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Introduction

The New Perspective on Paul1 represents a significant paradigm shift in the in-
terpretation of Paul’s doctrine of justification. One of the hallmarks of the New 
Perspective is the shift, to use Krister Stendahl’s terminology, from reading Paul 
through the lens of the introspective conscience of the West, to reading him 

 1 N. T. Wright says there is no such thing as “the” New Perspective, but only a “disparate 
family of perspectives” with “fierce squabbles and sibling rivalries going on inside.” Wright, 
Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2009), 28. Ac-
cordingly, Wright is hesitant to identify with “the New Perspective” label and uses other terms 
such as “a covenantal reading of Paul” (Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1997], 132) and more recently “a ‘fresh perspective’ on Paul” (idem, Paul in Fresh 
Perspective [Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005], 40). However, without smoothing over the unique 
viewpoints held by individual scholars, I use the label “the New Perspective on Paul” in order 
to refer to an established, coherent position with regard to the interpretation of Paul’s doctrine 
of justification. I believe it is legitimate to do so since “the New Perspective on Paul” was 
identified as such by James D. G. Dunn in his Manson Memorial Lecture at the University of 
Manchester on November 4, 1982 and published as “The New Perspective on Paul,” BJRL 65 
(1983): 95-122; reprinted with additional notes in Dunn, Jesus, Paul, and the Law: Studies 
in Mark and Galatians (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1990), 183-214. More recently, 
see Dunn, The New Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays (WUNT II/185; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2005). In spite of differences with Dunn on numerous issues (e.g., Christology; the 
pistis Christou debate; the notion of Israel’s continuing exile and the narrative dimension of 
Paul’s thought, to name the most significant ones), Wright is in fundamental agreement with 
Dunn on the social/covenantal shape of Paul’s doctrine of justification and claims (The Climax 
of the Covenant [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992], 139 n10) to have arrived at essentially the same 
position independently of Dunn. See his lecture delivered at the Tyndale House in Cambridge 
on July 4, 1978, published as “The Paul of History and the Apostle of Faith,” TynBul 29 (1978): 
61-88. Dunn further points out in a footnote that Wright “was the first to recognize the signifi-
cance of Sanders’ work and to offer ‘a new way of looking at Paul … (and) a new perspective 
on … Pauline problems.’” Dunn, “The New Perspective: whence, what and whither?” in idem, 
The New Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays, 6-7 n24. Wright responded to Dunn’s foot-
note by saying: “There are times when I wish that the phrase had never been invented; indeed, 
perhaps for Freudian reasons, I had quite forgotten that I had invented it myself (though even 
then it was borrowed from Krister Stendahl) until J. D. G. Dunn, who is normally credited with 
it, graciously pointed out that I had used it in my 1978 Tyndale Lecture, in which, as I well 
remember, he was sitting in the front row.” Wright, Justification, 28. Thus, by “the New Per-
spective on Paul” I am referring to the position marked out by the points of agreement between 
Dunn and Wright in their sociological reinterpretation of Paul’s doctrine of justification in light 
of the work of E. P. Sanders on the gracious character of the religion of Judaism.
  



through a sociological and covenantal lens in terms of the Jew-Gentile issue.2  
Paul’s righteousness terminology is seen as having less to do with how individual 
sinners can be justified or declared righteous in the sight of a holy God in order 
to enjoy eschatological life, and more to do with corporate questions concerning 
the identity of the covenant people, the inclusion of the Gentiles in that people, 
and the fulfillment of God’s covenant promises to Abraham.3
 This shift in the interpretation of the Pauline doctrine of justification from so-
teriological concerns to questions regarding covenant faithfulness and covenant 
membership rests on three pillars. The first pillar is E. P. Sanders’s critique of 
the older Protestant characterization of Judaism as a legalistic religion and his 
revised understanding of the pattern of the Jewish religion as one of “covenantal 
nomism.”4 The two terms provide the two poles of the Jewish religion. At its 
heart, Judaism is “nomism,” since the keeping of the Law of God is viewed as 
central; but it is “covenantal nomism,” because the keeping of the Law is within 
the context of God’s gracious covenant with his people. The covenant is prior 
to keeping the Law. Israel was brought into a covenant relationship by God’s 
electing grace and mercy, but once in the covenant obedience is the requirement 
for staying in the covenant and thus attaining salvation at the last day. “The cov-

 2   Krister Stendahl, “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West,” HTR 
56 (1963): 199-215. Besides Stendahl, other precursors of the Dunn/Wright emphasis on the 
sociological function of the law and their construction of Paul’s doctrine of justification in 
covenantal terms include Markus Barth (“Jews and Gentiles: The Social Character of Justifica-
tion in Paul,” JES 5 [1968]: 241-67), and Nils Alstrup Dahl (“The Doctrine of Justification: Its 
Social Function and Implications,” in idem, Studies in Paul: Theology for the Early Christian 
Mission [Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1977], 95-120). See also Stendahl’s essay, “Paul 
Among Jews and Gentiles,” based on the Thomas White Currie Lectures delivered at Austin 
Presbyterian Seminary, February 4–8, 1963, and published in idem, Paul Among Jews and 
Gentiles (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 1-77. 
 3 Stendahl: “We tend to read [Paul] as if his question was: On what grounds, on what terms, 
are we to be saved? … But Paul was chiefly concerned about the relation between Jews and 
Gentiles – and in the development of this concern he used as one of his arguments the idea of 
justification by faith.” Stendahl, Paul Among Jews and Gentiles, 3. Wright: “Saul of Tarsus was 
not interested in a timeless system of salvation, whether of works-righteousness or anything 
else … Jews like Saul of Tarsus were not interested in an abstract, timeless, ahistorical system 
of salvation. They were not even primarily interested in, as we say today, ‘going to heaven 
when they died’ … They were interested in the salvation which, they believed, God had prom-
ised to his people Israel … ‘Justification’ thus describes the coming great act of redemption and 
salvation, seen from the point of view of the covenant (Israel is God’s people).” Wright, What 
Saint Paul Really Said, 32-33.
 4 E. P. Sanders made the New Perspective possible (so Dunn, Jesus, Paul, and the Law, 211) 
by demonstrating the character of Judaism as a non-legalistic covenantal nomism. Sanders may 
therefore be regarded as a founding father of the New Perspective. However, Dunn and Wright 
distance themselves for Sanders on a number of issues with regard to the interpretation of Paul. 
See Dunn, Jesus, Paul, and the Law, 186-88, 211-12; idem, “The New Perspective: whence, 
what and whither?” in idem, The New Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays, 6-7; Wright, 
What Saint Paul Really Said, 114.
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enant was not earned, but obedience to the commandments was a consequence 
of the prior election of Israel ... Obedience and the intention to obey are required 
if one is to remain in the covenant and share in its promises, but they do not earn 
God’s mercy.”5 Older Protestant theologians had spoken as if Judaism denied 
God’s mercy and taught that humans earn God’s favor through meritorious works 
righteousness. This was thought to be the view that Paul was attacking in his doc-
trine of justification when he rejected the notion of justification by works of the 
law in favor of justification by faith in Christ on the basis of his atoning death.
 The significance of this change in the perception of the nature of the Judaism 
that Paul was interacting with in his teaching on justification cannot be over-
stated. If Paul was not criticizing justification by human works of righteousness, 
then what was he criticizing? It was this question which led James D. G. Dunn 
and N. T. Wright to erect the second pillar of the New Perspective, namely, the 
social function of the law.6 Their argument is that ἔργα νόμου is a technical 
term for the boundary markers (circumcision, Sabbath observance, and kosher 
food laws) that separate Jews from Gentiles. Paul’s formula “justification not by 
works of the law but by faith in Christ” (e.g., Gal 2:16) is thus not setting up a 
contrast between justification by merit and justification by grace, but a contrast 
between two ways of being identified with the covenant people of God, namely, 
by the badge of the boundary markers and by the badge of faith in Christ. Paul’s 
doctrine of justification by faith, then, rejects the Jewish racial view that mem-
bership in the covenant community is restricted either to those who are born 
Jews or to Gentiles who become Jews by getting circumcised and observing the 
distinctive practices that keep the Jews from the unclean Gentiles.7  
 The third pillar of the New Perspective is connected to the second, and consists 
of the lexical claim that Paul’s ΔΙΚ-language is to be interpreted against a Jewish 
background and hence in covenantal categories. In Paul’s “justified not by works 
of the law but by faith in Christ” language, not only the phrase “works of the law” 

 5 E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1977), 85, 147.
 6 “If the Judaism of Paul’s day also gave such a place to divine election, atonement and 
forgiveness, then what was Paul objecting to? … My T. W. Manson Lecture on ‘The New Per-
spective on Paul’ (1983) was a first attempt to find a better answer. I found it in the context 
occasioning Paul’s first use of the key term, ‘works of the law’, in Gal 2.16.” Dunn, “The New 
Perspective: whence, what and whither?” in idem, The New Perspective on Paul: Collected Es-
says, 7.
 7 N. T. Wright says, “I am in substantial agreement with [Dunn’s] general thesis about ‘works 
of law’ in Paul.” Wright, The Climax of the Covenant (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 139 n10. 
“If we ask how it is that Israel has missed her vocation, Paul’s answer is that she is guilty not 
of ‘legalism’ or ‘works-righteousness’ but of what I call ‘national righteousness’, the belief that 
fleshly Jewish descent guarantees membership of God’s true covenant people.” Idem, “The 
Paul of History and the Apostle of Faith,” 65. “Torah thus provided the vital covenant bound-
ary-marker, especially in those areas where it seemed important to maintain Israel’s distinctive-
ness… It was Torah, and particularly the special badges of sabbath and purity, that demarcated 
the covenant people.” Idem, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1992), 238.
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but also the verb δικαιόω is subjected to reinterpretation. Traditionally, the verb 
was understood in soteriological terms, that is, as having to do with the status of 
righteousness before God, with the Catholic-Protestant split on whether it means 
“to make righteous” (Augustine and the Roman Catholic Church) or “to declare 
righteous” (Luther and the Protestant tradition). But in the New Perspective it is 
interpreted, not in soteriological but sociological/covenantal terms, as meaning 
“to reckon someone to be a member of the covenant people of God.” The adjec-
tive δίκαιος is taken to mean “faithful to the covenant.” The noun δικαιοσύνη is 
interpreted as “the status of covenant membership” or as “covenant faithfulness,” 
depending on the context.  
 The focus of this monograph is on the third pillar of the New Perspective, the 
covenantal interpretation of Paul’s ΔΙΚ-terminology. And even here, I have cho-
sen to narrow my investigation to one of these ΔΙΚ-terms, the lexeme δικαιοσύνη 
θεοῦ, which occurs 10 times in Paul’s epistles. It is a hallmark of the New Per-
spective on Paul that its advocates claim that in Romans 1:17 and 3:21ff the 
phrase is a cipher for God’s covenant faithfulness. For example, James D. G. 
Dunn writes:

It should be equally evident why God’s righteousness could be understood as God’s faithful-
ness to his people. For his righteousness was simply the fulfilment of his covenant obligations 
as Israel’s God in delivering, saving, and vindicating Israel, despite Israel’s failure.8

N. T. Wright adopts substantially the same interpretation as Dunn:

For a reader of the Septuagint … “the righteousness of God” would have one obvious meaning:  
God’s own faithfulness to his promises, to the covenant.9

“God’s righteousness will be revealed” was a coded way of saying that God would at last act 
within history to vindicate Israel.10 

The righteousness of God [in Rom 3:21] … must mean, can only mean, God’s faithfulness to 
his single plan.11 

The normal biblical and post-biblical reading of the phrase ‘God’s righteousness’ ... is that of 
God’s covenant faithfulness.12

It should be noted that this interpretation is not exclusive to the New Perspective. 
For example, scholars as diverse as Ernst Käsemann,13 Richard B. Hays,14  and 

 8 James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 
342. 
 9 N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 96-97.
 10 N. T. Wright, “The Letter to the Romans,” in New Interpreter’s Bible (Nashville: Abing-
don, 2002), 10.401.
 11 N. T. Wright, Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision (Downers Grove: IVP, 2009), 
201.
 12 N. T. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013), 996.
 13 Ernst Käsemann, Commentary on Romans (trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1980), 24-30, 78-85, 100-1.
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Michael F. Bird,15 are influenced by the relational/covenantal interpretation of 
δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ or some version of it. 
 The first and second pillars of the New Perspective (“covenantal nomism” and 
“works of the law”) have been sufficiently addressed by a number of important 
studies.16 The third pillar has received less attention. But given the importance 
of “the righteousness of God” for Paul, especially in Romans, this novel view 
merits further investigation.17  
 I suspect that this lacuna is due to the fact that the redefinition of “righteous-
ness” in covenantal, relational, Hebraic terms has become so entrenched that few 
scholars feel the need to subject this redefinition to critical examination. I believe 
that I have something new to contribute, since I will be going against the tide 
of the scholarly consensus by arguing that Paul’s “righteousness” terminology 
does not have a Hebraic, relational context or meaning. By conducting a more 
methodologically-sound investigation of the lexical semantics of Paul’s “righ-
teousness” terminology using the latest developments in LXX lexicography, I 
believe I can help move the discussion forward on a more secure philological 
basis, rather than merely engaging the issue with the broad brush of theological 
motifs. While much has been written on Paul’s doctrine of justification as a theo-
logical theme, there are far fewer scholarly treatments of the issue from a more 
philological angle, with careful attention to the principles of lexical semantics in 
general and of semantic change via the LXX in particular. The book-length stud-
ies that have examined the issue philologically18 used what are now regarded as 

 14 Richard B. Hays, “Psalm 143 and the Logic of Romans 3,” JBL 99 (1980): 107-15; idem, 
Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale, 1989), 36-38; idem, “Justifica-
tion,” ABD 3.1131; idem, The Faith of Jesus Christ: The Narrative Substructure of Galatians 
3:1–4:11 (2nd ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans/Dearborn: Dove, 2002), 294.
 15 Michael F. Bird, The Saving Righteousness of God: Studies on Paul, Justification and 
the New Perspective (PBM; Milton Keynes, United Kingdom/Waynesboro, Ga.: Paternoster, 
2007), 10-16; idem, Introducing Paul: The Man, His Mission and His Message (Downers 
Grove: IVP, 2008), 93-95. 
 16 E.g., Andrew A. Das, Paul, the Law, and the Covenant (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2001); 
idem, “Beyond Covenantal Nomism: Paul, Judaism, and Perfect Obedience,” Concordia Jour-
nal 27 (2001): 234-52; Simon J. Gathercole, Where Is Boasting? Early Jewish Soteriology and 
Paul’s Response in Romans 1—5 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002); Seyoon Kim, Paul and the 
New Perspective:  Second Thoughts on the Origin of Paul’s Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2002); Peter Stuhlmacher, Revisiting Paul’s Doctrine of Justification: A Challenge to the New 
Perspective, with an essay by Donald A. Hagner (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2001); Charles 
H. Talbert, “Paul, Judaism, and the Revisionists,” CBQ 63 (2001): 1-22. 
 17 Some good work has been done by Mark A. Seifrid in “Righteousness Language in the 
Hebrew Scriptures and Early Judaism,” in Justification and Variegated Nomism, Vol. 1: The 
Complexities of Second Temple Judaism (ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and Mark A. Sei-
frid; WUNT II/140; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck /Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001), 415-42.
 18 Hermann Cremer, Die paulinische Rechtfertigungslehre im Zusammenhange ihrer ge-
schichtlichen Voraussetzungen (2nd ed.; Gütersloh: Bertelsmann, 1900); Peter Stuhlmacher, 
Gerechtigkeit Gottes bei Paulus (2nd ed.; FRLANT 87; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 

5Introduction


