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of Paul's own theology by Paul himself." It functions as "a kind of tem-

plate" ("prompter and plumb line") for the book as a whole (25-26). 

Mention of Romans and the other letters of Paul prompts a question on 

which Dunn might have been somewhat more forthcoming. Footnote 39, 

page 13 can easily escape attention (I located it, on rereading, with the help 

of the excellent subject index). There he states his view, without reasons, 

that only eight of the NT letters attributed to Paul were written by him. 

Colossians was "probably written by Timothy before Paul's death" and 

Ephesians and the Pastorals are "definitely post-Pauline," though they 

"should not be wholly disregarded" in describing his theology; they are 

"what we might call an afterwave or tail of the comet or, better, the school 

or studio of Paul." Plainly, such a stance on sources (including pertinent 

material in Acts), however qualified, is bound to have consequences both 

narrowing and distorting and so bars the way toward discovering the true 

scope and contours of Paul's theology. 

This prompts a further comment on my deepest reservation not only 

about these methodological reflections but the book as a whole. The problem 

is raised implicitly in the title itself, by the decision to include a reference 

to Paul as apostle ("Only one title would do," xvii), and in the opening 

sentence of the Prologue: "Paul was the first and greatest Christian theo-

logian" (2). But what, for Dunn, makes Paul the "greatest" theologian? 

Mentioned first is the canonical status of his letters ("an official rule of faith 

and life," 3). Left unclear, however, are both Dunn's understanding of the 

historic church view of canonical authority as well as his own theological 

commitment. Accented, instead, is that Paul's authority as a theologian is 

not "merely formal." What has been much more consequential is "the 

impact of Paul's theology itself." But this material dominance, we are told, 

does not mean that, as "the first great apostle-theologian," he was "a better 

theologian than any of these [named theologians], or than others from East 

and West, past and present, who might be named" (4). Apparently, then, 

Paul's greatness as a theologian is contingent on his being the first; his 

theology "inevitably provides an indispensable foundation and serves as a 

still flowing fountainhead for the continuing stream of Christian theolo-
• · 99 

gizmg. 

This outlook receives some clarification later, within the chapter on the 

church, in a section devoted to "Paul's apostolic authority" (571-80). There 

it seems Paul's authority is not at all formal; certainly no connection is seen 

between apostolicity and canonicity. Rather, all church authority, including 

that of the apostle, is "charismatic in character" (cf. 735). As such, apos-

tolic authority, among other things, was "wholly circumscribed" by the 

content of the gospel (573), exercised not over but within the congregation 

(574), and always circumstantially relative (see the summary statement, 

580). Apparently then, Paul's apostolic commission did not invest him with 

authority that is categorically different or higher in principle than that of 

any pastor and teacher in the church (736). 
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Toward the close of the Prologue, Dunn observes: "Theology wrestles with 

the supreme questions of reality and human existence" (24). I cannot escape 

the impression that Dunn sees himself, in his own right, as engaged with 

these perennial questions, and, so involved, has found that "Paul's contri-

bution to the ongoing dialogue on these question is unsurpassed." But that 

contribution, however highly lauded, is not absolutely binding. Operating 

with an unwarranted, and ultimately pernicious, disjunction between formal/ 

canonical and material/content authority (it's not true because it's in the 

Bible; it's in the Bible because it's true), he does not recognize that Paul's 

(13! ) letters (and pertinent materials in Acts) are a Deus dicit of ultimate and 

irrefragable authority. His controlling commitment to theology as dialogue 

precludes that. 

Between Prologue and Epilogue, the book unfolds in seven major chap-

ters (encompassing twenty-five major sections): "God and Humankind"; 

"Humankind under Indictment"; "The Gospel of Jesus Christ"; "The 

Beginning of Salvation"; "The Process of Salvation"; "The Church"; "How 

Should Believers Live?" These strike me as appropriate and useful basic 

divisions for presenting the theology of Paul as a whole. Also, the major 

sections in each chapter are, with a handful of exceptions, likewise aptly 

chosen; they leave very little uncovered. The section on baptism might have 

been better included in the chapter on the church (where the Lord's Supper 

is dealt with), rather than under "The Beginning of Salvation." More 

debatably, perhaps, the section on Israel, too, belongs with considering the 

church, rather than under "The Process of Salvation." 

Most questionable, surely, is considering Christ's pre-existence as the next 

to last section within the chapter on the gospel, between sections on his 

resurrection and parousia; similarly, the subsection "Jesus as God?" (252-

60) is included within the section on the resurrection. If there is truth to the 

adage that one's overall theological outlook stems from one's view of God, 

the root error of the book comes to light here. Dunn elaborates, perhaps 

somewhat more cautiously than previously, his emphasis, maintained over 

the years, especially since Christology in the Making (1981), on the distance 

between NT writers, including Paul, and the later christology of the church 

reflected in the ecumenical creeds. Paul, he holds, is marked by a certain 

reserve that holds back from affirming the full deity of Jesus. The earliest 

Christians' "veneration of Christ" was "something short of full-scale wor-

ship," "something short of the adoration reserved for God alone" (260). 

Paul's highest christological appellations (e.g., "Lord"), including préex-

istence statements, are functions of Christ's exaltation and fall short of 

ascribing full deity. To read Rom 9:5 "as a benediction to Christ as 'God' 

would imply that he had abandoned the reserve which is such a mark of his 

talk of the exalted Christ elsewhere" (256; Titus 2:13, regarded as post-Paul 

anyway, is side-stepped in a couple of footnotes, 257, 259). At any rate, 

"Paul's reserve was soon lost to sight" (260); what prompted such reserve 

"is subjected to the law of diminishing definition, as theologians attempt to 
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conceptualize the inconceivable and lose the wonder in endless refinement" 
(293). That this indictment hardly does justice to the Chalcedon formula-
tion and its heirs I leave to the side here. 

All told, nonetheless, this is a volume of remarkable depth and breadth. 
It reflects the author's seasoned and mostly settled views after over thirty 
years of preoccupation with Paul. The argumentation is invariably thoughtful, 
often provocative (though occasionally diffuse), and consistently engages 
the text; the command of secondary literature is magisterial. Careful reading 
will be well repaid at virtually every point. Within the historical-critical 
tradition, this is the best book on Paul's theology currendy available, certainly 
in English. Though I cannot recommend it as a main textbook for the 
classroom, it should serve for some time to come as an important stimulus 
and guide for research and writing. 

These two volumes have in common several noteworthy features. 
1. The post-Sanders era, marked by renewed preoccupation with law in 

Paul, can leave the impression of narrowing attention to one (admittedly 
important) aspect or detail of his theology, after the eventual waning of 
much more global outlooks, especially, for example, that provided by Bult-
mann, mid-century, in the section on Paul in his Theology of the New Testa-

ment. Both these books, however, are evidence that this preoccupation has 
become a window for reconceiving and restating that theology as a whole. 
Both, whatever their dissimilarities, bring to light basic contours that this 
reconfiguration will likely display for some time. 

2. As is well known, this "new perspective," while it in other respects 
encompasses a fairly broad spectrum of views, may be seen to be distin-
guished by two, mutually-related standpoints: on the one hand, a funda-
mental, far-reaching reassessment both of Second Temple Judaism and of 
Paul's own (both pre- and post-conversion) assessment of it, and of the 
Reformation tradition's assessment of Paul and Judaism, on the other. To 
put it blundy, with this reassessment the soteriological (and anthropological/ 
hamartological) distance between Paul and the Judaism of his day is substan-
tially reduced, between Paul and the Reformation/historic Protestantism 
substantially widened (I leave to the side here the general tendency, as it 
seems to me, of the "new perspective" too readily to lump together the 
Reformation with modern Protestantism prior to Sanders as the target of 
its criticisms; such similarities as there may be between Luther and Bult-
mann, for instance, are upon more careful reflection little more than merely 
formal). 

These issues are much discussed and cannot be taken up here in any 
depth. I limit myself to some brief comments that do little more than 
indicate viewpoints needing to be elaborated and argued more carefully. 

a) A standard test-case for "new perspective" advocates has been the 
Reformation tradition's understanding of Paul. With few exceptions they 
disparage the tendency to see its conflict with Rome as a virtual rerun of 
Paul's opposition to Judaism, notably of his polemic in Galatians. I remain 
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unpersuaded, however, that this classical Protestant interpretation of Paul 

is fundamentally wrong. Granted, the first century Mediterranean world of 

Paul may not have been as "introspective" as the West since Augustine 

(Stendahl et al.); nor should we impose Luther's conversion experience and 

spiritual biography on Paul (e.g., in understanding the Damascus road 

event—Paul may not have passed through a crisis of conscience as Luther 

did, but neither should we exclude the possibility of that, at least in some 

respect; psychologizing Paul on this matter, on the basis of his letters and 

material in Acts, in any direction, seems an unwarranted and risky un-

dertaking). But time, I believe, will make increasingly clear the essential 

continuity between the polemics of Paul and the Reformers. 

The counterprotest, massively launched by Sanders himself, is that Second 

Temple Judaism, unlike late medieval Roman Catholicism, is a religion of 

grace, not merit. But that summary characterization begs a host of historical 

and theological issues. For one, Rome conceives of salvation, from beginning 

to end, as by grace. It understands its sacramental system as a whole, 

beginning with baptism, as mediating saving grace. Its eventual distinction 

between condign and congruent merit, for instance, reflects the effort to 

subordinate or contain the notion of merit within that of grace, to make 

merit attainable by grace. At the same time, ongoing study has made clear 

that a meritorious mindset, though perhaps not as uniform as past scholar-

ship has maintained, is nonetheless not foreign to the Judaism of Paul's day 

(e.g., 4 Ezra; Josephus). 

But what is crucial here, of course, is not the language of grace, nor one 

or other notion of divine gratuity. The Reformation, following Paul and the 

other biblical writers, came to recognize that saving grace is meaningful 

and has reality only as the revelation of the righteousness of God in Christ, 

and then only as that divine righteousness (as the fidelity of God to himself 

and his covenant promises, embodied in Christ) is reckoned, by faith alone 

that unites to Christ, as the believer's; what is true, inherently, of Christ, 

the head of the body, is true, by imputation, of his members. The Reformers, 

faithful to Paul, recognized that where righteousness is not so understood 

and experienced, any and all speaking about grace is ultimately pretense— 

pretense that masks the effort, however conceived, at securing myself before 

God and so is merit-oriented effort, whether or not it is recognized as such. 

In the end of the day, I take it, Rome and "the present Jerusalem" (Gal 4:25), 

despite all differences, are one in this regard. 

b) One overall effect of the "new perspective" tendency to reduce or 

moderate the distance between Paul and the Judaism of his day is that it 

appears to assume a basic continuity between the OT and the various 

mainstreams within Judaism. For both Dunn and Wright the OT roots of 

Paul's theology and its roots in Second Temple Judaism seem to be more 

or less interchangeable or at least continuous. What one would think is an 

obvious distinction, at least from an evangelical perspective, is repeatedly 
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glossed over. There is little recognition or even appreciation that OT reve-

lation and Jewish religion and theology are not the same thing and often 

in conflict, even in OT times and especially in Paul's day. Nor is there a due 

awareness of the canonical distinctiveness of the Jewish Scriptures in rela-

tion to subsequent sources; the piety expressed throughout the OT prophets 

and elsewhere in the Psalms, for instance, is normative in a way that the 

Qumran materials, say, are not, even when similar sentiments are expressed 

in the latter. 

This is not to deny a factor of continuity, that there remained in Paul's 

day a faithful remnant (e.g., Rom 11:5; cf. Luke 2:25ff., 36-38), individuals 

found, no doubt, among the various mainstreams, even within the religious 

establishment (Luke 23:50-51; cf. John 3:lff.; 7:50-51; 9:16; 19:39). But these, 

as the notion of the remnant suggests, were the exception. Wright tells us 

that Paul "did not (as it were) abandon Judaism for something else" (39) 

and relentlessly presses that point home throughout his book. But, while he 

certainly did not abandon the religion of the OT, just for the sake of fidelity 

to it and to the God of Abraham, he most certainly did abandon the 

dominant streams in the Judaism of his day, relentlessly opposed first by 

Jesus and then by himself, namely, that Judaism and Christianity are two 

different religions. Not to recognize that will inevitably distort the inter-

pretation of Paul as well as Jewish-Christian dialogue today. 

In fact, both our authors see their reduction of distance between Paul and 

Judaism as affording advantages and new opportunities for such dialogue. 

This is explicit in Dunn (e.g., 507-8, 531-32), more implicit but, I judge, 

pervasively present in Wright. In this regard, the difference in how each 

construes Paul's view of God will inevitably come into play. For Wright, 

Paul's trinitarian conception is found to be quite at home within first-

century Jewish monotheism (63ff.), while, primarily in view of that same 

monotheism, Dunn argues for a less than fully trinitarian conception. It is 

not difficult to imagine that in current dialogue Dunn will receive the more 

sympathetic hearing. 

c) As to the alleged distance between the Reformers and Paul, the flaw 

in the former is seen, in large part, in their preoccupation with Pelagianism; 

the inveterate tendency especially of the Reformation tradition has been to 

read this preoccupation into Paul, thereby attributing to him its own mis-

understanding of Judaism as "proto-Pelagian," "a Pelagian religion of 

self-help moralism" (Wright). This charge is like a refrain in Wright (e.g., 

19, 32, 35, 116, 120, 124, 129), implicitly present in Dunn, particularly in 

discussing Paul's teaching on the law and justification. 

Apart from the reminder above that meritorious and therefore moralistic 

tendencies are by no means nonexistent in Second Temple Judaism, a fur-

ther observation needs to be made here. When I ponder the conclusions our 

two authors themselves reach on Paul's understanding of sin, I cannot help 

but envision the tired but knowing smile of Charles Hodge, observing (as 

I've heard the saying attributed to him), as he surveys the ebb and flow of 
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church history, that it's not so much the ghost of Pelagius that he fears as 

the ghost of semi-Pelagius! 

Both authors speak of sin as incurring guilt, but on what constitutes guilt 

Wright is at best unclear or silent, Dunn clearly deficient. Both fail to affirm 

that Paul teaches, principally in Rom 5:12ff., the imputation of Adam's first 

transgression, to affirm that guilt for that sin is a constitutive factor in 

original sin, the condition as sinner in which every human being is born. 

Dunrî, in fact, rejects that Romans 5 teaches this: "Nevertheless, guilt only 

enters into the reckoning with the individual's own transgression" [a foot-

note quotes D. Ε. H. Whiteley with approval: "St. Paul does believe in 
Original Sin, but not in Original Guilt"]. Human beings are not held 
responsible for the state in which they are born. That is the starting point 
of their personal responsibility, a starting point for which they are not 
liable" (97). 

The Pelagian/semi"Pelagian axiom that ability is the measure of account-
ability could hardly be expressed more clearly. Where, in this or similar 
fashion, personal responsibility is evacuated from the notion of original sin, 
then the undeniable "givenness" of sin as part of the human condition from 
birth, sin in its corporate, transsubjective, and transpersonal dimensions, 
will be seen, inevitably, as an alien, enslaving power and the accent will fall 
on sinners as helpless victims. Correlatively, accountability and guilt will be 
limited to personal, voluntary acts and so give rise to the temptation to find 
remedies that are essentially moralistic. 

Wright might protest here that it is unfair to saddle his silence with 
Dunn's views. We should respect that. Still, we have to observe that, like 
Dunn, his preponderant emphasis, by far, is on sin as a power that over-
comes and enslaves; in distinction, sin as guilt and its consequences are at 
best left ambiguous because largely ignored. There are also his statements 
on the death of Christ and what it effects and on imputation, to be con-
sidered below. 

3. The status of religious language, particularly the role of metaphor in 
theological assertions, is a large and complicated issue. I touch on it here 
only to express some reservations about how both authors view the use of 
metaphorical language in Paul. Dunn addresses this matter repeatedly and 
in some detail. For instance, the introductory section to the long chapter, 
"The Beginning of Salvation" concludes with a subsection, "Metaphors of 
salvation" (328"33). Here, in a quick survey, a variety of metaphors taken 
by Paul from various areas of life are noted. Included among these is ' 'salva-
tion" itself, "which has become such an established technical tern in the-
ology that its force as a metaphor can be easily forgotten" (329). This 
survey gives rise to several overall reflections. First, "these metaphors bring 
out the reality of the experience of the new beginning" (331). Second, Paul 
uses "very different metaphors" because the reality expressed by them 
"defied a simple or uniform or unifaceted description" (332). He goes on 
to caution against giving any one metaphor "some primary or normative 
status so that all others must be fitted into its mold"—something he sees as 



136 WESTMINSTER THEOLOGICAL JOURNAL 

happening in the "classic Protestant" doctrine of justification. Finally, and 
fundamentally, in view of the inadequacy of 'rational description," meta-
phor is indispensable to express the reality of which Paul speaks. 

At issue here is not the legitimate place of metaphor in theological dis-
course nor the necessarily analogical nature of all human speaking about 
God. Questionable, however, is Dunn's failure to specify any clear or stable 
nonmetaphorical referent for our language about God and his ways. Even 
the subsection heading itself, as just noted, contains, in his view, a metaphor, 
it reads, in effect, "Metaphors of the metaphor, 'salvation.' " Apparently, 
as we read on, the nonmetaphorical "reality" in view is "the new begin-
ning" or "the crucial transition" (317), and its "experience," expressed by 
a wide variety of metaphors. But it is not clear why "new beginning" and, 
for that matter, even "God" are not likewise metaphors. The post"Kantian 
disjunction between religious and ordinary discursive language seems firmly in 
control here. 

This brings into view another concern. According to Dunn's second prin-
ciple, noted above, the great variety of metaphors employed by Paul entails 
that no one metaphor is deemed central or normative for the rest. The 
apparent corollary, however, is that, while the use of metaphor is indis-
pensable (his third principle), no one metaphor is itself indispensable. Dis-
cussion in this chapter (on the beginning of salvation) bears this out. There 
are three (or four) major sections: justification by faith, participation in 
Christ, the gift of the Spirit (and baptism), the first of these being the longest 
in the entire book (56 pp.). At the beginning of the second that lengthy 
discussion is attributed to "[t]he dominance of the 'justification' metaphor 
in traditional analyses of Paul's soteriology" (hence the considerable space 
needed to challenge and correct that tradition). Further, we are told im-
mediately that "for those less attracted by the judicial character attaching 
to it [justification], an alternative lay close to hand," namely "the imagery 
of participation in Christ," which "is in many ways the more natural 
extension of Paul's christology" (390). For Dunn, apparently, addressing 
the relationship between justification and union with Christ, for instance, 
is a nonissue; the two are alternative picturings of the same reality, the 
latter closer than the former to Paul's core concerns but each having its 
relative appeal, depending, at least in part, on one's personal predilection. 

Subsequently, near the beginning of the third section, on the gift of the 
Spirit, he observes that this "imagery . . . is complementary—not anti-
thetical—to the imagery examined in the last two sections" (414). But how 
are they complementary? Not, as he suggests, with an appeal to Gal 3:14 
in the case of justification and the gift of the Spirit, as alternative ways of 
thinking of the blessing of Abraham (cf. 360, η. 105: "described equiva"
lently as"). In context, immediate and broader, Paul's point is surely that 
they are inseparable yet distinct, nonequivalent descriptions/benefits. 
Further, "The three images—restored status, participation in Christ, and 
divine enabling—together made for an integrated and mutually supportive 
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matrix which must have been pleasing for Paul, theologian, missionary, and 

pastor. For it ensured a combination of intellectual appeal, embracing 

experience, and motivated ethic, which evidently made the earliest Chris-

tian missionary outreach so attractive and compelling to a wide range of 

nationalities and social classes." Read in the light of Dunn's other state-

ments, these sentences take back what, at a first glance and by themselves, 

they may appear to give. For Dunn, Paul's metaphors for "salvation" 

include something for everyone, but nothing mandatory; no one metaphor, 

justification or any other, is indispensable for everyone. On this Luther and 

Calvin seem considerably closer to Paul than Dunn. 

Wright, unlike Dunn, does not address the issue of metaphor directly. But 

the notion occurs repeatedly and is particularly pivotal in his treatment of 

righteousness and justification, specifically through "the law-court meta-

phor" and related expressions (33,97-99,106-7,110,117,129,152). At issue 

here is not the presence of a metaphorical aspect or dimension in Paul's 

speaking about righteousness and justification but how Wright views this 

judicial language, conceived of as entirely metaphorical, in relation to other 

presumably nonmetaphorical language. The problem is most pointed on 

pages 110-11. There, in a concluding section, he observes that it is a mis-

take, as so often happens, to regard Romans "as an exposition of judicial, 

or law-court, theology" (presumably he has in mind those in the Refor-

mation tradition who view the imputed righteousness of God in Christ as 

the or a central theme of the book). "The law court forms a vital metaphor 

at a key stage of the argument. But at the heart of Romans we find a 

theology of love." Then, in the next paragraph he adds that, unless we 

transcend "the notion of 'righteousness' as a law-court metaphor," as "so 

many . . . in the past" have failed to do (again, the Reformation tradition 

is apparently in view), the impression left is of "a legal transaction, a cold 

piece of business, almost a trick of thought performed by a God who is 

logical and correct but hardly one we would want to worship" (later in the 

same paragraph: " . . . a blind or arbitrary thing, a cold system which 

somehow God operates, or which operates God"). 

The emotively charged antipathy of these statements is palpable (I leave 

to the side how accurately they represent the Reformation view). In Wright's 

view, what gets us beyond the forensic metaphors and to what they point 

is, "of course," God's love. "God's justice is his love in action,.. ." "God's 

love is the driving force of his justice " Here, apparently, God's justice 

is a function of his love, a penultimate, always metaphorical expression of 

the nonmetaphorical reality of divine love. "The language of theology, 

properly understood, gives birth to the language of love." Wright does not 

seem to find a place in Paul for the equally ultimate reality of God's judicial 

wrath terminating on the finally unrepentant, as enunciated, for instance, 

in 2 Thess 1:8-9 (cf. 2:10, 12; Rom 2:8; 1 Thess 1:10). In this respect his 

position does not seen far from Dunn's. 
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4. These reservations about our authors' handling of metaphor in Paul 

are borne out and come to a particular focus in what they say about the 

death of Christ—obviously a central matter, on any reading of Paul. For 

Dunn, we may keep, for the most part, to his "Conclusions" (231-33) to the 

long section, "Christ crucified," in the chapter on the gospel. Anticipating 

the principles he subsequently enunciates about metaphor (328ff.), already 

noted above, his first conclusion begins, "Paul uses a rich and varied range 

of metaphors in his attempt to spell out the significance of Christ's death" 

(231). After listing those previously discussed in the section (among others, 

sacrifice, redemption, reconciliation, conquest of the powers), he stresses 

that the meaning of Christ's death "could be adequately expressed only in 

imagery and metaphor." Further, "As with all metaphors, the metaphor is 

not the thing itself but a means of expressing its meaning." Consequently, 

it would be "unwise" to treat metaphors as in any respect literal, "as 

though, for example, Christ's death were literally a sacrifice provided by 

God . . . ." 

In a similar vein, the gist of his second conclusion is that "no one meta-

phor is adequate to unfold the full significance of Christ's death," with the 

further stricture that it is "unwise... to make one of these images norma-

tive and to fit the rest into it, even the predominant metaphor of sacrifice." 

According to the fourth conclusion, the variety of metaphors "corresponded" 

to the various experiences resulting from the impact of Paul's preaching of 

the cross (232). It would appear, then, that on this view the metaphors (e.g., 

sacrifice, redemption, reconciliation) are essentially functions or the reflex of 

experiences, rather than the reverse. The experiences, in turn, are engendered 

by a reality, metaphorically mediated but otherwise left unspecified. 

How this sort of appraisal works out further for the idea of sacrifice is 

noteworthy. Earlier in the section, a discussion of Paul's theology of atoning 

sacrifice ends accenting the "inadequacy" of the word "substitution" to 

express what is "at the heart of the sacrificial metaphor." "But Paul's 

teaching is not that Christ dies 'in the place of others so that they escape 

death (as the logic of 'substitution' implies)" (223). Rather, the point is that 

Christ and believers share in death ("Christ's sharing their death makes it 

possible for them to share his death"), so that "representation" and "parti-

cipation," though still not adequate, are better than "substitution." Here 

considerations that for Paul are inseparable yet distinct, substitution and 

representative solidarity ("for us" and "with him"), are blurred, so that 

the former is effectively eliminated or neutralized and the latter does not 

receive its due. 

The eighth conclusion notes that "sacrifice" cannot be easily dispensed 

with, since it is so central in Paul. Nevertheless, it is "a difficult metaphor 

for contemporary commentators" (233). Earlier this contemporary diffi-

culty is spelled out as aversion to the idea of bloody sacrifice ("one of the 

most repellant features of Paul's [and early Christian] theology for modern 



PAUL THE THEOLOGIAN 139 

readers... generally abhorrent to post-Enlightenment culture, something 

to be consigned to a more primitive and cruder period of conceptualization 

of divine-human relationships," 212). Dunn strikes me as being of a divided 

mind here. On the one hand, he is unable for sound exegetical reasons to 

follow those who marginalize sacrificial imagery as secondary in Paul. Yet, 

he also seems to share something of the modern antipathy he notes; he is 

hesitant to accept the metaphor of sacrifice as it stands in Paul. 

His solution, back to conclusion eight, is this: "As the debate about myth 

and demythologization has demonstrated, the outdated metaphor has to be 

remetaphored rather than simply discarded if the potency of its message for 

Paul and the first Christians is not to be lost" (233). But what this "remet-

aphored potency" entails is not really spelled out; we are left with some 

brief, allusive remarks about martyr theology and "evoking a spirit of 

self-sacrifice," and their potential for disclosing the seriousness of sin and 

the alienation experienced in today's world. Suffice it to say that when, as 

here, the aspect of imitation, while undeniably present and important, is 

made the functioning center of Paul's theology of Christ's death as a sacri-

fice for sin, its actual center has been missed. 

Wright states repeatedly that on the cross God "dealt with sin" (49, 

106-7, 110, 126, passim). But in what did this divine dealing consist? His 

answer to that question is unclear, at least at a critical point. His most 

extensive comments come under "The crucified Jesus" (46-49). Not sur-

prisingly, given his understanding of the gospel as the declaration of the 

lordship of Jesus, the accent falls on his cross as "the ultimate royal victory" 

(49), as his kingly triumph over sin as power ("the liberating victory of the 

one true God . . . , over all the enslaving powers that have usurped his 

authority," 47). In terms of classical views of the Atonement, the Christus 

victor theme would appear for Wright to be central for Paul. "For this 

reason I suggest that we give priority—a priority among equals, perhaps, 

but still a priority—to those Pauline expressions of the crucifixion of Jesus 

which describe it as the decisive victory over the 'principalities and powers.' 

Nothing in the many other expressions of the meaning of the cross is lost if 

we put this in the centre" (47). 

The dethroning of the power of sin is unquestionably at the heart of 

Paul's theology of the cross. That theme certainly bears emphasizing, par-

ticularly in view of its relative eclipse, at least until recently, in systematic-

theological treatments of the Atonement, though we can question whether 

it has the sort of priority in Paul Wright assigns it. He leaves unclear, 

however, what are the other "equals," as he puts it, in Paul's teaching on 

the crucifixion. Specifically, what about the cross as a sacrifice that propi-

tiates the judicial wrath of God on sinners and removes their guilt? He does 

speak of Jesus' death as "the moment when God executed judicial sentence 

on sin itself," with an appeal to Rom 3:24-26 and 8:3 (48). But this, as far 

as I can discover, is not really explicated. It does not seem unfair to surmise, 

then—when we consider his understanding of the gospel and justification, 
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of sin, and his proposed exegesis of 2 Cor 5:21, all already noted—that he 

does not see a place in Paul for a vicarious, substitutionary atonement, for 

the notion of Christ's death as penal substitution. Akin to Dunn in this 

respect, Christ is our representative (93: "the representative Israelite"), but 

not, strictly speaking, our substitute, not the one who, in our stead and 

coram Deo, in his death bears and removes the guilt of our sin. What is 

missing in both Dunn and Wright is the recognition that for Paul what God 

effects in Christ's death has reference first of all not to the needs of sinners 

but to the demands of his own person, specifically his justice and holiness.8 

5. Finally, on two matters integral to Reformed theology, both books are 

indicative of a consensus that appears to hold, with few exceptions, in the 

study of Paul today, especially within the historical-critical tradition. First, 

there is little sympathy for, in fact downright antipathy toward, any notion 

of imputation. We have already seen Wright's mind on this ("a cold piece 

of business," 110). "Imputation" is missing from Dunn's extensive subject 

index. He rejects, as we have seen, that Paul teaches the imputation of 

Adam's sin. Not surprisingly, then, his lengthy treatment of justification is 

silent about the imputation of Christ's righteousness. 

Second, and surely not unrelated to the first, is the matter of double 

predestination. Referring to Rom 9:14-23, Dunn speaks of "a fascination, 

part attraction at its theological rigour, part repulsion at the portrayal of 

a God so seemingly arbitrary" (500), but warns against being "sidetracked 

into debates about predestination" (509) and rejects "that election in that 

passage [Rom 9:1-23, or elsewhere in Paul for that matter] concerns indi-

viduals and their eternal destiny" (n. 46). Though "a full-blown predes-

tinarianism seems to be the unavoidable logic, and Paul presses a little way 

down that road:. . . to push further down that road is quickly to lose Paul 

and the thread of his argument" (512). That thread concerns election, 

understood exclusively as corporate, with a view to God's role for Israel 

among the nations. Negative statements encountered serve to highlight 

"the positive side of God's purpose"; together they form "God's eschato-

logical chiaroscuro" (513). All told, "we may say that Paul's theology of 

predestination is itself caught within the eschatological tension—the brighter 

side of predestination as a function of the already, the dark side of predes-

tination as a function of the not yet of God's ultimate purpose of mercy" (italics 

added). 

Wright does not address the issue of predestination directly and no doubt 

it was not within his purview to do so. Where he does touch on election, it 

8 Wright's treatment of the death of Jesus in his more recent writings, as least as far as I 

have found, does not provide a basis for modifying these criticisms; see particularly the chap-

ter, "The Reasons for Jesus' Crucifixion," in his Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 1996), esp. 602-4. Gf. the reflections of A. E. McGrath, "Reality, Symbol & History. 

Theological Reflections on N. T. Wright's Portrayal of Jesus," in G. G. Newman, ed., Jesus & 

the Restoration of Israel. A Critical Assessment of M T. Wright's Jesus and the Victory of God (Downers 

Grove: IVP, 1999), 159-79, on the Atonement esp., 168ff. 
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is viewed as corporate (Israel as a nation, e.g., 55). It does not seem imper-

tinent, however, to observe that, given his orientation at a number of points, 

already noted, particularly that God's wrath and justice are penultimate 

(and no more than metaphorical) expressions of his love (see esp. 110-11), 

it is not clear that he would differ substantially with Dunn. 

Both these books, whose authors have been extensively engaged for many 

years in deepened reflection on Paul's theology, have much to teach serious 

students of Paul. But those convinced by their own study that the Refor-

mation tradition is preponderantly faithful to the apostle, particularly to 

his teaching on sin and salvation, will have to conclude that the interests of 

that tradition are not well served by either. 




