousness” (dxatoatvyy) is a crucial element in this important phrase. duxatootvy

can have different nuances. It can mean “ethical uprightness;”3®

that is, behavior which meets
certain demands. It can also mean ‘right standing with God.” Since this word appears
prominently multiple times in this section of Philippians (once here in v. 6 and twice in v. 9), it
will be necessary to consider the specific nuance of the word each time it occurs. In this verse
diatoatvyy seems to have the nuance of “ethical uprightness.” BDAG lists this verse under
definition 3c: “the quality or characteristic of upright behavior, uprightness, righteousness...

uprightness as determined by divine/legal standards.”

%1 My Translation.

%32 «philippians 3:12-14 and the New Perspective on Paul,” in The New Perspective on
Paul: Revised Edition, 480.

%33 philippians,378.

%34 paul’s Letter to the Philippians, 309.

%% J.A. Ziesler, The Meaning of Righteousness in Paul: A Linguistic and Theological
Enquiry, Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series, (Cambridge University Press,
2004).
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Most commentators concur. O’Brien writes about dixatoatvy in verse 6: “Otxatoctvy is
thus used to designate ‘uprightness, righteousness’, that characteristic required of human beings
by God, with reference to the divine commands as amplified and applied through the oral
law.”*® Fee writes, “...the concern for ‘righteousness’ in this passage is not ultimately with
‘right standing,” but with ‘right living.””%*" He also adds that in verse 6, “*righteousness’ denotes
‘upright behavior.””* Silva comments, “Accordingly, ‘the righteousness which is in the law’
describes an observable standard of conduct, that is, the righteous way of life prescribed by the
OT.”%® Lenski is a rare dissenter. He writes, “Sucatoatvy is forensic as always; but here the
judges who pronounce the verdict: ‘Righteous because blameless!” are the Jews and
Judaizers.”3*

Despite Lenski, the view taken here is that duatooivy means moral uprightness in verse
6. Paul took pains to ensure that his behavior was in conformity with the demands of the law,
both moral and ceremonial. Though the meaning “uprightness” is to be preferred here, it is not
unrelated to the meaning “right standing with God.” Before his conversion, Paul considered his
uprightness to be the basis for his right standing with God.

It is interesting to note that the NIV 84 translated (duxatootvny v év véuw) “legalistic
righteousness.” There is no way a New Perspective interpreter could accept that translation
because they do not believe that the pre-Christian Paul was “legalistic” in the sense that he tried
to earn his right standing before God. The translation committee of the NIV 2011 changed the
translation to “righteousness based on the law.” This translation could fit either the “Lutheran”
perspective or the New Perspective.

Now that the word “righteousness” in verse 6 has been considered, we turn to the other

word in verse 6 which jumps off the page: blameless (&uepmtos). Paul says that “as regards

33 O’Brien, 379.
337 Fee, 310.

%% |bid, 322.

%% Silva, 152.

%0 R.C.H. Lenski, The Interpretation of Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, (Columbus:
Wartburg Press, 1946), 834.

106



righteousness in the law, [I] became blameless.” The little word “blameless” has caused no small
amount of scholarly discussion.

What does Paul mean when he says, “I was blameless”? In order to answer this question
we need to answer a couple of related questions. First, does “blameless” mean “sinless/perfect”?
BDAG says that apepmros comes from the verb péudopar “to blame” and offers “blameless” and
“faultless” as meanings.>** The word &uepnos is also used to describe the parents of John the
Baptist: Zechariah and Elizabeth. Luke 1:6 states, “And they were both righteous before God,

32 (Foav Ot

going about in all the commands and judgments of the Lord as blameless ones,
dixatol apudotepot évavtiov Tod Beol, mopeudpevorl év macals Tais Evtolais xal dixatwpadty Tod
xuplov duepmrot). Job is described in the Septuagint as “truthful, blameless, righteous, God-
fearing, refraining from every evil deed,”**® (Job 1:1; ¢éAnfwés, Buepmros, dixaios, Beocefr,
QTeYOUEVOS ATO TTavTOg Tovypol mpayuatog). It does not seem that Zechariah, Elizabeth, and Job
are being called “sinless” by the respective authors of those books. It’s worth noting that
Zechariah goes on to sin by not believing the message of the angel which God sent to him (Luke
1:20). At the end of the book of Job, Job repents of the sin of charging God with injustice (Job
42:6). It would be unreasonable to assume that these recorded transgressions were the first time
either Zechariah or Job had sinned. &ueumtog therefore, does not mean “sinless.” All the
commentators that this author has consulted agree. Fee, says, “Paul’s present point, of course, is
not his sinlessness...”*** Similarly, Silva says, “the word “faultless’ does not at all reflect any
illusion regarding sinlessness...”** O’Brien says that “&ueumtog should not be pressed to mean
that Paul completely filled the law or entirely avoided transgressions.”>*® N.T. Wright correctly

observes that, “‘blamelessness under the law’ is not the same as ‘sinless,” and the remarkable

1 BDAG

%2 My Translation.

3 My Translation. Emphasis mine.
¥ Fee, 310.

% Sillva, 151.

3% O’ Brien, 380.
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ascription of the latter to Jesus in 2 Corinthians 5:21 is not something we can imagine even Saul
of Tarsus saying of himself.”>%

If “blameless” does not mean “sinless,” what then does it mean? Three elements to what
Paul means by “blameless” have been correctly pointed out by commentators: 1) living an
exemplary lifestyle, 2) scrupulousness, 3) regular atonement for any transgressions. First, the
exemplary character of Paul’s former lifestyle is emphasized by &ueuntos. Silva states,
“[blamelessness] must be viewed as a fairly standard way of expressing exemplary conformity to
the way of life prescribed by the OT.”**® O’Brien makes a similar statement; “‘Blameless’
appears to describe an exemplary way of life that is in conformity with the OT as interpreted
along Pharisaic lines.”3* Zechariah, Elizabeth, and Job (all three characterized as blameless),
could be pointed to as examples of those who lived a life in conformity with God’s commands.
Similarly, other Jews likely looked to Saul of Tarsus as an exemplary Jew; “a model Jew in
every way,”** as O’Brien says.

Second, by &pepmtos Paul means to say that he was scrupulous or meticulous about
everything which the law demanded. He was very careful not to leave anything undone.
Lightfoot paraphrases, “I omitted no observance no matter how trivial’, for uéudeabat applies to
sins of omission.”**! Fee says that Paul, “scrupulously adhered to the pharisaic interpretation of
the Law, with its finely honed regulations for Sabbath observance, food laws, and ritual
cleanliness.”*** No one could possibly fault Paul for being negligent of God’s commands.

Thirdly, when discussing the word “blameless” many commentators mention that Saul
undoubtedly made sacrifices to atone for the times when he did transgress the law. Wright says

that Paul’s blamelessness, “no doubt included regular repentance for unintentional sins, and

347 Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 147.

%% Sillva, 151.

3% Peter T. O’Brien, 380.

%0 1bid, 381.

%1 B. Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1970), 148. Emphasis original.

%2 Fee, 309.

108



regular offering of sacrifice.”® This is true, but it is also possible that the pre-Christian Saul was
not always conscious of his sin. Several commentators are reminded of the rich young ruler in
the Gospel accounts (Matthew 19:16-22; Mark 10:17-22).%* In regard to the commandments the
young man claimed, rather naively, “all these I have kept since | was a boy” (Mark 10:20). The
attitude displayed by the rich young man could possibly be similar to the attitude of the pre-
Christian Saul. On the other hand, from Romans 7:7-10 it appears that Paul’s conscience struck
him when the law told him that coveting was a sin. “Indeed | would not have known what sin
was except through the law. For | would not have known what coveting really was if the law had
not said, ‘Do not covet.” But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment,
produced in me every kind of covetous desire. For apart from law, sin is dead. Once | was alive
apart from law; but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died. | found that the
very commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death.” (Romans 7:7-10).

This makes it difficult to decide whether Paul was actually blameless or if he simply
considered himself blameless even though in reality he was not. Thomas Schreiner seems to
think that it was an imagined blamelessness. Schreiner writes, “[Paul] considered himself
blameless.”**® Schreiner speaks of Paul’s “so-called blamelessness.”**® The following quotation
spells out Schreiner’s interpretation more clearly: “He thought he was blameless before God, but
in actuality he was guilty of profound sin. In persecuting the church, he was convinced that he
was pleasing God, but, in fact, he was opposing God and Christ Jesus.”**

Others, such as Peter T. O’Brien, think this “blamelessness” to be real. O’Brien writes,
“The testimony of this phrase in v. 6 must not be altered to read: ‘as to righteousness in the Law

358,

I thought myself blameless [but in fact | was wrong]*""...Instead he speaks of his blamelessness

%3 Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity, 2009),
147

4 O’Brien, 379; Fee, 309 n.20.
%5 «“An Old Perspective on the New Perspective,” 146.
%% |bid.
%7 1bid.

%8 Bracketed words are original.
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as an objective fact, as incontestable as his circumcision, his membership in the tribe of
Benjamin, and his persecution of the church.”**°

Although Schreiner makes a strong point that the pre-Christian Paul has committed grave
sins in that he persecuted the church, O’Brien’s interpretation is to be preferred. Paul is
demonstrating that he has more reasons for boasting than the Judaizers (3:4), therefore he likely
is listing things that are real. The view taken in this paper is that in one sense the pre-Christian
Paul was “blameless” in the same way that Elizabeth, Zechariah, and Job were “blameless.” Both
the pre-Christian Paul and the group mentioned were “blameless” in the sense that they took
great care to follow the law of God. The difference is that the pre-Christian Paul relied on this
blamelessness as his righteousness before God, whereas the group mentioned above put their
confidence in the forgiveness of sins through Jesus (cf. Luke 1:77). Therefore, the pre-Christian
Paul was guilty of works-righteousness because he put confidence (meifw) in his blamelessness
for his justification before God. The “blamelessness” of Zechariah, Elizabeth, and Job are spoken
of positively because theirs flowed from hearts of faith. Paul speaks negatively of his
“blamelessness,” calling it “loss” and “trash” because it flowed from a heart of unbelief and
works-righteousness. Unbelief and works-righteousness go together, as is seen from Romans
9:31-33.

In Paul’s view, the Judaizers were trying to persuade his converts to “put confidence in
the flesh.” Paul dissuades his converts from putting their trust in the flesh by saying in effect, “I
have reasons for such confidence in the flesh. In fact | have more reasons for confidence then the
Judaizers do. I used to put my confidence in the flesh, in my heritage as a Jew and in the things |
accomplished as a Pharisee. But now | see that such things are worthless for gaining
righteousness before God. Everything I used to put so much confidence in is actually worthless
when it comes to my standing with God.” In verse 7 Paul says that “whichever things were gain
for me, I now consider loss for the sake of Christ” (dtwa %v pot xépd, Tadta fynuar Sk Tov
Xptodv (muiav). The word for “loss” ({yuiav) is used in Acts 27:10 for the heavy loss of cargo
from a ship. Paul underwent a heavy loss when he became a believer in Jesus.

When Christ was added to Paul’s “bank account” through faith, when he “gained Christ”

(xeponow), all of the merit which had been accruing to him through his works were taken out of

39 O’Brien, 380.
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his “bank account” before God. Paul suffered great loss. Was Paul sad about this great loss? Not
at all! Those things which he had put his confidence in and anything else (ravta) which might
interfere with his relationship with Christ he now considered “garbage” (oxVfaia). oxtfaia is a
harsh word which Paul used for anything which might interfere with his relationship with Jesus.
The word ox0fala could be regular house garbage which is thrown away, or it could even be
used for feces. Under the entry for ox0faia BDAG has, “useless or undesirable material that is
subject to disposal, refuse, garbage. (in various senses ‘excrement, manure, garbage, kitchen
scraps)...consider everything garbage/crud Phil. 3:8...(“to convey the crudity of the Greek...:
‘It’s all crap.””).” Why does Paul use such harsh language for his Jewish heritage and former
blamelessness under the law? The thought of this sentence is similar to Jesus’ statement in Luke
14:26: “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his
brothers and sisters — yes, even his own life — he cannot be my disciple.” It is not that fathers and
mothers in themselves are harmful. To the contrary, they are great gifts of God; but they can
become harmful to one’s relationship with Christ if they are loved more than Christ. In the same
way, Jewish heritage and a blameless life are both in and of themselves good things. However,
when they interfere with one’s relationship with Jesus because confidence for salvation is placed
in them instead of Jesus, then they become “harmful loss” and disgusting garbage (ox0faAc).
The Judaizers were urging Paul’s converts to put confidence in the flesh. Paul warns them that
putting confidence in fleshly things turns those things into disgusting garbage (exVfBaia).
Instead of putting confidence in the flesh, Paul wanted to be “found in him” (e0pefé év
adtd; 3:9). Many commentators assign little force to ebpebé. O’Brien, for example, writes, ‘to be
found in Christ’ really means “‘to be in him’... The idea of ‘finding’ has virtually dropped
out.””*® The view taken here, however, is that (0pefé) has an eschatological force referring to
the state Paul will be “found in” at the Parousia of Jesus. Jesus asked, “when the Son of Man
comes, will he find faith on the earth?” (mA3)v 6 vids Tol dvBpdimou ENBaw dpa edproer T mioTwy
éml T¥js y7is;). Paul did not want Jesus to find him clinging to works-righteousness on the Last

Day, so he discarded it and vehemently dissociated himself from it, calling it loss ({juiav) and

detestable garbage (oxUfBara).

30 o°Brien, 392.
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In verse 9, Paul puts “my righteousness, the one from the law” (éunv dixatoatvyy T éx

vopov) in stark contrast (aAAa) to “the one through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God

1361

upon faith”*>" (thv oa miotews Xptatol, v éx Beol dixatoatvny émt tf miotet). Silva even talks

about the “explicit opposition between the righteousness that comes from God (ek theou) and
that which comes from the law (ek nomou).”*%?

Here in verse 9 the interpreter is again forced (twice) to give a nuance for dwatoctvy. The
choice is again between “moral uprightness” and “righteous status.” To make a decision on the
first occurrence (Euny otxatoabvyy ™y éx vépov) is much more difficult than it was in verse 6. Fee
explains, “The difficulty stems from the first phrase, ‘not having my own righteousness based on
law,” which picks up on v. 6, where ‘righteousness’ denotes ‘upright behavior’; yet in the rest of
the sentence ‘righteousness’ seems to refer to one’s relationship with God.”** In other words,
guny Oweatoavyy TV €x véou is obviously connected to verse 6, where it denoted upright
behavior; but it is also clearly contrasted in this verse with t)v éx ol dixatootvny émi § mioTel
which clearly refers to right standing.

Most commentators say that Paul changes the meaning of duatoatvy in the same verse;
guiv Ouxatoatvny TH €x vopou is taken to mean moral behavior and v éx Beol dixatootvyy émi T
mioTel is taken to mean a right standing with God. Hansen writes,

Usually we would expect that a word has the same meaning in both cases when the same
word is used side by side in the same sentence. But by setting up this strong contrast
between his own righteousness that comes by the law and the righteousness that comes
from God on the basis of faith, Paul presents two different meanings for the word
righteousness. Paul’s own righteousness from the law denotes his own upright behavior
determined by the law. The righteousness that comes from God does not come from
Paul’s good moral conduct or from a superior level of conduct empowered by God, but
from God’s judicial verdict of a righteous standing before God. 3

%1 My Translation.
%2philippians, 160.
%3 Fee, 322,

%4 G. Walter Hansen, The Letter to the Philippians, Pillar New Testament Commentary,
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 239.
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According to Hansen, then, dixatoctvny v év véuew in verse 6 and éuiv dxaloocbvyy v

éx vopou in verse 9 have the same sense: moral uprightness. Hansen’s view can be charted like

this:

Philippians 3:6

Philippians 3:9a

Philippians 3:9b

OLxalogUVNY THY €V VoUW

UV O1XalogUVNY THY €X VOUOU

\ 3 ~ A
v éx Beol dixatoohvyy

moral uprightness

moral uprightness

righteous status

O’Brien seems to interpret each occurrence of dixatoctvy in a different sense. In verse 6
he takes dixatoatvyy v év vouw to denote moral uprightness. In verse 9a he takes éuiv
deatoobyny THv éx vépov to mean “a moral achievement.” In verse 9b he takes v éx eod
dixatoatvyy to mean a righteous status before God. O’Brien writes,

Atv. 6 it was suggested that dixatoctvy designated an uprightness or righteous behavior
that was rooted in the law (év vopw) ...In v. 9 the thought is somewhat nuanced:
deatoovy describes Paul’s own moral achievement, gained by obeying the law (&v véuw)
and intended to establish a claim upon God, particularly in view of the final judgment.
dieatooyy was nothing other than self-righteousness, and Paul, writing now as a
Christian, gladly jettisons it in favour of a different kind of righteousness.”3

Again O’Brien says,

[T]he apostle is using dixatoctvy in two different senses here in this one verse [3:9]. The
earlier reference to dwatoatvy described Paul’s own moral achievement, gained by
obeying the law and intended to establish a claim upon God, especially in relation to the
final judgment; it clearly had ethical connotations. The second kind of dixatoctvy, that
which comes from God, is not some higher kind of moral achievement but is a relational
term, denoting basically a right relationship with God. It has to do with ‘the status of
being in the right” and thus of being acceptable to him.3®

O’Brien’s view can thus be charted like this:

Philippians 3:6 Philippians 3:9a Philippians 3:9b

365 O’Brien, 394-395.
36 O’Brien, 396.
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OLxatogUVnY THY €V VoUW guny Oeatoavny TV €x vépou | ™V éx Beod dixatoatvy

moral uprightness A moral achievement righteous status

The exegesis of O’Brien is essentially adopted here with the slight exception that this
paper takes both occurrences of dixatoatvy in verse 9 to mean “a right relationship with God.”
The difference between the two kinds of righteousness is that one is a right relationship with God
which has been earned as an achievement and the other is a right relationship with God which
has been given as a gift. In closing up the comments on Paul’s pre-Christian righteousness,
Douglas Moo’s comments are worth noting: “Paul sees his pre-Christian righteousness as
involving, though perhaps not ‘based on,” his own performance. See esp. v.3, which introduces
the whole text with a contrast between ‘boasting in Christ Jesus’ and “putting confidence in the
flesh.” It is this synergism that Paul as a Christian rejects in favor of the “‘altogether extrinsic’
righteousness given by God through faith.”*” This extrinsic righteousness which Paul the
Christian valued so highly will now be considered.

Paul’s own righteousness (éunv dixatoatvyy) did him no good before God, he needed, as
the Apology to the Augsburg Confession says, “the righteousness of another.”**® Paul received
the righteousness he needed in order to stand before God as a gift from God (v éx Oeol
deatoayny). The preposition éx of Ty éx Beol dixatoatvyy denotes source and clearly indicates
that this righteousness (=right standing) is a gift from God. Paul considered this righteousness, as
Hansen poetically puts it, “not a righteousness that he achieved, but a righteousness that he
received.”3* Lutheran theology calls this an “alien righteousness” because it is bestowed on the
sinner from the outside as a gift of God. It does not come from within the sinner (“intrinsic
righteousness”). From Romans 4 it is apparent that this “righteousness from God” is imputed

(Edoylaby; 4:3) to the believer through faith. The Lutheran dogmatician Adolf Hoenecke wrote,

%7 The Letter to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New Testament, 636
n. 25.

%8 Ap I11: 184, Concordia Triglotta, (Milwaukee, Northwestern), 205. This quotation is
owed to Adolf Hoenecke, who adds, “This term is even suggested by Philippians 3:9,”
Evangelical Lutheran Dogmatics, volume 3, trans. James Langebartels, (Milwaukee:
Northwestern, 2003), 384.

369 Hansen, 239.
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Thus the method of justification is imputation...In fact, it is expressly said that a foreign
righteousness is imputed to the sinner...Paul clearly says beyond all doubt, ‘Not having a
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in

Christ — the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith” (Php 3:9)...Particularly

striking is Philippians 3:8,9. Paul wants to obtain Christ so that he is found in him, not

having his own righteousness from the law but the righteousness that comes from faith,
namely, the righteousness that is imputed by God to faith.>"

This imputed righteousness is not a “fictitious righteousness”*"* which E.P. Sanders
accuses the Lutherans of believing in, but a real right standing with God which he bestows upon
faith (ént tfj mioTer; Phil. 3:9).

The object of faith is Jesus Christ, Xptoetol being an objective genitive (“faith in Christ™).
Hansen rightly points out that, “Paul is not advocating faith by itself as the means or basis of this
extraordinary righteousness. Faith in Christ looks away from self-achievement and looks to
Christ.”%" “Confidence in the flesh” (¢v capxi memoiféres; 3:3) means confidence in one’s self
for justification before God. By contrast, “faith in Christ” (rictews Xpiotol) means dependence
on Christ for one’s justification before God. Hansen makes another excellent comment on the
use of “faith” in 3:9: “By referring twice to faith in Christ in his definition of the righteousness
from God, Paul highlights the crucial difference between righteousness achieved by keeping the

law and righteousness received by dependence on Christ.”"

370 Evangelical Lutheran Dogmatics, 326.

371 paul, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 48-49. This quotation is owed to
Wilfried Harle in his article “Rethinking Paul and Luther,” Lutheran Quarterly 20 (2006): 303-
317. The fact that Sanders calls the Lutheran imputed righteousness “imaginary” is interesting
because the Roman Catholics have made the exact same charge against the Lutherans. Adolf
Hoenecke writes, “It is well known that the papists ridicule imputed righteousness as totally
imaginary and illusory, because it is not inherent, infused, habitual, thus not real. Concerning this
point, Gerhard writes, “They call this faith, by which one establishes with certainty that his sins
are forgiven on account of Christ’s satisfaction, a creation of Luther, and they call the
righteousness of Christ imputed to us through faith an imaginary and putative, as is known from
Bellarmine,”” Evangelical Lutheran Dogmatics, 327.

372 The Letter to the Philippians, 242.
37 |bid, 242.
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At the end of this discussion on Philippians 3:1-9, the views of the New Perspective
interpreters will be considered. In his book, Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, N.T.
Wright devotes a section to Philippians 3. His comments are worth quoting at length:*"*

At first sight, the final phrase of Philippians 3:6 (“According to righteousness in the law,

I became blameless™) looks like a classic statement of “covenantal nomism” (well, it

would, wouldn’t it, from a new perspective point of view?). The keeping of the law was

not a way of earning anything, of gaining a status before God; the status was already
given in birth, ethnic roots, circumcision and the ancestral possession of Torah. All that

Torah-obedience then does — it’s a big “all,” but it is all — is to consolidate, to express

what is already given, to inhabit appropriately the suit of clothes (“righteousness”) that

one has already inherited. The old perspective reader will then want to come back and
say, “Yes, but that’s the point at which Saul of Tarsus and those like him reckoned it was
all up to them; they had to do it, they had to cooperate with God’s grace, they were
basically synergistic, they approached the final judgment with God’s grace in one hand
and a pile of their own good deeds in the other.” But at that point a beyond-both-
perspectives reader should come back and say, “A plague on both your houses! You are
both failing to see both the parallel and the distinction, in this respect, between second-
temple Judaism and Pauline theology.*"

Wright goes on to explain that the parallel between Pauline theology and Judaism is that
both were interested in answering the question, “how can we tell in the present time who will be
vindicated on the day.” Unfortunately, however, he does not directly answer the objection raised
by “the old perspective reader” other than by saying, “that’s not the point.” He writes, “The old
perspective wants to know what account is given [by the Jews] of this ‘doing of the works of
Torah” which then follows [God’s covenant grace]. Is that, too, all of grace, or does some human

merit creep in after all?...[M]y urgent comment is: that’s not the point!”*"®

374 Because of the length of the quotation, | have left the block quote at 1.5 line space for
readability.

375 Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 145. Emphasis original.

376 justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 146.
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Though James Dunn is perhaps the most ardent promoter of the new perspective, he also
seeks to find common ground with those of the old/”Lutheran” perspective. Philippians 3:6 (xata
{ihog diaxwy T Exxdnaiav, xate dixatogbvyy TV &v vopuw yevduevos Guepntog) is one place in
which Dunn thinks that the two sides can share common ground: “In short, if the first half of the
list of Paul’s pre-Christian grounds for confidence before God gives substance to the insight and
emphasis of the new perspective, then it could equally be said that the second half of the list
gives as much substance to the emphasis of the old perspective.”*”” A Lutheran exegete could
also give wholehearted endorsement to this statement from Dunn commenting on 3:9:

Paul’s point is rather that faith alone is the basis for a right relationship with God — the
trust in God and reliance on God which Abraham had so exemplified in regard to the
promise of an heir (Rom. 4.16-21) as the medium through which, on the basis of which,
out of which life should be lived (Rom. 14.23). Anything which detracted from or
diminished or obscured that fundamental religious insight Paul was opposed to. And that
included both the confidence in birth and religious tradition, and confidence arising from
being a superlative practitioner of that tradition.*"®
“Anything which detracted from or diminished or obscured that fundamental religious insight,”
is what this paper would call works-righteousness, and Dunn says that “Paul was opposed to”
that. Here it appears that the “Lutheran” perspective and the New Perspective might simply be
using different words to refer to the same thing.

The sentence which comes directly before the paragraph sighted above, however,
demonstrates that there is still an impasse between Professor Dunn and the “Lutheran”
perspective. Dunn writes, “Here again [referring to 3:9] it misses the mark to see the former
righteousness as something earned or achieved.” Dunn was cited before as saying that “There is
at least an element of self-achievement and of pride in self-achievement in both Gal. 1.14 and by
implication in Phil. 3.6.7%° If righteousness before God is not what Paul was aiming at
achieving, then what was Paul trying to achieve? Certainly one can aim at achieving something

besides righteousness, but righteousness is very prominent in the argument of verses 2-9. It is the

377 «philippians 3.2-14 and the New Perspective on Paul,” in The New Perspective on
Paul: Revised Edition, 480.

378 1bid, 483.

379 «philippians 3:2-14 and the New Perspective on Paul,” in The New Perspective on
Paul: Revised Edition, 480.
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climax of Paul’s list of achievements in verse 6 and, in verse 9, two different kinds of
righteousness are contrasted. It seems likely, then, that righteousness was the object which Paul
aimed to achieve by his works and that the pre-Christian Paul was therefore guilty of works-
righteousness.

Conclusion

This concluding section will summarize the main arguments put forward in this paper for
a polemic against works-righteousness in Paul. Six points will be summarized in this concluding
section, three negative and three positive. Negatively, this section will summarize three
weaknesses of the New Perspective. Positively, it will make three observations from Paul’s
letters which indicate a polemic against works-righteousness.

First, the New Perspective rests on a shaky foundation, namely, that the Jews of Paul’s
time were not work-righteous. In the review of Sanders’ Paul and Palestinian Judaism, it was
observed that while Sanders speaks much about grace in Judaism, the primary sources which he
quotes do not speak a great deal about grace; whereas they do speak a great deal about following
laws. Sanders says that all of this discussion of laws in the Rabbis is a response to the grace of
God shown them in the covenant. It was observed, however, that according to the Rabbis, the
selection of the Israelites by God to be the covenant people was not entirely of grace. According
to one explanation, God offered the covenant to all nations and only the Israelites accepted it.
According to another explanation, God selected the Israelites to be the covenant people because
he foresaw that they would obey his laws.**° Even the covenantal aspects of Palestinian Judaism,
therefore, are not entirely of grace.

Second, the New Perspective does not recognize that works-righteousness can be (and
perhaps often is) subtle. E.P. Sanders found no evidence of a thesaurus meritorum by which an
Israelite could tap into the merit piled up by Abraham’s good works.*® Nor did Sanders find
evidence that an individual Israelite needed to perform more good deeds than bad to inherit the
world to come. Sanders concluded that Judaism was free of works-righteousness. N.T. Wright

said that first-century Jews were not proto-Pelegians and that they therefore were not guilty of

380 paul and Palestinian Judaism, 87-88.

31 |bid, 183-184.
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works-righteousness. The trouble is that works-righteousness does not need to look exactly like
any of those things. Works-righteousness can take the form of a first-century Christian Jew
telling a first-century Christian Gentile that he needs to be circumcised according to the law of
Moses or else he will not be saved (Acts 15:1). Paul fought against this specific form of works-
righteousness.

Admittedly, there are some gracious elements to Palestinian Judaism. There is
forgiveness for those who repent and make atonement. God graciously dwells with his people
despite their sin and uncleanness. The Qumran covenanters were thankful to God because they
felt that God had elected them to be part of “the community of the perfect of way.” Palestinian
Judaism was not 100% works-righteous. In the view of the apostle Paul, however, even a little
bit of works-righteousness destroys grace. “If by grace, then it is no longer by works, if it were,
grace would no longer be grace” (Romans 11:6).

When New Perspective authors find traces of grace in Judaism, they declare Judaism free
of works-righteousness. The old/”Lutheran” perspective takes the opposite approach. When
theologians from the “Lutheran” perspective find traces of works-righteousness, they sound the
alarm; and rightly so, because works-righteousness is dangerous to Christian faith. “Lutheran”
perspective theologians take their cue from Paul, who declared, “Mark my words! I, Paul tell you
that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all...You who are
trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.”
The Judaizers could have responded, “Christ is of great value in our eyes. We believe in Christ.
We believe in grace.” From Paul’s perspective, however, trust in works, even a cultural work
like circumcision, destroys faith in Christ and nullifies grace (Galatians 2:21). Professor Daniel
Leyrer puts it this way, “While it is important that we do not miscast Paul’s Jewish opponent as
someone who knew nothing of God’s grace, it is just as important that we identify ‘soft’ legalism
as legalism. And legalism in any form is deadly.”3®

There are traces of works-righteousness in covenantal nomism itself. True, one “gets in”
by the gracious covenant, but one must “stay in” by works. To teach that one must maintain his
covenant status by means of the works of the law is to teach a form of works-righteousness. If, as

%82 | eyrer, Daniel P. “Does Paul Need to Be ‘Un-Lutheranized’?” Wisconsin Lutheran
Quarterly, 107.4 (2010): 299.
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James Dunn says, “Galatians is Paul’s first sustained attempt to deal with the issue of covenantal

nomism,”8

then Galatians is also Paul’s first sustained attempt to deal with works-
righteousness because covenantal nomism is work-righteous.

Third, Professor James Dunn insists that a “hidden middle term” must be inserted into
Romans 3:20, “by works of the law all flesh will not be justified before him.” Dunn says that the
thought does not run directly from “works of the law” to “justified” so that the works are a
means to justification. Rather, “the thought is more indirect.”*** According to Dunn, the works of
law have a merely social function of clearly marking the Jews as the people of God, and because
they are the people of God, they are saved. It seems much simpler to conclude that some Jews
saw their works as the means to their justification before God. Paul tells his fellow Jews that,
because of sin and transgression of the law, it is not possible to be justified by means of works.

Three arguments for a Pauline polemic against works-righteousness will now be
presented from the Pauline letters themselves. First, in Galatians 2:16 and Romans 3:20, Paul
makes allusion to Psalm 143:2 (LXX Psalm 142:2). The psalmist pleads with the Lord, “Do not
bring your servant into judgment, for no one living is righteous before you.” The fact that Paul
alludes to this Psalm is an indication that he wanted his opponents to consider their
unrighteousness before God. This indication is strengthened by the fact that Paul inserts what
was likely his opponents own slogan into the Psalm verse, “by works of the law shall no flesh be
justified before him,” (¢§ Zpywv vépou o dixarwbioetar Téoa cap§ evamiov avtol; Rom. 3:20).

Second, Paul consistently contrasts “faith in Christ” and “works” in the doctrine of
justification. Put another way, Paul contrasts “believing” and “doing” as two opposing ways to
justification. In Romans 9:31-10:4. Paul says that many Gentiles have received righteousness by

3

the “believing” route, but also that many Jews have tried the “doing” route (*“as from works,” w¢
¢¢ pywv, 9:32) and failed. “Doing” and “believing” are contrasted in Galatians 3:12: “The law is
not based on faith. On the contrary, ‘the man who does these things will live by them.”” Paul

clearly implies that his opponents have chosen and are encouraging others to choose the “doing”

route to justification before God. This “doing” route can fairly be called works-righteousness.

%83 “The Theology of Galatians: The Issue of Covenantal Nomism,” in The New
Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition, 173.

%84 Romans 1-8, Word Biblical Commentary, 159.
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Third, Paul warns the Philippians against “trusting in the flesh,” which, according to
Paul, the Judaizers would try to get the Philippian Christians to do if those “evil workmen” (toug
xaxobg épyatas, Philippians 3:2) came to Philippi. “Trusting in the flesh,” according to Paul,
includes trusting in ethnic heritage (Phil 3:5), but it also includes trusting in one’s performance
of the law (xata dixatooOvny v év véuw yevduevos duepmtog; Phil 3:5). Trust in one’s
performance of the law for justification before God can fairly be called works-righteousness.

A key issue in this debate is the definition of works-righteousness. Is it works-
righteousness if a person is doing the works prescribed by God’s law in order to maintain his
good standing in God’s sight, a good standing which he received by grace (covenantal nomism)?
It is the view of this paper that covenantal nomism is works-righteousness because even though
in covenantal nomism a person “gets in” to the covenant people by grace, he must “stay in” by
works. Paul opposed covenantal nomism by saying “no one will be justified by works of the
law” (Galatians 2:16; Romans 3:20).

What was Paul’s critique of the Judaism of his day? Different scholars, even among those
of the New Perspective, answer this question in different ways. E.P. Sanders points to Paul’s
“exclusivist soteriology,”*® his belief that salvation is only found in Christ. The failure of the
Jews, then, is not that they were work-righteous but simply that they have not believed in Jesus.
The famous saying of Sanders is, “This is what Paul finds wrong in Judaism: it is not
Christianity.”3®®

Others, such as Bishop N.T. Wright and Professor James Dunn, say that Paul’s critique of
Judaism, and some of Jewish Christianity, was that it was too narrowly nationalistic. The
Judaizers wanted to define the people of God as those who wore the badges of covenant
membership; namely, those who were circumcised, observed the Sabbath, and ate kosher. Paul
contested such a narrow definition of the people of God because the Gentiles, of whom he was
the Apostle, did not fit into that definition. Paul insisted that the only badge of membership,
which shows that one belonging to the people of God is faith. Faith is the only boundary marker
which separates the people of God from those who are not God’s people. This broad definition of

the people of God is wide enough to include the Gentiles as Gentiles.

385 paul and Palestinian Judaism, 472.

%8 |bid, 552. Emphasis original.
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What was Paul’s critique of the Judaism of his day? Many from the traditional
perspective will say that Paul’s critique of many of his fellow Jews, including the Judaizers, was
that they were work-righteous. Many non-Christian Jews and the Judaizers were under the
mistaken opinion that their works played a part in their justification before God. Against this
Paul contends that justification is by faith in Christ and his atoning work alone apart from
observing the law.

It is the contention of this paper that in order to account for everything which Paul says,
all of the above answers need to be given a place in an explanation of Paul’s polemic. Sanders is
correct in saying that Paul criticized some of his fellow Jews for their failure to believe in Jesus
the Messiah (Romans 9:32-33; 10:16). Paul also agonized over this failure and prayed for their
conversion (Romans 9:1-5; 10:1).

Dunn and Wright are also correct in noting the enormously important place which
Jew/Gentile issues have in Paul’s writings and thought. Against the Judaizers, Paul insisted that
both Jew and Gentile are “sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:26). Professor
Daniel Leyrer rightly comments, “No biblical interpreter should deny the place of racism in the
problems between Jews and Gentiles as the early church got its start.”*®

Nor are those interpreters wrong who see a polemic against works-righteousness in Paul’s
letters. Paul clearly contrasts doing and believing when it comes to justification before God
(Galatians 3:11-12; Romans 9:32; cf. also Galatians 2:16; Romans 3:28). Many of Paul’s
opponents were promoting the doing route to justification before God. Paul fights vigorously

against such works-righteousness with his doctrine of justification by faith alone.
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