
COMMENTARY ON ROMANS 


3:1 f.: "Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of 

circumcision? ~1uch in every way. ff 


In this profound passage, Faul gives an unexpected, but ab
solutely necessarI, answer to the question, "Then what advantage-
fias the Jew?" Instead of replying, "He has no advantage" (In vs. 9 
below this is precisely the answer he does giveI), he answers, 
nMuch in every way." The significance of his reply is that it 
points to the curious relationship between the sovereign and tran
scendent God who refuses to be bound and the instruments which He 
employs to bring men to Himself. When, as a matter of plain histor
ical fact, some- thing, event, or person becomes the means whereby 
God lays His hand upon us, nothing subsequent to such a happening 
Can undo that fact. Even though afterwards the particular vehicle 
of His grace be absolutized, even though men actually use it to 
their own condemnation and by its means separate themselves from 
Him, from their neighbors, and from themselves, the fact still re
mains that God has met men therein and still does so to the extent 
that the means of grace in question is truly and appropriately re
ceived. Paul rightly says (vss. 3 f.) that the faithlessness of men 
cannot affect the fact that the latter abides as a token of the un
conditioned (i.e., "prevenient") love of God by means of which He 
has spoken and also now seeks to speak to them. 

On the other hand, the negative answer to this same question 
which Paul gives in vs. 9 and which seems quite~at odds with the one 
given in vs. 2 is clearly intended to point to thefact that the ad
vantages of the history of revelation accrue only to one who inward
ly (i.e., "existentiallyft) appropriates that history and thereby 
submits to the judgment which it implicitly contains. Because men 
fail to do this--either by disobeying the particular commandments 
of the law, or by seeking to establish their own righteousness pre
cisely by means of it (what we may call, following Bultmann, "radi
cal disobedience"l)--Paul Can also reply to the question, "What then? 
Are we Jews any better off?t' by saying, "No, not at all • • • all 
men, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin." 

4:13-15: "The promise to Abraham and his descendants, that they 
sould inherit the world, did not come through the law b~t through 
the righteousness of faith. If it is the adherents of the law who 
are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void. For 
the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no trans
gression. tt 

Above (2:17-25), Paul clearly seems to see salvation as con
tingent upon obedience to the Law, while here he seems to contradict 
this by saying that "the promise to Abraham and his descendants, 
that they should inherit the world, did not come through the Law." 
The apparent contradiction is to be resolved, not, as Knox suggests, 
by treating 2:17 ff. as the discussion of a "largely hypothetical" 
Case (although it is that!), but rather by interpreting Paul as say
ing that, although the fulfilment of individual life does turn upon 
obedience (i.e., nradical obediencelJ), it does not depend upon the 
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performance of certain works of obedience for the simple reason 
that the attempt to provide the latter is itself simply another 
form (the Hradical" form 1) of disobedience. In other ",ords the 
Law is in itself ambiguous, i. e-.-,-i t may be understood in t~o sen
ses: 1) as requiring "radical obedience" (or "faith"; cf. 1:5 16: 
26); and 2) as r~quiring thE realization of certain "works" w~ich 
are in themselves unconditionally and unambiguously good. It is 
Paul's profound doctrine that insofar as man is a sinner he inevi
tably understands the Law in the latter sense, and it is for this 
reason that he Can say "the Law brings wrath" (vs. 15) and, in 
general, can speak of "bondage to the law" as equivalent to "bon
dage to the sin," etc. On the other hand, he sees that insofar as 
the Law is ~nderstood in the first (i.e., in its intended or auth
entic) sense--insofar, in short, as one sees it demanding faith or 
trust in God's unconditional love and a radical turning away from 
oneself to Him who is the Creator of all good--one must reply to 
the question "Do we then overthrow the Law by this faith?" with 
an emphatiC "By no means! On the contrary, we uphold the Lawn 
(3:31). Thus Knox rightly observes that "there can be no Question 
that the Pauline emphasis upon humble trust in God's mercy-and pow
er, as distinguished from reliance on good works, is in line with 
the deepest element in Hebrew-Jewish life and thought, and that 
the attitude of the Pharisee in Jesus' parable (Luke 18:9-14) is 
as false to the true spirit of Juda1sm as it is to Christ's own 
teaching or to the gospel of Paul" (IB, ix, 447). 

5:1: "Therefore, since we are' justified by faith, we [or alt. \'flet 
us"] have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ." 

The resolution of the textual problem, i.e., whether we are 
to read E'Xot'll.V ("we have peace U ) or I&~u)"",-v (Ttlet us have peace"), 
cannot affect the obvious intent of the Apostle. He certainly does 
not intend an independent or ungrounded imperative. However, the 
imperatiVe emphasis (say, e.g., as it is conveyed by Moffatt's tran
slation: "Let us enjoy the peace we have with Godtt ) is not without 
significance for Paul's total view. For, as he understands it, " 
"faith" isnot something we have once and for all (as a matter of 
fact, this is precisely what he understands the term "work" to 
describel). It rather is something which lays hold of God's pres
sent offering by submitting ("obediently") to His present demand. 
It literally "enjoys" what God, in His infinite goOdness and apart 
from all considerations of merit or worth, has prepared for those 
who love Him. 

6:14a: "For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not 
under law but under grace." 

It is by no means necessary to assume that the use of the 
future tense here (or, for that matter, in vss. 5 and 81) points 
to a future "eschatological" state. of affairs. For, quite apart 
from the prospects of a remote· future, the future tense (like the 
imperatives in vss~ 12 ff.) is appropriate simply because the un
conditional gift of grace offered in justification is not a secure 
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possession, but something which must be laid hold of in every con
crete situation. God wills to give us life and does give us life 
quite independently of our goodness or our merit. he are called 
upon simply to accept His gift, to submit ourselves to Him as the 
Creator, to let Him be God for us. Because of our capacity for 
self-transcendence, or for "otherness" present and future are for 
us indissoluably linked. To live as a creature (or as a "new crea
ture") always means to be disposed in a certain way towards the fu
ture--and, in a genuine sense, what the present is is only realized 
in the future. It is by no means possible to eliminate the "futuris
tic" eschatological elements from Paults thought without doing 
violence to it. On the other hand, however, a too facile use of 
the "in principle, but not in fact" formula tends al'\·"Iays to give 
more weight to the "futuristic" elements than Paul himself is dis
posed to give to them. This verse should not be interpreted to 
mean: "For sin will have no dominion over you,· since you are not 
(= "will not be") under law but under grace. n Rather, it should 
read: ti'For sin wil have no dominion over you (now--in this now 
'.....hich is always also futurel), since you (nowtTare not under law 
but under grace. 1f Knox's suggestion that Paul canspeak in the in
dicative about the present primarily because he sees the future to 
be so imminent as to be iii som~ sense already real stand s in irrec
oncilable tension with his other profound insight that hope with 
respect to the future is so certain for Paul precisely because of 
God's (past~present!) deed in Christ and the living presence of 
the Holy Spirit in our hearts (5:5). 

6:15-19: "What then? Are we to sin because we are not under law but 
under grace? By no meansl Do you not know that if you yield your
selves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one 
whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to death, or of obedience, 
which leads to righteousness? But thanks be to God, that you who 
were once slaves of sin have become obedient from the heart to the 
standard of teaching to which you were committed, and, having been 
set free from sin, have become slaves of righteousness. I am speak
ing in human terms, because of your natural limitations. For just 
as you once yielded your members to impurity and to greater and 
greater iniquity, so now yield your members to righteousness for 
sanctification. " 

In these verses, the difficulties which are involved in 
stating the precise relation between law and Gospel abound to the 
embarrassment and confusion of interpreters; but in that strange 
way which the Bible so often has the complex and profound truth of 
the matter here receives one of its classic statements. Because 
"faith," as Paul understands it is obedience (Bultmann), and, more
over, is precisely the obedience which the Law itself requires, it 
is impossible for him not to speak of it in ways which seem only 
to describe a new legalism. The attempt to write off Paults analo
gy as "not too fortunately chosen [because] the natural onposite 
of slavery to sin is emancipation" (Knox, IB, ix, 484) overlooks 
the profound insight that emancipation in any true sense (and any
thing less than emancipation in this sense is in reality still 
slavery to sinl) is, paradoxically, also slavery--namely slavery 
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to God (or to "obedience" [vs. 16], or to "righteousness" [vs. 18]). 
But precisely because emancipation is slavery, Paul rightly sees 
that it may (and indeed mustt) also be described as tfobedien[ce] 
from the heart to the standard of teaching [i.e., the Law] to which 
you were committed." The important thing about such obedience, how
ever~(and this is why the obedience of faith is not a new legalism 
and is not "impersonal and sub-Christian" [DoddJTis that it is 
"from the heart," i.e., is in every sense of the word "radical" 
(Bultmann) • 

The problem 1Ilhich bewilders Knox as to how Paul can, on the 
one hand, constantly speak in the indicative and} on the other hand, 
also exhort his readers to become what they are \l)arises only if 
one fails to understand what Paul is actually saying. For, accord
ing to his understanding of the Gospel, insofar as one is a Chris
tian, one is (nowt) "dead to sin," is ,nowl) a "slave of righteous
ness, n is lnowl) Hnot; under law butl'inder grace. ff However, it lies 
in the nature of the case that this Christiin status (thus to speak 
of it is to contradict oneselft) can only be realized in the future 
--not, to be sure, in some more or less remote "eschatological" fu
ture, but in the im~ediately impending future of the concrete mom
ent of decision. In other words, lffaith" is not something "which 
precedes "love~"{In the last analysis, it is precisely this fact 
which makes the Niebuhrian formula, "in principle, but not in fact" 
inadequate.) Rather are they one decision--faith expressing itself 
in love, and love revealing tne-presence of faith. {This is the pro
found insight of Luther: "Faith is a living, restless thing. It can
not be inoperative. We are not saved by works; but if there be no 
works' there must be soemthing amiss with faith." [W.,A., viii, 361J .. ) 
In this connection, it may also be observed that insofar as the for
mula, "in principle, but not in fact,Tf has any value, it consists 
solely in the fact that it may be used to refer, on the one hand, 
to the possibilitt (actualized--not as an actuality, but as a pos
sibilityI--by God s love in Christ) for new life ("in principle"), 
which, insofar as it is unconditionally offered, may in some sense 
be said to be already real, and, on the other hand, to the realiza
tion of that possibility through faith (='f existential appropriation"
= "radical obedience"= tfletting oneself be crUCified with Christ") 
in the concrete life of the believer (trin factrt), which, because it 
is never a static condition, but a matter of the existential moment 
(i.e., je mein,Augenblickl), must in the nature of the case appear 
under the aspect of the imperative {flnot yet") as well as the indi
cative. Knox's comment in relation to vs. 22, that the slavery of 
which Paul speaks here ("You have been set free from sin and have 
become slaves of God U ) is "vastly different from slavery to a 
'standard of teaching' or to 'righteousness· [vss. 17 and 18J, 
and comes, we may be sure, much nearer to saying what Paul wanted 
to say" (IB, ix, 486) betrays his failure to see the ultimate coin
cidence or-law and Gospel in Paul's thought and the essential har
mony of all of the phrases which he can use to describe the condi
tion of one who is "in Christ.t? 

7:7 ff. 
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The solution of the age-old problem as to whether Paul is 
here describing his--and, by implication, also all other men's-
pre-Christian or post-Christian experience, can in no way affect 
our understanding of the human situation which these vss. actual
ly define. (I may t'emark', parenthetically, 'that.for"my:.bwn ':part :i ~~ 
it seems clear<~that, while there may be some refere.nce to the ten
sion which is undoubtedly characteristic of the latter, i.e_, our 
pOrt-Christian exnerience, it is the former which Paul is princi
pa ly concerned to describe.) The problem to which Paul here dir
ects our attention is not (as both Dodd and Knox assume) the prob
lem classically formulated in Ovid's line: Video ineliora probogue, 
deteriora seguor. On the contrary, although he was, as he says 
elsewhere, "as to righteousness under the law blameless" (Phil. 3: 
6), still he was constrained to cry out, "Hretched man that I am! 
Who will deliver me from this body of death?tf It is not the man 
who cannot realize his highest ideals who utters this desparate 
cry; rather is it the man who, having realized those very ideals, 
knows that he is still (and, more terrifyingly, perhaps even more 
emphatically) estranged from God, from his neighbor, and from 
his own true life. It is not so much that being righteous nb\Y' 
works of the lawn is "impossibly difficult n (~nox LIB, ix, 556J), 
as it is that it is in itself self-contradictory. In other words, 
the interpretation of vs. 15 in terms of Ovid's line completely 
overlooks the .:itIi'utht which Luther grasped when he wItit:e at the 
beginning of his commentary on Romans, "the sum of this epistle 
is to destroy, root out, and extirpate all the wisdom and righte
ousness of the flesh ••• and to implant, establish, and magnify 
sin." 


