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Lexical Observations Regarding Paul’s use of novmo"  
T. David Gordon 

 
Thesis:  That the most prominent semantic domain influencing Paul’s use of novmo" is “the Sinai 

covenant.”  The term ordinarily is employed to refer to the distinctive attributes of that 

covenantal administration, and from this general usage, the term is also employed to describe the 

inscripturated document of that covenantal administration, or the members (when employed as 

part of a substantive prepositional phrase such as oiJ ejk novmou) of that covenantal 

administration.  Technically, novmo" is a synecdoche for the Sinai covenant; that is, since that 

covenant is so characterized by Torah-giving at Sinai, the term “law” can be used to denominate 

that covenant characterized essentially by law-giving.  Analogously, Paul sometimes employs 

“promise” as a synecdoche for the Abrahamic covenant, since that covenant is so characterized 

by promise-giving.  In one single passage, he employs both synecdoches:  “This is what I mean: 

the law (novmo"), which came four hundred and thirty years afterward, does not annul a covenant 

previously ratified by God, so as to make the promise (ejpaggelivan) void.” (Gal. 3:17).  A 

subsidiary concern, then, is to avoid those un-pauline usages that are more influenced by the 

semantic domain of the English “law” (or the German das Gesetz) or the Protestant term, 

“legalism.” 

 

 My three-part form of proving the thesis is:  First, to demonstrate that there are many 

passages where novmo" (with or without articles or prepositions) cannot mean either “God’s 

moral will” or “legalism;” Second, to demonstrate that there are many texts where it surely is a 

reference to the covenant made at Sinai (or some aspect thereof); Third, to demonstrate that this 

second usage makes best sense of those passages that cannot be understood by the other 

definitions. 

 

 The challenges this makes to exegesis and theology are several: 

1)  Since the term novmo" in many contexts is evidently a synecdoche for the Sinai covenant, this 

definition is an indisputably pauline option for any text.  Since novmo" rather evidently does not 

and cannot mean “will of God” or “legalism” in some passages, it cannot even be considered as 
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an option until such passages are found.  If such passages are found, then and only then can this 

option be considered for other passages.  Further, if a particular text is found that could make 

plausible sense if novmo" were rendered by “will of God” or “legalism,” such a text should not be 

so interpreted if it is also plausibly interpreted by the already-established meaning of “Sinai 

covenant.”    

 

 That is, sound lexicography requires not only that a term be contextually plausible, since 

often several options are contextually plausible.  Sound lexicography would require that the 

interpreter choose that plausible option that is also established elsewhere, unless there is 

substantially greater plausibility to another option.  That is, no lexical option (or any other 

exegetical option) can be responsibly preferred to alternatives simply because it is plausible.  

Some additional reason must demonstrate that the option is more plausible than the alternatives.  

If the alternatives are established by other usage, then they are prima facie more plausible, and 

the burden of proof is rightly on the individual who argues to the contrary of that which is both 

plausible and elsewhere established. 

 

 The burden of proof does not rest upon the one whose view is new; it rests upon the one 

whose view is less plausible.  If an unwarranted, implausible, or unattested option is asserted 

without justification once; and if that unwarranted assertion is repeated a thousand times; it does 

not become less unwarranted for its repetition.  We concede that many have intruded the 

semantic domain of the English “law” (or German “das Gesetz”) upon Paul’s novmo" for many 

generations; what we dispute is whether a cogent lexical argument has ever been introduced as 

justification for this intrusion.  Further, what we dispute is whether we, who can produce 

incontestably pauline usages of novmo" meaning “Sinai covenant” and passages where novmo" 

could not possibly mean “God’s will” or “legalism,” must assume any further burden of proof. 

 

 On the basis of what we have demonstrated, we believe that the first definition of novmo" 

to be considered in any pauline text is “Sinai covenant.”  We believe that the burden of proof lies 

with others to demonstrate that other renderings are more plausible than this in any given text.  

We believe that, contextual considerations being equal, “Sinai covenant” is the most responsible 

choice. 
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 What has happened in the history of pauline interpretation is that the English/German 

semantic intrusion into Paul’s vocabulary has been so oft-repeated that it has now assumed 

intellectual “squatter’s rights.”  Had anyone ever introduced sound evidence for this option 

(other than the plausible rendering of a passage thereby), then this option would have as much 

validity, prima facie, as other options.  Until such evidence is produced, it remains an option 

only for readers of the English or German texts; not for readers of the Greek text. 

 

2)  Passages where the death of Christ is described as having reference to the law are to be 

interpreted as Paul’s understanding of the redemptive benefits of Christ for those who were 

under the law; such passages are not to be universalized. 

 

I. Passages where it is not possible that novmo" means “legalism”: 

Rom. 7:14   oi[damen ga;r o{ti oJ novmo" pneumatikov" ejstin, ejgw; de; savrkinov" eijmi 

pepramevno" uJpo; th;n aJmartivan.  

“Legalism” is not spiritual, in any sense of the word.  It is at least plausible to render this:  “We 

know that Sinai covenant is spiritual, but I am fleshly, sold under sin.” 

Rom. 8:4   i{na to; dikaivwma tou' novmou plhrwqh'/ ejn hJmi'n toi'" mh; kata; savrka 

peripatou'sin ajlla; kata; pneu'ma.  

The just requirement of legalism is certainly not fulfilled among those who walk according to the 

Spirit; indeed there is no just requirement of legalism.  It is at least plausible to render this: “in 

order that the just requirements of the Sinai covenant might be fulfilled in us, who walk not 

according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.” 

1Cor. 9:20   kai; ejgenovmhn toi'" ∆Ioudaivoi" wJ" ∆Ioudai'o", i{na ∆Ioudaivou" kerdhvsw: toi'" 

uJpo; novmon wJ" uJpo; novmon, mh; w]n aujto;" uJpo; novmon, i{na tou;" uJpo; novmon kerdhvsw:  

Paul did not become legalistic to win legalistic people; he did not rely on his own efforts for 

salvation in order to win those who relied on theirs.  It is at least plausible to render this: “and I 

became as a Jew to the Jews in order that I might win Jews; I became as under the Sinai covenant 
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to those under the Sinai covenant, although myself not under the Sinai covenant, in order that I 

might win those under the Sinai covenant.” 

Gal. 3:24   w{ste oJ novmo" paidagwgo;" hJmw'n gevgonen eij" Cristovn, i{na ejk pivstew" 

dikaiwqw'men:  

Legalism  did not guard or instruct us until (or “unto”) Christ; rather, wherever it exists, it drives 

people away from Christ and his gracious justification.  It is at least plausible to render this: 

“Therefore the Sinai covenant was our guardian until Christ; in order that we might be justified 

by faith.” 

Gal. 4:4   o{te de; h\lqen to; plhvrwma tou' crovnou, ejxapevsteilen oJ qeo;" to;n uiJo;n 

aujtou', genovmenon ejk gunaikov", genovmenon uJpo; novmon,  

Christ was not legalistic.  It is at least plausible to render this: “When the fullness of time came, 

God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born under the Sinai covenant…” 

Gal. 5:14   oJ ga;r pa'" novmo" ejn eJni; lovgw/ peplhvrwtai, ejn tw'/ ∆Agaphvsei" to;n 

plhsivon sou wJ" seautovn.  

Legalism is neither summarized nor fulfilled by loving the neighbor.  It is at least plausible to 

render this: “For the entire Sinai covenant is fulfilled in a single command:  ‘Love your neighbor 

as yourself.’” 

Gal. 6:13   oujde; ga;r oiJ peritemnovmenoi aujtoi; novmon fulavssousin ajlla; qevlousin 

uJma'" peritevmnesqai, i{na ejn th'/ uJmetevra/ sarki; kauchvswntai 

If novmo" means “legalism” here, then Paul argues that those who desire to circumcise the 

Galatians do not observe legalism.  It is at least plausible to render this: “For those who are 

circumcised do not even themselves keep the Sinai covenant, but they require you to be 

circumcised, in order that they may boast in your flesh.” 

 

II. Passages where it is not possible that novmo" means “God’s moral will”: 

Rom. 6:14   aJmartiva ga;r uJmw'n ouj kurieuvsei: ouj gavr ejste uJpo; novmon ajlla; uJpo; 

cavrin.  

Paul could hardly say that the redeemed community is not under God’s moral will.  It is at least 

plausible to render this: “For sin will not have dominion over you, since you are not under the 

Sinai covenant but under grace.” 
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Rom. 6:15   Tiv ou\n… aJmarthvswmen, o{ti oujk ejsme;n uJpo; novmon ajlla; uJpo; cavrin… mh; 

gevnoito.  

Same as above; it may be true that new covenant believers are not under the Sinai covenant, but 

it is not possible that they are not under God’s moral will. 

Rom. 7:4   w{ste, ajdelfoiv mou, kai; uJmei'" ejqanatwvqhte tw'/ novmw/ dia; tou' swvmato" 

tou' Cristou', eij" to; genevsqai uJma'" eJtevrw/, tw'/ ejk nekrw'n ejgerqevnti, i{na 

karpoforhvswmen tw'/ qew'/.  

As with the texts in the chapter six, Paul could hardly say here that believers have died to the 

moral will of God in order that they may bear fruit to God.  It is at least plausible to render this: 

“Therefore my brothers, you also died to the Sinai covenant through the body of Christ, in order 

that you might belong to Another, to Him Who was raised from the dead, in order that you might 

bear fruit to God.” 

Rom. 7:6   nuni; de; kathrghvqhmen ajpo; tou' novmou ajpoqanovnte" ejn w|/ kateicovmeqa, 

w{ste douleuvein hJma'" ejn kainovthti pneuvmato" kai; ouj palaiovthti gravmmato".  

Same as at 7:4. 

1Cor. 9:20   kai; ejgenovmhn toi'" ∆Ioudaivoi" wJ" ∆Ioudai'o", i{na ∆Ioudaivou" kerdhvsw: toi'" 

uJpo; novmon wJ" uJpo; novmon, mh; w]n aujto;" uJpo; novmon, i{na tou;" uJpo; novmon kerdhvsw:  

If to be “under the law” means to be under God’s moral will, then why do such people need 

redemption?  Further, is the moral will of God something that Paul only observes when it is 

expedient to do so for evangelistic purposes?  It is at least plausible to render this: “and I became 

as a Jew to the Jews in order that I might win Jews; I became as under the Sinai covenant to 

those under the Sinai covenant, although myself not under the Sinai covenant, in order that I 

might win those under the Sinai covenant.” 

Gal. 3:10   o{soi ga;r ejx e[rgwn novmou eijsi;n, uJpo; katavran eijsivn: gevgraptai ga;r o{ti 

∆Epikatavrato" pa'" o}" oujk ejmmevnei pa'sin toi'" gegrammevnoi" ejn tw'/ biblivw/ tou' 

novmou tou' poih'sai aujtav.  

Those who are within the moral will of God are hardly under a curse; rather, such individuals 

would be enjoying fellowship with God.  It is at least plausible to render this: “For as many as 

are characterized by observance of the Sinai covenant are under a curse…” 
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Gal. 3:12   oJ de; novmo" oujk e[stin ejk pivstew", ajll∆ ÔO poihvsa" aujta; zhvsetai ejn 

aujtoi'".  

The moral will of God is indeed characterized by faith; those who submit to God’s will are 

characterized by “the obedience of faith.”  It is at least plausible to render this: “The Sinai 

covenant is not characterized by faith, but:  ‘The one who does them shall live by them.’” 

Gal. 3:13   Cristo;" hJma'" ejxhgovrasen ejk th'" katavra" tou' novmou genovmeno" uJpe;r 

hJmw'n katavra, o{ti gevgraptai, ∆Epikatavrato" pa'" oJ kremavmeno" ejpi; xuvlou,  

Christ has surely not redeemed us from the “curse” of God’s moral will.  It is at least plausible to 

render this: “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the Sinai covenant by becoming a curse 

for us…” 

Gal. 5:18   eij de; pneuvmati a[gesqe, oujk ejste; uJpo; novmon.  

Same as at Ro. 6 and Ro. 7. 

Eph. 2:14   Aujto;" gavr ejstin hJ eijrhvnh hJmw'n, oJ poihvsa" ta; ajmfovtera e}n kai; to; 

mesovtoicon tou' fragmou' luvsa", th;n e[cqran ejn th'/ sarki; aujtou', 2:15   to;n novmon 

tw'n ejntolw'n ejn dovgmasin katarghvsa", i{na tou;" duvo ktivsh/ ejn aujtw'/ eij" e{na kaino;n 

a[nqrwpon poiw'n eijrhvnhn 

Christ has not united Jew and Gentile by destroying the moral will of God.  It is at least plausible 

to render this: “For he is our peace, who has made them both one, and has destroyed the dividing 

wall of hostility by his flesh, having abolished the Sinai covenant with its commandments and 

ordinances…” 

 

III. Passages where it is evident that novmo" means “the covenant made at Sinai”: 

Gal. 3:17   tou'to de; levgw: diaqhvkhn prokekurwmevnhn uJpo; tou' qeou' oJ meta; 

tetrakovsia kai; triavkonta e[th gegonw;" novmo" oujk ajkuroi' eij" to; katargh'sai th;n 

ejpaggelivan.  

The only significant event in the history of redemption that took place 430 years after the 

Abrahamic promise was the giving of the law at Sinai.  It is at least plausible to render this: “The 

Sinai covenant, that came 430 years after the promise previously ratified by God, does not annul 

the covenant so as to abolish the promise.”  
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Gal. 3:19   Tiv ou\n oJ novmo"… tw'n parabavsewn cavrin prosetevqh, a[cri" ou| e[lqh/ to; 

spevrma w|/ ejphvggeltai, diatagei;" di∆ ajggevlwn ejn ceiri; mesivtou.  

The moral will of God is not added “until” Christ comes; it continues afterward.  It is at least 

plausible to render this: “Why then the Sinai covenant?  It was added because of 

transgressions…” 

[n.b., this usage is consistent with the usage of the Old Testament also, where the “law” 

or “ten words” were virtually a synecdoche for the Sinai covenant.  E.g.:  1Kings 8:20 

Now the LORD has fulfilled his promise which he made; for I have risen in the place of 

David my father, and sit on the throne of Israel, as the LORD promised, and I have built 

the house for the name of the LORD, the God of Israel.  21 And there I have provided a 

place for the ark, in which is the covenant of the LORD which he made with our fathers, 

when he brought them out of the land of Egypt.”  Of course, what was “in the ark” was 

not the “covenant of the Lord,” but the ten words. 

 

IV. Passages where it is evident that novmo" (at least in the substantive form in which it here 

appears) means “those who belong to the covenant made at Sinai”: 

Rom. 2:9   qli'yi" kai; stenocwriva ejpi; pa'san yuch;n ajnqrwvpou tou' katergazomevnou 

to; kakovn, ∆Ioudaivou te prw'ton kai; ”Ellhno":  10   dovxa de; kai; timh; kai; eijrhvnh 

panti; tw'/ ejrgazomevnw/ to; ajgaqovn, ∆Ioudaivw/ te prw'ton kai; ”Ellhni: 11   ouj gavr 

ejstin proswpolhmyiva para; tw'/ qew'/. 12   o{soi ga;r ajnovmw" h{marton, ajnovmw" kai; 

ajpolou'ntai, kai; o{soi ejn novmw/ h{marton, dia; novmou kriqhvsontai:  

Paul twice (in 9 and 10) discribes the equal standing before God of the Jew and the Greek, then 

(with a connecting ga;r) grounds this in the general principle of their being no favoratism in 

God’s justice, then (with another connecting ga;r) puts the same truth differently:  that those who 

sin, whether Jews under the law or Gentiles without the law, will perish before God’s judicial 

presence.  If all humans are “in the law,” then who are these who sin “without the law”?  Paul 

establishes two categories here; those whose sin takes place within the Sinai covenant, and those 

whose sin takes place outside of it; and these categories are the same as the “Jew or Greek” 

mentioned before.  Plainly, Gentiles here are not under the law. 
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Rom. 2:17   Eij de; su; ∆Ioudai'o" ejponomavzh/ kai; ejpanapauvh/ novmw/ kai; kauca'sai ejn 

qew'/ 18   kai; ginwvskei" to; qevlhma kai; dokimavzei" ta; diafevronta kathcouvmeno" 

ejk tou' novmou,  

As with the earlier part of the chapter, the Jew is distinguished from the Gentile because of his 

boasting in the law and because of his being instructed in the law.  The Gentiles are not so 

instructed. 

Rom. 2:23   o}" ejn novmw/ kauca'sai, dia; th'" parabavsew" tou' novmou to;n qeo;n 

ajtimavzei":  

Same as above. 

Rom. 3:19   Oi[damen de; o{ti o{sa oJ novmo" levgei toi'" ejn tw'/ novmw/ lalei', i{na pa'n 

stovma fragh'/ kai; uJpovdiko" gevnhtai pa'" oJ kovsmo" tw'/ qew'/:  

Interestingly, Paul refers to those “who are in the law.”  If everyone is “in the law,” what would 

the point be of saying this?   

1Cor. 9:20   kai; ejgenovmhn toi'" ∆Ioudaivoi" wJ" ∆Ioudai'o", i{na ∆Ioudaivou" kerdhvsw: 

toi'" uJpo; novmon wJ" uJpo; novmon, mh; w]n aujto;" uJpo; novmon, i{na tou;" uJpo; novmon 

kerdhvsw:  

Note that Paul can refer to the Jews in two different ways, by calling them toi'" ∆Ioudaivoi" or by 

calling them toi'" uJpo; novmon.   

 

V. Passages admittedly difficult by any reading of novmo": 

Rom. 7:23   blevpw de; e{teron novmon ejn toi'" mevlesivn mou ajntistrateuovmenon tw'/ novmw/ 

tou' noov" mou kai; aijcmalwtivzontav me ejn tw'/ novmw/ th'" aJmartiva" tw'/ o[nti ejn toi'" 

mevlesivn mou.  

Rom. 8:2   oJ ga;r novmo" tou' pneuvmato" th'" zwh'" ejn Cristw'/ ∆Ihsou' hjleuqevrwsevn se 

ajpo; tou' novmou th'" aJmartiva" kai; tou' qanavtou.  

VI. Passages where novmo" evidently means “God’s Sinai revelation in the holy scriptures”:  

Rom. 3:21   Nuni; de; cwri;" novmou dikaiosuvnh qeou' pefanevrwtai marturoumevnh uJpo; 

tou' novmou kai; tw'n profhtw'n, (the first use here may very well be a reference to the Sinai 

covenant, but the second use, coupled with “prophets,” refers to the revelation in the Torah) 
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1Cor. 9:9   ejn ga;r tw'/ Mwu>sevw" novmw/ gevgraptai, Ouj khmwvsei" bou'n ajlow'nta. mh; 

tw'n bow'n mevlei tw'/ qew'/ 

1Cor. 14:21   ejn tw'/ novmw/ gevgraptai o{ti ∆En eJteroglwvssoi" kai; ejn ceivlesin eJtevrwn 

lalhvsw tw'/ law'/ touvtw/ kai; oujd∆ ou{tw" eijsakouvsontaiv mou, levgei kuvrio".  

1Cor. 14:34   aiJ gunai'ke" ejn tai'" ejkklhsivai" sigavtwsan: ouj ga;r ejpitrevpetai 

aujtai'" lalei'n, ajlla; uJpotassevsqwsan, kaqw;" kai; oJ novmo" levgei. 

 


