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What is the New Perspective on Paul (NPP)?1 

Proponents of the NPP begin by arguing that a new perspective on Paul is necessary 

because Pauline theology has been misunderstood at least since the Reformation in that the 

Reformers and their heirs have interpreted Paul in light of the milieu of medieval Roman 

Catholicism and not of the milieu of first century Judaism.  They point out that rabbinic Jewish 

scholars have long noted that the religion of the Jews which Paul describes and rejects is a gross 

caricature of actual first century rabbinic Jewish religion.  Having listened to their criticisms they 

offer an alternative understanding of Paul’s doctrine of justification and his term “works of the 

law.”  Accordingly, NPP advocates argue that Judaism was not a religion of justification before 

God by works, but rather it taught alongside Christianity that justification is by faith, therefore 

the instrument of faith could not be Paul’s concern in distinguishing Christianity from Judaism.  

Instead, Dunn for example (contra Sanders) reads Paul as drawing a distinction between “law” 

and “works of the law” and says that the Jews viewed their customs of circumcision, Sabbath, 

and food/purity laws (i.e., the “works of the law”) as badges or boundary markers that set them 

apart nationally, racially, covenantally, favorably, and salvifically, from the rest of the nations.  

The NPP argues that these covenant badges of membership of God’s chosen people had been 

abrogated in the progress of redemptive history at the coming of Christ, and that the old “works 

of the law” must be set aside because, as racial and national boundary markers, they (contrary to 

the gospel) separate Jewish and Gentile believers in Jesus.  As such, Paul’s doctrine of 

justification by faith should be understood as a description of who is within the covenantal 

                                                 
1
   This essay is primarily a response to James Dunn’s and John Stott’s positions on the NPP.  See James D. G. 

Dunn, The New Perspective on Paul, which is from the Manson Memorial Lecture delivered in the University of 

Manchester on 4 November 1982, and subsequently delivered in codified form as one of the Wilkinson Lectures in 

the Northern Baptist Theological Seminary, Illinois, under the title “Let Paul be Paul”.  See also John Stott, Romans: 

God’s Good News For the World, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 24-31.  Note that page numbers 

cited in my article are from class handouts of articles and do not match page numbers in publications. 
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boundaries of the family of faith.  “Faith” (in a sense) is the new badge that identifies one’s 

membership in the community of faith, as opposed to the distinctly Jewish signs of circumcision, 

Sabbath observation, and adherence to ritual food/purity laws. Additionally, faith is an 

appropriate badge because it is not according to the law (read: “works of the law”) and therefore 

can open up a direct path for the Gentile (who does not have the law) to Christ.  Furthermore, the 

term “justification by faith” in the NPP does not speak of forgiveness of sins or imputation of 

Christ’s righteousness to believers; it just means Jewish and Gentile Christians are identified by 

faith and not external Jewish signs/works of the law. 

What are the Key Terms Used Regarding the NPP? 

Key terms that are used regarding the NPP include for following: 

1. Covenantal Nomism – The view that God’s people are saved and brought into 

covenantal relationship with God by grace, but that maintaining covenant membership 

and privileges entails obeying the law of the covenant.  In other words, one gets into the 

covenant by grace, but one stays in the covenant by obedience to the law. 

2. Legalistic Works-Righteousness – A pejorative term used to describe the Judaism of 

Paul’s day as a system of attaining righteousness where one earned or merited salvation 

based on the doing of good works.  The NPP argues this is a false view of first century 

Judaism. 

3. Nationalism – A pejorative term used to describe the exclusive mindset of Jews for their 

perceived superior status before God on the basis of their being identified with the nation 

of Israel (and specifically its continuity with the theocratic monarchy of the pre-exilic 

nation). 
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4. Racial Identity – A term closely related to “nationalism” but with the additional 

perceived superior status before God on the basis of being physically descended from 

Abraham and the marks that accompany it (e.g., circumcision, the Sabbath, purity and 

food laws). 

5. Racial Prerogative – the view that Jews thought they held a monopoly on being God’s 

covenant people on the basis of their racial identity. 

What are the Important Biblical Terms or Phrases that are Reinterpreted by the 

NPP? 

Important biblical terms or phrases that are reinterpreted by the NPP include the 

following: 

1. Justification by Faith – The NPP definition of this term is that Paul was not “attacking 

the idea of earning God’s acquittal, the idea of meritorious works” which is the 

Reformation definition (Dunn, 7, emphasis original), but rather that Paul was attacking 

“covenant works, works related to the covenant, works done in obedience to the law of 

the covenant” (Dunn, 7, emphasis original). 

2. Law and Works of the Law – The Reformation understood these terms as basically 

synonymous in the Pauline epistles, but the NPP distinguishes them by defining the law 

in broad terms that encompass all the requirements of the written code, whereas the 

“works of the law” are those specific works that demonstrably communicate Israel’s 

favored status among the nations and before God. 

3. Righteousness – The NPP does not redefine the word “righteousness” as such, but it 

understands its application in Paul to reflect that of Palestinian Judaism, which “implies 

the maintenance of status among the group of the elect” (Dunn, 3, citing Sanders, 
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emphasis original).  This application overshadows (rather than compliments) the aspect 

of righteousness of one’s position before God in terms of being guilty or not guilty of sin.  

According to the NPP, is it unclear whether it is possible for someone who is not strictly a 

child of Abraham to be counted righteous?  Was Melchizedek righteous?  This is unclear 

in the NPP schema. 

4. Covenant – The NPP reinterprets covenant as the only gracious part of God’s 

relationship with Israel.  Closely connected to the concept of covenantal nomism, God 

established the relationship by grace, but required obedience to stay in covenant with 

him.  “Does this not mean that human merit, while not the basis (in Judaism) of entering 

the covenant, was yet the basis of remaining in it? But Paul would have been vehement in 

his rejection of this. To him ‘getting in’ and ‘staying in’ are both by grace alone” (Stott, 

2). 

5. Being Justified – The NPP says that being justified is equivalent to being declared a 

member of God’s covenant people.  It is communal language of belonging.  “In talking of 

‘being justified’ here Paul is not thinking of a distinctively initiatory act of God. God’s 

justification is not his act in first making his covenant with Israel, or in initially accepting 

someone into the covenant people. God’s justification is rather God’s acknowledgement 

that someone is in the covenant – whether that is an initial acknowledgment, or a 

repeated act of God (God’s saving acts), or his final vindication of his people” (Dunn, 7, 

emphasis original).  This is a striking difference from the traditional Reformed definition 

of being justified as “being declared righteous,” not in just a communal or eschatological 

sense but also in a forensic, legal sense. 
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What are the NPP Strengths? 

Some of the obvious strengths of the NPP are (1) its careful attention to the historical and 

religious background of the 1
st
 century, especially its understanding of the nature of Second 

Temple Judaism; (2) its attempts to make sense of difficulties in traditional Pauline theology and 

exegesis by drawing conclusions from the text of Scripture; (3) its desire to make consistent 

systematic and historical sense of all of Paul’s epistles (at least according to their view of the 

authentic Pauline corpus, which some NPP adherents take as less than the 13 letters attributed to 

Paul in the NT); (4) its willingness to read Scripture in a fresh way and not be bound by 

traditional Reformation interpretation; and (5) its attention to historia salutis concerns (such as 

the inclusion of Gentiles in the Israel of God because of the reconciliation the gospel brings 

through Christ’s finished work), which have often been overshadowed in the history of theology 

by the ordo salutis. 

What are the NPP Weaknesses? 

The NPP is not without significant weaknesses, some of which include (1) its occasional 

unwillingness to allow other NT authors to illuminate Pauline passages; (2) according to some 

NPP adherents, the limitation of the Pauline corpus, thus giving the appearance of a selective use 

of Paul’s writings; (3) its refusal to see the significant parallels between the religious climates of 

Paul’s day and that of the Reformers due to the shared sinful human condition; (4) its monolithic 

view of Second Temple Judaism, which was in reality quite diverse and pluralistic as a whole; 

and (5) its single faceted view of various doctrines (such as justification and atonement) which 

tends to restrict doctrinal understanding to either/or distinctions rather than using a both/and 

paradigm (when the Scriptural data allows for multifaceted interpretation). 
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What are the strengths of the traditional Reformed view of Paul? 

Some of the strengths of the Reformed view include (1) its attempt to make systematic 

sense of all 13 epistles of Paul; (2) its willingness to allow the totality of Scripture, including the 

OT, to help interpret Paul; (3) attestation of its interpretation (among other competing 

interpretations of Paul) dating back throughout church history to the early church, which 

effectively gives it a historic peer-reviewed stamp of approval of sorts; (4) its sharing in the same 

objections to it that Paul’s gospel faced; and (5) its long record of Spirit-empowered 

reformational change in countless believers across the ages and cultures. 

What are the weaknesses of the traditional Reformed view of Paul? 

The traditional Reformed view of Paul can sometimes (1) tend to get “stuck” in 16
th

 and 

17
th

 century exegesis of the Scriptures, especially regarding Paul’s epistles; (2) not be open to 

corrections or clarifications offered by new historical background information relevant to 

understanding Paul’s occasions for writing his various letters; and (3) focus on Pauline concepts 

and categories that are codified in its historic confessional documents and give less attention to 

biblical-theological and redemptive-historical themes that are addressed less fully in those 

documents. 

What steps would you use to further examine the NPP issue? 

Probably the first step I would take is to read and study the OPC
2
 and PCA

3
 study 

committee reports on justification and the NPP.  Since there are no minority reports represented 

in either of these denominational studies, the next step would probably be to examine several 

                                                 
2
 Report at http://www.opc.org/GA/justification.pdf, cited May 11, 2007. 

3
 Report at http://www.byfaithonline.com/partner/Article_Display_Page/0,,PTID323422|CHID664014| 

CIID2326076,00.html, cited May 11, 2007. 
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book length studies for and against the teachings of the NPP.  Such books would probably 

include the following. 

NPP Adherents 

Dunn, James D. G. The New Perspective on Paul, rev. ed. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007. 

Forthcoming. 

Dunn, James D. G. The Theology of Paul the Apostle. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998. 

Wright, N. T. Paul: In Fresh Perspective. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005. 

Wright, N. T. What St. Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity? 

Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997. 

 

NPP Opponents 

Clark, R. Scott, ed. Covenant, Justification, and Pastoral Ministry: Essays by the Faculty of 

Westminster Seminary California. Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2007. 

Oliphint, K. Scott, ed. Justified in Christ: God’s Plan For Us in Justification. Mentor, 2007.  

Forthcoming. 

Venema, Cornelius P. Gospel of Free Acceptance in Christ: An Assessment of the Reformation 

and New Perspectives on Paul. Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 2006. 

Waters, Guy Prentiss. Justification and the New Perspective on Paul: A Review and Response. 

Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2004. 


