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Editorial:  
Reflections on the Importance 
of Galatians for Today
Stephen J. Wellum

Stephen J. Wellum is Professor 
of Christian Theology at The South-
ern Baptist Theological Seminary. 
 
Dr. Wellum received his Ph.D. 
degree in theology from Trinity 
Evangelical Divinity School and 
has also taught  theology at the 
Associated Canadian Theological 
Schools and Northwest Baptist 
Theological College and Seminary 
in Canada. He has contributed  
to several publications and a 
collection of essays on theology  
and worldview issues.

Each year, since the inception of SBJT, we 
have devoted the Fall issue to the biblical book 
that is the focus of LifeWay’s upcoming January 
Bible Study. Our goal in doing so is, in some small 
way, to help our readers become better prepared 
to study the specific book of focus so that in the 

words of Paul, “we will no longer 
be infants, tossed back and forth by 
waves, and blown here and there by 
every wind of teaching and by the 
cunning and craftiness of men in 
their deceitful scheming. Instead, 
speaking the truth in love, we will 
in all things grow up into him who 
is the Head, that is, Christ” (Eph 
4:14-15, NIV). 

Now it is certainly the case that 
every biblical book is worthy of our 
attention, study, thoughtful reflec-
tion, and obedience. Given the fact 

that “all Scripture is God-breathed” and thus every 
biblical book “is useful for teaching, rebuking, 
correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Tim 

3:16), we are commanded to study every biblical 
book and to apply it to our lives. But it is also true 
that there are certain books which demand extra 
attention given their importance in the canon, 
their overall contribution to understanding the 
gospel, and their significance in church history. In 
this regard, without minimizing the importance of 
any book of Scripture, one can think of the unique 
contribution of Genesis, Isaiah, John’s Gospel, 
Romans, Ephesians, and Hebrews to name just 
a few. What these books have in common is that 
they have served as foundational to the church’s 
understanding of who God is, what the gospel is 
all about, and grasping better the glory of God in 
the face of Christ Jesus. 

It is safe to say that Paul’s letter to the Gala-
tians—the focus of this issue of SBJT—also fits 
into this category. Why do I put Galatians into this 
category? Why has it been so important in Chris-
tian theology and why is it crucial that we study it 
anew today? Let me give at least three reasons why 
I believe the message of Galatians is of absolute 
importance for this generation of Christians and 

SBJT 14.3 (2010): 2-3. 
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why we neglect it to our spiritual impoverishment 
and peril.

First, Galatians reminds us that every genera-
tion must re-commit itself to standing for the 
gospel in the midst of the perennial danger of 
compromise and potential loss of the gospel. The 
context of Galatians is well known. Probably 
written to the church residing in South Galatia 
around A.D. 48, the apostle Paul begins his letter 
by reminding them of his status as an apostle “sent 
not from men nor by man, but by Jesus Christ and 
God the Father” (1:1). He does so because he is 
astonished at how quickly the Galatians have 
departed from the gospel—the gospel which he as 
an apostle under the authority of Christ has pro-
claimed to them. For Paul, this is no minor issue 
since the “gospel” they have turned to “is really no 
gospel at all” (1:7). In fact, he unequivocally states 
that “even if we or an angel from heaven should 
preach a gospel other than the one we preached to 
you, let him be eternally condemned!” (1:8). Paul 
is convinced that what the Galatians have done is 
not merely added some new insights to the gospel 
and thus distorted it, instead they have substituted 
various Jewish teachings for it and thus denied its 
very heart and soul. Galatians, then, stands as a 
constant reminder for the church to beware of los-
ing the gospel for a counterfeit, a challenge which 
we must take seriously today. As with this ancient 
church, we need to ask constantly, where are we in 
danger of substituting the truth of God’s Word for 
a lie and dressing it up as if it were the gospel itself? 
Galatians is incredibly helpful in this regard.

Second, and tied to the first point, Galatians 
reminds us of the importance of affirming, pro-
claiming, and living out the implications of the 
gospel centered in the doctrine of justification by 
grace through faith. In Christian theology and 
church history this letter has become a classic 
expression of the great Reformation emphasis on 
justification by grace through faith in Christ alone. 
At the heart of the Galatian’s substitute gospel is 
the attempt to attain a righteousness by works and 
not by faith, whether that was tied to Torah obedi-
ence or any other achievement of the sinner before 

God. In this letter Paul clearly stresses that it is 
what our Triune God has done which brings about 
our salvation, not what sinners do. There can be 
no improvement on the finished work of Christ, 
either by ritual observance or moral improve-
ment. Christ and his cross alone is the one way 
of salvation. Justification before the holy God of 
the universe is only found by the sinner receiv-
ing what our Lord has done by faith alone in that 
all-sufficient work. Today, this message takes on 
added significance especially in light of the new 
perspective on Paul which seeks to tweak the pre-
cise nature of the Galatian problem, and, as many 
of our articles demonstrate, is a current form of 
obscuring the great doctrine of justification and 
potentially robbing us of seeing anew the glories of 
Christ’s cross and his substitutionary work accom-
plished for us as he stood in our place, bore our 
curse, and thus achieved everything necessary to 
redeem, reconcile, and justify us before our majes-
tic and glorious God.

Third, Galatians, like such books as Romans 
and Hebrews, also helps us put our Bibles together 
by unpacking how God’s eternal plan progres-
sively unfolds and develops across redemptive his-
tory ultimately culminating in Christ. Christians 
are rightly concerned to know how the entire Bible 
and plan of God leads us to Christ, and this book, 
especially in chapter 3, helps us grasp how God’s 
promises are related to covenants and how all of 
this is now brought to fulfillment in the Son, our 
Lord Jesus Christ. In this way, Galatians is incred-
ibly instructive in how to put together the story-
line of Scripture properly.

Even though this letter is short, it clearly has 
an importance out of proportion to its size. It is 
my prayer that in studying Galatians we will  
re-commit ourselves to standing for the gospel 
today, realizing both its urgency and glory, and 
ultimately coming to know and trust our Savior 
more, which in truth, is what this letter is all about.
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Another Look at the  
New Perspective
Thomas R. Schreiner 

Thom as R . Schr einer is James 
Buchanan Harrison Professor of 
New Testament Interpretation and 
Associate Dean for Scripture and 
Interpretation at The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary. 

Dr. Schreiner also serves as 
Preaching Pastor of Clifton Baptist 
Church in Louisville, Kentucky. A 
widely respected New Testament 
scholar, he is the author of many 
books, including New Testament 
Theology: Magnifying God in Christ 
(Baker, 2008) and Galatians in the 
Exegetical Commentary on the 
New Testament series (Zondervan, 
forthcoming).

My  g o a l  i n  t h is essay is to defend a
   traditional Reformed view of justifica-

tion in light of the challenges of the “new per-
spective on Paul.” Before I launch into such a 
defense I want to raise a fundamental question. 
Does one’s view of the new perspective on Paul 

matter? Luther rightly saw that the 
most important question in life 
is whether we can find a gracious 
God, and our understanding of the 
law and justification play a central 
role in our quest. A right view of 
the law and justification, according 
to the Reformers, is inextricably 
tied to a right view of the gospel. 
Hence, the issues before us must 
not be relegated to the realm of 
academic jousting. They impinge 
upon the very heart of the gospel 
and directly relate to the issue of 
our eternal salvation. How we 
answer the questions before us will 

affect what church we join and whether and how we 
proclaim the gospel to unbelievers. The Reform-
ers believed the issues before us were matters of 

life and death, and I will argue here that they were 
right to think so.

The SanderS revoluTion and 
The new PerSPecTive on Paul

A “Lutheran” or “Reformed” view of Paul domi-
nated Protestant biblical scholarship up until the 
publication of E. P. Sanders’s massive Paul and 
Palestinian Judaism in 1977.1 Sanders vigorously 
dissented from the standard view of Judaism pro-
mulgated in NT studies, arguing that the notion 
that Judaism was a legalistic religion was a myth. 
Other voices preceded Sanders. Both Claude 
Montefiore and George Foote Moore argued for 
a kinder and gentler Judaism, but their contribu-
tions, though appreciated, did nothing to change 
the prevailing consensus.2 Krister Stendahl wrote 
his inf luential “The Apostle Paul and the Intro-
spective Conscience of the West” before Sanders’s 
major opus.3 This essay had an influence that out-
stripped its size, especially post-Sanders. Stendahl 
argued that the notion that Paul suffered from a 
guilty conscience was the product of reading him 
through the lenses of the experience of Augustine 
and Luther. A careful reading of the Pauline litera-

SBJT 14.3 (2010): 4-18. 
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ture demonstrates, says Stendahl, that Paul had a 
robust conscience. Indeed, Paul was not converted 
to a new religion. He was called as the apostle to 
the Gentiles. Not surprisingly, then, justification 
was not central in his theology; what truly ani-
mated Paul was the inclusion of the Gentiles into 
the people of God. 

The view of Judaism defended by Sanders in 
1977 was an idea whose time had come in a post-
Holocaust world. Scholars were keenly aware 
that they had judged Judaism from an adversarial 
standpoint instead of appreciating its distinctive 
contribution. More specifically, Sanders argued 
that the notion that Judaism was a legalistic reli-
gion was a blatant distortion of the historical 
sources. Protestant scholars were reading Juda-
ism through the lenses of Luther’s conf lict with 
the Roman Catholicism of his day. Sanders argued 
that an accurate reading of the Jewish literature 
presented a very different picture of Judaism than 
what was painted by Protestant scholars. If we 
look at the pattern of religion in Judaism (includ-
ing the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Apocrypha, the 
Pseudepigrapha, and Tannaitic literature), a clear 
pattern emerges according to Sanders. Sanders 
describes that pattern as covenantal nomism. Israel 
belonged to the covenant by means of the grace of 
God, and so Israel got into the covenant by grace 
and stayed in the covenant by observing the law 
(hence nomism). Still, their observance of the 
law did not involve a weighing of merits, as if one 
had to do more good works than bad to be saved. 
Nor was Israel guilty of works-righteousness, for 
all those who repented of their sins and offered 
sacrifice would be saved.4 The signature word for 
Judaism was grace, not works. Protestant scholars 
had blindly imposed a caricature of legalism upon 
Judaism, which, astonishingly enough, had noth-
ing to do with what Judaism really was.

Sanders (and those who proceeded him) are to 
be thanked for provoking us to re-examine what 
the Jewish sources actually say. Furthermore, 
Sanders spares us from a caricature of Judaism, 
where (in popular circles at least and in some 

scholarly circles as well) Jews and Judaism were 
too often presented as pettifogging legalists who 
were constantly preoccupied with their own  
righteousness. Nevertheless, as is so often the case, 
Sanders over-reacted. His own reading of the Jew-
ish evidence wasn’t as objective as he claimed and 
even seemed to be colored by Christian presup-
positions. For instance, Jacob Neusner, though 
he endorsed some of Sanders’s conclusions, noted 
that the concerns which Sanders brought to the 
Jewish sources were imposed from without—
from Sanders’s own theological preconceptions. 
Furthermore, Neusner complains that he doesn’t  
care if Sanders and others think that Judaism is 
ritualistic, for, as a Jew, he has no concern about 
what a Protestant liberal thinks of his religion.5 
Such a response is instructive, for Sanders’s work  
is premised upon the notion that legalism is bad. 
But Neusner reminds us that it is only bad if one 
has a Christian perspective. What is “good” and 
“bad” depends upon one’s religious standpoint as 
well.

Even more important, Sanders’s reading of 
the Jewish sources is debatable. Mark Elliott in a 
detailed work argues, contra Sanders, that only a 
remnant will actually be saved on the final day, and 
the remnant consists of those who have kept the 
law.6 Hence, works seem to play a more vital role 
for final salvation than Sanders suggests. Friedrich 
Avemarie conducted a careful survey of Tannaitic 
literature, noting that election and works stand in 
an unresolved tension in the literature.7 In some 
cases the emphasis appears to be on election and 
grace, and in other instances upon the works of 
human beings. A clear verdict supporting a gra-
cious pattern of religion cannot be verified. Simi-
larly, Andrew Das and Simon Gathercole maintain 
that final vindication according to works plays a 
significant role in Jewish literature, and Das, in 
particular, notes the demand for perfect obedi-
ence regularly appears.8 Finally, the first volume 
on Justification and Variegated Nomism illustrates 
that some Second Temple writings conform to 
Sanders’s paradigm, but there are also quite a few 
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instances where we find a focus on works-righ-
teousness and covenantal nomism does not fit.9 

How should we assess the recent scholarship 
that questions Sanders’s paradigm? Obviously,  
I cannot demonstrate in a short essay that Sand-
ers’s view is mistaken. Still, the contemporary 
debate over covenantal nomism in Second Tem-
ple Judaism is illuminating for our purposes. Too 
many today assume that Sanders’s view is correct, 
acting as if it has been demonstrated that the Juda-
ism of Paul’s day promoted a theology of grace 
and was not a religion of works-righteousness. In 
fact, no consensus exists on the nature of Second  
Temple Judaism. Not surprisingly, scholars assess 
the evidence differently, so we do not have an open 
and shut case on the view of salvation in the Juda-
ism of Paul’s day. One cannot simply wave Sand-
ers’s book in the air and proclaim that the debate 
is over, for there is significant evidence that some 
sectors of Judaism promoted works-righteousness.

A further conclusion follows. If some modern 
scholars see a focus on obeying the law for salva-
tion in Judaism, there is no reason to doubt that 
Paul may have done the same. Indeed, we must be 
open to what is historically new and creative. Even 
if virtually all of Paul’s contemporaries thought 
Judaism was a religion of grace, it is historically 
possible that Paul advanced another viewpoint, 
and this would in part explain the disjunction 
between Judaism and Christianity in subsequent 
history. Another possibility presents itself as 
well. Judaism may have been theoretically a reli-
gion of grace but in actuality practiced legalism. 
Scholars may protest that this is an irrational last 
resort kind of argument and say, “Where is the 
evidence?” Scholars, however, face the danger of 
being tone deaf to everyday life. Those of us who 
have grown up in the Christian church know that 
legalism is rife in our churches, even though we 
have a theology of grace. Our theology of grace has 
a funny way of getting squeezed out in practice. 
The same could be true of Judaism as well. 

 

re-Thinking The  
new PerSPecTive
Works of the Law

So far I haven’t provided any evidence that Paul 
himself thought Judaism was legalistic. Before 
examining some evidence in Paul, however, one 
text from the gospels will be brought in: Luke 
18:9-14. I would argue that these are the words 
of the historical Jesus, and hence reflect his view-
point in the late 20s or early 30s A.D. But even if 
someone were to say that these are not the words 
of Jesus, they reflect the view of early Christians. 
The passage is well-known and the details do not 
need to be rehearsed here. What is quite evident 
is that the Pharisee was full of pride and expected 
a reward because of his religious practices, which 
exceeded the demands of the law. Astonishingly, 
Jesus proclaims that the tax-collector was justified 
rather than the Pharisee, showing that one’s stand-
ing before God is in view. The Pharisee’s religion 
was a form of self-exaltation, and it seems that he 
viewed his obedience as earning a final reward. 
Since he viewed his obedience as deserving a final 
reward, he was guilty of legalism. Why did Jesus 
criticize the works-righteousness of the Pharisee? 
He did not raise the issue for theoretical and aca-
demic reasons. He uttered the parable because 
self-righteousness and legalism were a practical 
problem faced by his contemporaries. The NT isn’t 
in the habit of engaging in a polemic over matters 
that have nothing to do with everyday life.

This brings us to Paul. Let’s begin by thinking 
of “works of law” (erga nomou). New perspective 
readings typically claim that works of law refer 
to boundary markers that separate Jews and 
Gentiles, focusing on purity laws, circumcision, 
and Sabbath.10 The new perspective has actually, 
whether or not one agrees with its interpretation 
of works of law, reminded us of something very 
important here. The division between Jews and 
Gentiles, and the inclusion of the Gentiles was a 
very important theme for Paul. It is evident from 
reading Galatians, Romans, and Ephesians (which 
I take to be Pauline) that the inclusion of the Gen-
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tiles into the one people of God through Christ 
was a major issue for Paul. A defense of the old 
perspective does not lead to the conclusion that 
we can’t learn anything from the new perspective.

Let’s assume for the sake of argument that the 
new perspective view of works of law is entirely 
true, so that works of law focuses on boundary 
markers instead of the whole law. If this is true, 
Paul teaches that one does not receive the Spirit 
or justification by virtue of being Jewish (Rom 
3:20, 28: Gal 2:16; 3:2, 5). One is saved by faith in 
Christ or by the faithfulness of Christ.11 Even if the 
new perspective interpretation of works of law is 
correct (which I will argue shortly is improbable), 
it is likely that notions of merit were still in the 
hearts and minds of those who kept the boundary 
markers. Such a conclusion appears to be borne 
out by the universality of human experience. It 
seems probable that Jews who kept the boundary 
markers did not merely think, “We are saved sim-
ply because we are Jews, because we belong to the 
people of God and are included in the covenant.” 
They quite likely thought as well: “Those who 
aren’t keeping the law are sinners and are failing 
to do what the law commands.” Typically, when 
there is ethnic tension between two groups, say 
the German and the Irish, Germans don’t think 
they are better than the Irish simply because they 
are German and keep German customs. Almost 
inevitably they also think of themselves as mor-
ally superior to the Irish. It is doubtful that people 
2000 years ago thought differently about such 
matters. Indeed, the parable of the Pharisee and 
tax-collector suggests they didn’t.

In any case, the notion that works of law is 
restricted to or focuses on boundary markers 
should be rejected.12 Evidence from both Gala-
tians and Romans indicates that works of law 
refers to all that is commanded in the law. The 
phrase itself is most naturally taken to refer to the 
entire law, so that it designates all the commands 
or deeds required by the law (Gal 2:16; 3:2, 5, 10). 
Paul slides easily from “works of law” (erga nomou) 
to “law” (nomou) and the latter term almost cer-

tainly refers to the entire law. Hence, in the same 
context where Paul speaks of works of law (2:16), 
he insists that righteousness does not come via 
the law but by God’s grace (2:21) and speaks of 
dying to law (2:19). Interestingly, when Paul que-
ries whether the Spirit is received by works of law 
or by hearing with faith (3:2, 5), he inserts in the 
midst of the argument a contrast between the flesh 
and the Spirit (3:3). The contrast is illuminating, 
for it reveals that the problem with works of law 
is a reliance on self-effort and human autonomy 
instead of the supernatural work of God’s Spirit, 
suggesting a focus on doing the law and on one’s 
own moral accomplishments. The wording of Gal 
3:10 is particularly important. Works of law are 
further defined by the words “all things written 
in the Book of the Law.” This is the closest Paul 
comes to a definition of works of law, and the 
emphasis is clearly on keeping the whole law (cf. 
5:3). The law focuses on doing all that is contained 
in it (3:12; cf. 6:13), and is described in terms of a 
covenant given to Moses with all the statutes con-
tained therein (3:17). The law is closely related to 
“transgressions” (Gal 3:19), and it is quite unlikely 
that such transgressions can be limited to bound-
ary markers. The law’s role as a custodian cannot 
be limited to those precepts that divide Jews from 
Gentiles (3:24-25), and this is borne out in Gala-
tians, for the Galatians desire to be “under the 
law” (4:21). It is artificial to segregate “law” from 
“works of law” in Galatians, and hence it is most 
convincing to define works of law as referring to 
all the deeds required by the law. But if that is the 
case, then it clearly follows that the Galatians were 
attempting to be justified by their performance of 
the law, and such an interpretation squares with 
the Reformers’ reading of Galatians.

Romans also supports the idea that “works of 
law” refers to the entire law. The phrase occurs 
twice in Romans and in both places Paul asserts 
that righteousness is not obtained by works of 
law (Rom 3:20, 28). Is there a focus on boundary 
markers? No. The summary statement about sin 
folded between 3:20 and 3:28 assists us in deter-
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mining why righteousness does not come via 
works of law, “For all have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God” (3:23). This is simply another 
way of saying that no one can be righteous by the 
law. And what is the reason? Human sin—the fail-
ure to do everything required by the law. Such a 
reading of works of law is confirmed by the larger 
context in which 3:20, 28 occur (2:17-29 and 3:9-
20). In 2:17-29 the Jews are charged with trans-
gression of the law. Paul does not criticize them for 
their nationalism per se or for excluding Gentiles 
from the promise. The advantages listed in 2:17-20 
and 2:25 are not sinful per se, for the covenantal 
advantage the Jews enjoyed was not something 
that was inherently wrong. It was a gift of God. 
Paul clarifies, however, that Jewish privileges 
turn into the wrong kind of nationalistic pride if 
they are not accompanied by obedience. The sins 
mentioned are moral infractions of the law: steal-
ing, adultery, and robbing temples (2:21-22). And 
when circumcision is raised as a topic, the Jews are 
not rebuked for excluding Gentiles (2:25-29). The 
problem seems to be a magical conception of cir-
cumcision so that they conceived of it as protect-
ing them from God’s wrath. Paul insists, however, 
that circumcision is of no avail if they don’t keep 
the law as a whole. Again, the sins of the Jews are 
moral violations of the law. In the same way, Paul 
summarizes in 3:9-18 with a catena of OT texts 
the sins of all, both Jews and Gentiles. Doubtless 
exclusivism and nationalism are sinful, but the 
focus in the context lies elsewhere. Paul rejects 
the idea that anyone is righteous and that anyone 
does what is good (3:10-12). The sinfulness of all 
is betrayed by the poisonous speech that degrades 
and savages others (3:13-14). Nor is sin restricted 
to the area of speech but it expresses itself in evil 
actions like the shedding of blood (3:15-17). The 
fundamental and root sin is the failure to fear God 
(3:18). Both 2:17-29 and 3:9-18 help us to define 
works of law, for when Paul says that the works 
of the law do not justify in 3:20 he is summarizing 
the previous argument. And we have seen that in 
the previous verses that the Jews are indicted for 

moral violations. Indeed, the logic of 3:20 is most 
naturally understood to support this view. Works 
of law do not justify because (gar) through the law 
comes the realization of sin. 

The understanding of works of law defended 
here is strengthened by Paul ’s use of the term 
“works” in Romans. In chapter 3 the phrase “works 
of law” (erga nomou) appears twice (3:20, 28), but 
in chapter 4 the term “works” (erga) occurs alone 
(4:2, 6, and note the verbal form [ergazomai] in 
4:4, 5). It is quite clear that the term “works” can-
not refer to the boundary markers of the law, for 
Abraham did not live under the law. Clearly the 
word “works” refers to deeds or actions in general. 
Abraham wasn’t justified by working for God but 
because he believed in the God who justifies the 
ungodly. Furthermore, there is clearly a polemic 
against legalism here—one that was implied with 
the use of works of law in 3:20, 28. If Abraham 
did the requisite works for justification he could 
boast (4:2), i.e., he could brag that he had accom-
plished such a feat. But Paul rejects such a notion, 
for Abraham was not right with God by doing but 
by trusting (4:3). Verses 4-5 make this even clearer. 
In v. 4 an illustration from employment is used. 
If one receives wages on the basis of works, then 
payment is not a gift but a debt. Verse 4 illustrates 
concisely the principle of works-righteousness or 
merit. Those who meet the standard and do the 
required work deserve to be paid. If one does the 
works demanded for justification, then they are 
rewarded with life eternal.13 N. T. Wright recog-
nizes a polemic against legalism here, though he 
downplays it by saying it is a secondary motif.14 
Against Wright it doesn’t seem to be secondary at 
all, for Paul emphasizes this theme in vv. 2-5. Righ-
teousness can’t be obtained by works since all are 
sinners (3:23). Even Abraham himself was ungodly 
(4:5), for he was an idolater like the rest of his fam-
ily (Josh 24:2). Hence, righteousness comes not 
by working for God but by trusting in God. Here 
is the heart and soul of the gospel. Right-standing 
with God is a gift granted to those who trust in the 
atoning sacrifice of Christ (3:21-26).
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Many of those who endorse the new perspective 
claim that boundary markers are an issue since 
Paul brings up circumcision in 4:9-12. I agree that 
the inclusion of the Gentiles is an important theme 
in Romans 4, but the inclusion of the Gentiles is 
not the primary theme in 4:1-8. In the first section 
of the chapter we have an old perspective argu-
ment against works-righteousness. The new per-
spective sees something important when it focuses 
on the inclusion of the Gentiles, and we should 
embrace that truth, but if it rejects the insights of 
the Reformers and the old perspective, it sunders 
what God meant to be kept together. 

Others follow R ichard Hays, claiming that 
4:1-8 is actually about inclusion of the Gentiles 
by translating 4:1, “What shall we say? Have we 
found Abraham to be our forefather according to 
the flesh?”15 This rendering should be rejected for 
two reasons. First, vv. 2-8, as noted above, do not 
focus on issues of ethnicity and exclusion of Gen-
tiles but on works versus faith. Second, it is more 
likely that the verse should be translated, “What 
shall we say that Abraham, our forefather accord-
ing to the flesh, has found?” If Hays were correct 
we would expect the inclusion of “we” (hēmas) as 
the subject of the infinitive. Given its absence it 
is more natural to take “Abraham” as the subject, 
and hence the reading proposed by Hays should 
be rejected. 

We have seen that Paul engages in a polemic 
against works-righteousness in 4:1-5 as he dis-
cusses the case of Abraham. The forgiveness David 
received, recounted in vv. 6-8, also does not fit 
with a new perspective reading. David celebrates 
his forgiveness—his “righteousness apart from 
works” (v. 6). The term “works” here certainly 
does not refer to the boundary markers. David 
did not need forgiveness because of a failure to 
receive circumcision or because he violated food 
laws or because he did not keep the Sabbath. Nor 
is there any evidence here that David’s nationalism 
or exclusion of Gentiles is in mind. In Psalm 32, 
cited in Rom 4:7-8, the focus is on David’s moral 
failings—most likely his murder of Uriah and his 

adultery with Bathsheba. This text clearly supports 
the old perspective. Righteousness is received as 
a gift, not on the basis of works that are accom-
plished. Paul ties righteousness and forgiveness 
very closely together in vv. 6-7, showing that righ-
teousness here is another way of talking about for-
giveness of sins.

Another crucial passage to understand the 
meaning of “works” (erga) in Paul is Rom 9:30-
10:8. Some new perspective proponents see a 
focus on ethnocentricism and nationalism in 
these verses.16 Space is lacking to delve into the 
text deeply. We should notice immediately that 
the term used is “works” not “works of law.” Fur-
thermore, nothing is said about boundary markers 
in the near context. The text does not breathe a 
word about circumcision, food laws, or Sabbath. 
Paul emphasizes in these verses a polarity between 
doing and believing. Israel’s problem is not identi-
fied as their exclusivism but as lack of faith (9:32). 
Apparently they believed they could be righteous 
by their works (9:32). This is the most natural way 
to read 10:3 as well. Israel tried to establish its 
righteousness by works instead of resting on God’s 
righteousness which is a gift granted to those who 
trust him (10:3). Israel attempted to establish righ-
teousness based on performance instead of relying 
on the righteousness that is available by faith in 
Christ (10:6-8). The Reformers constantly empha-
sized that human beings try to secure their righ-
teousness based on their performance rather than 
trusting in what God has done in Christ, and such 
a reading fits with what Paul teaches in Romans. Is 
it anti-Semitic? Absolutely not. Paul doesn’t reflect 
on a problem unique to Jews, but a problem shared 
by all human beings.

Philippians 3:2-9 also reflects a polemic against 
works-righteousness. Paul warns the Philippians 
about opponents who threaten the gospel. Is part 
of the emphasis on ethnocentricism? Probably. 
The opponents clearly advocated circumcision 
(Phil 3:2), and membership in Israel was appar-
ently important to them (3:5). The goal in exegesis 
is to listen to every text fairly. The new perspec-
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tive rightly emphasizes the sociological dimen-
sion of certain texts. We can be grateful for such 
a reminder, especially in the western world which 
is fiercely individualistic. Still, there is no need 
to posit an either-or here. Paul does not merely 
refer to ethnic badges; he also zeros in on what one 
does. He emphasizes that he observed the law as a 
Pharisee (3:5), that his zeal manifested itself in the 
persecution of the church, and that his righteous-
ness under the law was blameless (3:6). The reli-
ance upon the flesh (3:3-4) cannot be restricted to 
boundary markers but also pertains to activity, to 
what one has accomplished. Indeed, Paul specifi-
cally contrasts “a righteousness of my own” with 
“righteousness from (ek) God” (3:9). The latter is 
a gift bestowed by grace for those who believe. The 
former focuses on self-actualization and human 
performance and hence panders to pride.

The later Pauline letters also support what is 
often called the old perspective.17 Now some think 
these letters (Ephesians, the Pastorals) are not gen-
uinely Pauline. I would differ with this assessment, 
but even if they were written by a later Pauline dis-
ciple they would show how one of the first Pauline 
disciples understood the Pauline teaching and 
applied it to a new generation. What is quite strik-
ing is how these letters fit with how the Reformers 
understood Paul. The contribution of the new per-
spective is not absent (though the Reformers saw 
this too!), for Eph 2:11-3:13 emphasizes the inclu-
sion of the Gentiles into the one people of God. 
When the issue of works arises, however, Paul does 
not use the term works of law but simply the word 
“works” (erga). For instance, in Eph 2:8-9 salvation 
is presented as a gift, not the product of one’s own 
effort. Paul specifically rules out works to exclude 
all boasting (Eph 2:9). The text attains Calvin’s 
goal of lucid brevity. If salvation is obtained by 
one’s own works then one could boast about one’s 
contribution. Since salvation, on the contrary, is 
by faith, there is no room for human boasting. 
Clearly Paul included these words because some 
were tempted to boast in their works and to look 
to them as the basis of their salvation. So too, in 2 

Tim 1:9 salvation is ascribed to God’s eternal pur-
pose and grace rather than human works. Such a 
statement fits with Rom 11:5-6 where God’s elect-
ing grace, as Luther emphasized in his debate with 
Erasmus, is tied to salvation by grace instead of 
works.18 Finally, Titus 3:5 points us in the same 
direction. Works are clearly defined in terms of 
accomplishing “those things which we did in righ-
teousness.”19 And salvation is not obtained by such 
works but by God’s mercy. 

To sum up, works of law refers to the entire law 
in Paul, and Paul’s use of the related term “works” 
shows that he engaged in a polemic against works-
righteousness. Justification cannot be merited or 
earned by works but is given to those who put their 
faith in Jesus Christ.

Called and Converted?
Krister Stendahl argued that Paul was called 

as an apostle to the Gentiles, but he was not con-
verted to a new religion.20 Others have followed 
Stendahl in this judgment. I will argue here that 
Stendahl’s position is unpersuasive, that it is more 
in accord with the evidence to say that Paul was 
both called and converted. But before addressing 
this issue textually a couple of preliminary obser-
vations should be made. Paul didn’t operate with 
the modern category of “religion,” and so even to 
speak of changing “religion” is a bit distorting. 
Paul clearly believed that faith in Christ fulfilled 
the OT scriptures, and that he stood in line with 
the promises made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
The law and the prophets were fulfilled through 
God’s righteousness revealed in Jesus Christ (Rom 
3:21). Jesus as the Messiah fulfilled the covenant 
made with David (Rom 1:3; 2 Tim 2:8). Paul was 
convinced that he served God just as his ancestors 
did (2 Tim. 1:3). It would be quite misleading to 
think of Paul as repudiating the faith enshrined 
in the OT scriptures. Furthermore, there is no 
doubt that Paul believed that he was called, like 
the prophets were called of old, to proclaim the 
gospel. In Gal 1:11-17, where Paul relates his call 
to be an apostle, he draws on the language of the 
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call of Isaiah (Isa 49:1) and Jeremiah (Jer 1:5) as 
prophets. The emphasis in the text is clearly on 
Paul’s calling as an apostle to the Gentiles. There 
is no doubt that Paul on the Damascus Road was 
called to ministry.

The question before us, then, needs a sharp pro-
file. It is not terribly helpful to ask if Paul converted 
to a new religion, for Paul would not see his faith 
in Christ as a departure from OT revelation but 
as a fulfillment of OT teaching. Nor is there any 
dispute on whether Paul was called as an apostle 
to the Gentiles. The question that must be posed is 
this: did Paul believe that before he met Christ on 
the Damascus Road that he was headed for escha-
tological destruction rather than eschatological 
salvation? The answer I will argue is “yes.” There 
is clear evidence that Paul believed that he was 
called and converted and hence saved from escha-
tological judgment on the Damascus Road.

Several pieces of evidence need to be consid-
ered here. Paul certainly believed that his faith in 
Christ fulfilled the OT, but that is not the same 
thing as saying that Paul in his own personal life 
was truly a member of God’s people before Christ 
appeared to him since up to that point he had 
failed to believe in the Messiah which the OT 
scriptures predicted. In Gal 1:13-14 Paul speaks 
of his “former life in Judaism” (v. 13), his perse-
cution of the church, and his zeal for the ances-
tral traditions before the revelation of Christ on 
the Damascus Road. What is telling is that Paul 
describes Judaism as part of his past life. Since 
he encountered Jesus Christ, he did not consider 
himself to be part of Judaism but as belonging to 
the church of Jesus Christ. Only after the Damas-
cus Road did Paul consider himself to be part of 
God’s true assembly, the qāhāl of the Lord. Paul 
did not think he was genuinely a member of the 
people of God when he was trying to destroy the 
church. This is confirmed elsewhere in Galatians, 
for Paul insists that those who proclaim or receive 
another gospel are anathema (1:8-9), i.e., they will 
face eschatological destruction. This is the same 
anathema that Paul pronounces over his fellow-

Jews who refuse to believe in Christ in Rom 9:3. 
Some interpreters, of course, argue that Paul does 
not require Jews to believe in Christ in Romans 
9-11. Space forbids wrestling with that question 
here, but there are compelling reasons to conclude 
that the Jews, according to Paul in Romans 9-11, 
had to believe in Christ to be saved.21

Philippians 3:2-9 also supports the idea that 
Paul was converted. The opponents were almost 
certainly Jewish, for they advocated circumci-
sion (Phil 3:2). In this case it even looks as if they 
believed Jesus was the Messiah. But this was not 
enough for Paul, since he identifies them as “dogs,” 
i.e., unclean animals who were not part of the peo-
ple of God (cf. 2 Pet 2:22; Rev 22:15). In consider-
ing the opponents Paul reflects on his past as well, 
itemizing the reasons (Phil 3:5-6) why he could 
place his “confidence in the f lesh” (3:4). Part of 
that confidence could be traced to Paul’s former 
persecution of the church, and his ardent devo-
tion to the law (3:6, 9). But a dramatic change 
occurred. After encountering Christ, Paul enjoyed 
righteousness from God rather than his own (3:9). 
He “lost” his past life but “gained” Christ (3:7-8). 
Paul alludes here to the words of Jesus who spoke 
of those who “gained” the whole world but “lost” 
their soul (Matt . 16:25-26). The clear implication 
is that Paul, when he was persecuting the church 
and clinging to his own righteousness, was lost 
in terms of eschatological salvation. After the 
Damascus Road he enjoyed true righteousness 
from God and was truly part of the people of God.

When Paul considers his persecution of the 
church, it seems quite clear that he was an unbe-
liever before the Damascus Road. He considered 
himself unworthy to be an apostle because he per-
secuted the church (1 Cor 15:9; cf. Eph 3:8). His 
new life is ascribed entirely to grace (1 Cor 15:10). 
First Timothy 1:12-16 particularly supports the 
idea that Paul was converted. Again some schol-
ars (wrongly in my judgment) dismiss this text 
as inauthentic, but even if the letter was by a later 
Pauline disciple it reflects one of the earliest com-
mentaries on what happened on the Damascus 
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Road. Paul identifies himself pre-Damascus Road 
as “a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent oppo-
nent” (v. 13). Further, he describes himself as “the 
foremost” of sinners (v. 15). Was Paul a believer 
when he was blaspheming and persecuting the 
church? Clearly not, for he emphasizes here that 
“Christ Jesus came . . . to save sinners” like him 
(v. 15). Before Paul’s conversion he was a sinner, 
and unsaved, for he “acted ignorantly in unbelief ” 
(v. 13). When Jesus appeared to him, however, 
he was a recipient of “mercy” (v. 13), “grace,” and 
“love” (v. 14). Indeed, Paul views his conversion 
as exemplary of the salvation of those who would 
put their faith in Christ and receive “eternal life” 
(v. 16). Apparently Paul did not have “eternal life” 
before the Damascus Road, when Jesus appeared 
to him he was saved.

When we put the accounts together that speak 
of Paul’s call on the Damascus Road, the evidence 
that he was both called and converted is compel-
ling. Before Jesus appeared to him, Paul belonged 
to Judaism, persecuted God’s true assembly, 
trusted his own righteousness, put his confidence 
in the f lesh, had worldly gain, was unworthy to 
be an apostle, was insolent, a blasphemer, and a 
persecutor. But on the Damascus Road he experi-
enced the grace and mercy and love of God, gained 
Christ, was righteous by faith, turned from unbe-
lief to belief, enjoyed eternal life, and was saved.

Justification22

The idea that justification does not play a cen-
tral role in Pauline theology did not begin with 
the new perspective, for we already see such judg-
ments in Wrede and Schweitzer.23 Sanders picks 
up the same theme from Schweitzer, seeing par-
ticipation with Christ rather than justification as 
the center of Paul’s thought.24 Dunn maintains 
that Luther misunderstood Paul in formulating 
his view of justification.25 My aim here is not to 
defend justification as the central theme of Paul’s 
theology, though it is more central than its detrac-
tors claim.26 For instance, some maintain that we 
do not find the theme in Paul’s earliest letters, such 

as 1 Thessalonians,27 but the idea of final vindica-
tion is present conceptually, and hence the notion 
that the idea of justification is absent is exagger-
ated. Paul clearly teaches that believers will escape 
God’s anger at the last judgment because of the 
saving work of Jesus Christ (1 Thess 1:10; 5:9). 
Similarly, in 1 Cor 15:1-5 forgiveness of sin is 
achieved through Christ’s cross and resurrection 
(cf. 2 Cor 5:18-21), and this constitutes the heart 
of the gospel.28

How should the verb “ justify” (dikaioō) be 
defined in Paul? It refers to God’s judicial ver-
dict which announces that those who belong to 
Christ (those who are united to Christ in his death 
and resurrection) are not guilty before God.29 
God’s eschatological verdict has been declared 
in advance for those who put their trust in Jesus 
Christ, but his declaration is hidden from the 
world and those who belong to Christ cling to 
this verdict by faith.30 Those who are justified are 
guaranteed that they will be spared from God’s 
wrath on the day of judgment (Rom 5:9). God will 
announce to the entire world on the last day the 
verdict that those who belong to Christ are not 
guilty. God’s verdict is effective, not in the sense 
that “justify” means “make righteous” as Augus-
tine thought, but in the sense that those who trust 
in Christ are truly righteous in God’s sight since 
they are united with Christ. 

The forensic and legal character of the term 
“justify” (dikaioō) derives from the verbal form 
of tsadeq in the OT. Judges should declare the 
r ighteous to be innocent and condemn the 
wicked (Deut 25:1; cf. 2 Sam 15:4; 1 Kgs 8:31–32; 
2 Chron 6:23; Prov 17:15; Isa 5:23).31 Judges do 
not “make” anyone righteous. They pronounce on 
what is in fact the case—if they are judges who 
have integrity. God as a righteous judge will deter-
mine on the last day whether Paul is acquitted or 
condemned (1 Cor 4:4). In the same way, a dec-
laration of righteousness is obviously intended in 
the expression, “the doers of the law will be justi-
fied” (Rom 2:13). Romans 8:33 is clearly forensic, 
“Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It 
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is God who justifies.” On the last day at the divine 
tribunal all charges will be dismissed against those 
whom God has chosen because God’s declaration 
is the only one that matters in the courtroom.

W h at  a bout  t he  nou n “r i g ht e ou s ne s s” 
(dikaiosynē) and the phrase “righteousness 
of God” (dikaiosynē theou) in Paul? Before 
answering that question, we must step aside 
briefly to correct a view of righteousness that 
veers off course. It is quite common in scholar-
ship to find scholars saying that righteousness lan-
guage in Paul never has the idea of punishment but 
relates only to salvation. But this view is clearly 
mistaken. Romans 3:5 teaches that God mani-
fests his judging righteousness at the eschaton. In 
addition, the day of eschatological wrath in 2:5 is 
described as the “revelation of “God’s righteous 
judgment.” Indeed, there are good reasons to think 
that in Rom 3:21-26 Paul uses the term righteous-
ness to denote both the saving (vv. 21-22) and the 
judging righteousness (vv. 25-26) of God, so that 
both the saving and judging righteousness of God 
meet at the cross. In this way God is both “just” 
(judging righteousness) and “the justifier” (saving 
righteousness). 

Perhaps the failure to see any reference to judg-
ing righteousness stems from an overemphasis on 
the covenantal dimensions of righteousness, for 
God’s judging righteousness demonstrates that 
righteousness also has to do with conformity to 
a norm, and norms and relationships should not 
be separated from one another.32 Often those who 
support the new perspective say that God’s righ-
teousness should be defined as his faithfulness to 
the covenant.33 The OT background plays a vital 
role here, for in the OT righteousness occurs in 
Hebrew parallelism with God’s truth, mercy, and 
salvation (Ps 31:1; 36:10; 40:10; 71:2; 88:10–12; 
98:2–3; 143:1; Isa 46:13; 51:5–8). A very impor-
tant distinction must be recognized at this point. 
God’s saving actions (his saving righteousness) 
fulfill his covenantal promises, but this should not 
be confused with saying that that righteousness 
should be defined as covenantal faithfulness.34 It 

would be a mistake, for instance, to argue from the 
parallels in the Hebrew text that “mercy” means 
“truth,” “salvation” means “mercy,” and “righteous-
ness” means “truth,” as if every word has the same 
definition. If every term has the same meaning as 
the other terms with which it appears in parallel-
ism, then we are virtually saying that every word 
has the same meaning, which is quite unlikely.35

I will argue here that when Paul uses the word 
“righteousness” and “righteousness of God” in 
theologically weighty texts he refers to the gift of 
God granted to believers. In other words, the noun 
is forensic just like the verb. Paul often says that 
human beings are righteous by faith (e.g., Rom 
1:17; 3:22, 26; 4:3, 5, 9, 13; 9:30; 10:4; Gal 2:16; 
3:6, 11; 5:5; Phil 3:9).36 In such contexts righteous-
ness by faith is contrasted with righteousness by 
works. Righteousness is obviously a gift in these 
texts, for it is not the one who works but the one 
who believes who is righteous before God (Rom 
4:4–5). Nor is faith conceived of as a “work” that 
merits a declaration of righteousness. Faith saves 
because it looks entirely to what God has done for 
believers in Christ. It rests on Christ’s death and 
resurrection for forgiveness of sins and justifica-
tion (Rom. 3:21–26; 4:25). Believers are righteous 
because they are united to Christ in his death and 
resurrection.37

The forensic character of righteousness is also 
supported by the connection forged between 
righteousness and forgiveness, and righteous-
ness and reckoning. David’s forgiveness of sins 
is also described as his justification—his being 
in the right before God (Rom 4:6–8). The term 
“righteousness” cannot refer here to David’s ethi-
cal transformation. It calls attention to the wip-
ing clean of David’s slate, so that he now stands in 
the right before God by virtue of the forgiveness 
of his sins. Paul often teaches that righteousness 
is reckoned (logizomai) to believers. God counts 
or reckons to believers something that they do 
not inherently possess, i.e., he counts them as 
righteous before him (Rom 3:28; 4:3–6, 8–11, 
22–24; 9:8; Gal. 3:6). Indeed, such righteousness 
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is counted to those who believe, not to those who 
work. God does not “count” sins against those who 
have put their faith in Christ (2 Cor 5:19). This is a 
strange reckoning or counting indeed when those 
who have done evil are considered to be righteous. 
This fits with the notion that believers have received 
“the free gift of righteousness” (Rom 5:17).

Should “the righteousness of God” (dikaiosynē 
theou) also be understood as a divine gift from 
God, so that it is forensic (esp. Rom 1:17; 3:21–22; 
10:3; 2 Cor. 5:21)? My answer is yes but further 
explanation is necessary. That the “righteousness 
of God” refers to a divine gift is clear in Phil 3:9, 
where Paul speaks of “the righteousness from 
God” (tēn ek theou dikaiosynēn). The righteous-
ness is not Paul’s own, deriving from his obser-
vance of the law. It is a righteousness from God 
himself, obtained by faith in Jesus Christ. Phi-
lippians 3:9, then, provides an important clue as 
to how we should interpret God’s righteousness 
(dikaiosynē theou) in Rom 1:17; 3:21–22. It refers 
to God’s saving righteousness, given as a gift to 
those who believe. The lack of the preposition 
“from” (ek) in the texts in Romans is not decisive, 
for in both instances the same subject is treated: 
the saving righteousness of God that is given to 
those who believe.

There are good reasons to think that the geni-
tive “of God” (theou) in the phrase “righteousness 
of God” denotes a righteousness from God and 
a righteousness that belongs to God.38 Romans 
1:16-18 is instructive here, for in short order Paul 
mentions God’s power, his righteousness, and his 
wrath (vv. 16-18). Each of the genitives should be 
identified as a genitive of source. God’s anger and 
power and righteousness all come from him. At 
the same time the genitives also describe qualities 
that belong to God. There is no need to choose 
between a genitive of source and a descriptive gen-
itive here. God is powerful, righteous, and wrath-
ful, but the point of the text is that God’s power, 
his righteousness, and anger are given to or poured 
out upon human beings.

Some might object that the alleged parallel 

between righteousness of God in Romans and 
Philippians does not work, precisely since Philip-
pians refers to righteousness from (ek theou) and 
Romans only of the righteousness of God (theou). 
But we should not impose upon Paul a technical 
terminology, so that we demand that he use the 
exact same phrase in every instance. Paul could 
certainly communicate the same truth with 
slightly different wording. Most important, the 
remarkable parallels between Romans 10 and Phil 
3:2-9 indicate that in both texts the righteousness 
of God has the same meaning. The commonali-
ties between the two texts preclude the idea that 
a wedge should be driven between the meaning 
“righteousness of God” simply because Philip-
pians adds the preposition (“from,” ek). The fol-
lowing parallels should be noted: (1) Israel had 
a “zeal for God” (Rom 10:2), and Paul expressed 
his “zeal” in persecuting the church (Phil 3:6). 
Paul’s criticism of Israel in Romans 10 matches his 
indictment of his former life in Philippians 3. (2) 
Paul contrasts righteousness by law and righteous-
ness by faith (Rom 10:4-8; Phil 3:9). (3) More spe-
cifically, we see a parallel between Israel’s quest to 
establish its own righteousness (Rom 10:3), which 
is a “righteousness that is based on the law” and 
Paul’s focus on “a righteousness of my own that 
comes from the law” (Phil 3:9). The remarkable 
similarities in subject matter which tie Romans 10 
and Philippians 3 together strongly suggest that 
righteousness in Romans 10 does not have a dif-
ferent definition from what we see in Philippians 
3. In the latter text, righteousness clearly is a gift 
given to sinners—a declaration that those who 
have failed to keep the law but who have trusted 
in Jesus Christ stand in the right before God. In 
other words, Philippians emphasizes that righ-
teousness is a gift from God. The same gift charac-
ter of righteousness is also in view in Romans 10, 
but Romans 10 also suggests that the righteous-
ness given by God also belongs to God.

If the parallels between righteousness of God 
in Philippians 3 and Romans 10 stand, we can go 
further. If righteousness refers to the gift of God 
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in Romans 10 it is highly unlikely that Paul means 
anything different in Rom 1:17; 3:21–22 since he 
uses the exact same expression in every instance. 
When Paul refers to God’s righteousness in declar-
ing sinners to be in the right before him by faith in 
Christ, he has in mind the gift of righteousness—
God’s declaration that sinners are not guilty. Paul 
would confuse the readers if in some instances he 
used the term “righteousness of God” to refer to a 
gift of a righteous status from God and in others 
of a divine activity that transforms believers. The 
simplest hypothesis is that righteousness should 
be assigned the same meaning in texts that address 
the same subject. Otherwise, Paul would need to 
explain much more clearly that he was offering a 
new definition. 

2 Corinthians 5:21 confirms that righteous-
ness refers to a divine gift.39 God made Christ to 
be sin, even though he was without sin, so that 
believers would “in him ... become the righteous-
ness of God.” Believers by virtue of their union 
with Christ in both his death and resurrection (cf. 
Rom 4:25; 6:1-10) enjoy a righteousness that is 
given to them. This righteousness is clearly a gift, 
for it is given to them by God by virtue of the cross 
work of Jesus Christ. The gift character of God’s 
righteousness is explicated by 2 Cor 5:19, for there 
Paul explains that it includes the forgiveness of 
sins. The connection between forgiveness of sins 
and God’s righteousness reminds us of Rom 
4:6-8 where, as we saw, Paul forged a close link 
between “righteousness” and forgiveness of sins. 
Here the link is between forgiveness of sins and 
“God’s righteousness.” The connection between 
these two texts (Rom 4:6-8; 2 Cor 5:19-21) sug-
gests that the noun “righteousness” and ”God’s 
righteousness” refer to the gift of righteousness 
from God. In other words, we have a clue here that 
“righteousness” and “righteousness of God” refer 
to the same reality. And that is just what we would 
expect. Paul doesn’t have to add “of God” every 
time he speaks of righteousness. Often it is clear 
in context that he speaks of righteousness which 
is a gift of God. 2 Corinthians 5:21 also explains 

how God could grant the gift of righteousness to 
those who are sinners. The gift of righteousness is 
secured through Christ’s death on the cross. God 
“made him to be sin” so that those who are wicked 
could become righteous. An interchange between 
Christ and sinners is posited here, so that Christ 
takes the place of sinners.

Romans 3:25-26 also explains the rationale 
for Christ’s death.40 The terms “propitiation” 
hilastērion and “blood” (haima) point back to 
the OT cultus. Scholars have ardently debated 
whether hilastērion means “expiation” or “propi-
tiation.”41 The debate presents a false dichotomy, 
for both forgiveness and the turning aside of God’s 
wrath are in view. A reference to God’s wrath is 
contextually grounded, since Rom 1:18 announces 
the revelation of God’s wrath and 2:5 describes the 
final judgment as the day of God’s wrath.

The words following “propitiation” substantiate 
the interpretation offered here. Paul explains that 
Christ was set forth as a mercy seat to demonstrate 
God’s righteousness.42 The context reveals that by 
“righteousness” Paul refers to God’s justice, since 
the text immediately speaks of the sins God passed 
over previously. In other words, God did not pun-
ish fully the sins committed before Christ and his 
failure to punish calls into question his justice. 
Paul maintains that God looked ahead to the cross, 
for there his wrath was appeased since Christ took 
upon himself the sins of human beings. Romans 
3:26 confirms this reading. God is demonstrated 
through the death of Christ to be both “just and 
the justifier” of those who put their faith in Christ. 
God’s justice is satisfied because Christ bore the 
full payment for sin. But God is also the justifier, 
because on the basis of the cross of Christ sinners 
receive forgiveness through faith in Jesus. Romans 
3:21-26 is crucial, for we discover here that both 
the judging and saving righteousness of God meet 
at the cross.

Some dissent from the interpretation defended 
here arguing that the revelation and manifestation 
of God’s saving righteousness apocalyptically in 
history supports a transformative righteousness 
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(Rom 1:17; 3:21).43 Certainly God’s righteous-
ness is an eschatological revelation, but it does 
not follow from this that it involves transforma-
tion. God’s saving gift of righteousness has been 
revealed and manifested through the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. The gift of righteous-
ness certainly leads to a transformed life (cf. 
Romans 6) and is the basis of new life, but it does 
not follow from this that righteousness should be 
defined as being made righteous.

Others support a transformative v iew by 
appealing to Rom 6:7 where Paul says that that 
those who have died with Christ “are justified 
of sin” (Rom 6:7). There are good reasons, how-
ever, to question such an interpretation. We have 
already seen that the verb “justify” (dikaioō) is 
forensic. Hence, to posit a different definition here 
is unlikely. This is not to say that God’s declara-
tion of righteousness and a changed life belong to 
two discrete compartments. The judicial and the 
transformative are related to one another without 
being precisely the same thing. God’s declaration 
that sinners are in the right before him is the foun-
dation for a changed life. A similar argument can 
be made regarding the parallel between the “min-
istry of righteousness” and the “ministry of the 
Spirit” in 2 Cor 3:8–9. It was unthinkable for Paul 
to say that one could be righteous in God’s sight 
without being transformed by the Spirit. And yet it 
does not follow that the transforming power of the 
Spirit and righteousness are precisely the same.44 
Too many of those who defend the transformative 
view argue for identity of meaning from parallel-
ism of terms. Such an approach is flawed, for it col-
lapses the meaning of words so that they become 
virtually indistinguishable.

Believers are justified, therefore, on the basis 
of Christ’s work and because they are united with 
him in his death and resurrection. Justification 
does not describe the ongoing work of the Spirit 
in believers. The ground of justification is not the 
moral transformation of believers, even though 
the transforming work of the Spirit is necessary to 
receive eternal life.

concluSion
The new perspective has reminded us of a truth 

that could be easily forgotten. Jews and Gentiles 
are one in Christ. Ethno-centricism, racism, and 
exclusivism are contrary to the gospel. At the same 
time, the Reformers were right in their proclama-
tion of the gospel, and hence the new perspective 
has over-reacted. There was legalism in Judaism, 
for all human beings, including the Jews, are prone 
to establish their own righteousness based on per-
formance. We have seen in a number of Pauline 
texts that Paul engages in a polemic against those 
who attempted to attain righteousness by works. 
Krister Stendahl rightly emphasized that Paul was 
called on the Damascus Road to preach the gos-
pel to the Gentiles. He is right in what he affirms 
but wrong in what he denies. Paul was both called 
and converted on the Damascus Road. He was not 
only summoned to preach to the Gentiles, but he 
was also called out of darkness into God’s glorious 
light. Finally, I have argued that righteousness lan-
guage in Paul is fundamentally forensic. Believers 
are now in a right relationship with God. This is 
not a legal fiction, for believers truly stand in the 
right before God since they are united to Christ in 
both his death and resurrection. Our righteous-
ness does not lie in ourselves; it is found in Jesus 
Christ crucified and risen.
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1. The new PerSPecTive on Paul

It is a real question as to whether it is proper 
to speak of a “new perspective on Paul.” For at 

least thirty years New Testament scholarship—
especially in the English-speaking world—has 
been occupied with it in one way or another.2 The 

literature on the topic shows no 
sign of abating. Whether one likes 
it or not, engagement is necessary. 
The implications of “the new per-
spective” for the reading of Paul 
(and, in fact, of the entire New Tes-
tament) are so fundamental that 
unless a new paradigm emerges it 
is likely to remain controversial for 
a long time to come. Its continu-
ing attractions lie not merely in the 
questions it raises concerning the 
way in which Christians have read 
Paul, but also in the way in which it 
speaks to contemporary concerns 
about Christian life in the post-
modern world. The proponents of 

the “new perspective on Paul” point to the inclu-
sivity of the gospel, the centrality of Christian 

community, and the need for Christian ethical 
engagement in a way that we must take seriously. 

Although it had significant precedents, the 
“new perspective on Paul” can be said to have had 
its birth in E. P. Sanders’s study Paul and Palestin-
ian Judaism.3 This comparison of Paul with early 
Jewish understandings of salvation gave Sanders’s 
work a measure of influence that none of his pre-
decessors enjoyed and called for a fundamental 
revision of most contemporary Protestant inter-
pretations of Paul. In some measure, therefore, it 
also challenged the reformational reading of Paul 
which informed them.4 We should by all means 
welcome this impetus to reexamine the apostle’s 
relationship to the Judaism of his day and to “the 
traditions of his fathers” (cf. Gal 1:14). The Prot-
estant portraits of Paul against which Sanders 
reacted (and which often still predominate among 
Christian laity) were in need of revision. Even if 
one remains skeptical of the tendency of propo-
nents of the “new perspective” to single out Luther 
as a myopic introvert, a reexamination of the refor-
mational reading of Paul can be a healthy exercise.

What made this “new perspective on Paul” so 
revolutionary? In the first place, Sanders offered 

SBJT 14.3 (2010): 20-35 
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a new paradigm for understanding early Jewish 
soteriology, which he described as “covenantal 
nomism.” According to Sanders, with only minor 
exceptions, the early Jewish sources suppose that 
all those who belong to the covenant God estab-
lished with Abraham are destined for salvation. 
Only those who rebel openly and without repen-
tance are excluded from this covenant. The obedi-
ence that the law required, especially when it is 
seen within the context of repentance and sacrifi-
cial offerings, was only a matter of “staying in” the 
salvation already given to Israel, not a matter of 
“getting in” to the realm of that salvation.

As a result, Sanders called into question those 
portraits of Paul which imagined that his conver-
sion had to do with relief from the demands of the 
law or anxiety over the securing of his eternal state 
through his good works. This was by no means the 
only picture of Judaism which Christian biblical 
scholarship had produced, but it was one of the 
most prominent by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury and served for many as the unexamined basis 
for the interpretation of Paul.5 Sanders pointed 
to many places in early Jewish writings in which 
God’s election of Israel was regarded as the sole 
and secure basis of salvation. In his reading of the 
materials, the concept of grace in early Judaism 
seemed to look much the same as that which many 
Christians attribute to Paul. Paul’s break with his 
past appeared inexplicable on the basis of the older 
way of interpreting him. The problem lay in the 
misconception of “grace.”

Initially at least, Sanders presented the gap 
between Paul’s past and present as a sort of “leap 
of faith.” Before his encounter with Christ, the 
Lord’s election of Israel provided the promise of 
salvation. Afterwards, he knew Christ only as the 
Savior of the world. Some new explanation had to 
be found for the change of direction in Paul’s life, 
and for the dispute he carries out in his letters with 
other Jewish Christians concerning the law, righ-
teousness, faith, and the salvation of Gentiles. That 
new explanation had already been provided. Even 
before Sanders’s study, Krister Stendahl had raised 

objections to the usual way of interpreting Paul’s 
understanding of justification as the freedom of 
forgiveness for a guilt-ridden conscience.6 The 
true purpose of Paul’s teaching on justification 
was the acceptance of Gentiles into the people of 
God as equals alongside their Jewish brothers and 
sisters. The doctrine had to do with mission not 
salvation.7 This conversion of Paul’s understanding 
of justification into a theology of mission has been 
taken up by virtually all the proponents of the 
“new perspective on Paul,” even if they sometimes 
affirm that for Paul justification also has to do with 
the salvation of fallen human beings.8 In varying 
ways, interpreters subsume Paul’s understanding 
of “justification” within God’s election of Israel, 
an election in which Gentiles now may share. 
According to this reading, Paul rejects the valid-
ity of “works of the law” for salvation, not because 
they are inadequate to fulfill the law, but because 
they are “boundary markers” which separate Jews 
from Gentiles, and thus contradict the universality 
of the gospel.9 Not the salvation of the individual, 
but the community of those being saved stands 
alone at the center of interest. In its ethnic concern 
the “new perspective” interprets Paul’s gospel in 
ethical terms. Most proponents of the “new per-
spective” regard the reformational understanding 
of the gospel as lacking ethical relevance, which 
they then seek to correct in a fresh reading of Paul.

It is a question, however, whether this reading 
of Paul brings us anything fresh. Who wouldn’t 
choose inclusion and acceptance over rejection 
and prejudice? Was an encounter with the risen 
Christ necessary for this change of mind? Is the 
image of early Judaism as exclusionary and nation-
alistic any more accurate or sympathetic than older 
views? In the end, the “new perspective” seems to 
offer nothing more than an old, insipid moralism. 
As we shall remind ourselves in a moment, Paul’s 
letters provide a quite different picture—one in 
which a real freshness and newness is present here 
and now within the fallen world. That is certainly 
the case with Paul’s conversion, as he describes 
it in his letters. His absolute break with his past 
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is paradoxically joined to his continuity with it. 
Otherwise he could not speak of Jesus as Israel’s 
Messiah or identify himself with his Jewish broth-
ers and sisters “according to the f lesh.” Nor is it 
explicable in merely moral terms. Paul describes it 
as an act of the Creator who caused light to shine 
out of darkness, and who so spoke and acted to 
create in his heart the light of “the knowledge of 
the glory of God in the person of Jesus Christ” (2 
Cor 4:6). Paul’s faith was a gift given to him by 
God in Christ, in which he was granted “a new 
perspective” on the whole of life and the world, 
including his Jewish identity and “the works of the 
law” in which that identity was expressed. It is this 
“new perspective” from Paul which will guide our 
following reflections.

Before we turn to Paul, we must note another 
dimension of the current debate. Some repre-
sentatives of “the new perspective” (along with 
others) find the basis of Paul’s theology in a “salva-
tion-historical scheme.” Stendahl himself appeals 
to this category. It is no longer the time of the law, 
it is the time of Christ.10 Biblical revelation itself 
now appears to move from a narrow particularism 
to the universality of the gospel. This form of the 
new perspective calls into question not only early 
Judaism, but the Old Testament as well. We shall 
offer brief ref lections on this problematic pro-
posal later. Here it is sufficient to observe that an 
appeal to a mere temporal shift is hardly sufficient 
to explain the juxtaposition of the fallen world 
and the new creation which appears regularly in 
Paul’s letters, or Paul’s own break with his past. 
The “salvation-historical” element of Paul’s theol-
ogy (if the name is appropriate at all) is embedded 
within the larger framework of the justifying work 
of the Creator, whose effective word bridges past, 
present and future.11 

2. ThE NEw PERsPEcTIvE from Paul
As we have noted, the “new perspective” pro-

ceeds from the view that early Jewish soteriology 
may be described as what E. P. Sanders has called 
“covenantal nomism.” God’s gracious election 

of Israel precedes his giving the law which was to 
guide Israel’s life, and which it was obligated to 
obey. Keeping the law is not a “getting in” to salva-
tion, but a “staying in” a salvation already given. 
Although this interpretation of the Jewish sources 
has received decisive challenges in the last decade, 
many scholars have continued merrily to read 
Paul out of the paradigm that Sanders offered.12 
In so doing, they must overlook the apostle’s own 
new perspective on the world. It is to this new per-
spective from Paul that we now turn.

2.1. Paul’s New Perspective on Grace
It is not at all clear that the way in which propo-

nents of the new perspective use the term “grace” 
corresponds to Paul’s new perspective on “grace.” 
For the apostle, “grace” is not dependent merely 
on the temporal priority of God’s choice of Israel. 
Grace is the justification of the ungodly (Rom 4:4-
8). The objects of grace are “all” who have sinned, 
those who in radical rebellion and disobedience 
have turned away from God, the good and loving 
Creator (Rom 3:23). It is these whom God “jus-
tifies freely by his grace through the redemption 
which is in Christ Jesus” (Rom 3:24). As is well-
known, but often overlooked in recent discussion, 
God’s justifying work takes place not merely prior 
to works, but apart from works (Rom 3:21, 28; 
4:6). Boasting in the law is excluded (Rom 2:17, 
23; 3:27), not because it entails an ethnic partic-
ularism—Paul’s rhetorical dialogue partner in 
Rom 2:17-29 is quite happy to share his imagined 
benefits with others—but because it is empty and 
unconsciously curved in upon itself.13 Accord-
ing to the apostle—who appeals to Scripture—
“there is no one righteous, not even one” (Rom 
3:10-11; cf. Ps 14:3 = 53:4). “Works of the law” 
do not justify because as particular, outward acts 
they do not fulfill the requirement of the law to 
love God and neighbor (Rom 3:19-20; Gal 3:10-
14; see Rom 13:8-14; Gal 5:13-15). “Works” can-
not create anew the persons who perform them 
(Gal 6:15; 2 Cor 5:14-21). Abraham and David are 
not models of piety, but of the justification of the 
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ungodly (Rom 4:1-8). The grace of God in Christ 
arrives where sin and death reign (Rom 5:12-21). 
It is only the “wretched person” who knows God’s 
grace in Christ (Rom 7:7-25). The Spirit gives life 
only where the law has put to death (2 Cor 3:6). 
This dynamic is not unique to Paul. It runs like a 
thread through the Scriptural narratives of God’s 
dealings with Israel (e.g., Deut 9:4-5; Ps 78:32-39; 
Hos 11:8-11).14 God’s grace justifies the human 
being, fallen under sin and condemned. Admit-
tedly Sanders, along with others after him, under-
stands that God’s grace to Israel includes the 
forgiveness of Israel’s sins, but Sanders explicitly 
excludes from the scope of “covenantal nomism” 
any open and defiant rebellion against God, any 
sin “with a high hand,” a rejection of the Lord’s 
covenant. According to the apostle, it is precisely 
this place in which all human beings, including 
Israel, find themselves! It is here, and only here, 
that we find God’s grace. This radical, unfath-
omable grace is found in the incarnate, crucified 
and risen Christ, who is God’s amazing, unan-
ticipated answer to our rebellion. It becomes clear 
then, that the category of “covenantal nomism” 
obscures the issues at stake between Paul and his 
Jewish Christian opponents, his Jewish contem-
poraries, and his own past. The concept is so flex-
ible that with the proper qualifications, we might 
describe Paul’s theology itself as an expression 
of “covenantal nomism.” For the apostle himself, 
the law itself comes to fulfillment in faith.15 “Cov-
enantal nomism” is simply not sufficiently defined 
to serve as a tool by which to compare Paul with 
early Judaism. 

How, then, shall we describe Paul’s relationship 
to the Judaism of his day? In the first place, it is 
worth reminding ourselves that Paul’s statements 
about Judaism are essentially statements about 
his own past. His judgments are not abstract and 
detached. They are bound up with his encounter 
with the risen Christ and expressed in his per-
sonal history as apostle to the Gentiles. Even as 
the apostle to the Gentiles, Paul did not abandon 
his Jewish identity, even if he was willing at times 

to set it aside (1 Cor 9:19-23). Near the end of his 
apostolic mission, as he writes to the church in 
Rome, he quite consciously identifies himself as 
a member of the nation of Israel (e.g., Rom 9:1-5). 
His break with his past was not an abandonment 
of it, but a coming to see it in a new light. In the 
same way, it is worth remembering that in Paul’s 
churches the debates over “Jewishness” and over 
the law were in some measure still an inner-Jewish 
debate over the significance of God’s work in Jesus, 
the Messiah. Those who insisted that the Gentiles 
must Judaize saw themselves as followers of the 
Messiah. They nevertheless maintained their “old 
perspective” on the requirement of the law. It was 
Paul who had come to a “new perspective” on the 
law, Judaism, and the entire fallen world in the 
light of the risen Christ.

It was not Paul alone who came to a “new per-
spective.” For others, too, the eschatological work 
of God in Christ brought clarity to matters that 
formerly had remained obscure. It forced deci-
sions that had not been necessary in the past. This 
crisis already took place in Jesus’ open fellowship 
with “sinners.” It reappeared dramatically in the 
dynamic spread of the gospel among Gentiles in 
Antioch and beyond. According to both Luke 
and Paul, it was this dynamic “people movement” 
which precipitated debate and division within the 
earliest Jewish Christian community.16 The pro-
ponents of the “new perspective” are thus entirely 
correct to insist that there was an ethnic dimen-
sion to Paul’s gospel of the justifying work of God 
in Christ. Yet it was not merely the inclusion of 
Gentiles within the promise of salvation for Israel 
which was at stake. It was rather the question as 
to what it means to believe Jesus as Messiah. Was 
obedience to the law also necessary for salvation 
along with faith in Jesus? Prior to the “entrance” 
of the Gentiles, Jewish believers did not have to 
face this question. They believed in Jesus as Mes-
siah and remained faithful to the law. They did so 
as a matter of course, as part of their heritage and 
identity. According to the witness of Acts, that 
was also the case after the disputes over Gentile 
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circumcision and the law broke out.17 Paul himself 
had no problems with continuing Jewish obser-
vance of the law.18 We shall return to this point, 
the significance of which the advocates of the new 
perspective largely have missed. At the moment 
it is important to see that it was the spread of the 
gospel among Gentiles, first in Antioch and then 
in the Pauline mission that required Jewish believ-
ers in Jesus to face the question as to precisely 
where salvation was to be found. Is it to be found 
in Jesus alone, or is it also necessary to perform 
the demands of the law in order to be saved? It 
was precisely on this question that Peter failed at 
Antioch and Paul found it necessary to confront 
him (Gal 2:11-21). The meaning of the gospel had 
to be clarified afresh in the light of the Gentiles’ 
embrace of the gospel. This background is more 
informative than most representatives of the “new 
perspective” have realized. Gentiles were noto-
rious not only for their uncircumcision and for 
ignoring the Sabbath and the food laws, but also 
for their immorality and idolatry. This sort of con-
duct, or, conversely, the absence of it, also served 
as a “boundary marker” separating Jews and Gen-
tiles, as is clear from the inclusion of this concern 
in the “apostolic decree” of Acts 15.19 If, however, 
idolatry and immorality may be included among 
the “boundary markers,” it is clear that “bound-
ary markers” have do to with something larger 
than ethnicity. The issue at stake is the capacity 
of the law to effect obedience—and that of the 
human being to do good. Gentile circumcision 
is an emblem of a decided stance on this ques-
tion. One lives either by the power of the cruci-
fied and risen Lord, or by the power of the law. 
Paul is no advocate of idolatry and immorality.20 

According to the apostle, the new creation—the 
circumcision of the heart worked by the gospel—
transcends the law of Moses that bears witness to 
it and effects true obedience in the human heart. 
That Paul’s adversaries did not raise the issue of 
Gentile vices suggests that the conduct of Gen-
tile believers was often, although obviously not 
always, without reproach. 

Furthermore, to suppose that the advocates of 
Judaizing regarded Gentile believers as “outsid-
ers” almost certainly misrepresents their perspec-
tive. Their “mission” after all took place among 
the congregations of believers in Jesus as Mes-
siah, and not, so far as we know, in the many syna-
gogues across the Roman world. Just as the strict 
(and, most likely, Pharisaic) Eleazar once warned 
King Izates that to read the things of the law and 
yet not do them represented great injustice and 
impiety (Ant. 20:44), so the advocates of Juda-
izing pressed the demand for circumcision upon 
Gentiles as a completion of that which already 
had begun. They did so not because they regarded 
these Gentiles as “outsiders,” but rather because 
they viewed them as “insiders.” Gentile “sinners” 
had become believers in the Messiah of Israel. 
Who could allow this intolerable contradiction 
of faith in the Messiah and disregard for complete 
submission to the law to continue?

The significance of this situation should not 
be underestimated. One cannot rightly charge 
Paul’s opponents with a conscious, crass reliance 
upon works for their salvation, nor imagine that 
Paul did so prior to his encounter with Christ on 
the Damascus road. In fact, so far as I can see, 
no Jewish writing from this period can be fairly 
construed in this way. If nothing else, the work 
of Sanders and others on early Judaism may well 
have sharpened our vision to see more clearly 
what the New Testament actually says about the 
early Judaism in which it is rooted. One can hardly 
imagine that the Judaism ref lected in the pages 
of the New Testament was devoid of any concep-
tion of the grace of God, a theme which appears 
regularly in the Hebrew Scriptures. Indeed, in the 
very opening of the first Gospel, John the Bap-
tist warns Pharisees against false confidence and 
presumption upon election (Matt 3:7-9). The self-
righteous Pharisee at prayer in Jesus’ parable in 
Luke 18:9-14 (who perhaps stands out as a charac-
teristic image of them in the mind of most Chris-
tians) does not “boast” in self-achieved works but 
relies—however mistakenly— upon the grace of 
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God.21 Likewise, when Paul’s describes his iden-
tity as a Pharisee in Gal 1:14 and Phil 3:5-6, he 
does not recall a status based upon a bare appeal 
to works, but rehearses the privileges of his birth 
and national heritage, which his personal zeal only 
appropriated and actualized. Only in retrospect, 
that is, only in his new perspective, in the light 
of faith in the crucified and risen Messiah did he 
come to see that status as a fatal overestimation of 
himself as a fallen human being. 

In other words, Paul’s letters themselves sug-
gest that in early Judaism an unresolved tension 
existed between the concepts of “grace” (or “elec-
tion”) and “works.” This conclusion concerning 
early Judaism has been established elsewhere.22 
Even when “works” were regarded as prerequi-
site to sharing in the age to come, a right standing 
with God and the hope of deliverance were attrib-
uted to God’s mercy. The sources show that this 
could take place in diverse ways, ranging from the 
strict monergism of Qumran to the unconscious 
synergism of the Psalms of Solomon. It is under-
standable, then, that some early Jewish writings, 
especially the combative, apocalyptic writings, 
display diluted understandings of grace or an 
overestimation of the human being (even under 
grace), which stand at a clear distance from the 
hope of the Hebrew Scriptures.23 

At least three crucial observations emerge from 
this observation on the tension between “grace” 
and “works” in early Judaism. First, judging 
from the Lukan report in Acts, the earliest proc-
lamation announced Israel’s guilt and the need 
for forgiveness given through the crucified and 
risen Jesus. The call to faith in Jesus clarified the 
situation of the human being and the nature of 
God’s grace in Jesus. Whatever those who heard 
the message might have thought about Israel’s 
election and God’s grace beforehand, it was the 
proclamation of Jesus that either brought them 
a fresh clarity concerning their faith, or called 
into question what they had believed and thought 
beforehand.24

Second, the relationship between “faith” and 

“works” was not resolved by a higher principle of 
grace or of human moral autonomy. This view was 
common in liberal Christianity, which regarded 
Christianity as the “absolute religion.”25 Accord-
ing to the witness of the apostle and the entire 
New Testament, in contrast, the demand of the 
law and the promises of God do not meet in a 
higher idea, but in an event, namely, the cross and 
resurrection of the Messiah. 

Third, Paul’s statements concerning grace, 
faith and works, the law, and the gospel are directed 
to those who profess to be Christians. The apostle 
invariably clarifies matters and draws distinctions 
in light of the cross that had become obscured in 
the minds of his readers and his opponents. As 
we have noted, Gentile acceptance of the gospel 
precipitated questions that might otherwise have 
remained unexplored. As proponents of “the new 
perspective” have been quick to point out, the 
apostle generally speaks of faith, works, circumci-
sion, and the law when addressing the question 
of the place of the Gentiles within the people of 
God.26 As we have seen, the issue at stake here 
was not simply ethnic or racial. The meaning of 
the cross and the resurrection, the identity of 
God, and the nature of faith are bound up with 
the place of the Gentiles within the people of God. 
The apostle’s amazement at the Galatians and the 
anathemas he pronounces in his letter to them are 
in large measure intended to awaken his readers to 
the nature of actions of which they were otherwise 
unaware. They did not imagine that they were 
“withdrawing from the One who called them by 
grace” (Gal 1:6) or that in accepting circumcision 
they invalidated their relationship to Christ (Gal 
5:4). The Jewish Christians who had instructed 
them had no intent of nullifying the cross, only of 
providing the grace offered there with what they 
regarded as its necessary supplement. Even the 
“boasting” which Paul rejects in Romans presup-
poses that the law had been given to Israel as a 
gift (Rom 2:17-24; 3:27-31). It is a false boasting 
because it misunderstands both human fallenness 
and the place of the creature before the Creator, 
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but Paul’s argument by no means suggests that his 
Jewish contemporaries consciously made claims to 
self-righteousness (Rom 2:17-29). His subsequent 
statement that his Jewish contemporaries, “not 
knowing God’s righteousness, sought to establish 
their own righteousness,” does not represent an 
analysis of their psychological state, but a theo-
logical judgment on their aims he reached in the 
light of the cross (Rom 10:3). His description of 
righteousness as a “wage” which is a “debt” to be 
paid by God to the one who “works” (Rom 4:4-5) 
entails a distinction between “works” and “grace” 
that one simply does not find in rabbinic writings. 
One can certainly find affirmations of a coming 
reward for works and the study of Torah (e.g., m. 
Abot 2:14-16; m. Abot 6:5), but these are set in the 
context of statements concerning appeal for mercy 
(m. Abot 2:13), the nothingness of the human 
being (m. Abot 3:1), and even love for God apart 
from reward (m. Abot 1:3). Paul is able to distin-
guish sharply between “works” and “grace,” only 
because of the event of the cross and resurrection, 
in which the law and its demands come to fulfill-
ment. It is unlikely that he imagined that Jews or 
Jewish Christian readers thought of their relation-
ship with God entirely in terms of a contract. Here 
as well as elsewhere he is clarifying for his readers 
the implications of making salvation contingent 
on the “works of the law.” The same may be said 
for his brief, defining statement later in Romans, 
“if [the existence of a remnant] is by grace, it is 
no longer by works, since then grace is no longer 
grace” (Rom 11:6). Again and again, Paul finds 
it necessary to distinguish between grace and 
works, between law and the gospel. The misun-
derstanding which he combats did not entail the 
supplanting of grace by works, but a mixing and 
dilution of one with the other, a confusion that 
was largely unconscious and unconsidered. This 
problem was not unique to early Judaism but was 
also present in earliest Christianity. It is a problem 
with which we Christians still must wrestle within 
our own hearts. Paul’s response to it is nothing 
other than his “new perspective” given to him in 

his encounter with the crucified and risen Christ.

2.2. Paul’s New Perspective on Works
The rethinking of Paul’s teaching on justifica-

tion has brought with it a rethinking of his ethics, 
particularly the relationship between justification 
and final judgment.27 The increasing discussion of 
this question may be regarded as the most signifi-
cant recent development of “the perspective.” Is it 
true that the message of justification which brings 
the forgiveness of sins is sufficient for salvation? Is 
this message Paul’s message?

As we have noted, E. P. Sanders already drew 
a distinction in early Jewish understandings of 
salvation between “getting in” (by God’s elect-
ing grace) and “staying in” (by some measure of 
obedience).28 Some of the more prominent rep-
resentatives of the “new perspective” have been 
ready to suggest that Paul himself operates with 
the same understanding of salvation. One is ini-
tially justified by faith, but one’s works shall finally 
count toward salvation in the final judgment.29 Or, 
in another scheme, justification is nothing other 
than God’s judgment that we are truly human per-
sons, who have faith and are faithful to him.30 The 
fresh recognition that according to the witness of 
Paul (as well as the rest of the New Testament) 
believers must face an unqualified final judgment 
is welcome. Protestant interpreters too often have 
regarded such unwelcome words as hypothetical 
statements or have relegated them to secondary 
status (“a judgment for rewards”). Nevertheless, 
the radical revisionism of the “new perspective” 
has failed to recognize the full dimensions of 
what Paul means when he speaks of the gospel as 
“God’s power for salvation.” The “circumcision 
of the heart” by the Spirit is nothing other than 
God’s eschatological act, the new creation of the 
human being.31 The new obedience of the believer 
is  nothing other than the newness of the resur-
rected life at work in the present.32 The life we 
grasp by faith in Jesus Christ brings a new creation 
(2 Cor 5:17). God’s justifying work in the cruci-
fied and risen Lord brings us beyond final judgment 
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to the new creation and brings the gift of the Spirit 
and the life of the resurrection to us here and now. 
We are carried through the final judgment by the 
life beyond judgment which we possess in Jesus 
Christ. Here there is a separation of the person 
from their works that only the gospel can effect (1 
Cor 3:15). Those unwilling to accept this paradox 
will never understand the radical confidence of 
Paul in the lordship of the risen Christ, who by his 
power will cause all those whom he has purchased 
and won to stand at the final judgment (Rom 
14:4, 5-12). This must be said against all those 
who would have it otherwise: Christ’s lordship is 
without qualification a saving lordship. Judgment 
comes only to those who reject the crucified and 
risen Lord. The criterion of the final judgment is 
nothing other than the gospel itself.33 

2.3. Paul’s New Perspective on Israel
One of the primary concerns of representatives 

of “the new perspective” has been to provide an 
adequate account of the communal dimension of 
Paul’s gospel. Sanders’s work gave further impe-
tus to this concern, which was already present 
in Stendahl’s essay. In his original work, Sanders 
left the question hanging as to how Paul’s faith 
in Christ as Savior of the world was to be recon-
ciled with his former pursuit of the law. Yet Paul’s 
debate with his early Jewish contemporaries had 
to be explained somehow. One of the solutions 
to this problem was to argue that it was not the 
salvation of the individual, but the salvation of 
Israel which was the primary concern of Paul’s 
gospel. The nation saw itself as still enduring the 
exile to Babylon, still left in its guilt and await-
ing the fulfillment of promise. That promise, Paul 
announced, was fulfilled in the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. In him the exile of Israel came to an 
end. At the same time, the apostle radically rede-
fined “Israel” in Jesus and his resurrection. It is no 
longer ethnic Israel which shares in salvation, but 
an inclusive Israel, the whole people of God, Jew 
and Gentile alike.34 It was this inclusivity which 
proved to be a stumbling block to Paul’s contem-

poraries. They could not accept the idea that Gen-
tiles could be saved without Judaizing. 

Ironically, this reading remains an essentially 
psychologizing interpretation of Paul who now 
laments not his own guilt, but that of the nation. 
Consequently, it cannot deal adequately with 
Paul’s conversion as the unexpected reversal of his 
aims.35 Here again, the new perspective on Paul 
cannot comprehend the new perspective from 
Paul. It is likewise difficult to think that most 
first-century Jews, especially the religious lead-
ers saw themselves still in guilt and exile. In the 
Gospels, the resistance to John the Baptist’s call 
to repentance, the complaints of the Pharisees 
concerning Jesus’ free association with “sinners,” 
and the attempt of the religious leaders to main-
tain the status quo all speak against this inter-
pretation of early Judaism. The strong attraction 
which Judaism held for Paul’s converts in Gala-
tia and elsewhere is hard to explain if Israel as a 
whole was generally lamenting its condition.36 
Early Jewish writings similarly give evidence of 
variety and nuance in Jewish self-understanding 
in this period.37 The Scroll of Fasting (Megillat 
Ta’anit), for example, marks the celebration of 
Hasmonean victories within Jewish life, days of 
celebration on which one was not to fast. There 
had been moments of triumph after the return to 
the land, even if the prophetic promises had not 
yet appeared in their fullness. The same perspec-
tive appears in the Maccabaean literature.38

Furthermore, the idea that the “exile” of the 
people of God simply ended with Jesus’ resurrec-
tion overruns Paul’s realistic understanding of 
the continuing reality of sin and suffering which 
continues both within the creation and the lives of 
believers. The wretched person of Rom 7:7-25, the 
groaning of the creation (Rom 8:17-39), and the 
hope of Israel’s salvation (Rom 11:25-27), speak 
against this sort of idealization of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion. Salvation-history here as usual becomes a 
tool by which the present conf lict between the 
fallen world and the new creation is made manage-
able and subordinated to an ideal. The recognition 
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of our creaturely existence in all its concreteness 
and particularity is lost in a larger scheme. Yet 
it is this recognition that we are mere creatures 
which constitutes our salvation according to the 
apostle. God’s work at Babel is not finished in this 
fallen world. Salvation does not erase the distinc-
tion between Jew and Gentile. It transcends it in 
the crucified and risen Jesus. Our confession of 
the Creator’s unfathomable ways with us as Jews 
and Gentiles, giving us over to disobedience in 
order to work our salvation, is an essential element 
of our salvation. Only by doing violence to the 
apostle can we force him into supersessionism. 
He expects the Gentile mission to come to an end 
and the salvation of Israel “in the flesh” as the Cre-
ator’s last act on the stage of human history (Rom 
11:25-27). 

We already have noted another fundamental 
problem with the “new perspective.” According 
to virtually all its representatives, Paul’s teaching 
on justification was intended to defend the right 
of Gentile believers to share in the blessings of 
salvation which Jews had come to regard as their 
private possession. In rejecting the “works of the 
law” Paul was rejecting a nationalistic claim, the 
placement of “boundary markers” around the 
grace of God.

Again this claim is highly problematic. To 
reject the idea that Israel was to be separate from 
the nations and the particular object of God’s 
saving help is to reject the most basic element 
of the message of the Old Testament (e.g., Exod 
20:1-3; Lev 11:44-45; Deut 7:1-6). Indeed, within 
Scripture Israel’s salvation and well-being almost 
always arises from the destruction of its enemies 
in the most violent ways. Israel celebrates the 
drowning of the Egyptians. It is called to anni-
hilate the seven nations which inhabit the prom-
ised land: the divine command makes the current 
strife in Gaza look like child’s play (Deut 7:1-2). 
The psalms often rejoice in the destruction of Isra-
el’s enemies, not least in the graphic, imprecatory 
psalms (e.g., Ps 137:1-9). Admittedly, these texts 
present their own theological problems, which 

deserve careful reflection. In any case, it is clear 
that the Old Testament presents anything other 
than an unconditioned universalism. There is an 
inner tension within the Hebrew Scriptures, in 
which the nations are both the objects of salva-
tion and the objects of judgment. Israel, likewise, 
stands between idolatry in its mingling with 
the nations and pride in a false form of separa-
tion from them. According to Paul, that tension 
is resolved in the crucified and risen Christ. The 
nations enter into salvation only as conquered 
enemies (Rom 15:9; Ps 18:50; cf. Eph 4:8; Ps 
68:19). Representatives of the “new perspective” 
wish instead to find the resolution in an ideal of 
universalism, which if followed out consistently, 
calls the message of Scripture itself into question. 

One might also ask what would have been so 
bad about becoming Jewish. Would an ethnic 
“boundary marker” have been so very wrong? 
Paul’s opponents in Galatia issued the invitation 
and laid out the welcome mat to his converts to 
take on circumcision and all its imagined benefits. 
They might well have thought of themselves as 
the vehicles through whom the ancient promise 
that the Gentiles would stream to Zion was being 
fulfilled.39 The rhetorical figure with whom Paul 
debates in Rom 2:17-24 might be condescending, 
but he is unquestionably disposed to do good to 
his Gentile neighbors by imparting to them the 
wisdom of Torah. It should not escape our notice 
that Judaizing was a problem in Paul’s churches 
precisely because it was attractive to his Gentile 
converts. If the problem merely had involved a 
demand from Jewish Christians that Gentile 
Christians must be circumcised, it conceivably 
would have ended if the Gentiles rejected, or at 
least resisted their demands. But that is not what 
Paul’s letter to the Galatians is all about: Paul 
charges the Galatian Gentiles themselves, not the 
agitators, with “withdrawing from the one who 
called you” (Gal 1:6).

Finally, Paul use’s of the expression “works of 
the law” in Galatians 2-3 and Romans 3-4 makes 
it quite clear that such “works” are also bound 
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up with the issue of true piety and standing with 
God.40 It is this implicit claim to righteousness, 
not merely ethnic implications, which brings Paul to 
reject the “works of the law.” The apostle is quite 
happy that Jewish believers in Jesus continue in 
their observance of the law (e.g., 1 Cor 9:20), and 
even defends the practices of conservative Jewish 
Christians, although he is careful to define them 
as adiaphora (Rom 14:1-23).

3. The “New Perspective”  
in Perspective

The “new perspective on Paul” still has much to 
learn from the new perspective from Paul. In the 
understanding of the most fundamental elements 
of Paul’s theology, grace, works, and the people 
of God, representatives of the “new perspective” 
have failed to come to grips with the message of 
the apostle. This misunderstanding of Paul plays 
itself out in the failure of the “new perspective” to 
articulate its most basic concern for the forma-
tion of an inclusive community in the practical 
realism of the apostle. Whose culture determines 
the form of community life? Does unity demand 
uniformity? What place remained for Jewish prac-
tices in an increasingly Gentile church? It is pre-
cisely at this point that Paul becomes a defender 
of “the weak” Jewish Christians within the church 
at Rome. According to the apostle, the unity of 
believers is found in Jesus Christ alone and as long 
as the gospel spreads, must be accompanied by an 
outward diversity. Paul does not ask that believ-
ing Jews become indistinguishable from believ-
ing Gentiles.41 He rather sees that the common 
worship of God through Jesus Christ by Jews 
and Gentiles is a sign of hope, the presence of the 
eschaton (Rom 15:5-6). Paul is a defender of “eth-
nic boundary markers”! He insists only that we 
see them in the light of faith in Jesus Christ, in 
whom there is “neither Jew nor Greek” (Gal 3:28). 
Community, for Paul, does not rest in outward 
conformity to one another. The only true commu-
nity is the community of justified sinners.42 From 
the apostolic perspective, the “new perspective” 

is a failure, because it has misinterpreted the one 
article by which the church—of Jews and Gen-
tiles—stands or falls. 
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apolis: Fortress, 1995). Stephen J. Chester has nicely 
shown that Luther does not import his Anfechtungen 
into his reading of Paul. Indeed, the introspective 
conscience and preoccupation with one’s spiritual 
state appear to be more characteristic of the modern 
era, and of the Puritans in particular. See Stephen J. 
Chester, “Paul and the Introspective Conscience of 
Martin Luther: The Impact of Luther’s Anfechtungen 
on His Interpretation of Paul,” Biblical Interpreta-
tion 14 (2006): 508–36. See further Wilfried Härle, 
“Rethinking Paul and Luther,” Lutheran Quarterly 20 
(2006) 303-317; “Paulus und Luther: Ein kritischer 
Blick auf die ‘New Perspektive’” ZThK 103 (2006) 
362-93.

 7Not infrequently it is argued that Paul came to his 
understanding of justification as a defense of the 
acceptance of the Gentiles which already had taken 
place. The roots of the argument go back at least 
to William Wrede. Is “ justification” merely an ad 
hoc argument, a Kampfeslehre with only second-
ary implications? Even Jürgen Roloff, who ascribes 
considerable significance to Paul’s understanding of 
justification gives priority in Paul’s thought to bap-
tism and the reception of the Spirit—but then treats 

baptism and the gift of the Spirit as operating inde-
pendently of the justifying work of God in Christ 
and the word of the gospel. See Jürgen Roloff, “Die 
lutherische Rechtfertigungslehre und ihre biblische 
Grundlage,” in Frühjudentum und Neues Testament 
im Horizont Biblischer Theologie (ed. Wolfgang Kraus, 
Karl-Wilhelm. Niebuhr, and Lutz Doering; WUNT 
162; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 275–300, esp. 
282-85.

 8Despite his qualification that in abstraction Paul may 
be read to support a Reformational understanding, 
Francis Watson remains firmly rooted in this inter-
pretation of Paul, even in his revised work. See Paul, 
Judaism, and the Gentiles: Beyond the New Perspective 
(rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007) 344-50.

 9Michael Bachmann, Sünder oder Übertreter: Studien 
zur Argumentation in Gal 2,15ff. (WUNT 59; Tübin-
gen: Mohr Siebeck, 1992) argues that “works of the 
Law” should be understood as “regulations of the 
Law” (and not the deeds of obedience which follow 
them). See also Michael Bachmann, “Keil oder Mik-
roskop? Zur jüngeren Diskussion um den Ausdruck 
‘‘Werke’ des Gesetzes’,” in Lutherische und neue Pau-
lusperspektive Beiträge zu einem Schlüsselproblem der 
gegenwärtigen exegetischen Diskussion (ed. Michael 
Bachmann and Johannes Woyke; W U NT 182; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 69–134. At least in 
his earlier work, he then appeals to salvation-histori-
cal categories to interpret Paul’s break with the past: 
one must not transgress the standards of the new era 
in Christ, hence the regulations of the Law are not in 
force. As we have noted above, this solution is hardly 
satisfactory. Nor is it clear that one can separate 
“regulation” (or “demand”) from obedience. Paul’s 
argument in Gal 3:10-14, for example, presupposes 
this connection. Giorgio Jossa (Jews or Christians?: 
The Followers of Jesus in Search of Their Own Identity 
[trans. Molly Rogers; WUNT 202; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2006], 89-102) similarly combines salvation-
history with the proclamation of Christ’s lordship as 
the determinative factors in Paul’s theology.

10E.g. Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr, “Die paulinische Rech-
tfertigungslehre in der gegenwärtigen exegetischen 
Diskussion,” in Worum geht es in der Rechtfertigung-
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slehre: Das biblische Fundament der “Gemeinsamen 
Erklärung” von katholischer Kirche und lutherischem 
Weltbund (ed. Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Thomas 
Söding; QD 180; Freiburg: Herder, 1999), 106–30; 
Bachmann, Sünder oder Übertreter: Studien Zur Argu-
mentation in Gal 2,15ff.; Terence Donaldson, Paul 
and the Gentiles: Remapping the Apostle’s Convictional 
World (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997).

11On this question see especially Käsemann’s response 
to Stendahl: Ernst Käsemann, “Justif ication and 
Salvation History,” in Perspectives on Paul (trans. M. 
Kohl; Philadephia: Fortress, 1971), 60–78 = “Rech-
tfertigung und Heilsgeschichte im Römerbrief,” in 
Paulinische Perspektiven (2nd. ed.; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1972), 108-39. Friedrich Wilhelm Horn has 
recently reviewed the exchange between Stendahl 
and Käsemann, “Juden und Heiden: Aspekte der Ver-
hältnisbestimmung in den paulinischen Briefen, Ein 
Gespräch mit Krister Stendahl,” in Lutherische und 
neue Paulusperspektive, 19–39.

12At least two major studies highlight its weaknesses. 
The first of these, a Tübingen dissertation by Fried-
rich Avemarie, investigates the significance of Torah 
in relation to “life” (both now and in the age to come) 
in the Tannaitic literature. See Friedrich Avemarie, 
Tora und Leben: Untersuchungen zur Heilsbedeutung 
der Tora in der frühen rabbinischen Literatur (TSAJ 
55; Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1996). Over against 
the systematic presentations of Ferdinand Weber and 
Paul Billerbeck, whom Sanders had also subjected 
to a scathing critique, Avemarie easily demonstrates 
that the rabbis could speak of a variety of reasons for 
God’s giving the Torah (for Israel’s obedience to God 
and conformity to his character, as the mediatrix of 
creation and its preserver, for the joy and benefit of the 
human being, etc.) not merely that of acquiring merit 
and eschatological reward. At the same time, Avema-
rie’s study shows that the “principle of retribution” 
remains basically unqualified in various statements 
in the rabbinic materials. See especially Avemarie, 
Torah und Leben, 291-445, “Erwählung und Vergel-
tung. Zur optionalen Struktur rabbinischer Soteri-
ologie,” New Testament Studies 45 (1999): 108-26. 
Just as the “works righteousness” which Weber and 

Billerbeck derived from the materials represented a 
distortion, so Sanders’s synthesis (encapsulated in 
the expressions “covenantal nomism” and “staying in 
[sc. the covenant]”), which subordinates every state-
ment to God’s saving election of Israel, represents 
an illegitimate reduction of the materials. Rabbinic 
“theology” is aspectual in nature. It allows a ten-
sion between “election” and “retribution” to stand. 
Attempts at systematization in either direction do 
violence to the material. We shall return to this obser-
vation, which has enormous potential for explaining 
debates over the Law in earliest Christianity.

  A second major study by the late Mark Adam 
Elliott, entitled The Survivors of Israel, examines the 
soteriology of a number of early Jewish apocalyptic 
writings, together with the Qumran materials, thus 
covering another portion of the materials included in 
Sanders’s study of early Judaism, which now, strange 
to say, appears relatively short in comparison with 
the combination of the other two. See Mark Adam 
Elliott, The Survivors of Israel: A Reconsideration of 
the Theology of Pre-Christian Judaism (Grand Rap-
ids: Eerdmans, 2000). Sanders’s Paul and Palestin-
ian Judaism runs 556 pages, Avemarie’s Torah und 
Leben, 596, Elliott’s Survivors of Israel, 664. Largely 
on account of the nature of the materials themselves, 
Elliott offers a more sharply profiled thesis than does 
Avemarie. Against the prevailing tendency to read 
Israel’s election simply in nationalistic terms, Elliott 
argues that the history and literature of the second 
Temple period give evidence of “movements of dis-
sent” which regarded the majority of the nation as 
apostate. The writings which such sectarian groups 
produced tended to speak not of a single, static cov-
enant between God and Israel, but, in diverse ways, 
of covenants which were regarded as conditional and 
individualized in nature. For the sectarians, not only 
the exodus from Egypt, but also the flood narrative 
revealed the pattern of future salvation, which Elliott 
characterizes as “destruction-preservation” soteriol-
ogy. The dissenters expected not the final salvation 
of Israel as a whole, but their own vindication over 
against the apostate nation. In this framework, the 
sort of “covenantal nomism” Sanders described has 
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evaporated into a sectarian exclusivism.
  Elliott’s work represents a fresh challenge to the 

assumption that first-century Judaism can be ade-
quately explained by the form of Judaism which we 
find in the rabbinic materials. Quite clearly, some of 
the writings which Elliott examines could very well 
draw lines between insiders and outsiders within 
Israel on the basis of proper adherence to the Law. 
The apocalypses, Jubilees and the Qumran material 
provide him with the best evidence. The Testaments 
of the Twelve Patriarchs, are more debatable. In my 
judgment, the Psalms of Solomon also provide evi-
dence of an exclusivistic soteriology. In this respect, 
Elliott’s work again shows how tremendously f lex-
ible and, therefore, inappropriate Sanders’s category 
of “covenantal nomism” turns out to be, since Sand-
ers finds a way to subsume everything he examines 
into his paradigm, aside from the telling exception 
of 4 Ezra. On this topic see D. A. Carson, “Sum-
maries and Conclusions,” in Justification and Varie-
gated Nomism, Volume I: The Complexities of Second 
Temple Judaism (ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, 
and Mark A. Seifrid; WUNT 2/140; Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2001), 544-45. The “sectarian” writings, with 
their exclusivistic soteriology must somehow, too, be 
comprehended within any legitimate picture of first-
century Judaism. Elliott’s work effectively reopens 
an old debate which goes back at least to George Foot 
Moore’s description of a “normative Judaism” drawn 
primarily from the haggadic materials. For an early 
critique of Moore which points to the significance of 
the pseudepigrapha, see Frank C. Porter “Judaism in 
New Testament Times,” Journal of Religion 8 (1928): 
30-62. Moore’s portrait of Judaism stood in stark con-
trast with Wilhelm Bousset’s Die Religion des Juden-
tums, who took the apocalyptic and pseudepigraphic 
materials to be representative of a stream of an “unof-
ficial” and “populist” piety, which flowed alongside 
the “official” teaching. See Wilhelm Bousset, Die 
Religion des Judentums im neutestamentlichen Zeital-
ter (Berlin: Reuther und Reichard, 1903). The third 
edition, which was reworked by Hugo Greßmann, 
appeared as Die Religion des Judentums im späthellenis-
tischen Zeitalter (HNT 21; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 

1926). Although Moore distanced himself from any 
claim to have provided a comprehensive description 
of early Judaism, his work was generally treated as 
if he had done so. In placing basically all of “Pales-
tinian” Jewish literature under the large umbrella of 
“covenantal nomism,” Sanders effectively attempted 
to settle that question, a question which Elliott’s work 
reopens. This is so despite Elliott’s challenge to Bous-
set’s claim that the pseudepigrapha remained essen-
tially “nationalistic” in orientation. See The Survivors 
of Israel, 45-46.

  While discussion of the Sitz im Leben of the “sec-
tarian” writings is inevitably endless, the nuanced 
description of first-century Judaism which Roland 
Deines has offered has much to commend it. Roland 
Deines, Die Pharisäer ihr Verständnis im Spiegel der 
christlichen und jüdischen Forschung seit Wellhausen 
und Graetz (WUNT 101; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
1997), 534-55; “The Pharisees Between ‘Judaisms’ 
and ‘Common Judaism’,” in Justification and Varie-
gated Nomism, Volume I, 443-504. There are good 
reasons for assuming the basic validity of Josephus’s 
description of first-century Judaism as being com-
prised of three streams: Sadducees, Pharisees, and 
Essenes, of which the Pharisees were by far the 
most influential group. They should not, however be 
regarded as a closed, exclusive “sect,” but an inclusive 
movement which existed for the nation as a whole. 
Among the people there was wide approval of the 
Pharisaic ideal of adherence to the Law, but vary-
ing degrees of conformity in practice. It was a broad 
enough movement that it could encompass a number 
of sectarian groups (who produced and consumed 
various apocalyptic writings) without being identi-
fied with any one of them. If this description of early 
Judaism is roughly correct, it reveals that under cer-
tain conditions or in the face of certain questions, it 
was quite possible for pious Jews to insist upon adher-
ence to the Law as a condition for final salvation. In 
doing so, furthermore, they by no means dismissed or 
negated divine election or grace, but simply viewed 
it as ultimate and prior to human works. The Law is 
the Lord’s gift to Israel, the means by which it shares 
in life. Again, with the proper qualif ications, we 
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might describe them all as examples of “covenantal 
nomism.”

13The argument of Rom 2:17-5:11 shows that Paul 
does not presuppose that his Jewish dialogue part-
ner consciously boasts in himself. Quite the opposite. 
The boasting which Paul rejects is a boasting in God 
(Rom 2:17). Its self-incurvation emerges only as Paul 
exposes its unrealistic and optimistic estimation 
of the human being, and sets it in contrast with the 
boasting in hope of the glory of God which is present 
through and in Jesus Christ (Rom 5:1-5). Before all 
else, we must remind ourselves that Paul writes for 
Christians in Rome, whom he instructs and warns 
concerning their own weaknesses. We shall return 
to this point.

14On this topic, see Otfried Hofius, “‘Rechtfertigung 
des Gottlosen’ als Thema biblischer Theologie,” in 
Paulusstudien (WUNT 51; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
1989), 121–47.

15E.g., Rom 2:17-19; Rom 8:1-11; 1 Cor 7:19.
16Acts 11:19-26; 15:1-29; Gal 2:11-21.
17E.g., Acts 21:18-26.
18E.g., Rom 14:1-23; 1 Cor 7:17-20; Gal 5:6; cf. Acts 

16:1-3.
19Acts 15:20,29; 21:25.
20Wilfried Härle makes this point nicely in “Paulus und 

Luther: Ein kritischer Blick auf die ‘New Perspec-
tive,’” Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche 103 (2006): 
370.

21“God, I thank you that I am not like the rest of the 
people, greedy, unrighteous, adulterers, or like this 
toll-collector. I fast twice a week. I tithe all that I 
acquire” (Luke 18:11-12). Simon Gathercole’s inter-
pretation of boasting and of Rom 1:18-3:20 in par-
ticular therefore has to be qualified: it is not at all 
clear that Paul’s dialogue partner in Rom 2:17-29 
consciously trusts in his own works by trusting in the 
Law. See Simon Gathercole, Where Is Boasting? Early 
Jewish Soteriology and Paul’s Response in Romans 1–5 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002) 197-215.

22See n. 12.
23Early Jewish Christian apologetic outlined the con-

tours of this hope (e.g., Acts 3:17-26; 5:30; 13:16-41).
24Various texts in the Gospels and Acts suggest that for 

some faith in Jesus was the fulfillment and confirma-
tion of their hopes (e.g., Matt 13:51-52; Luke 1:5-7, 
1:25-40; John 1:19-21).

25As, for example Adolf von Harnack, Das Wesen des 
Christentums.

26The argument that the absence of justification lan-
guage in the Thessalonian correspondence shows that 
Paul developed his teaching only later, or that it served 
only a secondary role for him fails on this account. 
His teaching on justification is in fact directed to spe-
cifically Jewish objections to the acceptance of the 
Gentiles. His mission among Gentiles is predicated 
on the doctrine that he elsewhere developments. That 
the Gentile believers in Thessalonica “wait for God’s 
son from heaven, who delivers us from the wrath to 
come” (1 Thess 1:10) is nothing other than the mes-
sage of the justifying work of God in Christ expressed 
in other language. The Jewish apostle and his Gentile 
converts together hope in Jesus, the risen Son of God, 
and in him alone. Against, e.g., Jürgen Roloff, “Die 
lutherische Rechtfertigungslehre und ihre biblische 
Grundlage,” in Frühjudentum und Neues Testament 
im Horizont Biblischer Theologie (ed. Wolfgang Kraus, 
Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr, and Lutz Doering; WUNT 
162; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 275–300.

27The developing discussion already has presented 
problematic readings of Paul. See James D. G. Dunn, 
The New Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays (WUNT 
185; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 63–88; Kent 
L. Yinger, Paul, Judaism, and Judgment According 
to Deeds (SNTSMS 105; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University, 1999); and especially Chris VanLand-
ingham, Judgment & Justification in Early Judaism 
and the Apostle Paul (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
2006). Despite its very helpful emphasis on the theo-
centric character of biblical references to the “day of 
the Lord,” the recent work by Nicola Wendebourg 
offers no clarity on the question of works. See Nicola 
Wendebourg, Der Tag des Herrn: Zur Gerichtserwar-
tung im Neuen Testament auf ihrem alttestamentli-
chen und frühjüdischen Hintergrund (WMANT 96; 
Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 2003). Matthias 
Konradt’s relegation of Paul’s statements concerning 
the judgment of believers to a secondary status is not 
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convincing. His appeal to outward, ethical “bound-
ary markers” as sufficient for Christians does not deal 
adequately with the apostle’s conception of sin. See 
Matthias Konradt, Gericht und Gemeinde: Eine Studie 
zur Bedeutung und Funktion von Gerichtsaussagen im 
Rahmen der paulinischen Ekklesiologie und Ethik im 1 
Thess und 1 Kor (BZNW 117; Berlin/New York: De 
Gruyter, 2003). Paul Rainbow’s proposal is some-
what distant from debates on the “new perspective,” 
yet problematic in its own right. Leaning rather too 
much on Augustine and Aquinas, he attempts to find 
a middle way between a Reformational reading of 
Paul and a Tridentine one. See Paul Rainbow, The 
Way of Salvation: The Role of Christian Obedience in 
Justification (Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2005). 
The deeds of Christians do not supplement the per-
fect righteousness of Christ (imputed to us) in any 
way. But as fruits from a new tree they are necessary 
for a claim to righteousness, which will be examined 
in final judgment. Everything hangs on the meaning 
of “necessary,” which Rainbow interprets in terms 
of demand (rather than as a natural necessity, as 
the metaphor already implies: good trees produce 
good fruit, the sun necessarily shines). His confu-
sion approximates the temporary confusion of Mel-
anchthon (which Rainbow cites approvingly): on this 
question, see Mark Seifrid, “Luther, Melanchthon 
and Paul on the Question of Imputation: Recommen-
dations on a Current Debate,” Justification: What’s 
At Stake in the Current Debates (ed. Mark Husbands 
and Daniel J. Treier; Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 
2004) 137-152. A similar confusion inheres in Don 
Garlington, The Obedience of Faith (WUNT 2/38; 
Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1991); Don Garlington, 
Faith, Obedience, and Perseverance: Aspects of Paul’s 
Letter to the Romans (WUNT 79; Tübingen: Mohr-
Siebeck, 1994).

28See the early response to Sanders by Robert Gundry, 
“Grace, Works, and Staying Saved in Paul,” Biblica 66 
(1985): 1–38. Although Gundry’s assessment of early 
Judaism misses the significance of Paul’s “new per-
spective” on his past, and thus may somewhat mis-
represent early Jewish views, the essay as a whole is 
quite valuable.

29So, recently, J. D. G. Dunn, The New Perspective on 
Paul: Collected Essays (WUNT 185; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2005), 63–72.

30N. T. Wright, Paul in Fresh Perspective (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2005), 121, 148.

31Rom 2:25-29; 2 Cor 3:11-18; Phil 3:3; Col 2:11-15; 
Gal 6:15.

32Rom 6:4-5; 8:1-3; Gal 6:15.
33See, e.g., Mark 3:28-30; John 3:16-21; 12:44-50; Acts 

3:17-26; 17:31; Rom 2:16; Rom 14:7-9; Heb 2:1-4 
Recent works on the topic have largely ignored this 
fundamental element of the apostolic witness.

34Others have embraced this interpretation in vari-
ous forms, but the primary advocate has been N. 
T. Wright, Paul in Fresh Perspective. Brant Pitre has 
taken up the “end of exile” paradigm in a qualified 
way, interpreting it in terms of the Assyrian exile of 
the ten tribes. Jesus understood his death as bring-
ing the final tribulation to an end, and thus gathering 
these tribes from among the nations. This reading is 
not to be dismissed as a whole. The question remains, 
however, as to what place this form of continuing 
exile held in the thought of contemporary Jews. See 
Brant Pitre, Jesus, the Tribulation, and the End of Exile 
(WUNT/2; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005).

35See Gal 1:13-17; Phil 3:4-7; 2 Cor 4:4.
36Paul’s argument, for example, that the heavenly Jeru-

salem, not the earthly one is the “mother” of believers 
presupposes that the earthly city bore considerable 
inf luence in the minds of his converts (Gal 4:21-
31). His declaration that the present Jerusalem “is 
enslaved with her children” is an unexpected asser-
tion, not a commonplace of which his readers were 
aware.

37Often the piety of some group within Israel is decou-
pled from the outward condition of the nation. The 
“sin” of the people is no longer absolute and all-
encompassing. Those who are obedient may await the 
future with confidence, e.g., “We praise you from our 
exile because we have turned away from our hearts all 
the unrighteousness of our fathers who sinned before 
you” (Bar 3:7). The Qumran community regarded 
itself as the remnant, delivered from the continuing 
guilt of the nation, even if they entered a new exile 
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in their separation from Jerusalem (e.g., CD 1:1-17; 
3:10-21). Furthermore, early Jewish materials often 
present the exile has having ended in some sense or 
another, even if they also regard it as continuing or 
recurring. The book of Judith speaks directly of the 
end of the exile (Judith 4:1-5; 5:17-19). Tobit appears 
to envision a two-stage conclusion to the exile. By 
God’s mercy some return from the exile and rebuild 
the Temple in an imperfect way; later all return from 
exile and rebuild Jerusalem in splendor (Tobit 14:1-
9). Quite understandably, those in the land could 
regard themselves as not being in exile (as, appar-
ently, 2 Macc 1:1-2:18). A mishnaic saying ascribed 
to Abtalion, who lived in Jerusalem under Hero-
dian rule in the first-century B.C, warns teachers of 
the Law to guard their words so that they may not 
become guilty of the punishment of exile. Despite the 
nation’s subjugation to Rome, Abtalion obviously did 
not regard himself to be in exile (m. ’Abot 1:11). The 
form of the Passover Seder recorded in the Mishnah is 
even more significant, since it may reflect something 
of the common thought of first-century Judaism. A 
father is to instruct the son concerning the redemp-
tion from Egypt from Deuteronomy 26, “beginning 
with the disgrace and ending with the glory” (Deut 
26:5-9). No mention is made of the description of 
exile in Deuteronomy 28-32 (m. Pesa 10:4). In the 
Diaspora itself, Philo can speak of God himself as 
‘homeland, kinsfolk and inheritance’ and regard the 
exile as the Jewish colonization of the world, even 
though he also expects an end of exile. See Philo, 
Quis Heres, 26-27. Abraham (who perhaps represents 
Diaspora Jews like Philo) acknowledges God as his 
homeland, kinsfolk, and inheritance, even though he 
is a pilgrim and a wanderer. Philo’s expectation of an 
end of exile appears in De Praemiis et Poenis, 162-72. 
Josephus treats the exile typologically. It ended after 
70 years, only to be followed by subsequent ‘exiles,’ 
including the one he himself experienced (Ant. 4:314; 
10:112-113; 10:247-277; 11:1-4). Like Jeremiah, he 
regards exile as having a positive effect and seems to 
lack an expectation of a return. See L. Feldman, “The 
Concept of Exile in Josephus,” in Exile: Old Testa-
ment, Jewish, and Christian Conceptions (ed. J. Scott; 

Leiden: Brill, 1997), 145-72.
38E.g., 1 Macc 13:41-42; 14:4-15; 2 Macc 10:1-9.
39Cf. Isa 2:1-4; Mic 4:1-3.
40See Rom 3:27 on “boasting” and cf. Rom 2:17-20; 

further, the connection with Rom 4:1-8; also Gal 
2:15, 17 on “sinners” and “sin.” Moreover, much of the 
interpretation of these passages is dependent on how 
one understands “justification,” which transparently 
is rooted in the cross (Gal 2:20!), and therefore has to 
do with something more than ethnicity.

41Against Daniel Boyarin, who nevertheless inadver-
tently places his finger on a fundamental weakness of 
the “new perspective.” It reads Paul precisely in the 
universalistic manner that Boyarin rightly despises. 
See Daniel Boyarin, A Radical Jew: Paul and the Poli-
tics of Identity (University of California, 1994).

42Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s, Life Together (trans. & intro-
duction John W. Doberstein; New York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1954) remains a classic on this question, 
even if one must qualify his problematic identifica-
tion of the word of God and the church.
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INTRoducTIoN

In Gal 3:16, Paul states that the 
promises were spoken to Abra-

ham and to his “spe,rmati,” which 
the apostle then interprets as a ref-
erence to “Cristo,j.” N. T. Wright 
translates 3:16 as follows, maintain-
ing that this singular “seed” denotes 
not the Messiah but the “one fam-
ily” of God that is represented by 
the Messiah: “The promises were 
made ‘to Abraham and to his fam-
ily’. It doesn’t say ‘his families’, as 
though referring to several, but 
indicates one: ‘and to your family’–
which means the Messiah.”1 In sup-
port of this rendering, he argues,2 

 If, as would accord with good  
 exegetical  practice,  we ap-  
 proach the difficult passage  
 about the “seed” in 3.16 in the 

light of the quite clear reference in 3.29, where (as 
in 3.15–18) it is found within a discussion of the 
Abrahamic “inheritance”, we might suggest that the 
singularity of the “seed” in v. 16 is not the singular-
ity of an individual person contrasted with the plu-
rality of many human beings, but the singularity of 
one family contrasted with the plurality of families 
which would result if the Torah were to be regarded 
the way Paul’s opponents apparently regard it.

This paper seeks to expose the unlikelihood of 
Wright’s reading of Gal 3:16, both from the inter-
nal logic of Paul’s argument in Galatians and from 
the Old Testament redemptive-historical trajec-
tory that informs that logic. While Wright provides 
support for his reading, we believe the evidence 
below both counters Wright’s claims and justifies 
our interpretation. As will be shown, Wright does 
not appreciate enough Paul’s proper stress on the 
coming of Christ as Abraham’s “seed” (v. 16) in 
order to enable Gentile individuals to be granted 
the same title (v. 29).

SBJT 14.3 (2010): 36-48. 
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an evaluaTion of wrighT in 
lighT of Paul’S argumenT in 
galaTianS 3–43

Wright’s reading:  
An Analytical Summary

From Wright’s perspective, the traditional view 
of Gal 3:16 that sees the “seed” as a direct reference 
to the Messiah is flawed from a number of fronts.4 
Not only does it seem to be asking a lot from Paul 
to jump from singular (v. 16) to collective (v. 29) in 
the scope of a single chapter, the apparent parallels 
in Romans 4 and 9 never use spe,rma in relation to 
the Messiah. Furthermore, Paul is left “on the very 
shaky ground of a purely semantic trick, since in 
the LXX spe,rma in the singular, when referring to 
human offspring, is in fact almost always collective 
rather than singular.”5 Instead, taking his lead from 
the “clear reference” of the collective use of “seed” in 
3:29, Wright proposes to read “seed” in 3:16 in the 
same way––as pointing to the one family of God. 

Stephen Toulmin’s model for understanding an 
argument will assist us in grasping and evaluating 
Wright’s assertions. Figure 1 (below) illustrates 
how an argument is constructed.6

When crafting an argument, the move from 
known information (“datum”) to conclusion 

(“claim”) necessitates a supporting statement 
(“warrant”), which itself at times requires addi-
tional justification (“backing”). In light of this lay-
out, Wright’s argument regarding the interpretation 
of Gal 3:16 can be displayed as in Figure 2. (below).

An Initial Evaluation of  
Wright’s Claim

Wright’s argument bears a number of weak-
nesses, one of the most significant of which is that it 
forces the interpreter to read Paul’s argument back-
wards from Gal 3:29 to 3:16. A natural “sequential 
reading” of the text does not prepare the reader for 
a collective understanding of “seed” in v. 16, for as 
observed by A. Andrew Das, it is not until v. 29 that 
“Christians are incorporated into the one seed.”7 

Furthermore, since the phrase “who is Christ” is 
in apposition to the noun “seed,” one wonders how 
“Cristo,j” is an appropriate designation for this 
singular “family.” Because Wright himself affirms 
that Cristo,j always “denotes Jesus of Nazareth,”8 
how can he maintain that the one “seed” refers to 
the one “family” and not to Christ? Wright deftly 
argues that Cristo,j “denotes” Jesus and “connotes” 
the one in whom “the people of God are summed 
up.”9 However, this fine-toothed distinction seems 

Fig. 1. Toulmin’s Model for charting an argument

  datum claim

  (Harry was born in Bermuda) (Harry is a British Subject)
  warrant (Since a man born in Bermuda will generally be a British subject)
  Backing (On account of the following statutes and other legal provisions…)

Fig. 2. wright’s argument for Interpreting Gal 3:16

  datum claim

  (Paul refers to a singular seed in v. 16)  (The reference denotes a singular family, not a singular person)
  warrant  (Since the clear reference in v. 29 is to a family)
   Backing (On account of it being good exegetical practice to understand 
     more obscure texts in light of the clearer ones)
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forced and comes perilously close to special plead-
ing. It arises in part because of a desire to justify 
what Wright believes to be Paul’s sloppy exegeti-
cal reading of texts like Gen 13:15. Wright solves 
this undesirable situation by maintaining that Paul 
makes an “explanatory” point from Genesis, not an 
“exegetical” point.10 However, this solution, though 
ingenious, is unnecessary.

Our deconstruction of Wright’s reading will 
continue in two further phases. In the first phrase, 
we will attempt to demonstrate the legitimacy of 
Paul’s exegesis of Genesis in Gal 3:16. In the second 
phase, we will argue that the parallel in Gal 3:19 
prohibits Wright’s reading. 

Paul’s Exegesis of Genesis in Gal 3:16
The reference in 3:16 to plural “promises … 

made to Abraham and to his offspring” immedi-
ately sends us back to Genesis and suggests the like-
lihood of multiple promise texts in Paul’s mind. It 
is true that the inclusion of the conjunction in the 
phrase “kai. tw/| spe,rmati, sou” implies that Paul 
is indeed quoting Gen 13:15; 17:8; and/or 24:7—
the only texts in the LXX of Genesis that include 
the entire phrase and that address Abraham.11 In 
our view, the most likely candidate of these three 
is 17:8, for the mention of Abra(ha)m becoming 
“the father of a multitude of nations” in the imme-
diate literary context anticipates the inclusion of 
Gentiles in the people of God–one of the key issues 
at stake in Galatians 3 (cf. the citation of Gen 17:5 
in Rom 4:17). However, because each of the three 
texts noted above deals only with the land prom-
ise, the plural evpaggeli,ai in Gal 3:16 means that 
Paul expected his interpreters to read the text(s) 
he cites in relation to the other “seed” promises in 
Genesis.12 

In the part of Genesis directly associated with 
the patriarchs, the “seed” of promise is/are

• To be the recipient(s)  of  the land of 
Canaan (Gen 12:7; 13:15; 15:18; 17:8; 
22:17; 24:7; 26:3; 28:4, 13; 35:12; 48:4);13 

• To become very numerous (13:16; 15:5; 22:17a; 
26:4, 24; 28:14; 32:12; 48:4, 19);14 

• To possess the gate of his enemies (22:17b; 
24:60); 

• To be a channel of blessing to all families, nations, 
or tribes of the earth (12:3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 
28:14).15

Already in Gal 3:8 the apostle had cited the prom-
ise to the patriarch that “in you shall all the nations 
be blessed,” so certainly this promise is included 
among those referred to in Gal 3:16.16 

What is significant about this last point is that 
Genesis itself teaches that the curse of Adam would 
be eradicated and blessing would be enjoyed on a 
universal scale not simply through Abraham but 
specifically by means of the work of an individual, 
male “seed” descending from the patriarch. This 
development is made clear in three texts (Gen 
3:15; 22:17b–18; 24:60) and affirmed by later 
biblical interpretation. The first passage does not 
address Abraham specifically, but lays the founda-
tion for the pledges God would later make to him.17 

Before over-viewing these texts, it is important 
to recognize that the Hebrew term “cr:z<” is a col-
lective singular noun, which means it is morpho-
logically singular but may have singular or plural 
co-referents. While the vast majority of instances 
in Genesis are collective,18 the singular concept is 
also expressed.19 How do we determine if a given 
usage of the term “seed” refers to a collective group 
or an individual? C. John Collin’s morpho-syntactic 
study of [r:z< suggests that, while most occurrences 
are grammatically ambiguous and thus demand 
semantic clues in the context, the inclusion of plu-
ral pronouns (independent, object, and suffixes) 
makes [r:z< denote posterity, whereas the inclusion 
of singular verb inflections, adjectives, and pro-
nouns makes it denote a specific descendant.20 
For example, the third person masculine plural 
personal pronoun “their” in Gen 17:9 makes the 
use of “seed” explicitly collective: “And God said to 
Abraham, ‘As for you, you shall keep my covenant, 
you and your offspring (^[]r>z:w>) after you throughout 
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their generations (mt'rodol.).”21

In light of Collins’ study, we now turn to Gen 
3:14–15, which includes what is often referred to 
as the protoevangelium (“first gospel”). In it, God 
declares to the serpent: “Cursed are you more than 
all cattle and more than every beast of the field; on 
your belly shall you go and dust shall you eat all the 
days of your life. And I will put enmity between 
you and the woman and between your seed and her 
seed; he shall bruise you (^p.Wvy> aWh) on the head, 
and you shall bruise him (WNp,WvT.) on the heel.”22 
Drawing attention to the explicit use of pronouns, 
Collins comments,23

On the syntactical level, the singular pronoun 
hû’ in Genesis 3:15 is quite consistent with the 
pattern where a single individual is in view. In 
fact, since the subject pronouns are not normally 
necessary for the meaning, we might wonder if 
the singular hû’ in Genesis 3:15 is used precisely 
in order to make it plain that an individual is being 
promised, who will win a victory over the snake 
at cost to himself.

Genesis 3:15 provides a “seed-bed” of Messi-
anic hope. This interpretation is confirmed by Eve’s 
response to the births of Cain and Seth in chapter 
4.24 At the birth of the former, Eve expresses what 
appears to be hope that this son may be the ful-
fillment of God’s promise to crush the serpent’s 
head: “I have gotten a man with Yahweh” (4:1). 
However, when Cain murders his brother Abel, 
he undeniably proves that he is not the awaited 
“seed,” and later biblical interpretation considers 
Cain among the offspring of the serpent (1 John 
3:8–12; cf. John 8:33, 44). Following Abel’s death, 
Eve reaffirmed her hope in the promised “seed” 
when Seth was born: “God has apportioned for me 
another offspring ([r:z<) in place of Abel, because 
Cain killed him” (Gen 4:25). Seth’s life signaled a 
shift back to Yahweh (4:26), imaged his own father 
Adam’s sonship to God (5:1–3), and initiated the 
two, ten-member genealogies (Genesis 5 and 11) 
by which the narrator of Genesis distinguished the 

line of promise from the line of destruction and 
heightened his reader’s anticipation for the ultimate 
conquering “seed.”25

The next text is found in Gen 22:17–18, which is 
one of the passages that most likely stands behind 
Paul’s recollection in Gal 3:8 of God’s promise 
to Abraham that “in you shall all the nations be 
blessed.” At this point in the narrative, the reader 
has tracked the offspring promise from “the mother 
of all living” (Gen 3:20) through two, ten-member 
genealogies climaxing in Abra(ha)m, in whom “all 
the families of earth shall be blessed” (12:3). When 
the patriarch questioned his lack of “offspring” ([r:z<) 
(Gen 15:3), the Lord promised (15:4) and then 
granted him and Sarah a son, declaring, “Through 
Isaac shall your offspring ([r:z<) be named” (21:12). 
This seed-generated context provided the back-
drop for Yahweh’s amazing “test” in which he called 
Abraham to sacrifice his son of promise. Genesis 
22:17–18 records Yahweh’s pledge to fulfill the 
“descendants, land, and divine blessing” promises 
to Abraham in light of his dependent, fear-filled 
obedience.26 

Three times in Gen 22:17–18 the word [r :z < 
occurs, but as has been persuasively argued by T. 
Desmond Alexander, within the span of two verses 
the form denotes both a group and an individual.27 
Specifically, building off Collins’s study, Alexan-
der has rightly observed that the third-person 
masculine singular pronominal suffix in the form 
wyb'y>ao (“his enemies”) of 22:17 suggests that, while 
the “seed” that will be a numerous “as the stars 
of heaven” is plural (v. 17a), the “seed” that will 
possess the enemies’ gates (v. 17b) and serve as a 
channel of blessing to the world (v. 18) is a male 
individual.28 Collins’s rule also suggests that Gen 
24:60 contains a similar contrast between the many 
and the one, wherein upon Rebekah’s departure 
from Mesopotamia, her family blesses her, calling 
God not only to grant her a flourishing womb but 
also to cause her offspring to “possess the gate of 
those who hate him.”29

Significantly, because each of the other Genesis 
texts that refers to the “seed” as mediator of blessing 
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are ambiguous syntactically according to Collins’s 
rules (Gen 26:4; 28:14; cf. 12:3; 18:18), it is possi-
ble that these too should be understood as pointing 
to an individual.30 Regardless, the three texts just 
mentioned appear to set a trajectory for other bibli-
cal authors who interpret these Genesis “seed” texts 
as referring to a single, Messianic deliverer (e.g., 
Gen 49:8, 10; Num 24:17–19; 2 Sam 7:12–13; Ps 
72:4, 9, 17; Luke 1:68–79; Acts 3:25–26; Gal 3:8, 
13–14). Because James M. Hamilton Jr. has already 
provided a thorough overview of these passages, 
minimal comment is necessary here.31 

Building off the Davidic promises in 2 Sam 
7:12–13, Psalm 72 applies to Israel’s king both 
the promise of an enemy-destroying offspring (Ps 
72:4; cf. Gen 3:15 and 22:17b) and the promise of 
a blessing-mediating offspring (Ps 72:17; cf. Gen 
22:18)32: “May [the king] defend the cause of the 
poor of the people … and crush the oppressor! … 
May people be blessed in him, and all nations call 
him blessed!” The background of the promises in 
Gen 3:15 and 22:17b–18 is unmistakable. 

Luke highlighted this same connection with 
direct reference to Jesus, when he recorded Zecha-
riah’s prophecy in Luke 1:68–79: “[God] raised up 
a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant 
David, as he spoke by the mouth of his holy proph-
ets from of old, that we should be saved from our 
enemies … to remember the his holy covenant, 
the oath that he swore to our father Abraham … 
[and] to guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 
1:69–71, 73, 79). What is striking here is that 
God’s work of deliverance and salvation through 
the Davidic Messiah was specifically related to “the 
oath that he swore to … Abraham.” This link is 
further highlighted in Acts 3:25–26, where Peter 
declared, “You are the sons of the prophets and of 
the covenant that God made with your fathers, say-
ing to Abraham, ‘And in your offspring shall all the 
families of the earth be blessed.’ God, having raised 
up his servant, sent him to you first, to bless you by 
turning everyone of you from your wickedness.” 
Jesus is here clearly identified with the “offspring” 
through whom blessing would come.

The final text to be highlighted is Gal 3:8, 13–14, 
which provides the very context for our verse in 
question. Paul writes in 3:8, “And the Scripture, 
foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by 
faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham 
saying, ‘In you shall all the nations be blessed.’” The 
apostle returns to this theme in vv. 13–14, when 
he states, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of 
the law … so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of 
Abraham might come to the Gentiles.” With Luke, 
Paul appears to have interpreted the Genesis prom-
ises as finding their ultimate fulfillment in Jesus of 
Nazareth, the one through whom God’s blessing 
reaches the nations.

[r:z <  occurs some fifty-nine times in Genesis 
and highlights a key aspect of the book’s message, 
bearing theological significance that is linked not 
only to Abraham but also to the earliest stages of 
God’s dealing with fallen mankind. The term is 
used with Genesis’s tAdl.AT structure to highlight 
one single family line stemming from Adam (and 
Eve) through Seth and continuing through Abra-
ham and his descendants. Not only this, promise 
of global influence finds focus in at least three con-
texts where it is an individual male offspring of this 
line who will destroy the enemy strongholds (Gen 
3:15; 22:17b; 24:60) and mediate blessing to the 
world (22:18).33 We suggest that these texts set a 
trajectory climaxing in the person of Christ Jesus 
and that Paul’s assertion that the “seed … is Christ” 
in Gal 3:16 is recognition of this fact. The apostle’s 
reading of Genesis is not “hyperliteral,”34 “a purely 
semantic trick,”35 or a mere “explanatory note”36 but 
is in fact an exegetically grounded interpretation of 
Gen 17:8 (and/or 13:15; 24:7) within its broader 
literary context, especially 3:15 and 22:17–18.37 

The Prohibitive Parallel of Gal 3:19
Our deconstruction of Wright’s argument now 

continues with some observations related to Gal 
3:19, which includes the next occurrence of the 
“seed” in Galatians 3. Because of his collective 
interpretation of verse 16, Wright translates verse 
19 to read as follows: “Why then the law? It was 
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added because of transgressions until the family 
should come to whom it had been promised.”38 
This wording accentuates the awkwardness of 
Wright’s interpretation, because the actual flow of 
Paul’s thought prohibits such a translation. Take 
a moment to recall the layout of Wright’s original 
argument in Figure 2 above. By way of contrast, we 
can incorporate Gal 3:19 in a counter argument 
that can be charted as Figure 3 (below).

In order to defend this argument, it is impera-
tive to produce the exegetical data that justifies the 
above warrant.39 Specifically, we contend that the 
“seed” in verse 19 can only be a reference to Jesus 
of Nazareth. This conclusion finds its support by 
the parallel structure of thought in Gal 3:23–26 
and 4:1–7. We will consider these passages one at 
a time.

In Gal 3:23–26, the Law is compared to a 
“paidagwgo,j .” The “guardian” (ESV) is given 
authority over a child for a specific duration of time 
(usually until adulthood).40 The key event for Paul 
is the coming of “faith” (v. 25). The dawning of this 
age brings the age of the guardian to an end. “But 
now that faith has come, we are no longer under a 
guardian.” The word “faith” clearly refers to a salva-
tion-historical epoch, not a subjective experience. 
If no one exercised faith until after the coming of 

Fig. 3. a Better argument for Interpreting Gal 3:16

  datum claim

  (Paul refers to a singular seed in v. 16)  (The reference denotes a singular family, not a singular person)

  warrant  (Since the clear reference in v. 19 is to a singular person)
   Backing (On account of it being good exegetical practice to understand 
     more obscure texts in light of the clearer and closer ones)

Christ, then Abraham also did not exercise faith. 
And if Abraham did not exercise faith, then Paul’s 
whole argument in 3:6–9 comes crashing down. 
Rather, Paul refers to the new era inaugurated by 
the coming of Christ, not a “family.” Now that 
Christ has come, the promises have been fulfilled. 
Thus, the establishment of the new covenant and 
the reception of the promised Spirit (v. 14) intro-
duce an age where the distinguishing mark of God’s 
people becomes faith in the revealed Messiah, not 
adherence to circumcision and the Law.

The same temporal structure occurs again in 
Gal 4:1–7. An heir is “under stewards and man-
agers until the date set by the father” (v. 2). Once 
this specific time period arrives, the “stewards and 
managers” no longer have authority over the heir. 
Paul spells out the significance of this analogy in 
verses 3 and 4. We, while children, were held under 
the “elemental things of the world.”41 But now the 
date “set by the father” has come. What is this date? 
Verse four clearly shows that it is the coming of 
God’s Son, Jesus, not the arrival of a “family.” “But 
when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth 
his Son” (4:4). 

Figure 4 (below) highlights the parallel struc-
ture of thought that is evident in these passages. 
Clearly, Paul focuses the shift of redemptive history 

Fig. 4. Paul’s Parallel Through Regarding the Redemptive historical shift

3:19 When the “seed” comes, the authority of the Law comes to an end.
3:23-24 When the “faith” era comes, the authority of the guardian comes to an end.42

4:1-2 When the time set by the Father comes, the authority of the stewards and managers comes to 
 an end.
4:3-4 When God sent forth his Son in the fullness of time, the age of bondage comes to an end.
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on Jesus, not on the inclusion of the Gentiles into 
a single people of God. The latter is made possible 
only by faith in Jesus, who is the offspring of Abra-
ham (3:16) and channel of blessing to the world 
(3:14). 

concluding Summary
Readers that have compared and contrasted 

Wright’s approach to the one advocated in this 
article may now justifiably ask: “So what? What 
is at stake in properly interpreting Gal 3:16?” Two 
answers are in order. First, it should be obvious, 
but it always bears repeating, that Scripture is 
God’s word, and as such it demands reverence and 
respect from God’s children. “But this is the one to 
whom I will look: he who is humble and contrite in 
spirit and trembles at my word” (Isa 66:2; emphasis 
added). God’s word should be handled not only 
reverently, but also accurately. “Do your best to 
present yourself to God as one approved, a worker 
who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling 
the word of truth” (2 Tim 2:15; emphasis added). 
A concern for the reverent and accurate interpre-
tation of God’s word functions simultaneously as 
both a necessary speed bump that keeps us from 
running roughshod over the text and a guard rail 
protecting us from veering off into the ugly ditch 
of academic gamesmanship.

Second, there is a vital connection between 
one’s individual exegetical decisions and one’s col-
lective interpretive framework. In other words, 
one’s handling of specific texts has direct influence 
in the shaping of one’s overall interpretive grid, 
and one’s interpretive grid can have determinative 
effects on one’s individual interpretations. We are 
not questioning the viability of operating with an 
interpretive framework; such a grid can help orient 
seemingly obscure texts within the grand narrative 
of Scripture. This interplay need not be a vicious 
circle, as long as the reader intentionally allows the 
details of each text to exercise a healthy amount 
of hermeneutical control that can either further 
confirm the framework or critique it and challenge 
it. However, one must stringently avoid imposing 

one’s overall framework (i.e., eisegesis) upon the 
text so that the details of the text are conveniently 
muted or minimized. Interpretive grids wreak her-
meneutical havoc when they blind the interpreter 
from seeing what is really there in each individual 
text (i.e., exegesis).

In light of the above, it is noteworthy that 
Wright’s reading of Gal 3:16 bears a striking resem-
blance to his reading of other texts in Paul that have 
come to form the essence of his overall interpretive 
framework. This grid, which fits the broad contours 
of the so-called New Perspective on Paul, tends 
to place stress upon the ecclesiological aspects of 
Paul’s thought, while minimizing many traditional 
soteriological readings of texts in Paul.

This same dynamic is certainly operative in the 
text under consideration. Wright’s reading assumes 
that the “family” has been on center stage in Paul’s 
discussion of redemptive history in all three “seed” 
texts: Gal 3:16, 19, and 29. Our reading maintains 
that Christ takes center stage as the promised “seed” 
in both 3:16 and 19. The family of faith comes into 
clear view in 3:29 only through Christ as the prom-
ised singular “seed” of Abraham. In other words, 
Jesus’ appearance in 3:16 and 19 is what allows the 
“family” to come into the picture in verse 29.

The grammar of verse 29 reinforces this read-
ing with a first-class conditional statement: “And 
if (eiv) you are Christ’s, then (a;ra) you are Abra-
ham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.” Paul 
stresses the dependent nature of the family’s exis-
tence upon the prior work of Christ, which took 
center stage in the preceding discussion. In other 
words, Wright is dangerously close to locating the 
climax of redemptive history in the coming of “the 
family” rather than in the coming of the Messiah. 
Wright’s reading brings the “family” to the center 
of the stage in Gal 3:16, 19, and 29.

This slight shift of focus from the coming of 
Christ to the coming of the “family” risks a depar-
ture from the stabilizing and balancing effect that 
comes from insisting upon the centrality of Christ. 
This issue is one of emphasis. Wright and the pres-
ent authors agree that the incorporation of the 
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Gentiles into the family of faith is a key point in 
Galatians. However, this interpretive agreement 
does not necessarily dictate where Paul himself 
places the most stress. Wright stresses the “family” 
of faith in all three texts (Gal 3:16, 19, 29), but our 
reading sees Paul stressing the centrality of Christ 
as Abraham’s promised “seed” (3:16, 19) so that 
by faith in Christ the Gentiles could become Abra-
ham’s “seed” (3:29) without becoming Jews. This 
reading also brings Gal 3:16 into better alignment 
with Paul’s emphatic declaration elsewhere that 
Christ is the one in whom all the promises find 
their “Yes” of fulfillment (2 Cor 1:20).

Though the shift present in Wright’s reading 
may be slight, the potential long-term results of 
this shift are not slight or small. Though sounded 
years ago, D. A. Carson’s warning is still apropos: 
“I fear that the cross, without ever being disowned, 
is constantly in danger of being dismissed from the 
central place it must enjoy by relatively peripheral 
insights that take on far too much weight. When-
ever the periphery is in danger of displacing the 
center, we are not far removed from idolatry.”43

We believe that our reading takes better 
account of the context of Galatians 3 and 4 and 
thus achieves a higher degree of collective coher-
ence. We respectfully submit that Wright’s reading, 
though possible, is far less plausible than the one 
presented in this article. Furthermore, the read-
ing of the text expounded here rests on a firmer 
foundation: the centrality of Christ in redemptive 
history. Maintaining our stress on the centrality 
of Christ, the “seed” of Abraham, will certainly 
have long-term consequences for the health of the 
church as it pursues the glory of God in all things 
for the good of all peoples through Jesus. 
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rial used in constructing an argument. An argument 
takes the raw materials (data) and uses them to build 
a “claim.” The claim is the inference or the conclusion 
drawn from the data. However, the move from “datum” 
to “claim” requires a basis that supports or justifies the 
move. This basis is called the “warrant.” The warrant 
authorizes the step from “datum” to the “claim.” How-
ever, it is possible to challenge the appropriateness of 
a warrant. In these cases, the warrant itself requires 
additional support known as “backing.” The “back-
ing” of a warrant provides the information necessary 
to justify the legitimacy of the warrant in the particular 
case under consideration. Toulmin’s example actually 
includes two more features called “modal qualifiers” 
and “conditions of exception,” but we have omitted 
these elements for the sake of simplicity. For an expla-
nation of modal qualifiers and conditions of excep-



44

tion, see The Uses of Argument, 101. To see 
Toulmin’s method elucidated, see Nancey C. 
Murphy, Reasoning and Rhetoric in Religion 
(Valley Forge, PA: Trinity, 1994).

 7A. Andrew Das, Paul, the Law, and the Cov-
enant (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2001), 
72–73, n. 9. We came to this conclusion 
before reading Das. We will incorporate this 
particular insight into a larger argument, 
which is developed below.

 8Wright, The Climax of the Covenant, 165. He 
does nuance this statement by pointing out 
that 2 Cor 5:16 is a possible exception.

 9Ibid., 174. Wright argues that this reading is 
justified by other similar occurrences in Paul. 
“This family is none other, in incorporative 
language, than the Cristo,j, the Messiah-
and-his-people” (133).

10Ibid., 166.
11Cf. the land promise to Isaac in 26:3 and 

those to Jacob in 28:4, 13; 35:12; and 48:4. 
Nearly every interpreter since J. B. Lightfoot 
(St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians [Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson, 1993; orig. published 
1865], 142) has viewed Gen 13:15 or 17:8 
as the background to Gal 3:16; for a thor-
ough bibliography, see Collins, “What Kind 
of Exegete Was Paul?”, 82 n. 17. In contrast, 
Collins downplays the presence of kai, in 
Paul’s citation and suggests that Paul is only 
alluding to, not quoting, a text from Genesis 
and that one need only locate a text with 
the dative spe,rmati (83 n. 22). He posits 
that Gen 22:18 is the most likely candidate. 
For a similar approach, see A. M. Buscemi, 
“Gal 3,8–14: La Genti benedette in Abramo 
per la fede,” Antonianum 74, no. 2 (1999): 
195–225.

12This observation minimizes any dilemma 
suggested by the fact that “the reference to 
the land … plays no part in the argument 
of Galatians” (F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the 
Galatians [New International Greek Testa-
ment Commentary; Grand Rapids: Eerd-

mans, 1982], 172). Furthermore, for Paul, 
the land promises were viewed as typological 
anticipations of more universal realities (e.g., 
Rom. 4:13) Collins is one who recognizes 
the significance of the plural “promises” 
(“What Kind of Exegete Was Paul?” 83).

13Cf. Exod 32:13; 33:1; Num 14:24; Deut 1:8; 
4:37; 10:15; 11:9; 34:4; Neh 9:8.

14Cf. Gen 16:10; 17:20; Exod 32:13; Jer. 
32:22, 26.

15In Gen 12:3; 18:18; and 28:14 the verb 
of blessing is in the Niphal stem (Wkr>b .n I), 
whereas in 22:18 and 26:4 it is in the Hith-
pael (Wkr }B 't .h i). Scholars have long ques-
tioned whether the forms are synonymous 
and whether they should be translated as 
passives (“they will be blessed”); middles 
(“the will find blessing”); or reflexives (“they 
will bless themselves”). (For an overview of 
the various positions, see M. Daniel Carroll 
R., “Blessing the Nations: Toward a Biblical 
Theology of Mission from Genesis,” Bulletin 
for Biblical Research 10, no. 1 [2000]: 23–24; 
cf. John H. Walton, Genesis [NIV Application 
Commentary; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2001], 393–94). Following the arguments of 
Chee-Chiew Lee (“~yg [sic] in Genesis 35:11 
and the Abrahamic Promise of Blessing for 
the Nations,” Journal of the Evangelical Theo-
logical Society 52, no. 3 [2009]: 471–72), we 
take the Niphal to be passive (“they shall be 
blessed”) and the Hithpael to be estimative-
declarative reflexive (“they shall declare 
themselves as blessed”) (on the latter, see 
Bruce K. Waltke and M. O’Connor, An Intro-
duction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, [Winona 
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990], §26.2f). The 
use of the passive for all forms in the LXX, 
Targum Onkelos, and the Vulgate, suggests 
they were read as synonymous, but the fact 
that the NT quotations of the blessing for-
mula are passive (Acts 3:25; Gal 3:8) means 
only that they were following the LXX or 
that they were pointing to the fact that the 
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passive was used in the foundational Gen 12:3, which 
informs all the rest. See also Keith N. Grüneberg, 
Abraham, Blessing and the Nations: A Philological and 
Exegetical Study of Genesis 12:3 in Its Narrative Context 
(BZAW 332; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2003).

16Some like F. F. Bruce have argued that Paul’s citation 
in Gal 3:8 was limited to a conflation of Gen 12:3 and 
18:18 (Epistle to the Galatians, 156). However, Paul’s 
stress that “in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham 
… [has] come to the Gentiles” suggests that Paul may 
also be pointing to Gen 22:18; 26:4; and 28:14, all of 
which explicitly note the means by which the nations 
will enjoy blessing in Abraham—namely, through the 
promised “seed.” Collins persuasively argues this point 
with respect to Gal 3:8 (“What Kind of Exegete Was 
Paul?” 80–81), but he fails to see that, along with the 
blessing promises in these texts, the land promise in 
Gen 13:15; 17:8; 24:7 stands in the background of 
Paul’s thought in Gal 3:16.

17N. T. Wright affirms the concept of corporate solidar-
ity, wherein Messiah Jesus represents the remnant of 
both Israel and all humanity in his person and work 
(see The Climax of the Covenant, 18–40). He fails, how-
ever, to see how Genesis itself anticipates this reality 
through its use of “seed” language. 

18See the collective meaning in Genesis for the following: 
The seed of Noah (Gen 9:9), Abraham (12:7; 13:15, 
16; 15:5, 13, 18; 17:8, 9, 10, 19; 21:12; 22:17; 24:7), 
Rebekah (24:60), Isaac (26:3, 4, 24), Jacob (28:4, 13, 
14; 32:12; 35:12; 46:6, 7; 48:4) and Ephraim (48:19).

19See Seth (Gen 4:25), Abraham’s anticipated child 
(15:3) and Ishmael (21:13), and the child of Onan 
(38:8, 9).

20C. John Collins, “A Syntactical Note (Genesis 3:15): Is 
the Woman’s Seed Singular or Plural?” Tyndale Bulletin 
140 (1997): 142–44. Collins further notes that the 
pattern of the LXX translator is identical, and when 
the “seed” is an individual, the pronoun will be mas-
culine (or at least, not clearly neuter), even though the 
Greek word spe,rma is neuter (cf. 1 Sam 1:11; 2 Sam 
7:12–14).

21Walton is not convinced by Collins’s study (Genesis, 
225 n. 3), but his rebuttal bears no substance. With 
this, Walton holds the highly questionable view that 

OT Messianic expectation grew up only in relation 
to the promises given to David and so “it is difficult 
to have much of a messianic hope prior to David” 
(234). However, apart from the three texts about to 
be addressed (Gen 3:14; 22:17–18; 24:60), a Messi-
anic hope is stressed through the anticipation of a king 
(Gen 17:6, 16) from Judah who deserves the obedi-
ence of the nations (49:8, 10) and who will defeat ene-
mies and exercise vast dominion (Num 24:17–19); he 
will be a man of God’s torah (Deut 17:18–20) who will 
provide the answer to Israel’s chaos ( Judg 17:6; 21:5) 
and stand in the strength of Yahweh (1 Sam 2:10)—all 
this before David is on the scene. Walton also asserts 
that the OT includes “no hint of an Israelite messianic 
expectation that includes the concept of bringing an 
end to evil in the world” (234–35). Beyond the texts 
just noted, most of which specifically address eradicat-
ing evil, one need only point to the numerous texts 
that speak of Yahweh’s king establishing global justice, 
peace, and salvation in order see that Walton’s claim 
is not justified (e.g., Jer 23:5–6; 33:15–16; Isa 42:4; 
49:6; 52:10; Mic 5:4–5; Zech 9:9–10; Mal 3:1–5; 
Pss 2:7–9; 72:1–4, 14; cf. Acts 3:25–26; 1 Cor 15:24; 
Gal 3:8, 13–14; Eph 2:16; Col 2:15). Moreover, the 
NT asserts that in the salvation brought about by the 
Davidic Messiah God was accomplishing just what 
“he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of 
old, that we should be saved from our enemies” (Luke 
1:70–71). For more on the Messianic trajectory of the 
Old Testament as a whole, see Walter C. Kaiser Jr., The 
Messiah in the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Zonder-
van, 1995); P. E. Satterthwaite, R. S. Hess, and G. J. 
Wenham, eds., The Lord’s Anointed: Interpretation of 
Old Testament Messianic Texts (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1995); T. Desmond Alexander, “Royal Expectations in 
Genesis to Kings: Their Importance for Biblical Theol-
ogy,” Tyndale Bulletin 49 (1998): 191–212; idem, The 
Servant King: The Bible’s Portrait of Messiah (Down-
ers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1998); John H. Sailhamer, 
“The Messiah and the Hebrew Bible,” Journal of the 
Evangelical Theological Society 44 (2001): 5–23; Ste-
phen G. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty: A Theology 
of the Hebrew Bible (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
2003); Scott J. Hafemann and Paul R. House, eds., 
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Central Themes in Biblical Theology: Mapping Unity in 
Diversity (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007).

22For an insightful survey of the inner-biblical, Messianic 
interpretation of Gen 3:15, see James Hamilton, “The 
Skull Crushing Seed of the Woman: Inner-Biblical 
Interpretation of Genesis 3:15,” The Southern Baptist 
Journal of Theology 10, no. 2 (2006): 30–54; cf. W. Wil-
fall, “Gen. 3:15—A Protoevangelium?” Catholic Bibli-
cal Quarterly 36 (1974): 361–65. For a survey of the 
history of interpretation of this verse, see Jack P. Lewis, 
“The Woman’s Seed (Gen 3:15),” Journal of the Evan-
gelical Theological Society 34, no. 3 (1991): 299–319. 

23Collins, “A Syntactical Note,” 145. The LXX rendered 
the Hebrew [r:z< with the neuter noun spe,rma but used 
the masculine auvtoj “he” in place of the Hebrew aWh. 
The mismatch of gender between the pronoun and 
the antecedent may very well suggest that the transla-
tors understood the syntax to point to an individual, 
perhaps even the Messiah. This is all the more likely 
when one considers that this is the only instance out of 
more than 100 uses of aWh in Genesis where the LXX 
translator used the masculine singular and not the neu-
ter pronoun (cf. R. A. Martin, “The Earliest Messianic 
Interpretation of Genesis 3:15,” Journal of Biblical Liter-
ature 84 [1965]: 425–27; Jack P. Lewis, “The Woman’s 
Seed,” 300–01; Walter C. Kaiser, The Messiah in the Old 
Testament, 37–42). 

24For a similar interpretation, see Dempster, Dominion 
and Dynasty, 71; James Hamilton, “The Seed of the 
Woman and the Blessing of Abraham,” Tyndale Bul-
letin 58, no. 2 (2007): 255–58; John H. Sailhamer, 
“Genesis,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary (rev. 
ed.; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 1:96, 104–05.

25T. Desmond Alexander, “Genealogies, Seed and the 
Compositional Unity of Genesis,” Tyndale Bulletin 44, 
no. 2 (1993): 255–70, esp. 259; cf. Richard S. Hess, 
“The Genealogies of Genesis 1–11 and Comparative 
Literature,” Biblica 70 (1989): 248; David C. Hopkins, 
“The First Stories of Genesis and the Rhythm of the 
Generations,” in The Echoes of Many Texts: Reflections 
on Jewish and Christian Traditions (ed. Lou H. Silber-
man, et al.; Atlanta: Scholars, 1997), 40–41. In the 
aforementioned essay, Alexander observed that the 
primary line of descent (i.e., the line through which 

the promised offspring will come) is marked by lin-
ear genealogies (A gave birth to B, B gave birth to C, 
C gave birth to D, etc.; cf. Gen 5:1–32; 11:10–26), 
whereas the secondary group of antagonists (the “seed 
of the serpent”) is signaled by segmented genealogies 
(A gave birth to B, C, and D; B gave birth to E, F, and 
G; C gave birth to H, I, and J; D gave birth to K, L, and 
M; cf. 10:1; 2:12; 36:1, 9). That the serpent’s offspring 
refers not to slithering snakes but to a line of reprobate 
humans who are distanced from God is clear from at 
least two angles: (1) The literary and biblical context 
of Genesis 3 makes clear that the serpent is a personi-
fication (but not a literary fabrication!) of the power 
of sin, death, and hostility against God. The curse and 
promise of defeat is not given to snakes per se but to 
the demonic power that elsewhere is in the Scriptures 
is spearheaded by the Deceiver, the devil (cf. Rom 
16:20; Rev 12:9; 20:2; Hamilton, “The Skull Crush-
ing Seed of the Woman,” 30–54). (2) The genealogical 
structure in Genesis highlights the line of promise in 
contrast to the line of destruction. In light of this evi-
dence, it is clear that the “seed of the woman” is not all 
her biological offspring but a “spiritual” remnant within 
it. For a helpful visual that depicts the line of promise, 
see T. Desmond Alexander, “From Adam to Judah: The 
Significance of the Family Tree in Genesis,” Evangeli-
cal Quarterly 61 (1989): 7. For more on the use of the 
tAdl.AT formula in Genesis see M. H. Woudstra, “The 
tAdl.AT of the Book of Genesis and Their Redemptive-
historical Significance,” Calvin Theological Journal 5 
(1970): 184–89; Duane Garrett, Rethinking Genesis: 
The Sources and Authorship of the First Book of the Penta-
teuch (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1991), 91–106; Dempster, 
Dominion and Dynasty, 55–56.

26For the view that all the Abrahamic promises are 
summed up as descendants, land, and divine bless-
ing, see T. Desmond Alexander, From Paradise to the 
Promised Land: An Introduction to the Pentateuch (2nd 
ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002), 98–99; Gordon J. 
Wenham, Genesis 1–15 (Word Biblical Commentary; 
Dallas: Word, 1987), 258.

27Wright’s proposed difficulty with Paul shifting from 
the singular (Gal 3:16) to collective (3:29) usage of 
“seed” in the span of a single chapter is, therefore, 
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unwarranted. 
28T. Desmond Alexander, “Further Observations on the 

Term ‘Seed’ in Genesis,” Tyndale Bulletin 48 (1997): 
363–67; so too idem, “Seed,” in New Dictionary of Bib-
lical Theology (ed. T. Desmond Alexander and Brian 
S. Rosner; Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2000), 769; 
Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 69 n.26. Alexander 
sees the use of a weyiqtol form rather than weqatal at 
the head of Gen 22:17b (^[]r>z: vr:yIw> “and your seed shall 
possess . . .”) as a substantiation of his view that the 
[r:z< referred to in Gen. 22:17b should be read in a way 
distinct from the [r:z< in v. 17a (“Further Observations 
on the Terms ‘Seed’ in Genesis,” 365). Interestingly, in 
Gen. 22:17b, the LXX did not translate the third-per-
son masculine singular Hebrew pronominal suffix on 
the substantive byEAa in the phrase wyb'y>ao r[;v; tae ^[]r>z: vr:yIw> 
(“and your seed will possess the gate of his enemies”). 
As such it is impossible to tell whether the translator 
understood the phrase to refer to a singular “seed.”

29While the Leningrad Codex includes wya'n>f (“those hat-
ing him”), the Targum, two other Hebrew Mss, and 
the Samaritan Pentateuch read wybya (“his enemies”), 
in alignment with Gen 22:17b. 

30Support for this claim is suggested by the foundational 
role that Gen 22:15–18 plays in the rest of the Genesis 
narrative. Here Yahweh declares on oath that the patri-
arch will receive the fulfillment of the “descendants, 
land, and divine blessing” promises because he passed 
the “test” (22:1), obeying God’s voice regarding the 
sacrifice of Isaac (22:16, 18). This very obedience is 
then recalled after the restatement of the promise to 
Isaac in 26:4. God would fulfill the promise to Isaac 
“because Abraham obeyed” (26:5).

31Hamilton, “The Seed of the Woman and the Blessing of 
Abraham,” 261–72.

32See ibid., 269–70. While the verb rendered “to crush” 
in Ps 72:4 (piel akd) is not the same as the verb in Gen 
3:15 (qal @Wv), Hamilton persuasively argues for the 
link with Genesis in light of (1) the clear echo of the 
blessing promise in Ps 72:17; (2) the imprecation in Ps 
72:9 that “his enemies lick the dust”; and (3) the fact 
that the piel akd is used in Ps 89:10[11] for the crush-
ing of “Rahab,” who elsewhere is identified with the evil 
Leviathan (Ps 74:14) and the dragon (Isa 51:9).

33We fully concur with Alexander that “the book of Gen-
esis in its final form anticipates the coming of a king 
through whom God’s blessing will be mediated to all 
the nations of the earth” (“Royal Expectations in Gen-
esis to Kings”, 204). This fact does not deny that Gen-
esis also anticipates the ultimate agent of blessing to 
the whole world by portraying that God blesses others 
in less universal ways (e.g., Laban [30:27], Potiphar 
[39:5], Pharaoh [47:7]) through Abraham and his 
sons (plural).

34So Tom Thatcher, “The Plot of Gal 3:1–18,” Journal of 
the Evangelical Theological Society 40, no. 3 (1997): 410.

35So Wright, The Climax of the Covenant, 159.
36Ibid., 166.
37Cf., with some differences, Collins, “What Kind of Exe-

gete Was Paul?” 75–86. Richard B. Hays argues that 
Paul’s argument is “less perverse than it might appear,” 
but he states this not on the basis of seeing an individ-
ual “seed” promised in Genesis but in positing a “catch-
word” connection between the Abrahamic promises 
and the Messianic promises made to David in 2 Sam 
7:12–14 (Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul [New 
Haven: Yale University, 1989], 85). However, if indeed 
the Messianic promises of 2 Samuel are connected to 
the promises of the Abrahamic covenant (and thus to 
Paul’s exegesis in Galatians 3), it is by means of a pro-
gressive flow of redemptive history that is grounded 
in Gen 3:15 and 22:17b–18, both passages of which 
anticipate the ruler from the line of Judah (Gen 49:8, 
10).

38Wright, Paul for Everyone: Galatians and Thessalonians, 
35.

39On the chart, while the backing for the warrant is a 
hermeneutical principle, the warrant itself can be 
defended with exegetical data.

40See the full discussion in Richard N. Longenecker, “The 
Pedagogical Nature of the Law in Galatians 3:19–4:7,” 
Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 25, no. 1 
(1982): 53–62.

41A reference to the old order of things, which includes 
the Law. See Jason C. Meyer, The End of the Law, 171, 
n. 188; J. Louis Martyn, Galatians: A New Translation 
with Introduction and Commentary (Anchor Bible 33A; 
New York: Doubleday, 1997), 401.
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42A babysitter is an imperfect, yet helpful, modern illus-
tration of a child under the authority of another for 
a limited duration. Another example is our modern 
notion of the need to abide by parental rules until the 
“legal” age of eighteen or “as long as you live under my 
roof.”

43D. A. Carson, The Cross and Christian Ministry: Lead-
ership Lessons from First Corinthians (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1993), 26.
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Covenant Lineage Allegorically 
Prefigured: “Which Things 
Are Written Allegorically” 
(Galatians 4:21–31)
A. B. Caneday

inTroducTion

Among Paul’s uses of the Old Testament, 
perhaps most complex, baffling, and elusive 

are his uses of Genesis and of Isa-
iah in Gal 4:21-31, with the claim, 
“these things are avllhgorou,mena.”1 
What warrants his appeal to alle-
gory? What in the Old Testament 
authorizes the apostle’s dual asser-
tions: (1) “Now you, brothers, in 
keeping with Isaac, are children of 
promise” (4:28), and (2) “But what 
does the Scripture say? ‘Cast out the 
slave woman and her son, for the son 
of the slave woman shall not receive 
an inheritance with the son of the 
free woman’” (4:30). The conun-
drum is ancient as Antiochene com-
mentaries indicate.2 Likewise, the 

Reformers puzzle over Paul’s appeal to allegory, 

viewing it as out of character with his uses of the 
Old Testament.3 

Contemporary exegetes tend to reflect the 
assessment of their Antiochene forebears that Paul 
really had in mind typology or perhaps a restrained 
allegory that fades into typology.4 Because schol-
ars describe Paul’s statement, “these things are 
avllhgorou,mena,” as indicating that he engages 
either typological or allegorical interpretation,5 they 
tend to locate the origin of the allegory within Paul’s 
interpretive skillfulness rather than within the Gen-
esis narrative itself.6 

Contemporary discussions concerning Paul’s use 
of avllhgorou,mena exclude the third and middle 
option from purview. Exegetes fixate on two alter-
natives. They reason that Paul either (1) engages in 
typological/allegorical interpretation—the Genesis 
story is historical and he assigns symbolic spiritual 
representations to elements of the narrative, or he 
(2) reads the story as an allegory—the story is an 
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ahistorical account from which Paul draws symbolic 
spiritual aspects that contribute to his argument.7 
Like the Antiochenes, exegetes reject the latter 
but also shortsightedly favor the former giving the 
impression, if not advocating, that Paul’s argument 
in Gal 4:21-31 hangs upon his innovative and cre-
ative reading of the Genesis narrative rather than 
upon an allegory written within the Old Testament 
text by which the historical persons and events nar-
rated bear symbolic significances pointing beyond 
themselves.8 The crucial question is that which 
exegetes do not adequately address. What, within 
the Genesis narrative, warrants Paul’s argument? 
Thus, the neglected third, or middle, option, which 
constitutes the concern of this essay, is that Paul 
reads Scripture’s story of Abraham as historical narra-
tive invested with symbolic representations embedded 
within the characters and the two contrasting births 
of two sons—one by natural order, the other by divine 
promise. Hence, the Genesis text itself, not Paul’s inter-
pretation of the text, is allegorical while simultaneously 
upholding the historical authenticity of those characters 
and events.

Contemporary exegesis of Gal 4:21-31 gener-
ally accepts the historicity of the Abraham narra-
tive and upholds biblical authority to the degree 
that it regards Paul to be authoring Scripture with 
his letter to the Galatians. Nonetheless, the fact 
that exegetes generally seem to bypass inquiry into 
what warrants Paul’s use of the Genesis narrative 
prompts at least two questions. First, why does Paul 
feature Scripture as the ground of his argument, 
unless he believes the Abraham narrative itself, as 
written, entails allegory? Second, unless allegorical 
features are embedded within the Old Testament 
narrative itself and were there to be recognized all 
along to authorize Paul’s use of the story, then what 
warrants his argument in Gal 4:21-31 other than 
“privileged apostolic insight” or interpretive adroit-
ness to spin an allegory to controvert his opponents 
and to convince his converts to remain loyal to his 
gospel? If the allegory is not present in the Genesis 
narrative as written, how can the apostle avoid jus-
tified accusations of exploiting interpretive sleight 

of hand? How does Paul not leave his converts in a 
fideistic lurch, looking to his interpretive dexterity 
rather than to Scripture to authorize them (1) to 
cast out the Sinai covenant and its descendants, the 
Judaizers and those who embrace their “other gos-
pel,” and (2) to warrant his affirmation that Gentile 
believers are children of promise?9

Where, in all his disputations, does the apostle 
Paul assert raw apostolic authority instead of appeal 
to Scripture as authorization upon which his con-
verts and readers should hang their trust and receive 
his gospel as true? This is emphatically so in his let-
ter to the Galatians, among whom his apostleship 
is under assault and dispute. Luke describes Paul as 
reasoning with his hearers from Scripture (Acts 17:2). 
He grounded his disputations and preaching of the 
good news of Christ with appeals to the Scriptures 
so that his hearers could trace out his proclama-
tions as they “examined the Scriptures daily to see 
if these things were so” (Acts 17:11). Is this not the 
kind of faith Paul seeks to elicit, a faith authorized 
by Scripture, not a faith warranted by rhetorical 
human cleverness that can spin an impressive but 
contrived allegory (cf. 1 Cor 2:1-4)?

revelaTion old and new: 
mySTery in galaTianS

The above sequence of questions calls for the 
need to identify Paul’s Old Testament warrants for 
using the Genesis narrative concerning Abraham 
under the rubric of allegory. Contemporary exegetes 
tend to fixate upon Paul’s interpretive insight as dis-
tinctive, even unique to the extent that some add a 
kind of disclaimer, which others should not attempt 
to reproduce Paul’s allegorical interpretation.10 This 
derives in part from efforts to account for and to 
safeguard, as unique, the revelatory insight Paul 
received through his Damascus road Christoph-
any which he describes as “the revelation of Jesus 
Christ” (Gal 1:12ff).11 Such stress upon Paul’s apoc-
alyptic and revelatory insight into the gospel at the 
expense of another essential strand in the fabric of 
his gospel dominates and inclines negligence con-
cerning the apostle’s scriptural warrants.12
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The Theophanic revelation of Jesus 
Christ Authorizes Paul’s Appeal to 
Allegory

The fact that Paul conceives of his gospel as 
simultaneously (1) promised long ago, even 
“preached beforehand to Abraham” (3:8), with the 
promise now being fulfilled (3:16), and (2) con-
cealed for long ages past but now revealed (1:12ff; 
3:23ff; cf. Rom 16:25-27), requires one to locate 
the apostle’s warrants for his use of the Abraham 
narrative in two locations. These locations are: 
(1) within his revelatory insight imparted through 
his Christophany on the Damascus road, but also 
(2) within the Old Testament text itself wherein the 
very act of revealing the gospel in advance entailed 
concealing of the gospel for full disclosure in “the 
fullness of time” (cf. Gal 4:4). This calls for even-
handed attention to the warp and woof in the fab-
ric of Paul’s gospel without which the gospel’s full 
grand array and glory is diminished. 

The Old Testament’s promise and fulfillment 
axis, entwined with revelatory veiling or conceal-
ing, forms the warp of Paul’s gospel, while Christ’s 
advent and his theophanic revelation to the Phari-
see Saul, bringing fulfillment by revealing what had 
been concealed, forms the woof of the apostle’s mes-
sage. That the gospel was promised long ago and 
is now fulfilled with Christ’s coming, and that the 
gospel, at the same time that it was promised in 
ages past, was also veiled or concealed and finally 
revealed only now with the coming of Messiah is, 
as various other scholars agree, a revelation schema 
evident not only in Paul’s letters where he employs 
the noun musth,rion but also present within his 
letter to the Galatians where the word is absent.13

Perhaps Jesus’ epiphany along another road, the 
road to Emmaus, is instructive concerning Paul’s 
Damascus road Christophany. The narrative of 
Luke 24:13-35 dramatizes the biblical concept of 
mystery. First, it entails Jesus’ act of revealing the 
Scriptures concerning the Christ accompanied 
by the act of concealing his identity in plain sight 
by keeping their eyes from recognizing him, yet 
they are fully culpable for their blindness, for Jesus 

rebukes them failing to believe all that the prophets 
have spoken concerning Christ, both that he should 
suffer and enter into his glory (Luke 24:25-26). 
This is followed by Jesus’ blessing and breaking of 
bread, an act that purposefully recalls the same act 
during the last supper (22:19), an act that reveals 
Christ’s identity concealed from the two disciples 
in plain sight, by opening their eyes to recognize 
him as the Christ revealed in Scripture. What had 
been concealed in plain sight, both objectively in 
Scripture (24:25-27) and subjectively within their 
sight (24:16), was now revealed plainly to the two 
disciples (24:31) who exclaim to one another, 
“Were not our hearts burning within us while he 
was speaking to us on the road, as he explained the 
Scriptures to us?” (24:32).

This account entails concealing and revealing in 
two distinguishable spheres or realms. These two 
acts and the two dimensions are both crucial for 
understanding the biblical concept of mystery as 
Paul portrays it. Both the concealing and reveal-
ing entail two spheres: objective (knowledge veiled 
while simultaneously made known) and subjective 
(knowledge restrained from apprehension, yet 
with culpability, but later bestowed with under-
standing). So, both Christ’s coming to fulfill Scrip-
ture, and his opening of eyes, thus giving faith that 
brings understanding, are revelatory. The former 
revelatory act constitutes the good news; the latter, 
the good news received through belief. 

Fresh revelation brings clarity to former revela-
tion that comes with a veil. Veiled former revela-
tion becomes lucid as the climactic finale to the 
storyline clarifies the dramatic development and 
escalation of the story’s whole plotline. Mystery, 
biblically conceived, is akin to how a mystery novel 
is written to be read, proceeding from beginning 
to end. As one traces the storyline’s development 
and progression, the story builds toward its dra-
matic climax at which point the mystery is finally 
revealed. Embedded within characters, events, set-
tings, and plotted conflict throughout the storyline 
of a mystery novel are hints, foreshadows, prefig-
urements, and harbingers written in such a manner 
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as to incite expectation of full and final resolution 
eventually to be revealed with surprises that invite 
deep reflection.

So it is with Scripture. As the story unfolds, 
hope that the promised Seed who will bring salva-
tion awaits the time which is not yet come. Concur-
rent with this escalating hope, one finds woven into 
the storyline characters, events, settings, and plot-
ted conflict, all posing as puzzling enigmas, riddles, 
prefigurements, and conundrums that tantalize and 
add to anticipation that builds toward the plotline’s 
climax so that when the time is fulfilled and the 
mystery finally reaches its climactic point of revela-
tion, with its multifaceted culmination, as with the 
two disciples Jesus met along the Emmaus road, 
readers smack their foreheads with their palms and 
exclaim, “But, of course! There it was all along. It 
was right before my very eyes from the beginning. 
How could I have missed it? How could I not have 
seen it until it was made obvious to me?” 

What is now revealed is what was always there 
in plain sight to be seen for all who have eyes. Such 
is the way the Old Testament was written. Such 
is the way Scripture bears witness to Christ Jesus. 
Such is the way Jesus reveals his kingdom (cf. Mark 
4:10ff). Such is what dawns upon Paul by way of his 
encounter with the resurrected Christ on the road 
to Damascus. Thus, Paul writes, “Now to him who is 
able to establish you according to my gospel and the 
proclamation of Jesus Christ, according to the rev-
elation of the mystery concealed for long ages, but is 
now disclosed through the prophetic scriptures, 
according to the commandment of the eternal God, 
has been made known for the obedience of faith 
unto all the Gentiles–to the only wise God through 
Jesus Christ, to him be glory forever” (Rom 16:25-
27). The same Scriptures that concealed the mys-
tery for long ages are the media through which the 
mystery is now revealed. Thus, the enigmatic and 
concealing features within Scripture’s storyline, no 
less than the straightforward promises and predic-
tions, are integral to the gospel’s fulfillment and 
revelation, even though recognized most fully only 
from the vantage point of fulfillment.14

The Law, as old Testament Scripture, 
Authorizes Paul’s Appeal to Allegory

 Translators and exegetes tend to take Paul’s 
statement, a[tina, evstin avllhgorou,mena, as “these 
things are interpreted allegorically.”15 Acceptance 
of this translation tends to locate authorization 
of Paul’s use of the Genesis story in the apostle’s 
interpretive method, implying that the allegory is 
not located in the Old Testament itself. As a cor-
rective, this essay proposes a more careful iden-
tification of Paul’s warrants for his use of the 
Abraham story in Genesis because Paul’s fourfold 
explicit reference to Scripture, including his intro-
ductory formula, “for it is written that Abraham 
had two sons” (4:22), requires that a[tina, evstin 
avllhgorou,mena be understood in the sense, “these 
things are written allegorically.”16 Consequently, 
the Old Testament text itself authorizes Paul, who 
has seen Christ Jesus to whom the Scriptures bear 
witness, to say, “These women are two covenants.”17 
Indeed, Paul’s reception of the gospel, not through 
any human agency but by the “revelation of Jesus 
Christ” (Gal 1:11ff ), reveals to him the mystery 
that had previously remained concealed from him, 
namely “God’s Son” (1:16). This also entails the 
revelation of h` pi,stij (3:23), which Paul presents 
as objectified, a substitute for the revelation of Abra-
ham’s Seed, the crucified and risen Jesus Christ.18

Despite the fact that no fewer than four explicit 
appeals to the Old Testament Scriptures enclose 
Paul’s use of the present passive participle in the 
statement, a[tina, evstin avllhgorou,mena, most 
exegetes reason that unlike his ordinary reading of 
Scripture, in this case Paul interprets the Abraham 
narrative by assigning allegorical or symbolic rep-
resentation (not written into the original text) to 
its personages and events above and beyond their 
originally designed prima facie function.19 Yet, 
scholars want to distinguish Paul’s appeal to alle-
gory from Philo’s and that of the later Alexandrian 
school while accepting the Antiochene notion that 
if the Genesis narrative itself entails allegory then 
it is not historical.20 Some concede that “allegorical 
interpretation” enters in so that “Gal. 4:21-31 is a 
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highly allegorical representation of Old Testament 
history” with Paul appealing to “hidden and sym-
bolic meanings in the words,” reflecting a general 
Jewish background.21 Most reflect the influence of 
a school of thought that largely dominates, look-
ing to interpretive practices within Second Temple 
Jewish literature to account for Paul’s uses of the 
Old Testament. This leads many to scour the litera-
ture, especially rabbinic literature, to explain that 
Paul’s uses of the Old Testament are hardly distin-
guishable from the Jewish rabbis’ appropriation 
techniques.22 Consequently, ignored is the need 
to locate the Old Testament textual warrants for 
Paul’s appeal to allegory in the Genesis text because 
leading exegetes contend that, on passages such 
as Galatians 4:21-31, believers should be content 
with accepting and reproducing the apostle’s con-
clusions without being able to trace or to reproduce 
the apostle’s exegetical procedures as normative 
for Christians to follow.23 D. A. Carson correctly 
objects.

Even if one distinguishes between appropriation 
techniques and hermeneutical assumptions, some-
thing crucial seems to be missing: appealing to 
hermeneutical assumptions to explain the differ-
ence in the exegetical results of Paul the Pharisee 
and the exegetical results of Paul the apostle is 
in danger of saying no more than that now that 
Paul is a Christian, inevitably he finds Christian 
themes in the Old Testament that he did not find 
there before. At one level, of course, that is true, 
and Paul would admit it: it was his conversion on 
the Damascus road that enabled him to see many 
things in a new perspective.24

Is it not unreasonable to think that Paul expects 
to convince his converts by grounding his argu-
ment in Gal 4:21-31 in nothing more than his 
adeptness to spin an impressive allegory from the 
Genesis narrative on the authority of a Christoph-
any, his reception of “the revelation of Jesus Christ” 
(1:12ff)? Is it not necessary to inquire how Paul’s 
use of Scripture methodologically differs from that 

of his Jewish opponents who trouble the Galatians 
so that he proves his opponents wrong and con-
vinces his converts? How does Paul justify his find-
ing an allegory in the Old Testament text itself and do 
so with the expectation that his readers will track 
with him? 

Belief that Paul devised the allegory and 
assigned symbolic representations to features in the 
Abraham narrative that were neither in the historic 
personages and events nor in the writing of the Old 
Testament narrative seems to dominate exegeti-
cal essays and commentaries concerning Galatians 
4:21-31.25 These approaches are less than satisfying 
for at least two reasons. 

First, Paul appeals to Scripture with expectations 
that his readers will be able to recognize in the Gen-
esis narrative the allegory that he claims is actually 
there. In 4:21-31 he brackets his appeal to the Gen-
esis allegory by pressing his singular lead question, 
“Do you not hear the Law?” (4:21) with his reprise, 
“But what does the Scripture say?” (4:30). Do not 
these questions together constrain Paul’s readers 
to refuse to accept his conclusions as warranted 
apart from being able to trace, to embrace, and to 
reproduce his exegetical reasoning and argument 
as integral to, normative for, and eliciting Chris-
tian faith? Otherwise, how can Gentile believers be 
convinced that Scripture, not nimble manipulation 
of Scripture, legitimately leads to Paul’s conclusion, 
“So, brothers, we are not children of the slave but of 
the free woman?”

Second, as Steven DiMattei demonstrates, exam-
ination of ancient sources shows that the predomi-
nant use of the verb avllhgore,w among ancient 
authors is with the sense “‘to speak allegorically’, 
in which case it is usually the original author or the 
personified text itself which speaks allegorically.”26 
Tryphon (ca. 60-10 B.C.), a Greek grammarian 
from Alexandria, provides examples of fourteen 
kinds of tropes among which is avllhgori,a which 
he describes as “an enunciation which while signi-
fying one thing literally, brings forth the thought 
of something else.”27 Likewise, Pseudo-Heraclitus 
writes, “The trope that says one thing but signi-
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fies something other than what is said is called by 
the name allegoria.”28 So Paul’s appeal to Scripture 
which, though portraying one thing—the birth-
ing of two sons to Abraham from two different 
women—signifies something else—spiritual lin-
eage from two distinct and different covenants—
entails the trope, allegory, when he writes, “These 
things are written allegorically.” The focus of Paul’s 
appeal to Scripture, lineage or origin of birth, sig-
naled by the genitives following the preposition 
ek (evk)—one from the slave woman and one from 
the free woman (e[na evk th/j paidi,skhj kai. 
e[na evk th/j evleuqe,raj), prepares for his explicit 
uncommon metaphor: “These women are two cov-
enants” (4:24).29

The first of these two observations deserves 
fuller consideration. The notion that Paul assigns 
allegorical significance to the elements of the Gen-
esis narrative does not adequately account for the 
apostle’s fourfold appeal to the Old Testament 
Scriptures to authorize his claim, a[tina, evstin 
avllhgorou,mena (4:24), where the participle is a 
plural substantive standing in the predicate fol-
lowing the plural subject, a[tina, which refers to 
Abraham, his two sons, the two women, and the 
two ways of birthing the sons. Given his repeated 
explicit appeals to the Old Testament Scrip-
tures and his express declaration, a[tina, evstin 
avllhgorou,mena, it is difficult to understand Paul’s 
claim to mean anything other than these things are 
written allegorically, indicating that the Genesis 
narrative itself, which is historical in character, 
was written so that the personages and events por-
trayed, symbolically represent things beyond them-
selves.30 Ponder the care with which Paul places 
his use of a[tina, evstin avllhgorou,mena within no 
fewer than four explicit appeals to the Old Testa-
ment Scriptures, two bracketing on either side.31

If the Galatians want to be subject to the law, 
then they should give proper attention to hear what 
the Law actually says. So, Paul structures the whole 
paragraph in 4:21-31 around one command from 
the Law that the Galatians who are tempted to heed 
the Judaizers’ “other gospel” need to obey—Cast 

out the slave woman and her son, for the son of the 
slave woman shall not receive an inheritance with the 
son of the free woman (4:30).32 

Paul begins his four explicit appeals to Scripture 
by asking, “Speak to me, you who crave to be under 
the law, do you not hear the Law?” (v. 21). Paul’s 
question seems purposely a play on the meaning 
of the Law.33 While Paul’s dispute with his oppo-
nents concerning who constitutes the children 
of Abraham entails God’s restricted jurisdiction 
given to the law as covenant, the apostle questions 
the Galatians whether they are actually listening to 
the Law.34 Thus, with this pun on the Law, requiring 
readers to distinguish the Law of Moses as Scripture 
which contains the Law of Moses as covenant, Paul 
makes his first express appeal to Scripture, the Pen-
tateuch (cf. Rom 3:21; Luke 24:44). 

Following this lead interrogative he offers an 
affirmative appeal to the Old Testament to autho-
rize his reasoning concerning the gospel, for it is 
written (ge,graptai ga,r, Gal 4:22). This introduc-
tory formula ordinarily prefaces a direct quotation 
from the Old Testament (as in 3:10, 13; 4:27). 
However, here it introduces Paul’s summation of 
the Genesis narrative concerning strikingly dif-
ferent births of two sons to Abraham, one born 
according to the flesh (kata. sa,rka) and the other 
through promise (di v evpaggeli,aj), from two starkly 
different women, one a slave and the other free.35 
Thus, the common introductory formula of 4:22—
for it is written (ge,graptai ga,r)—governs the 
present passive participle, avllhgorou,mena (4:24), 
giving it the natural sense, these things are written 
allegorically. 

Paul repeats his common introductory formula 
again to authorize his argument in 4:27—for it 
is written—to preface his direct quotation of Isa-
iah 54:1, which because it puzzles exegetes, often 
receives little comment, if any.36 Paul’s fourth 
authoritative appeal to Scripture, when he repeats 
the question with which he begins the paragraph 
with the pun on the law confirms taking a [tina, evs-
tin avllhgorou,mena as these things are written alle-
gorically. As he begins by interrogating, “Do you 
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not hear the Law [i.e., Scripture]?” (4:21), so in 
4:30 he enforces his initial appeal with a reprise, 
a kind of inclusio, that presses the first question 
again, “But what does the Scripture say?”

a chiaSTic & BrackeTing 
arrangemenT of ciTaTion 
formulaS

Between his initial (A) and reprising (A’) inter-
rogatives, forming a bracket, Paul twice affirms, “for 
it is written” (B, B’) and these authoritative appeals 
to Scripture enclose the assertion (C), “These 
things are written allegorically.” Paul, in other 
words, does not relent. The Scriptures—Genesis 
and Isaiah—authorize his dual concluding appeal 
to the Galatians: (1) to cast out the Sinai covenant 
and its descendants, the Judaizers and those who 
preach “another gospel,” and (2) to affirm that 
Gentile believers are children of promise. If Paul 
expects the Galatians to obey the Law’s command 
(“Cast out the slave woman and her son, for the son 
of the slave woman shall not receive an inheritance 
with the son of the free woman.”), then he also 
obliges them to trace his reasoning and recognize 
that Scripture warrants his appeal for the Galatians 
to obey this command from the Law. This means 
that the apostle expects the Galatians and con-
temporary exegetes to recognize allegory within 
Genesis itself, authorizing his use of the Abraham, 
Sarah, and Hagar narrative in 4:21-31.

The aBraham narraTive and 
Paul’S argumenT

 Debate continues whether Galatians 4:21-31 is 
more directly related to what precedes (2:11-4:20) 
or to what follows (5:2-6:10) and what function the 

passage has in that relationship. The prevailing view 
has been that 4:21-31 constitutes the last in a series 
of arguments that support Paul’s thesis in 2:15-
21.37 More recently Longenecker proposed that 
4:12 begins what he describes as a “deliberative” 
rhetorical section concluding at 6:10, following the 
“forensic” rhetorical portion of 1:6-4:11.38 Keeping 
in mind that Longenecker regards 4:21-31 as an ad 

hominem or emotional argument (note 19 above), 
it is understandable that he regards the passage “as 
part of his appeals and exhortations headed by the 
imperative ‘become like me!’ of 4:12.”39 Despite 
arguments to the contrary, no alternative view has 
received wide acceptance among scholars to replace 
the traditional view that 4:21-5:1 is the final seg-
ment of Paul’s argument that begins in 3:1.40

Galatians 4:21-5:1: Climax of 
the Abraham Narrative in Paul’s 
rhetorical Argument

Given the prominence of the Abraham narrative 
throughout Paul’s argument, in 3:1-5:1, it hardly 
seems plausible that 4:21-5:1 is an “afterthought”41 
but that Paul’s citation of the Law’s command—
“Cast out the slave woman and her son!”—is the fit-
ting climax of the entire segment (3:1-5:1).42 Hays 
observes, “It is a stunning rhetorical moment. Paul 
has saved his ace, his most dramatic argument for 
the end. If the Galatians have followed Paul’s expo-
sition of the allegory, they will not miss the import 
of this command: Scripture is speaking directly to 
them, telling them to throw out the rival Mission-
aries and their converts.”43 It seems that Hays and 
others correctly read 4:21-5:1 as the rhetorical cli-
max of Paul’s foregoing argument rather than as the 
beginning of what follows.

 verses chiasm scripture citation Formula
 4:21 a do you not hear the law?
 4:22  B For it is written
 4:24   C These things are written allegorically
 4:27  B´ For it is written
 4:30 á  But what does the scripture say?
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As already noted, use of the Abraham narrative 
of Genesis enters much earlier in Paul’s argument 
than in 4:21-31.44 Appeals to the narrative reflect 
historical progression in the Abraham story, from 
reception of promise to the birth of two sons. This 
correlates with Paul’s insistence that close attention 
to the storyline within the Books of Moses is indis-
pensable for correctly recognizing that because the 
promise to Abraham antedates the giving of the law 
(3:17); the law covenant, rather than modifying 
the promise, is eclipsed by it (3:18ff).45 

So, early in Galatians 3 Paul appeals to Genesis 
12 and 15 “as the locus of the definitive statement 
of, and scriptural proof for”46 linking the Gala-
tians’ reception of the Spirit with Abraham’s being 
declared righteous (kaqw,j, just as, Gal 3:5-6). This 
deserves closer attention to be provided below. 
Likewise, Paul features Genesis 12, 15, and 22 in 
his argument of Gal 3:16, when he asserts, “The 
promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed 
. . . who is Christ.”47 Paul’s appeal to the Abraham 
narrative reaches its apex in 4:21-31 as he inquires 
“Speak to me, you who crave to be under the law, 
do you not hear the Law?” and asserts that Abra-
ham’s two sons, their mothers, and the ways they 
gave birth to the sons are written allegorically.

The Galatians need a brisk refresher concern-
ing the significance of their reception of the Spirit. 
Strong as are both (1) Paul’s indictment, “O, fool-
ish Galatians!”, and (2) his question, “Who has 
bewitched you?”, the important thing is, as Ste-
phen Fowl observes, “that Paul is the one who both 
establishes the hermeneutical priority of the Gala-
tians’ experience of the Spirit and interprets this 
experience as a sign of participation in the blessing 
promised to Abraham.”48 That Paul is willing to sus-
pend his entire case against the Judaizers upon one 
question must not be missed. His singular question 
would be to no avail but would be counterproduc-
tive, if reception of the Spirit, including miracles 
and signs, accompanied the Judaizers’ preaching. 

Paul inquires, “I want to learn from you only 
this: Did you receive the Spirit from the deeds 
required by the law or from the hearing of faith?”49 

Whatever may be the precise nuances of the two 
contrasting expressions beginning with from (evk), 
that they refer to the Mosaic Law covenant and the 
gospel (promise), respectively, is sufficient for pres-
ent concerns.50 Paul’s initial appeal to the Galatians, 
while interested with sequence—whether they 
received the Spirit (1) from his proclamation of the 
gospel among them, or (2) from the Judaizers’ later 
attempts to impose the law upon them—also con-
cerns the effects and consequences of receiving the 
Spirit (cf. 3:3-5). This is made obvious when Paul 
not only reiterates the question but also links the 
Galatians’ reception of the Spirit with Abraham’s 
reception of justification. For Paul, “possession 
of the Spirit seals the actuality of righteousness,” 
for the status of divine sonship is confirmed in the 
believer’s heart by the Spirit’s cry, “Abba! Father! 
(4:6).51 

The poignancy of the apostle’s questions seems 
more fully expressed in what he writes to the 
Corinthians:

Now we received not the spirit of the world but 
the Spirit that is from God, in order that we might 
understand the things freely given to us by God. 
And we are speaking these things not in words 
taught by human wisdom but words taught by 
the Spirit, explaining spiritual things to those who 
are spiritual. But the natural man does not accepts 
the things of the Spirit of God, for they are fool-
ishness to him, and he is not able to understand 
them because they are spiritually discerned (1 
Cor 2:12-14).

The priority of the Spirit in Paul’s argument 
essentially raises the question whether (1) having 
the Spirit brings light and understanding to Scrip-
ture, or (2) having the Scriptures brings the Spirit 
(cf. John 5:39).52 The priority of receiving the Spirit 
does not induce Paul either to dismiss Scripture’s 
pertinence, or to impose his own interpretations 
upon the biblical text. Instead, Paul beckons the 
Galatians to acknowledge that their reception of 
the Spirit entails removal of the veil from their eyes 
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(cf. 2 Cor 3:16), providing the aperture through 
which the disparate and diverse disclosures of the 
Old Testament come into proper focus in the per-
son of the resurrected Christ. In other words, Paul 
reasonably expects the Galatians to trace his argu-
ment through to his conclusions, climaxing in the 
allegory from Genesis.53 

Paul underscores correlation between the 
Galatians and Abraham in at least two notable 
ways. First, Paul correlates the Galatians’ recep-
tion of the Spirit with Abraham’s being declared 
righteous (kaqw,j, just as, Gal 3:5-6). Second, he 
stresses that the gospel was proclaimed to both, 
even using compound verbs with the pro- prefix to 
aid the associations.54 Of the Galatians he writes, 
“O foolish Galatians! Who bewitched you, before 
whose eyes Jesus Christ crucified was publicly plac-
arded?” (3:1). Concerning Abraham he says, “The 
Scriptures foresaw that God would justify the Gen-
tiles evk pi,stewj, preaching the gospel in advance to 
Abraham, ‘In you all the nations will be blessed” 
(3:8).55 Paul confirms the correlation between the 
Galatians and Abraham by writing in 3:9, “So then, 
those who are evk pi,stewj are blessed with faithful 
Abraham,” which he validates by conflating Gen 
12:3; 18:18; and 22:18.56 

Yet there is more, for the query concerning 
reception of the Spirit correlates the Galatians 
not only with Abraham’s being declared righteous 
(3:5-6) but also with Paul, for their reception of 
the Spirit is not unlike his reception of the gospel 
“through revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:11-12) in 
so far as the veil lifted from his and their eyes. As 
Beverly Gaventa has shown, Paul’s conversion is 
paradigmatic “as an example of the gospel’s singu-
lar and exclusive power to overthrow human con-
ventions, commitments, and values and to replace 
those with ‘the faith of Jesus Christ’ (2:16).”57 Thus, 
Paul draws upon his experience of the gospel’s 
power to exhort the Galatians. Yet, as Stockhau-
sen insightfully observes, Paul’s letter to the Gala-
tians reflects a “constitutive presence of Abraham’s 
story” so that, even though Paul does not cite the 
Genesis narrative in Galatians 1 and 2, “the story of 

Abraham is a remarkable parallel at its earliest point 
to Paul’s own story and to the pattern which the 
Galatians have followed and to which Paul writes 
to exhort them to remain constant.”58 Thus, Stock-
hausen suggests that portions of Paul’s letter to the 
Galatians not ordinarily read as governed by his 
scriptural argument, for example 4:12-20, invite 
reconsideration. Is it plausible, then, that Paul’s 
statement, “you received me as an angel of God, as 
Christ Jesus,” reflects “the ambiguity of Gen. 18.2, 
9-10, 13 and so on between the angelic figures and 
the Lord alone”?59 

For example, correlations between the Galatians 
and Abraham appear natural in Galatians 4:8ff. For 
the Galatians were Gentiles formerly enslaved to 
those things that by nature are not gods, not unlike 
Abraham before the Lord called him. Likewise, 
Paul characterizes the call of the Galatians like the 
call of Abraham when he writes, “But now that you 
have come to know God, or rather, to be known by 
God, how are you turning back again toward the 
weak and worthless rudiments whose slaves you 
desire to become again?” (4:9). Paul’s grammati-
cal adjustment to the passive voice mid-sentence 
underscores that their call originates in divine ini-
tiative—“known by God”—just as Abraham’s call 
(Gen 12:1).60

If Stockhausen’s suggestion is correct that Paul’s 
pattern throughout his letter to Galatians correlates 
with the Abraham narrative, given Paul’s imagery 
in Gal 4:19—“My children, for whom I am again 
overcome with the pains of childbirth until Christ 
is formed in you”—what if the apostle’s maternally 
voiced endearment and distress over his spiritual 
children reflects correlation with the protracted 
time of anticipation Abraham and Sarah awaited 
the promised son, during which time the son of 
the slave woman was conceived and born?61 The 
question has merit, for Paul’s prior argument that 
Christ (1) is the Seed to whom the promises were 
spoken (3:16) and (2) is God’s Son who was born 
of a woman under the law in the fullness of time 
prepares for Paul’s arresting claim that he is in the 
throes and travail of birth pangs concerning his 
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children for whom he labors (cf. 4:11) that they 
might be the seed of Abraham.62 This imagery of 
the apostle’s travailing to give birth distinctly cor-
relates to and anticipates the barren woman who 
is not in labor pains but who will have more chil-
dren than the woman who has a husband.63 Is it 
too much to suppose that the apostle is implying 
that his apostolic call catches him up into escha-
tological identity with Sarah, the barren woman, 
as he travails in birth pains in fulfillment of Isaiah’s 
prophecy concerning the desolate woman?64 

The birth Paul awaits is through promise, not 
according to the flesh (cf. 4:23). This birth is of God, 
not of his own doing. Accordingly, in preparation 
for his allegory from Genesis (4:21-31), Paul gives 
his metaphor an unexpected turn. What the mater-
nal imagery evokes is wholly inadequate to give full 
expression to the richness of his apostolic and pas-
toral endearment for and travail over his spiritual 
children. This is so because, even though he labors 
for his converts, that which he desires to be formed 
is not within himself.65 In fact, not even his chil-
dren are to be formed. On the contrary, the birth for 
which Paul endures labor pains is the divine birth 
of Christ’s becoming incarnate within the Galatians.66 
Therefore, Paul writes, “My children, for whom I am 
again overcome with the pains of childbirth until 
Christ is formed in you.” This is how the promise 
spoken to Abraham—“In you all the nations shall 
be blessed” (3:8)—now realizes fulfillment. As 
God’s Son became incarnate through the woman 
who bore him, so Paul is in anguish until Christ, the 
promised Seed, is formed within the Galatians (evn 
u`mi/n) through the agency of his ministry.67 

How fitting it is, then, that following this rich 
imagery Paul offers his final appeal to the Galatians 
with the allegory from the Genesis narrative con-
cerning Abraham. He does so to clinch his argu-
ment with the dual conclusion that the Galatians 
should: (1) banish the Sinai covenant and its 
adherents from their midst, and (2) be firmly con-
vinced of their birth as children of the free woman, 
not of the slave woman (4:21-31).

The Use of Scripture in Galatians 4:21-
5:1 within Paul’s rhetorical Argument

At last, the dominant questions that generated 
and have guided this essay emerge to be answered 
directly. Much has been stated already concerning 
warrants located within the latter day revelation of 
the mystery to Paul through the theophanic appear-
ance of Christ on the road to Damascus. What 
remains is to locate warrants within the Abraham 
narrative in Genesis for Paul’s claim that “these 
things were written allegorically” and to under-
stand what authorizes his use of Isa 54:1.

Paul’s climactic paragraph consists of three 
segments. First, the apostle summarizes featured 
elements of the Abraham narrative. “Speak to me, 
you who crave to be under the law, do you not hear 
the Law? For it is written that Abraham had two 
sons, one from the slave woman and one from the 
free woman. But the son from the slave woman 
was born according to the flesh, and the free son 
was born through promise.” Second, Paul explains 
those things he cites from Scripture. He announces, 
“These things are written allegorically, for these 
women are two covenants. One is from Mount 
Sinai, who is Hagar, giving birth into slavery. Now 
Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia and represents the 
present Jerusalem, for she is in slavery with her 
children. But the Jerusalem above is free, who is our 
mother.” Then Paul provides supporting scriptural 
explanation by quoting Isa 54:1, “Rejoice, barren 
woman who bears no children; burst out with son 
and cry aloud, you who are not in labor pains! For 
more are the children of the forsaken woman that 
those of the woman who has the husband.” Third, 
the apostle applies the allegory as he presses its sig-
nificance upon the Galatians: 

Now you, brothers, in accord with Isaac are chil-
dren of promise. But just as at that time the one 
born according to the flesh persecuted the one 
born according to the Spirit, so also now. But what 
does the Scripture say? Cast out the slave woman 
and her son, for the son of the slave woman shall 
not receive an inheritance with the son of the free 
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woman. Therefore, brothers, we are not children of 
the slave woman but of the free woman. For unto 
freedom Christ set us free; stand firm then and do 
not submit again to a yoke of slavery.

Paul frames his interrogative—“Speak to me, 
you who crave to be under the law, do you not 
hear the Law?” (v. 21)—with negative connota-
tions and sarcasm entailing references to both time 
and status. His expression, to be under the law (u`po. 
no,mon) occurs three previous times in the letter 
(3:23; 4:4, 5). These uses show that wanting to be 
under the law is to desire regression to childhood; 
to the era before the fullness of time; to the status 
of nonage, of slavery, of being confined under the 
law’s custody; to dwell under the law’s curse, a 
grave and undesirable condition from which one 
needs redemption that only Christ provides. Thus, 
to desire to be under the law is tantamount to repu-
diating God’s Son who was born under the law for 
the very purpose that he might become a curse to 
redeem those who were under the law (3:13), that 
they might receive adoption as sons (4:5), a point 
Paul later underscores (5:4). 

As shown earlier, the apostle’s lead question 
points the Galatians to his climactic question, 
“What does the Scripture say?” (4:30). If the Gala-
tians actually hear what the Law commands, they 
will act upon its command: “Cast out the slave 
woman and her son, for the son of the slave woman 
shall not receive an inheritance with the son of 
the free woman.” True as it is that Paul’s citation 
of Scripture to warrant this conclusion is evident, 
appealing to the Abraham narrative of Genesis and 
to Isa 54:1 as he does, what warrants Paul’s use of 
these portions of Scripture? What justifies his claim 
that the Genesis narrative entails allegory?

As one begins to search for answers to these 
questions, given Paul’s use of Isa 54:1, it becomes 
apparent that Paul does not originate the allegory. 
Furthermore, that Genesis, not Isaiah, establishes 
the Sarah-Hagar allegory is evident because Paul 
writes, “for it is written that Abraham had two 
sons” (4:22), which the apostle claims is “written 

allegorically.” 
It may be instructive to observe that for Paul, use 

of Sarah from Isa 54:1 is not unlike use of Melchize-
dek from Ps 110:4 is for the writer of Hebrews. As 
David, in Ps 110:4, does not originate the Melchize-
dek typology, so Isaiah does not create the Sarah-
Hagar allegory. Sarah and Melchizedek have this 
in common. Outside the Genesis narrative both 
receive only one explicit mention in the remainder 
of the Old Testament. Hebrews devotes far more 
to Melchizedek from the scant mentions of him in 
Gen 14:18-20 and in Ps 110:4, and much of this 
from what is not written of him (Heb 7:1-10), than 
Paul gives to Sarah from numerous accounts con-
cerning her in Genesis and one explicit mention 
in Isa 51:2 besides the allusive reference in 54:1. 
Therefore, because Isaiah’s allusive use of Sarah and 
of Hagar in 54:1 goes beyond the bare storyline of 
Genesis, it seems apparent that the prophet pro-
vides an aperture or lens that sharpens the focus 
for the apostle to see the allegory that actually is 
present in Genesis.68 

Isaiah and Paul recognize that the narrative story 
in Genesis is laden with clusters of symbolic rep-
resentations concerning salvation that is to come 
in latter days. For both apostle and prophet the 
text is a scriptural account of historical persons 
divinely invested with symbolic significances that 
transcend their own experiences and times, con-
verging together within an allegorical story, bear-
ing significance that reconfirms the promise and 
engenders hope that the promise will be fulfilled 
in the latter days when Messiah, Abraham’s true 
seed, is to be revealed. Thus, by quoting Isa 54:1, 
Paul is drawing the Galatians’ attention to the fact 
that what they are now experiencing at the hands of 
those who trouble them with a different gospel was 
allegorically written long ago in nuce in the Genesis 
narrative that entails Abraham, Sarah (the desolate 
woman), Hagar (the woman with the husband), 
and the contrasting conceptions and births of two 
boys.

As this essay begins to draw to a close, the fol-
lowing presentation of the warrants for Paul’s uses 
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of the Genesis narrative and Isaiah is intended to 
be evocative, not exhaustive, and instructive, not 
conclusive.

saRah’s dEsolaTIoN, dIvINE 
oBsTaclE To God’s PRoMIsEs

For both the apostle Paul and the prophet Isa-
iah, essential to the Abraham narrative of Genesis 
is the divinely plotted obstacle expressed in Gen 
11:30, “Now Sarah was barren, and she had no 
child.”69 The entire story of Abraham and God’s 
promises in Genesis emerges from and proceeds 
upon the premise that Sarah is incapable of bearing 
children. Thus, from the outset, the writer of Gene-
sis signals two decisive features. Of first importance 
is Sarah’s need for God to intervene miraculously 
on her behalf, if she is to bear a child. Second, the 
story entailing Sarah, Abraham, and God’s prom-
ise of seed to them, that accents their creaturely 
helplessness to reverse the reproach of barrenness, 
is larger than life, larger than any of the individual 
personages within the story, thus infusing symbolic 
significances into the story that reach beyond the 
characters and events themselves, even if the one 
who writes the story does not fully grasp these 
significances in anticipation of the promise’s ful-
fillment. To paraphrase his words elsewhere, Paul 
recognizes that these things in the Abraham narrative 
took place allegorically, but they were written down 
for our instruction, on whom the ends of the ages have 
come (cf. 1 Cor 10:11).

The import of the story’s premise promptly 
becomes evident in Genesis 12. Thus, even before 
God speaks his promise to Abraham, the humanly 
insurmountable impediment to the promise’s ful-
fillment is already known both by those in the story 
and by readers. Given Sarah’s sterility, how will God 
surmount his own imposed impediment in order to 
keep his promise to Abraham that “in you all the 
nations of the earth shall be blessed” (12:3) and 
“to your seed I will give this land” (12:7)? The plot 
thickens as the promise repeatedly hangs upon the 
scantest thread of hope as recipients of the promise 
are constrained to trust in God alone.

Sarah The deSolaTe and hagar 
The wife

Both age and aging exacerbate the obstacle 
posed by Sarah’s barrenness. When the Lord ini-
tially speaks the promise to him in Haran, Abraham 
is already seventy-five years old. Ten years after 
entering Canaan, when Abraham is eighty-five and 
Sarah is still barren, she gave her servant Hagar to be 
Abraham’s wife that he might father the promised 
son with her (Gen 16:3-4). That Sarah gave Hagar 
to be Abraham’s wife accounts for Isaiah’s words, 
“For the children of the desolate one will be more 
than the children of her who is married.”70 Sarah, 
in her desolation, requires a husband greater than 
Abraham, if she is to bear the promised son. In the 
portion not explicitly cited by Paul but nonetheless 
surely included by implicature and to be inferred 
by readers, Isaiah depicts God as the husband who 
ends Sarah’s reproach in that he reverses Israel’s.71

Fear not, for you will not be ashamed; 
be not confounded, for you will not be 
disgraced;

for you will forget the shame of our youth, 
and the reproach of your widowhood you will 
remember no more.

For your Maker is your husband, 
the Lord of hosts is his name;

and the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer, 
the God of the whole earth he is called.

For the Lord has called you
like a wife deserted and grieved in spirit,

like a wife of youth when she is cast off, 
says your God.

For a brief moment I deserted you, 
but with great compassion I will gather you.

In overflowing anger for a moment 
I hid my face from you,

But with everlasting love I will have compassion 
on you, says the Lord, your Redeemer (Isa 
54:4-8).

Abraham is eighty-six when Ishmael is born 
(Gen 16:16). Thirteen years later, in Abraham’s 
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ninety-ninth year, the Lord reaffirms his covenant 
promise (Gen 17:1). Of Sarah, God says, “I will 
bless her, and moreover, I will give you a son by 
her, and she shall become nations; kings of peo-
ples shall come from her” (17:15 esv). Abraham 
responds, “Shall a child be born to a man who is a 
hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is ninety years 
old, bear a child?” (17:17 esv). At last, just as God 
promised, in Abraham’s one hundredth year Sarah 
gives birth to Isaac, Abraham’s son (21:1, 5). 

Then another divinely imposed obstacle to the 
fulfillment of God’s promises enters the story. It 
intrudes at the Lord’s own command to Abraham 
to slay his promised son as a sacrifice (22:2), an 
obstacle God designs to test Abraham’s faith but 
also to function as a parable. The whole episode 
dramatically represents things greater than its indi-
vidual components.72 Isaac lives because of substi-
tutionary sacrifice, surely a feature that shadows 
heavenly things and foreshadows things to come, 
hinted at in Isaac’s presageful query, “My father! 
Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the 
lamb for a burnt offering?” (22:7 esv), but also in 
Abraham’s equally prophetic and confident reply, 
“God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt 
offering, my son” (22:8 esv).

Sarah’S deSolaTion enTailS 
PrefiguremenT

 In Genesis the impediment that Sarah’s barren-
ness poses to fulfillment of God’s promise is the 
beginning of a significant theme extending through 
Genesis and beyond, reaching all the way to the 
birth narrative in Luke’s Gospel. Besides Sarah, two 
further iterations of barrenness within the narra-
tive both entail covenant couples who are direct 
descendents of Abraham and Sarah. Rebekah is 
barren, but like his father, Isaac implores the Lord’s 
favor and she gives birth to twins (Gen 25:21-24). 
Barrenness, which at this juncture is expressly 
revealed as divinely imposed, is a motif that contin-
ues with Rachel whose rivalry with her sister, Leah, 
moves her to imitate Sarah by giving her servant 
(Bilnah) to Jacob as a wife to bear children in her 

place (30:1-2).73 At last the Lord opens her womb 
with the birth of Joseph, as Rachel acknowledges 
saying, “God has taken away my reproach. May the 
Lord add to me another son!” (30:22-24 esv).

Is it not significant that at crucial moments in 
Israel’s history that a barren woman embodies, 
as it were, Israel’s desolation and hope in that the 
Lord favors the woman with the birth of a son 
who becomes Israel’s deliverer?74 Is it not worthy 
of mention that a barren woman, Elizabeth (Luke 
1:7), miraculously conceives and gives birth to 
Messiah’s cousin and herald, John the Baptist? Thus, 
it is fitting that, as the mother of Israel, Sarah’s des-
olation representatively foreshadows the nation’s 
desolation out of which hope arises (cf. Isa 1:7; 5:9; 
6:11; 13:9; 17:9; 24:13). It is not surprising, then, 
that the desolation motif plays a significant role 
throughout Isaiah (cf. 49:8; 49:19; 54:1, 3; 62:4; 
64:10), whom Paul quotes (Gal 4:27). In as much 
as the Seed to whom the promise was spoken was 
born of a woman in the fullness of time, Paul cites 
Isaiah who suggests that Sarah, figuratively speak-
ing “remained barren throughout history until the 
coming of her child, Christ (recall Gal 3:16, 19).”75 
For Isaiah, Sarah’s desolation prefigures Zion, and 
her giving birth to Isaac foreshadows the birthing 
of those “who pursue righteousness” and “seek the 
Lord” (51:1-2). Entailed and therefore implicit 
within Sarah’s desolation and miraculous giving 
of birth to a people who seek the Lord and pur-
sue righteousness is what plays out in the drama 
on the mountain. There, Isaac is cast in the role of 
symbolically representing a people for whom sub-
stitutionary sacrifice takes place as the lamb, about 
which he presciently inquired earlier (Gen 22:7), 
intercedes as Isaac’s substitute, not only sparing his 
life but also sustaining God’s promise.

Sarah’S BarrenneSS callS for 
faiTh in god who giveS life

The barrenness motif ’s inception and recur-
sion in Genesis makes clear that fulfillment of 
God’s promise concerning the seed is not subject 
to the will of human flesh but, as with the person-
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ages in the Bible’s storyline, beckons readers to lift 
their eyes of faith upward to the giver of life, to the 
Lord who closes and opens the womb, bringing 
forth life from deadness,76 but also simultaneously 
directs their eyes ever forward along the storyline 
to anticipate a future manifestation of God’s power 
to fulfill his promises in Abraham’s seed. As with 
the personages within the narrative, so also for 
those who read the patriarchal story, the barren-
ness theme heightens anticipation and hope that 
God will fulfill his promises through those uncom-
monly conceived and born. Each one, however, one 
after the other—Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph—born 
in a singular manner, also receives God’s reconfir-
mation of the promises first spoken to Abraham 
(26:3-4, 24; 28:3-4, 12-15; 35:9-15; 48:3-6). These 
individual reaffirmations of the promises point to 
future fulfillment. Each recipient of covenant reaf-
firmation holds fast these promises in anticipation 
of their fulfillment, yet each one dies, not seeing the 
promises fulfilled (cf. Heb 11:39). Nevertheless, 
they prefigure another who would be uncommonly 
conceived but who would also receive what was 
promised. This one singularly conceived, to whom 
the promise is spoken, is Christ, Abraham’s Seed 
(Gal 4:4; 3:16).77 

The covenanT Sign of 
circumciSion and The Thing 
Signified

Without dispute the Genesis narrative grounds 
Paul’s observation that one son was born according 
to the flesh (kata. sa,rka) but the other was born 
through promise (di v evpaggeli,aj). Elsewhere Paul 
uses the phrase according to the flesh with no nega-
tive connotations when simply referring to ethnic 
descent (Rom 9:3), even referring to Christ’s phys-
ical descent (Rom 1:3; 9:5). In Gal 4:23 the phrase 
according to the flesh is not uncomplimentary in so 
far as it refers to ordinary physical conception and 
birth. However, because Paul juxtaposes through 
promise (di v evpaggeli,aj) in Gal 4:23 with accord-
ing to the flesh, the latter phrase takes on a pejorative 
connotation. This negative sense is present because 

God inextricably binds his promise concerning 
Abraham’s seed to the covenant sign of circumci-
sion. Consequently, while the two expressions fea-
ture the two distinct ways by which the sons were 
born, they also accent the greater spiritual distinc-
tions signified by the sign of the covenant, the cir-
cumcision in the flesh. This is what Paul sees in the 
Abraham narrative of Genesis that leads him to 
intend a pejorative contrast by juxtaposing accord-
ing to the flesh (kata. sa,rka) versus through prom-
ise (di v evpaggeli,aj; 4:23). From this the apostle 
infers, “But just as at that time the one born accord-
ing to the flesh persecuted the one born according to 
the Spirit, so it is now also” (4:29). By saying “just 
as at that time,” Paul indicates this distinction he 
extrapolates—according to the flesh (kata. sa,rka) 
and according to the Spirit (kata. pneu/ma)—is pres-
ent within the Genesis narrative because to be born 
through promise (di v evpaggeli,aj) signifies heav-
enly birth that is not subject to the will of human 
flesh (cf. John 1:13). 

From the beginning, to bear only the sign of the 
covenant in the flesh, the removal of the foreskin 
(Gen 17:11), while not possessing the spiritual real-
ity to which the ritual cutting points, rendered one 
Abraham’s seed born according to the flesh (kata. 
sa,rka) but not Abraham’s seed born through prom-
ise (di v evpaggeli,aj). Is this not precisely what Paul 
claims elsewhere? He does so when he writes, “For 
not all who are descended from Israel belong to 
Israel, and not all are children of Abraham because 
they are his offspring, but ‘Through Isaac shall your 
offspring be named.’ This means that it is not the 
children of the flesh who are the children of God, 
but the children of the promise are counted as 
offspring” (Rom 9:6-8 esv; cf. 2:17-29). Though 
Ishmael bears the sign of the covenant in his flesh 
(Gen 17:23), he lacks the spiritual reality signified 
by the covenant sign. Thus, even though he is from 
Abraham, he is not of Abraham’s seed. On the other 
hand, Isaac, who receives the sign of the covenant 
after Ishmael (Gen 21:4), also possesses the spiri-
tual reality symbolically represented by the sign, 
a heart circumcised by the Spirit (cf. Rom 2:29), 
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manifest by his belief in God who alone brings 
forth life from what is dead (Gen 25:21; cf. Rom 
4:17ff).78

At the risk of importing extraneous categories, 
in the Abraham narrative Paul finds the vertical axis 
distinguishing what is of heaven from what is of earth 
as his contrasts show. 

What emerges to the foreground is the vertical 
axis made obvious in the contrast between “the 

Jerusalem now” and “the Jerusalem above” (4:25). 
If Paul’s argument in Gal 3:15-4:6 proceeds largely 
along the temporal axis of revelation’s progression, 
entailing before the coming of the Seed and now that 
the Seed has come (cf. esp. 3:15-25), in 4:21-31 his 
argument accents the vertical axis while retaining 
the temporal. The temporal axis recedes without 
disappearing, made evident in Paul’s comparison: 
“just as at that time . . . so also it is now” (4:29).

As argued earlier, much in the Genesis narra-
tive warrants the vertical axis observed in uses by 
both Isaiah and Paul. Paul attributes the allegory 
to Genesis, including the two women as two cov-
enants, two mountains, and two Jerusalems, before 
he states, “for it is written” and then quotes Isa 54:1 
to ground his claim, “Now the Jerusalem above is 
free, who is our mother” (Gal 4:26).79 Given Paul’s 
knowledge of Isaiah, it may seem odd that at this 
juncture he does not cite 51:2. Here, not only is 
Sarah’s role as mother more expressly mentioned, 
but this is also the only Old Testament use of Sar-
ah’s name outside Genesis.

Look to Abraham your father
 and to Sarah who bore you;
for he was but one when I called him,
 that I might bless him and multiply him  
 (Isa 51:2; esv).80

 
 

Instead, Paul quotes 54:1.81 

“Sing, O barren one, who did not bear;
 break forth into singing and cry aloud,
 you who have not been in labor!
For the children of the desolate one will be more 
 than the children of her who is married,” says  
 the Lord (Isa 54:1; esv).

Surely, Paul cites Isa 54:1 because of verbal simi-
larities with Gen 11:30, for both passages accent 
Sarah’s barrenness.82 In addition to barrenness as a 
catchword, Paul uses Isa 54:1 and not 51:2 because 
it contrasts two women, obliquely referring to 
Sarah and Hagar. Additionally, the passage evokes 
“the whole rippling pool of promise found in the 
latter chapters” of Isaiah including the inclusion 
of the Gentiles as recipients of Israel’s eschatologi-
cal blessing.83 Hays rightly observes, “Paul’s link 
between Sarah and a redeemed Jerusalem surely 
presupposes Isa. 51:2, even though the text is not 
quoted in Galatians 4. It is Isaiah’s metaphorical 
linkage of Abraham and Sarah with an eschatologi-
cally restored Jerusalem that warrants Paul’s use of 
Isa. 54:1.”84 

As argued above, the Genesis narrative concern-
ing Sarah and Hagar, respectively birthing Isaac and 
Ishmael, establishes that not all who descend from 
Abraham are his true children. In Isaiah this theme 
plays out under the imagery of the city of Jerusa-
lem bearing two identities: (1) enslaved Jerusa-
lem, and (2) free Jerusalem. Isaiah cries out against 
Jerusalem as “an evil seed” (spe,rma ponhro,n, Isa 
1:4) because “they have forsaken the Lord, they 
have despised the Holy One of Israel” (esv 1:4). 
Jerusalem, “the faithful city has become a whore”; 
formerly “Righteousness lodged in her, but now 
murderers” (esv 1:21). 

But Isaiah envisions another Jerusalem, the 
Jerusalem above, after the Lord avenges himself 

 4:22 One born kata . sa ,rka The other born di v e vpaggeli ,aj
 4:25 h ` nu /n vIerousalh ,m h ` a ;nw vIerousalh ,m 
 4:29 The one born kata . sa ,rka The one born kata . pneu /ma
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by judging her for her sins and by banishing the 
evildoers. The city that became a haven for the 
unrighteous (1:21-23) “shall be called the city of 
righteousness, the faithful city” (esv 1:26). Here, 
the Greek text reads a little differently: “shall be 
called the city of righteousness, the faithful mother 
city, Zion” (1:26). Unlike the Hebrew, the Greek 
text identifies Jerusalem as a mother (mhtro,polij 
pisth. Siw,n), informing Paul’s statement, “Jeru-
salem, our mother,” which he grounds by citing Isa 
54:1.85

Within the passage Paul cites from the prophet, 
by synecdoche, Isaiah substitutes the city imag-
ery for the nation in his allusion to Sarah, first as a 
barren woman (Isa. 54:1) and then as an afflicted 
city (54:11ff ). Zion will be restored (51:3); the 
desolate woman’s offspring will outnumber those 
of the woman who has the husband (54:1). Thus, 
Paul cites this passage, for it reflects the Lord’s reaf-
firmation of his promise to Abraham: “I will bless 
her, and she shall become nations; kings of peoples 
shall come from her” (Gen 17:16). As the Lord 
reaffirms his promises to Abraham that desolate 
Sarah will conceive and bear the promised son, 
so the Lord reaffirms his promises “to the barren 
woman, Jerusalem, that even though she is as good 
as dead, she will yet live with her many children.”86

casT ouT ThE slavE woMaN
 Paul cites Isa 54:1 also because the prophet’s 

implicit association of those who do not pursue 
righteousness or seek the Lord (51:1) with Hagar, 
whose son is born according to the flesh, provides 
the textual bridge to assist his readers to recognize 
how the Genesis narrative (Gen 21:10) authorizes 
him (1) to correlate Gentile believers with Isaac as 
children of promise; (2) to identify the Judaizers 
with Ishmael and their opposition to Christ’s fol-
lowers with Ishmael’s persecution of Isaac, and (3) 
to equate Sarah’s command to Abraham to ban-
ish Hagar as the Law’s command to the Galatians 
to cast out the Mosaic Law and its preachers (Gal 
4:28-31). The allegorical function of the Genesis 
narrative concerning Sarah and Hagar warrants 

Paul to use Sarah’s appeal to Abraham with slight 
adaptation, not merely by application but as Scrip-
ture, even the Law, as directly commanding them: 
“Cast out the slave woman and her son, for the son 
of the slave woman shall not receive an inheritance 
with the son of the free woman.” Paul’s adaptation 
is slight but significant by replacing “my son Isaac” 
with “the son of the free woman.”87 The Genesis 
allegory warrants this alteration, for Sarah, Hagar, 
Ishmael, and Isaac all bear symbolic representation 
pointing to things greater than themselves because 
they are characters in the drama of the fulfillment 
of God’s promise with a trajectory that spans 
Israel’s history under the law until the fullness of 
time comes when Messiah, the Seed to whom the 
promises were spoken, is revealed (Gal 3:15-4:1-
7). Therefore Paul reprises his question, “Do you 
not hear the Law?” (4:21) by asking, “But what 
does the Scripture say?” (4:30) and by answering, 
“Cast out the slave woman and her son, for the son 
of the slave woman shall not receive an inheritance 
with the son of the free woman” (4:30). Because 
the slave woman represents the Sinai covenant, 
Paul means that the Law (as Scripture) commands 
that the Galatians are to cast out the Sinai covenant 
with its descendants, the Judaizers, who trouble 
them with their message that is subversive to the 
gospel of Jesus Christ because it is of the flesh and 
not of the Spirit (cf. Gal 3:3).

concluSion
Where exegetes locate the apostle Paul’s war-

rants for his claim that Scripture’s Abraham nar-
rative entails an allegory, whether (1) inscribed in 
the text of Genesis, (2) formulated by Isaiah’s use 
of the narrative, or (3) forged by the apostle out of 
his revelatory-enhanced interpretive insight, is not 
only disputed but raises valid concerns if Christian 
faith cannot trace or reproduce his exegesis. Thus, 
how exegetes represent what they think the apostle 
Paul is doing by citing Scripture the way he does 
in Gal 4:21-31, if not careful, may result in unin-
tended consequences. In particular, to claim that 
Paul is engaged in allegorical interpretation, though 
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perhaps not intended, at best states the case poorly 
because it necessarily implies that the apostle gen-
erates the allegory in the same way that describing 
Paul’s use of Scripture in 1 Cor 10:1-11 as typologi-
cal interpretation attributes too much to Paul. To 
use such designations as allegorical interpretation or 
typological interpretation, even if unintended, does 
at least two things. First, it implies that what Paul 
now discovers concerning Christ in the Old Tes-
tament Scriptures is grounded in little more than 
his fresh revelatory bias effected by his conversion. 
Second, it implies that foreshadows of Christ in the 
Old Testament are rendered so by retrospect after 
Messiah’s coming, thus inadequately accounting 
for the fact that foreshadows of the Christ really are 
there to be seen within the Old Testament, albeit 
often hidden in plain sight, yet capable of being rec-
ognized, if one has eyes with which to see.88 

Fear to be associated with the Alexandrian and 
later allegorical schools of exegesis begets innova-
tive exegetical efforts to dodge acceptance of Paul’s 
words at face value in Gal 4:24, that those things he 
references in Genesis are actually written allegori-
cally. This essay proposes that how Paul structures 
his argument in 4:21-31, explicitly citing Scripture 
four times to accent by enclosing his claim that 
“these things are ἀλληγορούμενα,” compels read-
ers to understand that he means that the Abraham 
narrative itself is written allegorically. Hence, while 
Genesis presents the personages and events as real 
history, also embedded into the text are features 
that render Abraham, Sarah, Hagar, Ishmael, and 
Isaac, with their experiences directed by God’s 
actions among them, all symbolically representa-
tive of things greater than themselves. 

What Paul is saying in Galatians 4 is akin to what 
he writes in 1 Corinthians 10, where he states, “Now 
these things happened to them typologically, but 
they were written down for our instruction, upon 
whom the ends of the ages have come” (10:11). As 
with Israel’s experiences, so it is with the patriarchs. 
Under the controlling providence of God, they and 
their experiences are divinely imbued with figura-
tive significances that foreshadow things to come. 

As with the writer to the Hebrews, Paul recognizes 
that the domestic affairs within Abraham’s house-
hold are parabolic. They symbolically represent 
coming events of vast redemptive significance (cf. 
Heb 11:19). In 1 Corinthians 10 Paul uses the 
adverb typologically (tupikw/j, v. 11) to describe 
how God providentially brought about the discrete 
events of Israel’s experiences which are inscribed 
within Scripture “for us” (10:1-11). Similarly, in 
Galatians 4 the apostle uses the participle writ-
ten allegorically (avllhgorou,mena, v. 24) to depict 
how God imbued the features of the continuous 
narrative of Genesis concerning Abraham and his 
household with symbolic representation “for us” 
who are “children of promise in accord with Isaac. 
This symbolic imbuement, since the gospel was 
first announced to Abraham, has continuously 
foreshadowed the coming Seed, calling for belief 
in God who brings life out of death.

To be sure, the theophanic revelation of Jesus 
Christ to Paul on the Damascus road, entailing 
both his conversion from Pharisee to Christian 
and his call from rabbinic advocate for the law to 
apostle of the good news of Jesus Christ, alters how 
he reads and teaches the Law and the Prophets. The 
veil that covered his heart is now removed. 

Thus, Christ’s incarnation and his revelatory 
visit to Paul forms one of two crucial loci that war-
rant the apostle’s understanding and use of the Old 
Testament Scriptures to ground his proclamation 
that Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of God’s prom-
ises made to Abraham, reaffirmed to the patriarchs, 
and sustained throughout the prophets. Indeed, his 
sight of the resurrected Christ marks not only the 
beginning of his Christian faith but also his role as 
Christ’s apostle. Paul, however, never pulls apostolic 
rank to ground his gospel exclusively in his revela-
tory insight acquired by his heavenly visit from the 
Christ. Paul never acts as if this insight is his alone, 
as though only he has the Spirit (cf. 1 Cor 7:40). On 
the contrary, he believes the gift of the Spirit uni-
versally distinguishes all who belong to Christ (Gal 
3:2ff). Therefore, because the Spirit provides spiri-
tual insight and understanding, in all his disputa-
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tions concerning the gospel, Paul invariably grounds 
his gospel in the Old Testament, the second essen-
tial locus that authorizes his insistence that Christ 
Jesus is the fulfillment of God’s ancient promises.

Indeed, Paul’s reasoning from the Scriptures 
sometimes is hard to understand (cf. 2 Pet 3:16), 
as his appeal to Scripture’s allegory in Gal 4:21-31 
proves to be. This is in large measure due to the 
nature of Old Testament revelation, which in the 
very act of revealing the gospel in advance entails 
concealing of the gospel to await full and clear 
disclosure in the fullness of time, when Messiah 
comes. To the degree that Paul’s reasoning from 
Scripture seems clouded, perhaps to that degree 
the veil has not yet been fully lifted from the eyes 
of one’s heart (2 Cor 3:14-15). Thus, grasping how 
the Old Testament foreshadows Christ and the gos-
pel calls for patience and requires spiritual insight 
to trace Paul’s reasoning from the Scriptures. It also 
calls for diligence like the Bereans show as they 
eagerly welcome the Word but also examine the 
Scriptures daily to see if what Paul teaches is true 
(Acts 17:10). 

Paul reserves the allegory to serve as the cap-
stone of his argument in Gal 3:1-5:1, thus expect-
ing his readers to trace his reasoning from the 
Scriptures. Sarah and Hagar with their respective 
sons, born in vastly different ways, allegorically 
prefigure two distinctly different covenants and 
those who trace their spiritual descent from them. 
Either one’s lineage traces to Isaac through promise 
or to Ishmael from the law covenant. Because the 
Judaizers trace their lineage to the Sinai covenant, 
they are children of the slave woman with Ishmael. 
They are children of Sinai, heirs of the Mosaic law 
covenant. Their lineage is according to the flesh. By 
stark contrast, believers in Christ, in accord with 
Isaac, are born through promise, born according to 
the Spirit. They are children of the promise, the true 
seed of Abraham because they belong to Christ, 
Abraham’s Seed to whom the promises were spo-
ken (Gal 3:29, 16).
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neutical ‘attitude,’ so to speak, that is authoritative for 
us, even if the authority does not function as a five-step 
hermeneutical guide” (216-17). 

24Carson, “Mystery and Fulfillment,” 410. This is the 
problem with E. P. Sanders’s truism devoid of explana-
tory power: “In short, this is what Paul finds wrong 
with Judaism: it is not Christianity” (Paul and Pales-
tinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion 
[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977], 552). 
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25For example, Richard N. Longenecker posits, “But if 
we view Paul’s use of the Hagar-Sarah story here in 
Galatians 4:21-31 as principally an ad hominem argu-
ment [appeal to emotion rather than to reason]—that 
is, responding in kind to some treatment of the same 
story by his Galatian opponents—then we need not 
see Paul saying that allegory was built into the bibli-
cal narrative itself, but rather, that the biblical narra-
tive is now being treated by interpreters (whether the 
Judaizers, or Paul, or both) in an allegorical fashion” 
(“Galatians 4:21-31,” 194). Cf. F. F. Bruce, who states, 
“Paul now endeavours to reinforce his argument by 
means of an allegorical interpretation of the Genesis 
story of Hagar and Sarah, with their respective sons 
Ishmael and Isaac. Paul himself calls his interpretation 
‘allegorical’ (v 24)—that is to say, the entities in the 
story stand for something other than their prima facie 
sense, whether that ‘something other’ was intended 
by the original author (as, say, in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s 
Progress) or is the contribution of the interpreter (and 
even when it is the contribution of the interpreter, the 
interpreter frequently thinks that he is bringing out the 
intention of the original author)” (Galatians, 214-15). 

26DiMattei, “Paul’s Allegory of the Two Covenants,” 106-
07. DiMattei cites Demetrius, Strabo, [Pseudo-] Hera-
clitus, Josephus, Philo of Alexandria, and Plutarch. He 
observes, “The only exception to this usage is to be 
found in the writings of Philo of Alexandria, and per-
haps additionally the two examples found in Plutarch. 
Moreover, out of the total 26 times that Philo uses 
the verb, the number of occurrences where the verb 
means ‘to interpret allegorically’ is rather thin. The 
Homeric Allegories of [Pseudo-] Heraclitus, however, 
just may be a better source in determining a more accu-
rate picture of the verb’s usage in antiquity. Despite 
the relatively small size of the treatise . . . the author 
uses the verb significantly more than any other writer 
of his time period, on average three times per page of 
Greek text compared to Philo’s once every 92 pages 
of Greek text! [Pseudo-] Heraclitus employs the verb 
avllhgoreu,w a total of 26 times, all of which either 
express the idea that Homer speaks allegorically when 
speaking about the gods, or that a specific element in 
the text was spoken of allegorically” (106-07). 

27De tropis, 1.1—vAllhgori,a evsti. fra,sij e[teron me,n 

ti kuri,wj dhlou/sa, e`te,rou de. e;nnoian paristw/sa. 
See DiMattei, “Paul’s Allegory of the Two Covenants,” 
106. 

28Homeric Allegories 5.2— `O ga.r a;lla me,n avgoreu,wn 

tro,poj, e[tera de. w-n le,gei shmai,nwn, evpwnu,mwj 

avllhgori,a kalei/tai. See DiMattei, “Paul’s Allegory 
of the Two Covenants,” 106. 

29Anne K. Davis rightly observes, “The puzzling char-
acteristic of this strange metaphor is its failure to use 
any recognized symbols, so the meaning is unclear and 
even somewhat startling” (“Allegorically Speaking in 
Galatians 4:21-5:1,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 14 
[2004]: 166). To highlight the “strange metaphor,” 
Davis contrasts it with familiar metaphors—“you are 
the salt of the earth” (Matt 5:13) and “this cup is the 
new covenant” (1 Cor 11:25), metaphors that use 
vehicles, the specific words, that give the metaphors 
their figurative power. 

30This is not to imply that Paul suggests that either those 
entailed in the Genesis narrative (Abraham, Sarah, 
Hagar, etc.) or the writer of Genesis, Moses, under-
stood the allegorical aspects of the drama, but it is to 
suggest that the apostle claims that God designed the 
allegory and saw to it that it was recorded in Scripture 
“for us” (cf. Rom 4:25; 1 Cor 10:11). 

31Longenecker claims that because avllhgorou,mena is 
a present passive participle, its form favors the notion 
“that Paul is saying that ‘these things are [now] being 
interpreted allegorically’” (“Galatians 4:21-31,” 194). 
With greater grammatical and textual warrant it seems 
more likely that Paul uses the present passive parti-
ciple, avllhgorou,mena, to mean “these things are writ-
ten allegorically,” stands in harmony with the perfect 
passive indicative ge,graptai (“it is written”) in 4:22, 
the finite verb from which the participle would derive 
its temporal reference. As such, the participle indicates 
that Scripture itself (i.e., Genesis), assigns allegorical 
significance to what is written concerning Abraham, 
his two sons, the slave woman, the free woman, the son 
born according to the flesh, and the son born through 
promise. 

32Cf. Andrew T. Lincoln, Paradise Now and Not Yet: 
Studies in the Role of the Heavenly Dimension in Paul’s 
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Thought with Special Reference to His Eschatology 
(SNTSMS 43; Cambridge: Cambridge University, 
1983), 11. 

33Cf. James W. Aageson, Written Also for Our Sake: Paul 
and the Art of Biblical Interpretation, (Louisville: West-
minster/John Knox, 1993), 83. 

34Here, it is well recognized that Paul uses the law (o` 
no,moj) with two distinguishable senses, first, under the 
law (cf. 3:23; 4:4), as referring to jurisdiction of the law 
covenant, the Mosaic law, and second, hear the Law, as 
referring to Scripture, the Pentateuch. Cf. Bruce, Com-
mentary on Galatians, 215, and Longenecker, “Gala-
tians 4:21-31,” 193. 

35The trend is to infer hints from Gal 4:22 that Paul 
is not voluntarily introducing the Genesis narrative 
concerning Sarah and Hagar into his argument, for 
the straightforwardness of the text favors his oppo-
nents, but that he is constrained to comment upon 
the narrative because his opponents have used it to 
their advantage. See C. K. Barrett, “The Allegory of 
Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar in the Argument of Gala-
tians,” in Rechtfertigung: Festschrift für Ernst Käsemann 
(ed. J. Friedrich, W. Pohlmann, and P. Stuhlmacher; 
Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 1976), 9.

  It may be that Paul is responding to his Judaizing 
opponents’ use of the Abraham narrative in their effort 
to authorize their “other gospel” with Scripture. It is 
reasonable, though unnecessary, to infer that Paul may 
not initiate use of the Genesis narrative in his argument 
but may be correcting his opponents use of it. Whether 
he initiates or responds, one still has to account for the 
fact that Paul’s fourfold appeal to Scripture in 4:21-
31 in order to authorize his gospel places the burden 
of proof upon those who contend that Paul engages 
innovative interpretive techniques rather than accept 
that the Old Testament texts themselves (Genesis and 
Isaiah) bear within themselves allegorical qualities that 
warrant Paul’s use of them. For a general reconstruc-
tion of the Judaizers’ use of the Abraham narrative see 
Barrett, “The Allegory of Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar 
in the Argument of Galatians,” 15. 

36A notable exception is Karen H. Jobes, “Jerusalem, Our 
Mother: Metalepsis and Intertextuality in Galatians 

4:21-31,” Westminster Theological Journal 55 (1993): 
299-320. 

37For example, Ernest DeWitt Burton, A Critical and 
Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians 
(International Critical Commentary; Edinburgh: T. 
& T. Clark, 1921), lxxiv. Likewise, Betz, Galatians, 
238-40.

38Longenecker, Galatians, 199. Cf. Hansen, Abraham in 
Galatians, 145-46.

39Longenecker, Galatians, 199.
40Cf. Moisés Silva, Explorations in Exegetical Method: 

Galatians as a Test Case (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 
95-100.

41Burton stated, “Before leaving the subject of the seed 
of Abraham it occurs to the apostle, apparently as an 
afterthought, that he might make his thought clearer 
and more persuasive by an allegorical interpretation 
of the story of Abraham and his two sons” (Galatians, 
251). 

42See, e.g., Frank Matera, Galatians (Sacra Pagina; Col-
legeville, MN: Liturgical 1992), 177-78. Betz contends 
that this passage contains the “strongest argument” in 
all of 3:1-5:1 and that it provides the suitable rhetorical 
conclusion to the whole section (Galatians, 238-40).

43Richard B. Hays, “The Letter to the Galatians,” New 
Interpreter’s Bible 11 (Nashville: Abingdon, 2000), 305. 

44Steven Fowl’s definition of allegorical reading notwith-
standing, argues with warrant that “Paul’s reading of 
Abraham’s story is allegorical throughout Galatians 
3-4,” not just in 4:21-31 (“Who Can Read Abraham’s 
Story? Allegory and Interpretative Power in Galatians,” 
Journal for the Study of the New Testament 55 [1994]: 
79). By allegorical reading, Fowl means “interpretations 
that either explicitly or implicitly counter conventional 
views about a text, a character or an event” (79). Fowl 
relies upon David Dawson, Allegorical Readers and Cul-
tural Revision in Ancient Alexandria (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California, 1991).

45This “salvation-historical” sequence is integral to Paul’s 
argument “that Torah and Christ are not coexistent or 
coterminous allies. They are allied in God’s purpose 
only in the sequential relationship of ‘before’ and ‘now’, 
of Prefiguration and fulfillment, for Christ’s bearing 
Torah’s curse ‘upon the tree’ is the long-awaited ‘Amen’ 
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to God’s promise to Abraham” (Caneday, “The Faith-
fulness of Jesus Christ,” 200).

46Carol K. Stockhausen, “2 Corinthians 3 and the Prin-
ciples of Pauline Exegesis,” in Paul and the Scriptures of 
Israel (ed. Craig A. Evans & James A. Sanders; JSNTSS 
83; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1993), 149. Stock-
hausen insightfully contends, “I would argue that a 
fundamental awareness of the constitutive presence of 
Abraham’s story in Paul argument requires that Paul’s 
arguments in the whole of Galatians be seen, not as 
isolated ‘arguments from Scripture’, but as a connected 
series of statements, which have the primary goal of 
correctly interpreting the story of Abraham itself and 
concomitantly show the relationship between that 
story, the gospel and contemporary events and per-
sons” (149-50).

47The point should not be missed that Paul is claiming 
that the promise was spoken in Christ’s presence. I 
make this observation elsewhere: “Paul reasons that 
Messiah was present when the promises were spoken. 
This is no more remarkable than his earlier claim, ‘And 
scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gen-
tiles evk pi,stewj, proclaimed the gospel in advance to 
Abraham: in you all the Gentiles will be blessed”’ (3:8) 
Messiah is Abraham’s unique seed to whom the prom-
ises were spoken” (Caneday, “The Faithfulness of Jesus 
Christ,” 201).

48Fowl, “Who Can Read Abraham’s Story?,” 83-84.
49Cf. the similar question Luke records that Paul asked 

the disciples of John the Baptist in Ephesus (Acts 
19:1).

50For the sake of the argument, it is not crucial to iden-
tify the exact meanings of the respective expressions, 
evx e;rgwn no,mou and evx avkoh/j pi,stewj. Cf. Cane-
day, “The Faithfulness of Jesus Christ,” 191. See also 
T. David Gordon, who contends, “If we would under-
stand the polemic of Galatians, we must describe it 
in terms of ‘Torah or Christ’ rather than in terms of 
‘Works or Faith’” (“The Pattern at Galatia,” Interpreta-
tion 41 [1987]: 36.

51Geerhardus Vos, “Paul’s Eschatological Concept of the 
Spirit,” in Redemptive History and Biblical Interpreta-
tion: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos (ed. Rich-
ard B. Gaffin; Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R, 1980), 110. Cf. 

M. M. B. Turner, “The Significance of Spirit Endow-
ment for Paul,” Vox Evangelica 9 (1975): 56-69.

52Hays poses the question a little differently: “[I]s the 
scriptural text to be illuminated in the light of Spirit-
experience, or is Spirit-experience to be measured by 
normative constraints laid down by the text? This is the 
fundamental question at issue between Paul and the 
teachers who were influencing the Galatians” (Echoes 
of Scripture, 108).

53Against this, Charles Cosgrove claims, “In Gal. 4:21 ff. 
Paul introduces an allegorical-typological interpreta-
tion in a debate situation where he cannot expect his 
audience to be predisposed toward his conclusions” 
(“The Law Has Given Sarah No Children [Gal. 4:21-
30]” Novum Testamentum 29 (1987): 221.

54Though the two verbs are proegra,fh (proegra,fw) 
and proeuhggeli,sato (proeuhggeli,zomai), it also 
seems plausible that Paul purposely writes proegra,fh, 
in 3:1, to link with another expression that includes 
the noun grafh , and another pro - compound 
verb, proora,w, as in proi?dou/sa h` grafh, (3:8), a 
subtle kind of word play between the cognate verb, 
proegra,fh, and noun, h` grafh.

55“Simply put, Abraham belongs to ‘us,’ oi` evk pi,stewj 

(vv. 7, 9), not to ‘them,’ oi` evk no,mou. In principle, the 
progenitor of the Jewish race, to whom the gospel was 
‘preached beforehand’ (v. 8), finds his proper identifi-
cation in the age of the Spirit, not the age of the flesh, 
even though he lived in the pre-eschatological era.” See 
Don Garlington, “Paul’s ‘Partisan evk’ and the Question 
of Justification in Galatians,” Journal of Biblical Litera-
ture 127 (2008): 578.

56Paul  recognizes that  “they shal l  be blessed” 
(e vneuloghqh,sontai , Gen 22:18) correlates with 
“God justifies” (dikaioi/ o` qeo,j, Gal 3:8) so that the 
promised blessing is equated with being justified. The 
clear implication is that Paul sees a three-fold equation: 
“reception of the Spirit” = “justification” = “Abrahamic 
blessing.” This is evident, for Paul interchanges these 
as he proceeds through his argument in Gal 3:1-14. In 
3:14 he adds another element to the equation when 
he identifies “reception of the Spirit” with “reception 
of the promise.”

57Beverly R. Gaventa, “Galatians 1 and 2: Autobiography 
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as Paradigm,” Novum Testamentum 28 (1986): 326. 
Cf. George Lyons, Pauline Autobiography (SBLDS 73; 
Atlanta: Scholars, 1985).

58Stockhausen, “The Principles of Pauline Exegesis,” 
149-50, 152.

59Ibid., 150.
60Hays comments, “The artful wording of v. 91 illumi-

nates the deep theological syntax of Paul’s gospel: 
‘Now, however, that you have come to know God—
or rather to be known by God....’ The self-correction 
is an artful way of calling attention to the theological 
‘ungrammaticality’ of any claim that we as finite crea-
tures can save ourselves by attaining a higher knowl-
edge of God.... The Galatians have entered a new 
world not because of some epistemological advance of 
their own, but because God, in elective love, has now 
‘known’ them” (“The Letter to the Galatians,” 287).

61Beverly R. Gaventa rightly proposes, “Paul’s anguish 
... reflects the anguish of the whole created order as it 
awaits the fulfillment of God’s action in Jesus Christ” 
(“The Maternity of Paul: An Exegetical Study of 
Galatians 4:19,” in The Conversation Continues: Stud-
ies in Paul and John in Honor of J. Louis Martyn [ed. 
R. T. Fortna and B. R. Gaventa; Nashville: Abingdon, 
1990]: 194).

62Paul’s verb of choice (wvdi,nw) is not his usual verb to 
depict his apostolic laboring (κοπιάω; e.g., 1 Cor 4:12; 
15:10; Gal 4:11). Yet, it seems reasonable to under-
stand Gal 4:19 to intensify his comments concerning 
his apostolic labor on behalf of the Galatians (4:11) 
under the imagery of birth pangs, preparing for cita-
tion of Isa 54:1.

63That Paul uses “to suffer great pain” (wvdi,nw) in 4:19 
to anticipate the same verb within his later quotation 
from Isa 54:1 confirms that the apostle correlates 
himself with the Abraham narrative. Gaventa rightly 
argues, “Galatians 4:19 associates Paul’s apostolic voca-
tion with the anguish anticipated in an apocalyptic 
era and recalls to the Galatians their own crucifixion 
with Christ. As such, Gal 4:19 employs a conventional 
metaphor—that of the anguish of a woman in labor—
to identify Paul’s apostolic work with the apocalyptic 
expectation of the whole created order” (“The Mater-
nity of Paul,” 191). For Gaventa’s mention of the Gala-

tians’ crucifixion cf. “until Christ is formed in you” 
(4:19) with Paul’s account in Gal 2:20.

64Robert Brawley contends, “Paul’s audacious claim to 
be in the pangs of childbirth (Gal 4,19) places him 
in parallel with Sarah who underwent the pangs of 
childbirth for Isaiah’s children of Jerusalem (Isa 51,2 
LXX). Paul’s travail has a double reference indicated 
by the use of pa,lin in 4,19. It has to do with his pres-
ent consternation over the Galatians. It also represents 
his earlier role when he first proclaimed the gospel to 
them (4,13-14)” (“Contextuality, Intertextuality, and 
the Hendiadic Relationship of Promise and Law in 
Galatians,” Zeitschrift für Die Neutestamentliche Wis-
senschaft 93 [2002], 113).

65Hays notes that Paul does not say, “My children, I am 
again overcome with pains of childbirth until you are 
birthed anew in Christ” (“The Letter to the Galatians,” 
296).

66Concerning this turn in the imagery, Gaventa rightly 
argues that Paul does not write, “‘until I bring forth 
Christ in you’ ... for two reasons. First. God and God 
alone brings forth Christ.... Second, neither Paul nor 
any other believer wills Christ into existence or forms 
Christ within himself or herself ” (“The Maternity of 
Paul,” 197).

67Hays observes, “The pronoun ‘you’ is plural, and the 
phrase evn u`mi/n (en hymin) is best translated not as ‘in 
(each one of ) you’ but rather as ‘among you, in your 
midst’” (“The Letter to the Galatians,” 296). Though 
the congregational accent is doubtless present, it can 
hardly become a reality apart from the assembling of 
individuals in whom Christ is formed discretely.

68Though their approaches are different from the one 
presented in this essay, two resources are nonethe-
less resourceful concerning Sarah in Isaiah. See Hays, 
Echoes of Scripture, 111-21; and Jobes, “Jerusalem, Our 
Mother,” 299-320 . For example, Jobes states, “When 
Paul calls this trope avllhgorou,mena ... [h]e simply is 
simply preparing his readers to understand that this 
exposition of Sarah and Hagar goes beyond the tradi-
tional historical understanding of these women. He is 
transforming the story of Sarah and Hagar from narra-
tive history to (realized) prophetic proclamation just 
as Isaiah did” (317-18).
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69LXX—Gen 11:30 (h =n Sara stei /ra kai , ou vk 

evteknopoi,ei); Isa 54:1 (euvfra,nqhti stei/ra ouv 
ti,ktousa).

70Jobes wonders, “If, as many interpreters suggest, the 
barren one is Sarah, then it obviously must refer to her 
in that time of her life before she gave birth to Isaac. 
But this identification does not seem completely 
apt, for in the quotation the barren one is contrasted 
with the one ‘who has a husband.’ It was Sarah, not 
Hagar, who was the wife of Abraham” (“Jerusalem Our 
Mother,” 302). 

71On how the NT writers sometimes intend reference to 
wider contexts than the brief citations actually quoted, 
see C. H. Dodd, According to the Scriptures: The Sub-
structure of New Testament Theology (London: Nisbet; 
New York: Scribners, 1953). “We have seen reason to 
suppose that they often quoted a single phrase or sen-
tence not merely for its own sake, but as a pointer to 
a whole context” (idem, The Old Testament in the New 
[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1963], 20). 

72Concerning the Akedah narrated in Genesis 22, it is 
instructive to observe that Heb 11:19 treats the nar-
rative of Genesis 22 as parable, for the author explains 
that Abraham reckons that God is able to raise some-
one from the dead “and evn parabolh/| did receive him 
back.” This is akin to Paul’s use of avllhgore,w. 

73Though the Genesis text does not explicitly indicate 
that God is the one who shuts the womb from conceiv-
ing, in 30:1-2 the text makes this explicit when Jacob 
responds to Rachel’s complaint, “Give me children, or 
I shall die!”, “Am I in the place of God, who has with-
held from you the fruit of the womb?”

74Find the barrenness theme elsewhere in the case of 
Manoah and his wife with the birth of Samson ( Judg 
13:1-24), concerning Hannah and the birth of Samuel 
(1 Sam 1:2, 6), and implied in the story of the Shu-
nammite woman and the birth of her son (2 Kgs 4:14). 
Except in the case of the Shunammite’s son, barren-
ness plays the purposeful role of displaying the extraor-
dinary power and glory of the Lord who, in displays 
of uncommon grace to bring about conception and 
birth against nature’s impediment, and the sons born 
became Israel’s deliverers. Is it unreasonable to infer 
that this barrenness theme with such displays of God’s 

power, from the beginning, foreshadows the greatest 
uncommon birth of the greatest deliverer of all, not 
just from a barren womb but from a virgin’s womb? 
After all, this greatest uncommon conception of all 
fulfilled the promise of the Seed made to Abraham 
whose wife, Sarah, was the barren one.

75Cosgrove, “The Law Has Given Sarah No Children,” 
231. Cosgrove observes, “Here, then, is the argument. 
If Is. 54:1, in speaking of Sarah-Jerusalem, implies that 
her barrenness extends until the eschatological time 
of fulfillment, then the law has given Sarah no children. 
And with this point Paul reinforces in the strongest 
possible terms the repeated accent in Galatians that 
life (the Spirit, the realization of the promise, access to 
the inheritance, the blessing of Abraham) is not to be 
found in the Torah.”

76Space prohibits development of Paul’s association of 
Isaac’s miraculous conception and birth from Sarah’s 
barren and aged womb, which was as good as dead (cf. 
Rom 4:19; Gen 18:11), with resurrection in Christ 
Jesus (Rom 4:17-25). On this see Jobes, “Jerusalem, 
Our Mother,” 314-316; and Joshua W. Jipp, “Rereading 
the Story of Abraham, Isaac, and ‘Us’ in Romans 4,” 
Journal for the Study of the New Testament 32 (2009): 
217-42.

77In contrast to this way of reading the recursive barren-
ness theme in Genesis, with its accompanying motifs, 
Mary Callaway contrasts Isaiah’s use of the theme in 
54:1 as speaking of a future revelation of God’s power 
while Genesis uses the theme to portray God’s past 
faithfulness to his people (Sing, O Barren One: A Study 
in Comparative Midrash [SBLDS 91; Atlanta: Scholars, 
1986], 63-64). Read properly from retrospect, Genesis 
does portray God’s past faithfulness to his covenant 
promises, but Paul’s uses of the Abraham narrative 
constrain us to read the storyline prospectively, as 
predictive of God’s future revelation to be realized in 
Christ Jesus. 

78Jobes assumes that Paul is compelled to counter his 
opponents’ use of the Abraham narrative. So she 
argues, “The story of the ‘seed’ and ‘inheritance’ as 
found in Genesis 17 seems to support the argument 
of the Judaizers: if the Gentile Christians of Galatia 
truly want to identify themselves as children of Abra-
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ham and recipients of the promised inheritance, then 
they, too, like Abraham (not to mention the Lord Jesus 
himself ), should be circumcised. Through circumci-
sion, the sign of the Abrahamic covenant, they should 
identify themselves with God’s covenant people. And 
yet Paul uses the same story of Abraham to argue just 
the opposite. How so? Paul’s argument in Gal 4:21-
31 resonates, not with the Genesis narrative, but with 
Isaiah’s transformation of its themes of seed and inheri-
tance. By using Isa 54:1 to sound the note of barren-
ness in Gal 4:27, Paul is metaleptically evoking echoes 
of Isaiah’s proclamation concerning the seed and the 
inheritance” (“Jerusalem, Our Mother,” 310).

79Not to be missed is the fact that the two covenants 
are (1) the Mosaic covenant God makes with Israel 
at Sinai, and (2) the promise covenant God makes 
not only with Abraham but also speaks to Christ, who 
is Abraham’s Seed (cf. Gal 3:16). Cf. Hays, Echoes of 
Scripture, 114-15.

80Some might be tempted to suppose that the two pas-
sages are in contradiction because Isaiah 51:2 reads, 
“Look . . . to Sarah, who travails to bear you,” while 
Isa 54:1 uses the same word negatively, “Sing, O bar-
ren one, who does not bear children, break forth and 
cry aloud, you who are not travailing in birth pangs.” 
Cf. the Greek text: evmble,yate … eivj Sarran th.n 

wvdi,nousan u`ma/j (Isa 51:2 lxx) and euvfra,nqhti, 
stei/ra h` ouv ti,ktousa, r`h/xon kai. bo,hson, h` ouvk 

wvdi,nousa (Isa 54:1 lxx).
81It is uncertain whether first century A.D. synagogue 

services (haftarah) included the selection from the 
Prophets, Isaiah 54, following the lesson from the 
Torah, Genesis 16, concerning Sarah’s giving Hagar to 
Abraham as a wife to bear the promised son. The NT 
provides evidence for haftarah readings in the syna-
gogue as in Acts 13:15 and Luke 4:17.

82Cf. Jobes, “Jerusalem, Our Mother,” 306-07. Cf. LXX of 
Isa 54:1 (euvfra,nqhti stei/ra ouv ti,ktousa) and Gen 
11:30 (kai. h=n Sara stei/ra kai, ouvk evteknopoi,ei). 
See also Martinus C. De Boer, “Paul’s Quotation of 
Isaiah 54.1 in Galatians 4.27,” New Testament Studies 
50 (2004): 387

83Hays, Echoes of Scripture, 120.
84Ibid.

85I owe this observation to Jobes, “Jerusalem, Our 
Mother,” 310). Cf. Isa 54:12ff. By way of contrast, cf. 
Isa 64:10, “Your holy cities have become a wilderness; 
Zion has become a wilderness, Jerusalem a desolation.”

86Jobes, “Jerusalem, Our Mother,” 309. Jobes credits 
Isaiah with “transforming” the Genesis story of Sarah 
which becomes the basis for Paul’s use in Gal 4:21-
31. Despite her approach, different from this essay’s, 
her summary is on target when she states, “Isaiah’s 
proclamation (1) provides an interpretation of Sarah’s 
motherhood that can be taken to have wider reference 
than to the nation of Israel; (2) merges the concepts of 
matriarchal barrenness and the feminine personifica-
tion of capital cities to produce female images of two 
Jerusalems, a barren, cursed Jerusalem and a rejoicing 
Jerusalem; and (3) introduces the concept of a miracu-
lous birth to a barren woman as a demonstration of 
God’s power to deliver a nation of people from death” 
(309).

87Cf. Paul’s wording with the text of the LXX with differ-
ences highlighted.

  Gen 21:10—e;kbale th.n paidi,skhn tau,thn kai. 

to.n ui`o.n auvth/j, ouv ga.r klhronomhsei o` ui`o.j 
paidi,skhj meta. tou/ ui`ou/ mou Isaak. 

  Gal 4:30— e;kbale th.n paidi,skhn kai. to.n ui`o.n 
auvth/j· ouv ga.r mh. klhronomhsei o` ui`o.j paidi,skhj 

meta. tou/ ui`ou/ th/j evleuqe,raj. 
88Much of the Old Testament is parabolic and must be 

read or heard as one reads or hears Jesus’ parables, such 
as the Parable of the Sower. Symbolic representation 
really is there in the parable, if one has ears to hear and 
eyes to see.



78

Context Is Everything:  
“The Israel of God”  
in Galatians 6:16
Christopher W. Cowan

inTroducTion

As Paul brings to a close his letter to the 
churches in Galatia, his final words include a 

profound benediction. Even as the apostle declares 
at the beginning of his letter a curse upon those—

whether human or angelic—who 
would preach a false gospel (1:8-9), 
so now at the conclusion he pro-
nounces a blessing upon certain 
individuals (6:16).1 The question is 
“To whom is this blessing directed?” 
More specifically, who is “the Israel 
of God” in v. 16? Answering this 
question is clearly the exegetical 
issue in Paul’s postscript that has 
generated the most discussion and 
disagreement among interpreters 
of the letter. Most in the history of 

interpretation have argued that Paul uses this phrase 
with reference to the church, the “true Israel” or 
“spiritual Israel.” Yet a number of scholars believe 
this view is very questionable, if not highly unlikely. 

In Gal 6:16, Paul writes, “And as many as walk by 
this rule, peace and mercy be upon them, and upon 
the Israel of God” (ESV). The verb translated “walk 
by” (stoich,sousin) means to be in conformity 
with or to follow that which is considered a stan-
dard for one’s conduct.2 Paul uses it earlier when he 
exhorts the Galatians, “If we live by the Spirit, let us 
also walk by (“conform to,” “keep in step with”) the 
Spirit” (5:25). Paul’s blessing in 6:16 is thus upon 
those whose lives are in conformity to the “this rule” 
he has just proclaimed. But what is this “rule/stan-
dard” (kano,ni)? In the previous verse, Paul writes, 
“For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor 
uncircumcision, but a new creation.” Most likely, 
the “rule” or “standard” is the “new creation” itself. 
All who have experienced the new creation in 
Christ will have lives that manifest conformity to it.3 
The remainder of v. 16 contains Paul’s blessing. The 
ambiguous syntax contributes to the differences in 
interpretation. The Greek text (eivrh,nh evp v auvtou.j 
kai. e;leoj kai. evpi. to.n  vIsrah.l tou/ qeou/) could 
be rendered, “peace and mercy be upon them, that 
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is (or “namely”), upon the Israel of God,” taking the 
second kai in an explicative or epexegetical sense. 
In this way, the “Israel of God” would be further 
describing the “them” who “walk by this rule.” In 
other words, Paul would have in mind one group: 
the church. A similar view sees the kai as slightly 
ascensive ("even")4 but still denoting equivalence 
of the two groups.5  Others, however, argue that 
the kai after “mercy” is used in an ascensive sense 
(“even”) or copulative sense (“and”), indicating that 
Paul has in mind two groups: “peace be upon them, 
and mercy even (or “also”) upon the Israel of God,” 
or “peace and mercy be upon them, and upon the 
Israel of God.” For most interpreters who translate 
the verse in one of these latter ways, “the Israel of 
God” is understood to be either believing ethnic 
Jews or the remnant of ethnic Jews chosen by grace 
who, according to Paul, will be saved in the future 
(see Rom 11:5, 26). 

The following brief essay will consider the issues 
that have contributed to the competing understand-
ings of the verse, looking first to the arguments of 
those who believe Paul uses “the Israel of God” to 
speak of ethnic Jews in some sense. I will then offer 
several reasons to justify the traditional interpre-
tation and argue that Paul instead uses the phrase 
to refer to the church. In the context of Galatians 
(and the New Testament) it is best to see “the Israel 
of God” in Gal 6:16 as a reference to the unified 
people of God consisting of both Jews and Gentiles 
who have faith in Jesus Christ. 

view #1: “The iSrael of god” 
referS To eThnic JewS

Ernest de Witt Burton is an important com-
mentator who advocates seeing “the Israel of God” 
in Gal 6:16 as a reference to ethnic Jews. Burton 
believes Paul is speaking not of the whole Jewish 
nation but of pious Israel—“the remnant according 
to the election of grace (Rom 11:5).” The apostle 
has two groups in mind. He invokes peace on those 
who walk according to the principle of 6:15, and 
he proclaims mercy on those within Israel who are 
as yet unenlightened but who constitute the true 

Israel of God. Burton views the kai after “mercy” 
as slightly ascensive, thus expressing his true feel-
ings toward his own people in light of his strong 
anti-judaistic argument. “It can scarcely be trans-
lated into English without overtranslating,” he 
contends.6 Against seeing both groups as referring 
to the Christian community, he finds the order of 
the words “peace” (eivrh,nh) and “mercy” (e;leoj) 
to be illogical, placing cause after effect. In other 
NT benedictions “mercy” always precedes “peace” 
(1 Tim 1:2; 2 Tim 1:2; 2 John 3; Jude 2). Though 
he acknowledges that Paul elsewhere distinguishes 
between Israel according to the flesh and Israel 
according to election (Rom 9:6; 1 Cor 10:18) and 
that Paul’s expressions in Rom 2:29 and Phil 3:3 
could lend support to the alternative view, Burton 
emphasizes that there is no other instance in which 
Paul uses the term “Israel” except to refer to the 
Jewish nation.7 

Probably the most influential scholar to oppose 
viewing “the Israel of God” as applying to the 
church is Peter Richardson. He contends that, 
from an historical perspective, the term “Israel” is 
explicitly applied to the church for the first time in 
Christian literature in A.D. 160 by Justin Martyr.8 
Like Burton, Richardson also observes the illogi-
cal order of “peace” and “mercy.” If one considers 
the word “grace” as well, one finds further evidence 
that Paul arranges the terms logically in prayers, 
blessings, and liturgical formula. When used, the 
formula “grace and peace” is never varied in Paul—
the order being based on “the logic of God’s activ-
ity among men: source then benefits.”9 So, rather 
than one group in 6:16, Richardson sees two. When 
Paul adds his conclusion to the letter, he wants to 
prevent the Galatians from moving toward “a new 
Christian exclusiveness and sectarianism,” so he 
writes, “May God give peace to all who will walk 
according to this criterion, and mercy also to his 
faithful people Israel.10 

S. Lewis Johnson also argues against equating 
the “Israel of God” with the church. It is “very rel-
evant,” he emphasizes, that in Scripture “the term 
Israel is never found in the sense of the church.”11 
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Furthermore, Johnson objects to taking the kai 
that follows “mercy” in an explicative or epexegetic 
sense (“namely,” “that is”). “In the absence of com-
pelling exegetical and theological considerations,” 
he insists, “we should avoid the rarer grammatical 
usages when the common ones make good sense.”12 
Since the explicative or epexegetical usage of kai is 
“proportionately very infrequent” in the literature 
and “the common and frequent usage of and makes 
perfectly good sense in Galatians 6:16,” Johnson 
believes the former should be rejected.13 He further 
argues that if Paul had wanted to identify the two 
groups in 6:16, “why not simply eliminate the kai 
after ‘mercy?’” One could then make a solid case 
for “Israel of God” being in apposition to “them.” 
According to Johnson, interpreting the kai in an 
explicative or appositional sense indicates that 
“dogmatic concern overcame grammatical usage.”14

view #2: “The iSrael of god” 
referS To The church

In spite of these arguments and objections, it 
seems best to understand Paul as speaking of one 
group in 6:16 and applying the phrase “the Israel of 
God” to all believers, Jew and Gentile. Paul invokes 
peace and mercy upon all who walk in confor-
mity to the new creation: “that is, upon the Israel 
of God.” The church is, thus, the “true Israel” or 
“spiritual Israel.” The following reasons are offered 
in support of this view. 

(1) While it is certainly true that nowhere else 
in the New Testament do we find the term “Israel” 
being applied to the church, the concept is ubiqui-
tous. I will limit my survey to the writings of Paul. 
The apostle frequently speaks of believers in Christ 
(including Gentiles) using Old Testament language 
that originally referred to Israel. Believers are God’s 
“elect” or “chosen” (Rom 8:33; Eph 1:4; Col 3:12; 
1 Thess 1:4) and those whom he has “called” (Rom 
8:28; 1 Cor 1:24). They are “sons of God” (Rom 
8:14; Gal 3:26) and “sons of Abraham” (Gal 3:7). 
Paul tells the Ephesians they are a “holy temple” 
and a “dwelling of God” (Eph 2:21-22). In con-
trast to the Judaizers and their false circumcision 

(“mutilation,” Phil 3:2), Paul tells the Philippians, 
“We are the (true) circumcision” (3:3). In Romans, 
Paul clearly makes a distinction between ethnic and 
spiritual Israel. Being a Jew is not outward, nor is 
circumcision outward. A true Jew is one inwardly, 
whose heart has been circumcised by the Spirit 
(Rom 2:28-29). If being a (true) Jew is not about 
externals but the circumcision of the heart, then 
this would apply in a spiritual sense to Gentiles. 
Therefore, the objection that the term “Israel” is 
never used to refer to the church (except for Gal 
6:16!) is not very weighty in light of the clear evi-
dence for the concept.

(2) The context of Galatians justifies under-
standing “the Israel of God” as designating all 
believers, Jew and Gentile. While questions of syn-
tax and grammar in Gal 6:16 must be addressed, 
Thomas Schreiner is right: “It is unlikely that the 
dispute can be resolved on the basis of grammar 
alone.”15 The most decisive factor is the context of 
the epistle in which the phrase is found. Through-
out the letter, Paul has argued that Gentiles need 
not be circumcised and practice “works of the law” 
to be justified, receive the Spirit, and be incorpo-
rated into the people of God (2:16; 3:2; 5:2-6). 
Rather, those of faith are sons of Abraham and, 
in Christ, receive the promised Spirit (Gal 3:7, 
14). The Galatians are sons of God in Christ Jesus 
through faith (3:26), having received adoption as 
sons (4:4-7). Through their incorporation into 
Christ—who is the seed of Abraham (3:16)—they 
become Abraham’s seed. “There is neither Jew nor 
Greek,” for they are “all one in Christ Jesus” (3:28). 
Therefore, they are Abraham’s offspring and heirs of 
the promise (3:29). The “Jerusalem above” is their 
mother, so they are “children of promise” just like 
Isaac (4:26, 28). Gentiles are not second-class citi-
zens, but full members of God’s people. As Donald 
Guthrie suggests, given Paul’s argument in the let-
ter, he is perhaps describing the Christian church in 
this way “because he wants to assure the Galatians 
that they will not forfeit the benefits of being part 
of the true Israel by refusing circumcision.”16 While 
it is possible for one to abstract 6:16 from its con-
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text and argue that “the Israel of God” in this verse 
can refer to those who are ethnic Jews (particularly 
in light of Romans 9-11), it is very hard to accept 
this view when one has read the verse in light of the 
whole epistle. To make a distinction between Jews 
and Gentiles here at the end of the letter would 
appear to counteract Paul’s entire preceding argu-
ment! Richard Longenecker’s conclusion seems 
justified: “All of the views that take ‘Israel of God’ 
to refer to Jews and not Gentiles, while supportable 
by reference to Paul’s wider usage (or nonusage) of 
terms and expressions, fail to take seriously enough 
the context of the Galatian letter itself.”17

(3) Many of the interpreters who deny that Paul 
uses “the Israel of God” to refer to Jew and Gen-
tile believers attempt to reconcile the verse with 
Paul’s discussion in Romans 9-11 and his affirma-
tion that God has not abandoned his people but 
that eventually “all Israel” will be saved.18 However, 
one need not see the two passages in conflict. The 
fact that Paul saw a future for ethnic Israel does not 
mean he could not use the term for the church in a 
spiritual sense. Johnson acknowledges that Paul can 
use “Israel” to refer to those who “are truly Israel” 
as well as those who “are not truly Israel” (Rom 
9:6).19 But if, according to Paul, what it means to 
be “truly Israel” has nothing to do with ethnicity, 
why can Paul not refer to Gentiles as part of “true 
Israel”? Believing that the church is the “true Israel” 
and that there is a future salvation for ethnic Israel 
are not inconsistent propositions. They would only 
be so if ethnic Jews became part of the people of 
God on a different ground than Gentiles. However,  
Jews do not become part of spiritual Israel on 
account of their race, but through faith in Christ. 
Acknowledging the church as the “true” or “spiri-
tual” Israel does not mean ethnic Israel has been 
eliminated. Ethnic Israel continues to exist and, 
through faith in Jesus Christ, can be incorporated 
into spiritual Israel.20

(4) The infrequency of the epexegtical usage of 
kai is not sufficient evidence to deny its presence 
in Gal 6:16. Standard Greek grammars and lexi-
cons attest to an epexegetic or explicative usage of 

kai in the New Testament in general and in Paul in 
particular.21 Johnson believes one should avoid the 
rarer usages “when the common ones make good 
sense.”22 But the fact that the kai in 6:16 is capable 
of being read with more than one meaning does 
not imply that we are simply to assume the more 
commonly attested one. The context is the ulti-
mate determiner of meaning—not the frequency 
or infrequency of a given meaning. Examining  
the function of kai in the NT, Kermit Titrud main-
tains that kai introduces apposition much more 
frequently than translators and commentators  
realize. How does one determine if a particu-
lar usage of kai is appositional (i.e., epexetical, 
explicative)? Titrud cites the linguistic principle 
of “maximum redundancy”—that is, “the best 
meaning is the least meaning.” In other words, the  
correct meaning is usually the one that “contributes 
the least new information to the total context.”23 
Charles A. Ray Jr. subsequently applied Titrud’s 
analysis to Gal 6:16, believing the context of the  
letter indicates that Paul applies “the Israel of God” 
to his followers.24 To say that Paul intends the 
phrase to mean all believers, Jew and Gentile, is 
consistent with the letter and adds the least new 
information to the context.25 Therefore, an appo-
sitional or epexegtical usage of kai in 6:16 seems 
quite defensible.26 

(5) Regarding the alleged “illogical order” of 
the words “peace and mercy” in Paul’s postscript, 
the following should be noted. The New Testament 
benedictions that Burton compares to Gal 6:16 (1 
Tim 1:2; 2 Tim 1:2; 2 John 3; Jude 2) are all part 
of the introductions of letters—not conclusions. 
Furthermore, each of these introductory formulas 
is actually threefold. The first three also include the 
word “grace” (ca,rij), and Jude 2 includes “love” 
(avga,ph). So they are not exactly parallel to Gal 
6:16. The unique construction of Paul’s benedic-
tion here and the unique combination of “peace 
and mercy” would appear to argue against its being 
a formulaic benediction.27
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concluSion
For these reasons, it seems best to understand 

Paul as invoking peace and mercy upon the church 
in Gal 6:16 and using the expression “the Israel of 
God” to describe the unified people of God. As the 
saying goes, “context is everything,” and context is 
the decisive factor in understanding Paul's mean-
ing here. Having contended for the unity of Jews 
and Gentiles in Christ throughout his letter, now 
at the conclusion Paul identifies the church, those 
who conform to the new creation in Christ, as the 
true Israel.
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Testament and an Application to 2 Peter,” in Linguistics 
and New Testament Interpretation: Essays on Discourse 
Analysis (ed. David Alan Black; Nashville: Broadman, 
1992), 247-48. He concludes, “[W]e have ... posited 
that there is an element of kai,  that is unlike ‘and,’ 
namely that it regularly introduces apposition, and that 
this ... is often missed by exegetes.... [W]e have main-
tained in light of the rule of maximum redundancy 
that if apposition is a viable option among constituents 
of propositions conjoined by kai,, it should be highly 
considered” (255). 

24See Charles A. Ray, Jr., “The Identity of the ‘Israel of 
God’,” The Theological Educator 50 (1994): 105-14. 
Linguist Martin Joos first suggested the “rule of max-
imal redundancy” to address the problem of hapax 
legomena. However, according to Moisés Silva, “the 
principle is readily applicable to polysemy [a word 
with more than one meaning]” (Biblical Words and 
their Meaning: An Introduction to Lexical Semantics [rev. 
ed.; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994], 155). 

25As Betz rightly notes, the expression “Israel of God” 
is redundant: “it makes no sense to speak of an Israel 
which is not ‘of God.’ Yet such an expression does make 
sense as a critical distinction between a ‘true’ and a 
‘false’ Israel” (Galatians, 323). But for Paul to use the 
phrase to refer exclusively to Jewish believers (as Betz 
contends) who are the “true” Israel would seem to 
introduce new material into the context that would 
not be readily apparent to his readers—who have not 
read Romans 9-11!

26Johnson’s contention (“Paul and ‘Israel of God’,” 190) 
that a solid case for apposition could be made if Paul 
had eliminated the kai does not seem valid. The elimi-
nation of the kai after “mercy” need not necessarily 
render the phrase “peace and mercy be upon them, 
upon the Israel of God.” After all, advocates of view #1 
like Burton (Galatians, 358) understand the kai before 
“mercy” to connect the two groups. Thus, the phrase 
could read, “peace be upon them, and mercy upon the 
Israel of God” (ibid., 357), which would still permit 
one to argue for two distinct groups. 
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27Beale, “Peace and Mercy Upon the Israel of God,” 220-
21. Beale offers another argument for viewing “the 
Israel of God” as the church by examining the Old 
Testament background of 6:16. Some have posited as 
a potential Old Testament background the LXX of Ps 
124:5 and 127:6: “peace be upon Israel” (eivrh,nh evpi. 
to.n vIsrah,l). However, the passages lack any reference 
to “mercy,” which is present in Gal 6:16. Instead, Beale 
proposes Isaiah 54 as a likely background. In Isa 54:10, 
we read, “But my lovingkindness (dsx; LXX: e;leoj) will 
not be removed from you, and my covenant of peace 
(~wlv; LXX: eivrh,nh) will not be shaken.” This is one of 
only three Old Testament texts (the others are Jer 16:5 
and Ps 84:10) in which these two Hebrew words occur 
in such close proximity (208). While Beale thinks all 
three may have had a collective influence on Paul in 
writing Gal 6:16, if one of the texts was foremost in 
the apostle’s mind, Beale believes it likely to have been 
Isa 54:10 and its context for the following reasons: 
(1) Paul has already quoted from Isa 54:1 in Gal 4:27. 
So we have explicit evidence that he has this context 
in mind while writing to the Galatians. (2) The word 
sustoice,w (“corresponds”) appears in 4:25 just prior 
to the Isaiah quote, and stoice,w (“conform”) appears 
in 6:15 preceding “peace and mercy.” The two words 
semantically overlap. (3) The “mercy” and “peace” of 
Isa 54:10 find their expression in 54:11-12, in which 
the Lord speaks of establishing Israel’s foundation, 
gates, and walls with crystal and precious stones. 
Revelation alludes to these same verses (Rev 21:18-
21) to describe the appearance of the Jerusalem that 
descends from heaven—all of which is set in the con-
text of the portrayal of the “new heaven and new earth” 
(Rev 21:1). Isaiah 54:11-12, then, is describing the 
conditions of the new creation, which Paul mentions in 
Gal 6:15 (210-11, 214). Having, thus, made his case 
for viewing Isaiah 54 as the possible OT background, 
Beale insists that it is unlikely that Paul has two groups 
in mind in Gal 6:16. If Paul is thinking of Isa 54:10—
which speaks of the “peace” and “mercy” Israel would 
experience in the new creation—then he likely sees 
all believers composing end-time Israel. The MT of 
Isa 54:15 speaks of God’s protection of Israel from her 
enemies. But in the LXX interpretive paraphrase of this 

verse, Gentiles receive eschatological blessing through 
their incorporation into Israel: “behold proselytes will 
come to you through me, and they will sojourn with 
you, and they will run to you for refuge.” From the 
LXX translator’s perspective, Gentiles receive God’s 
blessing through their identification with Israel (cf. Gal 
3:16, 29) (215-17).

  Beale’s background proposal is possible and well-
argued. However, “the decisive argument for seeing 
the church as the Israel of God is the argument of Gala-
tians as a whole” (Schreiner, Galatians, forthcoming).
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Sermon: The Curse of the Law 
and the Cross of Christ 
(Galatians 3:10-14)1

Lee Tankersley 

For the l a st two weeks, I’ve found my 
thoughts centering on Phil 3:1-11. It is, per-

haps, easy to imagine what first would have drawn 
me to this text, as the argument in those verses 
reflects so much of what we’ve seen in Galatians. 

What has stuck in my head for the 
last two weeks, though, has not 
been the precise argument that Paul 
makes in Phil 3:1-11. Rather, what 
I have been reminded of again and 
again is something Paul wrote as he 
was introducing the argument of 
those verses, namely, “To write the 

same things to you is no trouble to me and is safe 
for you.” 

Paul knew, as he was writing to the Philippians, 
that what he was about to write was nothing that 
he hadn’t said to them again and again, day after 
day, week after week. However, it was no trouble 
for him, and more than that, he knew it was safe 
for them. Just this week, though, I sat in my office, 
studying these verses and thinking, “The problem 

is not that saying the same things is trouble to me. 
I fear that if I’m saying the same thing again and 
again it would be trouble for you.” How do I keep 
you from saying to yourselves, “Yes, we know that 
already?”

Then, I picked up Luther’s Letters of Spiritual 
Counsel, and I turned to the section of letters written 
to the “perplexed and doubting” (for obvious rea-
sons). And I read the first letter in a section where 
Luther writes to a man who had come out of Roman 
Catholicism as he had seen the truth that man is jus-
tified by faith alone and not by some sort of mixture 
of faith and works. As Luther writes this letter, he 
sees that the man is being pressed by those who still 
hold to the false teaching from which he had been 
trying to break away. Therefore, Luther writes to 
him about those pressing him, “They try to do good 
of themselves in order that they might stand before 
God clothed in their own virtues and merits. But 
this is impossible. Among us you were one who held 
this opinion, or rather, error.” Then, he adds, “So was 
I, and I am still fighting against the error without 
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having conquered it yet.”2 
And in that moment, it hit me afresh why we 

need to be reminded again and again of this truth 
that we are justified by faith alone. It is because even 
though we may hear this truth a thousand times, we 
are all prone to slip back into a false teaching that 
says we are righteous before God and approved by 
him because of our good works. We’re no different 
than the Philippians, than Luther, or the Galatians. 
We are all prone to confess justification by faith 
alone with our mouths and then live as if we are 
justified by works. 

That’s what Paul was saying in Phil 3:1. If you 
take his statement that it is safe for them to hear this 
message again and state the same thing negatively, 
we feel perhaps a bit more strongly what Paul was 
saying to them, namely, “If I do not say this same 
thing to you, reminding you again that we are justi-
fied by faith alone and not by doing the commands 
that the law, then that would be dangerous for you.” 

The reason it’s dangerous not to hear the truth 
that we’re justified by faith and not by works is 
because so many of us are prone to legalism. We’ve 
lived as if we were justified by works for years. And 
we’re good at living that way.

One of the most impressive feats in the history 
of NASA came during the Apollo 13 space mission. 
Multiple issues were going on that threatened the 
safe return of the crew, but one of them was that 
the carbon dioxide levels were rising, and the engi-
neers at NASA had to come up with a way to put 
together a unit that would help funnel the carbon 
dioxide out of the shuttle. The only problem was 
that the crew on Apollo 13 itself was very limited. 
Ultimately, however, using moon rock plastic bags, 
cardboard, suit hoses, and duct tape, the engineers 
assembled something that would do the trick. They 
relayed it to the space crew, and soon the carbon 
dioxide levels lowered.3 

But I don’t think those NASA engineers exhib-
ited any more craftiness than many of us do when 
we continue to live as if we’re justified by the works 
of the law. Sure, we may sit and hear sermon after 
sermon through Galatians and feel as if the means 

by which we think we are justified by the law are 
removed, but at the end of the day, we find ways 
to live as if our justification, our approval before 
God, is dependent upon our good works. We tell 
ourselves that the message we’ve been hearing for 
the last few weeks is true, but then we come up with 
ways to make our lives and our specific situations 
exceptions. We acknowledge that we’re justified 
through faith but still live as if we’re second-class 
citizens among the people of God until we can go 
through a good long period of time where our holy 
living lets us believe we’re really forgiven. Some of 
us even want others to know that we still haven’t for-
given ourselves for things we’ve done because that 
feels like it carries a sense of holiness or personal 
responsibility with it. Some of us even encourage 
others to walk around with a feeling of condemna-
tion and not with the freedom that the gospel gives, 
enslaving our brothers and sisters because we feel 
that this is how we can communicate to them that 
we want to fight for their holiness. All of that is liv-
ing as if we are justified by our works. 

Some even hear me say that and respond, “Well, 
sure, we’re justified by faith, but now we’re talking 
about holy living, about sanctification.” So, I will 
remind you that Paul doesn’t ignore sanctification. 
Remember in 3:1-9 how Paul forced the Galatians 
to remember when they first received the Spirit? He 
was dealing then with the point of their justification. 
They had gone from enemies of God to those who 
desired to obey God not because they had obeyed 
the law but because they saw their wickedness, 
placed their faith in the crucified and risen Christ, 
were given the Spirit, and then the Spirit produced 
in them a desire for holiness unlike they had ever 
known. Then, Paul asked them, “Are you so foolish, 
having begun in the Spirit, are you now being per-
fected by the flesh?” That is, do you think that the 
means by which a desire for holiness at the point 
of your justification is no longer a sufficient means 
to produce a desire for holiness in you now? Again, 
if it’s a desire for holiness that we’re worried about, 
then Paul tells us that such a desire comes as we have 
faith in the gospel and the Spirit produces it in us. 
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Let us not be found trying to be wiser than God. 
So, as I considered all of these issues, I realized 

the weight of Paul’s claim that it’s dangerous for 
us not to be reminded again and again that we’re 
justified by faith alone. But it’s not just dangerous 
for us to forget that we are justified by faith. It is 
remarkably beneficial for us if we will truly grasp 
this beautiful reality that we are justified by faith 
alone in the crucified and risen Christ and not 
based on our good works. I think this congrega-
tion would be remarkably changed if we would just 
grasp this truth deep in our hearts. I think our sing-
ing would be more joyful, our praying would be 
more fervent, our passion for evangelism would be 
higher, our love for one another would be deeper, 
and our obedience to the Lord’s commands would 
be greater. And I say that because I truly believe 
that the greatest motivation for a people to devote 
themselves fully to the Lord is not found in put-
ting a law on them that says, “If you don’t do this, 
he’ll stand as a condemning judge over you,” but is 
found in allowing them to see the glory and beauty 
of the gospel and in reminding them that they are 
free from condemnation through faith in Christ and 
have no need to enslave themselves again. 

Therefore, that has been my hope and my aim 
and the goal of my prayers as we’ve studied through 
this book, and that is my hope and aim and goal 
now. I want us to see, understand, and delight in the 
gospel and the freedom we have through it. That is 
why saying the same thing to you again is no trouble 
to me, and I believe it is safe and beneficial for all of 
us. I would dare say that if God would graciously 
grant us as a people a deeper understanding and 
delight in the reality that we are free from condem-
nation by faith in Christ alone, we would notice a 
difference in this church. 

So, with that said I want us to look specifically 
this morning at Gal 3:10-14. In these verses, Paul 
continues to mount up his arguments for why 
no man is justified by doing the works of the law 
but rather is only justified as he places his faith 
in Christ. He continues to show the absurdity of 
what the Galatians were being tempted to believe, 

namely, that we have to combine obedience to the 
law’s commands with our faith in order to be justi-
fied. Therefore, he gives them one more argument 
concerning the nature of the law, its incompatibility 
with faith, and a number of Old Testament refer-
ences to convince his hearers again of the truth. So, 
I want us to look at these realities and see for our-
selves the foolishness of thinking that we can be 
justified by doing good works. 

Now, as we think about Paul’s argument so far, 
you could imagine Paul’s opponents saying, “Paul, 
you’re right. Abraham was justified by faith, but 
then God brought along Moses and gave him the 
law. Therefore, the law is something God gave to 
add to faith. Just as God reveals more of his truth 
as redemptive history unfolds, so he showed us the 
necessity of faith for justification through Abraham 
and then showed us the necessity of obedience to 
(at least) much of what the law commands through 
Moses.”4 Therefore, it is fitting for Paul to reveal 
the nature of the law, and he begins by reminding 
the Galatians that everyone who relies on the law 
in order to be justified is cursed because the law 
requires perfect obedience (v. 10). 

everyone who relieS on The 
law To Be JuSTified iS curSed 
BecauSe The law requireS 
PerfecT oBedience (v. 10)

Paul writes in verse 10, “For all who rely on the 
works of the law are under a curse; for it is writ-
ten, ‘Cursed be everyone who does not abide by 
all things written in the Book of the Law and do 
them.’” Paul wants his readers to see that if anyone 
attempts to be justified according to the law, then 
they need to understand that the law requires per-
fect obedience. This is confirmed in James 2:10, as 
James writes, “Whoever keeps the whole law but 
fails in one point has become accountable for all of 
it.” If you fail at one point in the law, you’ve broken 
the law and are condemned. We see the same reality 
concerning condemnation in the sin of Adam and 
Eve. They did not sin multiple times and so heap 
condemnation on themselves. They sinned once 
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and were condemned, driven from the garden. 
But this reality is also clear in this verse itself. 

Paul says that those who rely on the works of the 
law for justification are under a curse because 
“cursed be everyone who does not abide by all 
things written in the Book of the Law and do them.” 
Do you see it in this verse? Paul quotes Deut 27:26, 
a section in Deuteronomy where God tells the 
people of blessings and curses, and reminds them 
that cursed is the man who does not do “all things” 
commanded in the law. That is, the law demands 
perfect obedience. Otherwise, the one under the 
law is cursed.

 Of course, the unspoken implication in this 
verse is that no one perfectly keeps the law. No one 
abides by everything that is written in the law and 
obeys perfectly. Paul has confirmed this elsewhere, 
reminding us in Rom 3:10 and following that there 
is none righteous and that all of us have sinned. 
That’s universal. 

Therefore, what Paul wants us to see is that if 
we’re thinking about being justified based on being 
good enough, based on obeying God’s commands 
in his law, then we need to realize that God requires 
absolute perfect obedience. In fact, disobeying the 
law at any one point makes one cursed before God, 
with God’s condemnation bearing down on one at 
all times and in all places. God will accept nothing 
less than absolute perfect obedience to his com-
mands, and anyone who falls short of that is cursed.

And this might come as an odd statement to 
make, but I think this point is one of the greatest 
weapons we have in the fight against legalism. I 
know well that the nature of temptation to sin is 
such that we are faced with lies. We become con-
vinced that somehow it really will make the hurt we 
feel inside ease a bit if we’ll just gossip. We tell our-
selves that giving into our lustful appetites will bring 
us lasting joy. And in those moments, it’s helpful to 
be able to remind ourselves of truth and identify the 
lie in this temptation. Well, I think one of the great-
est truths of which we can remind ourselves when 
we’re faced with the enemy’s lies that say we need 
to do more good works before God approves of us 

or that we need to do more before God will really 
forgive us is the truth that God requires absolutely 
perfect obedience before anyone will be justified in 
his sight. That way, when Satan tempts us to despair 
and tells us that God wants nothing to do with us, 
we can answer, “Yes, I would be hopeless even if 
I had not sinned in the ways I can think of today 
or this week because unless anyone obeys God’s 
commands perfectly, that one is cursed. That’s why 
my only hope is Christ.” Then, you can look to the 
gospel and be reminded that one has lived perfectly 
righteous for you.

So, first, Paul reminds us that anyone who looks 
to the works of the law to be justified stands under 
the curse of God because God requires perfect obe-
dience to his commands, and everyone has sinned 
and fallen short of the glory of God. Therefore, Paul 
concludes in verse 11 that no one is then justified 
by the law but only through faith.

no one iS JuSTified By The law 
BuT only Through faiTh (v. 11)

Now, this is nothing new as we’ve gone through 
this letter, but here we see it again. Paul writes in 
verse 11, “Now it is evident that no one is justified 
before God by the law, for ‘The righteous shall live 
by faith.’” Paul states in verse 11 what he has already 
shown; no one will be justified before God by the 
law, and the reason is because God requires perfect 
obedience and no one obeys perfectly. However, 
he adds another reason here in verse 11. He quotes 
Hab 2:4, reminding them that even this Old Testa-
ment book proclaimed, “the righteous shall live by 
faith.” 

Therefore, Paul is showing them that the Old 
Testament itself witnessed that our only hope 
of justification is through faith. Paul had already 
shown this with Abraham, quoting Gen 15:6, and 
reminding the Galatians that Abraham believed 
God and that God credited him as righteous. How-
ever, he adds Hab 2:4 as well. 

Now, the situation in Habakkuk is one where 
the prophet predicts of a day when the Chaldeans 
will come and judge Judah as a divine punishment 
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for their sins. Therefore, the call for those in Judah 
is to trust in God, to have faith. The righteous ones 
will live by faith. And Habakkuk becomes the lead-
ing example of this, declaring in Hab 3:17-18 that 
though the fig tree does not blossom, the vines 
bear no fruit, and there be no herd in the stalls, yet 
he will rejoice in the Lord. He will trust. He will 
believe. The call to the righteous is to have faith. 

Paul points to that reality in Habakkuk and 
shows the Galatians that no man was ever intended 
to be justified by doing the commands of the law 
but that the call has always been to place our faith 
in the Lord. That’s how we’re justified. That’s how 
we have eternal life. So, the call to us is to believe 
the gospel, not to try to be justified by the works 
of the law. 

But there’s more. In verse 12 Paul shows just how 
incompatible these two realities are. And this is cru-
cial because the false teachers were telling the Gala-
tians that they had to exercise faith and supplement 
it with obedience to the law in order to be justified. 
Paul so far has said, “No,” because the Old Testa-
ment says the righteous live by faith and that if you 
try to be justified by the law, you’re required to keep 
and obey it perfectly, and thus the law brings noth-
ing but a curse to those trying to be justified by it. 

Now, Paul shows how being justified by faith and 
being justified by the works of the law cannot be 
combined by pointing out that the essential nature 
of the law is that of doing, not of faith.

The eSSenTial naTure of The 
law iS ThaT of doing, noT of 
faiTh (v. 12)

So, if faith is saying, “I cannot do enough. I sim-
ply look in faith, in trust, to God, who must pro-
vide for me and do what I cannot do,” the essential 
nature of the law is completely the opposite of that. 
Paul writes in verse 12, “But the law is not of faith, 
rather, ‘The one who does them shall live by them.’” 

Paul quotes Lev 18:5 to show that the nature of 
the law was built upon obedience in order to bring 
blessing. You do this and you’re blessed. Do this, 
and you’ll live. The essential nature of the law was 

to make demands that must be met. It was about 
doing. Faith, however, is about trusting, about con-
fessing our inability and failure and looking in hope 
to the Lord to do for us. Therefore, you can’t mix 
these together. Lest anyone think that salvation is 
by faith and works of the law, Paul says, “No, it can-
not happen. They are incompatible.”

Therefore, to confess that you’re justified by 
faith and still living as if you must do certain things 
for God to approve of you is mixing together two 
things that are the opposite. It is like professing 
that you think marital faithfulness is right and 
good while constantly committing adultery. This 
is beyond inconsistency or hypocrisy. It’s trying to 
put two things together that by definition, by their 
essential nature, cannot be mixed. Justification by 
faith and justification by the law cannot both exist. 
Either you’re justified by faith alone or on the basis 
of works. And Paul has made clear which of these 
is true.

“Fine,” we might say, “if God requires perfect 
obedience or we’re cursed, under his judgment so 
that we’re justified by faith and not by the law (nor 
some mixture of faith and obedience to the law), 
then what are we having faith in? What are we trust-
ing in as our hope to be freed from the curse of the 
law that we’ve brought on ourselves by failing to 
obey God perfectly?” The answer, Paul gives us is 
Christ and what he has done for us. Specifically, 
Paul reminds us in verse 13 that Christ redeemed 
us from the curse of the law by paying our penalty 
as our substitute.

chriST redeemed uS from The 
curSe of The law By Paying our 
PenalTy aS our SuBSTiTuTe (v. 13)

Paul writes in verse 13, “Christ redeemed us 
from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for 
us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is 
hanged on a tree.” Now, at this point, we could make 
a devastating error in our thinking. We might think 
that the gospel is the good news that though we 
come short of God’s demand of perfect obedience 
to his commands and have brought a curse upon 
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ourselves in the very form of God’s judgment and 
condemnation, that God has decided to lower his 
commands or overlook the curse we’ve earned or 
just take what we can offer as good enough. That 
is not the gospel. If that were the case, then there 
would have been no need for God the Son to take 
on flesh, live, die, and be raised for us. 

The good news, rather, is that God still demands 
perfection and though we’ve merited his judgment, 
Christ lived perfectly righteous for us and bore the 
judgment our sins had merited. That’s what Paul is 
saying in verse 13. The curse did not simply go away. 
God demonstrated his love for us not by somehow 
compromising his holiness and acting as if our sins 
had never happened or that we had not merited a 
curse, his judgment, and his wrath. Rather, he dem-
onstrated his love for us by sending his Son to take 
the punishment that we deserved. That’s what Paul 
is saying in Gal 3:13. Christ redeemed us from the 
curse of the law by becoming a curse for us. The 
amazing love of God is seen not in his ceasing to be 
holy and removing his wrath but in sending his Son 
so that he might appease God’s wrath for us. That is 
the glory of God’s love. 

This is what we mean when we talk about penal 
substitutionary atonement. Christ paid our penalty 
for us, serving as our substitute, and so made atone-
ment for our sins. And Paul illustrates this by quot-
ing Deut 21:23, writing, “Cursed is everyone who 
is hanged on a tree.” 

You see, once a criminal was killed, he would 
be placed on a tree, on a stake, a piece of wood so 
as to serve as an announcement that this one had 
been justly condemned. Being hanged on a tree 
was a sign that one had borne the curse of God in 
his death.5 So, Paul is saying that when Jesus was 
hanged on a tree (that is, crucified), it was a sign 
that he had borne the curse of God himself. Christ 
bore the punishment we had earned by our sin. He 
took it for us so that instead of being the objects of 
God’s wrath, we might become the objects of God’s 
love and forgiveness. 

Now, for Paul, at one point, this had no doubt 
been a reason why he had rejected the notion that 

Jesus was God’s promised Savior, the Messiah. Jesus 
had clearly been condemned in death under the 
curse of God. Once the risen Christ appeared to 
him, however, Paul began to see that though Jesus 
died under the curse of God, it had nothing to 
do with Jesus deserving punishment. Rather, he 
had become a curse “for us.” As Isaiah 53 tells us, 
“He was wounded for our transgressions; he was 
crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chas-
tisement that brought us peace, and with his stripes 
we are healed.... The Lord has laid on him the iniq-
uity of us all” (Isa 53:5-6). Jesus died, taking upon 
himself the curse that we deserved. 

This means that God does not overlook your sin. 
All the sin that Satan brings to your mind to tell you 
that God will not forgive you or that he does not 
declare you righteous, Jesus paid the penalty for 
that sin. The reason you can be forgiven of your sin 
is not because God lovingly decided to ignore it. It’s 
because he lovingly decided to send his Son to pay 
for it. So, we don’t tell Satan that we have not sinned 
or are not deserving of judgment when he mounts 
his attacks against us. We simply tell him that Jesus 
paid for them. 

Again, Luther is helpful here. He writes, “When 
the devil throws our sins up to us and declares that 
we deserve death and hell, we ought to speak thus: 
‘I admit that I deserve death and hell. What of it? 
Does this mean that I shall be sentenced to eternal 
damnation? By no means. For I know One who suf-
fered and made satisfaction in my behalf. His name 
is Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”6 

That is good news. That’s why we still have 
hope, though condemned by the law. You see, the 
law says, “Do this and you will live,” but we must 
answer, “I can’t, but I place my faith in one who has 
obeyed for me and one who has paid for my fail-
ures.” Therefore, this isn’t a call just to have faith 
in something. It’s specifically a call to place your 
faith in Christ and his life, death, and resurrection 
as being sufficient for your righteousness, sufficient 
for payment for your sins before a holy God. 

Therefore, Paul has shown us why the law is a 
hopeless route for justification—it requires per-
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fect obedience and we cannot offer that. Therefore, 
we are simply cursed under the law. He shows us 
why faith is necessary, namely, because the Scrip-
tures have always taught that righteousness comes 
through faith. He shows us why the law and faith 
are incompatible. And he shows us why faith can 
justify—because our faith is in one who has lived, 
died, and been raised for us. But he doesn’t stop 
there. Finally, he shows us that not only are we jus-
tified by faith, but God gives us the Holy Spirit, a 
demonstration that the blessing of Abraham has 
come to us. 

Therefore, if we Believe, we 
receive aBraham’S BleSSing – 
The holy SPiriT (v. 14)

The Galatians were no doubt being told that if 
their faith in Christ merited them anything, it most 
definitely did not make them blessed as Abraham’s 
offspring. For that, they had to be circumcised. And, 
it’s true that God did promise to bless Abraham 
and his offspring. Ultimately Paul even remarks 
that Abraham is an heir of the whole world (Rom 
4:13). So then who gets the blessing promised to 
Abraham? Is it those who are circumcised or those 
who obey parts of the law? 

Paul writes that those who have faith in Christ 
receive the promise given to Abraham. He writes 
in verse 14, “So that in Christ Jesus the blessing of 
Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we 
might receive the promised Spirit through faith.” As 
we believe, we receive the Holy Spirit, and that is a 
sure sign that we will be blessed with Abraham, that 
we are children of God. 

Therefore, I know that the temptation is to turn 
to our obedience in order to think of ourselves as 
righteous before God. But fight that temptation, 
see the nature of the law and the nature of Christ’s 
work, and know that faith is the only means by 
which to be justified before God. In essence, I want 
to encourage you to be aware enough of your sin to 
know that there is no hope of looking to your works 
to merit a right standing before God, and I want you 
to be constantly aware of the gospel so that you may 

be reminded daily that you are free from condem-
nation because of what Christ has done for you. 

ENDNOTES
 1This is a slight revision of a sermon originally preached 

on October 25, 2009, at Cornerstone Community 
Church in Jackson, Tennessee. 

 2Martin Luther, Luther: Letters of Spiritual Counsel (The 
Library of Christian Classics; vol. 28; ed. and trans. 
Theodore G. Tappert; Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1955), 110.

 3This story is provided at http://history.nasa.gov/alsj/
a13/a13.summary.html. 

 4Timothy George similarly writes, “At this point Paul’s 
Galatian opponents could well chime in: ‘Of course! 
That’s just what we’ve been saying all along. The his-
tory of salvation does not run from Abraham to Christ 
but from Abraham through Moses to Christ. The way 
for the Gentiles to receive the blessings of Abraham 
is by way of the law. The law is not opposed to faith 
but rather supplements and strengthens it by making 
demands of it’” (Galatians [New American Commen-
tary; Nashville: B&H, 1994], 228). 

 5Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy (New Inter-
national Commentary on the Old Testament; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 285. 

 6Luther, Letters of Spiritual Counsel, 86-87. 
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Book Reviews
40 Questions about Interpreting the Bible. By Robert 
L. Plummer. 40 Questions Series, edited by Ben-
jamin L. Merkle. Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2010, 
347 pp., $17.99 paper.

Robert Plummer is Associate Professor of New 
Testament Interpretation at The Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary. This is not a book about 
hermeneutics in the generally accepted technical 
sense of the word, but a guide to biblical interpre-
tation written for any who want to improve their 
Bible-reading skills. It is immensely practical and 
written at a level that does not require technical 
theological or philosophical training, and is thus 
accessible to the ordinary Christian. Of course, 
such an ordinary Christian will need to be pre-
pared from time to time to venture into unchar-
tered waters or, as the saying goes, to think outside 
the box.

40 Questions is arranged in four parts. Part 1 is 
“Getting Started: Text, Canon, and Translation,” 
a section that explores the matter of what the Bible 
is and how we have come to get it in the form we 
have. “Part 2: Approaching the Bible Generally,” 
is further divided into two sections: “Questions 
Related to Interpretation,” and “Questions Related 
to Meaning.” “Part 3: Approaching Specific Texts” 
seeks to give guidance in approaching some of the 
various literary genres of both Old and New Testa-

ments. “Part 4: Issues in Recent Discussion” takes 
up some matters that have caused controversy or 
which represent recent developments in the theory 
of interpretation.

First of all, what does this book not set out to 
do? It does not claim to deal with all the matters 
that modern interpreters or Bible-readers might 
be concerned with. Nor does it aim to give any 
more than a brief survey of the history of biblical 
interpretation. It does not primarily aim to refute 
the claims and counter-claims of non-evangelical 
positions in interpretation. It does not set out to 
give exhaustive treatments of the matters it deals 
with. 

So what does it do, and how does it do it? Forty 
questions is an arbitrary number imposed by the 
series of which this book is a part. The author, 
therefore, cannot deal with every significant issue 
that evangelical Christians may be concerned 
about when it comes to interpreting the Bible. Fur-
thermore, those matters that are covered are not 
necessarily explained with as much detail as some 
might like. Plummer, however, at the conclusion of 
each chapter, does give guidance for further read-
ing. Also, each chapter (Question) concludes with 
a few reflection questions that might well be used 
either by the individual reader or in a group study.

Many Christians are prepared to take the 
canon of Scripture on trust simply because that is 

SBJT 14.3 (2010): 94-116 



95

what they are brought up to do in their respective 
churches or sub-cultural Christian groups. Part 1 
would repay careful study by such people. Section 
A of Part 2 (Questions Related to Interpretation) 
is likewise probably new ground for many Chris-
tians, although much of the content deals with 
things that, for many, are intuitive though best 
not left to chance. There are also practical issues 
of becoming better interpreters and reference to 
helps that are available.

Section B of Part 2 (Questions Related to Mean-
ing) deals with some vital issues, both practical 
and theoretical, in determining the meaning of 
a text. These include: “Can a text have more than 
one meaning?”; “What is the overarching mes-
sage of the Bible?”; and “Is the Bible really all 
about Jesus?” These are crucial questions since 
they relate to the whole task of understanding the 
Bible as God’s word to us Christians in the here 
and now. 

Part 3 takes us to the practical matters of deal-
ing with different kinds of texts in the Bible. This 
part, as far as it goes, is full of useful helps to read-
ing the Bible. Plummer takes us through some of 
the various genres found in both Testaments, such 
as narrative, prophecy, and apocalyptic. The treat-
ment of genres found mainly in one or other Testa-
ment include proverbs, poetry, psalms, parables, 
and epistles. Each Question is provided with well 
thought-out answers that point up the characteris-
tics of each genre so that they are not read as some-
thing that they are not intended to be. 

It is this section that I feel lacks an impor-
tant dimension. Notwithstanding the questions 
already dealt with in Part 2, Section B, a reader 
wanting to know how to deal with the Old Tes-
tament genres such as proverbs or prophecy may 
still well ask, after reading the relevant chapters, 
“What do I do now?” Even though these chapters 
follow one on “Is the whole Bible about Jesus?” 
(to which the answer is an unequivocal “yes”), 
how one makes the link between narrative, or 
wisdom texts, and Jesus is not, in my opinion, at 
all clear. A preacher, a Sunday School teacher, or 

even a Christian parent, all wanting to point their 
respective audiences to Christ from, say, an Old 
Testament narrative or prophecy, might feel that 
little guidance is given as to how one gets from the 
text to a Christian application that honors Christ. 
Genre identification is crucial. But, understanding 
the characteristics of, say, proverbial literature is 
only the first part of interpretation of the relevant 
biblical texts. 

Of course, it is unfair to criticize a book for not 
doing what it was never intended to do. Biblical 
interpretation is such an important issue that in 
places can be rather involved. Perhaps it needs 
more than one volume in this series to do it jus-
tice, even at the level of the non-technical reader. 
How many readers are going to follow up on the 
suggested readings to find answers to their further 
questions? Probably not many. Given the artifi-
cial constraints of the “40 Questions” format, this 
book does succeed in anticipating and asking a 
number of pertinent questions (FAQs) about bib-
lical interpretation, and then in providing much 
useful information about them. It simply cannot 
deal in depth with the issues of interpreting texts, 
especially from the Old Testament, in a way that 
relates them to the New Testament’s claims that 
Jesus is subject matter of all Scripture. While pro-
viding a good introduction to the non-technically 
trained, its value for preachers and the theologi-
cally literate is, to some extent, limited.

—Graeme Goldsworthy 
Visiting Lecturer in Hermeneutics 

Moore Theological College, Sydney, Australia 

Apocalypse and Allegiance: Worship, Politics, and 
Devotion in the Book of Revelation. By J. Nelson 
Kraybill. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2010, 
224 pp., $21.99 paper. 

J. Nelson Kraybill received his Ph.D. from Union 
Theological Seminary in Virginia. He has served 
as president of the Associated Mennonite Bibli-
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cal Seminary. The Book of Revelation has been a 
topic of teaching and learning for the author for 
more than twenty years. He is also the author of 
Imperial Cult and Commerce in John’s Apocalypse. 

When I approach a book on John’s Revelation 
I’m always cautious. I don’t know if I’m going to be 
engrossed into so much contextual detail that I’m 
stuck in the past with no relevance for today or if 
I’m going to be surrounded by a hyper-sensational 
televangelist view that has only a slight relevance 
to the text. To my delight, this book was neither. 
In addition, the usual end-time structures are not 
here. Kraybill creates a refreshing structure that 
communicates what he believes is the essential 
message of John’s letter. His unique approach 
lends itself to Kraybill’s purpose of identifying 
the key political systems of emperor worship, the 
kingdom of God, and how they are inf luencing 
people in both John’s day and ours. The author 
has struck a great balance in his work. Kraybill’s 
cultural understanding of first century Rome will 
give any reader a clearer view of the political struc-
ture of John’s day, which will be the type in the 
end of the present age.

John’s letter clearly paints a portrait of two 
kingdoms at war. As indicated by the title of this 
book, Kraybill believes the main emphasis in Rev-
elation is worship and understanding worship 
intertwined in the political and spiritual forces in 
the current and future age. Kraybill interprets the 
emperor worship of John’s day as the type that will 
encompass men in the end to demand worship. At 
the same time, he rightly points to the Revelation 
as a letter which opens up the heavens and gives 
the reader a vision of the true/loving/just God 
who is in control, no matter what circumstances 
may surround a believer—even martyrdom. 

This text is recommended for two specific pur-
poses. The author’s exegetical and cultural infor-
mation on the Roman Empire is outstanding. This 
book will lend itself to the any student as an aide 
to understand the culture of the New Testament 
in general. Kraybill’s information expands beyond 
the Book of Revelation to help every Christian 

understand Jesus’ words to followers, words such 
as “count the cost,” or “take up your cross and 
follow me.” Kraybill clearly defines the political 
and social pressure Rome placed the early church 
under and the cost to follow Christ.

Second, the judgment of God and the wrath 
of Satan in Revelation are extremely violent. It 
was a curiosity of mine to how a Mennonite would 
approach John’s Revelation, as Mennonites are 
traditionally pacifists. Kraybill’s insight into the 
use of violence, its place and understanding in 
Scripture, and the proper Christian response are 
admirable. 

—Gary D. Almon
Assistant Professor of Christian Education

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Heaven and Earth in the Gospel of Matthew. By Jon-
athan T. Pennington. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 
2009, xv + 399 pp., $42.99 paper. 

This book is a revised version of the doctoral dis-
sertation of Jonathan Pennington submitted to 
St. Andrews University in Scotland and origi-
nally published by Brill in the Netherlands as the 
Novum Testamentum Supplements Series. Pen-
nington currently teaches New Testament at The 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary.

Before I started reading this book I had simply 
assumed that Matthew’s preference for “King-
dom of Heaven” instead of “Kingdom of God” 
was due to the Hebraic character of Matthew. 
The Evangelist used “Heaven” as a circumlocu-
tion for “God” and employed it in order to avoid 
writing the divine name for God due to his Jew-
ish sensitivities. I thought it was rather akin to 
modern rabbinic authors who write “G-d” for 
“God.” I am quite happy to say that Pennington 
has sowed seeds of doubt in my mind on this 
topic. In a thorough and robust study of the topic, 
Pennington successfully shows that “Kingdom of 
Heaven” is not merely a circumlocution for “King-
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dom of God”—rather, it is part of a highly devel-
oped cosmological discourse about the heavens 
and the earth in relation to God, Jesus, and the 
Church. Pennington maintains that “Kingdom 
of Heaven” highlights a particular spatial under-
standing of the universe as well as of God’s reign. 
Pennington’s thesis is based on his observation of 
four distinctive aspects of Matthew’s use of heav-
enly language in the Beatitudes, Lord’s Prayer, 
ecclesiological passages, Great Commission, and 
“Kingdom” references: (1) Matthew’s intentional 
distinction between the singular and plural uses 
of the Greek ouranos/ouranoi and his preference 
for the latter; (2) the frequent use of the binary 
pairing of heaven and earth; (3) the use of “heav-
enly father” and “Father in heaven”; and (4) the 
frequent use of the phrase “Kingdom of Heaven.” 

The path that the book takes is by critiquing 
the consensus built on G. Dalman’s earlier work 
that “heaven” is used as a circumlocution for God 
in Second Temple Jewish literature and the Gos-
pel of Matthew (chapter 1). He then proceeds to 
conduct a general survey about “heaven” in the 
Old Testament and Second Temple Jewish litera-
ture (chapter 2) and also in the Gospel of Mat-
thew (chapter 3). Pennington then shows how 
this heavenly theme interacts with an array of 
other topics in Matthew (chapter 4). Thereafter, 
Pennington examines several topics in the Old 
Testament, Second Temple literature, and Mat-
thew including ouranos/ouranoi (chapters 5 and 
6), heaven and earth (chapters 7 and 8), God as 
Father (chapters 9 and 10), the kingdom of God in 
the Old Testament and Second Temple literature 
(chapter 11), and Matthew’s usage of “Kingdom of 
Heaven” (chapter 12). 

In the conclusion, Pennington explores the 
way that Kingdom of Heaven relates to Matthew’s 
dualistic worldview and his symbolic universe. 
He also provides an interestingly brief survey 
of the reception of “Kingdom of Heaven” in the 
early church whereby Christians were not look-
ing for a political kingdom on earth, but for a 
transcendent one. In sum, Pennington believes 

that understanding “Kingdom of Heaven” in a 
cosmological/worldview framework has the fol-
lowing the implications: (1) it emphasizes the 
universality of God’s dominion; (2) it makes a 
clear biblical-theological connection with the Old 
Testament; (3) it strengthens the Christological 
claims of the Gospel; (4) undergirds the ethical 
teaching of Jesus; and (5) legitimates and encour-
ages Matthew’s readers as the true people of God. 
Pennington successfully shows how Matthew 
intended to reconfigure the worldview of the read-
ers so that they would align their behavior, beliefs, 
and values with the God who dwells in heaven. 

The other interesting thing about this book is 
that it taught me a new word, “cornucopia,” which 
means “abundance.” May Pennington’s work on 
Matthew receive a cornucopia of attention.

—Michael F. Bird 
Lecturer in Theological Studies 

Crossway College 

The Hebrew Bible: A Comparative Approach. By 
Christopher D. Stanley. Minneapolis, MN: For-
tress, 2010, xvi + 544 pp., $42.00 paper. 

Christopher Stanley is a Pauline scholar at St. 
Bonaventure University and even though Stan-
ley ventured outside his primary field of study in 
producing this volume he exhibits a keen grasp of 
the history, debates, and current trends of thought 
within Old Testament studies. 

This textbook is designed to appeal to a range 
of opinions by claiming to interpret topics from 
the perspectives of three groups of scholars: “con-
servatives” which “adhere to traditional ideas 
about the divine inspiration of the Bible and 
therefore believe that the Bible should be trusted 
as a historical source;” “maximalists” which do 
not let religious beliefs “interfere with historical 
research” yet believe that the “majority of the sto-
ries are based on earlier oral or written traditions 
that contained significant amounts of historically 
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trustworthy data;” and “minimalists” that “regard 
the biblical narratives as largely fictional works 
composed in the postexilic period” (121). 

The interpretive sections are only included 
within the conclusions of selected chapters while 
the bulk of the material is presented in a narra-
tive that accords with the standard conclusions 
of more-or-less contemporary critical consen-
sus. Stanley frames his textbook as an objective 
description along with three separate interpre-
tive perspectives, but, along with his unspoken 
assumption of critical consensus, at times he is 
openly dismissive of the “conservative” posi-
tion. For example, within the body of chapter 
36 he says, “While many conservatives accept 
the book’s claim that Daniel’s visions represent 
genuine predictions of future events . . . the real 
author of this vision was not a Jewish member of 
the Babylonian court named Daniel who lived in 
the sixth century B.C.E. but an unknown resident 
of Palestine in the second century B.C.E.” (489-
90). Furthermore, Stanley often places traditional 
interpretations alongside fanciful revisionist ones 
in ways that imply parity. For instance, he says 
that Genesis 2-3 could be interpreted to make “the 
humans emerge as heroes . . . while Yahweh comes 
across as a liar and bully” (208). He concludes that 
this view might “offend many religious believers, 
but it finds support in many of the details of the 
narrative” and both the traditional interpretation 
and this new approach “represent selective read-
ings of the text” so they are a wash and no better 
interpretation is presented (208).

Lastly, Stanley’s depth of treatment is often 
unbalanced. For instance, he devotes roughly 
the same amount of space (1.5 pages) to a discus-
sion concerning the calendrical conventions B.C. 
vs. B.C.E. (22-23) as he does the book of Judges 
(264-65). Stanley does a good job introducing 
students to a wide variety of topics that aid in 
comprehending the Old Testament such as soci-
ology, comparative religions, and ritual studies; 
however, the book would be better without its pre-
tense of objectivity and patronizing tone. 

—Charles Halton
Instructor of Old Testament Interpretation

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

1-3 John. By Robert W. Yarbrough. Baker Exegeti-
cal Commentary on the New Testament. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker, 2008, xx + 434 pp., $39.99. 

Robert W. Yarbrough and Robert H. Stein are the 
editors of the Baker Exegetical Commentary on 
the New Testament, and they have now each con-
tributed stellar volumes to the series. This series 
has established itself as a top tier set of commen-
taries on the New Testament, and Yarbrough’s 
volume on the Johannine epistles is a credit to the 
others. This brief review will focus on the treat-
ment of 1 John, but Yarbrough’s treatment of the 
two shorter epistles is as strong as his treatment 
of the longer. 

In his preface, Yarbrough identifies six empha-
ses that distinguish his work on these letters of 
John. I condense them as follows: (1) reliance on 
the Gospels as true and inf luencing the Johan-
nine letters, especially the Gospel of John; (2) use 
of computer aids to explore linguistic ties with 
the LXX; (3) attention given to each textual vari-
ant noted in NA27; (4) use of recent scholarship; 
(5) use of historic Christian scholarship from 
the Fathers to the Reformers; and (6) an attempt 
to bear in mind international contexts, whether 
Muslim, post-Marxist, Asian, or persecuted.

The introduction to the commentary offers a 
thoroughgoing defense of the idea that John the 
son of Zebedee was the author of both the Fourth 
Gospel and 1-3 John, convincingly demonstrating 
the implausibility of Richard Bauckham’s reliance 
on Eusebius’s dubious introduction of a second 
John in addition to the son of Zebedee. Yarbrough 
maintains that 1 John is a letter on the basis of 
ancient testimony and certain epistolary features 
it bears, and he surveys the evidence for the set-
ting of Ephesus and Asia Minor in the last few 
decades of the first century. Yarbrough then traces 
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intriguing connections between the letters of John 
and the letters to the seven churches in Revelation 
2-3. In view of the lack of consensus regarding 1 
John’s organization, he relies on divisions that 
became standard among scribal copyists, which 
are ref lected in the inner marginal numbers of 
NA27. These are the basis for his detailed exegeti-
cal outline of 1 John. Yarbrough’s discussion of 
the theology of John concludes that the center of 
John’s thought is the same as the center of Paul’s, 
as argued by Thomas Schreiner: “the grandeur 
and centrality of God” (27). 

Here I can only sur vey some conclusions 
espoused in the commentary, but the evidence 
adduced for them is of the highest quality. Readers 
will want to avail themselves of these arguments. 
As the commentary unfolds, Yarbrough helpfully 
identifies John’s focus on believing, doing, and 
loving. On 1 John 2:2, he explains that “Jesus did 
not suffer for every individual indiscriminately 
but particularly for those whom God knew he 
would save,” agreeing with Calvin on the point 
that “‘the whole world’ refers to believers scat-
tered everywhere and in all times” (80). This does 
not keep him from adding in the next sentence: 
“And yet none of this rules out certain positive 
benefits—God’s common grace to humans gener-
ally . . . that are spin-offs of the central redeeming 
benefit proper of the cross” (81). He also affirms 
that the gospel can be offered to all in good faith. 
On 2:12-13, Yarbrough takes “little children” to 
refer to the whole audience, which is then divided 
into older and younger with the address to fathers 
and young men. The lust of the f lesh, lust of the 
eyes, and pride of life in 2:16 are aptly explained as 
“what the body hankers for and the eyes itch to see 
and what people toil to acquire” (134). The com-
ing antichrist in 2:18 seems to be an individual, 
while the antichrists are ringleaders of doctrinal 
aberration or ethical laxity. The sense in which 
Christians do not sin (e.g., 3:6) is that they do not 
strike “an advanced or confirmed posture of non-
compliance with John’s message” (185). The water 
and blood by which Jesus came in 5:6 refer to his 

baptism and death (282). The sin unto death in 
5:16 “is simply violation of the fundamental terms 
of relationship with God that Jesus Christ medi-
ates” (310), and this is “to have a heart unchanged 
by God’s love in Christ and so persist in convic-
tions and acts and commitments” that betray 
unbelief (311). 

Robert Yarbrough has given us what is, in my 
opinion, the best commentary on the Johannine 
epistles available. Slightly more detailed than 
Daniel L. Akin’s excellent volume (2001, NAC), 
this will be the first one I turn to and the first I 
recommend. 

—James M. Hamilton, Jr.
Associate Professor of Biblical Theology 

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

Encounters with Biblical Theology. By John J. Col-
lins. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2005, 243 pp., 
$26.00 paper. 

John J. Collins of Yale is not to be confused with 
C. John Collins of Covenant Seminary. This 
volume is a collection of essays published over 
the course of 30 years. These essays “attempt to 
address biblical theology consistently from the 
perspective of historical criticism” (1). Collins 
rejects irrelevance and orthodox Christianity, 
refusing to bracket “out all questions of the sig-
nificance of the text for the modern world” as well 
as “a view of biblical theology as a confessional 
enterprise” (1-2). 

Collins believes that history has shown the 
Bible to be erroneous (4), that archaeology “is 
often at odds with the biblical account of early 
Israelite history” (5), and that “The testimony 
about the conquest of Canaan by divine com-
mand runs afoul of modern sensibilities about 
the morality of genocide. No one in modern plu-
ralist society can live in a world that is shaped 
by the Bible” (5). Collins evaluates the Bible’s 
historical, ethical, and theological claims from 
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a position of superiority. He writes, “Think, for 
example, of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice 
his son, depicted as a heroic act of faith, of the 
command to slaughter the Canaanites, the laws 
about slavery, or the treatment of women. . . . Any 
attempt to apply [the Bible] to a modern situation, 
or to deduce ethical principles from it, must be 
approached with caution. . . . It is also too dan-
gerous to be removed from public discussion and 
relegated to the realm of unquestioned belief and 
acceptance” (7). 

Considering the last century of discussion, Col-
lins explains, “There have always been attempts by 
religious conservatives to evade the consequences 
of historical criticism for biblical theology,” but 
Brevard Childs has sought to move beyond the 
problems not by rejecting or disputing historical 
criticism but by granting it “no theological impor-
tance.” Collins writes that Childs failed because of 
inconsistency, because there never has been any 
normative canon like Childs’s, because Childs’s 
approach lacks “explanatory power,” lacks a her-
meneutic like Bultmann’s that would “provide the 
common ground necessary for intelligibility,” and 
because Childs’s proposal isolates “biblical the-
ology from much of what is vital and interesting 
in biblical studies today.” Collins concludes that 
Childs’s approach is “self-defeating” (15). 

Collins rightly points out that “Historical criti-
cism, consistently understood, is not compatible 
with a confessional theology that is committed to 
specific doctrines on the basis of faith.” He insists, 
“It is, however, quite compatible with theology, 
understood as an open-ended and critical inquiry 
into the meaning and function of God-language.” 
Collins holds that historical criticism is thus 
the best framework for doing biblical theology 
because “it provides a broad framework for schol-
arly dialogue”—with everyone except orthodox 
Christians—and in this case the “main contri-
bution of the biblical theologian is to clarify the 
genre of the biblical material in the broad sense of 
the way in which it should be read and the expec-
tations that are appropriate to it” (22). 

For Collins, theology should be “an academic 
discipline, which is analytical rather than confes-
sional,” and provides the valid contribution of “the 
analysis of biblical God-language.” He explains 
that “This model is designed for the academy 
rather than for the church, but its practical value 
should not be underestimated” (27). Biblical the-
ology contributes to the history of religions. 

Knowing as he does that the book of Daniel 
was written after the events it prophesies and 
was falsely attributed to Daniel, Collins explores 
how, “as Childs observes, ‘the issue continues to 
trouble the average lay reader’”—the issue that 
“The writer, were he not Daniel, must have lied on 
a most frightful scale” (28). As mentioned above, 
Collins embraces a belief system he finds superior 
to the Bible’s on historical, theological, and ethical 
levels, so he is able to see that in the case of Daniel, 
while “the common people accepted the attribu-
tion [to Daniel], or the message would lose much 
of its effect,” the “circle of authors . . . . In view of 
the urgency of the message . . . considered the lit-
erary fiction justified and that it did not detract 
from the religious value of the revelation” (29). So 
Collins can see from his perspective that the ends 
justify the means, but what he does not explore 
is the way that—if he is correct about what they 
did—the ends of these authors are betrayed and 
undermined by the means they used.

For the present reviewer, this collection of 
essays contributes little to the discussion of bib-
lical theology, because Collins is not actually 
writing about biblical theology. This collection 
of essays presents the attempt of a learned man to 
argue that even though he has rejected the Bible, 
what he says about the Bible remains relevant for 
ethics and theology. There is a remarkable tension 
in the pages of this volume as Collins seems to 
recognize as he tries to explain away the reality 
that he has replaced what he sees as the exclusive, 
intolerant, faith based claims of those who believe 
the Bible with his own set of faith based claims 
that exclude and refuse to tolerate those who 
believe the Bible. In the process of excluding and 



101

refusing to tolerate those who believe the Bible, 
Collins wants to write in such a way that what 
he says about the Bible remains relevant to those 
who care about the Bible. Such an approach seems 
doomed to fail since it is internally inconsistent.

—James M. Hamilton, Jr. 
Associate Professor of Biblical Theology 

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

The Holy Spirit. By F. LeRon Shults and Andrea 
Hollingsworth. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
2008, viii + 156 pp., $16.00 paper. 

It used to be said, and with good reason, that the 
doctrine of the Holy Spirit was “the Cinderella 
of theology,” but such cannot be said now. Books 
on the Spirit have multiplied dramatically in the 
past forty years or so, due to the emergence of the 
Charismatic movement and the worldwide spread 
of Pentecostalism, as well as the re-discovery of 
the Trinity by scholars and church leaders alike. 
In this current wave of interest in the Spirit, this 
recent study by F. LeRon Shults, professor of the-
ology at the University of Agder, Kristiansand, 
Norway, and Andrea Hollingsworth, a Ph.D. can-
didate at Loyola University, is one of the better 
studies of the historical development of Christian 
thinking about the Spirit. 

The authors see two main sources shaping this 
development—Scripture and “the cultural con-
text of the Church” (17). With regard to the latter, 
they are alert, for example, to the influence of Mid-
dle Platonism on such second and third century 
Christian authors as Justin Martyr and Origen 
(18–23) and that of Aristotelianism on Thomas 
Aquinas (42). The authors also point out the pas-
toral concerns that guided much of the patristic 
pneumatological reflection (25-29, 32), and rightly 
note the vital role played by the Cappadocians in 
the advance of this reflection (25). The key leader 
opposing the Cappadocians, however, was not the 
somewhat shadowy Macedonius as Shults and 

Hollingsworth claim, but Basil of Caesarea’s one-
time mentor and friend Eustathius of Sebaste (25). 
Augustine’s interpretation of the eternal proces-
sion of the Spirit from the Father and the Son, the 
filioque, is seen as having roots in Scripture (35), 
but also anthropological presuppositions (33-34). 
Differing from the authors, however, this reviewer 
would tend to view scriptural concerns as being 
the more dominant influence (33).

After a very helpful review of the medieval 
scene—both East and West—as it relates to the 
Spirit (38-44), the authors deal with the Reform-
ers. Regin Prenter’s seminal work on Luther’s 
pneumatology, Spiritus Creator (1953), rightly 
orients their discussion of Luther. The treatment 
of Calvin, though, is not as helpful. His influential 
formulation of the inner witness of the Spirit is 
overlooked entirely, while his struggle to affirm 
the rectitude of classical patristic terminology as 
it relates to the Trinity—the use of terms such as 
ousia and hypostasis—is not fully recognized.

The tradition that comes from Calvin and 
fel low Reformed theologians, what is called 
“Reformed scholasticism” (59), is depicted as 
one that hardly mentions the Spirit (though, cp. 
49). What the authors do not consider, however, 
is the tremendous contribution made by the 
Reformed tradition in the British Isles, namely, 
Puritanism. In a major lacuna, none of the great 
Puritan divines who wrote extensively on the 
Spirit—Richard Sibbes, John Owen, John Flavel, 
Thomas Goodwin, or John Howe—is referenced, 
let alone discussed. In fact, whatever else the Puri-
tans may have been—social, political, and eccle-
siastical Reformers—they were primarily men 
and women intensely passionate about piety and 
Christian experience. By and large united in their 
Calvinism, the Puritans believed that every aspect 
of their spiritual lives came from the work of the 
Holy Spirit.

Another great era of interest in the Spirit, the 
eighteenth century, is focused in three pages (60-
62) and on three figures: Nicholas von Zinzendorf 
(his middle name, Ludwig, is used instead of the 
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more normal Nicholas in the book [60]), Jonathan 
Edwards, and John Wesley. Zinzendorf is under-
standably included because of his unique—at 
least for the eighteenth century—description of 
the Spirit as “Mother.” Edwards’s Trinitarianism 
is seen as critical to understanding the Ameri-
can theologian, while the links of Wesley with 
patristic streams of pneumatology and his life-
long concern to link pneumatology and ethics are 
highlighted.

In their treatment of the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, the authors point to the enor-
mous influence exercised by Charles Hodge over 
Reformed thought in North America, as well as 
upon twentieth century fundamentalism and 
evangelicalism. Interest in the Spirit’s work was 
narrowed to his inspiration of the Scriptures and 
his sanctification of believers (68). There seems 
little doubt that it was this legacy in part that pre-
vented Reformed, fundamentalist, and evangeli-
cal theologians from adequately responding to 
Pentecostalism as it emerged in the first decade 
of the twentieth century (68-72). The treatment 
of twentieth century authors from the ecumeni-
cal, feminist, and liberation theology traditions 
is helpful in making sense of these different tradi-
tions as they relate to pneumatology (72-82). This 
is followed by a superb overview of such twen-
tieth century theologians as Karl Barth (who, it 
is argued, played a key role in reviving interest 
in the Trinity), Karl Rahner, Sergius Bulgakov, 
Wolfhart Pannenberg, Jürgen Moltmann, David 
Coffey, and Robert Jenson (82-88).

The final section of the essay portion of the 
book is a provocative look at the future shape of 
pneumatology. There have been significant shifts 
in philosophical perspectives in the course of 
the last one hundred years, and the authors are 
desirous of seeing these shifts ref lected in the 
way we conceive of the Holy Spirit. Shifts in the 
way we think about the concepts of person, mat-
ter, and force, Shults and Hollingsworth believe, 
should open up new vistas (93-94), though they 
are not without an awareness of the way each of 

these new vistas also brings challenges—dangers 
such as pantheism, tritheism (a danger faced by 
proponents of the social analogy of the Trinity), 
and an imbalance when it comes to the relation-
ship between divine sovereignty and human 
voluntarism. 

The final third of the book (99-150) is a superb 
“Annotated Bibliography” that could easily be 
published as a stand-alone piece. 

—Michael A. G. Haykin
Professor of Church History and  

Biblical Spirituality 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer 1906-1945: Martyr, Thinker, 
Man of Resistance. By Ferdinand Schlingensiepen. 
Translated by Isabel Best. New York: T&T Clark, 
2010, xxx + 439 pp., $29.95.

Although Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-45) only 
lived for the first half of the twentieth century, the 
German theologian is one of the most influential 
Christian thinkers of that entire century. There 
is, of course, a deep level of interest generated in 
a life like his that was lived in such world-shaking 
circumstances. The unrelenting stream of books 
on his contemporary, Winston Churchill, is evi-
dence of the same. But there is no doubt that his 
profound existential reflections on the question 
of what it means to be a Christian in our modern 
world—reflections that were lived out in the hor-
rors of the Nazi regime—are a key reason for the 
attraction of this German theologian. Whatever 
one’s belief about the rectitude of Bonhoeffer’s 
decision to be actively involved in the July 1944 
plot to kill Hitler, there is, without a shadow of a 
doubt, much to be learned from this remarkable 
man about Christian discipleship. 

This new biography of Bonhoeffer by pastor-
theologian Ferdinand Schlingensiepen, whose 
father was involved in the Confessing Church 
and who is himself a close friend of Eberhard 
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Bethge—Bonhoeffer’s colleague and first biog-
rapher—originally appeared in German on the 
centenary of Bonhoeffer’s birth (2006). With pro-
found historical ref lection and an eye for detail 
that comes from long acquaintance with the pri-
mary sources, Schlingensiepen takes us through 
Bonhoeffer’s upbringing, his brilliant academic 
career prior to the appointment of Hitler as Reich 
Chancellor (Prime Minister), his active opposi-
tion to the Nazi regime, and his embrace of vio-
lence as his only possible course of action. The 
genesis of this biography goes back to the late 
1960s when Bethge asked Schlingensiepen to 
write a shorter version of his massive biography 
(well over 1,000 pages). As Schlingensiepen notes, 
though, this is not that book. In light of new mate-
rial about Bonhoeffer and the Third Reich, as well 
as a much more positive perspective in Germany 
itself about the attempted coup of July 20, 1944, 
a new work was needed (xvi–xvii). There is no 
doubt in the mind of this reviewer that this work 
does for our generation what Bethge’s massive 
biography did for his in the late 1960s. 

What comes through loud and clear is Bon-
hoeffer’s wisdom in living a truly Christian life 
in the worst of times—ultimately, a product of 
divine grace, as he himself would admit. Unlike 
many of his contemporary theologians, Bon-
hoeffer, “an inconvenient Cassandra” (127), had 
the foresight to see through Hitler’s political use 
of Christian jargon and committed himself to 
oppose the Nazis, especially with regard to their 
position on the Jews. As Schlingensiepen notes, 
“Bonhoeffer’s early rejection of Nazism had much 
to do with the Jewish question” (127). In fact, 
Bonhoeffer’s clear theological foundation to his 
political decision to join the Resistance to Hit-
ler leads Schlingensiepen to describe his subject 
as a “Christian martyr” (xvii), a description that 
some may well question. What, however, I think 
cannot be questioned is Bonhoeffer’s vital insight 
that theology and political action are ultimately 
inseparable (xvii).

Although Bonhoeffer knew that the decision 

to actively plot the assassination of Hitler was a 
decision that would put him at odds with many of 
his fellow Christians, the sanctorum communion 
(the fellowship of the saints) was central to both 
his thought and life as a Christian believer (75). 
Bonhoeffer was deeply critical of the failure of the 
German Church of his day to live prophetically 
because of its naive embrace of German culture, 
yet he was also very conscious that belonging to 
the Church was central to the experience of sal-
vation. It was this conviction that informed his 
deeply controversial remark that “whoever know-
ingly separates himself from the Confessing 
Church separates himself from salvation” (189), 
a variant of the patristic adage that there is no 
salvation extra ecclesiam. In fact, one of the most 
profound studies that I have ever read of this cen-
tral Christian reality is Bonhoeffer’s, Life Together 
(Schlingensiepen has but one brief paragraph on 
this tremendous work, on page 182), written in 
1937. And almost the final scene of his life is his 
leading a worship service in the prison of Flos-
senbürg (377).

If you plan on reading only one biography this 
fall, then make it this one.

—Michael A. G. Haykin
Professor of Church History and  

Biblical Spirituality 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Baptist Confession of Faith & The Baptist Cat-
echism. Birmingham, AL: Solid Ground Christian 
Books/Carlisle, PN: Reformed Baptist Publica-
tions, 2010, xvi + 123 pp.

Historically Baptists have been, and thankfully 
many still are, a confessional people. Yes, they 
are supremely a people of the Book, the Holy 
Scriptures. But confessions have been central to 
their experience of the Christian life. The twen-
tieth-century attempt to explain Baptist life and 
thought primarily in terms of soul-liberty seri-
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ously skews the evidence. Of course, freedom 
from external coercion has always been a major 
concern of Baptist apologetics. But up until the 
twentieth century, this emphasis has generally 
never been at the expense of a clear and explicit 
confessionalism.

Of the many confessions of faith that Baptists 
have produced—and they have produced a goodly 
number—none has been more influential than the 
Second London Confession, popularly known as the 
1689 Confession. It was not only the confession of 
faith adopted by the majority of Baptists in the 
British Isles and Ireland from the seventeenth to 
the nineteenth centuries, but it was also the major 
confessional document on the American Baptist 
scene, where it was known as the Philadelphia 
Confession of Faith (1742) and which added an 
article on the laying on of hands and also one on 
the singing of psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. 
Among Southern Baptists this confession played 
an inf luential role as The Charleston Confession 
(1767),1 which became the basis of The Abstract of 
Principles, the statement of faith of The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary.2

This new leather-bound edition of the Second 
London Confession is indeed welcome. There were 
a number of editions in the twentieth century,3 but 
the advantage of this edition is not only the beau-
tiful format in which it has been produced, but 
also its having James Renihan as the editor and 
the inclusion of the original letter to the reader 
and the addendum on baptism that accompanied 
the 1688 publication.4 Renihan is currently one 
of the most diligent and careful scholars of sev-
enteenth-century Calvinistic Baptist life and his 
“Foreword” provides an extremely helpful intro-
duction to the Confession, detailing both its prov-
enance and its importance. The inclusion of the 
original letter to the reader and the addendum on 
baptism are also very welcome since they deepen 
the twenty-first century reader’s understanding of 
both the irenicism and rock-like convictions of the 
men who signed the Confession.5

The list of the original signatories of the Con-

fession is also included (69-70). It is quite a list of 
Baptist worthies. Among them are the two great 
pioneers of Baptist life, Hanserd Knollys and Wil-
liam Kiffin; the most important Baptist theologian 
of the seventeenth century, Benjamin Keach; and 
those remarkable preachers Hercules Collins and 
Andrew Gifford, Sr. There is a typographical error 
on page 70 in this list of signatories: Christopher 
Price was from Abergavenny, not Abergayenny.

An added bonus to this edition is the inclusion 
of what is known as Keach’s Catechism, though 
Benjamin Keach actually had nothing to do with 
the writing and publication of this catechism. In 
the minds of seventeenth-century Protestants, 
and Baptists are typical in this regard, confession 
and catechism went together. It too is nicely intro-
duced by Renihan. 

ENDNOTES
 1The sole area of difference between the Philadel-

phia Confession and the Charleston Confession was 
the latter’s omission of the article on the laying on of 
hands. The 1767 Charleston Confession was reprinted 
in 1813, 1831, and 1850.

 2For details of the links between the Charleston Con-
fession and the Abstract of Principles, see Michael 
A. G. Haykin, Roger D. Duke, and A. James Fuller, 
Soldiers of Christ: Selections from the Writings of Basil 
Manly, Sr., & Basil Manly, Jr. (Cape Coral, Florida: 
Founders Press, 2009), 36–40.

 3See Things Most Surely Believed Among Us: The Bap-
tist Confession of Faith (London: Evangelical Press, 
1958)—this edition of the Confession has been 
published in North America by Gospel Mission, 
Choteau, Montana, and Valley Gospel Missions, 
Langley, British Columbia; A Faith to Confess: The 
Baptist Confession of Faith of 1689 (Haywards Heath, 
Sussex: Carey Publications, 1975 and 1977); The 
Baptist Confession of Faith 1689, ed. Peter Masters 
(London: The Wakeman Trust, 1981). See also A 
Confession of Faith (1677 ed. repr. in a facsimile edi-
tion; Auburn, Massachusetts: B&R Press, 2000).

 4For an exposition of the Confession, see Samuel E. 
Waldron, A Modern Exposition of the 1689 Baptist 
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Confession of Faith (Darlington, Co. Durham: Evan-
gelical Press, 1989). 

 5The Confession was published in 1677, 1688, and 
1699, but apparently not in 1689. That was the year it 
was adopted at the General Assembly of the Particu-
lar Baptists in London (ix).

—Michael A. G. Haykin 
Professor of Church History and  

Biblical Spirituality 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Why We’re All Romans: The Roman Contribution 
to the Western World. By Carl J. Richard. Lanham, 
MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010, xviii + 301 pp., 
$26.95. 

A number of recent books have reminded modern 
men and women that they are deeply in the debt 
of various peoples of the past. According to the 
titles of two such books, it was the Irish who saved 
civilization and the Scots who built the modern 
world (Thomas Cahill, How the Irish Saved Civi-
lization [1995]; and Arthur Herman, How the 
Scots Invented the Modern World [2001]). Any 
such reminder is salutary, for as a rule, moderns 
tend to think of themselves as self-made men and 
women. This new work by Carl Richard, professor 
of history at the University of Louisiana, Lafay-
ette, picks up this same sort of theme, but with a 
difference: this book is essentially an overview of 
the entirety of Roman civilization. After a concise 
summary of Roman history from the early days 
of the Republic to the fall of the Empire in the 
fifth century (chapter 1), Richard examines such 
things as administration and law (chapter 2), engi-
neering and architecture (chapter 3)—an area in 
which, due to men like Sextus Julius Frontinus 
(35-103ad), the water commissioner of Rome, 
Roman genius shone (59)—poetry (chapter 4), 
philosophy and historical works (chapters 6-7), 
in order to demonstrate that while the Greeks are 
rightly accorded a key place in the edifice of Occi-

dental culture (see his comments in chapter 9), 
Rome needs to be recognized as having far more 
influence. By and large, Richard, who has special-
ized in writing works relating to the influence of 
classical civilization on the West, is able to sustain 
his thesis. 

In the final chapter—“The Rise and Roman-
ization of Christianity” (chapter 10)—Richard 
examines the emergence of Christianity in the 
Roman world, its rise to dominance in that world 
under Constantine and Theodosius I in the fourth 
century, and the way in which Christianity was to 
some degree Romanized in the process. Richard 
helpfully lays out the main reasons for the success 
of Christianity (260-69), even noting such things 
as the difference between pagan and Christian 
views of humility (268). He argues that the Chris-
tian focus on love was central to the triumph of 
the Christian faith. As he notes, “no other religion 
had made it the chief obligation of its adherents” 
(266). Surprisingly, he comments that without 
Paul Christianity probably would have perished 
(256). There is no doubt that Paul was a key fig-
ure in the advance of the Faith. Luke’s repetition 
of the narrative of his conversion in the Book of 
Acts no less than three times certainly indicates 
that the New Testament historian saw it that way. 
But no early Christian would ever have argued 
that Paul was so indispensable that without him 
Christianity would have disappeared. 

It is also noteworthy that Richard has some 
strong words for what he calls “replacement the-
ology,” namely, the idea that the prophecies of 
the Old Testament that refer to Israel are actu-
ally to be fulfilled in the realm of the Church, not 
national Israel. In a word, such a view is “nonsensi-
cal” (272). Here, Richard fails to take into consid-
eration the way in which the New Testament itself 
interprets some of these prophecies and so sets a 
pattern for later patristic exegetes.

Overall, though, this is an excellent study that 
could be used to great advantage in survey courses 
of the Roman world and would be very helpful 
in orienting students of the New Testament and 
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early Christianity to the matrix of the Ancient 
Church.

—Michael A. G. Haykin
Professor of Church History and

Biblical Spirituality 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

Out of My Bone: The Letters of Joy Davidman. 
Edited by Don W. King. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd-
mans, 2009, 387 pp., $28.00. 

It may be that the best known utterance of Joy 
Davidman, recorded by Warnie Lewis on her first 
and rather shocking visit to Magdalen College, is, 
“Is there anywhere in this monastic establishment 
where a lady can relieve herself?” It was this rather 
shocking woman, however, of whom C. S. Lewis 
wrote this epitaph:

Here the whole world (stars, water, air,
And field, and forest, as they were

Reflected in a single mind)
Like cast off clothes was left behind

In ashes, yet with hope that she,
Re-born from holy poverty,

In lenten lands, hereafter may
Resume them on her Easter Day.

W hat hu ma n m i nd ,  however poor a nd 
cramped, cannot help but reflect the whole world? 
This is what the mind is made for, and what it does 
for no other reason that it has two eyes and stands 
upon two legs. But that is not, of course, what Joy’s 
husband wished to have the reader understand 
about her. He wanted to explain as best he could 
why he loved her as the last and greatest gift, the 
comprehending gift, of the world he had grate-
fully received from its Creator—not simply stars, 
water, air, field and forest simply considered, but 
as the cataphatic emblems of Deep Meaning and 
Sweet Desire for which he had no words. Even 
in his own world, he had a living Narnian star 

explain to young Eustace, flaming gas is only what 
stars are made of, not what they are. 

Joy told a correspondent that of her writing 
Jack liked the poetry best, and it is there, not in her 
correspondence, one discovers her mind, “pan-
ther-like,” as a fitting companion for his—how 
she could be his intellectual and spiritual peer. 
Neither do her letters go far in explaining his fasci-
nation with her, why she came to fill a remarkably 
Joy-shaped space in his heart as the last stroke of a 
great artwork painted on the canvas of Jack Lewis, 
whose removal by the same Artist was his great 
trial of faith, and which marked the beginning of 
the end of his life on earth. The epitaph was also 
his own, for the words were of Joy, but the stone 
on which they were graven was his own heart. 

I f the sort of correspondence found here 
doesn’t touch the poetical depths, it does exhibit 
the framework of character from which the poetry 
was suspended, apart from which the poet cannot 
be known. Although there is only minor evidence 
here of a pantherine mind, there is plenty of the 
leonine character in which it crouched. Contain-
ing Joy’s known extant correspondence from the 
age of 26 to her death in 1960 at 45, of its 170-odd 
letters, 100 are to her husband—eventually, ex-
husband—William (Bill) Lindsay Gresham. The 
second largest number went to Chad and/or Eva 
Walsh (14), and the third were of the young Joy to 
the poet and novelist Stephen Vincent Benét (8). 
There is one to her son, David, and one to C. S. 
Lewis. The letters to Bill nearly all concern mon-
ies he had promised to send to England for the 
support of her and their two sons—monies which 
he hadn’t sent or were in very serious arrears, so 
that Joy, in the days before she was supported 
by Lewis, and whose priority was first to pay for 
the best educations she could afford for the boys, 
often lived in severe poverty. 

It is in those letters to the ever-improvident, 
sexually unfaithful, and occasionally religious Bill, 
however, in which the framing of her character 
can be most clearly seen. They are an interesting 
tightrope act that required a great deal of literary 
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skill and emotional self-control. On one hand, she 
naturally did not wish to anger the very provoking 
person responsible for most of her support, but 
on the other, she wished to let him know in the 
most emphatic terms that she and the boys were in 
desperate need of what he had promised. Bill was 
intelligent and perceptive, not the sort who could 
be wheedled or manipulated by theatrics—and 
while he was an alcoholic, weak and subject to his 
most destructive passions, there is evidence in his 
letters, some of which are excerpted here, that he 
meant well, felt real affection for Joy and his sons, 
and was not altogether bad. The correspondence 
indicates that Joy took careful account of all these 
factors in an immensely complex relationship, 
here as maintained at long distance and awkward 
intervals. 

What shines through them perhaps best of all 
is her courage and charity: her desire to forgive, 
concretely expressed in her willingness to help 
and encourage those who had hurt her, even when 
her circumstances had improved and prudence no 
longer required it, and her extraordinary boldness 
in (yes, this metaphor does come to mind) boldly 
seizing an indifferent world by the throat in her 
struggle to be, above all things, a Christian wife 
and mother. 

“Now you are a lioness,” said Aslan to Lucy, 
clearly Lewis’s favorite among the Pevensies, “And 
now all Narnia will be renewed.” It was this lion-
ish sort of women, bright and brave, full of glo-
riously feminine, passionate, and often strongly 
insistent energy, that Lewis had always liked best. 
They march across his life as the poetry upon his 
page from Lady Reason to Janie Moore to Pere-
landra to Sarah Smith to Margery Dimble to Lucy 
to Oruel to Joy as their culmination and end. 
What some have mistaken for feminist sympa-
thy was in fact his love for the terrible strength of 
womanhood, lost when it degenerated into either 
the weak and silly, as it did in Susan, or cut itself 
off from its masculine source, as Jane and Tinidril 
almost did, and as, in his story, Psyche did in fact. 
One does wonder whether the ridiculous Uncle 

Andrew might have been Lewis muttering behind 
his handkerchief that even the witch terrorizing 
London was in her own way a “dem fine woman.”

Out of My Bone is heavily and helpfully foot-
noted, contains Joy’s account of her conversion, 
“The Longest Way Round,” and a good set of pho-
tographs, including a panoramic view of The Kilns 
property which by itself sheds a good amount of 
light on the Lewis family’s home life, including 
the necessary range of Joy’s varmint rifle and “Just 
how large is that pond?” 

—S. M. Hutchens 
Senior Editor 

Touchstone

The Literary Study Bible. Edited by Leland Ryken 
and Philip Graham Ryken. Wheaton, IL: Cross-
way, 2007, 1,913 pp., $49.99.

It is an obvious fact that the Bible is not a system-
atic theology book. Instead, God has given us his 
revelation in a vast and beautiful collection of 
writings that are literary in form. A large percent-
age of the Bible is poetry. There is a huge amount of 
narrative. There are apocalyptic literature and epi-
thalamia. There are hero stories and love stories. 
There are allegories, acrostics, odes, oracles, and 
soliloquies. Similes and metaphors abound. If we 
are going to be faithful teachers and preachers of 
God’s Word, we must know something about lit-
erature and how to interpret it. As a young pastor, 
I was convicted of my need to learn Greek when 
a friend asked me, “You would expect a teacher of 
French literature to know French, wouldn’t you?” 
A similar question is appropriate: “A teacher of 
biblical literature ought to know something about 
literature, shouldn’t he?”

For most of the past year I have been reading 
The Literary Study Bible, and I am convinced that 
it would be an extraordinarily useful tool for all 
serious students of the Bible, but especially for 
every preacher and teacher of the Bible. Since so 
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few of us have educational backgrounds that are 
strong in literary studies, we need help in seeing 
and appreciating literary conventions we might 
otherwise not even know are present in the text. 
The Literary Study Bible can help readers to see lit-
erary motifs and developments in the Bible and to 
understand how literary form affects theological 
meaning. With the possible exception of prover-
bial literature, virtually all other literary genres 
require the reader to see individual passages as 
part of a larger, usually organic, context. One 
of the greatest potential benefits of The Literary 
Study Bible is that it can assist readers in grasp-
ing the big picture of the Bible and the way that 
big picture affects the interpretation of individual 
passages of Scripture.

Each book of the Bible is prefaced with an 
introduction that points out the literary features 
found in that book. For example, the introduc-
tion to Genesis has sections devoted to genres, the 
literary concept of a hero, the storylines, the cast 
of characters, unifying motifs, inferred literary 
intentions, theological themes, and Genesis as a 
chapter in the master story of the Bible. The entire 
Bible is divided into small readable units, and each 
unit is headed by a literary introduction. There are 
no footnotes other than the textual notes accom-
panying the English Standard Version translation.

The note that introduces Genesis 24, “Isaac 
Gets a Wife,” is a happy example of how literary 
considerations enable the reader to see elements 
of truth in the narrative that he might otherwise 
overlook.

Chapter 24 is a love story, and we can note at the 
outset that the storyteller satisfies the human 
interest in love stories by devoting a whopping 
sixty-seven verses to the episode in which Isaac 
conducts the courtship of his wife by proxy. 
Even though the story may seem to belong to 
Isaac rather than Abraham, it is actually an 
extension of Abraham’s domestic role, since it 
was his responsibility to find a wife for his son. 
The spirit in which Abraham undertakes the 

quest for Isaac’s wife surrounds it with religious 
significance (vv. 5-8). We are to understand that 
Abraham was concerned to protect the cov-
enant line, which stipulated that the covenant 
would be perpetuated through his family. The 
two lead characters in the romance drama are 
the servant who undertakes the journey and 
Rebekah, the bride of choice. One way to bring 
the servant in to focus is to ponder the litany of 
things that make him one of the most attractive 
minor characters in the Bible. We can get a grip 
on Rebekah’s characterization by scrutinizing 
the story for details that would commend her 
as a future wife. The story has a nice abundance 
of suspense, and it is a drama in miniature with 
speeches and dialogue fully reported. The first 
meeting of Isaac and Rebekah (vv. 62-67) is a 
masterpiece of atmosphere, tenderness, and 
understated emotion.

While the notes are often academic, they are 
liberally sprinkled with thought provoking, spiri-
tual observations that are readily applied. For 
example, in the note introducing the destruction 
of Sodom, the editors write concerning Lot, “The 
man who had reached for the stars in terms of suc-
cess, prosperity, and affluence ends up as a cave 
man. . . . We also learn in Lot’s later life that it is 
easier to get the family out of Sodom than it is to 
get Sodom out of the family.”

There is a significant amount of material from 
the editors—I would estimate that around twenty 
to twenty-five percent of The Literary Study Bible 
consists of editorial remarks. Unlike other study 
Bibles where the reader may consult the notes 
only when puzzled or when especially interested 
in a topic, the editors apparently expect us to read 
all that they have written. Granted, it is usually 
advantageous to do so, especially when literary 
ignorance is so rampant, but still, the persevering 
reader must be committed to the editors’ funda-
mental premise: literary considerations are crucial 
to understanding the Bible. They admirably estab-
lish this fundamental premise in the editors’ pref-
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ace and introduction, which, regrettably, many 
readers may neglect to read.

The Literary Study Bible is an excellent resource, 
even for the reader who uses it only as a refer-
ence, but a more thorough reading will pay rich 
dividends. A guide for reading the entire Bible 
through in a year is appended, and if the discern-
ing reader reads every note for every reading 
through the year, he or she will gain a vast treasure 
of literary sensibilities and skills that will greatly 
increase understanding of and appreciation for 
God’s literary masterpiece, the Bible.

—Jim Orrick 
Professor of Literature and Culture 

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

After the First Urban Christians: The Social-Scien-
tific Study of Pauline Christianity Twenty-Five Years 
Later. Edited by Todd D. Still and David G. Hor-
rell. New York: T&T Clark, 2009, 175 pp., $29.95 
paper.
The contents of this book were derived from a 
two-day symposium held in September 2008 to 
reassess the contributions made to New Testa-
ment studies since the 1983 publication of The 
First Urban Christians: The Social World of the 
Apostle Paul, by Wayne A. Meeks. The editors col-
laborated together, with six scholars (including 
Meeks), with the hope “that this work will serve 
not only to introduce a new generation of students 
to Meeks’s book but also to provide an outline of 
current discussion and debate in the various areas 
addressed in The First Urban Christians” (preface). 

Meeks’s landmark work, The First Urban Chris-
tians, was comprised of six chapters where he 
addressed issues such as the first-century urban 
environment, social stratification, how the soci-
eties influenced the formation of local churches, 
how conf lict was handled, rituals, and patterns 
of belief and life. He wrote from the presupposi-
tion that when it comes to studying the Apostolic 
Church, “If we do not ever see their world, we can-

not claim to understand early Christianity” (The 
First Urban Christians, 2nd ed., 2). In a renewed 
attempt to describe the social history of early 
Christianity, Meeks continued the process (which 
had started in the 1970s) of moving New Testa-
ment scholarship into a more interdisciplinary 
direction, wedding literary analysis with theologi-
cal reflection, historical studies, and sociological, 
anthropological, and psychological theories. 

The contributors to After the First Urban Chris-
tians work diligently to fulfill the hope stated 
above and in numerous ways advocate this con-
tinued direction articulated by Meeks. David 
Horrell responds to some common critiques to 
Meek’s methodology, while arguing for the ongo-
ing development of the social-scientific study of 
the New Testament. Peter Oaks argues for using 
Pompeii as a model in which to understand better 
the urban environments of the Pauline churches. 
Bruce W. Longenecker addresses socio-economic 
profiling of the first-century believers. Edward 
Adams examines many of the scholarly develop-
ments since Meeks. Todd D. Still includes a chap-
ter on the establishment and exercise of authority 
in the first churches. Louise J. Lawrence writes 
on ritual related to life and death. Dale B. Martin 
examines the correlations between the patterns 
of belief and life. Wayne A. Meeks concludes the 
work by reflecting on the various chapters and his 
own views since the publication of his book under 
consideration.

The academic nature of this book and the per-
spectives of various contributors make for a chal-
lenging read. While it is not necessary to have read 
The First Urban Christians before reading Still and 
Horrell’s work, I would strongly encourage the 
reader to do so. While the various authors of this 
book provide some excellent summarizations of 
Meeks’s book, most of the time they assume the 
reader’s familiarity with his original work. There is 
also the natural assumption that readers are famil-
iar with weighty concepts such as ritual, symbol, 
symbolic realities, organizational structures, 
social structures, discourse analysis, structural-
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ism, post-structuralism, and the thoughts of the 
fathers of classical sociology, Durkheim, Weber, 
and Marx. Regardless of these challenges, Still and 
Horrell have provided us a glimpse into the world 
of praise and criticisms that have followed Meeks’s 
1983 publication. 

—J. D. Payne
Associate Professor of Church Planting  

and Evangelism
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

Commentary on the New Testament: Verse-by-Verse 
Explanations with a Literal Translation. By Robert 
H. Gundry. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2010, 
1,072 pp., $49.95.

Wouldn’t it be great if anytime you had a question 
about a particular text you could call your old Bible 
professor from seminary and get a brief, homilet-
ically-oriented summary of the text’s meaning? 
Robert H. Gundry’s, Commentary on the New Tes-
tament provides just this sort of information in 
one published volume. Scholar-in-residence and 
professor emeritus at Westmont College, Gundry 
discusses every verse in the New Testament in 
this 1,072-page magnum opus. Well-known for 
his commentaries on Matthew and Mark and his 
widely-used, Survey of the New Testament, Gundry 
distills decades of scholarly experience in working 
paragraph-by-paragraph through the New Testa-
ment—focusing on the divinely inspired human 
author’s meaning with an eye to modern-day 
explication of the passage. As an interesting addi-
tional feature, the English version of the biblical 
text quoted throughout this volume is a formally 
equivalent (word-for-word) translation done by 
Gundry himself. 

In reviewing this text, I did not read the entire 
volume, but sampled various texts throughout the 
New Testament. Gundry writes in a clear, engag-
ing style and demonstrates a wealth of knowledge. 
I think it very likely that I will refer to this book 

in the future—especially when I am looking for a 
respected New Testament scholar’s concise opin-
ion on a thorny text. That being said, I must also 
express three reservations about this book.

First, as with any book of this length, I differ 
with the author on some interpretations. For exam-
ple, in Gundry’s discussion of Matthew’s genealogy 
of Jesus, he asserts that the names of the immediate 
ancestors of Joseph are highly symbolic names. 
Though he does not explicitly deny that such 
names correspond to historical persons, he fails 
to comment on that issue, nor does he attempt to 
reconcile the list with the corresponding genealogy 
in Luke. (Here, I prefer the treatment of Matthew’s 
Gospel by the early church father Julius Africanus, 
who asserts that Matthew gives us Joseph’s bio-
logical lineage, while Luke gives us Joseph’s legal 
lineage via Levirate marriage.) Gundry’s brevity 
of discussion highlights an accompanying prob-
lem—1,072 pages (the length of this book) sounds 
like a massive tome until you consider the complex 
debates that rage over numerous texts in the New 
Testament. At several places, I hoped for a bit more 
explanation (e.g., in the discussion of the millen-
nium in Revelation 20).

Another hesitation I have with Gundry’s com-
mentary is his rigid application of an almost 
“classroom style” word-for-word approach to 
translation. This method results in not a few idio-
syncratic renderings (e.g., “Our God is an incin-
erating fire” [Heb 12:28]). I also wonder if this 
approach does not illegitimately imply superiority 
to formally-equivalent translation theory. I fear 
that repeated appeals to such overly-literal ren-
derings will wrongly result in some readers feel-
ing uneasy about the many good, readable Bible 
translations we have in English.

A final hesitation I have with Gundry’s com-
mentary is his stated resistance to providing theo-
logical synthesis for apparently divergent biblical 
assertions (e.g., the Bible’s warnings against falling 
away alongside biblical assurances of believers’ 
perseverance). Yes, we need to allow biblical texts 
to function in their stark forms—whether as com-
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forts or warnings. Yet, in the end, a person in the 
pew is going to ask questions such as, “Can I lose 
my salvation?” I would argue that biblical scholars 
cannot simply leave theological integration to sys-
tematic theologians.

Few persons have the expertise to produce a 
one-volume tour-de-force of this sort. Gundry 
clearly does. Even with the reservations I express 
above, I commend this work as containing many 
helpful reflections on the New Testament from a 
highly respected scholar. 

—Robert L. Plummer
Associate Professor of  

New Testament Interpretation
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Psychology in the Spirit: Contours of a Transforma-
tional Psychology. By John H. Coe and Todd W. 
Hall. Downers Grove, IL. Intervarsity Press, 2010, 
422 pp., $22.00 paper. 

Psychology in the Spirit by John Coe and Todd Hall 
is a 422-page book that seeks to bring a “new” per-
spective to the Christian counseling table. That 
perspective is the “transformational psychology 
view.” This view is seen as formidable enough and 
different enough to be added to what used to be, 
Psychology & Christianity: Four Views to make 
up the fifth official view of the new publication, 
Christianity & Psychology: Five Views. There are 
some differences, but when all is said and done, 
perhaps this “transformational view” is not differ-
ent enough. By their own admission the authors 
seek to “show how it accommodates the other 
approaches, avoiding their weaknesses”—but in 
actuality they don’t avoid a few of the key weak-
nesses of the Christian integrationist’s approach 
(200). Even though there are some well stated 
motivational differences and some uniqueness 
in how their functional perspective is communi-
cated, this “new” view, at its heart, in a very real 
sense is not so new at all. 

The book is laid out in vie sections: founda-
tions, methodology, content, the praxis of soul 
care, and the ultimate goal. While these major 
headings seem clear cut, the book is not by any 
means a straight forward or easy read and there-
fore must have one’s full attention and careful 
evaluation to determine what is actually being 
proposed. With phrases like, “a true psychologist,” 
“high-road head knowledge,” “low-road, gut level 
knowledge,” “attachment filters,” and Kierkegaard’s 
“I-ness,” the reader must stay his evaluation until 
these things are fully unfolded. There is so much 
that could be addressed in this book (both posi-
tive and negative) but there is not space enough 
here to do justice to all of them. 

Perhaps the most troubling presupposition that 
becomes apparent in the transformational view of 
counseling is too high a view of the “truth” gleaned 
from the “science” of psychology and its too low a 
view of Scripture. Coe and Hall use “truth” and 
“reality” interchangeably and hold up the “realities 
of creation” or “natural realities” (truth discovered 
by the observation and interpretation from man’s 
study of man) as the missing “truth” for the needs 
and troubles of man. They write about the need 
for the Christian psychologist to do psychology 
“anew,” themselves, with a wholistic approach to 
what is known as faith and science; to see both as 
science (natural realities) and both as faith (God’s 
will and revelation). This approach is fraught with 
subjectivity and the same old misconception that 
the different levels of knowledge are equal in cer-
titude. It is the long-standing error of equalizing 
God’s Word and natural observations by saying, 
“all truth is God’s truth.” The familiar mistake of 
lumping soft “science” of psychology in with the 
hard science of empirical and un-theorized data is 
clearly a contributing factor. Leaning too heavily 
on the reason of fallen man to determine “truth” 
or “reality” is another. Nowhere in the book is 
there any claim of Scripture (the infallible truth) 
itself being the foundation for their model; neither 
do they outline the important use of Scripture to 
evaluate said “realities.”
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 In a discussion of “doing psychology as a uni-
fied vision of reality in faith” it is said, “It [the term 
‘Christian realities’] is not meant to arbitrarily 
dichotomize religious and secular realities. Both 
are realities in God’s world” (Synopsis 206 and 
page 83). What is even more starling is that the 
authors would seem to lift “science” above God’s 
written revelation when they say, “this psychol-
ogy does not merely have as its data the natural 
phenomena of the person, but includes ‘Chris-
tian realities’ as a legitimate datum of science,” 
and “psychology needs to give its ‘truth’ to the 
church,” and “the scriptures . . . are important 
to help frame and give insight to our natural law 
reflections on life [rather than to evaluate them]” 
(83; 206; 338; 204). At the very least, it is clear 
that these authors see the natural “realities” on a 
functional par with Scripture, and possess a mys-
tical (rather than Word-based) approach to the 
Spirit that doesn’t help their view of truth either. 
These things are further revealed in other state-
ments the authors make:

[O]ur transformational approach is a mandate  
to do psychology in faith anew: to do the first 
hand work of discovering a psychology of a 
person that is science; open to the experience of 
the Spirit and open to the truths from Scripture, 
as well as open to truths from observation and 
reflection on ourselves, on other human beings 
and on what others have thought about human 
nature (Synopsis 202).

Psychologists who have experienced the pres-
ence of the Holy Spirit in prayer will be more 
sensitive to understand and explore the experi-
ence in their theory and research (90).

We do not know these Christian tenants to be 
true because we suppose them. Rather, they are 
true because they correspond to or are born out 
in the experience of reality . . . they are as certain 
as the knowing of my own existence and of other 
objects (82, emphasis added).

Coe and Hall use the idea of the Old Testa-
ment sage and the Proverbs to make the case that 
“truths” discovered by the discipline of psychol-
ogy are just as much God’s truth as His written 
Word, and just as much needed. This also allows 
them to “reject the idea that Scripture is the only 
place for finding [truly needed] wisdom or pre-
scriptions for living well in God and that psy-
chology and its [softly] scientific methodology 
should be only descriptive in nature” at best (208). 
The authors present the Old Testament sage of 
the Proverbs as the truest and oldest version of a 
psychologist doing psychology as God intended, 
in that he looks to nature and the observation 
of man to determine truth to live by. This is a 
strange twisting of scriptural truth. In actuality 
the Proverbs (as is all of Scripture) are the writ-
ten revelation of God, given by the inspiration of 
the Holy Spirit as the very words of God (though 
many of the proverbs are clearly conveyed as gen-
eral truisms rather than intended to apply in all 
situations). They are not wisdom discovered by 
the writer’s own observation and interpretation 
for prescription. The author of Proverbs looks 
to (and the Holy Spirit uses) what he knows of 
nature, man’s actions, and his own experience to 
illustrate God’s truth that is supernaturally given 
to him (often an application of the Torah).

On a positive note, this transformation view 
does indeed seem somewhat different from other 
Christian psychology views in its communicated 
emphasis on the character and spirituality of the 
psychologist himself and in the stated motivation 
of all of his efforts as a “good” or transformed psy-
chologist. Even the needed character and spiritu-
ality of the psychologist is fundamentally linked 
to the ultimate motivation the authors initially lift 
up as the very purpose for the existence of man: to 
love God and neighbor, like Christ, for the glory 
of God. At the very crux of their perspective is 
their capitalization on the fact that man is funda-
mentally created relational in nature in order to 
flourish in his union with God in an un-bifurcated 
manner and thereby affect his Christ-likeness and 
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other relationships. 
This was a worthy encouragement and a quite 

commendable perspective. However, where the 
spotlight or focus really lands and how affected by 
secular thought their methodology and content is 
concerning it, is not so commendable. As a result 
of a consuming goal to help others be the rela-
tional beings they were created to be, this in itself 
is what their counseling becomes all about. Hall 
explains that his own counseling is “relational 
psychoanalytic and attachment based approach 
to therapy” that employs several of the traditional 
relational therapeutic techniques (339).

In other words, after an apparent recognition 
of man’s most ultimate motivation (the glory of 
God), the rest of their discussion, methodology, 
and content is unmistakably void of the “glory of 
God” part. Furthermore, well into the book it is 
clear that the transformation referred to is mostly 
the transformation of the psychologist into a 
relationally “open” individual himself and the 
transformation of the client’s “attachment filters 
and their capacity to love” (350). It is proposed 
that relational blocks and intuitive relational 
responses, the subject of which “are the core of 
a relational view of human nature and develop-
ment,” stand in the way of their relationship with 
God and others (240). These negative filters are 
presented as a result of ruling, gut-level, uncon-
scious knowledge or deep intuitive beliefs that 
that cannot be easily known or helped by cogni-
tive means (this is Freudian). I see this as in direct 
opposition to what God tells us about our trans-
formation, that it is accomplished by the renewing 
of our mind—our thoughts, beliefs, and desires—
by the Spirit of God using His Word (Rom 12:2, 
and described in Phil 4:6-8).

It also is proposed by Coe and Hall that psy-
chotherapy that employs many traditional modali-
ties is what it takes to facilitate the transformation 
that is necessary to help troubled Christians grow 
in their union with God and in their responses 
to people and events. Most assuredly this idea 
is not new. What is being said and has been said 

in many other ways is that 1. Salvation (a funda-
mentally changed heart through forgiveness), 2. 
the indwelling of the Holy Spirit (His work and our 
dependence on His power), 3. an increasing recog-
nition of the supreme value of Christ and knowing 
Him (and the inferiority of all else), 4. sin confessed 
and turning from it (repentance), 5. the written 
Word of God recognized, agreed with and intention-
ally applied to thoughts, beliefs, desires, and actions 
(God’s character, teachings, and promises), 6. 
the Body of Christ’s involvement, 7. alertness to the 
spiritual battle that rages and a looking forward 
to our hope (Christ’s return, dwelling with Him 
and the absence of sin and suffering) are not suf-
ficient to grow us in our relationship with God, to 
transform us into Christ-likeness, and to help us 
bring more and more glory to God. God’s Word 
tells very differently! It teaches us that these truly 
inspired realities employed are the needed and 
sufficient elements of change according to God. 
Each and every one of these things is so intricately 
linked to the personal application of the written 
Word of God that truly sanctifies us (John 17:17).

Other issues that need addressing or further 
addressing in this book are the idea of the sub-
conscious, the knowledge spiral of science values, 
contingent communication or ref lective self-
functioning, human attachment, the realized self, 
the place of reason and intellect, the purpose and 
use of general revelation, and the proper view of 
the social sciences and how to interact with them. 
What I gained from reading this book is a renewed 
fervor just to be a Bible-wise counselor who is cer-
tainly willing to explore some of the more “hard 
science” data and non-interpreted observations 
of the field of psychology, but in a very critical 
manner (with the Word of God) and only for the 
purpose of seeing if it can shed practical light on 
God’s written revelation or its application (not the 
other way around). The Apostle Paul aptly warns 
us about the dangers of teachings that are outside 
of Scripture and how we build on the foundation 
of Christ (Col 2:8, 16-19, 23, 1 Cor 3:10-14). These 
teachings often give the appearance of wisdom 
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but don’t meet the litmus test of God’s Word. I 
leave you with these passages to consider about 
transformation: 2 Timothy 3:16-17; 2 Corinthians 
9:8; 2 Peter 1:3; Psalm 19:7-11.

—Stuart W. Scott
Associate Professor of Biblical Counseling 

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

Congregation and Campus: North American Bap-
tists in Higher Education. By William H. Brackney. 
Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2009, 499 
pp., $49.00. 

From the prolific pen of William H. Brackney 
comes another helpful study in American Baptist 
life. Similar to his efforts to unite the wide diver-
sity of Baptist theology under a single title in The 
Genetic History of Baptist Thought (MUP, 2004), 
Brackney once again casts a broad net in an effort 
to tell as a single story the diverse, and at times 
controversial, developments of education among 
Baptists of North America. 

He introduces the study with a consideration of 
Baptist identity. Baptists began as a diverse group 
with no united theological position. Hence, it 
should come as no surprise that this “highly varie-
gated religious tradition” has produced a complex 
network of educational traditions. While the earli-
est schools were organized by Baptist groups pri-
marily for their own constituencies, neither those 
who attended the schools nor even those who 
were allowed to teach were limited to the Bap-
tist family. It was this inclusiveness that Brackney 
identifies as the first of three chief characteristics 
of Baptist education. Second, no religious tests 
were required for students or faculty, at least for 
most of the Baptist schools. Students came from 
diverse religious traditions—post-Reformation 
Protestantism, generally—and were allowed to 
remain as they came. Moreover, professors teach-
ing in the schools also could hold to non-Baptist 
religious sentiments such as Presbyterianism or 

Methodism. Finally, there was “a broad intellec-
tual and cultural understanding of training for 
ministry” not merely focusing on the Bible but on 
broad areas of education. 

Brackney traces his history through the vari-
ous categories of educational efforts that Baptists 
attempted from manual labors schools to colleges 
to seminaries for the training of the ministry. As 
he recounts this complex story, he introduces the 
readers to an enormous amount of research into 
dozens and dozens of schools, many of which 
hardly had the momentum to commence and 
failed nearly as quickly as they began. The history 
includes brief stories of schools long forgotten. 
This is the work’s most important contribution. 
The collection of materials is simply amazing and 
one comes to realize that Baptists took education 
seriously, raising up new schools at every oppor-
tunity. Having worked among the Baptists in sev-
eral Canadian provinces, Brackney is also able to 
tell insightfully the contribution that Canadian 
Baptists made to higher education. Brackney also 
includes an important discussion on the contribu-
tions of Baptists not affiliated with major Baptist 
groups. These independent Baptists have arisen 
largely in the twentieth century in response to 
theological liberalism in the older Baptist asso-
ciations. They too have made numerous attempts, 
successful and otherwise, at providing diverse 
educational opportunities to their respective 
constituencies. All in all, the collection of data 
is so vast that only a seasoned and accomplished 
historian could have attempted it. Baptists owe 
to the author a debt of gratitude for charting the 
variegated landscape of Baptist education.

As Brackney ends the story, he concludes that 
Baptist identity has devolved over its history. He 
suggests that numerous issues contributed to 
this devolution including financial pressures and 
denominational affiliation. But it was the naked 
challenge of liberalism, which Brackney fails to 
identify clearly, that brought the most significant 
challenges in Baptist educational life. Theologi-
cal liberalism sought hegemony between Baptists 
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north and south. Historically, Baptist schools 
like Brown University and the University of Chi-
cago, two of his exemplars, eventually moved well 
beyond their Baptist roots and embraced secular-
ism. It is here that the analysis falls short. North-
ern Baptist education has been hit especially hard 
by the devolution of Baptist identity. At the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, on the eve of the 
fundamentalist-modernist controversy, Northern 
Baptists had six major seminaries (Newton, Col-
gate, Rochester, Crozer, Chicago, and Berkeley) 
and numerous colleges with which they partnered 
who turned out ministers for the Convention. 
By the end of the twentieth century, those six 
had been reduced to two that are still meaning-
fully identified as part of the Baptist tradition. 
The prospects for these two schools look rather 
bleak. Recently those seminaries, Andover New-
ton Theological Seminary and Colgate-Rochester-
Crozer Divinity School (CRCDS), considered a 
merger that would have reduced that number to 
just one school. While these seminaries are not 
the only schools that currently serve the American 
Baptist Churches USA, these historic institutions 
that were the nurseries of Baptist ministry in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, today 
do little to serve their founding tradition. The Uni-
versity of Chicago Divinity School, started by John 
D. Rockefeller, Sr. and his associates, was largely 
a Baptist effort, but has long since had any real 
Baptist identity. CRCDS has fallen on such hard 
times in recent years that it was forced to divest 
itself of the bulk of its stellar library. The American 
Baptist Historical Archives that used to be housed 
in its grand building was moved to Atlanta, GA, 
because of denominational budgetary concerns 
and because CRCDS could not contribute to its 
maintenance. In its recent history, CRCDS even 
had a retired Presbyterian minister as its president. 

Brackney sees the broad diversity in Baptist 
life often as a good thing, a part of the polyge-
netic nature of Baptist identity. However, it was 
this misguided diversity that allowed the board of 
Brown University under the leadership of William 

H. P. Faunce, an avowed liberal, to change the 
policy that saw Brown completely lost to Baptist 
identity. Until Faunce, a Baptist was required to 
serve as Brown’s president. Brown is chief among 
numerous colleges and universities that have little 
or no connection today with the Baptist faith that 
brought them to life and whose devoted follow-
ers built and endowed them. These schools were 
lost simply because there was no doctrinal basis 
upon which they could be retained. The tradition 
of doctrinal conformity has been more robust 
in Southern Baptist education, especially in its 
lead seminary, The Southern Baptist Theologi-
cal Seminary in Louisville, KY. As a result of the 
conservative resurgence (1979-2000), Southern 
Baptists began to take their theological identity 
more seriously. The denomination in general and 
its seminaries in particular have embraced a more 
consistent doctrinal standard. While it is true that 
Brown and many other schools did not have nar-
row Baptist creeds, it is hard to imagine that its 
early Baptist leaders envisioned the possibility of 
such a wide diversity, quite detached from bib-
lical orthodoxy, which came to dominate these 
schools. The nineteenth century saw the gradual 
dissipation of theological belief and witnessed a 
slow departure from biblical religion among Bap-
tists and other groups. By the time the Divinity 
School of the University of Chicago was a decade 
old, few of its faculty held to anything remotely 
resembling historic Christianity. It is regrettable 
that the author did not probe this angle of the 
story more fully so that other Baptists today who 
still retain a biblical form of Christianity which 
our Baptist forebears all embraced, whether they 
were Calvinists or Arminians, might be warned 
against repeating the mistakes of our forbearers.

Still, the work is a very helpful and widely 
researched study that deserves a careful read by 
all Baptists who love their heritage and long to 
see their youth trained in the Baptist way. It is a 
welcome and needed addition to the history of 
education among the people called Baptists.
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—Jeffrey Paul Straub
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Liberalism without Illusions: Renewing an Ameri-
can Christian Tradition. By Christopher H. Evans. 
Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2010, ix + 207 
pp., $24.95 paper.

Can religious liberalism be renewed? Liberalism 
was a powerful movement for most of the twen-
tieth century, possessing broad popular support 
and extensive cultural and political influence. But 
since the 1970s liberalism’s popular base in the 
churches has withered considerably, its cultural 
and political leadership has waned, and its institu-
tional strength is increasingly isolated to universi-
ties and seminaries.

In this book, Christopher Evans, professor 
of church history at Colgate Rochester Crozer 
Divinity School, summons his fellow liberals to 
a concerted effort to save liberalism from its cur-
rent malaise. Evans does not expect liberalism to 
regain its former glory. He believes however that 
liberalism can be restored to health and influence.

Renewing liberalism will require it to dispense 
with some of the “illusions” of its glory days. 
Above all it must dispense with its preoccupation 
with establishing Christendom. Liberals sought 
to Christianize America and the world, and they 
believed that the church’s labors would establish 
democratic societies characterized by justice, 
equality, and goodness—they would inaugurate 
the promised kingdom of God. Contemporary 
liberals, Evans says, must settle for something less. 
They must labor for a just society but recognize 
that this is an unattainable ideal.

Renewing liberalism will also require that it 
restore an emphasis on personal piety. Personal 
faith and piety constitute the fundamental source 
of powerful religious movements. Christianity’s 
social power thus depends largely on its power 

to heal the heart and to provide meaning and 
purpose to individuals. American evangelicalism 
succeeds here, Evans says, and for this reason has 
achieved considerable social power.

Liberalism must learn from evangelicalism at 
this point, Evans urges. If liberalism will only tap 
into the Bible’s deeper themes of love, redemp-
tion, and reconciliation, it can be renewed. Lib-
erals must therefore wrestle with “the meaning 
of Christ and of salvation”, and take seriously 
the question of what it means to follow Christ. 
Evans recognizes that this requires liberalism 
to reconnect with the faith traditions of historic 
Christianity.

This, I believe, is the very thing that liberalism 
cannot accomplish. Liberal thinkers have been 
trying to find their way back to the precritical, 
premodern faith of the church since at least the 
1970s. But the way is blocked by criticism. Lib-
eralism’s commitment to a naturalistic biblical 
criticism makes any straightforward acceptance 
of the first-century gospel impossible.

The personal faith that gives meaning and 
power to individual Christians hinges on confi-
dence in the Bible’s gospel message that the solu-
tion to personal guilt, alienation, and fear is faith 
in Jesus Christ, who was crucified and rose again 
from the dead that all who believe in him might 
not perish but have eternal life. Criticism destroys 
confidence in the truthfulness of this gospel. 
Liberalism cannot expect to achieve real gospel 
power without a return to the ancient gospel.

Liberalism’s commitment to criticism has cut 
the movement from the taproot of the Christian 
gospel—the truthfulness of scriptures. The with-
ering of its churches and its isolation in the acad-
emy will continue until it abandons naturalistic 
criticism for faith in the supernatural inspiration 
of the scriptures. But then it will not be liberalism.

—Gregory A. Wills 
Professor of Church History 

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 


