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In a story that is by now very well known (and which other essays in this
volume tell in more detail), the publication of E. P. Sanders’s Paul and
Palestinian Judaism in 1977 launched a new era in the interpretation of Paul.
Most immediately and obviously affected was Paul’s teaching on Judaism and
the law, as scholars scrambled to relate Paul’s varied teaching on these
matters to Sanders’s depiction of second-temple Jewish soteriology
(“covenantal nomism”). But so closely entwined is Paul’s teaching on
Judaism and the law with his major theological emphases in letters such as
Romans and Galatians that the Sanders “revolution” inevitably and quickly
spawned a series of fresh readings of those letters and their theological
emphases. These new interpretations naturally took many different shapes.
But the most plausible and ultimately the most popular of these interpreta-
tions has been dubbed “the new perspective.” James Dunn, a leading
proponent of this new way of reading Paul, gave the movement its name in
a 1983 article, but his ideas were in many ways anticipated by N. T. Wright
ina 1978 lecture.' These two scholars are the best representatives of the “new
perspective,” and both have written commentaries on Romans, the book with
which this essay deals. They will serve therefore as my major “sparring
pariners” as we look at Romans 5-11.2 However, even a quick perusal of
these two leading new perspective scholars’ interpretations of Paul and of
Romans reveals significant differences in their approaches and conclusions.

! See, respectively, “The New Perspective on Paul,” BJRL 65 (1983): 95-122 (republished
with additional notes in Jesus, Paul and the Law: Studies in Mark and Galatians [Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 1990], 183-214); and N. T. Wright, “The Paul of History and the
Apostle of Faith,” TynBul 29 (1978): 61-88.

? Dunn’s commentary was published in 1988: Romans (WBC; 2 vols.; Waco: Word);
Wright’s appeared in the New Interpreter’s Bible, vol, 10,395-770 (Nashville: Abingdon, 2002).
Some of the issues we treat in this essay are also closely related to broad interpretive themes that
Wright has identified in his major three-volume (to date) exploration of the NT, entitled
“Christian Origins and the Question of God”: The New Tesiament and the People of God, Jesus
and the Vietory of God, and The Resurrection of the Son of God (Minneapolis; Fortress, 1992,
1996, and 2003).



186 Douglas J. Moo

Such differences would be multiplied considerably if other scholars generally
considered “new perspective” in their approach were included. All this makes
for a problem of definition. One scholar’s “new perspective” may be quite
different than another’s. What, then, are the defining characteristics of the
“new perspective”?

At the center of the new paradigm is a rotation of Paul’s central theologi-
cal axis from a vertical fo a horizontal orientation. New perspective advocates
often fault the interpretive tradition derived especially from the Reformation
(and from Luther in particular) for a myopic and anachronistic preoccupation
with the individual and his or her status before God. Paul’s cultural context,
religious background, and theological concerns suggest, rather, that his
immediate concern was with the people of God, and especially with the
integration of Gentiles into the people of God. An ethnocentric reading of
Paul takes center stage, displacing to a more subordinate role an anthropocen-
tric reading. Paul’s gospel is not, at least, first of all, the story of the
individual’s transformation from sinner to saint — or even the story of
humankind’s restoration. Rather, the gospel proclaims Israel’s restoration, a
restoration that takes place in and through the ministry of Jesus, Israel’s
Messiah and representative, and that extends God’s grace to the Gentiles. The
books that most explicitly reveal this ethnocentric concern — Galatians and
Romans — are also the ones that feature significant teaching on the Mosaic
law and justification. A re-interpretation of these doctrines both fuels the new
paradigm and emerges, in turn, from the paradigm. Most new perspective
advocates agree that Paul attacked a misuse of the law among his fellow
Jews. But, contra the Reformers and their heirs, this misuse was not a
legalistic attempt to find justification through doing what it required. Rather,
Jews were misusing the law by turning it into a charter of national privilege,
insisting that it virtually guaranteed the salvation of Israel while at the same
time it excluded Gentiles.” The dichotomy that lies at the heart of Paul’s
teaching on the law, then, is not, as the Reformers and their heirs mistakenly
thought, human doing (“works” or “works of the law”) vs. human believing
(“faith™) but works of covenant identification (confined by definition to
Israel) vs. new covenant faith (open to all without distinction).* As Timo

3 .. (In attacking the covenantal nomism of the Judaism of his day Paul was attacking
neither the law, nor the covenant . . . , but a covenantal nomism which insisted on treating the
law as a boundary marker round Israel, marking off Jew from Gentile, with only those inside as
heirs of God's promise to Abraham. In short, it was the law abused to which Paul objected, not
the law itself.” James D. G. Dunn, “Paul and ‘Covenantal Nomism,"” in The Partings of the Ways
(London: SCM, 1991), 138.

* Some interpreters shift the latter dichotomy a bit further toward a salvation-historical context
by interpreting some of Paul’s key references to “faith” as referring to the faith or faithfulness of
Christ (esp. Rom 3:22; Gal 2:16; also Rom 1:17; 3:26; Gal 3:22). For a recent defense of the
traditional “faith in Christ” interpretation, see R. Barry Matlock, “Detheologizing the niotig



6. Israel and the Law in Romans 5-11: Interaction with the New Perspective 187

Laato nicely puts it, new perspective advocates insist that the key issue is not
“performance” of the law (this was the Reformers’ focus) but “possession”
ofthe law.’ Since, on this reading, Paul’s problem with the law was restricted
mainly to this Jewish misunderstanding, new perspective proponents in
general tend to find a more positive role for the law in salvation history than
was typical of (especially) the Lutheran stream of Reformation teaching.
Freed from its Jewish perversion into a nationalistic document, the law was
free to function positively in the new age of universal redemption.®

The basic thrust of Paul’s justification teaching is also shifted from a
vertical to a horizontal concern. Paul’s justification language, drawn as it 1s
from Old Testament teaching about covenant status, is not fundamentally
about the transfer of a human being from the status of condemned sinner to
the status of one “just before God.” Rather, justification for Paul is the
declaration that one belongs to the people of God.” The new perspective in
general therefore emphasizes a quite significantly greater degree of continuity
between Paul and first-century Judaism than has been typical in Christian
interpretation. Some interpreters, though not fairly classified within
mainstream “new perspective” viewpoints, have taken this tendency toward
finding greater continuity to an extreme. Typical of this more extreme
approach is the view that Paul upholds the continuing validity of the “Torah
covenant” for Jews. Paul’s polemic against the law has to do only with his
insistence that it not be imposed on Gentiles, while Jews themselves will still
be saved via the Torah covenant that God instituted with Israel long ago.*®

As applied specifically to Romans, the new perspective (following Krister
Stendahl and others’) faults Luther for initiating a traditional interpretation
of the letter that focuses on the question, “How can I, a condemned and

Xprotob Debate: Cautionary Remarks from a Lexical Semantic Perspective,” NovT 42 (2000):
1-23, and the essay by Moisés Silva in this volume.

$ Timo Laato, Paulus und das Judentum: Anthropologische Erwdgungen (Abo: Abo
Academy, 1991).

8¢ .. 1 would argue that my distinction between ‘works of the law’ and ‘the law’ is
important, because ‘works of the law’ denotes that way of regarding the law (as an identity and
boundary marker defining the people of God) which Paul rejects — but not the law itself. .. .”
(James D. G. Dunn, “The New Perspective on Paul,” in Paul and the Mosaie Law, 211).

7 See especially James D. G, Dunn, “Paul and Justification by Faith,” in The Road from
Damascus (ed. Richard N. Longenecker; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 85-101; Wright, What
Saint Paul Really Said, 95-133.

¥ See especially JTohn Gager, Reinventing Paul (Oxford: Oxford University, 2000); Lloyd
Gaston, Paul and the Torah (Vancouver: University of British Columbia, 1987). While insisting
that Christ remains fundamental to salvation for both Jews and Gentiles, Mark Nanos also follows
this general approach, arguing that Paul in Romans is insisting that Gentiles must respect the
Jews’ continuing status as God’s people and adopt that pattern of behavior required by the Jewish
law for “righteous Gentiles” (The Mystery of Romans: The Jewish Context of Paul's Letter
[Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996]).

? Stendahl’s essay “Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West” (HTR 56 [1963]:


























































































