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Toward the end of the twentieth century a revolution in Pauline studies brought to the fore an
understanding of Paul’s theology called the “new perspective.” Basically, this view maintains
that when Paul talks about justification “by faith apart from works prescribed by the law” (Rom.
3:28), his main point is not that people are put right with God through faith rather than through
their own effort or obedience; his main point is that people can be put right with God without
abiding by the legal codes that marked Israel as God’s chosen people. Thus he is not so much
contending against “works righteousness” as he is rejecting “ethnic privilege.”

monotheism: the
belief that there is
only one God.
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Theologically, Paul understands Jesus Christ to be the image of God (2 Cor.
4:4; Phil. 2:6; Col. 1:15; cf. 1 Cor. 15:49), the one who makes God visible and
accessible to human beings. Jesus is the Son of God (Rom. 1:3–4; 8:3) and
thus remains in some sense subordinate to God and distinct from God (1 Cor.
15:27–28). Thus Paul wants to respect Jewish monotheism: he does not mean
to make Jesus into a second God, though at times he perhaps seems close to
doing so (1 Cor. 8:6). He often quotes Scripture passages in which the word
“Lord” originally referred to the God of Israel and interprets them in such a
way that “Lord” now refers to Jesus Christ (see, e.g., the treatment of Joel
2:32 in Rom. 10:13; cf. Rom. 10:9). He also speaks of Christ as having been
“in the form of God” and as having chosen not to regard “equality with God
as something to be exploited” (Phil. 2:6; for discussion of how this passage is
interpreted, see “Incarnation” in chap. 18). Paul clearly has an exalted view of
Christ as one who is more than just a prophet, or even a messiah, or any other
human servant of God.
We should also note the depth of Paul’s religious feeling for Christ and the
manner in which he speaks of Christ in relational terms. He is consumed with
Jesus Christ and the gospel; he doesn’t want to think or talk or write about
anything else (see 1 Cor. 2:2; 2 Cor. 10:3–5; Phil. 3:7–8). He feels compelled
to proclaim the gospel (1 Cor. 9:16), and he accepts his call to do so as a great
honor: the gospel is a prized treasure with which he has been entrusted (Gal.
2:7; 1 Thess. 2:4). When he shares the gospel with others, he is fulfilling the
purpose for which he was born (Rom. 1:1; Gal. 1:15). And Paul is committed
not simply to a cause or an ideology but rather to a person: he knows Jesus
Christ (Phil. 3:7–10) and can say, “It is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who
lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). He is not claiming to be exceptional in this regard;
rather, union with Christ is a reality to be experienced by all believers (Rom.
6:5; 8:10; 1 Cor. 6:17; 2 Cor. 13:5; cf. Col. 3:3). Paul speaks of Christians as
“those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1; 16:7; 2 Cor. 5:17) and describes the
church as “the body of Christ” (Rom. 12:4–5; 1 Cor. 12:27). Accordingly, Paul’s
gospel is very much a message for a community; it is good news for the church,
the new people of God formed in Christ and empowered by the Holy Spirit.
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