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In the three decades since the “Sanders Revolution,” the state of Pauline scholarship has 

been  overwhelmingly  dominated  by  essentially  one  complex  of  doctrines:  Paul's  view  of 

justification, as it relates to righteousness, faith, grace, works, and law.1  A glance through one of 

the  major  players'  compilations  of  just  his  own work  on  Paul  and  justification  –  and  the 

seemingly endless formal responses to him2 – leaves the reader stunned at the sheer magnitude of 

simply “get[ting] a handle on what has been happening.”3 At the simplest level, however, three 

main frameworks emerge from the fray:  the New Perspective on Paul (NPP);4 the participatory-

apocalyptic  view (P-A);5 and the “conventional  forensic  view” from which the first  two are 

consciously departing.6  Both the NPP and the P-A models heavily critique the conventional view 

for, chiefly, promoting “an individualist, conditional, and contractual account of the whole notion 

of salvation”7 that overemphasizes how “Jesus becomes my personal savior.”8 In response, the 

NPP proposes  a  covenantal  reworking of  God's  and man's  righteousness,  and the  P-A view 

redefines justification as participation in Christ's deliverance.  Both views, by retaking ground in 

favor of the historia salutis, provide a helpful corrective to a tendency towards downgrading the 

ordo salutis  to pure individualism. However, their proposed solutions go too far in forcing an 

either-or.  As  will  be  demonstrated  after  outlining  the  supposed  problem and  the  high-level 

1 Though, as N. T. Wright notes, a few other key issues have received a fair amount of attention as well, such as 
Paul's narrative, politics (in light of Rome), philosophy (in light of Stoicism), and socio-historical context (“Paul in 
Current Anglophone Scholarship,” ExpTim 123/8 [2012], 367).

2 James D. G. Dunn, The New Perspective on Paul: Revised Edition (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2008).

3 Wright, “Current Anglophone Scholarship,” 367.
4 Represented by Dunn and Wright, who are the unofficial leading lights in this camp. Both admit to being 

influenced by each other, despite their numerous differences; in turn, they have leveraged the insights of E.P. 
Sanders (namely, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, which set off the “revolution” in 1977) – who was carrying forward 
the ideas of Davies, Stendahl, and others before him.

5 Represented by Douglas Campbell's recent and tendentious work, The Deliverance of God: An Apocalyptic 
Rereading of Justification in Paul (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2009).

6 Despite differences in nomenclature and scope, these three frameworks roughly correspond to Campbell's 
three-part division of the landscape of theories concerning the “center” of Paul's gospel in Romans (Douglas A. 
Campbell, The Quest for Paul's Gospel: A Suggested Strategy [Journal for the Study of the New Testament 
Supplement Series; New York: T&T Clark International, 2005], 25).

7 Campbell, DoG, 6. 
8 N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1997), 41.
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themes of the two proposed solutions, the answer lies in the right construal of the conventional 

view9:  justification within the ordo salutis is inextricably tied to the historia salutis.

A. The Problem: “Just Me and Jesus” (But Even a Caricature Has Some Truth in It)

Both NPP and P-A proponents are reacting to a problem they believe undermines the 

traditional understanding of Paul's “justification by faith, not by works of the law” formula.  The 

NPP, inviting a huge spillage of ink in both evangelical and non-evangelical corners, holds in 

part that the Protestant Reformers incorrectly defined justification as an individual, law-court 

transaction  –  an  errant  view flowing  from an  antecedent  error  of  misunderstanding  second 

temple  Judaism  as  a  “religion  of  legalistic  works-righteousness.”10 Wright  and  Dunn  argue 

against this personal notion of justification: for Paul it is “not a matter of how someone enters 

the community of the true people of God … [or] how someone might establish a relationship with 

God.”11 The conventional view, they argue, turns justification into a formula for how a single 

individual gets “right” with or “knows” God,12 which, though important, is not Paul's main point.

Campbell, in proposing his self-assuredly radical variant of the P-A scheme, attacks over 

fifty problems with the conventional view.13  This constellation of issues – which, per Campbell, 

also plague the NPP and any other framework besides his own – stems from the fundamentally 

Lutheran (at  back them all)  “individualist,  conditional,  and contractual account  of the whole 

notion  of  salvation.”14 He  describes  this  “European  individualist,  rationalist”15 treatment  of 

9 Represented by Herman Ridderbos' major work, Paul: An Outline of His Theology (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans, 1997).

10 Wright, What Saint Paul, 19.  This “new perspective on Judaism,” championed by Sanders and Davies, 
shows, according to Wright, that the Protestant reading of Paul is essentially an anachronistic eisegesis of their 
complaint with the Roman church's perceived Semi-Pelagianism.

11 Wright, What Saint Paul, 119; emphasis original. He elaborates: “it wasn't so much about soteriology as about 
ecclesiology; not so much about salvation as about the church.”

12 Wright, What Saint Paul, 117.
13 His deconstruction of what he calls the “Justification Theory” spans over 450 pages of The Deliverance of 

God; he categorizes each problem as “intrinsic,” “systematic,” “underdetermined,” or “overdetermined.”
14 Campbell, DoG, 6.
15 Campbell, DoG, 8.
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justification as follows: (a) the lost sinner encounters God's demands in creation, realizes his own 

hopeless estate, attempts to earn God's favor through moral good works (the “rigorous contract”), 

discovers his works fail to meet God's requirement of perfection, and lands in despair; (b) the 

despairing sinner, thus, delights to hear of another option (the “generous contract”) in which one 

might obtain righteousness before God through a different condition, that of faith(fulness).16  Per 

Campbell, this two-step understanding of justification, though the “least worst of all available 

options,”17 goes astray with its “arbitrary condition” of personal faith or “belief voluntarism”18 as 

the means of working out a purely tit-for-tat, contractual relationship with the Godhead.

While the NPP and P-A have set up a caricature of any “conventional view” held across 

the main divisions of Christianity, both of these competing frameworks are onto something, as 

there  is  some  truth  in  any  caricature.   Mainstream Christianity  –  from the  popular  (quasi-

Arminian)  emphasis  on  “making  a  decision,”19 to  the  Charismatic-Pentecostal  emphasis  on 

personal Spirit baptism and ecstatic gifts (ascending especially in the southern hemisphere), to 

prosperity preaching, to the ubiquitous use of “gospel” as a label for the solution to a Christian's 

problems among various  evangelicals20 –  clearly  has  a  problem:  reductionistic  treatments  of 

justification in the ordo salutis cut it off from the achievement of redemption undergirding it.  In 

other words, for many Christians, justification is mostly, if not totally, about  me-and-Jesus, or, 

simply, me. To this end, the new perspectives are right in reasserting “another dimension … of 

Paul's teaching on justification which ha[s] been overlooked and neglected.”21  

16 This two-step process involving two contracts appears throughout DoG, i.e., 15-30, 168-169, and 402-403.
17 Campbell, DoG. 466.
18 Campbell, DoG, 55-57. He impugns Arminians for failing to account for how an individual can even obtain 

faith to begin with, but he also impugns Calvinists for privileging faith over, say, love or mercy. Either way, few 
serious Arminians or Calvinists (or Roman Catholics, for that matter) would describe faith in this contractual way.

19 Campbell cites Billy Graham and Campus Crusade's Four Spiritual Laws as exemplars (DoG, 290-292).
20 Wright criticizes this wide-ranging, watered-down definition of “gospel” in What Saint Paul, 39-41; notably, 

he was writing in the mid-nineties, well before the recent flood of well-intentioned and useful, yet seemingly 
repetitive, books by popular Christian writers and pastors with “Gospel” in the title.

21 Dunn, New Perspective, 23. See also Campbell's summary of this problem of individualism he is addressing 
in his “An Apocalyptic Rereading of 'Justification' in Paul,” ExpTim 123/8 (2012).
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B. Proposed Solution #1: The NPP's Covenant-Fidelity Model

To  address  what  they  believe  to  be  errors  or  imbalances  in  the  “individualistic” 

conventional view of justification, NPP proponents propose a comprehensive reframing of Paul 

that centers around six loci, which will be outlined and subsequently addressed.

(1)  Paul's  Context. Dunn /  Wright  begin  by  agreeing that  Paul's  strong assertion  of 

“justification  by  faith”  is  responding  to  something  within  Judaism,  but  that  the  Protestant 

tradition  has  wrongly  characterized  it  as  a  system  of  personal,  merit-based,  works 

righteousness.22 Both writers, to varying degrees, hold instead to Sander's notion of an essentially 

gracious “covenantal nomism,”23 which forms a corporate, elective, and covenantal (rather than 

subjective and existential) backdrop for all of Paul's statements about justification. 

(2)  Righteousness of God. From this context,  the  NPP argues that  Paul's  dikaiosune 

theou formulations24 refer not to a legal righteousness given in some way to man (which Wright 

calls  a  “legal  fiction”),  but  to  God's  own  righteousness  in  being  faithful  to  his  covenant 

promises.25  In other words, the righteousness at the heart of justification is not that which is 

conveyed as “a legal transaction … a cold piece of business” in the conventional ordo salutis, but 

rather “the covenant faithfulness of God” by which he will ultimately deal with sin.26

(3) Justification. Having established their  view of righteousness,  Dunn /  Wright  then 

reframe the key term (dikaioo) at play.  “Justification” is not the one-time legal declaration of an 

individual sinner's right standing before God. Rather, it is “covenant language” signifying how 

22 Wright provides a summary in What Saint Paul, 113-120.
23 E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress 

Press, 1977), 75 and 513ff; in short, the issue for Jews in Paul's day, and thus for Paul, was not “getting in” but 
“staying in” the covenant community to which one has already been elected by grace.

24 e.g., Rom 3:5,21,26; Rom 10:3; 2 Cor 5:21; Php 3:9.
25 It is, in other words, a subjective genitive (“God's righteousness”) not a genitive of object or origin 

(“righteousness from God”) – see Wright, What Saint Paul, 100ff. He calls into question both the Roman view of 
“infused” righteousness and the Calvinistic doctrine of “imputed” righteousness, with his famous statement, 
“Righteousness is not an object, a substance or a gas which can be passed across the courtroom” (98). 

26 Wright, What Saint Paul, 110; he elaborates that the “judicial, or law-court, theology” at the heart of the 
traditional view of justification is simply a mistake that runs contrary to Paul's “theology of love.”
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God  declares  who  is  already  a  member  of  his  covenant  people.27 Put  differently,  God's 

eschatological  faithfulness to the covenant  at  the end of  time (NPP's “final  justification”)  is 

disclosed in the present time to his people – and that reality constitutes “initial justification.” 28

(4)  Works  of  law. Though  Dunn  and  Wright  disagree  at  certain  points  here,  they 

fundamentally concur that Paul's use of “works of law” (erga nomou) does not refer to actions 

that attempt to earn merit before God.  Rather, the NPP views them in a twofold manner: (a) they 

are the “covenant badges” – Sabbath, food laws, circumcision – that demarcate the Jews as God's 

covenant  people;29 and  (b)  they  encapsulate  the  “law  observance  required  of  all  covenant 

members … as an appropriate way of filling out … 'covenantal  nomism'.”30  Works, in other 

words, both keep you in the covenant and demonstrate to the world that you are in the covenant.

(5) Faith.  Works,  thus defined, are  set  against  faith as the principle  on which Paul's 

justification turns. However,  the NPP again here asserts  the conventional  ordo salutis-centric 

doctrine overemphasizes the personal, cognitive, subjective, and volitional aspect of faith.  They 

instead define the  pistis Christou not as “faith in Christ” but as “Christ's own faithfulness”31 – 

namely, to achieving his covenant purposes.  The believer's own pistis is a subordinate reflection 

of Christ's own active and ongoing faith(fulness).32

(6) Paul's argument.  What,  then, is  Paul arguing against and for?  Per the NPP, the 

ultimate issue for Paul is not the need to shift from the failing, moralistic, merit-based system of 

individualistic  soteriology  to  a  gracious  one  based  on  a  subjective  faith  principle  (the 

27 Wright, What Saint Paul, 117-119 (emphasis original); notably, Wright does not deny there is some legal idea 
behind “justification,” but he redefines the frame:  it is not the individual sinner in the law court of God, but the 
people of God awaiting him to vindicate his covenant promises and set things right (pp. 117).

28 On “initial” vs. “final” justification, see Dunn, New Perspective, 47-49 and Wright, What Saint Paul, 129.
29 Wright, What Saint Paul, 120-124.
30 Dunn, New Perspective, 24-25.
31 See Wright's translations of the key passages and commentary in What Saint Paul, 103, 106, and 109.
32 The mixing of the categories of faith / faithfulness, combined with the initial / final justification dichotomy, 

bears the majority of the blame for the recurring criticism that the NPP conflates justification and sanctification and / 
or leads to justification based on ongoing works of faithfulness (or some inherent [infused?] righteousness).
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conventional notion). Instead, uniting the preceding principles, Paul is chiefly overturning the 

Jews' insistence on works of law (covenant badges) as barriers to Gentile inclusion;33 because of 

God's righteousness in the covenant and Christ's faithfulness to the covenant, the eschatological 

covenant  community has  been opened up to  Gentiles  who,  like Jews,  are  declared  to  be  in 

covenant (justified) based on the new badge of faith.34

Evaluation.  The NPP has been critiqued and defended somewhat ad nauseum over the 

past two or three decades.35  Charges have been levied from all corners – some fairly and some 

unfairly – that the NPP has abandoned the centrality of justification in Paul's gospel, overturned 

free grace, substituted a requirement for inward change to obtain “final justification,” ignored 

propitiation  and  atonement,  denied  imputation,  and  consequently  fused  justification  and 

sanctification.36  Both Dunn and Wright have adamantly responded to their critics that they have 

not abandoned the cherished Christian doctrine of justification by faith alone in Christ alone,37 

and their defense should not be downplayed.38  The NPP is perceptive and right for rejecting a 

certain strain of hyper-individualism that reduces the economy of salvation to only justification 

by  faith;  that  is,  the  view that  “'Faith'  is  therefore  … something one  does  in  order  to  gain 

admittance … or a general romantic opposition to moralism”.39  There most certainly is an oft-

overlooked covenantal aspect of justification tied to Christ's faithful  mediatorship,40 and it  is 

33 Dunn, New Perspective, 16.
34 See Wright's summary of this good news for both Jews and Gentiles in What Saint Paul, 110 and 131-133.
35 The two-volume set (eds. Carson, O'Brien, and Seifrid) Justification and Variegated Nomism (2001) is 

arguably the most extensive treatment from the conventional perspective.
36 For a lucid and balanced assessment, see Guy P. Waters, Justification and the New Perspectives on Paul 

(Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing Co., 2004).
37 Dunn writes, “Perhaps I should repeat the point, since the belief that the new perspective repudiates the 

foundational character of justification … appears to be widespread particularly in some North American and 
Lutheran circles.  I affirm as a central point of Christian faith that God's acceptance of any and every person is by his 
grace alone and through faith alone” (New Perspective, 22-23). Wright, too, believes he is holding to justification by 
faith, though corrected to mean “that Jesus, as Messiah, took upon himself the faithful obedience which Israel 
should have offered but did not” (“Current Anglophone Scholarship,” 372).

38 It should not be overplayed either. The conflict is perpetuated by the tendency, particularly for Wright, to 
equivocate on various terms and / or consistently rebut, “You misunderstood me!” whenever anyone disagrees.

39 Wright, What Saint Paul, 132.  However, as mentioned previously, the NPP is often rejecting a caricature.
40 “While in my view the lion's share of false choices are on Wright's side of the ledger, I agree with his point 
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undeniable that the universal extension of salvation and covenant to the Gentiles is a watershed 

moment  for  Paul.  The  NPP errs,  however,  in  swinging  the  pendulum too  far  in  dissolving 

distinctions within the ordo salutis in favor of a purely historical and covenantal framework.

C. Proposed Solution #2: The Participatory-Apocalyptic Model

Campbell  enters the mix by arguing that  the “Lutheran”  Justification  Model  outlined 

above generates  all the problems within Pauline studies, including the flaws of the NPP.41  He 

attempts to clear the table with a “radical” rereading of Paul that, when he finally gets to it,  

amounts to a rebranding of the participatory and apocalyptic model of justification introduced by 

others before him: the believer is mystically, by faith, taken up into the historical saving act of 

deliverance.42  His framework may be summarized along the same six loci as before.

(1)  Paul's  Context. Campbell  more  or  less  accepts  the  NPP's  view of  Judaism.  His 

starting point lies not in the cultural context but in the literary context: in Romans as well as 

(more obviously) Galatians – the two letters in which Paul's doctrine of justification by faith is 

most clearly articulated – Paul is engaged in a diatribe against “depredations of certain hostile 

countermissionaries”  who are  troubling  the  Christians  of  each  city.43 Paul  is  combatting  not 

Judaism itself nor the Jews, but a Jew:  a Teacher who is undermining his work.  Per Campbell 

the key lies in Romans 1–4: while this “citadel” fits squarely with “contractual” justification, it is 

actually a prosopopoeia or “speech in character” that Paul is using to attack this false Teacher. 44 

In other words, he argues that the key texts that have perpetuated the conventional ordo-focused 

that covenant theology is the proper context for Paul's doctrine of justification” (Michael S. Horton, “Engaging N. T. 
Wright and John Piper,” Justified: Modern Reformation Essays on the Doctrine of Justification [edited by Ryan 
Glomsrud and Michael S. Horton; Modern Reformation / CreateSpace, 2010], 11).

41 He holds, for instance, that Sanders' revised understanding of Palestinian Judaism never quite escapes the 
legalism that he was attacking (DoG, 104-114); he deals with Wright and Dunn in 441ff.

42 Beker, Keck, and Martyn made the apocalyptic frame popular (Cambpell, DoG, 191-192), while Schweitzer's 
participationist eschatology is also in the background (DoG, 98-99).

43 Campbell, DoG, 495-501.  He discards all other explanations for the setting of Romans (pp. 474-495).
44 Campbell, DoG, 532ff.
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understanding of justification – relating to wrath, judgment, law, circumcision, sin, redemption, 

blood, propitiation,  justice, boasting, imputation, Abraham, and faith45 – do not reflect Paul's 

views at all, but the Teacher's.46  So what was Paul himself teaching, then?

(2) Righteousness of God. Campbell argues that Paul's doctrine emerges in Romans 5-8, 

where righteousness is shown to be a revealed act, not a courtroom concept pertaining to God's 

or  man's  legal  state. Dikaiosune  theou is  the  “story”  of  a  singular  “event  or  act”  that  is 

“liberating,”  “life  giving,” and “eschatological”:   a  grand saving action by which the Father 

resolves humanity's plight.47  It deals not with justice, right standing, or covenant fidelity,48 but 

rather it means that “God is for us [and] wants to rescue us” – and that he has  done so.49

(3) Justification. Having defined righteousness thus, Campbell argues that justification is 

neither entrance into right standing nor a confirmation that one is in covenant, but rather it is a 

release from bondage, or “deliverance from some situation of constraint” (namely, to sin and 

death).50 Justification  (dikaion)  is  functionally  equivalent  to  redemption  (apolutrosis);  an 

individual's justification is, therefore, his participation in the great movement of God to save all 

mankind, foreshadowed by the great saving acts of the OT era.51

(4)  Works  of  Law. Campbell  disputes  the  notion  that  the  works  of  law in  Paul  are 

“covenant  badges”  limited  to  the  ethical  markers  of  Sabbath,  food  laws,  and  circumcision. 

45 Respectively, Rom 1:18ff; 2:6ff; 2:12ff; 2:25ff; 3:9–23; 3:24; 3:25; 3:26; 3:27ff; 4:3–9; 4:13ff; and 4:16ff.
46 Campbell, DoG, 519ff.  This aggressive proposal is the fountainhead for his entire proposal, and it is also his 

weakest link; see specifically the critique by Ninjay Gupta, “Douglas Campbell’s Startling Alternative to Traditional 
Paradigms of Pauline Soteriology,” Reviews in Religion and Theology, 17:3 (2010), 251-254.

47 Campbell, DoG, 63 and 683-684.  Notably, he believes this “revelation” of righteousness (Rom 1:17) cannot 
be squared with forensic or imputed righteousness.

48 He clarifies that the fact that the righteous God plays out in part via his Divine Kingship does indeed promote 
“covenantal associations,” but not to the extent supposed by the NPP (DoG, 700).

49 Campbell, “An Apocalyptic Rereading,” 393.
50 Campbell, DoG, 657. Apparently the work's title derives from this notion of “deliverance.”
51 Campbell, DoG, 655ff; he argues that the antecedent Jewish idea of justification that Paul is leaning on is a 

composite of the Exodus, Gen 22, Yom Kippur, the Maccabean revolt, the restoration of the temple, etc.
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Works  of  law  are  exactly  what  they  purport  to  be:  “fairly  literal  …  law  observance”  to 

ordinances contained in “a book written by hand and mediated by human figures like Moses.”52

(5) Faith. Similar to the NPP, Campbell defines (and translates) “faith” chiefly as Christ's 

“faithfulness” or “fidelity,” claiming that the faith that “appropriates salvation and the gospel in 

Justification theory” is “semantically incoherent.”53 Abraham is a type of Christ's faithfulness, 

not a believer's faith.54 Justification by faith, then, does not signify that “the exercise of faith is 

how Christians 'get saved,'” but that “people who evidence this faithfulness are evidencing … an 

important feature of Christ himself.”55 Put differently, the Christian's faith is a  participation in 

Christ's faith, in the dual sense of patterning after him and being drawn up into the Believing 

One, whose “faith” is his work of death and resurrection.56

(6) Paul's Argument.  Campbell  connects these points to assert  that Paul's doctrine is 

formulated as a negative response to what the Teacher is spreading.  The Teacher, who advocates 

that “the traditional Jewish ordinances” are the only means for avoiding God's wrath, aims to 

prevent Paul's deceptive “law-free” preaching from removing this one thing that can provide 

hope  in  light  of  God's  justice.57 Paul  responds  by  trenchantly  defending  his  participatory-

apocalyptic gospel. God has no wrath for mankind,58 for out of love God has eschatologically 

acted (righteousness) to deal with this sin.  Christ's work on the cross (faithfulness) has liberated 

or  delivered mankind from the oppression and hopelessness of  their  situation  (justification). 

Justification by faith, then, means that a Christian participates in this faithfulness of Christ and in 

52 Campbell, DoG, 570.  It is this full Torah obedience that the Teacher is leaning on, though wrongly.
53 Campbell, DoG, 610. He often refers to the conventional view as “Justification Theory.”
54 Campbell, DoG, 754.
55 Campbell, “An Apocalyptic Rereading,” 392; he continues, “[they] therefore can be assured that they are 

indeed already saved.” The similarity, at the end of the day, with NPP on this “already saved” idea is noteworthy.
56 Campbell, DoG, 610-11 and 615-616. Here Campbell is simply dusting off Schweitzer.
57 Campbell, DoG, 570. 
58 “There is no retributive character to the God revealed to Paul” (Campbell, DoG, 706; emphasis original) – a 

bold claim made possible by ascribing every passage in Romans dealing with wrath conveniently to the Teacher.
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some sense shares in His own glory through participatory  faith,  not empty  works.   In other 

words, justification is simply this:  “The Spirit now 'maps' humanity onto Christ's trajectory.”59

Evaluation.   Campbell's lengthy contribution to the justification debate has, by design, 

generated  much debate.60 At  a  high  level,  two  overwhelming  issues  erode  his  case:  (a)  his 

simplistic  reduction  of  all  other  soteriologies  (Protestant,  Orthodox,  and  Roman  Catholic; 

popular and academic) to the two-step, contractual “Justification Theory” that he attacks;61 and 

(b) the brittle nature of his reframing of Romans 1–4, on which the entire weight of his proposal 

hangs.62  Oddly, after hundreds of pages of build-up, Campbell's proposal of a P-A scheme for 

justification in Paul is neither new nor terribly radical.63 However, he is indeed (as is the NPP) 

picking up on some important  themes that are often underrepresented when Christians focus 

narrowly on “if  you do X  then  you will  be saved.64 It is true that  the actual  achievement of 

redemption at the cross is fundamentally apocalyptic, and justification is groundless unless there 

is some way in which a believer participates in Christ's work. However, in rejecting individual 

and forensic  aspects  of  justification,  he  has  swung the  pendulum too far  in  a  direction that 

collapses into universal salvation of all men through the unconditional benevolence of God.65

59 Campbell, DoG, 73.  Just as God liberated (= “justified”) his people in the past “irrespective of whether they 
actually deserve that liberation,” so also now:  the Teacher cannot imprison them with his teachings, for God is 
committed to delivering humanity via his “undertaking, described by dikaw/n” (661, emphasis original; 664).

60 Wright himself (and Moo, who is aligned with the more traditional view) engaged with Campbell regarding 
The Deliverance of God in a 2009 SBL session dedicated to the book (http://tinyurl.com/dogsbl). Larry Hurtado, too, 
has debated with Campbell as well via his personal website (http://larryhurtado.wordpress.com/2012/04/23/douglas-
campbells-rereading-of-paul/).

61 Both in DoG and in Quest (chapter 8), which anticipated the fuller treatment of the larger work.
62 If he loses the option of charging everything that contradicts his argument to someone-who-is-not-actually-

Paul (the Teacher), then he is back to square one with his argument.
63 He shows his hand here:  “Neither the leading Protestant Reformers nor the Reformation as a whole are 

generally reducible to this set of considerations—to this Protestant variation on the western ordo—but it is present in 
them at times” (Campbell, “Apocalyptic Rereading,” 396).

64 Campbell, Quest, 147; this is “individualist, because only individuals can make the saving decision of 'faith.'”
65 “Campbell's version of Paul's apocalyptic theology becomes just a little tepid [as] he insists on God's 

unilateral rescue of humanity” (Beverly R. Gaventa, “Rescue Mission,” Christian Century [May 2000], 36). 
Campbell consistently emphasizes a God who is entirely benevolent towards humanity (e.g, DoG, 668).
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D. Better Solution: Seeing the Ordo in Light of the Historia

Both the NPP and the P-A models, though justly meriting significant criticism, have cast 

light on an important imbalance: a soteriology that is trimmed down to a purely individualistic 

and ahistorical notion of me and Jesus is a flawed soteriology.  To correct the forensic notion of 

justification66 which they believe leads to this problem, the NPP shifts the focus to covenant and 

Gentile inclusion, and the P-A view highlights eschatological history and participation, all of 

which,  one admits, are detectable in the Pauline treatment of justification and righteousness. 

How, then, may the pervasively individual and forensic character of justification by faith be held 

together with these other threads so that it does not degenerate into outright individualism?

Ironically,  Wright  points  to  a  way  through:  “Had  Reformed  scholars  like  Herman 

Ridderbos been listened to, the protest might never have been necessary.”67  The Dutch scholar's 

work  on  Paul  provides  the  best  solution  to  the  conundrum.  Ridderbos  argues  that  the 

conventional Protestant ordo salutis and the priority it affords justification by faith is only rightly 

understood when connected to the historia salutis. The individualistic view, the NPP, and the P-A 

view all go astray by forcing a wedge between historia and ordo and overemphasizing one side. 

As Ridderbos shows, the two are distinct but inseparable: (a) redemption wrought on the plane of 

the  historia is covenantal and eschatological in nature; (b) through union with Christ an elect 

sinner participates in these eschatological realities and, thus, the benefits procured therein; and 

(c) these benefits, chief of which is justification by faith, are subjectively applied in the  ordo. 

These three dimensions will be examined in turn.

Dimension (a): The Redemptive-Historical, Christological Event.  In contrast to various 

other  attempts  within NT studies to  locate  the  kernel  of  Paul's  gospel  elsewhere,  Ridderbos 

66 Which, setting aside their caricature, may be more accurately stated (drawing upon the Westminster 
Standards) as a forensic judgment wherein sinners are forgiven and declared righteous on the basis of the imputed / 
alien righteousness of Christ, which is appropriated by faith alone and not by works.

67 Wright, “Current Anglophone Scholarship,” 369.
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argues that it lies solely in the “saving activity of God in the advent and work, particularly in the 

death and resurrection, of Christ.”68  Paul's gospel, in other words, centers not on any single step 

in the ordo nor on faith vs. works nor covenant fulfillment, but on the redemptive work, achieved 

in history, that lies behind them all.69  Shifting the center of gravity from the subsidiary issues to 

this principial reality ties together three concerns among the competing views.  In the first place,  

this thoroughly Reformed view of the Christ-event corrects the individualizing tendency against 

which the NPP and P-A views are reacting:  salvation is a much larger than (and thus includes) 

subjective considerations, for it encompasses the entire cosmic renewal brought about by the 

dramatic,  saving entrance of God into history.70 Individual  lives are  indeed changed, but  the 

greater reality of which saved souls are a part is the epoch-changing death and resurrection of 

Christ.71 This is Paul's root idea, and it determines the course of all Pauline soteriology.

Second, Ridderbos' understanding of the “revelation” of redemption and righteousness 

directly mitigates Campbell's recurring complaint that forensic justification cannot be reconciled 

with Paul's notion of a “righteousness that is revealed” (C.2 above).  For Ridderbos, revelation is 

both word-revelation and fact-revelation: it is simultaneously “the divulging of a specific truth” 

and “the appearance itself, the becoming historical reality.”72  When Paul speaks of the revealed 

mystery  of  righteousness  and faith,73 he  is  not  only referring  to  the  communication  of  new 

68 Ridderbos, Paul, 39.
69 Quoting at length:  “It has no longer sought the basic motif of this preaching in one particular soteriological 

aspect, whether in justification by faith or in victory over the flesh through the Spirit, but, transcending all these 
partial viewpoints and antecedent to them, in the eschatological or redemptive-historical starting point of Paul's 
proclamation. The whole content of this preaching can be summarized as the proclamation and explication of the 
eschatological time of salvation inaugurated with Christ's advent, death, and resurrection” (Ridderbos, Paul, 44).

70 “This is not meant merely in an individual sense … but one is to think of the new world of the re-creation that 
God has made to dawn in Christ, and in which everyone who is in Christ is included” (Ridderbos, Paul, 45).

71 Vos (whom Ridderbos quotes) notes similarly that the central fact of Christianity is that “the chief actor in this 
drama had come upon the scene; the Messiah had been made present … [thus] not merely individual subjective 
conditions have been changed, but … there has been created a totally new environment, or, more accurately 
speaking, a totally new world, in which the person spoken of is an inhabitant and participator” (Geerhardus Vos, The 
Pauline Eschatology [Phillipsburgh: P&R Publishing Co., 1994 reprint], 28, 46-47).

72 Ridderbos, Paul, 47. That to which the truth points is the same thing being made manifest in history.
73 e.g., Rom 1:17, 3:21; Gal 3:23.
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information about justification (though he  is doing that),  but he is also, more fundamentally, 

describing the historical outworking of those very realities.74

Third, Ridderbos' positioning of the Christ-event as the turning point of God's plan of 

salvation meets the desire of the NPP to place the proper covenantal substructure beneath Paul's 

soteriology.  Throughout the historical relationship between God and his chosen Israel, God had 

made  and  reaffirmed  promises  which  brought  present  blessings  (and  curses)  but  were 

fundamentally eschatological in orientation: anticipating the seed, the new prophet and lawgiver, 

the suffering servant, the messianic king who would rule over all.75  The incarnation, death, and 

resurrection of Christ, then, marked the great “redemptive-historical transition”76 from the era of 

old  covenant  promise  to  new covenant  actualization.  This revelation  of  Christ  was both  the 

fulfillment of the content of the covenant (that is, its word dimension) and the historical bridge 

by which the prior dispensations received “a new and better realization”77 (fact dimension).  In 

NPP terms, God not only will be faithful to his covenant (B.2), but in fact he has been faithful in 

work of Christ.  Christ perfectly fulfilled the covenant, consummated the Torah (B.5), and, thus, 

brought more clearly to the fore the spiritual principle of faith (B.4) that had undergirded the 

promise all along. In doing so, he has enabled the grand universal extension of the covenant to 

Gentiles – resolving the NPP's concern over the Gentile-Jew dynamic in Paul (B.6). In fact, this 

very mystery of the ingrafting of Gentiles on the principle of faith, not law observance, is itself 

the prophetic “evidence of the coming of the eschatological time of salvation.”78

It  is  clear  at  this  point,  therefore,  that  Ridderbos'  pervasive  “Christological-

eschatological”  emphasis  provides  the  groundwork  for  how  justification  may  relate  to 

74 “The revelation of the righteousness of God … is not only a new doctrine or a new experience, but the 
appearing of that which had been determined in the counsel of God” (Ridderbos, Paul, 162). 

75 As traced through Gen 3:15 (Adam), Gen 12 (Abraham), Deut 17/19 (Moses), 2 Sam 7 (David), and Isa 53.
76 Ridderbos, Paul, 334.
77 Ridderbos, Paul, 335.
78 Ridderbos, Paul, 338.
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eschatological redemption, revelation, and covenant. The inbreaking of the promised eschaton in 

historical  time  serves  as  the  grounds,  the  very  reality  of  outpoured  judgment  (cross)  and 

vindication  (resurrection),  and  the  precise  “demonstration  and  proof  of  the  acquitting 

righteousness  of  God”  that  makes  justification  possible  in  the  first  place.79  Ordo  rests  on 

historia; without historia, there is nothing to apply.

Dimension  (b):  Christ-For-Us  and We-In-Him.  How does  this  Christ-event,  which 

happened  at  a  point  in  time  in  Palestine,  become  manifest  to  the  individual?80 The  NPP 

circumnavigates the issue by saying justification is an a posteriori, corporate reality in which one 

is  found  to  have  remained  in  the  covenant  community  by  persevering  in  faith  (“final 

justification,” B.3).  The P-A model, on the other hand, states that justification is (and only is) the 

“mapping” of the individual onto the redemptive arc of Christ (C.6). Ridderbos provides a more 

robust solution through a detailed articulation of the doctrine of union with Christ, which bears 

both corporate  and  individual  elements.  With  regard  to  the  former,  Christ's  incarnation  and 

mediation position him as the Second Adam at the head of a “corporate personality”;81 the people 

of God are organically united together as the body of Christ, so the benefits of his redeeming 

work  are  applied  within  covenant  community.  The  latter  element  flows  from  the  former: 

individual Christians are in Christ and with Christ in the sense of an organic “communion that … 

[is] an abiding reality determinative for the whole of the Christian life. … Dying, being buried, 

etc.,  with Christ [has its ground] in already having been included in the historical death and 

resurrection of Christ.”82 Believers are united to Christ in such a way that (contra NPP) the merits 

of his work belong to them unconditionally, not conditionally. Yet the redemptive-historical here 

79 Ridderbos, Paul, 167.
80 Ridderbos describes the issue as “how that which once took place in him and was accomplished by him is 

applicable to them and benefits them” (Ridderbos, Paul, 58).
81 Ridderbos, Paul, 61.
82 Ridderbos, Paul, 60.
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again precedes  the existential,  for (contra P-A) it  is  not  the case  that the Spirit  ingrafts  the 

believer onto Christ's “trajectory” so that they might conform to his faithfulness after the fact 

(C.6), but the other way around. The elect believer is already included in Christ's actual historical 

work by the will of God (e.g., Rom 6:8; Gal 2:20; Col 3:3), on which basis the indwelling Spirit 

is given to bring to greater fullness the mystical union.83

Dimension  (c):  Subjective  Application  in  the  Ordo. With  the  objective  fact  of  the 

redemptive work of Christ in place, and the union of believers with Christ established as the 

means of bridging the gap from objective to subjective, the right framing of justification by faith 

in the ordo salutis emerges. First, what is the righteousness of God? Ridderbos argues that the 

biblical view of righteousness is fundamentally about right standing before God's judgment seat. 

Indeed, the very reason God entered into covenant and has pursued his people (NPP view of 

righteousness), and the conflict driving God's great rescue story (P-A view of righteousness), has 

been the need for an elect sinner to obtain forensic righteousness before God's just standard.84 

How is this righteousness obtained? The antecedent union of an elect individual with 

Christ makes it possible for Christ's achievement of righteousness in its objective sense to be 

applied subjectively in justification.  A believer's position “in Christ” substantiates a two-way 

imputation, resolving any charge of legal fiction in the traditional doctrine of justification: Christ 

has really and truly borne the imputed sin of the believer who has died “in him,” and Christ's  

righteousness is really and truly imputed to the believer who has been raised to life “in him.” 

This change in legal relationship made possible by union secures justification for a believer.85

Finally, how do faith and works relate to justification? The hinge of Paul's argument is 

that it is not man's work but only Christ's work as mediator which secures any righteousness 

83 Ridderbos, Paul, 372.  He diagrams it thus:  not Christ → Spirit → Union, but Christ → Union → Spirit.
84 Ridderbos, Paul, 163-164.
85 God's judicial declaration is “a present reality already realized in Christ … contain[ing] within itself the 

certainty of the entire eschatological salvation” (Ridderbos, Paul, 165).
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before God.86 Faith, then, is neither a “covenant badge” (NPP) nor a “contractual condition” (P-

A) but rather the instrument of salvation, because it lays hold of that which one does not possess 

himself but which has been done on his behalf.  Faith appropriates for the individual believer 

what was achieved for him on the cross, bringing the objective work forward in time to be 

applied subjectively.87 Justification in the ordo is, in other words, the laying hold by faith of the 

corporate, eschatological, covenantal, and personal work of God in Christ – a work which alone 

is the object of justifying faith.88   

Conclusion

The NPP and P-A advocates rightly discern an endemic tendency within the church to 

reduce justification by faith to a largely individualistic, decisionistic notion that ignores various 

other aspects of biblical teaching; however, while they provide several insights, their solutions 

are ultimately problematic. Ridderbos, however, charts a course by which this individualizing 

pressure may be overcome by restoring the ordo salutis and the historia salutis to their proper 

relation.  He demonstrates  that  the  church  must  understand justification  (and  related  salvific 

benefits) “not in the first place in the sense of the  ordo salutis, but in that of the history of 

redemption … not of a change that comes about in the way of faith and conversion in the life of  

the individual Christian, but of that which once took place in Christ and in which his people had 

part in him.”89  Only when the redemptive-historical work of Christ has been fully appreciated – 

as the climax of God's grace and the central object of faith itself – can the cherished doctrine of  

justification by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone follow.

86 In this way, both NPP and P-A are partially right in describing Christ's “faithfulness” (B.3/C.3 and B.5/C.5).
87 Ridderbos, Paul, 172.
88 “Just as the entire Pauline gospel has its center in the death and resurrection of Christ, so also the gospel of 

justification by faith.” (Ridderbos, Paul, 166).
89 Ridderbos, Paul, 63.
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