
Bible, for the translation used is the NEB. This is 
an odd choice for several reasons, and in fact 
Fung's favoured version seems to be the NIV. 

Thirty pages of introduction cover the 
main issues which critical orthodoxy dictates as 
essential for commentators: the location of the 
churches, the identity of the agitators, date and 
genre. The coverage of the secondary literature 
is just a trifle idiosyncratic: George Howard's 
position, which for all its weakness contains 
some very significant observations, is dis­
missed in a line; B.H. Brinsmead's, which Fung 
seems to like no more than the reviewer, is 
allowed more than a page of footnote! The 
conclusions are never startling. The 'heretics ' 
(Fung's word) are Judaizers; we are not told 
what that term means, or what message they 
brought which was able to make the Galatians 
enthusiastic supporters of what was seen as the 
revolting habit of circumcision. We are told that 
they accused Paul of 'relaxing the terms of the 
gospel ... in order to make conversion easy' (p. 
48), an accusation revived in our day by Francis 
Watson. (One wonders why, if so, Paul put so 
much explicit stress, in contrast to the rest of the 
early church, on the shocking mode of Jesus' 
death.) Fortunately, for large parts of the 
commentary, the answers one gives to these 
introductory questions are immaterial; but 
insofar as they are interesting in themselves, the 
approach ofG. Ludemann (and effectively also 
that of G. Howard) is an unfortunate absentee. 
Otherwise, the coverage of secondary material 
is commendably thorough. 

The pattern of the commentary follows 
that of other members of the series, with only 
the briefest introductions to the major 
divisions, and the text split into very small units 
for detailed comment. Eight 'Additional 
Comments' interspersed in the text cover such 
issues as 'Why Paul Persecuted the Church' and 
'Paul's Treatment of the Hagar-Sarah Story'. Is 
the reviewer alone in finding this pattern, 
though standard, unhelpful in enabling one to 
see either the author's critique of other 
positions or his own understanding of the 
development of Paul's argument7 Within his 
constraints Fung provides clear discussion of 
the individual sections, but leaves one 
wondering still why Paul wrote as he did, and 
whether the opponents believed Paul's converts 
to be Christians who needed a second-stage 
experience, heathen who still needed conver­
sion, or what. 

One area where Fung is manifestly weak is 
that of linguistic awareness. In the section on 
Paul's use of the Hagar-Sarah story there seems 
to be a muddling of linguistic and historical 
issues. Paul is contrasted with other Jewish 
exegetes 'since Paul treats the Genesis story as 
historically true' (p. 217); 'Paul's starting point 
is the historical truth of the Genesis narrative' 
(p. 218). If this is simply saying that Paul 
believed Genesis, then of course that was true of 
all Jewish exegetes (as Fung acknowledges in a 
footnote) . But Paul's argument no more depends 
on historical truth than anything in Genesis 
Rabbah. This same defensiveness over 'historical 
truth' also leads to a muddying of the waters 
over whether Paul's argument is allegory, 
typology or analogy. The doctrine of the 
instantaneous aorist is maintained in the face of 
all the evidence (even when a footnote accepts 
the possibility of it being 'timeless', p. 223!); and 
at various places reference is made to Trench's 
Synonyms, as though no work had been done in 
this area for a c<!ntury; as though Barr had not 
introduced a revolution in theolOgians' 
thinking about linguistic functions. Paul's 
language is interpreted with heavy-handed 
woodenness, so that we are asked to believe 
that the opponents 'of set infenf wanted to 
"distort' or 'pervert" [RSV] the gospel of Christ' 

(p. 45, emphasis added). Similarly, Peter's fault 
at Antioch was 'failing to have the courage of 
his own convictions' (p. 109). Is this psycho­
logically credible7 Is this really how they would 
have seen themselves7 Howard's calleafs are 
particularly apposite here. Belief in divine 
inspiration, be it never so strongly held, surely 
need not force us to this sort of literalism. 

This leads this reviewer, sadly, to doubt 
several of Fung's interpretations, especially 
about the various' gospels' in chapters 1 and 2, 
and about Paul's understanding ofthe relation­
ship between Jewish and Gentile Christians in 
3:23-29 (where Fung fails to make the distinc­
tion, arguably crucial to Paul, between the 'we' 
and the 'you'). 

Related to this is the fact that exegetical 
points in cases of ambiguity are not assessed 
against any coherent understanding of the 
epistle, but only with reference to other scholars 
(whose overall interpretations of the logic of 
Paul's argument differ significantly; as e.g. the 
1Jn at 4:6). Too often one may want to ask, But 
why does Paul say this7 How does it fit in his 
overall argument7 and (if Fung is right) How 
could his readers have understood him 
properly7 

Thus, while every reader is bound to 
benefit from Fung's clarity, Galatians yet awaits 
an adequate commentary. 

Dr D.R. de Lacey, Tyndale House, 
Cambridge. 

Obeying the Truth : A Study of 
Paul's Ethics in Galatians 
John M G Barclay 
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lI s Wor/cI, Edllll JU rq h T ~~ T CI;1f k, 
1988 xv ;- 298 pp [1 fj % 

This clear and detailed study, a revision of a 
Cambridgedodoral dissertation (supervised 
by Prof. Morna Hooker; and sliccessfully 
defended in 1986), amply repays close reading. 
Barclay's primary focus is Galatians 5:13-6:10, 
which, he says, is something of an embarrass­
ment to much traditional exegesis, On the face 
of it, Paul seems to be going back on his earlier 
insistence that Christians are free from the law. 
The perceived difficulty has bred numerous 
proposals: this section is a later interpolation 
(O'Neill), or, more commonly, an apologetic 
appendix designed to ward off antinomianism 
wrongly derived from the first part of the letter 
(Burton and many others). Other 'solutions' are 
ably canvassed and dismissed. 

Precisely how is this paraenetic section 
related to the earlier debate in the epistle over 
law and faith 7 Is it related to the concrete 
challenges of the Galatian churches, or is it a 
universal moral code7 If the former, whom is 
Paul addressing, and what problems does he 
have in view7 Is Paul's principal purpose 
polemic, appeal. defence, explanation7 These 
questions set the agenda for Barclay's study. He 
contends that the only satisfactory answer 
involves gaining a clear understanding of the 
crisis the churches were facing in Galatia, 
grasping Paul's response to this crisis, and 
focusing particular attention on the ethical 
section. 

Along the way, Barclay wrestles with the 
problem of 'mirror-reading', that is, the re­
creation of a complex situation when we have 
access to the records of only one party in that 
situation. It is desperately easy to conjure up a 
situation that never existed, whether by 
selectively handling the evidence or by 'over-

interpretation', reading far too much into some 
bit of relatively innocuous text. To gain conrrol 
in the necessary task of historical reconstruc­
tion, Barclay advocates close monitoring of the 
fone of Paul's remarks, their frequency, their clarity 
(since it is poor method thatbuilds too much on 
ambiguous expressions) and their unfamiliarity 
(since an unfamiliar topic or response may 
reveal the existence of a local problem of special 
importance). 

The study therefore develops into a full­
scale examination of the epistle to the Galatians, 
not least its theological emphases and what can 
be deduced aboutthe historical setting that calls 
them forth. The opponents (Barclay refers to 
them as 'the agitators' rather than the more 
traditional 'Judaizers ', for the sufficient 
linguistic reason that the Greek verb 'to judaize' 
refers to Gentiles who adopt Jewish ways, 
rather than to Jews who compel Gentiles to 
adopt Jewish ways), and the Galatian churches 
are also treated to a sociological approach to 
conflict: at issue are questions of the converts' 
'behavioural patterns' and self-identity. Barclay 
argues for a situation in which the new converts 
have become isolated from their erstwhile 
pagan friends, without yet constituting a new, 
stable, social group. The 'agitators' are 
therefore encouraging them to establish their 
identity and secure a stable basis for their 
ethical behaviour by becoming full members of 
the synagogue, a step that requires that they 
submit to circumcision, even though they 
maintain their allegiance to Christ. One of the 
dominant reasons why this seduction seems so 
attractive is that they have not discovered an 
unambiguously articulated moral structure 
within the life of the Spirit that Paul has 
advocated. Thus Paul is opposing the view that 
if pagans convert to Christ they can find a 
supportive, identity-conferring fellowship and 
a coherent ethic only within Judaism. 

Barclay contends that Galatians 5:13-6 :10 
is easily seen to develop out of Paul's earlier 
argument, once we understand that a major 
component of the Galatian crisis had to do with 
how a member of Christ's people should live. In 
particular, the emphasis in these verses on 
examining oneself and avoiding conflict within 
the Christian community is tied to the divisions 
the agitators had largely provoked. In Barclay's 
view, Paul is not in this epistle vacillating 
between addressing one group ,and then 
another : he has but one purpose throughout. 
lIiz. the status and obedience of Galatian 
believers, not fears about libertinism. Paul is not 
attempting to layout the rudiments of Christian 
ethics, nor is he combating antinomianism. 
Rather, he is restating his own view: Christians 
should live lives led by the Spirit, confident that 
the Spirit provides sufficient moral guidance. 
The alternative is the moral danger of living in 
or according to 'the flesh', which Barclay sees 
not as the weak or sinful side of human nature, 
but simply as that which is 'merely human'. 

Thus, in broad terms Barclay joins hands 
with E.P. Sanders and F. Watson in opposing 
the traditional Lutheran interpretation that ties 
justification by faith to opposition ,against justi­
fication by meritorious works, '<ill within a 
framework of extreme individualism. Paul's 
concern is not with the individual, but with the 
status and identity of the Christian community; 
if he opposes law, it is not because observance 
of law generates self-righteousness but because 
he is opposed to the view that observance of the 
Mosaic law is a requirement to enter the 
Christian community. 

There are many attractive features to this 
dissertation, not least the clarity with which it is 
written, the generally comprehensive biblio­
graphy (though I noted several surprising 
omissions), the rigorous and generally con-
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vincing exegesis of many of the individual parts 
of the paraenetic section {5:13-6:1O}, and his 
attempt to think through the problems of 
mirror-reading. Scarcely less useful is his 
vigorous criticism of Betz, and his self­
distancing from Sanders and from Watson at a 
couple of points. Sanders depends on a major 
distinction between 'getting in' and 'staying in'; 
Barclay doubts that the distinction is wise or 
helpful. Watson uses social theory to discount 
the importance of ideology; Barclay sees a con­
tinuing dialectic between ideas and social 
conditions. But in any case the theological 
problem, Barclay insists, is not legalism, under­
stood as earning merit before God, but cultural 
imperialism, that is, insistence on observing the 
Jewish law and customs as necessary tokens of 
membership in the people of God. 

But there are several places where it is less 
than clear that Barclay has it right, especially in 
his analysis of Paul's theological argumenta­
tion. Although it is clear that the self-identity of 
the Galatian Christians is an important 
dimension of the problem, the question of self­
identity, however prompted by a sense of social 
isolation, could not be divorced from the 
theological question of the relation between the 
gospel Paul was preaching and the law of 
Moses. Otherwise, why should Paul care if his 
converts identify themselves with the 
synagogue? The reason, in part (as Barclay 
points out), is salvation-historical: Paul sees a 
new covenant in place, a fresh divine act of self­
disclosure in the coming of Jesus. But that 
means Paul must deal with the theological 
connections with the antecedent revelation that 
all sides of the debate viewed as authoritative. 

At this point, Barclay's treatment of the 
gospel as the 'fulfilment' of the law is so thin that 
he becomes painfully unsympathetic to Paul. 
Paul displays 'considerable ingenuity' in his 
handling of OT texts; some of his work is a 
, 'tour de force', accompanied by strange and 
even arbitrary exegesis'. We are 'entitled to ask 
... whether Paul's arguments constitute an 
effective response to the Galatian crisis', 
comprising, as it does, 'subtle linguistic tricks' 
that probably 'merely baffled the Galatians', 
some of his re-definitions possibly being' even 
harder for the Galatians to comprehend than 
they are for us'. Of course, we cannot be certain 
what they thought of his 'somewhat strained 
exegesis of his key verses'; perhaps they were 
'simply bemused by his impressive exegetical 
dexterity'. In each case (not least Barclay's 
treatment of the notoriously difficult passage 
3:10-14) there are deeper and more penetrating 
ways of understanding what Paul is doing. 
Barclay has got himself into the position where 
he has tried so hard to be sympathetic to Paul's 
opponents that he incessantly betrays his lack 
of sympathy for the apostle; and part of this 
lack of sympathy, it appears, is because he has 
not grasped his argument. 

I am less convinced by Sanders' analysis of 
Judaism than Barclay is. Elsewhere I have 
argued that although Sanders has rightly 
debunked the use of fifth-century sources for 
establishing the weighing of merits, and rightly 
criticized the (especially) Lutheran and 
reductionistic contrast between a judaism of 
(legalistic) works and a Christianity· of faith, 
nevertheless his handling of Jewish sources 
introduces a new reductionism. When true 
religion is tied in its essence to human response 
to God's law seen as demand, to law understood 
in no small part as divine lex, the world-view is 
vastly different from one in which the law is 
seen as a salvation-historical anticipation of 
God's redemption wrought on our behalf 
through the death and resurrection of another. 
Nor does Sanders attempt to plot the changing 
attitudes to law diachronically: it is arguable, 
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for instance, that while Strack-Billerbeck rely 
too heavily on fifth-century sources, Sanders 
does not attempt to plot out where the first­
century Jew is in the line of development that 
runs from the last of the OT books to the fifth 
century. Barclay (and others) are right to trace 
the sociological strains in the Galatian 
Christians, and to insist on the priority of the 
larger question, viz. the relation between the 
(unconverted) Jewish community and the 
church. But those questions were tied not only 
to Christo logy but to the place of law in the 
history of redemption. Paul (and other NT 
writers) insist that what we call the OT canriot 
be rightly understood when it is read a­
temporally, with Torah the hermeneutical key; 
it can be rightly grasped only when the 'befores' 
and 'afters', the prophecies and the fulfilments, 
the types and the antitypes, are spread out 
along the axis of his tory, with due place given to 
the apocalyptic structure that controls so much 
of his thought. These factors shape Paul's 
handling of law and grace not less than the 
pressing urgency to give his converts a sense of 
self-identity. That means that Paul is not simply 
establishing that Christianity is different from 
Judaism, and that the Messiah has come, but 
that the (unconverted) Jews have not rightly 
understood their own law. 

In passage after passage in the earlier parts 
of Galatians, Barclay'S exegesis is less than 
convincing, a reflection of the new reduc­
tionism that controls so much of contemporary 
Pauline studies. Indeed, when Barclay cites 
Ephesians 2:8-9; 2 Timothy 1:9; Titus 3:4-7 as 
evidence for h()wquickly Paul's gospel (as 
Barclay reconstructs it) was transmuted into a 
gospel that is de&edas 'grace through faith' 
that is 'not from works lest any man should 
boast', for some of .us these same passages 
constitute some evidence that Barclay has not 
quite understood Paul in the first place. 

D..!. Carson, Deedleld, Illinois. 

The Ethics of the 
New Testament 
Wolfgang Schrage lET by David 
GreenJ 
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What should we expect to be discussed in a 
book with this title? Should the focus be upon 
what the writers of the various NT documents 
thought about ethics (its basis, norms and 
content)? If so, a consistent policy on this matter 
would not include a section on the historical 
Jesus (he wrote no NT book) but would study 
the various gospel writers and other NT docu­
ments (see Houlden's Ethics and the New 
Testament). Alternatively, one could set out to 
give a survey of the ethical views of the early 
Christian movement; in this case it would be 
natural to begin with Jesus as the founder and 
go on to discuss not only the NT authors but 
also the indications of other movements in 
early Christianity reflected within (as well as 
outside?) the NT (t.g. 'Q', if it existed, the earliest 
Jerusalem community, the views of Paul's 
Christian opponents, £Ie.). 

Schrage's treatment falls between two 
stools in this respect. The first third of the book 
is taken up with the historical Jesus, followed by 
a chapter on 'ethical beginnings in the earliest 
congregations'. Yet he is primarily interested in 
the views of the NT writers (rather than the 
movements they represented or opposed) and 
he makes almost no attempt to connect the 
various writers in any coherent account of the 

development of early Christianity. Are we dis­
cussing NT ethics or the ethics of the early 
Christian movement? (Similar issues arise, of 
course, in relation to the content of 'New 
Testament Theology'). 

This would be a serious but tolerable 
ambiguity if it were not conjoined with a much 
deeper problem. In discussing the ethics of the 
NT, is it sufficient to outline, as Schrage does 
with great skill, the theological bases of ethics, 
the main criteria to which appeal is made (e.g. 
Jesus, creation, the OT, Hellenistic ethics, love, 
etc.) and the specific injunctions which are 
contained in the NT? Or should our focus 
widen to take account of the sociaL cultural and 
historical context in which these ethics are being 
propounded - for instance, the social and 
political conditions in which they were issued 
and the shape of the Christian communities for 
whom they were intended? 

Despite occasional glances 'at isolated 
'background' issues (e.g. contemporary atti~ 
tudes. to women, the practice of the emperor 
cult), Schrage eschews entirely the attempt to 
place the NT documents (or the early Christian 
movement) in their social and historical 
context. At times he makes an explicit statemel1.t 
on this (e.g. 'the Gospel and Epistles of John 
cannot be interpreted primarily as arising from 
a particular historical situation', p. 297); most of .. 
the time he simply ignores such questions. It is 
thus extremely misleading for the translator to 
interpret Schrage's very first sentence as 'the 
subject matter dealt with by an ethics of the 
New Testament is the question of how life was 
lived in the earliest Christian communities'. In 
the original German Schrage says nothing of 
the sort. In this book he is not really interested 
in how life was actually lived by the early 
Christians but in how the NT writers (and Jesus) 
thought it ought to be lived! 

The weaknesses of this purely idea-centred 
approach are particularly evident in the long 
section on Jesus. Just at a time when the 'third 
quest' of the historical Jesus (Riches, Sanders, 
Vermes, Theissen, Borg, etc.) is unearthing so 
much of the religious, social and political 
context of Jesus' ministry, and illuminating 
thereby so much of the meaning and impact of 
his message, Schrage leaves all that to one side. 
He battles on in the old style, investigating 
Jesus' concept of the kingdom of God, etc. with 
the familiar but tired contrasts with 'Judiasm' 
(often illustrated out of Strack-Billerbeckl). This 
is so much out of tune with the mainstream of 
current British and American NT scholarship 
that at times I was tempted to ask how useful it 
was to translate this work. 

But that was probably unfair: despi~(and, 
in some cases, because of) the predominance of 
German bibliography and the inner-Lutheran 
debates which dominate some sections, there is 
much here for us all to learn from. Schrage is an 
extremely skilled exegete, and the care with 
which he discusses the relevant texts, the 
attention to detail he displays and the finely 
balanced conclusions he reaches are 
exemplary. He also has a keen and admirable 
interest in theological questions concerning the 
adequacy and usefulness of NT ethics today; 
The Introduction contains many suggestive 
comments on these matters and in the course of 
the book Schrage does not shrink from 
highlighting the relevance of some of the 
material, while also making critical comments 
on the 'bourgeois morality' of the Pastorals or 
the dangerous dualism of the Johannine 
material. Those familiar with NT criticism will 
recognize here and elsewhere the characteristic 
features of a Lutheran theologian; and this has 
rich rewards in his particularly fine discussion 
of the theological characteristics of Paul's ethics 
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