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Introduction

E. P. Sanders has served the field of Pauline scholarship well in recent decades.1 Aspects 
of his theses have not enjoyed universal popularity, yet he has stimulated the field to 
reevaluate Paul in a profoundly fresh way. Whether Palestinian Judaism was precisely 
as Sanders described it, or perhaps more “variegated,”2 is now somewhat irrelevant 
to Pauline studies. The important contribution is this: We no longer assume, prima 
facie, that Paul’s “problem” with the law was exclusively or primarily due to an alleged 
meritorious abuse thereof. While Professor James Dunn, referring primarily to Sanders, 
may have been optimistic in referring to a single “New Perspective on Paul,” I think it is 
fair to say that there are many new perspectives on Paul that have arisen from Sanders’s 
raising the question of whether there may not be more to Paul’s polemic with the law 
than merely meritorious legalism. Indeed, it is easy to agree with Professor I. Howard 
Marshall’s assessment that many of the newer interpretations need not be perceived 
as mutually exclusive.3

At least in two areas, if I read the literature optimistically, consensus may be de-
veloping in the study of Galatians that undergirds much of what I am attempting to 
accomplish. First is the lexical observation that ὁ νόμος in Paul’s vocabulary ordinar-
ily refers to the Mosaic law,4 or even more precisely to the Mosaic covenant itself (by 

1. See especially Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Phila-
delphia: Fortress, 1978). Among the early unfavorable reviews, cf. Anthony J. Saldarini, review 
of Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion, by E. P. Sanders, Journal 
of Biblical Literature 98, no. 2 (June 1979): 299–300, 302–3; and Jacob Neusner, “Comparing 
Judaisms,” review of Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion, by E. P. 
Sanders, History of Religions 18, no. 2 (November 1978): 177–91. I am largely sympathetic with 
the criticisms of Saldarini and Neusner. I do not believe Sanders achieved his goal of a holistic 
comparison of religions; I do not believe he evaded or avoided “imposing” the systematic cat-
egories of one religion on another, and I believe his “getting in and staying in” paradigm does 
not work at all in describing the Sinai covenant, a covenant the Israelites resisted from the outset 
(see my later excursus, “Getting Out and Staying Out: Israel’s Dilemma at Sinai”). Despite these 
defects, however, Sanders did shift the burden of proof on the question of legalism in Second 
Temple Judaism, and this has benefited Pauline scholarship substantially.

2. D. A. Carson, P. T. O’Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid, Justification and Variegated Nomism, 2 
vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004). 

3. I. Howard Marshall, “Salvation, Grace and Works in the Later Writings in the Pauline 
Corpus,” New Testament Studies 42, no. 3 (July 1996): 356–57. Cf. also Guy Prentiss Walters, Jus-
tification and the New Perspectives on Paul: A Review and Response (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2004).

4. I say “refers to,” because I believe the referent of ὁ νόμος is ordinarily the Sinai covenant. 
But referential meaning and semantic meaning are not the same thing; all figurative language 
skillfully interweaves both the referential meaning and the semantic meaning, as when Jesus 
called Herod a “fox” (ἀλώπηξ, Luke 13:32). In this case, the referent of “fox” was manifestly 
Herod, but the term “fox” does not, semantically, mean “Herod.” So also, when Paul employs ὁ 
νόμος, the ordinary Greek term for “law” (and the ordinary LXX rendering of Torah), he does 
so skillfully, by employing the synecdoche to refer to a covenant characterized by law-giving.
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synecdoche, since the covenant is so characterized by law-giving).5 So Frank J. Matera 
suggests regarding Galatians 3:17, “The Law (nomos) is the Mosaic Law given to the 
Israelites on Mount Sinai.”6 Second is the now-common historical observation that 
Paul’s difficulty with the law is motivated largely, primarily, or even exclusively by the 
reality that the law segregated Jews from Gentiles.

Exegetical progress sometimes results from new discoveries in archaeology, history, 
lexicography, text criticism, grammar, or semantics. Just as often, exegetical progress 
results from a different paradigm, a different way of construing the available data (as 
argued in Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions). If exegetical progress 
is made from my labor, it will not be due to my discovering much new about grammar, 
lexicography, the transmission of the New Testament text, or any other technical matter. 
Rather, it will be due to my raising slightly different questions than have been raised in 
the past. The paradigm from which Paul (indeed, the Bible) was interpreted for many 
years was largely dominated by systematic theological considerations of an ordo salutis 
nature. In the twentieth century, Paul’s students profited greatly by complementing such 

5. Douglas J. Moo, “ ‘Law,’ ‘Works of the Law,’ and Legalism in Paul,” Westminster Theological 
Journal 45 (1983): 73–100. I will develop this argument in more detail later. I do not think the 
full weight of this lexical observation has been manifested in Pauline studies; to the contrary, I 
hope this work will contribute to that very end. But at least the older conceptions of “law” as 
either “God’s moral will” or (worse) “legalism” have lost much/most of their steam, and “law” is 
increasingly perceived as the Mosaic legislation in its entirety, though I do not believe this has 
yet become the majority position. Stephen Westerholm says that, in Galatians, it is “the Sinaitic 
legislation” and “the divine requirements imposed upon Israel at Mount Sinai.” Westerholm, 
Perspectives Old and New on Paul: The “Lutheran” Paul and His Critics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2004), 301, 304, focuses on the stipulations of the covenant, though not the covenant itself. But 
to date I find no one arguing as I will throughout that νόμος is a synecdoche for the Sinai cov-
enant in its entirety. So, while I am gratified that scholars increasingly perceive that νόμος is a 
Sinaitic reality, I will be even more gratified when they recognize that in Galatians it refers to 
that covenant in its entirety, including its stipulations, its segregating of Israel from the nations, 
and its threatened cursings for noncompliance. I also recognize there is ongoing discussion 
about what constitutes “synecdoche,” compared to what constitutes “metonymy.” Either term 
could work here, and it is even possible that synecdoche is a subcategory of metonymy. As I 
understand it, “synecdoche” is a proper description for, among other things, when an important 
part of a thing is spoken of as the thing itself (Pars pro toto). Certainly, Torah is at the center of 
the Sinai covenant and is therefore an extremely important part thereof. Further, “metonymy” 
can be employed merely to indicate something that is tangentially related to a thing to refer to 
the thing (e.g., “the Oval Office” to refer to the executive branch of government), whereas Torah 
is at the very center of the Sinai covenant—so central that the ark that contains the tablets is 
called the “ark of the covenant.” Finally, it is not at all uncommon for Galatian interpreters to 
use “synecdoche” to describe how Paul uses πίστις in Gal. 4:4 (“when faith came”). For these 
imperfect (and debatable) reasons, I have chosen to employ “synecdoche” rather than “metonomy,” 
which I will do consistently, while recognizing that the final word on the best description of 
these figures of speech has surely not been rendered here. 

6. Frank J. Matera, Galatians, Sacra Pagina Series, ed. Daniel J. Harrington, no. 9 (Col-
legeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2007), 127n17. Similarly, according to Heikki Räisänen, nomos 

“refers to the authoritative tradition of Israel, anchored in the revelation on Sinai, which separates 
the Jews from the rest of mankind.” Räisänen rightly recognizes the relation to Sinai and to the 
revelation that segregates the Jews from Gentiles, though he does not expressly take it, as I do, 
to be a synecdoche for the Sinai covenant itself. Cf. Räisänen, Paul and the Law (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1983), 16.
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studies with biblical-theological or redemptive-historical considerations of a historia 
salutis nature (Geerhardus Vos, Herman N. Ridderbos, Werner Georg Kümmel, Ernst 
Käsemann, et al.). Closely related to the latter, though different from it in precise detail, 
is what I will endeavor to encourage here: a consideration of those matters that might 
be called historia testamentorum, the history of God’s various covenanting acts. This 
work attempts to understand Galatians as Geerhardus Vos recommended for under-
standing the entire Bible:

The Bible is, as it were, conscious of its own organism; it feels, what we cannot always say 
of ourselves, its own anatomy. The principle of successive Berith-makings (Covenant-
makings), as marking the introduction of new periods, plays a large role in this, and should 
be carefully heeded.7

The difference between salvation-historical/redemptive-historical categories and 
covenant-historical categories is this: The former (salvation/historical) narrates those 
particular events or deeds that are judged to be significant in the overall work of redemp-
tion, overcoming what is lost in the first Adam and restored in the last. But the latter 
(covenant-historical) narrates the successive covenant-administrations by which God 
binds himself to his people (and vice versa). Thus the Exodus is a significant salvation-
historical event, but it introduces, by itself, no covenantal change. Not until the event 
at Mount Sinai is a covenant instituted that relates Yahweh to those he delivered from 
Egypt in a particular way. Similarly, the incarnation is a monumental act in salvation 
history—so much so, that Eastern and Western Christendom sometimes debate whether 
it is equal in prominence with the Passion. But the incarnation, significant enough 
as it is in redemptive-historical terms, does not, by itself, inaugurate any change in 
covenant-administration. The incarnate Christ was born “under the Law,” under the 
Sinai covenant-administration, and he lived out his earthly existence submissive to its 
stipulations, teaching his followers to do the same (Matt. 5:17–21; 23:1–3). But later, a 

“new covenant” was inaugurated in his sacrificial death: “This cup is the new covenant 
in my blood” (1 Cor. 11:25; cf. Luke 22:20). Each successive covenant-administration 
institutes some new practices (some sacramental) and stipulations. Abraham’s descen-
dants were not expressly required to offer animal sacrifices until the Sinai covenant 
was administered; after that, they were. Similarly (and importantly, in Galatians), his 
descendants were not required to be ritually or dietarily separate from the Gentiles 
until the Sinai covenant was administered; after that, they were.

It is common—and helpful—for students of Galatians to be cognizant of redemptive-
historical categories. Don Garlington, for instance, refers to the difficult statement that 
ὁ δὲ νόμος οὐκ ἔστιν ἐκ πίστεως in Galatians 3:12, and rightly says that “the law and 
faith belong to distinctly different historical realms: the former does not occupy the 
same turf in the salvation-historical continuum as the latter.”8 Similarly, Moisés Silva, 
also commenting on Galatians 3:12, says, “In other words, to say that ‘the law’ is not of 
faith is to claim that the Sinaitic Covenant belongs to a different redemptive-historical 

7. Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1948), 16.

8. Don Garlington, “Role Reversal and Paul’s Use of Scripture in Galatians 3.10–13,” Journal 
for the Study of the New Testament, no. 65 (March 1, 1997): 101.
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epoch than the gospel.”9 Such comments take us significantly beyond the more static 
systematic theological understanding that has characterized so much of Galatians 
interpretation in the past. But they do not go quite far enough in being expressly 
covenant-historical; Paul’s reasoning is not merely that the Abrahamic (or new) cov-
enant is located at a different season of salvation history than the Sinai covenant; his 
point is that these covenants themselves have different characteristics. The Abrahamic 
covenant is characterized by believing that God will fulfill several remarkable pledges; 
the Sinai covenant is characterized by doing the things the same God commanded on 
the tablets of the covenant. In this sense, the law is not of faith (ὁ δὲ νόμος οὐκ ἔστιν 
ἐκ πίστεως). The Sinai covenant is not essentially characterized in the same manner as 
the Abrahamic covenant; whatever its proposed benefits are, they will not arrive (as the 
benefits proposed to Abraham did) by believing, but by doing the things commanded.

In Galatians, Paul traces how three of these covenant administrations differed in 
their stipulations and especially in those stipulations that related Jew to Gentile. My 
approach greatly appreciates that of Ben Witherington III but goes further. Wither-
ington says,

As this commentary develops it should become clearer all the time that Paul does indeed 
operate with a two- or perhaps even three-covenant theology (depending on whether one 
sees the new covenant as the fulfillment of the Abrahamic one and therefore part of it, or 
as fulfillment without being part of it).10

My approach (disclosed in the title, Promise, Law, Faith) is self-consciously tri-covenantal 
throughout (and there is no “perhaps” in my poly-covenantalism). In Galatians, Paul 
does not provide a complete history of God’s covenanting. He says nothing expressly 
about any covenant with Adam,11 nothing about any covenants with Noah (whether 
antediluvian or postdiluvian), nothing about any covenant with Phinehas to be a 
priesthood, and nothing about a covenant with David to build God a house.12 Paul’s 
exclusive covenantal interest in this letter is with three covenants and how they are 
like and unlike one another (especially in terms of the relation of Jew and Gentile). 
Obviously, as a minister of the new covenant, he is interested in the new covenant. 
Additionally, because of the insistence of the Judaizers at Galatia on the observance of 
the stipulations of the Mosaic covenant, Paul wishes to discuss the relation of these two. 
However, he finds it expedient to do so in terms of a third covenant (though temporally 
prior to the other two): the Abrahamic. Indeed, Paul argues that the new covenant 
and the Abrahamic covenant are profoundly similar in kind; while the Sinai covenant 

9. Moisés Silva, “Abraham, Faith, and Works: Paul’s Use of Scripture in Galatians 3:6–14,” 
Westminster Theological Journal 63, no. 2 (September 1, 2001): 265.

10. Ben Witherington III, Grace in Galatia: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians 
(New York: T & T Clark, 2004), 247.

11. Though he surely does at Rom. 5:12–21 and throughout much of 1 Cor. 15.
12. This was earlier observed by Charles Talbert: “Of some of these covenants Paul makes 

no mention: Noah, Phinehas, Joshua, Josiah, Ezra. The covenant with David is not central to 
Paul’s thought. . . . Three of the covenants of his Bible receive significant attention in Paul’s let-
ters: (1) the covenant with Abraham, (2) the covenant through Moses, and (3) the new covenant 
of Jeremiah 31.” Cf. “Paul on the Covenant,” Review and Expositor 84, no. 2 (Spring 1987): 300.
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is different from these two in some important ways.13 There are also some similari-
ties between Abrahamic/new on the one hand and Sinai on the other, but Paul does 
not mention them in this letter because his concern is local, practical, and polemical. 
Therefore, one could derive a somewhat distorted picture of Paul’s thought by reading 
Galatians alone; the Roman letter, being less polemical, provides an occasion in which 
Paul’s statements about the Sinai administration are somewhat more favorable (because 
more comprehensive and less polemical) than they are in Galatians.

It is no part of my thesis to attempt to determine when Paul first arrived at his 
covenant-historical reasoning. I leave it to Hans Hübner, Seyoon Kim, Francis Watson,14 
et al., to trace the development (if any) of Paul’s thinking. Whether Paul’s understanding 
of the Abrahamic and Sinai covenants changed after Damascus or not is also no part 
of my thesis (though surely his understanding of the new covenant did). My thesis is 
concerned to demonstrate that the reasoning in the letter itself, regardless of when 
or where it was originally derived, was/is covenant-historical: Paul addressed issues 
in the new covenant community in light of the realities associated with two previous 
covenants—one with Abraham and one with the Israelites at Sinai.

13. It has become almost commonplace now for students of the Old Testament to recognize 
two different kinds of treaties in the ancient Near East: the land-grant treaty and the suzerainty 
treaty. If my understanding of Paul is correct, he also recognizes this difference and that the 
Abrahamic covenant is structurally more similar to the land-grant treaty, whereas the Sinai 
covenant is more similar to the suzerainty treaty. The new covenant, if indeed my reading of 
Paul is correct, constitutes the third aspect of the land-grant treaty to Abraham, the aspect in 
which Abraham’s “seed” would become a blessing to all nations. Cf. G. E. Mendenhall, “Covenant 
Forms in Israelite Tradition,” The Biblical Archaeologist 17, no. 3 (1954): 50–76; John Bright, A 
History of Israel, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1959), 146–51; John Sailhamer, Biblical 
Prophecy (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 35; and Meredith G. Kline, The Structure of Biblical 
Authority (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972). Some critics of both Mendenhall and Kline have 
argued that the ANE treaties were more fluid and that their forms permitted more than an ei-
ther/or: that is, either land-grant or suzerainty. Whether this criticism is fair to Mendenhall or 
Kline, I could not say. For my purposes, it is enough to comment that the Abrahamic covenant 
is structurally more similar to the land-grant treaty, whereas the Sinai covenant is more simi-
lar to the suzerainty treaty. For my purposes, neither needs to be identical to its closest ANE 
counterpart; it is enough to indicate that ANE treaties were not all identical. That is, the term 
berith in OT literature (and its cognates in the surrounding ANE) is not determinative for the 
content of a given covenant. We know from the treaties of the nations around Israel that “treaty” 
can be employed for a variety of different purposes. This alone should create suspicion about 
any monocovenantalist assertions (more on that later). Some treaties are similar to some trea-
ties and dissimilar to others; the fact that they are both designated as berith determines little or 
nothing about their content. That is, I do not at all find what John Murray claimed: “From the 
beginning of God’s disclosures to men in terms of covenant we find a unity of conception which 
is to the effect that a divine covenant is a sovereign administration of grace and of promise.” 
Murray, The Covenant of Grace: A Biblico-Theological Study (London: Tyndale, 1954), 19. The 
mere fact that God discloses himself “in terms of covenant” says nothing itself, in and of itself, 
about what those terms will be. A berith may or may not be gracious, and it may or may not 
be promissory. Only its particular terms, disclosed in the treaty document itself, can disclose 
what the particular terms are.

14. Hans Hübner, Law in Paul’s Thought, trans. James C. G. Greig (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 
1984); Seyoon Kim, Paul and the New Perspective: Second Thoughts on the Origin of Paul’s Gospel 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002); and Francis B. Watson, Paul, Judaism and the Gentiles Beyond 
the New Perspective, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007).
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In the following, building upon what others have argued recently, I will attempt to 
persuade the reader that Paul’s argument in Galatians is not in the first place (if at all) 
designed to correct systematic theological errors of an ordo salutis nature (i.e., faith 
as the instrument of justification). Rather, his argument in Galatians is designed to 
correct implicit15 errors of a historia testamentorum nature (whether Israel’s Messiah 
has brought blessings only to the members of the Sinai covenant community or also 
to individuals from all nations; and what this means for observing the stipulations, es-
pecially the segregating/marking16 stipulations, of the Sinai covenant). Paul’s argument 
in Galatians is covenant-historical; he corrects misbehaviors (requiring observance of 
the Mosaic law) associated with the new covenant by describing the relation of that 
new covenant to two covenants that were instituted before it, the Abrahamic and the 
Sinaitic.17 The error of the Galatian community resides in its (practical, if not theo-
retical) insistence that the Sinai covenant is everlasting, with the logical corollary that 
the stipulations of that covenant, including those that distinguish one ethnic group 
from another, are also everlasting. Effectively, Paul argues that the new covenant is not 
merely a new reality associated with the Sinai covenant; rather, it is a covenant in its 
own right that displaces the temporary, Christ-anticipating, Israel-threatening, and 
Gentile-excluding Sinai covenant.

Throughout this work, I will argue that Paul conceived the Sinai covenant as “tem-
porary,” which could be misunderstood by some. In employing the term “temporary,” I 
mean that the covenant itself, made at Sinai with the Israelites, governed the children of 
Abraham from that time until Christ came. I do not mean that its instructive benefits 
were merely temporary; to the contrary, both Jews and Christians continue to find 
themselves instructed by the realities of that covenant. John the Baptist, for instance, 
could not have referred intelligibly to Jesus as “the lamb of God, who takes away the 
world’s sins” (John 1:29) had there never been a Passover lamb or other Jewish sacri-
fices. The Epistle to the Hebrews largely consists of explaining the work of Christ in 
terms of those theological types that antedated him and created a theological matrix 
by which his person and work were comprehensible. We continue to benefit from what 

15. I say “implicit” because the actual problem at Galatia may have been entirely of a practical 
nature, to wit: requiring Gentiles to observe the Mosaic marking ceremonies. But this practical 
error reflects an implicit misapprehension of the priority of the Abrahamic to the Sinai covenant, 
and so Paul argues covenant-historically to straighten the matter out.

16. I am appreciative of Prof. Dunn’s many observations about the “marking” laws in the 
Sinai covenant and, for substance, I agree with what he says about them (though not with his 
precise discussion of ἔργα νόμου). However, I am as likely to call them “segregating” stipulations 
as I am “marking” stipulations, because they not only marked Israel as distinctive, but they also 
intentionally segregated it from the other nations. I don’t believe Prof. Dunn would disagree 
with this at all, because this is largely what he means by “marking” ordinances.

17. As I have observed elsewhere, much confusion in Pauline studies pertains to people 
referring to the realities of the pre-Christian revelation as “the covenant,” rather than the 

“covenants.” The canonical Old Testament contains the record of many covenants, not a single 
“covenant.” The failure to distinguish them, especially the failure to distinguish the Abrahamic 
from the Mosaic, leads to many confusions. Cf. my “Reflections on Auburn Theology,” in By Faith 
Alone: Answering the Challenges to the Doctrine of Justification, ed. Gary L. W. Johnson and Guy 
P. Waters (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006), 113–25; and my “Confusion about the Law in Paul,” 
in Justified: Modern Reformation Essays on the Doctrine of Justification, ed. Ryan Glomsrud and 
Michael S. Horton (Escondido, CA: Modern Reformation, 2010), 33–39. 
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we learned from the Sinai covenant. But that covenant itself, made with the Israelites, 
came after the Abrahamic covenant and before the new covenant (and ended therewith). 
The covenant itself was therefore temporary, even though its typological instructions 
continue to benefit us today. Some years from now, I will pay the last payment on my 
house and my mortgage contract will then end, because it is a temporary contract. I 
will still benefit from the contract, because I will still live in the home. But I will no 
longer have any obligation to that covenant or its requirements; neither I nor anyone 
else will be obligated to it.

1. Why Not Covenant-Theological? Why Covenant-Historical?

 Some may wonder why I do not describe Paul’s reasoning in the Galatian letter as 
covenant-theological. I could do so, and if one did so, the explanation could work rea-
sonably well. But “covenant-historical” is better suited to Galatians, because so many of 
Paul’s statements are of a temporal nature (which I will discuss later), where he reminds 
them that the Abrahamic covenant antedated the Sinai covenant by 430 years and 
thus temporalized/relativized the Sinai administration (Gal. 3:17). In this letter, Paul 
conceived the Sinai covenant as a temporary, provisional covenant-administration that 
governed between the other two covenants; it governed after the Abrahamic covenant 
and before the new covenant. The temporal analogies Paul employed to describe the 
tutelage of the Sinai covenant (“guardians,” “managers,” “trustees”) all point to this 
temporary/provisional nature of the Sinai covenant; and to understand Paul, we must 
adjust our thinking to his thoroughly historical reasoning.

It may be helpful to entertain the possibility that the problem at Galatia may have 
been entirely practical and not theoretical at all. That is, in practice the Galatian Judaizers 
required the participants in the new covenant to observe the rites and ordinances of 
the Mosaic covenant. We do not know what their theoretical rationale for this practice 
was, and perhaps it is unnecessary to speculate further. Paul considered the practice 
to be inconsistent with the theoretical realities of the new covenant, but it was the 
practice itself, not necessarily the theory (theories?) behind it, that was the problem. 
That is, contrary to nearly all previous interpretations of the book of Galatians, we 
might consider the possibility that, for Paul, some practices are wrong in themselves, 
regardless of the theoretical foundations behind them.18

Theoretical foundations are sometimes implicit rather than explicit; and it is true 
that the implicit foundation to the Galatian error was that, in some sense or senses, 
the Sinai covenant (and its stipulations) was eternal. This tendency, at an implicit 
level, to regard the Mosaic covenant and/or its stipulations as eternal, is still with us 
and enshrined in the confession of my own tradition, the Westminster Confession of 
Faith. In chapter 19:1, the divines at Westminster affirmed that God “gave to Adam 
a law.” In the next section, 19:2, they said, “This law, after his fall, continued to be a 
perfect rule of righteousness; and, as such, was delivered by God upon Mount Sinai, 
in ten commandments.” While not explicitly saying that the Mosaic law was eternal, 

18. Paul corrected the sexual behavior of the individual in 1 Cor. 5 without any commentary 
on whatever doctrinal implications might have either informed it or resulted from it. 
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the Westminster Confession appears to have implied that the Mosaic law had, in some 
senses, been published first in the garden and that it was “perfect.” So, if after sixteen 
centuries of the Common Era, Christian confessional literature tends to regard the Mo-
saic covenant as eternal, we can be patient with the fact that perhaps some first-century 
Jewish Christians had a similar misunderstanding.19

For whatever theoretical reasons, then, the practical reality was that Gentiles were 
being required to observe those very Mosaic practices that had been designed to exclude 
them and to protect the Israelites from intermarriage and corruption by them. Those 
very stipulations of the Mosaic covenant that had been designed to preserve Israel as 
a “peculiar people,” distinct from and indeed separate from the nations of the world, 
were being required of members of those nations. But for Paul (though unlike the 
Galatians or the Westminster Assembly), the stipulations of a covenant cannot simply 
be lifted from their covenantal context; they are part and parcel of that covenant. If we 
still observe the Gentile-excluding stipulations of the Mosaic covenant, if we still regard 
the nations as unclean, then the promises to Abraham that his “Seed” would bless all 
the nations appears not to have been fulfilled. On the other hand, if the promise to 
bless the nations through Abraham’s Seed has been fulfilled, then there is no longer any 
purpose for the covenant administration that excluded those nations. Far from leading 
them away from faith in Abraham’s God, such Gentiles believe in Abraham’s God also.

Paul’s thinking in Galatians is also deeply historia salutis, as well as pervasively 
eschatological.20 The reader will quickly discover my dependence upon those twentieth-
century interpretations of Paul that have (rightly) disclosed the pervasively eschatological 
nature of his theological conceptions (including, but not limited to, his eschatological 
understanding of the Spirit, his eschatological conception of justification, and his es-
chatological understanding of Abraham’s promised blessings to the nations).21 Thus, in 
introducing somewhat more overtly the category of historia testamentorum, it is not in 
any way my intention to diminish the importance of historia salutis categories in the 
deeper substructure of Paul’s thought. Rather, it is designed to facilitate understanding 
how it is that Paul reasons about the new covenant realities in light of two previous 
covenants: the Abrahamic and the Mosaic covenants.

19. And yes, I am suggesting that the problem at Galatia may have had as many analogies 
to my own Reformed and Protestant tradition as it did to medieval Roman Catholic practices. 
It is within my own tradition, for instance, that “Theonomy” has arisen—a movement among 
conservative Reformed communions that teaches that the civil laws of Moses are obligatory upon 
all, even non-theocratic nations and cultures. The tendency, therefore, to be unwilling to let go 
of the Sinai covenant when it is replaced by the new covenant is a tendency that has contem-
porary Reformed and Protestant representation, not merely medieval Catholic representation. 

20. Cf. Moisés Silva, “Eschatology in Galatians,” Explorations in Exegetical Method: Galatians 
as a Test Case (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 169–88.

21. I recognize that “eschatological” is not, for some, as appropriate a term as “apocalyptic.” 
For my purposes, however, the terms are essentially interchangeable, even though I acknowl-
edge that the eschatology of the Hebrew Bible, for instance, does not always employ apocalyptic 
language. Apocalyptic is always eschatological, though eschatology is not always apocalyptic. 
The self-consciously apocalyptic readings of Paul are surely due largely to the work of J. C. Beker, 
Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980). Among 
recent apocalyptic approaches to Galatians, cf. J. Louis Martyn, Galatians: A New Translation 
with Introduction and Commentary (New York: Doubleday, 1997).
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In a variety of ways, the new covenant is profoundly and pervasively eschatologi-
cal, and it would require an additional monograph to demonstrate how eschatological 
the “new covenant” was conceived by Jeremiah even before Paul. While I cannot do 
justice to the relationship between “new covenant” and eschatology in this monograph, 
I mention it here because any emphasis on eschatology will eventually lead to an ap-
preciation of covenant-historical reasoning and vice versa. Consider just the expression 

“the days are coming” from Jeremiah—an expression that does not merely appear in 
verse 31: “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of 
Judah.” Consider these also:

“Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will raise up for David a righteous 
Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteous-
ness in the land.” (Jer. 23:5)

“For behold, days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will restore the fortunes of my 
people, Israel and Judah, says the Lord, and I will bring them back to the land that I gave 
to their fathers, and they shall take possession of it.” (Jer. 30:3)

“Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when the city shall be rebuilt for the Lord 
from the tower of Hananel to the Corner Gate.” (Jer. 31:38)

“Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will fulfill the promise I made to 
the house of Israel and the house of Judah.” (Jer. 33:14)

“Therefore, behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will cause the battle 
cry to be heard against Rabbah of the Ammonites; it shall become a desolate mound, and 
its villages shall be burned with fire; then Israel shall dispossess those who dispossessed 
him, says the Lord.” (Jer. 49:2)

“Therefore, behold, the days are coming when I will punish the images of Babylon; her 
whole land shall be put to shame, and all her slain shall fall in the midst of her.” (Jer. 51:47)

“Therefore, behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will execute judgment 
upon her images, and through all her land the wounded shall groan.” (Jer. 51:52)

We observe, then, that the “new covenant” long before Paul was itself deeply 
eschatological—an aspect of the coming days—and I therefore appreciate those vari-
ous approaches to his letters that are sensitive to such. My only point here is that my 
covenant-historical approach does not exclude the validity of the various eschatological 
interpretations; it augments them.

If we permit Paul to reason covenant-historically, and if we permit ourselves to 
reason with Paul, using the categories of historia testamentorum, we will find his argu-
mentation in Galatians to be more accessible than if we approach Galatians by other 
categories. Indeed, even in the helpful discussions of Paul by James D. G. Dunn, the 
categories are not quite right, though they are close. Dunn’s approach is essentially so-
ciological: Jews and Gentiles are united in Christ and are not, therefore, to be separated 
by those “works of the law” that have this tendency. While this is close to the heart 
of the matter, it is unsatisfactory apart from historia testamentorum categories. The 
Jews and Gentiles were not separated merely because they were ethnic or geopolitical 
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competitors or strangers. Xenophobia was not the entire problem, and plausibly was 
no part of the problem at all. They were separated by the terms of the Mosaic admin-
istration itself, not by ethnic or geopolitical suspicions or hatreds. To the contrary, 
the entire history of the Israelites from the time of the conquest on was one of being 
too “Gentile-friendly,” as it were. It was Yahweh who insisted on the Israelites being 
separate, and the Israelites who did not desire to be so. It was Yahweh who insisted 
on destroying utterly the am ha-aretz during the conquest, and the Israelites who did 
not do so. It was Yahweh who proscribed intermarriage with the am ha-aretz, and 
the Israelites who insisted on doing so. So it was not ordinary sociological differences 
that separated Israel from the nations; it was the Mosaic covenant and its stipulations.

Paul’s historia testamentorum categories are not always overt, and he only employs 
διαθήκη three times explicitly in Galatians.22 Sometimes the terminology he employs 
for describing these realities can be misleading to us, unless we consider that he may be 
using terms in a particular manner. Note, for instance, the use of νόμος and ἐπαγγελία 
in Galatians 3:17:

This is what I mean: the law, which came 430 years afterward, does not annul [ἀκυροῖ] a 
covenant previously ratified [προκεκυρωμένην] by God, so as to make the promise void.

Note here that whatever Paul means by law/νόμος on the one hand and promise/
ἐπαγγελία on the other, they are separated by 430 years. To what, then, does he refer? 
He refers to two covenant-administrations (“does not annul a covenant”), one with 
Abraham, and one with Moses, separated by 430 years (which Stephen, in his speech, 
“rounded off” to 400 years). So Paul’s actual reasoning in this verse, if I may paraphrase, is:

This is what I mean: the Sinai covenant, which came 430 years afterward, does not annul a 
covenant previously ratified by God, so as to make the Abrahamic promissory covenant void.

That is, for Paul in Galatians, “law” is ordinarily a synecdoche for the Sinai covenant-
administration, an administration characterized by law-giving.23 And “promise” in the 

22. The scarcity of διαθήκη in the NT is somewhat surprising. If we compare “covenant” to 
“law,” for instance, we find in the Hebrew Bible 223 uses of תורה, but 289 uses of ברית. By the time 
of the Pseudepigrapha and the Greek New Testament, the vocabulary usage is quite different. 
In the Pseudepigrapha, there are 147 uses of νόμος and only 34 of διαθήκη. Similarly, in the NT 
there are 194 uses of νόμος and only 33 uses of διαθήκη. At first glance, some might suggest this 
means that covenantal thinking recedes from these bodies of literature. I suggest, by contrast, 
that covenantal thinking is so woven into the fabric of Jewish life by this point that it exists even 
where it is implicit. Further, sometimes this later literature uses νόμος as a synecdoche for the 
Sinai covenant, so covenantal thinking is present even where διαθήκη is not.

23. νόμος is not the only synecdoche Paul employs for the Sinai covenant-administration. 
In 2 Cor. 3, he employs τὸ γράμμα, because his controlling metaphor throughout that passage is 
that of “writing”—a figure he had himself derived from Jeremiah’s referring to the new covenant 
as consisting of God writing the law on their hearts: ἐπιστολῶν . . . ἡ ἐπιστολὴ . . . ἐγγεγραμμένη 
. . . ἀναγινωσκομένη . . . ἐπιστολὴ . . . ἐν πλαξὶν λιθίναις . . . γράμματος . . . τὸ γὰρ γράμμα . . . ἐν 
γράμμασιν . . . τῇ ἀναγνώσει τῆς παλαιᾶς . . . ἡνίκα ἂν ἀναγινώσκηται Μωϋσῆς. And there, he 
also refers to the Sinai covenant-administration in its entirety: “Who has made us competent 
to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit. . . . Now if the ministry of 
death [ἡ διακονία τοῦ θανάτου] . . . the ministry of the Spirit [ἡ διακονία τοῦ πνεύματος]. . . . 
For to this day, when they read the old covenant [ἐπὶ τῇ ἀναγνώσει τῆς παλαιᾶς διαθήκης] . . .” 
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same letter is ordinarily a synecdoche for the Abrahamic covenant-administration, a 
covenant characterized by promise-giving.24

In Galatians 3:17, this way of reading the matter is not difficult, and most people 
find it fairly straightforward, because of the temporal language of 430 years. But in 
other Galatians passages, Paul’s reasoning is the same; yet to some minds it is less obvi-
ously so. “Law” still sounds to some like God’s moral will (or legalism), and “promise” 
sounds to some like a vague theological category.25 As I will argue in the appropriate 
places, the matter is even more complex, because Paul often uses a third synecdoche, 

“faith,” to refer to the new covenant. He does so because it is a covenant characterized 
by faith in the dying-and-rising Christ. But this synecdoche evades us also, because 
to our minds “faith” is a reference to the human/existential act of trust (and indeed, 
Paul sometimes uses πίστις to refer to such in Galatians). So, then, ordinarily when 
Paul speaks in Galatians of promise, law, and faith, he means the Abrahamic covenant 
(characterized by promise-giving), the Sinai covenant (characterized by law-giving), 
and the new covenant (characterized by faith in the dying-and-rising Christ); but we 
(mistakenly) hear him speaking of general theological categories/realities of God’s 
pledges, God’s moral demands, and our faith in such a God.

That is, for Paul in Galatians, “law” is ordinarily, if not regularly, a synecdoche for 
the Sinai covenant-administration, an administration characterized by law-giving. And 

“promise” in the same letter is ordinarily a synecdoche for the Abrahamic covenant-
administration, a covenant characterized by promise-giving. If this is so, then Paul’s 
reasoning is much more covenantal than we may think at first blush, because the 
three uses of διαθήκη are not the only instances of his reasoning covenantally. The 
thirty-two uses of νόμος and the ten uses of ἐπαγγελία (ordinarily) are also covenantal 
in substance. And, if this is so, when discussing who “inherits” the promises of the 
Abrahamic covenant (employing κληρονομέω, κληρονομία, or κληρονόμος), we 
find six more occasions of covenantal reasoning, which is also the case when “ratify/
annul” (κυρόω, ἀκυρόω, or προκυρόω) language is employed. Similarly, a statement 
such as Ὅσοι γὰρ ἐξ ἔργων νόμου εἰσίν, ὑπὸ κατάραν εἰσίν· (“all who are of works of 
the law are under a curse,” Gal. 3:10) does not employ the lexical stock of διαθήκη, 
but the reasoning is covenantal: all who are parties to the Sinai covenant fall under its 

So, when his purposes dictate, he is flexible enough to employ other synecdoches for the Sinai 
covenant-administration.

24. So Stephen Westerholm: “Paul proceeds by sharply distinguishing the promise God gave 
Abraham from the law delivered at Sinai”; and in a footnote to the word promise, Westerholm 
says, “Or ‘covenant.’ ” Perspectives Old and New on Paul, 377.

25. Made even vaguer, as I suggested above, by those various interpreters who consistently 
and confusingly persist in referring to the pre-Christian covenants by the singular form, “the 
covenant.” N. T. Wright, for instance, routinely refers to the realities of the pre-Christian era 
as “the covenant.” An early work was titled The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law 
in Pauline Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1991), wherein Wright routinely speaks of God’s 
δικαιοσύνη as “God’s faithfulness to his covenant with Israel”; cf. What Saint Paul Really Said: 
Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 97. Such 
language suggests that God made only one covenant with Israel, whereas Paul speaks of Israel’s 

“covenants” in the plural at Rom. 9:4 and Gal. 4:24, or at Eph. 2:12. Wright is surely (and help-
fully) correct in calling attention to the covenantal nature of the revelation in the Hebrew Bible; 
I merely wish he were more explicit about that revelation being poly-covenantal, which is a truth 
that he does not deny.
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threatened curse sanctions (as the following quote in Galatians 3:10 from Deuteronomy 
27:26 demonstrates, γέγραπται γὰρ ὅτι ἐπικατάρατος πᾶς ὃς οὐκ ἐμμένει πᾶσιν τοῖς 
γεγραμμένοις ἐν τῷ βιβλίῳ τοῦ νόμου τοῦ ποιῆσαι αὐτά).

A good example of this use of synecdoche for covenant-administrations is found 
in Gal. 3:23–25:

Now before faith came [Πρὸ τοῦ δὲ ἐλθεῖν τὴν πίστιν],
we were held captive under the law [ὑπὸ νόμον],
imprisoned until the coming faith would be revealed.
So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came [εἰς Χριστόν],

in order that we might be justified by faith.
But now that faith has come [ἐλθούσης δὲ τῆς πίστεως],

we are no longer under a guardian.

Note here the contrast between the two temporal clauses: “before faith came” and 
“now that faith has come.” At first, it may appear that Paul was employing ἡ πίστις to 
refer to the human, existential capacity to exercise trust. However, in 3:6–9, Paul had 
made it abundantly clear not only that Abraham had faith, but that he was therefore 
the father of all who also had faith:

Just as Abraham “believed [ἐπίστευσεν] God, and it was counted to him as righteousness. 
. . .” Know then that it is those of faith [οἱ ἐκ πίστεως] who are the sons of Abraham. . . . So 
then, those who are of faith [οἱ ἐκ πίστεως] are blessed along with Abraham, the man of 
faith [τῷ πιστῷ Ἀβραάμ].

For Paul, faith, as an existential human capacity, even faith as the instrument of justifica-
tion, had been here since Abraham. Therefore, when Paul in the same chapter says that 

“before faith came, we were . . . under the law,” he must be using “faith” as a reference 
to the new covenant, so that “before faith came” and “before Christ came” have virtu-
ally the same meaning. Indeed, many commentators have routinely recognized that 

“before faith came” in this passage refers to the new covenant realities, and that “faith” 
here is a synecdoche for the new covenant or realities associated with it.26 What they 
less frequently recognize, at least explicitly, is that ὁ νόμος here is a synecdochal refer-
ence to the Sinai covenant-administration, a point I will attempt to argue throughout.

Static systematic-theological categories are incapable of processing the deeply 
historical/temporal (and covenantal) reasoning in Galatians. Paul understands God to 

26. E.g., J. B. Lightfoot, “Before the Dispensation of Faith Came,” The Epistle of St. Paul to 
the Galatians: With Introductions, Notes and Dissertations (1865; repr., Zondervan, 1981), 148; 
Hans Dieter Betz, “Two Mythico-Historical Periods Are to Be Distinguished,” A Commentary 
on Paul’s Letter to the Churches in Galatia, Hermeneia—A Critical and Historical Commentary 
on the Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 175; F. F. Bruce, “The ‘coming of faith’ . . . may be 
understood both on the plane of salvation-history and in the personal experience of believers,” 
The Epistle to the Galatians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, The New International Greek Text 
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 181; Richard N. Longenecker, “The Christian 
Gospel as the Culmination of the Purposes of the Law,” Galatians, Word Biblical Commentary, 
vol. 41 (Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 145; and J. Louis Martyn, “That multifaceted advent that has 
brought to a close the parenthetical period of the Law,” Galatians: A New Translation with Intro-
duction and Commentary, The Anchor Bible (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004), 362.
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have unfolded his redemptive purposes in a series of covenants over time, and Paul’s 
reasoning is therefore profoundly temporal. Notice, even in the stretch from 3:17 to 
4:4, the frequency of temporal language (indicated in the following by added italics):

This is what I mean: the law, which came 430 years afterward, does not annul a covenant 
previously ratified by God, so as to make the promise void. . . . Why then the law? It was 
added because of transgressions, until the offspring should come to whom the promise had 
been made. . . . Now before faith came, we were held captive under the law, imprisoned until 
the coming faith would be revealed. So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, 
in order that we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer 
under a guardian. . . . I mean that the heir, as long as he is a child, is no different from a 
slave, though he is the owner of everything, but he is under guardians and managers until 
the date set by his father. In the same way we also, when we were children, were enslaved 
to the elementary principles of the world. But when the fullness of time had come, God 
sent forth his Son.

Paul reasons here that things change with the introduction of each distinctive cov-
enant and that, especially, the Sinai covenant was temporary. It had a beginning, 
430 years after the Abrahamic, and an end, with the arrival of what was pledged to 
Abraham in the coming Christ/Seed and his new covenant. The problem, therefore, 
was neither with the Sinai covenant nor some alleged abuse thereof; the problem 
resided in regarding a temporary covenant (and/or its Gentile-excluding stipula-
tions) as permanent.

I therefore understand why Paul’s interpreters have not yet, in my judgment, 
correctly understood the Galatian letter. The purpose of this work is to promote the 
category of historia testamentorum to Paul’s interpreters (I don’t recall Vos using that 
exact expression), and to suggest that reading Paul’s letter by means of such a category 
provides a more satisfactory reading. But sociological categories won’t work, and the 
traditional systematic-theological categories won’t work. They are not Paul’s categories 
in Galatians, and his thought can no more fit into such categories than can square pegs 
fit into round holes.

If we return to a confessional standard that informed what Sanders called the “domi-
nant Protestant” approach, consider again our earlier citation of portions of chapter 19 
of the Westminster Confession of Faith. In 19:1, the Westminster Confession affirmed 
that God “gave to Adam a law, as a covenant of works, by which he bound him and all 
his posterity to personal, entire, exact, and perpetual obedience.” In the next section, 
19:2, it said: “This law, after his fall, continued to be a perfect rule of righteousness; and, 
as such, was delivered by God upon Mount Sinai, in ten commandments.” Note, then, 
that Westminster 19 tended (and intended) to do with “law” the precise opposite of 
what Paul tended (and intended) to do with ὁ νόμος in the Galatian letter: Westminster 
19 eternalized “law”; Paul temporalized ὁ νόμος. Westminster 19 thereby absolutized 
“law”; Paul relativized ὁ νόμος. Westminster 19 universalized “law”; Paul localized ὁ 
νόμος (as a covenant that excluded all nations but Israel). Paul not only did not drive 
ὁ νόμος back into Eden; he expressly argued that sin (Gen. 3) was in the world before 
ὁ νόμος (Rom. 5:13). And in Galatians, he argued that ὁ νόμος was relativized even by 
the Abrahamic administration, which antedated it by at least 430 years. Westminster 19 
made “law” a universal reality, “by which he bound him [Adam] and all his posterity to 
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personal, entire, exact, and perpetual obedience”;27 whereas Paul understood ὁ νόμος 
to be a covenant that excluded all but the Israelites.

Alongside this tendency in Westminster chapter 19, however, there was another 
use of “law” in the Westminster standards that comports closely with Paul’s usage, as 
at WCF 25:2: “The visible church, which is also catholic or universal under the gospel 
(not confined to one nation, as before under the law), consists of all those throughout 
the world that profess the true religion; and of their children: and is the kingdom of 
the Lord Jesus Christ, the house and family of God, out of which there is no ordinary 
possibility of salvation” (parentheses theirs; emphases mine). This appears to be the 
same usage at WCF 7:5:

This covenant was differently administered in the time of the law, and in the time of the 
gospel: under the law, it was administered by promises, prophecies, sacrifices, circumcision, 
the paschal lamb, and other types and ordinances delivered to the people of the Jews, all 
foresignifying Christ to come.

In passages that contain “under the law,” “law” is a synecdoche by which that covenant-
administration so characterized by law-giving is referred to by its central feature.28 
However, apart from the almost technical phrase “under the law” elsewhere in the 
Westminster Confession (and many Protestant confessions), “law,” unless qualified in 
some other way, means God’s moral will.

It is not surprising, then, that the “dominant Protestant” approach has had difficulty 
making good sense of Galatians.29 It has been forced, as I say, to “read between the 
lines” of Galatians rather than read the lines themselves. It has been forced to invent a 
problem never expressly mentioned in the letter, and contrary to much/most of what 
the reliably dated and pertinent sources actually say. Not only has that approach mis-
understood late Second Temple Judaism, it has sometimes projected its own use and 
understanding of “law” onto Paul’s use of ὁ νόμος, which makes of the Galatian letter 
an utterly inexplicable puzzle. Until and unless interpreters grasp that in Galatians30 ὁ 

27. Westminster 19 also identified “the law” with what it called “the moral law,” which 
“doth forever bind all” (WCF 19:5); whereas Paul argues throughout that ὁ νόμος did not oblige 
Father Abraham, who never knew of a reality that came 430 years later, that ὁ νόμος did not 
oblige the Galatians, that Peter’s observance of its requirements was cowardly and hypocritical, 
and that “we are no longer under” the tutelage of ὁ νόμος (Gal. 3:25).

28. WCF 7:5; 8:4; 19:6 (twice); 20:1; 25:2, and Westminster Shorter Catechism 27.
29. As my citation of the Westminster Confession indicates, the “dominant approach” is 

not equal to the “Lutheran Paul” of which so many today complain. My Reformed confessional 
tradition is scarcely better than or different from the Lutheran confessional tradition on this 
point. Each employs “law” in a different way than Paul employed ὁ νόμος. I employ “dominant 
Protestant” approach as I believe E. P. Sanders did: not to describe any particular confessional 
tradition, but rather to describe a tendency, common among Protestants, to regard Palestin-
ian Judaism as teaching a Pelagian soteriology. The various Protestant confessions render no 
opinion on first-century Judaism, so nothing confessional is at stake in the conversation (the 
term “Judaism” does not appear in the Westminster Confession, nor do the terms “legalistic” or 

“legalism”). To be sure, while N. T. Wright often makes sweeping statements of a condemnatory 
nature about the Protestant confessional tradition (though without ever citing particulars), E. P. 
Sanders did not.

30. And, in my judgment, elsewhere in his letters as well.
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νόμος is ordinarily employed as a synecdoche for the particular and temporary treaty 
Yahweh made with the Israelites at Sinai 430 years after making unconditional pledges 
to Abraham, the Galatian letter will remain to us what the Soviet Union remained to 
Prime Minister Churchill: “a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.”31

I expect to encounter some objections to the thesis. I also anticipate, however, that 
they will not be due to my making idiosyncratic or risky conclusions of a grammatical, 
lexical, or historical nature. Rather, they will be due, largely, to other considerations 
arising from three entirely different directions. First, the post-Holocaust study of 
Paul’s relation to the Jews and their covenant(s) is profoundly intent on discovering 
that Paul does not perceive Judaism and Christianity as being, in any significant way, 
different from each another.32 In such an environment, it would be preferable for Paul 
to conclude that God has made in history only one covenant—one that embraces Jew 
and Gentile alike. Regrettably, such a conclusion is not possible (though the Abraha-
mic covenant pledged blessings to all the tribes of the earth). It will not arise from the 
available literature, and it will not fit well if imposed upon it. The Jews themselves had 
several covenants, not one, as Paul himself observed: “They are Israelites, and to them 
belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants” (αἱ διαθῆκαι, Rom. 9:4).

Second, some North American covenant theologians of the twentieth century 
(with a little help from the seventeenth-century’s nomenclature of a single “covenant of 
grace”) in their debates with dispensational theologians have adopted a biblical theol-
ogy that is also (implicitly if not explicitly) monocovenantal, in their desire to avoid 
what they perceive to be the errors of American Dispensationalism.33 Such, I would 

31. Indeed, the element of truth in Heikki Räisänen’s claim that Paul is simply inconsistent 
resides in the reality that neither the dominant Protestant approach nor the New Perspectives 
approach can make good sense of Paul’s reasoning. Where I differ with Räisänen is that I believe 
a covenant-historical approach can relieve what he regards as an irreconcilable contradiction. 
Cf. his Paul and the Law, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 29 (Tübingen: 
Mohr-Siebeck, 1983).

32. Of the two things we must understand in order to perceive the New Perspective 
correctly, according to Peter Stuhlmacher, one is the attempt to address the Jewish-Christian 
dialogue in a manner that is fair to the Jewish party to the discussion: “We must also keep in 
mind the apparent goal of these authors to make a new beginning in Pauline interpretation, so 
as to free Jewish-Christian dialogue from improper accusations against the Jewish conversa-
tion partners.” Cf. Peter Stuhlmacher, Revisiting Paul’s Doctrine of Justification: A Challenge to 
the New Perspective; With an Essay by Donald A. Hagner (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 
2001), 34. Stuhlmacher puts the matter mildly. Post-Holocaust, the motivation is not merely 
to be fair-minded; the motivation appears to be anti-anti-Semitic (not a typo; a neologism). 
Similarly, Francis Watson has said, “After Auschwitz, new language and new conceptualities 
would have to be found.” Paul, Judaism, and the Gentiles: Beyond the New Perspective, rev. ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 2. That is, especially in Europe and even more especially in 
Germany, Protestant interpreters are at understandable pains to say nothing that might give 
the appearance of anti-Semitism. And undoubtedly, Luther’s strong law-gospel contrast appears 
to many to suggest a fundamental difference in kind between the religion of the Hebrew Bible 
and the religion of the New Testament—a difference in kind that might lead many to the belief 
that the first is inferior to the second. I intend to address this later in some concluding thoughts, 
but for now I simply wish to alert readers to how the post-Holocaust situation influences our 
interpretation of Paul.

33. Cf. esp. “John Murray’s Mono-covenantalism,” 118–24, in my “Reflections on Auburn 
Theology,” in By Faith Alone, 113–25.
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argue elsewhere, is contrary to the majority report of historic covenant theology, and 
it is surely contrary to Paul. “These are two covenants” (αὗται γάρ εἰσιν δύο διαθῆκαι, 
4:24) cannot responsibly be construed to mean, “These are one covenant.” If Paul’s 
reasoning in Galatians addresses three specific covenants in terms of their distinctive 
features, then we will not be able to assess well his reasoning if we refer to all three, or 
even two of the three, as “the covenant.”

Third, in the ongoing “faith-works” discussion (a discussion that has, in dog-
matic history, both a Lutheran and an evangelical host), there are those for whom the 
categories of “faith” and “works” have never been covenantal, but theological and/or 
existential. It will quickly be evident that I think they use Pauline terms in a way that 
Paul himself did not. They tend to use “faith” and “works” abstractly, whereas Paul 
contrasts specifically “faith in Christ” with “works of the Law.” Whether the conclusions 
they reach theologically, with their redefined terms, are true or Pauline is not a matter 
in which I have much publication interest; but I expect to encounter some resistance 
from them for my arguing for what I perceive to be a different definition of those terms.

To the reader, then, I offer a “covenant-historical” model for reading Galatians. I 
do not offer it on the ground that such a model solves all of the interpretive difficul-
ties in the letter.34 I merely offer it on the twofold premise that it solves difficulties that 
other models do not solve, and that it provides a method for reading the entire book 
without major difficulty or inconsistency. I assume that the test of any model is its 
comparative adequacy: Does it account for more of the available evidence and data 
than alternative models? If it does, it is to be preferred, at least until another model 
comes along more adequate to the task.

It should be evident that this volume is not a commentary on Galatians, at least 
in any ordinary sense. It is designed to explain the forest more than the trees and the 
trees only insofar as they explicate the forest.35 It is an endeavor to explain the argu-
ment or thought of the letter and is unlike a commentary in this way (though it might 
be beneficial if such commentaries were occasionally written, and Charles Cousar’s is 
to be commended on this ground). My ongoing decisions regarding which details to 
include or exclude are consistently guided by this one consideration: That I wish to offer 
an alternative reading to both the dominant Protestant understanding and the New 
Perspectives understanding. I therefore include those details that I regard as significant 
in demonstrating either the inadequacy of the other positions or the comparative 

34. I remain completely flummoxed, for instance, about the precise identity of the στοιχεῖα 
in 4:3 or 4:9. (I suspect it is a reference to mothers-in-law, but this is mere speculation.)

35. A responsible commentary expends so much of its space detailing the various argu-
ments in the history of interpretation (including arguments about the more-detailed matters 
of language and history), that it is often difficult for the commentary to impress its readership 
with the distinctive approach of its author. As helpful as James D. G. Dunn’s commentary on 
Galatians is, for instance, it is somewhat difficult to benefit from his distinctive perspective 
on Galatians (and on Paul) from reading the commentary; his case is better made in his other 
various monographs and articles. My intention here is to avoid, wherever possible, comment-
ing on those aspects of Galatians that are unrelated to my primary thesis: which is to provide 
an overall approach to Galatians that is an alternative both to the dominant Protestant reading 
and to the New Perspective on Paul reading. I therefore intend to call attention to those details 
that highlight the differences in these respective approaches, suggesting that the alternative 
promoted herein is more satisfactory than these other two alternatives.
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adequacy of mine. Some readers will think I have included unnecessary detail; others 
will judge that I have excluded necessary detail—and I do not flatter myself that I will 
please all. But I do owe to all a candid discussion of what considerations informed my 
decisions, even if the judgment I exercise in the process is quite imperfect. Similarly, 
this volume is not intended as a survey of recent scholarship on the questions of Paul 
and the law; others have covered this material ably.36 Rather, I attempt to interact 
(primarily in the notes) with recent scholarship sufficiently to indicate awareness of 
the discussion and/or where my perspective differs from other known perspectives. 
Although I attempt to avoid/evade cluttering the manuscript with such references, 
again, some will understandably claim that there are too many such references while 
others will equally understandably claim that there are too few. (I had hoped Goldilocks 
would edit the manuscript, but she was busy furniture shopping and porridge making.)

After I mention several introductory matters and briefly survey the historical 
narrative in Galatians 1 and 2, I will present a pericope-by-pericope discussion of 
the central argument of the letter in Galatians 3 and 4, followed by an abbreviated 
discussion of chapters 5 and 6.37 For the student of Galatians, this work needs to be 
supplemented by the standard commentaries, which continue to appear faster than 
either my mind or wallet can accommodate them. If this work contributes at all to 
understanding Galatians, it will not do so because it comments exhaustively on each 
of the letter’s respective details. To the contrary, I deliberately intend to omit mention-
ing those details (and the arguments about them in the secondary literature), except 
insofar as they are necessary to establish what I judge to be an overall way of reading 
Galatians that is more adequate than the known alternatives.

While I will endeavor to state my case positively, offering the reasoning for why I 
believe this covenant-historical approach illuminates Galatians well, implicit throughout 
is my dissatisfaction with two other approaches: the dominant Protestant approach 
prior to E. P. Sanders, and the so-called New Perspective(s) approach. The first always 
tended to misunderstand Galatians in two ways: First, it tended to read “between the 
lines,” rather than the lines themselves,38 assuming that Palestinian Judaism taught 

36. Thomas R. Schreiner, The Law and Its Fulfillment: A Pauline Theology of Law (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1993); Stephen Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New on Paul; Guy P. Waters, 
Justification and the New Perspective on Paul: A Review and Response (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2004).

37. The brevity with which I address chapters 5 and 6 is not because I regard them as 
unrelated paraneses. To the contrary, I have been persuaded for over twenty-five years of the 
thesis of Frank J. Matera: that these chapters are, in fact, the “culmination” of Paul’s argument 
in Galatians. I treat them more briefly only because they are largely exhortative; they are the 
imperatival consequences of the rationale articulated in Galatians 3 and 4. They are not less 
important; they are simply less discursive/argumentative and more imperatival. Far from being 
unimportant (to my thesis), I judge that they substantiate it. When Paul finally delivers the 
imperatival consequences of what he has been arguing for in four chapters, those consequences 
say little about justification (other than at 5:4–5) and everything about freedom from the Sinai 
covenant and its marking ceremonies, especially circumcision (there are ten references to 
circumcision or uncircumcision between Gal. 5:2 and 6:15), a matter that Calvin considered 

“trifling,” though it is the very matter whose resolution occupied the entire letter. Cf. Frank J. 
Matera, “The Culmination of Paul’s Argument to the Galatians: Gal 5.1–6.17,” Journal for the 
Study of the New Testament 32 (1988): 79–91.

38. Francis Watson refers to what I call “reading between the lines” as “prejudice against 
historical particularity.” He accuses Luther (rightly, in my judgment) of taking Paul’s actual 
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a meritorious theory of justification, and that Paul was correcting such an error at 
Galatia. Paul’s negative comments about ὁ νόμος were assumed to be negative com-
ments about alleged first-century legalism, rather than negative comments about the 
law itself. While I do not believe the dust has settled yet on the nature of Palestinian 
Judaism of the first century, Sanders has demonstrated, at a minimum, that this older 
Protestant view was a caricature. The dominant Protestant approach therefore never 
appreciated properly how significant the Gentile-excluding nature of Sinai was to the 
apostle to the Gentiles.39 F. C. Bauer’s criticism of the dominant Protestant perspective 
on this point was just:

Thus, not only was he the first to lay down expressly and distinctly the principle of Christian 
universalism as a thing essentially opposed to Jewish particularism. . . . In his Christian 
consciousness his own call to the apostolic office and the destination of Christianity to 
be the general principle of salvation for all people were two facts which were bound up 
inseparably in each other, and could not be disjoined.40

Second, and related, the dominant Protestant approach never really understood Paul’s 
reasoning in Galatians correctly; it viewed the passages regarding justification as though 
Paul were arguing for the doctrine, whereas I read those passages as though Paul is 
arguing from the doctrine. As we will see at the appropriate points, my judgment is 
that Paul in Galatians does not argue for justification as though it were disputed, but 
from justification (as undisputed) in order to argue for the full inclusion of the Gentiles 
in the church, without their observing Mosaic ceremonies (wherein the dispute truly 
resided). In Galatians, “We who are Jews by nature” are those who know “that a man 
is not justified by observing the law” (Gal. 2:15–16). Since the Jews know this, Paul 
reasons, they see no barrier to the justification of the non-law-observing Gentiles. What 
distinguished the Jews (the law) did not justify anyway, so there is no reason that the 
Gentiles need to observe a law that never justified the Jews anyway.

Regarding the New Perspectives on Paul, three matters (that appear with differing 
emphases among different representatives) that characterize that approach strike me as 

stated objection to circumcision and making a universal truth out of it. Watson takes issue with 
Luther’s saying (regarding circumcision in Gal. 5:1–2), “Paul is not discussing the actual deed 
in itself, which has nothing wrong in it if there is no trust in it or presumption of righteousness” 
(from LW, 27:10). Watson rightly objects: “Thus, Paul’s reference to circumcision is stripped 
of its particularity. . . . Operating here, it seems, is a prejudice against historical particularity. 
It is assumed that the historically particular is in itself theologically irrelevant, only becoming 
theologically relevant insofar as it symbolizes the general and ultimate concern of the con-
science here and now.” Watson, Paul, Judaism, and the Gentiles, 355, 357. Luther, Calvin, and 
many other representatives of the dominant Protestant approach singularly failed to appreciate 
how problematic the Israel-segregating, Gentile-excluding Mosaic law was for the apostle to 
the Gentiles. They therefore had to overlook what Watson called the “historical particularity” 
and “read between the lines” (as I say) to make Paul criticize what he did not criticize and not 
criticize what he did criticize.

39. This dominant Protestant approach has been duly corrected on this score by Krister 
Stendahl and James D. G. Dunn, among others.

40. Allan Menzies, trans. and ed., The Church History of the First Three Centuries, vol. 1, 3rd 
ed. (London: Williams and Norgate, 1878), 47. Francis Watson rightly observes regarding Baur: 

“Modern interpreters in the Reformation tradition have made little use of Baur’s insights in this 
area, despite his influence in other respects.” Paul, Judaism, and the Gentiles, 43.
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unsatisfactory. First, Professor Dunn’s “sociological” discussion of Galatians is largely 
right and helpful, but this is not the right term and is a tad off in substance. While it 
is true that Jews and Gentiles were members of different societies, and while it is true 
that the unity of believing Jews and Gentiles is an important Pauline concern in the 
letter (indeed, in all of Paul’s letters), what separated Jew and Gentile (in Paul’s mind) 
was not their ethnic or cultural differences, but the Sinai covenant itself—a covenant 
God made with the Israelites that deliberately excluded the Gentiles, proscribed inter-
marriage with them, and even proscribed much of the Gentile diet.41

A second feature that often appears in the New Perspectives on Paul is an express 
or implicit monocovenantalism—a tendency to perceive only one covenant in the He-
brew Bible, or at least to define “covenant” as some single, overarching plan to redeem. 
Many authors within the New Perspectives approach are aware of the importance of 

“covenant” in understanding the Scriptures. Regarding Galatians 3, for instance, note 
how N. T. Wright in one of his earlier writings called attention to this:

The basic thesis I wish to argue here hinges on Paul’s use of the covenantal theme. . . . First, 
the chapter as a whole should be seen as an extended discussion of Genesis 15. This is one 
of the great covenantal chapters in the Jewish scriptures. . . . Second, Paul’s use of the “curse” 
terminology here belongs exactly within this overall covenantal exposition, since it comes 
from one of the other great covenantal sections, Deuteronomy 27–8.42

Wright correctly observed the “covenantal” theology of Galatians 3, and he was right to 
refer to Genesis 15 and Deuteronomy 27–28 as among the “great covenantal chapters” 
or “great covenantal sections” of the Scriptures. But Wright’s overall approach makes 
it difficult for him to see that these are not only different “sections” or “chapters,” but 
different covenants in their own respective rights: one (Genesis 15) made with Abra-
ham and another, of a different kind, later instituted through Moses that segregated 
Israel from the nations (Deut. 27–28). In his volume on justification, note how Wright 
defines “covenant”:

 Here we have it: God’s single plan, through Abraham and his family, to bless the whole 
world. This is what I have meant by the word covenant when I have used it as shorthand 
in writing about Paul. . . . The “covenant,” in my shorthand, is not something other than 
God’s determination to deal with evil once and for all and so put the whole creation (and 
humankind with it) right at last.43

Wright understands “covenant” to be God’s eternal redemptive plan, a misdefinition not 
entirely unlike the misdefinition found in the Reformed confessional literature (which, 

41. I join N. T. Wright in considering Ephesians to be authentically Pauline, and its senti-
ment on this point, whether the letter is authentically Pauline or not, is a virtual two-verse 
commentary on Galatians: “But now in Christ Jesus you [Gentiles] who once were far off have 
been brought near by the blood of Christ. For he himself is our peace, who has made us both [τὰ 
ἀμφότερα] one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility by abolishing the 
law of commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place 
of the two [τοὺς δύο], so making peace, and might reconcile us both [τοὺς ἀμφοτέρους] to God 
in one body through the cross, thereby killing the hostility” (Eph. 2:13–16).

42. Wright, Climax of the Covenant, 140.
43. Wright, Justification, 67, 95 (emphases original).
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ironically, Wright routinely chastises). Wright’s definition of “covenant” is very like the 
Reformed confessional “covenant of grace”; but both are misleading, because biblically, 

“covenant” is never some eternal plan but always some ratified-in-space-and-time 
treaty. Since the nature of Paul’s argumentation in Galatians is to compare and 
contrast the new covenant with the Abrahamic and Sinai covenants, any monocov-
enantalism, or any tendency to confuse “covenant” with a timeless or eternal plan, is 
fated beforehand to misunderstand Paul significantly. Note again Wright’s comments 
on Galatians 3:10–14:

He is expounding covenant theology, from Abraham, through Deuteronomy and Leviticus, 
through Habakkuk, to Jesus the Messiah. . . . For Paul, then, the covenant is not detached 
from the realities of space and time, of the this-worldly orientation which was character-
istic of Israel’s covenant. Rather, the covenant was precisely working its way out through 
exile and restoration.44

Wright refers to several covenants (inaugurated with Abraham, Moses, and Christ) 
as “the covenant” or “Israel’s covenant.” But Abraham’s covenant (which was also Israel’s) 
threatened no one with exile; the threat of exile was exclusively associated with the 
Sinai covenant. Wright’s view differs from that of interpreters such as Charles Talbert:

When employed theologically, covenant can describe very different types of relationships. 
On the one hand, there are covenants in which God binds himself. When talking about 
such promissory types, covenant and oath are often synonymous (Testament of Moses 
1:9; 3:9; 11:17; 12:13), as are covenant and promise (1 Kgs. 8:25). Such covenants are not 
conditional. On the other hand, there are covenants in which Israel is bound. When talking 
about such obligatory types, covenant and law are often synonymous. . . . Such covenants 
are conditional on the people’s obedience.45

Beginning with E. P. Sanders, the expression “covenantal nomism” has come 
to be one of the most common errors in contemporary Pauline studies, because 
the expression ends up homogenizing the several covenants found in the Tanakh.46 
The promissory covenant with Abraham, the works-demanding, curse-threatening, 
Israel-segregating covenant instituted with Moses, the covenant with Phinehas that 
his descendants would offer sacrifices, and the pledge to David to put a descendant on 
an everlasting throne, are all tossed into a theological Waring blender, out of which 
emerges a single slurry that, ironically, bears almost no resemblance to any of the 
particular covenants found in the Tanakh. Indeed, from my perspective, much of the 
discussion of what we call “the Quest for Second Temple Judaism” is crippled by the 
fact that so many participants in the quest—on either side of the conversation—are 
monocovenantal. Are there some Second Temple texts that demand rigorous obedi-
ence to the laws of Moses? Of course; the covenant instituted via Moses demanded 
such. Are there some Second Temple texts that regard the pledges Yahweh made to 

44. Wright, Climax of the Covenant, 150.
45. Charles H. Talbert, “Paul on the Covenant,” Review & Expositor 84, no. 2 (March 1, 

1987): 299.
46. For a fuller discussion of why I judge that “covenantal nomism” cannot make sense 

of the Sinai covenant, cf. my “Getting Out and Staying Out—Israel’s Dilemma at Sinai,” in the 
excursus at the end of this book.
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Abraham as entirely gracious? Of course; that covenant was a promissory covenant. 
Are there Second Temple texts that require the strictest observance of the holiness 
code? Of course; both the Mosaic covenant and the one with Phinehas demanded 
such. Whatever one calls the monocovenantal slurry that emerges from a blended 
Tanakh—whether it is called “covenantal nomism” by Sanders et al. or “the covenant” 
by Wright et al.—it will never make adequate sense of Paul’s reasoning in Galatians, 
which was rigorously polycovenantal. Paul perceived more difference between the 
Abrahamic covenant and the Sinai covenant than, perhaps, Friar Martin Luther did 
between the Sinai covenant and the new covenant.

A third area in which I find the New Perspectives approach unsatisfactory in Ga-
latians resides in its teaching about justification and the covenant community.47 Here 
are two representative samples, from James D. G. Dunn and N. T. Wright, respectively:

God’s justification is rather God’s acknowledgement that someone is in the covenant.48

 Justification in this setting, then, is not a matter of how someone enters the community 
of the true people of God, but of how you tell who belongs to that community. . . . Within 
this context, “justification,” as seen in 3:24–26, means that those who believe in Jesus Christ 
are declared to be members of the true covenant family.49

The problem with this view is that throughout most of its history, Israel plainly was in 
a covenant relationship with Yahweh that condemned it rather than justified it.50 To be 
in the Sinai covenant community placed the nation under conditional cursings as well 
as conditional blessings. So there is not only a lexical problem here (it is not at all clear 
that the δικ- language means anything about covenanting or covenant communities; 
we will see that it was and is routinely ethical or forensic language, as I discuss in the 
lengthiest excursus in this volume), but also a historical problem of great significance: 
Israel was united covenantally to God by the Sinai covenant, but it was routinely con-
demned (and almost never justified) by the prophets who were the executors of that 
covenant. Indeed, both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament Scriptures record 
the relationship of the Israelites to their prophets as murderous:

47. Of course, I have a number of other occasional differences with the New Perspective 
on Paul, but these are often less significant to Galatians. N. T. Wright, for example, attempts to 
find the narrative substructure of Paul’s thought in the promises to Abraham. The Abrahamic 
narrative is indeed a significant part of that narrative substructure; but the Abrahamic narra-
tive is itself grounded in the Adamic narrative, and Wright’s tendency is to avoid/evade the 
importance of that Adamic narrative. “When we ask how it was that Jesus’ cruel death was the 
decisive victory over the powers, sin and death included, Paul at once replies: because it was 
the fulfilment of God’s promise that through Abraham and his seed he would undo the evil in 
the world.” Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, 48. What Wright omits here, in his reference 
to the seed of Abraham, is the “seed” of the woman mentioned earlier in Genesis 3. Cf. my “Paul 
on His Own Terms? A Review of N. T. Wright on Justification,” Ordained Servant Online (May 
2010), https://opc.org/os.html?article_id=204&issue_id=55.

48. James D. G. Dunn: “The New Perspective on Paul,” Jesus, Paul and the Law (Louisville, 
KY: John Knox, 1990), 190.

49. Wright, What St. Paul Really Said, 119, 129.
50. See my excursus later in this volume, “Getting Out and Staying Out: Israel’s Dilemma 

at Sinai.”
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He said, “I have been very jealous for the Lord, the God of hosts. For the people of Israel 
have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the 
sword, and I, even I only, am left, and they seek my life, to take it away.”51 (1 Kings 19:10)

“Nevertheless, they were disobedient and rebelled against you and cast your law behind 
their back and killed your prophets, who had warned them in order to turn them back to 
you, and they committed great blasphemies.” (Neh. 9:26)

“Thus you witness against yourselves that you are sons of those who murdered the prophets.” 
(Matt. 23:31)

“Woe to you! For you build the tombs of the prophets whom your fathers killed.” (Luke 11:47)

“You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist the Holy Spirit. 
As your fathers did, so do you. Which of the prophets did not your fathers persecute? And 
they killed those who announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous One, whom you 
have now betrayed and murdered, you who received the law as delivered by angels and did 
not keep it.” (Acts 7:51–53)

For you, brothers, became imitators of the churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in 
Judea. For you suffered the same things from your own countrymen as they did from the 
Jews, who killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out. (1 Thess. 2:14–15)

Why would the Israelites have murdered the prophets if the prophets exonerated them, 
acquitted them, or justified them? Would they not rather have welcomed them with 
open arms? But the pervasive witness of the Hebrew Bible is consistently the same: 
The Sinai covenant (and its “servants the prophets”) ordinarily condemned the cov-
enant people; it did not acquit/justify them. By the standards of that covenant itself, 
the covenant people were judged to be unrighteous, not righteous, as even a small 
representation of prophetic testimony against that covenant people (not against the 
nations) demonstrates:

I know Ephraim, and Israel is not hidden from me; for now, O Ephraim, you have played 
the whore; Israel is defiled. Their deeds do not permit them to return to their God. For 
the spirit of whoredom is within them, and they know not the Lord. The pride of Israel 
testifies to his face; Israel and Ephraim shall stumble in his guilt [ταῖς ἀδικίαις]; Judah also 
shall stumble with them. (Hos. 5:3–5)

When I would heal Israel, the iniquity [ταῖς ἀδικίαις] of Ephraim is revealed. (Hos. 7:1)

As for my sacrificial offerings, they sacrifice meat and eat it, but the Lord does not ac-
cept them. Now he will remember their iniquity [τὰς ἀδικίας] and punish their sins; they 
shall return to Egypt. For Israel has forgotten his Maker and built palaces, and Judah 
has multiplied fortified cities; so I will send a fire upon his cities, and it shall devour her 
strongholds. (Hos. 8:13–14)

Behold, the Lord’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save, or his ear dull, that it cannot 
hear; but your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your 
sins have hidden his face from you so that he does not hear. For your hands are defiled 

51. All emphases added.
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with blood and your fingers with iniquity; your lips have spoken lies; your tongue mutters 
wickedness [ἀδικίαν]. No one enters suit justly [οὐδεὶς λαλεῖ δίκαια]; no one goes to law 
honestly; they rely on empty pleas, they speak lies, they conceive mischief and give birth 
to iniquity. (Isa. 59:1–4)

Though you wash yourself with lye and use much soap, the stain of your guilt [ταῖς ἀδικίαις 
σου] is still before me, declares the Lord God. (Jer. 2:22)

Only acknowledge your guilt [γνῶθι τὴν ἀδικίαν σου], that you rebelled against the Lord 
your God. (Jer. 3:13)

They have turned back to the iniquities of their forefathers [τὰς ἀδικίας τῶν πατέρων αὐτῶν], 
who refused to hear my words. (Jer. 11:10)

To be sure, the Sinai covenant also provided the covenant community with a means 
of atonement. But if such atonement was necessary, then the covenant community 
otherwise stood condemned as “unrighteous” (ἀδικία). Atonement is not needed for 
the righteous but for the unrighteous:

And Aaron shall lay both his hands on the head of the live goat, and confess over it all the 
iniquities [πάσας τὰς ἀνομίας] of the people of Israel, and all their transgressions [πάσας 
τὰς ἀδικίας], all their sins [πάσας τὰς ἁμαρτίας]. And he shall put them on the head of the 
goat and send it away into the wilderness by the hand of a man who is in readiness. The 
goat shall bear all their iniquities [τὰς ἀδικίας] on itself to a remote area, and he shall let 
the goat go free in the wilderness. (Lev. 16:21–22)

Thus, before offering the required atoning sacrifice, the covenant people were unrigh-
teous; and after offering such sacrifice, they were (for the moment) acquitted. But 
both before the atonement/acquittal and after the atonement/acquittal, they were 
still the covenant people. They were the covenant people before atonement; they were 
the covenant people after. They were the covenant people when they were declared 
unrighteous; they were the covenant people when they were declared righteous, both 
when they were condemned and when they were acquitted. Therefore, any suggestion 
that there is some lexical or theological relation between justification/δικαιοσύνη and 
being in a covenant with God has profoundly misunderstood the covenant God made 
with Israel through Moses and enforced through the prophets.52 Israel would have av-
idly welcomed such a new “perspective” in their day; they would have been more than 
delighted to know that merely by being in the Sinai covenant, they were regarded as 
righteous or justified. And surely the prophets they murdered would have been much 
happier to have been able to declare “peace, peace,” when there was none (Jer. 6:14; 8:11).

Ironically perhaps, there is a tendency shared by both the dominant Protestant 
approach and by the New Perspectives in which I believe they are both mistaken. Each, 
at times, suggests that Palestinian Judaism of the era misunderstood the Mosaic law. 
One suggests they misunderstood it by attempting to keep its commands (ostensibly 
in order to be justified), and the other suggests they misunderstood its “badges” as 
segregating them from the nations. But while I do not deny that Palestinian Judaism 

52. Again, this is a matter I address in the excursus “Getting Out and Staying Out: Israel’s 
Dilemma at Sinai.”
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believed both, neither is erroneous. The Mosaic covenant required comprehensive 
obedience: “Cursed is everyone who does not abide by all the things written in the 
book of the Law, to do them [τοῦ ποιῆσαι αὐτά]” (Deut. 27:26 cited in Gal. 3:10), and 

“The one who does them [ὁ ποιήσας αὐτὰ] shall live by them” (Lev. 18:5 cited in Gal. 
3:12). And the Mosaic covenant required Israel to remain separate from the nations:

“When the Lord your God brings you into the land that you are entering to take possession 
of it. . . . You shall make no covenant with them and show no mercy to them. You shall 
not intermarry with them, giving your daughters to their sons or taking their daughters 
for your sons. . . . Then the anger of the Lord would be kindled against you, and he would 
destroy you quickly. . . . For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your 
God has chosen [προείλατο] you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the 
peoples [παρὰ πάντα τὰ ἔθνη] who are on the face of the earth.” (Deut. 7:1–6)

The stipulations of Israel’s covenant required them to be distinct from the other peoples 
of the earth: “You shall not eat anything that has died naturally. You may give it to 
the sojourner [τῷ παροίκῳ] who is within your towns, that he may eat it, or you may 
sell it to a foreigner [τῷ ἀλλοτρίῳ]. For you are a people holy to the Lord your God” 
(Deut. 14:21). Regarding the various laws (e.g., diet, Sabbath, circumcision), James 
D. G. Dunn in his original “New Perspective” address said,

Covenant works had become too closely identified as Jewish observances, covenant righ-
teousness as national righteousness. But to maintain such identifications was to ignore both 
the way the covenant began and the purpose it had been intended to fulfill in the end.53

But the Jews did not “ignore” the teachings of Moses nor how the Sinai covenant 
began. It began when the Israelites were separate and wandering in an uninhabited 
region between Egypt and Canaan; and the covenant required the Israelites to remain 
separate from the peoples of the land they would inherit.54 Dunn’s confusion is due 
to his conflating the Abrahamic covenant with the Sinai covenant (the paragraph 
previous to the quote above referred to the pledge to Abraham to be a blessing to the 
nations). But the Sinai covenant itself required the Israelites to be separate from the 
nations about them (for reasons I will discuss later). So, ironically, both approaches 
believe that Paul needed to correct Jewish misunderstandings of the Sinai covenant; 
whereas I think the Jews understood that covenant correctly, and it is Paul’s interpret-
ers who misunderstand it (and therefore him). It did require works (it was not “of 
faith,” Gal. 3:12); and it did require that the Israelites segregate themselves from the 
nations around them. Eagerly pursuing the righteousness it demanded and rigorously 
separating themselves from the am ha-aretz were precisely what the Mosaic covenant 
required; they were not misunderstandings of what it required.

My voice, then, differs both from the dominant Protestant approach to Galatians 
and from the New Perspectives on Paul approach. I suppose mine could be regarded 

53. Dunn, “The New Perspective on Paul,” 197 (emphases original). 
54. Indeed, the covenant required that the inhabitants of the land be “devoted to destruc-

tion,” a rather permanent form of separation (Num. 21:2; Deut. 2:34; 3:6; 7:2; 20:17; Josh. 2:10; 
6:21; 7:12; 8:26; 10:1, 28, 35, 37, 39, 40; 11:20–21; Judg. 1:17; 1 Sam. 15:3, 8, 18; 2 Chron. 32:14; 
34:2; Isa. 34:2, 5; Jer. 25:9; 50:21).
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as a “third perspective on Paul.” I regard each of those approaches as containing many 
interesting and valuable insights and truths, but I also regard them each as being inca-
pable of making sense of Paul’s theological reasoning in Galatians. I offer this alternative 
reading as merely that: an alternative that I have found satisfactory since I began teach-
ing the Greek text of Galatians in 1984. If others find this approach more satisfactory 
than other approaches, then I invite them to join me in this way of reading Galatians.

I should make a final introductory comment about my perspective and its relation 
to the two other prevailing perspectives. My understanding of Galatians antedated 
most of the New Perspective discussion; it grew out of my sense of the inadequacy of 
the dominant Protestant approach, but without any reference to the (then-emerging) 
New Perspective. As time has passed, I have recognized that my view is as far from 
the one as it is from the other; it is largely independent of the other approaches and 
was developed largely independently of them. As I look at the matter now, however, 
I recognize that my viewpoint may have the unintended benefit of bridging the gap 
that now separates those two points of view, because I think there is something in my 
perspective that each may find harmonious with its own views.

The New Perspective approach will probably appreciate my understanding of the 
importance of the Jew-Gentile issues in Paul’s writings (and specifically in his negative 
comments about ὁ νόμος), and will probably appreciate my unwillingness to believe 
that one must “scold a first-century Jew to be a Christian”; one can embrace the teach-
ings of the new covenant without accusing anyone else of having misunderstood the 
Sinai covenant. Further, they will probably appreciate the corporate approach I take 
to a number of interpretive matters; I ordinarily regard ἡμεῖς and ὑμεῖς throughout 
Galatians 3 and 4 as referring, respectively, to Jews and Gentiles, as they irrefragably 
do in Ephesians 2.55

The dominant Protestant approach may appreciate the fact that I regard Paul’s 
soteriology as being essentially that of the Protestant confessions, and that I regard 
δικαιοσύνη to denote ethical uprightness (and, by extension, to denote declarative/
forensic statements or judgments about such), and not “covenant faithfulness” or 

“apocalyptic power.” If the two find it possible to regard ὁ νόμος as a synecdoche for 
the Sinai covenant, then all three of us will be able to find a congenial meeting place.

2. On the Greek and English of Galatians

I must explain to the reader three points about this work. First, I routinely refer to the 
Greek text. Almost always, the English will also appear, at least parenthetically (or vice 
versa), so even those whose Greek is rusty or nonexistent will ordinarily be able to follow 

55. I observe an irony here. Due to my understanding of amanuensis as essentially collabo-
rator (not mere stenographer or even mere editor), and due to Paul’s insistence on his particular 
authority (and due to Eusebius’s entire silence on the matter), I regard Ephesians as genuinely 
Pauline. Many/most proponents of the New Perspective do not regard Ephesians as genuine, 
but they do embrace its Jew/Gentile focus (and what that means for the genuine letters). Many/
most opponents of the New Perspective, on the other hand, do regard Ephesians as genuine, but 
they appear to be largely unfazed by its Jew/Gentile focus.



26	 Promise, Law, Faith

my reasoning. But I have all but given up on attempting to make sense of Paul (or any 
other New Testament author) from English translations, for two reasons. Second, their 
name is legion, for they are many. There are so many different English translations, 
each with its own respective strengths and weaknesses, that it is no longer realistic to 
expect that there will be a single, common translation to which all public discourse 
refers. The Greek text may simply have to serve as the common text for academic 
discussion of the New Testament. Third, the sheer number of English translations that 
has appeared since the Second World War is rather significant; and the market niche 
of each depends, obviously, on its being different from existing translations. Therefore, 
each newer translation (with some occasional exceptions) has tended to be remarkably 
adventurous, to justify commercially its raison d’être.

For the sake of illustration, consider several translations of the fairly straightfor-
ward comment in Galatians 3:10, Ὅσοι γὰρ ἐξ ἔργων νόμου εἰσίν, ὑπὸ κατάραν εἰσίν. 
The Authorized/King James Version translated this in a fairly straightforward and 
literal manner: “For as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse.” The 
KJV translators followed the similar substantive use of the preposition ἐκ from the 
previous verses οἱ ἐκ πίστεως εὐλογοῦνται σὺν τῷ πιστῷ Ἀβραάμ (3:7 and 9), which 
the KJV similarly translated: “So then they which be of faith are blessed with faithful 
Abraham.” But note what other translations have done with this:

For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse. (Revised Standard Version, New 
Revised Standard Version, English Standard Version; mild variation: “All who rely on 
observing the law are under a curse,” New International Version)

But those who depend on the law to make them right with God are under his curse. (New 
Living Translation)

Anyone who tries to please God by obeying the Law is under a curse. (Contemporary 
English Version)56

A curse is on all people who are trying to become good by obeying the law. (Worldwide 
English New Testament)57

But those who depend on following the law to make them right are under a curse. (New 
Century Version)

Note that, beginning with the RSV, the simple “ἐκ /of ” became “rely on,” suggesting, I 
suppose, some inappropriate (legalistic?) self-reliance.58 But this unsubstantiated and 
gratuitous mis-translation is mild compared to what followed, when the simple sub-

56. One hesitates here to wonder if the translators considered it right to try to please God 
by disobeying the law, but the simple fact is that the clause ἀρέσκειν θεῷ just isn’t in the text.

57. Again, one wonders if we should try to become good by disobeying the law, or if we 
should try to become evil by obeying the law.

58. Had Paul desired to talk about relying on the law, he could have and would have done 
so; indeed, he said such a thing at Rom. 2:17: “But if you call yourself a Jew and rely on the 
law [ἐπαναπαύῃ νόμῳ] and boast in God.” But he did not say any such thing at Gal. 3:10 by 
employing the mere preposition ἐκ. Nowhere anywhere else in the New Testament do any of 
the above translations translate the preposition ἐκ as they do at Gal. 3:10, nor do any of them 
even translate ἐκ at Gal. 3:7 and 3:9 as they do at Gal. 3:10.
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stantive use of the preposition ἐκ became such things as “depend on . . . to make them 
right,” “tries to please God by,” “trying to become good by,” and “depend on following 
. . . to make them right.” And none of these translations felt any obligation to translate 
the preposition in the previous verses in a consistent manner; so Paul’s parallel, by 
employing ἐκ characteristically (“of faith” and “of works of the law,” or “characterized 
by faith” and “characterized by works of the law”), is almost entirely camouflaged. I 
join Alice here when she cried, “Curiouser and curiouser!”

It is often easier, therefore, simply to refer to the original text as our common text, 
with enough surrounding information (such as a verse reference) so that the reader 
can check the English if unsure about the Greek. For the sake of consistency, however, 
some English translation must be selected as the default translation to which I ordinarily 
refer, unless I indicate otherwise. To serve this purpose, I have selected the English 
Standard Version. It has its flaws (which I point out whenever pertinent to interpret-
ing Galatians), as do the other English translations; but since its editors claim that it 
is “literal where possible” (gratuitously, I might add, in light of what they did with 
Gal. 3:10), it is a tad less adventurous (less “curious”) than many other contemporary 
translations. The New Revised Standard Version is also a fairly restrained translation. 
Overall, it is probably as good as the ESV and more widely used in academic circles, so 
I had intended to employ it in this book. Its commitment to gender-inclusive language, 
however, is a liability in Galatians,59 where so often Paul refers to Abraham’s progeny, 
yet does so by employing different terms for different purposes. He employs “seed/
offspring” (σπέρμα, 3:16 [thrice], 19, 29), “children” (τέκνα, 4:25, 27, 28, 31), or “sons” 
(υἱοί, 3:7, 26; 4:6, 7, 22, 30), the latter of which the NRSV cannot employ by its own 
strictures, even though it is interpretively significant in a letter where inheritance is an 
important consideration, and the relationship between the κληρονομ- language and 
the υἱο- language is almost certainly intentional for Paul, yet verboten for the NRSV 
(which translates both υἱοί and τέκνα as “children”). My choice of ESV, therefore, is 
merely due to my judgment that it obscures Paul’s reasoning in Galatians less frequently 
than do other contemporary English translations, which, admittedly, I am damning 
with faint praise. On those occasions where I judge it to be necessary, I simply provide 
my own English translation, and notify the reader of doing so.

Some lament the absence of a common vernacular translation as the basis of 
public discourse, and I suppose I find the absence somewhat lamentable myself. But 
there was always some price to be paid for vernacular translations, even when they 
were fairly restrained;60 and now they tend to be so imaginative and unrestrained as 
to be unreliable on their good days and misleading on others. As there may be some 
advantage in making the original text our common text anyway, I will often do so here.

59. It is a liability elsewhere also, of course, though well-intended. Malachi’s vision (3:3) of 
a messianic future included the moral renewal of the priesthood; but he did not envision that 
Messiah would purify “the descendants of Levi” (NRSV), as though contemplating a general 
purification of his lineage. Rather, he envisioned a purification of the Levitical priesthood, 
and “sons of Levi” is the correct rendering of the Hebrew here and an honest testimony to the 
patriarchal nature of that society, however unenlightened or inegalitarian some may regard it 
to have been. 

60. Cf. Elizabeth L. Eisenstein, The Printing Revolution in Early Modern Europe, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), esp. ch. 6, “Western Christendom Disrupted,” 164–208.
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