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

Doucras J. Moo

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

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

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

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

4 Institutes of the Christian Religion 2.7.12.
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