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Abstract
In recent years, the “New Perspective on Paul” has challenged 
the traditional Protestant interpretation of Pauline “works of 
the law” as all acts of the will, asserting them rather to be specif-
ic practices that identify one with the Jewish nation. Following 
the Reformation imperative to return to the sources, this paper 
examines four of the earliest Christian writers—Justin Martyr, 
Irenaeus, “Mathetes,” and Origen—in order to gain insight into 
these works and into Paul’s intent in rejecting them. Such a 
survey finds that ironically, it is the “New Perspective on Paul”—
rather than the traditional view of Luther and Calvin—which 
appears to be in continuity with the oldest Christian perspec-
tives on this issue.

In Romans 3:28, the Apostle Paul proclaims that “one is justified by faith apart 
from works of the law” (δικαιοῦσθαι πίστει ἄνθρωπον χωρὶς ἔργων νόμου). 
Traditional Protestant doctrine, following Luther and Calvin, has understood this 
statement to be a rejection of Jewish insistence upon good deeds for salvation, 
which Paul counters as being on the basis of faith alone. In recent years, however, 
this view has been called into question by the “New Perspective on Paul,” a contin-
gent of New Testament scholars (represented most prominently by N.T. Wright) 
who contend that Paul’s “works of the law” refer not to good deeds, but rather 
to specific symbols of Jewish ethnic identity that separate Jews from Gentiles.1 
Certain critics of the “New Perspective” have challenged this reading as constitut-
ing theological novelty, appealing instead to the Reformers’ intent “to link their 
thinking to the writings of the church fathers” and to their “adoption of the slogan, 

1 See N.T. Wright, Paul: In Fresh Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005); James D.G. Dunn, The 
New Perspective on Paul (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007); E.P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian 
Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977).
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ad fontes, ‘back to the sources.’”2 This paper seeks to follow the Reformers’ refrain 
by going back to four of the earliest Christian sources—Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, 

“Mathetes,” and Origen—in order to gain insight into Jewish works of the law and 
into Paul’s intent in rejecting them. In surveying these early witnesses, it appears 
clear that works of the law were originally understood—in line with the “New 
Perspective”—as specific Jewish identity markers, while the later Protestant objec-
tion to Jewish works-righteousness appears, at best, to itself constitute a compara-
tively new perspective.

This debate, in its most basic form, can be distilled to two foundational ques-
tions: what are Jewish works of the law, and what purpose did the Jews believe 
they served? The Protestant tradition has historically followed the work of Martin 
Luther, who, in his commentary on Romans, defines “works of the law” as “every-
thing that one does or can do toward keeping the law of his own free will by his 
own powers,” and which, because of man’s sinful condition, “are all wasted and 
have no value.”3 These works are not limited to Jewish ceremonies or symbols, but 
rather “include the whole law, judicial, ceremonial, moral,”4 with even circumci-
sion used synonymously with “good works.”5 Luther contends that Paul’s argu-
ments are directed against the Jew who sought, by his meritorious works, to earn 
righteousness; Luther refers to someone like this as “the worst kind of infidel.”6 
Following Luther, John Calvin agrees that works of the law are good deeds de-
rived from the entire Jewish law, asserting that “it is quite absurd to confine them 
to ceremonies.”7 As with Luther, Calvin believes the Jews to have been in pursuit 
of works-righteousness; Paul “shows that they are deservedly rejected, who at-
tempt to attain salvation by trusting in their own works.”8 

By contrast, the “New Perspective on Paul”—as represented by E.P. Sanders, 
James D.G. Dunn, and N.T. Wright—defines works of the law as specific Jewish 
symbols which separate Jews from Gentiles (most commonly: circumcision, food 
laws, and the observance of special days). These are distinguished from broader 
good deeds; as Wright states plainly, “circumcision is not a ‘moral’ issue.”9 Accord-
ing to Wright, works of the law served not as “a legalist’s ladder, up which one 
climbed to earn the divine favour, but [as] badges that one wore as marks of iden-
tity, of belonging to the chosen people in the present, and hence all-important 

2 John Piper, The Future of Justification: A Response to N.T. Wright (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway Books, 
2007), p. 61.

3 Martin Luther, Commentary on Romans (Grand Rapids: Kregel Classics, 1976), p. xv.
4 Martin Luther, Commentary on Galatians (New York: Classic Books International, 2009), p. 49.
5 Luther, Commentary on Romans, p. xx.
6 Luther, Commentary on Galatians, p. 88.
7 Jean Calvin, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Romans and to the Thessalonians (Edinburgh: Saint 

Andrew Press, 1961), p. 79.
8 Calvin, Epistles of Paul, p. 217.
9 N.T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), p. 120.
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signs … that one belonged to the company who would be vindicated when the 
covenant god acted to redeem his people.”10 In surveying our early Christian 
sources, we will seek to assess the respective answers given to these foundational 
questions: first, do the Jewish works described appear to refer the good works of 
the entire Jewish law or to the specific signs of Jewish identity (i.e., circumcision, 
food laws, Sabbath); and second, do these works appear to primarily serve as a 
legalistic means to pursue righteousness through good deeds or rather as a means 
of identifying as God’s chosen people?

We begin with Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho, an extended debate be-
tween the first known Christian philosopher and a well-educated Jew, which took 
place sometime after Trypho fled from the war instigated by Bar-Kochba’s revolt 
in 132 AD.11 One may venture that had this work been seriously consulted, no later 
confusion on this topic would have arisen; for indeed, the relation of the Christian 
to Jewish works of the law is the matter which occupies arguably the greatest 
amount of space in this dialogue. Throughout their discussion, Justin and Trypho 
not once voice disagreement on the necessity of obeying the broader moral re-
quirements of the Jewish law, which the familiar Protestant narrative holds to be 
the primary line of conflict. Rather, their conversation repeatedly turns into a de-
bate over whether Christians are required to be circumcised and to observe Sab-
bath and feasts days, specific concerns which roughly parallel those identified by 
the “New Perspective.” Regarding the purpose of these works of the law, Trypho 
attests to their role as symbolic boundary markers when confronting Justin: “This 
is what we are most at a loss about: that you, professing to be pious, and supposing 
yourselves better than others, are not in any particular separated from [the Gen-
tiles], and do not alter your mode of living from the nations, in that you observe 
no festivals or Sabbaths, and do not have the rite of circumcision.”12 Justin, for his 
part, agrees with Trypho that “circumcision according to the flesh, which is from 
Abraham, was given for a sign, that you may be separated from other nations,” and 
asserts that neither circumcision nor Sabbath-keeping were intended as works of 
righteousness.13 Interestingly, Justin’s line of argumentation throughout the dia-
logue frequently echoes Paul’s citation of Abraham in Romans 4; however, where-
as the traditional Protestant narrative understands Abraham as being justified 
without good deeds, Justin repeatedly claims that Abraham was justified without 
these specific symbols of Jewish identity upon which Trypho insists. As Justin 
summarizes, “If there was no need of circumcision before Abraham, or of the 

10 N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), p. 238.
11 Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers (Buffalo: Christian Literature Co, 

1885), 1:194 (I).
12 Justin Martyr, Dialogue, 1:199 (X).
13 Justin Martyr, Dialogue, 1:202 (XVI).
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observance of Sabbaths, of feasts and sacrifices, before Moses; no more need is 
there of them now.”14

We turn next to St. Irenaeus, who briefly addresses Jewish works of the law in 
Book IV of Against Heresies (180 AD). In line with the “New Perspective” view, 
Irenaeus follows Justin by declaring that neither circumcision nor Sabbaths were 
given “as the completer of righteousness,” but rather “as a sign, that the race of 
Abraham might continue recognizable.”15 Irenaeus asserts that these works of the 
law, which served to set Abraham’s descendants apart ethnically, were not the ba-
sis for their justification; like Justin, he too echoes Paul’s argument in Romans 4 
by stating that “Abraham himself, without circumcision and without observance 
of Sabbaths, ‘believed God, and it was imputed unto him for righteousness; and 
he was called the friend of God.’”16 Irenaeus similarly draws the “New Perspective” 
distinction between these works of the law and the broader good works, stating: 

“These things [circumcision and Sabbath], therefore, which were given for bond-
age and for a sign to them, [God] canceled by the new covenant of liberty. But He 
has increased and widened those laws which are natural, and noble, and common 
to all.”17

We move now to Epistle to Diognetus, an early writing by “Mathetes” (simply 
meaning “disciple”) which some speculate was addressed to Marcus Aurelius’ tutor 
in the early 2nd century.18 Once again, the reader is confronted by striking echoes 
of the “New Perspective” view which are simply not paralleled by Luther and 
Calvin’s readings. Chapter IV of the Epistle opens by discussing the distinctive 
works of the Jews, “such as their scruples in regard to meat, their observance of the 
Sabbath days, their vain boasting about circumcision, and the hypocrisy connect-
ed with fasting and the feasts of the new moon.”19 Consistent with the “New 
Perspective” understanding of works of the law as signs of identity, “Mathetes” 
comments with regards to circumcision: “Is it not ridiculous to boast of a mutila-
tion of the flesh as a sign of the chosen people?”20 Rather than works-righteous-
ness, it is the exclusivity of Jewish ethnic identity which is front and center for 

“Mathetes”; after commenting on “how right the Christians are in keeping away 
from the plain silliness and error, the fussiness and vaunting of the Jews,” he pro-
ceeds to contrast the Jewish focus on ethnic identity with Christians, who “are not 
different from the rest of men in nationality, speech or customs; they do not live 

14 Justin Martyr, Dialogue, 1:206 (XXIII).
15 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers (Buffalo: Christian Literature Co, 1885) 1:480 

(IV.16.1).
16 Irenaeus, Heresies, 1:481 (IV.16.2).
17 Irenaeus, Heresies, 1:481 (IV.16.5).
18 Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, “Introduction,” in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 1:24.
19 Michael W. Holmes, ed., The Apostolic Fathers (trans. J.B. Lightfoot and J.R. Harmer; 2nd ed.; 

Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1989), p. 360 (IV).
20 Holmes, Apostolic Fathers.
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in states of their own, nor do they use a special language, nor adopt a peculiar way 
of life.”21

Finally, we come to the great early theologian Origen, who wrote the earliest 
surviving commentary on Paul’s letter to the Romans in 246 AD.22 In commenting 
on the relationship of grace to works of the law in Romans 11:6, Origen prefigures 
the “New Perspective” by eighteen centuries: 

One should know that the works that Paul repudiates and 
frequently criticizes are not the works of righteousness that are 
commanded in the law, but those in which those who keep the 
law according to the flesh boast; i.e., the circumcision of the 
flesh, the sacrificial rituals, the observance of Sabbaths or new 
moon festivals. These, then, and works of this nature are the 
ones on the basis of which he says no one can be saved.23

Origen proceeds, in line with the “New Perspective,” to explain this distinction 
between specific works of the law and broader good works, writing that while 

“these [aforementioned] works are by no means sought from the one who is justi-
fied through grace … one does not make grace become in vain who joins works to 
it that are worthy.”24 As with the earlier Christian witnesses, it is clear that Origen 
views works of the law as specific markers of Jewish identity, not as good works at 
large. 

It is fascinating, by way of conclusion, to note that neither Luther nor Calvin 
themselves claim that their own perspectives on “works of the law” have strong 
precedence in early Christian thought. Calvin alludes to this in his commentary 
on Romans, stating that “it is a matter of doubt, even among the learned, what the 
works of the law mean. Some extend them to the observance of the whole law, 
while others confine them to the ceremonies alone. The addition of the word ‘law’ 
induced Chrysostom, Origen, and Jerome to assent to the latter opinion … that 
the expression should not be understood as including all works.”25 Luther goes a 
good deal farther; after putting forth his definition of works of the law, he con-
fesses that “to me, it is a miracle that the Church,” having operated for so long 
under mistaken perspectives, “has been able to survive at all.”26 Rather than ap-
pealing to early Christian sources to support his definitions, Luther instead issues 

21 Holmes, Apostolic Fathers, pp. 360, 361 (IV, V).
22 Thomas Scheck, “Introduction,” in Origen, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, Books 1–5 

(Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 2001), p. 1.
23 Origen, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, Books 6–10 (Washington: Catholic University of 

America Press, 2002), p. 159 (VIII.8.6).
24 Origen, Romans.
25 Calvin, Epistles of Paul, p. 69.
26 Luther, Commentary on Galatians, p. 54.
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his reader a warning: “Without such an understanding of these words, you will 
never understand this letter of St. Paul, or any other book of Holy Scripture. 
Therefore, beware of all teachers who use these words in a different sense, no mat-
ter who they are, even Jerome, Augustine, Ambrose, Origen, and men like them, 
or above them.”27 One should not be surprised that he remarks elsewhere: “We 
need not regret that the books of many fathers and councils have, by God’s grace, 
disappeared.”28

The observations of this paper, of course, do not serve to invalidate the substan-
tial contributions of Luther and Calvin to Christian theology, nor should they 
serve to necessarily affirm the “New Perspective on Paul” in areas beyond works of 
the law. What should be imminently clear, however, is that our contemporary 
debate has committed itself to labels which denote, in reality, the exact opposite of 
the views they seek to represent. If nothing else, then, let this survey serve to give 
pause to those who would attach adjectives such as “historical” or “traditional” to 
these particular views of Luther and Calvin; and further, to bestow upon Wright 
and the “New Perspective” the title they rightly deserve with regards to works of 
the law: “the Old Perspective on Paul.”

27 Luther, Commentary on Romans, p. xviii. 
28 Martin Luther, Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings (2nd ed.; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), p. 

71.


