
can Episcopalians is an example of the realigning of the worldwide
church along theological lines.2

I want in this paper to review the stories of salvation that are pre-
sented at the popular level by liberals and conservatives, with a critical
eye to the adequacy of these stories to classical Christian teaching and
to their capacity to capture the imagination of contemporary people. I
will argue that both of these popular presentations of the story of
Christian salvation need to be challenged and corrected by a recovery
of the preaching and teaching of the New Testament.  In particular, I
will argue that the reconstruction of the story of salvation as told by
the Apostle Paul in the work of New Testament scholar and Anglican
bishop N.T. Wright is helpful in articulating a presentation of the sal-
vation in Jesus Christ that is faithful to the scriptures and the tradi-
tion and which incorporates important themes that resonate in both
liberal and conservative circles. This work also helps us see that very
significant themes in the Christian story of salvation are being neg-
lected in both these popular presentations, themes that are vitally rele-
vant to the contemporary globalized context of world Christianity.

What follows are summaries of the story of salvation presented in
these two broadly observable versions of the Christian Faith that I am
calling conservative and liberal.3

The story of salvation told in conservative church circles in both
the global North and South focuses on Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross as
an atonement for sin.4 The classic pattern of evangelical preaching is
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2For a remarkable commentary on the new alignments in global Christianity,
Protestant and Roman Catholic, including the example above, see Philip Jenkins’ arti-
cle “The Next Christianity” in the October 2002 issue of Atlantic Monthly. “By any
reasonable assessment of numbers, the most significant transformation of Christian-
ity in the world today is not the liberal Reformation that is so much desired in the
North. It is the Counter-Reformation coming from the global South. And it’s very
likely that in a decade or two neither component of global Christianity will recognize
its counterpart as fully or authentically Christian.” 

3There are of course many variations of liberal and conservative presentations of
the faith, some of them with careful theological nuance. In these summaries I am try-
ing to capture the most identifiable and memorable themes in each presentation.

4Conservative, evangelical Christianity is, of course, not identical in North Amer-
ica, England, Europe, and the Global South. Evangelical African Christianity is some-
what different in its ethos from Asian and Latin American. However, the culture of
English and North American Evangelicalism has been powerfully influential. For in-
stance, the dynamic Anglicanism of the global South can be traced almost without ex-
ception to the work of the evangelical Church Missionary Society.

At the beginning of the 21st century the worldwide Christian move-
ment is poised for a new round of schism. The unity of the churches
that are the inheritors of the Magisterial Reformation, such as the
Lutheran, Reformed and Anglican churches, are in various stages of
local and international crisis. Even within Roman Catholicism in the
Northern and Western hemispheres there are real strains that
threaten a breakdown in church order. There are many ingredients in
the crisis, including the moral and spiritual exhaustion of what has
been called Western Civilization as its intellectual elites push to the
point of nihilism the deconstruction of the notion of ultimate truth
and ultimate value. There is also the ascendancy of the Christianity of
the Southern hemisphere that is growing at rates unparalleled in
world history.  When these churches are yoked with the established
churches of the North in unequal partnerships, there are inevitable
tensions, even when there is fundamental theological agreement. It is
increasingly clear that there are fundamental theological disagree-
ments and that these disagreements touch upon the most basic and
foundational topics of the Christian faith.  In what are called “conserv-
ative” church circles in the established churches of the North and in
the burgeoning Southern churches, the story of Jesus and the salva-
tion to be found in him and in his church is told in ways that are
markedly different from the way that story is told in what are often
called “liberal” church circles.1

This is the battle array: liberals who are in the majority in the
seminaries and the church judicatories pitted against a significant mi-
nority of conservatives who are aligning themselves with the majority
of Christians in the developing world. The ordaining of missionaries
by African and Asian Anglican Primates to serve conservative Ameri-
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1The use of the terms liberal and conservative to describe the theological differ-
ences tearing at the heart of the church is conceptually inadequate but practically un-
avoidable. When these terms are encountered in the paper they are meant only to
denote the stereotypes in common parlance.



that contrasts with the spirit of judgment and condemnation to be
found in conservative Christian circles and those aspects of society
that are ruled by the “principalities and powers” of political and social
oppression.   

Admittedly, I have presented stereotypes, and many Christians
will want to combine elements of both these stories of Christian salva-
tion and nuance them with other considerations. However, the fault
line in both intra-church and inter-church controversies is recogniza-
ble. Most North American pastors when asked could easily assign the
seminaries of their denomination to the categories I have outlined.
Both of these versions of the Christian story of salvation honor signifi-
cant themes that can be found in the preaching and teaching of the
early church, and both of them, in important ways, are inadequate to
the fullness of the message of the Apostles and Church Fathers.  

The presentation of the demand of God for holiness and right-
eousness and the need of humankind to be reconciled to God and the
inability of humanity to effect this reconciliation on its own, the gift of
reconciliation in Christ’s sacrifice of love on the cross, the need of
men and women to make a personal decision and commitment in
faith to this gift of salvation offered in Christ, the need to seek the
power of the Holy Spirit to confront the power of evil in the world, the
reality of the bodily resurrection of Jesus and the hope for heaven –
these are themes of the great Christian teachers of the ages, and they
are honored in what I have called the conservative story of salvation.
This story can be critiqued for making the story of salvation exces-
sively individualistic and over-dependent on particular religious expe-
riences. Lesslie Newbigin, missionary theorist and bishop in the
Church of South India, said of such presentations of Christian faith,
“The object to which God’s purpose is directed is the whole creation
and the whole human family, not human souls conceived as billions
of separate monads each detached from its place in the whole fabric
of the human and natural world.”5

The emphasis on experience in the conservative model has a ten-
dency to marginalize the significance of the church and its sacra-
ments. The relationship between God and the believer is conceived of
as a direct and unmediated relationship. Philip Lee in an important
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5Quoted in Philip Lee, Against The Protestant Gnostics (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1987), 29. 

to preach the awfulness of sin and God’s inevitable and just punish-
ment of sinners, including eternal hell fire and the absolute hopeless-
ness of working or earning a way out of this condemnation other than
trusting in Christ. If persons thus convicted of sin will only believe
that Jesus died on the cross for their sin and put all their trust in Him
for this life and the next, they will be saved.  This moment of surren-
der and trust inaugurates a personal relationship with Jesus, which is
the only means by which one can be “born again” and thus saved. For
many evangelicals, a datable moment of conversion is the litmus test
for whether one is really a Christian or not. 

Charismatic or Pentecostal Christians would add to the necessity
of the born again experience the necessity of a personal experience of
the power of the Holy Spirit which manifests itself most commonly in
the speaking of tongues and in other spiritual gifts attested to in the
New Testament, including the gift of healing and prophecy. Thus peo-
ple will speak of being born again and Spirit-filled to note their adher-
ence to a form of Christianity that is both Evangelical and Pentecostal.
In the church of the global South, the emphasis on the power of the
Holy Spirit to defeat demonic spirits and bring health is an important
element in the spread of Christianity.

In the story of salvation popular in the liberal circles of the estab-
lished churches of the North, the cross and resurrection have almost
completely disappeared from view. In much of contemporary preach-
ing and teaching in what are still called the Mainline denominations,
the locus of Jesus’ saving work has shifted from Golgotha to Galilee.
Jesus saves by incarnating the unqualified love of God, by reaching
out to the outcast and marginalized, the impure, the unclean, those
society considers sinners with “radical hospitality.”  Jesus acts out the
forgiveness of an all-loving God by creating a new community in
which there are no outcasts and which is therefore a community of
“radical inclusion.” Discipleship means following Jesus in his witness
to peace and justice by working for a more just social order, and by
creating communities that recreate the community of radical hospital-
ity and radical inclusion that surrounded Jesus. The cross, if it figures
at all in this presentation, is the price that Jesus paid for breaking the
social taboos by including the outcasts and represents an invitation to
take similar risks. The resurrection and the Holy Spirit are seen as the
loving spirit of Jesus that lives on in his disciples and which is a spirit
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is a version of community whose fundamental purpose is to serve the
essentially Gnostic quest for an inner, true and uncreated self.9 Ac-
ceptance and toleration rather than challenge and conversion thus be-
come the dominant pastoral metaphors in the liberal paradigm.
According to this story, our deepest need is to find and accept our true
self and to be accepting of the true self found by others, however
strange and anti-nomian these selves may appear. The story of homo-
sexuality being presented in liberal circles is thus a paradigmatic ex-
ample of the liberal story of salvation. In order to compromise on this
issue, those who are inspired by this liberal telling of the story of sal-
vation would either have to be persuaded that homosexuality does not
have to do with the “real self” or they would have to reconstruct their
entire religious worldview. 

The important point is that both the typical liberal and the typical
conservative telling of the story of salvation represent accommoda-
tions of the Christian story to an alien worldview, an essentially Gnos-
tic worldview, the worldview of the highly individualistic culture of the
liberal market economies of the West, that relegates the drama of sal-
vation to the depths of the individual soul and that is agnostic at best
and atheistic at the worse about God’s redeeming purposes in history
and the recreation of the cosmos.  While this worldview is regnant in
the developed world it is not without influence in the developing
world.  In both these versions of the story of salvation, the purpose of
the church is incidental and instrumental to a salvation found else-
where in either a “born again experience” or in the embrace of the
“true self.” It is not an accident that the crisis of our time is a crisis of
church unity. Neither side tends to see the church as a sacred reality
and significant in itself for God’s redeeming purposes in history or
the cosmos. 

Here the work of N.T. Wright on Christian origins is particularly
helpful and puts us back in touch with a version of the Christian story
of salvation that honors the themes of the cross as an atonement for
sin and the theme of the creation of a new inclusive community, but
which also sounds the theme of Christ’s redeeming significance for
the whole human family and for the created order. I will use the re-
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9Leander Harding, “Homosexuality And The American Religion,” n.p. [cited 30
May 2006].  Online: <http://www.anglicancommunioninstitute.org/articles/ho-
moamerrel.htm>

book Against the Protestant Gnostics perceives here the reemergence of
a Gnostic theology.6 According to Lee, the Christ of much American
Evangelical Protestantism “is not empowered to bring healing to the
world apart from the conversion of individuals.  The Jesus of this
mindset must be known in order to effect change; his only function is
to bring saving knowledge.”7 

Lee makes the same critique of what I have called the liberal story
of salvation.  Surveying liberal theologians like Harvey Cox, Lee con-
cludes, “Ironically, however, the liberal Christology has not been sub-
stantially different from that of Evangelicals.  In one important
respect the two polarities have unwittingly come together:  Both es-
sentially proclaim a Christ who does not redeem.”8 In both of what I
have called the liberal and conservative versions of the Christian story,
it is unclear how the redeeming work of Christ is related to those who
do not know him, and how the Christian vision of salvation touches
on the fate of the created cosmos. The conservative story tends to be
very otherworldly in spite of a growing ecological and social aware-
ness on the part of some Evangelicals. The fate of the cosmos seems
unrelated to the fate of individual souls saved by a conversion experi-
ence. Likewise in the liberal version of the story, the non-intervention
of God in the created order in any miraculous or supernatural way is a
dogma that makes the story of Jesus irrelevant to the fate of the cos-
mos save for the effect that the story or spirit of Jesus might have on
individual believers. 

Lee finds a whole checklist of Gnostic elements in both conserva-
tive and liberal forms of North American Protestantism. He especially
finds a preoccupation with individual religious experience and a weak
sense of the connection between the work of Christ and God’s saving
work in creation and in the history of Israel. The liberal version of the
Christian story does emphasize the theme of community but it
should be noted that it is a community of those who find their funda-
mental identities elsewhere.  The more irreducible the identities
being incorporated, the more inclusive the community. So for in-
stance, the inclusion of those who experience an irreducible homosex-
ual identity becomes the test of the inclusivity of the community. This
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Jew of the first century rethinking the entire worldview of Israel from
the standpoint of an encounter with the crucified and risen Jesus and
the experience of the Holy Spirit that comes through him. It is impos-
sible to reduce Paul’s retelling of the story of Israel any further than
Wright has, so I will quote him at length.  

The story begins with the creation of the world by the one 
god, a good and wise god. So far, so Jewish, though Paul does not 
say, as 4 Ezra would later, that the world was made for the sake of 
Israel.  It continues, equally Jewishly, with the creation and fall of 
Adam and Eve, as the eponymous parents of all humankind.  
Skipping over Noah, Paul’s story highlights Abraham, whom he 
sees, in company with Jewish tradition, as the beginning of the di-
vine answer to the problem of Adam. Unlike Jewish tradition, 
however, Paul insists that the covenant promises to Abraham held 
out to him not just the land of Israel but the entire kosmos, the 
world. Abraham’s child and grandchild, Isaac and Jacob, become 
the carriers of the promise, while Ishmael and Esau are left be-
hind; again Paul subverts the normal Jewish telling of the story, 
since he insists that this process of narrowing down the promise-
bearing family continues on beyond Jacob. Israel’s god then calls 
his people out of Egypt under the leadership of Moses, giving 
them the Torah. For an orthodox Jew, then as now, Torah was the 
great gift which signaled Israel’s special status and vocation.  For 
Paul this remains true, but with a dark twist: the special status 
and vocation is that Torah should convict Israel of sin, so that Is-
rael should be cast away in order that the world might be re-
deemed.  All that Torah does within Israel, even to the best of its 
adherents, is to convict them of their sharing in Adam’s sin, so 
that the highest they can attain to is the level—the irony is heavy 
at this point—of the best of the pagan philosophers. 

Torah holds out to Israel life and death, prosperity and exile, 
and then (in Deuteronomy 30) speaks of new life the other side of 
that exile/death. Israel chooses exile/death; the prophets warned 
that this would happen and it did.  Again, Paul is on common 
ground with his kinsmen according to the flesh.  But again he 
subverts the Jewish story from within.  The end of this exile, and 
the real “return,” are not now future events to be experienced in 
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construction of the Christian story that Wright attributes to Paul,
though Wright presents a detailed and compelling argument that this
basic reworking of the story of Israel through the lens of Jesus and the
Spirit is the unified witness of the early church which can be found
with but minor variations in all the New Testament writers.10

Wright reconstructs Christian origins by analyzing the “world-
view” of each New Testament author in comparison with the compet-
ing worldviews of first century paganism and first century Judaism.
Worldview operates at the “presuppositional, pre-cognitive state of a
culture.”11 Worldviews are constituted primarily by narratives and sto-
ries through which the inhabitants of that world see reality. “Narrative
is the most basic expression of worldview, going deeper than the iso-
lated observation or fragmented remark.”12 The foundational narra-
tives of worldviews provide guidance for answering basic questions of
human existence such as: why are we here and what is our purpose?
These stories and their answers to fundamental questions of human
existence are expressed in cultural symbols. The eating of the
Passover meal in Judaism and the Eucharist in Christianity are exam-
ples of symbols which express the foundational stories and meanings
of the worldviews of synagogue and church. Worldviews also give rise
to a praxis, a “way of being in the world.”  The real shape of a world-
view is often seen in the acted out shape of a person’s or community’s
life. “Worldviews are thus the basic stuff of human existence, the lens
through which the world is seen, the blueprint for how one should
live in it, and above all the sense of identity and place which enables
human beings to be what they are.  To ignore worldviews, either our
own or those of the culture we are studying, would result in extraordi-
nary shallowness.”13

The worldview found in the writings of St. Paul is characteristic of
the worldview of the entire New Testament. In Paul we see a Pharisaic
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10N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1992), 371-420.

11Wright, NTPG, 122. Wright’s use of “worldview” is sophisticated and developed
by him using the work of a number of scholars of the sociology of knowledge. His ex-
plication takes up most of chapter five of The New Testament and the People of God and
includes numerous references. In a footnote on p. 123 he says his use is similar to the
idea of “symbolic universe” in the work of Peter Berger. 

12Wright, NTPG, 123.
13Wright, NTPG, 124.



climax of the covenant, then these narratives, whether liberal or con-
servative, are impaired representations of the preaching and teaching
of the apostolic church, and are unlikely to be able to reproduce in
their hearers a robust worldview capable of challenging and subvert-
ing the pagan and neo-pagan worldviews of contemporary culture. It
is also unlikely that these stories will be able to sustain a distinctly
Christian identity rooted in distinctly Christian ritual and praxis. A de-
structive cultural accommodation and diluting syncretism is a threat
both for the developing churches of the South and the established
churches of the North. 

The breadth and depth of the apostolic church’s identification of
Jesus emerges as the writers of the gospels and epistles retell the story
of Israel in the light of the encounter with the crucified and risen
Lord. Keeping this emphasis on Jesus as the climax of the covenant
with Israel makes a significant difference to the way in which some of
the most fundamental themes of the New Testament are brought for-
ward. What I have called the conservative telling of the story relies
heavily on the understanding of the doctrine of justification developed
during the Reformation. We are unjust sinners, justly condemned by
a righteous God and unable to do anything for ourselves to effect our
own justification before God. By his sacrifice of love on the cross,
Christ does for us what we cannot do for ourselves and reconciles us
to God. We are justified by grace through faith in Christ. In British
and American revivalism – and one suspects in the churches of the
global South which have borrowed heavily from this ethos – the mes-
sage of salvation can be reduced to a message that Christ paid the
debt you owed and has saved you from eternal hellfire. By faith in his
blood you can be justified before God. This is orthodox enough as far
at it goes, but it does not bring out strongly enough the significance of
being justified by being made a part of the new covenant people who
are the body of Christ and the new temple and the new Israel. It does
not bring out strongly enough the creation of a new people as the
firstfruits of God’s recreation of the entire cosmos.

The classical locus for the doctrine of justification, and the stories
of salvation that emerge from it, is St. Paul’s letter to the Romans. Re-
cently the traditional Reformation reading of Romans has come under
challenge. Scholars such as E.P. Sanders have critiqued the too neat
reading of Romans as a treatise on dogmatic theology that exactly fits
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terms of a cleansed Land, a rebuilt Temple, an intensified Torah. 
The exile came to its cataclysmic end when Jesus, Israel’s repre-
sentative Messiah, died outside the walls of Jerusalem bearing the 
curse, which consisted of exile at the hands of the pagans, to its 
utmost limit. The return from exile began when Jesus, again as 
the representative Messiah, emerged from the tomb three days 
later. As a result, the whole complex of Jewish expectations as to 
what would happen when the exile finished had come tumbling 
out in a rush. Israel’s god has poured out his spirit on all flesh; his 
word was going out to the nations; he had called into being a new 
people composed of all races and classes, and both sexes, without 
distinction.  

. . .The narrative needs an ending, and Paul hints at it in 
these and other passages: the creation as a whole will be set free 
from its bondage to decay.  The exodus of Israel was a model for 
the death and resurrection of Jesus, and both of these events point 
forward to a greater exodus to come, when the whole cosmos will 
be liberated from its Egypt, its present state of futility.

Because this story is the story of Israel understood as the story 
through which the creator god is restoring the creation, and with 
it the race of Adam and Eve, it addresses, confronts, and attempts 
to subvert the pagan world and its stories.14

Wright believes that this story that Paul is telling is in substantial
agreement with the stories being told in slightly different ways by all
the New Testament writers. “It is the Israel-story, fulfilled, subverted
and transformed by the Jesus story, and now subverting the world’s
stories. In its new form, it generates and sustains a symbolic uni-
verse, in which the writers of the epistles and gospels alike under-
stand themselves and their readers as living:  the world in which this
fulfilled Israel-drama is now moving toward its closure, its still un-
reached ending.”15 Jesus is, in Wright’s reading of the New Testa-
ment, the climax of God’s covenant with Israel.16

If the story that we tell about Jesus and about the salvation found
in him is not a faithful retelling of the story of Israel with Jesus as the
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15Wright, NTPG, 409.
16N.T. Wright, The Climax Of The Covenant (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993).



There is now a new and redeemed Israel in him.  Says Wright, “This I
take to be the real meaning of the classic Pauline statements on justi-
fication: God declares that those who believe the gospel are his
covenant people.”20 Just so are the members of the new Jew-plus-
Gentile Israel vindicated and justified.

Wright believes that when Paul met the risen Lord on the road to
Damascus he recognized that what God had promised to do for Israel
at the end of history, God had done for Jesus in the middle of history
as the beginning of a new history. Therefore all the promises made to
Abraham and subsequently through the prophets to Israel were as
Wright says, “coming tumbling out in a rush.”21 The exile is over; the
new creation has begun with the resurrection from the dead. The
spirit is being poured out on all flesh and a new Israel is being gath-
ered in which the promise to bless the Gentiles is being fulfilled as
they take their place in this new Jew-plus-Gentile Israel which is
marked not by race and those aspects of Torah which mark out na-
tional Israel but by faith in Jesus, the crucified and risen Messiah, and
by the presence of the Spirit. 

By this reading, to be justified is not only to find a right standing
before God by God’s mercy, it is to be declared to be truly part of
God’s covenant people, taking your place in a renewed Israel which is
looking forward to the recreation of the entire cosmos. This renewed
Israel is the way in which God is fulfilling his covenant promise to
Abraham to bless all people. It is the way that God is fulfilling the
promise made through the prophets that all the nations will come to
Zion and to the Temple to be taught of God. The church as the body
of Christ is the new Zion and the new Temple. It is therefore vital to
the fullness of the identity of Jesus and the truth of the good news of
justification through faith in him that the church include Jew and
Greek on the same footing. When Jesus is identified within the narra-
tive history of Israel, as the climax of the covenant, the creation of a
new race, a non-racial people of God becomes both content and con-
sequence of the Gospel that is being preached. This is why Paul so
adamantly opposes anything that seems a return to defining member-
ship in God’s family by any other means than by faith in Jesus.
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21Wright, NTPG, 95.

the controversies of the Reformation as unhistorical and theologically
over-determined.17 In particular these scholars have attacked as unhis-
torical the classic Reformation distinction between law and grace,
Gospel and works rightousness.

Wright has been a creative force in these debates. He has en-
dorsed the critique of the traditional Lutheran reading of Romans but
has argued convincingly that scholars are still missing the logic and
coherence of this foundational Christian document because they are
not attending to the story of God’s covenant with Israel that is con-
stantly assumed and alluded to by Paul as he tells us how God has
acted to vindicate his people in the death and resurrection of Jesus.18

By Wright’s reading the theme of being declared righteous before the
judgment seat of God by God’s gift of unearned mercy made possible
by the sacrifice of the Son, is still there. Wright uses a metaphor
which he borrows from Albert Schweitzer and says that as on the
moon there are craters within craters, so in Romans, the crater of jus-
tification and faith exists inside the crater of God’s plan to redeem hu-
manity and reorder the cosmos by an act of new creation in which
there will be a new community marked out by a new covenant.19

The key term here is dikiaosuvnh qeou:.  Does it mean the right-
eousness that comes to us from God as God’s gift? This is the way it is
translated in the New International Version.  Or, does it mean the
righteousness of God which Wright argues is an identifiable term in
second temple literature in general and in Paul in particular for God’s
commitment to His people and the covenant promises he made to
them through Abraham in spite of their lack Torah obedience as a
people. The judge is not the judge of the criminal court so familiar to
us in the West. The judge is the judge of the covenant court of Jewish
apocalyptic when at the end of history God shall judge between Israel
and the pagans and declare to the world that Israel is truly my
covenant people.  Thus Israel will be justified and vindicated. The
obedience of Jesus, his taking upon himself as Israel’s Messiah both
the vocation of Torah obedience and the curse of exile, has brought
about the vindication, the justification that Israel has longed for.  
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Yes, God is a God of love who issues an invitation to a new and radi-
cally inclusive community.  It is, as Wright would say, the true Shema
community, the true community that not only hears but obeys, it is 
the true Torah community.23 In this community, as the prophets have
said, the Torah will be written on hearts, not on tablets of stone.  This
new community in the new covenant in the blood of Christ is the
opening act of the new creation. It is to be a witness to God’s fulfill-
ment of his original plan for men and women, the human commu-
nity, the whole cosmos. 

The ethics of this community must argue on the basis of what is
revealed about God’s original creation and what is revealed about the
consummation of the creation. It is hard to see how the current revi-
sion of the teaching on homosexuality can pass this test. At the least
any attempts to create a Christian “love ethic” apart from the vision of
righteousness and holiness embodied in the Old Testament is an ex-
plicit departure from the preaching of Paul and the other New Testa-
ment witnesses. 

One of the very important consequences of insisting on identify-
ing Jesus as the climax of the covenant is that a church that breaks
apart along racial and cultural lines is a countersign to the Gospel and
an impossibly inadequate medium for the message it carries. This is
the poignancy of Paul’s pleading with the churches in Rome, Corinth
and Galatia. The insistence that churches adapt to the cultures they
serve is unremarkable if it means speaking in a language understood
by the people, but it is a betrayal if it means allowing the narratives of
other worldviews to be the determining factor in the presentation of
the Christian message or of Christian ethics. The church must be res-
olute in resisting the tendency of Christians to organize themselves
along tribal, racial or cultural lines. The emergence of truly interna-
tional and multi-cultural congregations in cosmopolitan cities is a
powerful sign of God’s righteousness as he vindicates us in Jesus
Christ our Lord. Creating churches based purely on cultural prefer-
ences cannot make sense in a worldview formed by the story of Jesus
as the climax of God’s covenant with Israel. 

If the 21st century ends with a dwindling Northern form of Chris-
tianity and a dominant Southern form, it will end with a sadder divi-
sion than the division of the Reformation. Both of these versions are
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Commenting on Paul’s insistence that membership in the new Is-
rael can only be by faith, Wright makes an important exegetical point
about Paul’s use of the term usually translated “works of the law.” In
traditional Protestant theology this is usually taken to mean a deter-
mined works righteousness, an attempt to earn salvation by being
good enough. In this theology, law is used as a shorthand opposite to
grace and dependence on God’s mercy manifested in Jesus alone.
This, says Wright, is not the actual meaning of the term.  Rather, it is
a technical term in second temple Judaism which means those deeds
which mark out Israel as the Torah keeping community. In an exege-
sis of Romans 9:30-33, Wright says, 

Gentiles are said to be attaining membership in the people of 
God, while Israel is missing out, through pursuing the Torah in 
the wrong manner.  This, strange though it sounds in normal 
Protestant ears, is exactly what Paul means, as becomes apparent 
in 10:5ff.  The Torah really is the novmoV dikaiosuvneV, the boundary 
marker of covenant membership; but it is so in a paradoxical fash-
ion, since it can only be fulfilled by faith, not by the “works of the 
law,” the badges of Jewish membership (Sabbath, dietary laws, cir-
cumcision) which kept Jews separate from Gentiles.22

Christ is the tevloV novmou, the end, the goal, of the law, or as Wright
properly puts it, the climax of the covenant. For those in Christ, the
Torah is not set aside but fulfilled by the work of the Spirit. God’s plan
in Christ is not to set aside the law but to create a true covenant-keep-
ing community through the power of the Spirit. 

Here as we focus on one classical locus of theology and hear the
testimony in a new way against the backdrop of the whole story of Is-
rael’s God, pieces of the identity of Jesus that are carried by both the
liberal and conservative stories told in our time are revealed as frag-
ments of a larger and more coherent story. Yes, the mercy of God is
unearned and comes as a gift of grace through faith in the sacrifice of
Christ. You grasp and are grasped by this grace as you accept your
election to be a member of the covenant people of God who hear and
obey the Torah of Israel and who are now marked not by works of the
flesh, such as circumcision, but by faith in Jesus and by the Spirit.  
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in danger of offering a highly individualistic vision of salvation that
fixes the locus of salvation too exclusively in the heart of the individ-
ual believer and neglects the redeeming purposes of God in history
and the cosmos. There is a particular danger that a word of the Gospel
that is particularly relevant to our time, the word of God overcoming
the sin of the world, including the sin of tribe and race hatred, by cre-
ating a non-ethnic people of God will be lost. 

The responsibility for maintaining the unity of the church falls
more heavily on those of us in the churches of the North. We have a
chance of doing our share to maintain the bonds of peace both within
our churches and with the emerging world church if we can hear the
whole story of Jesus Christ as the climax of God’s covenant with Israel
and regain a properly Christian worldview. 
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