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THE LAW IS NOT OF FAITH? : LEVITICUS 18:5 IN GALATIANS 3:12 

 The place of the Law in Paul’s thought is a massive and deeply contested area of study, 

but one that is fundamentally important to understanding Paul’s conception of the relationship 

between scripture and the gospel that he preached. I chose to study this particular passage 

because of its perplexingly stark contrast, and to become more knowledgeable of the complex 

and essential biblical-theological structures upon which it rests. I begin this study with brief 

remarks about the setting of the letter to the Galatians, then proceed to examine the cited 

passage, Leviticus 18:5, in its OT context, its LXX rendering, and in select, subsequent citations. 

Then I proceed into the deep jungle of Paul’s use of the passage in Galatians 3:12 and its wider 

context, emerging by God’s grace with a few interpretive landmarks to guide the way. 

Galatians 3:12 in Galatians 

 The letter to the Christians in Galatia, written by the apostle Paul, addresses the place of 

the Mosaic Law in the life of the largely Gentile community in light of the disruption of 

Judaizing “agitators” (1:7; 5:10), who sought to persuade the Galatian Christians to adopt the 

Mosaic Law, particularly circumcision (5:3, cf. feasts, 4:10).1 In chapter 3, Paul appeals to the 

Galatian’s personal experience of the Spirit to argue against their adoption of Mosaic Law (3:1–

5), establishes their identity as sons of Abraham through faith in keeping with God’s promise 

(3:6–9), contradistinguishes them from those who champion Law observance, arguing that such 

people are under a curse, not blessing (3:10–12), and affirms that Christ has set the Galatians free 

from the curse of the Law, facilitating the promised blessing of the Spirit given to the Galatians 

(3:13–14). The central questions of this section (3:6–14) are, “Who are the true children of 

Abraham?” and “Is faith in Christ compatible with the obedience of Law for justification?”2 

                                                
1 For introductory matters to Galatians cf., e.g., Sprinkle, 133–134. 
2 Silva, “Faith Versus Works,” 237–238. 
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Leviticus 18:5 in its OT context 

 Leviticus 18:5 occurs at the end of an introduction (18:1–5) to a series of statues (ch. 18–

20) governing sexual purity (Lev 18:6–23; 20:10–21) and life in community as God’s people 

(19:1–37; 20:2–9, 25, 27).3 YHWH speaks through Moses (18:1–2) to exhort the Israelites (the 

“sons of Israel,” 18:2) to obey (“do”, ‘śh, 18:3–5; “keep”, šmr 18:4–5) his judgments and statutes 

(mīšpāṭay 18:4, 5; ḥūqōtay 18:3, 4, 5), not those of the Canaanite and Egyptian (18:3). The 

refrain, “I am YHWH your God” occurs twice (18:2, 4), and “I am YHWH” once (18:5) to 

establish the divine source of these commands and to shore up the allegiance of those addressed.4 

Such a refrain recalls similar statements containing a call to holiness as God is holy and a 

remembrance of what God has done for Israel in Lev 11:44–45; 19:2–4, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 25, 

28, 30–32, 34, 36–37; 20:7, 8, 24, 26; 21:23; 22:2, 16, 23:22; Ex 3:6, 15; 6:7; 19:4–6; 20:2; Dt 

5:6.5 The common pairing of mīšpāṭ and ḥūqāh (e.g. Lev 19:37; 20:22), along with the verbs ‘śh, 

šmr and hlk (cf. Lev 18:26, 30) together make these commands of general obedience to the 

whole law, and particularly the laws following in the near context. 6 Obedience to the commands 

and statutes is clearly related to having life in the promised land (18:5, 24–30; see below), in 

contrast to disobedience, which results in defilement of the land and expulsion, just like the 

previous tenants whom God casts out (Lev 18:24–30). 

 Precisely what is the relationship between obedience and life in Leviticus 18:5? The 

Hebrew reads: ûšĕmartem ’et ḥūqōtay wĕ’et mīšpāṭay ’ăšer ya‘ăśeh ’ōtām hā’ādām wāḥay 

bāhem ’ănî yĕhwāh.7 The initial ûšĕmartem has the sense of an imperative (perfect verb with a 

                                                
3 Gerstenberger, 245; Kiuchi, 329. 
4 Hartley, 293; Kiuchi, 332; Wenham, 251. 
5 Hartley, 291; Levine, 118; Milgrom, 200; Sklar, 228. 
6 Hartley, 293; Levine, 119. 
7 Drawing from the text of the BHS, which lists no significant textual variants. 
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vav consecutive, linking it with the previous commands in 18:4).8 The statues and judgments are 

described by a relative clause, which can be woodenly translated, “which one will do them and 

will live in/by them.” The relative clause has a proverbial sense. The subject of this clause is a 

generic person,9 hā’ādām, who might do the commandments (imperfect of ‘śh, signaling a 

potential, generic future event).10 The verbal form “and will live,” (wāḥay), a perfect with a vav-

consecutive, signals a logical progression from “doing,”11 showing the result of doing the statutes 

and judgments. This relationship between keeping commandments and living clearly appears 

also in, e.g., Lev 26:3–13; Dt 4:1; 5:33; 8:1; 28:1–14; 30:15–20; Ezek 20:11, 13, 21; Neh 9:29.12 

 A contested issue is whether the adverbial prepositional phrase bāhem modifying the verb 

wāḥay has a locative sense or an instrumental sense. Clearly in 18:4, the same prepositional 

phrase modifying lāleket has a locative sense, thus meaning “to walk in accordance with them.” 

A key argument against a locative sense is that this would render the statement more or less 

redundant, e.g., “the person who does them will live in accordance with them.”13 Instead, in 

keeping with various other passages which see a result relationship between obedience and life 

(and thereby disobedience with exile, death), the instrumental sense fits best in the context. This 

is not to say that life is earned or merited by obedience, for it is clearly a gift of God; nor is 

obedience ever a condition for initiating a right relationship with God, as the refrain, “I am the 

Lord your God” reminds the audience of God’s gracious, initiating exodus redemption; nor is 

obedience understood as sinless perfection in light of the provision of sacrifices (Lev 1:1–5:7; 

                                                
8 BHRG, §21.3.2.3. 
9 Signaled in part by the article, Kiuchi, 332. 
10 BHRG, §19.3.5.1; WHS, §168. 
11 GKC, §112.ii, cf. Gen 44:9; Ex 21:13; Ju 1:12; WHS §525; BHRG, §21.3.1.2.a–b; cf. use to introduce apodosis of 
a conditional, §21.3.3, citing Gen 44:22; JM §119c; cf. Levine, 119. 
12 Hartley, 293; Sklar, 229. 
13 Watson, 320; contra Dunn, Romans, 2.612. 
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future grace for future rebellion, 26:40–46); yet one must say human obedience is a condition for 

future life in the land, for disobedience forfeits it.14 

 What is the precise meaning of the living referred to in Lev 18:5? Preston Sprinkle 

helpfully categorizes possible interpretations: 1) to live in accordance with commands, 2) to live 

a distinct life from other nations, 3) to remain alive and not die, 4) to live a life blessed with 

prosperity, 5) to enjoy covenant blessing, 6) to enjoy state of holiness and purity needed to 

remain in land.15 In light of the near context discussing life in the land as a covenant blessing of 

God as a result of obedience (and its opposite, expulsion from the land and disaster because of 

disobedience; Lev 18:24–30; 26:3–13, 14–39), interpretations 2–6 are all viable.16 The first 

interpretation is technically correct but redundant.17 The third interpretation should not be 

understood as though immortal life in the land is in view (due to the reality of physical death), 

despite the similar themes of living in the land, life, and death as a result of disobedience from 

Genesis 2–3.18 In Leviticus, then, eternal life is not in the picture as in later literature. 

 Leviticus 18:5 is either directly quoted or strongly alluded to in Ezek 18:9, 17, 19, 21; 

20:11, 13, 21; 33:10–20; Neh 9:29. In Ezekiel 18 (and the parallel passage 33:10–20), God 

disputes Israel’s claim that their fate is sealed by the disobedience of their parents (18:2) by 

arguing that each person is guilty for their own sin (18:4, 13, 18, 20, 24, 26) that those who 

repent and keep God’s commandments will be righteous and live (18:5–9, 17, 27–28) and that 

God’s will is for all to repent and thus live, no matter the previous sinfulness (21–23, 30–32). 

The same statues and judgments (mīšpāṭ and ḥūqāh) are in view, the same verbs of obedience 

                                                
14 Thus ultimately in partial disagreement with Dunn, Theology, 152; surely a life is in view which in fact is not 
previously experienced, contra Dunn, for this command is given in preparation for entering the land of Canaan. 
15 Sprinkle, 31. 
16 Hartley, 293; Sklar, 228; Wenham, 253; Sprinkle, 32–34. 
17 Thus contra the basic sense described in Levine, 119. 
18 Contra Kiuchi, 330–332. 
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(‘śh, šmr and hlk), with the same result of life, now with the added characteristic of being 

righteous as a result of such obedience (ṣadîq, 18:9, 17, 19, 21). Thus Leviticus 18:5 is used to 

offer a way out of exile via repentance and obedience, and as an implied herald of judgment on 

those who disobey. Ezekiel does not only view the Law as regulatory for present life, but as 

promissory for future redemption from exile, with obedience as a condition for future blessing 

(though clearly with God’s initiating and sustaining grace as fundamental).19 The narratives in 

Ezekiel 20:11, 13, 21 and Neh 9:29 echo this understanding as they tell of Israel’s past 

disobedience: though God gave them the commandments which lead to life, they rebelled and 

suffered God’s wrath. In Ezekiel, “life” takes on an eschatological aspect due to the future 

visions of God’s decisive act to restore Israel’s heart so that they obey the commandments, to 

forgive them, and to bring them back to the land (e.g. 11:19–20; 36:22–36; 37:12–14).20 In 

Ezekiel, it is clear that Israel has failed to keep the law, yet hope is found in the unilateral divine 

actions of restoration that would guarantee restoration, faithful Torah obedience, and life.21 Yet it 

is also clear in other passages that Israel must respond to God’s invitation of repentance or suffer 

judgment of physical death and continuing exile (cf. the command to make a new heart and new 

spirit for themselves in 18:31; cf. prophetic warning in 3:4–11; 33:1–9).22 In Nehemiah, no such 

future divine act of God is mentioned, yet the people respond to God’s mercy (that he did not 

destroy or forsake them, Neh 9:31, and led to the rebuilding of Jerusalem) in a recommitment to 

obedience to his commands (10:28–39; 13:1–30).23 

 

 

                                                
19 Thus, again, in ultimate disagreement with Dunn, Theology, 152–153. 
20 Allen, 275; Eichrodt, 243; Einmann, 296–297; contra Block, 574. 
21 Sprinkle, 38. 
22 Allen, 275. 
23 Sprinkle, 43. 



OT960 – Dr. Roy Ciampa 
Justin Allison – 12/14 

 6 

Leviticus 18:5 in the LXX 

 Leviticus 18:5 (LXX): καὶ φυλάξεσθε πάντα τὰ προστάγματά μου καὶ πάντα τὰ 

κρίματά μου καὶ ποιήσετε αὐτά, ἅ ποιήσας ἄνθρωπος ζήσεται ἐν αὐτοῖς· ἐγὼ κύριος ὁ 

θεὸς ὑμῶν.24 For the purposes of this paper, the most important aspect of the LXX rendering of 

the MT is that the LXX renders the potentially ambiguous Hebrew relative clause (with its two 

finite verbs in paratactic succession) as a finite verb (ζήσεται) modified by an aorist adverbial 

participle (ποιήσας). That the participle is aorist signals an antecedent action to the main verb, 

ζήσεται, clearly demonstrating that living is logically subsequent to doing.25 

Leviticus 18:5 in Second Temple Jewish Literature 

 Quotations and allusions to Lev 18:5 are widespread in early Jewish literature.26 The most 

important issues for our study are 1) how other writers understand the life of Lev 18:5, and 2) 

how this passage functions soteriologically. Due to the limited scope of this essay, I have chosen 

to examine only the most relevant passages and their discussions.27 

 In the Qumran documents, Leviticus 18:5 arises clearly in CD III, 15–16, 4Q266 11 II, 

17–18, and 4Q504 6 II, 17. In CD III, 15–16 and 4Q266 11 II, 17–18 the author clearly identifies 

the commandments of God in Lev 18:5 as the sectarian halakhah, which God gave only to the 

Qumran sect on the basis of their faithfulness (CD III, 16), promising life as the community does 

them, but resulting in curse for those who do not (CD III, 17; 4Q266 11 II, 13–15; cf. also 4QDa 

11, 11–12).28 Only Lev 18:5b features in CD III, 17–18: ’šr y‘śh h’dm vḥyh bhm, with the 

                                                
24 The textual basis for this verse as presented is strong; though it does not impact interpretation, the most significant 
variant is a substitution of φυλάξασθαι for φυλάξεσθε, cf. Septuaginta, ed. A. Rahlfs and R. Hanhart, 190; 
Septuaginta II, 2 Leviticus, ed. John W. Wevers, 202–203 for witnesses. 
25 Cf. discussion in Sprinkle, 47–50. 
26 For this section, I am particularly dependent on Sprinkle, 55–130. 
27 Other less relevant passages not addressed here because of a later date or oblique reference to Leviticus 18:5 
include: Let. Aris. 127; Bar. 4:1; 1QS 4:6–8; 4 Ezra 7:21; m. Mak. 3:15; Targum Ezekiel, Onqelos, Jonathan; C. Ap. 
2.217–218; cf. Sprinkle, 17–18; Gathercole, “Torah, Life and Salvation,” 137–139; Watson, 342ff. 
28 Sprinkle, 60, 71; cf. similar conclusions in Gathercole, “Torah, Life, and Salvation,” 135–137. 
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omission of the direct object ’ōtām in comparison with the MT. 4Q266 11 II, 17–18 is nearly 

identical, with the final prepositional phrase omitted: ’šr y‘śh h’dm vḥyh. The sectarian halakhah 

is thus the solution to the problem of the apostasy of Israel for the community.29 The life referred 

to is both experienced in the present community and to be realized in eschatological, eternal life 

(CD III, 20; 1QS IV, 6–7a, 11b–13a; 4Q266 10 II, 1).30 In 4Q504, a non-sectarian, pre-Qumranic 

collection of prayers, Lev 18:5b is cited in the fragmentary remains of what may be a 

Deuteronomic recitation of Israel’s failure to abide by God’s Law (cf. 4Q504 6 II; esp. 17: ’dm 

vḥy).31 No evidence is extant which might clarify this passage due to the fragmentary nature of 

the manuscript, but Sprinkle points to the wider patterns of Deuteronomic blessing and curse to 

argue for a similar understanding in Leviticus 26 and Dt 28–32 (4Q504 1-2, XIII, 13–15a; 1–2 

XVI, 11b–16).32 It does seem that these passages witness to a soteriology that is in synergistic 

tension both at inception, present maintenance, and future, and certainly one in which obedience 

to Torah is a condition to eternal life.33. 

 In Psalms of Solomon 14:2–3, Lev 18:5 is loosely cited (Πιστὸς κύριος...τοῖς 

πορευομένοις ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ προσταγμάτων αὐτοῦ, ἐν νόμῳ, ᾧ ἐντείλατο ἡμῖν εἰς ζωὴν 

ἡμῶν, 14:1–2) as an elaboration of the conduct of those who truly love God, endure his 

discipline, and obey his commands (14:1–2). Here the life is surely eternal life, for the author 

asserts that those who are pious will live by the law forever (14:2), they will be trees of life in 

paradise (14:2), rooted forever (14:3), and will inherit life in the future judgment, not destruction 

                                                
29 Sprinkle, 63. 
30 Sprinkle, 61, 74–75. 
31 Sprinkle, 81–83. 
32 Sprinkle, 83. 
33 Gathercole, “Torah, Life, and Salvation,” 137; Sprinkle, 66–67; ultimately contra Sanders, 295, despite his valid 
point that CD III, 17–19 clearly shows God’s grace on their behalf. 
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like the wicked (14:8–10; cf. resurrection of righteous in 3:11–12).34 The Law is clearly what is 

obeyed by the faithful for life, and thus one cannot exclude human obedience as a condition of 

future eternal life in Pss. Sol. (cf. 9:5), though clearly other passages show that God’s grace is 

prior and necessary as well (3:7; 15:15; 16:1–6).35 

 In Philo’s allegorical treatment of Genesis 16:1–6 (De Congressu Eruditionis Gratia) in 

terms of Stoic encyclical education and preparation for authentic philosophical pursuit,36 Lev 

18:5 occurs in a larger quotation of Lev 18:1–5. Philo refers to this wider passage in his 

allegorical explanation of Egypt (representing childhood) and Canaan (representing wickedness, 

youth) as stages in progress towards the true life (ἡ πρὸς ἀλήθειαν ζωή), which consists of 

walking in the judgments and commandments of God (Congr. 86–87). This true life is a state of 

pure existence with God free from corrupting corporeality, both an achieved spiritual state on 

earth and future, immortal life with God.37 Interestingly, the Greek form of the citation of 

Leviticus 18:5b exactly matches that of Paul in Gal 3:12, largely based on the LXX (ὁ ποιήσας 

αὐτὰ ζήσεται ἐν αὐτοῖς). Dunn cites this passage, among others, to show clearly that the Law 

has only a regulatory function in Judaism, describing only a manner of life, not functioning to 

provide the attaining of future life.38 While Philo surely does not endorse a form of work’s 

righteousness (e.g. Sacr. 54; Ebr. 105–110; Cher. 77; Leg. 1.49; 3.213–215),39 Sprinkle argues 

that the manner of life in question must clearly be attained for Philo;40 to arrive at a true 

                                                
34 Sprinkle, 95–96; Gathercole, “Torah, Life and Salvation,” 132. 
35 Cf. discussion in Gathercole, “Torah, Life and Salvation,” 133; Sprinkle, 97; contra Dunn’s understanding that the 
Law plays only a regulative function in this passage, Theology, 153. 
36 Sprinkle, 103–104. 
37 Sprinkle, 105–108. 
38 Dunn, Theology, 153; cf. general agreement by Gathercole, though with the qualification that Philo is relatively 
unimportant for Paul’s exegesis, “Torah, Life and Salvation,” 128. 
39 Sprinkle, 113, fn. 59. 
40 Sprinkle cites in agreement Avemarie, 50. 
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knowledge of God (the only way to truly keep the Law, cf. Gig. 60)41 one must proceed through 

a long, limiting process of education as a precondition.42 Philo also discusses the true life as a 

reward of good behavior in this vein, with death as the result of wicked behavior (e.g. Congr. 87; 

QG 4.238; 4.46; Post. 45; Virt. 47–50; 174).43 

 In the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum, a latter first-century CE, pseudonymous work 

reflecting non-sectarian Judaism,44 Lev 18:5 appears in a recounting of the Sinai theophany and 

the giving of the Law (L.A.B. 23:10). The text in Latin reads sed dedi ei legem meam, et 

illuminavi eos ut, facientes hec, vivant et longevi fiant et non moriantur (“I gave them my law 

and enlightened them in order that by doing these things they would live and have many years 

and not die”).45 The Latin parallels the LXX, which renders the Hebrew imperfect as a participle, 

though the Latin differs in having a plural subject of “live” and the purpose conjunction ut.46 

That eternal life is in view is clear from a succeeding passage, in which God promises to Israel, 

“the lot of each one of you will be life eternal, for you and your seed” (L.A.B. 23:13).47 Sprinkle 

thinks that this statement is used merely as an affirmation of the life-giving power of the law, but 

not to emphasize that Israel will find life by doing the Law, for throughout this work Israel’s 

future salvation is secured on God’s unconditional mercy in spite of their failure to obey (e.g. 

19:2, 9, 11; 30:4–7).48 However, some passages clearly seem to allude to a future resurrection of 

the dead and judgment according to works (3:10; 64:7).49 

                                                
41 Cf. discussion in Sprinkle, 109–110. 
42 Sprinkle, 113. 
43 Sprinkle, 111–117. 
44 Cf. discussion in Sprinkle, 115; Gathercole, Boasting?, 78. 
45 Sprinkle, 120. 
46 Sprinkle, 122. 
47 Sprinkle, 121, 123. 
48 Sprinkle, 123–128. 
49 Sprinkle disputes that 3:10 refers to both the righteous and the wicked (Sprinkle, 125–127), but Gathercole’s 
observation that the language of 3:10 is too generalized to refer only to the wicked seems strong; Sprinkle also 
disputes that 64:7 refers in any way to a national judgment according to works, being restricted to a statement of 
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 Though Sprinkle disputes that Lk 10:25–37 contains a citation to Lev 18:5,50 the text is 

surely relevant for the present study. A lawyer asks Jesus, “what must I do to inherit eternal 

life?” (τί ποιήσας ζωὴν αἰώνιον κληρονομήσω, Lk 10:25; cf. Lev 18:5b (LXX): ἅ ποιήσας 

ἄνθρωπος ζήσεται ἐν αὐτοῖς). Jesus replies, ultimately, “do this and you will live” (τοῦτο 

ποίει καὶ ζήσῃ), referring to the commands in Dt 6:5, Lev 19:18. Clearly here eternal life is a 

result of doing the Law, summed up in the two commands to love God and neighbor (cf. also Mk 

10:17–22; Mt 19:16–17 ; Lk 18:18–20).51 

 Throughout this discussion, one has observed several texts which seem to show an 

understanding that Leviticus 18:5 refers to the Law as given in the OT (with the exception of the 

Qumran sectarian documents), that obedience to it is in some sense a condition for future 

salvation, and that “life” in Lev 18:5 is understood as eschatological life (though conceived of in 

various ways). This analysis will help us understand how Paul’s words in Galatians fit into or 

contrast with this interpretive trajectory. 

Leviticus 18:5 in Galatians 3:12 

 The focus of this section will be narrowly centered on Galatians 3:12 due to the massive 

secondary literature involved and the complexity of this section of Galatians. I will first look at 

Paul’s citation of Lev 18:5 in Gal 3:12, then observe how this citation might be functioning in 

Gal 3:10–12. Galatians 3:12 reads: ὁ δὲ νόμος οὐκ ἔστιν ἐκ πίστεως, ἀλλ’ ὁ ποιήσας αὐτὰ 

ζήσεται ἐν αὐτοῖς.52 

                                                                                                                                                       
Samuel regarding his works, however, it is perhaps best to allow tension to exist despite L.A.B.’s strong emphasis on 
God’s mercy (Sprinkle, 127–128; cf. Gathercole, Boasting?, 78–79). 
50 Sprinkle, 18–19. 
51 Gathercole, “Torah, Life and Salvation,” 140–142; Wenham, 253. 
52 Cited from the NA28. The only textual variant listed there is an insertion of ἄνθρωπος after αὐτὰ. This insertion 
would thus allow Paul’s citation here to match his citation of the same text in Romans 10:5, as well as provide a 
closer link to the LXX and MT; the textual witnesses without ἄνθρωπος are more numerous and more varied ( ֹe.g., 
p46, א, A, B, C, D (original reading), F, G, P, Ψ, and others).  
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At the beginning of v. 12, the conjunction δὲ contrastively53 connects this verse to the 

preceding premise in 3:11, thus further elaborating the idea that no one is justified before God by 

Law (ἐν νόμῳ), and providing contrast to the righteous person who lives by faith (ὁ δίκαιος ἐκ 

πίστεως ζήσεται, Gal 3:11; Hab 2:4). One could order the argument in 3:11–12: 1) the one who 

is righteous will live by faith, 2) the Law is not of faith, 3) therefore, no one is justified by law.54 

The assertion in 3:12 supports the contrast between those who are of works of the Law (ὅσοι ἐξ 

ἔργων νόμου, 3:10) who are under a curse, and those who are of faith (ἐκ πίστεως, 3:11, 2, 5, 

7, 9), who are blessed with Abraham (3:7, 9). Paul introduces the citation itself with only the 

adversative conjunction ἀλλ’, communicating that what follows is a contrast with the preceding 

clause, “the law is not of faith.” The citation provides, in Paul’s mind, evidence that 

demonstrates the truth of the former clause by illustrating the law’s true, contrary-to-faith 

character, namely, that in such Law “the one doing these will live by them.” 

As mentioned above, the citation matches exactly the form used in Philo, Congr. 87. 

There are four deviations from the LXX (Lev 18:5b LXX: ἅ ποιήσας ἄνθρωπος ζήσεται ἐν 

αὐτοῖς): 1) the change of the relative pronoun into an article, making the formerly dependent 

clause an independent clause, 2) the omission of ἄνθρωπος, 3) the omission of the final refrain 

ἐγὼ κύριος ὁ θεὸς ὑμῶν, and 4) the addition of the pronoun αὐτὰ (thus following the MT over 

LXX). Perhaps the lack of an introductory formula and its formation as an independent clause 

reflects the slogan-like use of Lev 18:5 in Galatia.55 Perhaps Paul omitted ἄνθρωπος here (he 

included it in Rom 10:5) as a rhetorical move that would not allow an easy counter-argument to 

the agitators, who might point to the use of ἄνθρωπος as a clear sign that Gentiles specifically 

                                                
53 Contra the continuative sense in Schreiner, 210. 
54 See bibliography in Das, 165, fn. 59; cited by Sprinkle, 137. 
55 Sprinkle, 135–136, citing Martyn, 328–334; Vos, 265. 
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should keep the Law (as understood in b. Sanh. 59a).56 Ultimately, these possibilities are 

speculative, though the latter is particularly convincing.57 

To what do the pronouns in Lev 18:5 refer as used by Paul? Paul seems to cite Lev 18:5 

such that the plural referent of “these” (αὐτὰ, αὐτοῖς) in the citation is the works of the Law 

discussed frequently in the preceding sections (2:15, 16; 3:2, 5, 10; cf. πᾶσιν τοῖς 

γεγραμμένοις), which in turn Paul seems to designate in this section simply Law (3:11–12). In 

keeping with the original context in Leviticus (and generally with subsequent readers, excepting 

CD III and 4Q266 11 II), which referred to God’s commandments in the Law as a whole, Paul 

seems to apply Lev 18:5 to refer the commands of the Mosaic Law generally, especially in that 

3:12a requires a reference to the “Law.” It is not clear from the context that works of the law 

should be restricted only to boundary marking laws (e.g. circumcision, dietary laws), though the 

original context of Lev 18:5 clearly demonstrates that obedience to law distinguishes Israel from 

wicked others, and the situation of the letter (e.g. the dispute with Peter, the question of 

circumcision) clearly shows that law-observance resulting in Gentile exclusion is indispensably 

part of the letter’s context.58 Though we cannot be certain, it remains a possibility that Paul 

intentionally supplied the pronoun αὐτὰ as a further linkage between the objects of obedience in 

Lev 18:5 to the present discussion of works of the Law. 

What is the nature of living in Lev 18:5 as understood by Paul? The clear connections 

between justification, righteousness, life, blessing, and curse in 3:6–12 make certain that Paul 

understands “life” in 3:12 in an eschatological and soteriological sense, with the attendant 

                                                
56 Sprinkle, 136, citing Longenecker, 120–121. 
57 See also the argument in Stanley, Paul’s Use of Scripture, 244–245 that this assists Paul in establishing 
parallelism with Hab 2:4, cited in Stanton, 111. 
58 Thus with Silva, “Faith Versus Works of Law,” 221–222, 226; de Boer, 198; Das, 155–160; cf. argument of Bird, 
98, that the works are ethical as well as ethnic, cited in Rosner, 70; contra Dunn, Galatians, 172. 
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conception of justification (e.g. to live “by them” is to be justified by law, to be under curse).59 

That this life is not only future is clear from Paul’s statements related to his present living in 

Christ (2:19–20).60 The references to present blessing and curse also point to conceptions of 

“life” and “death” that are not only future, but realized in the present (e.g. 3:10, 13–14; 5:1–4). 

This in turn is supported by the fact that Paul renders the Lev 18:5 text (following the LXX) such 

that doing the commands is antecedent and adverbially conditions the future living. These 

considerations thus favor the understanding that the prepositional phrase ἐν αὐτοῖς should be 

taken in an instrumental sense, rather than an exclusively locative sense, in keeping with the 

original context.61 Though it is clear that this living does not refer to beginning life but 

continuing it,62 is not at all clear how a locative sense could possibly be non-soteriological, 

ultimately; “carrying out” life in the law still lays under a curse (3:10).63 

In comparison with citations of Lev 18:5 predating Paul, his understanding of Lev 18:5 is 

generally very similar in some ways. Paul too eschatologically extends the “life” of Lev 18:5, 

maintains the implied condition of human obedience for such life, and understands the 

commands in Lev 18:5 as the commands of Torah.64 On the other hand, Paul clearly adapts the 

passage to his present situation, using Lev 18:5 as biblical support for his assertion that “the Law 

is not of faith,” thus also describing the modus operandi of the present agitators and their 

followers, those who do works of the Law, contrasted with those of faith. This use is surely 

unprecedented, for faith in God and obedience to his Law are not contrasted in Leviticus or in 

later citations of Leviticus (and, it seems, would not have been contrasted by Paul’s opponents, 
                                                
59 Schreiner, 207, 211, with reference to the concept of a gnomic future, cf. BDF §349; Rosner, 64–65; Sprinkle, 
139–140. 
60 Dunn, Galatians, 175; Wakefield, 170. 
61 Schreiner, 208; Rosner, 60; Sprinkle, 140–142; contra Dunn, Galatians, 175; Fee, 120; Wakefield, 174–175; see 
discussion in Avemarie, 130–132, cited in Sprinkle, 141. 
62 Wakefield, 174–175; Fee, 120. 
63 Thus against Wakefield, 175, who draws from Martyn, 325–328. 
64 Gathercole, “Torah, Life and Salvation,” 143–144; Sprinkle, 142.  
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due to their interest in the Galatian Christians obeying Torah after their conversion to the 

gospel). Paul’s use of this passage should not be considered a mere rhetorical flourish, as though 

Paul could pull one over on his ignorant audience by citing a passage that sounds loosely related 

to establish his point.65 On one hand, Paul draws essentially the same concept from the original 

context in Lev 18:5 (that the one who does the law will live), only to establish it (and the whole 

Law that it represents, in Paul’s mind) as not “of faith.” On what grounds can Paul do that? 

Though the subsequent discussion will surely shed further light, what can be said 

preliminarily regarding the clause, “The Law is not of faith”? One must recognize that this is a 

laconic, pithy statement that does not feature the specificity, qualification, and precision Paul 

could surely supply. Aside from the previous comments regarding its place in Paul’s argument 

above, this statement is a development in 3:10–11, which has spoken only of persons who are 

either cursed or not justified by the law; now, in 3:12, the Law itself is not “of faith” (οὐκ ἐκ 

πίστεως). Crucially, the phrase ἐκ πίστεως in Galatians refers to faith in Jesus, in God’s 

redemptive acts through Christ’s death and resurrection (2:16; 3:7–9, 11, 13–14; 22, 24; 5:5; cf. 

πίστις in 1:23; 2:20; 3:2, 5, 14, 23, 26; 5:6).66 This points toward the sure conclusion that one 

should not here read “faith” in an abstract, ahistorical sense.67 Nor should one read “Law” as the 

Mosaic Law in an unqualified, un-contextualized manner, either.68 Instead, the context shows 

                                                
65 Stanley’s sobering analysis of the rhetorical situations in which Paul uses the OT is generally very important, but 
his analysis of Galatians 3:10–14 falters in assuming that his own objections to Paul’s use of scripture would have 
been the same objections drawn by Paul’s historical audience (cf. “Paul’s ‘Use’ of Scripture,” 150–154). Paul wrote 
to Galatian Christians with whom he presumably had a significant and intimate relationship prior to this letter (cf. 
4:12–20!), thus also implying the historical probability that he had significant time to teach them about their faith 
and their Scriptures (it seems implausible that this fundamental issue is only first addressed by Paul for the Galatians 
in this letter). That Paul is laconic here perhaps reflects the reality that Paul could communicate effectively to his 
actual audience, though we can’t be certain. The possibility that this was a key passage used by the agitators and 
thus well known by the Galatians also increases the plausibility of Paul’s terse formulations here. 
66 This is perhaps the linchpin of the entire analysis; cf. Betz, 147; de Boer, 184; Sprinkle, 138; Silva, “Faith Versus 
Works of Law,” 218. 
67 So too Gathercole, “Torah, Life and Salvation,” 144; Wright, 150. 
68 Cf. the caution of Schreiner, 211; Silva, “Faith Versus Works of Law,” 241. 
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that Paul is discussing Law and those who obey its commands as it relates to justification before 

God and thus eschatological life/blessing or curse/death (3:10–11), and as it relates to the 

dispersal of the promised blessing of Abraham (3:6–9, 13–14, 21–22). 

With the preceding analysis, one has perhaps travelled as far as possible without taking 

the plunge into the larger issues of 3:10–12. I will now present a very basic summary of views 

regarding how to understand Paul’s contrast of “faith” and “law.”69 As will become clear, not all 

of these views are mutually exclusive, but serve as an organizing framework for the subsequent 

discussion. First is the “dogmatic” approach of E. P. Sanders and J. L. Martyn, in which the 

problem with the Law is simply that God has provided righteousness via another means,70 or in 

Martyn’s view, that the promise of Hab 2:4 realized in Christ now contradicts Lev 18:5.71 Second 

is the “nomological” approach, in which the problem is that the Law is inherently limited in its 

ability to give life (not simply due to sinful humanity), in keeping with God’s intended use of it 

(cf. Gal 3:21). Third is the “salvation-historical” approach, in which the difference between 

“faith” and “Law” is simply that they belong to different salvation-historical epochs (cf. Gal 

3:23–25).72 Fourth is the “anthropological” approach, in which the problem is sinful humanity, 

who cannot keep the Law perfectly (or at least cannot obey it adequately for blessing)73 and thus 

inherit life promised by Lev 18:5 and other passages.74 Fifth is the view that sees here a contrast 

between divine and human soteriological agency, such that attaining life through human 

obedience to law as a pre-condition is inherently contrary to “faith,” which is instead an 

                                                
69 For this summary I draw particularly from Sprinkle, 143–152. 
70 Sanders, 552, cited in Sprinkle, 143. 
71 Martyn, 328–334. 
72 Sprinkle, 147–148; Willitts, 105–122. 
73 Cf. Gathercole, Boasting?, 128–135; Westerholm, 418–421. 
74 Sprinkle, 148–150; cf. Schreiner, 204–205; Matera, 124; Longenecker, 120–121; Rosner, 67, 70; 
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acknowledgment of divine intervention.75 As a way of entering this debate (with the hope that 

this will carve a coherent path through) I will first discuss two highly contentious issues: 1) 

whether there is a distinction between faith and doing, or divine and human agency in this 

passage, and 2) whether this passage presupposes perfect human obedience and/or lack thereof. 

Afterwards, I will briefly clarify and summarize my particular position. 

First, does Galatians 3:12 essentially oppose “faith” and “doing,” considered abstractly? 

Instead of an abstract, timeless opposition between two human ways of relating to God, Paul is 

contrasting trust in God’s action in Jesus Christ which now alone justifies (“faith”), with those 

who continue to observe the Law for the purpose of final justification before God in addition to 

and thus apart from faith in Christ (“Law,” those “of the works of the Law;” by their observance 

they also exclude from God’s people those who do not so observe). It does not seem that Paul 

refers to the Law as an abstract “system of doing” here,76 because the context of Gal 3:12/Lev 

18:5 qualifies the obedience as obedience to the Law, by the commands of which (ἐν αὐτοῖς, 

contrasted with ἐκ πίστεως) the one who is “of the works of the law” will live/be justified. To 

interpret that the Mosaic Law as represented in Lev 18:5 is inherently and timelessly opposed to 

faith in God is, basically, to contradict the truthfulness of Leviticus 18:5 and many other OT 

passages.77 When Paul cites from the “Law” (Lev 18:5), he is not describing faithful Israel before 

Christ under the Law (and thus saying that the Law was not of faith, considered abstractly, in 

that context), but he is instead describing those in his historical situation who pursue the Law in 

addition to, and thus apart from faith in Christ.  

                                                
75 Sprinkle, 150–151, 159–164; Watson, passim, but esp. 319, 330–332. 
76 Silva, “Faith Versus Works of Law,” 243; Rosner, 70. 
77 Thus the contradiction is eagerly emphasized by Martyn, 328–334; Watson speaks of the “dangerous illusion” of 
Leviticus 18:5, 429. 



OT960 – Dr. Roy Ciampa 
Justin Allison – 12/14 

 17 

Sprinkle argues that Gal 3:11–12 essentially contrasts soteriologies based on unilateral 

divine action (Hab 2:4), or antecedent to human obedience (Lev 18:5). I agree with Sprinkle and 

others who argue that God’s saving action is the ground of Paul’s gospel for those who have 

faith throughout this letter (e.g. 1:11–14; 2:19–21).78 That Paul understands Lev 18:5 to refer to 

an act of faith, yet one in which obedience to Law is a condition for future salvation seems clear, 

in keeping with the original context and the general sense of earlier interpreters of Lev 18:5 (see 

above). I maintain that the contrast is not between believing and doing per se, but between trust 

in God’s climactic saving act in Jesus apart from the Law (cf. Rom 3:21), versus trust that a 

renewal of obedience to the Law will bring restoration, justification, and final salvation.79 This 

distinction cannot be understood adequately apart from its salvation-historical context (which 

alone can accommodate how Paul can 1) cherish the Law for its role in God’s plan, 2) 

characterize obedience to the Law now as not of “faith,” and 3) yet also speak of fulfilling the 

Law as Christians, cf. Gal 5:14, 18–23; 6:2; Rom 8:4).80 

Second, does Galatians 3:12 presuppose the idea that the Law requires perfect human 

obedience? This is a common supplied premise to explain 3:10 and its citation of Dt. 27:26; all 

who are of the works of the Law are cursed because no one can keep the Law perfectly.81 The 

strongest arguments against this understanding of the Mosaic Law are 1) the Law contained 

allowance for sin in the sacrificial cult, 2) Paul himself claimed to be ἄμεμπτος with respect to 

the Law (Phil 3:6; though this understanding is disputed), 3) complete sinlessness is not 

envisaged in other Jewish conceptions of keeping the Law, even if a high standard was held.82 

Schreiner’s counterargument that Adam and Eve sinned once and were banished from the garden 

                                                
78 Sprinkle, 153–159. 
79 Sprinkle, 159. 
80 See similar emphasis in Silva, “Faith Versus Works of Law,” 238; Garlington, 107–108. 
81 Cf. e.g., Schreiner, 207; Rosner, 70; cf. discussion in Sprinkle, 150, n. 38. 
82 Cf. Wakefield, 68; Dunn, Galatians, 171. 
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does not deal particularly with the Mosaic Law.83 Schreiner’s additional argument, that if 

impossibility of keeping the Law perfectly were not assumed, then the opponents could simply 

argue against Paul that a return to the Law would avoid the curse, creates a false dichotomy: the 

Law could be a dead end in another sense even if it could be “kept” in a way that allows for sin.84 

The issue in Gal 3:10–12 is not keeping the Law sinlessly per se but whether keeping the Law at 

all is compatible with what God has done in Christ.85 A. Andrew Das’ argument that Paul would 

deny the efficacy of cultic sacrifices in light of Christ, and thus any attempt to keep the Law fails 

due to the lack of provision for sin is compelling,86 but this does not thereby establish that Paul is 

speaking of perfect obedience to the Law in Gal 3:10–12. 

The Law/Faith contrast of Galatians 3:12/Lev 18:5 makes most sense when viewed with 

a salvation-historical lens. God’s redemptive actions in Christ’s death and resurrection brought 

the era of the Law to an end. The people of God under the Law were not merely slightly 

imperfect observers of the Law, but were straightforwardly rebellious, resulting in exile and 

judgment (thus the proper contribution of the “anthropological” approach).87 This is a salvation-

historical distinction between Law and Faith, and not merely a temporal distinction (thus, 

indirectly, against the bare, “dogmatic” approach of Sanders),88 for the Law in its era did not and 

could not lead Israel out of exile (Gal 3:21), i.e. it could not solve the problem of sin, death, and 

exile individually or corporately by means of commanding law observance (thus the proper 

emphasis of the “nomological” approach).89 Now, those who are of faith in Christ are justified in 

Him, (even though ungodly and rebellious) apart from such law observance, and are empowered 
                                                
83 Schreiner, 206. 
84 Schreiner, 207. 
85 Silva, “Faith Versus Works of Law,” 237.  
86 Das, 113–144. 
87 Following the reading of exile themes in the curse language of 3:10, cf. Wright, 149–150; Thielman, 125–129. 
88 Thus in ultimate agreement with the critique of Willitts, 119–120 and Garlington, 101, on this point, cf. Sprinkle, 
148; Silva, “Faith Versus Works of Law,” 225; Schreiner, 213. 
89 Cf. the correct emphasis on both corporate and individual failure in Das, 152–154; Schreiner, 206. 
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by the promised Spirit of blessing to fulfill the Law over against the power of sin and death (Gal 

1:4; 2:16–21; 4:1–8; 5:16–25; 6:2; cf. Rom 8:1–4).90 Only in this way can the opposition 

between “faith” and “Law” be held together properly, recognizing the continuity (cf. the original 

context of Leviticus as the obedience of faith, and, e.g., circumcision as a seal of righteousness 

by faith, Rom 4:11) and discontinuity (justification apart from the Law in Christ and divine 

empowerment to truly fulfill the Law). 

 For the Galatians and the Judaizers, to keep the Law (itself an act of faith in the original 

Lev 18:5 context) after coming to faith in Christ actually amounts to a statement of unbelief in 

the ultimate justification that Christ brings apart from the Law (i.e. that life, righteousness, and 

justification do come through keeping the Law, and therefore Christ is unnecessary, cf. 2:21; 

3:21). In keeping the Law, they are in a dead end, separated from what God has already done and 

is doing in Christ and by the Spirit. Apart from God’s radical intervention they remain in the 

flesh (3:3; 5:16–17, 19–21; 6:8, 12, 13), under a curse (1:8–9; 3:10), and enslaved (1:4; 2:4; 4:3–

5, 7, 9, 25, 31; 5:1). This is why Paul can say that whoever may be circumcised among the 

Galatians with these motivations, who is seeking to be justified by Law, is cut off from Christ, 

and has fallen from grace (Gal 5:4). Moreover, to persist in doing the Law in order to establish 

justification before God in addition to faith in Christ is to actually oppose the promises of God 

by excluding Gentiles from the promised blessing of being part of God’s family, which is theirs 

by faith alone (cf. 3:1–9, 18; 2:11–16).91 

 With the preceding summary this study concludes. I have argued here that the key to 

understanding Paul’s use of the Old Testament in this passage is to recognize the salvation-

historical differences between “faith” and “Law.” Paul does not contradict Lev 18:5 by the 
                                                
90 Cf. Wright, 149; thus the life of faith in Christ still entails human obedience to divine initiative, though now such 
obedience is empowered and ensured by God through the Spirit.  
91 Silva, “Faith Versus Works of Law,” 238; Garlington, 88–89. 
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arrival of the Messiah (as though Paul merely imposes his Christology over against the text), but 

establishes it in its proper, though limited, salvation-historical function. Paul’s understanding of 

what Christ has done finds its shape from his reading of Lev 18:5, which for him witnesses now 

to the failure of the Law to bring life, and thus, indirectly, the redemption of Christ offered for 

Israel and humanity’s plight. 
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