




















from how we interpret those facts.
What we do with God will determine
our interpretation: If children arz not
dazzled by the Lord of Glory, they
cannot interpret their lives properly.
And the primary truth of all interpreta-
tion is the being and existence and glory
of the God of the Bible.

2. We must help the parents we serve to
be awed by the glories of God so that
they are living from who he is and it is
the most natural overflow of their
hearts. All too often, by example,
attitude, word and deed, parents are
feeding the idols. What do they praise?
What do they focus on? In terms of
reaction to their children, do they = it
reactions to wanting their children to
excel in school work, in sports, in
music? Do children sense that they are
valued only in so far as they satisfy
their parents very human ambiti 3?
Rather, we need to encourage parents to
model that joyful and unselfconscious
delighting in God that is true worship.
As Maurice Roberts writes:

‘Ecstasy and delight are essential to the
believer’s soul and they promote sancti-
fication. We were not meant to live
without spiritual exhilaration, and the
Christian who goes a long time withont
the experience of heart warming I

soon find himself tempted to have his
emotions satisfied from earthly ings
and not, as he ought, from the Spirit of
God. The soul is so constituted  at it
craves fulfilment from things outside
itself and will embrace earthly joys for
satisfaction when it cannot reach
spiritual ones. . . .The believer is in
spiritual danger if he allows himself to
go for any length of time without

tasting the love of Christ and savouring
the felt comforts of a Saviour’s
presence. When Christ ceases to fill the
heart with satisfaction, our souls will go
in silent search of other lovers. . ..” (The
Thoughr of God, pp, 57-58)

3. You cannot give away what you

- don’t have. We must be men in our

pulpits and in our studies and in our
homes who are dazzled and awed by
God so that we are like giant sponges
who are so full of God that when our
children encounter us, they encounter
him too. Are we radiating the light of
the knowledge of the glory of God? (2
Cor. 4:6). Are we gazing on the glory of
God and being transformed day by day
into his image? (2 Cor. 3:18). May we
and the parents in our churches be
overwhelmed by the beauty of the one
who saved us, and may our children
also be given eyes to see the glory of
God.

Tapes available  from Carey
Conference Cassettes, Crag House
Farm, Smithy Lane, Cookridge, Leeds,
LS16 7NH. 'Getting to the Heart of
Behaviour’ and ‘Helping our Children
see the Glory of God.” £3 each plus
postage. These tapes are highly
commended. At Emmanuel Church,
Leamington Spa, parents have gathered
to listen to extracts from the tapes and
then have time of discussion and prayer
— these times have been most helpful.

‘Shepherding a  Child’s  Heart’
(Shepherd Press, Wapwallopen, PA,
USA, ISBN  0-9663786-0-1) is
distributed in the UK by Evangelical
Press. A Parent’s Handbook is also
available.
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converted from one religion to another, ‘a closer reading of these accounts,
both those in Acts and those by Paul himself, reveals a greater continuity
between “before” and “after”. Here is not that change of “religion” that we
commonly associate with the word conversion.” More recently, James Dunn
has also advocated this position. The centre of Paul’s proclamation was the
central creed of Christ’s death and resurrection. But according to Dunn, ‘What
Paul was convinced of on the Damascus road, however, was not simply this
central confessional claim, but also that this Jesus was now to be preached to
the Gentiles. It 1s this latter point which Paul focuses on in his own most
explicit reference to his conversion.’

For Dunn and Stendahl, then, Paul is not converted from one religion to
another. Rather, the main point of Paul’s Damascus road experience is that his
horizons are expanded from the narrow confines of Judaism to encompass all
the nations. The key thing which Paul was ‘converted’ from was exclusivism,
the understanding that God only had dealings with those who possessed the
Law of Moses. All the other nations were beyond the pale. Before his
Damascus road experience, Paul, or rather, Saul had been concerned with
preserving the ancestral traditions of Judaism. Some Rabbis talked about the
importance of ‘making a fence for the Torah’: protecting the practice of Law-
observance, and preventing any contamination from Gentiles outside. In Saul’s
persecution of the church, then, this is what he was doing: he was protesting
against the fact that a number of the earliest Greek-speaking followers of
Christ ‘were seen to threaten Israel’s distinctiveness and boundaries’. It was
the fact that the Hellenists took the gospel to the Gentiles, according to Dunn,
that ‘by opening the door of this particular expression of Jewish religion and
tradition to the Gentiles they were in danger of compromising Israel’s integrity
and purity’.

The Basis of the New Perspective

Because this ‘new perspective’ on Paul’s conversion is based on a wider re-
interpretation of Paul’s theology more generally, we will look in a bit more
detail at its broader context before suggesting some responses. The particular
connection we will look at here is between the understanding of Paul’s
conversion outlined above, and the new understanding of Paul’s doctrine of
justification.

This view of Paul’s conversion is based on an understanding that Saul the
Pharisee was a pious, zealous Jew. After all, Paul looks back at his Pharisaic
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Jewish do not contribute in any way to being justified. ‘“Works of the Law’
mean particularly, in this new perspective, observing the Sabbath, food-laws,
and being circumcised — the ‘identity markers’ of being a Jew. So when Paul
says ‘by works of the Law will no flesh be justified’, all he is really saying is
that no-one can be justified simply by being Jewish. Or to put it another way,
it is not the case that observing the Sabbath and the food-laws and so on are
necessary for justification, because Gentiles do not have to become Jews to be
saved.

So we can see now how the understanding of conversion and the understand-
ing of justification are intimately connected. What Paul is opposing when he
talks about justification corresponds to what he is converted from. In the case
of the traditional understanding of Paul’s conversion and doctrine of justifica-
tion, what Paul opposes is legalistic works-righteousness, in part because that
is what he was converted from (and which consequently his Jewish contempo-
raries were still engaged in). Similarly, in the new perspective, Paul formulates
his doctrine of justification in the setting of the struggle against Jewish
exclusivism, just as that same exclusivism was the very thing he was converted
(or called!) from. Now that we have seen the basic outlines of the new
perspective on these two very closely connected issues, it is time to provide
something of a response. 1 will argue that we are fully justified in talking of
Paul’s Damascus road experience as a ‘conversion’ for two reasons: first,
because of Paul’s new understanding of his old self (Saul), and secondly
because of his new understanding of God.

Paul’s New Understanding of Saul

The principal problem, I would maintain, with the understanding of Paul’s old
self described above is that it does not do justice to the sinfulness of Saul.
Stendahl and Dunn emphasise that Paul is called to a different task, while
staying within basically the same theological and spiritual framework. But
Paul tends to give a more grizzly portrayal of his pre-conversion self: in
Galatians 1 he was a persecutor of the church of God, and was even trying to
destroy it (and for a time, having some success). The picture in Acts 9 is very
similar: ‘Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the
Lord’s disciples’ (verse 1). In 1 Corinthians 15, when he is reflecting on the
Lord’s appearance to him, Paul considers himself to be the ‘least of the
apostles’ because he ‘persecuted the church of God® (verse 9). In 1 Timothy
1:15, he even refers to himself as ‘the chief of sinners’. Some scholars point to
the fact that Paul talks about the condition of his Jewish contemporaries as
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Conclusion

We have seen, then, that there are some significant problems with the
new perspective on Paul as I have outlined it above. It does make a
positive contribution in highlighting the world-wide application of God’s
act in Christ, and the need to preach the gospel to all nations, as Paul did.
But there are also important negative sides to it as well. This can be seen
in the following theological (and obviously very practical) implications:

I. We have seen a downplaying of sin in the understanding of Paul’s
commission on the Damascus road simply as a call to preach to the Gentiles.
(There might well be an unconscious attempt to de-emphasise conversionism
in general.) The emphasis of verses such as Romans 8:7 (“The mind of the flesh
does not submit to the will of God, nor can it do so’) is sadly lacking from most
new perspective presentations of Paul’s theology, where the emphasis tends to
be much more on the obviously ‘positive’ aspects.

2. An implication of this in some (by no means all) modern presentations of
Paul’s theology is particularly to downplay the need to preach the gospel to
Jewish people. The assumption tends to be that if the principal new
direction for Paul was simply his call to the Gentiles, then in terms of
his personal relationship with God prior to the Damascus road
revelation, Paul was ‘okay’. However, I hope to have shown that Paul certainly
did not regard himself as ‘okay’ in his pre-Christian life. There is considerable
motivation in the new perspective agenda to reduce the differences between
Judaism and Pauline Christianity. In fact, a Jewish colleague of mine
has also expressed the view that he finds the new perspective emphasis on the
similarities between Pauline theology and Judaism to be massively
exaggerated.

3. Another important factor is, as we have seen, a de-emphasis of Christ. If he
is, as Stendahl and Dunn imply, simply an add-on to Paul’s understanding of
God, then his importance as the definitive revelation of God is considerably
downplayed.

4. For Evangelicals who hold that Paul wrote all thirteen epistles attributed to
him in the New Testament, the new perspective is particularly problematic. In
other letters, Paul is even more explicit that the problem Paul is facing is the
more general issue of human good works. Ephesians 2:8-9: ‘For it is by
grace you have been saved, through faith - and this not from yourselves, it is
the gift of God - not by works, so that no-one can boast’. Or Titus 3:5: ‘He
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developing. This concerned the
problem of unity. The Ecumenical
Movement was threatening evangeli-
calism and Dr Lloyd-Jones believed
that only an all-embracing evangelical

unity was adequate to counter
Ecumenism. A unity that was
confined to Calvinists was not

adequate and he feared that the
Leicester conference would be used to
organise a separate unity of Calvinists.
Indeed Prof Murray’s view of unity
was one based in the Westminster
Confession of Faith. In additionto s
there was a further factor that troubled
Dr Lloyd-Jones which was that he was
blamed for spiritual upheavals in
churches when young men embraced
the doctrines of grace.

The conference organised at Leicester
in 1965 focused on unity with several
sessions devoted to discussion
subjects such as baptism.! There was
no conference in 1966, Having
learned lessons from 1965, when the
conference was renewed in 1967 the
programme as a whole was devoted to
building up ministers in their pastoral
and preaching work. Prof John
Murray contributed and so did Al
Martin who preached a series on
‘Take heed to thyself and to the
doctrine’. From that time onwards the
numbers increased steadily to 240 in
the mid 1970s and to 300 plus during
the 1980s and up to the present time.
W I Grier made a major spiritual
contribution to the conference during
the 1970s and it was the custom then
for him to take the opening session on
a devotional subject.
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Reaching out to other nations has
been a major part of Leicester. Of the
370 at the 2002 conference 62 came
from abroad; nineteen from Holland,
seven from Poland and four from
Romania. For some like Simo
Ralevic of Serbia Leicester is the
highlight of the year.

A high proportion of those who
attend are Baptists. There was
concern in the late 1960s that there
might be a hidden agenda to promote
Presbyterianism and paedobaptism.
These subjects were laid aside and
subsequently have never been taken
up as an issue.2

The strength of the conference has
been brotherly love. Bonds of unity
have been formed and this more than
any other factor has brought men
back  every year. John Calvin
declared that ‘mutual love among
ministers is demanded above all
things so that they may be employed
in one accord in building up the work
of God. If ministers do not maintain
brothe - love toward each other
there will be no building up of the
Church of God.”3 The ethos of the
conference from 1968 to the present
day has been essentially spiritual.
The conference has never pursued the
line of academia.*

A contribution by Conrad Mbewe of
Zambia in more recent years was
recalled in which Conrad with great
spiritual  authority denounced a
Calvinist censorious spirit which is
inimical to fraternal relationships.
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