Jos Journal of Religion and Philosophy Vol. 6, No. 1, June 2025

RETHINKING PAUL'S THEOLOGY: A COMPREHENSIVE
RE-EVALUATION OF THE NEW PERSPECTIVE
ON PAUL (NPP)

Azariah G. Akawu
ABSTRACT

This article examines the New Perspective on Paul (NPP), a paradigm-shifting
approach that redefines understanding of Paul's theology, challenging Reformation-
era interpretations. By engaging scholars from diverse disciplines and regions—
including Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and Europe, it explores the key aspects of
the NPP, addresses criticisms, and re-evaluates Paul’s theology. The work intends to
provide a nuanced understanding of the NPP's implications for Pauline studies,
exploring its relationship with other theological disciplines, and examining its
relevance in diverse cultural and theological contexts. This study employs historical-
critical analysis, theological reflection, and comparative research methods,
integrating perspectives from Second Temple Judaism and Greco-Roman contexts
with contemporary global insights. The study addresses persistent misconceptions
about Paul's views on the law, justification, and Judaism while advancing interfaith
dialogue by fostering a more accurate understanding of Second Temple Judaism. It
highlights the limited engagement with the NPP in non-Western theological
frameworks and postcolonial contexts, filling gaps through a comprehensive critique
that balances its strengths and limitations. Findings suggest that the NPP provides a
transformative lens for understanding Paul, emphasizing covenantal nomism and
dismantling anti-Jewish readings. By bridging Western and non-Western
interpretations and applying the NPP to contemporary issues like social justice and
interfaith dialogue, this paper significantly contributes to global theological
scholarship.

KEYWORDS: Paul’s Theology, New Perspective on Paul (NPP), Reformation-era
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INTRODUCTION

It is significant to begin this article by looking at the overview of the New
Perspective on Paul (NPP) and its proponents. The New Perspective on Paul (NPP)
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represents a significant shift in Pauline studies, re-examining traditional
interpretations of Paul's writings, particularly his views on the law, justification, and
Judaism. Emerging prominently in the late 20th century, the NPP challenges the
dominant Protestant framework that historically emphasized a law-versus-grace
dichotomy. Scholars argue that such readings have often mischaracterized Second
Temple Judaism and, consequently, Paul's theological contributions (Farnell 189).

The NPP was initially popularized by Krister Stendahl, the Swedish New
Testament Scholar, whose seminal essay “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective
Conscience of the West,” written around 1963, critiqued the introspective lens
through which Western theology had interpreted Paul. In the paper, he questioned
the traditional Lutheran view of Paul's Theology, which challenged the common
understanding of Paul’s writings and laid the groundwork for future scholars.
Stendahl contended that Paul’s concerns were more ecclesiological and covenantal
than existential, situating his writings within the corporate framework of God’s
covenantal relationship with Israel (199-215).

Building on Stendahl’s insights, E.P. Sanders further advanced the
conversation with a strong argument that Second Temple Judaism was not
characterized by "legalism" but by what he termed “covenantal nomism”—the belief
that obedience to the law was a response to God’s grace, not a means of earning
salvation (75). James D.G. Dunn later coined the term “New Perspective on Paul” in
his lecture titled “The New Perspective on Paul,” further refining the conversation by
highlighting Paul’s critique of Jewish exclusivism rather than legalism per se.
Dunn’s analysis of key Pauline texts, such as Romans and Galatians, emphasized
that Paul’s opposition to "works of the law" pertained to boundary markers (e.g.,
circumcision, food laws) that distinguished Jews from Gentiles, rather than a
rejection of the law as a whole (95-122). N.T. Wright and Veli-Matti Kérkkidinen,
other influential proponents, expanded this framework by situating Paul’s theology
within the larger narrative of Israel’s history, exile, and restoration. Wright argued
that Paul’s doctrine of justification must be understood as God’s covenant
faithfulness fulfilled through Christ (Wright 147; Karkkédinen 179).

African and Asian scholars have engaged with the NPP from contextual
perspectives, interrogating its implications for postcolonial theology and interfaith
dialogue (Wilfred and Francisco 7). For example, Tinyiko Maluleke critiques
Western readings of Paul for their failure to account for communal dynamics central
to African spirituality, while Kosuke Koyama examines the relevance of Paul’s
covenant theology in Asian contexts, particularly amid pluralistic religious
environments (6-20). These scholars propounded and popularized the concept of
NPP. However, it is pivotal to note that the concept came as the result of Krister
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Stendahl, whose seminal essay “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience
of the West” critiqued the introspective lens through which Western theology had
interpreted Paul, but the actual name “New Perspective of Paul (NPP) was later
coined by James D. G. Dunn. It is a serious debate in New Testament scholarship.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE NPP

The development of the NPP is deeply rooted in the intellectual and cultural
shifts of the 20th century, which saw growing interest in re-examining historical and
theological assumptions about Judaism and Christianity. Post-Holocaust theological
reflections played a pivotal role, as scholars sought to confront and dismantle anti-
Jewish biases embedded in traditional Christian interpretations (Farnell 189). The
discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls further enriched the understanding of Second
Temple Judaism, providing invaluable insights into its beliefs and practices.

Wright, in his speech, argued on the Early Protestant readings of Paul and
asserted that heavily influenced by Augustine and Martin Luther, framing Judaism as
a religion of works-based righteousness, in contrast to Christianity’s emphasis on
grace. This binary became the interpretative lens for centuries, shaping theological
constructs and missionary endeavours globally (12 July 2016). However, the rise of
historical-critical methods in biblical studies challenged these assumptions by
emphasizing the importance of context, particularly the Greco-Roman and Jewish
environments in which Paul wrote.

The NPP also reflects broader shifts in academic discourse, including the
influence of postmodern hermeneutics and the recognition of diverse voices in
biblical scholarship. African scholars like Kwame Bediako and John Oloyede
highlight how colonial interpretations of Paul mirrored Western efforts to control
religious narratives, advocating instead for readings that resonate with African
communal values and liberation theology (3-11). European scholars, such as Heikki
Riisdnen, contributed critical assessments of Paul’s inconsistencies, urging a
nuanced understanding of his theology. Global contributions to the NPP underscore
its implications beyond academic discourse, addressing issues such as interfaith
dialogue, social justice, and identity (15). For instance, Middle Eastern scholars
explore Paul’s writings considering Jewish-Christian relations, while Nigerian
theologians grapple with the implications of Pauline theology for ethnic
reconciliation and nation-building. This diverse engagement underscores the
universal relevance of the NPP while affirming the need for continued exploration of
its historical, theological, and cultural dimensions.
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PAUL'S VIEW OF THE MOSAIC LAW

Paul’s view of the Mosaic law remains one of the most debated topics in
biblical scholarship, especially within the framework of the New Perspective on Paul
(NPP). The NPP, spearheaded by scholars such as E.P. Sanders, James D.G. Dunn,
and N.T. Wright has fundamentally challenged traditional Protestant readings of Paul
that emerged from the Reformation. Central to this rethinking is the interpretation of
“works of the law” (erga nomou), which, according to the NPP, does not primarily
refer to legalistic attempts to earn salvation, as commonly assumed by earlier
interpreters, but to specific Jewish identity markers. These include circumcision,
dietary laws, and Sabbath observance—practices that served to demarcate Jewish
identity and covenantal fidelity in the Second Temple period. Dunn’s influential
argument underscores that Paul’s critique of “works of the law” was not a rejection
of the Mosaic Law but a polemic against practices that fostered exclusion and ethnic
superiority (95-122).

Dunn highlights the apostle’s concern with the inclusion of Gentiles into God’s
covenantal family without the requirement of adopting Jewish customs (482).
Sanders complements this view through his concept of “covenantal nomism,” which
posits that Judaism was not a legalistic religion but one that viewed the law as a
means of maintaining, rather than achieving, covenant membership (75).

Paul’s attitude toward the Mosaic law is far from straightforward, reflecting a
multifaceted theological engagement. In texts like Galatians 3:10-14 and Philippians
3:7-9, Paul appears to critique the law for its inability to justify and its role in
highlighting human sinfulness. Yet, in Romans 7:12 and 1 Timothy 1:8, Paul
describes the law as “holy, righteous, and good.” N.T. Wright interprets this
ambivalence as indicative of Paul’s conviction that the law was divinely given but
ultimately fulfilled and redefined in Christ. According to Wright, Paul viewed the
law as a temporary custodian that guided Israel until the Messiah’s arrival, after
which the law’s role transitioned from a boundary marker to a witness of the new
covenant (871).

Moreover, Paul’s theological redefinition of the law has significant
implications for understanding the relationship between Judaism and Christianity.
By emphasizing justification by faith rather than adherence to the law, Wright
argued that Paul dismantles ethnocentric exclusivism while affirming the universal
scope of God’s salvific plan. This reconfiguration challenges supersessionist
interpretations that depict Christianity as a complete replacement of Judaism.
Instead, Paul’s theology upholds the Jewish narrative as integral to the unfolding of
God’s redemptive history, with Christ as its fulfillment (12 July 2016). The
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implications of Paul’s perspective extend far beyond first-century debates, offering
valuable insights for contemporary theological and interfaith discussions. In Africa
and Asia, where religious identity often intertwines with communal and cultural
practices, Paul’s rejection of ethnocentric legalism offers a framework for fostering
inclusive Christian communities. Furthermore, Paul’s reinterpretation of the law
encourages fresh readings of the New Testament that honour the Jewish roots of
Christianity while promoting interfaith dialogue and mutual respect.

In summary, the NPP’s emphasis on the historical and cultural context of
Paul’s writings has enriched contemporary scholarship by providing a more nuanced
and historically grounded understanding of his theology. By reframing “works of the
law” as boundary markers rather than legalistic pursuits, the NPP reveals Paul’s
radical vision of unity in Christ—a vision that respects the Mosaic law’s divine

2

origin while reinterpreting its role considering the new covenant.
JUSTIFICATION, PARTICIPATION, AND ETHNICITY

Paul’s theology of justification and participation in Christ stands at the heart
of his vision for a covenant community that includes both Jews and Gentiles.
Traditional Reformation views, as seen in Martin Luther and John Calvin, interpret
justification primarily as a legal declaration of righteousness before God. However,
scholars like E.P. Sanders and James D. G. Dunn, through the New Perspective on
Paul, have reframed justification as a covenantal concept that emphasizes relational
inclusion into God's family rather than individual legal status (95-122). This
perspective challenges ethnocentric interpretations by focusing on Paul’s critique of
“works of the law” as ethnic boundary markers such as circumcision and dietary
laws. For Paul, faith in Christ—not ethnic identity or Torah observance—is the basis
for inclusion in the covenant, thereby dismantling barriers that historically divided
Jews and Gentiles (Dunn 354).

Complementing justification, Paul’s doctrine of participation in Christ
emphasizes the believer’s union with the crucified and risen Lord—a union that is
both transformative and communal (Rom. 6:3—11; Gal. 2:20). N.T. Wright argues
that this union reshapes identity and redefines the covenant community as
multiethnic and inclusive, grounded in faith rather than law (Wright 798-804).
Michael Gorman further asserts that justification should be understood through a
“participationist” lens, integrating both legal acquittal and relational incorporation
into Christ’s life (49). Together, justification and participation form a cohesive
theological framework that addresses the socio-ethnic tensions of Paul’s time and
speaks powerfully to contemporary contexts, such as Nigeria and the Middle East,
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where ethnicity and religious identity often collide. Paul’s vision of a unified,
transformed humanity in Christ remains a radical and enduring challenge to all forms
of division and exclusion (Wright 123).

Aligning with Wright's views on justification and participation, the relationship
between justification and participation in Christ serves as a cornerstone of Paul’s
theology, offering a profound vision of unity, inclusion, and transformation. By
integrating the forensic and participatory dimensions of salvation, Paul provides a
robust framework for understanding the nature of the covenant community and its
implications for issues of ethnicity and identity.

THE ROLE OF ETHNICITY AND IDENTITY IN PAUL’S THEOLOGY

Paul’s theology places ethnicity and identity at its core, engaging the socio-
religious complexities of his Greco-Roman world, where Jews and Gentiles
maintained distinct boundaries. His redefinition of covenant, justification, and
communal identity through Christ challenges these boundaries by proposing a new
basis for belonging that transcends ethnic lines. In this framework, practices like
circumcision and dietary laws no longer serve as essential identity markers. Instead,
Paul asserts that faith in Christ reshapes identity, as illustrated in Galatians 3:28,
where he declares that all believers—regardless of ethnicity, social status, or
gender—are united in Christ. This theological shift affirms inclusion without erasing
the cultural distinctiveness of individuals, as Paul envisions a covenant community
enriched by diversity yet bound together in shared faith.

This vision of unity amid diversity has wide-reaching implications for both the
early church and contemporary societies marked by ethnic and religious divisions.
Paul’s confrontations with ethnocentric attitudes—particularly his opposition to
Judaizers and defence of Gentile inclusion—underscore his rejection of any gospel
that enforces ethnic superiority. His theology offers a transformative model for the
global church today, particularly in postcolonial contexts like Nigeria and regions of
Asia and the Middle East, where ethnic and sectarian divisions persist. Yet, tensions
remain: some scholars question whether Paul’s emphasis on unity might risk
overshadowing genuine cultural pluralism. While Paul promotes a radically inclusive
community, debates continue over whether his theology fully accommodates cultural
diversity or unintentionally centres a dominant theological identity. Nevertheless,
Paul’s gospel calls for the church to embrace a dynamic vision of unity that affirms
both individual uniqueness and collective belonging in Christ.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR UNDERSTANDING THE CHURCH'S IDENTITY
AND MISSION

Paul’s theological vision redefines identity and community around the person
of Christ, dismantling traditional boundaries of ethnicity, social status, and gender.
His conception of the church as a multiethnic, participatory covenant community
presents a radical shift from exclusive religious identities to one rooted in
reconciliation. This new paradigm envisions the church as a "new humanity" in
Christ—an ontological reality shaped by the cross and animated by self-giving love,
as emphasized by scholars like N.T. Wright (1476) and Michael Gorman (251). In
this light, Paul’s theology affirms not mere inclusivity, but a transformative ecclesial
identity central to God’s redemptive purposes.

However, Paul’s vision is not without tension. While promoting unity in
Christ, it raises critical questions about the preservation of cultural and ethnic
distinctiveness. Some scholars, including John Barclay, caution against the risk of
identity erasure under a universalized Christian identity (332). In multicultural and
postcolonial contexts such as Nigeria, Asia, and the Middle East, this challenge is
acute, especially where religious and ethnic divisions persist. Yet, Paul’s theology
remains a compelling framework for the church’s mission of reconciliation, calling it
to serve as a living testimony to the gospel’s inclusive power amid deep societal
fractures.

Rooted in eschatological hope, Paul’s ecclesiology urges the church to be both
a foretaste and agent of God’s kingdom, embodying justice, humility, and solidarity
with the marginalized. While the church must reckon with its historical complicity in
colonialism and injustice, Paul’s vision invites rigorous self-examination and a
renewed commitment to embody the cruciform love of Christ. Ultimately, the church
is called not to dominate but to reconcile, transcending divisions without negating
differences and bearing witness to the transforming power of the gospel in a
fragmented world.

ECCLESIOLOGY, MISSIOLOGY, AND THE NPP: THE CHURCH’S
NATURE AND STRUCTURE

The New Perspective on Paul (NPP) offers a robust reimagining of
ecclesiology and missiology by situating the church within Paul’s covenantal and
eschatological vision. Interpreting Paul through the lens of Second Temple Judaism,
scholars like E.P. Sanders, James D.G. Dunn, and N.T. Wright emphasise that Paul
did not repudiate the Torah wholesale but challenged its use as an exclusionary
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boundary (Sanders 544; Dunn 189). Consequently, the church is conceived not as a
hierarchical institution but as an inclusive, Spirit-formed community of those "in
Christ," transcending ethnic, cultural, and gender barriers. This vision, deeply
resonant in postcolonial and communal contexts such as Africa and Asia, aligns with
indigenous worldviews and offers a compelling theological corrective to the
fragmented state of many churches, especially in places like Nigeria and the Middle
East (Adamo 104; Kim 67). Paul’s egalitarian ethos, embodied in Galatians 3:28,
further calls into question patriarchal leadership structures, inviting churches to
pursue models rooted in servant leadership and mutuality (Wright, Paul and the
Faithfulness of God 1221; Bediako 112).

Yet, this inclusive ecclesial vision also bears critical tensions. Scholars like
John Barclay warn of the potential for identity erasure when universal Christian
identity is overemphasized in culturally diverse contexts (332). Moreover, questions
persist as to whether the NPP adequately accounts for Paul’s apocalyptic
imagination, which portrays the church as both a present embodiment and a future
fulfillment of God’s redemptive plan (Campbell 214). While the NPP challenges
exclusivist and institutionalist interpretations, it risks collapsing eschatological hope
into socio-political engagement if not carefully balanced. Nonetheless, its emphasis
on reconciliation, justice, and holistic mission remains vital for a global church
navigating pluralism, ecological crises, and systemic injustice. Drawing on thinkers
like Kwame Bediako and Michael Gorman, the church is summoned to be both
contextually rooted and theologically grounded, serving as a visible foretaste of
God’s kingdom through a gospel that unites rather than divides (Bediako 89; Horrell
72; Wright 1476; Dunn 116).

Thus, while the NPP offers valuable insights into Paul’s theological vision, it
also necessitates critical engagement. The global church must wrestle with the
implications of this perspective, ensuring that unity does not come at the cost of
doctrinal integrity and that the call to mission remains rooted in both theological
depth and historical continuity.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE NEW PERSPECTIVE ON PAUL
(NPP) AND MISSIOLOGY: IMPLICATIONS FOR CHRISTIAN MISSION
AND EVANGELISM

The New Perspective on Paul (NPP) has garnered significant attention in
Pauline scholarship for its rethinking of key theological themes such as justification,
the law, and covenantal identity. Beyond its impact on biblical studies, the NPP also
carries profound implications for Christian mission and evangelism, particularly as
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the global church seeks to navigate issues of inclusivity, identity, and cross-cultural
engagement. By reinterpreting Paul’s theology, particularly his views on Gentile
inclusion and the role of ethnicity, the NPP offers a fresh perspective on how the
Christian mission should be understood and practiced in a pluralistic, globalized
world.

Paul’s Theology of Mission and Its Relevance for Evangelism

Paul’s theology of mission, as understood through the lens of the New
Perspective on Paul (NPP), reorients evangelism from a focus on individual
salvation to the formation of an inclusive, multi-ethnic covenant community in
Christ—an idea shaped significantly by E. P. Sanders’ concept of covenantal
nomism (211). Rather than rejecting Judaism, Paul proclaimed the incorporation of
Gentiles into God’s promises apart from Torah observance, making evangelism the
proclamation of radical inclusion (Wright 625). This vision is seen in passages such
as Galatians 3:28—"There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female,
for you are all one in Christ Jesus"—and Ephesians 2:14-16, where Paul asserts that
Christ "has made the two groups one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall
of hostility." Similarly, Romans 3:29-30 affirms that God is the God of both Jews
and Gentiles, justifying all "by faith."

This theological shift carries profound missiological implications: in contexts
like Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, where ethnic, religious, and postcolonial
dynamics complicate Christian witness, Paul’s vision fosters a decolonized and
respectful engagement that affirms local identities while modelling reconciliation,
unity, and mutual understanding (Bediako 119; Kim 215). In line with 2 Corinthians
5:18-20, which describes believers as "ambassadors for Christ" entrusted with the
"ministry of reconciliation," this approach promotes a gospel that heals divisions
rather than deepens them.

A Shift toward Inclusive Mission and Interfaith Dialogue

The New Perspective on Paul (NPP) introduces a missiological shift toward
inclusivity, challenging traditional paradigms that often replace indigenous identities
with Western Christian ideals; instead, as N.T. Wright argues Paul’s gospel affirms
the redemption of human diversity within Christ’s unity (1312). This has profound
implications for missions, especially in intercultural and interfaith contexts like the
Middle East and Asia, where the NPP encourages valuing local religious and cultural
frameworks while proclaiming Christ as the fulfillment of God’s covenant. Rather
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than promoting religious exclusivism or cultural erasure, the church is called to
witness unity in diversity and engage in dialogue that respects and affirms
indigenous identities—offering evangelism as a relational invitation to reconciliation
in Christ, particularly relevant in regions like India and Sri Lanka where caste and
religion shape communal life (Horrell 45).

Missional Implications: Church as the Sign of God’s Kingdom

The NPP also carries significant missional implications regarding the nature of
the church and its role in God’s kingdom. The church, according to Paul’s writings
in the NPP framework, is not just a gathering of believers but the “first fruits” of
God’s kingdom, called to model the reconciliation and inclusivity that will
characterize the world when Christ returns (Romans 8:19-23). Wright argues that
Paul understood the church as an eschatological community, a sign of what the world
is destined to become when God’s promises to Israel are fully realized in Christ
(Wright 1335). Thus, the mission of the church is not simply the proclamation of the
gospel, but the active demonstration of God’s kingdom here and now. For
evangelism in global contexts, this vision calls for a broader, more holistic approach
that includes social justice, ecological care, and the pursuit of peace as integral
components of the church’s mission. In Africa, where churches are often at the
forefront of social and political change, the NPP provides theological resources for
linking evangelistic efforts with transformative social action. Similarly, in Latin
America, where liberation theology has often focused on the socio-political
dimensions of salvation, the NPP’s emphasis on inclusion offers a fresh theological
foundation for addressing issues of poverty, oppression, and environmental
degradation through the lens of God’s redemptive work in Christ.

The Global Missional Vision of the NPP

The New Perspective on Paul (NPP) offers a theologically rich and globally
inclusive vision of mission by emphasizing the radical incorporation of Gentiles into
God’s covenant (Wright 124) and calling for a missional identity that transcends
ethnic, cultural, and religious divisions (Dunn 183); however, this framework, while
commendably challenging exclusivist readings, raises critical concerns about
whether it sufficiently grapples with the complexities of religious pluralism,
doctrinal distinctiveness, and the transformative demands of Christian conversion. In
contexts marked by ethnic conflict and competing truth claims, the NPP risks being
viewed as theological accommodation rather than a bold call to discipleship,
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potentially downplaying the eschatological urgency and exclusivity central to Paul’s
mission (Wright 211); thus, for the church to embody this vision faithfully, it must
hold in creative tension the imperatives of hospitality and conviction, inclusion and
distinction.

CRITIQUE, RESPONSE, AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS: THE NEW
PERSPECTIVE ON PAUL

The New Perspective on Paul (NPP) has reshaped the landscape of Pauline
scholarship, offering new insights into the apostle’s theology, particularly regarding
justification, the law, and Gentile inclusion. However, this paradigm has not been
without its critics. Scholars across various theological traditions—ranging from
Reformation perspectives to contemporary post-colonial frameworks—have raised
substantial objections to the NPP’s interpretations and conclusions. This section
examines some of the primary criticisms levelled against the NPP and outlines the
responses from NPP proponents. Furthermore, it explores potential future directions
for research within this ongoing scholarly debate.

Criticisms of the New Perspective on Paul

A major criticism of the New Perspective on Paul (NPP) is its redefinition of
justification, which challenges the traditional Protestant doctrine of justification by
faith alone, as articulated by Luther and Calvin. Critics argue that N.T. Wright’s
emphasis on justification as inclusion in the covenant community undermines the
personal, individual dimension of salvation, shifting the focus to a more corporate
understanding (Bauckham 35). Additionally, the NPP’s portrayal of first-century
Judaism as “covenantal nomism” is contested for oversimplifying Jewish thought,
failing to account for its diversity, particularly in relation to grace, law, and salvation
(Barclay 212). Furthermore, the NPP's emphasis on Gentile inclusion is criticized for
downplaying the continuity between the Old and New Testaments and reducing the
role of the law in Christian life, potentially sidelining the call to holiness and moral
transformation in the believer's ethical journey (Hays 177).

Responses from NPP Scholars

In response to these criticisms, NPP scholars have sought to clarify their
positions and offer rebuttals. One of the most robust defences of the NPP is found in
the works of N. T. Wright addresses the critique of a corporate vs. individual
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understanding of justification. Wright argues that the traditional Reformation view of
justification as an individual act, while important, does not sufficiently capture the
communal aspects of Paul’s theology. Wright’s concept of justification is not
antithetical to personal salvation; rather, it encompasses the idea that individuals are
justified as members of a new covenant community, whose purpose is to embody
God’s righteousness in the world. Wright’s response, therefore, is that justification
as seen through the NPP does not neglect individual salvation but emphasizes its
ecclesiological dimensions, focusing on the church as the instrument of God’s
kingdom on earth (312). Regarding the criticism of “covenantal nomism,” Sanders,
who is often credited with initiating the NPP, defends his conception of Judaism by
noting that the term “covenantal nomism” does not imply a system of works
righteousness but a framework in which Jews maintain their covenant status through
the law’s practice. Sanders argues that this concept should be understood not as a
theological system of salvation but as a cultural and communal practice that defines
Jewish identity (221). Thus, in responding to criticisms, Sanders clarifies that the
NPP’s view of the law is not an attack on Judaism but an attempt to understand
Paul’s critique, considering first-century Jewish thought, which recognized the Torah
as central to covenant identity rather than salvation itself.

In response to the critique regarding the continuity between the Old and New
Testaments, NPP scholars maintain that Paul’s theology does not undermine the
law’s significance but instead reinterprets it, considering Christ’s death and
resurrection. Wright asserts that the law's purpose, as Paul sees it, was always to
point forward to Christ and that the new covenant in Christ fulfills the law’s aim
(1245). Thus, the law’s ethical and theological contributions remain important, but
they must be understood as preparatory for the fulfillment found in Jesus.

SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS

The New Perspective on Paul (NPP) has significantly reshaped Pauline
scholarship by recontextualizing Paul’s doctrine of justification within the socio-
historical framework of first-century Judaism. Contrary to the traditional Protestant
view of justification as purely individualistic and forensic, the NPP—championed by
E. P. Sanders and N. T. Wright—argues that Paul's critique of “works of the law”
was not about legalism, but about ethnic boundary markers and covenantal
exclusivity. This perspective stresses Gentile inclusion and redefines justification as
a declaration of covenantal belonging, deeply embedded in communal identity and
ecclesiology. It thus urges a renewed focus on the church as a transformative
community concerned with reconciliation, social justice, and inclusivity. Despite its
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strengths, the NPP has been challenged by Reformation scholars for marginalising
individual salvation and the doctrine of imputed righteousness. Critics also contest
the portrayal of Second Temple Judaism as uniformly covenantal, calling for more
nuanced explorations.

Yet, the NPP’s contributions remain profound. It has exposed the inadequacy
of traditional interpretations, especially in misrepresenting Judaism, and encouraged
a more respectful Jewish-Christian dialogue. It has reoriented Pauline theology
towards issues of social inclusion and global mission, particularly when interpreted
through the lens of scholars like John Barclay and Daniel Boyarin. The NPP's
influence extends into discussions about grace, divine election, and the Greco-
Roman context, with voices like Richard Hays and John Barclay urging broader
interdisciplinary engagement beyond Jewish frameworks. Likewise, Michael Bird’s
advocacy for a synthesis of communal and forensic elements of justification signals
ongoing theological negotiation between NPP and traditional Protestantism.

CONCLUSION

While the New Perspective on Paul (NPP) has generated both acclaim and
critique, its contributions to Pauline scholarship remain profound. By reimagining
core theological concepts—particularly justification—it has shifted focus from
individualistic salvation toward a more corporate, communal, and ecclesiological
vision. Scholars like John Barclay have framed Paul’s theology through the
paradigm of gift and grace, illuminating its significance for justice, inclusion, and
mission across global contexts. Furthermore, the NPP’s historically sensitive
rereading of Paul’s relationship to Judaism has fostered a more respectful and
accurate portrayal of Second Temple Jewish practices, promoting interfaith dialogue
and challenging supersessionist narratives (Boyarin 123).

Nevertheless, this approach is not without its limitations. The NPP’s
engagement with traditional Protestant theology, especially its treatment of
justification, remains insufficiently developed, leaving crucial doctrinal tensions
unresolved (Carson 95; Bird 123). Additionally, while the NPP critiques
misrepresentations of Judaism, it occasionally risks oversimplifying the rich
diversity of Jewish thought in the Second Temple period (Barclay 302). Moreover,
its global application remains nascent; although some scholars from the Global
South—such as Kwame Bediako (241, 310)—have begun interpreting Pauline texts
within their own historical and cultural frameworks, broader and deeper engagement
with postcolonial and liberation theologies is needed to make the NPP more relevant
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to pressing contemporary issues like social justice, interethnic relations, and
pluralism.

It is pivotal to recommend that: (1) to advance the discourse, future research
should pursue a more integrative and interdisciplinary trajectory. Engaging Greco-
Roman philosophical concepts such as divine favour, justice, and election (Barclay
45; Hays 87) will enrich our understanding of Paul’s intellectual milieu. (2) At the
same time, reconciling NPP insights with the Reformation’s emphasis on individual
salvation could produce a more holistic theology that honours both personal and
communal aspects of the gospel. (3) Expanding the global conversation—
particularly through contextual interpretations from Africa, Asia, Latin America, and
the Middle East—will ensure Pauline theology remains theologically vibrant,
socially relevant, and historically grounded in an increasingly diverse and complex
world.
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