The Importance of “law” in Paul’s Thought
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1. Paul’s Use of novmo". He employs the term 121 times in 87 passages.

2. Paul’s Use of other, well-known religious and theological terms.

a. Justification, justify, justifies, justified--28 times

b. Love, loves, loved, beloved--112

c. Grace-- 86 

d. Save, saves, saved, saving-- 32

Note then, that Paul addresses “law” slightly more than he addresses “love,” substantially more often than he says “grace,” and roughly four times more frequently than he addresses “justification”-language or soteric language.  To understand Paul’s letters, therefore, we must at some point address what he says about “law.”  When we read his letters we tend to “look for” what interests us in them; but if we read them as we read poetry, not particularly “looking for” anything other than what is there, we find not so much that Paul had different ideas than we do, but that he had different concerns than we do.

Caveat:  The frequency of Paul’s use of words is not necessarily a clue to what the center of his thinking is.  Since his letters are occasional, written to instruct or correct particular churches, his vocabulary reflects those circumstances.  Thus, to understand Paul’s thought, we must read between-the-lines of his letters, as it were, to discover the fundamental structures of his thought.  But to understand his thirteen letters, we cannot overlook things that he frequently addresses, such as novmo".  If studying “Paul’s understanding of the law” seems, at first glance, an arcane or picayune thing to do; think again.
