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“LAW,” “WORKS OF THE LAW,” AND LEGALISM
IN PAUL

Doucras J. Moo

N his insightful essay “Reflexions on the Doctrine of the Law,”
Gerhard Ebeling observes that “in the theology of the Re-
formers the problems all concentrate themselves so much on the
concept of law that the whole of theology (in the sense of the
essential structure of theology) stands or falls with it.”! Funda-
mental to this theological structure is the antithesis between law
and gospel — between “what we are to do and give to God” and
“what has been given us by God,” as Luther puts it in one place.?
As theological concepts, law and gospel were carefully distin-
guished by most of the major Reformers. But both disagreement
and confusion were engendered by the application of these terms
to the two main epochs of revelation history: the Old and New
Testaments. Luther resisted any direct appeal to the OT in the
guidance of the Christian and the life of the church.®* Calvin, on
the other hand, elevated the so-called “third use of the law” to
its “chief use,”* while Bullinger went even further, using the
Mosaic judicial law extensively in formulating a theory of church

1 Word and Faith (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1963) 254,

24How Christians should regard the Law of Moses,” Luther’s Works
{ed. E. Theodore Bachmann; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1960) 162.

3 Though the issue is debated, it is probable that Luther did not counte-
nance what is generally known as the “third use of the law”; he judges the
Mosaic law to be binding on believers only as it reproduces the natural
law. See Wilfried Joest, Gesetz und Freiheit, Das Problem des ‘Tertius Usus
Legis’ bei Luther und die neutestamentliche Pardnese (3rd. ed.; Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1961) 133; Hcinrich Bornkamm, Luther and the
Old Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969) 124-32; G. Ebeling, “On the
Doctrine of the T#iplex Usus Legis in the Theology of the Reformers,” Word
and Faith, 62-64; P. D, L. Avis, “Moses and the Magistrate: A Study in the
Rise of Protestant Legalism,” JEH 26 (1973) 154.

4 Institutes of the Christian Religion 2.7.12.
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government. An emphasis on the continuity of salvation-history
was also of use in equating circumcision with baptism; not sur-
prisingly, some Anabaptists accordingly asserted the discontinuity
between law and gospel as applied to historical epochs.”

While the nature of the relationship between law and gospel in
this historical sense has always figured prominently in theological
discussion, and has affected in no small measure the construction
of rival theological systems, debate over the theological contrast
has not been lacking. Two examples of fresh approaches to this
issue in this century are Karl Barth’s essay “Gospel and Law,”
which purposively reverses the order of the terms in order to
suggest that law is the content of the gospel, and Daniel Fuller’s
book, in which law and gospel are asserted to be parts of one
continuum, rather than contrasting items.” And Fuller's book
illustrates how the two forms of the law/gospel antithesis con-
tinue to be treated as inter-related — a blurring of categories
which may create problems for the resulting theological formu-
lation.®

Appeal to the Pauline epistles has always figured prominently
in discussions of law and gospel. To be sure, the apostle never
directly contrasts law and gospel, but he does frequently set law
in opposition to grace, faith, and promise; and he similarly juxta-
poses works of the law and faith as mutually exclusive ways of
seeking God's righteousness. Without presuming to say anything
substantial on the dogmatic question, I would like in this essay
to discuss one facet of the Pauline evidence as it impinges on the
doctrinal question. This is his use of the expressions nomos
(“law"”) and ta erga tou nomou (“‘the works of the law”). As we
have seen, the law/gospel discussion has moved in two different,
but related directions: the theological and the historical; and

5 J. Wayne Baker (Heinrich Bullinger and the Covenant: The Other Re-
formed Tradition [Athens, Ohio: University of Ohio Press, 1980]) offers a
good discussion of Bullinger’s views.

6 See, for instance, Pilgram Marpeck (Willlam Klassen, Covenant and
Community: The Life, Writings and Hermeneutics of Pilgram Marpeck
[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968] 114-30).

7 Karl Barth, “Gospel and Law,” Community, State and Church: Three
Essays (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1960) ; Daniel P, Fuller, Gospel and
Law: Contrasi or Continuum? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980). .

5 See my review of Fuller’s book in Trinity Journal 3 NS (1982) 99-103.
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it is not always clear how the Pauline evidence is being applied
to these two different categories. Establishing the range of mean-
ing of the term “law,” then, is of fundamental importance if
legitimate use is to be made of his writings. A related issue is
the question as to whether Paul sometimes uses “law” or “works
of the law” as a reference to the misuse of the law, legalism.
Once again, the validity of employing the Pauline antitheses in
the formulation of dogmatic conclusions is radically affected by
this question. We will proceed by studying, in turn, Paul’s use
of nomos and ta erga tou nomou, appending to each section some
comments on the implications of our findings for the larger issue.

I. Nomos in Paul

An adequate investigation of Paul’s use of #nomos would require
at least a monograph, in which the details of exegesis and theo-
logical implication would be fully explored. At this point, I will
confine myself to a lexical analysis of the term as Paul uses it,
with some comments on the significance of the data. Chart I sets
forth these data. Many decisions have been made in the course
of constructing it, most of which receive some degree oi justifica-
tion in the comments which follow.

(1) Of Paul’s 119 uses of nomos, none occurs in the plural.
While this phenomenon accords to some extent with the situation
in the LXX (only 38 of the approximately 440 occurrences are
in the plural, and most of these have no reference to divine law),
this statistic should be regarded as significant: Paul discusses
the law as a single entity rather than as a series of commands.®

(2) Since the time of Origen, scholars have suggested that the
presence and absence of the article with nomos is a clue to its
meaning in Paul. Generally the articular form is viewed as re-
ferring to the Mosaic law, while the anarthrous nomos is under-
stood to mean law as a general concept.!® This is a distinction

9 Andrea van Diilmen, Die Theologie des Gesetses bei Paudus (SBM 5;
Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1968) 130. As Josei Blank (EKKNT
1.83) indicates, this use of nomos in the singular is rooted in the OT, espe-
cially Deuteronomy (cf. 31:26; 32:46).

10 For example, Sanday-Headlam distinguish three basic senses: ho nomos
= law of Moses; nomos = law in general; nomos = Mosaic Jaw, with
emphasis on its character as law (A4 Critical and Exegetical Commentary
on the Epistle to the Romans [ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1902] 58).
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CHART 1

A CATEGORIZATION OF PAUL'S USE OF NOMOS*

NOMOS
A DEMAND NON-“LEGAL" USES
OR BODY OF DEMANDS
(USUALLY WITH SANCTIONS) / \
with reference “principle”
to the canon! “force”
[graphé) “guthority”2
[Moysés] (- genitive)
general® divine (gegraplai)
(legei)

general; the
hasic demand? in its Mosaic form in its NT form®
[ennomos Christou]

legalism® single command? bedy of commands$ system or economy®
[eramma?] [entolé] [diathéké)
(en, hypo, dia, chiris +)

*Words in brackets [ 1 denote terms which are, at least to some extent, interchange-
able with namas when used in the manner indicated. Words in parentheses ( ) denote
terms which are often found in the context of momos when used in the manner indicated.
A question mark denotes that considerable uncertainty about the meaning of that occur-
rence of momos exists. Usually the refersnce will also appear in the alternative classifica-
tion{s). I have omitted question marks with a good number of occurrences that are
debated where T am reasonably certain of the meaning.

1Rom 3:19a, 21b, 31ab; 1 Cor 9:8, 9; 14:21, 34; Geal 4:21b.

Rom 3:27a?b?: 7:21, 23a?c? 253b?; 8:2arb?; 9:31a?b?

“Rom 2:14d; Gal 5:23.

fRom 2:14hr 157 267 27arb?; 7:22? 23b? 25a?; 8:77: Gal 3:21b.

5Gal 6:2,

SRom 3:217: 4:13? 147 15a?; 6:147 152; 7:4? 57 67; 10:47; Gal 3:11? 127 172
187 197 21a?hic? 237; 4:47 57

TRom 7:2b, 3.

& Done," ‘“‘guarded,” ‘‘transgressed,” etc.: Rom 2:13a,b, 25a,b, 267 27a?b?; Gal 5:3;
6:13.

Denied as the basis of justification, etc. With erga: Rom 3:20, 28; Gal 2:16ab,c; 3:2,
5, 10. Without erge: Rom 4:137 147; 10:5; Gal 2:21; 3:18%; 5:47; Phil 3:6, 9.

Origin and purpose: Rom 3:20b; 4:15a?; 5:13a, 20; 7:7h,c, 9, 12, 14; 8:2b? 1 Cor
15:56; Gal 3:17, 19.

“Fulfilled” or “established': Rom 3:31b?; 8:4; 13:8; Gal 3:10; 3:14.

Other uses: Rom 2:14a,c, 17, 18, 20, 23ab, 27a?h?; 3:27b7; 4:15b7 16; 5:13b;
T:1a?b? 2a% 7a, 87 162 22?7 23a?c? 25a?b?; B:2b? 3?: 9:3lath?; Rom 10:5?; Gal
2:19a,b?; 3:10b, 11, 12, 13, 21a,c; Eph 2:15?; Phil 3:5; 1 Tim 1:8, 9.

"Rom 2:12a,b: 3:19b, 21a?; 6:147 157; 7:4?7 57 67 87; 8:37; 10:4? 57; 1 Cor
9:20a,b,c,d; Gal 2:19b; 3:23, 24; 4:47 57 21a; 5:47 18; Eph 2:157











































































