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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,







































