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The Importance of “law” in Paul’s Thought 

T. David Gordon 

 

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. 
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Issues in the Study of Paul and the Law 
T. David Gordon 

 
I. The “Big Issue”--Reconciling Paul’s positive and negative statements about oJ novmo".  Most 
obviously, the “problem” in the study of Paul and the Law is that his statements about the Law 
are both positive and negative.  Reconciling these coherently is the problem to be addressed. 
 
II. The “Sub-Issues” 

A. Lexicography.  The semantic range of oJ novmo", and its relation to:  
-the English “law” (or German dasGesetz) 
-the Hebrew hr:wTø. 
-the Sinai Covenant.  My thesis throughout is that for Paul, oJ novmo" is used as a 
synecdoche for the Sinai covenant; that Gal. 3:17 is the usual use of the term for 
Paul.  

“This is what I mean: the law, which came  430 years afterward, does not 
annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so as  to make the promise 
void.” 
• The “law” came 430 years after a particular covenant (in this case, the 
Abrahamic covenant) 
• Since “law” came later, it cannot annul the previously-ratified covenant 
(which implies that the “law” is a covenant of some sort, but not one that 
annuls a previous one) 
• Specifically, the “law” cannot make void the promissory character of the 
Abrahamic covenant 
• Any student of the OT knows that what “came” to Israel 430 years after 
the Abrahamic covenant was the Sinai covenant. 
 

 
B. History.  The nature of Palestinian Judaism in Paul’s day. 
 One way that Paul’s interpreters have reconciled his positive and negative 
statements about oJ novmo" is by assuming that his negative statements are directed not 
against oJ novmo" itself, but against some alleged abuse thereof (e.g., Cranfield’s argument 
that, since no Greek equivalent of the English “legalism” existed, Paul could employ oJ 
novmo" to mean “legalism.”).  With few exceptions prior to 1978, Christian students of the 
NT have assumed that the Judaism of Paul’s day taught that one’s justification could be 
merited, in part or whole, by one’s obedience to God’s law.  E. P. Sanders’ Paul and 
Palestinian Judaism challenged this assumption on several grounds, and the weight of his 
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argumentation produced what James Dunn has referred to as a “New Perspective on 
Paul.” 

1. What sources provide reliable evidence for re-constructing Judaism of the pre-
70 A.D. era? 
2. Was there any “normative” Judaism?  How sectarian was Judaism of this time?  
Can we make any sweeping generalizations about the religion?  Was it 
“Variegated Judaism” (Carson et al.)? 
3. What do we mean when we refer to “legalism” in the first century? 

a. Meritorious understanding of (eschatological) justification. 
b. Adding oral sources to the written revelation of God, and regarding 
those sources as having equal authority to the written revelation. 

4. Do the reliably-dated sources warrant the assumption that Judaism was 
“legalistic” in any or all of these senses? 
5. What do the NT sources say about pre-70 A.D. Judaism? 

a. May Paul’s first-person biographical statements (e.g. Philippians 3) 
reliably be assumed to be a commentary on the entire religion? 
b. Jesus surely has a critical attitude towards “the scribes and Pharisees,” 
but is it because of legalism, or is it because of hypocrisy and non-servant 
leadership?  If he had a substantial doctrinal concern (vs. a moral 
concern), could he have said:  “They sit on Moses’s seat, therefor do and 
practice whatsoever they teach” (Mat. 23:1-3)? 

C. Exegetical issues.  There are a number of passages relevant to the discussion, and 
many of these passages themselves face a number of interpretive difficulties.  Examples 
include: 

1. Whether the ejgw; in Romans 7 is a reference to Paul the Christian, Paul the 
Jew, Israel at Sinai, etc. 
2. Whether the ellipsis in Romans 9:32 is the copula, or divwkw (cf. my “Why 
Israel Did Not Obtain Torah-Righteousness:  A Translation Note on Romans 
9:32.”  Westminster Theological Journal 54 (1992): 163-66). 

a.  “Because they did not pursue it through faith, but as if it were based on 
works.” 
b. “Because the Sinai covenant is not characterized by faith, but by 
works.” 

3. Philippians 3 
4. 2 Corinthians 3 
5. Inexplicably gratuitous mis-translations such as Gal.3:10 or 5:4 

a. Gal. 3:10   ”Osoi ga;r ejx e[rgwn novmou eijsivn 
RSV- “For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse” 
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NIV- “All who rely on observing the law are under a curse” 
b.  Gal. 5:4  oi{tine" ejn novmw/ dikaiou'sqe 

RSV- “You are severed from Christ, you who would be justified by 
the law” 
NIV- “You who are trying to be justified by law” 

c. Rom. 10:5  Moses writes that the man who practices the righteousness 
which is based on the law (th;n dikaiosuvnhn th;n ejk ªtou'º novmou) 
shall live by it (an incredibly poor translation of o{ti oJ poihvsa" aujta; 
a[nqrwpo" zhvsetai ejn aujtoi'", Paul’s citation of Lev. 18:5.  Why the 
RSV’s translaters omitted oJ poihvsa" aujta will remain a mystery for 
some time).  6 But the righteousness based on faith says, Do not say in 
your heart, 

 
D. Biblical-theological issues 

1. General continuity-discontinuity issues between the Sinai covenant and the 
New covenant. 
2. Specific (the only useful category of discussion) continuity-discontinuity issues 
between the Sinai covenant and the New covenant. 

a. Israel:   
i. How she is like and unlike the church 
ii. How she is like and unlike Christ 

b. Obedience in the Sinai administration 
i. Its relation to temporal prosperity or adversity in the land of 
Canaan.  Do “life” and “death” sometimes or always have 
reference to temporal life and death, or to eschatological life and 
death? 
ii. Its relation to the Adamic administration 
iii. Its relation to the Abrahamic administration  
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Paul’s Use of novmo" 
T. David Gordon 

The following is a complete list of Paul’s usage of novmo".  He employs the term 121 times in 87 
passages.  Both Greek and English are supplied for convenience. 
 
Rom. 2:12 ”Osoi ga;r ajnovmw" h{marton, ajnovmw" 
kai; ajpolou'ntai, kai; o{soi ejn novmw/ h{marton, 
dia; novmou kriqhvsontai:  13 ouj ga;r oiJ 
ajkroatai; novmou divkaioi para; ªtw/'º qew/', ajll∆ 
oiJ poihtai; novmou dikaiwqhvsontai.  14 o{tan 
ga;r e[qnh ta; mh; novmon e[conta fuvsei ta; tou' 
novmou poiw'sin, ou|toi novmon mh; e[conte" 
eJautoi'" eijsin novmo":  15 oi{tine" ejndeivknuntai 
to; e[rgon tou' novmou grapto;n ejn tai'" 
kardivai" aujtw'n, summarturouvsh" aujtw'n th'" 
suneidhvsew" kai; metaxu; ajllhvlwn tw'n 
logismw'n kathgorouvntwn h] kai; 
ajpologoumevnwn,  
Rom. 2:17 Eij de; su; ∆Ioudai'o" ejponomavzh/ kai; 
ejpanapauvh/ novmw/ kai; kauca'sai ejn qew/'  18 
kai; ginwvskei" to; qevlhma kai; dokimavzei" ta; 
diafevronta kathcouvmeno" ejk tou' novmou,  
Rom. 2:20 paideuth;n ajfrovnwn, didavskalon 
nhpivwn, e[conta th;n movrfwsin th'" gnwvsew" 
kai; th'" ajlhqeiva" ejn tw/' novmw/:  
Rom. 2:23 o}" ejn novmw/ kauca'sai, dia; th'" 
parabavsew" tou' novmou to;n qeo;n ajtimavzei":  
Rom. 2:25 Peritomh; me;n ga;r wjfelei' eja;n 
novmon pravssh/": eja;n de; parabavth" novmou h/\", 
hJ peritomhv sou ajkrobustiva gevgonen.  26 eja;n 
ou\n hJ ajkrobustiva ta; dikaiwvmata tou' novmou 
fulavssh/, oujc hJ ajkrobustiva aujtou' eij" 
peritomh;n logisqhvsetai…  27 kai; krinei' hJ ejk 
fuvsew" ajkrobustiva to;n novmon telou'sa se; 
to;n dia; gravmmato" kai; peritomh'" parabavthn 
novmou.  
Rom. 3:19 oi[damen de; o{ti o{sa oJ novmo" levgei 
toi'" ejn tw/' novmw/ lalei', i{na pa'n stovma 
fragh/' kai; uJpovdiko" gevnhtai pa'" oJ kovsmo" 
tw/' qew/':  20 diovti ejx e[rgwn novmou ouj 
dikaiwqhvsetai pa'sa sa;rx ejnwvpion aujtou', dia; 
ga;r novmou ejpivgnwsi" aJmartiva".  21 Nuni; de; 
cwri;" novmou dikaiosuvnh qeou' pefanevrwtai 
marturoumevnh uJpo; tou' novmou kai; tw'n 
profhtw'n,  
Rom. 3:27 Pou' ou\n hJ kauvchsi"… ejxekleivsqh. 
dia; poivou novmou… tw'n e[rgwn… oujciv, ajlla; dia; 
novmou pivstew".  28 logizovmeqa ga;r 
dikaiou'sqai pivstei a[nqrwpon cwri;" e[rgwn 
novmou.  
Rom. 3:31 novmon ou\n katargou'men dia; th'" 
pivstew"… mh; gevnoito: ajlla; novmon iJstavnomen.  
 
 
 

Rom. 2:12   For all who have sinned  without the law 
will also perish without the law, and all who have 
sinned under the law will be judged by the law.  13 
For  it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous 
before God, but the doers of the law who will be 
justified.  14 For when Gentiles, who do not have the 
law,  by nature do what the law requires, they are a 
law to themselves, even though they do not have the 
law.  15 They show that the work of the law is  
written on their hearts, while their conscience also 
bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse 
or even excuse them  
Rom. 2:17   But if you call yourself a Jew and  rely 
on the law and boast in God 18 and know his will and 
approve what is excellent, because you are instructed 
from the law;  
Rom. 2:20 an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of 
children, having in the law  the embodiment of  
knowledge and truth—  
Rom. 2:23 You who  boast in the law  dishonor God 
by breaking the law.  
Rom. 2:25   For circumcision indeed is of value  if 
you obey the law, but if you break the law, your 
circumcision becomes uncircumcision.  26 So, if  a 
man who is uncircumcised keeps  the precepts of the 
law, will not his uncircumcision be regarded as 
circumcision?  27 Then he who is physically 
uncircumcised but keeps the law  will condemn you 
who have  the written code and circumcision but 
break the law.  
Rom. 3:19   Now we know that whatever  the law 
says it speaks to those who are under the law,  so that 
every mouth may be stopped, and  the whole world 
may be held accountable to God.  20 For  by works of 
the law no human being  will be justified in his sight, 
since  through the law comes knowledge of sin.  
Rom. 3:21   But now  the righteousness of God  has 
been manifested apart from the law, although  the 
Law and the Prophets bear witness to it—  
Rom. 3:27    Then what becomes of our boasting? It 
is excluded. By what kind of law? By a law of 
works? No, but by the law of faith.  28 For we hold 
that one is justified by faith  apart from works of the 
law.  
Rom. 3:31 Do we then overthrow the law by this 
faith? By no means! On the contrary, we uphold the 
law. 
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Rom. 4:13 Ouj ga;r dia; novmou hJ ejpaggeliva tw/' 
∆Abraa;m h] tw/' spevrmati aujtou', to; 
klhronovmon aujto;n ei\nai kovsmou, ajlla; dia; 
dikaiosuvnh" pivstew".  14 eij ga;r oiJ ejk novmou 
klhronovmoi, kekevnwtai hJ pivsti" kai; 
kathvrghtai hJ ejpaggeliva:  15 oJ ga;r novmo" 
ojrgh;n katergavzetai: ou| de; oujk e[stin novmo" 
oujde; paravbasi".  16 Dia; tou'to ejk pivstew", 
i{na kata; cavrin, eij" to; ei\nai bebaivan th;n 
ejpaggelivan panti; tw/' spevrmati, ouj tw/' ejk tou' 
novmou movnon ajlla; kai; tw/' ejk pivstew" 
∆Abraavm, o{" ejstin path;r pavntwn hJmw'n,  
Rom. 5:13 a[cri ga;r novmou aJmartiva h\n ejn 
kovsmw/, aJmartiva de; oujk ejllogei'tai mh; o[nto" 
novmou,  
Rom. 5:20 novmo" de; pareish'lqen, i{na 
pleonavsh/ to; paravptwma: ou| de; ejpleovnasen hJ 
aJmartiva, uJpereperivsseusen hJ cavri",  
Rom. 6:14 aJmartiva ga;r uJmw'n ouj kurieuvsei: ouj 
gavr ejste uJpo; novmon ajlla; uJpo; cavrin.  15 Tiv 
ou\n… aJmarthvswmen, o{ti oujk ejsme;n uJpo; novmon 
ajlla; uJpo; cavrin… mh; gevnoito.  
Rom. 7:1 ‘H ajgnoei'te, ajdelfoiv, ginwvskousin 
ga;r novmon lalw', o{ti oJ novmo" kurieuvei tou' 
ajnqrwvpou ejf∆ o{son crovnon zh/'…  2 hJ ga;r 
u{pandro" gunh; tw/' zw'nti ajndri; devdetai novmw/: 
eja;n de; ajpoqavnh/ oJ ajnhvr, kathvrghtai ajpo; tou' 
novmou tou' ajndrov".  3 a[ra ou\n zw'nto" tou' 
ajndro;" moicali;" crhmativsei eja;n gevnhtai 
ajndri; eJtevrw/: eja;n de; ajpoqavnh/ oJ ajnhvr, 
ejleuqevra ejsti;n ajpo; tou' novmou, tou' mh; ei\nai 
aujth;n moicalivda genomevnhn ajndri; eJtevrw/.  4 
w{ste, ajdelfoiv mou, kai; uJmei'" ejqanatwvqhte 
tw/' novmw/ dia; tou' swvmato" tou' Cristou', eij" 
to; genevsqai uJma'" eJtevrw/, tw/' ejk nekrw'n 
ejgerqevnti, i{na karpoforhvswmen tw/' qew/'.  5 
o{te ga;r h\men ejn th/' sarkiv, ta; paqhvmata tw'n 
aJmartiw'n ta; dia; tou' novmou ejnhrgei'to ejn 
toi'" mevlesin hJmw'n, eij" to; karpoforh'sai tw/' 
qanavtw/:  6 nuni; de; kathrghvqhmen ajpo; tou' 
novmou ajpoqanovnte" ejn w/| kateicovmeqa, w{ste 
douleuvein hJma'" ejn kainovthti pneuvmato" kai; 
ouj palaiovthti gravmmato".  7 Tiv ou\n 
ejrou'men… oJ novmo" aJmartiva… mh; gevnoito: ajlla; 
th;n aJmartivan oujk e[gnwn eij mh; dia; novmou: 
thvn te ga;r ejpiqumivan oujk h/[dein eij mh; oJ 
novmo" e[legen: oujk ejpiqumhvsei".  8 ajformh;n 
de; labou'sa hJ aJmartiva dia; th'" ejntolh'" 
kateirgavsato ejn ejmoi; pa'san ejpiqumivan: 
cwri;" ga;r novmou aJmartiva nekrav.  9 ejgw; de; 
e[zwn cwri;" novmou potev, ejlqouvsh" de; th'" 
ejntolh'" hJ aJmartiva ajnevzhsen,  
Rom. 7:12 w{ste oJ me;n novmo" a{gio" kai; hJ 
ejntolh; aJgiva kai; dikaiva kai; ajgaqhv.  
 
 

Rom. 4:13   For  the promise to Abraham and his 
offspring  that he would be heir of the world did not 
come through the law but through the righteousness 
of faith.  14  For if it is the adherents of the law who 
are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is 
void.  15 For  the law brings wrath, but  where there 
is no law  there is no transgression.  
Rom. 4:16   That is why it depends on faith,  in order 
that the promise may rest on grace and  be guaranteed 
to all his offspring—not only to the adherent of the 
law but also to the one who shares the faith of 
Abraham,  who is the father of us all,  
Rom. 5:13 for sin indeed was in the world before the 
law was given, but  sin is not counted where there is 
no law.  
Rom. 5:20 Now  the law came in to increase the 
trespass, but where sin increased,  grace abounded all 
the more,  
Rom. 6:14 For  sin  will have no dominion over you, 
since you are not under law but under grace.  
Rom. 6:15   What then?  Are we to sin  because we 
are not under law but under grace? By no means!  
Rom. 7:1   Or do you not know, brothers —for I am 
speaking to those who know the law—that the law is 
binding on a person only as long as he lives?  2 Thus  
a married woman is bound by law to her husband 
while he lives, but if her husband dies she is released 
from the law of marriage.   3 Accordingly,  she will 
be called an adulteress if she lives with another man 
while her husband is alive. But if her husband dies, 
she is free from that law, and if she marries another 
man she is not an adulteress.  
Rom. 7:4   Likewise, my brothers,  you also have 
died  to the law  through the body of Christ, so that 
you may belong to another, to him who has been 
raised from the dead,  in order that we may bear fruit 
for God.  5 For while we were living in the flesh, our 
sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work  in 
our members  to bear fruit for death.  6 But now we 
are released from the law, having died to that which 
held us captive, so that we serve not under the old 
written code but in  the new life of  the Spirit.  
Rom. 7:7   What then shall we say? That the law is 
sin? By no means! Yet if it had not been for the law,  
I would not have known sin. I would not have known 
what it is to covet if  the law had not said, “You shall 
not covet.”  8 But sin,  seizing an opportunity through 
the commandment, produced in me all kinds of 
covetousness.  Apart from the law, sin lies dead.  9 I 
was once alive apart from the law, but when the 
commandment came, sin came alive and I died.  
Rom. 7:12 So  the law is holy, and the commandment 
is holy and righteous and good. 
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Rom. 7:14 Oi[damen ga;r o{ti oJ novmo" 
pneumatikov" ejstin, ejgw; de; savrkinov" eijmi 
pepramevno" uJpo; th;n aJmartivan.  
Rom. 7:16 eij de; o} ouj qevlw tou'to poiw', 
suvmfhmi tw/' novmw/ o{ti kalov".  
Rom. 7:21 euJrivskw a[ra to;n novmon, tw/' qevlonti 
ejmoi; poiei'n to; kalovn, o{ti ejmoi; to; kako;n 
paravkeitai:  22 sunhvdomai ga;r tw/' novmw/ tou' 
qeou' kata; to;n e[sw a[nqrwpon,  23 blevpw de; 
e{teron novmon ejn toi'" mevlesivn mou 
ajntistrateuovmenon tw/' novmw/ tou' noov" mou kai; 
aijcmalwtivzontav me ejn tw/' novmw/ th'" aJmartiva" 
tw/' o[nti ejn toi'" mevlesivn mou.  
Rom. 7:25 cavri" de; tw/' qew/' dia; ∆Ihsou' 
Cristou' tou' kurivou hJmw'n. “Ara ou\n aujto;" 
ejgw; tw/' me;n noi÷ douleuvw novmw/ qeou' th/' de; 
sarki; novmw/ aJmartiva".  
Rom. 8:2 oJ ga;r novmo" tou' pneuvmato" th'" 
zwh'" ejn Cristw/' ∆Ihsou' hjleuqevrwsevn se ajpo; 
tou' novmou th'" aJmartiva" kai; tou' qanavtou.  3 
To; ga;r ajduvnaton tou' novmou ejn w/| hjsqevnei 
dia; th'" sarkov", oJ qeo;" to;n eJautou' uiJo;n 
pevmya" ejn oJmoiwvmati sarko;" aJmartiva" kai; 
peri; aJmartiva" katevkrinen th;n aJmartivan ejn 
th/' sarkiv,  4 i{na to; dikaivwma tou' novmou 
plhrwqh/' ejn hJmi'n toi'" mh; kata; savrka 
peripatou'sin ajlla; kata; pneu'ma.  
Rom. 8:7 diovti to; frovnhma th'" sarko;" e[cqra 
eij" qeovn, tw/' ga;r novmw/ tou' qeou' oujc 
uJpotavssetai, oujde; ga;r duvnatai:  
Rom. 9:31 ∆Israh;l de; diwvkwn novmon 
dikaiosuvnh" eij" novmon oujk e[fqasen.  
Rom. 10:4 tevlo" ga;r novmou Cristo;" eij" 
dikaiosuvnhn panti; tw/' pisteuvonti.  5 Mwu>sh'" 
ga;r gravfei th;n dikaiosuvnhn th;n ejk ªtou'º 
novmou o{ti oJ poihvsa" aujta; a[nqrwpo" zhvsetai 
ejn aujtoi'".  
Rom. 13:8 Mhdeni; mhde;n ojfeivlete eij mh; to; 
ajllhvlou" ajgapa'n: oJ ga;r ajgapw'n to;n e{teron 
novmon peplhvrwken.  
Rom. 13:10 hJ ajgavph tw/' plhsivon kako;n oujk 
ejrgavzetai: plhvrwma ou\n novmou hJ ajgavph.  
1Cor. 9:8 Mh; kata; a[nqrwpon tau'ta lalw' h] 
kai; oJ novmo" tau'ta ouj levgei…  9 ejn ga;r tw/' 
Mwu>sevw" novmw/ gevgraptai: ouj khmwvsei" bou'n 
ajlow'nta. mh; tw'n bow'n mevlei tw/' qew/'  
1Cor. 9:20 kai; ejgenovmhn toi'" ∆Ioudaivoi" wJ" 
∆Ioudai'o", i{na ∆Ioudaivou" kerdhvsw: toi'" uJpo; 
novmon wJ" uJpo; novmon, mh; w]n aujto;" uJpo; 
novmon, i{na tou;" uJpo; novmon kerdhvsw:  
1Cor. 14:21 ejn tw/' novmw/ gevgraptai o{ti ejn 
eJteroglwvssoi" kai; ejn ceivlesin eJtevrwn 
lalhvsw tw/' law/' touvtw/ kai; oujd∆ ou{tw" 
eijsakouvsontaiv mou, levgei kuvrio".  
 

 
Rom. 7:14 For we know that the law is spiritual, but I 
am of the flesh,  sold under sin.  
Rom. 7:16 Now if I do what I do not want, I agree 
with  the law, that it is good.  
Rom. 7:21   So I find it to be a law that when I want 
to do right, evil lies close at hand.  22 For  I delight in 
the law of God,  in my inner being,  23 but I see in 
my members  another law waging war against the law 
of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin 
that dwells in my members.  
Rom. 7:25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ 
our Lord! So then, I myself serve the law of God with 
my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.  
Rom. 8:2 For the law of  the Spirit of life  has set you  
free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death.  3 
For  God has done what the law,  weakened by the 
flesh,  could not do.  By sending his own Son  in the 
likeness of sinful flesh and  for sin,  he condemned 
sin in the flesh,  4 in order that  the righteous 
requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us,  who 
walk not according to the flesh but according to the 
Spirit.  
Rom. 8:7 For the mind that is set on the flesh is  
hostile to God, for it does not submit to God’s law;  
indeed, it cannot.  
Rom. 9:31 but that Israel  who pursued a law that 
would lead to righteousness   did not succeed in 
reaching that law.  
Rom. 10:4 For  Christ is the end of the law for 
righteousness to everyone who believes.   
Rom. 10:5   For  Moses writes about the 
righteousness that is based on the law, that  the 
person who does the commandments shall live by 
them.  
Rom. 13:8    Owe no one anything, except to love 
each other, for  the one who loves another has 
fulfilled the law.  
Rom. 13:10 Love does no wrong to a neighbor; 
therefore  love is the fulfilling of the law.  
1Cor. 9:8   Do I say these things on human authority? 
Does not the Law say the same?  9 For it is written in 
the Law of Moses,  “You shall not muzzle an ox 
when it treads out the grain.” Is it for oxen that God 
is concerned?  
1Cor. 9:20  To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order 
to win Jews. To those under the law I became as one 
under the law (though not being myself under the 
law) that I might win those under the law.  
1Cor. 14:21  In the Law it is written,  “By people of 
strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners will I 
speak to this people, and even then they will not 
listen to me, says the Lord.” 
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1Cor. 14:34 ouj ga;r ejpitrevpetai aujtai'" lalei'n, 
ajlla; uJpotassevsqwsan, kaqw;" kai; oJ novmo" 
levgei.  
1Cor. 15:56 to; de; kevntron tou' qanavtou hJ 
aJmartiva, hJ de; duvnami" th'" aJmartiva" oJ 
novmo":  
Gal. 2:16 eijdovte" ªde;º o{ti ouj dikaiou'tai 
a[nqrwpo" ejx e[rgwn novmou eja;n mh; dia; 
pivstew" ∆Ihsou' Cristou', kai; hJmei'" eij" 
Cristo;n ∆Ihsou'n ejpisteuvsamen, i{na 
dikaiwqw'men ejk pivstew" Cristou' kai; oujk ejx 
e[rgwn novmou, o{ti ejx e[rgwn novmou ouj 
dikaiwqhvsetai pa'sa savrx.  
Gal. 2:19 ejgw; ga;r dia; novmou novmw/ ajpevqanon, 
i{na qew/' zhvsw. Cristw/' sunestauvrwmai:  
Gal. 2:21 Oujk ajqetw' th;n cavrin tou' qeou': eij 
ga;r dia; novmou dikaiosuvnh, a[ra Cristo;" 
dwrea;n ajpevqanen.  
Gal. 3:2 tou'to movnon qevlw maqei'n ajf∆ uJmw'n: 
ejx e[rgwn novmou to; pneu'ma ejlavbete h] ejx 
ajkoh'" pivstew"…  
Gal. 3:5 oJ ou\n ejpicorhgw'n uJmi'n to; pneu'ma kai; 
ejnergw'n dunavmei" ejn uJmi'n, ejx e[rgwn novmou h] 
ejx ajkoh'" pivstew"…  
Gal. 3:10 ”Osoi ga;r ejx e[rgwn novmou eijsivn, 
uJpo; katavran eijsivn: gevgraptai ga;r o{ti 
ejpikatavrato" pa'" o}" oujk ejmmevnei pa'sin toi'" 
gegrammevnoi" ejn tw/' biblivw/ tou' novmou tou' 
poih'sai aujtav.  11 o{ti de; ejn novmw/ oujdei;" 
dikaiou'tai para; tw/' qew/' dh'lon, o{ti oJ divkaio" 
ejk pivstew" zhvsetai:  12 oJ de; novmo" oujk 
e[stin ejk pivstew", ajll∆ oJ poihvsa" aujta; 
zhvsetai ejn aujtoi'".  13 Cristo;" hJma'" 
ejxhgovrasen ejk th'" katavra" tou' novmou 
genovmeno" uJpe;r hJmw'n katavra, o{ti gevgraptai: 
ejpikatavrato" pa'" oJ kremavmeno" ejpi; xuvlou,  
Gal. 3:17 tou'to de; levgw: diaqhvkhn 
prokekurwmevnhn uJpo; tou' qeou' oJ meta; 
tetrakovsia kai; triavkonta e[th gegonw;" 
novmo" oujk ajkuroi' eij" to; katargh'sai th;n 
ejpaggelivan.  18 eij ga;r ejk novmou hJ 
klhronomiva, oujkevti ejx ejpaggeliva": tw/' de; 
∆Abraa;m di∆ ejpaggeliva" kecavristai oJ qeov".  
19 Tiv ou\n oJ novmo"… tw'n parabavsewn cavrin 
prosetevqh, a[cri" ou| e[lqh/ to; spevrma w/| 
ejphvggeltai, diatagei;" di∆ ajggevlwn ejn ceiri; 
mesivtou.  
Gal. 3:21 oJ ou\n novmo" kata; tw'n ejpaggeliw'n 
ªtou' qeou'º… mh; gevnoito: eij ga;r ejdovqh novmo" 
oJ dunavmeno" zw/opoih'sai, o[ntw" ejk novmou a]n 
h\n hJ dikaiosuvnh.  
Gal. 3:23 Pro; tou' de; ejlqei'n th;n pivstin uJpo; 
novmon ejfrourouvmeqa sugkleiovmenoi eij" th;n 
mevllousan pivstin ajpokalufqh'nai,  24 w{ste 
oJ novmo" paidagwgo;" hJmw'n gevgonen eij" 
Cristovn, i{na ejk pivstew" dikaiwqw'men:  

1Cor. 14:34 For they are not permitted to speak, but  
should be in submission, as  the Law also says.  
1Cor. 15:56   The sting of death is sin, and  the power 
of sin is the law.  
Gal. 2:16 yet we know that  a person is not justified  
by works of the law  but through faith in Jesus Christ,  
so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to 
be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the 
law,  because by works of the law no one will be 
justified.  
Gal. 2:19 For through the law I  died to the law, so 
that I might  live to God.  
Gal. 2:21 I do not nullify the grace of God, for  if 
justification  were through the law,  then Christ died 
for no purpose.  
Gal. 3:2 Let me ask you only this:  Did you receive 
the Spirit by works of the law or by  hearing with 
faith?  
Gal. 3:5 Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and  
works miracles among you do so  by works of the 
law, or by hearing with faith—  
Gal. 3:10   For all who rely on works of the law are  
under a curse; for it is written,  “Cursed be everyone 
who does not  abide by all things written in the Book 
of the Law, and do them.”  11 Now it is evident that  
no one is justified before God by the law, for  “The 
righteous shall live by faith.”   12 But the law is not 
of faith, rather  “The one who does them shall live by 
them.”  13 Christ  redeemed us from the curse of the 
law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written,  
“Cursed is everyone who is hanged  on a tree”—  
Gal. 3:17 This is what I mean: the law, which came  
430 years afterward, does not annul a covenant 
previously ratified by God, so as  to make the 
promise void.  18 For if the inheritance comes by the 
law, it no longer comes by promise; but  God gave it 
to Abraham by a promise.  
Gal. 3:19   Why then the law?  It was added because 
of transgressions,  until the offspring should come to 
whom the promise had been made, and it was  put in 
place through angels  by an intermediary.  
Gal. 3:21   Is the law then contrary to the promises of 
God? Certainly not! For  if a law had been given that 
could give life, then righteousness would indeed be 
by the law.  
Gal. 3:23   Now before faith came, we were held 
captive under the law,  imprisoned until the coming 
faith would be revealed.  24 So then,  the law was our  
guardian until Christ came,  in order that we might be 
justified by faith. 
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Gal. 4:4 o{te de; h\lqen to; plhvrwma tou' crovnou, 
ejxapevsteilen oJ qeo;" to;n uiJo;n aujtou', 
genovmenon ejk gunaikov", genovmenon uJpo; novmon,  
5 i{na tou;" uJpo; novmon ejxagoravsh/, i{na th;n 
uiJoqesivan ajpolavbwmen.  
Gal. 4:21 Levgetev moi, oiJ uJpo; novmon qevlonte" 
ei\nai, to;n novmon oujk ajkouvete…  
Gal. 5:3 martuvromai de; pavlin panti; ajnqrwvpw/ 
peritemnomevnw/ o{ti ojfeilevth" ejsti;n o{lon to;n 
novmon poih'sai.  4 kathrghvqhte ajpo; 
Cristou', oi{tine" ejn novmw/ dikaiou'sqe, th'" 
cavrito" ejxepevsate.  
Gal. 5:14 oJ ga;r pa'" novmo" ejn eJni; lovgw/ 
peplhvrwtai, ejn tw/': ajgaphvsei" to;n plhsivon 
sou wJ" seautovn.  
Gal. 5:18 eij de; pneuvmati a[gesqe, oujk ejste; 
uJpo; novmon.  
Gal. 5:23 prau?th" ejgkravteia: kata; tw'n 
toiouvtwn oujk e[stin novmo".  
Gal. 6:2 ∆Allhvlwn ta; bavrh bastavzete kai; 
ou{tw" ajnaplhrwvsete to;n novmon tou' Cristou'.  
Gal. 6:13 oujde; ga;r oiJ peritemnovmenoi aujtoi; 
novmon fulavssousin ajlla; qevlousin uJma'" 
peritevmnesqai, i{na ejn th/' uJmetevra/ sarki; 
kauchvswntai.  
Eph. 2:15 to;n novmon tw'n ejntolw'n ejn dovgmasin 
katarghvsa", i{na tou;" duvo ktivsh/ ejn aujtw/' eij" 
e{na kaino;n a[nqrwpon poiw'n eijrhvnhn  
Phil. 3:5 peritomh/' ojktahvmero", ejk gevnou" 
∆Israhvl, fulh'" Beniamivn, ÔEbrai'o" ejx 
ÔEbraivwn, kata; novmon Farisai'o",  6 kata; 
zh'lo" diwvkwn th;n ejkklhsivan, kata; 
dikaiosuvnhn th;n ejn novmw/ genovmeno" 
a[mempto".  
Phil. 3:9 kai; euJreqw' ejn aujtw/', mh; e[cwn ejmh;n 
dikaiosuvnhn th;n ejk novmou ajlla; th;n dia; 
pivstew" Cristou', th;n ejk qeou' dikaiosuvnhn 
ejpi; th/' pivstei,  
1Tim. 1:8 Oi[damen de; o{ti kalo;" oJ novmo", ejavn 
ti" aujtw/' nomivmw" crh'tai,  9 eijdw;" tou'to, o{ti 
dikaivw/ novmo" ouj kei'tai, ajnovmoi" de; kai; 
ajnupotavktoi", ajsebevsi kai; aJmartwloi'", 
ajnosivoi" kai; bebhvloi", patrolw/vai" kai; 
mhtrolw/vai", ajndrofovnoi"   
 

Gal. 4:4 But  when the fullness of time had come, 
God sent forth his Son,  born  of woman, born  under 
the law,  5  to redeem those who were under the law, 
so that we might receive  adoption as sons.  
Gal. 4:21   Tell me, you who desire to be under the 
law, do you not listen to the law?  
Gal. 5:3 I testify again to every man who accepts 
circumcision that  he is obligated to keep the whole 
law.  4 You are  severed from Christ,  you who would 
be justified  by the law;  you have fallen away from 
grace.  
Gal. 5:14 For  the whole law is fulfilled in one word:  
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  
Gal. 5:18 But if you are  led by the Spirit,  you are 
not under the law.  
Gal. 5:23  gentleness,  self-control;  against such 
things there is no law.  
Gal. 6:2  Bear one another’s burdens, and  so fulfill  
the law of Christ.  
Gal. 6:13 For even those who are circumcised do not 
themselves keep the law, but they desire to have you 
circumcised that they may boast in your flesh.  
Eph. 2:15 by abolishing the law of commandments 
and  ordinances, that he might create in himself one  
new man in place of the two, so making peace,  
Phil. 3:5  circumcised on the eighth day,  of the 
people of Israel,  of the tribe of Benjamin,  a Hebrew 
of Hebrews; as to the law,  a Pharisee;  6  as to zeal,  
a persecutor of the church;  as to righteousness, under 
the law blameless.  
Phil. 3:9 and be found in him, not having  a 
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, 
but  that which comes through faith in Christ, the 
righteousness from God that depends on faith—  
1Tim. 1:8   Now we know that  the law is good, if 
one uses it lawfully,  9 understanding this, that the  
law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless 
and disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the 
unholy and profane, for those who strike their fathers 
and mothers, for murderers, 
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Lexical Observations Regarding Paul’s use of novmo"  
T. David Gordon 

 
Thesis:  That the most prominent semantic domain influencing Paul’s use of novmo" is “the Sinai 

covenant.”  The term ordinarily is employed to refer to the distinctive attributes of that 

covenantal administration, and from this general usage, the term is also employed to describe the 

inscripturated document of that covenantal administration, or the members (when employed as 

part of a substantive prepositional phrase such as oiJ ejk novmou) of that covenantal 

administration.  Technically, novmo" is a synecdoche for the Sinai covenant; that is, since that 

covenant is so characterized by Torah-giving at Sinai, the term “law” can be used to denominate 

that covenant characterized essentially by law-giving.  Analogously, Paul sometimes employs 

“promise” as a synecdoche for the Abrahamic covenant, since that covenant is so characterized 

by promise-giving.  In one single passage, he employs both synecdoches:  “This is what I mean: 

the law (novmo"), which came four hundred and thirty years afterward, does not annul a covenant 

previously ratified by God, so as to make the promise (ejpaggelivan) void.” (Gal. 3:17).  A 

subsidiary concern, then, is to avoid those un-pauline usages that are more influenced by the 

semantic domain of the English “law” (or the German das Gesetz) or the Protestant term, 

“legalism.” 

 

 My three-part form of proving the thesis is:  First, to demonstrate that there are many 

passages where novmo" (with or without articles or prepositions) cannot mean either “God’s 

moral will” or “legalism;” Second, to demonstrate that there are many texts where it surely is a 

reference to the covenant made at Sinai (or some aspect thereof); Third, to demonstrate that this 

second usage makes best sense of those passages that cannot be understood by the other 

definitions. 

 

 The challenges this makes to exegesis and theology are several: 

1)  Since the term novmo" in many contexts is evidently a synecdoche for the Sinai covenant, this 

definition is an indisputably pauline option for any text.  Since novmo" rather evidently does not 

and cannot mean “will of God” or “legalism” in some passages, it cannot even be considered as 
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an option until such passages are found.  If such passages are found, then and only then can this 

option be considered for other passages.  Further, if a particular text is found that could make 

plausible sense if novmo" were rendered by “will of God” or “legalism,” such a text should not be 

so interpreted if it is also plausibly interpreted by the already-established meaning of “Sinai 

covenant.”    

 

 That is, sound lexicography requires not only that a term be contextually plausible, since 

often several options are contextually plausible.  Sound lexicography would require that the 

interpreter choose that plausible option that is also established elsewhere, unless there is 

substantially greater plausibility to another option.  That is, no lexical option (or any other 

exegetical option) can be responsibly preferred to alternatives simply because it is plausible.  

Some additional reason must demonstrate that the option is more plausible than the alternatives.  

If the alternatives are established by other usage, then they are prima facie more plausible, and 

the burden of proof is rightly on the individual who argues to the contrary of that which is both 

plausible and elsewhere established. 

 

 The burden of proof does not rest upon the one whose view is new; it rests upon the one 

whose view is less plausible.  If an unwarranted, implausible, or unattested option is asserted 

without justification once; and if that unwarranted assertion is repeated a thousand times; it does 

not become less unwarranted for its repetition.  We concede that many have intruded the 

semantic domain of the English “law” (or German “das Gesetz”) upon Paul’s novmo" for many 

generations; what we dispute is whether a cogent lexical argument has ever been introduced as 

justification for this intrusion.  Further, what we dispute is whether we, who can produce 

incontestably pauline usages of novmo" meaning “Sinai covenant” and passages where novmo" 

could not possibly mean “God’s will” or “legalism,” must assume any further burden of proof. 

 

 On the basis of what we have demonstrated, we believe that the first definition of novmo" 

to be considered in any pauline text is “Sinai covenant.”  We believe that the burden of proof lies 

with others to demonstrate that other renderings are more plausible than this in any given text.  

We believe that, contextual considerations being equal, “Sinai covenant” is the most responsible 

choice. 
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 What has happened in the history of pauline interpretation is that the English/German 

semantic intrusion into Paul’s vocabulary has been so oft-repeated that it has now assumed 

intellectual “squatter’s rights.”  Had anyone ever introduced sound evidence for this option 

(other than the plausible rendering of a passage thereby), then this option would have as much 

validity, prima facie, as other options.  Until such evidence is produced, it remains an option 

only for readers of the English or German texts; not for readers of the Greek text. 

 

2)  Passages where the death of Christ is described as having reference to the law are to be 

interpreted as Paul’s understanding of the redemptive benefits of Christ for those who were 

under the law; such passages are not to be universalized. 

 

I. Passages where it is not possible that novmo" means “legalism”: 

Rom. 7:14   oi[damen ga;r o{ti oJ novmo" pneumatikov" ejstin, ejgw; de; savrkinov" eijmi 

pepramevno" uJpo; th;n aJmartivan.  

“Legalism” is not spiritual, in any sense of the word.  It is at least plausible to render this:  “We 

know that Sinai covenant is spiritual, but I am fleshly, sold under sin.” 

Rom. 8:4   i{na to; dikaivwma tou' novmou plhrwqh'/ ejn hJmi'n toi'" mh; kata; savrka 

peripatou'sin ajlla; kata; pneu'ma.  

The just requirement of legalism is certainly not fulfilled among those who walk according to the 

Spirit; indeed there is no just requirement of legalism.  It is at least plausible to render this: “in 

order that the just requirements of the Sinai covenant might be fulfilled in us, who walk not 

according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.” 

1Cor. 9:20   kai; ejgenovmhn toi'" ∆Ioudaivoi" wJ" ∆Ioudai'o", i{na ∆Ioudaivou" kerdhvsw: toi'" 

uJpo; novmon wJ" uJpo; novmon, mh; w]n aujto;" uJpo; novmon, i{na tou;" uJpo; novmon kerdhvsw:  

Paul did not become legalistic to win legalistic people; he did not rely on his own efforts for 

salvation in order to win those who relied on theirs.  It is at least plausible to render this: “and I 

became as a Jew to the Jews in order that I might win Jews; I became as under the Sinai covenant 
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to those under the Sinai covenant, although myself not under the Sinai covenant, in order that I 

might win those under the Sinai covenant.” 

Gal. 3:24   w{ste oJ novmo" paidagwgo;" hJmw'n gevgonen eij" Cristovn, i{na ejk pivstew" 

dikaiwqw'men:  

Legalism  did not guard or instruct us until (or “unto”) Christ; rather, wherever it exists, it drives 

people away from Christ and his gracious justification.  It is at least plausible to render this: 

“Therefore the Sinai covenant was our guardian until Christ; in order that we might be justified 

by faith.” 

Gal. 4:4   o{te de; h\lqen to; plhvrwma tou' crovnou, ejxapevsteilen oJ qeo;" to;n uiJo;n 

aujtou', genovmenon ejk gunaikov", genovmenon uJpo; novmon,  

Christ was not legalistic.  It is at least plausible to render this: “When the fullness of time came, 

God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born under the Sinai covenant…” 

Gal. 5:14   oJ ga;r pa'" novmo" ejn eJni; lovgw/ peplhvrwtai, ejn tw'/ ∆Agaphvsei" to;n 

plhsivon sou wJ" seautovn.  

Legalism is neither summarized nor fulfilled by loving the neighbor.  It is at least plausible to 

render this: “For the entire Sinai covenant is fulfilled in a single command:  ‘Love your neighbor 

as yourself.’” 

Gal. 6:13   oujde; ga;r oiJ peritemnovmenoi aujtoi; novmon fulavssousin ajlla; qevlousin 

uJma'" peritevmnesqai, i{na ejn th'/ uJmetevra/ sarki; kauchvswntai 

If novmo" means “legalism” here, then Paul argues that those who desire to circumcise the 

Galatians do not observe legalism.  It is at least plausible to render this: “For those who are 

circumcised do not even themselves keep the Sinai covenant, but they require you to be 

circumcised, in order that they may boast in your flesh.” 

 

II. Passages where it is not possible that novmo" means “God’s moral will”: 

Rom. 6:14   aJmartiva ga;r uJmw'n ouj kurieuvsei: ouj gavr ejste uJpo; novmon ajlla; uJpo; 

cavrin.  

Paul could hardly say that the redeemed community is not under God’s moral will.  It is at least 

plausible to render this: “For sin will not have dominion over you, since you are not under the 

Sinai covenant but under grace.” 
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Rom. 6:15   Tiv ou\n… aJmarthvswmen, o{ti oujk ejsme;n uJpo; novmon ajlla; uJpo; cavrin… mh; 

gevnoito.  

Same as above; it may be true that new covenant believers are not under the Sinai covenant, but 

it is not possible that they are not under God’s moral will. 

Rom. 7:4   w{ste, ajdelfoiv mou, kai; uJmei'" ejqanatwvqhte tw'/ novmw/ dia; tou' swvmato" 

tou' Cristou', eij" to; genevsqai uJma'" eJtevrw/, tw'/ ejk nekrw'n ejgerqevnti, i{na 

karpoforhvswmen tw'/ qew'/.  

As with the texts in the chapter six, Paul could hardly say here that believers have died to the 

moral will of God in order that they may bear fruit to God.  It is at least plausible to render this: 

“Therefore my brothers, you also died to the Sinai covenant through the body of Christ, in order 

that you might belong to Another, to Him Who was raised from the dead, in order that you might 

bear fruit to God.” 

Rom. 7:6   nuni; de; kathrghvqhmen ajpo; tou' novmou ajpoqanovnte" ejn w|/ kateicovmeqa, 

w{ste douleuvein hJma'" ejn kainovthti pneuvmato" kai; ouj palaiovthti gravmmato".  

Same as at 7:4. 

1Cor. 9:20   kai; ejgenovmhn toi'" ∆Ioudaivoi" wJ" ∆Ioudai'o", i{na ∆Ioudaivou" kerdhvsw: toi'" 

uJpo; novmon wJ" uJpo; novmon, mh; w]n aujto;" uJpo; novmon, i{na tou;" uJpo; novmon kerdhvsw:  

If to be “under the law” means to be under God’s moral will, then why do such people need 

redemption?  Further, is the moral will of God something that Paul only observes when it is 

expedient to do so for evangelistic purposes?  It is at least plausible to render this: “and I became 

as a Jew to the Jews in order that I might win Jews; I became as under the Sinai covenant to 

those under the Sinai covenant, although myself not under the Sinai covenant, in order that I 

might win those under the Sinai covenant.” 

Gal. 3:10   o{soi ga;r ejx e[rgwn novmou eijsi;n, uJpo; katavran eijsivn: gevgraptai ga;r o{ti 

∆Epikatavrato" pa'" o}" oujk ejmmevnei pa'sin toi'" gegrammevnoi" ejn tw'/ biblivw/ tou' 

novmou tou' poih'sai aujtav.  

Those who are within the moral will of God are hardly under a curse; rather, such individuals 

would be enjoying fellowship with God.  It is at least plausible to render this: “For as many as 

are characterized by observance of the Sinai covenant are under a curse…” 
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Gal. 3:12   oJ de; novmo" oujk e[stin ejk pivstew", ajll∆ ÔO poihvsa" aujta; zhvsetai ejn 

aujtoi'".  

The moral will of God is indeed characterized by faith; those who submit to God’s will are 

characterized by “the obedience of faith.”  It is at least plausible to render this: “The Sinai 

covenant is not characterized by faith, but:  ‘The one who does them shall live by them.’” 

Gal. 3:13   Cristo;" hJma'" ejxhgovrasen ejk th'" katavra" tou' novmou genovmeno" uJpe;r 

hJmw'n katavra, o{ti gevgraptai, ∆Epikatavrato" pa'" oJ kremavmeno" ejpi; xuvlou,  

Christ has surely not redeemed us from the “curse” of God’s moral will.  It is at least plausible to 

render this: “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the Sinai covenant by becoming a curse 

for us…” 

Gal. 5:18   eij de; pneuvmati a[gesqe, oujk ejste; uJpo; novmon.  

Same as at Ro. 6 and Ro. 7. 

Eph. 2:14   Aujto;" gavr ejstin hJ eijrhvnh hJmw'n, oJ poihvsa" ta; ajmfovtera e}n kai; to; 

mesovtoicon tou' fragmou' luvsa", th;n e[cqran ejn th'/ sarki; aujtou', 2:15   to;n novmon 

tw'n ejntolw'n ejn dovgmasin katarghvsa", i{na tou;" duvo ktivsh/ ejn aujtw'/ eij" e{na kaino;n 

a[nqrwpon poiw'n eijrhvnhn 

Christ has not united Jew and Gentile by destroying the moral will of God.  It is at least plausible 

to render this: “For he is our peace, who has made them both one, and has destroyed the dividing 

wall of hostility by his flesh, having abolished the Sinai covenant with its commandments and 

ordinances…” 

 

III. Passages where it is evident that novmo" means “the covenant made at Sinai”: 

Gal. 3:17   tou'to de; levgw: diaqhvkhn prokekurwmevnhn uJpo; tou' qeou' oJ meta; 

tetrakovsia kai; triavkonta e[th gegonw;" novmo" oujk ajkuroi' eij" to; katargh'sai th;n 

ejpaggelivan.  

The only significant event in the history of redemption that took place 430 years after the 

Abrahamic promise was the giving of the law at Sinai.  It is at least plausible to render this: “The 

Sinai covenant, that came 430 years after the promise previously ratified by God, does not annul 

the covenant so as to abolish the promise.”  
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Gal. 3:19   Tiv ou\n oJ novmo"… tw'n parabavsewn cavrin prosetevqh, a[cri" ou| e[lqh/ to; 

spevrma w|/ ejphvggeltai, diatagei;" di∆ ajggevlwn ejn ceiri; mesivtou.  

The moral will of God is not added “until” Christ comes; it continues afterward.  It is at least 

plausible to render this: “Why then the Sinai covenant?  It was added because of 

transgressions…” 

[n.b., this usage is consistent with the usage of the Old Testament also, where the “law” 

or “ten words” were virtually a synecdoche for the Sinai covenant.  E.g.:  1Kings 8:20 

Now the LORD has fulfilled his promise which he made; for I have risen in the place of 

David my father, and sit on the throne of Israel, as the LORD promised, and I have built 

the house for the name of the LORD, the God of Israel.  21 And there I have provided a 

place for the ark, in which is the covenant of the LORD which he made with our fathers, 

when he brought them out of the land of Egypt.”  Of course, what was “in the ark” was 

not the “covenant of the Lord,” but the ten words. 

 

IV. Passages where it is evident that novmo" (at least in the substantive form in which it here 

appears) means “those who belong to the covenant made at Sinai”: 

Rom. 2:9   qli'yi" kai; stenocwriva ejpi; pa'san yuch;n ajnqrwvpou tou' katergazomevnou 

to; kakovn, ∆Ioudaivou te prw'ton kai; ”Ellhno":  10   dovxa de; kai; timh; kai; eijrhvnh 

panti; tw'/ ejrgazomevnw/ to; ajgaqovn, ∆Ioudaivw/ te prw'ton kai; ”Ellhni: 11   ouj gavr 

ejstin proswpolhmyiva para; tw'/ qew'/. 12   o{soi ga;r ajnovmw" h{marton, ajnovmw" kai; 

ajpolou'ntai, kai; o{soi ejn novmw/ h{marton, dia; novmou kriqhvsontai:  

Paul twice (in 9 and 10) discribes the equal standing before God of the Jew and the Greek, then 

(with a connecting ga;r) grounds this in the general principle of their being no favoratism in 

God’s justice, then (with another connecting ga;r) puts the same truth differently:  that those who 

sin, whether Jews under the law or Gentiles without the law, will perish before God’s judicial 

presence.  If all humans are “in the law,” then who are these who sin “without the law”?  Paul 

establishes two categories here; those whose sin takes place within the Sinai covenant, and those 

whose sin takes place outside of it; and these categories are the same as the “Jew or Greek” 

mentioned before.  Plainly, Gentiles here are not under the law. 
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Rom. 2:17   Eij de; su; ∆Ioudai'o" ejponomavzh/ kai; ejpanapauvh/ novmw/ kai; kauca'sai ejn 

qew'/ 18   kai; ginwvskei" to; qevlhma kai; dokimavzei" ta; diafevronta kathcouvmeno" 

ejk tou' novmou,  

As with the earlier part of the chapter, the Jew is distinguished from the Gentile because of his 

boasting in the law and because of his being instructed in the law.  The Gentiles are not so 

instructed. 

Rom. 2:23   o}" ejn novmw/ kauca'sai, dia; th'" parabavsew" tou' novmou to;n qeo;n 

ajtimavzei":  

Same as above. 

Rom. 3:19   Oi[damen de; o{ti o{sa oJ novmo" levgei toi'" ejn tw'/ novmw/ lalei', i{na pa'n 

stovma fragh'/ kai; uJpovdiko" gevnhtai pa'" oJ kovsmo" tw'/ qew'/:  

Interestingly, Paul refers to those “who are in the law.”  If everyone is “in the law,” what would 

the point be of saying this?   

1Cor. 9:20   kai; ejgenovmhn toi'" ∆Ioudaivoi" wJ" ∆Ioudai'o", i{na ∆Ioudaivou" kerdhvsw: 

toi'" uJpo; novmon wJ" uJpo; novmon, mh; w]n aujto;" uJpo; novmon, i{na tou;" uJpo; novmon 

kerdhvsw:  

Note that Paul can refer to the Jews in two different ways, by calling them toi'" ∆Ioudaivoi" or by 

calling them toi'" uJpo; novmon.   

 

V. Passages admittedly difficult by any reading of novmo": 

Rom. 7:23   blevpw de; e{teron novmon ejn toi'" mevlesivn mou ajntistrateuovmenon tw'/ novmw/ 

tou' noov" mou kai; aijcmalwtivzontav me ejn tw'/ novmw/ th'" aJmartiva" tw'/ o[nti ejn toi'" 

mevlesivn mou.  

Rom. 8:2   oJ ga;r novmo" tou' pneuvmato" th'" zwh'" ejn Cristw'/ ∆Ihsou' hjleuqevrwsevn se 

ajpo; tou' novmou th'" aJmartiva" kai; tou' qanavtou.  

VI. Passages where novmo" evidently means “God’s Sinai revelation in the holy scriptures”:  

Rom. 3:21   Nuni; de; cwri;" novmou dikaiosuvnh qeou' pefanevrwtai marturoumevnh uJpo; 

tou' novmou kai; tw'n profhtw'n, (the first use here may very well be a reference to the Sinai 

covenant, but the second use, coupled with “prophets,” refers to the revelation in the Torah) 
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1Cor. 9:9   ejn ga;r tw'/ Mwu>sevw" novmw/ gevgraptai, Ouj khmwvsei" bou'n ajlow'nta. mh; 

tw'n bow'n mevlei tw'/ qew'/ 

1Cor. 14:21   ejn tw'/ novmw/ gevgraptai o{ti ∆En eJteroglwvssoi" kai; ejn ceivlesin eJtevrwn 

lalhvsw tw'/ law'/ touvtw/ kai; oujd∆ ou{tw" eijsakouvsontaiv mou, levgei kuvrio".  

1Cor. 14:34   aiJ gunai'ke" ejn tai'" ejkklhsivai" sigavtwsan: ouj ga;r ejpitrevpetai 

aujtai'" lalei'n, ajlla; uJpotassevsqwsan, kaqw;" kai; oJ novmo" levgei. 
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Paul’s Use of “Law”:  Trying on the Shoe (moral will) 
T. David Gordon 

 
Rom. 2:12   For all who have sinned without God’s moral will will also perish without God’s moral will, and all 
who have sinned under God’s moral will will be judged by God’s moral will.  13 For  it is not the hearers of God’s 
moral will who are righteous before God, but the doers of God’s moral will who will be justified.  14 For when 
Gentiles, who do not have God’s moral will,  by nature do what God’s moral will requires, they are a God’s moral 
will to themselves, even though they do not have God’s moral will.  15 They show that the work of God’s moral will 
is  written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even 
excuse them  
Rom. 2:17   But if you call yourself a Jew and  rely on God’s moral will and boast in God 18 and know his will and 
approve what is excellent, because you are instructed from God’s moral will;  
Rom. 2:20 an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of children, having in God’s moral will  the embodiment of  
knowledge and truth—  
Rom. 2:23 You who  boast in God’s moral will  dishonor God by breaking God’s moral will.  
Rom. 2:25   For circumcision indeed is of value  if you obey God’s moral will, but if you break God’s moral will, 
your circumcision becomes uncircumcision.  26 So, if  a man who is uncircumcised keeps  the precepts of God’s 
moral will, will not his uncircumcision be regarded as circumcision?  27 Then he who is physically uncircumcised 
but keeps God’s moral will  will condemn you who have  the written code and circumcision but break God’s moral 
will.  
Rom. 3:19   Now we know that whatever  God’s moral will says it speaks to those who are under God’s moral will,  
so that every mouth may be stopped, and  the whole world may be held accountable to God.  20 For  by works of 
God’s moral will no human being  will be justified in his sight, since  through God’s moral will comes knowledge of 
sin.  
Rom. 3:21   But now  the righteousness of God  has been manifested apart from God’s moral will, although  God’s 
moral will and the Prophets bear witness to it—  
Rom. 3:27    Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of God’s moral will? By a God’s 
moral will of works? No, but by God’s moral will of faith.  28 For we hold that one is justified by faith  apart from 
works of God’s moral will.  
Rom. 3:31 Do we then overthrow God’s moral will by this faith? By no means! On the contrary, we uphold God’s 
moral will.  
Rom. 4:13   For  the promise to Abraham and his offspring  that he would be heir of the world did not come through 
God’s moral will but through the righteousness of faith.  14  For if it is the adherents of God’s moral will who are to 
be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void.  15 For  God’s moral will brings wrath, but  where there is no 
God’s moral will  there is no transgression.  
Rom. 4:16   That is why it depends on faith,  in order that the promise may rest on grace and  be guaranteed to all his 
offspring—not only to the adherent of God’s moral will but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham,  who is 
the father of us all,  
Rom. 5:13 for sin indeed was in the world before God’s moral will was given, but  sin is not counted where there is 
no God’s moral will.  
Rom. 5:20 Now  God’s moral will came in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased,  grace abounded all the 
more,  
Rom. 6:14 For  sin  will have no dominion over you, since you are not under God’s moral will but under grace.  
Rom. 6:15   What then?  Are we to sin  because we are not under God’s moral will but under grace? By no means!  
Rom. 7:1   Or do you not know, brothers —for I am speaking to those who know God’s moral will—that God’s 
moral will is binding on a person only as long as he lives?  2 Thus  a married woman is bound by God’s moral will 
to her husband while he lives, but if her husband dies she is released from God’s moral will of marriage.   3 
Accordingly,  she will be called an adulteress if she lives with another man while her husband is alive. But if her 
husband dies, she is free from that God’s moral will, and if she marries another man she is not an adulteress.  
Rom. 7:4   Likewise, my brothers,  you also have died  to God’s moral will  through the body of Christ, so that you 
may belong to another, to him who has been raised from the dead,  in order that we may bear fruit for God.  5 For 
while we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by God’s moral will, were at work  in our members  
to bear fruit for death.  6 But now we are released from God’s moral will, having died to that which held us captive, 
so that we serve not under the old written code but in  the new life of  the Spirit.  
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Rom. 7:7   What then shall we say? That God’s moral will is sin? By no means! Yet if it had not been for God’s 
moral will,  I would not have known sin. I would not have known what it is to covet if  God’s moral will had not 
said, “You shall not covet.”  8 But sin,  seizing an opportunity through the commandment, produced in me all kinds 
of covetousness.  Apart from God’s moral will, sin lies dead.  9 I was once alive apart from God’s moral will, but 
when the commandment came, sin came alive and I died.  
Rom. 7:12 So  God’s moral will is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.  
Rom. 7:14 For we know that God’s moral will is spiritual, but I am of the flesh,  sold under sin.  
Rom. 7:16 Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with  God’s moral will, that it is good.  
Rom. 7:21   So I find it to be a God’s moral will that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  22 For  I 
delight in God’s moral will of God,  in my inner being,  23 but I see in my members  another God’s moral will 
waging war against God’s moral will of my mind and making me captive to God’s moral will of sin that dwells in 
my members.  
Rom. 7:25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself serve God’s moral will of God with 
my mind, but with my flesh I serve God’s moral will of sin.  
Rom. 8:2 For God’s moral will of  the Spirit of life  has set you  free in Christ Jesus from God’s moral will of sin 
and death.  3 For  God has done what God’s moral will,  weakened by the flesh,  could not do.  By sending his own 
Son  in the likeness of sinful flesh and  for sin,  he condemned sin in the flesh,  4 in order that  the righteous 
requirement of God’s moral will might be fulfilled in us,  who walk not according to the flesh but according to the 
Spirit.  
Rom. 8:7 For the mind that is set on the flesh is  hostile to God, for it does not submit to God’s God’s moral will;  
indeed, it cannot.  
Rom. 9:31 but that Israel  who pursued a God’s moral will that would lead to righteousness   did not succeed in 
reaching that God’s moral will.  
Rom. 10:4 For  Christ is the end of God’s moral will for righteousness to everyone who believes.   
Rom. 10:5   For  Moses writes about the righteousness that is based on God’s moral will, that  the person who does 
the commandments shall live by them.  
Rom. 13:8    Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for  the one who loves another has fulfilled God’s 
moral will.  
Rom. 13:10 Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore  love is the fulfilling of God’s moral will.  
1Cor. 9:8   Do I say these things on human authority? Does not God’s moral will say the same?  9 For it is written in 
God’s moral will of Moses,  “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain.” Is it for oxen that God is 
concerned?  
1Cor. 9:20  To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under God’s moral will I became as one 
under God’s moral will (though not being myself under God’s moral will) that I might win those under God’s moral 
will.  
1Cor. 14:21  In God’s moral will it is written,  “By people of strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners will I 
speak to this people, and even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord.”  
1Cor. 14:34  the women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but  should be in 
submission, as  God’s moral will also says.  
1Cor. 15:56   The sting of death is sin, and  the power of sin is God’s moral will.  
Gal. 2:16 yet we know that  a person is not justified  by works of God’s moral will  but through faith in Jesus Christ,  
so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of God’s moral 
will,  because by works of God’s moral will no one will be justified.  
Gal. 2:19 For through God’s moral will I  died to God’s moral will, so that I might  live to God.  
Gal. 2:21 I do not nullify the grace of God, for  if justification  were through God’s moral will,  then Christ died for 
no purpose.  
Gal. 3:2 Let me ask you only this:  Did you receive the Spirit by works of God’s moral will or by  hearing with 
faith?  
Gal. 3:5 Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and  works miracles among you do so  by works of God’s moral 
will, or by hearing with faith—  
Gal. 3:10   For all who rely on works of God’s moral will are  under a curse; for it is written,  “Cursed be everyone 
who does not  abide by all things written in the Book of God’s moral will, and do them.”  11 Now it is evident that  
no one is justified before God by God’s moral will, for  “The righteous shall live by faith.”   12 But God’s moral 
will is not of faith, rather  “The one who does them shall live by them.”  13 Christ  redeemed us from the curse of 
God’s moral will by becoming a curse for us—for it is written,  “Cursed is everyone who is hanged  on a tree”—  
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Gal. 3:17 This is what I mean: God’s moral will, which came  430 years afterward, does not annul a covenant 
previously ratified by God, so as  to make the promise void.  18 For if the inheritance comes by God’s moral will, it 
no longer comes by promise; but  God gave it to Abraham by a promise.  
Gal. 3:19   Why then God’s moral will?  It was added because of transgressions,  until the offspring should come to 
whom the promise had been made, and it was  put in place through angels  by an intermediary.  
Gal. 3:21   Is God’s moral will then contrary to the promises of God? Certainly not! For  if a God’s moral will had 
been given that could give life, then righteousness would indeed be by God’s moral will.  
Gal. 3:23   Now before faith came, we were held captive under God’s moral will,  imprisoned until the coming faith 
would be revealed.  24 So then,  God’s moral will was our  guardian until Christ came,  in order that we might be 
justified by faith.  
Gal. 4:4 But  when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son,  born  of woman, born  under God’s moral 
will,  5  to redeem those who were under God’s moral will, so that we might receive  adoption as sons.  
Gal. 4:21   Tell me, you who desire to be under God’s moral will, do you not listen to God’s moral will?  
Gal. 5:3 I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that  he is obligated to keep the whole God’s moral 
will.  4 You are  severed from Christ,  you who would be justified  by God’s moral will;  you have fallen away from 
grace.  
Gal. 5:14 For  the whole God’s moral will is fulfilled in one word:  “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  
Gal. 5:18 But if you are  led by the Spirit,  you are not under God’s moral will.  
Gal. 5:23  gentleness,  self-control;  against such things there is no God’s moral will.  
Gal. 6:2  Bear one another’s burdens, and  so fulfill  God’s moral will of Christ.  
Gal. 6:13 For even those who are circumcised do not themselves keep God’s moral will, but they desire to have you 
circumcised that they may boast in your flesh.  
Eph. 2:15 by abolishing God’s moral will of commandments and  ordinances, that he might create in himself one  
new man in place of the two, so making peace,  
Phil. 3:5  circumcised on the eighth day,  of the people of Israel,  of the tribe of Benjamin,  a Hebrew of Hebrews; as 
to God’s moral will,  a Pharisee;  6  as to zeal,  a persecutor of the church;  as to righteousness, under God’s moral 
will blameless.  
Phil. 3:9 and be found in him, not having  a righteousness of my own that comes from God’s moral will, but  that 
which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith—  
1Tim. 1:8   Now we know that  God’s moral will is good, if one uses it lawfully,  9 understanding this, that the  law 
is not laid down for the just but for God’s moral willless and disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy 
and profane, for those who strike their fathers and mothers, for murderers, 
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Paul’s Use of “Law”:  Trying on the Shoe (legalism) 
T. David Gordon 

 
Rom. 2:12   For all who have sinned  without legalism will also perish without legalism, and all who have sinned 
under legalism will be judged by legalism.  13 For  it is not the hearers of legalism who are righteous before God, 
but the doers of legalism who will be justified.  14 For when Gentiles, who do not have legalism,  by nature do what 
legalism requires, they are a legalism to themselves, even though they do not have legalism.  15 They show that the 
work of legalism is  written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts 
accuse or even excuse them  
Rom. 2:17   But if you call yourself a Jew and  rely on legalism and boast in God 18 and know his will and approve 
what is excellent, because you are instructed from legalism;  
Rom. 2:20 an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of children, having in legalism  the embodiment of  knowledge and 
truth—  
Rom. 2:23 You who  boast in legalism  dishonor God by breaking legalism.  
Rom. 2:25   For circumcision indeed is of value  if you obey legalism, but if you break legalism, your circumcision 
becomes uncircumcision.  26 So, if  a man who is uncircumcised keeps  the precepts of legalism, will not his 
uncircumcision be regarded as circumcision?  27 Then he who is physically uncircumcised but keeps legalism  will 
condemn you who have  the written code and circumcision but break legalism.  
Rom. 3:19   Now we know that whatever  legalism says it speaks to those who are under legalism,  so that every 
mouth may be stopped, and  the whole world may be held accountable to God.  20 For  by works of legalism no 
human being  will be justified in his sight, since  through legalism comes knowledge of sin.  
Rom. 3:21   But now  the righteousness of God  has been manifested apart from legalism, although  legalism and the 
Prophets bear witness to it—  
Rom. 3:27    Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of legalism? By a legalism of works? 
No, but by legalism of faith.  28 For we hold that one is justified by faith  apart from works of legalism.  
Rom. 3:31 Do we then overthrow legalism by this faith? By no means! On the contrary, we uphold legalism.  
Rom. 4:13   For  the promise to Abraham and his offspring  that he would be heir of the world did not come through 
legalism but through the righteousness of faith.  14  For if it is the adherents of legalism who are to be the heirs, faith 
is null and the promise is void.  15 For  legalism brings wrath, but  where there is no legalism  there is no 
transgression.  
Rom. 4:16   That is why it depends on faith,  in order that the promise may rest on grace and  be guaranteed to all his 
offspring—not only to the adherent of legalism but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham,  who is the 
father of us all,  
Rom. 5:13 for sin indeed was in the world before legalism was given, but  sin is not counted where there is no 
legalism.  
Rom. 5:20 Now  legalism came in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased,  grace abounded all the more,  
Rom. 6:14 For  sin  will have no dominion over you, since you are not under legalism but under grace.  
Rom. 6:15   What then?  Are we to sin  because we are not under legalism but under grace? By no means!  
Rom. 7:1   Or do you not know, brothers —for I am speaking to those who know legalism—that legalism is binding 
on a person only as long as he lives?  2 Thus  a married woman is bound by legalism to her husband while he lives, 
but if her husband dies she is released from legalism of marriage.   3 Accordingly,  she will be called an adulteress if 
she lives with another man while her husband is alive. But if her husband dies, she is free from that legalism, and if 
she marries another man she is not an adulteress.  
Rom. 7:4   Likewise, my brothers,  you also have died  to legalism  through the body of Christ, so that you may 
belong to another, to him who has been raised from the dead,  in order that we may bear fruit for God.  5 For while 
we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by legalism, were at work  in our members  to bear fruit for 
death.  6 But now we are released from legalism, having died to that which held us captive, so that we serve not 
under the old written code but in  the new life of  the Spirit.  
Rom. 7:7   What then shall we say? That legalism is sin? By no means! Yet if it had not been for legalism,  I would 
not have known sin. I would not have known what it is to covet if  legalism had not said, “You shall not covet.”  8 
But sin,  seizing an opportunity through the commandment, produced in me all kinds of covetousness.  Apart from 
legalism, sin lies dead.  9 I was once alive apart from legalism, but when the commandment came, sin came alive 
and I died.  
Rom. 7:12 So  legalism is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.  
Rom. 7:14 For we know that legalism is spiritual, but I am of the flesh,  sold under sin.  
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Rom. 7:16 Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with  legalism, that it is good.  
Rom. 7:21   So I find it to be a legalism that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  22 For  I delight in 
legalism of God,  in my inner being,  23 but I see in my members  another legalism waging war against legalism of 
my mind and making me captive to legalism of sin that dwells in my members.  
Rom. 7:25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself serve legalism of God with my mind, 
but with my flesh I serve legalism of sin.  
Rom. 8:2 For legalism of  the Spirit of life  has set you  free in Christ Jesus from legalism of sin and death.  3 For  
God has done what legalism,  weakened by the flesh,  could not do.  By sending his own Son  in the likeness of 
sinful flesh and  for sin,  he condemned sin in the flesh,  4 in order that  the righteous requirement of legalism might 
be fulfilled in us,  who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.  
Rom. 8:7 For the mind that is set on the flesh is  hostile to God, for it does not submit to God’s legalism;  indeed, it 
cannot.  
Rom. 9:31 but that Israel  who pursued a legalism that would lead to righteousness   did not succeed in reaching that 
legalism.  
Rom. 10:4 For  Christ is the end of legalism for righteousness to everyone who believes.   
Rom. 10:5   For  Moses writes about the righteousness that is based on legalism, that  the person who does the 
commandments shall live by them.  
Rom. 13:8    Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for  the one who loves another has fulfilled legalism.  
Rom. 13:10 Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore  love is the fulfilling of legalism.  
1Cor. 9:8   Do I say these things on human authority? Does not legalism say the same?  9 For it is written in 
legalism of Moses,  “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain.” Is it for oxen that God is concerned?  
1Cor. 9:20  To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under legalism I became as one under 
legalism (though not being myself under legalism) that I might win those under legalism.  
1Cor. 14:21  In legalism it is written,  “By people of strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners will I speak to this 
people, and even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord.”  
1Cor. 14:34  the women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but  should be in 
submission, as  legalism also says.  
1Cor. 15:56   The sting of death is sin, and  the power of sin is legalism.  
Gal. 2:16 yet we know that  a person is not justified  by works of legalism  but through faith in Jesus Christ,  so we 
also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of legalism,  because 
by works of legalism no one will be justified.  
Gal. 2:19 For through legalism I  died to legalism, so that I might  live to God.  
Gal. 2:21 I do not nullify the grace of God, for  if justification  were through legalism,  then Christ died for no 
purpose.  
Gal. 3:2 Let me ask you only this:  Did you receive the Spirit by works of legalism or by  hearing with faith?  
Gal. 3:5 Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and  works miracles among you do so  by works of legalism, or by 
hearing with faith—  
Gal. 3:10   For all who rely on works of legalism are  under a curse; for it is written,  “Cursed be everyone who does 
not  abide by all things written in the Book of legalism, and do them.”  11 Now it is evident that  no one is justified 
before God by legalism, for  “The righteous shall live by faith.”   12 But legalism is not of faith, rather  “The one 
who does them shall live by them.”  13 Christ  redeemed us from the curse of legalism by becoming a curse for us—
for it is written,  “Cursed is everyone who is hanged  on a tree”—  
Gal. 3:17 This is what I mean: legalism, which came  430 years afterward, does not annul a covenant previously 
ratified by God, so as  to make the promise void.  18 For if the inheritance comes by legalism, it no longer comes by 
promise; but  God gave it to Abraham by a promise.  
Gal. 3:19   Why then legalism?  It was added because of transgressions,  until the offspring should come to whom 
the promise had been made, and it was  put in place through angels  by an intermediary.  
Gal. 3:21   Is legalism then contrary to the promises of God? Certainly not! For  if a legalism had been given that 
could give life, then righteousness would indeed be by legalism.  
Gal. 3:23   Now before faith came, we were held captive under legalism,  imprisoned until the coming faith would 
be revealed.  24 So then,  legalism was our  guardian until Christ came,  in order that we might be justified by faith.  
Gal. 4:4 But  when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son,  born  of woman, born  under legalism,  5  
to redeem those who were under legalism, so that we might receive  adoption as sons.  
Gal. 4:21   Tell me, you who desire to be under legalism, do you not listen to legalism?  
Gal. 5:3 I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that  he is obligated to keep the whole legalism.  4 
You are  severed from Christ,  you who would be justified  by legalism;  you have fallen away from grace.  
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Gal. 5:14 For  the whole legalism is fulfilled in one word:  “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  
Gal. 5:18 But if you are  led by the Spirit,  you are not under legalism.  
Gal. 5:23  gentleness,  self-control;  against such things there is no legalism.  
Gal. 6:2  Bear one another’s burdens, and  so fulfill  legalism of Christ.  
Gal. 6:13 For even those who are circumcised do not themselves keep legalism, but they desire to have you 
circumcised that they may boast in your flesh.  
Eph. 2:15 by abolishing legalism of commandments and  ordinances, that he might create in himself one  new man 
in place of the two, so making peace,  
Phil. 3:5  circumcised on the eighth day,  of the people of Israel,  of the tribe of Benjamin,  a Hebrew of Hebrews; as 
to legalism,  a Pharisee;  6  as to zeal,  a persecutor of the church;  as to righteousness, under legalism blameless.  
Phil. 3:9 and be found in him, not having  a righteousness of my own that comes from legalism, but  that which 
comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith—  
1Tim. 1:8   Now we know that  legalism is good, if one uses it lawfully,  9 understanding this, that the  law is not 
laid down for the just but for legalismless and disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane, 
for those who strike their fathers and mothers, for murderers, 
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Paul’s Use of “Law”:  Trying on the Shoe (Sinai Covenant) 
T. David Gordon 

 
Rom. 2:12   For all who have sinned  without the Sinai covenant will also perish without the Sinai covenant, and all 
who have sinned under the Sinai covenant will be judged by the Sinai covenant.  13 For  it is not the hearers of the 
Sinai covenant who are righteous before God, but the doers of the Sinai covenant who will be justified.  14 For when 
Gentiles, who do not have the Sinai covenant,  by nature do what the Sinai covenant requires, they are a Sinai 
covenant to themselves, even though they do not have the Sinai covenant.  15 They show that the work of the Sinai 
covenant is  written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse 
or even excuse them  
Rom. 2:17   But if you call yourself a Jew and  rely on the Sinai covenant and boast in God 18 and know his will and 
approve what is excellent, because you are instructed from the Sinai covenant;  
Rom. 2:20 an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of children, having in the Sinai covenant  the embodiment of  
knowledge and truth—  
Rom. 2:23 You who  boast in the Sinai covenant  dishonor God by breaking the Sinai covenant.  
Rom. 2:25   For circumcision indeed is of value  if you obey the Sinai covenant, but if you break the Sinai covenant, 
your circumcision becomes uncircumcision.  26 So, if  a man who is uncircumcised keeps  the precepts of the Sinai 
covenant, will not his uncircumcision be regarded as circumcision?  27 Then he who is physically uncircumcised but 
keeps the Sinai covenant  will condemn you who have  the written code and circumcision but break the Sinai 
covenant.  
Rom. 3:19   Now we know that whatever  the Sinai covenant says it speaks to those who are under the Sinai 
covenant,  so that every mouth may be stopped, and  the whole world may be held accountable to God.  20 For  by 
works of the Sinai covenant no human being  will be justified in his sight, since  through the Sinai covenant comes 
knowledge of sin.  
Rom. 3:21   But now  the righteousness of God  has been manifested apart from the Sinai covenant, although  the 
Sinai covenant and the Prophets bear witness to it—  
Rom. 3:27    Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of Sinai covenant? By a Sinai 
covenant of works? No, but by the Sinai covenant of faith.  28 For we hold that one is justified by faith  apart from 
works of the Sinai covenant.  
Rom. 3:31 Do we then overthrow the Sinai covenant by this faith? By no means! On the contrary, we uphold the 
Sinai covenant.  
Rom. 4:13   For  the promise to Abraham and his offspring  that he would be heir of the world did not come through 
the Sinai covenant but through the righteousness of faith.  14  For if it is the adherents of the Sinai covenant who are 
to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void.  15 For  the Sinai covenant brings wrath, but  where there is no 
Sinai covenant  there is no transgression.  
Rom. 4:16   That is why it depends on faith,  in order that the promise may rest on grace and  be guaranteed to all his 
offspring—not only to the adherent of the Sinai covenant but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham,  who 
is the father of us all,  
Rom. 5:13 for sin indeed was in the world before the Sinai covenant was given, but  sin is not counted where there is 
no Sinai covenant.  
Rom. 5:20 Now  the Sinai covenant came in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased,  grace abounded all 
the more,  
Rom. 6:14 For  sin  will have no dominion over you, since you are not under Sinai covenant but under grace.  
Rom. 6:15   What then?  Are we to sin  because we are not under Sinai covenant but under grace? By no means!  
Rom. 7:1   Or do you not know, brothers —for I am speaking to those who know the Sinai covenant—that the Sinai 
covenant is binding on a person only as long as he lives?  2 Thus  a married woman is bound by Sinai covenant to 
her husband while he lives, but if her husband dies she is released from the Sinai covenant of marriage.   3 
Accordingly,  she will be called an adulteress if she lives with another man while her husband is alive. But if her 
husband dies, she is free from that Sinai covenant, and if she marries another man she is not an adulteress.  
Rom. 7:4   Likewise, my brothers,  you also have died  to the Sinai covenant  through the body of Christ, so that you 
may belong to another, to him who has been raised from the dead,  in order that we may bear fruit for God.  5 For 
while we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the Sinai covenant, were at work  in our members  
to bear fruit for death.  6 But now we are released from the Sinai covenant, having died to that which held us 
captive, so that we serve not under the old written code but in  the new life of  the Spirit.  
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Rom. 7:7   What then shall we say? That the Sinai covenant is sin? By no means! Yet if it had not been for the Sinai 
covenant,  I would not have known sin. I would not have known what it is to covet if  the Sinai covenant had not 
said, “You shall not covet.”  8 But sin,  seizing an opportunity through the commandment, produced in me all kinds 
of covetousness.  Apart from the Sinai covenant, sin lies dead.  9 I was once alive apart from the Sinai covenant, but 
when the commandment came, sin came alive and I died.  
Rom. 7:12 So  the Sinai covenant is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.  
Rom. 7:14 For we know that the Sinai covenant is spiritual, but I am of the flesh,  sold under sin.  
Rom. 7:16 Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with  the Sinai covenant, that it is good.  
Rom. 7:21   So I find it to be a Sinai covenant that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  22 For  I delight 
in the Sinai covenant of God,  in my inner being,  23 but I see in my members  another Sinai covenant waging war 
against the Sinai covenant of my mind and making me captive to the Sinai covenant of sin that dwells in my 
members.  
Rom. 7:25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself serve the Sinai covenant of God with 
my mind, but with my flesh I serve the Sinai covenant of sin.  
Rom. 8:2 For the Sinai covenant of  the Spirit of life  has set you  free in Christ Jesus from the Sinai covenant of sin 
and death.  3 For  God has done what the Sinai covenant,  weakened by the flesh,  could not do.  By sending his own 
Son  in the likeness of sinful flesh and  for sin,  he condemned sin in the flesh,  4 in order that  the righteous 
requirement of the Sinai covenant might be fulfilled in us,  who walk not according to the flesh but according to the 
Spirit.  
Rom. 8:7 For the mind that is set on the flesh is  hostile to God, for it does not submit to God’s Sinai covenant;  
indeed, it cannot.  
Rom. 9:31 but that Israel  who pursued a Sinai covenant that would lead to righteousness   did not succeed in 
reaching that Sinai covenant.  
Rom. 10:4 For  Christ is the end of the Sinai covenant for righteousness to everyone who believes.   
Rom. 10:5   For  Moses writes about the righteousness that is based on the Sinai covenant, that  the person who does 
the commandments shall live by them.  
Rom. 13:8    Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for  the one who loves another has fulfilled the Sinai 
covenant.  
Rom. 13:10 Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore  love is the fulfilling of the Sinai covenant.  
1Cor. 9:8   Do I say these things on human authority? Does not the Sinai covenant say the same?  9 For it is written 
in the Sinai covenant of Moses,  “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain.” Is it for oxen that God is 
concerned?  
1Cor. 9:20  To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the Sinai covenant I became as one 
under the Sinai covenant (though not being myself under the Sinai covenant) that I might win those under the Sinai 
covenant.  
1Cor. 14:21  In the Sinai covenant it is written,  “By people of strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners will I 
speak to this people, and even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord.”  
1Cor. 14:34  the women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but  should be in 
submission, as  the Sinai covenant also says.  
1Cor. 15:56   The sting of death is sin, and  the power of sin is the Sinai covenant.  
Gal. 2:16 yet we know that  a person is not justified  by works of the Sinai covenant  but through faith in Jesus 
Christ,  so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the 
Sinai covenant,  because by works of the Sinai covenant no one will be justified.  
Gal. 2:19 For through the Sinai covenant I  died to the Sinai covenant, so that I might  live to God.  
Gal. 2:21 I do not nullify the grace of God, for  if justification  were through the Sinai covenant,  then Christ died for 
no purpose.  
Gal. 3:2 Let me ask you only this:  Did you receive the Spirit by works of the Sinai covenant or by  hearing with 
faith?  
Gal. 3:5 Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and  works miracles among you do so  by works of the Sinai 
covenant, or by hearing with faith—  
Gal. 3:10   For all who rely on works of the Sinai covenant are  under a curse; for it is written,  “Cursed be everyone 
who does not  abide by all things written in the Book of the Sinai covenant, and do them.”  11 Now it is evident that  
no one is justified before God by the Sinai covenant, for  “The righteous shall live by faith.”   12 But the Sinai 
covenant is not of faith, rather  “The one who does them shall live by them.”  13 Christ  redeemed us from the curse 
of the Sinai covenant by becoming a curse for us—for it is written,  “Cursed is everyone who is hanged  on a tree”—  
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Gal. 3:17 This is what I mean: the Sinai covenant, which came  430 years afterward, does not annul a covenant 
previously ratified by God, so as  to make the promise void.  18 For if the inheritance comes by the Sinai covenant, 
it no longer comes by promise; but  God gave it to Abraham by a promise.  
Gal. 3:19   Why then the Sinai covenant?  It was added because of transgressions,  until the offspring should come to 
whom the promise had been made, and it was  put in place through angels  by an intermediary.  
Gal. 3:21   Is the Sinai covenant then contrary to the promises of God? Certainly not! For  if a Sinai covenant had 
been given that could give life, then righteousness would indeed be by the Sinai covenant.  
Gal. 3:23   Now before faith came, we were held captive under the Sinai covenant,  imprisoned until the coming 
faith would be revealed.  24 So then,  the Sinai covenant was our  guardian until Christ came,  in order that we might 
be justified by faith.  
Gal. 4:4 But  when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son,  born  of woman, born  under the Sinai 
covenant,  5  to redeem those who were under the Sinai covenant, so that we might receive  adoption as sons.  
Gal. 4:21   Tell me, you who desire to be under the Sinai covenant, do you not listen to the Sinai covenant?  
Gal. 5:3 I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that  he is obligated to keep the whole Sinai 
covenant.  4 You are  severed from Christ,  you who would be justified  by the Sinai covenant;  you have fallen 
away from grace.  
Gal. 5:14 For  the whole Sinai covenant is fulfilled in one word:  “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  
Gal. 5:18 But if you are  led by the Spirit,  you are not under the Sinai covenant.  
Gal. 5:23  gentleness,  self-control;  against such things there is no Sinai covenant.  
Gal. 6:2  Bear one another’s burdens, and  so fulfill  the Sinai covenant of Christ.  
Gal. 6:13 For even those who are circumcised do not themselves keep the Sinai covenant, but they desire to have 
you circumcised that they may boast in your flesh.  
Eph. 2:15 by abolishing the Sinai covenant of commandments and  ordinances, that he might create in himself one  
new man in place of the two, so making peace,  
Phil. 3:5  circumcised on the eighth day,  of the people of Israel,  of the tribe of Benjamin,  a Hebrew of Hebrews; as 
to the Sinai covenant,  a Pharisee;  6  as to zeal,  a persecutor of the church;  as to righteousness, under the Sinai 
covenant blameless.  
Phil. 3:9 and be found in him, not having  a righteousness of my own that comes from the Sinai covenant, but  that 
which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith—  
1Tim. 1:8   Now we know that  the Sinai covenant is good, if one uses it Sinai covenantfully,  9 understanding this, 
that the  Sinai covenant is not laid down for the just but for the Sinai covenantless and disobedient, for the ungodly 
and sinners, for the unholy and profane, for those who strike their fathers and mothers, for murderers, 
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Philippians 3 and First Century Judaism 
T. David Gordon 

 
Introduction.   

A. Paradigms and paradigm-shifts 
B.  “The New Perspective on Paul”  

1. E. P. Sanders (Paul and Palestinian Judaism.  Philadelphia:  Fortress, 1978) 
argued that first century Judaism was not characteristically meritorious/legalistic 
in its soteriology.  This challenges the dominant Protestant paradigm since the 
Reformation, a paradigm that asserted that Luther’s struggle with Rome’s 
doctrine of justification was analogous to Paul’s struggle with Judaism’s doctrine 
of justification. 
2. James D. G. Dunn “The New Perspective on Paul,” BJRL 65 (August, 1982):  
94-122.  Reprinted in  Jesus, Paul and the Law, Louisville: John Knox, 1990.   

 
I.  The Question Stated:  Does Paul here in Philippians 3 affirm that 1st. century Judaism was 
characteristically legalistic?  Our concern is for that phrase around which Robert Gundry 
(“Grace, Works, and Staying Saved in Paul,” Biblica 66 [1985], 1-38) has focused so much of 
his rejection of the “new perspective on Paul,” to wit, mh; e[cwn ejmh;n dikaiosuvnhn th;n ejk 
novmou, ajlla; th;n dia; pivstew" Cristou', th;n ejk qeou' dikaiosuvnhn ejpi; th'/ pivstei 
3.9. 
 
II. The Question Answered:  Philippians 3 does not teach that first-century Judaism was 
characteristically meritorious.  

A.  Even if Paul were recounting a “legalistic” or meritorious righteousness in this text, it 
would not be fair to condemn the entire religion because of Paul’s error.  That is, if a 
given Christian confessed that, while a member of a genuinely Reformed church, he was 
himself legalistic for many years before God’s grace transformed him, would such a 
confession be proof that Christianity is characteristically legalistic? 
 
B.  Paul’s entire point here is to demonstrate his high regard for gospel privileges by 
indicating that he would suffer the loss of every other “gain” (kevrdh) in order to have 
Christ.  The other “gains” in this passage are genuine gains, but they are primarily 
sociological in nature.  Paul had a good status in the community, and was well-esteemed.  
He would forfeit such esteem, however, in order to gain Christ.  Yet if the 
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“righteousness” here referred to were legalism, a false, damning error, how could Paul 
refer to that as a “gain” that he would count as loss?  Would it not have been a loss 
(zhmivan), not a gain? 
 
C.  Paul elsewhere contrasts the righteousness of faith with the righteousness of the Sinai 
covenant, without implying that the members of that covenant community were 
themselves inherently legalistic.  He refers to the righteousness of that covenant as 
“doing” righteousness. 

1. Romans 10: 5 For Moses writes about the righteousness which is of the law,  
“The man who does those things shall live by them.” (NKJV:  Gk: Mwu>sh'" ga;r 
gravfei th;n dikaiosuvnhn th;n ejk ªtou'º novmou o{ti oJ poihvsa" aujta; 
a[nqrwpo" zhvsetai ejn aujtoi'".) 
2. Rom. 2:13 
Rom. 2:9 There will be tribulation and distress for every human being who does 
evil, the Jew first and also the Greek,  10 but glory and honor and peace for every 
one who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek.  11 For God shows no 
partiality. 12  All who have sinned without the law will also perish without the 
law, and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law.  13 For it is 
not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law 
who will be justified (ouj ga;r oiJ ajkroatai; novmou divkaioi para; ªtw/'º qew/', 
ajll∆ oiJ poihtai; novmou dikaiwqhvsontai.).   
3. Gal. 3:12 
10  For as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse; for it is 
written,  “Cursed is everyone who does not continue in all things which are 
written in the book of the law, to do them (tou' poih'sai aujtav).”  11 But that no 
one is justified by the law in the sight of God is evident, for “the just shall live by 
faith.”  12 Yet the law is not of faith, but “the man who does them shall live by 
them (oJ poihvsa" aujta; zhvsetai ejn aujtoi'").”   
4. Gal. 5:3 
Gal. 5:1 For freedom Christ has set us free; stand fast therefore, and do not submit 
again to a yoke of slavery. 2  Now I, Paul, say to you that if you receive 
circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you.  3 I testify again to every man 
who receives circumcision that he is bound to keep the whole law (o{lon to;n 
novmon poih'sai).   
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Appendix 
 

The Adamic administration, as a covenant, requires faultless obedience as a covenantal condition 
of entering the confirmed, eschatological state.  Christ fulfils (though Adam did not) the 
obedience required, and attains by his obedience eschatological blessings for himself and for 
those represented by his mediation.  One who is “righteous,” within the Adamic administration, 
is one who:  
-has satisfied the requirements of the covenant (either in his own person or in the person of the 
coveant Mediator); 
-has therefore passed the scrutiny of God, as the sovereign administrator of the Adamic 
administration; 
-is therefore entitled to the blessings promised to obedience. 
 
The Sinai administration, as a covenant-administration, requires obedience of the covenant 
people as a covenantal condition of entering and prospering in Canaan.  One who (though the 
terms are, technically speaking, corporate and not individual) is “righteous,” within the Sinai 
administration, is one who has maintained covenant with Yahweh, has satisfied the conditions of 
the covenant, and is thereby entitled to appeal to Yahweh to confirm him in the land. 
 
Thus, if this model is correct, “justification” is covenantally-conditioned.  To be “justified” 
within the Sinai administration means to be approved by the covenant Suzerain as having 
satisfied the stipulations of the covenant, and therefore entitled to those benefits conditioned 
upon obedience to such stipulations.  To be “justified” within the Adamic administration is, 
again, to be approved by the covenant Suzerain as having satisfied the stipulations of the 
covenant, and therefore entitled to those benefits conditioned upon obedience to such 
stipulations.   
 
Thus, “justification” in the Bible is used both sub-eschatologically (within sub-eschatological 
covenants) and eschatologically (within eschatological covenants).  The apparent tension 
between texts such as Rom. 2:13 (“For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before 
God, but the doers of the law who will be justified [oiJ poihtai; novmou dikaiwqhvsontai].”)  
and Gal. 3:16 ( “yet who know that a man is not justified by works of the law but through faith in 
Jesus Christ” [ejx e[rgwn novmou ouj dikaiwqhvsetai pa'sa savrx])  is thus resolved by 
acknowledging that there is indeed a kind of justification available to the members of the Sinai 
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community, based upon “their own” actual and personal obedience; yet such was nothing but a 
typological picture of a greater, eschatological justification, available to members of the 
Abrahamic, Sinaitic, and New Covenant administrations, based upon the actual and personal 
obedience of the only Mediator of God’s elect, Jesus Christ. 
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The “I” of Romans 7 
T. David Gordon 

 
I. Known options 

A. Paul (pre-Christian or post) 
B. Adam 
C. Israel at Sinai 
D. Humanity in general 

 
II. Why it is not to be understood as a believer 

A. Broader question of 7.7-25 in Romans 
1. Paul addressing Jews, 7.1, “for I am speaking to those who know the law” 
2. Death to Torah necessary in order to bear fruit to God (7.4) 
3. Is Torah, then, sin (7.7)?  Does that which is good become death (7.13)? 
4. How could Paul possibly answer this question by describing the experience of 
an individual who is not under the Torah? 
 

B. Narrower question of ego (“I”) in 7.14-25 
1. Eight things affirmed here normally affirmed of unbelievers 

a.  “I am carnal (fleshly)”, 7.14a. 
i. Rom. 7.5:  “While we were living in the flesh, our sinful 
passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members to bear 
fruit for death.” 
ii. Rom. 8.3-9:  “and those who are in the flesh cannot please God.  
But you are not in the flesh, you are in the Spirit, if in fact the 
Spirit of God dwells in you.” 
iii. Rom. 8.12-13:  “So then, brethren, we are debtors, not to the 
flesh, to live according to the flesh--for if you live according to the 
flesh you will die” 

b. “sold under sin,” 7.14b.  The verb translated “sold” here is employed in 
two ways in the Greek of the period.  It is used generally of commercial 
selling, and more specifically of the selling of slaves. 

i. “sold” as commerce.  Elsewhere, when Paul uses commercial 
language of buying and selling to describe sin and redemption, he 
refers to believers as those who are “bought,” “redeemed,” 
“purchased”:  1 Cor. 6.20; Gal. 3.13; Gal. 4.5. 
ii. “sold” as slave-trading.  1 Cor  7.23:  “You were bought with a 
price; do not become slaves of men.”  Romans 6 particularly argues 
throughout that we have died to sin’s enslaving power, to that 
which formerly enslaved us.  In chapter six, the serving, ruling, 
enslaving, liberating language is all directed to the same end:  
believers are no longer enslaved to sin and death; they are indeed 
enslaved to righteousness and to God 
(6.6c,12,14,16,17,18,19,20,22) 

c. “under sin,” 7.14b.  A common thread of chs. 5-8 is the believer’s 
deliverance from both the legal guilt (ch. 5) and the moral power (6-8) of 
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sin.  The texts cited above indicate that the believer of chapter six is not 
enslaved or sold under sin. 
d. “Who will deliver me from this body of death?,” 7.24.  Throughout chs. 
5-8, death is the penalty for sin, from which we who are in Christ are free 
(5:12, 15, 17, 21, 6:23).  While the believer has not yet put on the 
immortal body, he or she does not cry out wondering who will deliver 
from the present mortal one.  The believer knows who will deliver from 
this mortal state. 
e. “For I know that nothing good dwells within me,” 7.18.  Note the 
contrast to this “nothing good” dwelling  in me here, with the Spirit 
dwelling in me in 8:9 
f. “I can will what is right, but I cannot do it,” 7.18.  This is in stark 
contrast to what Paul says elsewhere (Phil. 2:13), namely that God works 
in believers both to will and to do what pleases God.  This is in contrast to 
the “I” of Ro. 7, who does not do good.  Note also that the “I” of Ro. 7, 
while alleged to be an example of a “struggling” believer is less than a 
struggler; he is not one who sometimes succeeds in doing right, but 
someone who can only wish but not do. 
g. “We know that the law is spiritual,” 7.14.  The only possibly redeeming 
trait of the “I” of Ro. 7 is that this one knows and wishes for what is right 
(vv. 15-20).  But such qualities do not  protect the Jew of Romans 2:17-29 
from scathing denunciation.  Indeed, in that passage, it is precisely the 
Jew’s knowledge of God’s will (2.18--”and know his will and approve 
what is excellent, because you are instructed in the law”) which renders 
him particularly blameworthy (compared to the Gentile) for his 
disobedience. 
h. “Wretched man that I am!,” 7.24.  The “wretched” man of Ro. 7 is not 
to be perceived as someone who is psychologically distraught about the 
situation; but someone who is indeed wretched regardless of whether 
recognizing the wretchedness or not (cf. Rev. 3:17, where the people do 
not perceive themselves to be wretched, but are indeed wretched, and, in 
all likelihood, outside of God’s redemption). 
 

2. Some of these things are affirmed in chapters 6 and 8 of unbelievers.  The 
immediate context especially makes the points mentioned above significant.  It is 
especially in chapters 6 and 8, which surround this chapter, that we find a stark 
contrast to what is affirmed about the “I” of Romans 7. 
 
3. Contextual relation to chapter 8.  Some accounting must be made for the a[ra 
at 8.1, and the ga;r at 8.2 and 8.3.  “For what the law was unable to do, being 
weakened by the flesh, God has done, sending his Son…”  This suggests that 
what is being contrasted (between Rom. 7 and Rom. 8) is the people under the 
law with the people in Christ.  Paul is again speaking covenantally, contrasting 
that epoch during which the Sinai adminstration governed God’s people with that 
epoch in which the New Covenant administration governed God’s people. 
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III. Why so many think it is a believer 
A. Rejection of a rhetorical “I.”  Some people don’t think Paul is capable of speaking in 
such a manner.  Yet the capacity to do this in Koiné Greek, and in Paul’s own writings, is 
reasonably well-established by W. G. Kümmel’s monograph, though the qualifications of 
Douglas J. Moo are important.  As at Jeremiah 10.19-22; Lamentations 1.9-22; 2.20-22, 
the “I” can be rhetorical, but also involve the speaker, who is a member of Israel. 
 Further, any interpretation of Romans 7 regards embracing something rhetorical; 
either the “I” is rhetorical, or the eight things mentioned above are rhetorical (Paul says 
“sold under sin” but he doesn’t really mean “sold under sin;” he says “fleshly,” but he 
doesn’t really mean “fleshly;” he says “wretched,” but he doesn’t really mean 
“wretched,” etc.).  Ironically, then, the “rhetorical” view of “I” is less rhetorical than the 
alternatives. 
 
B. Experiential hermeneutic imported.  People know, experientially, that they struggle to 
live righteously; they assume that Paul addresses the same Christianity which they 
experience; and they conclude, consistently with these beliefs, that Romans 7 is 
discussing this struggle.  By contrast, note the (correct) insistence of N.T. Wright that the 
“I” is viewed here theologically not emotionally or autobiographically. 
 
C. Rejection of Wesleyian perfectionism.  Some have so frequently employed Romans 7 
to refute Wesleyian perfectionism, that they believe the rhetorical understanding of the 
“I” implies a defense of Wesleyian perfectionism. 
 
D. “Softening” of language of R. 7.  “Wretched,” for them, does not really mean 
wretched; “fleshly” does not really mean fleshly; “sold” does not really mean sold; 
“under sin” does not really mean under sin; the inability to do good is not really an 
inability to do good. 
 
E. Apparent exegetical difficulties.  The question of verse 25 does seem to make more 
sense if the “I” is Paul.  Also, how could it be that an unregenerate person would 
“rejoice” in the law of God (the objection of Augustine, Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, Barth, 
Murray)?  This latter problem, however, is easily answered if the “I” is not the human 
race generally considered, but Israel as recipient of the Sinai covenant (“For I speak to 
those who know the Law”). 

 

 


