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Introduction
In the last thirty years, what has been dubbed “the New Perspective on Paul”
 has emerged within Pauline scholarship.  It seeks to wrest interpretations of the apostle Paul from the perspectives of late medieval piety and recent modern notions of consciousness, in hopes of resituating the perspective on Paul in his first-century context away from existentialist —and therefore anachronistic—conceptions of humanity.  For the purposes of this essay, I will be surveying the beginnings of this movement in scholarship, starting with an essay by Krister Stendahl first published in 1976.  From there I will be addressing some of the main, ‘constructive’ works in the development of ‘new perspective’ scholarship,
 including works by E. Sanders, James D.G. Dunn, N.T. Wright, and finally, the theological work of Douglas Harink. Along the way I hope to show how each Biblical scholar attempts to resituate Paul within this perspective. 
Against Introspection as a Hermeneutic (Krister Stendahl)

Krister Stendahl’s essay “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West”
 has been considered ground-breaking within the new perspective scholarship on Paul.  In this essay, Stendahl focuses upon what he considers to be a misplaced hermeneutic in the thought of Paul: the conscience.  Instead of interpreting Paul’s awareness of sin in light of his 1st-century Judaism, “the Pauling awareness of sin has 

been interpreted in the light of Luther’s struggle with his conscience.”
  This has been the prevailing interpretive paradigm in much of Protestantism since Luther, but this was not always so within the church.  Stendahl argues that it was Augustine (and Luther’s retrieval of him) that established the focus upon the conscience, whereas prior to Augustine, the main concerns of Paul were predominantly considered to be:
1) What happens to the Law (the Torah, the actual Law of Moses, not the principle of legalism) when the Messiah has come? 2) What are the ramifications of the Messiah’s arrival for the relation between Jews and Gentiles?  For Paul had not arrived at his view of the Law by testing and pondering its effect upon his conscience; it was his grappling with the question about the place of Gentiles in the Church and in the plan of God, with the problem Jew/Gentiles or Jewish Christians/Gentile Christians, which had driven him to that interpretation of the Law which was to become his in a unique way.

Stendahl then shows that for the Paul and the Acts of the Apostles, there is not a call to apostleship after conversion, but that “there is only the call to the work among the Gentiles.”
  Therefore, out of this concern in Paul one should be able to see his main goal is “how to define the place for Gentiles in the Church, according to the plan of God.”


Stendahl provides a succinct summary in which he locates the Reformers’ view of Paul’s statements on Faith and Works, Law and Gospel, Jews and Gentiles in the schema of late medieval piety.
  Within this framework, the specific requirements of the Torah on circumcision and food restrictions are interpreted as matters of “legalism.”  Thus, the heart of this misinterpretation of Paul is that instead of being seen as one who was heavily concerned with finding a place within the Church for Gentiles, Paul’s “statements are now read as answers to the quest for assurance about man’s salvation out of a common human predicament.”
  To cite one implication this problem gives birth to in issues of translation, the Law in Gal. 3:24, then, is not seen as a “schoolmaster” to bring the people of God to Christ, but instead as a “custodian” until the arrival of Christ.  Argued as the more accurate translation, Stendahl illustrates that Paul’s task was always “to explain why there is no reason to impose the Law on the Gentiles, who now, in God’s good Messianic time, have become partakers in the fulfillment of the promises to Abraham.”


Paul’s statements about himself being a sinner are, for Stendahl, sought in vain.
  What Paul focuses on are his good conscience before men and God and his weakness before Christ.  And, when Paul says in Rom. 7:24, “Wretched man that I am!” Stendahl proceeds to illustrate that this is a digression in his thought on the Law which ended up taking center stage.
  Thus, Stendahl offers a concluding exhortation: “We should not read a trembling introspective conscience into a text which is so anxious to put the blame on Sin, and that in such a way that not only the law but the will and mind of man are declared good and are found to be on the side of God.”

Paul and ‘Covenantal Nomism’ (E.P. Sanders)

In his book Paul and Palestinian Judaism,
 E.P. Sanders follows Krister Stendahl’s lead in regard to the above concern against modern notions of the conscience as the dominant hermeneutic for Paul.
  Sanders’ main consideration, however, is that of covenant and election as defining aspects of salvation within Judaism which he illustrates in the first large section of his book and then discusses in relation to Paul in the second, concluding section.
This notion of covenant begins with God’s election of Israel.  God gives Israel commandments to obey where obedience is rewarded and disobedience punished.  If one fails to obey, one has access to atonement which requires repentance.  One has a share in God’s covenantal promises as long as one maintains the desire to remain with the covenantal boundaries which God has established.  As Sanders points out, “The intention and effort to be obedient constitute the condition for remaining in the covenant, but they do not earn it.”
  Likewise, obedience “simply keeps an individual in the group which is the recipient of God’s grace;” 
 obedience “behavior appropriate to being in the covenant, not the means of earning God’s grace.”
  This basic outline is what Sanders refers to as covenantal nomism
 which shows the character of Judaism by emphasizing God’s mercy instead of human deeds.
  
Paul’s two main convictions under which Sander’s remaining exposition fall are “(1) that Jesus Christ is Lord, that in him God has provided for the salvation of all who believe . . . , and that he will soon return to bring all things to an end; (2) that he, Paul, was called to be the apostle to the Gentiles.”
  Under this rubric, Sanders situates Paul’s preaching in line with Stendahl’s thesis above, saying that Paul “did not start from man’s need, but from God’s deed.”
  This point is reiterated thus:
Put another way, Paul did not preach about men, but about God.  It is true that, in the press of explaining the implications of his gospel, he comes closer to working out what can be called an ‘anthropology’ than any other New Testament author, but this is only the implication of his theology, Christology, and soteriology.  It is not worked out for its own sake, for man’s plight does not seem to be primarily what Paul preached about.

In a latter section, Sanders works out some of the nuances of Paul’s location within the established covenantal nomism of his day.  It turns out that the picture is more complex than the mere assertion that Paul helped to usher in a ‘Christian’ version of covenantal nomism.  To be sure, Sanders points out that it maintains many of the resembling marks: “a covenantal religion which one enters by baptism, membership in which one provides salvation, which has a specific set of commandments, obedience to which . . . keeps one in the covenantal relationship, while repeated or heinous transgression removes one from membership.”
  However, certain marks of this new religion present themselves as atypical.  These include mutually exclusive actions against the union with Christ; Christ not as the new Moses, but as the new Adam; and, what Sanders lists as the primary reason for the inadequacy of the depiction of Paul’s religion merely as a new kind of covenantal nomism is that such a picture “does not take account of his participationist transfer terms, which are the most significant terms for understanding his soteriology.”
  Thus, in Paul, the covenantal categories are transcended.

A Term Coined: ‘The New Perspective on Paul’ (James D.G. Dunn)

In a 1982 paper called “The New Perspective on Paul,”
 James D.G. Dunn follows both Stendahl’s critique of modern hermeneutics on Paul since Luther and E.P. Sander’s account of covenantal nomism within first-century Judaism.  However, while Dunn is indebted to Sanders’ eye-opening account, he departs from him in so far as he liberates “Pauline exegesis from its sixteenth-century blinkers” but has “left us with a Paul who could have made little sense to his fellow Jews,”
 thus abandoning Paul to an incoherent idiosyncrasy who departs from “Judaism simply because it is not Christianity.”


Dunn’s explication of the emerging perspective centers on an exegesis of Galatians 2:16.  In the first of four sections, one is reminded that both being ‘justified’ and ‘righteousness’ are originally Jewish terms.  Specifically, “God’s justification is God’s recognition of Israel as his people, his verdict in favour of Israel on grounds of his covenant with Israel.”
  The idea of justification was very familiar to the Jewish people as it was connected with the concepts of covenant and election, and it was therefore never primarily a Christian doctrine.


Dunn’s second part focuses on the idea of being justified ‘by works of the law,’ contrasting the common (mis)conception of a generalized ‘works’ against what he argues to be the very specific and particular covenant works of the Jews.
  This is why Paul speaks specifically at this point about circumcision and food laws, because these serve as distinctly characteristic markers “which marked out Jews as that peculiar people.”
  The importance of these observances is not to be taken lightly; indeed, “it would be virtually impossible to conceive of participation in God’s covenant, and so in God’s covenant righteousness, apart from these observances, these works of the law.”
  And, while these works are appropriate responses to God’s covenant grace, what Paul denies is that God’s grace hinges upon this covenantal nomism; God is not dependent upon God’s creatures.


The penultimate section of Dunn’s essay contrasts justification by works of law and justification by faith.  While they do act as “antithetical opposites,”
 Dunn argues that  Paul’s use of the word ‘except’ in Galatians 2:16 is key: this word does not annul the justification by works (and thus covenantal nomism), but provides a strict qualifier on them: faith in Christ.
  Dunn provides a summary to his line of thought: “From being one identity marker for the Jewish Christian alongside the other identity markers (circumcision, food laws, Sabbath), faith in Jesus as Christ becomes the primary identity marker which renders the others superfluous.”
  Because they are ‘superfluous’ and not mutually exclusive, here one can see that Dunn agrees with Stendahl’s thesis mentioned above that Paul’s primary concern was to include the Gentiles, as the covenant is no longer exclusively Jewish, being broadened to include the original promise made to Abraham in Genesis 12:3.


Dunn’s final section, along with providing a succinct summary of the previous sections, highlights the last clause of Galatians 2:16, alluding to Psalm 142:2.  The main point here is that by inserting a focus upon ‘flesh’ over the original wording of the psalmist, God is extending God’s righteousness beyond the level of the law, thus expanding the promise beyond the nation of Israel to all people, as originally intended.
  Dunn’s exegetical conclusion reads,
It is works which betoken racial prerogative to which [Paul] objects, acts done in the flesh because faith in Christ is reckoned insufficient as the badge of covenant membership which he denounces.  Over against Peter and the other Jewish Christians Paul insists that God’s verdict in favour of believers comes to realization through faith, from start to finish, and in no way depends on observing the works of law which hitherto had characterized and distinguished the Jews as God’s people.

At this juncture, one can see that Dunn does indeed show how Sanders’ version of Paul attempts to transcend the covenantal nomism of his day, but Dunn attempts to illustrate that Sanders’ ‘jump’ in logic really does not need to be an idiosyncratic leap but can fit easily into a more careful exegesis of Paul’s own first-century Judaism.
What Was Really Said About ‘What Saint Paul Really  Said’ (N.T. Wright)

The work of N.T. Wright’s What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity?
 takes as its base the works of many Pauline scholars from the 20th century, but he is primarily working out of, like Dunn, both an embrace and critique of the work of E.P. Sanders.
  The first main point that Wright offers the reader to situate the Christian concerning Saul is this: “Jews like Saul of Tarsus were not interested in an abstract, timeless, ahistorical system of salvation.  They were not even primarily interested in, as we say today, ‘going to haven when they died’. . . . They were interested in the salvation which, they believed, the one true God had promised to his people Israel.”

Also of vital importance for Wright is the theme that the call of Abraham is designed to undo the sin of Adam.
  This is key for remembering that the context of the covenant always included this crucial component; indeed, this understanding of the healing of sin was at the heart of the covenant.  This point of Wright’s is in keeping with his goal to emphasize not only Paul’s first-century Jewish context, but also the claim that Paul’s ‘gospel’ of Jesus Christ was also a very Jewish one.  This line of thought continues when Wright emphasizes that the gospel (and justification) is by no means a system of how people are to be saved.  On the contrary, the gospel itself is that Jesus, as the crucified and risen one, is Lord,
 which is good news for the whole world.

Tied up within this gospel was a very Jewish eschatology.  Wright says, “The most important eschatological event . . . had occurred when Jesus rose from the dead.”
  Paul is intent on “announcing that the messianic promises of salvation have come true in Jesus.”
  These messianic promises were the promises as found within the covenantal theology of Judaism which, as “the promised Messiah of Israel,”
 was king of all the earth rivaling all other kings, imperial or not.

What emerges for Paul as the royal proclamation, according to Wright, is “the putting into effect of [God’s] kingship, the decisive and authoritative summoning allegiance.”
  This calling to allegiance included all of life, not just a private part of one’s life, and served as a double-edged sword, also against pagan gods in favour of the one, true God of Jewish monotheism.  So, for the dualists and Gnostics,
 as well as those that worshiped the emperor,
 all were called to the good news of the one Jewish Messiah.
Another Pauline theme that Wright touches heavily upon is that the word ‘God’ is now filled with new content; or, another way of putting it is that Paul “discovered what [‘God’s] true content always was.”
  This is a theme more fully explored in a more recent book by Wright called Paul: In Fresh Perspective.
  In this work, aside from updating the ‘new’ perspective on Paul to an even more ‘fresh’ one,
 Wright attempts to show how Paul took to ‘rethinking God.’  In a section on Christology, Wright shows that “Instead of Torah, it is [Jesus the Christ], acclaimed and believed in Christian faith, who is now the badge of God’s renewed people.”
  Furthermore, he shows that Paul explicitly understands references to YHWH in the Septuagint as a reference to Jesus.
  Thus, for Paul, “The truth about God is revealed…supremely on the cross.”

On the subject of justification, the most important point that Wright stresses is that “Paul does not use the language of justification to denote how people become Christians.”
  Instead, the concept of ‘justification’ must be understood in this three-fold sense:
1. As covenantal language in the first-century Jewish sense
2. As law-court language, functioning within the covenantal setting as a strong explanatory metaphor.

3. As not divorced from eschatology.

Echoing Dunn, this formula is interpreted thus: “Justification in this [first-century] setting, then, is not a matter of how someone enters the community of the true people of God, but of how you tell who belongs to that community.”
  Wright traces this logic in Galatians,
 I and II Corinthians,
 Philippians,
 and Romans,
 reiterating the theme that “Faith is the badge of covenant membership, not something someone ‘performs’ as a kind of initiation test,” against the usual anti-Pelagian categories that get applied to such texts.
  For this section, Wright concludes, “all who believe the Gospel of Jesus Christ are already demarcated as members of the true family of Abraham, with their sins being forgiven.”
  

The last two themes I will explore in Wright are the proclamation of the gospel and the characteristic of love in Paul.  First, it should be noted that the gospel is not the same thing as ‘justification by faith’; instead, “the Gospel is the announcement that Jesus Christ is Lord.”
  Second, lastly, and perhaps most central for this consideration of Wright’s work on Paul, is the life of agape.  For Wright, Paul is calling his congregants to a genuine humanness which results from the true worship of Jesus Christ, not from worshiping pagan idols.
  This call for worship, conceived in the same light as the call for holiness, is to bring the believer into a “re-integrated humanity.”
  This renewed humanity’s central characteristic is that of love, the life of agape, as most strikingly described in 1 Corinthians 13.

Wright concludes with the two following thoughts:  First, “When Paul announced ‘the gospel’ to the Gentile world . . . he was deliberately and consciously implementing the achievement of Jesus.”
  This was not a copying (and thus mockery) of Jesus Christ, but a work in continuity with Jesus that built upon the good news.  And finally building upon this notion of continuity, Paul is a “faithful rethinker of the rich material he has heard, using it in fresh ways for his own very different context.”

Paul among new friends? (Douglas Harink)

In this final section, I wish to consider the work of Douglas Harink’s Paul among the Postliberals: Pauline Theology Beyond Christendom and Modernity.
  Theologically influenced by the work of Karl Barth, Stanley Hauerwas, and John Howard Yoder, Harink’s book admits in the introduction being called toward the Pauline scholarship of Krister Stendahl, James D.G. Dunn, E.P. Sanders
 (all mentioned above), but that as well of Albert Schweitzer on “the apocalyptic perspective,” Richard B. Hays for “the faith of Jesus Christ,” and Richard A. Horsley for the “political perspective.”


The first section of Harink’s first chapter on the issue of justification performs much of the same function as the above work by Stendahl, Sanders, Dunn, and Wright,
 but includes heavy doses of the work of Richard Hays to focus upon the contention that “the faith in Christ” is much better translated instead to “the faith of Christ.”
  The telling of the faith in Jesus Christ has created a story that is “predominantly anthropocentric,” focusing mainly upon the creation-fall-redemption scheme of humans.  What is offered as the more faithful interpretation is “the faith of Christ” (pistis Christou) which “encapsulates a story about God’s faithfulness in relation to Jesus’ faithfulness.”


The latter section of the first chapter is devoted to tackling the concept of justification as seen through Barth, Yoder, and Hauerwas.  Barth’s first work, The Epistle to the Romans, entrenches this theologian in Pauline thought which, as Harink argues, is maintained throughout his whole career and seen also especially in his multi-volume Church Dogmatics.
  Most importantly, Barth prefigures many of the themes articulated above in N.T.: 
Justification, that is, the rectification of the nations, is in the first place about the first commandment, the exclusive priority of the one God of Israel, not only for Israel but for all the nations of the world.  Barth emphasizes, with Paul, that God’s revelation in Jesus Christ is God’s apocalyptic triumph over all the enslaving powers and gods of this world, a triumph that in turn delivers idolaters (for Barth, this means all of humankind) from their imprisonment to these other, finally immanent and impotent powers and gods.  Precisely so, it is also a demonstration of God’s faithfulness.


The next section on justification on John Howard Yoder explains that, “In Yoder’s understanding, Paul’s doctrine of justification is just one more example—but a crucial one—of the way in which Paul’s gospel is intrinsically and thoroughly sociopolitical in character.”
  Harink notes that Yoder follows Stendahl’s lead in maintaining that the main concerns of Paul were not with the ‘introspective conscience.’
  Harink provides a checklist of items which anticipate many of the major moves within ‘the new perspective’,
 and concludes his ‘justification’ section on Yoder with the following:
On [the judgment that the immediate result of justification is not the “saved” individual, but the ekklēsia, Yoder] joins Karl Barth in testifying to the Pauline logic of the gospel, a logic in which God’s reconciliation and redemption of the cosmos through Christ and the Spirit has as its first goal the creation of a new people of God, made up of Jews and Gentiles, in which the calling of Israel and the nations’ unified witness to the one true God have their beginning.

Thus, “Justification creates the new sociopolitical reality called church.”
  


Hauerwas is briefly considered to illustrate a problem with many conceptions of doctrine and ethics in Paul.
  Hauerwas insists that Paul would never make a division between these two, linking the divide to the Reformation division between faith and works.  ‘Faith’ became associated with doctrine while ‘works’ became associated with ethics.
  Here Harink highlights Hauerwas’ recovery of Barth’s ecclesiology which refuses such an eruption.


The section chapter of Paul Among the Postliberals is dubbed “Apocalypse: Galatians and Hauerwas”
 which attempts to show “that Hauerwas’ struggle with liberalism is a thoroughly and authentically Pauline affair.”
  For Harink, one cannot “‘contextualize’ the thoroughly apocalyptic character of Paul’s message in order to render it either irrelevant or acceptable within the terms and conditions of modernity and postmodernity.  In this respect Stanley Hauerwas has proven to be a formidable Pauline theologian.”
  Many of the misunderstandings of Hauerwas can be traced, according to Harink, to critics’ inability to recognize just how apocalyptic he is.  To wit: “Hauerwas’ theology assumes the singular primacy of the Christological apocalypse of the one God of Israel, the nations, and the cosmos and aims to be consistently oriented to and by that apocalypse.”
  The latter section of the chapter on Hauerwas treats the “Sectarian Temptations” that many see not only in Paul, but also in the work of Hauerwas.
  To briefly summarize Harink’s point, he shifts the paradigm on the critics of both, saying, “For neither sectarian nor nonsectarian is anything; but the new creation in Christ is everything.”


The last section of this essay will consider Harink’s chapter on John Howard Yoder called “Politics: Yoder’s Pauline Theology.”
  Yoder’s most famous work, The Politics of Jesus,
 while typically known for its emphasis on the non-retaliatory ethic of Jesus Christ, is said by Harink to “[devote] more space to the letters and theology of Paul (93 pages) than . . . to Jesus and the Gospels (75 pages).”
  Yoder’s argument is outlined by Harink in the following way: “The ‘transposition’ of the politics of Jesus into ‘the cultural idiom of the non-Jewish churches’ takes place around one specific theme: ‘Only at one point, only on one subject—but then consistently, universally—is Jesus our example: in his cross.’”
  But for our focus on Paul, Yoder’s emphasis on his writing reveals not a theme that is a “mystical, existential, or pietistic communion with Christ; it is, rather, a thoroughly apocalyptic theme.”


Where Harink (following Yoder in an anticipatory mode) departs from Dunn, is that Dunn focuses too much on atonement in Paul and also, Pauline scholarship in general is criticized for mainly ignoring Yoder’s emphasis on the cross as “the focal point for Paul’s social ethics.”
  For Yoder, who draws heavily on the work of Hendrik Berkhof, the language of ‘principalities and powers’ in Paul “names, among other things, sociopolitical realities, both in Paul’s context and our own.”
  Because Yoder stays simultaneously christocentric, apocalyptic,
 and ecclesiocentric (a theme
 Harink returns to in his conclusion), Christ’s triumph over the powers redeems them “by putting them into service for doing good in that new sociopolitical order that God is creating in Christ, the ekklēsia.”


In a kind of ‘anticipation’ of N.T. Wright’s focus on ‘reworking’ and ‘rethinking’ God and the created order in light of the transformation brought about by Christ and the Spirit, Yoder also attempts to lay out a set of transformed practices as ‘body politics,’ in which Harink looks to Yoder’s Body Politics: Five Practices of the Christian Community before the Watching World.
  Here, Harink’s
Primary point in describing briefly each of these ecclesial practices which Yoder finds in Pauling texts is to show that in just these ways the depicts the church as a ‘body politic’ in which the ‘principalities and powers,’ those created-yet-fallen social and political structures necessary for human life, undergo a fundamental transformation.

Like Wright after him, these structures must be filled with new content, namely, that Jesus is Lord of all.

In the final section before Harink’s conclusion on Yoder, he addresses Yoder’s treatment of Romans 13, a very often referenced text for the establishment of a state theology.  The critiques of such a stance come in six parts.  The first is that Romans 13 was written about a ‘pagan government’ which would be a ‘power’ in the ‘powers and principalities’ sense.
  Second, Romans 12-13 “must be read as a seamless unit that ‘begins with a call to nonconformity’ in Romans 12 and continues with a discussion of ‘transformed life’ within the Christian community and a readiness to suffer at the hands of enemies rather than repay with vengeance.”
  Third, Paul is not offering a judgment—good or bad—on the current governing authorities; instead, he is making the call to subordinate oneself to them.
  Fourth, he briefly states that it is very unlikely that early Roman believers (Jewish or Gentile) could have participated in either the Roman military or police forces.
  Fifth, the ‘sword’ in Romans 12:4 is internal punishment within the nation, not external punishment against other nations.
  Lastly, and perhaps most importantly for Harink and Yoder is that in Romans 13:1,5, the ‘submission’ talked about does not equate to obedience, nor does it rule out the possibility for discriminating and even disobedience to the state if the need be.
  Thus, in conclusion, Harink notes that “neither Paul nor Yoder is interested in providing a ‘theology of the state.’”


These Yoderian themes of practice emphasized within a christocentric, apocalyptic, and ecclesiocentric focus, argues Harink, result in a five-fold emphasis on Christ, the cross, the powers, ekklēsia, and witness.  These are named as the “heart of Pauline theology according to Yoder.”

Conclusion

In tracing the beginnings of the ‘new perspective on Paul’ to where it has been situated and positively interpreted today, I hope I have shown the outworkings of conversation among friends in recent Pauline scholarship.  As I have indicated, not all of these positive appropriators agree with one another, and each has a particular focus that they would rather be on the forefront of people’s minds when it comes to envisioning ‘what Saint Paul really said.’  While each of these Pauline interpreters differ in kind with one another, all have the goal of saving Paul from a distorted, modern perspective and, in their best estimations, re-situating the ‘apostle to the Gentiles’ within a first-century Jewish context.
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