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PART A 
 
 
 
 

I. Introduction 
 
I am about to jump into one of the warmest debates in New Testament Studies, that 

of Paul’s theology of the law. This is a very complex issue. His thoughts on the law 

are so complicated that they give rise to many interpretations. Having followed the 

debates of Pauline scholars in this regard, I came to realize that their misunderstand-

ings of each other are making the debates even more complicated. Of course, that 

there are differences of opinion is not wrong, but many unnecessary debates are 

caused by misunderstanding each other. It should be mentioned that my aim in this 

chapter is not merely to point out certain problems and provide the purpose of the 

study, as if often done in a first chapter. In this chapter I will do more: I will present a 

basic outline of what will be presented in the rest of the thesis. This outline might 

contain certain assertions of which detailed proof will only be presented later on in 

the thesis. This might seem troublesome at the moment. Nevertheless, I believe that 

a good grip on the broad outline of what I am going to argue is necessary at the out-

set. The benefit of such an approach is that readers can get a grip on the argument 

of the whole thesis by only reading the introduction. In this sense, the introduction 

almost functions like a conclusion.   
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1 Paul’s objection against the law 

1.1 Are we asking the right question? 
 

As we all know very well, the Reformers rediscovered the gospel through Paul’s 

eyes. What is more, in the very centre of Paul’s gospel is his theology of the law.1 

This means that one’s understanding of his view of the law is directly related to one’s 

understanding of his gospel. Even though the Reformers’ understanding of Paul’s 

view of the law had enormous influence in Protestant circles, surprisingly, his view on 

the law also turned out to be the most debated issue, an issue on which scholars 

have not been able to reach agreement. Even though there have been many expla-

nations of Paul’s view of the law, scholars could still not reach consensus. On the 

contrary! More theories and debates have been triggered constantly. Paul’s extreme-

ly complicated view of the law has been puzzling New Testament scholars so much 

that some of them even ended up believing that Paul contradicts himself on this is-

sue.2 

     Due to the rise of the New Perspective on Paul, the warm debates on Paul’s in-

terpretation of the law have gained strength. In particular, the traditional view has run 

into strong opposition. Based on Sanders’3 new evaluation of first century Judaism, 

Dunn4 launched the New Perspective on Paul. It is no exaggeration to claim that 

New Testament scholars have been divided into two groups by the New Perspective. 

The new developments in Pauline theology increased the diversity in understanding 

Paul’s view of the law, giving rise to different interpretations of his gospel. It is most 

unlikely that the continuing proliferation of interpretations of Paul’s view of the law 

and gospel will end in the near future. For Paul, however, the gospel is so unique 

that diverse interpretations of it are not possible:  

I am astonished that you are … turning to a different gospel which is really 

no gospel at all. Evidently some people are … trying to pervert the gospel 
                                                      
1 T. R. Schreiner, The Law and its Fulfilment: A Pauline Theology of the Law(Grand Rapids: Baker 
Books, 1993), p. 13.  
2 H. Räisänen, Paul and the Law (WUNT 29, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1983), pp. 62ff. and 264-65; 
and “Paul’s Conversion and the Development of his View of the Law”, NTS 33 (1987), pp. 404-19, 
may be cited as representing this view. For more debates, see J. M. G. Barclay, “Paul and the Law: 
Observations on Some Recent Debates”, Them 12 (1985), pp. 5-15. 
3 E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism (London: SCM, 1977). 
4J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus, Paul, and the Law: Studies in Mark and Galatians (Louisville: John Knox Press, 
1990); The Justice of God: A Fresh Look at the Old Doctrine of Justification by Faith (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1994); and The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). 
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of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel 

other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned! 

As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to 

you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally con-

demned. (Gal. 1:6-9.) 

This statement forces us to accept that Paul did not foresee diverse interpretations of 

his views of the law and the gospel.  

     I do not believe that all the debates on Paul’s view on the law – regarded as one 

of the most complicated issues in New Testament theology5 –can be settled easily. I, 

however, do think that it is possible to find an approach that will give us a more con-

sistent explanation of Paul’s idea of the law. The reason for this is that, despite a 

great diversity of interpretations of Paul’s view of the law, there is one common idea 

shared by interpreters, which, to me, also seems to be a common mistake. Once we 

abandon this common notion, we will be in a better position to understand Paul’s 

ideas. The common notion has to do with what Paul believed about fulfilling6 the law.  

     One of the most important questions concerning Paul’s idea of the law is why 

people are cursed by the law.7 In Protestant circles, a very persuasive answer is 

usually offered, namely that the curse of the law is caused by human inability to fulfil 

the law perfectly and that this was the very reason why Paul was against the law. On 

the other hand, the New Perspective on Paul, launched by Dunn as the central figure, 

raised a strong objection to the traditional view and had an enormous impact. In 

terms of the issue addressed in this study, their views, however, do not seem to me 

really new. According to Dunn, Paul’s criticism of the law was a matter not of legal-

ism but of nationalism. The law was being misused as a Jewish identity marker. Alt-

hough Dunn’s argument had some novel aspects, it was not fundamentally new, be-

cause the misuse of the law as a Jewish identity marker was regarded as the reason 

                                                      
5 According to H. J. Schoeps, Paul: the Theology of the Apostle in the Light of Jewish Religious Histo-
ry, tr. H. Knight (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1961), p. 168, Paul’s view on the law is the most compli-
cated problem in Pauline theology.  
6 See chapter II. By the expression “fulfilling the law”, most Pauline theologians mean observing, 
keeping or obeying the law perfectly. I also use the phrase in this sense for the time being. We, how-
ever, are going to see that this basic idea has contributed to a misunderstanding of Paul’s view of the 
law. The English verb “fulfil” is generally used for the Greek plhro,w and I am happy with this transla-
tion. Paul, however, uses the verb “fulfil” (plhro,w) in a sense that is different from “keeping” the law. 
On the other hand, understanding plhro,w in the sense of “observing” leads to a misunderstanding of 
the fulfilment of the law (that is, of love). Cf. chapter X. 
7 For different answers provided by scholars as to the reason why the law cannot save, see R. B. 
Sloan, “Paul and the Law: Why the Law cannot Save”, NT XXXIII (1991), pp. 35-60. 



- 16 - 
 

for the failure to fulfil the law in the true sense of the word. Both the traditional view 

and the New Perspective thus accept that Paul’s objection against the law had to do 

with one’s failure to fulfil or keep the law perfectly. With regard to the notion of a per-

fect fulfilling of the law, there is thus a definite consensus between the two. Accord-

ingly, the debate between the Old and the New Perspectives is nothing but a debate 

on the way in which people fail to fulfil the law. According to both perspectives, the 

curse of the law is ultimately caused by a failure to fulfil the law truly.8 As we are go-

ing to see in the next chapter, these views, as well as almost all other views, have a 

similar point of departure. 

     I, however, do not believe that Paul objected to the law because he thought that it 

was impossible to fulfil the law in any way. Above all, we have to take note that Paul 

never explicitly mentioned the impossibility of fulfilling the law anywhere in his letters. 

Many scholars who argue that Paul thought that it was impossible to fulfil the law 

base this on assumptions on what certain verses would say, but not one of them can 

actually cite a single verse in which Paul states that it is impossible to fulfil the law.9 If 

this was indeed what Paul had in mind, it is extremely astonishing that he never ex-

plicitly mentioned it. For example, some scholars who accept that Paul believed that 

it was impossible to fulfil the law argue that this is implied in Gal. 3:10. Similarly, the 

warning in Gal. 5:3 is often understood as a warning implying that it is impossible to 

fulfil the law. However, this is not the case. Furthermore, Paul does not say that eve-

ryone failed in achieving perfect fulfilment of the law in Rom. 2, 3, 5, 7 and 9-10 ei-

ther.10 If this is what Paul had in mind, why has this never been stated but only im-
                                                      
8 The misuse of the law as failure to fulfil the law has been explained in various ways. For details, see 
the next chapter. In this regard, a unique emphasis was raised by the Bultmannian school. These 
scholars do not only believe that no one can achieve perfect fulfilling of the law but also claim that if 
perfect fulfilment was possible, it could never lead to righteousness in God’s eyes because such a 
pursuit itself was already a sin of self-righteousness. See R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testa-
ment, tr. K. Grobel, Vol. 1 (London: SCM, 1952), p. 264. Schlier also reads Galatians in this way. Cf. H. 
Schlier, Der Brief an die Galater (MK 7, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965), pp. 132-33. Such 
a view is not fundamentally different from the view that fulfilling the law is impossible since even a 
wrong kind of fulfilment of the law is not true fulfilment. Regardless of the different views on the nature 
of the misuse of the law, explanations based on the notion of the misuse of the law are not really dif-
ferent from views based on the notion of a failure to fulfil the law. For details see the next chapter.  
9 It is generally accepted that Romans and Galatians clearly state that the law requires perfect obedi-
ence and that it is impossible for humans to reach this goal. This idea, however, is never directly stat-
ed and just based on what scholars think texts imply. For example, M. Cranford, “The Possibility of 
Perfect Obedience: Paul and an Implied Premise in Galatians 3:10 and 5:3” NT XXXVI (1994), exactly 
points out the problems regarding such an implied presupposition in Gal. 3:10, which is often used a 
proof text for the impossibility of the perfect fulfilling of the law. For details, see chapter V.  
10 It must be carefully observed that Rom. 3:23 and 5:12 do not state that all broke the law but that all 
sinned. The “I” in Rom. 7 is not the “I: who breaks the law but the “I” who does evil. To sin and to do 
evil are not the same as to break the law. It is important to realize that the idea that if we keep the law 
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plied? Is it, as some claim, because the conclusion is obvious? If so, why does Paul 

then make every effort to prove what is obvious? 

     I, however, am not claiming that Paul argues for the possibility of perfect observance 

of the law. Rather, I think that Paul was not interested in this issue, i.e., neither in the 

possibility nor in the impossibility of fulfilling the law. To my mind, to attempt to link 

the reason why Paul objected to the law to a failure to truly keep the law (either by 

any misuse of the law or by human inability) cannot really explain Paul’s view of the 

law. The problem that Paul had with the law was not linked to human endeavour, but 

was rather something essential to the law itself. It was Paul himself who said that he 

was blameless in terms of righteousness of the law (Phil. 3:6).11 If he had realized 

the impossibility of fulfilling the law or had any problems with fulfilling the law truly 

and perfectly, would the problem with the law not have been solved easily? Would 

Paul have needed his extremely complicated explanation of the problem of the law? 

To my mind, Paul accepted that it was possible to fulfil the law perfectly and that the 

requirements of the law could be accomplished without any misuse of the law. Nev-

ertheless, on the way to Damascus, having discovered himself to be sinful, Paul was 

thrown into turmoil. Here is our real dilemma: How could the law that was perfectly 

fulfilled lead Paul not to life but to death, and make Paul who was a perfect law-

keeper, not righteous, but the worst of sinners? Paul did not find the answer to this 

dilemma in his own life, that is, he did not find it in something he did wrong in terms 

of the law as he had been a person who had followed the law with zeal and kept it 

faultlessly. In other words, Paul did not see any problems in terms of his fulfilling of 

the law up till that moment. The goal that he had sought, that is, the fulfilling of the 

law, had been accomplished and it had been done in the right way. This means that 

for Paul, the real problem was not anything in himself, but something in the law. 

      When a person’s inability to keep the law perfectly or a person’s misuse of the 

law, as the traditional view and the New Perspective respectively claim, is regarded 

as the problem of the law, the problem of the law is linked to the human side instead 

of linking it to the law itself. In one word, the problem becomes a human problem. 

The most important difficulty with such an approach is that too much emphasis is put 
                                                                                                                                                                     
perfectly, we are without sin, is not an axiom in Paul’s thought but just a presupposition. For details, 
see my exegesis of Rom. 3 and 5.      
11 Many interpretations have suggested but the following should be noted: The verse does not say 
that it is from a specific point of view that Paul was blameless in terms of righteousness of the law. For 
example, Paul does not say that he was blameless in regard to the righteousness of the law from a 
Pharisaic perspective. See section 1 “Paul’s Conscience” in chapter III.   
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on the subjective/human side: A human being fulfils, keeps or misuses the law. The 

law thus becomes mere regulations or rules. The human is regarded as active and 

the law as passive. The problem with the law is thus not associated with the law (as 

object), but rather with human being (as subject). We, however, must realize that 

such an approach totally ignores one of the most important aspects in Paul’s por-

trayal of the law. According to Paul, the law is something personal, something sub-

jective.12 The idea that human beings fulfil the law as an object is not totally absent 

from Paul’s letters. If, however, we have not paid proper attention to the personal as-

pect of the law, we start our theologising on his views of the law from the wrong 

place, because when he provides us with his best explanation of the law, the per-

sonal nature of the law comes to the fore.  

     For example, in Galatians, the law appears as paidagwgo,j. I, a child, am controlled 

by a paidagwgo,j. Thus the law is regarded as the subject that makes me a slave. In 

Rom. 7, where Paul gives us the most puzzling and detailed explanation of the law, 

the personal nature of the law is also very conspicuous. The law is not a mere regu-

lation anymore, that is, an object, to be kept. Rather, the law is portrayed as the 

stronger person who captures and leads humankind. The law is regarded as so 

powerful that a human being cannot refuse its requests and commands. It is ex-

tremely important to understand this since this means that the requirements of the 

law are similar to the commands put by a master to his slave. The slave is not in a 

position in which he can refuse his master’s command, even before failing to obey 

his command. At this point, to ask about the possibility of the fulfilling of the law, is 

not what Paul is interested in. The more the personal nature of the law is empha-

sised, the further the human inability of fulfilling the law is from the centre of Paul’s 

thought. When we recognize the personal nature of the law, we also come to per-

ceive that it is not the human fulfilment of the law (as an object) but the portrayal of 

the law as a subject and its function in terms of human beings that lie in the centre of 

Paul’s interest. In this regard, I believe that Paul’s interest was to show that the law 

that was supposed to bring forth life, the Torah, was, in fact, the law of death. In oth-

er words, his purpose was to prove that even in cases where the law was followed 

(fulfilled) perfectly, it could not but bring death to humankind, because it was the law 

                                                      
12 The Bultmannian School that emphasizes the ‘human’ misuse of the law for righteousness more 
than the failure of the fulfilling the law can be cited as one of the best examples of putting too much 
emphasis on the subjective side.  
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of death.13 The problem of the law was thus not linked to human inability to fulfil it or 

to its misuse, but linked to the law itself. At this point, we can see that Paul’s focus 

was not on the human side, but had to do with the nature of the law.   

     That this is Paul’s main concern one can see very clearly in Rom. 7. Ironically, 

Rom. 7, however, has been read for many centuries as an indication of the impossi-

bility of a perfect fulfilling of the law. Paul, however, is not interested in arguing that 

the law cannot be fulfilled perfectly. Rather, his aim is to explain by means of an in-

tertextual use of Genesis and Deuteronomy that the Torah can be identified as the 

law of death. In his attempt to prove this, Paul introduces the notion of a twofold 

law.14 The law is not single but plural. Take note that I argue that Paul does not simp-

ly refer to two functions or the two sides of the law, but that he thinks in terms of two 

laws.    

     In Rom. 7, Paul alludes to Gen. 3. In this allusion, Paul is identified with Eve, and the 

Torah with the commandment of Adam. In Genesis, Eve receives the commandment 

from her husband.15 That is the reason why Paul uses the analogy of a husband in 

Rom. 7:1-3. In essence, the Torah is thus the law of the husband. As Genesis shows, 

there were two commandments linked to the two trees in Eden. For Paul, the exist-

ence of two separate trees in Eden illustrates the separation and the independence 

of the two commandments that he has in mind. On the one hand, Paul argues in 

Rom. 7 that the Torah brought him knowledge of sin, that is, of evil, by producing 

covetousness in him (Rom. 7:7-8). Furthermore, the Torah also brought him the 

knowledge of good (Rom. 7:18). In terms of this way of thinking, the Torah is thus 

identified with the first tree, and linked to the commandment of the tree of good and 

evil. On the other hand, there is the commandment associated with the second tree, 

that is, tree of life. This is the other law, that is, the law of the mind, of life and of God. 

Echoing Genesis, Paul argues that the Torah, as the law of the first husband, is not 

the commandment of the second tree, that is, the tree of life (the law of life) but that it 

is associated with the first tree, that is, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 

(the law of death). If so, the question could be raised, what and where is the other 

law (the other commandment)? In order to answer this, Paul moves to Deuteronomy 

                                                      
13 This will be dealt with in chapter VIII.  
14 The two laws to which I refer here, are not the laws in terms of the eschatological tension of the 
‘already but not yet’ which are highlighted by J. D. G. Dunn, Theology, pp. 472-76. The death caused 
by the law of death was not something that began when the eschatological tension started.  
15 See section 3.2.2. “Did Eve exaggerate God’s Commandment?” in chapter VIII.  
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by alluding to it in the latter part of Rom. 7 and Rom. 8:1-2. In the latter part of Rom. 

7, he accentuates the concept ‘mind’. The word bb'le (mind or heart) is one of the key 

words in Deuteronomy, for example in expressions such as ‘between the eyes’ and 

‘on the hand.’ He uses the captivity motif in the latter part of Rom. 7, too: As a cap-

tive, he serves the law of sin and death. The ultimate covenantal judgment in Deu-

teronomy is to be captive and to serve the Gentiles. It is not a coincidence that pre-

cisely key words and main ideas in Deuteronomy such as mind, serving, being cap-

tive, being released from the captivity, life and death appear in Rom. 7:23-8:2. Paul 

focuses in particular on Deut. 30 as is shown by the use of key words such as law, 

commandment, good, evil, life, death, blessing, and cursing which are found together 

with the notion of being liberated from captivity.  

     The reason why Paul concentrates on Deut. 30 is that this chapter connects Deuter-

onomy and Genesis. The core verse in Deut. 30 is v. 15. This verse contains the four 

core concepts which are associated with the two commandments of the two trees: 

Life, death, good, and evil. Paul interprets Deuteronomy as explaining the Torah by 

means of Gen. 2-3. According to Gen. 2-3, there were two trees and two command-

ments. Similarly, there appear two mounts in the concluding part of Deuteronomy 

(Deut. 27-30). By the way, surprisingly, there is no law of blessing on Mt. Ebal. The 

commandment of the tree of life in Adam’s commandments and the law of blessing in 

the Mosaic laws have disappeared. For Paul, the Torah is Adam’s commandment 

without the commandment of the tree of life (the law of life), that is, the Torah is the 

law of death. On the other hand, the commandment of the tree of life, or the law of 

Mt. Gerizim is the law of the Spirit of life, God and the mind. Citing Deut. 30 later in 

Rom. 10, Paul concretely reveals that the law of the mind (heart) is Christ to be be-

lieved in by the heart. The lost commandment of the tree of life, that is, the law of life 

and the law of the mind is the law of the new husband, Christ, that is, the law of love. 

In conclusion, the Torah is Adam’s (old husband) commandment, the command of 

the tree of good and evil, the law of curse on Mt. Ebal, the law of sin, and the law of 

death, while Christ’s (the new husband’s) law is the commandment of the tree of life, 

the law of blessing on Mt. Gerizim, the law of God, the law of mind, and the law of 

the Spirit of life. The Torah is not the law giving life!  

     At a first glance, the notion of two laws may seem awkward and strange, but Paul 

shows that this is rather a natural conclusion from the context of Gen. 3 and Deut. 27 

and 30, and not a skilful, fanciful explanation. The comprehension of the plurality and 
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personal nature of the law is the starting point for understanding the various ways in 

which Paul refers to the law rhetorically. For a long time, Pauline scholars have been 

mystified and even tormented by Paul’s negative and positive views on the law. They 

added midrashic interpretations16 to many verses in the Pauline letters in an attempt 

to understand the Paul who was so strongly against the law, but who could also call 

upon Christians to fulfil the law of Christ. If, however, we grasp the fact that there are 

actually two laws, we can understand Paul without resorting to midrashic explana-

tions. 

     We must also pay attention to the implications of the plurality in Paul’s concept of 

the law, because it has an enormous and critical effect on his theology of the law. 

The implication of the existence of two laws (not merely of two functions of the law) 

is as follows: The end results of the law, namely, death and life respectively, does not 

depend on the fulfilling of the law, but on the identity of the particular law that is op-

erative. In other words, the respective end results of the two laws are pre-determined. 

If Paul was thinking in terms of only one law with two possible outcomes, these out-

comes would not be determined by the identification of law as such but by what hu-

mankind do with the law. For example, depending on the perfect fulfilling of the law 

or not, the two possible outcomes of death and life would be open to humankind. In 

such a case, a failure to perfectly fulfil the law causes death. On the other hand, by 

perfect fulfilling of the law, the same law causes life. When, however, two end results 

(life and death) correspond to two different laws, the two different end results are not 

based on human input, but on the identification of the specific law. In such a case, 

Paul’s interest is not in the human input as such, that is, in human deeds or human 

achievements. According to the identification of the particular law under which a per-

son is, a person will be steered to the particular result (death or life) corresponding to 

the particular law. There is thus no side road on either of the two laws. The law of life 

always takes humans to life and the law of death always takes humans to death. It is 

impossible for the law of life to produce death and vice versa. There is thus no room 

for any human input that might change the end results.     

     The identification of the particular law further implies the following: Even by per-

fect fulfilment the law of death brings forth death. Let us regard this in terms of the 

                                                      
16 Ideas such as that Paul distinguishes between the law as a means of salvation and as a way of liv-
ing, or that he classifies the law into moral law and ritual law, are additions, and not distinctions made 
by him.  
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misuse of the law. No matter how well the law of death is used, it cannot produce life. 

Therefore, it is not by the misuse of the law of death that it produces death. The rea-

son why the law of death causes death is not that humans follow it in the wrong way, 

but rather because the law that guides them is actually the law of death; it leads hu-

mankind only to death. Even though it may sound extremely awkward, the exact 

function of the law of death is to bring death to the person who follows it. Therefore, 

death does not come from the misuse of the law of death neither does death come 

from a failure to fulfil the law perfectly. Earlier on, I pointed out that when one grasps 

the notion that the law is presented in a personal way, one realises that any attempt 

to fulfil the law is a form of submission. The force of the law (as a person) is so pow-

erful that humans cannot but obey it. As captives, people cannot but obey the law of 

death and finally come to death. To put it in a nutshell, through fulfilling (obeying) the 

law of death (without misusing it) one arrives at death.17 

     To sum up, according to Paul, humankind is totally incapable before the two laws, 

the two laws being regarded as two different persons. If we ask more specifically in 

which sense humankind is incapable, the answer is: The two laws are in a battle with 

each other, trying to capture humankind (Rom. 7). Whoever wins captures a person 

and makes him/her a slave. Humankind is thus thoroughly incapable in various 

senses: They are incapable in the sense that they cannot choose which law to serve; 

they are incapable in the sense that they cannot choose the way in which they can 

serve the law; and they are incapable in the sense that they cannot reject the fulfil-

ment of the requirements of the law. It is thus impossible for them to choose the law, 

to misuse it, or to fail to fulfil it. 

     Finally, when we regard the two laws as two persons, we also realise that (the 

failure of) the fulfilling of the law is not the point in which Paul is interested when he 

discusses the problem with the law. The problem with the law lies in the identity of 

the particular law. For him, the law that he followed and fulfilled perfectly has turned 

out to be the law of death. His interest is to prove this. From this it is clear, that Paul-

ine scholars have often been interested in something in which Paul had no interest 
                                                      
17 The idea that the law does not produce an end result until it is fully fulfilled, and that it produces the 
opposite result when it is broken, is one of the general and widely held presuppositions found in 
scholarly literature. This matter is going to be dealt with in chapters III and V.  
     By the way, the relationship between the two laws and their respective end results is very similar to 
the relationship between the ‘flesh’ and the ‘Holy Spirit’ and their respective end results. The works of 
the flesh and the fruit of the Spirit have been predetermined to lead to two different end results (Gal. 
6:8). Not the failure in fulfilling the lust of the flesh but one’s success in this regard gives rise to sinful 
works.  
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himself. I will prove this later through detailed exegesis.          

     There is also the issue of circumcision that lies in the centre of Paul’s debate on the 

law. Understanding circumcision is directly related to understanding Paul’s view of 

the law. When one takes the notion of the law in terms of two persons as point of de-

parture, one can get a better grip on the reason why Paul was against circumcision. 

He was against the Galatians’ acceptance of circumcision not because of their pur-

pose in doing this or because they misused the law. He opposed circumcision be-

cause by practising circumcision they accepted the law which enslaves a person 

spiritually, and, accordingly, this law had already identified the person as a slave by 

the mere fact that the law was accepted, regardless of any misuse of the law. In this 

regard, it is in fact not very useful to try to identify the works of the law (e;rga no,mou) – 

an issue on which a lot of time has been spent in Pauline debates on the law. It does 

not really matter whether one explains the works of the law in terms of the traditional 

view (works as good deeds) or of the New Perspective (works as Jewish identifying 

deeds). Paul was not opposed to circumcision because it was the beginning of a task 

that one would fail to fulfil. The life under the curse did not begin only when the per-

son who accepted circumcision failed to fulfil the law perfectly. Paul did not say that 

someone who had perfectly accomplished circumcision was temporally free until he 

failed to fulfil the other laws, such as the Sabbath or food regulations. The circum-

cised one was already under a curse because of the circumcision that he had per-

fectly accomplished. His life under the curse started with the fulfilment of circumci-

sion and continued afterwards through the continuing fulfilment, that is, continuing 

submission to the other regulations of the law. The life under the curse did not begin 

with the failure to fulfil the rest of the law. Rather, by accepting circumcision one has 

already accepted the curse of slavery, which stayed on one throughout one’s obedi-

ence to the rest of the law, even if it were a perfect fulfilment of the whole law (Gal. 

5:3). This is the simple reason why Paul opposed circumcision. The point is that 

one’s accomplishment of obedience to the law did not change the nature of the life of 

spiritual slavery. The logic according to which a slave is free from the curse, as long 

as he fulfils his duties of slavery does not make sense. It is foolish to claim that a 

slave who obeys his master perfectly because of the fear of death is free from pun-

ishment as long as he obeys the master completely. No, the slave lives the life of 

slavery under death in spite of fulfilment of the master’s commands. Furthermore, 

even if he would fulfil all his duties until the last day of his life, this would not change 
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the nature of his life in any way. His life is nothing but a perfect life of perfect slavery. 

This is the tragedy of the life under the curse, or the life of slavery. The curse of the 

life under the law, to which Paul refers, is not a future curse that will become effec-

tive with a failure in fulfilling the law, but is linked to the present life of slavery. Perfect 

fulfilment is thus not freedom but perfect obedience, and the acceptance of circumci-

sion promises only death, regardless of one’s success in fulfilment of the rest of the 

law. 

     Here, we see again that (the possibility of) the fulfilling of the law is not the issue 

that is problematic for Paul when he discusses circumcision. His concern is to point 

out the identity of the law. This reading enables us to read Gal. 3:10 and 5:3 without 

accepting the implied presupposition of the impossibility of perfect obedience ac-

cepted by so many scholars. Furthermore, by this reading, we, unlike the New Per-

spective, can explain why Paul refers to the works of the law in a general sense 

without identifying the particular works of the law. The problem with a life fulfilling the 

law is not the impossibility of doing so, but its nature of spiritual slavery. The identifi-

cation of the works of the law thus does not affect the nature of such a life.  

     The climax of the notion of the two laws as two persons can be noticed in Rom. 

10, since here Christ himself is portrayed as the law. When we follow the notion of 

the personal nature of the two laws, a new reading of Rom. 10 begins to emerge. In 

Rom. 7, Paul referred to the two laws as two persons, but he did not reveal their 

identities. Eventually, in Rom. 10, he then discloses the identities of the two laws by 

using Deuteronomy.18 Rom. 10 (including the end of Rom. 9) has often been read as 

dealing with two different ways in the pursuit of the fulfilment of the law. It has often 

been interpreted as that Israel could not succeed in fulfilling the law, because she did 

it in the wrong way, that is, through the works of the law. However, Paul does not 

state that Israel could not attain the fulfilling or the purpose19 of the law but that they 

could not attain the law itself (Rom. 9:31). This misreading of the text is caused by 

overlooking the notion of the two laws and then being blinded to the importance of 

this difference. 

     When we realize the importance of the notion of the two laws, we will also see 

that the works (mentioned in Rom. 9:32) does not refer to the misuse of the law. The 

law of death does not produce death because it is being pursued in the wrong way. 
                                                      
18 For details, see chapter IX.    
19 CJB and RSV interpret it in this way.  
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In fact, it is actually impossible to misuse the law in the sense that humankind cannot 

determine its outcome. In this respect, the two laws are the same, but they have dif-

ferent outcomes. The way in which one obeys the particular law determines its identi-

ty; not one’s success or failure in fulfilling it. The identification of the particular law 

determines its results. Paul’s intention is thus to reveal the identities of the two laws. 

He does not rebuke Israel for failure in fulfilling the law, but because she has not at-

tained to the law that she should have attained to. In other words, Paul argues that 

the law that Israel followed and obeyed was not the law through which she could get 

life, namely, the law of life.  

     In Rom. 7, it is said that the law of death is served in the flesh and the law of life 

by the heart. It is impossible to serve the law of life in the flesh and the law of death 

by the heart. It is very important to remember that the law of death can be served on-

ly in the flesh. Paul never presents the flesh as the way in which one misuses the 

law of death. For him, to serve the law in the flesh means to serve the law of death. 

The key point is that the way of pursuing the law is related not to the misuse of the 

law but to the identity of the law. This insight is vital for understanding Rom. 10 cor-

rectly. In Rom. 10, Paul compares the Mosaic law and Christ. The Torah is the law 

whose way of being served is by works, i.e., by doing. Doing is not the wrong way to 

serve the Torah. Paul relates the works to the flesh, while emphasizing that Christ is 

the law to be believed in the heart. It is revealed that, according to Deut. 30, Christ 

who is to be confessed by the mouth and believed in by the heart, is the law of life 

that is to be in the mouth and the heart. Of course, already in Rom. 7, Paul had said 

that the law of life is served in (by) the mind (heart).20 What Paul states in Rom. 10, 

is thus based on Rom. 7. He relates the heart to the belief and the flesh to the works. 

In this way, readers would immediately come to realize the identity of the Torah.  

     Israel did not rely on belief but on works. This does not mean that she tried to fulfil 

the law in the wrong way. Her relying on the works meant her relying on the law of 

flesh, that is, the law of death. Surprisingly, the Torah was a law of doing. Paul’s ob-

jection against works lies here. Many scholars accept that Paul’s emphasis falls on 

Israel’s failure to fulfil the law or to reach its true purpose,21 but this misses the point. 

                                                      
20 The Hebrew word bb'le is generally translated as nou/j (mind) or kardi,a (heart) in Greek. In Rom. 7-
10, Paul, in fact, uses the two words without distinction. In Rom. 7, however, he prefers nou/j, hinting at 
the tree of knowledge of good and evil. For details, see section 3 on “Rom. 7:7-25” in chapter VIII and 
section 4 on “Rom. 10:5-10” in chapter IX.    
21 After the Reformers, M. Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: An Exposition 
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Paul discloses that since Israel did not believe in Christ, she was in fact captured by 

the law of works, the law of death. Accordingly, she could not reach the law of life.  

 

 

1.2 Is our answer right? 
 

From the above it is clear that Paul was never interested in the fulfilment of the law. 

For him the problem of the law was linked to its identity. If this is the case, what was 

then the solution to the problem of the law, that is, to its curse? If Paul’s answer 

would just be to present another way of fulfilling the law, it would be an irrelevant so-

lution. Many scholars who link the problem of the law to humankind’s failure to fulfil it 

perfectly, interpret its fulfilment (plh,rwma) by love (Rom. 13:10; Gal. 5:13-14, 6:2) as 

the solution to the problem, still arguing within the context of law-observance.22 Ac-

cording to this interpretation, love is the true solution to fulfilling the law perfectly (ac-

cording to a saying of Christ). This, however, does not sound right to me since a Paul 

who believes that love is the right way to fulfil the law (Torah) is actually a Paul who 

says that we can fulfil the law of slavery (the law of death) that he was so strongly 

against, by means of the law of Christ (the law of life). On the other hand, if the prob-

lem does not lie in human inability to fulfil the law or in the wrong way of observing 

the law but rather in the identity of the law itself, the solution to the fulfilment of the 

law must also be related to the identity of the law. This would be logical. In other 

words, if we take into account that Paul is thinking of two laws, the matter of the 

identity has to do with the relationship between the law of death and the law of life. 

Paul does not accept an easy solution in that he discards the law entirely. If so, he 

                                                                                                                                                                     
with Practical Observations of the Epistle of St. Paul to the Romans, Vol. 6 (London: Fleming H. Rev-
ell Company), pp. 436-40, propagated this idea, it was accepted ever since. See F. F. Bruce, The 
Epistle of Paul to the Romans: An Introduction and Commentary (London: The Tyndale Press, 1963), 
pp. 198-202. (It seems that he amended his idea in the second edition.); W. Barclay, The Letter to the 
Romans (DSB, Edinburgh: Saint Andrew Press, 1969), pp. 141-49; C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and 
Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, Vol. II (ICC, Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1979), pp. 
507-22; T. R. Schreiner, “Israel’s Failure to Attain Righteousness in Romans 9:30-10:3”, TJ 12 (1991), 
pp. 209-20; and T. D. Gordon, “Why Israel did not Obtain Torah-Righteousness: A Translation Note 
on Rom. 9:32”, WTJ 54 (1992), pp. 163-66.     
22 It has been claimed that love makes the true fulfilling of the law possible. See P. Stuhlmacher, Der 
Brief an die Römer (NTD 6, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1998), pp. 186-88; H. Räisänen, Paul 
and the Law, pp. 62-5; I. Hong, The Law in Galatians (JSNTSS 81, Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), pp. 
170-83; and see the scholars introduced in section 1 “Method or End Product?” in chapter X. The ful-
filment of the law is still regarded as a valid requirement for Christians. The fulfilment that was impos-
sible, however, is now possible through faith in Christ.   
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would not have called the law of life a law (no,moj). Because of Jesus, the law of death 

is no more the law of death but rather becomes the law of life. The change is some-

thing that is related not to human beings but to the law itself. In other words, the so-

lution for the problem with the law is not linked to humankind but to its essential na-

ture.  

     In Rom. 7, Paul explains the essential problem of the law; it was supposed to 

bring life but in fact produced death. The law was given originally for life but actually 

worked for death (Rom. 7:10). Paul explains this dilemma in terms of a battle be-

tween the two laws. They battle with each other to get hold of a person; the law of 

life gets defeated and loses control over him. The law of life is thus powerless. In 

Rom. 7, the focus of powerlessness lies not in the human but in the law itself. On the 

other hand, in Rom 8, the law (not of death) can do the right thing. The law of life, the law  

of the Holy Spirit through Christ, then finally liberates a person. At last the right action of  

the law (to. dikai,wma tou/ no,mou) has been fulfilled (Rom. 8:4). It is in this sense that Christ ful-

fils the law. The fulfilment of the law as a solution must be understood in this context. 

We should not interpret the text in the sense that humans achieve observance of the 

law. Rather the law that was not perfect and therefore could not but lead people to 

death, is fulfilled to become the perfect law, performing ‘the right action (dikai,wma)’. 

That is to say, fulfilling the law in the context of Rom. 7-8 is not observing the law in 

the sense of doing or keeping it perfectly, but making the law the perfect law.  

     This, however, does not mean a mere recovery of the function of the law. In Paul’s 

thought, the law is twofold. The fulfilment of the law is not linked to the function of the 

law but to the relationship between the two laws. It has to do with the essence of the 

two laws and that is the reason why Paul could not but explain it in such a compli-

cated and profound way, calling both of them no,moj. It is not the case that the Torah 

functions rightly as the Torah after the recovery of its function; it is rather the case 

that the Torah is transformed (fulfilled) to be the law of life and performs its right ac-

tion; not as the Torah but as the new law.  

     Paul explains this in terms of a new creation.  vAnakefalaio,w does not mean a simple 

summation but a newness of all things being unified in Christ(Eph. 1:10). In Gal. 6:15, 

he calls the new law, love, a new creature (kainh. kti,sij). This is neither summation, 

nor abolishment, nor substitution. As a sinner is created to be a new creature (a 

righteous), so the law of death is created to be the law of life. The sinner is not 
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summed up, reduced, abolished, or substituted to be a righteous. It is the same per-

son, but with an essential difference. Becoming righteous does not mean that a sin-

ner recovers a former function. Likewise, the Torah and the fulfilled law are the same 

law but there is an essential difference between them. Christ’s new commandment, 

love, does not sum up, reduce, or substitute the Torah. Love is the finished product 

that the Torah is essentially changed and transformed to be. The essence of the 

transformed law is love.23 

     Love is the fulfilment of the law. In the light of what has been argued so far, we 

note that love, the law of Christ, is actually the law performing the right action, that is, 

it being the law of life. In other words, love is, sort of, the finished product, namely, 

the completed law. All interpretations that focus on human incapability to keep the 

law, and in how to achieve perfect observance of the law, thus miss the point. Love 

itself is already its fulfilment, irrespective of human achievement to keep the law per-

fectly. Love is not the true means or the right way in which humans can keep the law 

perfectly. Love itself already is the fulfilled law or the fulfilment of the law.  

     Once again, this interpretation makes it clear that by referring to the fulfilment of 

the law, Paul is not interested in its perfect observance at all. If this is correct, there 

seems to remain one further question: Why does Paul still refer to the fulfilment of 

the law in connection with Christians? Rom. 13 and Gal. 6 seem to say that Chris-

tians fulfil the law by means of love. Does this mean that when Paul comes to ethics, 

he eventually returns to the notion of observing the law? Scholars tend to pay atten-

tion to the verb ‘fulfil’ (plhro,w) in Gal. 5:14 and 6:2.24 One of the most popular ways 

of explaining this is by accepting that fulfilling the law differs from keeping or doing 

the law.25 Christians do not keep the law by doing everything any more but fulfil the 

law. If this were true, Paul is actually playing with words, and, in a sense, it still 

means that Christians have to keep everything in the law perfectly. This would mean 

that Paul attempts to escape contradicting himself simply by using different words.        

     But if Paul says that even though Christians do not keep everything in the law, 
                                                      
23 In understanding this are the essentials for understanding Paul’s view of the law.  
24 Gal. 5:14:~O ga.r pa/j no,moj evn e`ni. lo,gw| plhrou/tai( evn tw/|( VAgaph,seij to.n plhsi,on sou w`j 
e`auto,nÅ Gal. 6:2:VAllh,lwn ta. ba,rh basta,zete kai. ou[twj avnaplhrw,sete to.n no,mon tou/ Cristou/Å  
     E. de. W. Burton, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians (ICC, Edin-
burgh: T. & T. Clark, 1980), pp. 294ff., already emphasized the importance of the verb plhro,w.  
25 H. D. Betz, Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Churches in Galatia (Hermeneia, Phil-
adelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), p. 275; S. Westerholm, “On Fulfilling the Whole Law (Gal. 5:14)”, 
SEǺ 51-2 (1986/7), pp. 229-37; and J. M. G. Barclay, Obeying the Truth. A Study of Paul’s Ethics in 
Galatians (SNTW, Edinburgh, T. & T. Clark, SPCK, 1988), p. 140. 
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they in a true sense fulfil the law without observing everything in it, why did he attack 

the law itself elsewhere? In Galatians, Paul says that whoever accepts the law ac-

cepts the life of a spiritual slave. Being a slave, any fulfilling, keeping, doing or ob-

serving of the law or anything else can in no way give such a life any positive mean-

ing. According to Romans, the law is the law of death. Would this mean that it is the 

task of the Christian to fulfil the law of death in a true sense and a right way? If this 

were true, he would be drawing a line through all his attacks on the law. This I cannot 

accept.  

     The one thing that is most clear and that we must not give up is that for Paul, the 

law is the law of death and slavery. The identity of the law is not based upon human 

misuse and inability but linked to its nature. This is the reason why he says that Ga-

latians must not accept the law. In Galatians, Paul’s warning is very severe and in 

Romans, the I as a slave of the law is depicted as miserable. We should not forget 

this. According to Paul, we can never go back to the law. Paul’s call is as clear as it 

is simple: Christians are not to follow the law, but to love. If we do not forget this sim-

ple fact, the solution is rather easy.        

    First of all, when Paul states in Rom. 13:9-10 that love is the fulfilment of the law we 

must note that love is not suggested as a way of keeping the law. Paul does not say 

that because loving is equivalent to doing the whole law (without keeping all the 

commands), loving one’s neighbour is an effective and possible way to keep the law. 

Take note that Paul does not say that doing love is the fulfilment of the law. Love it-

self is already the fulfilment of the law. Here, Gal. 5:14 should be considered too. 

The relationship between all the law (commandments) and one word is highlighted. 

Paul says that all commandments are unified, that is, are transformed and united, 

(avnakefalaio,w) in the word avgaph,seij to.n plhsi,on sou w`j seauto,n. The whole law is ful-

filled in one word. In Romans and Galatians, Paul refers to a change in the essence 

of the law itself. This is what we also saw earlier in Rom. 7-10. He just says that the 

whole law is fulfilled to be one word, ‘love your neighbour’. 

     Furthermore the meaning of the fulfilment in 13:8 is based on what is said in vv. 9-

10.26 To accept that in v. 8 love for one’s neighbour is the way to observe the law 

cannot be justified and means that we do not take into account vv. 9-10. The core to 

understanding the text lies in noting that Paul says that he who loves his neighbour 

                                                      
26 Note the ga,r sentence. 
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has (already) fulfilled the law. If loving one’s neighbour is equivalent to doing the 

whole law, in other words, if loving someone else is the way to observe the whole law, 

Paul should have said that he who loves another fulfils the law27 or that he who has 

loved his neighbour has fulfilled the law. If Paul presents love for one’s fellow human 

being as a way or means to observe all the commands, this can never explain the 

perfect tense. If, however, we realize that love itself is already the fulfilment of the 

law, the perfect tense is inevitable.  

     In v. 8 Paul refers to debt. He contrasts two different kinds of debt, that is, love 

and the law. His argument is clear. Christians must not take on them the debt of the 

law; they should take on the debt of love. To put it in a nut shell, not the law but love! 

Paul’s motto is not ‘the love for the law’ but ‘not the law but love’. This is what love as 

the fulfilment of the law means. Since a person’s loving of his neighbour means do-

ing the already fulfilled law, for such a person the law has already been fulfilled, not 

observed. Therefore, the debt to the law plays no role anymore. This, however, is not 

because the debt of the law has been paid but because the debt of the law has no 

force anymore. In other words, the debt of the law has already lost its effect for those 

who love others. Love is not the way to pay the debt of the law but the way to be free 

from it. This is the reason why Paul uses the perfect tense. The one loving is not the 

one fulfilling the law but the one having already been freed from the debt of the law. 

To claim that love is the way to fulfil the law is to read the text exactly contrary to 

Paul’s intention.  

     Our understanding of the law can be confirmed by Galatians. Gal. 6:2 is an im-

portant verse which is often assumed to refer to the observance of the law. If, how-

ever, we take into account the fact that Paul argues strongly against the law 

throughout the whole letter up until Gal. 6:2, we realise that explanations28 that ac-

cept that Christians fulfil the law in the true sense29 without actually keeping every 

command, go against Paul’s logic. The understanding of the verse hinges on the 
                                                      
27 According to D. S. Lim, “Fullness”, in: G. F. Hawthorne and R. P. Martin (eds.), Dictionary of Paul 
and his Letters (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1993), p. 319, in vv. 8-10, Paul is interested in 
obedience to the whole Torah. Love is the sum of the law’s demands and Christians fulfil it wholly. Ac-
cording to his explanation, Christians are still fulfilling all the demands of the Torah in a certain way, 
though.  
28 For example, to say that plhro,w (fulfil) is different from poie,w (do) so that Christians fulfil the 
whole law through love without keeping all its regulations is to read the text ultimately in terms of the 
observance of the law, in that it understands love as the right way to fulfil the law. 
29 The following English versions of Gal. 6:2 clearly show this. BBE: Take on yourselves one another’s 
troubles, and so keep the law of Christ. CJB: Bear one another’s burdens. In this way you will be ful-
filling the Torah’s true meaning, which the Messiah upholds. 
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grasp of the prefix avna,. We should take note that the verse does not say that Chris-

tians fulfil the law of Christ by carrying one another’s burdens, but that they ‘re-(avna,)’-

fulfil the law of Christ. Almost no translation or commentary have paid proper atten-

tion to the prefix avna,. Scholars never explain the meaning of ‘again’ (avna,). There have 

been numerous debates on the identity of the law of Christ. Regardless of whether it 

is the Torah or the new law, it is very important to realise that Christians have never 

finished observing any of them. All readings centring on observing the law in any 

sense result in ignoring the meaning of avna,, that is, ‘again’. It might not be impossible 

to take the prefix as a meaningless grammatical particle30 but the best option is to 

always consider the possibility that it does make sense.  

     Our approach to the fulfilment of the law can give the proper sense to avna,. VAna, 

shows that what Christians fulfil through love, that is, by carrying others’ burdens, 

has already been fulfilled. If we interpret the verse in terms of law observance, we 

run into trouble. However, Paul does not use ‘fulfilling’ in the sense of observing the 

law. Paul has already referred to fulfilment earlier on. According to him, the whole 

law has already been fulfilled in one word, that is, in love (Gal. 5:14). In Galatians, 

Paul says the same as in Romans. According to Galatians, the law has already been 

fulfilled in love and, according to Romans, the law has already been fulfilled by loving 

one’s neighbour. Paul does not speak about the observance of the law but about the 

identity and nature of the law. Love itself is already the fulfilled (completed) law.  

     In Romans, Paul says that for the one who loves his neighbour (that is, the one 

who is doing the already fulfilled law) the law has no authority any more. The reason 

why Paul uses the perfect tense in Gal. 5:14 is because he wishes to say that the 

law has no value, but that love and faith are in force. One should see that Paul’s log-

ic in Gal. 5:6 is connected to 5:13b. The reason why circumcision has no value, but 

love and faith are important, is because the whole law has already been fulfilled in 

love. Paul’s point, therefore, is not that Christians must do the law, but that they must 

do the fulfilled law, love. Christians must serve one another, not in the law, but in love. 

This point of Paul is verified once again by his continuing objection against the law 

(vv. 18 and 23) and his demand for love again in 6:2 (bear one another’s burdens). 

That is to say, Paul repeats in 6:2 what he said in 5:14. In Gal. 5:14, exhorting the 

Galatians to love, Paul stressed that the law had already been fulfilled, and in Gal. 6, 
                                                      
30 In this case, avna, might be understood to express a sort of light intensity that does not add anything 
essential to the main verb. Then avnaplhro,w is a synonym for plhro,w. 
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spurring them on to love, he reminds them of the completion of the fulfilment of the 

law. By putting love into practice, Christians fulfil the law of Christ again. Since ful-

filling the law in Gal. 5:14 does not mean that the law has been fully kept, so ‘re-fulfill’ 

(avnaplhro,w) in Gal. 6:2 does not refer to the observance of the law. VAna shows that 

love is the fulfilled law and at this point avna is not a meaningless prefix but rather a 

key word. All exegesis disregarding the prefix avna misses the point. The true mean-

ing of avna cannot be explained at all in terms of observing of the law. Rather the text 

should be read the other way round. By reading it from the angle of law observance, 

love becomes the means and the law the purpose. Paul, however, does not say that 

Christians must do the law but that they should love. In other words, love is the true 

purpose. We, therefore, cannot find a hint of an interest on Paul’s side in fulfilling 

(keeping or observing) the law, not even in Gal. 6:2. Consequently, it follows that the 

verses in Galatians and Romans which are believed to refer to Christians’ perfect 

observance of the law, do, in fact, not say so. Paul, rather, was strongly against the 

law and only for love.      

 

 

 

 

 

2 Purpose and method of the study 
 

From the above it is clear why the answer provided to the old question posed at the 

beginning of this chapter needs to be considered again. Is the curse of the law really 

caused by humankind’s failure to fulfil it perfectly? We need to rethink the answer 

that is commonly accepted and that has never been fundamentally challenged, 

thereby surviving long and fiery debates on Paul’s view of the law. Paul does not re-

fer anywhere in his letters to the impossibility of the perfect observance of the law. 

Neither is it ever an issue in his letters. He is not interested in fulfilling the law at all. 

In Galatians and Romans, where he spends the most time on the law, he consistent-

ly opposes the law. For him, the law is nothing but the law of death and of slavery. 

The problem of this law is never linked by him to a failure to perfectly obey the law. 
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For him the perfectly observed law gives birth to death and a life of perfect ob-

servance or even a life of perfect obedience is merely the perfect life of a spiritual 

slave. The problem of the law has to do with its’ nature, identity and, therefore, finally 

with the law itself. It is not possible to imagine a Paul who is worried about the right 

and true way to fulfil this very law. To put it in a nut shell, all efforts to solve problems 

related to the perfect observance of the law are attempts to answer questions that 

Paul never asked. A Pauline theology of the law that views the problem as the im-

possibility of perfect observance and the answer as the possibility of perfect ob-

servance cannot but distort Paul’s view of the law.  

     Paul focuses on the essence and nature of the law. As the law of death, the law 

itself has ceased and has been fulfilled to become the law of life through Christ. Thus, 

the fulfilment of the law is not an issue of human effort but has to do with its nature. It 

thus has to do with a fundamental change of the law, regardless of human ob-

servance. The law is not discarded; it is fulfilled. This is the very reason why Paul re-

fers to two laws. After the death of Christ, Paul can still refer to the law but the law is 

no longer the Torah. On this point, Paul can still be against the law. The important 

point, however, is that Paul’s objection to the law does not operate on the level of 

regulations. Paul does not want to establish another Torah in the form of regulations. 

Many scholars correctly pay attention to Paul’s rejection of circumcision, but the 

same amount of attention must be given to his rejection of uncircumcision as well. 

His reason for being opposed to uncircumcision is exactly the same as for being op-

posed to circumcision. Just as circumcision is a regulation which needs to be prac-

tised, so uncircumcision is a regulation which needs to be practised, that is, by the 

abolishment of circumcision. Paul is against both of them. The life of a Christian is 

neither one of keeping the Torah nor one of observing another Torah which abolishes 

the previous Torah. According to Paul, the life of the Christian is one of following love. 

Why is this so important? 

     Love is neither the Torah (the continuation of the Torah) nor the replacement of 

the Torah (the abolishment of the Torah). Because love is the fulfilment of the law, it 

does not establish any regulations for or against the Torah. Neither circumcision (ob-

serving circumcision) nor uncircumcision (abolishing circumcision) is perfect. Love is 

the perfect law, namely, the fulfilled law. For the first time, through love, both circum-

cision and uncircumcision might be allowed or rejected. The abolishment of the law, 

the continuation of the law, the reduction of the law and so forth, none of the existing 
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explanations of Paul’s view of the law, can explain why Paul who was extremely 

against the law let Timothy be circumcised. When, however, we understand the ful-

filment of the law correctly, we are able to remove the false charge of opportunism 

against Paul who was against circumcision of the Galatians and for circumcision of 

Timothy. Paul followed neither the regulation of circumcision nor that of uncircumci-

sion; he followed the fulfilled law, that is, love. In love, both might be accepted or de-

nied.  

     In the last century Paul’s theology was often regarded as being contradictory. This 

was not due to a lack of logic, but rather because theologians tended to focus on the 

notion of the perfect observance of the law, something in which Paul was not inter-

ested. This caused misunderstanding of what Paul was saying about the law. I, 

therefore, rather take Paul’s (dis)interest in fulfilling the law as the key to understand-

ing his view of the law, and from this perspective, will point out the problems with ex-

isting explanations, and, finally, will read the relevant texts again. In conclusion, I 

wish to point out: 

� In Paul’s thought, there are two laws (the law of death and the law of life), the 

final results of each law not being determined by one’s failure to fulfil it (e.g., 

by human inability, misuse, wrong way of observing and so forth), but having 

already been determined by the nature of the particular law, either life or 

death. Accordingly, Paul’s interest is not in fulfilling these laws but in identify-

ing them.  

� The life under the Mosaic law is not rejected because of the impossibility of a 

perfect observance of it. For Paul, keeping the Torah perfectly was possible, 

but life under the law had to be rejected because it was a life of spiritual slav-

ery which could not be avoided in any way. The Mosaic law was thus identi-

fied as the law of death.  

� The Torah, however, was neither simply abolished nor replaced by the law of 

life, but was fulfilled by Jesus (that is, transformed and completed) to become 

the law of life. The fulfilled law, that is, the law of life was identified with love, 

that is, the word of Jesus.         

� Finally, love was not regarded by Paul as the way in which perfect fulfilling of 

the law (that is, perfect observance and spiritual slavery) became possible, 

but as a new way of living of people who were truly liberated from the obliga-
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tions of spiritual slavery (that is, the obligations of the law of death).  

Accordingly, the outline of the study is as follows: Firstly, I will investigate the history 

of Pauline theology of the law. I will offer an overview covering the period from the 

traditional perspective up to the New Perspective. I will show that scholars have fo-

cused on the fulfilment of the law (in more than one sense), and that their views are 

all linked to people’s failure to perfectly fulfil the law.  

     Secondly, I will offer my own exegesis of the major texts that have been interpret-

ed as referring to the impossibility of perfect observance as the problem with the law. 

My study will focus primarily on Romans and Galatians in which one can found most 

of what Paul has to say about the law. In particular Rom. 3, 7, 10, and Gal. 3 will be 

scrutinized and interpreted. I will show that Paul never refers to the failure to perfect-

ly fulfil the law, neither to the impossibility of doing this in his letters. Furthermore, he 

never considers a way to achieve this, and was never interested in the issue of ful-

filling the law, but rather in revealing its nature.       

     Lastly, the texts which are claimed to refer to the fulfilment of the whole law (or all the 

laws) as a solution to the failure of perfectly observing it will be scrutinized. In this 

regard Rom. 13 and Gal. 5-6 will be the centre of attention. I will show that in these 

chapters, Paul is still not interested in fulfilling the law, but that, according to him, the 

law was fulfilled to be love. In others words, love itself was already the fulfilled law. 

Finally, I will indicate that Paul tried to avoid the misunderstanding that he simply 

abolished the law, and that instead he offered love as the way of Christian living.



- 36 - 
 

 

II. The Continuous Interest in the Fulfilling of 
the Law in the History of the Interpretation 

of Paul 
 

In this chapter, I will offer an overview of the history of the interpretation of Paul’s 

views on the law. However, it is not the purpose of this chapter to provide detailed 

historical information and to point out the problems of the major explanations in this 

regard. Rather, the goal of this chapter is to highlight the aspects deemed important 

by scholars in this regard in the past, in particular the aspects that continue to influ-

ence the interpretation of Paul, and to indicate why these are problematic.   

     The history of Protestant theology started with a new interpretation of Paul. This 

new interpretation of Paul offered a new understanding of his views of the law and 

the gospel. With regard to the law, the fundamental question was why Paul was 

against the law, in other words, why the law put humankind under a curse. Numer-

ous answers have been given to this question. Even though there have been many 

variations in these answers, there is a fundamental agreement among all of these. 

Almost all the explanations in the history of Protestant interpretation gave the same 

fundamental answer: Humankind came under the curse of the law, since they failed 

to fulfil the law truly. Various explanations of the reason for the failure in fulfilling the 

law have been given, but the notion that humankind failed to fulfil the law remained 

the basic answer that was never changed, thereby becoming a sort of a legacy in 

Pauline scholarship. Again and again Paul has been understood by scholars as be-

ing interested in the fulfilling of the law. Let us have a look at the Reformers’ view.    
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1 The Reformers 

1.1 M. Luther 
 
Luther is the right figure to begin with, because his understanding had a great effect 

on the basic thrust of Protestant theology. His understanding of the law largely de-

pended on the Pauline letters. It is well known that he regarded the Pauline letters in 

which justification by faith is emphasized as more valuable than James. He believed 

that the essence of humankind’s salvation was linked to the fulfilling of the law.31 He 

understood the “works of the law”32 as meritorious acts. According to him, the reason 

why humans could not be saved by means of the works of the law was that it was 

impossible to keep the law perfectly. In other words, for Luther, the impossibility of 

the perfect observance of the law was the fundamental problem of the law.33 In his 

own life, Luther tried to achieve justification by means of observance of the law, but 

the harder he tried, the more he was disappointed, since he was not able to keep the 

law perfectly; this notion was then projected on to Paul.34 

     For Luther, God’s law showed how high God’s standards were, thereby leading 

humans to despair and, eventually, urging them to repent and grieve for Christ.35 The 

law declared death as the first step to life. This theological use of the law (usus theo-

logicus) was called the pedagogical use (usus pedagogicus or elenchticus).36 From 

this perspective, the God that humans met under the law was a suppressive God.37 

     Accordingly, for Luther’s Paul, the only way to escape the curse of the law was 
                                                      
31 Luther also believed that Christians were in the process of fulfilling the law. See P. Althaus, The 
Theology of Martin Luther, tr. R. C. Schultz (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966), p. 270.  
32 Especially, since Dunn, the expression ‘works of the law’ has become a very important issue. Ac-
cording to J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus, pp. 203-13, 237-41, and “Yet Once More – the Works of the Law: A 
Response”, JSNT 46 (1992), pp. 100-02, the works of the law differ from doing the law and focus on 
identity markers such as circumcision.  
33 M. Luther, Luther’s Works, Vol. 2, J. Pelikan (Vols. 1-30) and H. T. Lehmann (Vols. 31-55) (eds.), 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1957), p. 317, emphasizes the perfection of observance of the law. 
34 Cf. K. Stendahl, “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West”, HTR 56 (1963), 
pp. 199—215. He points out the serious mistake of Western Christianity in his remarkable paper.  
35 R. Seeberg, Text-Book of the History of Doctrines, Vol. 2 (History of Doctrines in the Middle and 
Modern Ages), tr. C. E. Hay (Philadelphia: Lutheran Publication Society, 1905), pp. 246-52.  
36 H. Schmid, Die Dogmatik der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche dargestellt und aus den Quellen 
belegt, Ed. H. G. Pöhlmann, (Gütersloh: Mohn, 1979), p. 325. 
37 This cognition of God obtained through the law and reason differs from the gracious cognition of 
God through the gospel. The cognition of God through the law is called the general cognition (cogni-
tion generalis). Cf. T. Harnack. Luthers Theologie, Vol. 1 (Erlangen: T. Blaesing, 1862-66), pp. 91-110. 
This understanding of Luther became the understanding of Lutherans, through Philip Melanchton (cf. 
Loci communes, p. 149, 152, 154 and 156). The Lutheran view that the law causes humans to despair 
is found in the Formula of Concord.  
    This understanding of the function of the law is shared in Reformed circles. For instance, the Sec-
ond Helvetic Confession clearly reflects the idea (cf. 12.3). 
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perfect observance of the law, but that was impossible; he thus turned against the 

law, opting for the gospel: Christ satisfied God the Father through his perfect ob-

servance of the law and exchanged this fulfilled satisfaction for our sins. For Luther, 

the solution to the problem of the law was also related to Christ’s perfect keeping of 

the law. In this regard, the merits of Christ were stressed in order to argue that the 

law could not be kept perfectly. In this way, for Luther, Paul’s interest in the law was 

focused on (the impossibility of) the perfect observance of the law.  

     However, it must be pointed out that the notion that the law led humans to Christ 

through their despair – a notion that came from Luther – in fact failed to explain what 

happened to Paul himself. Paul was more zealous about the law than many other 

Jews. If Luther were right, Paul’s zeal for the law should have brought despair to him 

but what Paul himself tells about his life, does not portray a despairing Paul.38 On the 

contrary, Paul himself claims that he was faultless in terms of legalistic righteousness. 

Even if Luther were right and Paul had felt hopeless about his attempts to keep the 

law, it is nevertheless true that his pursuit of the law would not lead him to Christ but 

rather make him cling to the observance of the law even more, and, eventually, 

would hide Christ from him. For Paul, the law was definitely not a schoolmaster who 

led him to Christ; following the law was a wrong quest, taking one away from Christ. 

At this point, I wish to raise the following question: Would Paul indeed try to use a 

notion that was not experienced by himself in a practical sense as his core logic? In 

other words, how would Paul, contrary to his own experience, come to the theologi-

cal conclusion that one’s despair of fulfilling the law was the only way to Christ? Even 

if we would succeed in finding an answer to this question, we would be confronted 

with a question that is more difficult: Why did Paul as a missionary never put this 

theological conviction into practice in his missionary work? He never suggested the 

law as a way of recognizing one’s despair with regard to fulfilling the law before he 

highlighted the importance of the gospel. Thus, what Luther, a Gentile Christian, 

identified as the most important function of the law was experienced neither by Paul 

the apostle of the Gentiles nor by all the Gentiles evangelized by Paul. The experi-

                                                      
38 For the anguish and agony of the pre-Christian Paul, see K. Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience”. 
According to Stendahl, Paul did not suffer from agony concerning the fulfilling of the law. Paul, rather, 
had a robust conscience. In other words, he did not feel guilty of law-breaking. 
     Furthermore, I wish to point out that when we speak of Paul’s agony, we unconsciously tend to 
think of what he writes in Rom. 7. However, the deepest sorrow and grief that he expresses in Ro-
mans concerns Israel’s unbelief (Rom. 9). We easily and often miss Paul’s own concern and empha-
sis.   
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ence of the pre-Christian Paul and the practice of Paul as Christian missionary thus 

make us question Luther’s idea.  

     As we are going to find in the rest of this survey, Luther’s emphasis on Paul’s in-

terest in the fulfilling of the law has been repeatedly followed in diverse ways by 

scholars after him. Until our times, scholars continue to interpret Paul in terms of the 

notions of the failure to fulfil the law and the possibility of achieving the perfect ob-

servance of the law.   

 

 

 

1.2 J. Calvin 
 
Calvin also understood the works of the law as good deeds. According to Calvin, no-

body can be saved because nobody can fulfil the requirements of the law perfectly. 

In Institutes III.17.2, he writes that the promises of the law that are available on condi-

tion that the law is perfectly observed are unreachable because of human inability; 

thus the promises can only be attained through the gospel. The promises of the gos-

pel replace the promises of the law so that the blessings of the old covenant which 

were supposed to be given to the perfect law-keeper are given to Christians.39 Calvin 

agrees with Luther that the function of the law is that of showing that no one can 

reach the standards of God through the works of the law.40 Even for Calvin, the law 

precedes the gospel and makes sinners long for Christ.41 In this sense, the Re-

formed tradition understands the law as gospel, that is, as guiding one to repentance. 

We can safely say that, in general, Calvin’s view does not differ from that of Luther: 

the law cannot be kept perfectly; the law that cannot be kept perfectly leads sinners 

to the gospel by revealing their sins.42 The ultimate reason why the law brings a 

curse to humans is thus linked to their inability to observe it, a situation caused by 

                                                      
39 See also J. Calvin, Institutes II.7.3-5. Calvin suggests the impossibility of a perfect observance of 
the law as the reason for the impossibility of the salvation through the law. See Institutes III.11.17 as 
well; even though he does not clearly distinguish the law from love, he says that even a perfect hu-
man cannot observe the law perfectly.   
40 J. Calvin, Institutes II.7.7 and 9. 
41 Cf. I. J. Hesselink, “Law and Gospel or Gospel and Law? Calvin’s Understanding of the Relation-
ship” in: R. V. Schnucker (ed.), Calviniana: Ideas and Influence of Jean Calvin (Kirksville, Missouri: 
Sixteenth Century Journal Publishers, 1988), pp. 13-32. 
42 The idea that it is impossible to fulfil the law, thus making salvation through the works of law impos-
sible, continues amongst reformed scholars, e.g., S. Greijdanus, De Brief van den Apostel Paulus aan 
de Gemeente te Rome, Vol. II (KONT VI, Amsterdam: H. A. van Bottenburg, 1933), pp. 453ff. 
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their corruption.43 

     Like Luther, Calvin interprets the problem and the solution of the law in terms of 

the perfect observance of the law. In terms of this view, Paul’s aim is to prove that 

the law cannot be kept perfectly, to reject the law as a way of justification and to 

suggest Christ’s grace.  

     The Reformers brought a new interpretation of the law and discovered the gospel 

again. That it is impossible to fulfil the law has become one of the foundational truths 

of the reformed view; and has been accepted by most Protestant New Testament 

scholars. It is very easy to find this idea even amongst modern scholars.44 However, 

this does not mean that all scholars just repeated this notion. One can find different 

emphases amongst scholars, as the rest of this survey will show. 

 

 

 

 

 

2 Post–Reformation 

2.1 R. Bultmann 
 
In the previous century, Bultmann’s School made a strong impact on the understand-

ing of the New Testament and of Paul. According to this school, sin involves a false 

pursuit of life and a self-reliant attitude, a confidence in one’s own strength. This 

manifests in an enthusiasm to obtain self-righteousness through the observance of 

the law, becoming visible in the form of boasting and arrogance,45that is, a sinful 

passion aroused by the law. Bultmann also emphasizes that the law arouses sin by a 

false zeal to fulfil it rather than the violation of the law.46 For Bultmann, sin is not 

merely the evil deeds that one commits; the intention to be righteous through the ob-

                                                      
43 This idea can be found in the Westminster Confession and is followed by systematic theologians 
such as Hodge. See A. A. Hodge, The Confession of Faith – A Handbook of Christian Doctrine ex-
pounding the Westminster Confession (London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1958). 
44 U. Wilckens, “Zur Entwicklung des paulinischen Gesetzesverständnis”, NTS 28 (1982), pp. 165-72; 
F. F. Bruce, Romans, p. 201; and F. Mussner, Der Galaterbrief (HTKNT 9, Freiburg: Herder, 1974), pp. 
191ff.   
45 R. Bultmann, Theology, Vol. 1, pp. 239-46.  
46 Ibid. pp. 246-49.  
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servance of the law is in itself a sin.47 The same emphasis can be found in Schlier 

and Klein.48 

     In fact, Bultmann even claims that this is the purpose of the law. According to him, 

the purpose of the law in salvation history was 1) not simply to tell what sin was but 

to lead humans into sinning and to evoke transgressions by arousing the desire to 

violate the law (Gal. 3:19, Rom. 7:7); 2) furthermore, to lead humans to sin by mak-

ing them pursue observance of the law and ultimately to show God as God by bring-

ing them to death. His view of the law is not different from that of Luther (the law as 

schoolmaster leading sinners to Christ by bringing them to despair) and that of Cal-

vin (the law as gospel leading sinners to repentance). In this sense, it is not surpris-

ing that Bultmann finally claims that it is obvious that God’s request concretised in 

the law is only grace.  

     However, it must be noted that even though Bultmann highlights that even before 

one’s failure to keep the law, one’s pursuit to do so in order to obtain salvation is al-

ready a sin in itself, the pursuit of the self-righteousness of the law clearly is the pur-

suit of the fulfilling of the law. See below. According to his view, in terms of the law, 

sin is to try to fulfil the law for righteousness, a law that was not intended to be ful-

filled. This constitutes a misuse of the law and this is a misuse in terms of the fulfil-

ment of the law. In this sense, his explanation remains linked to the concept of the 

fulfilling of the law. Bultmann’s Paul still remains in the context of the fulfilling of the 

law; Paul’s interest never fundamentally leaves the fulfilling of the law.     

     What is important in Bultmann’s explanation is that, according to him, it is impos-

sible to fulfil the law.49 In fact, the law was given to be observed so that life would be 

given to those who observe the law perfectly. Here, he says, “what makes his situa-

tion so desperate is the simple fact that prior to faith there is no true fulfillment of the 

law” (Bultmann’s italics). Nobody can be righteous by the works of the law since no 

one can exhibit the works of the law in their entirety. In other words, all humans un-

der the law are transgressors.  

                                                      
47 Ibid. pp. 264 and 267; R. Bultmann, “Christ the End of the Law”, in: tr. J. C. G. Greig, Glauben und 
Verstehen: Essays Philosophical and Theological (London: SCM, 1955), p. 46.  
48 This understanding of Bultmann is found in H. Schlier, Galater, pp. 132ff., too. According to Schlier, 
the emphasis of the citation in v. 10 lies on poih/sai. And the curse is not there only because
of the non-fulfilment of the law in its entirety in a quantitative fashion, but already because the 
law simply must be done. See G. Klein, “Sündenverständnis und theologia Crucis bei Paulus”, in: C. 
Andresen and Günter Klein (eds.), Thelologia Crucis – Signum Crucis: Festschrift für Erich Dinkler 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1979) too. 
49 See R. Bultmann, Theology, pp. 259-69.   
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     According to Bultmann’s view, before faith came, no true fulfilment of the law was 

possible, because the pursuit of the law for salvation itself was a sin. Salvation 

through the fulfilment of the law was never intended to be possible in a true sense of 

the word. Thus, ultimately, the true fulfilment of the law was never God’s intention. 

For Christians, in other words, after faith, the law still has validity and the fulfilment of 

the law is really intended for the first time. Putting all of this together: According to 

Bultmann, the pursuit of the law for salvation implied that the law was misused, 

meaning that even though the law might have been kept, it would not be true fulfil-

ment. Even though Bultmann claims that, regardless of the fulfilling of the law or not, 

the pursuit of the law for salvation is already a sin, he, in fact, did not escape the no-

tion of the (perfect and true) fulfilment of the law. He, in fact, distinguishes a failure to 

fulfil the law caused by the misuse of the law from a failure to fulfil the law caused by 

transgressions. In this sense, Bultmann only distinguishes a qualitative failure to fulfil 

the law from a quantitative failure to do so, emphasizing the former. For Bultmann 

too, ultimately, the curse of the law is caused by the failure of the true fulfilment of 

the law which is possible only in Christ.50 At this point, one realises that Bultmann’s 

understanding of the law is not fundamentally different from Luther’s. Paul’s interest 

in the law is still linked to the fulfilling of the law.     

 

 

 

2.2 W. G. Kümmel 
 

When we consider human inability to fulfil the law, one of the chapters that draw our 

attention immediately is Rom. 7. This chapter has received attention continually. 

Since the Reformation, the general trend has been to interpret it as a kind of Pauline 

autobiography. Accordingly, scholars have paid much attention to the identity of the 

ego in this chapter. Objecting to this trend, Kümmel wrote a monumental book, 

Römer 7 und die Bekehrung des Paulus.51 

    Deferring identifying the ‘I’ in Rom. 7, he emphasizes that Paul’s intention in the 

                                                      
50 Here, I wish to point out that this conclusion of Bultmann does not make sense, since the people 
that Paul warns not to follow the law are mostly Christians, that is, they are the people for whom the 
fulfilling of the law is really intended. 
51 W. G. Kümmel, Römer 7 und die Bekehrung des Paulus (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1929, reprinted, Römer 
7 und das Bild des Menschen im Neuen Testament (München: Chr. Kaiser, 1974). 
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chapter is to protect the law. According to Kümmel, the ‘I’ is a rhetorical expression; 

Paul does not use it to describe a particular event but rather to delineate theoretically 

and pictorially the fact that the law and sin brought death to humans. Therefore, 

Kümmel argues strongly against an autobiographical reading of Rom. 7. According to 

him, we cannot find any proof of agony or twinges of conscience on Paul’s side with 

regard to his own fulfilment of the law.52 

     However, even though Kümmel proposes such a new insight with regard to Rom. 

7, he does not let go of the notion that Paul was interested in the fulfilling of the law, 

since he also accepts that one’s inability to fulfil the law mattered to Paul. For Paul, 

‘flesh’ is often used to indicate what is against spirit, that is, God and his actions. In 

other words, ‘flesh’ is used to describe the character of the human who has turned 

away from God. Along these lines, Kümmel claims that the fleshly ‘I’ found it impos-

sible to obey the law that was spiritual. 53 For Kümmel, Rom. 8:3 reflects the situation 

of human inability described in 7:14-25. However, when the ‘I’ follows the Holy Spirit 

instead of the flesh, the ‘I’ can fulfil God’s requirements.54 

     Finally, even though Kümmel’s Paul himself does not experience agony and 

twinges of conscience because of his inability to fulfil the law, his Paul does not differ 

much from the Pauls we have met above, in that Kümmel also believes that Paul 

was of the opinion that humans could not fulfil the law perfectly before they were led 

by the Holy Spirit, thereby regarding this human inability as the problem of the law. 

 

 

  

2.3 H. Hübner 
 

In Hübner, we meet a different explanation of Paul’s views on the fulfilling of the law. 

According to Hübner, in Galatians, Paul is against the law, because of the impossibil-

ity of keeping the law quantitatively. When Paul refers to Deut. 27:26 (LXX) in Gal. 

3:10a, the underlying presupposition is that there is no single person who follows the 

law in all its prescriptions. Hübner claims that Paul actually declares the direct oppo-

site of what the Hebrew text says. Whereas the Hebrew text accepts that it was pos-

                                                      
52 This idea had an influence on K. Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience”, later.  
53 W. G. Kümmel, Römer 7, pp. 57-68.  
54 Ibid., pp. 68-73. 
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sible to keep the requirements of the Shechemite dodecalogue, and that all Israelites 

were supposed to do so or else they would be under the curse, Paul interprets pa/j 

and pa/sin (from the LXX) as meaning that no one is able to keep all the require-

ments of the law, and that, accordingly, everybody is guilty.55 Furthermore, Paul ac-

cepts that the violation of one part of the law implies that the entire Torah had been 

disregarded and therefore, he is against the law, warning the Galatians that if they 

would accept the law, they would not be able to keep it quantitatively.56 

     On the other hand, Hübner draws attention to Gal. 5:14, according to which one 

fulfils the whole law if one fulfils the commandment to love.57 For him, there is a di-

lemma in this verse. According to v. 3, if one accepts circumcision, one has to keep 

the whole law. This implies that one does not have to obey the whole law. Gal. 5:14, 

however, declares that it is expected of Christians to fulfil the whole law through the 

commandment to love. Hübner solves the dilemma as follows: It is possible to give 

some consistent sense to these two utterances only if ò pa/j no,moj (5:14) does not 

mean the same as o[lon to.n no,mon (5:3). For him, ‘the whole law’ is the law in a quan-

titative sense, that is, all the requirements. On the other hand, ‘all the law’ is some-

thing different, namely the law energised by faith working through love, that is, the 

law in a qualitative sense.58 Therefore, in their natural state, humans are not able to 

fulfil the law; true fulfilment of the law is possible only by the fruit of the Holy Spirit. 

     Furthermore, according to Hübner, Paul’s objection against the law in Romans 

has a different emphasis. He claims that one cannot compare Rom. 13:8-10 with Gal. 

5:14, and that the emphasis on the whole law which is so important in Galatians is 

no longer found in Romans. He argues that, in Romans, the critical point is that Paul 

does not use the phrase ‘the whole law’ any more, but only ‘the law’.59 In Romans 

Paul’s objection against the law is qualitative rather than quantitative. Hübner also 

points out that the pursuit for righteousness through the law is a sin in itself, since 

fulfilling the law implies self-boasting (Rom. 3 4, 9:30-10:13). From the perspective of 

the Torah, there can be no person who is perfect, and even perfect righteousness 

based on the works would not mean righteousness before God; thus there is no 

                                                      
55 H. Hübner, Law in Paul’s Thought, tr. J. C. G. Greig (SNTW, Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1984), p. 19. 
56 Ibid., pp. 24-5.   
57 Ibid., p. 36. 
58 Ibid., pp. 37-40. 
59 Ibid., pp. 83ff.   
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righteousness person.60 In terms of this understanding, Hübner also explains Abra-

ham. Abraham was a sinner in two senses: 1) He could not accomplish the works 

that could bring forth righteousness; 2) He wanted to be righteous by works. Howev-

er, he was pardoned both of these sins by faith.61 Indeed, this idea of Hübner is not 

quite different from Bultmann’s view. 

     Finally, for Hübner, the problem of the law is caused by its misuse, that is, one’s 

mistaken pursuit to achieve righteousness through the law. According to him, in Rom. 

3:27, no,moj e;rgwn means the misuse of the law (in the light of Rom. 4), in other words, 

the righteousness through works.62 He interprets no,moj pi,stewj in Rom. 3:27 as the 

law of Moses, in the sense of realising the misuse of the law by means of the right 

practice of the law. Hübner interprets Rom. 10:4-5 along the same lines. He accepts 

that the righteousness by the law and the righteousness by faith in Rom. 10:5ff. are 

meant to contrast two ways of keeping the law. According to Rom. 10:5, Moses cor-

rectly indicated that when the law was not misused for the legalistic self-

righteousness, it brought forth life.63 Furthermore, in Rom. 10:4, Paul says that Christ 

brought an end to legalism in terms of how one should keep the law. For Hübner, the 

law brought to an end, is only the law misused.64 Therefore, the Torah still has to be 

fulfilled. The law in Rom. 13:8-10 is still the Torah. According to him, we only now got 

truly interested in fulfilling the Torah.65 

     Hübner also argues that, since what are summed up in the commandment to love 

are only the so-called moral commandments, the Torah is actually reduced, and its 

ritual regulations are abolished. He also claims that Paul’s interest is not so much 

dogmatic but rather existential; and that Paul does not provide enough explanation of 

the issue which causes some difficulties in the text. Despite these difficulties, howev-

er, the practice of love as the summary of the law is the fulfilment of the Torah.66 

     To sum up, according to Hübner, in Galatians Paul concentrates on the impossi-

bility of a perfect keeping of the law, in a quantitative sense, and also emphasizes 

that Christians are able to fulfil the law in a qualitative sense through the fruit of the 

                                                      
60 Ibid., p. 119.   
61 Ibid., p. 121.     
62 Ibid., p. 118.     
63 See H. Hübner, Gottes Ich und Israel: Zum Schriftgebrauch des Paulus in Römer 9-11 (FRLANT 
136, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1984), pp. 60-98. Cf. H. Hübner, Law, p, 113.  
64 H. Hübner, Law, p. 138.  
65 Ibid., p. 83.  
66 Ibid., pp. 84-7.  
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Holy Spirit, that is, through love. In both instances Paul is interested in the true fulfil-

ment of the law. In other words, the fundamental problem of the law is caused by the 

impossibility of its true fulfilment and the ultimate solution of the problem is the pos-

sibility of its true fulfilment. Furthermore, according to Hübner, in Romans, Paul em-

phasizes the qualitatively distorted pursuit of the law (legalism), rather than the mode 

of quantitative fulfilment of the law that is important in Galatians. Even though the le-

galistic fulfilment of the law was brought to an end by Christ, the Torah still was im-

portant when right fulfilment is considered. As the summary of the law, love is the 

way to fulfil the law rightly. In terms of this understanding, despite Paul’s emphasis 

on the qualitative fulfilment of the law, the problem of the law is ultimately related to 

the failure to truly fulfil the law by the erroneous pursuit to obtain righteousness 

through the law. The solution also lies in the true fulfilment of the law. Thus, Hübner’s 

Paul is ultimately concerned about the fulfilment of the law, despite the different em-

phases in Galatians and Romans. In this respect, even though there might be some 

unique aspects in Hübner’s interpretation of Paul, it does not differ fundamentally 

from that of other scholars since Luther as referred to above.  

 

 

 

 

 

3 Rhetorical approaches 

3.1 H. D. Betz and R. N. Longenecker 
 
If one wishes to understand Paul’s view of the law, the Letter to the Galatians plays 

an important role. Unfortunately, Galatians has not always been given due consid-

eration in this regard. Quite often it has been regarded as a baffling letter. However, 

due to Betz’s monumental commentary on the letter, a new avenue for the interpreta-

tion of the letter has been opened. As a result of his approach, many Pauline theolo-

gians started paying attention to rhetoric.67 Amongst other things, Betz deplored the 

                                                      
67 According to B. H. Brinsmead, Galatians: Dialogical Response to Opponents (SBLDS 65, Chico: 
Scholars Press, 1982), pp. 37-55, Galatians must not be analysed in terms of the form of the ancient 
letter, but only in terms of its rhetorical structure. J. D. Hester, “The rhetorical structure of Galatians 
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sad fact that the exegesis of ancient and medieval times was disturbed by dogmatic 

presuppositions, and that Paul was even depicted in some instances as an antitype 

of Jesus, a sort of an incoherent person who could not write clearly and logically.  

     Pointing out that a criterion for the structure of the form of the letter has mostly 

not been considered properly, he argues that it can be analysed in terms of Greco-

Roman rhetoric and epistolary literature. According to him, Galatians is an example 

of an apologetic epistle. Thus the letter elements of the letter can be easily detached 

from the body of the letter, and the letter elements may even be regarded as a sort of 

parenthesis.68 What is left is a rhetorical speech, or, in other words, an apologetic 

address. Viewed from this perspective, the recipients are the jury, Paul the defender, 

and the opponents the prosecutor(s).69 Betz’s rhetorical approach revived the notion 

of Paul as a logical and analytical person.  

     No one can deny that Betz opened new avenues for interpreting Paul.70 His new 

approach, however, did not bring any radical change with regard to the interpretation 

of Paul’s views on the fulfilment of the law. He keeps to the view point that Paul re-

garded it as impossible to keep the law perfectly. In his commentary on Gal. 3:10, 

Betz classifies it as the second point of the probatio. The purpose of the citation, ac-

cording to Betz, is to show the impossibility of fulfilling the law perfectly. In other 

words, nobody can keep every regulation of the law. Furthermore, Betz argues that, 

for Paul, the salvation in Christ and the fulfilling of the law undoubtedly go together.71 

The only problem is whether ‘the works of the Torah’, that is, a Jewish concept, can 

enable the fulfilling of the Torah, a possibility that Paul rejects. For Paul, the law giv-

en at Mountain Sinai was not intended for salvation; it was something inferior and 

something given because of the transgressions. As explained in 3:19-22, the estab-

lishment of the law ended with the transgression of the law. The accumulation of 
                                                                                                                                                                     
1:11-2:14”, JBL 103/2 (1984), pp. 223-33, also follows Betz in this regard. For him, Galatians is an 
apologetic letter in the category of a forensic address. On the other hand, G. A. Kennedy, New Testa-
ment Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism (Chapel Hill, N.C.: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 1984), pp. 144-52, regards Galatians as an example of deliberative rhetoric rather than an 
apologetic letter. Scholarly interest in the rhetorical analysis of Galatians is still active in the 21th cen-
tury as well. D. F. Tolmie, Persuading the Galatians: A Text-Centred Rhetorical Analysis of a Pauline 
Letter (WUNT 190, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), offered a new rhetorical approach to the letter.   
68 H. Betz, Galatians, pp. 14-5. 
69 Ibid., p. 24. 
70 The new avenues opened by Betz got wider and wider even after one generation. For develop-
ments in this regard, see D. F. Tolmie, “The Rhetorical Analysis of the Letter to the Galatians: 1995-
2005”, in: D. F. Tolmie, Exploring New Rhetorical Approaches to Galatians (ATS 9, Bloemfontein: Uni-
versiteit van die Vrystaat, 2007), pp. 1-28. It was originally presented at the conference on the rhetori-
cal Analysis of Galatians at die Universiteit van die Vrystaat on 13-14, March, 2006.   
71 H. Betz, Galatians, pp. 74-6, 283-88 and 298-301.  
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transgressions made the sin so overwhelming that all were under sin (v. 22). Not to 

continue in all the things which were written in the book of the law, thus meant trans-

gressing them, with those who did so coming under the curse. Thus, according to 

Betz’s rhetorical reading, the problem of (the works of) the law was still related to the 

failure to fulfil the law.  

     Longenecker disagrees with Betz and claims that the letter elements of Galatians 

may not be so easily detached from the rhetorical body of the letter. He criticizes 

Betz, saying that in terms of Betz’s approach, Galatians is in fact not a letter at all. 

Instead Longenecker accentuates the genre of Galatians as letter, although he still 

pays attention to the persuasive aspects in his own analysis. However, he does not 

apply Greco-Roman forensic rhetoric to the Galatians in the same strict genealogical 

way as Betz does. Instead of a diachronic approach he prefers to follow a synchronic 

one.  

     Longenecker’s own analysis, however, does not bring a radically different reading 

of Paul’s explanation of the law. According to him, in 3:10-12, Paul cites a verse that 

was used by his opponents: They cited Deut. 27 and Lev. 15, attempting to convince 

the Galatians to accept and to follow the Mosaic law as the only way by which they 

could live a full life before God. Paul, however, disagrees with them and with the 

common Jewish view at that time that, in principle, the law can be fulfilled. In Gal. 

3:10, he thus presupposes that nobody can keep the whole law. While the opponents 

emphasized the phrase poih/sai auvta, Paul accentuated the word pa/sin.72 Finally, ac-

cording to Longenecker, Paul connects faith to righteousness and law to curse. This 

is emphasized in 5:3 and again in 6:13. Thus, Paul’s views on the fulfilment of the 

law remain unchanged, even in terms of Longenecker’s approach.        

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
72 R. Longenecker, Galatians (WBC 41, Dallas: Word Books, 1990), p. 117.  
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4 The New Perspective 

4.1 E. P. Sanders and J. D. G. Dunn 
 
We saw above that, regardless of the various emphases, approaches, and explana-

tions of Paul’s view on the law, the Reformer M. Luther’s understanding has never 

fundamentally been rejected. The problem of the law has been understood in the 

context of the fulfilling of the law so that Paul’s interest has been closely related to 

the observance of the law. However, E. P. Sanders73 strongly challenged the tradi-

tional idea that Judaism in the first century was a legalistic religion in which the Jews 

tried to keep the law in order to be righteous before God. He presents Palestinian 

Judaism as covenantal nomism. This new evaluation of Judaism triggered the 

launching of the New Perspective on Paul, the leading figure of which was Dunn. 

The New Perspective brought the most powerful upheaval in Pauline theology since 

the Reformation. It is no exaggeration to claim that the circle of Pauline scholarship 

then divided into two. There have been many debates on Sanders’ new view on Ju-

daism but we cannot delve into this issue here. Let us concentrate on Sanders’ un-

derstanding of the fulfilling of the law.74 

     According to Sanders, Paul does not seem interested in fulfilling the law. It is not 

because of the impossibility of fulfilling the law that Paul rejected the law. Sanders’ 

basic idea concerning Paul’s rejection of the law can be seen in his explanation of 

Gal. 3:10 which he regards as a starting point.75 Traditionally, most scholars76 add an 

implied presupposition to Gal. 3:10 to make sense of the statement that no one can 

fulfil the law. Sanders, however, rejects the implied presupposition. According to him, 

Paul only selected a verse which contained both the words ‘law’ and ‘curse’; he was 

not interested in the word pa/sin which was actually included by chance. In this read-

ing, Paul was against the law not because of the potential impossibility of the fulfilling 

of the law but because the law was linked to the curse. Sanders’ reading is definitely 

not traditional. In terms of this aspect of his argument, Paul’s interest does not seem 

related to the fulfilling of the law.  
                                                      
73 E. P. Sanders, Judaism, pp. 419ff.  
74 For an overview of his ideas, see J. Song, Rethinking the New Perspective on Paul: Justification by 
Faith and Paul’s Gospel according to Galatians (Bloemfontein: University of the Free State, 2006).   
75 E. P. Sanders, Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), pp. 20ff.  
76 For scholars who take Gal. 3:10 as a proof text for the human inability of fulfilling the law, see the 
following: E. D. Burton, Galatians, p. 164; H. J. Schoeps, Paul, pp. 175-77; D. J. Moo, “‘Law’, ‘the 
Works of the law’, and Legalism in Paul”, WTJ 47 (1983), pp. 73-100; and T. R. Schreiner, “Is Perfect 
Obedience to the Law Possible?: A Re-examination of Galatians 3:10”, JETS 27 (1984), pp. 151-60.   
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     However, Sanders cannot carry through his interpretation of Gal. 3:10 when he 

explains the verses in Romans that allegedly refer to the impossibility of fulfilling the 

law. For example, he agrees that Paul refers to the impossibility of fulfilling the law in 

Rom. 3, but argues that Rom. 3:23 cannot be used to construct Paul’s view on the 

law since the verse contains pre-Pauline traditions, which were inconsistent with 

Paul’s own views on the law.77 Sanders78 believes that Paul refers to the impossibility 

of fulfilling the law in Rom. 7:14-8:8, too. Even though the law orders good things, 

humans who are fleshly are not able to fulfil it, for the law of sin (or, in short, sin) ob-

structs them from fulfilling the law. Only those who possess the Holy Spirit are able to 

fulfil the law. Nevertheless, Sanders argues, this notion of human inability of fulfilling 

the law in Rom. 7 does not reflect Paul’s real view on the law. Let us investigate why 

he says so.  

     According to Sanders, the explanation of the law and sin in Rom. 7 differs from 

that in Galatians and Rom. 3-5. Paul’s explanation of the sin changes in Rom. 6:1-

7:6 so that a dualistic structure comes into being. Therefore, the new explanation in 

Rom. 7:7-13 is needed. Furthermore, Sanders argues that there is a difference be-

tween the explanations of the law and sin in Rom. 7:7-13 and 14-25. Finally, accord-

ing to him, Paul gives us three different explanations of God, the law and sin. Rom. 7 

is not to be regarded as representative of Paul’s view of the law. Rather this repre-

sents a distorted explanation because of his emotional anguish and agony, and is an 

attempt to solve his theological dilemma.79 For Sanders, therefore, the human inabil-

ity as portrayed in Rom. 7 is unique amongst what Paul writes about the law. To me, 

however, Sanders’ explanation does not seem persuasive; just convenient. It is a 

very easy solution to sacrifice Paul’s consistency in an attempt to prove his con-

sistency. Anyway, it is clear that, in some instances, Sanders’ Paul does accept the 

impossibility of fulfilling the law, and, in some instances, shows his interest in fulfilling 

the law, even though, according to Sanders, this reflects an inconsistency in Paul’s 

                                                      
77 E. P. Sanders, Law, pp. 23-4, says that Rom. 3:23ff. cannot be regarded as the source of Paul’s 
view of the law. And see pp. 123ff. and 132. According to him, Rom. 1:18-2:29 is intended to demon-
strate the universal sinfulness of all (3:9 and 20), so as to lay the ground for the righteousness by faith 
in Christ. The section, however, contains to an unusual degree homiletical material from Diaspora Ju-
daism. Conclusively, what is said about the law in the section cannot be fitted into a category other-
wise known from Paul’s letters.   
78 Ibid., pp. 70-81. 
79 According to Sanders, Paul exaggerates the non-Christian life. The reason for Paul’s distortion is as 
follows: He did not think that God intended the law to bring the sin, so that he tried to separate the law 
from the sin.  
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mind.     

     In addition to this, we should also take note that Sanders’ Paul is still interested in 

fulfilling the law in terms of Christian life. Having compared Paul and Palestinian Ju-

daism in terms of religious patterns, Sanders concludes that even though there are 

substantial agreements between two, they are basically different.80However, Sand-

ers’ Paul is interested in fulfilling the law too. The law is rejected at the entrance level, 

yet regarded as meaningful in Christian life so that, in terms of this aspect, Christians 

need to fulfil the law.81 At the same time, Sanders is opposed to the idea82 that Paul 

reduced the law by curtailing the ritual regulations and by keeping only the ethical 

ones. For him Paul reduced the law in the sense that he discarded the regulations 

that functioned as social boundaries. Paul, however, does not give us any theoretical 

foundation in this regard and just says that the law that Christians must fulfil is the 

same law that they died to. The true way to fulfil the law is love (Gal. 5:14, 6:2 and 

Rom. 13:8-10). Finally, according to Sanders, Christian love is a means to fulfil the 

same law.   

     It is obvious that Sanders’ understanding is quite different from the traditional view. 

According to his view, the law was neither to be pursued in a legalistic sense, nor re-

jected because of the impossibility of its fulfilment. Sanders’ Paul, however, does not 

seem to me a fundamentally new Paul, for Sanders’ inconsistent Paul sometimes 

claims that it is impossible to fulfil the law, sometimes accentuates the necessity of 

fulfilling of the law, and sometimes even suggests love as a means of fulfilling the law. 

To put it in a nut shell, in terms of fulfilling of the law, Sanders’ Paul still resembles 

the traditional Paul, the one who is interested in fulfilling the law, even though this 

Paul is less consistent than the traditional Paul.  

     Dunn83 launched the New Perspective, based on the new evaluation of Judaism. 

Was his perspective truly new? He agreed with Sanders that the works of the law did 

not refer to good deeds done to get righteousness through the law. Rather, Dunn 

claimed, the phrase ‘the works of the law’ was a sort of jargon for the special actions 

centring on Jewish identity. As an apostle to the Gentiles, Paul was against the law 

                                                      
80 E. P. Sanders, Judaism, pp. 543ff. Paul and Palestinian Judaism are in agreement regarding the 
relationship between grace and works but Paul’s theology cannot be understood according to the pat-
tern of Palestinian Judaism, covenantal nomism.        
81 E. P. Sanders, Law, pp. 93-135, chapter 3 “The Law should be fulfilled”. 
82 J. Eckert, Die urchristliche Verkündigung im Streit zwischen Paulus und seinen Gegnern nach dem 
Galaterbrief (BU 6, Regensburg: R. Pustet, 1971), p. 159.  
83 See footnote 4.  
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that functioned as a boundary between Jews and Gentiles, because he wanted to 

protect his Gentile mission.84 In this context, his thoughts on the fulfilling of the law 

can be clearly seen in his explanation of Gal. 3:10 – a text that Dunn calls a testing 

text.85 

     Dunn does not agree with the traditional view that Gal. 3:10ff. refers to the impos-

sibility of fulfilling the law. He argues that the idea that, in quoting Deut. 27:26, Paul 

presupposes the impossibility of fulfilling the law is hardly self-evident and has to be 

read into the argument.86 Then, Gal. 3:10 can be harmonized with the fact that Paul 

refers to the possibility of fulfilling the law in verses such as Phil. 3:6 and Gal. 5:14. 

Therefore, for Dunn, the problem of the law is not the impossibility of its fulfilment as 

a way to achieve righteousness, but rather the distorted function of the law as a 

boundary marker for Jewish privileges. According to Dunn, this social interpretation 

should be regarded as a new reason for Paul’s rejection of the law. It, however, does 

not seem to me really new.   

     Why does the law pursued for Jewish identity constitute a problem? In other 

words, why does the law that is misused cause a curse? Dunn explains it as follows: 

To be of ‘works of the law’ is not the same as remaining in the law but is something 

which falls short of abiding by everything written in the law. Those of the works 

(namely, Israel) put a lot of emphasis on ethnical and fleshly things, instead of on the 

Holy Spirit, love, and faith, thus putting the emphasis in the wrong place. In terms of 

priority, they thus fall short of what the law requires. Therefore, to be of the works of 

the law is not the same as fulfilling the law; it represents less than what the law re-

quires.87 Eventually, for Dunn, the ultimate reason for the curse caused by the law is 

interpreted as the failure to fulfil the law.  

     Dunn88 also refers to the failure to fulfil the law in his explanation of Israel’s prob-

                                                      
84 Here, I concentrate on Paul’s interest in fulfilling the law. For a detailed summary of Dunn’s view 
and an evaluation of it, see J. Song, The New Perspective.    
85 J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus, pp. 225ff. 
86 Ibid., p. 226.  
87 Ibid., pp. 226-27. See J. D. G. Dunn, Theology, p. 362; and The Epistle to the Galatians (BNTC, 
London: Hendrickson, 1993), pp. 170-04, too.  
     M. Cranford, “Perfect Obedience”, p. 249, agrees with Dunn. According to him, ‘works of the law’ 
refers to much less than the perfect obedience of the law. The opponents, however, were obtuse in 
understanding it. Paul cites Deut. 27:26 not because no one can obey the law perfectly, but because 
the works of the law imply, at most, partial obedience, and, in fact, are accompanied by the actual dis-
obedience.  
     Cf. J. P. Braswell, “The Blessing of Abraham versus the Curse of the Law: Another Look at Gal. 
3:10-13”, WTJ 53 (1991), too. 
88 J. D. G. Dunn, Theology, pp. 365 and 639ff.   
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lem in Rom. 9:30ff. According to him, the law was the proper goal, and there was no 

objection against the law. Following the law itself was not wrong, but following the 

law in a wrong way was the problem. The law of faith, no,moj pi,stewj (Rom. 3:27), re-

fers to the law pursued by faith. The law can be attained only through faith but Israel 

pursued the law in the wrong way (works) so that she could not attain the goal, that 

is, the law. In other words, she could not reach the standards established by the law. 

In this way, Dunn thus identifies Israel’s problem as a failure to fulfil the law.  

     The logical end of Dunn’s new social interpretation of the works of the law con-

curs with the traditional understanding, namely, that of a failure to fulfil the law per-

fectly. This is not a new answer. Even though Dunn’s perspective might be a new 

one in terms of the reason that he provides for the failure to fulfil the law, the ultimate 

problem of the works of the law is still linked to a failure to fulfil it. The only difference 

is that the failure is not linked to human inability but to a wrong pursuit of the law as a 

Jewish identity marker. In this respect, we realise that even though Dunn posed a 

new question, he finally reached the same answer as Luther. In this regard, to me, 

his perspective is not really a new one.        

     It comes as no surprise to see that Dunn reached the same understanding of the 

fulfilment of the law as the traditional one. If the ultimate problem of the law is the 

failure to fulfil it, it follows logically that the solution of the law must be related to 

one’s success in fulfilling it. One thus expects Dunn to say that the purpose of salva-

tion is to make the fulfilling of the requirements of the law possible.89 According to 

him, the law is still valid and one is expected to fulfil it.90 The law, however, must be 

pursued not from the viewpoint of doing as such, but in the right way, namely by 

faith.91 The law of faith and the law of Spirit show how the Holy Spirit and faith make 

fulfilling the law possible, and, in fact, the obedience of faith is the obedience to fulfil 

the law.92 The law of Christ is Jesus’ teaching and example about the love com-

mandment, and to fulfil the law of Christ is to fulfil the law. The love commandment is 

not a substitute for the law;93 rather love shows how one should keep God’s com-

mandments. Thus, for Dunn, the fulfilment of the law means the true keeping (ful-

filling) of the law, and, according to him, Paul presents love as the way to make ful-

                                                      
89 Ibid., p. 646. 
90 Cf. ibid., chapter 8, especially pp. 631-34, section 23.2.  
91Ibid., pp. 368-69. 
92Ibid., p. 649. 
93 Ibid., pp. 655-57. 



- 54 - 
 

filling the law possible.94 

     To summarize, Dunn’s new Paul is actually the same as the traditional Paul in that, 

according to his view, the ultimate problem of the law is the failure to fulfil the law.  

 

 
 

4.2 H. Räisänen 
 
Let us now focus on another scholar who agrees with Sanders’ new evaluation of 

Judaism. According to Räisänen, Paul does not have a coherent view of the law.95 

He argues that Paul’s ideas radically contradict each other. He points out ten major 

inconsistencies in this regard, the fourth of which is related to the fulfilling of the law. 

He begins by pointing out that, in several places, Paul accentuates that no one can 

keep the law in its totality. This idea is presupposed in Gal. 3:10-12 and developed in 

Rom. 1:18-3:20. Gal. 5:3 and 6:13 reflect the same idea.96 Räisänen also interprets 

Rom. 7:7-25 as indicating that no one can fulfil the law. 97  On the other hand, 

Räisänen argues that Paul shows his inconsistency in proclaiming that even non-

Christian Gentiles can fulfil the law. This happens in Rom. 8:14, 13:8-10 and Gal. 

5:14. Räisänen also interprets Rom. 8:3-34 as implying that the law must be fulfilled 

by Christians. For him all of these are indicative of an inconsistency in Paul’s thought. 

He also claims that, since Paul’s views on the law are basically contradictive, one 

should not attempt to harmonize them, but just accept them as they are. In short, 

Räisänen’s Paul sometimes accepts the impossibility of perfect observance of the 

law, sometimes accepts that it is possible to do so, and also accepts that the law 

must be fulfilled by Christians. Nevertheless, inconsistent as Paul is according to 

Räisänen, Paul is quite consistent in his interest in fulfilling the law.  

 

 

 

                                                      
94 M. Cranford, “Perfect Obedience”, p. 257, who understands the problem of the law in the same way 
as Dunn, also thinks that the law must be fulfilled, and that Gal. 5:14 implies that the law can be ful-
filled by Christians.  
95 H. Räisänen, “Paul’s Theological Difficulties with the Law”, in: E. A. Livingstone (ed.), SB 3: Papers 
on Paul and Other New Testament Authors (JSNTSS 3, Sheffield: JSOT, 1980), discusses the ten 
points of inconsistency in section “The Basic Anomalies in Paul’s Thought on the Law”.  
96 Ibid., p. 308.  
97 H. Räisänen, Paul and the Law, pp. 94-118; and “Difficulties”, pp. 310-12.  
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4.3 N. T. Wright 
 
The New Perspective covers a relatively broad spectrum. Nevertheless, generally 

speaking, scholars from the New Perspective do not link the problem of the law to 

the impossibility of fulfilling it. For this study, the New Perspective is important for the 

following reason: If the problem of the law is not linked to the impossibility of fulfilling 

it, it is very likely that Paul’s interest as such does not focus on the fulfilling of the law. 

Let us move to another scholar from the New Perspective, N.T. Wright. He 

agrees with the New Perspective, but offers a new reading of the law. According to 

him,98 the period of Israel’s exile should be understood in a different way. For him, 

Paul does not deal with Israel and Gentiles individually but collectively. Therefore, he 

argues that under the system of the sacrifice of the Old Testament, some individuals 

such as Paul could indeed reach a level of faultlessness in terms of legalistic right-

eousness, but since Israel as a whole sinned before God, she was cursed by the law. 

At the time of Jesus, Israel was still suffering from God’s judgement from the exile 

period. According to this interpretation, in Gal. 3:1-14, Paul speaks of the national 

and collective sin that cannot be covered by sin offerings   

     According to Wright’s view, Paul is thus not against the law because no one can 

fulfil it perfectly. In this respect, he abandons the traditional understanding, and offers 

a way of interpreting Paul without sacrificing consistency. In other words, he intro-

duces a more acceptable way to harmonize Paul’s remarks in Gal. 3 (the alleged im-

possibility of fulfilling of the law) and in Phil. 3 (the possibility of doings so). None the 

less, for me, his idea is not totally new.  

     Why is it wrong to accept the law? According to Wright, all who accept the Torah 

also accept the national life style of Israel.99 This implies that they follow Israel, and 

also the wrong example set by Israel. Therefore Paul warns the recipients of his let-

ters not to follow Israel, since her failure to fulfil the law cannot be forgiven by sin of-

ferings. Wright understands Rom. 7 along the same lines. He takes Israel as the 

principal referent of the ego: Israel (ego) who belongs to Adam is unable.100 Hence, 

the final problem for those who still follow the law is the failure to fulfil the law which 

                                                      
98 N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1991), p. 145.  
99 Ibid., p. 147.  
100 Ibid., p. 197. 
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is caused by following a wrong way, that of Israel.101 The only difference is that the 

failure is not individual, but national.  

     Israel followed the Torah in the wrong way (works) and failed in fulfilling it. Thus, 

she could not attain to the Torah (Rom. 9:31ff.).The solution to the problem is not to 

abolish the Torah but to find the new way to keep it.102 The true meaning of Lev. 18:5 

in Rom. 10:5 is found in the exegesis of Deut. 30 in Rom. 10:6ff. To believe in Christ 

is to perform the Torah in the sense that Deuteronomy (and Jeremiah) intended. 

Therefore, Christians are fulfilling the Torah.103 And according to Wright, all com-

mandments are summed up in love. Therefore, if one puts love into practice, one ful-

fils the Torah. Someone obeying the law of love actually accomplishes the moral 

commandment of the Torah.104 

     Wright points out, that although following the wrong way was not legalism as such, 

it is nevertheless true that Israel followed the law in a wrong way. Wright’s Paul is still 

interested in fulfilling the law. Eventually, we see that even in terms of Wright’s ethni-

cal and national approach, the failure in fulfilling the law and the true way to fulfil the 

law are still interpreted as of primary importance to Paul. 

 

 

 

 

 

5 Reaction 

5.1 T. R. Schreiner, C. E. B. Cranfield and S. Westerholm 
 
The impact of Sanders’ new evaluation of Judaism and Dunn’s New Perspective was 

indeed powerful. It is not an exaggeration to say that this should be regarded as the 

most powerful challenge since the Reformation. In spite of this, the New Perspective 

was not persuasive enough to terminate the debate on Paul’s view of the law. Reac-

tion soon came from New Testament circles, in particular from traditional circles. The 

                                                      
101 Ibid., pp. 220-29. 
102 N. T. Wright, Romans (NIB 10, Nashville: Abingdon, 2002), pp. 656-58.  
103 Ibid., pp. 656-60. 
104 Ibid., pp. 724-25; and N. T. Wright, Paul for Everyone: Romans Part 1. (London: SPCK, 2004), pp. 
141-42. 
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pendulum of the reaction moved in the opposite way, just as strongly as the chal-

lenge posed by the New Perspective.105 From these, Schreiner seems to be the 

most enthusiast proponent of the traditional view. To him human inability to fulfil the 

law is a very important aspect of Pauline theology.106 

     Emphasizing the importance of Gal. 3:10 in Pauline theology on the law, he ar-

gues strongly against Sanders’ view.107 He disagrees in particular with Sanders’ dis-

regard of pa/sin in the citation from Deut. 27:26. For Schreiner, Paul offers the reason 

why one cannot be saved by the works of the law by citing Deut. 27:26, with the im-

plied premise that no one is able to keep all the things written in the book of the law. 

For Schreiner, the problem of the law is linked to the impossibility of obeying it. 

     He understands Rom. 3:20 along the same lines. According to him,108 when Paul 

concludes in Rom. 3:20 that no flesh can be justified through the works of the law, 

this is based on the citations (vv. 10-18) which show that no one can be justified by 

keeping all the requirements of the law. Furthermore, he claims that v. 20b provides 

the reason why it is impossible to become righteous through the works of the law, 

because Paul states, “for by the law is the knowledge of sin”. The law thus reveals 

sin and nobody can be innocent before it. Therefore, the expression ‘works of the 

law’ refers to the whole law, and Paul accuses both Jews and Gentiles of having 

failed in keeping the whole law.  

     Since Schreiner regards the problem of the law as the impossibility of obeying it, 

it follows naturally that he would also link the solution to the perfect obedience of the 

law. According to him, the law was reduced by Christ’s fulfilment of it, but Christians 

still have to fulfil it.109 In the new covenant, it is possible to obey the law by the power 

                                                      
105 For an objection to Sanders, see F. Thielman, From Plight to Solution: A Jewish Framework for 
Understanding Paul’s View of the Law in Galatians and Romans (Leiden: Brill, 1989). Sanders, Law, 
pp. 125 and 150, and Palestinian Judaism, pp. 442-47, argues that the direction of Paul’s view on the 
law is ‘from solution to plight’. Thielman, however, insists that Paul’s view on the law is in line with 
Jewish framework, that is, ‘from plight to solution’. The plight, the disobedience of the law, is solved by 
the Spirit. In the present evil age, the law is on the side of flesh and cannot be kept. This disobedience 
causes a curse. But, in the eschatological age of the Holy Spirit, Christians keep the law by walking in 
the Holy Spirit so that the just requirements of the law can be fulfilled (Gal. 5:14 and Rom. 8:3). Cf. F. 
Thielman, ibid., pp. 50ff. and 102.    
   T. S. Holland, Contours of Pauline Theology (Rossshire: Christian Focus Publications, 2004), also 
argues against the New Perspective and attempts to support the Reformed perspective. See especial-
ly chapter 9.  
106 T. R. Schreiner, “Paul and Perfect Obedience to the Law: An Evaluation of the View of E. P. Sand-
ers”, WTJ 47(1985), pp. 245-78.  
107 T. R. Schreiner, Law, pp. 44-7.   
108 Ibid., pp. 55-7 and 65-6.  
109 Ibid., pp. 152-56, 171 and 177-78. 
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of the Holy Spirit.110 

      Cranfield also reacted strongly against Dunn’s view,111 and argued in favour of 

the traditional view. According to Cranfield, works of the law should be understood as 

merits in the traditional sense. He acknowledges that it is possible to interpret the 

concept in Galatians in the way that Dunn does, but claims that this does not make 

sense in Romans. In Rom. 3:20, this expression occurs in Romans for the first time, 

and Cranfield argues that it should be interpreted in the traditional sense, as that jus-

tification before God on the basis of one’s obedience to the law is not a possibility for 

fallen human beings.112He also opposes Räisänen’s view that, in Rom. 2:14-15 and 

26-7, Paul accepts that Gentiles fulfil the law. For Cranfield, the notion of Christians’ 

obedience as a sign of faith can be harmonized with Rom. 1:18-3:20 according to 

which all are under sin. 113 

     Westerholm114 updated his previous book, Israel’s Law and the Church’s Faith. 

This is a faithful apology of the traditional view. Westerholm115 still supports the tradi-

tional interpretation of Gal. 3:10, saying that the presupposed premise as accepted 

traditionally, is still valid. Like Luther, he also finds an antithesis between the law and 

Christ. The law was regarded as a way to life by the Jews. Humans, however, could 

not obtain life because of their inability to fulfil the law. Hence, the law was complete-

ly abolished by Christ. According to Westerholm, Paul objected to this in order to 

emphasize that the law had been abolished by Christ. Therefore, Christians are not 

expected to keep all the commandments. Rather, they are supposed to live by the 

teaching of the Holy Spirit.116 

     In Schreiner, Cranfield, and Westerholm’s explanations, we see a strong return to 

Luther’s views.117 Since the Reformation, there have been surprisingly many debates 

on Paul’s view on the law, and especially since the New Perspective the intensity of 
                                                      
110 Ibid., pp. 188-89. 
111 For another detailed objection to Dunn’s view, see S. Kim, Paul and the New Perspective (WUNT 
140, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002), pp. 57-66 and 128-36.    
112 C. E. B. Cranfield, “‘The Works of the Law’ in the Epistle of the Romans”, JSNT 43 (1991), p. 95.  
113 C. E. B. Cranfield, “Giving a Dog a Bad Name: A Note on H. Räisänen’s Paul and the Law”, JSNT 
38 (1990), pp. 77-85.  
114 S. Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New on Paul (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004). 
115 Ibid., pp. 314-19 and 374-76. 
116 S. Westerholm, “Law, Grace and the ‘Soteriology’ of Judaism”, in: P. Richardson and S. Wester- 
-holm (eds.), Law in Religious Communities in the Roman Period (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier Uni-
versity Press, 1991), pp. 69ff; Israel’s Law and the Church’s Faith: Paul and His Recent Interpreters 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), pp. 108 and 142; and “On Fulfilling”. 
117 Schreiner basically follows Luther, but Schreiner does not agree with Luther’s view that Paul’s op-
ponents were self-righteousness seekers. Nevertheless, Schreiner accentuates human inability to 
fulfil the law as the major reason for Paul’s objection against the law more than Luther does. 
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the debate increased. Nevertheless, it seems to me that there has been remarkably 

little critical introspection. Paul’s interest was regarded solely as focusing on human 

inability to fulfil the law and in showing that one can only realize one’s sinful nature 

through the law. It was accepted that, even after the coming of Christ, Paul’s interest 

still focused on the fulfilling of the law.  

 

 

 

 

 

6 Evaluation 
 
We have scrutinized many views since the Reformers, each having its own emphasis. 

Nevertheless, we noted that, regardless of difference in emphasis, all of them are 

related to the fulfilling of the law. No matter how the concept ‘works of the law’ was 

interpreted, it was always linked to a failure to fulfil the law. Furthermore, regardless 

of whether fulfilling the law was regarded as being possible or not, the curse of the 

law was ultimately regarded as being caused by a failure to truly fulfil the law. Even 

the view that accentuated the sinful nature of the pursuit to fulfil the law could not to-

tally leave the notion of fulfilling the law behind.  

     Eventually, neither the traditional view, nor the rhetorical approach, nor the New 

Perspective could explain Paul’s view on the law without resorting to the notion of 

the fulfilling of the law. Although there have been many debates amongst Pauline 

scholars on the Pauline view of the law, the history of interpretation shows that there 

has never been a fundamental reflection on this particular matter, and actually noth-

ing has ever changed in this regard. In one way or another, the problem of the law is 

always linked to its fulfilling and the solution to the problem is linked to its fulfilment 

as well. To my mind, exactly this is the cause of the many misunderstandings of 

Paul’s view of the law. Unless we regard Paul’s view of the law from a different point 

of view, we will not stop the endless debates in this regard. 

     Basic to all views there is the notion that if the law is not perfectly and truly fulfilled 

for whatever reason (misuse, human inability, and so forth), it brings a curse on hu-

mankind. In other words, the idea that there would be no curse if it were possible to 
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keep the law perfectly, in qualitative and quantitative terms, is widely shared. One 

may even speak of a universal agreement in this regard since the history of interpre-

tation of Paul’s view on the law shows that this idea has never been challenged fun-

damentally. Since this idea is taken as point of departure by all scholars, it is impos-

sible for them to identify the problem of the law without linking it to humankind’s fail-

ure to fulfil the law. All that happens is that different explanations for the reason why 

the law cannot be/is not fulfilled are generated. In all of these, the problem of the law 

is fundamentally linked to the human aspect: the human subject that misuses the law 

in order to achieve self-righteousness, the problem of Jewish identity, the inability of 

humans to fulfil the law perfectly, the fact that humans are misled to misuse the law, 

etc. On the other hand, if Paul is not interested in the fulfilling of the law as such, all 

attempts to identify the reason for Paul’s objection against the law in human terms, 

must be reconsidered. In this sense, an approach that does not focus on the fulfilling 

of the law would be a quest to find a fundamentally new answer to this problem. In 

order to achieve this, I will raise some radical questions concerning our presupposi-

tions and prejudices. 



- 61 - 
 

 

III. Presuppositions, Questions and a New 
Direction 

 

There is no other subject in Pauline theology that is more complicated and more dif-

ficult than Paul’s view of the law. Uncountable attempts to understand Paul’s view of 

the law have already been published. Many ideas regarding Paul’s view of the law 

have been considered and reconsidered from various perspectives. Nevertheless, 

there still are certain ideas about the law that have never been fundamentally ques-

tioned and which have always been taken for granted. For instance, some scholars 

seem to accept intuitively that Paul’s statement that salvation does not depend on 

the law implies that salvation does not depend on the human fulfilling of the law.118 

This means that, from the outset, the problem of the law is interpreted in terms of the 

notion of the fulfilling of the law. Such logic may seem natural and acceptable; how-

ever, it cannot merely be accepted, but must be proven.  

     In general, it is impossible to reason without having certain presuppositions and 

by being completely free of any premises. When, however, such presuppositions and 

premises are not correct, the result is already predetermined in that one is already 

on the wrong track. Accordingly, one could say that it is even more important to 

check one’s presuppositions than to do exegesis. Therefore, in this chapter, I wish to 

rethink several presuppositions shared by many Pauline scholars. This will be done 

by focusing on two important aspects of the law, that is, on the two aspects to which I 

refer to as the personal and the plural nature of the law. By doing so, I will indicate 

whether Pauline theologians are on the right track when they accept intuitively that 

the problem of the law is linked to the ultimate failure to truly fulfil the law, as we had 

seen in chapter II.   

 

 

 

                                                      
118 H. Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology, tr. J. R. de Witt (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 
p.150, argues that the statement that salvation does not depend on the law means that the salvation 
does not depend on human fulfilment but on God’s (one-sided) promise. However, he does not really 
explain why salvation should be understood in the context of human fulfilling of the law.   
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1 Paul’s conscience119 
 

It is quite well known that, before M. Luther rediscovered the truth of the gospel, the 

more he depended on his works, the more he was disappointed with himself, be-

cause he could not reach the level that the law required. Luther’s God thus allowed 

the pangs of conscience beforehand so that sinners would finally find the peace of 

the gospel. It seems to me that most modern Christians experience the same as Lu-

ther and that they regard the pangs of conscience associated with an impossibility to 

fulfil the law as a sort of a Christian common sense. If this is the case, however, one 

comes to hear Paul’s voice through the voice of one’s personal experiences. Be-

cause there are not many premises as strong as human experience, it means that 

once one experiences the agony caused by one’s conscience regarding the law, it 

feels logical that it must be impossible to fulfil the law.  

     Luther, however, read Paul through his own experiences. He projected his own 

guilty conscience on Paul, and so the guilty conscience of Luther’s Paul could only 

finally find peace after Paul had met Christ on the road to Damascus. We should not 

forget that it is a historical fact that Luther himself felt such pangs of conscience in 

the face of the law, but this does not prove that the pre-Christian Paul experienced 

the same agony in the face of the law. On the contrary, if one compares Luther’s ex-

perience to that of Paul, it is clear that Paul’s own description of himself before the 

Damascus encounter is the direct opposite of what Luther experienced! For example, 

in Phil. 3, the pre-Christian Paul does not say that he failed to fulfil the law. His con-

science seems to have been quite clear in this regard. Before we proceed to scruti-

nize Paul’s evaluation of himself in detail, let us briefly check how other Jews in 

Paul’s time felt about the fulfilling of the law.  

     The Synoptics introduce us to a person whose portrait is quite different from that 

of the modern Christian with an agonizing conscience, a picture that has become 

almost typical since the time of Luther.120 This is the young rich ruler (Matt. 19, Mark. 

                                                      
119 Cf. J. Song, The New Perspective, pp. 74-9.  
120 In the case of Christians following Luther’s views, it is a sine qua non that the law requires ‘flawless 
and perfect’ moral standards, and that it is impossible for one to reach the ‘perfect’ level the law re-
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10 and Luke. 18). What draws our attention in this case, is his self-evaluation and 

Jesus’ reaction to it. He asks Jesus what he should do to inherit eternal life. Jesus 

orders him to keep the commandments, mentioning several ones from Ten Com-

mandments. It is obvious that Jesus does not say that only these commandments 

should be kept. The fact that Jesus also orders him to love his neighbours as himself 

(avgaph,seij to.n plhsi,on sou w`j seauto,n; Matt. 19:19) indicates that Jesus is actually 

referring to all the commandments. The ruler responds that he has kept all the com-

mandments since he was a boy (tau/ta pa,nta evfu,laxa evk neo,thtoj; Luke 18:21). The 

text does not indicate any hint of hesitation on his side. His attitude, rather, looks 

boastful. One wants to raise the question, how he can he say that he has observed 

all commandments ‘from his youth’ – even though he is still young. If one keeps in 

mind that Jesus says in Matt. 19, “Love your neighbour ‘as yourself’”, the ruler’s an-

swer is so confident that most post-Luther Christians probably get a little bit frustrat-

ed about it! Can ‘loving one’s neighbours’ be kept perfectly or at least relatively well 

enough to give someone this kind of confidence? Are we reading too much into the 

text by making assumptions about his conscience? Even if this is the case, we must 

still say that he does not even try to rethink his way of observing the commandments 

from a different perspective, namely from that of the good teacher, Jesus. To put it in 

a nutshell, he does not realize yet what he is lacking (ti, e;ti ùsterw/È Matt. 19:20). Is 

he not aware of his faults? Is he some kind of spiritual narcissist?  

      On the other hand, what surprises us is how Jesus reacts to the ruler’s answer. 

Probably, modern descendants of Luther would have expected Jesus to say, “How 

could you be so proud of yourself that you dare say that you have kept these since 

your childhood?” However, surprisingly, Jesus does not question the ruler’s confi-

dence with regard to his keeping of the commandments.121 In other words, Jesus 

does not find the ruler’s claim as to his observance of the law problematic at all. Je-

sus accepts that he succeeded in keeping the commandments in the sense that he 

did not break any of the commandments, not even once. Of course, Jesus is not sat-

isfied with the ruler’s observance of the law. It is not sufficient. The point, however, is 

that Jesus does not object to the ruler’s claim in a Lutheran sense. Jesus does not 

                                                                                                                                                                     
quires. Thus far I have not met a single Korean or South African pastor who does not accept that no 
one can have a robust conscience in terms of the requirements of the law.  
121 According to R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark (NIGTC, Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 2002), p. 403, 
hvga,phsen auvto,n shows that the ruler’s profession is not insincere and that Jesus has not been en-
gaged in unmasking hypocrisy.    
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attempt to remind the ruler of even a minor failure in fulfilling the law. Furthermore, 

Jesus does not attempt to make the ruler aware of his spiritual ignorance, in that he 

points out the impossibility of the perfect observance of the law, by saying, for exam-

ple, that it is absolutely impossible to truly keep all commandments for such a long 

time. What Jesus wants from the ruler is something more, namely helping the poor. 

Here we have to pay attention to the extent of the relief Jesus wants for the poor. Je-

sus orders the ruler to sell all that he has (pa,nta o[sa e;ceij; Luke. 18:22). No com-

mandment in the law requires this. In brief, what Jesus requires of the ruler does not 

in any way point out any fault in himself or in his keeping of the commandments of 

the law.122 Jesus’ request goes beyond the law.123 What the ruler lacks is not some-

thing in terms of the law. In this regard, there is a tacit consent between the two of 

them that it is possible to do everything that the law requires.  

     Thus, in the text, Jesus is not portrayed as someone making the ruler despair of 

his righteousness. On the contrary, the atmosphere of the text indicates that the 

keeping of all the commandments is indeed possible. This is actually taken for grant-

ed, so that both Jesus and the ruler are portrayed as not being concerned about a 

possible failure to keep all the commandments.124 Furthermore, the text does not 

give us any hint that what the ruler claimed is regarded as something special. The 

text does also not suggest anywhere that only a small number of very pious persons 

are able to achieve this. It is even possible that Jesus’ additional command can be 

performed in a very practical and possible way. Even if we accept that the ruler’s ob-

servance is not perfect, the possibility of a perfect observance is still open for him. 

He can make his observance perfect by performing the charity that Jesus commands. 

This is the key point: The possibility of a perfect observance of the law is not an is-

sue at all in this text. The concern of Jesus and the ruler is not how the ruler can ob-

serve all the commandments, but what more he needs to do. The implied readers of 

the narrative are also not expected to ask how the ruler has been able to keep the 

commandments since he was a boy; instead the fulfilment of the commandments is 
                                                      
122 Contra C. E. B. Cranfield, The Gospel according to Saint Mark (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1959), pp. 328-30, who claims that Jesus asked the ruler to sell all his possession in order to 
show that the ruler did not keep all the commandments perfectly.   
123 R. Banks, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1975), p. 163. Cf. E. Lohmeyer, Das Evangelium des Markus (KEK 12, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1967), pp. 211-12.  
124 Here, it is useful to remember the ruler’s question: What must I do to inherit eternal life? (ti, 
poih,saj zwh.n aivw,nion klhronomh,swÈ Luke. 18:18). His question does not focus on what he must do 
to compensate for his failure to keep the law, but what needs to be added.  
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presupposed as something natural for the ruler, Jesus and for the implied readers. If 

this were not the case, the ruler’s question and Jesus’ answer would become mean-

ingless.   

     The fact that Jesus is portrayed as not being interested in pointing out the ruler’s 

imperfection in terms of the law in this narrative from the Synoptics does not fit with 

the way in which Paul’s views of the law are depicted by so many Pauline theologi-

ans. As we have seen in the previous chapter, most Pauline theologians after Luther 

have claimed that Paul was against the law because of the impossibility of fulfilling it. 

Does, then, Paul have a view different from the one reflected in the Synoptics? It 

does not seem to be the case. We can turn to Paul’s self-evaluation in Phil. 3 in this 

regard. It is very interesting that Paul’s own evaluation of his righteousness in terms 

of the law does not differ from that of the ruler. Paul declares that he was faultless as 

to righteousness in terms of the law. From the traditional point of view, such a claim 

is excessive and full of conceit. Due to their embarrassment with Paul’s attitude most 

theologians accept that Paul is talking from a Pharisaic perspective in this chapter.125 

Such an understanding, however, is based upon the presupposition that Paul could 

not have meant that he had actually observed the law fully, because of what he said 

with regard to universal sin in Rom. 2-3 and 5. However, what is more important is 

that scholars do not realize that this way of thinking in itself is based upon another 

presupposition that committing sins (or being sinful) means violating the law.126 It is 

indeed the case that, in Rom. 2-3 and 5, Paul argues that all had sinned. It, however, 

must be noted that Paul does not say that all have violated the law. See especially 

3:23 and 5:12 in this regard. These two verses do not say that all have infringed the 

law but that all have sinned. The idea that committing sins always and inevitably 

means violating the law is not proven and is nothing but a presupposition. Only when 

keeping the law always and necessarily means righteousness can such an idea be 

                                                      
125 P. T. O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians (NIGTC, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), p. 380; and 
R. P. Martin, The Epistle of Paul to the Philippians (TNTC, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), p. 147. 
126 According to J. M. G. Barclay, Obeying, p.157, one who can obey (the law) perfectly does not sin. 
A. Hoekema, Saved by Grace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), p. 112, argues that only the violation 
of the law can be sin. In terms of this way of thinking, that all sinned means that all violated the law.  
     E. P. Sanders, Law, pp. 23-4, thinks that Phil. 3:6 contradicts Rom. 5:12. According to him, Paul 
thinks that the perfect fulfilling of the law is very difficult, but that it is not impossible so that he can 
claim that he is blameless in terms of the law, and, in general, that all sin at some time or other. On 
the other hand, T. R. Schreiner, “Paul and Perfect Obedience”, p. 249, is opposed to Sanders’ idea. 
He finds the solution in the occasional and situational character of Paul’s letters. Interestingly, howev-
er, they agree with each other in their interpretation that the notion that all have sinned means that all 
have violated the law.        
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accepted.127 

     Because Rom. 2:13 claims that the doers of the law are justified, and because 

Rom. 3:10 says that there is no righteous person, at a first glance, the equation that 

the doers of the law are the same as the righteous seems logical. This logical leap, 

however, occurs when one does not keep in mind the progress of Paul’s logic in 

Rom. 3. Paul does refer to law-breakers in Rom. 1 and 2, but then moves to the next 

level in Rom. 3 by referring to law-keepers. In 3:1, Paul starts to talk about the ad-

vantages of Jews and the profit of circumcision. 3:1 rests on 2:25-6, which means 

that the value of circumcision exists only when the circumcised person keeps the 

law.128 

     It also must be noted that the ‘I’ in Rom. 7, the chapter in which Paul refers to the 

fundamental problem of the law in detail, is not the ego who breaks the law but the 

ego who does evil (7:19). And once again, in the following chapter, Rom. 8, in which 

he mentions the solution to the problem, all things are said to work together not for 

the fulfilment of the law but for the good (8:28). The problem and the solution of the 

‘I’ in terms of the law are not related to the fulfilling of the law. In other words, the 

good and the evil do not correspond to the fulfilling and to the breaking of the law. 

For Paul, committing a sin and doing evil are not synonymous with breaking the law. 

An idea such as that if one keeps the law perfectly without any misuse, one is sinless, 

is nothing but a presupposition. The Paul in Phil. 3:6, who is blameless in terms of 

legal righteousness, is the same Paul who is portrayed as the foremost of sinners in 

1 Tim. 1:15!     

     If, as many scholars point out, Paul continually proclaimed the impossibility of ful-

filling the law, from the time of writing Galatians up to the time of writing Romans, 

even though his self-evaluation in Phil. 3 is from Pharisaic point of view, the remark 

in Phil. is then a very careless one. It would be extremely surprising that he would 

introduce a notion that clearly contradicts the most critical point of his argument re-

garding the law, without explaining it further in any way. Was he not aware of the 

danger of a possible misunderstanding of his self-evaluation? 

     It is important to keep in mind that Paul is enumerating the reasons for his confi-

dence in the flesh, his fleshly boasts, so to say. This considered, reading Phil. 3:6 as 

                                                      
127 For Paul, following (keeping) the law without misuse can spell evil. See the discussion in the fol-
lowing sections, “The Personal Nature of the Law” and “The Plural Nature of the Law”.  
128 For the exegesis in detail, see chapter VII. 
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the evaluation of the pre-Christian Pharisaic Paul does not fit the context. The items 

listed in Paul’s curriculum vitae in v. 5, that is, being circumcised on the eighth day, 

an Israelite, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews, and being a Pharisee, 

are not merely the personal attitude of Paul the Pharisee, but rather objective facts 

that not only Paul the Pharisee but also Paul the apostle could still offer as his fleshly 

boasts. The fact that Paul was a circumcised Hebrew of the tribe of Benjamin could 

still be presented for Paul the apostle’s confidence in terms of the flesh. The Phari-

sees were regarded as one of the most enthusiastic and strict legalistic sects so that 

having been a Pharisee could still be regarded as a fleshly boast in terms of the law 

(kata. no,mon) by the Christian Paul. Paul’s persecution of the church could also be re-

garded as a fleshly boast in terms of zeal (kata. zh/loj), because it showed his zeal for 

religious matters. Even though he later realised that the zeal was directed in a wrong 

way, nevertheless it did show his zeal, something which he could later still refer to as 

an indication of his zeal. Paul does not say that his zeal was right but just focuses on 

the authenticity and the extent of his zeal. The Christian Paul could still accept him 

being circumcised on the eighth day, being an Israelite, of the tribe of Benjamin, and 

a Hebrew of Hebrews. Likewise, Paul the apostle could accept the authenticity of his 

zeal shown in persecuting the church. It is in the same context that Paul’s legalistic 

righteousness is mentioned. Even though his righteousness was not something that 

could bring salvation to him, it is obvious that the Christian Paul could totally agree 

with the idea that he was blameless in terms of the righteousness of the law (kata. 

dikaiosu,nhn th.n evn no,mw|).129 If this were not the case, then the reversal in vv. 7-8 

would not make any sense.  

     The key point is the following:  As Paul does not say in 3:6a that his zeal was right 

but that it was real, so Paul does not claim that his legalistic righteousness was right 

but that he was truly righteous in a legalistic sense. He is strongly against circum-

cision in flesh, because, for him, the true circumcision is of the heart (Rom. 2:28-9). 

That, however, does not suggest at all that Paul’s circumcision as such was im-

perfect from a legalistic point of view. Likewise, the fact that, in comparison with the 

righteousness of faith, legalistic righteousness was not the true righteousness bring-

ing salvation,130 does not imply that his legalistic righteousness was imperfect.131 

                                                      
129 J. H. Michael, The Epistle of Paul to the Philippians (MoNTC, New York and London: Harper & 
Brothers, 1927), p. 143. 
130 According to Paul’s explanation in Rom. 10, the reason why his legalistic righteousness could not 
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From his current perspective, Paul views his legalistic righteousness as faultless, but 

the real problem is that such perfect righteousness in terms of the law could not 

make him truly righteous before God. It was, in fact, a loss, and rubbish. To put it in a 

nutshell, when regarded from the perspectives of both Paul the Pharisee and Paul 

the Christian, there is no difference as to whether his legal righteousness was fault-

less or not; the difference lies in the meaning of such flawless legalistic righteous-

ness. When we grasp that righteousness is not equal to legalistic righteousness, we 

are in a position to understand the meaning of a;memptoj.132 

     Since Paul was blameless in a legalistic sense, he could not suffer agony as a 

result of the law. In this sense Stendahl, who claims that Paul’s conscience was ro-

bust, is right.133 He pointed out that after Luther, the Western world wrongly inter-

preted Paul as a prototype of an agonizing conscience as a result of the law. Accord-

ing to Stendahl, Paul was not troubled by the pangs of a guilty conscience.134 Sand-

ers also agrees with such a view. His idea can be summarized by the phrase, ‘from 

solution to plight’. According to him, Paul could not find any problem with the law be-

fore his encounter with Christ on the way to Damascus, so that he did not actually 

move from the plight of the law to the solution to it in Christ. Rather, only after he had 

met Christ, did he begin to see the problem of the law. His thoughts thus moved from 

solution to plight.135 Luther’s pangs of conscience were not Paul’s!  

     In this regard, Paul, in fact, was not unique. Without scrutinizing other Jewish lit-

erature in too much detail, we can easily find similar examples in the Old Testament. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
bring life was not that it, in fact, was imperfect but that it was not God’s righteousness. See chapter IX 
for detail. 
131 Cf. G. F. Hawthorne, Philippians (WBC, Chicago: Moody Press, 1983), p. 135. The word, ‘right-
eousness’ indicates that Paul followed the external rules regarded as God’s requirements. In terms of 
obeying the law, Paul thus did not omit anything from what was required of him.   
132 In this regard, Paul’s righteousness in terms of the law was not different from that of the Pharisees 
and the scribes who were blamed by Jesus. When Jesus told believers that their righteousness must 
be better than that of the Pharisees and the scribes (Matt. 5:20), this should not be understood as that 
they were hypocrites; from a legalistic perspective, their obedience was perfect. Like Paul, they kept 
the law faultlessly and their legalistic righteousness must have been evident to their contemporaries. 
Otherwise, Jesus’ emphasis does not make sense. 
133 K. Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience”.  
134 In this regard, G. Bornkamm, Paul: His Life and Thought, tr. D. M. G. Stalker, (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1971), pp. 14-5 and 125; and J. A. Fitzmyer, “Paul”, in: R. E. Brown, J. A. Fitzmyer and R. E. 
Murphy (eds.),The New Jerome Biblical Commentary (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1991), p. 1333, no 
22, agree. 
135 A similar idea, namely that the fact that Christ is the only way to salvation, wipes out the law as a 
way to salvation, is also found in NIDNTT. Cf. H. H. Esser, “no,moj”, NIDNTT, Vol. 2, p.444. On the 
other hand, F. Thielman, From Plight to Solution, insists that Jewish writings at the time of the Second 
Temple Period (that is, before Paul) already contained the notion that humans cannot keep the law 
and, therefore, Paul’s thoughts moved from plight to solution.  
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According to the Old Testament, many kings followed the law wholeheartedly. The 

common sense interpretation of this is that it means that they followed the Torah 

faultlessly. In which sense does this evaluation of the kings in the Old Testament dif-

fer from the way in which modern Christians evaluate themselves? The fundamental 

difference lies in the way in which the law is interpreted. Modern Christians tend to 

think that following the law means doing good in the most sublime sense of the word. 

Following the law, however, does not mean doing goodness in an abstract sense, but 

keeping the concrete regulations of the Torah. These regulations require observance 

in a very concrete way, which means that it is quite possible to follow them. The 

regulations in the Torah do not prescribe goodness in an abstract sense, but are 

concrete prescriptions that take the hardness of hearts (pro.j th.n sklhrokardi,an; Matt. 

19:8) into consideration. For instance, the law permits a bill of divorce (Deut. 24:1). 

Jesus says that this was not the case from the beginning but that it was allowed be-

cause of the hardness of human hearts (Matt. 19:8). The regulations in the Torah 

thus do not declare some perfect level of goodness without any consideration to the 

sinful nature of human beings and the possibility of the fulfilment of the regula-

tions.136 Even when such regulations (with consideration of the hardness of human 

hearts being taken into mind) are violated, the regulations themselves provide a way 

for recovery. For instance, the effect of a sin offering makes the performer legalisti-

cally blameless.137 And above all, it is the Torah itself that states that the regulations 

taking human wickedness into account and specifying ways to recovery, can be ful-

filled (Lev. 4-6; Deut. 21:10-7 and 24:1-4).     

     Rabbinic Judaism also seems quite optimistic with regard to the fulfilling of the 

law. The idea that the law requires perfect obedience was not as common in Rabbin-

ic Judaism as in modern Christianity.138 The doctrine of God’s weighing good and 

evil that is generally regarded as the teaching of Tannaim Judaism is a total misun-

derstanding.139 The opposite of ‘deny’ in rabbinic terminology is not ‘obey perfectly’ 
                                                      
136 Cf. the explanation of the flaw of the law in section 3 “The Plural Nature of the Law”.  
137 For different views on the effect of the sin offering, see U. Wilckens, “Was heißt bei Paulus: ‘Aus 
Werken des Gesetzes wird kein Mensch gerecht’?” in: Rechtfertigung als Freiheit: Paulusstudien 
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1974), pp. 79-94. According to him, one mistake results in eternal 
condemnation. On the other hand, T. R. Schreiner, “Galatians 3:10”, p. 159, says that the effect of the 
sin offering changed after Christ.   
138 R. Longenecker, Galatians, p. 118.     
139 E. P. Sander, “On the Question of Fulfilling the Law in Paul and Rabbinic Judaism”, in: D. David, E. 
Bammel, and C. K. Barrett (eds.), Donum Gentilicium: New Testament Studies in Honour of David 
Daube (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), p. 122. Cf. also T. Latto, Paul and Judaism: An An-
thropological Approach (Atlanta: Scholars, 1995), for the optimistic Jewish anthropology with regard to 
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but ‘confess’. Neither perfect nor 51% of obedience was the prerequisite for salvation. 

The amount of the law that was fulfilled was not essential in deciding whether or not 

one would have a portion in the coming world. Along these lines, Sanders correctly 

says that in this regard, rabbis would agree with Paul that one could not be justified 

by the works of the law. 

     Paul’s curriculum vitae and the atmosphere of the Old Testament, the New Tes-

tament, and Rabbinic Judaism thus make it difficult to accept that Paul suffered any 

pangs of a guilty conscience about his fulfilling of the law. This means that reading 

texts such as Gal. 3:10-12 and Rom. 7 as implying the impossibility of fulfilling the 

law means reading them as implying something that goes against Paul’s own practi-

cal experience.  

     There is another option. We have seen in chapter II that Dunn pointed out that fulfil-

ment of the law was not impossible but that the works of the law which were misused 

as Jewish identity markers fell short of true fulfilment of the law. Phil. 3:6, however, 

does not support such a view. The Paul with the blameless observance of the law 

portrayed in Phil. 3: 6 was not the Paul who understood the law in terms of faith, but 

rather the Pharisee Paul who had zeal for the law as a boundary marker of Jewish 

people. Finally, no matter what the concept ‘works of the law’ mean, that is, merits or 

identity markers, the idea that by works of the law one cannot reach true fulfilment of 

the law brings one to a portrait of Paul differing quite a bit from Paul’s self-portrait.  

    What I want to emphasize here, however, is not that, for Paul, blameless law ob-

servance was ‘possible’. Rather, it is that, if the Old Testament, the New Testament, 

Rabbinic Judaism, and Paul himself take the possibility of the fulfilment of the law for 

granted, such a possibility cannot be the centre of concern in Paul’s thought. All 

readings based on the notion of a failure to truly fulfil the law as the ultimate problem 

with the law are thus focusing on something which Paul was not really interested in.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
the keeping of the law in the Second Temple Period. 
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2 The personal nature of the law 
 

It seems to me that scholars of Pauline theology have been so busy with providing 

reasons for humankind’s failure to fulfil the law that they have never stopped to 

check if they were on the right track. Their emphasis of the importance of the notion 

of the fulfilment of the law actually runs counter to Paul’s unique and extremely im-

portant emphasis when he refers to the law. In general, nowadays laws are regarded 

as the sum of regulations and prescriptions that have to be kept. However, for Paul, 

the law was not just an object to be fulfilled. Paul introduces the law not as deper-

sonalized and materialized regulations which are to be fulfilled, but as a very active 

and actually as a living being. In one word, he regards the law as a person (Gal. 

3:24-5 and Rom. 7:23-5).140 Surprisingly, even though Paul’s notion of the personal 

nature of the law is very characteristic and quite distinctive, proper attention has not 

been paid to it by scholars. According to Paul, the law is a person. More accurately, 

the law is two persons (Rom. 7:23-25 and 8:2). Actually, this is a widely known fact. 

If we just check the implication of the personal nature and plurality of the law, we will 

realize that the existing interpretations centring on the notion of the failure to fulfil the 

law actually goes against Paul’s thought.          

     Firstly, let us consider the personal nature of the law. Although it is well recog-

nized that Paul presents the law as a person (paidagwgo,j), the implication of it has 

never been seriously considered. For first century Jews, the law was not a group of 

regulations, as is the case for modern citizens when they think of criminal and civil 

law.141 This was due to the fact that the origin of the law was not human. The law-

giver was God. Therefore, the law was God’s words. In this sense, the law was re-

garded as a guide. And as a guide, the law was regarded as a light (Prov. 6:23). This 

is the reason why Jews thought that the law kept them from sins. In this regard, Paul 

was thus not unique when he referred to the personal nature of the law. However, it 

                                                      
140 The idea that humans ‘do’ the law can be found in Paul’s writings. This idea, however, does not 
exclude the notion that humans ‘do’ the law as slaves ‘do’ what was required of them by the law as a 
person. 
141 G. F. Moor, Judaism in the First Centuries of the Christian Era, The Age of the Tannaim, Vol. I (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1971), p. 263, rightly points out that the root of the problem is the fact that the 
Torah has usually been translated as nomos – from the time it was first translated into Greek. Howev-
er, the Torah must not be understood as legislation. It is the whole of the revelation of God’s will. For 
Jews, the important aspect in this regard was that the law represents wisdom. However, Moor’s very 
important insight seems to have been ignored. The personal nature of the law implies that it is not 
merely a sum of to-do-lists.  
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was Paul who developed the personal nature of the law pictorially and delved into it 

dramatically. For Paul, the personal nature of the law was something more than 

mere simple personification or rhetorical expression. The personal nature of the law 

can easily be noticed in the image of the paidagwgo,j in Gal. 3. The law guides one. 

The law is not depicted here as regulations to be kept but as a person ruling one. 

Furthermore, the personal nature of the law is depicted in a dramatic fashion in Rom. 

7. Again, the law is not a list of actions but rather a powerful person who controls 

human beings. In this instance, the personal nature of the law is emphasized even 

more than this, because the law(s) in Rom. 7 is/are of such a personal nature that 

it/they even fight(s) to capture one as a slave.  

     What is also important is that, as a person, in Galatians and Romans the law is 

not portrayed as being equal to a human being. It is not just another person; it is a 

superior person. The law is not only a guide. It is so powerful that it totally controls 

one. In comparison to the law, the human being thus becomes totally passive, just 

like a powerless child or an unable slave. It is even materialized to become the boo-

ty142 of the war between the laws. The common aspect in the images of a child, a 

slave and booty is that the human being is depicted as being totally powerless. In 

other words, the subject in charge is the law, and not the human being. In fact, this is 

the very reason for the personification of the law. By means of this feature, Paul does 

not only want to show the power of the law, but also wishes to reveal the incompe-

tency of the human being in terms of the more powerful one, that is, the law. There-

fore, to take note of the personal nature of the law actually means to grasp the inabil-

ity143 of the human being.  

     The guidance of the law does not come as advice but as a command. One cannot 

even refuse the commands of the law. The command of the law obliges one to sub-

mit to it. It does not ask for one’s own intentions and own preferences; it is not even 

interested in whether its command can be carried out or not. If one understands this, 

one comes to understand the human inability that Paul is referring to. For Paul, hu-

man inability does not mean that even though humans want to fulfil the law, they 

simply cannot. But it rather means that human beings, as slaves, are powerless and 

                                                      
142 Even though one is captured (aivcmalwti,zonta, me; v. 23), one is not a typical prisoner of war, be-
cause one is not one of the fighting parties. The fighting parties are the two laws. In this sense, one is 
not a prisoner of war, but (personified) booty.    
143 It is important to keep in mind that this inability is not related to the fulfilling of the law as such. It is 
thus not about the law as object to be fulfilled, but about the law as a person controlling them.  
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incapable so that they cannot refuse the command of the law. In this sense, the law 

is the subject, and the human being is the object. If one pays attention to the per-

sonal nature of the law, one comes to see clearly that the idea that a human (as the 

subject) keeps the law (as an object) runs against Paul’s views. From the perspec-

tive of modern citizens, humans are the subjects and such laws as criminal and civil 

laws are objects to be kept. This way of thinking is structured in terms of the pattern 

‘humans to law’. In terms of this pattern, any concerns about the law should be related 

directly to humans. For instance, in this case, the intention, choice, and ability of hu-

mans are of importance. However, in terms of Paul’s view on the law, according to 

which the law is the subject and a human cannot but obey it without having a choice, 

the pattern is the opposite: ‘law to humans’. According to this pattern, one is not in 

the position in which one can choose to keep or to violate the law, but rather in the 

position in which the law forces one to obey it. In terms of this pattern, violation of the 

law is not possible. It is unnecessary to point out that it is then also impossible for 

someone to misuse the law. In terms of this pattern, one’s choice, intention, misuse, 

or ability etc., are not the matter of concern. If one takes note of this pattern, one 

comes to realize that focusing one’s attention on the human ability to keep the law or 

to look for reasons for the failure to obey the law goes against Paul’s thought.  

     The law thus is the commanding subject rather than the object to be fulfilled. The 

law is a more powerful person than the human being, so that the human being can-

not refuse what is ordered by the law. What are the implications of this? If we agree 

with this view of the law, we also have to agree with the following: Fulfilling the law is 

unavoidable because fulfilling the law is nothing but obeying the order of the law. The 

human beings are incapable not in terms of ‘fulfilling the law’ but rather in terms of 

‘not fulfilling the law’. This is the same result as the one that we came to in the previ-

ous section (on Paul’s conscience): For Paul, fulfilling the law is not a possibility but 

a matter of course.              

     I do not claim that the above amounts to everything that Paul has to say about the 

law.144 However, this aspect is the most unique and important notion in Paul’s view of 

the law. All explanations that run against this dominant structure cannot but destroy 

the overall picture of Paul’s view of the law. Unfortunately, this aspect has been thor-
                                                      
144 Paul does not only use law-centred expressions such as “I serve the law” (Rom. 7:25), but also 
general expressions, that is, human-centred ones, such as “I do (keep) the law” (Gal. 5:3; Rom. 2:13 
and 25). However, we must not forget the fact that when he reveals his deepest understandings of the 
law, he leaves the typical and general expressions and presents the law as a powerful person.  
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oughly disregarded so far in studies of Paul’s view of the law. The inability of human 

beings (as subjects) and the reasons for it have been the centre of the attention ex-

clusively so far. As a result of this scholars have not been able to explain Paul’s view 

of the law adequately. Instead it had the effect that they wrongly accepted that Paul’s 

view of the law was extremely complicated and even inconsistent.  

 

 

 

 

 

3 The plural nature of the law 
 

Thus far we have argued that, because of the personal nature of the law, the law is 

depicted as a person, implying that fulfilling the law was viewed as obeying the law, 

which implies that powerless human beings could not refuse to fulfil the law. In this 

regard, humans are incapable, in the sense that they cannot but fulfil (obey) the law 

thoroughly. As far as the law is depicted as a person, what is impossible is not the 

fulfilment of the law but rather the failure to fulfil the law. What does this imply? One 

of the implications is that the thoroughly obeyed, that is, perfectly fulfilled law, carries 

a curse. The historical survey in chapter II has showed that most Pauline theologians 

accept the axiom that if the law is fulfilled it cannot bring forth death. According to 

them, the problem was that human beings failed to fulfil the law. However, that even 

the fully kept law brought death is shown by Paul’s own life. Paul himself was fault-

less as far as legalistic righteousness was concerned. His fulfilment of the law was 

perfect. However, his righteousness in fulfilling the law led him to death. The ques-

tion then is how is it possible that the perfectly fulfilled law can bring death? Under-

standing this is the core of Paul’s view of the law and the key to the answer lies in 

the plural nature of the law.  

     Before we delve further into this topic, we have to scrutinize the defect or the flaw 

of the law. According to Lutheran thought, the law shows the way to moral perfection 

and also requires it.145 The law is thus regarded as a kind of a perfect diamond with-

                                                      
145 According to M. Luther, there is only one law that was written in human hearts after creation. This 
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out any scratches. Therefore, the reason why humans cannot earn life is to be found 

in their own faults, that is, the problem is their inability to obey the perfect law per-

fectly. The fault thus is a pure human one. According to this line of thinking, the idea 

that the law is perfect and faultless functions as a sort of an axiomatic presupposition. 

However, when we start doubting this, we can see beyond this limited horizon. In 

other words, when we focus on the law itself as a subject, having left the human-

centric view point of the misuse of the faultless law or the failure to fulfil the law be-

hind, we can begin to understand the law from a new point of view.         

     Take note that the Book of Hebrews also points out the shortcomings of the law. 

The law has weakness and is useless (Heb. 7:18). The law is not perfect. This fault 

of the law is not the result of human abuse or of a failure to fulfil it, but is part of its 

nature. Without going into the issue of the authorship of Hebrews, we may deduce 

from the fact that the book was accepted as Scripture by early Christians, that, at 

least, by some Christians, the law was not regarded as a perfect golden rule. I do not 

claim that this view of the law should be related directly to that of Paul. All that I wish 

to point out is that, whereas many scholars unconsciously accept that the law is per-

fect, we have evidence from the New Testament itself of the opposite idea: that the 

law is defective. That this is what Hebrews claims is so obvious that exegesis is not 

even needed. However, this statement in Hebrews has been treated as trivial. Alt-

hough New Testament theologians are all aware of this statement in Hebrews re-

garding the shortcomings of the law, they generally disregard it. Yet, if we give this 

statement its proper attention, and take note of the basic faults of the law, it becomes 

clear that it is not correct to accept that the reason why humans cannot get life 

through the law is their inability to fulfil the law. 

     Romans and Galatians also do not relate the problem of the law to its misuse by 

human beings. In Galatians the law is portrayed as a suppressive paidagwgo,j. The 

important aspect to be noted is that it was not human beings that turned the law into 

a paidagwgo,j by their misuse of it. It was the law itself that led them to slavery and not 

to freedom. According to Rom. 7, the law is a powerful person turning human beings 

                                                                                                                                                                     
one law was the same as the moral admonition in the Gospels and in the Mosaic law which was the 
summary of the natural law. Cf. P. Althaus, Luther, pp. 251-73. 
    The idea of regarding the law essentially as a flawless moral law is shared by some dogmatic 
theologians. For example, A. A. Hodge, The Confession, pp. 120-3 and 248-58, claims that Adam 
also received the law as a moral law and that the law which is summarized in the moral law, the ten 
commandments, requires the perfection of moral conscience so that it is impossible to keep it perfect-
ly.    
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into the spoils of war. Once again it was not as a result of human beings abusing the 

law. The context of Rom. 7 also shows that humans are not in a position to misuse 

the law. Rather, it is the opposite situation: The law misuses human beings and final-

ly brings them to death. The curse of slavery and death is not a human problem; it 

relates to the nature of the law itself. 

     The point thus is: In terms of the notion ‘unable humans before the perfect law’, 

the human being is the problem, but in terms of the notion ‘obeying (fulfilling) hu-

mans under the imperfect law’, the law itself is the problem. Should we delve into the 

deepest levels of human beings or should we rather scrutinize the nature of the law? 

Realising the essential defect of the law – regardless of human misuse or inability – 

is an important first step for changing one’s views of the law. To take this step is inev-

itable if we want to stay on the right track. 

     This insight, however, poses a dilemma. Is it not true that the law came from God 

with the purpose of giving life? Such a view almost instinctively came to the Jews. In 

fact, Paul also says that the law has not been abolished and that the Galatians 

should fulfil the law (of Christ). How is it possible that he can point out the shortcom-

ings of the law, and, at the same time, be in favour of the law? Various solutions 

have been proposed by scholars: a reduction of the law, a division of the law into a 

ritual one and an ethical one, and a distinction between the law pursued properly and 

the law misused. Some claim that the law that was abolished and the valid law are 

totally different. I do not agree with any of these views, as the plural nature of the law 

is not taken into account.   

      Paul clearly refers to two laws. By ‘two laws’ I do not mean two functions or two 

sides of the same law; nor the temporary division of the law in terms of the time of 

the church.146 According to Rom. 7, Paul has in mind two different laws. In this chap-

ter, Paul presents the law as a person, and, in the very same chapter, he refers to 

the law of life and the law of death. In Rom. 7 he thus does not mention two sides of 

one person (the law), but two different persons. According to him, there are two laws 

just as there are two persons. One is the law of life and the other is the law of death. 

The fact that he refers to two different laws is so obvious that it seems almost un-

necessary to point this out. However, this simple fact has always been interpreted as 

a mere rhetorical strategy, and as referring to two sides or two functions of the law – 

                                                      
146 J. D. G. Dunn, Theology, pp. 157 and pp. 472-76. 
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a dramatic exaggeration of Paul’s psychological agony. Accordingly, it has not been 

taken seriously in terms of Pauline theology on the law. However, if one takes the no-

tion that there are actually two different laws seriously, it opens new avenues for un-

derstanding Paul’s view of the law. It allows us understand why Paul can point out 

the shortcomings of the law, and, at the same time, also not give up the holiness and 

goodness of the law. This enables us to grasp both Paul’s positive and negative re-

marks regarding the law without sacrificing consistency in his thoughts. It also helps 

us to get to a better point of view than merely opting for the abolition or the continua-

tion of the law.     

     What does it imply that there are not one but two laws? If one accepts that there 

is only one law with two functions or end results, it means that humans have two 

possibilities depending on their success or failure to fulfil the law. If there are two dif-

ferent laws, the function or end result of each law is pre-determined, regardless of 

human success or failure. The law of life leads one to life only and the law of death 

to death only. The law of death can never bring life and the law of life can never pro-

duce death. The respective end results of the two laws are determined not by the 

type of human input but by the identities of the two laws. Again, what does this mean 

if one also takes the personal nature of the law into account? With regard to the per-

sonal nature of the law, we have pointed out that humans are not in a position where 

they can misuse the law and the obedience to the law (the fulfilment of the law) was 

unavoidable. Thus, once a human being comes under the control of one of the two 

laws, s/he thoroughly obeys the particular law; s/he fulfils the law, so to say. Neither 

of the two laws can be misused or failed to be obeyed, and the respective end re-

sults are the exact opposite of each other. The law of death produces death and the 

law of life, life.  

     Finally, we see that ‘the perfect fulfilment’ of the two laws produces death and life re-

spectively. What is important to take note of here, is that in the same way that the 

perfect fulfilment of the law of life produces life, the perfect fulfilment of the law of 

death produces death. This is the point: Death is not produced by the misuse of the 

law of death. It is also impossible that one can get life by pursuing the law of death in 

the right way. The only possibility there is, is that a human being comes to death by 

perfectly obeying the law of death, in other words, by perfectly fulfilling it. Here, we 

must pay careful attention to the way in which Paul formulates it. He never says that 
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a human comes to death by misusing the law of life or by failing to fulfil it.147 No, the 

fulfilment of the law of death leads to death. The fulfilment itself is natural in regard to 

both of these laws, and, therefore, Paul is not interested in the fulfilment of each as 

them as such. Finally, it becomes clear that the law of death turns out to be the law 

having the essential defect. In terms of this logical structure, Paul’s interest is primar-

ily in revealing the identity of the law which he obeyed and fulfilled thoroughly but 

from which he could not get life. Since this law was the law of death, it could not give 

life, no matter how perfectly it was obeyed. Even though one might obey and fulfil the 

law of death, there is no possibility of getting life from it.      

 

 

 

 

 

4 A new direction 
 

To summarize what has been argued thus far: 

1) All solutions to the problem of the law which are linked to the notion of a failure to 

fulfil the law are solutions based on the presupposition that if the law is fulfilled, it 

cannot curse the fulfiller. 

2) This presupposes that, if the law is not misused, it indicates the perfect standard 

for righteousness. 

3) Therefore, Paul’s exclamation that all are sinners should be interpreted that no 

one fulfilled the law perfectly. 

                                                      
147 Rom. 7 has often been understood as explaining the reasons for humans not being able to fulfil the 
law perfectly. It is often claimed that this chapter depicts the experience of someone who cannot keep 
the law of life perfectly, because of the hindrance of the law of death. Furthermore, the inability of hu-
mans to keep the law (of life) is often brought up. We, however, have to pay attention to Paul’s way of 
thinking here. The human depicted in Rom. 7 is not someone who wants and does the good to a cer-
tain extent, but, in the end, cannot fulfil the law of life perfectly because of being hindered by the law 
of death. The ego in Rom. 7 is not the insufficient human who cannot reach the 100% mark in the ful-
filling of the law but the one who cannot serve (keep) the law of life at all and cannot but serve (keep) 
only the law of death perfectly. The ego is the one who does only evil. This depiction of the ego per-
fectly matches that of humans practising only evil as described in Rom. 2.  
    Paul does not pay attention to the failure to fulfil the law of life. For him, the fulfilling of the law of life, 
or of death, is something natural. He is thus interested only in identifying the law that the ego serves. 
See chapter VIII, especially section 1.1.1. “Q. 1: Extremity of Paul’s Expression” for details.  
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4) Accordingly, the impossibility to fulfil the law becomes an axiom.148 

5) Modern Christians experiencing pangs of conscience similar to that of M. Luther 

confirm the axiomatic nature of the notion of the impossibility to fulfil the law by 

means of their experiences.  

The above line of thought affects the exegesis of the texts. For example, in the exe-

gesis of Gal. 3:10, the notion of the impossibility to fulfil the law is deemed so obvi-

ous that it becomes an implied presupposition.  

     In terms of this logic, the problem of the law is a human one. It is then natural that 

the solution must also be human, and thus the solution is usually connected to hu-

mans’ true fulfilment of the law. Once this track of thought has been set upon, the 

task for scholars of Pauline theology of the law is only to find the reason why the 

works of the law cannot bring forth true fulfilment of the law. Even though they offer 

various reasons, such as human inability to fulfil the law, human misuse of the law 

for merit, or human misuse of the law as an ethnical boundary, the basic presupposi-

tions and axioms are mostly shared.149 

     We, however, pointed out that such commonly accepted presuppositions and axi-

oms do not fit Paul’s way of thinking regarding the law. Instead, focusing the person-

al and the plural nature of the law, we emphasised   

1′) that Paul can thus say that the truly fulfilled law curses the fulfiller;  

2′) that he can also say that the law in essence brings a curse, even though it is not 

being misused:  

3′) that although he pronounces all to be sinners, he never says that all have tres-

passed the law;  

4′) that he never explicitly mentions the impossibility of fulfilling the law;  

5′) and that he describes himself with a robust conscience as someone being fault-

less in a legal sense. The various aspects outlined here support and explain one an-

other. It also shows clearly that one can interpret the problem of the law without link-

ing it primarily to its fulfilment.  

     Since the Reformation, scholars of Paul’s theology of the law have always been 

interested in the fulfilment of the law in one way or another. The direction of this logic 
                                                      
148 As we had seen in the historical survey in the previous chapter, there is a wide variety amongst 
scholars who claim that the failure to truly fulfil the law is the ultimate problem of the law. Although not 
all of them agree with all the presuppositions outlined above, what they assert are generally based on 
the presuppositions above. 
149 Even though many scholars do not express the ideas above explicitly as axioms, they do base 
their arguments on them. Strangely, such ideas are never proven; merely presupposed.    
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may be summarised as: humans � law. The personal and plural nature of the law, 

however, implies an opposite logic, that is: law � humans. In this regard, it can be 

said that scholars of Pauline theology of the law have been battling against Paul’s 

view of the law. Ironically, they have based their ideas of Paul’s view of the law on 

the impossibility to fulfil the law – an idea that Paul himself never expresses in his 

letters. Against this trend, I thus propose that Paul’s view of the law should rather be 

based on a notion that is not interested in the notion of the fulfilling of the law, that is, 

it should be based upon the logic: law � human. Of course, such a new interpreta-

tion must be based on the exegesis of Pauline texts. This is what will be done next.  
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PART B 

(Paul’s Lack of Interest in the Fulfilling of the Law 
in Galatians) 

 

 

 

IV. What is the Debate in Galatians about? 

1 The problem of the concept of justification 
 

It is very important to understand the background of the Galatian debate before pro-

ceeding to the exegesis of the main texts in the letter. But this is an issue on which 

agreement has not yet been reached, which means that discussing it in detail might 

need another full-length dissertation. Accordingly, I will not go into this debate in de-

tail here, e.g., aspects such as the identity of Paul’s opponents. I will only focus on 

aspects that are really important for the exegesis of Gal. 3:10-12.  

     Traditionally, the Galatian debate has been viewed as a debate on legalism. The 

works of the law are then interpreted as meritorious deeds for individual salvation. 

From this perspective, the debate on the law is viewed in terms of an individual and 

general level and understood as a timeless theological one. Of course, there have 

been voices raised against such an approach.150 The New Perspective in particular 

was one of the most powerful voices against such a view. From the view point of sal-

vation history, E. P. Sanders and J. D. G. Dunn interpreted the Galatian debate as a 

                                                      
150 F. Watson, Paul, Judaism and the Gentiles: A Sociological Approach (SNTSMS 56, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986), is not satisfied with M. Luther’s views in that the traditional view 
isolated theology from history. Watson focuses on the historical and social background of Paul’s view 
of the law. According to him, pp. 19-20 and 31, Paul’s view of the law is a theological thought which 
developed as a result of historical problems. See also G. Howard, Paul: Crisis in Galatia, A Study in 
Early Christian Theology (SNTSMS 35, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979); and W. D. 
Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism: Some Elements in Pauline Theology (London: SPCK, 1948). 
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so-called ‘getting-in’ debate that was closely connected to the issue of the Gentiles’ 

entering the church. However, it must also be noted that, in spite of their disagree-

ment, both the traditional perspective and the New Perspective agreed that the main 

background of Paul’s objection against the law was not related to the lives of ‘Chris-

tians’.151 In other words, according to both the traditional perspective152 and the New 

Perspective, the Pauline debate on the law remained a debate on salvation.153 Such 

an approach is still popular.154 The debate is thus essentially a pre-Christian debate. 

Of course, it is natural that Gal. 3 was read within the context of soteriology.   

     However, reading the Galatian debate on the law in terms of the context of salvation 

gives rise to a basic problem, namely how to harmonise it with the concept of justifi-

cation. It is unquestionable that the Galatian debate on the law is also a debate on 

justification (2:15-21, 3:6-11 and 21-24). In Jewish theology, righteousness is a typi-

cal term referring to the fact that Gods’ people are in the proper covenantal relation-

ship with him.155 The concept righteousness is to be distinguished from the concept 

salvation which refers to becoming part of God’s people. Justification is distinguished 

from the change from ‘slave to freeman’, or from ‘death to life’. Reading the Galatian 

debate on the law as a debate on salvation means that Paul has left the traditional 

Jewish idea behind, and that he regarded the concept justification as a concept of 

salvation.156 This issue is connected to the question how Paul treats the original 

meaning of Hab. 2:4 when he cites it in Gal. 3:11. Does Paul change the original 

                                                      
151 A. H. Wakefield, Where to Live: The Hermeneutical Significance of Paul’s Citations from Scripture 
in Galatians 3:1-14 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), pp. 22-44, identifies this problem 
clearly. He points out that most scholars including the traditional ones and the New Perspective ones 
do not realise that Paul’s objection against the law goes beyond the field of soteriology.   
152 There are many scholars in the traditional circle who think that the law is unimportant even for 
Christian living. Cf. Burton, Galatians, pp. 294-97; Betz, Galatians, p. 275; and Longenecker, Gala-
tians, pp. 241-43. They, however, also think that Paul’s debate focuses primarily on salvation. 
153 For Paul, salvation is given to God’s people freely, and, at the same time, must be accomplished 
by his people. In this regard, soteriology goes beyond being children of God and comprises Christian 
living. E. P. Sanders’ distinction between getting-in and staying-in also broadly belongs to the field of 
salvation. This has been especially emphasized by covenant theology. Usually, however, a narrow 
sense of salvation is viewed as something separate from Christian living. 
154 Relatively recently, U. Schnelle published a voluminous work, Apostle Paul: His Life and Theology, 
tr. M. Eugene (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005). He still interprets the Galatian debate as a 
salvational one (pp. 276 and 293). He disagrees with Bultmann, claiming that nobody can keep the 
whole law (Gal. 3:10) so that the works of the law cause sinful failure (p. 281). According to this view, 
just one violation of the law causes a problem of salvation (p. 293).  
155 E. P. Sanders, “Rabbinic Judaism”, p. 107.  
156 E. P. Sanders, ibid., p. 108, claims that Gal. 3:21 shows that Paul’s concept of justification is differ-
ent from that of Judaism. Cf. his, Palestinian Judaism, p. 544, too. According to him, it is a transfer 
term. However, that does not seem to be the case. In Gal. 3:21, Paul distinguishes between ‘the law’s 
giving life’ and ‘the law’s giving righteousness’. And this is confirmed in 5:25 where he distinguishes 
between ‘to live’ and ‘to walk’.  
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meaning of the cited text arbitrarily or at least treat it carelessly? Of course, there is 

the possibility that Paul reinterprets the Old Testament texts. However, if we can 

show that Paul is faithful both to the traditional concept of justification and to the orig-

inal meaning of the Old Testament text, it would be better. The following exegesis will 

show that this is possible.  

 

 

 

 

 

2 The problem of the unity of the structure of Galatians 
 

Viewing the Galatian debate as a soteriological issue causes another problem, 

namely the unity of the structure of the letter. Paul’s argument in Galatians is usually 

divided into a theological one and an ethical one. It is usually from the so called theo-

logical part that the Galatians crisis is reconstructed: The acceptance of the law by 

accepting circumcision is usually interpreted as a denial of the sufficiency of Christ’s 

work and the believers’ faith in him. This is then usually taken as the background for 

Paul’s objection against the law. Furthermore, it means that the so called ethical part 

of Paul’s argument is regarded as not directly related to the Galatian debate and 

therefore, the ethical section in Galatians is not directly related to the Galatians crisis. 

This raises the question of how the theological section (Gal. 1-4) and the ethical one 

(Gal. 5-6), which is also called the paraenetic section, may be unified, because it 

seems a contradiction that having attacked works in the first half of Galatians, Paul 

then orders the ethical deeds in the second half (chapter 5-6).157If Gal. 5 and 6 are 

not a direct response, why does Paul contradict himself? The most popular solution 

is that having been against the law, Paul gives ethical exhortations from Gal. 5:16 

onwards in order to avoid any misunderstanding.158 In this case, however, Gal. 5-6 

                                                      
157 W. Marxsen, Einleitung in das Neue Testament: Eine Einführung in ihre Probleme, 4. völlig neu 
bearbeitete Auflage, (Gütersloh: Niebuhr, 1978), p. 64, thinks that having been against legalism, Paul 
himself goes back to legalism in his ethical warnings. See also R. Jewett, “The Agitators and the Gala-
tian Congregation”, in: M. D. Nanos (ed.), The Galatians Debate: Contemporary Issues in Rhetorical 
and Historical Interpretation (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2002), pp. 334-47. 
158 H. Schlier, Galater, pp. 247ff. (cf. also 264ff.) and H. J. Eckstein, Verheißung und Gesetz: Eine 
exegetische Untersuchungen zu Galater 2:15-4:7 (WUNT 86, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1996), pp. 
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cannot be merged into the Galatian debate and at best remains an appendix.  

     Another fascinating solution is that of Schmithals.159 According to him, the agita-

tors in the Galatian church were not faithful in observing the law and suggested cir-

cumcision merely as a Gnostic ceremony. In this case, Paul’s ethical emphasis on 

the Holy Spirit can be combined with his theological objection against circumcision. 

However, it remains impossible to prove that circumcision was a Gnostic rite.160 

     On the other hand, Barclay161tried to connect the two sections by saying that the 

Galatian debate was not only concerned with membership of God’s people (practic-

ing circumcision) but also with the way in which the members behaved (observing 

the whole law), and that it was thus impossible to separate the two aspects of the 

debate. Identity and behaviour are thus inextricably bound so that the ethnical exhor-

tation in Gal. 5-6 is closely linked to the defence of the notion of justification by faith 

in the previous chapters. Barclay also thinks that Gal. 2-4 mostly concerns the issue 

of membership. Even though identity implies behaviour, the main concern is identity. 

He relates Gal. 3 (except for 3:1-5) also to the issue of identity. Therefore, in fact, Gal. 

3 is not understood in terms of the context of behaviour. Thus, Paul is dealing with 

two problems, namely identity and behaviour. A. H. Wakefield162 notices this problem. 

He points out that Barclay does not carry through his ideas. Barclay’s explanation 

correctly emphasizes the strong link between identity and behaviour. Nevertheless, 

his explanation cannot be the solution to the problem. Finally, as far as we link the 

Galatian debate to the identity debate, the problem of the unity of identity and behav-

iour remains unsolved.  

   However, the two most important problems, namely that of the meaning of justifi-

cation and that of the unity of the structure, are not insurmountable, because, if we 

do not connect the Galatian debate on the law with the getting-in issue, that is, sote-

riology, both problems disappear. When we regard the Galatian crisis as an issue of 

Christian living after entering God’s community, the two problems disappear.163 If the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
248-49, think that Paul warns the Galatians against moral confusion. Cf. also E. de W. Burton, 
Galatians, pp. 290-91.   
159 W. Schmithals, “Die Häretiker in Galatien”, ZNW 47 (1956), pp. 25-67.  
160 H. D. Betz, Galatians, pp. 260-61, believes that there is no evidence of the existence of Gnostic 
Jewish Christians who did not accept the law but just performed circumcision. R. Jewett, “The Agita-
tors”, p. 347, also disagrees with the Gnosticism theory because he cannot find the notion of dualism 
and the rejection of creation which are typical of Gnostic thought, rejected in Galatians.  
161 J. M. G. Barclay, Obeying.  
162 A. H. Wakefield, Where to live, p. 48.    
163 According to H. D. Betz, Galatians, pp. 8-9 and 295-96; and “Spirit, Freedom and Law: Paul’s Mes-
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issue in Gal. 1-4 is understood in terms of the context of Christian living, Paul’s em-

phasis on Christian ethics in the following chapters is not just a mere appendix, nei-

ther just closely connected to Gal. 1-4, but essentially forms part of his argument. 

However, since both traditional scholars and New Perspective scholars agreed that 

the Galatian crisis was about the issue of salvation or about membership, both 

groups failed to solve the problem of the unity of Paul’s argument.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
sage to the Galatian Churches”, SEǺ 39 (1974), pp. 145-60, there were serious moral problems in the 
lives of the Galatians. Y. Kwon, Eschatology in Galatian: Rethinking Paul’s Response to the Crisis in 
Galatia (WUNT 183, Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 2004), pp. 184-98, tries to reconstruct the Galatian sit-
uation not from 1-4, but from 5-6. He pays attention to the fact that Paul’s alternative in the Galatian 
debate was faith working through love. On the basis of this, he argues that the debate on circumcision 
was not a theological one but a moral one. According to him, there were visible moral problems in the 
Galatian churches. The misdirected zeal for circumcision caused moral problems and a moral vacuum. 
Cf. D. E. H. Whiteley, “Galatians: Then and Now”, in: E. A. Livingstone (ed.), Studia Evangelica VI (TU 
112, Berlin, 1973), p. 626; W. Schmithals, “Die Häretiker in Galatien”, pp. 32-43 and 52; and R. Jewett, 
“The Agitators”, pp. 432-33. In particular, Schmithals and Jewett argue that there was a sort of spiritu-
al liberalism in the Galatian church, and that the Galatians were not serious about keeping the law. 
Even though each scholar has a particular emphasis, all of them agree that the Galatian congregation 
actually experienced moral problems.  
     However, could the Galatians who were morally lax or had serious moral problems (Betz, Kwon), 
or were not serious about keeping the law (Schmithals, Jewett), be so serious that they wanted to 
take the risk of getting circumcised? In Paul’s time, circumcision itself was quite a dangerous medical 
operation, involving a lot of pain, in particular for adults. And in comparison with the Corinthian church, 
it does not seem easy to identify the kind of serious moral problems that occurred in the Galatian 
church. If the Galatians had had visible ethical problems, the debate, for Paul, could have been far 
easier. If so, why did he sacrifice persuasiveness by interpreting the Galatians’ moral problems as a 
theological problem?  
     Paul’s reprimand of Peter in Gal. 2:11-14 is not moral. Paul’s rejection of the law (circumcision) is 
very direct. The problem of circumcision was not the potential side-effects or expected results such as 
immorality, but something more basic. The problem of the nature of circumcision is similar to that of 
uncircumcision too (see section 5 “Uncircumcision” below). The problem of the acceptance of circum-
cision is not something occurring when moral laxity develops. Acceptance of circumcision is ac-
ceptance of a life of slavery (5:1). The nature of this life does not depend on the result nor is it 
changed by it.  
     I welcome the attempts to connect the Galatian debate on the law to ethical issues, but this is not 
the only way to find unity in the structure of Galatians. Without taking the absence of ethical behaviour 
as the point of departure, we can read the debate in Galatians theologically as an ethical debate. 
When we realize that, regardless of the notions of the violation of the law, or the impossibility of ful-
filling the law, the law is not the righteous, that is, the moral and ethical way of ‘life’ for Christians, we 
can understand why Paul deals with the debate on the law theologically, and why he devotes a large 
portion of the letter to this, and we can find unity in the two parts of the argument in Galatians.  
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3 Childhood of Abraham and childhood of God in the Ga-
latian debate 

 

It is obvious that the issue of the Gentiles’ childhood of Abraham is behind the Gala-

tian debate (2:5-16, 3:14 and 28-29). In spite of the unique emphasis of the New 

Perspective scholars in this regard, the New Perspective generally agreed with tradi-

tional scholars that the Galatian crisis was related to the issue of salvation. The rea-

son why the New Perspective and the traditional perspective came to agree on this 

issue (unintentionally) was that both groups interpreted becoming children of Abra-

ham from the perspective of salvation. In other words, they interpreted childhood of 

Abraham in the context of the Galatian debate as synonymous to childhood of God. 

At a first glance, this statement seems nonsensical. Of course, in general in Christi-

anity, becoming children of Abraham is synonymous to becoming children of God. In 

the particular context of the Galatian debate, childhood of Abraham seems to be a 

special expression emphasizing a certain aspect of the childhood of God. In this de-

bate, Paul does not directly and finally show his interest in proving that the Galatians, 

who are Gentiles, are saved. Take note that in Gal. 3:2 Paul accepts that the Gala-

tians have already received the Holy Spirit. That the Galatians possessed the Holy 

Spirit means that they have already become children of God (4:6). The fact that the 

Galatians have already received the Holy Spirit is so evident for Paul and the Gala-

tians that he does not even need to prove this.164   There is no hint that the Galatians 

themselves even doubted it. Paul merely accepts the fact that the Galatians are still 

sure of this. It is thus very unlikely that they would be worried about being children of 

God while they were confident of having received the Holy Spirit.165 
     Paul’s concern is not how they should begin, but how they should finish (3:3). If the 

Galatian crisis had been one of getting-in, or of the Galatians’ childhood of God, Paul 

could easily have solved it by means of the fact that they have already received the 

                                                      
164 Take note that how the Galatians received the Holy Spirit is not an issue. They already have the 
answer. Paul uses this aspect rhetorically. That they have received the Spirit is an accepted fact. Cf. D. 
F. Tolmie, Galatians, pp. 100ff. According to him, Gal. 3:1-5 is an argument based on experience. Paul 
uses a very effective series of accusatory rhetorical questions in order to remind the Galatians of 
events they experienced.  
165 If the Galatians became self-indulgent, abusing their freedom, their confidence of being God’s 
people must have been excessive. Perhaps, the Judaisers’ appeal might have partially developed as 
an objection against such excessive confidence caused by Paul’s teaching of salvation only through 
faith. Anyway, at least, the Galatians seem to have been confident of their freedom. This makes it dif-
ficult to accept that they doubted their childhood of God.    
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Holy Spirit. For Paul, however, the Galatians’ childhood of God did not need to be 

proven. His concern went beyond this. On the basis of their possession of the Holy 

Spirit, he argues that they are children of Abraham.   

     In this regard, take note of Gal. 3:26-29, too. Paul does not stop by saying that 

the Galatians are children of God (26), but, in fact, goes on to claim that they are al-

so children of Abraham (v. 29). If childhood of God did not have a different emphasis 

as childhood of Abraham, and if both meant the same in terms of salvation, Paul 

would have stopped his argument at v. 26 (or at v. 27). Furthermore, it would be quite 

strange if he would try to prove the Galatians’ childhood of Abraham in v. 29 by prov-

ing their childhood of God in v. 26 (in this case, for Paul both meant the same). Take 

note that Paul did not prove that the Galatians were God’s children when he cites the 

human example in vv. 15ff. After having just indicated that the Galatians were chil-

dren of God in Christ, he argues that they are children of Abraham by just replacing 

the concept children of God by the concept children of Abraham. Is that logical? 

     This is indeed Paul’s logic. In 3:16, Paul emphasizes that the promises were 

made to Abraham and not to his seeds but to his seed. Therefore, the seed cannot 

be many. Paul deduces from this that the seed is Christ. And in the seed, Christ, all 

(pa,ntej) Galatian Christians became children of God (vv. 26-7). That this is the case 

is not necessary to prove. The Galatians know it well enough by their experience (cf. 

3:1-5).166 From this follows, then, that all became one in Christ (u`mei/j ei-j evste evn 

Cristw/| VIhsou/; v. 28). Therefore, it is obvious that all became Abraham’s one off-

spring (v. 29).167 Paul’s concern is thus beyond reconfirming the obvious fact that the 

Galatians are God’s children. His concern is to prove that they are Abraham’s chil-

dren, too.168 In other words, Paul’s goal is to show how God’s children can be identi-

                                                      
166 Cf. D. F. Tolmie, ibid., pp. 142-45. According to him, in 3:26-9, Paul argues on the basis of experi-
ence as in 3:1-5. People do not doubt their own experience; so it is effective. In 3:27-8, Paul echoes 
Christian baptismal tradition/liturgy.    
167 The use of spe,rma (singular) instead of uìoi, shows that v. 29 is the conclusion of the explanation 
in vv. 16ff. Paul’s concern is not for childhood of God (v. 26) but for childhood of Abraham (vv. 16 and 
29).   
168 The structure of Paul’s argument in Gal. 4 is the same as in Gal. 3. The Galatians’ experience that 
they received the Holy Spirit clearly proves that they are God’s children (4:6 = 3:2-5). The Sprit of the 
Son is the witness to the Galatians’ being God’s children. By the Spirit, they are already calling God 
Father (o[ti  de, evste ui`oi,( evxape,steilen o` qeo.j to. pneu/ma tou/ uìou/ auvtou/ eivj ta.j kardi,aj h̀mw/n 
kra/zon( Abba ò path,r; 4:6). Paul moves beyond this. He contrasts sonship and slavery in 4:8ff. He 
continues explaining the contrast by the allegory of Sarah and Hagar in 4:22ff., and presents his con-
clusion in 4:31. The conclusion is that the Galatians are not children of the slave woman (paidi,skh, 
that is, Hagar) but children of the free woman (evleuqe,ra, that is, Sarah). They are not slaves but the 
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fied as Abraham’s children, in other words, to show how God’s children can have a 

righteous relationship with God like Abraham. It is a matter of how those who have 

already become God’s sons live. It is not a matter of so-called ‘getting in’ but of ‘stay-

ing in’. In the one seed, Christ, God’s children and Abraham’s children converge. As 

the way to become God’s children is not circumcision but faith, so the way for them 

to be righteous (to have a right relationship with God) is not circumcision but faith. 

 

 

 

 

 

4 Circumcision 
 

The issue of circumcision is in the centre of the Galatian debate on the law. On the sur-

face, Paul’s attitude towards circumcision seems obvious, but, in fact, it is not simple 

at all, because sometimes he seems not to be against circumcision (2:6-10) and not 

to stick to uncircumcision (5:6).  

     Let us investigate 2:6-10 first. Paul identifies the Galatian crisis: accepting circumci-

sion means accepting another gospel (1:6-9). On the other hand, comparing his 

gospel with that of Peter in the following chapter, 2:7-9, Paul uses the word peritomh, 

for Jews instead of the word VIoudai/oj intentionally.169 But is peritomh ,not a term that 

Paul should avoid? In 2:12-3 he does not use the word VIoudai/oj, and calls the Jews 

from James who created the problems ‘those from circumcision’ (tou.j evk peritomh/j). 

The term ‘circumcision’ is thus in the centre of debate. Then, why does Paul advert-

ently use this problematic term ‘circumcision’ instead of the ethnic term, VIoudai/oj, 

when he compares his ‘gospel’ with Peter’s?170 

                                                                                                                                                                     
children of Abraham. Paul’s goal is not to prove that the Galatians are God’s children but that they are 
Abraham’s children (4:31 = 3:29).      
169 See vv. 13ff. Paul continually uses VIoudai/oj (VIoudai/oi) only.  
170 Paul’s gospel concerns not only Gentiles. In Gal. 5:1-2, Christ’s salvational work is identified as the 
termination of the life of slavery of keeping the law. It is obvious that this benefit of salvation must be 
applied to the Jews as well. The acceptance of a life of slavery of keeping the whole law by accepting 
circumcision is a warning not only to Gentiles but also to Jews. It is confirmed in v. 3 in which Paul 
warns not only Gentiles but ‘all’ accepting circumcision (panti. avnqrw,pw| peritemnome,nw|). Neverthe-
less, Paul calls Jews the circumcised.   
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In 2:6-10 Paul focuses on the equality of his apostleship and gospel to that of the 

other apostles. His gospel and Peter’s are the same. In this context, what Paul wants 

to say by using the very sensitive term is that the apostolic gospel is not concerned 

with circumcision; in other words, that the apostles did not set any regulations for cir-

cumcision. This is confirmed by the fact that Paul finally closes the paragraph by say-

ing that the apostles agreed only on one issue, namely on the remembering of the 

poor (v. 10). Thus, agreeing that their gospels were the same, the apostles did not 

establish any regulations for circumcision; they only agreed on remembering the 

poor. The circumcised did not have to give up their circumcision. 171  The un-

circumcised did not have to give up their uncircumcision. The apostles thus did not 

decide on abolishing the circumcision or on keeping to circumcision. Paul does not 

regard this as negligence. In fact, by recalling the agreement on the irrelevance of 

the circumcision, he argues that his gospel was not against circumcision.     

     Then, what is the reason for Paul being against circumcision in the Galatian crisis? 

We can get a clue from the following incident, the Antioch incident (Gal. 2:12-

14).172Peter did not act according to the apostolic agreement, that is, according to 

the evangelic agreement. It was not a violation of the abolishment of Kashrut (Jewish 

dietary regulations). It must be noticed that even though the regulations of Kosher 

did not necessarily need to be kept, they had not yet been abolished. Paul, himself, 

made it clear that the apostolic gospel did not imply the abolishment of such regula-

tions. Thus Peter’s fault was not a violation of the decision to abolish such regula-

tions. Then, what was the problem? The Antioch incident was about the notion of 

righteousness (vv. 16-17). As I pointed out above, righteousness means living in the 

right relationship with God in the covenant. Peter’s action implied that Gentiles had 

to ‘live’ (za,w) as Jews, that is, according to Jewish way of living in righteousness 

(2:14). Peter acted as if the Christian life still had been prescribed by the law. The 

term that points out this exactly is ‘hypocrisy’ (u`po,krisij; v. 13). In this regard, Peter 

held the same position as the agitators in the Galatian church.  

     Paul’s gospel was not against circumcision as such. Within the context of right-

eous living, however, the law of circumcision had to be opposed. This will be con-
                                                      
171 Debaptising is sometimes performed by people in the Western world, who do not like the fact of 
their infant baptism. Paul’s gospel, however, does not require Jewish Christians to perform de-
circumcision.  
172 In his account of the Antioch incident, Paul declares that no one can be justified by the works of the 
law (v. 16); this is repeated in v. 21. And he delves into the problem of the Galatians directly in Gal. 
3:1. In essence, the Galatian crisis did not differ from the Antioch incident.  
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firmed by the discussion of the notion of uncircumcision.  

 

 

 

 

 

5 Uncircumcision 
 

In regard to circumcision, one of the key notions is that in Christ circumcision is es-

sentially equal to uncircumcision (5:6). This is very important. In essence the reason 

why Paul was against circumcision was not different from the reason why he was 

against uncircumcision. If the issue of Abraham’s childhood was soteriological, in 

other words, if the Galatian debate was about whether Galatians, a kind of semi-

people of God, had to accept circumcision, or had to keep the law, to become true 

people of God, what would this imply for his views on uncircumcision? If Paul had 

claimed that the Galatians did not need to follow the law (circumcision) in order to be 

full members of God’s people and that only their faith in Christ was already enough 

for full membership, how should we understand the fact that Paul expresses himself 

in exactly the same verse also against not keeping the law (uncircumcision)? 

     If we understand circumcision and uncircumcision within the context of the Christian 

way of living, Paul’s rejection of uncircumcision makes sense. The Christian way of 

living is neither ‘following the law’, nor ‘not following the law.’ In order to understand 

this correctly, we have to grasp that his objection to a regulation in the law is not just 

the abolishment of it but another regulation.173 In this sense, uncircumcision is not 

just the abolishment of circumcision, but another regulation.  

     If uncircumcision means abolition of circumcision, why does Paul upset his own 

position in 5:6 (6:15), that is, his rejection of circumcision? Because uncircumcision 

does not just end with the abolition of the responsibility of circumcision, uncircumci-

sion means that circumcision must not be done. In this respect, uncircumcision is 

thus a new regulation. The English word, uncircumcision, and the Korean word, ‘mu-

hallie’ (non-circumcision) both contain within themselves the term ‘circumcision’, and 
                                                      
173 This is the very reason why having been against circumcision, Paul also noted his rejection of un-
circumcision. His objection to circumcision did not imply the establishment of another regulation.    
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thus do not really bring out this clearly. Uncircumcision means practising avkrobusti,a. 

Thus the matter of circumcision and uncircumcision is not a matter of whether one 

must practise circumcision or not practise it. It is a matter of which one of the two, 

peritomh, or avkrobusti,a, one must practise. The acceptance of circumcision ultimately 

means the acceptance of the Mosaic law. In this sense, the matter of circumcision 

and uncircumcision is a decision between whether one must ‘follow’ the Mosaic law 

or be against the Mosaic law. The acceptance of avkrobusti,a is the acceptance of a 

way of living in which one ‘observes’ not keeping the Mosaic law, centring on the 

laws of circumcision, food and the Sabbath. In this case, circumcision should not be 

kept at all. It is in this sense that Paul was against both circumcision and uncircumci-

sion.  

     Even though Paul is against circumcision, he never explains the life of keeping 

avkrobusti,a. In other words, he never formulates a regulation that one must not accept 

circumcision. If one understands this, one realizes why Paul, when he wanted Timo-

thy to be circumcised, could not be charged with hypocrisy. If Paul had prescribed 

the abolition of circumcision by being against circumcision, him having Timothy cir-

cumcised would have been a contradiction. However, by objecting to circumcision, 

Paul was neither in favour of the abolition of circumcision, neither trying to prescribe 

avkrobusti,a. What does this mean? What Paul wanted to say is that basically the 

Christian life was not one of ‘keeping’ either avkrobusti,a or peritomh,. The new life of 

Christians surpassed both avkrobusti,a and peritomh,. The life in Christ was not the kind 

of life that would be prescribed in terms of either avkrobusti,a or peritomh,.  

    The essence is this: Paul’s objection to both avkrobusti,a and peritomh, is based on 

the fact that in both instances the Christian life is prescribed in terms of regulations 

of keeping either avkrobusti,a or peritomh,. As we saw above, this is the reason why he 

reprimanded Peter in Antioch. Within the context of righteousness, that is, within 

Christian life, Paul’s objection to avkrobusti,a thus does make sense.  
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6 Circumcision: A debate about being in Christ 
 

We have seen that both circumcision and uncircumcision should not be understood 

in terms of the context of ‘getting-in’ but within the context of the Christian way of liv-

ing. This notion can further be substantiated by the theological position of circumci-

sion. The debate on circumcision (uncircumcision), namely, the law, is basically a 

debate about being ‘in’ Christ (evn Cristw/| VIhsou//; Gal. 5:6). Paul claims that ‘in’ Christ 

Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is of any avail (5:6).174 Take note that 

Paul does not say ‘into’ Christ, but ‘in’ Christ. The debate of circumcision is thus not 

one of whether circumcision is necessary for someone who is not in Christ to get into 

Christ, but of whether circumcision, that is, the law is still the valid way for one in 

Christ to be identified as a child of Abraham. At a first glance, the debate on circum-

cision might seem to be a debate about whether the Galatians, that is, Gentiles, are 

true children of God; in other words, whether it is a debate about the salvation of the 

Gentiles, but as I have pointed out above, the fact that the Galatians were truly chil-

dren of God was not something that needed to be proven. We have to keep in mind 

that Paul does not find it necessary to prove the salvation of the Gentiles; he just 

proclaims it. According to Gal. 2:7-9, by the fact that the two groups of apostles have 

acknowledged each other’s gospel, they have already proclaimed that the salvation 

of the Gentiles is on the same ground as that of the Jews. There was no difference 

between Paul’s gospel and Peter’s gospel, which means that there was no difference 

between Gentile Christians and Jewish Christians. That only faith in Christ was 

enough for salvation was the common creed in Christianity; Paul thus did not need to 

explain or prove it.       

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
174 See Gal. 2:17, too. The theological issue regarding table fellowship in the Antioch incident is also 
linked to being in Christ. See Gal. 3:28 as well. Paul focuses the debate continuously on being in 
Christ. 
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7 Conclusion 
 

Our conclusion is that our survey so far has showed that the Galatian debate about 

childhood of Abraham was not a debate about the issue of salvation but about the 

Christian way of living after having been saved. In this sense, the theological and 

ethical parts of Galatians can be unified. On the other hand, this conclusion was al-

ready anticipated because of the fact that the debate on childhood of Abraham was 

essentially a debate on righteousness. Strangely, scholars have overlooked the fact 

that the debate on righteousness was a debate focused about being in the covenant. 

Even E. P. Sanders who distinguished between ‘getting-in’ and ‘staying-in’, regarded 

the Galatian debate on righteousness as a debate on ‘getting-in’. The concept of 

righteousness, however, is a concept focusing on the relationship between God and 

his people, in terms of covenantal life. The crisis about Galatians’ righteousness 

must be regarded firstly not as an issue whether they are God’s people or not, but 

how they as God’s people must live within the covenant righteously. If we keep this in 

mind, we will realize that the question how the Galatians can be true children of 

Abraham is a question about how Gentiles must live in order to live the righteous life 

that Abraham lived. In other words, the question is not whether Gentiles must keep 

the law (must live as Jews) to become God’s true people, but whether Gentiles who 

have already become part of God’s people must keep the law to live as righteously 

as Abraham did. 

     The Galatians were confident that they had received the Holy Spirit (Gal. 3:1-5). 

They were thus confident of the grace that they had experienced in becoming chil-

dren of God through faith in Christ. This, in fact, had already been decided at the ap-

ostolic meeting (Gal. 2). It seems that during the time that Paul was with the Gala-

tians, they were not self-indulgent, but were rather living well under the guidance of 

the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:7). However, after Paul had left them, not having given them 

any Halakha, the agitators arrived and stirred up the congregation, claiming that as 

God’s people they had to live a righteous life and that such a life was based on cir-

cumcision as was the case with Abraham. The Galatians who were zealous about 

their spiritual lives, then seemed to be willing to accept circumcision – something that 

was dangerous and painful, and they were also eager to keep the rest of the law. 

     Paul, however, was against prescribing the righteous life in terms of the regula-

tions of the law. For him, the life ‘in Christ’ was not a life that could be prescribed in 
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terms of either peritomh, or avkrobusti,a. In other words, the righteous life in Christ was 

not a life according to Jewish ways, neither one according to Gentile ways.  

     Now, we are in the position to move to the exegesis of the verses referring to the 

fulfilling of the law. The exegesis will confirm that the Galatian debate was on the 

way of living. If we interpret the Galatian debate as a debate on the way of living, we 

will see how sections of which the interpretation is controversial, become clear.
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V. The Interpretation of Gal. 3:10-12 

1 Debates on Gal. 3:10 and suggested solutions 

1.1 An implied presupposition? 
 

Gal. 3:10 is regarded as one of the most difficult and important verses for under-

standing Paul’s theology of the law.175 The idea that Paul was against the law be-

cause of the impossibility of fulfilling the law has its foundation in this verse.176 Thus, 

taking this verse as a sort of a test verse, scholars from the New Perspective, such 

as Sanders and Dunn, base their explanations of Paul’s view of the law on this 

verse.177 Therefore, it is no exaggeration to say that the understanding of Paul’s the-

ology of the law hinges on the understanding of this verse. Ironically, however, it 

seems as if scholars have not yet reached an agreement on the meaning of this im-

portant verse.  

     The key to the interpretation of this verse is the effect of the citation that Paul uses 

here. It is not easy to understand how Deut. 27:26 can support what Paul wants to 

say, because there seems to be a clear contradiction between the two. The problem 

was identified as early as M. Luther.178 He points out that the citation says exactly the 

opposite of what Paul wants to say: Whereas Moses says that whosoever shall not 

do the works of the law, is accursed, Paul claims that whosoever shall do the works 

of the law, is accursed.179 Luther solves the problem in the following way: Paul does 

not speak of the law and the works of the law in terms of their essence, but from the 

perspective of hypocrites who mistakenly do the works of the law in order to be 

righteous. Therefore, for Luther, this verse refers to the fact that such people do not 

fulfil the works of the law in the true sense of the word. They deny justification by 

                                                      
175 T. R. Schreiner, Law, p. 45.  According to B. W. Longenecker, The Triumph of Abraham’s God: The 
Transformation of Identity in Galatians (Edinburgh: T. &. T. Clark, 1998), p. 134, Gal. 3:10-14 is one of 
the most difficult passages in the Pauline corpus.   
176 E. P. Sanders, Law, p. 20. 
177 J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus, p. 60, takes the verse as a test verse for his perspective. 
178 M. Luther, A Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co. 
Ltd., 1953), pp. 244-47. See pp. 249 and 252, too. 
179 Ibid., p. 224. 
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faith and by ‘doing the works of the law’, sin against the first, second, third and, in 

fact, against all the commandments. Furthermore, by not actually doing the law they 

blaspheme against God, because they are misusing the law and thus come under 

the curse of the law.  

     According to Luther, eventually, those of the works of the law (o[soi evx e;rgwn no,mou) 

are those who do the law, but who are actually violating the law, and, accordingly, 

who fail to fulfil the law perfectly. On the other hand, for Luther, to do the law in a true 

sense is to believe. The law is done by faith, that is, by receiving Christ and the Holy 

Spirit, by loving God and neighbours, and by doing good deeds in faith. According to 

Luther, this is the true way to keep the law. Moses thus requires real doers of the law 

(those who are of faith), whereas, in Galatians, Paul is opposing those who are false 

doers (i.e., those who are not of faith). Thus there is no conflict between the two. 

Moses puts it negatively, whereas Paul puts it in the affirmative.  

     Luther’s explanation is based on the notion of the true fulfilling of the law. Of 

course, his emphasis lies on faith in Christ, but the reason why he emphasizes faith 

in 3:10 is that, according to him, the law can only be fulfilled by faith. For Luther, the 

law must be done perfectly, and there are two kinds of doers of the law: 1) those of 

the works of the law, and 2) those of faith.180 The true doers of the law are the lat-

ter.181 For Luther, the ultimate problem of the law is that it is impossible to fulfil the 

law perfectly without faith. 

     Another Reformer, Calvin’s interpretation does not differ much from that of Luther. 

According to him, those of the works of the law are those who base their salvation on 

the works of the law. However, there has been no one who was able to keep the law 

perfectly; nor will there ever be. It is because humans are depraved by nature that 

they are unable to keep the law.182 The law requires perfect fulfilment, but no one 

can achieve it. For Calvin, this is the ultimate problem of the law. This Reformed un-

derstanding has been accepted for a long time.  

     We hear the same from Schreiner.183 According to him, Gal. 3:10 clearly provides 

the reason why humans cannot become righteous through the works of the law. 

                                                      
180 Ibid., p. 235. 
181 Ibid., pp. 247 and 252. Luther’s interest in the perfect fulfilment of the law does not waver when he 
moves to the aspect of Christian living. According to him, Christians also do not do the law perfectly, 
but because of Christ, this imperfection is not imputed to them and they are forgiven.  
182 J. Calvin, Galatians, Ephesians, G. L. Bray (ed.), (RCSNT10, Downer’s Grove: InterVarsity Press, 
2011), pp. 99-100.  
183 T. R. Schreiner, “Galatians 3:10”, p. 156; and “Paul and Perfect Obedience”, p. 257.   
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Paul’s logic can be explained by a syllogism.184 A: Cursed be everyone who does not 

continue to do all the things written in the book of the law (3:10b). B: No one can 

keep all things written in the book of the law (implied presupposition). C: Therefore, 

those who rely on the works of the law for salvation are under the curse (3:10a). The 

citation connected by ga,r provides the reason why the works of the law lead to the 

curse. In most Masoretic texts the word pa/sin is not found in Deut. 27:26185 and it 

thus comes from the LXX. According to Schreiner, the reason why Paul has the word 

pa/sin is to show that perfect fulfilling of the law is needed to avoid the curse of the 

law.186 This idea that Paul refers to the impossibility of the perfect fulfilling of the law 

as the problem of the law, is accepted by most scholars.187 

     Many scholars who accept the notion of the impossibility of fulfilling the law, be-

lieve that if the law could be kept perfectly, righteousness (salvation) could be earned 

by the works of the law. Some, however, do not agree with this, and point out that 

this was not the original intention of the law.188 Nevertheless, in both cases, the 

                                                      
184 T. R. Schreiner, Law, pp. 44ff. In this regard, S. Kim, Paul, pp. 141-43, is in agreement with 
Schreiner. This syllogism is also found in Luther. Galatians, p. 249.  
185 Pa/sin is found in some MT. Cf. Dunn, Theology, p. 361, footnote 108. 
186 T. R. Schreiner, Law, p. 45. 
187 J. W. Drane, Paul, Libertine or Legalist?: A Study of the Theology of the Major Pauline Epistles 
(London: SPCK, 1975), p. 28; D. J. Moo, “The Works of the Law”, pp. 97-98; D. H. Lietzmann, An die 
Galater, 4. Auflage, (HNT 10, Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1971), p. 19; R. H. Gundry, “Grace, Works and 
Staying Saved in Paul”, Bib 66 (1985), pp. 24-5; D. Guthrie, Galatians (NCBC, Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1973), pp. 97-8; R. Longenecker, Galatians, p. 117; J. MacArthur, Galatians (MNTC, Chicago: 
Moody, 1987), pp. 76-7; S. Greijdanus, De Brief van de Apostel Paulus aan de Galaten (KVHS, 
Kampen: Kok, 1953), p. 88; F. Mussner, Der Galaterbrief, p. 226; L. Thurén, Derhetorizing Paul. A Dy-
namic Perspective on Pauline Theology and the Law (WUNT 124, Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 2000), p. 
92; U. Wilckens, “Was heißt bei Paulus”, p. 92; H. Hübner, The Law, p. 19; “Gal. 3,10 und die Her-
kunft des Paulus”, KD 19 (1973), pp. 215-31; F. Thielman, Paul and the Law: A Contextual Approach 
(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1994), pp. 124-30; H. J. Schoeps, Paul, pp. 175-77; B. W. 
Longenecker, Triumph, pp. 139-42; E. de W. Burton, Galatians, p. 164; A. Oepke. Der Brief des 
Paulus an die Galater, J. Rohde (ed.), (THKNT 9, Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1964), p. 72; T. 
Thatcher, “The Plot of Gal 3:1-18”, JETS 40/3 (1997), p. 409; G. Walter Hansen, Galatians (Downer’s 
Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1994), pp. 92-3; H. Räisänen, Paul and the Law, p. 94; “Difficulties”, p. 
308; J. Becker, Der Brief an die Galater (NTD 8, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck, 1990), p. 36; and F. F. 
Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians: A Commentary on the Greek Text (NIGTC, Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1982), pp. 158-59.  
     Bruce notes the irrelevance of the perfect obedience of the law to the justification after Christ’ 
cross (pp. 160 and 163). But it does not factor into his conclusions. Sacrificial rituals are not effectual 
any more since only Christ is the effectual sin offering (p. 161). According to his explanations, without 
Christ, it is impossible to get rid of the flaws for perfect observance, which is not different from saying 
that, without faith, the perfect observance of the law is impossible.   
188 According to D. Guthrie, New Testament Theology (Leicester: InterVarsity Press, 1981), p. 691, 
salvation can be earned by the perfect fulfilment of the law. Cf. B. Byrne, ‘Sons of God’-‘Seed of 
Abraham’: A Study of the Idea of the Sonship of God of All Christians in Paul against the Jewish 
Background (ABc 83, Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1979), p. 152; U. Wilckens, “Gesetzes-
verständnis”, pp. 165-72; T. R. Schreiner, Law, p. 44; D. J. Moo, “The Works of the Law”, pp. 96-9; 
and B. Lindars, New Testament Apologetic: The Doctrinal Significance of the Old Testament Quota-
tions (London: SCM Press, 1961), p. 229.   
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curse of the law is believed to be caused by a failure to fulfil the law, which is viewed 

as the result of a human inability in this regard, and it is accepted that this is what 

Paul tries to prove.  

     However, adding this as an implied presupposition causes several difficulties. 

Firstly, it leads to a reading disregarding the theology of Deuteronomy. Deut. 30:11-

14 clearly states that it is possible for Israelites as one party of Sechemite covenant 

to keep the commandments ordered in Deuteronomy.189 If it would be true that Paul 

chose Deut. 27:26 in order to support the notion of the impossibility of fulfilling the 

law perfectly, he would have been proven wrong easily by the opponents. The theol-

ogy of Deuteronomy thus clearly states the exact opposite to the implied presupposi-

tion.  

     Secondly, it is a reading which goes against Judaism in the first century.190 It is 

beyond the range of this study to scrutinize first century Judaism in this regard. But 

without even having to delve deeply into first century Judaism, one can easily show 

that the implied presupposition is in direct opposition to Paul’s own statement in Phil 

3:7, and Paul himself was a first-century Pharisee.191 

     Furthermore, if one takes the rhetorical situation of the letter into account, such 

an implied presupposition does not make sense. In order to be persuasive, the pre-

                                                                                                                                                                     
On the other hand, H. Betz, Galatians, pp. 173-74, says that the Sinaitic Torah was not intended for 
eternal life; I. Hong, Galatians, pp. 133-45; A. van Dülmen, Die Theologie des Gesetzes bei Paulus 
(Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1968), pp. 31-5; and T. Thatcher, “Plot”, believe that in 3:10-
12 Paul formulates two ideas, namely that no one can fulfil the law perfectly and that, in principle, 
even perfect fulfilment of the law cannot give salvation. According to C. H. Cosgrove, The Cross and 
Spirit: A Study in the Argument and Theology of Galatians (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 
1989), pp. 59-61, in Gal. 3:11-2, Hab. 2:4 and Lev. 18:5 refer to the way of faith and of the law respec-
tively, and the way of the law is not the way of obtaining identity but of keeping it.  
189 H. Hübner, Law, p. 19, notes this. According to him, by using the LXX, Paul expresses an idea to-
tally different from what the Hebrew text intended. Whereas, according to the Hebrew text, the re-
quirements of Shechemite dodecalogue can be fulfilled, when Paul cites the LXX with pa/j and pa/sin, 
he tacitly presupposes that there is no single person who follows the law in all its prescriptions. 
190 According to W. Gutbrod, “no,moj” TDNT, IV, p. 1058, generally it is asserted in principle that the law 
can be fulfilled; and P. Bläser, Das Gesetz bei Paulus (Münster: Aschendorff, 1941), pp. 115ff., points 
out that no pious Jews thought that the law could not be fulfilled fundamentally.  
    On the other hand, B. Longenecker, Triumph, p. 140, tries to solve the problem of the contradiction 
between the idea of the impossibility to fulfil the law and fundamental convictions in Judaism by say-
ing that it is clear that Paul’s Christian convictions caused him to re-evaluate his previous convictions 
and world views. However, we must remember that Paul does not re-interpret but cite Deut. 27:26. It 
is Deuteronomy that says that the law can be kept.  
191 The Pharisaic Paul and the Christian Paul concur in terms of his legalistic righteousness. See sec-
tion 1 “Paul’s Conscience” in chapter III. On the other hand, the implied presupposition, that is, the 
impossibility of fulfilling the law, is asserted by the traditional view. Interestingly, according to the tradi-
tional view, Paul is only speaking from a Pharisaic point of view in Phil. 3:7. According to the tradition-
al view, first-century Phariseism regarded fulfilling the law as possible. In this regard, the traditional 
view totally ignores one of the most important Jewish notions in the first century.   
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supposition should be acceptable to the readers. Indeed, the opposite to the implied 

presupposition, that is, the possibility of the fulfilling the law seems to have been ac-

cepted by the Galatians. It is probable that the Judaisers cited Deuteronomy,192 

thereby attempting to persuade the Galatians that they had to fulfil the law. This at-

tempt must have been so successful that the Galatians abandoned Paul’s teaching. 

It must have been the case that they considered fulfilling the law a definite possibility. 

In other words, on this point there thus would have been no agreement between 

Paul and the Galatians.193 If so, how could Paul expect that what he presupposed 

would in any way be accepted by the Galatians?  

     Furthermore, the implied presupposition raises some questions regarding the de-

velopment of Paul’s logic. According to the traditional view, which accepts this pre-

supposition, the fundamental difference between Paul and the agitators194 focused of 

the impossibility of fulfilling the law perfectly, and this was the ‘core’ of Paul’s objec-

tion against the law. But surprisingly, Paul just implies this, and never states it explic-

itly; neither in Galatians, nor in any other letter.195 Why does he never use this as a 

main argument? In this instance, the cited verse could have been used not only by 

Paul but also by his opponents. In fact, it would support the argument of his oppo-

nents better than it would support Paul’s argument itself. To my mind, it would have 

been very sloppy argumentation if Paul knew that he was citing such a problematic 

verse, and yet failed to explicitly mention the impossibility of fulfilling the law.  

     Besides, the implied presupposition implies a very odd development of logic. Is 

Paul saying that it is impossible to keep the law perfectly to get salvation? But the 

Galatians do not believe so. How can it be that he is using the point that he has to 

prove as presupposition? No, Gal. 3:10b does not prove such a presupposition. In 

the following verse 11, the reason why humans cannot be righteous through the law 

is not the impossibility of fulfilling the law. Actually, nowhere in Galatians does Paul 

claim this. It does not make sense to use the point of argument that one wishes to 

prove as presupposition. On the other hand, if Paul implies the impossibility of ful-

                                                      
192 According to J. L. Martyn, Galatians: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 
33A, New York: Doubleday, 1998), p. 309, Deut. 27:26 was a text cited by the false teachers.  
193 Keep in mind that scholars who insist on accepting the implied presupposition claim that Paul 
thinks that perfect fulfilment of the law is impossible.  
194 The Judaisers also might have noticed the impossibility of fulfilling the law. In this case, however, 
they seemed not to reveal this, urging the Galatians to keep the law. Anyway, the fundamental differ-
ence between the Judaisers’ teaching and that of Paul is the possibility of the fulfilling of the law. 
195 See section 1, “Paul’s Conscience”, in chapter III.   
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filling the law as a sort of axiom,196 it is does not make sense that he would explain it 

to the Galatians as the reason for his objection to the law, since axioms do not need 

to be proven.  

     To summarize, advocates of the theory of the impossibility of fulfilling the law fully, 

as Schreiner, claim that it is obvious that this is the implied presupposition required, 

but this explanation runs against the logic of the text. To my mind, it seems logical to 

accept that the possibility of fulfilling the law is a sort of shared axiom by Paul and 

the Galatians, and that Paul is explaining how the possible works of the law or the 

accomplished works of the law bring the Galatians under the curse of the law so that 

the implied presupposition is not needed. 

 

 

 

1.1.1 Reading the text without such an implied presupposition: 

A reading disregarding Deut. 27:26 
 
According to Schreiner,197 the presupposition discussed above is needed for under-

standing Paul’s use of the citation within the context of 3:10a and b, and this is the 

simplest reading of the text. However, to my mind, if 3:10 can be explained without 

this implied presupposition, it would be the simplest reading. Of course, this has 

been tried before.  

     H. Schlier198 argues against the acceptance of the presupposition. According to 

him, Deut. 27:26 assumes that the law can be fulfilled and that it is actually fulfilled. 

He believes that the emphasis of the citation lies on poih/sai. According to him, the 

curse mentioned in v. 10 falls not so much on those who fail to do the law, but pre-

cisely on those who do the law (rather than believing in Christ). The citation is used 

not to explain the reason why those who depend on the law are under the curse, but 

to confirm that they, in fact, are under the curse. According to him, v. 12 concludes 

that there is a curse upon humanity not merely because they fail to fulfil the law in its 

entirety (in a quantitative way), but simply because the law must be ‘done’. The prob-

                                                      
196 According to the traditional view, Paul did not mention the presupposition because it was so obvi-
ous that it did not need to be said. The impossibility of fulfilling the law was a sort of common sense or 
axiom.  
197 T. R. Schreiner, Law, p. 45, and “Galatians 3:10”, p. 156.  
198 H. Schlier, Galater, pp. 132ff. 
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lem with Schlier’s explanation, however, is that it implies that Paul does not care 

about the fact that the text actually states the opposite of what he wants to prove. 

     We find a similar interpretation by D. Fuller.199 He also rejects the idea of accept-

ing the implied presupposition and asserts that the expression ‘the works of the law’ 

refers to the legalistic misunderstanding that one can obtain God’s favour by one’s 

good deeds. He understands the citation along the same lines. According to him, in 

the context of Deut. 27, v. 26 refers to legalism. However, the text does not refer to 

legalism but just to the works of the law. The expression ‘the works of the law’ cannot 

be substituted by the word legalism.200 And Deut. 27:26 does not condemn legalistic 

sin.201 The curse is not upon those who try to keep the law legalistically, but on those 

who do not keep the law.      

     Even though Fuller’s emphasis of legalism differs from the traditional view in that 

it goes against the implied presupposition, it does not really leave the scope of the 

traditional one. However, a totally new view which rejects the traditional one totally, is 

the one suggested by Sanders. According to his interpretation,202 Judaism at Paul’s 

time was not a form of legalism but a form of covenantal nomism, and he interprets 

Gal. 3:10 in this way. According to him, the theme of Galatians is not legalism but the 

conditions on which Gentiles become part of God’s people.203 Paul is not for faith it-

self, nor is he against works themselves. He opposes the position that Gentiles must 

keep the law to become children of Abraham. According to Sanders, if one is too 

sensitive to the theological issue of ‘grace and merit’, one cannot see the real theme 

of the letter.204 This misunderstanding was caused by a misunderstanding of Juda-

ism. Taking this as point of departure, he starts his exegesis of Gal. 3:10-12, which 

has traditionally been accepted as a proof text for the claim that Paul opposes the 

law because of the impossibility of fulfilling it.  

                                                      
199 D. P. Fuller, “Paul and ‘the Works of the Law’”, WTJ 38(1975), pp. 32-33. 
200 The phrase ‘the works of the law’ is too neutral to represent the important and specific concept of 
legalism. ‘The works of the law’ is not Paul’s way of referring to legalism. Cf. C. E. B. Cranfield, “St. 
Paul and the Law”, SJT 17 (1964), pp. 43-68, who asserts that Paul used ‘the works of the law’ as 
there was no Greek term for legalism. Rather, it seems more natural to say that Paul just paraphrases 
tou/ no,mou tou/ poih/sai auvta, in the citation. For more on ‘the works of the law’, see my exegesis of 
Gal. 3:10.   
201 It is very difficult to find commentaries of Deuteronomy explaining Deut. 27:26 from a legalistic per-
spective. 
202 E. P. Sanders, Judaism.  
203 E. P. Sanders, Law, p. 18. 
204Ibid., pp. 19-20.  
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     Interpreting Gal. 3:10, Sanders205mentions three reasons why he is against the 

view that the law is rejected because of the impossibility of fulfilling it. Firstly, he says 

that Paul’s citations in Gal. 3 are focused on particular terms. Paul connects the con-

cepts ‘Gentiles’ and ‘justification by faith’ by means of the reference to Abraham. Gen. 

15:6 proves that Abraham was justified by faith and Gen. 18:8 that Gentiles are 

blessed in Abraham. The reason why Sanders thinks that this last citation does not 

come from Gen. 12:3, but from 18:18, is that the term ‘Gentiles’ is used in Gen. 

18:18. Using Abraham, Paul thus explains how Gentiles can become righteous by 

citing a verse in which the terms ‘Gentiles’, ‘faith’ and ‘justification’ appear. On the 

other hand, in v. 10, Paul connects the law to the curse by citing a verse in which 

these two concepts appear. Deut. 27:26 is the only verse in which the terms ‘law’ and 

‘curse’ are connected and this is the reason for it being cited. Therefore, the point of 

the citation is not the use of pa/sin, but the words tou/ no,mou and evpikata,ratoj.  

     Secondly, Sanders opposes the idea that the interpretation of the cited verses should 

be the point of departure, but rather believes that Paul’s argument should be studied 

so that one may find the key to what Paul wants to say by means of the citation. That 

is to say, Deut. 27:26 is not cited by him to convey the notion of the impossibility of 

fulfilling the law but to prove that all who accept the law are cursed.  

     Thirdly, Sanders pays attention to the position of vv. 10-12 within 3:8-14 as a whole. 

The main thesis is that God justifies Gentiles by faith (v. 8), with v. 10 providing the 

negative proof for the positive statement in v. 8. In vv. 11-2, Paul argues that faith ex-

cludes the law and in 14 he repeats and chiastically summarizes the two positive 

statements in v. 8 and vv. 1-5. This shows where the emphasis of vv. 1-13 lies. Vv. 

10-13 is thus secondary to v. 8. Finally, according to Sanders, v. 10 is subordinate to 

v. 8; and Paul asserts that all who accept the law are cursed by citing the proof text 

which has the necessary core words. Eventually, according to Sanders, the view that 

Paul opposes the law because of the impossibility of fulfilling it must be rejected.206 

     Sanders’ view is problematic on several points. First of all, according to him, the 

law is rejected because salvation comes only through Christ (v. 13). But Paul never 

provides a reason why the law must be excluded as a possible way of salvation.207 

Secondly, according to Sanders, Paul is not interested in what Deut. 27:26 really 

                                                      
205 Ibid., pp. 21-2. 
206 Ibid., p 23. 
207 T. R. Schreiner, Law, p. 46. 
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says. Paul just uses the text to say what he wants it to say. This arbitrary portrait of 

Paul which Sanders presents has been shown to be wrong.208 

     Another reading without the presupposition pointed out above, was suggested by 

Martyn209 who opposes any interpretation needing for such a presupposition. He 

points out that Paul not only fails to articulate this particular presupposition but also 

does not use it in v. 3:11 where it would have been helpful for his argument. Martyn 

asserts that Deut. 27:26 must have been a text used by Paul’s opponents and that 

Paul accepts the text as it stands. Paul, however, removes the difference between 

observers and non-observers by using ‘observers’ in his exegesis. In a word, for Paul, 

the curse of the law falls on both observers and non-observers. But in this case, 

there is a problem in that Martyn’s Paul also sacrifices the original meaning of Deut. 

27:26 to a certain extent, as he also uses it to say what he wants it to say.      

      We have investigated various attempts to explain the reason for the citation with-

out using the presupposition discussed above – attempts that do not focus on the 

impossibility of fulfilling the law. There seems to be a common point in the various 

explanations discussed in this regard, namely that all of them opt for a Paul who 

does not focus on the original meaning of Deut. 27:26. Eventually, even these inter-

pretations of Paul thus reach the same results as the traditional one in the sense that 

the context of Deuteronomy (27:26, or 30:11-14) is sacrificed, albeit it in a different way.  

However, if this were the case, Paul would have given his opponents a chance to counter 

his argument by merely pointing out that he interpreted the proof text in a wrong way. 

Furthermore, not one of the interpretations discussed above gives pa/sin its rightful 

place. It is rather difficult to have to accept that it was accidental that Paul’s citation 

contains pa/sin, that is, that he followed the LXX here instead of the Hebrew.210 In 

particular, if the verse were used by Paul’s opponents, it would almost be impossible 

to accept that Paul did not realize the importance of the implication of the word pa/sin.  

 

 

 

                                                      
208 J. M. Scott, “For as Many as are of Works of the Law are under a Curse (Galatians 3. 10)”, in: C. A. 
Evans and J. A. Sanders (eds.), Paul and the Scriptures of Israel (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), p. 
191. 
209 J. L. Martyn, Galatians, pp. 307-11.    
210 J. Tyson, “‘Works of law’ in Galatians”, JBL 92 (1973), p. 428, thinks that the reason for Paul’s cit-
ing LXX is pa/sin. B. Byrne, ‘Sons of God’, p. 151, agrees.  
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1.1.2 A new reading without the particular presupposition: Return-
ing to the traditional reading of Deut. 27:26 by a different route 

 

The scholars of the New Perspective presented an interpretation which paid attention 

to pa/sin, kept to the original meaning of Deut. 27:26, and did not need the pre-

supposition.211 Dunn agrees with Sanders’ new evaluation of the Judaism of Paul’s 

time. He also agrees with Sanders that Paul’s objection to the law was not based on 

the impossibility of fulfilling the law,212 but he criticizes Sanders for failing to discern 

the law from the works of the law.213 According to Dunn,214 ‘works of the law’ is not a 

synonym for doing the law, but a sort of badge for the identity of the Jews. Even 

though ‘the works of the law’ means all that were required of faithful Jews, it func-

tioned as an ethnical boundary marker for the Jews so that it focused on such rituals 

as circumcision and the Sabbath. The problem with the works of the law as boundary 

marker was that it fell short of what the law required.215 Therefore, according to Dunn, 

Paul was against the law not because it was impossible to keep the law perfectly but 

because the works of the law were not the right way of keeping the law. This under-

standing is accepted by Cranford.216 

     Paul, however, did not pay a lot of attention to discerning the law from the works 

of the law and, above all, his objection to the law was more profound than just a 

problem of social boundaries. For example, his objection in the following verse, v. 11, 

and further on is more fundamental. Furthermore, Dunn’s social interpretation, as 

Wakefield217 points out, makes a harmony with Paul’s own exclusivism almost im-

possible. Nevertheless, Dunn’s interpretation is definitely new. According to his inter-

pretation, the presupposition discussed above is not necessary and the original 

                                                      
211 Scholars from the New Perspective generally agree that Judaism was a religion not of legalism but 
of covenantal nomism. They also interpret justification by faith from this perspective. See J. Song, The 
New Perspective, for details. Furthermore, the New Perspective has a relatively broad spectrum but it 
generally tends to be against the most common reason provided for Paul’s objection to the law, that is, 
the impossibility of fulfilling the law. There is an exception: Although H. Räisänen, “Difficulties”, p. 308, 
supports the New Perspective, he believes that the notion that it is impossible to keep the law in its 
totality can be found in Gal. 3:10-12.  
212 J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus, p. 226. 
213 Ibid., pp. 201-02. 
214 Ibid., pp. 194 and 223.  
215 See section 4.2 in chapter II.  
216 M. Cranford, “Perfect Obedience”, p. 249.  
217 As A. H. Wakefield, Where to Live, pp. 41-2, rightly points out, it is a problem that Paul himself re-
fers to the situation of Gentile Christians in terms of becoming Jews. Paul refers to the Christian 
church as the real Israel, and urges the Galatians to cast out the sons of the slave woman. Paul him-
self is thus exclusive. 
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meaning of Deut. 27:26 as well as the importance of pa/sin are respected. But what is 

important is that, ironically, the New Perspective is not different from the traditional 

one in the sense that ‘the works of the law’ is interpreted as a failure to fulfil the law 

truly and in that it is accepted that the curse of the law is caused by this failure. In 

this sense, Dunn’s understanding of the curse is not fundamentally new, but rather 

agrees with the traditional approach.  

     Another suggestion which does not need the presupposition discussed above and 

which does not violate the original meaning of Deut. 27:26 is proposed by another 

scholar from the New Perspective: N. T. Wright218 argues in favour of a theory of a 

continuing exile. According to him, in v. 10, Paul does not refer to an individual’s ina-

bility to fulfil the law. It is possible to keep the law individually but Israel as a nation 

violated the law and thus came under the curse of the law. Israel was still suffering 

the exile as a result of this curse. Anyone who accepted the law thus followed Isra-

el’s example, and this is what Paul objected to. If this interpretation is correct, it im-

plies that Paul does not refer to the curse of the law but at best to a possibility of join-

ing the curse Israel was still experiencing.219 Furthermore, the presupposition of this 

theory, namely that the notion that Israel still lived in exile, prevailed widely and was 

well established in Judaism at the time of the 2nd temple has been doubted.220 Nev-

ertheless, what I wish to pay attention to here, is that even in terms of this interpreta-

tion, the reason for the curse of the law is still linked primarily to a national failure to 

keep the law. According to this interpretation, Paul is thus still interested in fulfilling 

the law.  

     What is different from the views discussed in the previous section is the way in 

which Paul’s opponents or the Galatians would have reacted to Paul’s view in this 

case: Paul’s opponents would have urged the Galatians to fulfil the law truly; or be-

cause it is not impossible to keep the law in principle, the Galatians would have tried 

to keep the law truly without misusing it as a nationalistic badge or following Israel’s 

example. Paul’s objections to the law, however, were of a more radical nature.  

     The challenge posed by the New Perspective is regarded as one of the biggest ones 

                                                      
218 N. T. Wright, Climax, pp. 137-56. Cf. J. M. Scott, “Galatians 3:10”, pp. 187-221, basically has the 
same idea. In fact, the idea of a continuing exile goes back to M. North, Gesammelte Studien zum 
Alten Testament (TB 6, München: Kaiser, 1957), pp. 155-71. 
219 D. F. Tolmie, Galatians, p. 115.  
220 M. A. Seifrid, “Blind Alleys in the Controversy over the Paul of History”, TynB 45 (1994), pp. 86-9. 
Furthermore, Paul’s sayings in Rom. 2:17-20, 10:2-3 and Phil. 3:6 do not seem to support that con-
temporary Judaism regarded Israel as still being under a curse. Cf. J. D. G. Dunn, Galatians, p. 172.   
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since the Reformation, yet the new interpretations offered by this approach could not 

help scholars to do away with the notion of the impossibility of fulfilling the law when 

they interpret v. 10.  

 

 

 

1.1.3 Summary: The failure to fulfil the law 
 

Since the Reformers, most scholars have agreed that Paul referred to the impossibil-

ity of fulfilling the law in Gal. 3:10, and thus have presupposed that no one can fulfil 

the law perfectly. However, this reading caused several problems so that various al-

ternatives without such a presupposition have been offered. We have divided such 

interpretations into two categories and have offered a survey of them. The interpreta-

tions in the first category (the notion of legalism, which was a sort of developed Re-

formed view; the interpretation of Sanders, which opposed the Reformed view, and a 

third suggestion) have a common denominator in that they all accept that Paul did 

not really care about the original meaning of the citaion from Deuteronomy. 

   In the case of the second category, we scrutinized interpretations by scholars 

from the New Perspective. These readings were definitely new in the sense that they 

respected the original meaning of the citation and did not need the presupposition 

that it was impossible to fulfil the law. Nevertheless, we also noted that, in the end, 

they returned to the notion of the failure of fulfilling the law. In other words, in 

the case of their interpretation of v. 10, they, in essence, returned to the traditional 

view in that they claimed that the works of the law lead to the curse because of a 

failure of keeping the law. And reacting to such new readings, scholars following the 

traditional approach, kept on emphasising the impossibility of a perfect observance 

of the law.  

     To summarize, in order to explain the contradiction in Gal. 3:10, scholars had to 

choose between a Paul who was not interested in the original context of Deut- 

eronomy (in some sense) and a Paul who was interested in the failure of a perfect ob-

servance of the law (in some sense). A Paul who did not care about the original 

meaning of Deut. 27:26 is not impossible but will only be the last option we can re-

sort to, because such a choice implies that Paul was arbitrary or that he could not 
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build a persuasive argument. Thus, it might seem to some that the best option to 

solve the apparent contradiction should be related to a failure to perfectly keep the 

law in a certain way. However, such a notion does not fit in any way with the way in 

which Paul speaks of the law in Galatians. Accordingly, the following section will be 

devoted to the notion of the personal nature of the law.  

 

 

 

 

 

2 The character of the law in Galatians: The personal na-
ture of the law 

 
What does it imply when we accept the failure to keep the law as Paul’s reason for 

the curse of the law? The view that the curse of the law was caused by the failure to 

perfectly obey the law implies that if the opposite happens and the law is kept per-

fectly, there would be no problem at all. In general such a view can be summarised 

as follows: 1) The law is the sum of the regulations or commandments that humans 

must keep and fulfil, 2) The law is passive in terms of human success or failure to 

fulfil it, and regardless of whether the success and the failure are really possible or 

not, humans in principle have two possibilities, 3) Success in fulfilling the law brings 

positive results, 4) Therefore, humans want to fulfil the law, 5) On the contrary, nega-

tive results occur only after the law is fulfilled imperfectly, either in a qualitative or 

quantitative sense.   

     It might be the case that particular interpretations of Paul’s view of the law in Ga-

latians do not formulate everything as explicitly as outlined above, but, in general, 

this is how the logic works. However, such a logic does not match the way in which 

the law is presented in Galatians. The most important aspect that should be taken in 

this regard is that, in this letter, the law is portrayed as a person. This important as-

pect implies that the concept of keeping the law itself must not be emphasized. Ra-

ther the notion of a failure of keeping the law itself is impossible. Let us investigate 

this in more detail.   
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     Circumcision is in the very centre of the Galatian debate on the law.221 Circumcision 

is mentioned in Gal. 2:3 for the first time. In v. 4 Paul says that his reason for object-

ing to Titus’ circumcision was that the matter of circumcision was a matter of spiritual 

slavery, which shows us that the Galatian debate on the law was one of freedom and 

slavery. In fact, the motif of slavery runs throughout Galatians.222 The image of slav-

ery is emphasized especially in Gal. 5:3 which is closely related to 3:10 with which 

we are concerned. In terms of structure, Gal. 3:10 belongs to the part in which Paul 

sets out his arguments, and 5:3 to the section in which he focuses on exhortation, or 

request.223 Paul’s exhortation is based on his previous arguments. In this context, in 

fact, 5:2 and 4 repeat the last verse of chapter 2 (v. 21), and 5:3 repeats 3:10. There-

fore, scholars224 have read 3:10 and 5:3 as both referring to the impossibility of ful-

filling the law. 

     However, Gal. 5:3 is not a mere repetition of 3:10. 3:10 focuses on the curse of the 

law, while 5:3 accentuates responsibility. In 5:3, Paul warns the Galatians that ac-

cepting circumcision implies accepting the responsibility of doing the whole law. Just 

before this, in 5:2, he points out that if the Galatians accept circumcision, Christ will 

be of no value to them at all. According to v. 1, the value of Christ lies in the freedom 

from the yoke of slavery that he brings. Therefore, in terms of v. 1 and v. 3, the ac-

ceptance of circumcision implies the responsibility of keeping the whole law and that 

means taking up the yoke of slavery. Thus Paul’s essential objection to the law is the 

acceptance of slavery, that is, the departure from freedom. Therefore we can say 

that the key to understanding Gal 5:3, 3:10 and Paul’s view of the law in Galatians in 

general, is to take due cognisance of the motif of slavery. If we realise this, we will 

understand that it is not accidental that the motif of slavery appears so often between 

3:10 and 5:3. Furthermore, what is important to take note of is that when the motif of 

slavery is explained, the law is portrayed as a person. The law is introduced as 
                                                      
221J. M. G. Barclay, Obeying, pp. 45-6, thinks that circumcision is the basis for understanding the Gala-
tian crisis.    
222 As a central notion, slavery runs through the whole letter. Paul’s position concerning circumcision 
has already been shown in the case of Titus. Paul regards the matter of Titus’ circumcision as a mat-
ter of enslaving (Gal. 2:3-4). As we will see below, the notion of slavery continues in Gal. 3:10, and is 
the underlying notion of the metaphors of a paidagwgo,j, evpitro,poi, oivkono,moi and stoicei/a in 3:22-4:9. 
The notion is also central in the allegory of Hagar in 4:21ff., and is also found in chapter 5 (vv. 3 and 
13). 
223 According to R. Longenecker, Galatians, pp. cix and 184, the request section (Deliberative Rheto-
ric Prominent) starts at 4:12, whereas, in terms of Betz’s analysis, Galatians, pp. 22 and 253-55, it 
starts at 5:1.  
224 For example, G. Klein, “Sündenverständnis”, p. 270, interprets 3:10 in parallel with 5:3. See R. 
Longenecker, Galatians, p. 117, too.    
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paidagwgo,j, evpi,tropoj, and oivkono,moj.  

   First, let us consider the law as paidagwgo,j. There has been a variety of interpre-

tations of this statement but they can be classified into two categories: interpretations 

giving a positive meaning to paidagwgo,j,225 and those giving a negative meaning to 

it.226 The functions a paidagwgo,j fulfilled in antiquity allow for both interpretations of 

the concept. The context, however, favours a negative interpretation. By using 

evfrourou,meqa in v. 23, meaning ‘to hold in custody or confine’, Paul metaphorically 

depicts the situation under the law as a situation of being in prison or custody.227 The 

fact that sugklei,w and froure,w were used to refer to the concept of confinement, 

prison, or custodian also suggests that Paul had the same kind of nuance in mind 

when he used paidagwgo,j. Therefore, we should accept that paidagwgo,j was used to 

show the negative or captive nature of the law.  

   However, there is something that we should pay more attention to than the fact 

that paidagwgo,j is used in a negative sense, namely that by using it, Paul places hu-

mans and the law in a personal relationship. He portrays the law as a powerful per-

son imprisoning and locking up humankind under it until faith came (v. 23). Further-

more, humankind is depicted as the weaker party; they are bound and shut up ‘under 

a paidagwgo,j’ (vv. 23 and 25). In fact, the position of humans as powerless persons 

does not essentially change, regardless of whether paidagwgo,j functions positively or 

negatively. And, regardless of whether v. 24a (ò no,moj paidagwgo.j h`mw/n ge,gonen eivj 

Cristo,n) means that the paidagwgo,j is put in charge of leading humans to Christ, or 

until Christ, the nature of the inability of human does not change essentially. No mat-

ter for what purpose (negative or not) the law is used, under it humans are funda-

mentally powerless and oppressed. It should be noted that they are not under the 

law because they cannot fulfil its requirements. Instead, as children, they cannot but 

obey all the requirements of the law, in the way a slave does. The effect and empha-
                                                      
225 T. D. Gordon, “A Note on PAIDAGWGOS in Galatians 3.24-25”, NTS 35:1 (1989), pp. 153-54, inter-
prets paidagwgo,j in a very positive sense. According to him, the main function of a paidagwgo,j was 
protection. VEfrourou,meqa sugkleio,menoi (3:23) should thus be read in the context of protection. Even 
though his interpretation is not as positive as this, Gordon, L Belleville, “‘Under Law’: Structural Analy-
sis and the Pauline Concept of Law in Galatians 3.21-4.11”, JSNT 26 (1986), p. 60, also emphasizes 
the protective function of the law. See also T. Zahn, Der Brief des Paulus an die Galater (KNT 9, 
Leipzig: Deichert, 1905), p. 186.  
226 D. J. Lull, “‘The Law was our Pedagogue’: A Study in Galatians 3:19-25”, JBL 105 (1986), pp. 481-
98, notices that under the paidagwgo,j, humans are as captive as slaves. Cf. N. H. Young, 
“Paidagogos: The Social Setting of a Pauline Metaphor”, NT XXIX (1987), pp. 160-76.  
227 D. F. Tolmie, Galatians, p. 139 and p. 141. Cf. also “‘O NOMOS PAIDAGWGOS’ HMWN GEGONEN 
EIS XRISTON: The Persuasive Force of a Pauline Metaphor (Gal 3:23-26)”, Neot 26:2 (1992). 
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sis that Paul wishes to achieve by means of the analogy of a paidagwgo,j are simple: 

Under the law humans are like slaves. And that is all. Nowhere in the portrayal of the 

law as a paidagwgo,j is the incapability of humans to carry out their duties emphasized. 

It is neither implied that humans cannot fulfil the requirements of the law, nor is it 

presented as a problem. The counterpart of the motif of slavery is not capability, but 

freedom since what a slave lacks is not capability but freedom. In 5:1, Paul focuses 

on this again. Since a slave has no freedom, he must obey his master thoroughly, or 

perfectly, even though he does not want to.228 

     The images of evpitro,poi (guardians) and oivkono,moi (administrators)229 in Gal. 4:2 

are not fundamentally different from that of the paidagwgo,j. Paul wants the Galatians 

to connect evpitro,poi, oivkono,moi, stoicei/a, and no,moj in a negative way by the structural 

correspondence of ùpo. evpitro,pouj kai. oivkono,mouj (v. 2), u`po. ta. stoicei/a (v. 3), and ùpo. 

no,mon (vv. 4-5).230 And, in vv. 9-10, he identifies the Galatians’ keeping of the law with 

their pagan religion before their conversion.231 That is to say, for Paul, to turn back to 

the law is to go back to the stoicei/a,232 and, essentially, to give up the right of herit-

age and return to the slavery under the evpitro,poi and the oivkono,moi. In this analogy, 

the most important issue is not the concrete legal situation233 with regard to the 

                                                      
228 The idea that humans want to fulfil the law but are frustrated because they cannot achieve the task 
perfectly is also very popular, but it is because we are almost unconsciously affected by Rom. 7 ( ‘mis-
understood’). For details, see chapter VIII.   
229 We should note that the young heir is under guardians and administrators at the same time. Cf. L. 
L. Belleville, “‘Under Law’”, p. 62.  
230 Cf. D. F. Tolmie, Galatians, p. 147. 
231 Ibid., p. 154. 
232 Many suggestions for the meaning of stoicei/a have been made: Elements of the universe: W. 
Wink, “The Elements of the Universe in Biblical and Scientific Perspective”, Zygon 13 (1978), pp. 225-
48, and G. Howard, Paul, pp. 66-7; angels: Bo Reicke, “The Law and This World according to Paul: 
Some Thoughts concerning Gal 4:1-11”, JBL 70 (1951), pp. 261ff.; evil spirits: C. E. Arnold, “Returning 
to the Powers: Stoicheia as Evil Spirits in Galatians 4:3, 9”, NT XXXVIII:1 (1996), pp. 55-76. For de-
tails, cf. G. Delling, “stoice,w, sustoice,w, stoicei/on” TDNT, VII, pp. 670-87.  
     Since stoicei/a has a variety of meanings, it seems very difficult to choose one. However, no mat-
ter which meaning Paul intended, it is clear that he used it in a figurative sense. He chooses a broad 
concept covering the forms of both Jewish and other pagan religions. Stoicei/a is best understood as 
referring to all elementary and restrictive religious practices. See D. F. Tolmie, Galatians, p. 147. 
     Here, we do not need to stick to only the personal character of stoicei/a to emphasize the nature of 
the life under the law as a life of slavery. The essential situation of the life under the law has already 
fully been shown in the discussion of the analogy of evpitro,poi and oivkono,moi.  
233 Much attention is paid to the legal background of evpitro,poi and oivkono,moi. For details, cf. J. D. 
Hester, Paul’s Concept of Inheritance: A Contribution to the Understanding of Heilsgeschichte (Edin-
burgh and London, Oliver & Boyd, 1968), pp. 18-9; F. Layall, “Roman Law in the Writings of Paul – 
Adoption”, JBL 88 (1969), p. 465; and W. M. Ramsay, A Historical Commentary on St Paul’s Epistle to 
the Galatians (Minneapolis, Minnesota, 1990), pp. 391-93. 
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evpitro,poi and oivkono,moi at Paul’s time, but the concept of slavery.234 Regardless of 

the legal background of the concept, the point of the analogy is clear. The ac-

ceptance of the law is an acceptance of slavery under evpitro,poi and oivkono,moi.      

     In this analogy, the character of the slavery is not related to the incapability of the 

heir as a slave, but to the loss of rights and freedom. The essence of the problem of 

the young heir was thus not different from that of slaves who were under persons 

possessing legal rights and status over them (evpitro,poi and oivkono,moi), as a result of 

which the young heir could not escape obedience. There is no intention to focus the 

attention of the Galatians on the inability of the young heir to obey the evpitro,poi and 

oivkono,moi. The emphasis rather falls on the fact that the heir cannot but obey them 

completely.      

    This is the true misery of humanity: being suppressed under the law. The idea that 

even though humans try to fulfil the law but do not succeed in achieving it is the rea-

son why Paul is against the law, does not grasp the real tragedy of the slavery that 

Paul warns the Galatians against. Such an idea is wrong, because 1) it accepts that 

Paul believes that humans want to fulfil the law, whereas Paul actually says that a 

slave does not want to do so; 2) it accepts the notion of human inability or failure to 

fulfil the law in one way or another, whereas Paul focuses on the impossibility of a 

slave avoiding obedience of the law; 3) it accepts that the problem with the law only 

arises when it becomes clear that the law cannot be fulfilled completely, whereas 

Paul regards the problem as that of being a slave, that is, being someone who can-

not but perform the law completely. Accordingly, such a reading goes the opposite 

way of what Paul intended: humanity (subject) � law (object) whereas Paul’s logic 

works the other way round: law (subject) � humanity (object).            

     In particular, the third aspect identified in the previous paragraph is very important for 

our interpretation of Gal. 3:10. It shows that we cannot accept the notion of a failure 

to fulfil the law as the problem of the law, in particular not the idea that no problem 

arises until the law is violated. The true problem of the law does not hinge on a fail-

ure to fulfil it. The true problem of the law emerges while the law is being fulfilled, 

and arises even if the law is fulfilled. For Paul, the problem of the law (that is, slav-

ery) is simple. The life under the law is cursed because it is the life of slavery. The 

problem of such a life is that it is the life without any freedom. The life of slavery is 

                                                      
234 D. F. Tolmie, Galatians, p. 146. 
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not a neutral one, having two possibilities, that of blessing and curse; it is a life with-

out freedom, that is, a life of curse.        

     Paul’s portrayal of the law as a person does not leave room for the slave’s (that is, 

humanity’s) refusing or misusing the commands of the law (that is, the master). The 

slave obeys his master thoroughly, that is, truly. The fulfilment of perfect obedience, 

however, does not bring the slave any blessings. And even though he could avoid his 

master’s punishment by perfect obedience, his life cannot be regarded as being free 

from the punishment. On the contrary, he is always under punishment. Why is this 

so? Because he is a slave who has to obey his master, fearing punishment. If, after 

having obeyed his master, the slave would say to himself that he is free from his 

master’s punishment because he actually escaped the punishment, it would be a ter-

rible delusion. The slave’s perfect obedience of his master, that is, his perfect fulfil-

ment of his master’s commands cannot make him blessed or even free. Rather, his 

perfect obedience only shows his perfect slavery. In this context, a life of fulfilment is 

not synonymous to a life of blessing. A life escaping the curse can never be a life of 

blessing. A life of ‘fulfilled’ slavery is nothing but a life of slavery!  

     The idea that the way to avoid the curse of the law is the perfect fulfilling of the law 

has almost always been regarded as an axiom.235 However, Paul’s emphasis on the 

personal nature of the law makes such a view impossible. To live the life of perfect 

slavery in order to avoid punishment is not the solution to the problem of the slavery 

(the problem of the law) but actually shows the very nature of such a life of slavery 

(the problem of the law). The true way to avoid the curse of the law is not to fulfil it 

but to be freed from it.       
     Surprisingly, however, the history of the interpretation of the Pauline view of the law 

shows that the above misinterpretation of the nature of the slavery has been repeat-

ed over and over again in the arguments of scholars.236 It is because they looked for 

the problem in the wrong place, that is, in the failure to fulfil the law. In other words, 
                                                      
235 T. A. Wilson, The Curse of the Law and the Crisis in Galatia: Reassessing the Purpose of Gala-
tians (WUNT, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), pp. 98-116, closely connects the curse of the law to the 
Galatian crisis. According to him, Paul’s opponents urged the Galatians to perform circumcision in the 
light of the curse of the law. The fulfilling of the law was not aimed at just a potential misunderstanding 
in regard to the law or simply at the confirmation of the ethical implications of the justification by faith, 
but at the threat of the curse of the law. For Paul the only way to avoid the curse was the fulfilling of 
the law. Love was the way to avoid the curse of the law. 
     At a glance, the idea that fulfilling the law is the only way to escape its curse seems obvious. That 
idea, however, must be seriously examined in terms of Pauline thought. A life fulfilling the law is pre-
cisely a life lived under the curse of the law.     
236 See chapter II.  
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they did not see any problem if someone would achieve the complete keeping of the 

law. A slave, however, lives under the threat of punishment, escaping the punishment 

by obedience. This is the misery of his life. Paul’s warning is aimed at this and not at 

the punishment that the slave shall face because of a future failure in keeping the 

law.237 The curse of the law which Paul refers to does not come upon humans only 

when they fail to obey the law. Rather, the keeping of the law itself is the very prob-

lem of the law.    

     To my mind, the logic in this section is not very complicated, but actually very simple. 

It is not difficult to accept that when the Galatians heard Paul’s other explanations of 

the law, the slavery motif and its logic were still echoing in their minds. However, the 

slavery motif is not the master key to open everything that Paul says about the law, 

and, of course, the personal nature of the law is not the only thing that Paul says 

about the law. And the metaphors of a paidagwgo,j, evpitro,poi, and oivkono,moi do not ex-

haust this aspect of the law. Therefore, we should not try to fit Paul’s other explana-

tions of the law into the notions conveyed by these metaphors. Nevertheless, from 

them we do get a very important hint for the interpretation of Paul’s view of the law. 

When we focus on Paul’s idea of the law, that is, the personal nature of the law, we 

come to realise the marvellous paradox: that a life of keeping and obeying the law, in 

fact, is a life cursed by the law. This truth indicates a clear direction for us for inter-

preting Gal. 3:10.  

     The notion that the law as object of human fulfilment and the notion of the law as 

subject enslaving humankind exclude one another and both cannot be accepted at 

the same time. If one accepts that, in 3:10, Paul refers to the curse of the law as 

something caused by a failure to fulfil the law, and then accept that, after having ex-

plained the law in terms of slavery in the later part of Gal. 3 and in Gal. 4, he in Gal. 

5:1-3 returns to the notion of 3:10, one actually destroys Paul’s consistency. Instead, 

it is reasonable to make use of the insights outlined above in order to interpret Gal. 

3:10. Furthermore, it should be noticed that 3:10 is the verse where the ùpo, phrases 

(u`po. kata,ran, u`po. paidagwgo,n, u`po. evpitro,pouj kai. oivkono,mouj, ùpo. ta. stoicei/a, and ùpo. 

no,mon) begin. It would have been rather difficult for the Galatians not to connect u`po. 

                                                      
237 In this regard, Paul already rejects circumcision as a point of departure. As soon as the Galatians 
accept circumcision, they throw away their freedom and begin a life of slavery. In other words, the 
fulfilled circumcision itself does not await a failure in fulfilling the other regulations in the law. Regard-
less of the future failure to fulfil the law, the already-accomplished circumcision immediately causes 
the slavery of the Galatians. For details, see the next chapter (Gal. 5:3).  
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paidagwgo,n and ùpo. evpitro,pouj kai. oivkono,mouj to u`po. kata,ran in 3:10.  

In conclusion, Paul’s view of the personal nature of the law provides us with three 

guidelines for the interpretation of 3:10: 

1) Humans are not in a position to fail to fulfil (obeying) the law. 

2) Humans are not in a position to misuse the law in any way.  

3) The notion of humans fulfilling (obeying) the law does not have any posi-

tive connotations; only negative ones.  

Now we are in a position to do exegesis of 3:10. Our aim is to find a new interpreta-

tion that does not need the implied presupposition discussed above, that does not 

disregard the original meaning of Deut. 27:26, that can make sense of pa/sin, and 

that is in harmony with the guidelines above.        

 

 

 

 

 

3 Gal. 3:10: Cursed is everyone who does not abide in all 
things written in the book of the law. If so, what about 
the one who does abide in it? 

 

Since the debates of the New Perspective started, scholars have been paying a lot 

of attention in trying to identify ‘the works of the law’ when interpreting 3:10.238 I do 

not intend to repeat the complicated debates here, because Paul does not actually 

seem interested in identifying ‘the works of the law’. Nowhere in the Letter to the Ga-

                                                      
238 Traditionally, ‘the works of the law’ is understood to mean works obeying the requirements of the 
law. For example, R. Y. K. Fung, The Epistle to the Galatians (NICNT, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1988), p. 113; and H. Räisänen, Paul and the Law, p. 177. On the other hand, D. Fuller, “The Works of 
the Law”, p. 33; F. F. Bruce, Galatians, pp. 157ff.; and C. H. Cosgrove, “The Mosaic Law preaches 
Faith: A Study in Galatians 3”, WTJ 41 (1978-9), pp. 146ff., focus on the legalistic aspect of ‘the works 
of the law’, done in order to obtain God’s favour.  
    A new approach is suggested by L. Gaston, “Works of Law as a Subjective Genitive”, SR 13 (1984), 
pp. 39-46. He reads ‘the works of the law’ as subjective genitive, that is, the works done by the law. 
Dunn, “The New Perspective on Paul”, BJRL 65 (1983), pp. 95-122, suggests another perspective on 
‘the works of the law’. ‘The works of the law’ are the law functioning as Jewish identity markers, espe-
cially the laws on circumcision, the Sabbath, and food laws. M. Cranford, “Perfect Obedience”, follows 
Dunn’s interpretation. For details, see J. Song, The New Perspective, section 3.2.1 in part 3, pp. 89-
112.   



- 115 - 
 

latians does Paul identify ‘the works of the law’ clearly; nor does he indicate clearly 

anywhere how ‘the works of the law’ contravene the law. When we try to determine 

what ‘the works of the law’ mean we should not forget this. Is it simply because of 

carelessness that Paul does not explain ‘the works of the law’ in detail? Or is it be-

cause the meaning of the terms was already clear to the Galatians? Of course, the 

latter might be possible. But what should be considered first of all is that in actual 

fact Paul did not define ‘the works of the law’ specifically. This might mean that no 

matter what ‘the works of the law’ are or no matter how they contravene the law, it 

does not really matter to him. Such an interpretation is indeed possible and must be 

considered as the first option, because this is apparently what Paul had in mind. Fur-

thermore, such an interpretation is possible, because even though Paul’s criticism of 

the law focuses on circumcision, his concern is about basic issues. Thus, if he did 

not find it necessary to identify ‘the works of the law’ explicitly, we must follow his in-

tention in our interpretation. I will thus suggest an interpretation that does not identify 

‘the works of the law’ and a misuse of the law. Of course, this attempt will be in har-

mony with the insights that we obtained from the notion of the personal nature of the 

law.  

     Besides ‘the works of the law’, the notion of performance (the infinitive poih/sai) 

has received quite a lot of attention.239 It is traditionally accepted that, in 3:10, Paul 

cited Deut. 27:26 to say that everyone who could not do all the things in the law per-

fectly is cursed. But if Paul wanted to prove this, a verse which stated directly that 

everyone who did not perform all the things in the law was cursed, would have been 

more appropriate. Deut. 27:26 says “everyone who does not abide (pa//j o]j ouvk 

evmme,nei), but, Deut. 28:58-9, for example, could have been a better option for this 

purpose.240 Extremely surprisingly is that, even though Deut. 28:58-9 is the most 

                                                      
239 For example, according to Luther, Galatians, p. 245, Paul regards the law from a perspective dif-
ferent from that of the false apostles, that is, he regards it from a spiritual perspective. The entire ef-
fect of the matter thus has to do with the interpretation of the infinitive poih/sai. To ‘do’ the law means 
to do the law not outwardly but truly and perfectly.   
240 Deut. 28:58 (in MT and the LXX) might fit the traditional idea better than Deut. 27:26. Both versions 
of 28:58 emphasize ‘all’ (pa,nta ta. r`h,mata tou/ no,mou and hr"äATh; ‘yrEb.DI-lK'). And Deut. 28:58 in the 
LXX (eva.n mh. eivsakou,shte poiei/n: if you do not obey to do) and in MT (tAfª[]l; rmoøv.t al{’-~ai: if you do 
not observe to do, or, if you do not carefully do) connects the subject to the action of doing the law 
(the infinitive, ‘to do’) more directly and closely than Deut. 27:26 does (in the version Paul used). Note 
that the cursed in Paul’s citation of Deut. 27:26 (pa/j o]j ouvk evmme,nei (evn) pa/sin toi/j ge-
gramme,noij…tou/ poih/sai auvta) is not the one who does not remain in doing all things, but the one 
who does not remain in all things to do them. The importance of the difference between these two will 
be explained below.  
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suitable for such a purpose, it has never been cited by Paul in any of his letters!  

   How is it to be explained that Paul did not cite Deut. 28:58-9 but opted for Deut. 

27:26? It could not have been a case of Paul not remembering Deut. 28:58-9. Rather, 

it must have been that he cited Deut. 27:26 because it was more suitable to his pur-

pose than 28:58-9. In order to grasp Paul’s intention, we must pay attention to some-

thing has been overlooked by scholars thus far. That is to say, Gal. 3:10b (Paul’s ci-

tation) does not say explicitly that everyone who does not perform all the things in 

the book of the law is cursed (pa/j o]j ouvk poi,ei pa,nta ta, gegramme,na evn tw/| bibli,w| tou/ 

no,mou). The citation does not fully agree with any MT or LXX text, but it closest to the 

LXX.241 The verse in the LXX is different from the verse in the MT.242 The MT says 

“Everyone who does not establish/fulfil (~Wq)243 all the words of this law to do them”, 

while the LXX says, “Everyone who does not abide (evmme,nw)244 in245 (or live in) all 

things written in the book of the law to do them”. Even though both texts bring out the 

connection between curse and doer by means of the infinitive ‘to do’ (tAfå[]l;, tou/ 

poih/sai), there is a difference between the two versions in terms of the modification 

of ‘cursed’ (the participle rWra' and the adjective evpikata,ratoj). In the LXX, the curse 

does not come directly upon every non-fulfiller but on every non-abider, that is, non-

dweller. From the perspective of the works of the law, the two texts thus have differ-

ent emphases. The MT is interested primarily in doing (that is, works), while the LXX 

is interested in living (that is, place). From a traditional stand-point, the MT would 

have been more suitable than the LXX for Paul’s purpose. Paul, however, did not 

                                                      
241 On the other hand, Paul’s citation is different from the LXX in several aspects. The difference, 
however, does not seem to be intended by Paul. Cf. D. F. Tolmie, Galatians, p. 114-15.    
242 Cf. ~t'_Aa tAfå[]l; taZOàh;-hr"(ATh; yrEîb.DI-ta, ~yqI±y"-al{ rv<ôa] rWrªa' (BHS); evpikata,ratoj pa/j a;nqrwpoj 
o]j ouvk evmmenei/ evn pa/sin toi/j lo,goij tou/ no,mou tou,tou tou/ poih/sai auvtou,j (LXX). 
243 Luther’s German Bible in 1545 translates ~Wq as ‘erfüllen’. For the legal usage and sense of this, 
see L. J. Coppes, “~Wq”, TWOT, Vol. 2, pp 793-94.   
244 Cf. G. L. Archer and G. Chirichigno, Old Testament Quotations in the New Testament (Chicago: The 
Moody Bible Institute of Chicago,1983), quoted text no. 108. It is possible that the LXX read ~Wqy" in-
stead of ~yqiy"-lK' in VG Ke n 84 4MSS. 
245 The verb evmme,nw in connection with place literally means ‘remain or stay’. Cf. T. Friberg, B. Friberg, 
and N. F. Miller, Analytical Lexicon to the Greek New Testament (BC. in CA: Trafford, 2005), p. 146. 
Then, evmme,nw evn should be translated as ‘abide in’ (live in) instead of ‘abide by’. This is supported by 
the fact that, in the following verses (11-2), Paul refers to the place to live. For codices which have evn 
after evmme,nw, cf. C. Tischendorf, Novum Testamentum Graece, O. C. Maior, Vol. II (Leipzig: Giesecke 
& Devrient, 1872), p. 640. 
     Furthermore, evn is not necessary if evmme,nw is to be translated as ‘to live in’. The verb evmme,nw itself 
already has the prepositional prefix. The addition of evn strengthens the meaning of the prepositional 
prefix.    
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choose the MT. Pauline scholars have missed this. They concentrated only on ‘the 

works of the law’ (e;rga no,mou) and ‘to do’ (poih/sai) and thus that they came to see a 

contradiction between 3:10a and b.  

     However, when we pay attention to ‘abide in’, we can identify a different emphasis. 

That is to say, Paul does not want to highlight the impossibility of doing all the things 

of the law but the nature of living (that is, the life) in doing all the things of the law. 

What, then, is the effect of the citation in regard to a life of doing the law? The cita-

tion says that everyone who does not abide in all the things written in the law to do 

them cursed is, that is, everyone who does not live doing the law.  

     Here, I should pose a question. What about everyone who does live in all things in 

the law, and who does them? When we try to answer this, we are instinctively influ-

enced by the Reformed antithesis. That is to say, in terms of the Reformed perspec-

tive the answer would be that everyone who lives doing all the things in the law 

would be saved, that is, blessed. We, however, must not go beyond Paul’s citation. If 

we let go of the orientation of Reformed Systematic Theology and look at what Deut. 

27:26 actually says, we realise that the obvious meaning is that everyone who does 

not live in all the things in the law to do them, is cursed. If the negation in the relative 

pronoun clause is removed, we get only this: Everyone who does live in all the things 

written in the law to do them, is not cursed. The effect of the citation stops here. Eve-

ryone who lives in all things written in the law can, at best, escape the curse and that 

is all. Thus the emphasis does not fall on the possibility of escaping the curse but on 

the nature of the life under the threat of the curse. In other words, according to Deut. 

27:26, the life of the one who does live in all the things of the law to do them, is a life 

in fear of being cursed and a life of doing all the things of the law in order not to be 

cursed.  

     The traditional interpretation, however, did not stop at the citation but went further. 

That is to say, the traditional view interpreted the citation as saying that everyone 

who lives in all the things of the law is blessed, and this interpretation provided the 

implied presupposition to harmonize 3:10a and b. However Paul speaks here as if he 

had forgotten the rest of Deuteronomy, which refers to blessings, because what Paul 

wants to say is only what the citation says. What Paul wants to point out is the nature 

of a possible life of someone doing all the things in the law, and Deut. 27:26 does 

this clearly. Thus, for his argument, 27:26 is best, and not 28:58.     

   If, bearing this in mind, we read Paul’s statement in 3:10a, we come to under-
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stand how perfectly the citation supports what he wants to say: Even though every-

one who lives in all the things in the law to do them (that is, everyone who lives doing 

all the things) is not cursed yet, such a person is already living under the curse. This 

is exactly what Paul says in 3:10a: As many as are of the works of the law are (al-

ready) under the curse.  

     Here, we must note that Paul’s interest is not in a curse waiting somewhere in the 

future.246 Strictly speaking, compared to pa/j o]j ouvk evmme,nei evn pa/sin toi/j gegramme,noij 

evn tw/| bibli,w| tou/ no,mou, o[soi evx e;rgwn no,mou are not accursed yet.247 However, here is 

the point: Paul is not interested in a future curse that will come upon those who fail to 

live in all the things written in the law, but in the curse itself. {Osoi evx e;rgwn no,mou are 

not just in fear or anxiety of the possibility of realizing the potential curse. Their prob-

lem is their way of existing, that is, that they must always do the whole law. Although 

the curse itself is impending, its rule and control248 over those of the works of the law 

are present and existential. Paul perceives the tragedy of this existence. He does not 

warn against the activation of a potential curse. He, rather, warns of the tragic exist-

ence of someone under the curse regardless of its activation or not. Not the curse to 

be activated by the failure of doing the law but the existence of obeying the whole 

law as being under the curse itself, that is the real tragedy that Paul is warning 

against.       

     This reading can solve the exegetical problems related to 3:10 which we indicated 

above: 1) without the implied presupposition, this reading can 2) make sense of the 

meaning of pa/sin, 3) and not disregard the original meaning of Deut. 27:26. This 

reading is supported by the fact that it is in harmony with the insights that we ob-

tained in the discussion of the personal nature of the law. It is not because Paul 

                                                      
246 Focusing on reader-response, C. D. Stanley, “‘Under a Curse’: A Fresh Reading of Galatians 3:10-
14”, NTS 36 (1990), pp. 499-500, stresses Paul’s rhetorical intention in threatening the Galatians by 
means of a potential curse. According to him, the curse is not an event brought about by the citation of 
3:10 but rather a threat preventing a certain action. In v. 10, Paul uses u`po. kata,ran instead of evpika-
ta,ratoj to indicate the potential curse and its threat. For persuasive purposes, Paul stresses that the 
perfect fulfilling of the law is almost impossible. 
247 C. D. Stanley, ibid., pp. 499-500, realises this. The presupposition ùpo, shows the difference. Being 
under curse is at least not yet accursed.    
248 According to R. Longenecker, Galatians, pp. 116-17, in Galatians, the preposition ùpo, is connected 
to the law directly or indirectly, and indicates a situation of being under the authority or power of what 
it modifies. Cf. H. J. Eckstein, Verheißung und Gesetz, p. 214. The phrase ùpo. kata,ran refers to be-
ing controlled by the power of the curse. The ùpo, phrases that follow (ùpo. no,mon, u`po. kata,ran, ùpo. 
paidagwgo,n, and u`po. evpitro,pouj kai. oivkono,mouj) all show this tragedy of slavery under the curse 
rather well. Cf. T. A. Wilson, The Curse of the Law, pp. 31-43, who interprets ‘under law’ after 3:10-14 
as shorthand for ‘under the curse of the law’.   
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thought that no one could do all the things of the law that he cited Deut. 27:26. Ra-

ther, the book that Paul cited, Deuteronomy, itself clearly says in 30:11-14 that doing 

the things in the book of the law is possible and the citation also implies this, be-

cause, according to it, the person living under the threat of the curse is the person 

who stays in all the things of the law, doing them.  

     The misery of this way of living is not due to a failure to do the law. On the contrary, 

Paul reveals the true tragedy of a life doing all the things of the law. Therefore, all 

readings that regard the failure of fulfilling the law as the problem miss Paul’s point. 

Pa/sin points out the degree to which a life of doing the law is subject to the curse. 

Pa/sin was not included by Paul by chance,249 neither was it emphasised by him be-

cause it was impossible to do all the things in the law.250 On the contrary, he used it 

to show that a life under the curse was a life of doing ‘all’ the things of the law be-

cause of a fear of being cursed. Finally, according to him, every person ‘of the works 

of the law’ could not but do all the things in the law and, although such a person was 

fulfilling the whole law, he was not free, but only someone under the curse. This is 

exactly what Paul also indicated by means of the metaphors of a paidagwgo,j, 

evpitro,poi, and oivkono,moi. Humans under the law lived a life of slavery.  

     Humans had to obey the paidagwgo,j and evpitro,poi in all things. They were slaves and 

did not have any freedom. This was the tragic reality of human life. The misery was 

not due to a inability to do all the things in the law, neither because they kept the law 

in a wrong way thus not achieving true fulfilment of it. The law required thorough 

obedience and it was unavoidable that the obedience would be thoroughly, that is, 

perfectly completed. However, a life in which humans could not but do all the things 

of the law thoroughly was not a life of freedom but of slavery. The more truly and 

completely humans did all the things of the law, the more truly and thoroughly they 

lived the life of slaves. And this is all that Paul wanted to say. This makes sense 

without the implied presupposition pointed out above, and also without having to 

provide any reasons for an expected failure to do all things. All the major parts of the 

citation (evmme,nei, pa/sin, and tou/ poih/sai) exactly indicate the simple and clear nature 

of such a life. Paul must have realised that not only in Deuteronomy but also in the 

whole Old Testament, Deut. 27:26 was the best verse for this purpose, and that the 

                                                      
249 Contra Sanders 
250 Contra the traditional view.   
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LXX containing evmme,nei evn and pa/sin, provided a better option in this regard than the 

MT.   

    It is generally perceived that there seems to be a contradiction between 3:10a and 

10b (citation).251 There have been a lot of attempts to solve this. The common fea-

ture of all such attempts is that they solve the contradiction not only by focusing on 

the text, but by inserting an implied presupposition, or by interpreting ‘the works of 

the law’ as works for self-salvation or works bolstering Jewish identity, or by adding a 

new meaning to Deut. 27:26, thereby sacrificing the original one. However, why all of 

this were needed was due to the fact that the contradiction was actually read into the 

text. There is no contradiction. When we constitute a thesis and an antithesis in 

terms of either success or failure to fulfil the law, centring on the works themselves, a 

contradiction appears, but when we focus on the nature of the life of doers of the law, 

the contradiction disappears.  

     If we focus our attention only on the essence of the life of those doing all the things 

of the law, we come to understand Paul’s logic with what the text offers (3:10), with-

out needing any other additions (presuppositions, special meanings of ‘the works of 

the law’, or even a new interpretation of Deut. 27:26): Regardless of 1) what the con-

cept ‘the works of the law’ means, 2) whether the perfect fulfilment of the law is im-

possible (the human-natural inability), and, 3) if possible, what the reason for the 

failure to fulfil the law would be, the interpretation remains the same: Everyone who 

wants to live in all things of the law to do them is someone wanting to live the life of a 

slave under the curse of the law. This is what Paul wants to say.252 Here, we should 

remember that the Galatian debate is one on the way of living.253 By means of the 

citation, Paul wishes to prove that a life of doing the law is not the right way. The 

character of the Galatian debate thus supports our interpretation of the citation, and 

the following verses will further substantiate this interpretation. Let us move to vv. 11-

12.        

 
                                                      
251 H. D. Betz, Galatians, p. 145. 
252 We almost instinctively attempt to identify some kind of human sin in Gal. 3:10, for example, the 
sin of legalism, the sin of the misuse of the law as ethnic badge, or the sin of the failure to fulfil the law, 
etc. However, strictly speaking, in v. 10, Paul is not interested in any human problems or even in hu-
man sins. Instead, he is just pointing out the misery of the life which someone will have to face if he 
lives under the law. In a word, he does not reveal a problem of humanity but a problem of the law. If 
we focus on humanity, it would not be much different from looking into a microscope the other way 
around.  
253 See chapter II.   
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4 Verification and confirmation254 (vv. 11-12): Everyone 
who does the law lives in it 

 
In vv. 11-12, Paul provides the reason for his rejection of the law as a way of justifica-

tion. Therefore, these two verses are very important for understanding v. 10. They 

will thus be used to check and examine our interpretation of v. 10 above.  

     In the previous chapter, I argued that the debate on Gal. 3 had generally been fo-

cused on the notion of salvation. Of course, vv. 11-12 were understood from a soteri-

ological perspective.255 Therefore, the citations in vv. 11-12 were understood within 

the context of salvation. Firstly, however, such a reading does not fit with the concept 

of righteousness. Paul provides the reason why it is impossible to be justified by the 

law in vv. 11-12. As I indicated in the previous chapter,256 righteousness was a Jew-

ish term for the covenantal relationship of God’s people with God. Secondly, such a 

reading does not fit the OT context of the texts, because the cited verses occur in a 

context focusing on the right covenantal way of living of God’s people and not on ob-

taining salvation.257 If so, it would mean that Paul uses the concept ‘righteousness’ in 

a different sense and cites Hab. 2:4 arbitrarily. We, however, saw that, in 3:10, Paul 

referred to the righteous way of life. If it is the case that he is still referring to the 

righteous way of living in vv. 11-12, it is not necessary to assume a diversion from 

the original meaning of righteousness and an arbitrary use of Hab. 2:4.  

     There have been many debates on the logical development in vv. 11-12. Fung258 
                                                      
254 This section is the revision and supplement of section 3.2.2. “Gal. 3:12”, in part 3 in my Rethinking 
the New Perspective. 
255 Even in the case of interpreting v. 11 as referring to status and v. 12 as referring to keeping it, in v. 
11, the way of faith of Hab. 2:4 is regarded as the way of salvation. Cf. C. H. Cosgrove, Cross, pp. 59-
61; and W. C. Kaiser, “Leviticus 18:5 and Paul: Do This and You Shall Live (Eternally?)”, JETS 14 
(1971), pp. 19-28.   
256 See the explanation after footnote 155.   
257 Cf. W. C. Kaiser, “Leviticus 18:5”, and G. E. Ladd, “Paul and the Law”, in: J. M. Richards (ed.), Soli 
Deo Gloria: New Testament Studies in Honor of W. C Robinson (Richmond, VA: John Knox, 1968), p. 
142.  
258 R. Y. K. Fung, Galatians, p. 145. Cf. C. D. Stanley, “‘Under a Curse”, p. 502, who has the same 
idea.  
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understands Paul as citing Habakkuk and Leviticus to contrast faith and works: The 

law was not of faith for the law was about works. But in terms of the teaching of the 

Old Testament and Jewish thought, it would be strange to assume that doing the law 

was against faith.259 And it would be strange that Paul would cite Hab. 2:4 and Lev. 

18:5 to show that the law was not of faith since it was based on works. Rather, the 

fallowing logic looks more natural: 1) the righteous will live (zh,setai) from faith (evk 

pi,stewj); 2) the person who does these things (the works of the law) shall live 

(zh,setai); 3) therefore, ‘from faith’ is not different from ‘doing the law’. In this case, the 

citations, rather, might have supported Paul’s opponents in that ‘from faith truly’ 

means ‘doing the law thoroughly’.  

     On the other hand, following Dunn, Cranford argues that Paul does not contrast 

the citations but that he contrasts 12a (the law negatively seen as the identity marker 

of Jewish people) and 12b (the law positively seen as the standard of obedience).260 

But 12a does not say that the works of the law are not out of faith. According to 

Cranford, by ‘the works of the law’, Paul refers to the special action of the law mis-

used as identity marker.261 However, in verses 11-12 Paul omits this important divi-

sion very easily. And even if the law in v. 12a would refer to ‘the works of the law’, it 

should be noted that Paul does not say why ‘the works of the law’ are not of faith. 

According to Cranford, the law misused (v. 12a) and the law positively observed (v. 

12b) are contrasted, but if v. 12a would read ‘the works of the law are not of faith’, it 

would be natural to read ‘the person who does these things’ in v. 12b as ‘the person 

who does the works of the law’. Explaining this extremely important contrast in one 

verse (v. 12), Paul omits the key word ‘the works’ in the first half, as well as the law 

that must be differentiated from the works of the law, in the second half. If, in 3:10-12, 

doing the law is decisively different from the works of the law, Paul’s usage of the key 

words would be unbelievably careless.          

     Another explanation of vv. 11-12 is that, as in v. 10, Paul refers to the impossibility of 

the perfect fulfilment of the law. In this case, the citation of Lev. 18:5 is understood a 

proof of this claim. Scholars, such as Gundry,262 Hübner263 and Ridderbos264 who 

                                                      
259 H. J. Schoeps, Paul, p. 202. Cf. Nils Dahl, Studies in Paul: Theology for the Early Christian Mission 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Pub. House, 1977), pp. 159-77. 
260 M. Cranford, “Perfect Obedience?”, p. 254.  
261 Ibid., p. 249.  
262 R, H. Gundry, “Grace”. 
263 H. Hübner, Law, pp. 19ff. 
264 H. Ridderbos, Paul, p. 134, says, “If one were to fulfil its requirement he would in fact live”. 
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accept that Paul is opposed to the law because of human inability to keep it, believe 

that Paul cited Lev. 18:5 in order to prove the theory that eternal life could be earned 

by perfect obedience (even though it was not possible in practice). In other words, 

they think that Paul cited Lev. 18:5 in order to say that eternal life cannot practically 

be earned by perfect obedience (v. 10), but as a purely theoretical possibility, it could 

be done.  

     In this case, however, in fact, a textual contradiction exists between v. 10 and v. 

12.265 Scholars266 tried to solve the problem by saying that no one can achieve the 

perfect fulfilment of the law and that only Jesus can fulfil the theoretical possibility 

pointed out in Lev. 18:5. However, it is said nowhere in vv. 11-12 that perfect fulfil-

ment was only a theoretical possibility. The text does not say ‘if a human can do 

these things, such a person will live’, but ‘the person who does these things will live’. 

Thus, the simple reading of the text does not restrict the text to a theoretical possibil-

ity. If Paul would keep insisting on the impossibility of fulfilment in vv. 11-12, it would 

be quite strange that, after he had only implied such a notion in v. 10, he again just 

implies such a theoretical possibility in v. 12, citing Lev. 18:5 which actually contra-

dicts his argument. If so, it would mean that he has forgotten about his attempts to 

persuade the Galatians, and that he wrongly assumes that they have already 

grasped his silent logic, and even fully agree with him.  

     Furthermore, the notion of the impossibility of the fulfilment of the law makes it much 

more difficult to explain the logic of the argument in vv. 10-12. If Paul cited Lev. 18:5 

to indicate the theoretical possibility of the fulfilment of the law, the logic in vv. 11-12 

would be as follows: He must have thought that it was evident that no one was justi-

fied before God by the law (v. 11a), because ‘he who does them shall live in them’ (v. 

12b). This means that Paul should have connected the latter part of v. 12 directly to 

the former part of v. 11. Otherwise, the better option for supporting the notion that it 

was impossible to keep the law would have been for him to reverse the order of 

verses 10, 11 and 12. In other words, Paul should have argued: “He who does them 

shall live in them (v. 12) � (but) it is evident that no one is justified before God by 

the law (v. 11) �for it is written that everyone will be cursed who does not abide by 

all things written in the book of the law, and do them (v.10)”. However, the order in 

                                                      
265 J. M. G. Barclay, Obeying, p. 67, points out that the notion of the impossibility of fulfilling the law 
contradicts the idea in v. 12.  
266 C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, Vol. II, p. 522, footnote 2.   
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which Paul placed his argument does not permit one to interpret it as implying the 

impossibility of keeping the law.  

     We must deal with v. 11 very carefully. The text simply and clearly states, “Now it is 

evident that no man is justified before God by the law, for he, who through faith is 

righteous, shall live”. By means of a o[ti-clause Paul clearly provides the reason why 

humans cannot be justified by the law. The reason provided is a Christian axiom that 

the one who through faith is righteous, shall live. The axiom is indicated by means of 

the word dh/lon. This axiom clearly states that, regardless of its fulfilment, the law is 

neither the way in which humans can be justified, nor the principle by which they just 

can live. To put it another way, in no way is the law related to faith, the only way 

through which humans be justified. Tyson267 basically follows the same approach; 

and Martyn’s268 explanation is not essentially different. He claims that, in Gal 3:11, 

Paul begins to discuss not law observance as such, but the law itself. According to 

him, Paul disqualifies the law on the basis of its origin, in comparison to faith (3:12a). 

As a consequence of this argument, I must point out again that Sanders was surely 

right in that Paul tried to argue that the law has a function that differs from the func-

tion that faith has in salvation history.   

     Paul confirms this by stating in v.12: o` de. no,moj ouvk e;stin evk pi,stewj. Moreover, it is 

proved again by the development the Paul’s point in 3:15-25 that his intention was to 

point out the basic difference in the nature of law and faith in salvation history re-

spectively. Reinforcing his logic of the previous paragraph in verses 15-25, Paul 

poses the questions: “How are they different?”, and “What is the law?” He then dis-

cusses the nature of the law in detail, from the perspective of salvation history, 

whereas he very briefly refers in verse 10 only to the impossibility of keeping the law 

perfectly, that is, of course, if v. 10 indeed refers to this notion. This shows that hu-

man inability to keep the law was not at the centre of Paul’s thought.  

     I believe that v. 12b is meant as an explanation of v. 12a.269 If, as Gundry270 and 

                                                      
267 J. Tyson, “Works”, p. 428.   
268 J. L. Martyn, Galatians, pp. 312 and 315. According to him, in Gal. 3:11-12, Paul introduces a tex-
tual contradiction by citing Hab. 2:4 and Lev. 18:5. Paul, however, does not want to dissolve the con-
tradiction between the two texts. Instead, he accentuates the difference between the law that curses 
and God’s voice that blesses (pp. 330-34). Furthermore, Paul leads the readers to see the abyss be-
tween the two voices by attributing the blessing voice to God and the cursing one to the law given 
through angels (pp. 364-70).  
269 L. Gaston, “Paul and the Law in Galatians 2 and 3”, in: Paul and the Torah (Vancouver: University 
of British Columbia Press, 1987), p. 74, claims that avlla, prevents us from taking v. 12b as a proof 
verse for 12a. According to him, Lev. 18:5 is cited not for a contrast to Hab. 2:4, but positively. How-
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Hübner271 claim, Paul had wanted to say in verse 12b that, although it is not actually 

possible, salvation in principle comes from doing the law, then, the reason for verse 

12a (ò no,moj ouvk e;stin evk pi,stewj) would in fact disappear. This would mean that Paul 

reminds the readers of the fact that someone who, through faith, is righteous shall 

live (v. 11). And then continues by pointing out that the law is not from faith (v. 12a). 

However, Paul has not yet provided the reason why the law is not from faith. That no 

one can perfectly keep the whole law cannot be the reason why the law is not from 

faith. On the contrary, if, after claiming that the one who, through faith, is righteous 

shall live, Paul had argued that the one who can keep the whole law shall live in 

principle, then it would have implied that there was indeed a relationship between the 

law and faith. Of course, such a view goes against what is stated in the previous 

sentence, namely that the law is not from faith.     

     Let us yield one point to Gundry and Hübner. Suppose it was true that Paul merely 

suggested a theoretical possibility that salvation in principle could come from the ob-

servance of the law as the reason why the law was not from faith. If Paul had cited 

Leviticus in order to prove this, the emphasis of the citation would fall on the two 

verbs ‘do’ and ‘(shall) live’ in Gal 3:12.272 However, even if this were true, I cannot 

find any logical reason why the law was not from faith when I examine the clause ‘He 

who can do them shall live’. In other words, I do not believe that what Paul wanted to 

say, was that the law was not from faith (12a), because the law provided the basis of 

life in terms of the possibility of doing. In this case, the logic, at best, would be that 

doing is not faith. To my mind, this is not a reason but an argument. Thus, I disagree 

with the idea that Paul cited Leviticus in verse 12 in order to show that even though 

full observance of the law was impossible, salvation could come in principle from the 

observance of the law.  

     I believe that the effect of the citation of verse 12b is to explain verse 12a. I do not 
                                                                                                                                                                     
ever, to my mind, it seems a very strange development of logic that, after having objected to the law in 
the very previous verse where he states clearly that no one can be justified by the law by the citing 
Hab. 2:4, Paul then goes on to cite Lev. 18:5, which states that someone who does the law will live, in 
order to say something positive in this regard, and not as contrast to Hab. 2:4. In v. 12b, Paul actually 
presents the reason for v. 12a. See the explanation that follows. 
270 R. H. Gundry, “Grace”, p. 25.  
271 H. Hübner, Law, p. 19. 
272 If Paul had cited Leviticus in order to prove such a theoretical possibility, the meaning of the 
phrase in the cited verse would have been as follows: He who does them shall live by 
them. In this case, the emphasis in the citation in Gal 3:12 falls on ‘do’, ‘(shall) live’, and ‘by them’. 
However, the phrase should be translated not as ‘by them’, but as ‘in them’ (the reason 
why it cannot be translated as ‘by them’ will be explained shortly after). Therefore, the phrase 
should not be included among the words on which the emphasis of the citation falls. 
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agree that the emphasis of the citation in Gal 3:12 falls on the two verbs ‘do’ and 

‘shall live’. Rather, I would argue that the emphasis falls on the phrase evn auvtoi/jÅ I 

believe that the many different explanations provided by scholars for Paul’s citation 

of Lev. 18:5 are primarily caused by the fact the phrase evn auvtoi/j is neglected. The 

word ‘law’, however, is one of the key words in Galatians, and, in particular, in Gal. 

3:10-14. Although the word no,moj does not occur in the Greek clause cited in Gal. 

3:12 and the original Hebrew clause does not have the word hr'AT, the pronouns in 

~h,B' (Lev. 18:5) and in evn auvtoi/j (Gal. 3:12) refer to the law.273 Therefore, the phrase 

evn auvtoi/j that contains the key word could not have been included by chance.   

     Why does Paul stress this phrase? To my mind he does so, because in Gal 3:12 he 

has Gal 2:20 in mind. Having explained in Gal 2:16 that humans can be justified not 

by the ‘works of the law’ but by faith in Christ, Paul moves on to his (obviously includ-

ing all Christians) being274 in relationship with Christ’s death (vv. 17-20). In doing so, 

Paul intensively uses the verb za,w and the proposition evn. He uses the word za,w five 

times (once in v. 19 and four times in v. 20), and contrasts verse 19 with verse 20 by 

means of the word za,w. Verse 19: through the law Paul died to the law, that he might 

live to God. Verse 20: Paul lives in faith. Therefore, the two verses indicate that to 

live in faith is to die to the law. Furthermore, Paul uses the preposition evn four times 

(once in v. 17 and three times in v. 20). The point that he wants to bring across is 

that the Christian Paul, now, lives in faith in Christ who lives in him. To put it another 

way, because for Christians to live in faith is for Christ to live in them, someone who 

does not live in faith has nothing to do with Christ. In conclusion, to live in faith is to 

die to the law and to live in a new relationship with Christ.275 

     It is also necessary to point out that interpreting the phrase evn auvtoi/j in 3:12 as ‘by 

them’ is to misinterpret Paul’s intention. Of course, it is grammatically possible to in-

                                                      
273 Note the fact that the words hQ'xu(statute) and jP'v.mi (judgment) in Lev. 18:5 appear in Deut. 30: 
9-10 and 16, referring to the contents of the book of the law.    
274 Here Paul does not say anything about obtaining salvation. He is explaining the Christian life. Note 
that in v. 20, he explains the natural meaning of the life in the flesh.  
275 According to J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus, pp. 227-28, Paul contrasts two ‘from’ phrases with two ‘in’ 
phrases. There is indeed much truth in this statement. In particular, by means of the contrast between 
the two ‘from faith’ phrases, Paul stresses the fact that the law is not from the faith that the righteous 
shall live from. However, it is a pity that Dunn did not connect Gal. 3:11-12 with Gal. 2: 19-20 (see also 
J. D. G. Dunn, Galatians, pp. 174-76), because any explanation that does not fully consider the ex-
pression ‘in them’ in v. 12b in relation with Gal 2:19-20 is too weak to effectively explain why the law is 
not from faith.    
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terpret evn auvtoi/j as meaning ‘by them’.276 However, when we investigate the way in 

which Paul uses this preposition to indicate causal or instrumental usage, we realise 

that when Paul says ‘by’ or ‘through the law’ or ‘by’ or ‘through the works of the law’ 

in Romans and Galatians where he intensively deals with the matter of the law, the 

prepositions that he usually employs are evk and dia,.277 He actually uses the preposi-

tion evn only in Gal. 3:11-12. What is important is that just as Paul uses the preposi-

tion evn and the verb za,w in Gal. 2:19-20 together on purpose, so he uses evn and za,w 

in Gal. 3:11-12 together on purpose in connection with the law.278 And Gal. 3:11-12 

is actually the only place where evn no,mw| (evn auvtoi/j) and za,w appear at the same 

time.279 Thus, I conclude that, only when Paul talks about the law in connection with 

the way of living, does he use the expression evn no,mw|. In the light of this, I am con-

vinced that Paul utters 3:11-12 trusting that the Galatians fully understand and still 

remember Gal. 2:19-20. In Gal. 3:11-12, he uses evn as a key word together with an-

other key word za,w, used in Gal. 2:19-20, and, by doing so, he reminds the Gala-

tians of Gal. 2:19-20.280 The preposition evn is not the usual way of indicating the in-

strumental usage of the law. This special usage makes it impossible to interpret the 

preposition evn in evn no,mw| and evn auvtoi/j as ‘by’.281 Thus, the only correct interpretation 

is to read evn auvtoi/j in Gal. 3:12 as ‘in them’. 

     Consequently, I am convinced that my assertion above that Paul stresses the phrase 

evn auvtoi/j in Gal. 3:12, because he has Gal. 2:20 in mind is correct.282 At the same 

                                                      
276 W. Bauer, W. F. Arndt, F. W. Gingrich, and F. W. Danker, “”, BDAG, p. 260.  
277 Paul uses twice and five times in Romans (2:12, 3:20, 4:13, 7:5, 7:7, and 10:5) and five 
times and twice in Galatians (2:16, 2:19, 2:21, 3:2, 3:5, 3:10, and 3:21).          
278 The phrase ‘in the law’ appears in Gal. 5:4 also. Referring to the breaking of the relationship with 
Christ, Paul also accentuates the same concept in Gal. 5:4 that he did in Gal. 2:19-20 and 3:11-12 
where he stressed and that is, to live in faith is to die to the law, and to live in the new rela-
tionship with Christ. In other words, since Paul uses in the same way as in Gal. 2:19-20 and 
3:11-12, Gal. 5:4 does not undermine my argument about Gal. 3:11-12. 
279 Except for Gal. 3:11-12, the words and appear only in Gal. 2:19. But Gal. 2:19 does 
not need the use of the preposition evn so that the verse cannot negatively affect my argument.  
280 This is strengthened by the fact that Paul refers to Christ’s death in 3:13 right after he mentioned 
the place to live in 3:12, just as he did in 2:20-21. 
281 ‘By the law’ in Greek is indicated by a genitive alone without any preposition so that evn no,mw in 
3:11should be read not as ‘by the law’ but as ‘in the law’. Cf. E. de W. Burton, Galatians, p. 165. 
282 It seems attractive to accept that Paul intended that zh,setai evn auvtoi/j in v. 12b would remind the 
Galatians of evmme,nei (evn) pa/sin toi/j gegramme,noij in v. 10 b. However, if v. 12b were to be connected 
to v. 10b in order to provide the reason why no one could be justified by the law, the citation of Hab. 
2:4 would have no use. In other words, if Paul wanted to say: one doing the law lives (only) in it (v. 12) 
� and one staying (living) in the law is (at best) under the curse (v. 10) � therefore, in the law, no one 
can be justified (v. 11), Hab. 2:4 would not be needed.  
     Paul deals with the curse and righteousness separately. In Gal. 3:2-5, Paul opposed ‘the works of 
the law’. Then, in v. 9, he continues by saying that (not those of the works of the law but) those of faith 
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time, this was the basis of my previous argument283 that, if Paul cited Lev. 18:5 in 

Gal. 3:12b because of the impossibility of full law observance, the core of the citation 

would fall on ‘do’ and ‘live’ and not on ‘in them’. 

     In the light of this, I believe that Paul simply but clearly says that the person who 

does the law shall live (not in faith but in it; Lev. 18:5 in Gal. 3:12). Thus the law is 

irrelevant to a life related to Christ. In a word, believers live in faith (3:11 b and 2:20), 

while law-doers live in the law (3:12b) so that the law is not from faith (3:12a).    

     This interpretation of vv. 11-12 is in full harmony with our interpretation linking the 

debate on the law in v. 10 to the context of Christian life. The one of the works of the 

law is the one who has to live the life of slavery under the curse (v. 10). Such a life 

style is definitely not the way the righteous live because the righteous will live by faith 

(v. 11). Even though Christians live in the flesh, in fact, they live in faith in Christ 

(2:20); but those who do the law do not live in faith but in the law (v. 12).284 There-

fore, those who do the law live a life which has no connection with the life of the 

righteous, that is, the life in faith.     

 

 

 

 

 

5 Conclusion 
 

Gal. 3:10 has often been regarded as a starting point for understanding the Pauline 

theology of the law. Scholars then usually focus on the word pa/sin, interpreting it as 

an indication of the impossibility of fulfilling the law. However, as has been pointed 

                                                                                                                                                                     
are blessed. The reason is given in v. 10: Because those of the works of the law are under the curse. 
After saying this, Paul then moves on to the theme of righteousness. However, it should be noted that 
he does not do this in the following way: those of works of the law are under the curse so that they are 
not justified. Rather, he proves righteousness by means of Hab. 2:4 which refers to righteousness. To 
put it in a nutshell, Paul’s contrast is not 1) blessing � curse � under curse (unrighteousness) � in 
faith (righteousness) but 1) blessing � curse, and 2) in the law (unrighteousness) �in faith (right-
eousness). 
283 See footnote 272.  
284A. H. Wakefield, Where to live, pp. 174-80, reads Gal. 3:10-12 not from a soteriological point of 
view, but from the perspective of ‘where to live’. As far as I know, he is the only one that realises that 
Paul’s thrust in vv. 10-12 falls on the life under curse (v. 10) and in the law (v. 12). He comes to almost 
the same conclusion as I by means of a different exegesis.  
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out, this is a presupposition that is not necessarily implied by the text, but added by 

scholars. Furthermore, we have noted that alternatives without such a presupposi-

tion are proposed by some scholars, but that these lead to sacrificing the original 

meaning of Deut. 27:26, or accepting a failure to fulfil the law in some sense of 

the word. To summarize, the different interpretations of 3:10 boil down to two differ-

ent Pauls, a Paul who denies the theology of Deuteronomy according to which it was 

possible to fulfil the law, yet citing a text from it, or a Paul who, according to v. 10, in 

some sense, accepts a failure to keep the law perfectly  

     It has been argued that Paul’s portrayal of the law as a person depicts the life un-

der the law (paidagwgo,j, evpitro,poi, and oivkono,moi) as the life of a slave. The problem 

of such a life is not primarily a failure to fulfil the law somewhere in the future. This 

aspect is the critical point of difference between the view presented here and the 

views of most Pauline scholars. According to them, the problem with the law only 

arises in the future, that is, when a person fails to fulfil the law, whereas, according to 

Paul, the real problem already occurs when the law is being fulfilled. The real prob-

lem, ironically, thus lies in the fulfilment of the law. Perfect fulfilment implies perfect 

obedience, causing the slave (of the law) not to be blessed or even to be free but, 

rather, to be a perfect slave.      

     Gal. 3:10 thus discloses the tragedy of such a life by means of Deut. 27:26. Paying 

attention to evmme,nei (evn), we pointed out a new emphasis: Paul reveals that living in 

(evmme,nei evn) all (pa/sin) things of the law and doing them, that is, a life of fulfilling the 

law, is nothing but a life under a curse. Paul is not warning against some future curse 

but a present one, that is, the present existence of those doing all things in the law 

as a life under the curse. For Paul, doing all things in the law is not an impossible 

possibility but an avoidable possibility, that is, something that may be avoided, there-

by avoiding the curse. Such a life of the inevitable fulfilment of the law is a life under 

the curse. However, when we focus on the unspoken identity of the works of the law, 

or on a silent premise, we cannot hear Paul’s voice. If we are guided by our own no-

tion of the impossibility of fulfilling the law, we hear our own voices whispering that a 

life achieving the fulfilment of the law is righteous one, but when we are guided by 

the notion of the nature of a life fulfilling the law, we hear Paul’s own voice – a voice 

pointing out an almost unbelievable paradox, that is, that a life fulfilling the law is 

nothing but a life under the curse!   
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     Gal. 3:11-12 is also usually interpreted in terms of the notion of the impossibility of 

fulfilling the law. In such a case, the citation from Lev. 18:5 is usually understood as 

indicating a theoretical possibility of salvation by the perfect observance of the law. 

As has been argued, however, the purpose of the citation was not to indicate a theo-

retical possibility but to provide a reason for v. 12a, that is, that a life of doing the law 

is by nature different from a life in faith. Paul’s emphasis lies on evn auvtoi/j. Believers 

live in faith in Christ (2:20 and 3:11b), while law-doers live (not in faith, but) in the law 

(evn auvtoi/j) (3:12b) so that the law becomes irrelevant for the life of the righteous, that 

is, a life in faith in Christ (3:11a and 12 a).    

      In the previous chapter, we saw that the Galatian debate was on the way of life. 

Furthermore, in this chapter, we saw that Paul’s saying in vv. 10-12 should be inter-

preted in terms of the context of a way of life. Regardless of the possibility of a per-

fect fulfilment of the law, a person of the works of the law (v. 10: o[soi evx e;rgwn no,mou), 

one staying (living) in the law (v. 10: pa/j o]j ouvk evmme,nei pa/sin toi/j gegramme,noij evn tw/| 

bibli,w| tou/ no,mou), one in the law (v. 11: evn no,mw| ouvdei.j), and one doing the law (v. 12: 

o` poih,saj auvta) all live a life under the curse (v. 10), and do not live the life of the 

righteous (vv. 11-12). The law is not the way for Christians at all.  

     In conclusion, Gal. 3:10-12 should not be read in terms of the notion of the im-

possibility (or failure) of fulfilling the law perfectly. Rather, it points to the unavoidability of

fulfilling the law thoroughly. This is also the reason why Paul neither identifies the works 

of the law, nor refers to the impossibility of a perfect fulfilment of the law. In the de-

bates on Gal. 3:10, however, the notion of the impossibility (or failure) of a perfect fulfilment 

of the law as the fundamental problem of the law always gets centre stage. Whereas 

scholars always tend to read Gal. 3:10-12 against such a background, the fact of the 

matter is that Paul himself is not really interested in this matter at all.  



- 131 - 
 

 

VI. The Interpretation of Gal. 5:3 
 

Gal. 5:3 is usually regarded as the second proof verse for the notion of the impossi-

bility of fulfilling the law. According to such an interpretation, in this verse Paul argues 

that an acceptance of circumcision implies an acceptance of the obligation to keep 

the whole law – an endeavour which will end in a failure to keep the whole law.285 

Thus, here, once again, the problem with the law is linked to the impossibility of ful-

filling the law.  

     The critically important thing, however, is that 5:3 merely says that a circumcised 

person is obliged to do the whole law. Paul mentions neither the impossibility nor the 

failure to fulfil the whole law. If he had regarded this as impossible, why does he not 

mention it in 5:3? Why does he omit this conclusion? Is it because the conclusion is 

self-evident and obvious? Then, why does he keep on explaining something which is 

so obvious? 

   In their interpretation of Gal. 5:3, some scholars286 focus on the notion of care-

lessness to keep the whole law, rather than on the impossibility of doing so. In this 

regard, the explanation of Schmithals287 is unique: Gnostic agitators introduced cir-

cumcision as a magical ritual to Galatians and did not actually ask them to keep the 

Torah. From 5:3 and 6:13 Schmithals concludes that the agitators were free-thinkers 

regarding the Jewish Torah. Paul then argues against such a view that circumcision 

                                                      
285 T. R. Schreiner, “Paul and Perfect Obedience”, pp. 266-68; and F. F. Bruce, Galatians, pp. 229-31. 
T. George, Galatians (NAC, Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1994), pp. 357-59, thinks that 
Paul argues here in the same way as in 3:10. According to him, the acceptance of circumcision im-
plies the bearing of an intolerable burden because it carries a further all-encompassing obligation: the 
necessity of observing the law in every precept, and this is impossible.  
     In this respect, the Roman Catholic theologian, J. Bligh, Galatians, A Discussion of St Paul’s Epis-
tle (HC 1, London: St Paul Publications, 1970), pp. 421-22, does not differ from the interpretation of 
the Reformers: Judaizing teachers placed a great deal of weight on circumcision, paying no more than 
lip service to most requirements of the law. Against such a view, Paul claims that the Judaising Chris-
tians cannot stop with circumcision and the Jewish calendar but must fulfil the whole law. Of course, 
this is not possible.   
286 It is not difficult to find scholars who read 5:3 (and 6:13) as saying that Paul’s opponents are selec-
tive with regard to obedience to the law, or not serious about it. Cf. F. Mussner, Der Galaterbrief, pp. 
347-48; P. Vielhauer, “Gesetzesdienst und Stoicheiadienst im Galaterbrief”, in: J. Friedrich, W Pöhl-
mann and P. Stuhlmacher (eds.), Rechtfertigung: Festschrift für E. Käsemann (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1976), p. 545; R. Jewett, “Agitators”, pp. 337-38 and 43; and B. H. Brinsmead, Galatians, pp. 
64-5.    
287 W. Schmithals, “Heretics”, pp. 25ff. and 32ff.; and “Judaisten in Galatien?”, ZNW 74 (1983), pp. 43-
55.  
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implies a dedication to doing the law.  

   Jewett, 288  however, criticizes Schmithals, pointing out that Paul’s objection 

against doing the law becomes meaningless unless the Galatian agitators actually 

were advocates for the observance of the law, and, therefore, Schmithals’ idea 

makes Paul’s objection superfluous. Instead, Jewett proposes another theory. He 

pays attention to the fact that those who wanted to avoid persecution by practicing 

circumcision were not the Galatians but the agitators who tried to escape persecu-

tion by having the Galatians circumcised. According to him, the Galatian agitators 

belonged to a nomistic Christian group in Judea, which faced Zealot anti-Pauline 

persecution in the late 40s and early 50s and then tried to escape the danger of such 

persecution by converting Gentile Christians to nomism. In this missionary enterprise, 

the agitators thus followed a Judaising program.289 

     According to Jewett, there is no evidence that the agitators tried to introduce the 

whole Torah to the Galatians. Even though the agitators believed that submission to 

the law was essential for salvation, and that, accordingly, Gentile Christians had to 

be circumcised as a first step, the agitators were satisfied with the accomplishment 

of the first visible steps, that is, circumcision and the cultic calendar. They did not tell 

the Galatians that circumcision implied an obligation to keep the whole law. The 

promise of perfection by circumcision was misunderstood and accepted by the Gala-

tians because of their Hellenistic aspirations. In fact, the Galatians were inclined to-

wards pneumatic liberalism and were not serious about keeping the whole law at all. 

They just wanted to reach the last level of perfection by means of circumcision. The 

agitators did not care that circumcision was not accepted in a right way; as long as 

they could get a fast and observable result, they were satisfied. In this way, Jewett 

reads 5:3 as an indication that the agitators contented themselves with the limited 

goal of circumcision, believing that obedience to the entire law would follow in due 

course. Against this, Paul then reveals the agitators’ hidden intention and points out 

that a selective observance of the law is meaningless.       

   Jewett’s interpretation, however, shares the problem that Schmithals’ inter-

pretation raises. It implies that the Galatians did not actually intend to keep the law 

seriously, but that Paul nevertheless warns them against doing so. However, Paul’s 

                                                      
288 R. Jewett, “Agitators”, pp. 337-46.  
289 Jewett’s view is accepted by R. P. Martin, New Testament Foundations: A Guide for Christian Stu-
dents, Vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), pp. 154ff.  
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objection against keeping the law would only make sense if the Galatians were in 

fact advocating keeping the law.  

   Barclay’s290 explanation seems a little bit better. He also opposes the idea that 

the agitators were not serious to keep the law. And he points out that if no one of the 

Galatians was serious and interested in keeping the law, Paul’s explanation in 4:21ff. 

(the allegory of Hagar and Sarah) becomes meaningless. According to him, in the 

light of the fact that Paul concludes his argument in 5:1 by urging the Galatians not 

to be entangled with the yoke of bondage – which obviously suggests the Jewish 

concept of the yoke of the law – Paul’s admonishment would be meaningless if the 

Galatians were not interested in keeping the law. 

   According to Barclay, 5:3 follows the appeal in 4:21 very closely and picks up the 

emphasis on pa/sin in 3:10. Paul intends to emphasise not what the Galatians were 

absolutely ignorant of, but what they were a little naïve of. They wanted to obey the 

law but needed to practically face the implication of keeping the whole law.291 

  The explanations above all have similar emphases. What we thus need to pay at-

tention to is that, regardless of the different explanations provided, all of them have 

one common point. In interpreting 5:3, all of them portray Paul as saying that only 

when the law is kept fully, observance of the law becomes meaningful. 292 Thus, 

Paul’s interest in 5:3 lies in fulfilling the law.  

  These explanations, however, do not grasp Paul’s point. First of all, let us consider 

the necessity of mentioning the implications of accepting circumcision. In terms of 

the traditional view, Paul’s idea in 5:3 is that accepting circumcision implies receiving 

the whole law to keep, which is not achievable. It is also assumed that the impossi-

bility of fulfilling the whole law is so obvious that it is unnecessary to mention it. 

Therefore, Paul omits it. 

     Then, I would like to ask a question: Is it really impossible to omit mentioning that 

the acceptance of circumcision implies the acceptance of the whole law? It was al-

ready mentioned in 3:10 that if one chooses the works of the law, one must do the 

                                                      
290 J. M. G. Barclay, Obeying, pp. 62-4.   
291 Barclay who follows W. G. Kümmel, Introduction to the New Testament, tr. H. C. Kee, from the 
17th revised edition (London: SCM,1975), p. 300, says that, in 5:3, Paul wants to remind the Galatians 
not of something entirely new but of something already known but not fully considered by them.    
292 The common idea that in Gal. 5:3, Paul says that once one accepts a part of the law, one must 
obey the rest of it, dates back to the Christian Church Fathers, such as J. Chrysostom, Commentary 
on the Epistle to the Galatians and Homilies on the Epistle to the Ephesians of S. John Chrysostom, 
Archbishop of Constantinople (with notes and Indices) (LFHCC 5, Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1840), 
p. 74.  
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whole law.293 Then, would it cause a logical jump to just say in 5:3 that receiving cir-

cumcision implies an impossible responsibility? The traditional view focuses on the 

impossibility of fulfilling the law. According to this view, the Galatians’ observing of 

the law was not selective. Rather, they seem to have tried the impossible task of 

keeping the law foolishly. For Paul, it was an impossible challenge as had already 

been proved by his life. Here, the point lies in the impossibility of fulfilling the law and 

it seems, rather, unnecessary to point out the implication that accepting circumcision 

implies accepting the whole law. In this situation, it is not likely that, omitting his ma-

jor thrust (the impossibility of fulfilling the law), Paul explains the logical link (the im-

plication of accepting circumcision) repeatedly.  

  On the other hand, let us consider the necessity of explaining the implications in 

the case of Barclay and Kümmel who accept the Galatians’ sincerity in trying to keep 

the law. They focus on the implications of accepting the whole law that follows from 

accepting circumcision. In this case, even though the implication was not entirely 

new, it was neither fully considered nor practiced by the Galatians because of their 

naivety. Paul was therefore attempting to remind the Galatians of this issue. However, 

was this implication really as complicated and difficult that it could be perceived only 

when fully considered and seriously thought of?294 Otherwise, was Paul the only one 

having the insight to truly grasp this implication? Could the congregations in Galatia 

not have perceived this implication? Were they so silly and impulsive that they were 

willing to embrace circumcision without serious thinking of its implications, something 

which meant a painful and potentially dangerous surgical operation? Barclay’s em-

phasis that the Galatians were sincere in their wishes to fulfil the law makes his as-

sertion that they did not grasp the implications of keeping the whole law, difficult to 

accept. This implication was definitely not so difficult that only Paul would have 

picked it up. Both Barclay and Kümmel realise this, and thus cannot claim that the 

Galatians did not consider the implications fully nor face them practically.  

     If, however, Paul simply wanted to remind the Galatians of what they knew but did 

not consider fully, practically and seriously, was the long explanation of Gal. 3-4 then 

                                                      
293 Pa,lin is generally regarded as meaning that Gal. 3:10 probably is the verse that Paul has in his 
mind, when he writes 5:3. See F. Watson, Gentiles, p. 71. 
294 Jewett’s explanation is not essentially different from that of Barclay. According to Jewett, the agita-
tors did not tell the Galatians of the implications of circumcision because of strategic reasons. In the 
end, Jewett’s argument is that it was so difficult for the Galatians to realise that accepting circumcision 
implies the responsibility of doing the rest of the law that they could not do so without Paul pointing 
this out to them.  
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really necessary? Why did Paul delve into his profound insight of the nature of the 

law before he reminded the Galatians of the implication of accepting circumcision 

that they knew of but did not heed fully? And when Paul pointed out the implications 

of accepting circumcision, why did he not use this insight but just reminded the Gala-

tians of these implications as shared knowledge? If the conclusion of what Paul has 

in mind is that acceptance of the law by receiving circumcision finally boils down to 

an acceptance of the whole law, Paul’s long explanation of the nature of the law in 

Gal. 3-4 becomes useless.  

     In Gal. 3-4, Paul reveals a unique insight in the law that is different from the way in 

which the law is perceived by the agitators or the Galatians. Paul compares the law 

with faith and the promise, in terms of the nature of the law (3:1-22). In this sense, 

the law cannot give life. If so, what kind of life is a life under the law? The next sec-

tion, Gal. 3:23-4:11, then reveals the nature of the law. By means of the analogies of 

evpi,tropoi and oivkono,moi it is shown in a figurative way that a life under the law is a life 

without freedom. And the motive of slavery is emphasized dramatically by means of 

the allegory of Sarah and Hagar (4:21-31). The conclusion is that the Galatians were 

the children not of a slave woman but of a free woman; they were free. It is obvious 

that neither the agitators nor the Galatians realised the problem of the nature of the 

law.  

     This profound insight of Paul continues in Gal. 5:1-3. The Christian freedom and the 

yoke of slavery are still contrasted in v. 1. If one gets circumcised, Christ will be of no 

advantage to one (v. 2). The advantage mentioned here is the freedom that Christ 

gave, as v. 1 indicates. Therefore, if one receives circumcision, one will lose one’s 

freedom and become a slave again. Furthermore, ovfeile,thj in v. 3 shows that v. 3 is 

also to be read in the context of becoming a slave. This context is not abandoned. 

Rather, the motive of slavery that is taken up in 3:23 reaches a climax in 5:3. In his 

explanation of slavery in Gal. 3-4, Paul concludes his argument on the natural and 

essential problem of the law. If one assumes that in 5:3, Paul merely reminds the Ga-

latians of the Jewish idea that observance of the law becomes meaningless if one 

does not keep the whole law, one ignores the argument that Paul develops in Gal. 3-

4.295 On the other hand, if one takes note of Paul’s emphasis in Gal. 3-4, which is 

                                                      
295 According to Betz, Galatians, p. 259, this idea was clear to Paul as an ex-Pharisee, but not to the 
Galatians.  
     J. A. Ziesler, The Epistle to the Galatians (London: Epworth Press, 1992), pp. 74-5, argues that 
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continued in 5:1-3, that is, that in terms of the personal nature of the law, it enslaves 

one, the weak points of the explanations above are obvious. Which of the following 

expresses Paul’s intention?  

 

One who wishes to take up the yoke of slavery by accepting circumcision 

should not do so because he cannot fulfil the yoke perfectly 

Or: 

One who wishes to live a life of slavery by accepting circumcision cannot live 

a life of partial slavery but must accept the entire life of slavery; otherwise it 

would not make sense.      

 

None of them! In both a Paul is portrayed who is against the Galatians’ wrong way of 

spiritual slavery and suggests a right way of life of slavery, in which slavery is fulfilled 

meaningfully. Paul’s reason for his objection against a life of slavery, however, is 

simply because the life is a life of slavery. There is no right way to live a life of slav-

ery. No matter how rightly and meaningfully one lives a life of slavery, one’s life is in 

no way right or meaningful. Paul objects to slavery as such. Even if such slavery is 

performed and fulfilled thoroughly, it does not have any positive meaning. It is not 

because one fails to be a slave or performs one’s duties only partially that the life of 

slavery is a problem. A life of slavery which just commenced, a partial life of slavery, 

and even a life of perfect slavery – all of them are miserable! The problem with slav-

ery to the law thus does not lie in the extent of the slavery to the law, but in the slav-

ery to the law as such. Thus, all explanations of 5:3 that accept that observance of 

the law is meaningful only when the whole law is observed, ignore Paul’s argument 

as developed in Gal. 3-4.  

     Paul’s thrust is simple and crystal-clear. For him, a life under the law is a life of 

slavery. Therefore, the acceptance of circumcision is acceptance of slavery. For him, 

regardless of whether someone who is circumcised does not do anything else, or 

whether he is also willing to keep the whole law, or whether he tries to obey all the 

law and it is possible to do so, the essential nature of the deed of circumcision never 

changes. In other words, circumcision always indicates the beginning of slavery. The 
                                                                                                                                                                     
good and faithful Jews did not choose the items of the law to be observed, but that the Galatians did 
not consider what accepting circumcision entailed subsequently and regarded it as an insignificant 
isolated rite. On the other hand, in Gal. 5:3, Paul informs the Galatians what they were in fact about to 
accept. Paul’s assertion in Gal. 5:3 is thus completely in accord with the normal Jewish views.  
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problem of the law thus lies in the unchanging nature of circumcision (the law). 

     It is important to emphasize this point. The problem of the law is not linked to the 

entirety as such of the law to keep, or to the responsibility as such of the doer: The 

reason why the acceptance of the law by circumcision is problematic is not because 

accepting circumcision is accepting the responsibility of doing the law in its entirety. 

The responsibility of doing the law in its entirety becomes problematic because ac-

cepting circumcision implies accepting slavery to the law. Most Jews in the first cen-

tury, as well as the agitators, knew that the observance of the law was meaningful 

only when the law was kept in its entirety. However, they did not regard taking the 

responsibility of keeping the law in its entirety to make it meaningful as something 

negative. This is the point where the essential difference between Paul on the one 

hand and the agitators and the Galatians on the other hand is to be found. This is 

what the Galatians did not realise and what Paul wishes to say in 5:3.  

     It is not the wish to fulfil the law in a meaningful way that is the true problem, but 

taking up the responsibility of slavery to the law. Such a responsibility is limitless, be-

cause it requires keeping the law in its entirety. This is the very reason why Paul em-

phasises the concepts “entirety” and “responsibility”. The responsibility of slavery that 

is launched by circumcision is a limitless one of having to obey all the command-

ments of the master, the law. No single regulation of the law may be skipped; it is the 

command of the master that everything must be obeyed. This is the gist of what Paul 

wants to say, having explained the nature of slavery to the law in Gal. 3-4. In 5:3, he 

accentuates the extent of the slavery. The common point in existing explanations, 

that is, the positive sense of observing the entire law, is not what o[lon in 5:3 points 

to; such an interpretation actually goes against Paul’s intention. For Paul, that the 

whole law to be fulfilled is nothing but slavery.  

     In this chapter, we have thus seen that 5:3 can be interpreted in accordance with the 

conclusion that we got from the exegesis of 3:10ff. It is also clear that such an inter-

pretation provides a better understanding of the following verses because it does not 

produce the dilemma that the usual interpretations of v. 14 cause. The dilemma is 

the fulfilling of the law. This is so, because Paul who was against the law seems to 

have drastically changed his attitude in that he seems to regard the fulfilling of the 

law as something positive in the latter parts of Galatians and Romans.  
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     Now, before we scrutinize the notion of the fulfillment of the law, we have to investi-

gate the verses that are assumed to refer to the impossibility of fulfilling the law in 

Romans.  
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PART C 

(Paul’s lack of interest in the fulfilling of the law in 
Romans) 

 
It is in Romans, together with Galatians, that Paul’s view of the law is revealed best. 

It is interesting to take note that the idea that Paul’s view of the law in Romans differs 

from that in Galatians is quite common. For example, J. A. Fitzmyer296 says that, in 

Galatians, Paul did not realize that humans cannot keep the law, whereas in Romans 

it is clear that he is not satisfied with his previous explanation of the matter in Gala-

tians. Realising that it is impossible for humans to keep the law, Paul presents the 

problem in Romans in terms of nature, and finds a solution from the essential trans-

formation, that is, from the perspective of being justified through the Holy Spirit in 

Christ.297 Can the insights that we found in Galatians also be found in Romans? Or 

are we going to find a different Paul in Romans, someone who accepts the impossi-

bility of fulfilling the law? Let us move to Romans.  

 

 

VII. Rom. 1-5 

1 Rom. 1-2 
 

It is generally accepted that Paul refers to Gentiles in Rom. 1 (vv. 18-32) and to Jews 
                                                      
296 J. A. Fitzmyer, “Pauline Theology”, in: R. E. Brown, J. A. Fitzmyer and R. E. Murphy (eds.), The 
New Jerome Biblical Commentary (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1991), p. 1404, no 95. 
297 Cf. H. Hübner, Law. According to Hübner (cf. section 2.3 “H. Hübner” in chapter II), whereas Paul’s 
explanation of the law in Galatians focuses on quantity, in Romans it focuses on quality. J. W. Drane, 
Paul: Libertine or Legalist? (London: SPCK Publishing, 1975); and Paul: An Illustrated Documentary 
on the Life and Writings of a Key Figure in the Beginning of Christianity (New York: HarperCollins, 
1977), also accepts a kind of development theory with regard to Paul’s view of the law. According to 
him, we find a balanced notion of Paul’s view of the law in Romans, but not in Galatians.  
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in Rom. 2, and that his argument climaxes in Rom. 3 (vv. 1-20) where he indicts both 

Gentiles and Jews.298 By doing this in the first 3 chapters of Romans, he attempts to 

prove that all humans are sinners because of their failure to fulfil the law. Firstly, let 

us consider Rom. 1-2. According to F. Mussner,299 Rom. 1-2 shows that, from expe-

rience, Paul knows that no one can keep the law perfectly. T. R. Schreiner300 also 

argues that Rom. 1:18-2:29 focuses on humankind’s inability in this regard, and es-

pecially, that Rom. 2 proves that the Jews are under judgment because they failed to 

keep the law perfectly.    

     But while Paul accuses the Jews of an inability to keep the law, in Rom. 2:13-15, 

he seems to accept that Gentiles can fulfil the law. C. H. Dodd301 explains the prob-

lem as follows: When referring to humankind in general, Paul’s view is extreme, 

namely that it is impossible to fulfil the law, but when it comes to concrete cases, he 

accepts that some good Gentiles and Jews can do the right things. Dodd, in fact, 

thus allows for some level of inconsistency in Paul’s views. Räisänen’s302 explana-

tion is more extreme. According to him, Paul is not only inconsistent, but contradicts 

himself. On the other hand, the majority of scholars303 hesitate to accept such an ex-

treme view. Instead, they argue that Paul is merely referring to a hypothetical situa-

tion. 

     Such an explanation, however, does not seem correct from a grammatical point of 

view.304 Furthermore, if Paul accuses all Jews in Rom. 2 of an inability to keep the 

                                                      
298 C. K. Barrett, The Epistle to the Romans (London: A & C Black, 1957), pp. 32-40 and 69; M. Black, 
Romans, NCBC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973), pp. 49-64; and J. Murray, The Epistle to the Ro-
mans: The English Text with Introduction, Exposition and Notes, Vol. I (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1959), pp. 34-53 and 102-06. See A. Nygren, Commentary on Romans, tr. C. C. Rasmussen (Phila-
delphia: Fortress, 1944), pp. 98-113 and 141; M. P. Boylan, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans: Transla-
tion and Commentary (Dublin: M. H. Gill and Son Ltd., 1947), pp. 17-33; and C. H. Dodd, The Epistle 
of Paul to the Romans, MNTC (London: Collins, 1932), pp. 46-55 and 72 also. They emphasize Paul’s 
accusation of the Jews in Rom. 3, and accept that Paul is still referring to Gentiles in Rom. 3. In terms 
of overall structure they still accept that Paul accuses both Gentiles and Jews in Romans 1-3. 
299 F. Mussner, Galaterbrief, pp. 191ff.  
300 T. R. Schreiner, Law, pp. 66-8 and 181.  
301 C. H. Dodd, Romans, p. 37. 
302 According to Räisänen, “Difficulties”, pp. 308-09, the idea in Gal. 3:10-12 that it is impossible to 
obey the law fully is found in Rom. 1-3, too. According to him, Paul is inconsistent since he claims in 
Rom. 2:14-5 and 26-7 that some Gentiles obey the law.  
303 For example, F. Kuhr, “Römer 2:14ff. und die Verheissung bei Jeremia 31.31ff.”, ZNW 55 (1964), 
pp. 252-61; U. Wilckens, Der Brief an die Römer, Vol. 1 (EKK VI, Neukirchen: Neukirchener, Vol. 1-2, 
1978-80), pp. 132-33; and G. Bornkamm, “Gesetz und Natur (Röm 2. 14-16)”, in: Studien zu Antike 
und Urchristentum, Vol. 2 (München: Chr, Kaiser, 1959), p. 110.  
304 Cf. Johannes Riedl, “Die Auslegung von Rom. 2:14-16 in Vergangenheit und Gegenwart”, in: 
Studiorum Paulinorum Congressus Internationalis Catholicus: 1961 (AB 17-18, Rome: E Pontificio 
Instituto Biblico, 1963), p. 272. Almost all Roman Catholic theologians think that the conjunction ga,r 
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law, how is it possible that he bases his argument on a hypothesis that undermines 

the point of his argument? This would not make sense. Furthermore, even if we ac-

cept that vv. 13-5 refers to a hypothetical situation, we still have another problem, 

since, in verse 27, Paul again mentions that Gentiles keep the law.  

     Käsemann305 asserts that 2:25-27 is absolutely hypothetical. However, as K. R. 

Snodgrass306 correctly points out, the absence of a phrase such as avnqrw,pinon le,gw 

makes it difficult to accept that the verses refers to a hypothetical situation. Further-

more Paul uses eva,n in vv. 25-6 three times instead of eiv. VEa,n clauses should firstly be 

read not in a subjunctive sense, but conditionally.307 V. 25b does not imply the break-

ing of the law. Breaking the law was an actual condition. In contrast, v. 25a should be 

understood as a condition and so also v. 26. And most importantly, if the Gentiles 

who keep the law were hypothetical figures, v. 27 loses its meaning, because Gen-

tiles who keep the law and, therefore, can judge the Jews who break the law do not 

actually exist. In this case, logically, Paul cannot claim that such Gentiles can judge 

the Jews. Thus one cannot accept that Paul refers to a hypothetical situation in Rom. 

2. Of course, the fact that Paul does not have a hypothetical case in mind in Rom. 2 

does not automatically prove the existence of Gentiles that actually fulfil the law. 

     There is another suggestion. There are some scholars who believe that the law-

keeping Gentiles to whom Paul is referring were Christians.308 Vv. 13-5, however, 

does not seem to refer to Gentile Christians. Vv. 12-13 refers to judgement and v. 16 

also refers to the day of judgement. Therefore, it is better to accept that the Gentiles 

vv. 14-5 refers to, have the law as a basis for judgment. The Gentiles do the works of 

the law by themselves, and know what is right.    

     In verses 26-7 the atmosphere is totally different.309 Verse 27 refers to Gentiles 

who keep the law not occasionally but perfectly. If this situation is hypothetical, there 

is a great likelihood that Paul here has Christians in mind. In particular, Paul’s state-

ment in v. 29 that circumcision is of the heart, in spirit not in letter, supports such a 
                                                                                                                                                                     
does not allow us to read o[tan in v. 14 in a subjunctive sense, but that it refers to an actual case. 
305 E. Käsemann, An die Römer (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1980), pp. 68-9.  
306 K. R. Snodgrass, “Justification by Grace – To the Doers: An Analysis of the Place of Romans 2 in 
the Theology of Paul”, NTS 32 (1986), p. 74. 
307 Cf. H. A. W. Meyer, The Epistle to the Romans: Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the New 
Testament, Part IV, Vol. 1 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1876), p. 131, argues that Paul uses the two eva,n–
clauses in v. 25 not in the sense of presumption but in the sense of an actual case.   
308 K. Barth, A Shorter Commentary on Romans (Richmond: John Knox, 1959), pp. 36-39; A. König, 
“Gentiles or Gentile Christians? On the Meaning of Romans 2:12-16”, JTSA 15 (1976), pp. 53-60; and 
C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, Vol. I, pp. 152-62 and 173-76.  
309 See the contrast between fu,sij in v. 14 and pneu/ma in v. 29.  
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likelihood. Therefore, I think it is far-fetched to argue on the basis of these verses 

that some Gentiles can actually fulfil the law.  

   However, what is important is the following: The thrust of the context is that Jews 

who have the law but do not keep it are under judgment. In other words, to have the 

law in itself is of no value. There is no Jewish privilege and there is no fundamental 

difference between Jews and Gentiles.310 If Paul only wanted to prove that no Jew 

can fulfil the law perfectly, his argument could have stopped at v. 23, as at that stage 

he has already pointed out the transgression of the Jews adequately. However, Paul 

uses the argument on the transgression of the Jews to prove that the distinction be-

tween Jews and Gentiles in terms of outward appearance, letter, and circumcision is 

not valid. What must be pointed out is that we cannot say that, in vv. 13-5 and 25-7, 

Paul refers to the possibility that some Gentiles may fulfil the law, but, on the other 

hand, we cannot accept that he intends to say that all Jews failed to fulfil the law, ei-

ther. This is the case, because Paul did not have to prove that all Jews failed to fulfil 

the law in order to show the invalidity of physical circumcision in regard to the distinc-

tion between Jews and Gentiles. Regardless of whether or not the Gentiles fulfilling 

the law are Christians, when they keep the law, they can judge some (or most) of the 

Jews and, eventually, it is simply proved that outward circumcision is not important. I 

will prove later that Paul does not refer to all Jews in Rom. 2. 

     Furthermore, we must not forget that the sins mentioned in vv. 21-22 are not impos-

sible to avoid. If Paul intended to prove that all Jews violated the law, he should have 

listed regulations that seemed more difficult to keep. The examples Paul refers to, 

however, are not too difficult to keep, and thus it is obvious that Paul could not claim 

that all Jews committed these sins. This problem has been solved in various ways. 

According to E. P. Sanders,311 Paul is exaggerating. On the other hand, George312 

understands it as a rhetorical expression and Schreiner313 regards it as just exempli-

fication. 

     These attempts, however, do not seem to give a satisfactory explanation, because 
                                                      
310 According to J. D. G. Dunn, Theology, pp. 114-19, the point of the debate in Rom. 2 is not that the 
Jews thought that they did not break the law but the fact that they accepted that there was no judge-
ment for them. For the Jews, their Jewish identity was an amulet, or charm against judgement. G. P. 
Carras, “Romans 2:1-29: A Dialogue on Jewish Ideals”, Bib 73 (1992), pp. 185 and 195, also thinks 
that Paul was against the notion of Jewish privileges. Cf. J. M Bassler, Divine Impartiality: Paul and a 
Theological Axiom (Chico: Scholars Press, 1982), pp. 121-60.   
311 E. P. Sanders, Law, pp. 124-25. 
312 G. P. Carras, “Romans. 2:1-29”, pp. 199-202.  
313 T. R. Schreiner, Law, p. 181. 
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then Paul would be arguing in an extremely arbitrary way. What Paul claims, was not 

something that would have been accepted easily by anyone. He does not give an 

example of someone toiling hard and agonising about never being perfect as we find 

in Rom. 7. Paul does not say that Jews just fall short of goodness but declares plain-

ly that Jews commit obvious sins. In Rom. 2, he is thus not interested at all in proving 

that even those Jews who strive and struggle to keep the law end up failing to 

achieve this.314 Rather, he is referring to Jews who do not keep the law positively 

and actively. They are not those who strive to do so, but just fall short of achieving 

this, but disbelieving Jews who are not different to disbelieving Gentiles, because of 

their transgressions. As we will see again later, this refers to certain Jews who are 

distinguished from the ‘we’ in 3:9. Because Paul does not want to argue that all the 

Jews broke the law but wants to refer only to certain Jews breaking the law, he does 

not choose sins which can be generally regarded as being universal, and accuses 

such Jews of obvious sins without delving into the notion of agonizing human psy-

chology as popularly read in Rom. 7.315 

   Furthermore, if Paul’s purpose in Rom. 2 had been to show that all Jews failed to 

fulfil the law, he should have shown more clearly that the Gentiles he refers to in vv. 

26-7 who keep the law perfectly were Christians. This would be so, because in that 

case the fact that no one can fulfil the law perfectly without Christ (or the Holy Spirit) 

could be accentuated. I do not wish to argue that the Gentiles referred to in vv. 26-27 

are necessarily not Christians. What I wish to emphasize is that if Paul wanted to 

contrast the misery of all Jews who have failed to keep the law with Gentiles who 

keep the law through the Holy Spirit in Christ, he does it so vaguely that it sounds as 

if he meant to say that some non-Christian Gentiles succeeded in keeping the law 

perfectly. In other words, if the point of Paul’s argument in Rom. 2 was to prove the 

inability of Jews to keep the law, he formulated it carelessly. Even though it must 

have been an important point for Paul that fulfilling the law perfectly in a true sense 

was possible only for Christians, he does not provide a contrast in vv. 26-7 indicating 

whether the Gentiles were Christians or not.  

  Finally, it is very important to keep in mind Paul’s purpose in Rom. 2. He wants to 

indicate that when the Jews break the law, they have no privilege because their cir-
                                                      
314 H. Räisänen, “Difficulties”, pp. 305-06, correctly points out that, instead of indicating that even the 
best fall short, in 2:17-24, Paul asserts that Jews are thieves, adulterers, and temple-robbers.  
315 I do not accept the popular interpretation of Rom. 7. I will interpret it in an entirely different way. 
See chapter VIII.  



- 144 - 
 

cumcision as such is nothing to boast about. Even though we cannot say that some 

non-Christian Gentiles can indeed fulfil the law, we have to keep in mind that Paul 

did not argue that all Jews fail to fulfil the law perfectly.  

  However, I am not going to argue negatively in the sense that Rom. 1-2 and 3 

(that I am going to move to) does not indicate the impossibility of fulfilling the law. 

Rather, I am going to argue that even in Rom. 1-3 that is popularly regarded as indi-

cating the impossibility of fulfilling the law, Paul thinks that the law can be fulfilled. 

Most of the scholars who accept the possibility of fulfilling the law in Rom. 1-3 resort 

to Rom. 2:13-5 and 26-7 for their argument. However, I will not follow them. I will 

prove that in Rom. 1-3 Paul thinks that the law can be fulfilled in a different way. This 

depends on the interpretation of Rom. 3.        

 

 

 

 

 

2 Rom. 3 

2.1 The problem of repetition 
 

Rom. 3 is commonly understood as a conclusion where Paul accuses both Jews and 

Gentiles of an inability to fulfil the law.316 Thus human inability to fulfil the law is 

brought into focus once again.317 Paul’s conclusion is found in 3:20. In this case, 

however, there arises a fundamental question. Has Paul charged the Jews with their 

sins already in the previous chapter (Rom. 2)? If so, why does he then accuse them 

once again at great length in Rom. 3?318 To my mind, these issues are not trivial, and 
                                                      
316 See footnote 298.  
317 C. E. B. Cranfield, “‘The Works of the Law’”, pp. 93-4; E. F. Harrison, Romans, F. E. Gaebelein 
(ed.), (EBC 10, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), p. 40; P. Stuhlmacher, Römer, p. 53; T. R. Schreiner, 
Law, pp. 55-7 and 65-6; E. Käsemann, Römer, pp. 81-4; and R. Reymond, Paul: Missionary Theolo-
gian (Ross-Shire, Scotland: Christian Focus Publications Ltd., 2000), p. 316. 
     K. Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience”, argues that the introspective conscience of the West re-
garding the law resulted from a wrong reading of Paul by Luther. Paul did not have pangs of remorse 
as a result of a failure to fulfil the law. Even Stendahl, though, accepts that the impossibility to fulfil the 
law is still the centre of his argument, although he thinks that Paul does not refer to individuals in Rom. 
2:17-3:20 but to Israel as a whole. 
318 M. P. Boylan, Romans, pp.17-33; A. Nygren, Romans, pp. 98-113 and 141; and C. H. Dodd, Ro-
mans, pp. 46-55 and 72, all accept that Rom. 3 includes an accusation against Gentiles but focuses 
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are related to the structure of Rom. 1-3.  

     In fact, scholars often point this out. For example, according to D. J. S. Chae,319 

the citation in 3:10-18 confirms that both Jews and Gentiles are equally sinners by 

emphasizing the sins of the Jews again. But why again? According to him,320 in Rom. 

1-3, the focus is on the sinfulness of the Jews even though these chapters highlight 

the equality of Jews and Gentiles. Furthermore, Paul mentions the guilt of the Jews 

several times in Rom. 2 and 3, and even in Rom. 1. However, according to him, 

there is no development in Paul’s accusation against the Jews; it is mere repetition. 

He ignores the importance of such repetition, thus failing to explain it.  

     Dunn321 does not realise that Paul’s accusation in Rom. 3 enters a totally new 

phase either so that he also reads this chapter as a repetition of the same ideas. Ac-

cording to him, proaitia,omai in v. 9 is a summary of the conclusion of Rom. 1:18-3:8. 

In particular, he thinks that it refers to Rom. 1:18-32 that proves that all human be-

ings are guilty. If so, my question is as follows: Why does Paul use citations in vv. 

3:10-18 to repeat what he has already proven? Dunn seems to notice this problem, 

and therefore tries to emphasize the special function of the citations. He also criti-

cizes Schenke322 for regarding the citations as an additional insertion. According to 

Dunn, the citations presuppose the distinction between the righteous and the un-

righteous, and indicate that when the presupposition of God’s favour is removed, all 

humans are sinners.323 The text, however, does not refer to the abolishment of God’s 

favour but only states that all are sinners. Dunn thus does not succeed in identifying 

a new accent in this citation in Rom. 3, which is in any way different from Rom. 1-2. 

To my mind, Dunn’s position does thus not differ much from that of Schenke.  

     The fundamental reason why the problem of the repetition of ideas in Rom. 2 and 

3 has not been solved so far is that most scholars accept that when Paul refers to 

Jews in Rom. 1-3, he always think of all324 Jews. If it is accepted that he focuses on 

the guilt of all Jews in both Rom. 2 and 3, the problem of repetition cannot be avoid-

                                                                                                                                                                     
on the accusation against Jews. 
319 D. J. S. Chae, Paul as Apostle to the Galatians: His Apostolic Self-Awareness and its Influence on 
the Soteriological Argument in Romans (PBTM, Cumbria: Paternoster Press, 1997), p. 134. 
320 Ibid., pp. 72-3, 94, and 133-34.  
321 J. D. G. Dunn, Romans (WBC 38, Dallas: Word Books, 1988), p. 148. 
322 H. M. Schenke, “Aporien im Römerbrief”, TLZ 92, (1967), pp. 885-87.  
323 J. D. G. Dunn, Romans, p. 145. 
324 Even though Paul does not accuse all Jews, if he keeps on accusing the same group of Jews, the 
problem of repetition of Rom. 2 and 3 still remains. My point is that the groups of Jews in Rom. 2 and 
3 are different. 
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ed. And if Paul has in mind all Jews in Rom. 2, the sinful situation of the Jews as de-

scribed in Rom. 2 becomes, in fact, an extreme exaggeration, as Räisänen and 

Sanders indicate,325 because it is not true that all Jews committed such sins. This 

problem of exaggeration has been a constant problem for of scholars. Let us listen to 

Käsemann’s solution.  

     According to Käsemann,326 in 2:17-24, Paul reports sins that were actually commit-

ted, and even though his accusation might sound strange, he takes empirical excep-

tions as representative of the Jewish society in terms of an apocalyptic approach. 

However, the tone of this passage in Romans cannot be simply explained away in 

that way. The sins mentioned in 2:17-24 are, in fact, not a fair representation of the 

behaviour of all Jews. See, in particular, 2:21-22. If Paul was actually charging all 

Jews, he would have to prove the validity of his accusation of Jews theologically. 

However, this is not what he does in Rom. 2. As I will explain later, the reason why 

Paul did not prove this is that he did not need to do so because he does not have all 

the Jews in mind.   

     On the other hand, Schreiner criticizes Räisänen and Sanders, arguing that they 

cannot show exemplification from this passage. According to him, Rom. 2 refers to 

all Jews. In a practical sense, however, how could Paul assert so strongly that all 

Jews committed these sins? Has he observed all Jews? It is self-evident that if 

Paul’s accusation had to be based on statistics, it could never be proven. It was 

simply impossible to survey all Jews. And if Paul wanted to accuse all Jews, the sins 

that he cites as examples are too extreme. Such a way of arguing would have an 

opposite result, that is, that the readers would disagree with him. None of his exam-

ples is of a general nature, but, rather, very specific. Generally speaking, faithful 

Jews did not commit those sins. If Paul were actually accusing all Jews of stealing, 

adultery, and sacrilege, it would have been fairly easy to refute his accusation. If this 

is what Paul had in mind, he should have taken examples of a more general nature. 

For instance, the tenth commandment, you shall not covet your neighbour’s house 

… or anything that belongs to your neighbour (Exod. 20:17), would have worked. 

 

 
                                                      
325 H. Räisänen, “Difficulties”, p. 310; and The Law, pp. 98-101, argues that Paul’s main idea in 1:18-
32, 2:17-24, and 7:14-25, is an extreme exaggeration. E. P. Sanders, Law, pp. 124-25, basically has 
the same idea as Räisänen.  
326 E. Käsemann, Römer, pp. 64 and 66. 
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2.2 The foundation of the question in Rom. 3:1 
 

Paul begins Rom. 3 with a question: What is the benefit of being a Jew and being 

circumcised? It is strange that the presupposition on which this question is based, 

and which forms the core of Paul’s logic in Rom. 2-3, has been ignored by scholars. 

3:1 is based on 2:25. Even though Dunn327 tries to understand 3:1 in terms of 2:25, 

he ignores the first eva,n clause (v. 25a) completely and just thinks that Paul has in 

mind the perspective of someone presupposing this benefit. According to Dunn, Paul 

is thus speaking only from the perspective of someone who supposes that even 

when Jews break the law, Jewish advantage still belongs to them. In this case, 3:1 is 

not a practical question but just a question developing logical from Rom. 2. It does 

not deal with any real situation.  

     The text, however, does not suggest such a presupposition. The accusation of 

Jews violating the law by referring to Gentiles keeping the law in vv. 26-7 is not 

based on such a presupposition; neither does the statement in v. 25 that if the law is 

done, circumcision is of value. If Rom. 3:1 is based on 2:25 and not on this presup-

position, the question in 3:11, ‘What is the value of circumcision?’, basically means 

the same as ‘What is the value of keeping the law?’. The question is in no ways hy-

pothetical. Only when the law has been kept, is there any value in circumcision. Thus, 

in Rom. 3 a new argument is introduced for the situation in which law is kept perfect-

ly.  

     In Rom. 2, Paul focused on Jews who had the law but did not keep it. According 

to him, they commit theft, adultery, and sacrilege. In this way Paul proved that being 

Jewish, circumcised and having the law did not have any value for them. Then, is it 

not natural to ask the following question: There might be many faithful Jews who do 

not commit such sins, what about them? In other words, what about the Jews keep-

ing the law? In comparison to Gentiles, what privilege can they expect? It is exactly 

this question that appears at the beginning of Rom. 3. Paul expects this response by 

his readers. To him, such a question is not unrealistic. For a Jew such as Paul, ful-

filling the law was something attainable and something which should be pursued. It is 

thus not a hypothetical question. What value can Jews – like Paul – who are blame-

                                                      
327 J. D. G. Dunn, Romans, p. 130. 
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less in terms of legalistic righteousness (Phil. 3:6), have? In Rom. 3, Paul responds 

to this question. Both the Gentiles who commit sins without the law (Rom. 1)328 and 

the Jews who commit sins with the law (Rom. 2) are under the same judgment. Here, 

there is no discrimination. Now in Rom. 3, Paul is moving towards his conclusion. 

Even though the Jewish identity and circumcision are of no value for those who 

break the law, what about Jews who keep the law? This case (the third one) is truly 

an important one. Even though faithful Jews could have agreed with Paul about the 

first two cases, they must have expected that there should be some privileges for 

Jews keeping the law (the third case). Paul gives an answer to this in Rom. 3. That 

this is the case is confirmed by the following:  

     The fact that Paul refers to “some” (tinej) in 3:3 clearly shows that he has other 

Jews in mind than those mentioned in 3:1.329 In contrast to the “some” in 3:3 who do 

not believe, those who can expect the value of circumcision are those who believe 

(piste,w). They are Jews faithful to the law in the Jewish330 sense of the word. In Rom. 

3, Paul thus does not repeat Rom. 2 by charging all Jews. He now focuses on those 

Jews who could expect privileges from God who remained faithful notwithstanding 

the unbelief of some (other) Jews; in other words, Jews who, like Paul, were faultless 

in terms of legalistic righteousness and, therefore, could expect value from circumci-

sion.  

     In 3:9, too, Paul makes it clear that he has Jews in mind, who, like himself, are 

expected to be better than the “some” (tinej) mentioned in 3:3. According to Käse-

mann,331 Paul refers to Jews including himself in 3:9. Käsemann, however, neglects 

the contrast between v. 9 (proeco,meqa) and v. 3. On the other hand, G. N. Davies332 

realizes that Paul does not refer to all Jews in Rom. 3. He even notes that Paul re-

fers to righteous Jews. However, surprisingly, he reads the chapter the other way 
                                                      
328 M. Hooker, “Adam in Romans 1”, NTS 6 (59-60), pp. 297-306, and N. Hyldahl, “A Reminiscence of 
the Old Testament at Romans 1:23”, NTS 2 (55-56), pp. 285-88, think that Paul’s accusation in Rom. 
1 refers to Jews. Rom. 1:20, however, seems to go well with Gentiles. Jews came to know God not by 
means of things that were created but by God’s direct words. Anyway, Gentiles were not excluded in 
Rom. 1 and it still is the case that both Gentiles and Jews were accused by Paul.  
329 According to C. H. Dodd, Romans, pp. 70-1, Rom. 3:1-8 is a digression. Paul, however, reveals 
the presupposition for the arguments in vv. 9ff. beforehand. In spite of the unbelief of some Jews, 
God’s faithfulness towards the Jews cannot be nullified. Then, what is the value of this?   
330 Here, the words ‘Jewish sense’ do not have any negative sense. It means the correct Jewish 
sense or the correct legalistic sense. We must keep in mind that Paul refers to Jews who can rightly 
expect legalistic righteousness and, therefore, Jewish privileges, too.    
331 E. Käsemann, Römer, p. 81.  
332 G. N. Davies, Faith and Obedience in Romans: A Study of Romans 1-4 (JSNTSS 39, Sheffield: 
JSOT, 1990), pp. 93-5.  
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around. According to him, Paul distinguishes the righteous from the unrighteous in 

2:12-20 and does not charge all the Jews in Rom. 3. According to Davies, the Jews 

that Paul is against in Rom. 3 are those who rely on the law and brag of their rela-

tionship with God. Accordingly, Paul uses the Old Testament to show that there is no 

righteousness for the evil regardless of whether they are Jews or Gentiles.333 Even-

tually Davies comes to the conclusion that we cannot use Rom. 3:9-20 to argue that 

all people are sinners without exception.334 If so, as Chae335 points out correctly, Paul, 

at most, proves something which is just common sense, by means of the lengthy ci-

tations from the Old Testament. 

  Furthermore, a mirror reading of the point of the citations in 3:10-18 confirms my 

interpretation. In the citations, ouvk e;stin is repeated four times and ouvk e;stin is em-

phasized by ouvde. ei-j and e[wj èno,j in v. 10 and 12 respectively. The purpose of the 

citations is not to point out the sins of sinners but to prove that there is no righteous 

one on earth. Reading this oppositely, we come to see that the ‘we’ in 3:9, who are 

expected to be better, are those who are expected not to be evil but righteous. When 

Paul accused Jews of violating the law in Rom. 2, he did not argue that all Jews 

committed these sins. There was the possibility that there were some Jews who did 

not transgress the law. Now, Paul refers to Jews who keep the law and who could 

expect the value of circumcision; in other words, those who could be expected to be 

righteous.336 Are they really righteous? According to Paul, they were not. Paul claims 

that the accusation of the law that there is no one who is righteous includes the Jews 

                                                      
333 Cf. H. Lichtenberger, “Paulus und das Gesetz”, in: M. Hengel and U. Heckel (eds.), Paulus: 
Missionar und Theologe und das antike Judentum (WUNT 58, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1991), p. 371, 
has the basically same idea.  
334 The idea that Paul does not argue in Rom. 3 that all human beings are sinners, is more popular 
than one would expect. For example, N. Elliott, The Rhetoric of Romans: Argumentative Constraint 
and the Strategy of Paul’s Dialogue with Judaism (Sheffield: JSOT, 1990), pp. 105-46, comes to the 
same conclusion. According to him, Paul does not prove that all are sinners but just that all are under 
God’s judgement.   
335 D. J. S. Chae, Paul, pp. 137-38.    
336 The psalm cited can be read as referring to Jews. Rom. 3:10-12 cites Psa. 14:1-3. Many scholars 
think that the verses refer to Gentiles but scholars such as A. Weiser, The Psalms, tr. H. Hartwell 
(OTL, London: S.C.M. Press, Ltd., 1962), pp. 164-66, read the verses as referring to Jews. On the 
other hand, it is not critically important whether the verses refer to Gentiles or to Jews. Rather, it 
seems that Paul expected this debate because he mentions in v. 19 that whatever the law says, it 
says to those under the law. What is important is the purpose that Paul wishes to achieve with the 
citation.  
    Furthermore, the point of Rom. 2 is that there is no critical distinction between Jews and Gentiles. 
Therefore, it is not a logical jump to apply the Palms which originally might have referred to Jews, to 
Gentiles.  



- 150 - 
 

under the law, too.337 Accordingly, not one of the Jews keeping the law, who could 

claim the value of circumcision, could be regarded as righteous.  

     Beker338 perceives a difference between Rom. 2 and 3, but, eventually, does not re-

alize what the essential difference between the two chapters is. According to him, in 

Rom. 2, Jews are charged with a discrepancy between their moral behaviour and 

their confession, but, in Rom. 3, with their blindness of sins. In other words, Paul ar-

gues that the Jews’ intention and attempts to be moral became a form of self-

righteousness. The focus of Rom. 3 is then the blindness of the Jews, which ap-

peared in the form of boasting over their enthusiasm in keeping the Torah. In the 

case of Beker, the difference between the Jews in Rom. 2 and 3 is, in essence, a dif-

ference of blindness, or of perception. The difference focused on by Paul, however, 

is whether there is any value in circumcision. This value could only become available 

to those keeping the law so that the essential difference was one between Jews 

keeping the law and Jew violating it. If we have to formulate this in terms of boasting, 

Paul does not focus on a boasting based on a blindness of violating the law, but on a 

faultless keeping of the law. I am not arguing that there was nothing wrong with the 

boasting of the Jews. We, however, should note that Paul does not focus on this 

boastful blindness but on the accusation that he finds in the law. The point is that the 

law accuses everyone under the law, regardless of anything, that is, their blindness. 

Even though it was the case that Jews were not blinded by their Jewish privileges, 

the law had already declared that no one was righteous, not even one under the law.  

 

 

 

2.3 Does the citation (3:10-18) refer to the impossibility of a perfect 
observance of the law? 

 

I, here, have to point out something simple but very important. Scholars such as 

Schreiner339 accept that, in Rom. 3:20, Paul says that it is impossible to keep the law 

                                                      
337 T. S. Holland, Romans: The Divine Marriage. A Biblical Theological Commentary (Eugene, OR: 
Pickwick, 2011), pp. 79-82, offers a new reading of Romans by means of an exodus paradigm. He 
believes that the citation refers to the exile of Israel. The exile of Israel became a picture or a type of 
humanity under sin. Holland, however, fails to note Paul’s emphasis. 
338 J. C. Beker, Paul the Apostle, the Triumph of God in Life and Thought (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1984), pp. 78-83. 
339 T. R. Schreiner, Law, pp. 55ff.  
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and that he cites Psalms and Isaiah to support this statement. Surprisingly, however, 

Paul does not say anywhere in Romans that all have violated the law. When he 

speaks about the Jews violating the law in Rom. 2, he clearly refers to the notion of 

violation of the law (dia. th/j paraba,sewj tou/ no,mou; in 2: 23, and eva.n paraba,thj no,mou 

h=|j; in 2:25). In Rom. 3, however, he says that all (both Jews and Greeks) are under 

sin (ga.r VIoudai,ouj te kai. {Ellhnaj pa,ntaj ùfV a`marti,an ei=nai; in 3:9). Furthermore, we 

have to pay attention to the fact that Paul does not say that there is no one who 

keeps the law but that there is no righteous one, not even one (ouvk e;stin di,kaioj ouvde. 

ei-j; in 3:10) and that there is no one who does good, not even one (ouvk e;stin ò poiw/n 

crhsto,thta e[wj e`no,j; in 3:12). This looks simple and trivial but it is extremely important. 

In 3:23 again, Paul does not say that all have violated the law, but that all have 

sinned.340 As we will see in the next section, when Paul explains Adam and Jesus as 

representatives in Rom. 5, Paul does not declare that all have broken the law but 

that all have sinned (5:12).341 If Paul intended to prove the absence of perfect law-

keepers in Rom. 1-3, it is very surprising that, as happens in Galatians, the critical 

statement that all have violated the law does not appear anywhere in Romans either. 

It seems that Paul is not interested in proving the impossibility of keeping the law. 

We see rather that his interest moves quickly beyond this aspect to the conclusion 

that the law denounces all under it. There is no one that is righteous. The Book of the 

Psalms and the law have already proclaimed this. According to Dunn,342 Paul re-

minds the readers of his previous saying, that is, Rom. 1:18-3:8. But proh|tiasa,meqa 

does not mean ‘earlier in Romans’ but ‘far earlier than Romans, that is, in the earlier 

declaration of Psalms’. Therefore, proh|tiasa,meqa does not mean ‘before Rom. 3:9’ but, 

on the contrary, ‘after Rom. 3:9’. Thus, the decisive declaration of Psalms and the 

accusatory declaration of the law clearly show that not one of the perfect law-

keepers can be righteous.343 

                                                      
340 According to E. P. Sanders, Law, pp. 23-4 and 123ff., even though Rom. 3:23ff., seems to be a 
proof of the idea that righteousness comes through faith since no one can keep the law, we cannot 
use the verse to construct Paul’s view of the law because it contains a tradition before Paul. Sanders, 
however, overlooks the fact that Paul does not say that all have violated the law.   
341 That all have sinned does not mean that all have violated the law. See section 3 “Rom. 5:12-21” in 
chapter VII for details.  
342 J. D. G. Dunn, Romans, p. 148. We find a similar approach in V. Grimm, Greek-English Lexicon of 
the New Testament: Being Grimm’s Wilke’s Clavis Novi Testamenti, tr. J. H. Thayer (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Book House, 1977), p. 537, Strong cord no 4256 ‘proaitia,omai’. The prefix pro in Rom. 3:9 
refers to Rom. 1:18-31, 2:1-5, and 17-29.  
343 Cf. Paul’s way of arguing in Gal. 3:21-22. There he uses the same logic. He does not deny the 
positive meaning of the law. Nevertheless, according to him, no one could be justified by the law. Paul 
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     Beker344 points out that the citations do not refer directly to the law and makes 

use of this insight for explaining v. 21. Since the citations not related to the law refer 

to the Jews, so God’s righteousness without the law is witnessed to by the law. Paul, 

however, makes it clear that he cites the law (v. 19a). We, rather, must note that the 

sins listed in the citations are not related directly to a violation of the regulations of 

the law.345 The sins listed in the citations are in clear contrast to the sins mentioned 

in Rom. 2:20-22, which are related directly to the violation of the regulations of the 

law. In particular, in 2:23, Paul clearly charges Jews with the violation of the law. On 

the other hand, explaining the value of circumcision, or, of being Jewish, in Rom. 3, 

Paul does not say that all have violated the law. It is not a coincidence or Paul’s neg-

ligence that he does not mention anywhere in Rom. 3 that all have violated the law. 

He intentionally says that all (both Jews and Gentiles) are under sin (3:9). Further-

more, their sins are not in terms of a violation of the regulations of the law.346 Never-

theless, all keeping the law should hear this declaration that there is no one right-

eous, not even one; and that this comes from the law that they keep and obey. 

     Here, we should note Paul’s intention in choosing the citations. He uses them to 

accuse very severely. He does not say that all have fallen short of perfect goodness 

but that all sin actively and almost totally. His aim is not to prove that even the best 

law keepers do not succeed in the perfect keeping of the law but to show the sins 

they are doing.347 As far as the citations go, such law-keepers are not portrayed as 

                                                                                                                                                                     
does not prove it by directly showing the impossibility of fulfilling the law. He rather uses an axiomatic 
proclamation of the Scripture: All are under sin. This statement logically leads to the notion of the im-
possibility of justification by the law.  
344 J. C. Beker, Paul, pp. 80-1. 
345 The cited verses refer to the members of flesh. This is done in order to use sa,rx in 3:20 and further-
more to contrast the citation with Rom. 10:13-5. For details, see footnote 354.   
346 The boast of the Jews must be read in this context. Many New Perspective scholars link the boast 
to the blindness of the Jews but Paul’s aim is not false boasting but, in a certain sense, true boasting 
that is based on their keeping of the law. 
347 As we will see later, this is the case not only in Rom. 2 but also in Rom. 7. It is important to note 
that Paul’s explanations in Rom. 2 and 7 are quite extreme. See Rom. 7:16-9. The ego does not fall 
short of the best goodness but does only evil. In Rom. 2 and 7, Paul does not refer to the impossibility 
of the perfect keeping of the law but discloses that humans are beings doing only evil. He claims that 
even someone who keeps the law perfectly is not a righteous person in any way. Note that the agony 
of the ego in Rom. 7 is not that of the ego who cannot keep the law perfectly but that of the ego who 
cannot but keep, or obey, the law thoroughly, or perfectly, since the ego is captured by the law (of 
death). The ego that kept the law perfectly does not fall short of the best goodness but, surprisingly, 
does not do good but evil and evil only. Cf. section 1.1.1 “Q. 1: Extremity of Paul’s Expression” in 
chapter VIII.  
     It seems that not only contemporary lay Christians but also many theologians have difficulties to 
accept the notion that even someone who keeps the law perfectly is still a sinner in a total sense of 
the word. In particular, it is difficult for them to grasp that Paul does not charge those keeping the law 
with self-righteousness but indicts them as utter sinners. This also caused a problem for the recipients 



- 153 - 
 

agonizing but as entirely sinful. If Rom. 3:20 is read in this context, we come to see 

that it is not because no one can keep the law perfectly that no flesh can be justified 

before God by the works of the law. Those blamed by Paul in the citation are doing 

evil rather than trying to keep the law perfectly. What Paul wants to show here is not 

that there is a hint of a hidden sinful nature even in the best law-keepers but the 

total sinfulness of all under the law – something that the law proclaims. This already 

shows that there is no flesh that can become righteous through the works of the law, 

even through perfect works. 

     According to Schreiner,348 the ga,r-clause in 3:20b shows that 3:20b is the reason 

for 3:20a, and that it confirms that the citations indicate that no one can keep the law. 

In that case, however, it would have been much better and more accurate for Paul to 

have said, “…, because all have violated the law”. However, as I have already point-

ed out several times in the exegesis of Galatians, Paul always avoids saying that all 

have violated the law in cases whenever and wherever he could have said it. 

Schreiner reads evpi,gnwsij a`marti,aj as the revelation of sin. In this case, because sin 

is revealed through the law, Paul uses the citations to show that no one can keep the 

law perfectly. Even in this case, however, the revelation of sin though the law does 

not necessarily imply the violation of the law (the impossibility of keeping the law). 

Are the law and the violation of it necessary for sin to be revealed? According to 

Rom. 4:15, where there is no law there is no transgression. Take note that the verse 

does not say that there is no sin. Sin existed before the law (5:13) and humans can 

(could) sin without the law (2:12). Death without the violation of the law, that is, with-

out having the law, very clearly shows the sins of all humankind (5:12).349 The law 

and the violation of it are thus not necessary for the revelation of sin. Schreiner’s 

thus makes an error by mistaking evpi,gnwsij a`marti,aj for evpi,gnwsij para,ptwmatoj.350 

                                                                                                                                                                     
of the letter. Paul does not solve this problem until Rom. 7 where he provides a full explanation. I will 
deal with this later. Here my point is that both Rom. 3 and 7 refer to perfect law-keepers and prove 
that they are not righteous at all.   
348 T. R. Schreiner, Romans (BECNT 6, Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), pp. 169-72.   
349 See the next section “Rom. 5:12-21”. 
350 For M. Luther, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, tr. J. T. Mueller (Grand Rapids: Kregel 
Publications, 1978), p. 76, evpi,gnwsij a`marti,aj means that I come to know my sinful nature through 
the law and my sins, in other words, by being a sinner. One’s knowledge of sin thus confirms that one 
is a sinner. However, is the law needed for the knowledge? Paul often says that God closes the 
mouths of sinners. Those who are judged themselves should know without any excuse that they are 
sinners (Rom. 1:18 and 32). Paul also says that, for Gentiles, fu,sij and sunei,dhsij function like the 
law (2:14-5). There is thus no essential difference between the law and nature in terms of the function 
the law has in God’s judgement. With the witness of conscience, the accusing and excusing of 
thoughts (2:15) do not exclude the owners’ cognition of being sinners. The knowledge of being sinners 
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VEpi,gnwsij should be understood in a similar way as in 7:7 which is Paul’s own say-

ing. Take note that Paul keeps emphasizing flesh before and after 7:7 (v. 5 and vv. 

14ff.). The fact that Paul accentuates (fleshly) body parts (throats, tongues, lips, 

mouths, feet, and eyes) by means of the citations in Rom. 3 and stresses flesh in 

3:20 again, confirms that we should understand 3:20 along the same lines as 7:7. In 

Rom. 7, the carnal ego is captured and brought under the law of sin and does only 

evil: I come to commit sin through the law.351 When the verse is considered in the 

light of Paul’s saying in Rom. 7:7,352 the knowledge of sin (evpi,gnwsij a`marti,aj) should 

be understood in terms of experience and existence, that is, in terms of ‘doing sin 

and, by it, knowing sin’.353 When humans do the law they come to sin, in other words, 

they become sinners. In this way, humans come to know sin. What is important here 

is Paul’s way of saying this. Paul does not say that humans come to the knowledge 

of their sins by the violation of the law. Rather, they come to know sin by the law. ‘By 

the law’ should be read as meaning ‘by the law pursued, kept and obeyed rightly’.354 

Humans come to know sin not by the violation of the law but by doing the works of 

the law. Surprisingly and ironically, the ‘I’ that has kept and obeyed the law rightly, or 

perfectly, is identified as a sinner!  

     This understanding of v. 20b goes well with v. 20a. We thus need the full back-

ground of Rom. 7 and 10 to interpret v. 20a. I will deal with Rom. 7 and 10 in full later. 

Here, it can be summarized as follows: The key terms regarding the law in v. 20a are 

works and flesh. In association with the law they reveal the identity of the law, ac-

cording to Rom. 7 and 10.355 Works, flesh, and the law of sin constitute a set in con-

                                                                                                                                                                     
is possible by means of both nature and conscience. In this sense, Luther also does not take into ac-
count that Paul does not say evpi,gnwsij para,ptwmatoj in 3:20 but evpi,gnwsij a`marti,aj.   
351 Cf. section 3.2 “Rom. 7:7-13” in chapter VIII. 
352 We get the same idea earlier than Rom. 7:7, that is, in 5:20. The law makes sin abundant.     
353 Cf. G. Bornkamm, “Sin, Law and Death: An Exegetical Study of Romans 7”, in: tr. P. L. Hammer, 
Early Christian Experience (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), p. 102; and J. D. G. Dunn, Romans, p. 
378. Contra S. Greijdanus, de Gemeente te Rome, Vol. I, pp. 326-27; and A. Clarke, Epistle to the 
Romans (CC 6, New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press), p. 83, who says that the law is the straight 
edge which determines the quantum of obliquity in the crooked line to which it is applied.   
354 When we say that by conversation, we come to know each other, the meaning of ‘by conversation’ 
is ‘by conversation rightly used and, therefore, rightly functioning’. This does not need to be proved, 
even though it seems that many people have some problems in following this logic. 
355 Paul cites verses related to the body parts. This is in order to use sa,rx in v. 20. Repeating 3:20b in 
Rom. 7:7, he connects the law, sin, and flesh. Furthermore, by citing verses connected to the flesh in 
Rom. 3, he prepares for Rom. 10. See Rom. 10:13-15. A chain of ideas is developed from calling on 
the Lord to preaching the gospel, in other words, from mouth to feet. Mouth and feet as blessed body 
parts for righteousness and salvation are brought into focus. In the citations in Rom. 3 in contrast, 
throats, tongues, lips, mouths, and feet as body parts used for sinning, that is, as tools for sin, are 
brought into focus. Cf. the exegesis of Rom. 10 in chapter IX. 
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trast to the other set that consists of faith, mind (heart), and the law of God. Respec-

tive elements of the set show the identity of the corresponding law. In Rom. 7, the 

ego is fleshly and serves only the law of sin, or death (7:14 and 25, cf. 8:2). The 

principle of the law is works or doing (9:31-2 and 10:5). In this context, that the flesh 

does the law in 3:20b means that one serves the law of sin with the flesh.356 In this 

case, justification is totally impossible, because the law is the law of sin. Regardless 

of the keeping of the law, the law of sin or death cannot bring forth righteousness 

and life. The law of sin only makes humans sin. This is exactly what 3:20b says. No 

flesh can be justified by the law of doing, or the law of sin, because it only knows sin.   

     Therefore, finally, Paul’s logic in using the citations can be summarized as fol-

lows: When the law is violated, circumcision becomes uncircumcision (2:25). Then 

the question is what the value of circumcision is if circumcision is circumcision (3:1)? 

In other words, what is the value of a perfect obedience of the law? The citations 

clearly show that there is no one who is righteous. This is declared by the law. There-

fore, the law proclaims that all under it are sinners, without any exception. This 

means that a perfect law-keeper is – ironically – a sinner!357 What the citation says is 

exactly what the ga,r-clause in 3:20 says. Nobody can be righteous through works of 

the law, because (ga,r) the law makes humans experience and know sin.358 Therefore, 

the ga,r-clause does not confirm that the citation proves the impossibility of a perfect 

obedience of the law. By means of this interpretation, we come to understand why 

Paul did not refer to the impossibility of perfect obedience of the law in Rom. 3. Paul 

did not omit it; he did not mention it, because it was irrelevant, and it was an idea 

that he did not share.       
                                                      
356 J. Gnilka, Paulus von Tarsus, Apostel und Zeuge (Freiburg: Herder, 1996), p. 225, tries to deter-
mine the meaning of sa,rx. According to Gnilka, Paul stresses that the law as a way of salvation is 
abolished and that this is the case for both Jews and Gentiles. In this context, sa,rx is used in 3:20 to 
refer to all humans. Gnilka, however, does not realise that by using sa,rx and e;rga, Paul prepares for 
Rom. 7 and 10. Sa,rx is not used merely as a reference to the whole human race, but also a key term 
associated with the law, which, together with e;rga, indicate the identity of the law.      
357 In other words, the value of perfect circumcision is, ironically, becoming a sinner. This is also what 
we found in the Galatians. The acceptance of perfect circumcision without any form of misuse meant 
the immediate acceptance of slavery. The problem of the law is thus not something human but some-
thing essential. 
358 According to Luther and Schreiner, sin is revealed by a failure to keep the law or by the human 
sinful nature which hates the good law, whereas Paul actually says that when we follow the law, we, 
rather, come to commit sins. As we will see in the exegesis of Rom. 7, the difference between these 
two views of the law is that Luther and Schreiner interpret 3:20 from the perspective of the law of God, 
whereas Paul uses it in terms of the perspective of the law of sin. For Paul, there are two laws. 
Whereas faith and heart connected to the corresponding law identify the law as the law of Christ, or 
the law of God, flesh and works connected to the corresponding law identify the law as the law of sin, 
or the law of death. For details, see the exegesis of Rom. 7 and 10 in chapter VIII and IX.     
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2.4 Conclusion 
 

Now, let us go back to the question we posed earlier in section 2.1., that is, the prob-

lem of repetition. If Paul wanted to use the citations in Rom. 3 to argue that all Jews 

have failed to keep the law, his accusation against the Jews in Rom. 2 would not 

have been necessary.359 Rom. 2, however, is not redundant, and Rom. 3 is not a 

repetition of Rom. 2, or a summary of Rom. 1-2. The point is that Paul is developing 

his logic very precisely. He attacks law-breaking Jews in Rom. 2 and law-keeping 

Jews in Rom. 3 respectively.360 

     If one does not look at Paul’s logic carefully, he is misunderstood and one con-

cludes that he is illogical. For example, Dunn361 thinks that 3:1ff., and 3:9 contradict 

each other and that Paul inserts ouv pa,ntwj in order to soften the contradiction. In or-

der to argue in this way Dunn reads ouv pa,ntwj in an unusual way. According to him, 

ouv pa,ntwj does not mean ‘not at all’, but ‘not altogether’. He goes so far as to agree 

with Dahl 362 who views the phrase as a postscript. Rather, one should realize that 

this phrase forms one of the major building blocks of Paul’s argument. The Jewish 

identity of law-breaking Jews is meaningless, while that of law-keeping Jews, or cir-

cumcision, has value. Nevertheless, this value cannot make the true circumcised 

righteous at all. The meaning of ‘not at all’ (ouv pa,ntwj) is closely connected to ‘not 

even one’ (ouvde. ei-j in v. 10 and e[wj e`no,j in v. 12) in the following citation. The sup-

posed discrepancy between 3:1 and 9 does not stem from Paul’s inconsistency but 

                                                      
359 Even if Paul uses the citation to claim that all Gentiles, or all Greeks, have sinned, Rom. 3 is a 
repetition of Rom. 1-2.  
360 By the way, here, the situation of Gentiles keeping the law is not considered. Such a scenario, in 
fact, is not necessary. This is because circumcision and uncircumcision themselves are meaningless 
(2:25-8), and, therefore, if the observance of the law cannot bring justification to the Jews, this is the 
case for the Gentiles, too. I welcome the growing tendency among scholars to emphasise more and 
more that, in Rom. 1-3, Paul emphasizes the impartiality of Jews and Gentiles, rather than the univer-
sal sinfulness of human beings. It, however, should be noticed that, in order to do so, Paul brings the 
law into focus. If the privileges of Jews who have the law are denied in terms of justification, the dis-
tinction between Jews and Gentiles collapses. Therefore, Paul’s interest lies in the law of the Jews 
and ends with Jews who keep the law. If there is no righteous among the Jews who keep the law, it is 
obvious that there is no righteous among the Gentiles (who keep the law) either.      
361 J. D. G. Dunn, Romans, pp. 146-47. 
362 N. A. Dahl, “Romans 3:9: Text and Meaning”, in: M. D. Hooker and S. G. Wilson (eds.), Paul and 
Paulinism: Essays in honour of C. K. Barrett (London: SPCK, 1982), pp. 184-204. 
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from the dilemma of the law itself. More precisely, Paul reveals this dilemma of the 

law intentionally. The dilemma leads to the conclusion that the law makes circumci-

sion meaningful, and adds value for the true circumcised, but cannot make the true 

circumcised righteous at all, and, therefore, the righteousness cannot come from the 

law. If we miss this, we might think that the phrase ouv pa,ntwj is unnecessary.  

     To conclude, we see clearly that, in Rom. 1-3, Paul did not argue for human ina-

bility to keep the law. On the contrary, he develops his logic on the presumption that 

it is possible to obey the law perfectly, but we should be aware that Paul does not 

intend to accentuate the possibility of the fulfilling of the law. His point is that faultless 

obedience of the law does not make the law-keeper righteous but a sinner. Paul’s 

interest is not in the fulfilling of the law. 

 

 

 

 

 

3 Rom. 5:12-21 
 

We have seen that, in Rom. 1-3, Paul unfolded his logic on the grounds that the per-

fect observance of the law was possible. According to the law, even perfect law-

observers could not be regarded as righteous. Thus far Paul has not provided 

enough theological explanation of this idea. In Rom. 5, we find his full theological de-

velopment of this notion. Nevertheless Rom. 5 should not be seen as the foundation 

for Rom. 3. Rather, Rom. 3 prepares the way for Rom. 5. In this chapter I will explain 

Rom. 5 briefly, because, Rom. 5, in turn, is the groundwork for Rom. 7 and the exe-

gesis of Rom. 7 will unfold the understanding of Rom. 5 offered here further.  

     Scholars have been perplexed about the position of Rom. 5:12-21. U. Luz363 

thinks that the paragraph does not connect to what comes before and what follows. 

O’Neill364 even sees it as a sort of theological appendix that was added at a later 

stage. Since it is difficult to connect dia. tou/to to the previous verses, scholars’ em-
                                                      
363 U. Luz, Das Geschichtsverständnis des Paulus (München: Kaiser Verlag, 1968), p.193. 
364 J. C. O’Neill, Paul’s Letter to the Romans (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1975), p. 96. 
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barrassment in this regard is understandable. The break in the flow of ideas is so 

clear that dia. tou/to cannot be regarded as a conjunction,365 indicating a loose con-

nection and a simple movement in thought. Therefore, Käsemann366 regards vv. 12-

21 as a new paragraph, confirming the contents of the previous verses. The break in 

the flow of ideas, however, is so great that the paragraph cannot be interpreted as 

providing the conclusion to the previous verses.          

    It seems rather better to accept that vv. 12ff. provides the theological foundation 

for what goes before. It is clearly stated in Rom. 1-3 that every human being is a sin-

ner. In particular, we have seen how Paul argued in Rom. 3 that perfect observance 

of the law could not make the observer righteous. Even a perfect law-keeper was still 

a sinner. Therefore, in terms of justification, the law was irrelevant. In the first part of 

Rom. 4 Paul illustrates the irrelevance of observing the law for justification by means 

of the example of Abraham, and in the next part, he links justification to the principle 

of faith. He thus completes the first stage of his argument. Now, in Rom. 5, he focus-

es on peace with God (v. 1) and joy in God (vv. 2 and 11).367 However, there, still re-

mains one question. Even though it is clear that although the law declares that all are 

sinners, the perfect keeping of the law cannot change the declaration, the question 

that follows logically is why that is the case. In other words, what, then, is the func-

tion of the law? Paul has not yet explained this. Now it is quite proper for him to 

move to further aspects such as this and to explain them.368 He does this by focusing 

in terms of issues of principle and nature.  

     What does it mean that all have sinned (v. 12)? Many interpret this as a statement 

that all have violated the law. Schreiner objected to Sanders who believe that Rom. 

5:12 and Phil. 3:6 contradict each other that Paul’s letters are occasional and situa-

tional.369 This debate, however, seems to me beside the point. Paul does not say 

that all have violated the law but that all have sinned. We must pay attention to the 
                                                      
365 R. Scroggs, The Last Adam: A Study in Pauline Anthropology (Oxford: Blackwell, 1966), p. 77. 
366 E. Käsemann, Römer, p. 138. C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, Vol. I, p. 271; and “On Some of the 
Problems in the Interpretation of Romans 5:12”, SJT 22 (1969), p. 325, also thinks that the paragraph 
provides the conclusion to the previous verses (vv. 1-11).   
367 According to J. D. G. Dunn, Romans, pp. 271-72, dia. tou/to in v. 12 indicates the result of the argu-
ment not of the section right before it, but of 1:18-5:11. This is so because v. 11 has already effectively 
closed the flow of the previous argument. To my mind, it is right to accept that, in vv. 12ff., Paul refers 
back to the argument in Rom. 1-5. However, vv. 12ff. does not summarise what was said in Rom. 1-5. 
It is not a conclusion, but a new basis for the argument. 
368 E. F. Harrison, Romans, p. 61, regards vv. 12-21 as the core of the evolvement of Paul’s thoughts. 
He correctly points out that Paul delves into the question how all humans except Jesus in fact has 
become sinners.   
369 T. R. Schreiner, “Paul and Perfect Obedience”, p. 249. Cf. also E. P. Sanders, Law, p. 24. 
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fact that he here repeats the idea that all have sinned, after having mentioned it al-

ready in 3:23. The debate between Schreiner and Sanders presupposes that some-

one who keeps the law perfectly is not a sinner. However, this is wrong. That even 

somebody keeping the law perfectly is still a sinner can clearly be seen in Rom. 7. 

Here, in Rom. 5:12-21, Paul already starts to raise this issue by discussing the 

identity of the law. The notion that the law is on the side of sin is thus introduced here.      

     Paul’s thinking in Rom. 5:12-21 is based on the principle of the corporate person-

ality.370 He concentrates on the period of the absence of the law, explaining this prin-

ciple: No law, no violation. Therefore, there were no violations of the law in the period 

from Adam until Moses. Besides, he also refers to those who, unlike Adam, did not 

commit the sin of the violation of God’s commandment.371 All humans, however, 

have sinned. This is what the fact that all have died and shall die clearly proves. This 

tells us that, without the violation of the law or the commandments, all have sinned in 

Adam. This aspect serves as further support for my explanation of Rom. 3, namely 

that those who have not violated the law are also sinners. One does not need to be a 

violator of the law in order to be regarded as a sinner. However, I will not use Rom. 5 

to confirm my interpretation of Rom. 3, because what Paul wants to say actually 

goes beyond this.        

     In v. 12, Paul says that sin entered into the world by one human and death by sin 

and that all humans died. Therefore, in that372 death came upon all humans, all have 

                                                      
370 All humans are in Adam or in Christ (see also 1 Cor. 15:22 evn tw/| VAda.m … kai. evn tw/| Cristw|). 
This corporate unity also underlies the discussion of baptism in Rom. 6 and the analogy of marriage in 
Rom. 7:1-16. To be married means to be one body. In this sense, this mystic union is corporal. See 
my exegesis of Rom. 7 for more detail.  
371 If Paul wanted to emphasize that all have violated the law, referring to those who have not violated 
the commandment from Adam to Moses is not helpful. And not until Moses but also after him, Gentiles 
who are without the law are not related to transgressions. In particular, when we accept the point of 
departure that the law makes sin judicially imputable, we have to accept that such gentiles are not 
guilty in judicial terms.     
     Besides, it is not easy to determine whether or not those before Moses, who did not sin in the 
same way as Adam transgressed, were pious, and ethically right and moral. They might have been 
pious like Abel. This, however, is not important in the judicial sense. Anyway, Paul says that they did 
not violate commandments. And there is no reason why it should be likely that such right people did 
not exist among gentiles after Moses. The point is this: If there existed those without transgressions in 
a judicial sense before and after Moses, Paul does not need to claim that all committed transgres-
sions in order to say that the Jews after Moses were sinners.    
372 Since Augustine, the Western church has understood this in terms of original sin imputed to Adam, 
interpreting evfV w-| as ‘in whom’. See De Civitate Dei, 13.14., for Augustine’s view. In this case, howev-
er, evn w|- is more correct. Therefore, many scholars prefer to interpret evfV w-| as ‘because’ so that most 
English versions of the Bible follow this understanding: Death passed onto all because all have sinned.  
     However, the reason for death being passed onto all is found in v. 12a. Ou[twj shows this clearly. 
Therefore, evfV w-|, rather, refers to the previous verse as foundation and links the following verse to it. 
Cf. M. Black, “The Pauline Doctrine of the Second Adam”, SJT 7 (1954), pp. 170-79. Since death 
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sinned.373 Here we have to pay attention to the flow of Paul’s logic. It does not move 

not from the notion of universal sin to universal death but the other way round; that is, 

from the universality of death to sin.374 The axiomatic fact that all die shows and 

proves that all have sinned.375 Furthermore, what does v. 13 say? V. 13 is generally 

understood as saying that the law makes sins judicially meaningful. If there is no law, 

sin cannot be identified; in other words, then sin cannot be reckoned in a judicial 

sense. This understanding, however, is problematic.  

 

     1) The reading must explain why sin should be interpreted in v. 13 as sinful acts 

and not as it is interpreted in v. 12. In v. 12, sin is depicted as a person coming into 

the world. This is the case in vv. 13ff, too. See also v. 21 in this regard: Sin exercised 

dominion over the world in death. The rule of sin is contrasted to the rule of grace 

through righteousness. As grace does not refer to human good nature, so sin here 

does not refer to human sinful nature. Therefore, sin is not a sinful act of a human 

being, but a personal power. Paul’s explanation in Rom. 6 (based on the foundation 

laid in Rom. 5) thus still describes sin as a personal power. See also Rom. 6:17-8. 

Sin is thus contrasted with righteousness. As righteousness is not the righteousness 

of the human being, so sin is not the sin of the human being. Take note that Paul 

does not say that sin entered humankind, but the word. This does not refer to the 

sinful act of human beings, but to sin as some kind of personal power that entered 

the world and ruled it.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
passed onto all, all have sinned!  
     Cf. C. C. Black, “Pauline Perspective on Death in Romans 5-8”, JBL 103 (1984), p. 421, who thinks 
that 5:12ab is a sort of sin-oriented or death-ward determinism and 12c (individual responsibility) is a 
counterbalance so that there is a tension between the two. This reading, however, misses Paul’s di-
rection of logic in v. 12. The last clause in v. 12 (evfV w-| pa,ntej h[marton) is a conclusive exclamation.    
373 According to R. Bultmann, “Adam and Christ in Romans 5” in: tr. K. R. Grim, The Old and New 
Man in the Letter of Paul (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1967), p. 62, Paul has the personal sins of all 
humans after Adam in mind, claiming that all sinned. Cf. J. A. Fitzmyer, Romans (AB: New York: Dou-
bleday, 1993), p. 417; E. Jüngel, “Das Gesetz zwischen Adam und Christus”, ZTK, 1965, pp. 42-74; 
and C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, Vol. I, p. 279. They also basically have the same idea. In the context 
of the Adam-Christ typology, however, sin is contrasted to the righteousness that humans have in 
Christ. As righteousness is not a personal action, so sin is not a personal one. Cf. W. Barclay, The 
Mind of St. Paul (London: Collins Clear-Type Press, 1958), pp. 138-46. 
374 This is noticed by J. A. Ziesler, Paul’s Letter to the Romans (London: SCM Press, 1989), p. 146, 
too; however, he does not delve deeper into its importance. See also P. J. Achtemeier, Romans (IB-
CTP, Louisville: John Knox Press, 1985), p. 97. 
375 See Rom. 1:18ff., especially, v. 32. Death is God’s judgment (dikai,wma) on the unrighteous (avdiki,a). 
It is declared that the wages of sin is death. Someone’s death clearly proves such a person being sin-
ner.  
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     2) The text (v. 13) does not say that humankind sinned but that sin ‘was’ (h=n). 

Compare this to v. 14. V. 14 clearly refers to those who had not sinned (evpi. tou.j mh. 

a`marth,santaj). V. 13, however, simply refers to the existence of sin (in the singular). 

Keep the following in mind: Sin entered into (eivj) the world through Adam. Paul uses 

the word ‘world’ once again in v. 13 (àmarti,a h=n evn ko,smw|). The emphasis falls on sin 

that entered the world, and that it still ‘was’, that is, still existed in the world.  

 

  3) The interpretation376 according to which sin is not imputed or taken into ac-

count conflicts with Rom 2:12. Sins committed apart from the law are also pun-

ished.377 Furthermore, if sin is not imputed if there is no law, the sin of the Gentiles 

could still not be imputed, even after Moses. It must be noticed that Paul here does 

not refer to the law written in people’s hearts (Rom. 2:15).  

 

 4) Lastly, if sin is not taken into account, the reason why Paul mentions in v. 14 

those who lived in the period between Adam and Moses and whose sins were not 

like the transgression of Adam, disappears. We should also take note that Paul does 

not say that sin is not imputed as the transgression of the law. Sin is not taken into 

account as sin.378 In this case, not only the transgressions that were like that of Ad-

am but all sins committed afterwards by all in the period from Adam to Moses do not 

matter. In this instance, the phrase evpi. tou.j mh. a`marth,santaj evpi. tw/| o`moiw,mati th/j 

paraba,sewj VAda.m, is meaningless. There is no difference between sins committed like 

that of Adam and other sins.  

     Then, what does àmarti,a de. ouvk evllogei/tai mean? The word evlloge,w is a commer-

cial term which originally meant ‘to enter account in a book’. Dunn379 thinks that Paul 

was influenced by the Jewish idea of a heavenly book in which sins are recorded 

                                                      
376 According to J. Ziesler, Romans, p. 148, without the law human actions cannot be measured so 
that they cannot be identified. Most English versions follow this interpretation (KJV, ASV, and NIV). 
Most popular Korean versions follow a more radical interpretation. They translate v. 13b (a`marti,a de. 
ouvk evllogei/tai) as meaning that sin is not regarded as sin.  
377 Those who sin without the law shall perish (avpolou/ntai).The voice of the verb is not a passive, but 
that does not mean that sinners perish on their own without punishment of God. That they perish is a 
result of God’s judgment (Rom. 2:6). 
378 The main reason for referring to transgression is for distinguishing between sin and transgression. 
This, however, does not mean distinguishing between sin as an action done by humans without the 
law and transgression as a violation of the Adamic commandment or the law, but means distinguish-
ing between sin depicted as a personal force with power controlling humans and sin as actions done 
by humans obeying sin.   
379 J. D. G. Dunn, Romans, p. 274.   
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(Jub. 30.17-23; 1 Enoch. 104.2; and 2 Apoc. Bar. 24.1). However, it is difficult to 

prove such a supposition because Paul does not mention it here. We have rather to 

scrutinize Paul’s utterances on sin in terms of the law. The sting of death is sin and 

the strength of sin is the law (1 Cor. 15:56). Without the law, sin loses its power. If 

there is no law, sin is dead (Rom. 7:8). On the contrary, the law shows sin as sin, so 

that it may become sinful beyond measure (Rom. 7:12-3). These verses tell us that 

without the law, sin cannot act as sin and has no power. In other words, without the 

law, even though sin is alive, it is as good as dead. Sin without the law is brain-dead 

and in a vegetative state, that is, in a coma.380 This understanding can be verified by 

checking the change with regard to the state of sin before and after the law. V. 20 

does not say that after the law sin can be imputed but that after the law it abounds. 

Sin that could not act powerfully as sin, increased in power after the coming of the 

law.  

     What Paul says in vv. 13-4 is that sin without the law is so totally powerless that it 

cannot be regarded as sin. Paul then explains how it had happened that sin (and 

death) which was without any power had come to rule over all humans, including 

those whose sins were not like that of Adam before the law was given. As by several 

special soldiers who triumph over a king, his entire kingdom gets reigned, so by the 

powerless sin that captured the one man, Adam, who was the type (tu,poj) of Christ, 

all human beings were being controlled. Which part was played by the law in this ter-

rible history? The answer to this is as follows: Although powerless, sin could rule 

over humankind through Adam and the law could not change this miserable situation. 

The law, rather, made it even worse. The law was kind of the main group of troops, 

arriving after the first commando. The rule of sin became even stronger. When the 

law arrived, it did not destroy sin but in fact strengthened it. Even though this expla-

nation might seem strange to contemporary Christians, this is what Paul wanted to 

say.  

     Let us consider v. 20 more closely. The i[na clause does not denote result. The 

word pareise,rcomai does not mean ‘came in’ (RSV), ‘was added’ (NIV), or ‘entered’ 

                                                      
380 When Jesus fed 5000 people with 5 loaves and 2 fishes, only men were taken into account 
(Matt.14:21). Women and children were not counted. It was not because there was no law according 
to which they could be counted but because they had no power to perform their full rights. In this 
sense, they were not regarded as humans. They were meaningless. This is a good illustration to help 
us to understand the state of sin without the law. Sin without the law cannot be imputed, not because 
there is no law according to which sin can be imputed but because sin is not sin in that it is powerless 
and dead. Imputing sin is meaningless.      
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(KJV). It means ‘came in secretly’.381 This shows that the law was not given for a 

positive or even a neutral purpose. In Gal. 2:4, Paul used the same verb to describe 

how the false brothers came in. In this case the prefix pa,ra might be linked to the 

coming in of sin in v. 12 (eivse,rcomai). In this case, the prefix implies that the law came 

in secretly on the side of sin.382 V. 20 thus says that the problem of the law was not 

linked to human failure in terms of the law but that the law had actually come into the 

world for a negative purpose from the very beginning. Therefore, Paul’s emphasis 

falls on the unbelievable fact that the law entered to help sin that was powerless so 

that it became powerful and strong.  

     Here, we have to pay careful attention to what Paul is saying. According to him, 

the law entered so that transgression and sin could abound.383 Paul’s explanation is 

not human-centred. Paul’s concern is not human inability but the relationship be-

tween transgression, sin and the law, regardless of human ability. The law entered 

not for humans to sin but for sin to abound. This is explained clearly in Rom. 7. This 

idea is already found earlier on, in Rom. 6, too. Sin is depicted as a powerful person 

who exercises dominion and controls all humans by the law. The law is a tool, or 

more precisely a helper, that makes the rule of sin more powerful.  

     Let us summarise once again. The fact that if there is no law, there is no trans-

gression and sin is not imputed, does not simply mean that there is no judicial 

ground on which sin constitutes a transgression; neither does it show us the anatom-

ical chart of the sinful nature of humans, namely that their sinful nature commits a 

transgression when the law is given. Paul’s explanation, rather, excludes humans, or, 

to put it in another way, it renders them passive. Sin, as a personal power, came into 

the world. Although weak, it came to take over all humans. The whole human race 

came under its control and then the law made this control much stronger.384The law 

                                                      
381 Cf. 2 Pet. 2:1.  
382 In Rom. 7, Paul alludes to Gen. 3. In this allusion, sin’s coming into the world reminds one of the 
serpent’s coming into the garden. If so, it is suggested that the law came into the world secretly, by 
the side of sin. See the exegesis of Rom. 7 in chapter VIII for detail.  
383 Transgression is not sin. Here, Paul does not use the words ‘transgression’ and ‘sin’ alternatively, 
without any distinction between them. He refers to the result of the situation of transgression. Trans-
gressions come to abound so that sin becomes strong and powerful.    
384 Even though the following will be clear fully only after the exegesis of Rom. 7, let me briefly point 
out here that Paul’s idea of the law reminds one here of Genesis. Satan or sin personified by serpent 
was in Eden but could not act powerfully without the commandment. It was only with the command-
ment that sin began to act powerfully. Take note that it is not said that sin then began to be reckoned 
as sin but that it acted powerfully. In the redemptive history, the Adamic commandment functioned like 
the law. Paul, in fact, does not distinguish between the commandment and the law in Rom. 7. For 
more detail, see the exegesis of Rom. 7 in chapter VIII further on.     
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entered the world by the side of sin and supported sin so that sin could abound.385 

Thus, the reason why Paul mentions the law here is not its judicial nature386 but its 

power. Two chapters later Paul then identifies the law as ‘the law of sin’ (7:23, 25, 

8:2). 

     In this context, it is obvious that humankind’s failure to keep the law was not Paul’s 

concern. His explanation of the law in Rom. 5 is not linked to (the failure of) the per-

fect observing of the law. That all sinned does not mean that all violated the law. 

What is more important is that the failure to observe the law is not the issue in which 

Paul is interested. What has been set out in this chapter, is expressed more clearly 

and in a sense more dramatically in Rom. 7. 

    

                                                      
385 Rom. 6:15 seems to refer to Christian ethics. However, it must not be understood in the context of 
the nature of the law that Paul is referring to. Committing sin is not linked to human choice. This is so, 
because if there is no law, committing sin is impossible, and if there is the law, not committing sin is 
impossible. It is also the case because if humans are not under the law, they are not under the control 
of the law (6:14). Humans sin through the action that they do under the rule of sin.   
386 See Rom. 7:8. Paul’s emphasis falls on the law helping sin. The commandment, ‘do not covet’, 
does not reckon humans’ coveting a judicial nature but makes them covet. The commandment pro-
duces coveting. No law, no coveting.   
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VIII. Rom. 7:1-8:4 

Two Trees, Two Mounts and Two Laws 
 

 

 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Proposed questions 

1.1.1 Q. 1: Extremity of Paul’s expression 
 

Rom. 7:1-8:4 has been understood as the best proof for the notion that humans are 

unable to observe the law.387 The logic is normally as follows: The ‘I’ (ego) wants and 

tries to observe the law, but is in agony because of its inability to keep the law per-

fectly. The ‘I’ knows that the law is good, and therefore sincerely wants to obey the 

law. One’s mind (heart) and flesh then struggle about this. Unfortunately, however, 

the ‘I’ is defeated by the flesh so that it cannot keep the law. Through this inner psy-
                                                      
387 It does not matter whether the text is read from the traditional perspective, a rhetorical one, or the 
New Perspective; in each instance, the text might be understood as referring to the agonizing ego, 
failing to observe the law.  
     According to W. G. Kümmel, Römer 7, pp. 57-68, the fleshly ego eventually discovers that it cannot 
obey the spiritual law perfectly. Kümmel interprets Rom. 8:3-4 as a solution to the problem. See pp. 
68-73, too. Cf. D. J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (NICNT, Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1996), pp. 
442ff and 450-51 (cf. pp. 481-85), thinks that, in Rom. 7, Paul describes unregenerate Jews including 
himself from a Christian perspective autobiographically (contra Kümmel) but he also thinks that the 
ego is not able to obey the law. The law cannot give us the ability to fulfil our duties. Finally, the ego is 
frustrated at the failure in fulfilling the law; cf. also R. B. Sloan, “Paul and the Law”, pp. 35-60.   
     Most scholars in the circle of the New Perspective also basically accept the same idea. Sanders, 
Law, pp. 74ff., understands Rom. 7:14-23 as meaning that even though the law requires good things, 
the flesh or sin cannot accomplish it. Dunn, Theology, pp. 646-49, does not suggest a new idea in 
terms of observing the law. For him Rom. 8:4 indicates that the purpose of God’s plan of salvation is 
to make the observance of the law possible. The prepositional phrase ‘of Spirit’ in ‘the law of Spirit’ 
shows how obedience of the law is possible. According to Wright, Climax, p. 197, the ego belongs to 
Adam so that it is fleshy. And because of the flesh, it cannot obey the law.     
     The idea that the law’s problem is linked to the fact that it cannot provide power to follow it even 
though it provides the knowledge as information, is shared by many scholars. See M. J. Borg and J. D. 
Crossan, The First Paul: Reclaiming the Radical Visionary behind the Church’s Conservative Icon 
(New York: HarperOne, 2010), pp. 169-72. Cf. D. Fee, God’s Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit 
in the Letters of Paul (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), pp. 515-91, too.   
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chological battle, the ‘I’ comes to discover its weak self that cannot fulfil the good eth-

ical requirements of the law, and grieves for it deeply. Whether or not the ‘I’ (ego) is 

Christian, the ‘I’ is condemned due to its failure to keep the law because only perfect 

observance can bring life. 

     This understanding is supported by humankind’s personal experiences and thus it 

is easily accepted. According to this interpretation, in this text, Paul delves into hu-

man psychology, describing it dramatically.388 But is the picture of humans portrayed 

by this understanding really in harmony with the picture of the ego in Rom. 7? To my 

mind, it is not. We must notice that the portrait of the ego that Rom. 7 depicts is far 

more miserable. The ego in Rom. 7 is absolutely and thoroughly tragic. It is not a 

case that even though the ‘I’ (ego) tries, in the end it does not succeed in achieving 

perfect obedience of the law. The ‘I’ does not do what is good at all (v. 18). It only 

wants to do what is good. Doing what is good is not just short but does not happen at 

all. The ‘I’, rather, does what is evil (v. 19). Paul does not offer a portrait of human-

kind as we normally experience it in any way, that is, that we want what is good and 

do it up to a certain level, failing to reach a perfect revel of doing it because we do 

what is evil, too. It must be remembered that the ‘I’ does in no way do what is good. 

When Paul says that what the ‘I’ does is not what is good but what is evil in v. 19, he 

does not say that its doing good is not perfect. He simply describes its action as evil. 

In Rom. 7, the ‘I’ is not presented as someone wanting and doing good in general 

without being perfect because of its inability but as a monster doing only what it does 

not want at all, therefore being condemned. Paul does not exaggerate the estrange-

ment between its action and its intention but specifically declares that it does only 

evil. In a nutshell, the thrust of his presentation of the ‘I’ is: All it does are only evil! 

     At this point in the argument the ‘I’ is not depicted as struggling inwardly. Its heart 

and flesh do not fight each other. The battle between the mind wanting to do good 

and the flesh obstructing the mind is not introduced at this stage. It is only in v. 23 

when the battle commonly misunderstood as Paul’s inner conflict is introduced. 

However, it must be noticed that even the battle in v. 23 is driven not by Paul but by 
                                                      
388 Even though it has been a long time since K. Stendahl published his brilliant article, “The Apostle 
Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West”, HTR 56, No 3 (1963), pp. 199-215, read at the 
Annual Meeting of the American Psychological Association in 1961, Rom. 7 still is read to say that 
Paul deplores his lack of will power. L. Bègue, Psychologie du Bien et du Mal (Paris: Odile Jacob, 
2011), p. 275, starts his last chapter, introducing Paul as a typical human lacking the strength of will. 
Paul, however, does not explain what can generally be experienced and understood by means of 
such a long and complicated explanation in order to boast of his literary art. He is explaining what is 
totally hidden, that is, the entity of the law.     
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the laws over it. The ‘I’ that Paul refers to is not the agonizing ego that fights against 

its flesh but the strange ego that does what it does not want to do. The difference be-

tween the two egos is not trivial; it affects the direction of one’s interpretation of the 

ego. It should be understood that Paul’s intention is not to reveal something regard-

ing his psychology; he wants to declare something extreme: There is no good in my 

ego! We must find the reason for him doing this. It will be shown later that the good 

not existing in him refers to one of the two laws.          

 

 

 

1.1.2 Q. 2: The ambiguity of Paul’s expression 
 
Scholars have been struggling to identify the ego in Rom. 7. The chapter has gener-

ally been regarded as Paul’s autobiography. On the other hand, there have also 

been efforts to understand Rom. 7 as a rhetorical expression depicting not Paul’s 

personal psychology but the universal situation of all human beings. Kümmel 389 

played a pioneering role in this regard. And K. Stendahl390 has credibly showed that 

even though, since Augustine, Western Christianity had read Rom 7 as if it described 

the agony of the human conscience, Paul’s conscience had actually been quite ro-

bust. In spite of their powerful arguments, the debates of the agony and its subject 

are not yet finished. If Paul refers to a universal human situation, to which specific 

situation does he refer? Is it the spiritual battle experienced by Christians391, or the 

misery of non-Christians who are unable to get salvation by themselves?392 Tradi-

                                                      
389 W. G. Kümmel, Römer 7.  
390 K. Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience”.  
391 J. Murray, Romans 1-8, pp. 256-73; D. Wenham, “The Christian Life: A Life of Tension? A Consid-
eration of the Nature of Christian Experience in Paul”, in: D. A. Hagner and M. J. Harris (eds.), Paul-
ine Studies (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), pp. 80-94; C.E.B. Cranfield, Romans, Vol. I, pp. 340-
70;  M. A. Seifrid, “The Subject of Romans 7:14-25,” NT XXXIV (1992), pp. 313-33; T. Latto, Paul and 
Judaism, pp. 104-45; J. D. G. Dunn, “Rom 7:14-25 in the Theology of Paul,” TZ 31 (1975), pp. 257-
73; A. Nygren, Romans, pp. 284-303; R. W. Grosheide, De Openbaring Gods in het Nieuwe Testa-
ment (Kampen: Kok, 1953), p. 173; J. I. Packer, “The ‘Wretched Man’ Revisited: Another Look at Ro-
mans 7:14-25”, in: S. Soderlund and N. T. Wright (eds.), Romans & the People of God: Essays in 
Honor of Gordon D. Fee on the Occasion of his 65th Birthday (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), pp. 
70-81; and D. B. Garlington, “Romans 7:14-25 and the Creation Theology of Paul,” TJ 11 (1990), pp. 
197-235. 
392 W. G. Kümmel, Römer 7; R. Bultmann, “Romans 7 and the Anthropology of Paul,” in: Tr. S. M. Og-
den, Existence and Faith: The Shorter Writing of Rudolf Bultmann (New York: Meridian, 1960), pp. 
147–57; H. Ridderbos, Paul, pp. 126-30; J. C. Beker, Paul the Apostle, pp. 215-18; U. Wilckens, 
Römer, Vol. 2, pp. 72-117; G. Bornkamm, “Sin, Law and Death”, pp. 87-104; P. Stuhlmacher, Römer, 
pp. 98-107; and J. Lambrecht, The Wretched ‘I’ and its Liberation: Paul in Romans 7 and 8 (Grand 
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tionally, the Reformers understood Rom. 7 as referring to the process of the glorifica-

tion of Christians. This was due to the fact that the ego is depicted as having inner 

delight in the law of God (v. 22), serving it with its mind, even though it agonises 

about its contradictory behaviour.  

     However, when we take only Rom. 7:1-8:4 into account, the identification of the ego 

seems rather obvious. It is said in Rom. 8:2 that the law of the Holy Spirit freed the 

ego from the law of sin and death. According to Rom. 7:1, the one freed from the law 

of sin and death is obviously the one in Christ. On the contrary, the agonizing ego in 

Rom. 7 is the one seized under the law of sin (7:23). The obvious contrast between 

Rom. 7:23 and 8:2 seems to show that the ‘I’ in Rom. 7 is not in Christ.393 If so, then I 

want to raise the following question: If Paul refers to the situation of a non-Christian, 

why does he use more ambiguous language in Rom. 7 than in Rom. 1-3? The por-

trayal in Rom. 7 is too positive to interpret it as describing the situation of a non-

Christian. If Paul wanted to depict the non-Christian situation, his descriptions are 

extremely ambiguous and rather vague.394 Accordingly one should consider the pos-

sibility that he has something else in mind. Fortunately, this problem has already 

been noticed by some scholars. Kümmel395 tries to understand Rom. 7 without iden-

tifying the ego. He tries to show that Paul’s thrust was not so much the explanation 

of the situation of the ego; he wanted to protect the law. I agree with him that one 

should not focus on the identification of the ego, but even then another problem still 

remains in that Paul’s explanations of the law are ambiguous. Does Paul really try to 

protect the law?396 

     When we read Rom. 7 without prejudice, it becomes clear that it is very difficult to 

decide whether Paul is defending or attacking the law. If he is defending the law, his 

advocacy seems very poor. Even though he attributes the ultimate problem to sin, 

his evaluation of the law is too negative to vindicate the law. The law still is the law of 

sin (vv. 23 and 25). On the other hand, it is the law of God (vv. 22 and 25). Does Paul 
                                                                                                                                                                     
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992).  
393 I will deal with this subject again later. See section 3.3.7 “Rom. 7:25 (8:2)” in chapter VIII for the 
problem of the position of gratitude in Rom. 7:25a that is generally regarded as a strong evidence for 
the case of the Christian situation.   
394 The attempts to understand the complicated, ambiguous, and unique explanations in Rom. 7:14-25 
were made in various ways. J. C. O’Neill, Romans, pp. 131-32, suggests one of the most radical op-
tions. He focuses on the dualism between flesh and spirit and thinks that the word ‘law’ is used here in 
general sense. He concludes that 7:14-25 was not Paul’s, but was added by a Hellenistic Jew.   
395 W. G. Kümmel, Römer 7. 
396 Rom. 7 was regarded as a sort of addition for defending the law by German scholars. For instance, 
G. Bornkamm, “Sin”, pp. 88ff.; and R. Bultmann, “Romans 7”, pp. 153-54.  
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speak of another law? He, in fact, mixes positive and negative explanations. Just by 

reading this, one should say that Paul is against and for the law at the same time. At 

a first glance, this conclusion seems to be useless. Nevertheless, it is important to 

see this clearly. Paul both denies and protects the law. This should make us wary of 

choosing only one of the two options. In fact, Paul’s ambiguity on this issue should 

not be understood as carelessness but as his very intention. The fact that he both 

denies and defends the law without emphasizing only one of the two perspectives 

suggests another possibility, namely that he actually has two entities of the law in 

mind. To put it bluntly, he refers to two laws.  

     In this section I will not introduce all the complicated debates on Rom. 7. In fact, I 

will minimise the discussion of these debates, because I do not agree with the schol-

arly opinions in this regard. I am not going to amend or complement existing expla-

nations as they do not succeed in explaining Paul’s ambiguity. Instead I will attempt 

to suggest a totally new interpretation of Rom. 7.               

     I, however, have to deal with two well-known subjects again for the foundation of 

a proper exegesis of Rom. 7. These are the meaning of the concept ‘flesh’ and the 

identification of the ego. Having dealt with these, I will then do exegesis of Rom. 7 in 

a new way. Finally, I will show that the impossibility or the failure to keep the law per-

fectly is not what Paul is interested in.  

 

 

 

1.2 Flesh (ssa,rx) 
 
I have already pointed out that Paul continually refers to the concept of corporate un-

ion in Rom. 5-7. Against this background we should understand the meaning of 

‘flesh’. Many studies have been published in this regard. I though, want to show that 

the word ‘flesh’ is Paul’s jargon that explains the state of being united with Adam.  

     The meaning of ‘flesh’ (sa,rx) is relatively wide. In a neutral sense, it refers to the 

human body. Our concern in Rom. 7, however, is its negative meaning. Here ‘flesh’ is 

understood as a universal power.397 Many scholars were interested in how much 

                                                      
397 This understanding dates back to F. C. Baur. He tried to understand the antithetic relation between 
the Holy Spirit and flesh by means of Hegel’s philosophy. Cf. R. Jewett, Paul’s Anthropological Terms: 
A Study of Their Use in Conflict Settings (Leiden: Brill, 1971), p. 51. 
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Paul was influenced by Hellenism in this regard.398 Bultmann’s399 explanation is not 

irrelevant to this concern. He understands the negative meaning of ‘flesh’ in terms of 

the contrast between ‘in the flesh’ and ‘in the Holy Spirit’/‘in Christ’. Why does Paul 

refer to the opposite state of being of ‘in the Holy Spirit’ as ‘in the flesh’? Bultmann 

explains this by means of the phrase ‘according to flesh’ (kata. sa,rka) (Rom. 8:5). 

‘Flesh’ means the sphere of nature. ‘Flesh’ though, has a negative meaning in that 

being in the ‘flesh’ means setting the mind on the things of the flesh. What is the 

foundation on which being in the ‘flesh’ in Rom. 8:5 is understood as pursuing the 

merely human, the earthly-transitory? Furthermore, why is the pursuing of earthly 

things wrong? Bultmann’s explanation is nothing more but reading his own under-

standing that ‘flesh’ is the whole sphere of that which is earthly or natural into the text. 

Finally, the problem of ‘in the flesh’ is understood only in contrast with ‘in Christ’ but 

its essential and radical problem is not grasped.400 

     Dunn401 is not satisfied with Bultmann’s explanation. In his discussion of Rom. 7-8, 

Dunn accentuates that the flesh is depicted as being vulnerable to the temptation of 

sin. Flesh itself is not sinful. The human and carnal needs that want to quench de-

sires expose humankind to the evil of sin. Being ‘after the flesh’ (kata. sa,rka) indi-

cates the animal-like and materialistic life seeking for human desires. Therefore, for 

Dunn, flesh is not a universal power but more like a sphere in which sin works. Flesh 

is not something non-spiritual understood in the context of dualism but the vulnerabil-

ity of humans. Finally, Dunn connects the problem of flesh to the Jews’ ethnical 

boasting. Being in the flesh thus means being in the situation of the Jews, trusting in 

their ethnicity.  

     Dunn’s interpretation is new. However, basically, both Bultmann and Dunn tend to 

understand ‘flesh’ in Rom. 7 (and 8) by means of the general meaning of ‘flesh’ ra-

ther than by means of Paul’s theology in Rom. 7. Their understanding of ‘flesh’ is still 

restricted to the general meaning of ‘flesh’, that is, in the vulnerability and materiality 

                                                      
398 This approach had been followed for long time. Cf. H. Lüdemann, Die Anthropologie des Apostels 
Paulus und ihre Stellung innerhalb seiner Heislehre (Kiel, 1872); and W. D. Stacey, The Pauline View 
of Man in Relation to its Judaic and Hellenistic Background (London: Macmillan, 1956). 
399 R. Bultmann, Theology, pp. 232-38. On the other hand, he thinks that Paul’s anthropology was 
influenced by Gnosticism. Cf. E. Käsemann, Leib und Leib Christi: Eine Untersuchung zur paulinis-
chen Begrifflichkeit (Tübingen: Mohr, 1933), p. 105, for another attempt to understand Paul’s idea in a 
Gnostic context, 
400 H. Ridderbos is right in saying that Bultmann’s explanation is based on a dualistic analysis and is 
not theological but anthropological. Cf. Ridderbos, Paul, pp. 100-07. 
401 J. D. G. Dunn, Theology, pp. 62-70.  
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of flesh that is natural, time-limited, and mortal. They thus just project this neutral 

meaning of ‘flesh’ found in other Pauline letters into the meaning of ‘flesh’ in Rom. 7. 

Accordingly, Dunn fails to understand Rom. 7. He himself says that the constant con-

trast between kata. sa,rka referring to sinful social life in ethnic terms and evn sarki. re-

ferring to the unavoidable human condition is exceptionally confusing in terms of 

style and rhetoric in Rom. 7-8.  

     W. Barclay402 explains the meaning of ‘flesh’ in terms of experience by connecting 

flesh and sin. ‘Flesh’ is a bridgehead for sin. Sin approaches humankind, taking a 

chance by means of the sensual and basic human instinct. Therefore, when Paul re-

fers to ‘flesh’, he thinks of it in terms of general human experience.            

     In spite of the many debates on the meaning of ‘flesh’, the carnal, natural, and 

materialistic sense of ‘flesh’ has been affecting the interpretation of ‘flesh’ ever since. 

However, if Paul connects ‘flesh’ to sin in terms of one’s natural and general experi-

ence of ‘flesh’, is such a complicated explanation of ‘flesh’ needed? The negative 

meaning of ‘flesh’ must be derived not from our common sense or experience but 

from Rom. 7 itself, where ‘flesh’ is connected to sin in a most characteristic way.  

     When Paul refers to ‘flesh’, he does not describe humankind as such. ‘Flesh’, ra-

ther, designates a relation.403 Paul introduces a chain of ideas referring to union in 

Rom. 5:12-7:4. According to Rom. 5:12-19, all humankind belongs to one of the two 

unions, that is, a union with Adam and one with Christ. And then the meaning of the 

union with Christ is explained in detail in Rom. 6 by means of baptism. Uniting with 

Christ brings forth a drastic change of the previous state. Those in union with him 

experience death together with Christ. What is important here is that the change is 

explained in terms of the body.404 Through baptism, the old being of the Christian is 

crucified together with Christ. This is to not serve sin. Serving sin (or righteousness) 

as its servant is the main theme of the latter part of Rom. 6 (vv. 12-2, and 16-22). Be-

ing relieved from serving sin becomes a possibility if one destroys the body of sin 

(6:6). In a word, being united with Christ equals destroying the body of sin.  

     By the way, the ‘body of sin’ referred to here is nothing but the body related to 

Adam, because Paul’s explanation in Rom. 6 has not yet completely moved beyond 

                                                      
402 W. Barclay, Mind, pp. 151ff.   
403 J. A Fitzmyer, “Pauline Theology”, p. 1406, no 101, notices this. It is a brilliant insight.  
404 The meanings of ‘body’ and ‘flesh’ overlap to quite an extent. When it comes to Adam’s body, the 
difference comes into view. I will use the word ‘body’ for the sake of referring to this until the full ex-
planation later on. 
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the contrast of Adam and Christ (Rom. 5:12ff). Take note of the following: 1) In 5:12ff. 

Paul refers to the union of one man, Adam or Christ. At first all humans belong to one 

man, Adam. It is obvious that, when Paul refers in 6:6 to the old man crucified, that 

man is the first one, Adam. Paul does not introduce a new human nature by man. 2) 

We should pay attention to the fact that Paul keeps using terms related to Adam up 

to the end of Rom. 6. The bodies of sin of Christians have been destroyed on the 

cross by becoming one body of Christ and by then beginning their new lives (v. 11). 

The old life and the new one are in contrast in terms of the serving of sin and of 

righteousness in vv. 12-23 (especially, vv. 18 and 20). And here the contrast is ex-

plained by terms suggesting the story of Adam.405 In 6:21-22, Paul contrasts the fruit 

of life with the fruit of death. His intention is that the readers should be reminded of 

the story of Adam in Genesis. To sum up, being united with Christ means terminating 

the union with the old man, namely Adam. What is important here is that Paul refers 

to that termination as that of the body of sin. The union that all humans have with 

Adam was the union with the body of sin.  

     Paul continues to explain the union by means of the marriage in Rom. 7.406 A 

woman is joined to her husband. The union of marriage lasts till one of the couple 

dies. If one dies, a new union of marriage becomes a possibility. Having said that, 

Paul then claims that Christians are bound to their new husband. It is obvious that 

the new husband is Christ (v. 4). On the other hand, the ex-husband is Adam, be-

cause the explanation of the union by marriage in Rom. 7 is based on the previous 

explanation of the union of baptism. In Rom. 6, Paul said that in the case of Chris-

tians, the sinful body has been destroyed by baptism. The old man is dead in Christ. 

On the death of this old man, the marriage becomes void (7:2-3). Therefore, Chris-

tians are not bound to their old ‘husband’, Adam, any more407. Now it is possible for 

them to be married to a new ‘husband’ (Christ). This continuation of thoughts and 

logic implies that Paul does not leave the contrast of Adam and Christ in Rom. 7:1-4. 

                                                      
405 Paul’s allusion to Adam’s story in Eden developed fully in Rom. 7. For the intertextuality of Gen. 3 
and Rom. 7, see the discussion after section 3.1 “Intertextuality” in chapter VIII.  
406 It is natural to link union through baptism to union through marriage. Take note that this union is 
being explained in terms of marriage. One of the central ideas associated with marriage is that of be-
coming one body. Elsewhere Paul also says that the secret of becoming one body shows the relation 
between Christ and Christians (Eph. 5:32). See also Paul’s reference to becoming one body with a 
harlot in 1Cor. 6 too.   
407 In fact, the point of 7:2a is not being bound to the husband by the law but the other way round, be-
ing bound to the law by the husband. The full exegesis of 7:2 will be done later. See section 2 “Rom. 
7:1-6: Marriage Analogy” in chapter VIII.    
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Take note that Paul who started hinting at the event of Adam by referring to fruit in 

6:21-2 still uses the fruit metaphor (7:4-5). What should also be taken note of is that 

the relation to the old ‘husband’, Adam, is again expressed in terms of the body.408 

Since Christians suffered from death through Christ’s body, they can belong to him 

(7:4).  

     The common point in Paul’s explanation of baptism and marriage is that the new 

union with Christ begins with the death of the body. In other words, before humans 

are united (baptism) and bound (marriage) to Christ, they were in the body of sin. It 

is after explaining this that Paul begins to use the expression, “when we were in 

flesh” in Rom. 7:5. It is thus clear that this reference to the time when we were in 

flesh in v. 5 means the time before we were bound to Christ. Those who are dead 

through Christ’s body have died to the law and bear fruit for God (7:4). On the con-

trary, those in the flesh in 7:5 bear fruit for death because of the law. The time when 

we were in flesh means the time when we were bound to our ‘ex-husband’ before we 

were bound to Christ.409 Therefore, the time when we were in flesh refers to what 

Paul had said previously, that is, to the time when we were bound to Adam, before 

our bodies died. This is not an unexpected thought. After 5:12, Paul never empha-

sizes any natural, observable, worldly, animal-like, sensual, and materialistic sense 

of body (flesh). What does continue in his explanation is the contrast between Adam 

and Christ and the two extreme unions. In this context, ‘in flesh’ simply but meaning-

fully replaces ‘in Adam’, that is, ‘in the body of sin’.410           . 

     This understanding can be confirmed by the relation between 7:2 and 7:25-8:2. 

As long as the marriage is valid, a wife is bound to her husband and bound to her 

husband’s law.411 It should be noticed that the husband is not the law and the law of 

husband is not the law related to marriage. The law of the husband is the law412 met 

                                                      
408 The body is very important in marriage. It is the medium of union in marriage. Humankind as whole 
is united with Adam by becoming one body.  
409 When we were in flesh, we were held by the law (7:5-6). On the other hand, a wife was bound to 
her husband while he was alive (7:2). Notice the similarity of the two states. The time when we were 
in the flesh is the time when we were bound to the law of the husband by becoming one body.   
410 To understand this is not difficult. All humans are born to be Adam’s descendants by the ordinary 
way of birth. ‘Flesh’ is the radical medium by which all humans are connected to Adam. Such an idea 
goes well with the narrative of Nicodemus in John. 3. What is born at the time of the first birth, that is, 
the natural birth is ‘flesh’. ‘Flesh’ is the word by which the New Testament explains the first and natural 
state of all humans in contrast to the state after the second birth. 
411 Cf. my full exegesis of 7:2 later. The idea that a wife is bound to her husband’s law goes back to 
the Old Testament. For instance, a wife’s legal right of vow is restricted by her husband (Num. 30).   
412 For Paul, Adam’s commandment is in essence not different from the law (7:7-13). For detail, cf. my 
exegesis of Rom. 7-13.   
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in the ‘ex-husband’, Adam. Humans become free from the law that they were bound 

to in the ‘ex-husband’, Adam, by their new ‘marriage’ to Christ. This is exactly what is 

said in Rom. 7-8: The ‘I’ is delivered from the law of sin and death. In contrast, it is 

revealed that the law of sin and death is the law that the ‘I’ was bound to in its ‘ex-

husband’, that is, the law of Adam. The law is the law that the ‘I’ served with the flesh 

in 7:25. It is thus confirmed that ‘flesh’ refers to the relation to Adam.  

     Another question arises: Why is ‘body’ replaced by ‘flesh’? Before 7:5 Paul uses 

the word ‘body’ (6:6, 12, and 7:4). On the other hand, the word ‘flesh’ is used inten-

sively after 7:5 (7:5, 14, 18, and 25). Paul distinguishes ‘flesh’ from ‘body’. Dunn413 

also notices this. According to him, the theological meaning of the obvious division is 

that Paul combined Hebrew anthropology and Hellenistic ones. He tried to avoid the 

bipolarization of exaggerating or minimizing fleshy things. He does not confine his 

distinguishing flesh from body within Rom. 7. However, can his insight of ‘flesh’ ex-

plain Rom. 7-8 that he regards as Paul’s full discussion of ‘flesh’ and ‘sin’ satis-

factorily? It appears that it cannot.  

     The reason why Paul distinguishes ‘flesh’ from ‘body’ in Rom. 7 is to distinguish 

human’s union with Adam from that with Christ. From 5:12 up to 7:4, Paul has been 

explaining the two unions, contrasting Adam with Christ. Paul explains the union with 

Christ by means of baptism and marriage. We saw that ‘body’ was central to this ex-

planation. It was said that the body of sin of a Christian, which was the medium of 

the old union, died by the union with Christ by baptism. Here, the reason why it was 

possible was the union with Christ’s body. On the other hand, the ‘marriage’ to Christ 

is possible because the ‘I’ died through the union with Christ’s body. In other words, 

the ‘I’ needed to be united with Christ for its old body to die. Because the ‘I’ has been 

united with a new body and died on the cross, its old body that was united with Adam, 

namely, the body of sin, dies. It is here that a problem arises. The old union with Ad-

am and the new one with Christ is a union through the body. The old union was un-

der sin and for death, but the new one is for righteousness and eternal life. Paul 

must distinguish these two. Here is where the division between the two originated. 

When ‘body’ has a negative meaning, in other words, when it is used in connection 

to Adam, it is modified (for example, Rom. 6:6: ‘body of sin’ and Rom. 6:12: ‘mortal 

body’).414 But when it is used on its own, it has a positive meaning. It is used even in 
                                                      
413 J. D. G. Dunn, Theology, pp. 70-3. 
414 The old body of Christians has already died. Now Christians have already become one body with 
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connection with Christ (Rom. 7:4: the body of Christ). On the other hand, when ‘flesh’ 

is substituted for ‘body’ it indicates the negative meaning, that is, the connection with 

Adam, without any modifiers.  

    Christians never stop being human by participating in Christ’s death and resurrec-

tion. They still live as humans through the union with one Man, Christ. They move 

from the union with one man, Adam, to that with the other Man, Christ. The two un-

ions with the two men must be distinguished. Paul distinguishes the state of the old 

union by calling it old man (6:6). Likewise, a division in regard to body is needed. 

Christians become one body with Christ and, through this their bodies of sin (mortal 

body) are destroyed. If Paul simply said, ‘in body’, it would be extremely confusing. 

He thus distinguishes the two by referring to the body of sin as ‘flesh’.  

     To sum up, ‘flesh’ is Paul’s jargon for the Adamic body. ‘In flesh’ means ‘in the 

body of sin’, or ‘in the old man, Adam’. Of course, there might be a different nuance 

in the meaning of ‘flesh’ in other Pauline letters. My point, however, is that at least in 

Rom. 7 which depicts a negative meaning of ‘flesh’ in so much detail, ‘flesh’ does not 

accentuate its vulnerable, animal-like, and materialistic characters in terms of human 

experiences. The approach from the perspective of human experiences concentrates 

on something human itself, that is, a certain human propensity, even though the ap-

proach shows that flesh refers to the whole human. The approach centres on the 

propensity of the human being who is totally isolated (from Adam or Christ). But hu-

mans do not exist independently. For Paul, every human exists only in terms of one 

of the two unions, that with Adam or with Christ. Paul views humans in terms of the 

relationship with these two. ‘Flesh’ does not refer to isolated and independent human 

beings but to the connection with Adam. In a word, ‘flesh’ is the character of Adam. 

Most scholars have focused on finding the meaning of ‘flesh’ in terms of something in 

the human being itself. However, this is not correct. ‘Flesh’ refers to one’s relation to 

Adam, which is something outside of oneself. ‘In Christ’ does not mean one’s charac-

ter or nature. Likewise, ‘in flesh’ does not refer to anything natural such as one’s 

muscles and vessels, or the desire of one’s stomach and tongue. To put it simply, ‘in 

flesh’ in Rom. 7 means ‘in Adam’.                              

 
                                                                                                                                                                     
Christ. Nevertheless, they shall participate in the resurrection (Rom. 6:5). On the contrary, even 
though their body of sin has been destroyed, it might be said that they still live in the mortal body 
(Rom. 6:12). What is obvious is that the body that shall die is the body that is still connected to Adam 
in one way or another.  
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1.3 The eevgw,:  biographical, rhetorical, or what? 
 
Rom. 7 has been read as a sort of autobiography.415 Käsemann,416 however, points 

out that reading it as an autobiography is not in harmony with Phil. 3:6. According to 

him, pious Jews did not think that it would be impossible to keep the law. Kümmel417 

also realises this so that he denies an autobiographic reading of this chapter. His al-

ternative is a rhetorical reading.418 Paul uses ego rhetorically in order to say that all 

humans are under the law. In order to substantiate this, Kümmel refers to many ex-

amples from Pauline letters. The example that he takes from Romans is only one of 

these (3:7-8). However, I do not agree with him. The ego in 7:7ff. is not to be under-

stood rhetorically or autobiographically but theologically. The key to understanding 

Paul’s expression in Rom. 7 is to be found in the way in which his logic is developed 

in Rom. 5-6.     

     In Rom. 5:12-19, Paul uses the Adam-Christ typology to argue that all humans 

become one with either Adam or Christ. They become either sinners or righteous 

persons by only one, (Adam or Christ). This corporate notion is then concretely ex-

plained by means of baptism in Rom. 6. In Rom. 6:1-11, Paul says that Christians 

become one with Christ through baptism. Being together is accentuated (vv. 5-8). 

This principle of union is then continued by means of the principle of marriage in 

Rom. 7. Introducing marriage after baptism should not be understood as an unex-

pected move by Paul. One of the most important aspects of marriage is precisely 

‘becoming one’. A man shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall be one flesh 

(Eph. 5:31). On the other hand, adultery causes a sinful union (1 Cor. 6:16). A mar-

riage is a union of being one. Only death can nullify the union and make another one 

legally possible.419 Christians die and live again by becoming one by baptism (6:3-8). 

                                                      
415 R. H. Gundry, “The Moral Frustration of Paul before His Conversion: Sexual Lust in Romans 7:7-
25”, in: Pauline Studies (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), pp 228-45; and F. F. Bruce, Romans, p. 
148. Cf. J. C. Beker, Apostle, pp. 236-43, who argues that Rom. 7 is an autobiography partially, and 
shows Paul’s dissatisfaction in regard to the law; and J. D. G. Dunn, “Rom. 7, 14-25 in the Theology of 
Paul”, TZ 31 (1975), pp. 258ff.  
416 E. Käsemann, Römer, pp. 184ff. .  
417 W. G. Kümmel, Römer 7, pp. 74ff.   
418 Cf. W. G. Kümmel, ibid., pp. 85ff.; and Man in the New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1963), pp. 51ff.  
419 The concept ‘becoming one body’ (flesh) shows the relation of Christ and Christians in the best 
way. Take also note of what is said about members of Christ and a harlot (1 Cor. 6:15). Christians be-
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Now, they are free from the ‘ex-husband’ and ‘marry’ the new one (7:4). In contrast, 

Christians were married to their ‘ex-husband’ (Adam) before they marry Christ. Sub-

sequently, in 7:7ff., Paul explains the law by means of the commandment of Adam. 

Doing this, Paul thus presupposes the story of Adam. Paul puts the law, that is, the 

commandment of Adam, into the context of Adam and Eve in Gen. 3. Readers thus 

have to realize that the law is the law of Adam which brought death to Eve through 

Adam. (I will do the full exegesis of this issue later.)        

     What I want to point out here before the full exegesis of the text is the following: If 

Paul uses ego in 7:7ff. when referring to humankind’s union with Adam before they 

‘married’ Christ, the ego does not designate only one person, Paul. It is quite proper 

for Paul to introduce Eve here. Eve was historically the wife of Adam. All humans are 

the ‘wives’ of Adam unless they ‘remarry’ Christ. Of course, Paul himself is not an 

exception and Christians do not differ from him. At this very point, it is perfectly right 

for Paul to refer to the story of Eve from the perspective of the first person, ego. Paul 

does not try to provide us with an autobiography; neither does he present himself as 

a kind of a representative of all humans in a rhetorical way. He, rather, binds Eve, 

himself and all humans together in his theological framework. The ‘I’ in Rom. 7:7ff. is 

not an autobiographical ‘I’, or a rhetorical ‘I’, but a theological ‘I’ that is precisely 

placed within his Adam-Christ theology developed in Rom. 5:12ff.420 

     Therefore, the ego in Rom. 7:7ff. is Paul, Eve, the readers, and all humans at the 

same time. The story in Rom. 7:7ff. is Paul’s autobiography, the story of Eve, and the 

destiny of all humans at the same time. What makes such an explanation of Paul 

possible is not a literary framework or his literary technique but his profound theology. 

The attempt to understand the ego as referring only to Paul’s autobiography or to all 

humans only by a literary framework and not to the autobiography of all human be-

ings, misconstrues Paul’s theology. This does not help one to understand Rom. 7.   

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
come one body with Christ. See also Eph. 5:31-2 which depicts the relation between Christ and his 
church in terms of marriage.  
420 Even though the ego refers to all humans, the ego in regard to the law has its focus on the Jews. It, 
however, must be always noticed that even this focus forms part of the big circle of humanity.  
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1.4 A proposed interpretation 
 
In Rom. 5:12ff., Paul refers to two persons, Adam and Christ. Christians become one 

body with Christ through baptism (Rom. 6). On the other hand, non-Christians are 

united to Adam. Paul explains the contrast by means of marriage (Rom. 7:1-6). All 

humans become one body with Adam through ‘marriage’. When they believe in 

Christ, they die and become alive through baptism. They leave their ‘ex-husband’ 

and become one with Christ. In this theological structure, the situation of all humans, 

including that of Paul, is explained in terms of union. How should his remarks about 

the law be understood in terms of this view?  

     His explanation of the law seems extremely complicated and sometimes it even 

looks arbitrary and ambiguous. To my mind, the key to the solution lies in realising 

that he is thinking of the law in a twofold sense. All the difficulties and complications 

in understanding the law in Rom. 7 are caused by a failure to recognise that he actu-

ally has two laws in mind. He refers to two different entities, but calls both of them 

‘law’. We could say the key to understanding what is going on, is hidden in Eden. 

There we find two entities (two trees) in the centre of Eden. Even though they can be 

distinguished, they are not essentially different. Both of them are trees related to the 

commandments. By means of intertextuality, Paul views in Rom. 7, Gen. 3 (Eden), 

and Deut. 27 (Shechem, that is, Ebal and Gerizim) in terms of redemptive history. 

The exegesis of Rom. 7 constitutes the core of Paul’s law theology and is extremely 

complicated. So, here, I will first briefly summarize what I am going to argue. I will 

distinguish between two laws, the Mosaic one and the Christian one. When needed, 

I will use the word ‘Torah’ that Paul does not use,421 for the sake of explanation.  

     Paul explains the unfamiliar concept of two laws by means of redemptive history. 

For this, he introduces the analogy of marriage in Rom. 7:1-7, that is, that of a wife 

bound to the law of her husband. Then he hints at Gen. 3 in Rom. 7:7ff. Covetous-

ness is one of the Ten Commandments but more exactly it is the commandment of 

Eve’s husband; in other words, God’s commandment given to Eve by her husband, 

Adam. The focus is not on Adam, but on Eve who is bound to his commandment. In 

the theological framework in Rom. 5:12ff., Eve represents all humans who are united 

to Adam. In this theological structure, Paul associates all humans and himself, with 
                                                      
421 Paul does not use the word ‘Torah’ (did not coin a word for only ‘Torah’) to avoid confusion of the 
Mosaic law and Christian law. He uses the word ‘law’ on purpose. By doing this, he succeeds in iden-
tifying the law in terms of redemptive history.     
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Eve. In essence, Israel’s Torah is identified as the commandment of Adam.422 Fur-

thermore, the commandments of Adam are related to the two trees in Eden. In that 

sense, there are two commandments of Adam. The commandments exist as two re-

spective entities. Adamic commandments thus consist of the commandment of life 

(you shall eat the fruit of the tree of life)423 and the commandment of death (you shall 

not eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil).424 Paul, however, explains 

the Torah only in connection with the tree of knowledge of good and evil. The com-

mandment (the Torah) produces covetousness. The ‘I’ comes to know sin (evil) (7:7) 

and dies. The Torah is thus the law in connection with the tree of knowledge of good 

and evil, that is, the law in connection with death.  

     On the other hand, the Torah is connected to good, too. It makes the ‘I’ know 

good. But the knowledge is of a pessimistic nature. The ‘I’ comes to know that there 

is no good in it (7:18). The good in Rom. 7:7ff. is not of a human nature, such as the 

nature, temper, or mentality of humans. The good is the Torah, too; more exactly, the 

law that should be contained in the Torah. The good law that is not in the ‘I’; in other 

words, the law that the ‘I’ lost, is the commandment (the law425) of the tree of life that 

Eve had lost. In doing so, Paul thus says that there is only the law of death (the law 

of the tree of knowledge of good and evil) and that there is no law of life (the law of 

the tree of life). In that sense, in a word, the Torah is only the law of death. What is 

important, here, is that while Paul refers to the absence of the good, that is, the law 

of life, he starts hinting at Deuteronomy, leaving Genesis. This is confirmed by the 

change of the tense of verbs and the disappearance of the word ‘commandment’. 

Now, Paul reads Deuteronomy in the echo of Genesis. Doing this, he puts Deuteron-

omy in the same theological structure. He tries to prove that Deuteronomy also says 

                                                      
422 The connection between Torah and covetousness is changed into that between the commandment 
(of Adam) and covetousness in 7:7-8. As Eve and Paul can be divided but they are one in essence, so 
Torah and the commandment can be divided, but Paul does not distinguish them for in essence they 
are the same.     
423 Eating the fruit of tree of life is included in God’s commandment (‘wc;y>w:). `lke(aTo lkoïa' !G"ßh;-#[e( lKoïmi 
rmo=ale ~d"Þa'h'(-l[; ~yhiêl{a/ hw"åhy> ‘wc;y>w: (Gen. 2:16). Remember that the tree of life is at the centre of the 
edible trees. And take note that the verb lk;a'(eat) in regard to the fruits of the two trees is the same 
(qal imperfect 2nd person masculine singular).    
424 It must be noticed that God did not connect life and death to only one tree. So to speak, it is not the 
case that there is only one tree in the middle of the garden and that Adam must not eat the fruit of the 
tree and if he keeps the commandment, he can have life but if not, he shall die. In the Adamic com-
mandments, life and death are connected to two different trees. The commandments of life and death 
exist as two respective commandments.     
425 We should always keep in mind that for Paul, the commandments of Adam are in essence the 
same as the law.  
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that the law of life, or the law of blessing, is missing in the Torah. The two trees of the 

law of Adam are projected onto the two mountains of the law of Moses so that the 

two commandments of the two trees become one with the two laws of blessing and 

cursing of the two mountains, Gerizim and Ebal. However, in contrast to the stone 

tables and the declaration of the twelve blessings (Dodecalogue) on Mt. Ebal, there 

are no stone tables and blessings on Mt. Gerizim. The loss (absence) of the tree of 

life in Eden is echoed by the absence of blessings in Gerizim. In comparison to the 

law of cursing written on stone tables on Mt. Ebal, the law of blessings is the law of 

the heart (mind) in Deut. 30:13-4.  

     The commandments of Adam consisted of the commandment of life and that of 

death, but finally, the former had gone. Likewise, it is revealed that the Torah speaks 

and announces life and death, but the law of blessings (life) is missing and therefore, 

the Torah, in fact, is nothing but the law of cursing, or, the law of death. That Paul 

has been alluding to Genesis and Deuteronomy is proven in Rom 7:23 once again. 

The ultimate curse in Deut. 28-29, that is, the end of the law of death, is that Israel is 

being captive (being exiled from the blessed land, like Eve). Paul sees the ‘I’ as be-

ing taken captive by the Torah, or by the law of death (7:23). On the other hand, the 

deliverance from being captive in Deut. 30:1-14 is ultimately done by the word in the 

heart (mind). The word is the law of life (Deut. 30:15). The law is the law of life and 

the law of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:2). This very law delivers the ‘I’.  

     Paul could have used only Genesis to show that the law of life is not to be found 

in the Torah. Why does he then put Deuteronomy in the same framework as Gene-

sis? The ultimate purpose is to reveal the nature of the law of blessings. He identifies 

the word in the heart (mind), in other words, the law of life, or the law of the heart 

(mind), in Deut. 30, with the word of Christ in Rom. 10. In fact, the movement toward 

this framework could be expected. By connecting Genesis to Deuteronomy, he com-

pletes the structure of contrast between Adam and Christ that has played a role 

since Rom. 5:12. Adam-Christ, flesh-heart (mind), and death-life are all contrasted. 

Eve, all humans, Israel, or Paul becomes the captive of the law of death by being in 

Adam or in the flesh. There is no law of life served with the heart (mind), namely, the 

law of the heart (mind) or the law of Christ, in the flesh, that is, in Adam. The deliver-

ance by the law of life is possible only in Christ. Finally, the Adam-Christ theology 

(death in Adam-life in Christ) in Rom. 5:12ff. is explained in terms of law.            
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2 Rom. 7:1-6: The marriage analogy 
 
At a glance, the analogy in Rom. 7:2-4 seems asymmetric or inaccurate. The One 

who dies by Christ’ body in v. 4 is a Christian but the one who dies in vv. 2-3 is the 

husband.426 A more serious imbalance arises from the popular reading427 that the 

wife is bound to her husband by the law, because the wife becomes free not from 

husband but from the law. There have been many debates on this. Ziesler428 even 

suggests that we should accept that the analogy is not accurate. I, however, cannot 

agree with him at all.  

     Firstly, let us check the imbalance in terms of the death of the husband. The point 

of the analogy is that death makes it possible to be freed from the law. Cranfield429 is 

aware of this. He tries to explain the ostensible imbalance of the analogy by seeing 

vv. 2-3 as only an explanation for v. 1. Vv. 2-3, however, is not only to be linked to v. 

1, but is very important for the conclusion in v. 4. The imbalance in the analogy is on-

ly there for composing the analogy. When either a husband or his wife dies, the mar-

riage becomes void and the partner can get married to another person. It does not 

matter who dies in terms of nullifying a marriage. Of course, the focus falls on the 

wife. But if Paul had said that when a wife dies, even though she is married to an-

other man, she is not an adulteress, the analogy cannot be constituted. It would not 

make the analogy clear, but, rather, obscure it. We must not think of Christians’ res-

urrection in terms of the wife in vv. 2-3. In this analogy, the wife is not supposed to be 

resurrected to marry another man.430 In the analogy, it is the death of the husband 

                                                      
426 Many scholars such as J. Ziesler, Romans, p. 172; and R. H. Mounce, Romans (NAC 27, Nash-
ville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1995), p. 161, think that the husband is the law. Reading the 
husband as the law has been popular in various ways in the history (Origen and Pelagius). Cf. G. Bray 
(ed.), Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, Romans, Vol. VI, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 
1998), p. 176. Whether the husband is the law or not, the imbalance still remains.   
427 Most commentators follow this reading.    

428 J. A. Ziesler, Romans, pp. 172-74. 
429 C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, Vol. I, pp. 334-35.  
430 N. T. Wright, Climax, p. 196, says that the wife has herself been enabled to die and rise. Resurrec-
tion is the concept of the new covenant. Here, what Paul wants to say is the inauguration of the new 
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that caused the nullification of the marriage and the law of the husband cannot be 

over the wife. It does not matter who dies in terms of the nullification of the marriage. 

Checking if the analogy is asymmetric must not be done mechanically. The asym-

metry of the analogy must be in terms of its meaning. This mistake is made by many 

scholars, including Spitaler,431 who point out the asymmetry of the analogy.          

     Let us move to a more important point of asymmetry which is related to the libera-

tion of the wife. Spitaler insists that Paul formulates a symmetric argument by the 

analogy in Rom. 7:2-4. He reads in v. 2a. (h̀ ga.r u[pandroj gunh. tw/| zw/nti avndri. de,detai 

no,mw|) that the wife is bound to the law by way of the man who is alive. And he under-

stands the law of the husband as the law that ruled the husband. What Paul says by 

the analogy is that Christians are freed from the law that ruled Christ, by the death of 

Christ.  

     This, however, has a problem. Christians are not under the law (6:14-5). It is by 

death by the union with Christ by baptism that they are liberated from the law (6:1-

13). The union is continually explained in terms of marriage in Rom. 7. Christians are 

liberated from the law by the ‘marriage’ to Christ. However, it is by the marriage to 

Christ that Christians are liberated from the law. If Christians are not ‘married’ to 

Christ, they do not become bound to the law, the Torah, that ruled their husband, 

Christ. Spitaler’s explanation thus cannot avoid the logical consequence that Chris-

tians get bound to the law by marriage in order to get free from the law.  

     Furthermore, his explanation cannot explain the reason why Paul introduces the 

marriage analogy. What new information does Paul want to convey by means of the 

analogy? Christians participate in Christ’s death by baptism and they, finally, die to 

the law that ruled them. This is what Paul has already said in Rom. 6:1-14. In short, 

being free from the law can be explained only by baptism, not by referring to mar-

riage. Ultimately, Spitaler cannot see the progress of Paul’s logic by means of the 

analogy of marriage. In 7:7ff., after the analogy of marriage, Paul unmasks the law 

by introducing Eve. I will explain this later. For the time being, let us delve deeper in-

to the analogy.    

                                                                                                                                                                     
covenant. In order to explain this, Wright says that the previous husband is the old man and he acts 
as the husband and the wife. However, his explanation is too much strained. 
431 P. Spitaler, “Analogical Reasoning in Romans 7:2-4: A Woman and the Believers in Rome”, JBL, 
125, No. 4 (2006).  
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     The law of the husband is not the law that rules him. Spitaler432 says that the law 

is the law that rules the husband, insisting that Paul introduces the cultural paradigm 

of Israel. But in terms of the cultural paradigm that Spitaler refers to, the law does not 

rule the husband but the wife. The law of the ex-husband must be identified in terms 

of the context of Rom. 7:1-6. The identification of the law becomes clear in terms of 

the contrast with the law of the new husband, because the contrast does not stop 

with the new husband but continues up to the law of the new husband. It is not the 

case that, having been freed from the law, the woman serves no law.433 The woman 

still serves the new law (7:6). Paul contrasts the newness of the Holy Spirit to the 

oldness of letter. In contrast, the newness of the Holy Spirit is expected to be a new 

law. The principle that marriage makes the woman bound to the law of her husband 

does not change. Notice that we still serve in the new (law) of the Holy Spirit (7:6). 

That which is changed is having a new husband and a new law. What Paul wants to 

say is that after a woman is liberated from the law of her ex-husband, she is bound 

to the law of her new husband. The husband is not the law. The law does not die. 

The oldness of letter is not the husband but the law of the ex-husband, namely, the 

law. The newness of the Holy Spirit is not the new husband but his new law. Take 

note of the contrast between kaino,thj and palaio,thj. The essential difference be-

tween the two makes sense only in terms of its essential connection. Therefore, the 

newness must have a legal essence and character.  

     This understanding is strengthened by an explanation of what follows. In fact, the 

analogy in vv. 2-3 is a foundation for what follows, 7:7-25. Paul contrasts the law of 

sin and death and the law of God and the Spirit of life. Here, take note of the fact that 

Paul always uses the word, law. He contrasts two laws. And, here again, take note of 

Paul’s expressions and images related to the two laws. The ego is captive under the 

law of sin, serves it in the flesh, gets liberated by the law of the Holy Spirit, and still 

serves the law of God. This picture matches the ideas found in the paragraph of the 

analogy of marriage (7:1-6) exactly. When in the flesh (7:5), we were bound to the 

law of the ex-husband and served it (7:1, 6). Having got free from the law, we still 

serve in the newness of the holy law (7:7). It is vital to understand the newness of the 

Holy Spirit as meaning the law of the Holy Spirit434 in this context. What Paul in 7:1-6 

                                                      
432 Ibid., p. 726.  
433 Cf. 1 Cor. 9:21. Paul says that he is not without law, but still under the law of Christ.  
434 I do not mean the Torah that is used by the Holy Spirit or functions newly in the Holy Spirit by the 
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wants to say is the following: We who were bound to the Torah (which is in essence 

not different form Adam’s commandments) by our ‘ex-husband’ Adam and who 

served it, was liberated from our first marriage by our death through baptism, and 

were then ‘married’ to Christ. Now, we have come to serve (with) the new law of the 

Holy Spirit through our new husband. Here, the law of the Holy Spirit and God is not 

the law that rules the Holy Spirit and God.  

     It seems quite asymmetric to me that Spitaler who tries to read the analogy sym-

metrically does not read the law of the (ex-)husband symmetrically, that is, in terms 

of the legal system of the new husband. He notices that the woman moves from one 

legal system to another. He understands the law of the husband as a sort of legal 

sphere.435 However, he moves away from the symmetric fact that the law of the new 

husband is not the law that rules the new husband. When we understand the law of 

the husband as the law that rules the husband, a new imbalance in regard to the 

new law of the new husband who has risen from the dead, arises.  

     The key to the meaning of the law of husband lies in 7:2a. V. 7:2a has two datives 

avndri. de,detai no,mw|. Almost all English versions436 translate it as meaning ‘is bound to 

husband by law’. In that case, however, an asymmetry arises between 7:2a and b. 

7:2b says that when the husband is dead, the wife is loosened from the law of hus-

band. 7:2a must be interpreted as ‘she is bound to the law by her husband’ in order 

to be symmetric with 7:2b. The law of the husband is the law that has effect and 

force over the wife and rules her by the husband.437 In other words, the law of hus-

band is the law given through the husband.          

     Here, the following must be kept in mind. In Rom. 7 (union by marriage), Paul has 

still not left the ideas of Rom. 6 (union by baptism) completely behind. And Paul’s 

idea of union goes back to Rom. 5:12ff. The analogy must be read in terms of the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
law of the Holy Spirit. This will be explained clearly in the exegesis of the Eve narrative (7:7-11).  
435 See P. Spitaler, “Analogical Reasoning”, p. 726.  
436 ASV, CJB, CSB, GNV, KJV, NAS, NET, NIV, and RSV. It is interesting to see the change in the 
German versions of the Luther Bible in that ‘ein Weib …… ist sie gebunden an das Gesetz’ (L45) is 
changed into ‘ein Weib …… ist an ihn gebunden durch das Gesetz’ (LUO) and ‘eine Frau ist an ihren 
Mann gebunden durch das Gesetz’ (LUT). Even though Luther himself, Romans, p. 109, could not 
explain the meaning of being bound to the law by the husband, the ignorance of this fact became 
popular among German scholars. The change in German Bibles shows how popular it had become.  
437 The adjective u[pandroj which means ‘under (authority or power of) a man’ or ‘subordinated to a 
man’ (cf. EDNT, Vol. 3, p. 395), confirms that the cause of the being bound of the wife (gunh,) does not 
lie in the law but in the husband. Take note that the wife is already under her man (husband). Because 
the wife is under (the power of) her husband, she is bound to the law of her husband by him. The text 
does not say that the wife is bound to her husband by the law so that she gets subordinated to her 
husband. In that case, the adjective u[pandroj is a redundancy.  
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framework of the Adam-Christ typological union; the ex-husband must be Adam in 

contrast to the new husband who is obviously the resurrected Christ (7:4). Therefore, 

the law of the husband in 7:2 is the law of Adam. Then, the law of Adam means the 

law that has force over and rules the wife (Eve or the ‘I’) by Adam, or by being given 

through Adam.438 

     In this analogy, what changed for the woman, is the husbands. And by that, the 

laws of her husbands were changed. However, as the meaning and nature of mar-

riage never changes, so the fact that the wife is bound to the law of husband and has 

to serve it, never changes. The core of the problem of the analogy is thus the identi-

fication of the two laws.439 The identification becomes clear by means of the identifi-

cation of the two husbands, Adam and Christ. Paul, however, has not revealed the 

identities of the two laws yet. What are the law of Adam and the law of Christ? Are 

they the same?440 Now, Paul moves to this subject in 7:7ff.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
438 N. T. Wright, Climax, 169; and Romans, pp. 558-59, also thinks that Rom. 5-6 should be considered 
to understand the analogy. But he does not carry out his idea thoroughly. He, in fact, isolates the 
analogy from Rom. 5-6 by saying that the old man acts as the husband and the wife. Finally, Wright, 
Romans, p. 259, comes to say that Paul does not concretely discuss the abstractly understood analo-
gy. See also his, Paul, p. 118. He says that Paul’s illustration does not work well.     
     However, the analogy constitutes the decisive framework of Paul’s explanation so that a failure to 
build this framework results in a failure to connect Rom. 7 to Gen. 3 clearly. Even though Wright rec-
ognizes that Paul has Gen. 3 in his mind, he fails in understanding the ultimate reason. According to him, 
Romans, pp. 562ff., Israel merely followed Adam and the disobedience in Eden was repeated by Isra-
el’s disobedience of the Torah at Mt Sinai. However, Paul delves deeper into Gen. 3, focusing on Eve. 
See my exegesis of Rom. 7 that follows.  
439 The law in the analogy might seem to be the law in general. But when we come to 7:4-6, and read 
it in terms of the contrast between Adam and Christ in 5:12ff., the law should not be understood as the 
law in general. It must always be kept in mind that, since 5:12ff., Paul, in fact, identifies the com-
mandments of Adam as the law of Moses. As will be revealed, the law of the new husband is the law 
of blessings that is supposed to be in the law of Moses. In that sense, the two laws of the two hus-
bands can be understood as the Mosaic law, more accurately, the Mosaic laws. Here, I mean the two 
laws of two Moseses. As explained later, Paul regards Jesus as the new Moses prophesied in Deu-
teronomy. The two laws of the two Moseses are two entities. In fact, in the analogy, Paul does not 
think of laws in general such as the Roman law but only of the Mosaic laws. Wives are not bound to 
the general law by their husbands. Paul does not aim at a general meaning of the analogy but at a 
biblical and redemptive historical one (contra M. Wolter, Paulus. Ein Grundriss seiner Theologie 
[Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 2011], p. 353). For Paul, the law consists of two laws.      
440 Does Paul have, say, the misuse of the law in his mind? Or does he think about the proper func-
tions of the law by Christ?   
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3 Rom. 7:7-25 

3.1 Intertextuality 
 

Intertextuality refers to the fact that a text and its meaning are not fixed and isolated 

but found in relationship with other texts. This approach was first developed in the 

interpretation of secular literature.441 Intertextuality opens new possibilities for under-

standing a text, and consists of many aspects.442 In general, there is more emphasis 

on the role of the reader when one focuses on intertextuality.443 Intertextuality also 

invites readers to matrixing (webbing)444 and to deciding on meaning. Readers of a 

text identify the meaning of a text by connecting the text to other texts. The explana-

tion and persuasion start from the author but are accomplished by the readers. This 

causes a highly effective rhetorical effect. If the text is from the New Testament, and 

the newly connected text is a well-known one from the Old Testament, the effect is 

very dramatic. But in the case of Pauline letters, this is not Rabbinic Midrash.445 The 

matrixed text from the Old Testament (subtext) is never cited. This is not a typology 

either. Paul does not say that it is a concrete accomplishment. And this might be dis-

tinguished from an allegory also. See Paul’s use of the allegory of the two covenants 

in Gal 4:24. Furthermore, the theological basis of Rom. 7 is Rom. 5:12ff in which 

Paul uses the word ‘type’. The division between allegory and typology is not always 

clear.446 

                                                      
441 See J. Kristeva, “Word, Dialogue and Novel” in: T. Moi (ed.), The Kristeva Reader (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 1986), pp. 34-61.  
442 J. W. Voelz “Multiple Signs and Double Texts: Elements of Intertextuality”, in: S. Draisma (ed.), In-
tertextuality in Biblical Writings, Essays in Honour of Bas van Iersel (Kampen: Kok, 1989), p. 34. 
443 At this point, intertextuality overlaps with Postmodernism. For example, accentuating the absolute-
ness of the influence of readers’ experiences and religious systems on the interpretation of a text, W. 
Vorster, “Intertextuality and Redaktionsgeschichte”, in: S. Draisma (ed.), ibid.; and J. W, Voelz, “Multi-
ple Sings”, regard readers as a second text. According to Voelz, ibid., pp. 32-3, 1) explicit explanation 
2) the interpreter’s own life-experience, and 3) his own system of beliefs constitute the final court of 
appeal of the interpretation. On the other hand, S. Moyise, “Intertextuality and Biblical Studies: A Re-
view”, VE 23 (2002), pp. 418-31, classifies intertextuality into five types. According to him, Postmod-
ern Intertextuality pays attention to the fact that a text has more interpretations than one. However, 
when I refer to intertextuality, I never pay attention to this aspect.    
444 Matrix in intertextuality means the web in which a text is connected to another.  
445 Cf. D. Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1990); and L. A. Jervis, “‘But I want You to know…’: Paul’s Midrashic Intertextual Response to the Co-
rinthian Worshipers (1 Cor. 11:2-16)”, JBL 112 (1993), pp. 231-46, want to see Biblical intertextuality 
as a sort of Midrash. 
446 For the classical study of allegory, parable and type, see part I in B. Keach, Tropologia, Preaching 
from the Types and Metaphors of the Bible, Part I (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1972). 
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     Hays447 emphasises allusions in the Pauline letters. The most important aspects 

of intertextual interactions are not obvious but allusive.448 He, however, says that if 

the allusion sounds in an echo chamber, the echo, that is, the dim traces of the text, 

might be strong enough. Paul never cites the Old Testament in Rom. 7. But he whis-

pers by allusions and echoes, in this way making his readers themselves see the 

possibility of interpretation. As Moyise has already pointed out, this is not totally free 

from speculation,449 but in Rom. 7 one cannot dismiss the possibility that Paul is us-

ing allusions and echoes.           

     We have seen that, in Rom. 5:12-7:6, Paul argues in terms of the contrast be-

tween Adam and Christ. He uses baptism and marriage as indicative of a union with 

them within the context of contrast. Especially, in 7:1-6, Paul explains the law in the 

context of Adam and his wife. He has thus already led us into the cave of Adam and 

his wife, Eve. In the cave, the echo of Gen. 2-3 resounds clearly in Rom. 7:7ff.450 Let 

us identify the echoes of Gen. 2-3 in Rom. 7:7ff.451 

     7:7ff. hints at the narrative of the first couple in Gen. 2-3, centring on the com-

mandment of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Ouvk evpiqumh,seij and h̀ a`marti,a 

kateirga,sato pa/san evpiqumi,an in 7:7-8 allude to #[eh' dm'Ûx.n<w>(( (the tree was to be de-

sired)452 in Gen. 3:6. And covetousness is connected to ‘do not touch it’ in Gen. 3:3, 

too. I will deal with it below. Furthermore, Rom. 7:11 (h` ga.r a`marti,a avformh.n labou/sa 

dia. th/j evntolh/j evxhpa,thse,n me kai. diV auvth/j avpe,kteinen) describes exactly the scene in 

                                                      
447 R. B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Heaven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1989).  
448 Ibid., p. 155.  
449 The potential danger of intertextuality should be taken account of, but intertextuality still is a good 
possibility, better than many other approaches. For example, to seek allusions to the Old Testament in 
Rom. 7 is better than delving into the inside of a human being by means of psychological analysis. It 
is because even though allusions may be vague in general, the Old Testament that a text alludes to 
has a more obvious and clear voice than many other exegetical tools.   
450 J. W. Voelz, “Multiple Sings”, suggests three factors in regard to matrixing. These are proximity, 
contrast, and vocables. In the case of proximity, the proximity of allusion by a near text should be con-
sidered. The very previous paragraph, 7:1-6 referring to marriage, turns up the volume of the echo of 
Adam and Eve in the following text, 7:7ff.      
451 In fact, Rom. 7 hints at the whole narrative of Gen. 2-3. At this point, we can identify it as narrative 
intertextuality in terms of S. Moyise’s classification. By the way, his example for narrative intertextuality, 
S. C. Keesmaat, “Exodus and the Intertextual Transformation of Tradition in Romans 8:14-30”, JSNT 
54 (1994), finds an Exodus narrative in Rom. 8. However, it seems very difficult to me to find any 
signs of the Exodus narrative in Rom. 7. On the other hand, hints about Gen. 2-3 are more obvious in 
Rom. 7. Rom. 7 points at concrete verses precisely against the backdrop of Gen. 2-3. Many vocables 
as signs appear clearly.       
452 The verve dm;x' used in the form of infinitive in Gen. 3:6 is the same verb used in the tenth com-
mandment, do not covet (dmoßx.t; al{ï), in Exod. 20:17.  
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Gen. 3:4-5: that the serpent deceived Eve by the commandment.453 The one who 

was deceived by the serpent was not Adam but Eve. And through this, death came.  

     Subsequently, good and evil are continually mentioned in connection with the 

commandment, that is, the law. The law is good (7:12). The ‘I’ agrees that the law is 

good (7:16). On the other hand, the ‘I’ comes to know sin and covetousness by the 

law (7:7). Good does not dwell in the ‘I’ and it does not do good (7:18). The ‘I’ does 

not do good but evil (7:19). The ‘I’ wants to do good but evil is present with it (7:21). 

These are the allusions to the commandment related to good and evil in Gen. 3, that 

one must not eat the fruit of the tree of good and evil. Not only good and evil but ‘to 

know sin’ is stressed in the allusions. If not by the law, the ‘I’ would not have known 

sin (th.n a`marti,an ouvk e;gnwn eiv mh. dia. no,mou) (7:7). The verb ‘know’, ginw,skw, in 7:7 

reminds readers of the tree of knowledge of good and evil (to. xu,lon tou/ eivde,nai gnw-

sto.n kalou/ kai. ponhrou/) (Gen. 2:9 in the LXX). And in contrast to good and evil, the 

allusions to the law of the tree of life immediately follow the allusions to the law of the 

tree of knowledge of good and evil. Notice the law of the Holy Spirit of life (ga.r no,moj 

tou/ pneu,matoj th/j zwh/j) (8:2).454 Now, let us see how the newly matrixed text (subtext), 

Gen. 2-3 can give the original text, Rom. 7, new meaning, in order to conform that 

those signs hint at Gen. 2-3.   

     I have said that 7:1-6 must be read in terms of the contrast between Adam and 

Christ in 5:12ff. The law of the old husband is the law of Adam. The focus falls on his 

wife, Eve. That is to say, the point of the analogy is how Eve is bound to the law of 

her husband and serves the new law. Following on this, Paul starts to explain the law 

in 7:7ff. Now, it is very natural to understand the person in the explanation of the law 

as Eve. Once we read Rom. 7:7ff. from the perspective of Eve, the meaning of the 

text starts to be clear.  

 

 

 

                                                      
453 Already in 5:12, Paul uses the expression in which sin hints at the serpent. Sin comes into the world. 
454 In fact, alluding to the two trees in Gen. 2 has already started in 6:21-2, right before Rom. 7. Take 
note that fruit is paired with death and (eternal) life respectively in Rom. 6:21-2.     
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3.2 Rom. 7:7-13 

3.2.1 The scholarly debate 
 

Who is the ego in 7:7ff.? The history of interpretation shows how the pendulum has 

swung between Paul and Adam. Reading Rom. 7:7ff. as an autobiography has been 

popular.455 However viewing the ego as Paul creates some problems. For example, 

Paul never experienced a time without the law,456 or when he “died” to the law 

     The other option is to interpret the ego as referring to Adam.457 This is mainly be-

cause 7:7ff. hints at the Adam narrative. The fact that 6:21-7:11 follows the structure 

of Gen. 2-3 supports this option: Rom. 6:21-2 (two types of fruit of death and life) � 

7:1-6 (marriage metaphor) � 7:7-11 (temptation and violation). This structure re-

flects that of the Adam narrative: Gen. 2:15-17 (two trees) � 2:18-25 (the first mar-

riage) � 3:16 (the serpent’s temptation and Adam’s violation). Rom. 6:21-7:11 thus 

reflects the structure of the Eden event rather closely. However, in this case, the de-

cisive problem is that ouvk evpiqumh,seij in v. 7 does not seem to refer to the command-

ment to Adam. It rather seems to refer to the tenth commandment.458 That makes 

one hesitate to connect 7:7ff. to the Adam narrative.459 

     I, however, believe that both interpretations outlined above miss the core of Paul’s 

thrust completely. When we interpret the ego as a third person, we are given a new 

horizon of interpretation. The ego refers to all humans including Paul, but Paul con-

centrates on a particular person in human history. This person is the first wife of the 

                                                      
455 D. J. Moo’s explanation, Romans, p. 427, is a sort of reaction against Kümmel. Moo claims that it 
is impossible to get rid of autobiographical aspects from the ego in Rom. 7:7-25. The ego is neither 
everybody nor Adam for no,moj means the Torah. The ego is Israel in the sense of corporate identity. 
Thus the ego is Paul himself in solidarity with Israel. Moo’s view is a combination of the autobiograph-
ical view with the view that identifies the ego with Israel (see p. 431).  
456 Scholars, who identify the ego as Paul, no matter whether it is done autobiographically or rhetori-
cally, have a problem with 7:9. When was the time when Paul did not have the law? One smart solu-
tion is to say that Paul was thinking of the period before he accepted the Torah publicly to become a 
bar-mitzvah. Then, apart from the problem of anachronism (cf. Moo, Ibid., p. 430), two problems arise. 
Paul does not call it ‘law’ but ‘commandment’. Let us remember that the commandment (of Adam) and 
the law are not essentially different but that they can be distinguished clearly. Furthermore, Paul con-
nects the commandment to covetousness in Gen. 3.   
457 E. Käsemann, Römer, p. 188; and P. Stuhlmacher, Römer, pp. 98-9. 
458 For example, D. J. Moo, Romans, pp. 434-35, thinks that Paul refers to the tenth commandment.    
459 E. Käsemann, Römer, p. 188; and J. D. G. Dunn, Romans, pp. 379-80, resort to Jewish tradition 
and theology to connect Adam to the law. However, I think that once we start to read 7:7ff. in the light 
of Genesis, we had better resort to Genesis, that is, to the Adam-Eve narrative rather than something 
lying outside of Genesis. 
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first man in the very first marriage.460 Let us check if Paul refers to the tenth com-

mandment or the commandment to Adam.  

 

 

 

3.2.2 Did Eve exaggerate God’s commandment? 
 

Earlier I argued that the law of the husband was the law of Adam. The core of 7:1-6 

is that a wife is bound to the law by her husband. Intertextuality connects 7:7ff. to the 

subtext, Gen. 3. Now, let us go back to Gen. 3 and scrutinize how Eve was bound to 

the law by Adam. Unfortunately, there is no general understanding of what I am go-

ing to try to argue now. Therefore, I cannot help but dealing with the Old Testament 

briefly. Eve’s version of God’s commandment in Gen. 3:3 (“You shall not eat of it, nei-

ther shall you touch it”) has been regarded by almost all exegetes as a sort of exag-

geration or alteration in an arbitrary and sinful way. 461 In this case, Eve wrongly de-

scribes God as arbitrary and stubborn. In terms of this approach, Eve is thus already 

classified as a sinner before she even eats the forbidden fruit with Adam. Once Eve 

is regarded as a sinner, the wrong answer that she gives cannot render any trustwor-

thy except for revealing her mistakes or sinful nature.462 However, it must be noted 

that Gen. 3 itself never suggests any fault on Eve’s part in this regard. Eve has not 

technically been depraved yet. If we reconstruct the events in Gen. 2-3, we come to 

realise that God’s commandment as formulated by Eve in Gen. 3:3 was originally 

given to her by Adam. Gen. 2:16-8 says that the commandment (“You shall not eat 

the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil”) had been given to Adam directly 

from God before Eve was created. By the way, in Gen. 3:3, Eve knows the com-

                                                      
460 A. Busch, “The Figure of Eve in Romans 7:5-25”, BI 12 (2004), pp. 1-36, recognizes that the cen-
tral figure in Rom. 7 is not Adam but Eve. He focuses on the paradoxical relationship of the passivity 
(passive surrender to God) and the activity (active transgression) of Eve in Rom. 7:7-13. She is a pic-
ture of the ego paradoxically torn between the law and transgression because of sin. This illustrates 
the ego split under sin in vv. 14-25. Cf. also S. Krauter, “Eva in Röm 7”, ZNW 99 (2008), pp. 1-17. 
     However, Busch misses Paul’s purpose in terms of the background of Gen. 3 in Rom. 7. Paul’s 
focus does not remain on the ego, Eve, but delves into the law of her husband. Through Eve, Paul 
argues in terms of the plural nature of the law of Adam. He depicts the Torah against the backdrop of 
Eden. Cf. the exegesis of Rom. 7 that follows.    
461 For instance, G. J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15 (WBC 1, Waco: Word Books, 1987), p 73; and G. von 
Rad, Genesis (OTL, London: SCM Press, 1963), pp. 85-6.  
462 In some Korean Bibles, the prejudice against Eve is even worse. For example, the most popular 
Korean Bible says that Eve weakened the certainty of death as punishment: “You two may die…”   
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mandment. It is not impossible that God also announced this to Eve, but in terms of 

the story it is difficult to find proof for such an interpretation.  

     Furthermore we need to pay attention to God’s judgment after the fall. In Gen. 

3:11 and 17 God twice mentions that he himself gave the commandment to Adam. In 

contrast, in 3:13 and 16, God did not mention that he gave the command to Eve, too, 

but just asks the reason for her violation. It should also be noted that the punishment 

of Eve is not directly related to death as announced in the commandment of the tree 

of knowledge of good and evil (3:16).463 All of these implicitly show that God did not 

give the commandment of the tree of knowledge of good and evil directly to Eve. The 

commandment was given to Eve by Adam. This is exactly what Paul says in the 

analogy in Rom. 7:1-6. The law of Adam was given to his wife, Eve, through mar-

riage. Take note that their marriage took place before Gen. 3:3.  

     The point is this: Eve’s answer (“You shall not eat of it, neither shall you touch it”) 

cannot be regarded as wrong but must be regarded as the law given by Adam. Once 

Eve’s answer turns out to be the law given by Adam, it can be identified as the law of 

the husband mentioned in the analogy.464 Paul thus must have had Eve’s answer in 

mind when he wrote this.  

 
 
 

3.2.3 Guess or truth? 
 

Can we be sure that Paul paid attention to Gen. 3:3? To my mind, we can. We can 

even find the text that tells us what Paul had in mind. Let us move to Gal. 3. In 3:19, 

Paul emphasizes that the law was given by means of angels (diV avgge,lwn evn ceiri. 

mesi,tou). In general, scholars agree that the law was given not directly from God but 

through mediators, but they have diverse interpretations of the phrase diV avgge,lwn evn 

                                                      
463 Technically speaking, Eve comes under death by the law of husband, Adam. It will be explained 
further on.   
464 For Paul, in 7:7-13, o` no,moj and h` evntolh, are essentially alike as I have already said. Here, it is 
interesting to take note of a similarity between the law of Adam and the law of Moses. The Torah con-
tains Moses’ explanations and comments of God’s commandments. Likewise, the small change in the 
wording of the law of Adam in Gen. 3: 3 (“Neither shall you touch it”) might be seen as a sort of expla-
nation of it by Adam.  
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ceiri. mesi,tou. Hübner465 understands it as meaning that the law was given by evil 

angels. On the other hand, Dunn466 interprets this as referring to God’s glory as 

shown by angels, citing Deut. 33:2 in the LXX. Interpreting a;ggeloi as angels, how-

ever, no matter whether they are good or evil, is faced with the problem that no Old 

Testament verses say that the law was given by angels. Even in Deut. 33:2 in the 

LXX where the appearance of angels is mentioned, they do not appear as mediators. 

We will do better if we read a;ggeloi as referring to human messengers.467 In this 

case, what Paul wants to say is that the law was given by human messengers with 

the function of mediation. The Torah, in fact, was not given to Israel directly by God. 

See Deut. 6 and Exod. 20. The Torah was given through the mediation of Moses. If 

Paul had noticed that the Torah had been given through mediators,468 he would not 

have overlooked it. He must have paid attention to the fact that the Torah was given 

by the hand of human messengers on behalf of God.469 

     Here, let us remember Rom. 5:12ff. Paul treats the law (the commandment) of 

Adam and the law of Moses on the same level. He sees an essential continuity be-

tween the two. It is quite surprising to see a further point of continuity between the 

two in ‘being-given-by-messengers’ again: The commandment of Adam and the law 

of Moses were both given by human messengers. Now we can safely say that Paul 

pays attention to the fact that Eve’s commandment was given by Adam. In this sense, 

the commandment in Gen. 3 is the law of Adam; in other words, it is the law given by 

Adam, and Eve is bound to the law by Adam.  

 

 

 

                                                      
465 H. Hübner, Law, pp. 26-31. Cf. J. L. Martyn, Galatians, pp. 356-57, who basically has the same 
idea: Angels played an active part in establishing the law in God’s absence. 
466 J. D. G. Dunn, Theology, p. 140. 
467 Cf. sko,loy th/| sarki,( a;ggeloj satana/ (2 Cor. 12:7), and also the angels in the seven churches in 
Revelation who are pastors and thus God’s messengers.                     
468 The reason why Paul uses avgge,lwn (plural) can be understood in ways: 1) For Paul, the com-
mandment(s) of Adam and the law of Moses do not differ, so that the law is given by messengers 
(Adam and Moses); or 2) The Torah was given to Israel again officially when she entered the Prom-
ised Land, and the official mediator was Joshua at that time (Josh. 1); the official acceptance of the 
Torah represented by Shechemite Dodecalogue was actually done by Joshua (Josh. 8).   
469 It is very interesting to compare the logic of Paul’s arguments in Rom. 7 and Gal. 3. In Galatians, 
having said that the law was given by human messengers, Paul then continues to the notion that the 
law was given for transgressions. In Romans, the development of his thoughts does not differ. The 
law is the law given by husband, and the law produces covetousness.    
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3.2.4 “You shall not touch it” = “You shall not covet” 
 
Eve was given the commandment and bound to it by Adam. By the way, in Rom. 

7:7ff., Paul refers to Eve by means of the ego. If so, then, where can we find the 

commandment ouvk evpiqumh,seij (Rom. 7:7) in Gen. 2-3? And if we can, why did Paul 

take it as an example? 

     As we have seen above, Eve’s version of the commandment of the tree of 

knowledge of good and evil is different from that of God in Gen. 2. Eve’s one has an 

addition: “You shall not touch it” (AB+ W[ßG>ti al{ïw). It should be noted that touching is 

connected to coveting. Firstly, Genesis itself connects the two. Eve says this addi-

tion,470 and then the serpent deceives her by it. Eve then succumbs to covetousness, 

and takes (Ayàr>Pimi xQ:ïTiw:) and eats the fruit (Gen. 3:6). Taking is an actual violation of 

the commandment not to touch it. Secondly, the desire of eating is also linked to 

touching elsewhere in the Old Testament, for example, in Job 6:6-7. Take note that 

the verb “touch” ([g:n") in 6:7 (“My soul refuses to touch”) is the same as the verb 

“touch” in Gen. 3:3. Thirdly, the tenth commandment in the Ten Commandments is 

also connected to touching. Adultery and coveting the neighbour’s wife is described 

in terms of touching. For instance, see Prov. 6:29. The verse also has the same verb 

([g:n").  

     Decisively and lastly, in Col. 2:20-1,471 Paul describes the law in terms of Gen. 3. 

Col. 2:21 (mh. a[yh| mhde. geu,sh| mhde. qi,gh|j) paraphrases Gen. 3:3 (AB+ W[ßG>ti al{ïw> WNM,êmi 

‘Wlk.ato) al{Ü: “You shall not eat of it, neither shall you touch it”) and 6 (lk;_aTow: Ayàr>Pimi 

xQ:ïTiw:: “She took of the fruit and ate”) exactly. Especially, it must be carefully noted 

that Paul uses the two verbs (a[ptw and qigga,nw) with similar meanings. What he em-

phasizes by a sort of redundancy is closely related to the addition (“Neither shall you 

                                                      
470 It should be noted that this addition was not from Eve but from Adam. Gen. 3 does not suggest that 
she added it. On the other hand, it should also be noted that the addition by Adam was not a change 
of the original commandment of God. It was the husband’s, Adam’s, correct explanation. Remember 
that for Eve, God’s commandment of the tree of knowledge of good and evil was the law of her hus-
band.    
471 Stoicei/on is essentially not different from the law. See Gal. 4:3-9.  
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touch it”) in Gen. 3:3. Therefore, we can accept that in 7:7ff., Paul does not refer to 

the tenth commandment in the Torah but to the commandment of Adam.472 

     Why did Paul refer to the law of Adam? He wanted to explain the nature of the 

Torah in terms of Eve’s narrative by identifying the law of Adam as the law of Moses.  

 

 

 

3.2.5 ~O no,moj kai. h ̀evntolh, 

 

The theological ‘I’, or Eve for that matter, is not different from any human being, in-

cluding Paul. Paul groups himself with Eve who has become one body with Adam, 

by saying that he is in the flesh. Paul and Eve, however, can be distinguished clearly. 

Likewise, the commandments of Adam and of the Torah are not essentially different 

but they can be distinguished. Already in Rom. 5 Paul has stated that the com-

mandments of Adam and of the Torah are the same. Adam’s violation does not differ 

from the transgressions of the people after Moses. The transgression of the com-

mandment of Adam is not different from that of the law of Moses. In Rom. 7, Paul 

again connects the commandment of Adam and the law of Moses by hinting at the 

Eve narrative.  

     Covetousness is used as a point of contact between the commandment of Adam 

and the law of Moses. The commandment of Adam is violated by covetousness; and 

the covetousness can be connected to the tenth commandment of the law. Paul re-

veals how sin acts through the law by showing how the serpent brought forth death 

by the commandment of Adam. The real culprit is sin (7:11) with 7:11 thus function-

ing as the answer to 7:7. The law is not sin; this Paul shows by referring to Adam 

and Eve’s case. However, at the same time, Paul has to face the terrible truth that, 

for him, the law means not life, but death. 7:7ff. is generally regarded as a defence of 

the law. But if Paul simply wanted to defend the law, should he not have developed 

this idea to avoid the dilemma? This does not happen. It seems rather as if he leads his 

readers deliberately to the dilemma. The dilemma is the undeniable historical con-

clusion revealed by the Eve event. Having shown the dilemma, he then offers a 
                                                      
472 Contra J. A. Ziesler, “The Role of the Tenth Commandment in Romans 7”, JSNT 33 (1988), pp. 41-
56. According to him, Paul concludes that people are absolutely not able to do the law by citing the 
tenth commandment containing a prohibition not of action but of attitude. 
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counter-argument. The law is holy (7:12). If so, does this mean that what is good has 

become death for him? By no means (7:13). This is an obvious dilemma. However, it 

is not a case of him attempting to solve the dilemma belatedly. He, rather, tries to 

disclose the dilemmatic nature of the law by an historic dilemma. This is the very 

purpose of Rom. 7.        

     Paul is for and against the law. For him, the law is good. We all know this (7:14a). 

Nevertheless, the law brings forth death. This is an undeniable truth in human history. 

But what is good can in no ways be death. All of these statements so far are true. 

This historical dilemma of the law can never be explained by an investigation of the 

psychological agony of humankind, neither can it be solved by an analysis of the 

human inability to observe the law. The solution to the dilemma must be related to 

the nature and the essence of the law. Now Paul tries to solve it. Having outlined the 

dilemma caused by the commandment of Adam by the Eve event in the past, Paul 

then starts to concentrate only on the Torah by hinting at Deuteronomy. The word 

commandment (evntolnh,) disappears and only the word law (no,moj) remains, used with 

present verbs in 7:14ff. Before we move to 7:14-25, let us have a preliminary conclu-

sion.  

 

 

 

3.2.6 Explanation and conclusion 
 

In 7:7ff., Paul identifies the law in the context of Genesis, hinting at the Adam and 

Eve event. The law is then identified with the commandment given to Eve by Ad-

am.473 What kind of law is the commandment (her law) for Eve (her ego)? Eve (that 

is, the ego) could not have known covetousness without the law. That does not 

mean that the law made her find her already-existing covetousness within herself. 

Take note that, in 7:7, Paul links covetousness to sin. Without the law Eve could not 

have known sin and covetousness. Here, it is important that sin does not refer to her 

sinful nature. Sin is depicted as the serpent. Sin is a satanic power coming out of 

                                                      
473 As far as I know, K. Barth, Der Römerbrief (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1967), pp. 228-31, was 
unique in the last century in that he linked Eve to Rom. 7:8. He, however, understood it as saying that 
Eve worshiped God wrongly by religion, that is, by the word of the serpent. His interpretation com-
pletely misses the thrust of Paul’s argument which is based on the analogy of marriage.  
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Eve and ruling her. Sin thus becomes powerful by the law; the law makes her expe-

rience sin (commit sin) and know it. Likewise, covetousness was not something Eve 

had in herself. She came to experience it474 by the law. This is confirmed in 7:8. The 

law does not help her to find covetousness existing in her, but produces (ka-

terga,zomai) it in her.475 The ego is not the subject of the performance but the place 

where sin creates covetousness by the law (7:8). The subject is sin, using the law. 

The law makes sin alive (powerful), and sin produces covetousness by the law, and 

finally kills Eve by the law. The death of Eve thus comes through deceit (Gen. 3:4-5). 

This is exactly what Rom. 7:11 points out. If the verse refers to Paul’s experience or 

the experience of Christians in general, in other words, if the verse explains not an 

once-and-for-all event but one that is repeated over and over, in what way does it 

make sense that sin deceives humankind by the commandment?     

     It is said that sin works covetousness by the commandment, which does not 

mean that Eve’s weakness or inability was revealed by the commandment. Sin pro-

duced covetousness not by her inability but by the commandment. Sin took the op-

portunity by the commandment (7:8). In other words, sin cannot act without the 

commandment. This is what we have seen in Rom. 5:13.476 Sin is as good as dead 

without the commandment. This is also supported by Rom. 7:9: Sin was dead before 

the commandment came; it could not take the opportunity. This exactly describes the 

situation: Without the commandment the serpent could not attack Eve in Eden. On 

arrival of the commandment, sin began to act together with it at last. Sin was in fact 

revived. The commandment helped sin to be sinful and to act sin-like (cf. 7:13). What 

if the commandment was there while sin was not? We must remember that Eve nev-

er discovered her fault, the hibernating covetousness in her, before the serpent de-

ceived her. The point is that without the commandment, sin was as good as dead 

and covetousness could not be produced in Eve. To conclude, what Paul wants to 

deduce from the Eve event is this: By the law, Eve came to know covetousness and 

sin. The law that gave her the knowledge of sin turned out to be the commandment 

of the tree of knowledge of good and evil.            

   

 
                                                      
474 Cf. D. J. Moo, Romans, p. 434, footnote 32, for the experiential aspect of the knowledge in Rom. 
7:7. He refers to several Germans scholars. 
475 Gen. 3:6 indicates the scope of the covetousness produced in Eve.   
476 Cf. section “Rom. 5:12-21” in chapter VII for the exegesis of Rom. 5:13.   



- 197 - 
 

 

3.3 Rom. 7:14-25 

3.3.1 Introduction 
 

For the sake of understanding the whole structure, I have to discuss the tree of 

knowledge of good and evil. This is so, because even though, for Paul, the Torah is 

identified with the commandment of the tree, contemporary New Testament scholars 

do not understand the tree as in the way that I understand it. The tree of knowledge 

of good and evil is not the tree of good and evil. The tree itself is not evil. It only 

makes humankind know evil. On the other hand, the tree is not good either. It only 

brings the knowledge of what is good. The evil is sin, and the good is life.477 The 

commandment of the tree of knowledge of good and evil thus brings knowledge of 

covetousness and sin but it is not evil or sin itself. On the other hand, it gives the 

knowledge of good (as explained later, the knowledge of the absence of the good in 

this context) but it is not good itself.  

     Understanding this is very important for understanding Rom. 7, as its understand-

ing hinges on the proper interpretation of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. 

This is so, because Paul develops his logic in Rom. 7:7-21 according to the structure 

above. The law (commandment) makes Eve know evil (sin) (7:7-13) and good (14-

21).  

     Having said that, Paul then states that the law which brought the knowledge of 

evil and good is the law which was used by sin, that is, the law of sin, which also 

brought death, that is, the law of death (7:23, 25, and 8:2). As the commandment of 

the tree of knowledge of good and evil is not evil itself but is the commandment of 

death, so the law is not evil itself but the law of death. 

 

 

 

                                                      
477 To put it in a more personalized way: Sin, the evil, is the serpent representing Satan, who pro-
duced covetousness, while the good is Christ, that is, life. Since Calvin, Reformed circles have been 
reading the tree of life as Christ in a sacramental sense.  
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3.3.2 Good and evil 
 

In section 1.1, I have paid attention to the fact that the ego in 7:14ff. does only evil. 

Paul’s explanation is thus too extreme to fit the portrait of human psychology. He 

tries to depict something else. What is the good in 7:18? When it comes to the good 

in humankind, we normally tend to think of the good nature of humankind in terms of 

ethics. This idea easily slips into one’s understanding of Rom. 7. We easily forget 

something that Paul repeats several times in 7:12ff. (7:12, 13, and 16): What Paul 

calls good is actually the law. And it is said earlier in 7:12 that the law is good. There-

fore, we have to read “good” in 7:18 as the law. Reading ‘good’ as the law goes well 

with its verb oivke,w. The good thing in v. 18 is not something good in abstract terms, 

for example, in the sense of ‘good and evil’. The good is something personal. Take 

note that Paul describes the two laws in 7:23ff. as two persons. The laws are battling 

and one of them captures the ego. On the other hand, the ego also obeys the law. 

This is confirmed by the fact that the good in v. 18 is the law. In 7:19-21, Paul uses 

the same structure as in 7:15-8.478 What Paul in 7:19-21 comes to know (find) is the 

law; this is expressed by the same logical structure as in 7:15-8, by which Paul said 

that he knew no dwelling of the law in him. In v. 18 he thus does not refer to his good 

nature but to the law.  

     On the other hand, what is ‘evil’ in v. 21? This does not refer to evil human nature. 

In v. 20, Paul has already identified the culprit who did what Paul did not want to do. 

It was sin. Therefore, ‘evil’ is not used to designate human nature committing sin in 

Paul. It should be noticed that ‘evil’ should be compared to ‘good’. From the fact that 

he does not do what is good, Paul deduces that good does not dwell in him (v. 18). 

On the other hand, from the fact that he does the evil that he does not want to, he 

deduces that evil is present with him (19-21). Evil must be something which is in con-

trast to good, that is, the law. The point is this: Evil is opposed to good but they es-

sentially share a certain nature. If the good is the good law (the law of the good), 

                                                      
478 1) Rom. 7:15  o] ga.r katerga,zomai ouv ginw,skw\ ouv ga.r o] qe,lw tou/to pra,ssw( avllV o] misw/ tou/to 
poiw/Å � Rom. 7:19  ouv ga.r o] qe,lw poiw/ avgaqo,n( avlla. o] ouv qe,lw kako.n tou/to pra,sswÅ 
2) Rom. 7:16-7 eiv de. o] ouv qe,lw tou/to poiw/( su,mfhmi tw/| no,mw| o[ti kalo,jÅnuni. de. ouvke,ti evgw. 
katerga,zomai auvto. avlla. h` oivkou/sa evn evmoi. àmarti,aÅ � Rom. 7:20 eiv de. o] ouv qe,lw Îevgw.Ð tou/to 
poiw/( ouvke,ti evgw. katerga,zomai auvto. avlla. h` oivkou/sa evn evmoi. a`marti,aÅ 
3) Rom. 7:18 Oi=da ga.r o[ti ouvk oivkei/ evn evmoi,( tou/tV e;stin evn th/| sarki, mou( avgaqo,n\ to. ga.r qe,lein 
para,keitai, moi( to. de. katerga,zesqai to. kalo.n ou;\ � Rom. 7:21 eu`ri,skw a;ra to.n no,mon( tw/| 
qe,lonti evmoi. poiei/n to. kalo,n( o[ti evmoi. to. kako.n para,keitai. 
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then evil must be the evil law (the law of the evil). Is this expression not strange? 

Does Paul contrast the good law to the evil law? We find the same contrast in v. 25: 

The law of God and the law of sin. We do not have any problems in understanding 

that Paul says that the law is good and then calls it the law of God. In contrast to this, 

we should grasp that if Paul speaks of the evil law, “the law of sin” must be one of 

the most exact paraphrases of what he has in mind.  

    In v. 21, it is reconfirmed that Paul does not refer to human nature but to the laws 

of good and evil. Having finished his explanation of good and evil in vv. 18-20, Paul 

‘finds’ something in v. 21. What he finds is the law. In this instance ‘law’ does not 

mean principle.479 First of all, if no,moj in v. 21 means principle, it will be a sort of re-

dundancy. It is not absolutely necessary. If so, would Paul who had been using the 

word to refer to law really try to use the same word to mean principle, if it adds 

something unnecessary? No,moj is one of the most important words in the entire Ro-

mans and has been used to indicate the law throughout until now. And in the next 

verses (vv. 22ff.) Paul continues his unique thoughts on the law. There is no reason 

for him to suddenly use the word in any other sense in v. 21. In short, what Paul 

finds in v. 21 is no,moj, the law. In v. 21, Paul declares that he has finally found, seen, 

and understood the law! Take note that in the wake of finding no,moj, the law, Paul 

begins to use a wide variety of descriptions to refer to the law: law of God, law of the 

mind, law of sin, law of the Spirit of life, and law of death. It is unthinkable that he 

would use this key word in a different sense in the climax of his explanation of the 

law.    

     Finally, let us suppose that good and evil in vv. 18 and 21 do not mean law but 

just good and evil. What is critically important is that in vv. 22ff., Paul, in fact, refers 

to the good law (the law of God, the law of the mind, and the law of the Spirit) and to 

the evil law (the law of sin and the law of death). In 15-21, Paul realizes that even 

though he wants the good, the good is not in him, that is, in his flesh (v. 16), but ra-

ther evil is in him (v. 21). This is repeated exactly in 7:22-4. Paul delights in the law 

of God after the inner man (v. 22). He is brought into captivity to the law of sin and is 

captured in the body of death, that is, in the flesh (v. 22-3). Good turns into the law of 

God and evil into the law of sin. 7:18 and 21 are repeated exactly in v. 25. That he 

wants good (the law), but that evil (the law) is in his flesh, is changed into the notion 
                                                      
479 Contra D. J. Moo, Romans, p. 460, who says that it makes more sense to interpret no,moj here as 
principle (see footnote 62).  
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that he serves the law of God with the mind and the law of sin with the flesh. Thus 

the difference in the expressions is not essential and critical. It is obvious that Paul 

means the good law and the evil law, namely, the law of God and the law of sin 

when referring to good (v. 18) and evil (v. 21). Here, Paul in fact refers to two laws. 

The law is depicted as a person who dwells in him and captures him. Furthermore 

the law is twofold. Take note that Paul refers to the law of God and to another law in 

vv. 22-3. This does not refer to two functions of one and the same law. The other law 

of v. 23 is a different law.480 Paul thus has two laws in mind. When we realise that 

this is not merely a form of literary art, but a theological frame from e[teroj no,moj, a 

new horizon for the understanding of the law opens to us.  

 

 

 

3.3.3 OOuvk oivkei/ evn evmoi,( tou/tV e;stin evn th/| sarki, mou( avgaqo,n 
 

The identification of the commandment, that is, of the law, in terms of evil appeared 

in 7:10-11. The commandment for life led the ego to death. Now Paul begins to ex-

plain the commandment in terms of the good. A question appears at the beginning of 

the shift in vv. 12-3.  

     V. 7:12 is not the conclusion of vv. 7-11. Already in v. 10, Paul said that the com-

mandment was supposed to lead him to life. However, he did not substantiate this 

statement. Obviously, this was revealed by the tree of life in the commandment of 

Adam. Therefore, it was not necessary to prove that the commandment was holy, 

righteous, and good. Thus 7:12 is not a conclusion. It should rather be read as the 

foundation of the question in v. 13. In this case, it is a kind of insertion clause. Me,n in 

v. 12 in fact indicates a concessive meaning. The logic develops as follows: The 

commandment (the law) led the ego to death by sin (vv. 7-11). Therefore, even 

though the commandment was obviously good, does it become death (vv. 12-3a)? 

What is the answer to this question? The good can never be death. This was the 

case in order that sin might be shown to be sin (v. 13b). The reason why Paul asks 

                                                      
480 The e[teroj no,moj is not a third law apart from the law of God and the law of sin. The adjective 
e[teroj shows that the law is different from the law of God (v. 22) that is mentioned right before it. Take 
note that soon after this, the law of God is called the law of the mind and e[teroj no,moj is called the 
law of sin.   
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this question (v. 13a) is that after he has finished explaining the commandment only 

in terms of evil and after having connected it to the tree of knowledge of good and 

evil, he wants to explain it in terms of the good. In terms of the evil, the command-

ment gives one the knowledge of sin by experiencing it. Then, in terms of the good, 

what knowledge does the commandment give to the ego? The answer is found in vv. 

14-21.  

     We should notice that Paul uses the word qe,lw intensively in order to answer this 

question. He uses the verb seven times in vv. 15-21. By doing so, he intensively con-

trasts what the ego does with what the ego wants to do (vv. 15-6 and 18-21). The 

aim of this contrast is to contrast the mind and the flesh. What the ego wants is final-

ly connected to the mind in v. 25 through the inner man in v. 22. Mind and flesh are 

thus contrasted conclusively in v. 25. Paul deduces this contrast from the contrast of 

the ego’s wanting good and doing evil.  

     Since Paul’s explanations are based on the notion of the tree of knowledge of 

good and evil, we have to pay attention to what Paul came to ‘know’ (oi=da) and “find” 

(eu`ri,skw) (v. 18 and v. 21). What Paul realizes in v. 18 is – surprisingly – related to 

the good, namely that the good does not dwell in the ego. And what is important is 

that it is the law that the ego comes to find by this. According to this circle of logic, by 

finding the law, the ego knows that although it wants good, evil is in it instead. Once 

again, the law has been identified as the law that gives the knowledge of good and 

evil. Even if the ego wants to do the good law, the good law is not in it481 but instead 

the evil law is in it in the flesh, that is, in Adam.     

     Finally, this means that the law does not differ from the commandment of the tree 

of knowledge of good and evil. The law brings the knowledge of good and evil. By 

the law, the ego comes to know sin and evil. In this sense, the law is the law of sin. 

On the other hand, the law brings the knowledge of good, too. But this knowledge is 

tragic. The knowledge tells the ego that the law of the good is absent in it. Finally, it 

is revealed that the law is identified as the law of sin but not as the law of the good. 

The law gives the ego the knowledge that the law of the good is not in it. The ego 

comes to realise this misery. The ego thus comes to know the law! 

     If so, then what and where is the law of the good? Besides this question, we also 

have to pay attention to one more thing. The law is essentially the same as the 
                                                      
481 The reason why the ego cannot do good is that the good law is not in it. The ego is ruled by the 
law that dwells in it and, at the same time, captures it.   
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commandment. By the way, the commandment is related to the two trees. Paul, 

however, has been explaining the law only in terms of the tree of knowledge of good 

and evil. What meaning does the law have in terms of the tree of life? Paul is about 

to discuss this now. The way to the tree of life was closed to Eve. In that sense, 

there was no commandment of life. Paul suggested this by referring to the absence 

of the good law.482 In Adam, there is no commandment of life (the good law). Is that 

then the end of the story? We all know that the redemptive history did not end in Gen. 

3. Now, Paul begins to hint at Deuteronomy in order to explain the law in terms of the 

commandment of the tree of life, or the good law.483 

 

 

 

3.3.4 Change of tense: from  evntolh, to no,moj  
 

The commandment of Adam and the law are essentially alike but can be distin-

guished. Paul explained the nature of the law by means of Genesis. The law is the 

commandment of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Paul suddenly makes quite 

a change, putting the law within the framework of the tree of knowledge of good and 

evil in vv. 7-21. What should be noted is the shift in tenses. He begins to use the 

present tense in v. 14.484 For which reason?485 The critical hint to get to the answer 

lies in the word evntolh, disappearing in vv. 14ff. Leaving Genesis, Paul leaves the 

commandment, and concentrates only on the law of Moses now. When Paul referred 

                                                      
482 Paul might have paid attention to the end of Gen. 3. Adam came to know good and evil in Gen. 
3:22a. Here, take note that the knowledge is directly connected to his awareness of the necessity of 
the tree of life, in other words, to its absence.   
483 The good law appears as the law of God, the law of the Spirit of life later on. The latter designation 
hints effectively at the commandment of the tree of knowledge of life.  
484 N. T. Wright, “Romans and the Theology of Paul”, in: Pauline Perspectives: Essays on Paul, 1978-
2013 (London: SPCK, 2013), pp. 109-13, identifies seven points of Rom. 7:1-8:11. In the second point, 
he says that 7:7-12 deals with the arrival of the Torah (the aorist tenses) but 7:13-20 deals with the 
continuing state of Israel (the present tenses). C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, Vol. I, p 354, also thinks 
that a new paragraph starts with v. 13. Cf. D. J. Mood, Romans, pp. 451-52, too.  
     However, the sentence after avlla in v. 13 is incomplete so that we should add evge,neto (evmoi. 
qa,natoj) (cf. C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, Vol. I, p. 354). The past tense of v. 13 shows that the verse 
should be included in the previous paragraph (vv. 7-12).  
485 The change to the present tense is so important that we cannot say that it is just a vivid explana-
tion (cf. C. L. Mitten, “Romans vii. Reconsidered”, ET 65 [1954], p. 100). Following Calvin, C. E. B. 
Cranfield, Romans, Vol. I, p. 356, says that the natural interpretation of the present tense with the ego 
is that it depicts the situation of Christians. However, we will see that the present tense describes the 
present situation not of believers but of the Torah.   
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to the ego in terms of Eve, he used the past tense. So it is not just proper but in fact 

necessary that he has to switch to the present tense when he refers to Israel, includ-

ing the ego. For this, Paul turns to Deuteronomy.  

 

 

 

3.3.5 An echo of Deut. 30 
 

In the beginning of his explanation of Rom. 7, Käsemann486 notes that the antithesis 

between flesh and spirit must have been influenced by a dualism, and investigates 

the origin of dualism from the perspective of the history of religions. According to him, 

however, this investigation is not fruitful. To my mind, we should follow a different 

route. Before we try to investigate the dualism between flesh and spirit, we must at-

tempt to understand Paul’s view of the law in Rom. 7, in particular in the light of 

Paul’s contrast between flesh and spirit in 7:5-6 and 8:4ff., and the contrast between 

sa,rx (flesh) and nou/j (mind) in the middle part, that is, in 7:23-5, where the huge vari-

ety in terms of expressions referring to the law appears.    

     In the case of vv. 14-21, I have argued that by good and evil Paul meant the law 

of God and the law of sin. That is to say, what he says in 7:22-8:2 is linked to what 

he says in 7:14-21. The critical statement is found in 7:25 and its final expression in 

the opposite sense appears in 8:2. The ego serves the law of God with the mind, and 

the law of sin with the flesh. That the evil law is in it, that is, in the flesh, is then 

changed to the statement that the ego serves the law of sin with the flesh; and that it 

wants the good law is changed into the notion that the ego serves the law of God 

with the mind. Paul substitutes the mind for the inner man who delights and serves 

the law of God for the sake of contrast with the flesh. Importantly, he couples the law 

of God with the mind, and the law of sin with the flesh, respectively, and then divides 

the two. Finally, the law of God is called the law of the Spirit of life, and the law of sin 

is called the law of sin and death in 8:2.487 Why did Paul work out this antithesis in 

                                                      
486 E. Käsemann, Römer, pp. 178-83. 
487 No,moj in a positive sense in 7:22-8:2 is popularly read as principle. For instance, see D. Moo. Ro-
mans, pp. 462-75; and H. Räisänen, “The Law of Faith and the Spirit”, in: Jesus, Paul, and Torah: Col-
lected Essays (JSNTSup 43, Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992), p. 66. Also see H. Räisänen, “Paul’s 
Word-Play on no,moj: A Linguistic Study”, in: ibid., pp. 69-94. According to him, Paul is performing a 
sort of word-play. However, these approaches are all based on the presupposition that Paul only had 
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terms of the form of a pair (the law of God – the mind �the law of sin – the flesh) in 

v. 25? 

     Many have tried to explain this by referring to the Hellenistic understanding of the 

mind (nou/j).488 However, not one of the Hellenistic semantic approaches to the mind 

does really grasp the important reason why Paul uses this word instead of spirit. If 

listeners know the Old Testament very well, the mere mentioning of one word, for 

example, gate post, is enough to remind them of all the images linked to it. And

“hand and forehead” (between the eyes) makes listeners recall the famous 

verse in Deuteronomy immediately. Likewise, bb'le489 is one of the key words in Deu-

teronomy. Deut. 6:5 (and 30:9)490 is one of the key verses in the book. So it is not a 

logical jump to recall the verse or the book, by one word, bb'le. In Rom. 2:29, Paul 

has already hinted clearly at Deuteronomy (10:16 or 30:6), focusing on bb'le.491 He 

emphasized the circumcision of the heart. To me it seems logical that the fact that he 

accentuated mind again in Rom. 7 should remind one of Deuteronomy. So let us 

consider Paul’s explanation in terms of a connection to Deuteronomy.  

     In order to understand the declarations in 7:25 (a negative version) and 8:2 (a 

positive one), we have to follow Paul’s logic in 7:15-21 properly. Paul knows that the 

good (the law) is not in the ego’s flesh by the fact that to do the good is not present 

with it. The opposite happens; it does what it does not want to do. By this, it knows 
                                                                                                                                                                     
one law in mind. 
     In 7:22-8:2, where a variety of expressions of no,moj appears, Paul uses the word in a negative and 
a positive sense without any clear distinction. We should ponder how the positive use of no,moj is pos-
sible together with the negative use of it, keeping on reading no,moj as law consistently rather than 
reading it as a different word, thereby not realising the possibility of the positive use of no,moj by focus-
ing only on Paul’s emphasis of the negative aspects of no,moj. Paul has already declared that no,moj is 
holy (7:12) and spiritual (7:14). Here, in vv. 12 and 14, no,moj cannot mean principle. Paul’s positive 
evaluation of no,moj in 7:22-8:2 does not appear suddenly out of the blue. The no,moj of the Spirit in 8:2 
is rather in harmony with 7:14 so that it cannot be the principle of the Spirit.   
488 For instance, according to Käsemann, Römer, pp.198-99, the mind is the same as the inner man, 
and is not different from the human reason in the Hellenistic tradition.  
489 The Hebrew word bb'le can be generally translated as nou/j (mind) or kardi,a (heart). Cf. 3824 bb'le, 
BDBG, p. 523. Paul, in fact, does not distinguish between the two in regard to bb'le. As we will see, 
Paul hints at Deut. 30:14 in 7:25. This time he uses nou/j for bb'le. And nou/j is connected to the law of 
God in 7:25. The law of God is rephrased as the law of the Spirit of life in 8:2 so that nou/j is connected 
to the law of the Spirit of life. Then, later in 8:27, kardi,a is introduced as the place of the Spirit. Paul 
uses the two words in regard to the Spirit without any clear distinction. He might have thought that 
nou/j was a better choice than kardi,a in Rom. 7 where he said, oi;damen o[ti o` no,moj pneumatiko,j 
evstin (7:14), and u,mfhmi tw/| no,mw| o[ti kalo,j (7: 16). When he cites Deut. 30:14 in Rom. 10:8, he us-
es kardi,a for bb'le. Between the two, kardi,a definitely seems to be a better choice in connection to belief.     
490 `^d<)aom.-lk'b.W ï̂b.b'l.-lk'B. ^yh,_l{a/ hw"åhy> taeÞ T'êb.h;a'äw>`^d<)aom.-lk'b.W 
491 It is translated as heart (kardi,a) in Rom. 2:29.   
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that evil (the law) is present with it. He connects “what does it do?” to “what law is 

with it?”.492 In other words, for Paul, the presence of a particular law directly relates 

to what the ego does in terms of it. What the ego will do, depends on which law is 

(dwells) in it. In other words, if the ego cannot do something, it is because the law 

relating to what has to be done is not in it. If the law of God is in the ego, it cannot 

but do it; on the other hand if the ego does not do something, it implies the absence 

of the law. This idea might seem very strange to modern Christians, but in fact it is 

an idea already found in the Old Testament.  

     Deut. 30 proclaims the law, and commands the Israelites to do it, warning them 

by means of curse and blessing. They did not only receive promise and hope but al-

so fear. Deut. 30, however, declares that the commandments of God are not difficult. 

The key to the blessed life is found in Deut. 30:14. If the word493 is in one’s mind 

(bb'le), one can do it. In other words, the being of the word in one’s mind implies 

one’s doing of it. In that sense, if the Israelites cannot do the word, it is because they 

do not have the word in their minds.494 But this does not focus on one’s ability to do 

things. The point is the location of the word. See Deut. 30:12-3, and keep in mind 

that humankind is in a position to serve and obey the law in itself. The focus is not on 

the ability of the Israelites as such but on the presence of the law.  

     Paul does not cite Deuteronomy in Rom. 7. However, it is most likely that, when 

explaining the dilemma of the law, Paul must have paid close attention to Deuteron-

omy because it deals with the law in so much detail. And this probability becomes 

even stronger if we take note of the fact that Paul develops his expressions in Rom. 

7:22-5 in harmony with Deut. 30:14-5. The inner man delights in the law of God 

(Rom. 7:22) �The law of God is changed into the law of the mind (Rom. 7:23) � 

And finally, it is declared that the ego serves the law of God with the mind (Rom. 

7:25). If Paul has Deut. 30:11-4 in mind in Rom. 7:15-21, and we take note of the 

fact that Deut. 30:14-5 says that the law to bring life and good must be in mind, we 

                                                      
492 According to M. Hengel, The Pre-Christian Paul, tr. J. Bowden (London: SCM, 1991), p. 48, we can 
see the traces of the Rabbinic teaching that good desires or impulses defeat the bad ones by the help 
of the law, although Paul now attacks the teaching in a Rabbinic way. But the idea that the law helps 
us not to follow our bad desires is repeatedly found in the Old Testament, for example, in Deuterono-
my (30) and Psalms (1 and 119). Moreover, Paul is not against the idea. He just says that the good 
law, the helper, is not present in the ego.  
493 The word turns out to be the law later.  
494 The idea that the presence of Christ’s word determines the life of Christians is found in John 15:7, 
too. 
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can expect the expression in Rom. 7:22-5 that the ego serves495 the law of God (the 

good law in 7:16-8) with the mind.496 

     Now, let us pay attention to the wide variety of expressions that Paul uses in re-

gard to the law in 7:10-8:2. The law of God is depicted as the law of the Spirit of life, 

and the law of sin as the law of sin and death. To summarise: we have the following: 

A) the law to life – the law of God – the law of the mind - the law of the Spirit of life – 

the mind; and B) the law to death – the law of sin – the law of death – the flesh are con-

trasted. The one string is mind – life – good – law and the other one is flesh – death 

– evil – law. Having noted this, we are struck by the fact that the text in the Old Tes-

tament in which one finds the same contrastive strings in the most explicit way, is 

found in Deut. 30, and, particularly by the fact that the text is found in the verses (vv. 

11-5) in Deut. 30 that refer to the same ideas as the one in Rom. 7:14ff., that is, “to 

do good depends on the presence of the law”. The key words ‘mind’, ‘word’ (‘com-

mandment’ or ‘law’), ‘life’, ‘good’, ‘death’, and ‘evil’ all appear in Deut. 30:14-5!  

     Besides, it is confirmed by Rom. 10 that in 7:14ff., Paul has Deut. 30 in mind. 

Paul’s explanation of the law in Rom. 7-8 is developed further in Rom. 9 with regard 

to Israel, and then connected to what is found in Rom. 10. In other words, his view of 

the law in Rom. 7-8 prepares one for what is said in Rom. 10.497 In Rom. 10, Paul 

contrasts Christ’s word with the law (the Torah) and says that Christ’s word is the 

word to be believed with the heart, that is, the word that should be in one’s heart, 

and then he says that Christ’s word fulfil the Torah.498 For this purpose Paul cites 

Deut. 30:12-4 in Rom. 10:6-8. He uses Deut. 30 to contrast Christ’s word with the 

Torah in terms of the word that should be in one’s heart. That is to say, the kernel of 

Paul’s theology in regard to the law and one’s heart lies in Deut. 30. It is thus most 

likely that when Paul referred to the mind in connection with the law of God in Rom. 

7:25, he thought of Deut. 30 to which he explicitly referred later in Rom. 10.     

     Let us now have a closer look at Deut. 30. When it comes to the Torah, one of the 

most important books in the Old Testament is Deuteronomy. Deut. 30 is part of the 

                                                      
495 The saying douleu,w no,mw| in Rom. 7:25 also hints at Deut. 30. Take note that Deut. 30:16-7 warns 
the Israelites not to worship and serve (the commandments of) gods instead of the commandments of 
God.  
496 Paul has been accentuating mind and heart in regard to the law from the early part of Rom (1:28, 
2:5, and 15).  
497 The prerequisite for the restoration of Israel in Deut. 30 is her repentance. It is very interesting in 
terms of structure to see that Paul repents on behalf of Israel in Rom 9 just like Moses did.  
498 For the meaning of fulfilling the law, see chapter X.  
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final section of this book (Deut. 27ff.).499 In Deut. 27, the beginning of the final sec-

tion, two mountains are mentioned and their two respective laws of blessing and 

curse are proclaimed and official acceptance is requested. What is important here is 

that the law of blessing is in fact missing.500 The next chapter, Deut. 28 contains the 

Mosaic curses of the law. The ultimate curse is counter-Exodus. Here, captivity, that 

is, Israel’s being captured by Gentiles, is accentuated (Deut. 28:36-7, 48, and 68). 

Israel’s captivity is caused by the law. Now take a look at Rom. 7:23. It is the law that 

captures Paul. Aivcmalwsi,a in Deut. 28:41c (avpeleu,sontai ga.r evn aivcmalwsi,a|) in the 

LXX is used in Rom. 7:23 (aivcmalwti,zonta, me) in the form of a participle. 

     The restoration is mentioned after Deut. 27-30, the section on the curse and the 

blessing of Shechemite covenant. The restoration depicted in Deut. 30:1-4 implies 

being free from captivity. In contrast to Rom. 7:24-5, Rom. 8:12 refers to the libera-

tion of one not in the flesh but in Christ. It is thus clear that in Rom. 7:14-8:2, Paul fol-

lows the structure of Deut. 27-30. The reason for this is revealed in the next section 

and turns out to be very precise.  

     First of all, let us pay attention to the special place of Deut. 30. Deut. 30 is the on-

ly chapter in which the restoration, in particular, the liberation from captivity is men-

tioned in Deuteronomy. Besides, the key phrase of Deuteronomy, ‘circumcision of 

the heart’ that Paul accentuated in Rom. 2:29 appears again in Deut. 30, after Deut. 

10:16. This is also striking, because it is in Deut. 30 that all the key words, ‘mind’, 

‘word’ (commandment or law), ‘life’, ‘good’, ‘death’, and ‘evil’ appear. And it is very 

striking that Deut. 30 contains the verse that connects Deuteronomy and Genesis 

best. In Deut. 30:15, one finds the key words of Gen. 3, ‘life’, ‘death’, ‘good’, and ‘evil’ 

in the form of contrasted couples (life and good � death and evil).501 Paul thus 

                                                      
499 The structure of Deuteronomy can be briefly summarized as follows: Deut. 1-11: Introductory ad-
dress; 12-26: Deuteronomic laws; 27-8: Curse (and blessing); 29-30: Moses’ last address.  
500 As we will see later the notion of the law of blessing is kept back.  
501 In that sense, some English versions such as NIV and NET do not show the direct connection. KJV, 
RSV, and ASV recognize the important difference between Deut. 30:15 and 19 but CSB, NAS, NET, 
and NIV do not. The former ones translate bAJ+h; and [r"(h' (v. 15) as ‘good’ and ‘evil’ but the latter 
ones as ‘prosperity’ and ‘adversity’, ‘disaster’, or ‘destruction’. However, bAJ+h; and [r"(h' (v. 15) must 
be clearly distinguished from hk'Þr"B.h; and hl'_l'Q.h (v. 19). When it comes to Korean versions, the sit-
uation is even worse. Ironically, most Koreans versions (except for the Modern People’s Bible that 
prefers a free translation) do not translate bAJ+h; and [r"(h' literally so that it is more difficult for Korean 
readers to pick up the hint and echo.   



- 208 - 
 

reads Gen. 2-3 through Deut. 30. Deut. 30 gives meaning to Gen. 2-3 and Gen. 2-3 

reinterprets Deut. 30.502 

     Deut. 30:15 is connected to Gen. 2-3 by means of the echo of the two trees in 

Eden. At this point, Deut. 30 (which is the subtext of Rom. 7) takes Gen. 2-3 as sub-

text. In Rom. 7:7-8, Paul hinted at Eve’s covetousness in Gen. 3 and connected it to 

the tenth commandment in Deuteronomy. Now, in Rom. 7:14ff., he hints at Deut. 30 

and connects it to Gen. 3 by means of Deut. 30:15. In this way he actually creates a 

circle of matrixing (connecting text and subtext in a web): Gen. � Deut. � Gen. 

Once one realises this connection, it becomes so clear that one cannot deny that 

Pau has Deut. 30 in mind in this chapter.  

 

 

 

3.3.6 The law of the husband (Adam) and the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil �� the law of Moses and Mt. Ebal 

 

Now, let us further scrutinize the important link between the Torah and the com-

mandment of Adam. I must deal with Deuteronomy briefly because even though the 

understanding of the theology of Deuteronomy is critical for interpreting Rom. 7:14ff., 

Pauline scholars seem not to be aware of it. I accentuate two points that have usual-

ly been disregarded by contemporary theologians studying Paul’s views of the law. 

These are what I call the indirectness and the plural nature of the Torah. In particular 

the second notion is very important.  

     Let us first scrutinize the indirect nature of the Torah in terms of the way Israel 

received it. The Torah is God’s word. Of course, this is a very positive aspect of the 

Torah. This aspect, however, has such an effect on scholars that many hesitate to 

regard and interpret the Torah from a negative point of view, even when they inter-

                                                      
502 According to N. T. Wright, “New Exodus, New Inheritance: The Narrative Structure of Romans 3-8”, 
in: S. K. Soderlund and N. T. Wright (eds.), Romans and the People: Essays in Honor of Gordon D. 
Fee on the Occasion of his 65th Birthday (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), pp. 28-9, Paul has the 
crossing of the Red Sea at the Exodus in mind in Rom. 6. And the topic of the following chapter, Rom. 
7:1-8:11, is Israel’s receiving the Torah at Mt. Sinai. Sin is correspondent to Egypt (Pharaoh). Para-
doxically, the law is the part of enslavement in the second Exodus. Cf. T. S. Holland, Romans, for an-
other reading of Romans in the new Exodus paradigm.  
     However, Wright does not recognize that Paul’s idea in Rom. 7 focuses on Eden fundamentally 
and intensively. Paul’s purpose is to reveal the existence of two laws and their identities by Gen. 2-3 
reinterpreted by Deut. 30.  
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pret it in the Old Testament. Such an idea then functions as a sort of a presupposi-

tion that as the Torah is God’s Word, nothing negative may be said about it. Howev-

er, to my mind, first of all, we have to take note that the Torah was not given directly 

to Israel by God. Exodus shows this clearly: The Israelites were afraid of receiving 

the Torah directly from God so that it was given to them through Moses.503 

     My interest in the way in which the Torah was given is important, because in Rom. 

7:1-6 (the analogy of the law of the husband) and in Rom. 7:7-13 (the law of Eve’s 

husband), Paul draws our attention to the point that for Eve, the commandment in 

Eden was the law of her husband, that is, the law that became valid through her 

husband, Adam. Eve’s commandment was thus given by Adam. 504 Even though 

Eve’s commandment and the Torah can be distinguished, they are essentially the 

same. Although the Torah came from God, it was not given to Israel directly by him. 

All the laws and the commandments in the Torah were delivered by Moses. For Isra-

el, the Torah was the law given by Moses, namely, the law of Moses. Israel was 

bound to the law of Moses by him.  

     Now, let us move to the twofold nature of the Torah. Paul identified the Torah as 

the commandment of Adam. The two trees were linked to this commandment. It 

should be noted that we do not have one tree with two aspects but that it is explicitly 

said that there were two trees in Eden. God’s commandment given to Eve by Adam 

consisted not only of the stipulation of death in respect of the tree of knowledge of 

good and evil but also of that of life in respect of the tree of life. Both stipulations 

were God’s commandment (cf. Gen. 2:16-7).505 However, when it comes to com-

mandment, it looks as if many scholars tend to think only of the commandment of the 

tree of knowledge of good and evil. But that Adam and Eve should eat all the fruits in 

the garden was also a commandment. The point is this: The commandment of Adam 

was not a single commandment, but a twofold commandment. The two orders (stipu-

lations) were not two parts or aspects of the one commandment of Adam but two 

separate commandments. The fact that there were two separate trees in the centre 

of the garden confirms this. The violation of the commandment of the tree of 

                                                      
503 Exodus 19: 3, 19:20-20:1, and 20:18-21. See Deut. 5:5, 27, and 31, too. Cf. Deut. 33:2-4. 
504 Cf. section 3.2.2 “Did Eve exaggerate God’s Commandment?” in chapter VIII.  
505 Most English versions indicate a nuance of permission in Gen. 2:16b (“You may eat…”). But, con-
sidering the relation of the verb ‘wc;y>w: in the main clause, Gen. 2:16 should be understood as meaning 
that God commanded Adam to eat of all the fruits in the garden (including the tree of life) freely (or 
that God commanded that they should eat all the fruits freely) so that the verse shows the nature of 
commandment in a positive sense, in contrast to that of the other tree.  
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knowledge of good and evil brings forth death but the observance of the command-

ment cannot produce life. Life and death do not result from one tree, but inde-

pendently from two trees. The commandment of the tree of knowledge of good and 

evil and the one of the tree of life should be linked to the two laws in Romans 7, that 

is, on the one hand, the law of sin and death, and, on the other hand, the law of God 

and the Spirit of life. In terms of the intertextuality between Gen. 2-3 and Rom. 7, 

Paul thus suggests that the Torah is the law of sin that brings forth the knowledge of 

sin by people committing sin, or, in other words, the law of death that produces death 

– the law in which (the commandment of) life is absent. Now let us investigate how 

what Paul hinted at in this way, resonates in Deuteronomy.                    

     As is well known, the Torah contains blessings and curses. However, surprisingly, 

Deuteronomy postpones the law of the blessings to be found through the Torah. 

Deuteronomy consists of Moses’ theological sermons, with Deut. 27-30 (or -34) as its 

concluding core. This serves as the last exhortation and is usually regarded as the 

conclusion of Deuteronomy as well as of the Pentateuch. Furthermore, Deut. 27 con-

tains the concrete directions of Israel’s official acceptance of Torah after the crossing 

of the River Jordan. In this chapter, the Israelites are ordered to assemble on Mt. 

Ebal and Gerizim in two groups and to listen to the proclamation of the words of the 

law, which should then be accepted by them by means of Amen. The words had to 

be written on stones and had to be placed on the mountain. But it is very surprising 

that the words that the Israelites had to accept consisted only of curses.506 And that 

these words should stand only on Mt. Ebal (obviously the words of the curses507).    

                                                      
506 Why this so? What happened to the blessing? Why is only the curse emphasized? Although Deut. 
27:11-3 mentions both blessing and curse, 27:14-26 in fact only contains curses. There is discontinui-
ty between 27:12-3 and 27:14-26. The relation between the two is one of the biggest difficulties in the 
theology of Deuteronomy. In extreme cases, 7:12-3 and 7:14-26 are regarded as referring to different 
events. Cf. G. von Rad, Deuteronomy (OTL, London: SCM Press, 1966), p. 166; S. R. Driver, Deuter-
onomy, ICC (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1978), p. 300; and S. Mowinckel, Psalmenstudien V. Segen 
und Fluch in Israels Kult und Psalmdichtung (Kristiana, 1924), pp. 77 and 104. C. F. Keil and F. 
Delitzsch, The Fifth Book of Moses, Commentary on the Old Testament in Ten Volumes, Vol. I Penta-
teuch (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1975), pp. 432 and 435, find the reason why only curses are pro-
claimed in 27:14ff. in 27:4-7, according to which the stones and the alter should stand only on Ebal. 
They say that it is easy to single out the corresponding blessings. But this explanation does not satisfy.  
     On the other hand, M. G. Kline, Treaty of the Great King. The Covenant Structure of Deuteronomy: 
Studies and Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968), p. 123, tries to solve the problem by 
viewing 27:14-26 not as curse but as oath. However, his solution causes another problem: Why is the 
oath expressed only by means of curses?  
     In fact, the difficulty of the balance between the law’s blessing and curse in Deut. 27 is quite old. 
The Vulgate reads Ebal in the verse as Gerizim. BHS also prefers reading Ebal in 27:4 as Gerizim, 
giving weight to the Samaritan Pentateuch. The fact that the stones were supposed to stand only on 
Mt. Ebal and only stipulations of curse were proclaimed in Deut. 27 is surely one of the biggest diffi-
culties in Deuteronomy. The asymmetric structure of blessing and curse gave rise to the translations 



- 211 - 
 

     The law has often been related to mountains in the history of Israel. The law was 

given on Mt. Horeb in Deut. 5. It was officially proclaimed to the second generation of 

Exodus by Joshua on the mountains in Shechem later. It is very important that two 

mountains (Ebal and Gerizim) were linked to the law of Shechemite covenant. The 

two mountains were related to the blessing and the curse, that is, to life and death, 

respectively. The blessing and curse were thus divided in terms of the two mountains. 

And at a first glance, the law of blessing seems to be absent. This absence is im-

portant for the two trees related to the commandments in the Eve account suggested 

in Rom. 7:7ff.; as well as for understanding the absence of the good (the good law) 

in Rom. 7:14ff. The commandments of Adam and Eve were given in the garden508 of 

Eden (Gen. 2:15-7) and there were two trees. Just as the two commandments of life 

and death in Adam’s law were connected to two trees, so the law of blessing and the 

law of curse in the Torah were connected to two mountains. The end of Adam’s law 

was the absence of the law of life. Likewise, the law of blessing was kept back, that 

is, omitted in the Torah.509 

     Where should one then look for the commandment of the tree of life, the law of 

blessing? Interestingly enough, Deuteronomy does have an answer to this question. 

Deut. 18:15ff. foretells, sort of, another Moses. He would act like Moses, thereby 

showing the nature of the words that he would deliver. He would deliver another law; 

as is confirmed by Deut. 18:16. The words of God that he would bring would be the 

same as the words of God on Mount Horeb. These words would be another law. The 

law would be delivered by a mediator, namely, by another Moses, as was the case 

with the law of Adam and the law of Moses.510 The law would be the law of the new 
                                                                                                                                                                     
mentioned above.  
507 There has been a lot of debate about the identity of “all the words of this Law” in Deut. 27:8 that 
were supposed to be written on stones, but it is natural to read the words as the stipulations in vv. 15-
26 (words of curses). It should be noticed that no stones were placed on Mount Gerizim. This clearly 
shows the nature of the words of the law on the stones. 
508 It is worthy to take note that the garden (!G:) is a high place. The first river in history was parted at 
the garden and became four heads, which means that the four rivers flowed from the garden. We all 
know that water flows from higher places. Cf. J. Jordan, Through New Eyes, Developing a Biblical 
View of the World (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1999), p. 150. Also cf. pp. 155-160 for the re-
lation between Eden as a high place and mountains. 
509 Paul’s citation in Gal. 3 supports the idea that he regards the law as only the law of curse pro-
claimed on Mt. Ebal. In Gal. 3:10, Paul explains the nature of the law of Moses by citing Deut. 27:26, 
the conclusion of Shechemite Dodecalogue, that is, the 12 stipulations of curse on Ebal. For detail, cf. 
my exegesis of Gal. 3:10ff.    
510 E. P. Sanders, Judaism, pp. 511-15, argues that Paul’s pattern of religion cannot be understood as 
a new covenantal nomism presented by W. D. Davis, Rabbinic Judaism. According to Sanders, Paul 
does not compare Christ with Moses. Christ is called the second Adam, but not the new Moses. What 
Christ has done is not contrasted with what Moses did. Thus Paul’s pattern of religion is not a new 
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husband. This prophet was later interpreted as Christ.511 Deuteronomy shows that 

clearly.      

     It looks very complicated to trace Paul’s thoughts back by investigating Deutero-

nomic theology. But, in fact, when we read Rom. 7 through the small lens of the law 

of Adam (Eve) in Genesis and the bigger one of the law of Moses in Deuteronomy, 

the far and dim picture of Paul’s thoughts on the law appears nearer and much 

clearer. It seems to me that the difficulties in understanding his views on the law 

were not so much caused by the complexity of his thoughts as by the large gap be-

tween his views and our views in the 21st century.  

 

 
 

3.3.7 Rom. 7:25 (8:2) 
 

By contrasting Adam with Christ, Paul has been arguing (since the Adam-Christ ty-

pology in Rom. 5) that humans had been united with Adam before they were united 

with Christ. They were in the flesh. And, in Rom. 7:7ff., Paul refers to the nature of 

the law by means of the Eve event. The commandment (the law) that was supposed 

to lead Eve (that is, Paul and all humans) to life (7:10) rather brought forth death. Is, 

however, the law not good and holy (7:13-4)? The answer to this dilemma is found in 

7:14b.512 In what way can that evgw. de. sa,rkino,j eivmi be the answer to this dilemma? 

Paul explains this by Deut. 30.    

     He guides the readers to Deut. 30 by an echo of the chapter (Deut. 30) in Rom. 

7:25 (and 8:2). This hint at Deut. 30 gives an excellent background for the proclama-
                                                                                                                                                                     
covenantal nomism.  
     Sanders, however, overlooks that Paul focuses on Moses, explaining Jesus’ works in terms of the 
law. Paul connects Adam, Moses, and Christ. This connection already starts in Rom. 5 (especially see 
v. 14) and is developed in Rom. 7. Here, it is very interesting to recall that whenever God gives his law 
(commandment) to his people, he always gives his law by twos. Remember the two stone tablets of 
Moses, as well as the two trees and the two mountains. Adam typifies the sinner (all sinners) and the 
righteous (Christ) at the same time. Likewise, Moses typifies the giver of the law of death (the first 
Moses) and the giver of the law of life (the second Moses, Christ) at the same time. The law of the two 
tablets develops to be the law of the two mountains later. As even though Adam (husband) delivers 
the two laws (husband’s commandments), the law of life results in being absent, so even though Mo-
ses delivers the two laws, the law of life of Mt. Gerizim ends in being absent. The giving of the law of 
life is the work of the second Moses. The full study in this regard might need a separate article at least.       
511 It is natural to recall the scene where Christ gave his words in regard to the law in Matt. 5. And it is 
interesting to take note that the place where Jesus’ words were delivered was once again a mountain 
(Matt. 5:1), and his words were of blessing. The mountain of the blessing, then, turns out to be Mt. Gerizim. 
512 J. D. G. Dunn, Romans, p. 406, sees 7:14b as the answer, too.  



- 213 - 
 

tion in Rom. 7:25 that at first might simply seem to be a precise literary rhetorical ex-

pression. The law of life meant to bring life (8:2), that is, the law of God (7:25) is the 

law of the mind that, as Deut. 30:11-4 says, should be served with the mind (bb'le). In 

comparison, the law of death (8:2) that produced death, that is, the law of sin (7:25) 

is the law that is served with the flesh. So to speak, it is the law of the flesh. The 

word ‘flesh’ does not appear in Deut. 30. However, Deuteronomic theology continual-

ly contrasts ‘mind’ (heart) with ‘flesh’ implicitly. Deut. 10:16 and 30:6, for example, 

contrast the circumcision of the mind with that of the flesh (implied). Therefore we 

can accept that the word ‘flesh’ is implied in Deut. 30. Finally, the reason why Paul 

refers in Rom. 7:25 to words used in Deut. 30 is revealed. The ‘I’ (ego) is fleshly.513 

The fleshly ‘I’ (ego) is the ‘I’ sold under sin. This is repeated in 7:23-4. The ‘I’ belongs 

to the body of sin so that it is brought into captivity to the law of sin. With the flesh it 

cannot but serve the law of sin. The law that it serves with the flesh is the law of 

death that cannot but bring about death. The suggestion in Deut. 30 shows how the 

Mosaic law as the law of death brought death to the ‘I’ united with Adam. Deut. 30 is 

thus the best example in the Book of Deuteronomy to show the relationship of the 

flesh (the counterpart of the mind) and the law in terms of death. Flesh and mind 

(heart) are not mere manners of serving the law. Flesh does not refer to human 

character or nature514 but to human existence. ‘Flesh’ is Paul’s way of referring to 

one’s being united with Adam. Deut. 30 clearly shows why the law (the law of Adam 

and the law of Moses) brought death to the ‘I’ (not only to Jews but to all humankind), 

when it is in Adam, that is, in the flesh, serving the law.515 

     The question in Rom. 7:13, however, has not been fully answered yet. Did the 

good then become death? This is impossible, as Paul clearly says. The law must be 

good. However, is it true that, because of Adam, the law as the law of death brought 

death? If so, how can the law then still be good? The answer lies in the twofold na-

                                                      
513  The participle peprame,noj in 7:14 (evgw. de. sa,rkino,j eivmi peprame,noj u`po. th.n àmarti,an) is under-
stood as a situational usage of the adverbial participle. If so, 7:14b means not “Since I am sold under 
the sin, I am fleshly”, but “Since I am fleshly, I am sold under the sin”. This reading is in harmony with 
what Paul said in 7:7, hinting at the Adam narrative and, earlier, in 7:5. Moreover, this interpretation of 
7:14 is exactly the same as what Paul has said in 5:12ff. “Since I am united with Adam, I have be-
come a sinner; so since I am fleshly, I am sold under the sin”. Finally, the reading is supported by 
7:23-4: “I am brought into captivity to the law of sin. I cry out, because I am in the body of death, that 
is, in the flesh.” 
514 Cf. J. A. T. Robinson, Wrestling with Romans (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1979), p. 90. 
515 The ‘I’ (ego) in Adam refers to all humankind but we can say that the ‘I’ under death as a covenan-
tal curse in Deut. 30 firstly designates the Jews. It, however, does not fully come into focus before 
Paul delves into the problem of the Jews in Rom. 10, citing Deut. 30.      
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ture of the law. Paul does not refer to the law as something single, but as two entities, 

just like the tree (of the commandment of Adam) was not one but two. The law of 

death and the law of life do not refer to two functions of the law. See Rom. 7:23. The 

laws are just too separated, divided, and different to be regarded as two functions of 

one law. They are rather depicted as two opposite entities. To regard them as two 

functions is to lose the first vital insight necessary for understanding Paul’s view of 

the law.516 The law of life is as different from the law of death as the Holy Spirit dif-

fers from sin. The law of life and the law of death are not short-hand descriptions of 

the two functions of the law that produces life and death respectively. If the law of life 

and the law of death were two functions of one and the same law, we would not be 

able to avoid the conclusion that the good (law) becomes death in terms of function. 

However, Paul’s solution is the existence of two different laws, namely, the law of life 

that brings only life, and the law of death that brings only death. While ‘in the flesh’ 

means ‘in Adam’, the mind is connected to Jesus. “(I serve) the law of God with the 

mind” (tw/| noi> douleu,w no,mw| qeou/) in 7:25 is alternatively expressed as “the law of the 

Spirit of life in Christ” (o` no,moj tou/ pneu,matoj th/j zwh/j evn Cristw/|) in 8:2. The relation 

between the mind and Christ is going to be clearly revealed later on in the exegesis 

of Rom. 10. What we have to take note of carefully here in Rom. 7 is that Paul does 

not say that one law functions in two different ways in Adam and in Christ respective-

ly, but that he says that there are two laws that he meets respectively in Adam and in 

Christ according to Deuteronomy. Paul meets the other law, that is, the law of life, at 

last, in Christ. In the same way that the tree of life is not the correct function of the 

tree of knowledge of good and evil and Christ is not Adam acting rightly, so the law 

of life is not just the correct function of the law of death, in other words, the law of 

death functioning rightly. Ironically, the only right and unique function of the law of 

death is to bring forth death. The law of life is a different law in the mind that brings 

forth life and that Paul meets only by the union with Christ.517 

                                                      
516 J. D. G. Dunn, Theology, pp. 472-76, refers to the split of the law, too. According to him, as human-
kind is eschatologically divided between the time of Jesus’ first coming and the time of his second 
coming, so the law is eschatologically divided. His explanation gives us the impression that the one 
law has been divided. And this division of the law, in fact, centres on the function and action of the law. 
The law, however, did not come to be divided into two only after Jesus’ first coming. From the very 
beginning, there were two laws. As we will see in Rom. 10, Paul argues that the two laws are two es-
sentially independent entities and they have independent and opposite functions respectively. In that 
sense, Rom. 7-8, is in fact a sort of preparatory movement.      
517 It seems that N. T. Wright refers to the plural nature of the law. Wright, Romans, pp. 570-72, refers 
to the double identities of the Torah in relation to the ‘I’. He even says that the Torah might be a Dop-
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     Paul does not say that because he served the law in the wrong way, that is, with 

the flesh, death came to him. With the flesh, he could not but serve the law of death. 

To put it precisely, he does not perform or do the law. It should be noticed that he 

serves the law. The laws fight over him and then capture him. He can neither choose 

a law nor the way of serving. The law to serve with the flesh is fixed beforehand and 

so is the way to serve the law. ‘Life and blessing’ and ‘death and curse’ respectively 

correspond to the law in the mind and the law not in the mind (the law in the flesh); 

or, in other words, the law of Gerizim and the law of Ebal. The law of life that should 

be in the mind cannot be served with the flesh because the law of life is not found in 

the flesh. The good law, or the law of Gerizim, is not found on Mt. Ebal. The way to 

get life is not by serving the law of death thoroughly and rightly but rather to escape 

from its rule. Not being in the flesh is the only way to achieve this. Those in Christ 

are not in Adam. In other words, they are not in the flesh anymore. Once we under-

stand this, we will also understand Paul’s thanksgiving in Rom. 7:25.   

     It seems that Rom. 7:25a should be connected to Rom. 8:1. 7:25b, however, lies 

between the two. That Paul’s gratitude precedes the statement in 7:25b seems to 

imply that 7:25b refers to Paul as a Christian.518 Scholars accepting the traditional 

interpretation have paid attention to this aspect. However, in 7:4-6 and 8:2, Paul 

clearly says that Christians have died to the law of death and have been liberated 

from it. Therefore, the one who is seized by sin and serves the law of sin cannot be a 

Christian. For a long time, scholars have been divided on this point. In order to solve 
                                                                                                                                                                     
pelgänger. However, his explanation, in fact, is not of two laws. According to him, when the Torah is 
misused by sin, it becomes the law of sin. According to Wright, Paul, pp. 130-31, the law has split into 
two but the law that seduces and accuses Israel, that is, the law that fights on the side of sin is also 
the law of God. This is the negative identity of the law of God. See his, “Theology of Paul”, pp. 110 
and 112-13, too. He says, “the Torah bifurcates so that the Torah, the thing after which ‘I’ strive when 
wanting to do what is right, also brings evil close at hand". And explaining the underlining purpose of 
the Torah in terms of its negative consequences, he, in fact, refers to the two functions of the Torah. 
Take note of his expressions (the good side of the bad side of the law, the most positive role, and the 
negative purpose of the Torah).  
     The fundamental principle of Wright’s explanation is not different from Dunn’s, Theology, pp. 157-
58 and 473-74, who refers to the eschatological bifurcation of the Torah in terms of the ‘I’. Wright’s 
bifurcated Torah (Dunn’s too) does not mean two laws in the full sense of the word. One Torah in fact 
acts and functions as if it were two laws paradoxically. He, Paul, p. 131, explains this paradox of the 
Torah in terms of the paradox of light being waves and corpuscles at the same time. According to his 
explanation, even though light has two paradoxical aspects, it still is one. However, Paul’s light (the 
law) is not one but two. Paul does not refer to a bifurcated law but to two essentially different and orig-
inally independent laws. The two trees in Eden do not mean the two branches! 
518 Of course, the Bible refers to a Christian’s spiritual battle. This battle is popularly understood to go 
well with Rom. 7:25. However, the existence itself of a Christian’s spiritual battle is not important. Ra-
ther, the identity of the battle is what matters. The battle in Rom 7 is one that can only be lost. Al-
though it continues, it is essentially just a continuing defeat. On the contrary, a Christian’s spiritual 
battle is a winning one. It is a continuous victory.  
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the problem of the identity of the one depicted as fighting here, Käsemann expected 

a manuscript showing Rom. 7:25b to be a gloss to be found,519 but it is not neces-

sary to do so, because Rom. 7:25b actually functions as the foundation of 8:1-2.  

     7:25b does not depict either a Christian or a non-Christian. It rather describes 

both of them – as the conclusion of Paul’s profound explanations in 7:7ff, 7:25b re-

veals it in a proclamatory way. But it is more than a simple proclamation, because by 

this, Paul actually discloses the two real situations of humankind in Adam or Christ. 

bb'le (mind or heart)
520

 is the right way to believe in Christ and to be united with him, 

as it will be clearly shown in Rom. 10. On the other hand, the flesh is the way to be 

united with Adam. All humans serve either the law of life in Jesus or the law of death 

in Adam. As the proclamation of the two fates of all humans in terms of the law in re-

demptive history, Rom. 7:25b is the foundation of the conclusion in 8:1-2, because 

Paul has already clearly showed that Christians have died to the body of sin, namely 

the flesh, and are not in flesh any more (Rom. 6:6 and 7:4-6).521 

     Let me rephrase 7:25b ff.: The ‘I’ serves the law of sin with the flesh (7:25b). With 

Christ the ‘I’ died to the flesh (� omitted for it was fully explained). Therefore, there 

is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ (8:1). Paul does not repeat what 

he outlines so clearly; it was not necessary. Ironically, many exegetes fail to recall 

such an obvious idea that Paul rather did not repeat. They thus run into trouble when 

they interpret v. 7:25a. However, it seems to me that 7:25a does not cause a prob-

lem but rather provides a good explanation.      

 

 

 

3.3.8 Explanation and conclusion 
 

For Paul, the law is twofold. This is the key point. All human beings are bound to one 

of the two laws by being either in Adam or in Christ. The one is the law of death, and 

the other the law of life, each with its own result (death or life). The links of ‘Adam – 
                                                      
519 E. Käsemann, Römer, pp.203-04. 
520 bb'le is translated as nou/j in Rom. 7:23-5 and as kardi,a in Rom. 10:6-8. Even if Deut. 30 contain-
ing the key word bb'le is hinted at in the former, whereas it is cited in the latter, we have seen that 
Paul thought of Deut. 30 in the two chapters in Rom. Cf. footnote 489 also.     
521 Therefore, 7:25a is not eschatological but rather present. Contra R. Banks, “Romans 7:25a: An 
Eschatological Thanksgiving”, ABR 26 (1978), pp. 34-42.   
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the law of death – death’ and ‘Christ – the law of life – life’ cannot be broken. People 

in Adam cannot serve the law of life and therefore in essence, life is not available to 

them. According to Deuteronomy, the result (curse or blessing) depends on which 

law is present in the ego. Only the law in the mind (bb'le)522 brings life. This is exactly 

what Paul said in Rom. 3:20: By the works523 of the law shall no flesh be justified (evx 

e;rgwn no,mou ouv dikaiwqh,setai pa/sa sa,rx). The law that is related to the flesh is not the 

law of life so that regardless of the quality of the works, in other words, regardless of 

whether or not the law is properly and perfectly kept by performing the works, the law 

cannot produce life. The law of life can only be in Christ (the mind). Christians be-

come free of the law of Adam by dying together with Christ, and then they serve the 

law of the new husband. However, Paul does not completely reveal the identities of 

the law of life and the law of death in Rom. 7-8 yet. It is only in Rom. 10 where he 

discloses their identities in a concrete way. They turn out to be the law of Moses and 

the law of Christ. But even though the identity of the law of life is not revealed in full 

in Rom. 7, the dilemma of the law (commandment) that the ‘I’ experienced through 

the Eve event is solved. The law brings life. And the law brings death, too. These two 

statements are both true at the same time.  

     Although the full details of this insight might be possible only after scrutinizing 

Rom. 10, we can already realise at this stage that Paul did not come to meet the di-

lemma of the law by chance. He introduces the dilemma to us on purpose. He 

guides us toward discovering that the two contradictory truths regarding the law are 

no longer a dilemma, exactly because there are two laws. As soon as we realise that 

the law he speaks of is not one single law, but actually two laws, we find a way of 

explaining the difficulties regarding the law that have been bothering scholars for 

such a long time. Paul’s pros and cons regarding the law are caused by his redemp-

tive historical view of the law, that is, by the notion of two laws.  

     If this is what Paul is doing, why does he confuse the readers by referring to both 

as no,moj? The reason for this is that he tries to explain the law by means of Genesis 

                                                      
522 For the sake of explanation, it is better for me to mention the following: The law in the mind (the 
law of the mind) does not mean that the law moved into one’s mind. In other words, even if the law of 
sin moves into one’s mind, the law cannot become the law of the mind. The law of sin, or the law of 
death, cannot be in one’s mind while the law of the mind cannot be in the flesh. The two laws are two 
totally different entities. For detail, see my exegesis of Rom. 10.      
523 Work (e;rgon) is the principle of the law of death, that is, the law of Moses. The place where a law is, 
indicates the nature of the law (the law of the mind = the law in the mind); thus the principle of a law 
also reveals the identity of the law. That will be explained in detail. See the exegesis of Rom. 10. 
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and Deuteronomy. To put it another way, Genesis and Deuteronomy explain the law 

in that way. Paul thus finds the two commandments in Genesis and the laws in Deu-

teronomy.  

     There were two trees linked to Adam’s commandment. In a sense the trees were 

symbolic, and the fact that there were two trees is meaningful. God could have linked 

only one tree to the commandment of Adam. He could have planted the tree of 

knowledge of good and evil in such a way that it would bear two kinds of fruits, that is, 

the good (life) fruit and evil fruit, and he could have commanded Adam and Eve to eat on-

ly the good (life) fruit. Then, the tree of life is not needed. However, God planted two 

trees and linked two separate commandments to the two trees. On this notion Paul 

based the idea of the two commandments (the two laws).  

     For Paul, the law within Adam makes the ego know good and evil. The law gave it 

the knowledge of evil by producing it (7:7-13), while the law gave it the knowledge of 

the good, that is, the knowledge of the absence of the good (the good law or the law 

of life; 7:14-20). The law that the ego serves in Adam turns out to be the command-

ment of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. It is not the commandment of life. It 

cannot bring life. Where is the commandment (the law) that brings life then to be 

found? Paul finds the answer to this question in Deuteronomy, hearing an echo of 

the garden of Eden. Curse and blessing are not announced on only one mountain in 

Deuteronomy, but are linked to two mountains (Deut. 27). However, the blessing of 

Mount Gerizim is absent. Paul accepts that the commandment and the law are the 

same, and the echo of Genesis then resounds in Deuteronomy. The two trees appear

as the two mountains (Deut. 27) and ‘life and death’ and ‘good and evil’ are still there 

(Deut. 30:15), but a progress can be detected: The lost commandment of the tree of 

life appears again; it is in the mind (Deut. 30:14). Just like circumcision should be in 

the mind, the commandment (law) of life is not in the flesh but in the mind. By means 

of this resonance of Genesis and Deuteronomy, Paul then proclaims that the ego 

serves the law of death in the flesh, or in Adam and the law of life in Christ (Rom. 

7:15-25, and cf. 8:2).  

     It is not in Rom. 7-8 but in Rom. 10 that Paul refers to the identity of the law of life 

in Christ, that is, the law to serve with bb'le (mind or heart) fully. The reason why 

Paul emphasizes the law of the mind by suggesting Deut. 30 is only disclosed in 

Rom. 10. As expected, the commandment (law) is the word of Christ to be believed 
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in and with bb'le (mind or heart; Rom. 10:8-10 and 17). To make this clear, Paul has 

already suggested Gen. 2-3 in Rom 7 and has also hinted at Deut. 30 in that chapter. 

Finally, we then see that Deut. 27-30, in particular Chapter 30, must be read in the 

context of Gen. 2 and Gen. 2 must be reinterpreted by means of Deut. 30. In this, 

sort of intertextual circle, the structure of the Adam-Christ antithesis that started in 

Rom. 5:12ff. is worked out by means of a threefold kind of intertextuality between 

Genesis, Deuteronomy, and Romans. Adam’ law in Gen. 2 is contrasted with Christ’s 

word.524 The ‘I’ who was bound to the law of the husband, Adam, by becoming one 

body with him, now serves the new law, that is, the law of the new husband, Christ, 

by the death of its body that has become one with Christ (Rom. 7:4-6 and 8:2). Paul 

thus discloses the real situation of all humankind in Adam and Christ by the redemp-

tive history, focusing on Genesis and Deuteronomy. The ‘I’, Eve, in fact, all humans 

serve the law of sin and death with (in) the flesh, that is, in Adam, and the law of the 

mind, God, and the Spirit of life with (in) the mind, that is, in Christ (Rom. 7:25 and 

8:2). 

     Lastly, I want to ask a question. Why did Paul present what we have seen in Rom. 7 

by means of a threefold kind of intertextuality? My answer is this: To explain the 

above took me very long and resulted in a very complex argument – much more 

complex than that of Paul in the chapter. But this is due to the fact that Paul as-

sumed that his readers would intuitively understand the background of his argument 

– something that is not true of most modern readers for whom this complicated 

background has to be explained in detail. The silence of a hint can be much more 

effective than a complicated explanation. 
 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
524 The full explanation of the law of the mind, the word of Christ, and the law of Christ will be provided 
in the exegesis of Rom. 10, 13 and Gal. 6 in the next two chapters.   
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4 The two laws and the focus of Paul’s interest 

4.1 What is it that is missing in the ego, the ability to do what is 
good or the law? 

 

My exegesis of Rom. 7 has yielded two important insights with regard to the perfect 

observance of the law: According to Paul, 1) there are two laws, and 2) the particular 

law that is present determines the outcome. Both of these insights point in the same 

direction, namely that the perfect observance of the law is not the issue. In other 

words, life and death are not two functions or two sides of one law but two opposing 

results of two different laws. Paul does not think in terms of one single law, but of two 

laws. He defends the one and attacks the other. Therefore, Rom. 7 is not a mere de-

fence of the law. Paul has both positive and negative feelings about the law, which 

causes an ambiguity in his explanation of the law in Rom. 7. This insight tells us 

something very important. If the law were one, life and death would be regarded as 

the two possible results caused by the success or failure to observe the law perfectly. 

However, because Paul thinks in terms of two different laws, he does not say that 

death is the result of a failure to perfectly fulfil the law. No matter how perfectly the 

law of death is kept, it cannot produce life. Life is connected only to the law of life; 

and death only to the law of death. This means that it is incorrect to accept that ei-

ther life or death is caused by one’s success or failure to observe the law perfectly.  

     Therefore, life and death are concepts presupposing the observance of a particu-

lar law. Both life and death are decided not by whether the law is observed but by 

which law is obeyed. This idea may be strange to most modern people. Our modern 

concept of laws, for example of as traffic laws, is that someone decides on a course 

of action, thereby keeping or breaking a specific law. For most modern people, laws 

are not subjects but objects; they are not active but passive. However, in this case, 

we should keep in mind that Paul explicitly stated that it is the law existing in the ‘I’ 

that causes particular actions (Rom. 7:17-21). If the good law (the law of life) is in it, 

it does what is good; if the evil law (the law of death) is in it, it does what is evil. It 

must be noticed that Paul does not say that the ‘I’ performs evil because it fails to 

keep the good law. The reason why the ‘I’ performs evil is that the law of death and 

sin is in it. We do not pick up any notion of the law only being obeyed partially in 

Rom. 7 so that we have no reason to think that the law is not observed rightly. Rather, 
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the problem is that the law that the ‘I’ serves is not the good law. The real problem is 

that it thoroughly serves the evil law, the law of sin and death only. Thus the notion of 

the impossibility of the perfect obedience of the law is irrelevant. This claim will be 

tested in the following section on the personal nature of the laws.            

     These insights are expressed in Rom. 7:22-8:2 in a most dramatic way. The ‘I’ 

serves the law of God (the law of life) with the mind and the law of sin (the law of 

death) with the flesh. It cannot serve the law of death with the mind; neither can it 

serve the law of life with the flesh. This is so because the law of life is in the mind 

and the law of death is in the flesh. The real problem is that the law of God that the ‘I’ 

should serve in order to get life, is absent. The ‘I’ in the flesh only serves the law of 

the flesh, that is, the law of sin because the ‘I’ is captured under the law of sin; in 

other words, simply because the law of life is absent. In essence, the ‘I’ in the flesh 

does not have any possibility of life regardless of the observance of the law. There-

fore it exclaims that the law that it serves perfectly is not the law of life but the law of 

death.    

     This confirms that Paul is not interested in trying to prove that it is impossible to 

observe the law perfectly, neither in what the reasons for this situation might be. He 

is concerned about the identity of the law, that is, the Torah. So far, however, inter-

preters have paid only attention to the notion that the ‘I’ is unable to observe the law 

perfectly. Thus the question that is to be asked: What is it that is missing in the ‘I’, the 

ability to do what is good or the law? 

 

 

 

4.2 The law as a person: Who is unable? 
 

Now we have to pay attention to the more important aspect with regard to the identity 

of the law in Rom. 7:14-8:2, in particular to the fact that the two laws appear to be 

two persons. This is not merely a case of personification. We have already seen that 

the law appears in Galatians as a person. The same happens in Romans where Paul 

also introduces the two laws as persons. In this case the personal nature of the two 

laws is emphasized to such an extent that the ‘I’ is almost objectified. The two laws 

fight against each other, while the ‘I’ can do nothing. The law of sin captures it and 
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the ‘I’ becomes booty of the war (7:23). It has no rights, and only serves the law(s) as 

master.525 The laws are thus not portrayed as objects to be kept, done, and per-

formed, but rather as two powerful subjects controlling and ruling the ‘I’. Like a slave 

and prisoner of war, the ‘I’ serves a person more powerful than it, that is, the law. In 

other words, perfect observance (perfect obedience) is actually unavoidable. The 

verb douleu,w (indicative present) in 7:25 shows this clearly. The ‘I’ does not try to 

serve nor to make efforts to serve but just serves. The verb does not show any nu-

ance indicating any difficulty of serving. Besides, 7:25 does not hint at any insuffi-

ciency or imperfection in regard to serving. Which law is in the ‘I’ determines which 

law the ‘I’ serves. This agrees with what we have already argued earlier. 

     Paul’s interest thus focuses on the relationship between the particular law and the 

‘I’. The law that the ‘I’ serves determines either life or death. And which law the ‘I’ 

serves depends on which law wins the battle (7:23). The law of sin (e[teroj no,moj)526 

fights against the law of the mind within it (7:23). What is important in this regard is 

that the ‘I’ is not the one battling but the booty. In this sense, it cannot choose its 

master (the victor). That is very important. Once the ‘I’ is captured by a law, it has to 

serve the law without reserve so that it gets the result corresponding to the particular 

law. In short, whether the ‘I’ gets life or death depends on which law wins the battle. 

In terms of ability, it is not so much the ability of the ego that is important, but that of 

the law in winning the battle. The reason why the ‘I’ cannot serve the law of life is not 

because it cannot keep it perfectly but because the law of God, mind and life cannot 

capture it. In other words, the law of life is unable to do so. It is unable to defeat the 

law of death.  

     If this is correct, it should be confirmed by Rom 8. Let us now move to this chap-

ter. 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
525 For Paul, humans always live as slaves. Their lives are decided not by other humans, but by their 
master. See Rom. 6:12ff., especially v. 16. Humans are either the slaves of sin or the slaves of right-
eousness. Absolute freedom in a neutral sense is not something considered by Paul. This is also clear 
from Rom. 7: The law rules (o` no,moj kurieu,ei) humans.  
526 Take note that the law of God (v. 22) is changed to the law of the mind, and e[teroj no,moj to the law 
of sin.  
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5 Rom. 8: Rom. 7 checked 

5.1 Rom. 8:3-4: tto. dikai,wma tou/ no,mou 
 

If we interpret the problem of the law in Rom. 7 as related to human inability to ob-

serve the law perfectly, we must understand Rom. 8:1-4 as indicating the solution to 

the problem along the same lines, namely that Rom. 8:1-4 means that the ‘I’ could 

not keep the legal demands of the law because of the flesh, but that it can now do so, 

because it walks according to the Spirit.527 But this causes several problems:  

     Firstly, an important issue is disregarded. According to the text, the one that is 

weak is not the ‘I’, but the law. Secondly, the general usage of the word “fulfil” is also 

disregarded. It is generally said that the law is kept, done, or performed by human 

beings. However, it is not said that human beings fulfil the law. Ziesler528 noticed this 

problem, and he pointed out that it was Jesus who fulfilled (plhro,w)529 the law active-

ly. However, he does not apply this insight to his interpretation of to. dikai,wma tou/ 

no,mou. Thirdly, the approach ignores the atmosphere of Rom. 7, namely the fact that 

it said that it is the good law that is absent from the ‘I’. The ‘I’ only has the evil law 

and this is the only law that is portrayed as being active in it. This law produces cov-

etousness and asks the ‘I’ to do only evil. In this atmosphere, does the requirement 

of that only law the 'I' has, need to be fulfilled? Lastly, is it correct to regard the Spirit as 

a means of fulfilling the requirements of the law? In Rom 7:6, the law and the Spirit 

are opposed. It can thus not be that in the very next chapter Paul would argue that 

the requirement of the law can be fulfilled by the help of the Sprit. We also have to 

pay attention to the fact that much more weight is placed upon the law than on the ‘I’ 

in Rom.7.  

                                                      
527 Although the following scholars do not agree on what to. dikai,wma tou/ no,mou means, they all pay 
attention to the change of our ability to fulfil it in one sense or another: G. Delling, “plhro,w”, TDNT, VI, 
p. 292; R. W. Tompson, “How is the Law fulfilled in Us? An Interpretation of Rom. 8:4”, LS 11 (1986), 
pp. 32-3; J. A. Ziesler, “The Just Requirement of the Law (Romans 8:4)”, ABR 35, 1987, pp. 77-82; H. 
Hübner, Law, pp. 146ff; and H. M. W. van de Sandt, “Research into Rom. 8:4a: The Legal Claim of the 
Law”, Bijdragen 37 (1976), pp. 252-69. Cf. H. H. Esser, “no,moj”, p. 446, who also pays attention to the 
human weakness of obedience. 
528 J. A. Ziesler, Romans, pp. 207-08. 
529 For the detailed explanation of plhro,w, see chapter X. Plh,rwma no,mou h` avga,ph.  
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     In Rom. 7, the ‘I’ was not independent. It had to serve one of the two laws. But the 

‘I’ could not choose which law to serve. The essential problem was that the law of 

mind was too weak to win the battle against the law of sin (7:23). Because the law of 

the mind lost the battle, the ‘I’ became a slave of the law of sin. This tragedy, howev-

er, is reversed by Christ. However, even in this reversal, the ability of the law of the 

mind remains the focus. Rom. 8:1-4 shows the exact opposite picture of Rom. 7:22-

25: Those in Christ are no longer under judgment. Here, we have to take note that 

the reversal, or the solution, is not due to the fact that the ‘I’ now became able to do 

something in Christ, but rather because the law of the Spirit of life has freed it from 

the law of sin (8:2). The focus is on how the law of the Spirit of life can win the battle 

and release the ‘I’. In v. 3, the ga,r clause offers the answer to this. Here again, the 

subject of the weakness is the law. To. avdu,naton tou/ no,mou530 shows the inability of the 

law (of the mind) in comparison with God. It was the law that was kept weak (hvsqe,nei) 

by the flesh.  

     On the other hand, God condemned the flesh which caused the weakness of the 

law. God’s intervention thus brought about a change. If the result mentioned in 8:4 is 

related to the ability of the ‘I', the notion would be totally out of the blue. The context 

thus forces us to connect the result of the change to the ability of the law.531 In this 

context, one possible reading is as follows: Interpreting dikai,wma as requirement or 

as demand, we can understand i[na to. dikai,wma tou/ no,mou plhrwqh/| as referring to the 

point that the fact that the law was unable to demand of us to serve has been solved 

so that its requirements might be fulfilled. But in this case, the focus still falls on our 

inability to do what the law requires.  

     However, we can find a better interpretation of dikai,wma that is in harmony with 

the argument offered above, namely that it refers to righteous action.532 Thus Paul 

accentuates once again the fact that the good law (the law of the mind) supposed to 
                                                      
530 This is an adverbial accusative of reference or respect. This shows what God does in regard to 
what the law cannot do.  
531 If we fail to take note of the fact that Paul has already focused on the inability of the law in Rom. 7, 
it would come as quite a surprise to us that Paul refers to the inability of the law in 8:3. In that sense, it 
is understandable that Ziesler, Romans, p. 203, would say that Paul does not clearly indicate what the 
law was unable to do in 8:3.  
532 Especially, take note that dikai,wma is in the singular. Paying attention to this, Ziesler, “Just Re-
quirement”, reads the requirement of the law as the requirement of the commandment of covetous-
ness that Paul referred to in 7:7ff. On the other hand, according to Dunn, Theology, p. 646, footnote 
102, the singular does not focus on the individual requirements of the law but refers to requirements 
of the law as a whole and as the essential perspective of the law. It, however, rather seems that the 
plural form would have been used then. The singular form shows that Paul focuses on the one right-
eous action of the law, that is, delivering the ‘I’ from flesh and the law of sin and death. 
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lead the ‘I’ to life was unable to perform its right action because of the flesh. The law 

was unable to free it from the flesh (sa,rx, that is, to. sw/ma tou/ qana,tou in v. 24). But 

now, the law of the mind releases it from the law of sin and death (7:23 and 8:2) by 

God’s condemning of the flesh by sending Christ in the likeness of the flesh. Thus, 

the righteous action of the law of the mind which leads to life is now available, that is, 

fulfilled.  

     This understanding is supported by the fact that dikai,wma is fulfilled ‘in us’. 8:4 

does not say that because we are walking in the Spirit, we fulfil it.533 The laws always 

act or are supposed to work in us (7:18, 22, and 23).534 The law of sin and death 

works and acts in the flesh, whereas the law of the mind and of God in the mind. 

Rom. 8:4a (i[na to. dikai,wma tou/ no,mou plhrwqh/| evn h`mi/n) is related to the essential 

change of the law itself in us. It does not mean that the requirements of the law are 

fulfilled outwardly but that the essential righteous action of the law is fulfilled inwardly 

in us.  

     Paul has already used the word dikai,wma in Rom. 5. In that case, Christ’s right-

eous action (dikai,wma) was contrasted with Adam’s transgression, that is, his unright-

eous action (5:17). Now, the whole picture comes into view. The law of sin acts in the 

flesh and the law of the mind (the law of life) acts in the mind. Here lies the terrible 

tragedy. The ‘I’ is united with Adam so that it is in the flesh. Therefore, the law of the 

mind is not in it; it cannot lead the ‘I’ to life. But now in Christ, the law of the mind (the 

law of the Spirit of life) comes to do its’ righteous action.  

By Adam’s unrighteous action, the law of the mind was unable in relation to the ‘I’, 

but now, by Christ’s righteous action, the law of the mind (the law of the Spirit of life) 

can perform its’ righteous action.535 

 

 

 

                                                      
533 Even when we understand evn h̀mi/n as dative of advantage and as meaning ‘for us’ or ‘to us’, we 
still get the same result. The dikai,wma is not fulfilled by us. The phrase evn h̀mi/n shows that the sub-
ject of the fulfilling dikai,wma is not us in any sense.    
534 We should keep in mind that the ‘I’ (ego) in Rom. 7 in fact means Eve, Paul, and all humans. Paul 
views himself and all humans through the perspective of Eve. Although Paul focuses on Deut. 30 in 
7:14ff., this theological framework is not completely discarded.    
535 As we will see in the next chapter, the fulfilment of the righteous action of the law is not the recov-
ery of the function of the law. The law of Adam differs essentially from the law of Christ. They turn out 
to be the law of Moses and the word of Christ respectively.  
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5.2 Rom. 8:7 
 

At this stage we need to check v. 7 briefly. Does the verse refer to our inability to 

keep536 the law perfectly? Schreiner537 cites this verse, arguing that humans cannot 

keep the law because of Adam’s fall. This is not correct. Take note that Paul does not 

say that the thought (mind-set) of the flesh cannot submit to the law of God perfectly. 

Paul repeats 7:25 exactly in this verse. In 7:25, he declared that the ‘I’ serves the law 

of sin with the flesh. He does not refer to the law of God. Therefore it is not a case of 

(the thought of) the flesh choosing the law of God without being able to obey it per-

fectly. It is rather a case of (the thought of) the flesh not obeying and serving the law 

of God instead of the law of sin. Paul says this again in terms of the thought (mind-

set) of the flesh and the Spirit. We can thus reformulate v. 7 as follows: The thoughts 

of the Spirit do not submit to the law of sin, nor can they do so; they submit to the law 

of God, whereas the thoughts of flesh do not submit to the law of God, nor can they 

do so; they submit to the law of sin. In 8:7, Paul thus repeats 7:25 exactly, just omit-

ting unnecessary words. After saying this, he adds in 8:9 that if the Spirit of God 

dwells in them, Christians are not in the flesh but in the Spirit. If they are not in flesh, 

they come to serve not the other law but the law of God. Paul’s logic here is similar 

to that in 7:14-25. In 7:25, he mentioned that not serving the law of God perfectly 

with the flesh but just serving the law of God with the flesh is impossible. In 8:5-9, he 

still adheres to the principle that the mind-set of the flesh cannot submit to the law of 

God and says that since Christians are not in the flesh, they serve the law of God 

and please God. By those in the flesh the law of God cannot be served – not be-

cause the thoughts of the flesh cannot submit to the law of God perfectly, but simply 

because their submitting to the law of God is not possible in principle. Only by those 

who live according to the Spirit, that is, in the Spirit, can the law of God be served 

and obeyed. The righteous action of the law of God, which brings forth life can be 

fulfilled and becomes possible only in those who are in the Spirit. This is in harmony 

with our interpretation of 8:4. To conclude, Rom. 8 is not against our reading of Rom. 

7 at all but rather supports it.  
                                                      
536 In our daily speaking, fulfilling the law is generally understood as meaning keeping the law perfect-
ly. As we have seen above, however, fulfilling the righteous action of the law is not a human but a di-
vine work. And as we will see in the next chapter, the fulfilment of the law means the essential change 
of the law. Therefore, it is not theologically right that the expressions of fulfilling the law are used for 
human actions.  
537 T. R. Schreiner, Law, p. 70, footnote. 81.  
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6 Conclusion 
 

I have pointed out earlier that in Rom. 3, Paul said that even those who kept the law 

perfectly were not righteous; instead he argued that perfect law-keepers were sin-

ners. It was not because their behaviour could not bring about what was perfectly 

good, but because their works were totally sinful (3:10-18). This is exactly what Rom. 

7 says. Although the ‘I’ wants to do what is good, it does only evil. Then, in 3:20, Paul 

said that no flesh can be justified by the works of the law.538 This is, again, the same 

as what he says in Rom. 7. The ‘I’ does only evil because it is in Adam, or in the flesh, 

so that it serves only the law of sin (7:25). In the flesh, the works of the law can nev-

er be righteousness. At this very point, no flesh can be justified by the works of the 

law. The law served by flesh, the identification of which was delayed in Rom. 3, 

clearly turns out to be the law of death and sin in Rom. 7. No one in Adam, that is, no 

flesh can be justified by the works of the law of death and sin! 

     By the way, Paul’s view on the law in Rom. 7 did not appear in this chapter for the 

first time. He has already used the same idea in Gal. 5. According to Gal. 5:22-23, 

there is no law against the fruit of the Holy Spirit. Why does Paul say kata. tw/n toi-

ou,twn ouvk e;stin no,moj? The reason why in Rom. 7, the ‘I’ could not do the good that it 

wanted, was that the good law, that is, the law of God, was not present in it; only the 

evil law, that is, the law of sin. It was this law that fought against the law of God and 

captured the ‘I’ (7:23 and 8:2). Paul expresses this just in terms of the fruit of the Ho-

ly Spirit in Gal. 5. 

     We have seen in our historical survey of the interpretation of the law in Pauline 

letters in chapter II that scholars accept that the ultimate problem of the law is linked 

to the failure of observing it perfectly. If one uses the idea of only one law as frame-

work, the two results, life and death, depend on the success or the failure of the per-

                                                      
538 The meaning of the expression ‘the works of the law’ will be explained in the next chapter.  
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fect observance of the law. In that sense, the problem of the law is human nature. 

Our study of Rom. 7 and 8, however, told a different story. Paul starts in Genesis and 

then moves to Deuteronomy, focusing on the Torah and revealing the identity of the 

Torah in the redemptive history.539 

     The key insight was that there are two laws, two persons, ruling the ‘I’ with the re-

sults of the laws (death or life) being determined by the identity of the law that the ‘I’ 

serves. Each law is connected to the corresponding place, principle, and result re-

spectively, forming two series which are juxtaposed: the law of God – in Christ – with 

the mind – life � the law of sin – in Adam – with the flesh – death. Tragically, the ‘I’ is 

in Adam, or in the flesh. It does not find the law of God in itself. So, the result, death, 

has already been decided and destined for it.   

     Here the important aspect is that each element in the two lists, law – place – prin-

ciple – result, must stay in its place. An element cannot be moved to the other list. 

For example, we cannot serve the law of God with the flesh; neither can we serve 

the law of sin in Christ. Therefore, mentioning only one element is enough to desig-

nate all the other elements. For instance, mentioning the one who serves a law with 

the flesh means that the one is not in Christ, that the law that he/she serves is the 

law of sin and death, and that the result cannot be life. Saying, “The ‘I’ serves the law 

of God” means that the ‘I’ serves the law with the mind so that it is in Christ. Which 

law the ‘I’ serves, tells who it is, how and where it serves it, and what result it shall 

have, and vice versa.  

     Here, we must point out a very important fact in regard to the way, or principle of 

serving the law. The manner of serving the law cannot be caused or changed by 

one’s misuse. In other words, the ‘I’ cannot choose the way to serve so that it cannot 

serve the law that it is serving in the wrong way. The law of death is not the law mis-

used by the ‘I’. We have to keep to Paul’s distinctions. The law of death captured the 

‘I’ and forced it to serve it in flesh. The way to serve is not open to its choice and 

misuse. So to speak, the right way to serve that law of death is ‘with the flesh’. I can-

not but stress continually that misusing the law is impossible and death comes not 
                                                      
539 Scholars who think that Paul has all human laws in mind do not grasp his redemptive historical 
perspective. For instance, see M. J. Borg and J. D. Crossan, The First Paul, pp. 169-72, and J. 
Taubes, The Political Theology of Paul, tr. D. Hollander (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), pp. 
23ff. According to Taubes, the law in Paul’s thought refers to worldly laws and even nature laws. How-
ever, his approach ignores Paul’s redemptive historical focus on the law completely. In fact, Paul re-
gards the law of Moses as the commandment of Adam. At this point, the Mosaic law can be seen as 
the law of all humankind in Adam. Nevertheless, this cannot include all the general laws of human 
beings or natural laws. 
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from misuse but from the identity of the law itself. At this point, both the New Per-

spective and the traditional one miss Paul’s point. The failure of the perfect ob-

servance of the law by legalism, ethnical boundary, or any other misuses is not what 

Paul has in mind here.  

     Our understanding above provides an excellent foundation for the interpretation of 

Rom. 10. In Rom. 7-8, Paul offers the most profound explanation of the law. The Mo-

saic law is the law of the ex-husband; the Torah is the same as the commandment of 

Adam. The Torah is the law giving the knowledge of good and evil. It makes one ex-

perience evil and knows that the good, that is, the good law, is absent in it. Where 

and what is the law of Life in concrete terms? Now, we have to move to Rom. 10. If 

some things are still a little bit unclear with regard to Paul’s interpretation of this issue 

in Rom 7-8, they shall become clear in the discussion of Rom. 10. 
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IX. Rom. 9:30-10:10 
 

Now, we have arrived at another major text that is often regarded as referring to Is-

rael’s failure to observer the Mosaic law perfectly.540 However, we will see that this 

notion is not found in the text. And, more importantly, the text will give us very im-

portant insights regarding the fulfilment of the law. This text is very complicated; it 

contains a sort of word play on the law, a circular way of reasoning, and several ide-

as that are merely suggested. I believe that unless all my explanations up to now are 

kept in mind, the discussion that follows now will not be easily understood, so that it 

is necessary to briefly review the main ideas worked out in the previous chapters. I 

have argued that to perform the law means to serve it. With regard to what this obe-

dience actually entails, to do the law is not impossible but rather to avoid doing the 

law perfectly is unavoidable. It is not the ‘I’ that decides the ways of serving the laws 

of ‘sin and death’ and of the ‘mind and God’. The ‘I’ must follow the way or manner of 

serving of the very law that it serves. Paul’s concern is not whether one follows a 

particular way completely or misuses it. Rather, in terms of his views, the way or 

principle of pursuing reveals the identity of the law that one is serving. We will find 

the same ideas in Rom. 9-10. Paul does not link the problem of the Torah to the 

wrong way that one pursues (serves) it, nor to a failure to keep it perfectly. He pre-

sents both the Torah and Christ as law. The two laws entail different ways of pursuing 

(serving), namely works and faith.  

     In the previous chapter, I made an effort to focus only on what is found in Rom. 7-

8. I have done so, because Paul did not explain everything in those two chapters. 

Now I move on to a question that still has to be answered. The Mosaic law was the 

law of the old husband, Adam. By this, Paul meant that the Mosaic law was the com-

mandment of the knowledge of good and evil. The Mosaic law was the law of sin that 

                                                      
540 In fact, the reason why Paul explains the law in Rom 7-8 in this way is to be found in the dilemma 
of Israel in terms of the redemptive history. He contrasts the Torah of Israel with Christ’s word. This 
preparatory movement is precisely worked out. Paul’s (preaching Christ’s word) life-risking meditative 
ministry for Israel in Rom. 9:1-3 strongly suggests the ministry of Moses who delivered the Torah. The 
contrast is more concretely revealed in 2 Cor. 3: The ministry of condemnation and that of righteous-
ness (v. 9). Thus the contrast connects the Torah to the law of condemnation, and the word of Christ 
to the law of righteousness.     
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brought the knowledge of evil by producing covetousness. However, did the law of 

Adam only bring a warning of death and not also the promise of life? Was the law of 

Adam also the commandment (of the tree) of life? In this chapter, we will discover the 

answer to this question. The law of the old husband that had become the law of 

death now becomes the law of life by means of the new husband, or, to put it in other 

words, Christ fulfils the Mosaic law.  

 

 

 

 

 

1 A brief history of the interpretation of the passage and 
questions that need to be answered 

 

A popular way to understand Rom. 9:30-10:13 is to link it to Israel’s legalism.541 Al-

though legalism can be interpreted in various ways, when viewed from a legalistic 

perspective, Israel’s ultimate problem in terms of the Mosaic law is then understood 

as a failure to observe it perfectly because of her wrong ways. Israel did not do the 

works of the law and thus could not obtain righteousness.  

     Wright542 does not focus on Israel’s legalism, and pays attention to the relation-

ship between the old covenant and the new one. According to him, Israel’s problem 

was the misuse of the Torah as a badge of membership (another wrong way of pur-

suing the Torah). This leads to the same result: a failure to observe the Torah truly. 

Wright543 says that the true meaning of Lev. 18:5 in Rom. 10:5 is found in Paul’s ex-

egesis of Deut. 30 in 10:6ff. To believe in Christ is to perform the Torah in the sense 

that Deuteronomy (and Jeremiah) intended. According to his explanation, faith 

comes to be the true way to pursue (observe) the Torah. Therefore, Christians are 

fulfilling the Torah. 

                                                      
541 C. K. Barrett, Essays on Paul (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1982), p. 143; T. R. Schreiner, 
Law, pp. 104-05 (although he does not say that the law is another way to salvation, he claims that the 
law pursued by faith could have led Israel to see Christ); C. Hodge, A Commentary on Romans (GSC, 
Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1972), pp. 329-43; and C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, Vol. II, pp. 
503-08.  
542 N. T. Wright, Climax, pp. 239-46.  
543 N. T. Wright, Romans, pp. 656-60. 
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     Dunn544 does not link Israel’s fault to legalism either. Centring on the idea that Is-

rael misused the Torah as an ethical identity marker, he interprets Israel’s not attain-

ing of the law as meaning not attaining the goal of the law. According to him, this 

goal can be reached by faith only. In this case, the reference to the law (9:31) is a 

kind of shorthand for referring to the goal of the law. Therefore, for him, the word of 

faith (Rom. 10:8) is the law properly understood. He, too, comes to the same conclu-

sion: Israel’s mistake was that the law was pursued in a wrong way. 

     It is not difficult to find scholars who link Israel’s failure to the true, namely, perfect 

observance of the Torah in Rom. 9:30-10:13.545 Most scholars reach the conclusion 

that Israel failed in attaining righteousness by her failure to observe the Torah per-

fectly.546 

     I, however, cannot but be surprised by this line of interpretation, according to 

which Israel’s problem boils down to a failure to keep the law perfectly. This interpre-

tation raises several questions. It is based on the following two ideas: A) There is es-

sentially nothing wrong with the Mosaic law: In spite of the inability of the law to gen-

erate the power for keeping it perfectly, it is usually assumed that there is nothing 

essentially wrong with the law itself. B) Therefore, there is nothing wrong with the 

righteousness linked to the Mosaic law: The righteousness linked to the Mosaic law 

is thus not understood in a negative sense. If the law is kept in the right way, it leads 

to righteousness which leads to salvation.  

     These two ideas then lead to the following two notions: C) The fundamental prob-

lem of the Mosaic law is not linked to the law itself, but in the way it is pursued: The 

reason for Israel’s failure is that it pursued the law in the wrong way, that is, by works. 

D) Finally, Paul contrasts righteousness by works to righteousness by faith.          

     Based on these ideas, Rom. 9:30-10:13 is then interpreted as follows: A') Israel 

failed to observe the law perfectly. B') Thus, Israel could not reach (obtain) the right-

eousness of the law. Therefore, in 10:5ff., Paul argues as follows: C') The problem is 

                                                      
544 J. D. G. Dunn, Theology, pp. 640-41. 
545 According to T. D. Gordon, “Note on Romans 9:32”, the problem does not lie in the way the law 
was pursued; yet he also regards the failure to observe the law as its ultimate problem.   
546 The following scholars think that Rom. 10:5 means that someone who observes the law perfectly 
can earn life: R. Bultmann, Theology, Vol.1, p. 262; C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, Vol. II, p. 509; and S. 
Westerholm, Israel’s Law, p. 147. 
       The following versions of the Bible understand Rom. 9:30 as meaning that Israel’s failed to ob-
serve the law. NLT: “… but the people of Israel, who tried so hard to get right with God by keeping the 
law, never succeeded”; NRS: “… but Israel, who did strive for the righteousness that is based on the 
law, did not succeed in fulfilling that law.”    
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the pursuit of the Mosaic law by means of works (v. 5). D') Both righteousness by 

faith and righteousness by works are related to the Mosaic law, that is, to the way in 

which the law is pursued (vv. 5ff.).      

     I, however, disagree with all four the ideas highlighted above. I will examine them 

one by one. Before doing so, I have to point out the surprising fact that Rom. 9:30-

10:13 does not mention any one of these notions (A' to D') explicitly. They are not 

found in the text, but are added by scholars in order to make sense of the text. Let us 

then briefly examine each of the four assumptions: A') The law was not kept perfect-

ly: Paul never states this explicitly. What the Israelites failed to submit to was not the 

law but God’s righteousness (Rom. 10:3). They pursued the law, moreover, with zeal. 

We cannot find any direct hint indicating a failure to keep the law perfectly on Israel’s 

side. ‘From the works’ (evx e;rgwn) in 9:32 does not refer to a failure to observe the law 

perfectly. Works are not the wrong way of observing the law. See below. Furthermore, 

Israel did not attain to the law; it is not said that Israel did not attain to the ob-

servance of the law. In other words, Israel could not get to the law. This difference 

must be noticed carefully. B') Israel did not obtain the righteousness of the law: As I 

indicated above, what Israel did not attain to was not the righteousness of the law, 

but the law itself. When we contrast 9:30 with 9:31 carelessly, we might draw the 

wrong conclusion that Israel did not attain to the righteousness of the law, but this is 

not what the text states. It says that Israel did not attain to the law. Missing this 

makes one miss Paul’s point. C') Works are the wrong way of pursuing the law: Ac-

cording to the text, Moses does not say that works are the wrong way of pursuing the 

law. If one reads Rom. 10:5 through the lens of 9:32, works are read into the text as 

the wrong way of obeying the law. D') Both righteousness by faith and righteousness 

by works are related to the Mosaic law, that is, to the way in which the law is pur-

sued: Paul does not compare works and faith, centring on the Torah. In 10:5-6, he 

contrasts righteousness of the Torah and that of faith. In other words, he contrasts 

Torah and faith.  

     Therefore, the interpretation that Israel did not obtain righteousness of the Mosaic 

law because of a failure to obey the law perfectly, which was caused by a wrong way 

of pursuing it, is wrong. Even though all four the assumptions, A') to D'), must be re-

thought, I am going to concentrate on A') and B') in particular, since they contain the 

main ideas giving rise to the misunderstanding.   
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2 Rom. 9:30-33 

2.1 Point of comparison: The law or Christ? 
 
The interpretation of eivj no,mon ouvk e;fqasen (9:31) is the key to understanding Rom. 10 

since this is where Israel’s problem is identified. However, it is not easy to decide on 

its meaning. Did Israel not have the law already? Does the phrase refer to righteous-

ness,547 the goal (purpose), 548 or the fulfilment549 of the law?  

     Furthermore, in order to understand 9:31, one has to grasp the strange contrast 

between 9:30 and 31. In these verses Paul compares the Gentiles with Israel. It 

should also be noted that the point of comparison is not clear. In 9:30, it is said that 

the Gentiles obtained righteousness and it came from faith. On the other hand, in 

9:31, it is said that Israel did not attain to the law. As Ziesler550 correctly points out, it 

is awkward to understand eivj no,mon ouvk e;fqasen as meaning that Israel did not keep 

the law. However, no matter whether it means Israel’s failure in keeping the law or in 

arriving at the law, if we regard 9:31 as the reason why Israel did not get the right-
                                                      
547 According to D. Moo, Romans, p. 620, Israel failed to attain to the righteousness that the law de-
manded. See also M. Luther, Romans, p. 144; R. H. Mounce, Romans, p. 205; C. T. Rhyne, “Nomos 
Dikaiosynēs and the Meaning of Romans 10:4”, CBQ 47 (1985), p. 489; and J. S. Exell, The Biblical 
Illustrator: Romans, Vol. II (London: James Nisbet & CO.), p. 310. Interestingly, Exell finds Israel’s 
fault in following the law of the righteousness instead of the righteousness. Dunn, Roman, p. 592, has 
a similar idea.  
     Cf. E. P. Sanders, Law, p. 42, who understands it as referring to righteousness by faith, too.    
548 T. R. Schreiner, Romans, pp. 536-38. Cf. T. R. Schreiner, “Israel’s Failure”; and W. H. G. Thomas, 
Commentary on Romans (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1974), p. 268. 
549 B. L. Martin, Christ and the Law in Paul (NTSup 62, Leiden: Brill, 1989), pp. 137-40; and N. T. 
Wright, Climax, p. 224. According to Wright, one confessing Christ fulfils the Torah and attains to it. A 
worldwide family can thus attain to the Torah, with the help of the gospel. The Torah is then fulfilled 
whenever anyone confesses that Jesus is the Lord. According to his interpretation, ‘to attain to the 
law’ means ‘to attain to the fulfilment of it’.   
     In fact, the explanations of v. 31b of many commentators’ (eivj no,mon ouvk e;fqasen) contain two or 
three of the readings above (righteousness, goal, or the fulfilment of the law). For instance, N. T. 
Wright, Romans, pp. 648-49 and 656-57, accentuates that Israel did not attain to the Torah but it final-
ly meant that Israel failed in fulfilling the Torah and did not attain to the purpose of the Torah. In the 
case of Schreiner, all three readings are mixed in his explanation. However, the common point of the 
three readings is that they add something to the text, that is, to the phrase eivj no,mon. It seems that 
many commentators think that v. 31, as it is, does not make sense. Cf. Dunn, Romans, p. 582, who 
thinks that Paul’s meaning in v. 31 is not wholly clear without v. 32a.  
550 A. Ziesler, Romans, p. 253. 
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eousness of God in the end (10:3), 9:31 does not seem to be a balanced comparison 

to 9:30. The Gentiles obtained righteousness not by keeping or arriving at the law; it 

comes from faith. The law is not the point of comparison. Paul has already declared 

that in 3:21. If Israel had been compared with the Gentiles, 9:31 would have read: 
VIsrah.l de. diw,kwn no,mon dikaiosu,nhj eivj pi,stin ouvk e;fqasenÅ  

     Does Paul state that the Gentiles and Israel have different ways of obtaining 

righteousness? Does he mean that the Gentiles succeeded in getting righteousness 

in their own way, while Israel failed in her own way? To put it in another way, does 

Paul say that, in principle, if Israel can keep the law, she can obtain righteousness?  

     According to Paul, Israel did not attain to the law. Why not? It seems obvious that 

Paul points out Israel’s problem in 9:31-32a as her pursuit of the law not by faith but 

by works. Thus it is no wonder that many identify the problem not as the law itself but 

as the way in which it was pursued. If so, it appears as if Paul contrasts the Gentiles’ 

faith in Christ with Israel’s failure to observe the law.  

     It should be noted, however, that 9:32b-33 reverses this idea. Israel’s pursuit of 

the law in the wrong way ended with her stumbling over the stumbling stone. This 

stone is Christ. The wrong way she pursued the law resulted in her disbelief in Christ. 

In short, she did not arrive at Christ. It thus seems as if Paul claimed in 9:31 that if 

Israel had arrived at the law by faith, that is, by the right way of keeping the law, she 

could have obtained the righteousness of God. However, in 9:33, he points out that 

she did not believe in Christ. That is Paul’s point when mentioning the Gentiles in 

9:30. If so, the works he mentions do not refer to the wrong way of pursuing the law 

but to disbelief in Christ. Then, in turn, another question arises: Why did Paul say 

that Israel did not arrive at, not Christ, but the law?      

     Paul contrasts the Gentiles and Israel by stating that the Gentiles obtained right-

eousness by believing in Christ (in 9:30) and that Israel did not arrive at faith in 

Christ (in 9:32-33). The Gentiles are contrasted to Israel not in terms of the law but in 

terms of Christ. Then, why does he say in 9:31 that Israel’s fault was that she did not 

arrive at the law? If the Gentiles and Israel are contrasted in terms of Christ, Paul’s 

statement that she did not arrive at the law creates an asymmetrical contrast. Here, 

we should be careful to take note that Paul does not say that Israel did not arrive at 

the 'goal' of the law, that is, Christ. He does not make the contrast a balanced one in 

this way. Thus, we may put the question: Where exactly lies Israel’s fault? In not at-

taining the law or in not believing in Christ? 
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     This question may be answered in two ways: 1) By assuming that Paul points out 

that Israel pursued the law in the wrong way (Schreiner551) or 2) by assuming that he 

lays his finger on her disbelief in Christ (Sanders552). Which interpretation is correct? 

To my mind one should not choose between these two interpretations as both are 

only partially correct. Rather one should try to combine the two. According to 9:30-33, 

attaining to the law is the same as attaining to Christ. To put it in a nutshell, Christ is 

presented as the law. In other words, one can detect something similar going on 

here as in the rest of Romans and Galatians, namely Paul’s emphasis on the per-

sonal nature of the law.  

     Israel could not arrive at the law because she pursued it (VIsrah.l de. diw,kwn no,mon) 

not from faith (ouvk evk pi,stewj) but from works (evx e;rgwn). On the other hand, she 

could not believe in Christ because she was (or pursued the law) not from faith but 

from works. These two statements depict Israel’s fault. However, this should not be 

regarded as two separate problems; essentially there was only one problem. Accord-

ing to 9:31-2, the law is the law that can be arrived at only by (from) faith. It cannot 

be attained to by works. And according to 9:32-33, Christ is the rock, the object not 

to be done (worked) but to be believed in. Israel followed the law by works without 

faith and ended up with stumbling at the stumbling stone (rock) that is the object to 

be believed in (the object of faith), that is, Christ. Paul presents Christ (the object to 

be believed in) as the law that should be attained to only by faith, that is, the law of 

faith. Once we see Christ as the law, faith and works remain the two ways or two 

principles of arriving at the law and a balance can be detected in Paul’s comparison 

of the Gentiles and Israel. If Christ is understood as the law, and not as the goal of 

the law, both Schreiner’s claim that Paul compares faith and works as two ways of 

pursuing the law and Sanders’ interpretation that Paul points out Israel’s disbelief in 

Christ turn out to be right.    

 

 

 

                                                      
551 T. R. Schreiner, Law, pp. 104-12. 
552 E. P. Sanders, Law, pp. 36-43. 
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2.2 The way of pursuing the law = The identity of the law: Which 
law did Israel pursue? 

 
The two interpretations pointed out above are also problematic to a certain extent. 

The reason for this is that it is often not realised that they in fact mean the same. By 

this I do not mean that if one pursues the law in the right way, one will arrive at Christ 

as the goal of the law, and, therefore, Israel’s fault of choosing the wrong way equals 

her fault of not believing in Christ. That Israel did not attain to the law (VIsrah.l eivj 

no,mon ouvk e;fqasen) is not short-hand for Israel not attaining to the goal of the law. If 

we interpret the law here as the goal of the law, Israel’s problem of not attaining to it 

is linked to the way in which she pursued the law. This would then imply that if the 

law is pursued in the proper way, the pursuer will attain the goal of the law, that is, 

Christ. However, Paul never makes such a claim. In Galatians, we have seen that his 

reference to pedagogue cannot be interpreted in this way; righteousness was not 

linked to the law. This also happened in Rom 3:21. We will see that he also refers to 

two kinds of righteousness in Rom. 10:5ff., the righteousness of the law and the 

righteousness not linked to the law, that is, the righteousness of faith. And here in 

9:30, he states that the Gentiles did not pursue the law at all. They arrived at Christ 

but not through the law. Paul himself who was faultless in terms of legalistic right-

eousness did not arrive at Christ. Accordingly, the idea that the law should be inter-

preted in 9:30-31 as the goal of the law cannot be supported by other Pauline texts.  

     However, when we interpret eivj no,mon in 9:31 not as ‘to the goal of the law’ but as 

‘to the law’, we see a new possibility. Israel had the law. It was her boast (Rom. 2:23). 

And she pursued it with zeal but did not arrive ‘at the law’. Paul does not say that she 

did not keep the law, but that she did not attain to the law itself. When we read it as 

simply referring to ‘the law’, we come to see that he is speaking of the identity of the 

law that Israel had. If she did not attain to the law, which kind of law was the Torah? 

And what is the law that she should have arrived at? The point is that Paul once 

again has two different laws in mind, as was the case in Rom 7.553 In other words, 

the Torah that Israel pursued with zeal was not the right law; there is another law and 

she should have pursued that law, that is, Christ. In terms of Paul’s notion of two 

laws, we thus come to realise that faith and works are not introduced here as two dif-

                                                      
553 It seems as if C. Hodge, Romans, p. 330, might have realised that Paul’s contrast is based on the 
notion of two laws, but he does not delve deeper into this.  
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ferent ways or principles of pursuing one and the same law. Faith is not the right way 

of pursuing the Torah. Faith is an entirely different way of pursuing a law that is dif-

ferent from the Torah.  

     It, however, is right to say that faith is still a way of pursuing a law. If we keep in 

mind the two laws and the two corresponding ways of pursuing the two, we realize 

that to refer to a way of pursuing a law is to refer to the identity of the law being pur-

sued. The law that Israel pursued was the Torah. The other law, Christ, is the law 

that she should have pursued by faith. Israel’s ultimate problem was that she did not 

pursue the other law, that is, Christ. In other words, she did not believe in him. Her 

fault was not that she pursued the Torah by works, but that works were the wrong 

way of pursuing Christ, that is, the law.554 At this point, it is correct to accept that Is-

rael pursued the law (not the Torah but Christ) in the wrong way. Finally, Schreiner’s 

emphasis on the wrong way in which Israel pursued the law and Sander’s emphasis 

on her disbelief in Christ, in fact, mean the same for Paul.555 

    The problem is why Paul explains all of this in such a confusing way. Why 

does he interpret Christ in terms of law? A law (= Torah) and then another law! At a 

glance, it might seem a strange and awkward way of thinking. Paul, however, bases 

this idea logically on what he had already said in Rom. 7. Let us briefly return to his 

argument in Rom. 7. What is the reason why the ‘I’ (ego) cannot do good? It was nei-

ther due to the weak will nor to the wrong way of pursuing of the law. It rather was 

that the good law was not present in the ‘I’. For Paul, having the law as a person 

leading the ‘I’ is central. And in this respect, he follows the tradition of the Old Testa-

ment. For example, someone who delights in and meditates on the law is called 

blessed in Psalm 1:1-2 (cf. 119:47-8). That the law is a guide is more important than 

observing it. In this sense, Israel was boastful of her possession of the law unlike the 

Gentiles. When we understand this, we come to realise that it is not the failure in ob-

serving the law but the failure in arriving at the law that is important. I repeat what I 

have pointed out earlier: the law that is present in the ‘I’ determines the action, life, 

and outcomes of the particular law. It is within this context that Paul introduces the 
                                                      
554 I welcome the fact that T. D. Gordon, “Note on Romans 9:32”, interprets Rom. 9:32 within the con-
text of Gal. 3:12 and that he identifies Israel’s fault as the way in which she pursued the law. However, 
he does not realise that her proper pursuing of the law ended with a failure in attaining to Christ, the 
law. For him, too, Israel’s problem is the failure of observing the law.   
555 If I have to choose one of these, I am more satisfied with Sander’s explanation. In his, Law, p. 42, 
he realises that Paul’s point is irrelevant to the manner of pursuing the law and the observance of the 
law. However, he cannot decisively grasp the heart of the matter. He fails to realise that Paul’s frame-
work continues after Rom. 7. See his footnote 130, too.  
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notion of two laws: The law of death and the law of life. And these two laws are 

served in two different ways, by the mind (heart) and by the flesh. According to Rom. 

7, those who serve the law by the flesh cannot serve the law of life.  

     If we keep Paul’s statements in Rom. 7-8, in mind what we find in Rom. 10 is to be 

expected. In Rom 7-8, one finds: 1) Two laws, 2) The notion of the two laws as per-

sons, 3) The way of pursuing the law is linked to the identity of the law, 4) The exist-

ence of law = existence of life. These are exactly what Paul says in Rom. 9-10, too. 

In Rom. 9:30-10:13, one finds: 1) The Torah and another law, 2) Christ as the law, 3) 

Pursuit by faith and work = Pursuit of different laws, the Torah and Christ, 4) Not at-

taining to the law, Christ = not attaining to salvation.  

     To conclude, Paul continues the argument that he started in Rom. 7 in Rom. 9:30-

10:13, which means the text must be understood against the backdrop of Rom. 7. In 

Rom. 7, he referred to the existence of the two laws and the principles behind them, 

but he did not disclose the identities of the two laws. Now, in Rom 9:30-10:13, they 

are fully revealed. Israel should have pursued the law of faith, Christ. Let us examine 

this in more detail.  

 

 

 

 

 

3 Rom. 10:2-6 

3.1 The two laws and the two kinds of righteousness 
 

According to Hübner,556 the righteousness that is of the law and the righteousness 

that is of faith refer to the contrast in the two ways in which the law can be kept. In 

this case, both types of righteousness thus come from the law. However, we have to 

take note that Paul does not contrast works and faith in Rom. 10:5-6, centring on the 

law. It is obvious that in 10:5 works are related to the Mosaic law, the Torah, while 

the righteousness which is from faith is not related to the Torah. Furthermore Rom. 

10:6 does not say anything about pursuing the Torah in the way of faith. Rom. 10:6 

                                                      
556 See section 2.3 on Hübner in chapter II. 
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does not refer to the righteousness, in relation with the law, by the way of faith, but to 

the righteousness which is of (from) faith. In other words, Paul does not compare ‘the 

righteousness of works (in connection with the law) and the righteousness of faith (in 

connection with the law)’ but ‘the righteousness of the law and the righteousness of 

faith’. It is very important to realise that he distinguishes here between two kinds of 

righteousness. Rom. 10:5 simply refers to righteousness from the law, not to a right-

eousness obtained by a certain way of pursuing the law. Rom. 10:5 does not claim 

that works are the wrong way of pursuing the law. If this were so, the problem would 

be that it was Moses who taught Israel the wrong way of pursuing the law. However, 

in Rom. 10:5, Paul does not find any problem with Moses’ principle, that is, works as 

a way of pursuing the law. Instead he clearly refers to the principle of a righteous-

ness that is from the law. Doers of the law are right in terms of righteousness of the 

law.557 

     The idea that Paul contrasts work to faith, centring on the law, is the result of 

simply combining 9:31-2 and 10:5. If the objection raised against works in 9:32 is 

read into 10:5, doing the Torah becomes the problem. But this is not correct. As I 

have already pointed out Israel did what the law required. One should take note what 

Paul says himself, namely that Israel had no problem in terms of the righteousness 

of the law.  

     In this sense, Paul is a Hebrew of the Hebrews. His self-evaluation in Phil. 3:6-9 

matches Israel’s story in Rom. 10:2-3. Take note that Paul compares the two kinds of 

righteousness (Phil. 3:9 � Rom. 10:3), accentuating knowledge (Phil. 3:7 � Rom. 

10:2b) in contrast to zeal (Phil. 3:6 � Rom. 10:2a). One could say that Paul is a sort 

of prototype of the Hebrews, declaring his faultlessness in terms of legalistic right-

eousness. The correspondence between the two texts thus supports the idea that 

Israel was also blameless in terms of the law. Or rather, that Israel arrived at the 

                                                      
557 According to D. P. Fuller, Gospel and Law, pp. 98-9, in Rom. 10:5, Paul cites Lev. 18:5 in a positive 
sense unlike Gal. 3:12. I think that Paul’s argument in Romans is not different from that in Galatians, 
but Fuller is right in the sense that Paul’s quotation in Rom. 10:5 is positive. He, however, does not 
see that a problem arises in comparing Rom. 10:5 with 10:6 (cf. pp. 85ff.). The problem is that even 
righteousness, by the right works, regarded as right by the law, is not the righteousness of faith.   
     R. Badenas, Christ the End of the Law: Romans 10:4 in Pauline Perspective (JSNTSup 10, Sheffield: 
JSOT Press: 1985), pp. 119ff., also reads Paul’s saying the other way round. Warning that one’s in-
terpretation of Rom. 10:5-8 is easily misled by Gal. 3:10-14, he reads de, in Rom. 10:6 not as adversa-
tive but as connective so that h` dikaiosu,nh h` evk no,mou (v. 5) and h` evk pi,stewj dikaiosu,nh (v. 6) are 
equivalent expressions.   
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righteousness of the Torah because she pursued it exactly by (from) works, which 

was the right way of pursuing it.    

     If so, what was the problem then? Exactly what was said in the previous para-

graph, namely that she followed the Torah in the right way so that she arrived at the 

Torah and its righteousness. However, take note that according to Paul she did not 

arrive at salvation (10:1). That was indeed the very problem. The righteousness of 

the Torah did not bring salvation. She followed the righteousness of the Torah, but 

this was not the righteousness of God. I realise that this distinction might sound 

strange to modern exegetes – as would have been the case for Israel in Paul’s 

time.558 However, this was indeed the way in which Paul understood the situation. 

Although he was blameless in terms of the righteousness of the Torah he was on a 

road leading towards death. This is what we have also seen in Rom. 3. The right-

eousness of the Jewish law-keepers could not make them righteous in God’s sight. 

Their righteousness was not God’s righteousness.  

     Israel arrived at the righteousness of the Torah by the right way, that is, by works. 

This is the very reason why Paul did not say that she did not arrive at the ob-

servance or righteousness of the Torah. It was not the righteousness of the law but 

the law that she did not arrive at. Therefore, the law that she was supposed to arrive 

at but could not cannot be the Torah. This is not merely a matter of a right way of 

pursuing the law. The problem was her dependence on the Torah as such in the right 

way. That she did not pursue, follow, or serve the law by faith thus refers to another 

law, namely the law of faith.  

     The difficulties in understanding 9:30-10:13 are caused by the fact that Paul is in-

volved in a kind of word-play,559 in that he calls both the Torah and Christ ‘law’, thus 

continuing his argument in Rom. 7, and by the fact that the circular argument that the 

way and the principle of a law determine the identity of the law and vice versa con-
                                                      
558 That the perfect righteousness of the Torah cannot lead us to salvation sounds like a shocking di-
lemma to most modern Christians. But this dilemma also bothered Paul almost 2000 years ago. The 
Pre-Christian Paul did not have the right knowledge so that he was far from salvation although the 
attained perfect righteousness. As long as he was pursuing the Torah perfectly, he was moving away 
from Christ, that is, from the law of life. If we have difficulty in understanding Paul’s idea, we must go 
back to Rom. 7. I mean that we must go back to Genesis. In Eden, there were two trees. According to 
the commandment of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, Adam and Eve were not allowed to eat 
the fruit of the tree. Suppose that they kept this commandment perfectly. What would have happened? 
Even though they would have attained perfect righteousness in terms of the commandment of the tree 
of knowledge this would not have given them life. Life came only from the other tree (the other com-
mandment).   
559 See the following section. By the way, is Paul trying to confuse his readers by this word-play? Not 
at all! This is only his way of trying to explain the dilemma of the law.  
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structs the text. If one forgets Rom. 7, this text might be confusing. Paul thus makes 

a distinction between two laws, the Torah and another law which cannot be attained 

to by works. According to Paul, Israel arrived at a law, but the law at which she ar-

rived at was the wrong one.560 

     That we are on the right track is confirmed by the way in which Paul compares the 

two kinds of righteousness. We have seen that 10:5 simply refers to righteousness 

from the Torah, based on works. On the other hand, in 10:5-6, Paul compares the 

righteousness of faith and that of the Torah: The righteousness of faith is a right-

eousness based on a principle differing from the Torah. Furthermore, right before this, 

Paul compares God’s righteousness to Israel’s own righteousness. All of this thus 

demand that we should interpret the two comparisons as follows: the righteousness 

of faith = God’s righteousness � the righteousness of the law, the Torah = Israel’s 

own righteousness. The righteousness of the Torah is thus only Israel’s own right-

eousness.             

     The interpretation of Israel’s own righteousness (th.n ivdi,an dikaiosu,nhn) has a long 

and complicated history, but one’s interpretation should be based on the text only. In 

this context, ‘own’ (i;dioj) does not mean ‘for her merit, by herself’ but ‘not according 

to knowledge’ (ouv katV evpi,gnwsin) as is clear from 10:2. One needs to realise that the 

knowledge mentioned here does not refer to the right way of pursuing the law. Isra-

el’s ignorance was linked to the fact that she did not know God’s righteousness 

(10:3). God’s righteousness was the same as the righteousness of faith, and is con-

trasted to the righteousness of the Torah. Israel was ignorant of the existence of 

God’s righteousness which did not come from the Torah. Thus, Israel’s own right-

eousness does not refer to her misuse of the Torah, for example by legalism or by 

using it as an ethnical boundary marker. It means that she did not know that the 

righteousness of faith was God’s righteousness, but instead regarded the righteous-

ness of the Torah as God’s righteousness. That Israel regarded the righteousness of 

the Torah as God’s righteousness does not mean that it was ‘for herself’ or ‘self-

                                                      
560 N. T. Wright failed to see that in Rom. 7, Paul refers to two laws by the intertextuality of Genesis 
and Deuteronomy. He even refers to the Doppelgänger of the Torah but, in fact, it only means different 
sides, actions of functions of the Torah (see footnote 517). Furthermore, he fails to grasp Paul’s point 
in Rom. 10. That Israel could not attain to the law does not mean that she could not attain to the Torah 
(contra Wright, Romans, pp. 648-49 and 657). He finds the solution to the problem of the law in the 
new way to keep the Torah. According to him, ibid., pp. 657ff., the new way is faith. However, faith is 
not the new way to keep the Torah but the way of the new law, that is, Christ. One attains to the totally 
new law by faith.   
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efforts’.561 Israel had zeal. Her zeal does not mean that she made efforts to get sal-

vation without God. In that sense, her zeal was not towards herself but God. Note 

that it was the zeal of God (zh/lon qeou/) (10:2). It was aimed at God’s righteousness, 

but, in fact, only at a righteousness that she regarded as God’s righteousness. She 

did not know the true rigighteousness of God at all so that she did not submit to it 

(ouvc u`peta,ghsan) at all.562 She tried to establish a righteousness that was not God’s 

righteousness, and ended up establishing the wrong kind of righteousness, that is, 

only her own righteousness. It was thus not a matter of ability but of knowledge. 

What made her zeal wrong was not her way or ability but her ignorance.    

     In conclusion, that Israel had zeal for God in order to establish her own right-

eousness means that she had zeal in order to establish not the righteousness of faith 

but the righteousness of the Torah. In short, Israel’s own righteousness was not the 

righteousness of the Torah which went wrong but the righteousness of the Torah as 

such. Israel’s own righteousness that the text refers to is the righteousness of the To-

rah, kept with zeal not for her own efforts, merits, or ethnical boasts, but for God, per-

formed in the right way, and finally attained perfectly. Accordingly, in terms of Paul’s 

logic, there are two different laws corresponding to the two kinds of righteousness. 

The distinction that Paul makes between two kinds of righteousness thus does not 

refer to two ways of doing the law, but is linked to the notion of two different laws, the 

Torah and Christ. He has already introduced Christ as law in 9:31.               

     The righteousness (of God) does not depend on whether or not the law (the To-

rah) can be observed but on the question which law it is that is being pursued. One 

law, the Torah, leads to self-righteousness, and the other one to God’s righteousness. 

Christ turns out to be the law of God, or the law of life (Rom. 7: 25 and 8:2). However, 

it is important to take note that Paul has not proved it yet. How is he going to do so? 

He must prove that Israel was wrong in pursuing the Torah based on a (right) principle of 

works. He must prove that the Torah (the law to do) was the law that brought about 

                                                      
561 Not only the traditional reading according to which self-righteousness means self-efforts based 
merits, but also the new one focusing on Israel’s exclusive ethnical righteousness, for example, that of 
G. Howard, “Christ the End of the Law: The Meaning of Romans 10:4ff.”, JBL 88 (1969), p 336, miss 
Paul’s thrust.  
562 God’s righteousness is nothing but the righteousness of faith (Rom. 10:10). In Rom. 10:13-17, Paul 
points out Israel’s disbelief in the gospel (Christ). It is not true that she believed in Christ in the wrong 
way so that she failed to believe, nor is it true that even though she wanted to believe in him, she was 
unable to believe. Rather, she just did not believe and simply rejected God’s righteousness.  
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the self-righteousness and Christ (the law to believe) was the law that brought about 

God’s righteousness.  

 

 

 

 

 

4 Rom. 10:5-10 

4.1 The law of doing and the law of faith = The law of the flesh and 
the law of the heart 

 

First of all, it is useful to keep in mind what Paul has to prove. In Rom. 7-8, he ex-

plained the law. This is continued in Rom. 10. In between he discusses Israel. In this 

part, he tries to find an answer for his great sorrow and pain (9:1-2), that is, for Isra-

el’s dilemma (9:3-4). In order to do so, he focuses on the Torah. For this, Rom. 7-8 is 

a kind of preparation. He explains why the Torah pursued in the right way did not 

bring salvation for Israel. Israel’s history shows that the righteousness of the Torah is 

not the righteousness of God. But how can he prove this from Scripture? Can he find 

a text stating this in the Old Testament? Furthermore, he also needs to find proof that 

Christ is the law bringing salvation. Of these two tasks the former seems to be the 

more difficult one to achieve. Paul finds the answer to this in Deuteronomy.  

     In 10: 6-8, he cites Deut. 30:12-4. The ‘word on the lips and in the heart’ is under-

stood as the word of faith that is proclaimed. Paul thus finds the core text for faith in 

Christ in Deuteronomy. It should be noted that Deut. 30:12-4 is related to the com-

mandments written in the book of law (30:10). Paul, however, reinterprets this as re-

ferring to Christ. The word of the law that is near in Deut. 30:12-4 is interpreted as 

Christ: it means confessing Christ with one’s lips and believing in him in one’s heart. 

His point is that Deut. 30 has already foretold the law of faith.      

     We should also pay attention to the way in which he uses this text from Deuter-

onomy in terms of its context. He understands Deut. 30:12-4 as saying that when 

one believes in Christ with one’s heart, one will get salvation. This interpretation does 

not go against the original context of Deuteronomy. According to Deut. 30:14, the 
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word is near, on one’s lips and in one’s heart, so that one can do it. According to 

Deut. 30:14-6, life is promised on the condition that God’s commandments are done. 

Therefore, conclusively, having God’s word in one’s mouth and heart promises life 

and blessing.563 By the way, according to Deut. 30:14, the direct result of having the 

word of the law on one’s lips and in one’s heart is that one can do it. If Paul wanted 

to prove in Rom. 9:30ff. that Israel failed to observe the law, it does not make sense 

that he does not refer to this verse in Rom. 10:8.564 If he intended to prove in Rom. 

9:30 that Israel could not achieve observance of the law because she did not pursue 

the law by faith, he surely would have supported such an assertion by Deut. 30:14. 

However, as I have argued earlier, he is not interested in proving that Israel did not 

observe the law in the right way; he only wanted to show that Christ is the word that 

should be in one’s heart, and that he is the law of salvation. What one should realise 

is that in identifying Christ as the law, he emphasises the relation to one’s heart, but 

deliberately does not connect him to works. Why is that?  

     Paul connects only heart, belief and salvation (life) to Christ as the law. In other 

words, Christ is the law of life to be believed in in one’s heart. That exactly is what he 

has also said in Rom. 7:25. The way in which he interprets and explains Deut. 30 

thus strongly reminds one of Rom. 7. Although he introduced Israel’s tragic situation 

in Rom. 9, he did not discontinue his explanation of the law. In the light of Rom. 7, it is 

clear why he does not want to connect Christ to works.565 In Rom. 7, he hinted at 

Deut. 30, and declared that he served the law of God, namely, the law of the mind or 

the law of (the Spirit of) life with the mind. In Rom. 10, he cites the same text and 

states something similar; the only difference being that he changed ‘to serve with the 

mind’ to ‘to believe in the heart (mind)’ and that he explicitly identified the law of the 

mind (the law of life) as Christ. What is very important here is that Paul also identifies 

                                                      
563 It is quite interesting to take note of this. In Deut. 30, curse and blessing are determined by the law. 
On the other hand, In the New Testament, they are determined by the word of Christ. The blessings 
on the mount in Matt. 5:1ff. and the curses (a series of ouvai. de. u`mi/n) in Matt. 23:13ff. are proclaimed 
by means of the word of Jesus. According to John 3:18, one who does not believe in Jesus has al-
ready been condemned. (The word of) Christ thus functions as the law in terms of blessing and curse.     
564 According to N. T. Wright, Climax, p. 245, Paul understands the omitted phrase in Deut. 30:14, ‘so 
that you may do it’, as referring to the true keeping of the Torah. If this is so, we have to accept that 
Paul believes that all of his readers can easily catch this. To my mind, if Wright is correct, then Paul 
always omits this crucial phrase, both here and in Galatians! 
565 Take note of Paul’s use of terms in Rom. 7:18-21 once again. Paul says that he does not perform 
or ‘work’ (katerga,zomai) the good. We have seen that the good is not human nature but the law. How-
ever, when the good is linked to the law, that is, to the law of God, the law of the mind, the law of the 
Spirit of life, Paul never uses the verbs ‘perform’, ‘work’ and ‘do’. Only the other law, the Torah, can be 
connected to these terms (poie,w in 10:5).   
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the opposite possibility as the law served with the flesh. If Christ is identified in Rom. 

10 as the law of God and in Rom. 7 as the law of life by the connection of mind 

(heart) and faith in Rom. 10, it is easy to grasp that what should be connected to 

‘works’ is ‘flesh’ even though ‘flesh’ does not appear in Rom. 10. See especially Rom. 

3:20. Paul has already connected performing the law to the flesh. He contrasts the 

work of flesh and the faith of mind (heart). What does the contrast mean in terms of 

the two principles of the two laws in Rom. 7:25? It means that the law to be ‘done’, 

namely, the Torah, is the law to be served with the flesh. In a word, the Torah is the 

law of death. In Rom. 10, Paul says by means of the two principles of the two laws in 

Rom. 7 that the law of the heart (mind), the law to be believed, that is, Christ, is the 

law of life while the law of the flesh, the law to be ‘done’, that is, the Torah, is the law 

of death.566 In the light of this, it is clear why Paul did not want to connect ‘works’ to 

Christ.         

     According to Deuteronomy, especially chapter 30, the law brings both life and 

death. At first, Paul did not see any problem in Israel or himself observing the Torah. 

Yet, this actually brought about death. Death did not result from a failure to observe 

the Torah, nor from a wrong way of obeying it. He explains this by referring to two 

laws. Now, we can fully understand why Paul connected the law of life and the law of 

God only to the mind (heart) in Rom. 7, and why he omitted the core part, Deut. 

30:14b, when he cited Deut. 30:14 in Rom. 10:8. The part that he omitted referred to 

the perfect observance of the law. It was not the case that he emphasised ‘mind’ in 

Rom. 7 in order to describe his mental agony so that he could get his readers’ sym-

pathy. No, he was preparing the first steps of a new theological insight, that is, mind 

and faith � flesh and work, which would be worked out in detail in Rom. 10.      

     I am surprised to see that many scholars so easily ignore Rom. 7-8 when they do 

exegesis of Rom. 10. For example, Ziesler567 does not pay attention to ‘heart (mind)’ 

and do not connect it to Rom. 7:25 so that he just focuses on the ease of becoming 

righteous by means of sermons proclaiming Christ. Of course, he does not grasp 

that Christ himself is presented as the law. However, Rom. 10 cannot be interpreted 

on its own. Paul’s statement that the law to serve with one’s mind is the law of life 

and the law served with the flesh is the law of death is not only meant for Rom. 7, but 

                                                      
566 In this regard, the Reformers were right in emphasising the antithesis between faith and works, but 
they did not realise that both faith and works were related to the law, or rather, to the two laws.  
567 A. Ziesler, Romans, pp. 251 and 262. 
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prepares for Rom. 10. All of this helps him to explain Israel’s dilemma. Now, we see 

why Paul had to draw such a complicated picture of the law in Rom. 7.  

     Israel followed the Torah that led to death since the Torah was the law of death. 

The observance was not the issue, nor was the way in which they pursued the law. 

According to Paul, Israel’s fault was in pursuing the law not by faith, as the way of 

pursuing the particular law was determined by the identity of the particular law. This 

does not mean that she did not keep the Torah by faith; it means that she did not 

pursue the law of faith, heart, and life, that is, Christ.568 

     Now the awkward contrast in Rom. 9:31 can be understood. The verse does not 

mean that Israel did not attain to the Torah, its righteousness or its observance. Nei-

ther does it say that she did not arrive at the goal of the Torah. As far as the Torah is 

the law of death, observing it brings forth sin and death; it cannot function positively. 

As the law of death cannot refer to the law of life, so the Torah cannot point to Christ. 

The Torah cannot take Christ as its goal. Israel could not arrive at the true goal, 

Christ, by following the Torah. Now, we are in the position to interpret te,loj in 10:4.  

 

 

 

 

 

5 TTe,loj no,mou Cristo,j 
 

It is well known that there have been a lot of debate on the interpretation of te,loj 

no,mou. I am not going to claim that all the existing explanations of it are totally wrong, 

but I will suggest the possibility of a better interpretation. The two most important in-

terpretations of te,loj are ‘end’569 and ‘goal’.570 However, it is quite difficult to choose 

                                                      
568 This understanding allows one to see the intertextuality between Rom. 3:27 and Rom. 9:30-10:10. 
Rom. 3:27 seems to refer to the two principles, faith and work. Cf. H. Räisänen, “The Law of Faith and 
the Sprit”, and “Paul’s Word-Play on no,moj”. Take also note that the RSV, ASV and NIV translate no,moj 
as ‘principle’ or ‘manner’. But even if no,moj means ‘principle’, it does not mean principle only; it also 
identifies the particular law. Finally, no,moj e;rgwn and no,moj pi,stewj mean the ‘law of works’ and the 
‘law of faith’; in other words, the ‘law of the heart’, that is, the ‘law of God’ and the ‘law of the flesh’, 
that is, the ‘law of sin’. Now, we see why Paul kept to the word no,moj in Rom. 3:27.  
569 C. K. Barrett, Romans, pp. 197ff. According to T. R. Schreiner, Law, pp. 134-36, Rom. 10:4 does 
not depict the general relationship between gospel and law. He focuses on v. 3. For Christians, Christ 
is the end of their attempts to use the law for self-righteousness.     
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one of these, as both interpretations do not only make sense but also create prob-

lems. In the light of so many negative explanations of the law by Paul, it might seem 

as if he understands te,loj no,mou as the ‘end’ of the law. In this case, however, the in-

terpretation of the expression is in conflict not only with Jesus’ saying in Matt. 5:17, 

but also with Paul’s own saying in Rom. 3:31. And our study of Rom. 7-8 forces us 

not to interpret te,loj no,mou as the end of the law because the law of life is also called 

‘law’ by Paul. Humans receive life in Christ, which is possible by the law of life. 

Above all, Paul presents Christ as the law in Rom. 9:30-10:10. If he intended to use 

te,loj to mean ‘end’, he contradicts himself by presenting Christ who is the end of the 

law as the law.  

     On the other hand, interpreting te,loj as ‘goal’ also causes problems. If it means 

that humankind comes to need grace as a result of a failure to keep the law in the 

sense that they come to find Christ, it cannot explain the fact that Paul does not pre-

sent a failure in observing the law as the problem of the law in Rom. 7-10. On the 

other hand, if it means that the law eventually leads humankind to Christ by its posi-

tive function, it cannot explain why Israel that pursued the law by the right way or 

principle and Paul who was legally blameless in terms of the law did not arrive at 

Christ. Interpreting Christ as the goal of the Torah thus disregards Israel’s history, 

and interprets Rom. 7 in a wrong way. According to Rom. 7, the ‘I’ was a prisoner of 

war caused by the law. The law led it not to life but to death. Death, rather, was the 

goal of the law!571 The picture of the law that Paul draws is never positive. Even the 

right pursuit of the law cannot yield any positive results. To say that Christ is the goal 

of the Torah thus waters down the essential problem of the Torah. Thus we can con-

clude that both interpretations of the expression te,loj no,mou disregard the context of 

Rom. 7-10.  

                                                                                                                                                                     
570 P. Meyer, “Romans 10:4 and the End of the Law”, in: J. L. Crenshaw and S. Sandmel (eds.), The 
Divine Helmsman: Studies on God’s Control of Human Events (New York: KTAV, 1980), p. 68; C. T. 
Rhyne, “Romans 10:4”, pp. 492ff.; and Faith Establishes the Law (SBLDS 55, Chico: Scholars Press, 
1981), pp. 103-04. R. Badenas, The End of the Law, p. 80, says that during the New Testament era, 
te,loj was especially used for designating goal and purpose. Accordingly, he, pp. 114-15, reads it not 
temporally but teleologically so that he finally accepts that Christ is the law’s true goal. 
571 As I indicated in the beginning of the section the implied meaning of te,loj does not completely 
exclude the meaning of ‘goal’. In Rom. 7, Paul identified the Torah as the commandment of 
knowledge of good and evil. It produces evil and makes one know evil in that way, whereas it also 
makes one aware of not having the good law. In this sense, it might be said that (the knowledge of) 
the good law is the goal of the commandment (law). Nevertheless, we must not miss Paul’ thrust. It is 
that evil and death are the goal of the law of death, that is, the Torah.    
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      To my mind there is a better way to interpret the phrase. As point of departure we 

should keep in mind that Paul’s explanation of the law in Rom. 10 does not occur in 

a vacuum. It is true that he cites Deut. 30 in Rom. 10, but he had already begun his 

explanation of the law against the background of this Old Testament text in Rom. 7. 

We have already seen how he links the basic problem of the law to the law itself. 

This problem of the law outlined in Rom. 7-8 is finally solved in Rom. 10. The solu-

tion is not that the law should be abolished. No, Christ fulfils the law so that it can 

perform the correct action (dikai,wma). In Christ, the law that brought death is fulfilled 

so that it becomes the law that brings life, that is, te,loj no,mou Cristo,j. What is also 

important to take note of here is the unique emphasis in Rom. 10. Having indicated 

in Rom. 7-8 that there are two laws and that the right action is fulfilled by Christ, Paul 

reveals the identities of the two laws in Rom. 10. The Torah and Christ are the law of 

sin and the law of the mind respectively. Christ turns out to be not only the one who 

fulfils the law in order that it becomes the law of life; he also becomes the law of life 

itself. In other words, Christ is the law that fulfils the law. This is the final conclusion 

to Paul’s explanations of the law in Rom. 7-10. And this is the meaning of the ex-

pression te,loj no,mou Cristo,j. Christ as the law of life is the fulfilled law; he thus is the 

fulfilment of the law.   

     Paul explains Israel’s dilemma in Rom. 9 by discussing the law in Rom. 10. Isra-

el’s fault was that her zeal was without knowledge. In terms of Rom. 10:2-4 the 

knowledge is that Christ is the fulfilment of the law (te,loj no,mou Cristo,j). This igno-

rance resulted in their not arriving at the law, in other words, not believing in the law, 

that is, in Christ. This confirms that the above interpretation of te,loj was correct. Is-

rael did not know that Christ was the fulfilment of the law, that is, the law of faith (of 

the mind and life) to be believed by the heart (mind). She pursued the Torah by 

works. Although she followed the law, she could not arrive at the law. Or rather, be-

cause she followed the law (the Torah), she could not arrive at the law (Christ). That 

was Paul’s view of the matter. 

     This interpretation of te,loj no,mou Cristo,j depends on the Pauline notion of two 

laws and depicts Christ himself as a law. Reading te,loj no,mou as the ‘end’ or the 

‘goal’ of the law misses this point. When we regard Christ as the fulfilment of the law, 

a new horizon opens. What is more important is that the reading of Christ as the ful-

filment of the law provides another important insight with regard to the fulfilment of 



- 250 - 
 

the law (plh,rwma no,mou).572 The fulfilment of the law is not an anthropological con-

cept; it cannot be achieved by human keeping and observing of the law. It rather re-

fers to the law itself acting as the good law, in other words, the law becoming the law 

of life. In this regard, it must be remembered that the fulfilment of the law becomes 

possible only by te,loj no,mou ,that is, Cristo,j. This does not mean that only Christ can 

keep the law perfectly. It means that only Christ who is the law and gives his word as 

the law can fulfil the law (the Torah) to be the law of life. This understanding is im-

portant for interpreting the verses in the next chapter, which is related to the fulfil-

ment of the law. The fulfilment of the law (plh,rwma no,mou) is usually understood in 

terms of the keeping the law. Let us investigate this matter further. 

  

                                                      
572 I have already pointed out that Paul indicates both principle and law by no,moj at the same time (cf. 
footnote 568). For him, ‘by the principle of faith’, ‘by the mind (heart)’, ‘by the law of the mind’, and ‘by 
the law of faith’ are all equivalent, whereas ‘by the principle of works’, ‘by flesh’, ‘by the law of sin’, and 
‘by the law of works’ are all equivalent. Thus, in Rom. 3:31, he says that we do not abolish the law by 
faith but rather establish it. The principle of faith is not the principle of faith isolated from the identity of 
the law. We are justified by the principle of faith, that is, by the law of faith. This is the way not to abol-
ish but to establish the law. That is, by our righteousness, the law is established to be the law of faith 
and righteousness. In other words, it is fulfilled to be the law of faith.   
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PART D 

(The meaning of the ‘fulfilling’ of the law) 
 

 

 

X. PPlh,rwma no,mou h` avga,ph 

1 Method or end product? 
 

I have examined the verses in Galatians and Romans that are usually understood as 

referring to the failure or the impossibility of observing the law, either as a result of 

human inability or by pursuing the law in a wrong way. We have seen that Paul did 

not say that obeying the law was impossible, nor did he identify a failure in observing 

the law as the problem of the law. He was interested in the identity of the law. If so, 

how should we read the verses that seem to refer to the way or method of observing 

the law? According to Sanders,573 Paul denies that the law has a role to play in be-

coming part of the Christian community but it does have an effect on the lives of 

Christians. The law must be kept. Finally, it is often accepted that Paul ‘reduces’ the 

law in a certain sense.574 Now, let us examine the verses referring to the fulfilment of 

the law.  

     Let us begin with Gal. 5:14. Paul’s positive picture of the law in 5:14 is a problem 

for scholars as it stands in clear contrast to his earlier negative standpoint in 5:3. 

Hübner575 tries to avoid this difficulty by distinguishing between ‘the whole law’ (o[lo/j 

                                                      
573 See E. P. Sanders, Law, pp. 93-135, chapter 3, “The Law should be fulfilled”, especially pp. 102-03. 
574 The reduction of the law is one of the most popular ways of harmonising Paul’s positive and nega-
tive views of the law. For example, T. R. Schreiner, Law, pp. 137, 149-56, and 170-71, uses the reduc-
tion of the law to harmonize Gal. 5:14 and Rom. 13:9 with Paul’s other negative statements on the law.   
575 H. Hübner, Law, pp. 37ff. 
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o` no,moj) in 5:3 and ‘all the law’ (o` pa/j no,moj) in 5:14. The Paul he portrays seems to 

depend not on detailed explanations but on delicate distinctions such as these. On 

the other hand, Räisänen576 is so critical that he accepts that Paul contradicts himself 

in these verses. Another option is that of harmonising the two: if one puts love (Je-

sus’ one word) into practice, ‘all the law’ (the requirements of the law) is fulfilled (fully 

kept).577 

     However, it is must be noted that the focus of this verse is not anthropological. 

That humans should do something is not found in it. The verse refers to ‘all the law’ 

without mentioning humankind. This agrees with our findings on Paul’s view of the 

law thus far. According to him, all of the Torah is fulfilled in one word of Christ, 

love.578 To put it in a nutshell, the entire Torah is, so to speak, transformed and 

changed into one word, love, so that the Torah is fulfilled.579 This does not refer to 

human fulfilling580 (keeping) of the Torah but to the transformation of the Torah it-

self.581 
                                                      
576 H. Räisänen, Paul and the Law, pp. 62-4. 
577 E. de W. Burton, Galatians, p. 294-95; H. D. Betz, Galatians, pp. 274-76. Betz’s distinction be-
tween doing the law and fulfilling the law is sometimes still accepted. S. Westerholm, “On Fulfilling the 
Whole Law”; J. M. G. Barclay, Obeying, pp. 139-42; and I. G. Hong, Galatians, pp. 170-83, have the 
same idea: Love fulfils the requirements of the law without performing all the commandments in the 
law. Love thus becomes a sort of convenient ambiguity (cf. Barclay, Obeying, p. 140). In this explana-
tion, love, in fact, is regarded as a sort of effective and convenient way of fulfilling the law; J. L. Martyn, 
“The Crucial Event in the History of the Law (Gal 5:14)”, in: E. H. Lovering and J. L. Sumney (eds.), 
Essays in Honor of Victor Paul Furnish, Theology & Ethics in Paul and his Interpreters (Nashville: Ab-
ingdon, 1996), pp. 48-61. According to Martyn, one who loves fulfils the law and participates in Jesus’ 
fulfilling of the law; cf. also E. P. Sanders, Law, pp. 93-135, chapter 3, “The Law should be fulfilled”, 
especially, pp. 97-8. According to Sanders, love is the true way to fulfil the law and fulfilling the law not 
by circumcision but by love is the true fulfilment of the law; J. D. G. Dunn, Galatians, p. 290, also ac-
cepts that one fulfils the law by love; cf. also  F. Thielman, From Plight to Solution, pp. 50ff. 
578 In most cases, Jesus’ one word (avgaph,seij to.n plhsi,on sou ẁj seauto,n) in 5:14 is regarded as a 
citation of Lev. 19:18, as in Rom. 13:9. This, however, does not take note of the fact that Paul refers to 
‘one word’ (lo,goj), not ‘one commandment’ (evntolh,). In Rom. 10, Paul compares the Torah and Christ 
as the law, that is, the word of faith (10:8). And then, in 13:9, he compares all the commandments in 
the Torah and love, the new commandment as Christ’s word. Here, take note that he clearly distin-
guishes between Jesus’ commandment and all the commandments in the Torah by using ‘word’. He is 
not quoting one commandment in the Torah (Lev. 19:18) as a kernel law still remaining and, making a 
claim on the Christians (cf. H. Räisänen, Paul and the Law, p. 64), nor does he take Lev. 19:18 as the 
core of the Torah according the Jewish views (cf. E. P. Sanders, Law, pp. 95ff., especially, footnote 8). 
Even though Gal. 5:14b is exactly the same as Lev. 19:18b in the LXX, Paul does not cite Lev. 19:18 
as such but a word (lo,goj) of Christ.   
579 This understanding explains the reason why plhrou/n was never used in connection with the law, 
as well as in the sense of keeping perfectly in the Old Testament and Greek Jewish literature (cf. J. M. 
G. Barclay, Obeying, p. 138).  
580 The word ‘fulfil’ is commonly used as an equivalent of keeping and observing the law. However, we 
have seen that in Paul’s view of the law, expressions such as ‘fulfilling’ and ‘fulfilment’ cannot be used 
as substitutes for ‘keeping’ and ‘observing’ the law. In this case I just use the expression for the sake 
of explanation.     
581 At this point, fulfilling the law does not even focus on Christ’s or human endeavours. In other words, 
that Jesus’ fulfilled the law does not refer to him keeping the law. Fulfilling the law is not related to 
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     When we understand this, we can solve the difficulty in Rom. 13:8. Rom. 13:8-10 

has popularly been understood as presenting love as the way (method) in which the 

Torah can be kept perfectly.582 Such a reading focuses totally on the Torah. The To-

rah must be kept, which is still regarded as something positive. On the other hand, 

however, the verse is also interpreted as against the Torah since Paul’s point is that 

Christians must owe each other not the debt of the Torah but the debt of love;583 in 

other words, Christians must love each other. In fact, Paul has stated this clearly in 

Galatians already. To owe (ovfei,lw) and to serve (douleu,w) are not different actions. 

Those who accept the Torah represented by circumcision are the debtors (ovfeile,thj) 

who must do the entire law (Gal. 5:3). In Gal. 5:1, to accept circumcision means to be 

under the yoke of slavery (zugw/| doulei,aj). Debt and the yoke of slavery are the same, 

and a debtor is nothing but a slave. Christians must be the slaves of love (Gal. 5:13). 

The contrast is clear. Christians are not depicted as slaves in debt to the Torah but to 

love. This notion is also found in Rom. 13:8: Owe each other only the debt of love! 

Serve each other with only love! Christians are free slaves (Gal. 5:13), while the ac-

cepters of circumcision are slaves without any freedom (Gal. 5:1). The debt of love is 

the debt of freedom, while the debt of the Torah is the debt of slavery. Paul’s point is 

that the Galatians must not be subjected again to the yoke of slavery. If love is the 

method by which Christians can keep the law, is Paul then presenting love, the debt 

of freedom, as the method of paying back the debt of slavery? Love is not a new 

loan to pay back the old debt! Such readings, as it were, are not different from claim-

ing that we have to keep the law of death by the law of life, namely, by love. It depicts 

Jesus as a self-contradictory person who makes us free from the debt of the Torah, 

gives us a new debt of love and then, commands us to pay back the old debt of 

slavery with the new one of freedom. Such explanations cannot be accepted and dis-
                                                                                                                                                                     
obeying or keeping the law, but to the essence of the law revealed in God’s redemptive history. In this 
regard, C. F. D. Moule’s study, “Fulfilment-Words in the New Testament: Use and Abuse”, NTS 14 
(1967-8), pp. 293-320, is useful. According to him, the term ‘fulfilment’ is used in connection with the 
final consummation of God’s will and plan.  
     If we do not take note of this and interpret Gal. 5:14 and 6:2 in terms of the true observance of the 
law, Paul’s use of the verb plhro,w looks strange. See, for example, Barclay, Obeying, p. 141, who 
says, “In both verses (5:14 and 6:2), Paul uses a specialized and somewhat unusual verb, ‘to fulfil’, in 
relation to the law” (my italics).  
582 T. R. Schreiner, Law, pp. 145-78, chapter 6 “The Fulfillment of the Law by Christians”. Especially, 
see pp. 145-46, 149-50, and 176-78. According to his explanation, Christians can fulfil the law by do-
ing love, that is, the summarised law, by the help of the Holy Spirit. 
583 Wright’s interpretation of Rom. 13:8-10 is not different from Schreiner’s in essence. Wright, Ro-
mans, pp. 724-25; and Paul, pp. 141-42, says that all the commandments of the Torah are summed 
up in love. One obeying the law of love accomplishes the moral commandments of the Torah actually.  
     However, this reading misses Paul’s point (not Torah but love).  
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tort Paul’s view of the law totally. In no way does Paul recommend that we should 

owe each other the debt of the Torah in such a way that the debt can be truly, com-

pletely and rightly paid back by love. His thrust, rather, is that we should owe each 

other not the debt of the Torah but that of love.584 That it is wrong to see love as the 

method of keeping the Torah, is confirmed by Paul’s use of the perfect tense 

(peplh,rwken)585 in Rom. 13:8.  

     If the Torah could have been observed perfectly and truly by love, it would be cor-

rect to say that by loving one fulfils, is fulfilling, or will fulfil the law, but it would not be 

correct to say that by loving one has fulfilled (peplh,rwken)586 the law, since the meth-

od can never accomplish the result.587 Rom. 13:9-10 states the same as Gal. 5:14 (cf. 

Matt. 5:17-8, too). The entire law became, was transformed into, Christ’s word, that 

is, into love. The only difference is that while the verbal form (peplh,rwtai) appears in 

Gal. 5:14, the noun form (plh,rwma) is used in Rom. 13:10. Christ’ word, love, is, so to 

speak, the finished product of the law. To put it another way: The Torah has already 

been accomplished to become love. Here is the key to understanding the perfect 

tense in Rom. 13:8. Someone practising love as a product completed by Jesus, is 

practising the law that has already been transformed, changed, and completed, or, to 

put it more accurately in Paul’s terms, ‘fulfilled’. For him, the law has already been 

fulfilled. Rom. 13:8b (o` avgapw/n to.n e[teron no,mon peplh,rwken) is the predicative form of 

Rom. 13:10b (plh,rwma no,mou h` avga,ph) from the perspective of the one practising love.   

     This does not mean that people who love their neighbours have already observed 

the law, but that the law has been fulfilled in the sense that they practise love as the 

completed product of the Torah. They are practising the fulfilled law. And because by 

loving they are paying back a new debt, the old debt of the unfulfilled law, the Torah, 

is irrelevant. This is what Paul wants to say. His emphasis falls upon the relationship 
                                                      
584 This is confirmed by Gal. 6:15. Kainh. kti,sij should be read as ‘a new creature’. For details, see the 
next section. Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is valid but only the newly fulfilled, that is, creat-
ed love is valid. Not the old ones but only the new one is valid.  
585 The perfect tense is so important that it must not be ignored but the importance of it in Paul’s view 
of the law, unfortunately, has not attracted a good deal of scholarly attention. We can easily find many 
commentaries passing over it silently.     
586 E. de W. Burton, Galatians, p. 295, understands Rom. 13:8 to mean that he who loves his neigh-
bour stands in the position of having fulfilled the law, interpreting the perfect tense in the verse as a 
gnomic perfect. According to him, one who loves is a fulfiller of the law. However, we should note that 
it is not the one who loves but love itself that is the fulfilment of the law (13:10).  
587 According to Gal. 6:2, bearing one another’s burdens (avllh,lwn ta. ba,rh basta,zete) leads to the re-
fulfilling of the law again (avnaplhrw,sate, or avnaplhrw,sete, to.n no,mon tou/ Cristou/). Although I prefer 
the aorist imperative (cf. footnote 600), no matter which tense is the original, neither of the tenses al-
low the reading that one, who loves, or bears the burdens of others, has already fulfilled the law.  
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between free human beings, Christians, who are practising the law that was fulfilled 

by Christ and the old debt of the old law. This is what is said in Gal. 6:2.  

 

 

 

 

 

2 Re-fulfilling the law of Christ (aavnaplhrw,sate to.n no,mon tou/ 

Cristou/) 
 

Gal. 6:2 is one of the verses receiving much attention in Pauline studies. The verse 

is popularly understood in the same way as Gal. 5:14,588 that is, as indicating that the 

Torah is fulfilled properly by love expressed in the form of bearing each other’s bur-

dens (avllh,lwn ta. ba,rh basta,zete) in 6:2a.589 Like Gal. 5:14, many590 have been pay-

ing attention to the semantic difference between (avna)plhro,w and poie,w. They argue 

that ‘fulfilling’ the law is not the same as ‘doing’ it, thus harmonising 6:2 with Paul’s 

previous objections against the law. To my mind, however, we have here the same 

emphasis as in Rom. 13:8.  

     The law of Christ has been interpreted in various ways but we can broadly classify 

these interpretations into two groups. One group of scholars prefers to understand it 

as the Torah and the other does not. For example, Burton591 does not distinguish be-

tween the law of Christ and the Torah. Just as the law of Moses was the law of God 

as put forth by Moses, so the law of Christ was the law of God as enunciated by 

Christ. He also calls it Jesus’ teaching, but he does so in the sense that the law was 

                                                      
588 Since Gal. 5:14 (13) and 6:2 are so closely related (cf. J. M. G. Barclay, Obeying, pp. 131 and 135), 
many scholars deal with them at the same time.   
589 E. de W. Burton, Galatians, pp. 329-30, understands avnaplhro,w as meaning ‘to satisfy the re-
quirements (of the law)’; H. Betz, Galatians, pp. 299-301; I. G. Hong, Galatians, pp. 170-83; J. M. G. 
Barclay, Obeying, pp.132-34; and J. D. G. Dunn, Galatians, p. 323. 
590 H. Betz, Ibid., pp. 299-301, keeps to his distinction between ‘fulfilling’ and ‘doing’ in 5:14. I. G. Hong, 
Ibid., pp. 170-83, basically follows him. See also J. M. G. Barclay, Ibid., pp. 140-41. On the contrary, F. 
Thielman, From Plight to Solution, p. 52, insists that Paul uses the term plhro,w to mean ‘do com-
pletely’ and even couple it with ùpakoh, (2 Cor. 10:6) to mean ‘render complete obedience’. However, 
all of them miss Paul’s point. 
591 E. de W. Burton, Galatians, pp. 329-30.  
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promulgated by Christ. For Barclay too,592 the law of Christ was the Torah, even 

though it was the law in its relationship to Christ, that is, the law as redefined and ful-

filled by Christ in love. And, according to Schreiner,593 some commandments of the 

Torah such as the ritual ones were no longer valid, and other ethical commandments 

were summed up by love. The law of Christ was still the Torah although the Torah 

was reduced and summed up. On the other hand, Davies594 understands the law of 

Christ as a rabbinic notion. It refers to the law of Messiah as the teaching of Christ. 

According to him, Christ’s teaching (Matt. 5-7) was a Christian law. Dodd595 has ba-

sically the same idea. For him, the law of Christ means Jesus’ traditional sayings – 

which he finds in Matthew.    

     To my mind, in a sense both groups are right: the law of Christ is both the trans-

formed Torah and Christ’s love at the same time. However I find the latter view a little 

bit more acceptable than the first one in terms of its conclusion. Yet I am not satisfied 

with the way in which it is explained in terms of rabbinic notions and the alluded par-

allels to the Gospel (especially in Matt.).596 Neither rabbinic notions nor Matthew’s 

theology but Paul’s writing and his own theology must have the central role when 

one tries to explain his ideas about the law. We have already seen the origin of the 

expression in Rom. 7:25-8:2 and that the theological framework for it is found in Rom. 

7 and 10. The law of Christ does not differ from the law of God (Rom. 7:25) and the 

law of the Spirit of life (Rom. 8:2).597 According to Betz,598the law of Christ is an ex-

pression of Paul’s opponents and thus not a fundamental part of Paul’s theology, but 

this is wrong. The notion of the law of Christ is one of the central elements in Paul’s 

view of the law. The law of Christ is, as revealed concretely in Rom. 10, Christ him-

self as no,moj, and his word to be believed in (in the heart) is the message of the gos-

pel preached by the apostles, that is, his new love commandment. In this regard, the 

                                                      
592 J. M. G. Barclay, Obeying, p. 134.  
593 T. R. Schreiner, Law, p. 159. 
594 W. D. Davies, Torah in the Messianic Age and/or the Age to Come (JBLMS 7, Philadelphia: Society 
of Biblical Literature, 1952), p. 92. 
595 C. H. Dodd, “ ;Ennomoj Cristou” in: J. N. Sevenster and W. C. van Unnik (eds.), Studia Paulina 
(Bohn: Haarlem, 1953), pp. 96-110. See also R. N. Longenecker, Paul: Apostle of Liberty (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1964), pp. 183-90, who agrees with Dodd. Cf. R. B. Hays, “Christology and Ethics in 
Galatians: The Law of Christ”, CBQ (1987), pp. 268-90. For him, the law of Christ is not the Torah but 
Jesus’ self-giving example.  
596 In this regard, cf. Barclay, Obeying, pp. 127-30, as well as his footnotes 74 and 75.  
597 In that sense, we see Paul’s expression of the law in terms of the triune God. However, it seems to 
me that scholars tend to pay special attention to the law of Christ.  
598 H. Betz, Galatians, pp. 300-01. 
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law of Christ is the word of Christ and the transformed and newly created (fulfilled) 

Torah599. This is the reason why Paul calls it no,moj.  

     Paul commands600 the Galatians to fulfil the law of Christ, namely, the law fulfilled 

by Christ, ‘again’. He uses the word, avnaplhro,w, in connection with the law only here 

in Gal. 6:2. The word can be translated without giving weight to the prefix, avna. How-

ever, an interpretation that does not neglect but respect all parts of the text should be 

preferred. The basic meaning of avna is ‘re-’ or again.601 If so, why does Paul com-

mand them to fulfil the law of Christ ‘again’? We have already seen that when Chris-

tians practise the fulfilled law, that is, love, fulfilling the law was explained by means 

of the perfect tense in Rom. 13:8. Here in Gal. 6:2 Paul emphasises the same idea 

by means of the prefix avna. When Christ, the fulfiller of the law, appears, it is proper 

that the word plhro,w has the prefix, avna. VAnaplhrw,sate in 6:2, then, means that one 

fulfils the law that has already been fulfilled by Christ, ‘again’.  

     This means: for those practising love, the law becomes meaningful as the fulfilled 

law, love. Only when the law is practised as love does it become the law of Christ. By 

using avnaplhrw,sate, Paul thus commands Christians to practise the Torah that has 

already been fulfilled as the law of life (love) ‘again’ as something existentially. Christ 

has fulfilled the Torah so that the Torah exists as love and Christians re-fulfil the ful-

filled law by loving so that the fulfilled law can exist not as the Torah but as love. 

Those who practice love are the ones who cause the law of Christ to exist not as the 

Torah but as the law of God, mind, and the Spirit of life, that is, as love in their very 

existence. However, this does not mean a sort of supplement or complement to 

Christ’s fulfilment of the law. Christians fulfil the already fulfilled law of Christ in their 

lives. 

     I welcome the fact that scholars pay attention to the difference between (av-

na)plhro,w and poie,w, but in most cases they fail to focus on the deeper levels of 

meaning, disregarding the meaning of the prefix, avna. Paul could not say, “Do the law 

                                                      
599 See the following section. 
600 The textual data allow both readings, avnaplhrw,sate and avnaplhrw,sete. The difference between 
them is not critical. In the case of the future tense, Paul makes a promise (cf. D. F. Tolmie, Galatians, 
p. 209). B. M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (Stuttgart: Deutsche 
Bibelgesellschaft, 2002), p. 530, accepts avnaplhrw,sete based on î46, B, and G, while Burton, Gala-
tians, p. 330, takes avnaplhrw,sate based on a, A, C, Dgr, K, P, Y, 614, 1739, and syrh. If one takes into 
account the previous imperative basta,zete, the imperative seems to be the better choice.  
601 In compounds, avna as a prefix often indicates repetition, intensity, reversal, etc. Cf. Strong’s Con-
cordance no 303.  
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of Christ”, because the law of Christ is not a law to be done, unlike the Torah. As I 

have pointed out several times, the identity, the principle of pursuit, and the result of 

the particular law are all linked. The law of Christ is not a law to be done but to be 

believed. Paul does not say that Christians must do the law of Christ but says that 

they must love each other. To put love into practice is to fulfil the law of Christ. But it 

must be noted that Christians’ fulfilment stands only on the fulfilment of Christ; so in 

this sense, they re-fulfil the law of Christ.          

 

 

 

 

 

3 Fulfilling of the law = filling of the law = disappearance 
of the law 

 

We notice the same idea in Gal. 5:14 and Rom. 13:9: all the commandments in the 

law are contrasted to Christ’s one word. The point is that the entire law is fulfilled to 

become one word of Christ. In Rom. 13:9, avnakefalaiou/tai is usually translated as 

‘summed up’ (ASV, RSV, and NIV) or ‘briefly comprehended’ (KJV).602 But the verse 

does not mean that all commandments in the law are simply summed up and includ-

ed in one statement.603 Eph. 1:10604 uses the same verb to describe the state of all 

things in heaven and earth, in Christ. It seems that here the meaning of the verb is 

related not to summing up but to uniting. But this does not mean that all things are 

included and simply connected in Christ. Christ is not, so to speak, a simple adhe-

sive. Take note that Christ’s redemptive work in the Father’s dispensation is empha-

sized in Eph. 1:3ff. The point is neither just inclusion nor simple being one but the 

new dimension of universal unification in Christ.  
                                                      
602 Rom. 13:9 and Gal. 5:14 are closely related to each other. When the verb, avnakefalaio,w, in Rom. 
13:9, is interpreted as ‘to sum up’, the verb, plhro,w, in Gal. 5:14 is supposed to be interpreted in the 
same sense. However, when the two verbs are understood as meaning ‘to sum up’, (cf. V. P. Furnish, 
Theology and Ethics in Paul [Nashville: Abingdon, 1986], p. 200), Paul’s point in the two verses can-
not be grasped. 
603 Both the old and the new version of the most popular Korean version emphasize that all com-
mandments are included.   
604 I accept that Ephesians was written by Paul. Even if the author had been part of the Pauline group, 
it still is more likely that he stayed faithful to Paul’s thoughts than distorting it.    
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     The fulfilment of the law by Christ is not irrelevant to the universal unification (avna-

kefalaiw,sasqai) of all things in heaven and earth in Christ. This universal unification 

is closely related to the concept of new creation. In Gal. 6:15, Paul calls the law a 

new creature. Kainh. kti,sij should be read not as a ‘new creation’ (RSV and NIV) but 

as ‘a new creature’ (KJV). In this case, kainh. kti,sij means the newly created com-

mandment in contrast to circumcision and uncircumcision. The reading gives us a 

better sense of the next verse, namely that the rule (kanw,n) by which we should walk 

in 6:16 is to be understood as the new commandment. And moreover, the reading 

goes well with Gal. 5:6 and 1 Cor. 7:19. Gal. 5:6 has the same structure as Gal. 6:15. 

Pi,stij diV avga,phj evnergoume,nh appears in Gal. 5:6 instead of kainh. kti,sij in Gal. 6:15, 

though. On the other hand, 1 Cor. 7:19 contrasts God’s commandment605 and ‘cir-

cumcision/uncircumcision’. When we read all three verses together, the three con-

cepts (love, new creature, God’s commandment) overlap, centring on circumcision 

so that we come to see that love is the newly created rule or commandment. Paul 

thus emphasizes the validity of love as newly created rule or commandment in con-

trast to the invalidity of circumcision and uncircumcision.606 That Christ’s new com-

mandment, love, is a new creature means that Jesus’ fulfilling of the law is equivalent 

to creating a new law. As Christ’s people are new creatures,607 so Christ’s law is a 

new creature. The newly created ‘I’ is still the ‘I’ but there is an essential newness. 

Conclusively, Christ’s work of fulfilling the law is a new creation so that, in that sense, 

the meaning of avnakefalaiou/tai in Rom. 13:9 means more than merely ‘summed up’, 

in the sense of an essential transformation.608 

     The entire law is involved in this transformation. The reason why Paul contrasts 

the whole law and one word is not to indicate that when one loves one’s neighbours, 

                                                      
605 The verse mentions God’s commandments (evntolw/n qeou/). Christ’s new commandment is love but 
it may be expressed as many commandments, as in Matt. 5:21ff.   
606 According to M. V. Hubbard, New Creation in Paul’s Letters and Thought (SNTSMS 119, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 222, kainh. kti,sij in Gal. 6:15 has been understood in 
three ways: 1) as ecclesiology focusing on the Jew-Gentile issue (cf. Gal. 3:26-29); 2) as soterio-
cosmology focusing on the age to come (cf. Gal. 5:14); 3) as soterio-anthropology focusing on the 
new human existence (cf. 2 Cor. 5:17). The three interpretations are possible since the concept of 
Paul’s new creation comprises all of them. However, all three interpretations do not take the relation-
ship with Gal. 5:6 and with 1Cor. 7:19, as well as with the following verse (v. 16) into consideration 
properly. 
607 Take note that 2 Cor. 5:17 uses the same phrase, kainh. kti,sij, as in Gal. 6:15.  
608 I think that the reason why Paul did not use the verbs with prefix, meta,, such as metamorfo,w and 
metatre,pw, is that avnakefalaio,w can render Paul’s point here better that all the commandments are 
brought together. In this regard, avnakefalaio,w is the most suitable word for indicating the relationship 
between all the commandments and one word.   
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one comes to fulfil (keep) the whole law. Rather, his point is that not only moral laws 

and ethical prescriptions but the entire law is involved in Christ’s fulfilling of the law 

(Christ’s transforming of the law into love). This is in line with Jesus’ saying in Matt. 

5:17-8. The text is often read in terms not of the ontological essence of the law but of 

obedience to it.609 But the meaning of the fulfilment of the Torah is not a perfect ob-

servance of it. Jesus’ emphasis is placed on jot and (or) tittle (ivw/ta e]n h' mi,a kerai,a). 

Jot and tittle are not fulfilled by observing them. The point is that even jot and tittle 

will not pass away (pare,rcomai) but will become (gi,nomai) something, namely the word 

of Jesus that follows. Against this background, it is almost obvious that Paul has the 

idea expressed in Matt. 5:17-8 in mind in Rom. 13:9-10.610 Without missing one 

commandment, all the commandments, the entire law, must be included and trans-

formed, that is fulfilled. No commandment remains unfulfilled in love. That is what 

Paul wants to say. No law exists any more as the law as such by its fulfilment. The 

entire law exists only as love, not as the Torah. Let us investigate this further.       

     How does the explanation provided above fit in with what Paul has been explain-

ing about the law in Rom. 7 ff.? The Torah was the law of the old husband, that is, 

the law of Adam. After the fall, the law of Adam was the commandment of death 

without the commandment of life, namely, the law of death. Likewise, the Torah was 

the law of only curse and death without the blessing on Mt. Gerizim. And then the 

law of Gerizim, the law of blessing and life, is identified as the word of Christ, namely, 

the commandment of love. It is by Christ’s word that the Torah comes to have bless-

ing and life. In this way, the commandment of the lost tree of life in the law of Adam 

is recovered.  

     Then, is it just a return to the starting point in Eden? Do human beings stand before 

the two possibilities of the two commandments of the two trees of life, and 

knowledge of good and evil again? Does the Christian church say amen upon the 

twofold proclamation on the two mounts Ebal and Gerizim? If so, fulfilling the law 

would just be equal to filling the void in the law with the law of life. However, if the 

entire law exists not as the law but only as love, Jesus’ fulfilling of the law goes be-

yond just recovering the law of life (just filling the void with it), namely, love, because 
                                                      
609 For example, see the discussion in C. S. Keener, A Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), pp. 176-78. Jesus’ fulfilling is also called confirming God’s law by obedi-
ence.  
610 Although it is often said that Matthew’s view is different from Paul’s (cf. S. J. Case, The Social Ori-
gins of Christianity [New York: Cooper Square Publishers, 1975], p. 173), in Rom. 13:9-10, Paul in 
fact, repeats the ideas in Matt. 5:17-8.    
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it refers to the disappearance of the law of death. The Torah does not exist as Torah 

anymore. The Torah was the law of death. This law of death had been fulfilled to be 

the law to be believed, that is, the law of the mind and the heart (the law of life). In 

Adam, the law was only the law of death but in Christ, it is only the law of life. In Ad-

am, only death was possible but in Christ only life is possible. This is exactly what 

Paul says by means of the contrast between Adam and Christ in Rom. 5:12ff.    

     The verb, plhro,w,611 shows us that the basic meaning of fulfilling the law is related 

to the notion of filling. This basic meaning shows us the twofold ‘filling’ in regard to 

the law, namely: 1) On the one hand, love is fulfilled and ‘filled’ with the entire law in 

that all the commandments are fulfilled (transformed) to be one word, love. 2) On the 

other hand, love fulfils and ‘fills’ the law in that love adds the lost commandment of 

the tree of life, that is, the law of blessing on Mt. Gerizim to the law. Here, it is im-

portant that all the commandments in the law are related to the twofold filling. All the 

commandments become one word, love, so that the commandment of the tree of life, 

that is, the entire law of blessing of Mt. Gerizim is completely filled by Jesus’ one 

word. No commandment in the Torah remains as a commandment of the Torah, 

while the entire law of blessing and life is completely ‘filled’. Rom. 13:9-10 states that 

in one word, the entire law of death disappears and the completely ‘filled’ law of life is 

created.             

     Together oxygen and hydrogen constitute water. All atoms of oxygen and hydro-

gen without exception are changed into water. After the transformation, no atom dis-

appears. However, water is neither just the total of the atoms of oxygen and hydro-

gen; neither is it just the summary of them. All oxygen and all hydrogen are trans-

formed to become a totally new entity. Neither oxygen nor hydrogen can be drunk to 

give the life that water can give. Water is a new creature. Water fills the places of hy-

drogen and oxygen, and two atoms of hydrogen and one atom of oxygen completely 

fill water (H20). Water is the fulfilment. It is once again to be noted that Paul calls Je-

sus’ new commandment in Gal. 6:15 a new creature. Paul who explained the law in 

the context of the first creation by suggesting Genesis in Rom. 7 thus had already 

explained love in the context of the new (second) creation by calling it a new creature 

(kainh. kti,sij) in Gal. 6. As he calls one in Christ (the person of death before; the 

person of life now) a new creature in 2 Cor. 5:17, so he now calls love (the law of 
                                                      
611 The adjective plh,rhj shows us the basic meaning of the verb plhro,w. For example, when it is 
used with prophecy, it can be understood to mean that the prophecy has been ‘filled’.  
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death before; the law of life now) in Gal. 6:15-6 a new creature (kainh. kti,sij). Both 

Christians and love are essentially new creatures. The ‘I’ as a sinner is the ‘I’ and the 

‘I’ as a righteous one is the ‘I’, too. Each of them may be called the ‘I’ and more pre-

cisely, must be called the ‘I’. Neither the (old) ‘I’ nor part of the ‘I’ is abandoned. 

However, the old ‘I’ does not exist anymore. Only the newly created ‘I’ exists. One 

can thus see why Paul calls both the law of life and the law of death no,moj. He can 

call both of them no,moj, or rather he must do so. The law of death, however, has dis-

appeared.612 Now in Christ, only the law of life exists. That is what Paul also said in 

Rom. 7:25-8:2.  

 

 

 

 

 

4 Conclusion 
 

Conclusively, it has been shown that all the expressions that Paul uses have been 

carefully formulated and thought through: ò pa/j no,moj evn e`ni. lo,gw| peplh,rwtai(Gal. 

5:14) �plh,rwma no,mou h` avga,ph (Rom. 13:10) � ò avgapw/n to.n e[teron no,mon 

peplh,rwken (Rom. 13:8) � avllh,lwn ta. ba,rh basta,zete kai. ou[twj avnaplhrw,sate to.n 

no,mon tou/ Cristou/ (Gal. 6:2). Fulfilment of the law is not an anthropological concept 

but a divine one in that only Christ fulfils the law so that when it is used in connection 

with human aspects such as responsibility and life, they need to be adjusted.   

     If love is regarded as a method, the Torah must be obeyed and kept. That, how-

ever, is not what Paul wanted to say. Such an interpretation turns Paul’s entire theol-

ogy of the law upside down. To say that Christians do not ‘do’ (poie,w) but ‘fulfil’ (av-

naplhro,w) the Torah does not make a big difference either, because it still focuses on 

the Torah as such. Love is not the better or right method to follow, obey and keep the 

law. This interpretation is based on the idea that the fundamental problem of the law 

is the impossibility or the failure to observe the law perfectly. According to this expla-
                                                      
612 In this regard, as I have said in section 5 “te,loj no,mou Cristo.j” in the previous chapter, it is possi-
ble to interpret te,loj as ‘end’. In fact, the understanding of the fulfilment of the law from the redemp-
tive historical perspective clearly shows why Paul used the comprehensive word, te,loj. 
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nation, it is love that at last makes the perfect observance of the law possible. But 

Paul does not say this because to perform one commandment, love, is more effec-

tive and easy than performing all the commandments in the law. Furthermore, both 

those who practise the law and those who practise love then come to be enslaved to 

the law, only by different ways (methods). Paul does not show an effective way of 

slavery (love). Paul’s statement is simple and clear. In Christ, the Torah as the law of 

death does not exist but only love as the fulfilled law exists. Love is the fulfilment of 

the law! Love is the law of life so that one does owe no debt except for love! In a 

word, not the Torah but love!  

     Christ is te,loj no,mou. Christ is the law that should dwell in one’s mind (Rom. 7:18), 

and he is the law to be believed in by one’s heart (mind) (Rom. 9:31-10:10), namely, 

the law of the mind (Rom. 7:23). The love, that is, the one word of the incarnated 

Word is the fulfilled law, that is, the law of life! 
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XI. Final Conclusion 
 
The study of Pauline theology of the law essentially is all about finding the answer to 

the question, ‘Why cannot the law give us life?’ The historical overview at the begin-

ning has shown that the traditional answer to this question is linked to the notion of a 

failure to keep the law perfectly. Accordingly, studies often focus on the identifying 

‘the works of the law’. Why did the works of the law not lead to the observance of the 

law in a true sense? Even though various explanations have been suggested, all of 

them are of an anthropological nature. Whether the works of the law are actions for 

self-righteousness or markers of Jewish identity and privileges, the suggested expla-

nations are all basically anthropological.  

     I noted that the study of the Pauline theology of the law has been built on some-

thing that Paul actually never stated explicitly. He never stated that the impossibility 

or the failure to keep the law was the real problem of the law, neither did he identify 

‘the works of the law’. That Paul would never mention this crucial insight explicitly is 

unacceptable to me. If he had clearly identified the works of the law, would all the 

debates have been unnecessary? Do we need a sort of time machine of historical 

critical nature to understand Paul, or does he expect 4QMMT613 to be a necessary 

supplementary to his letters?  

     Rather it seems better to ask the probing question: Is it not perhaps the case that 

Pauline scholars have not been on the right track at all? Paul never identifies the 

works of the law and he never mentions the failure (or the impossibility) to obey the law    

as the real problem of the law. Rather the problem lies elsewhere: the works of the law 

cannot bring forth life. It is thus all about the nature of the law.   

     In this regard a vital insight to grasp is Paul’s depiction of the law as a person. The 

law is the master and people are its slaves. The commandments of the master can-

not be avoided. Perfect observance of the law, that is, perfect obedience of the mas-

                                                      
613 4QMMT (Miqsat Ma’ase ha-Torah) was found in Cave 4 at Qumran on six fragmented manuscripts. 
J. D. G. Dunn, “4QMMT and Galatians”, in: The New Perspective on Paul: Collected Essays (WUNT 
185, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), pp. 333-39, reads Miqsat Ma’ase ha-Torah as ‘some of the 
works of the Torah’. According to him, 4QMMT sheds light on the pre-Pauline usage and the meaning 
of the critical phrase, e;rga no,mou.  
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ter is unavoidable. Failure to keep the law is impossible. The commandments of the 

master, that is, the law, are to be completely and thoroughly obeyed and kept. How-

ever, the completely kept law rather brought forth death. Here lies the dilemma of the 

law for Paul. He was blameless in terms of legal righteousness (Phil. 3: 6), but this 

could not give him life. The problem of the law thus does not lie in a failure to ob-

serve it.  

     Paul links the problem of the law to the existence of two laws. If the law were only 

one, death and life would lie in the observance of this single law. In such a scenario, 

the problem of the law would essentially be anthropological, but it is not. Because 

the law is twofold, death and life is each linked to a specific law. Both laws are kept 

completely, but death and life are linked to the identity of the particular law that is 

kept. In this scenario, the problem of the law is not anthropological but has to do with 

the essential nature of the law.  

     When Paul speaks of two laws, he does not mean two functions, sides, or roles of 

the law; neither does he mean a bifurcation of the law. In Paul’s thought, the two 

laws are fundamentally different and independent of each other. He views all human 

beings in terms of two ‘husbands’, Adam and Christ; and he the twofold no,moj against 

the background of the garden of Eden. He argues in terms of two commandments, 

that of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and that of the tree of life. It was 

not impossible to keep the commandment of the tree of the knowledge of good and 

evil, but doing so did not bring life. All it brings was a life under the threat of curse. 

This is the kind of life against which Paul reacts so strongly in Gal. 3:10-12.614 

     Paul also hears a resonance of Genesis in Deuteronomy. He sees Eve in front of 

the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and Israel in front of 

good, evil, life and death (Deut. 30:15) between the two mounts in Shechem. He 

sees the tragic history of the ‘I’ united to Adam in one body, that is, Eve, Paul and Is-

rael. Take note that the commandment of the tree of life and Mt. Gerizim are absent. 

The law (no,moj) in Adam is only the law of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 

and Mt. Ebal. Israel’s Torah is not the law of the tree of life or of Mt. Gerizim. The 

works of the Torah, no matter what they are, even when they are fully kept, cannot 

bring forth life. That is the reason why Paul is silent on the identity of the works of the 

law, and on the failure (or the impossibility) of the perfect observance of the law.  

                                                      
614 {Osoi ga.r evx e;rgwn no,mou eivsi,n( ùpo. kata,ran eivsi,n\…poih,saj auvta. zh,setai evn auvtoi/jÅ 
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     Then, where is the law of the tree of life, the law of life, or the law of God? According 

to Deut. 30:12-14, the law of Mt. Gerizim is not in heaven, neither is it beyond the 

sea. The law is in one’s heart (mind). The law of life is the law of the heart (mind), 

that is, the law to be believed in. Christ himself and his words are the law of life. Only 

this law to be believed in brings forth life. The Torah, that is, the law to be done (Rom. 

10:5) is the law of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and of Mt. Ebal, so that, 

no matter which works of the law are performed, it produces only death, even by per-

fect performance. ‘Justification by faith’ means the following: It is not a term indicat-

ing the antithesis of law and faith, but a term indicating ‘not through law but through 

faith’. It means ‘not the law to do but the law to be believed’. Therefore, it is a matter 

of which of the two laws should be followed, the Torah or Christ (the law of Christ). In 

this sense ‘justification by faith’ is ‘justification by the law of faith’.  

     The notion ‘the fulfilment of the law’ does not focus on the relationship between hu-

mans and the law, but on the relationship between the two laws. It is thus not an-

thropological. It does not refer to the perfect keeping of the law. The Torah, the law of 

death, becomes the new law by Christ’s new creation. In this sense, the fulfilling of 

the law is not anthropological but divine. Only Jesus can transform (fulfil) the law to 

be performed into the law to be believed. The law of death in Adam is thereby ful-

filled to become the law of life in Jesus. Plhrou/n is generally translated as ‘fulfil’. The 

general meaning of ‘fulfilling the law’ in English is ‘keeping, obeying, or observing the 

law perfectly’. Most commentators are influenced wrongly by this in that they under-

stand fulfilment of the law in terms of the keeping of the law, but ‘fulfilling the law’ is 

definitely not the same as ‘keeping the law’. Plhrou/n is never used in this sense in 

the Old Testament (LXX) and in the Pauline letters.615 Fulfilling the law refers to an 

essential and divine changing of the law so that it is available only to Christ. This 

does not mean that only Christ can keep the law perfectly but that only Christ can 

‘fulfil’ the law of death to become the law of life. The failure to keep the law was not 

the problem of the law, neither was the fulfilling of the law the solution to the problem. 

Fulfilling the law in the sense of keeping the law was not the issue that Paul was in-

terested in.  

    The essential newness of the fulfilled law cannot be explained by summation or 

reduction. As life is new and different from death, so the fulfilled Law is new and dif-

                                                      
615 See footnote 579.  
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ferent from the Torah. All the commandments of the Torah, as the law of death and 

curse, are fulfilled (transformed) without exception to become the one word of Christ, 

that is, love. As the ‘I’ united to Adam dies and becomes the new ‘I’ by the union to 

Christ, so the law of the previous husband, Adam, becomes the essentially new law, 

the law of Christ. The new ‘I’ is neither a reduced ‘I, nor a stronger ‘I’, but essentially 

a new creature. However, both the old ‘I’ and the new ‘I’ are essentially the ‘I’. Like-

wise, both the Torah and love are essentially no,moj. However, both the new ‘I’ and 

love are essentially entirely new creatures. And the new life of the new ‘I’ is not a life 

fulfilling the old life of the old ‘I’, that is, the sinful ‘I’. The new life of the resurrected ‘I’ 

is totally different from the old life. Likewise, the new and fulfilled law, that is, love is 

not given to fulfil the old law. Many scholars assume that the law of Christ, that is, 

love sums up the Torah. For them, love is the true way to fulfil (keep) the Torah per-

fectly and rightly. However, doing so is the same as claiming that the law of life sums 

up the law of death so that the law of life is the way to fulfil (observe) the law of death. 

This explanation turns the entire Pauline theology upside down. Paul’s motto is not 

‘Torah by love’ but ‘not Torah but love’. 

     If the problem of the law had been anthropological, in other words, if it were due to a 

failure to observe it perfectly, would Paul’s complicated and profound explanation of 

the law have been necessary? He wanted to reveal that the law could not bring forth 

life. The paradoxical fact that he was led to death by his blameless legalistic right-

eousness (Phil. 3) and that Israel could not get salvation by their righteousness of 

the Torah, followed in the right way (Rom. 9-10), required his profound explanation of 

the law. He proved that the Torah was not the law of life. Rom. 7 shows that he heard 

the echo of Gen. 2-3 in Deut. 27-30. He heard an amplified echo of the redemptive 

history, which passed through the two mounts from the two trees. He saw Israel be-

tween the two mounts in Shechem standing in the Garden of Eden. Although the 

echo was amplified in Shechem, it was the same sound as in Eden. The Torah was 

the law of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the law of Mt. Ebal. Where 

is the law of the tree of life and of Mt. Gerizim? The echo of the redemptive history 

starts at the Garden of Eden, is amplified, passing through Mt. Gerizim, and reaches 

the final garden in the final mount. Christ, the life, is hung up on the wooden cross on 

Mt. Golgotha. Paul finds the lost tree of life in the cross of Christ in the garden.616 

                                                      
616 John. 19:41; h=n de. evn tw/| to,pw| o[pou evstaurw,qh kh/poj. A garden is a high place (cf. footnote 508). 
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The law of life is Christ himself and his word, love! 

     Paul’s interest was in ‘the identification of the two laws’. No,moj in Adam is only the 

law of death without the commandment of life, while no,moj in Christ is only the law of 

life without the commandment of death. The problem of the Torah lies in its identity, 

in other words, in the fact that it is the law of the tree of the knowledge of good and 

evil, the law of Mt. Ebal, and the law of sin and death. The Torah is the law of death 

that brings forth death by the perfect observance of it. It is neither the problem of the 

works of the law (e;rga no,mou) nor the failure of the keeping of the law that brings forth 

death. The reason why Paul neither refers to the impossibility or the failure of keep-

ing the law nor identifies the works of the law is that he does not need to do that at 

all.    

     Why cannot the Torah produce life? The consensus in Pauline scholarship on the law 

that it is due to a failure to fulfil the law in the sense of keeping it perfectly is not the 

right answer. I, see a Paul who is not interested in the fulfilling of the law. I see a 

Pauline scholarship that has been interested in something in which Paul was not in-

terested in himself! 

                                                                                                                                                                     
For the usage of kh/poj for !G:, see E. Hatch & H. A. Redpath, A Concordance to the Septuagint and 
the Other Greek Versions of the Old Testament (Including the Apocryphal Books), Vol. 2 (Grand Rap-
ids: Baker, 1987), p. 763.  
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ABSTRACT 
 

The most important purpose of any investigation of Paul’s theology of the law is to 

explain why Paul believes that the law cannot give life. An overview of such studies 

shows that the failure to fulfil (keep) the law has always been the answer given by 

Pauline scholars, even though there might be a difference of opinion amongst them 

as to the reason for such a failure. In this regard, even the New Perspective was not 

really new. If a failure to fulfil the law were the reason for Paul’s problems with the 

law, it would mean that his interest lies in showing such a failure or the impossibility 

of fulfilling the law, which would basically constitute an anthropological approach as 

the problem of the law would then be related to humankind. However, Paul never re-

fers to the impossibility of fulfilling the law perfectly in any of his letters.   

    Instead this study shows that the answer that Paul gave to this question did not fo-

cus on humankind but on the essential nature of the law. Paul was interested in re-

vealing the identity of the law in redemptive history, an issue for which human failure 

to fulfil the law was not important. Accordingly, this study introduces the following two 

very important Pauline ideas that have not been considered adequately by scholars 

before, namely the personal nature of the law and the plural nature of the law. 

� The first one implies that fulfilling the law in the sense of being obedient to the 

law is unavoidable, and failing to do so is impossible. Thus a failure to fulfil 

the law was not what Paul was interested in.  

� The second one implies that life and death are not determined by human fail-

ure in fulfilling the law but by the identity of the particular law that is served. 

By means of an intertextual reading it is showed that, for Paul, Deut. 30 hints 

at Gen. 3. In Rom. 7, he presents this redemptive historical framework, hinting 

at the two texts (Gen. 3 and Deut. 30) in a circle of intertextuality in the fol-

lowing way: For Paul, the two trees of death and life in Eden and the two laws 

of curse and blessing on Mt. Ebal and Mt. Gerizim overlap. Furthermore the 

Torah and the word of Christ overlap with the two laws of blessing and curse. 

The Torah is thus linked to the commandment of the tree of the knowledge of 
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good and evil, as well as to the law on Mt Ebal, whereas the word of Christ is 

linked to the lost commandment of the tree of life and to the lost law on Mt. 

Gerizim. This means that the Torah cannot give life regardless of one’s ful-

filling of the law. Once again, it is clear that the fulfilling of the law as such is 

not what Paul is interested in.   

Lastly, the study shows that the fulfilling of the law that Paul refers to (Gal. 5:14, 

6:2; Rom. 13:10) should not be regarded as his response to the issue of the failure to 

fulfil the law, either. In this instance, the focus does not fall on humankind, but on the 

divine side of things. It refers to the relationship between the Torah and (the word or 

the law of) Christ. The Torah is fulfilled (transformed) to become the law of Christ. 

Once again it is clear that Paul is not interested in the fulfilling of the law.  

     This study focuses on texts that are generally interpreted by scholars as referring 

to the impossibility of fulfilling the law. In Part A, the study shows how scholars have 

interpreted texts in this way by means of a historical overview. The presuppositions 

and basic ideas in this regard are considered and a new approach is suggested. In 

Part B, the study focuses on Paul’s disinterest in the fulfilling of the law in Galatians, 

and highlights Paul’s views on the personal nature of the law in this letter. In Part C, 

the study focuses on the same issue in Romans, focusing on the plural nature of the 

law, as well as on its personal nature. The two opposing laws, the Torah and the law 

of God (mind and life) are discussed. Finally, in Part D, the study deals with the 

meaning of the expression ‘fulfilling the law’. 

    The study concludes that Paul is not interested in the fulfilling of the law and that

current explanations of Paul’s views of the law focus on something that Paul was not 

interested in himself.  
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ABSTRAK 
 

Die belangrikste doel van enige ondersoek van Paulus se siening van die wet is om 

te verduidelik hoekom hy gedink het dat die wet nie kan lewe gee nie. ’n Oorsig van 

sulke studies toon dat die antwoord wat Paulusnavorsers gee, altyd fokus op die on-

vermoë om die wet na te kom, selfs al is daar kleiner verskille in die manier waarop 

navorsers dié onvermoë verstaan. In hierdie opsig het selfs die New Perspective nie 

iets nuuts gebied nie. Indien onvermoë om die wet na te kom die rede sou wees vir 

die probleme wat Paulus met die wet gehad het, moes dit vir hom belangrik gewees 

het om hierdie onvermoë te verduidelik. Dit sou dan ’n antropologiese benadering tot 

die probleme van die wet impliseer. Dit gebeur egter nêrens in enige van die Paulus-

briewe dat hy verwys na die onmoontlikheid om die wet volledig na te kom nie. 

     Daarteenoor word in hierdie studie geargumenteer dat die probleem wat Paulus 

met die wet gehad het, nie met menslike onvermoë te doen gehad het nie, maar 

eerder te make het met die essensiële aard van die wet. Paulus wou die aard van 

die wet in terme van die heilsgeskiedenis blootlê – iets waarvoor menslike onvermoë 

om die wet na te kom, nie belangrik is nie. Gevolglik word daar in hierdie studie op 

twee ander baie belangrike aspekte in Paulus se siening van die wet gekonsentreer 

– twee aspekte wat nog nie werklik aandag deur Paulusnavorsers gekry het nie. Die 

twee aspekte is onderskeidelik die persoonlike aard van die wet en die meervoudige 

aard van die wet. 

� Die eerste aspek impliseer dat nakoming van die wet in die sin van onder-

danigheid aan die wet onvermydelik is, en dat dit onmoontlik is om dit nie te 

doen nie. Gevolglik is dit duidelik dat onvermoë om die wet na te kom, nie die 

saak is waarop Paulus gefokus het nie. 

� Die tweede aspek impliseer dat geestelike dood en lewe nie bepaal word deur 

menslike onvermoë om die wet na te kom nie, maar bepaal word deur die be-

paalde wet wat deur die mens gedien word. Deur middel van ’n intertekstuele 

lees word gewys hoe Deut. 30 deur Paulus in die lig van Gen. 3 gelees is. Dit 

doen hy in Rom. 7, waar hy hierdie heilshistoriese raamwerk gebruik en op in-

tertekstuele wyse sinspeel op twee tekste (Gen. 3 en Deut. 30): Vir Paulus is 

daar ’n ooreenkoms tussen die twee bome van dood en lewe in Eden en die 
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twee wette van vloek en seën op Berg Ebal en Berg Gerisim. Verder is daar 

vir hom ook ’n ooreenkoms tussen die Torah en die woord van Christus en die 

twee bome in Eden. Op dié manier word die Torah gekoppel aan die opdrag 

wat met die boom van kennis van goed en kwaad geassosieer is, asook met 

die wet wat op Berg Ebal gegee is. Aan die ander kant word die woord van 

Christus geassosieer met die verlore opdrag van die boom van die lewe en 

die verlore wet van Berg Gerisim. Vir Paulus impliseer dit dat die Torah nie 

lewe kan gee nie, selfs nie eens as ’n mens dit volkome nakom nie. Weer-

eens blyk dus dat die nakoming van die wet nie die saak is waarop Paulus 

primêr fokus nie. 

Verder toon die studie dat ook die gevalle waar Paulus wel die uitdrukking 

‘vervulling van die wet’ gebruik (Gal. 5:14; 6:2; Rom. 13:10) nie verstaan moet word 

as ’n antwoord van sy kant af op die onvermoë om die wet na te kom nie. In hierdie 

gevalle fokus hy nie op die mens nie, maar op die goddelike kant van die saak. Dit 

gaan oor die verhouding tussen die Torah en (die woord of wet van) Christus. Die 

Torah word vervul en getransformeer om die wet van Christus te word. Weer eens is 

dit duidelik dat Paulus nie fokus op die nakoming van die wet as sodanig nie. 

     Hierdie studie skenk aandag aan Pauliniese tekste wat algemeen geïnterpreteer 

word as verwysings na menslike onvermoë om die wet na te kom. In Deel A word ’n 

historiese oorsig gebruik om aan te toon hoe navorsers hierdie teks geïnterpreteer 

het. Die voorveronderstellings en belangrikste idees in hierdie verband word onder-

soek en ’n nuwe benadering word voorgestel. In Deel B val die klem op die feit dat 

Galasiërs toon dat Paulus nie aandag geskenk het aan die onvermoë om die wet na 

te kom nie. Verder word Paulus se beskouinge oor die persoonlike aard van die wet 

aangetoon. In Deel C val die klem op dieselfde sake in Romeine. Die persoonlike 

aard van die wet en die meervoudige aard van die wet word uitgelig. Die twee oppo-

nerende wette, die Tora en die wet van God (hart en lewe) word ook bespreek. In die 

laaste afdeling, Deel D, word aandag geskenk aan die uitdrukking ‘nakoming van die 

wet’. 

     Die studie kom tot die gevolgtrekking dat Paulus nie in die nakoming van die 

wet belanggestel het nie en dat bestaande studies van sy siening van die wet dus 

verkeerdelik fokus op ’n saak wat eintlik vir Paulus nie belangrik was nie.  
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