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DOUGLAS J. MOO
ISRAEL AND PAUL IN ROMANS 7.7-12

The close relationship between sin and the law, a recurring theme in
Romans 1-4 (3. 19; 4. 15; 5. 20), is given clearest expression in 7. 1-6. In
language reminiscent of the discussion of sin in chap. 6, the law is pictured
as a power from whose lordship believers find release in Christ (vv. 4, 6)
and as an instrument in the arousing of sinful passions which lead to death
(v. 5). No wonder that Paul feels it necessary to defend the law from the
charge that it is sin (v. 7; cf. v. 12), offering an explanation of the relation-
ship between sin and the law which exonerates the latter (vv. 8-11).! This
explanation takes the form of a narrative in which sin is cast in the role of
the active culprit, while the law is pictured as a passive instrument, used
by sin as a ‘bridgehead’ (dgopun - vv. 8, 11) to deceive and bring death.

While the general intent of 7. 7~12 is therefore clear, it is not at all clear
whose experience it is which is presented in this narrative. Paul’s use for
this purpose of the first person singular has stimulated endless discussion,
most of it focused on the dogmatically-significant verses following 7. 7-12.
With respect to 7. 7-12, however, four general approaches can be dis-
tinguished:

1) évyed refers to Paul himself, who describes his own experience with
the law as exemplary;

2) éy refers to Adam, or to mankind in Adam, the Genesis narrative
being viewed as paradigmatic;

3) évyu) refers to Israel in its encounter with the law at Sinai; and

4) évyc) refers to man in general or to the Jewish people in general, the
narrative style being treated as an idealized picture of human experience.

Views 2, 3 and 4 all assume that évyc is a rhetorical figure of speech, an
assumption which has been widely held since Kiimmel’s monograph. Many
have followed him also in maintaining a general application of the figure,
as in view four, but it is becoming increasingly popular among adherents
of this view, in contrast to Kiimmel, to admit some allusion to Adam
also.? Fewer, although a significant number, have espoused the Adamic
view,? while the interpretation which applies Paul’s language to the history
of Israel (view three) has been defended only sporadically.® On the other
hand, there has been, and continues to be, a significant number of scholars
who deny any rhetorical significance to éyw and who therefore defend an
autobiographical interpretation.®

Despite the relative unpopularity of the view - and the ease with which
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it is often dismissed® - it is the purpose of this paper to suggest that Rom
7. 7-12 has as its main focus the giving of the law to Israel. To accomplish
this, it will be argued: 1) that the focus of the text, vduoc, should probably
be understood as a reference to the Mosaic law; and 2) that the narrative
sequence of the text reflectsa Pauline theological pattern having to do with
the redemptive-historical experience of Israel with the law. In addition,
however, I will argue that the first person style strongly implies some
degree of autobiographical reference also.

I. NOMOZ IN ROM 7.7-12

That the Mosaic law is under discussion in 7. 7-12 is strongly suggested,
first, by the commandment which Paul quotes in v. 7: odk émbuunoews
(‘you shall not covet’), To be sure, émfuula, with the general sense of
‘illicit desire’, was sometimes singled out as the root sin (Philo, Spec. Leg.
4. 84-94; Jas. 1. 15) and Paul himself uses the word and its cognate verb
in a general sense (see, e.g. 1 Cor 10. 6). But the negative formulation
here, reproduced exactly in Rom 13. 9 with unmistakable reference to
the decalogue, points to the tenth commandment specifically.” However,
the omission of objects after the verb suggests that Paul, like Philo (Decal.
142-153, 173) and the author of 4 Maccabees (2. 6) before him, uses the
tenth commandment as a representative summation of the Mosaic law.®
It is this commandment in its generic significance, then, to which évroh\n
in vv. 8-11 refers, not to any specific commandment as such.”

A second reason for thinking that the Mosaic law is the focus in Rom
7. 7-12 arises from a consideration of Paul’s use of vouog. Although he
uses the term in more than one way,® it is clear that vduog, in the vast
majority of occurrences, designates the Mosaic law. And, in this sense,
vopog is Israel’s peculiar possession. This is shown by the designation of
Gentiles as 7a pn vdpor éxovra (Rom 2. 14; cf. 2. 12 [avduws] and 1 Cor
9. 20-21) and of Jews as the possessors of 1) vopofeaia (Rom 9. 4; cf.
3. 2 [ra Noywa 7ov Beov]); by the fact that the law hinders the full incor-
poration of Jews and Gentiles into one people of God (Eph 2. 14-15;
implicitly in Rom 3. 27-31); and, more tangentially by the concentration
of references to the law in letters dealing with the Jewish-Gentile contro-
versy. Only Romans 2, with its references to Gentiles who become ‘a law
to themselves’ (v. 14), who ‘show forth the work of the law written on the
heart’ (v. 15) and who do the law (vv. 26, 27), appears to contradict this
limitation of the law to Israel.!! However, in interpreting these references,
we must keep in mind that in this same passage Paul has explicitly denied
that the Gentiles possess the law. With this in mind, it can plausibly be
argued that Paul speaks of the Gentiles’ confrontation with rouoc as a
means of placing them in an analogous situation to Israel and thereby,
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by highlighting Gentile fulfilment of the law, to indict self-complacent
Judaism.'2 It is not necessary to understand Paul as according to Gentiles
possession of the specifically Mosaic torah. But whatever our interpret-
ation, these verses clearly represent an exceptional use of vduog.!? Paul’s
clear tendency to view vduos as a special gift to Israel stands against any
‘universalistic’ interpretation of Rom 7. 7-12.14

If Paul generally confines the purview of vduos to Jews, he also limits
its duration in accordance with his redemptive-history perspective. While
not as obvious in Romans 4 as in the parallel text in Galatians 3, the idea
of the law as an entity with a specific purpose and with clear temporal
limits is nevertheless clearly found in Romans. Rom 5. 13-14 characterizes
the period from Adam to Moses as being ‘without law’, while 5. 20 por-
trays the law as an ‘intruder’ in salvation-history, ‘coming in’ between
Adam and Christ.!® The discussion of the law in Romans 7 is organically
linked to these references (particularly 5. 20) via 6. 14 (‘for you are not
under law but under grace’).'® And the presentation of the law in 7. 1-6 as
an imprisoning, sin-arousing power characterized by ‘oldness of letter’ in
contrast to ‘newness of Spirit’!7 — with its many obvious similarities to
passages such as Galatians 2-3 and 2 Corinthians 3'® - indicates that Paul
is still thinking, asin Romans 5, of the Mosaic law in its limited redemptive-
historical function. But for Paul’s argument to make sense, the law defended
in vv. 7-12 must be identical with the law portrayed so negatively in 5. 20,
6.14 and 7. 1-6.

If the limitation of the law to Israel creates a difficulty for the universal
application of Rom 7. 7-12, Paul’s temporal delimitation of the law con-
stitutes a serious objection to the Adamic view. How could Paul feature
Adam’s experience in a discussion about a law which he presents as enter-
ing the historical arena only with Moses? Proponents of the Adamic view
customarily answer this question by suggesting that Paul assumes the view,
attested in a number of Jewish sources, to the effect that Adam was given
and made responsible for the forah in the garden.'® But not only is there
no evidence for this view in Paul, it is most unlikely that he would have
made any such assumption. The temporal limitation of the forah is a key
element in Paul’s theology, a linchpin in his conception of redemptive
history and a critical point in his polemic with Judaism. It is far too basic
and significant a belief for Paul to have contradicted it without explanation
in one of his most important discussions of the law.?® That Paul viewed
Adam as, in some sense, a ‘prototype’ of man under the law is suggested by
Rom 5. 14,%! but the similarity consists in the situation of confrontation
with the divine demand; nothing indicates that the analogy must be ex-
tended to include possession of the same body of demands.??

It seems best, then, to restrict the signification of vouog/évroln in Rom
7. 7-12 to that body of divine revelation which had its origin with Moses



ISRAEL AND PAUL IN ROMANS 7.7-12 125

and found its 7ého¢ in Christ (Rom 10. 4). Such a restriction effectively
rules out the (purely) Adamic view as well as the interpretation which
applies Paul’s discussion to humankind generally. A consideration of the
narrative sequence will serve to narrow further the possibilities.

II. THE NARRATIVE SEQUENCE

The chiastically-arranged narrative®® of vv. 8b-10a, in which sin moves
from death to life while ‘éyy’” moves from life to death, presents a crucial
interpretive problem. It is its ability to explain this sequence which com-
prises the great attraction of the Adamic interpretation. ‘Life’ and ‘death’
can be accorded their full theological meanings, referring, respectively, to
Adam’s state before and after his disastrous confrontation with the divine
commandment, and the springing to life of the previously inactive sin can
be regarded as a fitting description of the role of the serpent in the gar-
den.?® However, we have seen that, whatever its virtues, the Adamic view
cannot satisfactorily be reconciled with the central concern of the text -
the Mosaic torah.*® How, then, do other views fare in explaining this
sequence?

Proponents of the autobiographical view understand the transition of
the éyco from life to death as a description of one of three experiences in
the life of Paul: 1) his childhood awakening to consciousness of guilt;?26
2) his realization, perhaps as a preliminary to his conversion, of the real
meaning of the law and his own condemnation under it;?? 3) his inability
to conquer the power of sin.?® None of these alternatives gives the verb
{aw in the phrase é¢wr xwpls vouov moré (v. 9a) its full theological force,
but this is not so great a problem as is sometimes asserted. Paul uses {dw
of spiritual life rather infrequently and the only other occurrence of the
verb in the imperfect in the Pauline corpus (Col 3. 7), for what it is worth,
refers to simple existence.?® On the other hand, it is difficult to understand
by dméfavor (v. 10a) anything other than condemnation resulting from
sin, what E. Best has recently called ‘realized eschatological death’.3®
Clearly it is death in this sense which Paul highlights as the end result of
‘sinful passions’ in 7. 5 and which is explicitly denied to be the fault of
the law in 7. 13. But since the argument in which vv. 8b-10a are imbedded
focuses on death as eschatological penalty, the logic of Paul’s argument
requires that this be the meaning of dwéfavor in v. 10 also. However, this
meaning may be retained in the autobiographical view if Paul is regarded
as looking back on his Jewish experience and, from his Christian insight,
characterizing his relationship with the law as resulting in death.

However, another problem for the autobiographical interpretation is
the sequence xwpls rouov - éNfovons &¢ T9¢ évrolms. If this language is to
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be applied to Paul’s life, it must be taken subjectively, as the description
of a sudden, deepened understanding of the law3! or of the undertaking of
a new responsibility for the law - perhaps at his transition to adulthood.??
Neither explanation is without problems. The former suggests a struggle
with the law which appears to be inconsistent with Paul’s characterization
of his experience under the law in Philippians 3. Nor do any of the New
Testament accounts of Paul’s conversion suggest such a struggle.®® The
latter view, on the other hand, assumes a more significant transition from
childhood ‘innocence’ to mature awareness of and responsibility for the
law than the available sources indicate.®® And both alternatives apply Paul’s
ostensibly objective, descriptive language to the realm of the subjective
consciousness. Not only is there no obvious reason for doing this, but the
interpretation of vv. 8b-10a in terms of personal awareness also implies a
view of the law at variance with the context. That is, when the ‘coming of
the commandment’ is referred to Paul’s real understanding of the law and
his death as his realization of guilt, the role of the law is that of revealer.
But while some reference to this revelatory function of the law may be
present in v. 7,3 the focus in the immediate context of vv. 8b-10a is on
the law as a stimulant of sin and instrument of death,

Therefore, while the autobiographical interpretation of the narrative is
not impossible, the need to interpret the language in terms of Paul’s con-
sciousness renders the view improbable. It is necessary to seek more satis-
factory explanations of this sequence.

The rhetorical view has little to offer at this point. The interpretation
itself is usually established via negationis: no single set of circumstances,
it is argued, can satisfactorily account for all the details of the text, soa
generalized situation is posited, according to which any real historical
sequence is denied.®® Now the denial of historical sequence may be necess-
ary if, indeed, no single situation, or plausible combination of situations,
can be discerned in the text without doing violence to it. But the passage
certainly appears to depict a historical sequence, with the consistent use
of the past tense (contrast 7. 14-25). And we would contend that a reading
of 7. 8-10 against the background of some other Pauline texts makes it
possible to isolate such a situation.

In Rom 4. 13-16, Paul denies the efficacy of the law as a means of
securing the promise with its inheritance. Dependence on the law (éx
vopov - v. 14) effectually nullifies the promise because (v. 15a) the law
produces wrath. The following clause (v. 15b) appears to supply the
reason why the law has this effect - transgression comes with the law.37
Crucial for understanding this text is the recognition that Paul carefully
distinguishes wapdBaois and auapria, using rapdfaoic only of the failure
to meet a specific expressed requirement.?® In Rom 4. 15, then, the point
is that the law, far from enabling one to establish a claim upon God, drives
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one deeper into despair by making him individually responsible for a
specific set of commandments.

Probably Rom 5. 20a should be understood in a similar manner: the
law increased ‘the trespass’ (note the singular mapdamrwpa and the link
created thereby with Adam [vv. 15, 17, 18]) because it set a standard by
which wrongdoing could be revealed as rebellion against God.? This under-
standing of the law is found elsewhere in Paul (Gal 3. 19; 2 Cor 3. 6~7;
1 Cor 15. 56), and comes to expression in a roundabout way in Rom 5.
13-14. These verses, which are apparently intended to substantiate or
explain something in v. 12 (ydp), focus on the period between Adam and
Moses, when ‘there was no law’.*® During this time, Paul asserts, ‘death
reigned, even over those who did not sin in the likeness (ouownua) of
Adam’s transgression (wapdfaois)’. Significantly, Paul appears to regard
this reign of death as somehow anomalous (dANa - v. 14) because the law
with its sin - ‘reckoning’ effect did not yet exist (v. 13b).#! It is difficult
to determine precisely what ‘reckon’ (éAAoyetratr) in v. 13 signifies, but
the express mention of rapdfacis in v. 14 suggests that Paul is thinking of
the deepened personal responsibility for sin which comes with an express
revelation of the divine requirement.%?

Returning now to the narrative sequence of Rom 7. 8b-10a, it should
be evident that this text fits very nicely into the theological pattern we
have isolated, particularly as it is found in Rom 5. 13-14.%® The ‘coming
to life [again®]’ of the previously inert sin (v. 8b) is a vivid portrayal of
what Paul describes more prosaically in 1 Cor 15. 56b: ‘the power of sin is
the law’. And the ‘death’ of the éyw at the coming of the commandment
corresponds closely with Paul’s understanding of the Mosaic law as an
instrument which imprisons under sin (Rom 7. 6; Gal 3. 22, 23), enables
wrongdoing to be ‘charged’ to each individual’s account as trespass (Rom
5. 13, cf. Gal 3. 19) producing wrath (Rom 4. 15) and death (2 Cor 3. 7).
Even the ‘life’ of the évyw before the coming of the commandment (v. 8b)
can be compared with Paul’s description of the situation of people before
Sinai whose sins were not ‘reckoned’ as they were after the possession of
the law (Rom 5. 13). These indisputable similarities between the narrative
of Rom 7, 8-10 and Paul’s theology of the Mosaic law lead to the conclu-
sion that Paul in this passage depicts the effect of the giving of the law on
Israel. “When the commandment came’ can then be taken naturally as a
reference to the promulgation of the Sinaitic revelation.

Against this interpretation, it is frequently urged that it is illegitimate
to give to the terms é{wr and dwéfavor anything less than their full the-
ological meanings. Certainly Paul viewed all men, Jews and Gentiles, as
standing under God’s condemnation before the giving of the law (cf. Rom
5. 13-14), and we have seen that ‘death’ in Rom 7. 5-13 clearly involves
eschatological penalty. But while dwéfavor cannot designate the initial
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sentence of death imposed upon individual Israelites, it can be suggested
that Paul views the law as that instrument which brought the sentence
of death to Israel as a collective body, formed definitively in and through
the Sinai experience.* Paul’s references to the law elsewhere as ‘the power
of sin” (1 Cor 15. 56b), an instrument of wrath (Rom 4. 15), the letter
that kills, a ‘ministry of death’ (2 Cor 3. 6, 7) and the criterion of Israel’s
judgment (Rom 2. 12), demonstrate that Paul did indeed view the law in
this way. On the other hand, there is no reason why é{ww need have any
theological force at all - Paul rarely uses the verb with this meaning; as we
have seen, he never elsewhere uses life/death in that order in a theological
contrast, and ‘life’ plays no role in the discussion of Romans 7.9

A further consideration which may help explain the strength of Paul’s
language is the polemical context of his argument. For Jews, the giving of
the law was viewed as providing Israel an opportunity to secure life;*’
indeed, although probably not typical, at least one tradition claims that
original sin was taken away from Israel at Sinai.*® While agreeing with
Judaism that the law had a positive life-securing purpose (eis ey ~v. 10),
Paul emphatically denies that this had been its effect. Rather than prevent-
ing sin,* the law had stimulated sin (cf. 5. 20, 7. 5),%° and ‘imprisoned’
Israel in that sin (Gal 3. 22, 23; ¢f. Rom 7. 6). Thus, with this background
in mind, and with some hyperbole, Paul argues essentially that the giving
of the law meant for Israel not life, but death.

Thus, while it can be argued that the Adamic view offers a more natural
explanation of &¢wr and dwéfavor, we have seen that these terms can also
be appropriately applied to the situation of Israel. However, the fact that
the text can, to some extent, be applied to either Adam or Israel does
demonstrate, as we suggested above, that Paul sees a basic similarity in the
situations of Adam confronted by the Paradise command and Israel con-
fronted by the law.%! But, we would maintain, Paul is speaking in this text
of the latter, as the focus on the Mosaic law demonstrates. Linguistic>?
and conceptual parallels with the Paradise narrative are due to the intrinsic
similarities of the two situations.

III. WHY Ere?

If, as we have argued, Rom 7. 7-12 portrays the experience of Israel at
Sinai, it will be necessary to understand éyw as a rhetorical device. That
év¢> can have a rhetorical significance was demonstrated by Kiimmel. And,
further, it is clear that é~), when used rhetorically, need not include refer-
ence to the speaker or author. But, against Kiimmel, it must be questioned
whether it is legitimate to remove a/l autobiographical force from the pro-
noun when it occurs in a context like Romans 7. Of the examples of rhe-
torical éywd which Kiimmel cites, seven occur in an explicitly hypothetical
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construction,® six in a deliberative style3* and one (probably) in a quo-
tation.®S The inherently ‘unreal’ nature of these constructions is so differ-
ent from the narrative and confessional style of Romans 7 that it is hardly
fair to compare them. On the other hand, none of the four narrative pass-
ages mentioned by Kiimmel clearly excludes the author.%® Since Kiimmel’s
monograph, appeal to several passages in the Dead Sea Scrolls has been
made in order to buttress the ‘purely’ rhetorical view (1QS 11. 9-10; 1QH
1.21-23; 3.24-26).°7 But here, too, the first person singular construction,
while generalizing, almost certainly includes the writer.’® Nor do there
appear to be any occurrences of the first person singular in a narrative
construction in Paul which exclude the apostle.

In light of this, it would seem probable that some reference to Paul
himself must be included in any acceptable interpretation of Romans 7.%°
This is not, however, to go back to the autobiographical interpretation
and jettison the view of the text which we have argued above. It suggests,
rather, that in Romans 7 éyw has been used because Paul identifies him-
self, in a ‘corporate’ sense, with the experiences of his own people. Gal-
atians 2, 18-21, another Pauline é+yc) text, may involve a similar ‘corporate’
relationship between Paul and Israel.®® Furthermore, it is possible that a
plausible background (source?) for this use of the first person singular can
be identified. The closest parallel to the style of Romans 7, as Luz suggests,
is the use of the first person singular in passages such as Jer 10. 19~22 and
Mic 7. 7-10, Lam 1. 9-22; 2. 20-22 and Pss Sol 1. 1-2. 6 to represent
Jerusalem or Israel.®! Clearly the ‘I’ in these passages is a rhetorical device,
employed to narrate with intense subjective language the horrors which
have befallen the city and the people. At the same time, however, elements
of personal identification on the part of the writer with the situation are
always close at hand.

In vv. 7-12, then, it seems best to conclude that Paul describes the
experience of Israel at Sinai but uses the first person because he himself,
as a Jew, has been affected by that experience. In vv. 14-25, where the
subsequent struggle of Israel under the law is depicted, Paul writes with
more subjectivity because the struggle is one that he has to some extent
personally experienced. Its ability to explain the perplexing combination
of objective narrative and subjective confession in Romans 7 is a further
strength of the view which has been presented.5?

IV. CONCLUSION

We therefore conclude that Rom 7. 7-12 employs a vivid narrative style
in order to give a theological interpretation of Israel’s encounter with the
law at Sinai. This interpretation is superior to the Adamic view because it
takes naturally Paul’s focus on the Mosaic law and fits better with Paul’s
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salvation-historical scheme. % On the other hand, this ‘redemptive-historical’
view is to be preferred over both the autobiographical and rhetorical ap-
proaches because it retains more of the objective, historical force of Paul’s
language. And, finally, the focus on Israel presumed in this view is in keep-
ing with the increasingly recognized need to put the Jewish question at
the heart rather than the periphery of Romans.
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