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ARTICLE REVIEW

PAUL AND THE LAW IN THE LAST TEN
YEARS

by DOUGLAS MOO

ScrHoLarship on Paul and the law in the last ten years has
witnessed a ‘paradigm shift’.! For a long time, the dominant
approach to Paul’s teaching on the law was set within the framework of
key reformation concepts. Against the background of Luther’s struggles
with ‘pangs of conscience’ and a works-oriented Roman Catholicism,
this approach placed the justification of the individual at the center of
Paul’s theology and identified his opponents as legalistic Jews or
Judaizers. These two key components of the old paradigm have been
discarded as a decisively new direction in pauline studies has emerged.
That the first century Paul would have struggled with his conscience in
a way similar to the sixteenth century Luther has been severely
questioned since Stendahl’s influential essay in 1963.? As a result, the
individualistic orientation of|the ‘Lutheran orthodox’ approach — as
scholars such as J. D. G. Dunn have dubbed it — has been replaced
with a new appreciation of the centrality of historical and corporate
questions in Paul. Replacing God and the individual as the foci around
which Paul’s thought is seen to revolve are the two peoples, Jews and
Gentiles. And the old assumption that Paul’s opponents were Jews or
Judaizers who held that one was saved by performing a sufficient
number of meritorious deeds has come in for severe criticism. To be
singled out here is E. P. Sanders’ 1977 monograph Paul and Palestinian
Judaism (subtitled A Comparison of Patterns of Religion [Philadelphia:
Fortress]), a book which can justly be claimed to mark a watershed in
pauline studies. Taking to task many Christian scholars for uncritically
accepting the view of first century Judaism as a legalistic religion,
Sanders seeks to demonstrate that the relevant sources reveal instead a
‘pattern of religion’ that he terms ‘covenantal nomism’. This pattern
attributes salvation to God’s gracious election of Israel to its covenant
status and upholds obedience to the law as necessary not to gain, but to
maintain this covenant status. While much of this is not new, as

' Robert Jewett uses the phrase to describe the new approach to the study of Romans
(“The Law and the Coexistence of Jews and Gentiles in Romans’, It 39 [1985], pp.
341-356).

* “I'he Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West’, HTR 56 (1963),
pp. 199-215.
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Sanders notes, his massive study has received extraordinary attention,
widespread acceptance and has been instrumental in forging the ‘new
direction’ in study of Paul and the law.

The reason for this is not far to seek. Paul’s teaching on the law is
undoubtedly conditioned by his own understanding and experience of
the law during his pre-Christian life and is hammered out against
people who are insisting on the continued significance of the law for
Christians — especially Gentile Christians. It used to be assumed that
Paul had experienced first-hand the burdensome, joyless task of seeking
favor with God through the production of the requisite number of
deeds, a load that it was presumed his opponents were trying to place
upon Christians also. Once these assumptions are guestioned or
rejected, and the background for the interpretation of Paul’s theology of
the law is re-shaped, the nature of that teaching itself becomes subject to
serious revision. The last ten years have witnessed an impressive
number of such revisions.

Typical of many of these studies is a far more positive evaluation of
Paul’s attitude toward the law than was the case in the so-called
‘Lutheran orthodox’ view. The sharp law/grace antithesis characteristic
of this system is softened, if not eliminated altogether, and Paul is ofien
pictured as less antagonistic toward Judaism. Such a shift is somewhat
natural once a less ‘negative’ view of first century Judaism is adopted.
Much as extreme positions tend to beget opposite extremes by reaction,
the less ‘negative’ viewpoint of first century Judaism produces a more
positive pauline viewpoint. This trend receives additional impetus from
a factor extrancous to New Testament scholarship per se: the strong
interest in Jewish-Christian dialogue. Scholars like Franz Mussner,’
Lloyd Gaston," Markus Barth,® and John Fisher,* to name only a few,
seek to absolve Paul from any accusation of anti-Semitism by trying to
show that Paul affirms the Jews’ covenant privileges and the continuing
validity of the law for Jews, if not for Gentiles.

The turning-point in pauline studies marked by Sanders’ monograph
lixes the termmus a que ol the survey of literature on Paul and the law
that follows. While the avalanche of print characteristic of our age
makes any claim to comprehensiveness excessive, I have tried to include
most of the important monographs and journal articles on Paul and the
law that have appeared since 1977. In addition, I have included several

' Tractate on the Jews: The Significance of Judaism for Christian Faih (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1984; a translation of the 1979 German original).

! See, e.g., ‘Paul and the Toral’, Antr-Semitism and the Foundations of Christianity,
ed. Alan Davies (New York: Paulist, 1979).

* The People of God (JSN'T" Supp. 5; Shellield: JSOT, 1983).

* ‘Paul in his Jewish Context’, £vQ 57 (1985), pp. 211-236.
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of the more significant commentaries and more generally-oriented
monographs. Rather than simply reviewing the relevant studies
sequentially, I have sought to orient the reader to some of the key issues
by discussing the contributions of the last ten years under three
headings that represent special concerns raised in the new paradigm. In
doing so, I do not intend to suggest that the ‘new paradigm’ has swept
the field; many of the fine studies mentioned below are, or contain
responses Lo, or even arguments against, the new direction inaugurated
by Sanders and company. Nor should the new paradigm be seen as
monolithic. It has as its identifying features only some rather general
convictions about the shape of the Judaism that Paul confronted and the
overarching categories of his thinking; and this means that considerable
diversity among studies following this basic trend is to be expected.
Before giving our attention to the specific matters used to organize
this survey, there are three monographs that, by virtue of their scope
and importance, deserve separate treatment. The first is Hans Hiibner’s
Das Gesetz bei Paulus (subtitled Ein Beitrag zum Werden der
paudinischen Theologie [FRLANT 119; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht]), published in 1978. (An English translation appeared in
1984 from T. & T. Clark.) A major motif in Hiibner’s work is an
emphasis on the differences between Paul’s portrayal of the law in
Galatians and Romans. In the former, Paul takes an unremittingly
hostile stance: the law is given by hostile angels, who use it to produce
sin (cf. 3:19, pp. 27-32), and Christians are totally free from its
precepts, obliged only to obey the command of love (p. 38). The
reaction of James and others to this radical rejection of the law leads
Paul to rethink his critique of the law; and, as a result, a much less
negative appraisal appears in Romans (pp. 53-57). Instead of the law
that stimulates sin, we have in Romans the law that identifies sin (pp.
71-72), the love command does not replace the law but fulfills it (p. 76),
and Paul polemicizes not against the law as such, but against the law as
perverted and misused by those in the flesh (pp. 115-125). Hiibner’s
study was published too early to take into account Sanders’ work, and
falls generally under the more traditional ‘Lutheran orthodox’ approach
— a direction he has confirmed in a 1980 New Testament Studies
article.” Hiibner is to be commended for his attempt to provide a
comprehensive picture of Paul’s teaching, and his exegesis is often
persuasive. It does seem, however, that he has pushed the contrasts
between Romans and Galatians to an extreme. Granted the undoubted
difference in tone and emphasis, Hiibner unfairly magnifics the
contrasts by questionable interpretations in both books: e.g., it is
unlikely that Paul intends to deny the divine origin of the law by

" *Pauli Theologiae Proprium’, NT'§ 26 (1980), pp. 445-473.

























































