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Natural Law and 
,......, 

the New _estament 
By ROBERT HOEFERKAMP * 

T his paper will attempt to investigate elements of Natural 
[ Law which are generally alleged to appear in the New Tes

-- tament. Thus a historical discussion of Natural Law and the 
indication of the importance of the topic for current theological 
discussion are in order. 

I 
Natural Law is the tenet which posits the existence of an objec

tive order of ethical standards of right and wrong, rooted in the 
nature of the universe. Man can discover this objective standard 
and apply it to his indIvidual needs. A theory of Natural Law is 
" - J _~ ___ 1 associat~ .e belief in r ' theology ( 
religion, i. e., that man on his own initiative can attain knowledge 
of God. 

Throughout history the theory of Natural Law has taken on 
many different interpretations and has been put to many different 
uses. The reason fOf this confusion in interpretation and use of 
Natural Law lies in the confusion in meaning of the words "nature" 
and "law" and in the ambiguity involved in combining these two. 
"Reason and the concept of nature are entangled in history and 
in the infinite variability of human desire; thus they reflect the 
changing sensitivities and insensitivities of man." 1 In fact, "reason" 
can "rationalize" the existing order and make absolute good out of 
the relative good of the existing order. It can even sanction the 
evil that "good" men do. Natural Law may be used as a weapon 
of self-interest. "What natural law is at any particular time depends, 
then, upon who is using it and for what purpose." 2 

Thus it will be useful to present a brief overview of the develop
ment and use of Natural Law in human history, particularly in our 
Western tradition. We begin with the Greeks.3 The characteristic 
feature of the Greek vOf.lO£ concept is its foundation in religion; 
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646 NATURAL LAW AND THE NEW TESTAMENT 

in the most ancient times v6l-tO~ is understood as a creation and 
revelation of Zeus BaaLA£v~. In the fifth century the authority of 
the ,,6!-to~ was shaken through the Greeks' acquaintance with VO[J.OL 

of other kinds in the world and through the growing autonomous 
self-assertion of the Greeks as manifested, for example, in the 
Peloponnesian War. The Sophists began to teach that there was 
no objective divine law and hence that there were no gods. Over 
against them Socrates and Plato insisted that there were laws rooted 
in nature. According to Plato, the v6!-to~ springs from a universally 
valid principle, the voiJ~. Aristotle held that natural law principles 
can be learned by observing the very nature of social relations. 
It is, however, with the Stoics that the principle of Natural Law 
comes into its own. The Stoics no longer call political and social 
laws V6!-tOL. The true v6l-tO~ is to be found only in the cosmos; it 
is the universal reason which determines huma:1 moral action, In 
fact, the v6flO~ is equated with eE6~. By virtue of the vou~ or A6yo; 
dwelling within him, man can recognize the v6!!o~ and order his 
life according to it. Thus man comes to know himself and wins 
his freedom. Of course, the immanental, ontological character of 
this v6!!o~ robs the divine of its transcendent nature. Roman juris
prudence adopted this Stoic view of Natural Law. 

The theologians of the Eastern Church held that the Logos of 
the Stoic philosophers is the Son of God, who therefore hallows 
man's reason. Thus the Roman law of the Byzantine Empire, based 
on Stoic Natural Law, is also hallowed by the Son of God. This 
fact led to the close association of the Eastern Church with the 
State.4 

In the Western Church, Augustine held with St. Paul that the 
world has a definite order because God has made it as it is. Never
theless, his deeper understanding of sin caused him to see life 
outside of the Kingdom of God as the "very perversion of true 
life." 5 Yet the Western Church in time ceased to view itself as 
the goal of an eschatological process, as with Augustine, and came 
to regard itself as one sociological body among others. Aquinas' 
Aristotelian dichotomy between the natural and the supernatural 
spheres is the basis for the belief that the believer and unbeliever 
alike live according to the Natural Law. God's revelation, available 
only in the Church, merely supplements the natural order. Since 
man's natural reason and will are weakened by sin, modern Tho-
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mists conclude that the Roman Church must control secular life in 
order to guide secular man's will and reason.6 

In general, the Reformers believed in a God-given Natural Law. 
But they rejected the Thomistic dichotomy between the natural 
and the supernatural; for, they held, everything in this world is 
"natural," i. e., created by God. Since God is the only Source of 
truth, the dichotomy between "reason" and "revelation" is also 
rejected.7 Luther's teaching concerning Natural Law has called 
forth a special literature dealing with the question.8 Some inter
preters make Luther a traditionalist in respect to Natural Law; 
others state that his treatment of Natural Law is "incidental and 
cursory." 9 Troeltsch claimed that Luther united the Christian and 
the Natural Law in a conservative ethics of calling, family, and 
social relationships, "but this union is incomplete and ends in a 
patriarchal conception of natural law and glorification of state 
power on the one hand, and on the other an inner political and 
social indifference." This view has been vigorously combated by 
Karl Holl and the Swedish Lutheran theologians. According to 
their interpretation, Luther sees the Natural Law as God's demand 
of love. 

The natural law is not conceived by luther as a part, so to speak, 
of the inward, psychological furniture of human nature, but as 
something given in and with the 'theological conscience,' that is, 
the awareness of being confronted, with a mediated immediacy, 
by the living God Himself.lO 

By means of the stations or orders of life, which Luther calls larvae 
Dei, God Himself confronts men concretely, gives them such 
"natural knowledge" of Himself as they have (which includes a 
consciousness of the Natural Law), and moves men in these struc
tures to help their neighbor.l1 Thus, in addition, these interpreters 
deny that Luther holds any doctrine of natural theology, if by 
this term one means the Thomistic and Aristotelian rationalistic 
deduction of God's existence from the physical universe. McNeill 
holds that Natural Law has no place in Luther's religious teaching 
concerning salvation, but that it is "determinative for Luther's 
political thinking."12 Thus, for Luther, the Christian finds himself 
in a dilemma, because he wants to transform the world by faith 
and love, but must also preserve mankind and uphold the orders 
of creationY 
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Melanchthon finds that Romans 1 and 2 recognizes Natural 
Law.14 This he says already in the Loci of 1521. Yet, because 
of the Fall, men do not agree to the principia practica as they do 
to the principia speculativa.15 Most of all the Reformers, Zwingli 
subjects Natural Law to the theology of faith, since he maintains 
that grace was operative also among the heathen.16 Calvin, on 
the other hand, made a rather extensive use of Natural Law, which 
he also finds in Romans 1 and 2.17 Since the knowledge of Natural 
Law is obscured in the unbelievers, Calvin thought that a theoc
racy is necessary in which the believers, who fully know the Law, 
will legislate for alPs 

Natural theology provoked a great deal of discussion among 
the theologians of the period of Orthodoxy. In this area the Or
thodox theologians went back beyond Luther to the Aristotelian 
theology of the Middle Ages, for they derived not only the method, 
but also the content and the meaning of the natural knowledge 
of God ftom Aristotelian pn... ___ r-_J .. 9 Owing _~ the inseparable 
connection which exists between natural theology and Natural Law, 
we must conclude that Orthodoxy's use of Natural Law was also 
molded by Greek patterns of thought.20 

It is well known that the Enlightenment laid great stress on both 
natural theology and Natural Law; this fact is in keeping with 
the deistic philosophy of the movement. The absolute Natural 
Law was set forth as rationally self-evident.21 It was on this ab
solute principle of Natural Law, in conjunction with the deism and 
the moral optimism of the Enlightenment, that the American 
republic was founded.22 

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have seen the complete 
abandonment of the concept of Natural Law by professional jurists. 
The Industrial Revolution and the many other political and social 
ferments of the nineteenth century led scholars to re-examine the 
case for Natural Law. And so the positivistic German school of 
Historical Law has demonstrated to its own satisfaction the rel
ativity of all laws.23 This positivistic theory is now dominant in 
the law schools and the legal theory of the United States; this is 
evident from the expression of the late Chief Justice Holmes and 
the present Chief Justice Vinson. In its extreme form this modern 
denial of Natural Law sanctioned the Nazi doctrine of Recht, which 
altogether excludes the possibility of internationallaw.24 The United 
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Nations as such reject objective international law and recognize 
only the power of political sovereignty.25 The present-day ecu
menical movement is wrestling with the problem of international 
disorder. This discussion inevitably leads the various churches to 

consider the question of Natural Law, the Biblical basis for Natural 
Law, and the responsibility of the Church to proclaim the Natural 
Law to the modern distraught world. In fact, this evaluation of 
the Biblical and theological basis for Natural Law is one of the 
most crucial areas of debate in the current ecumenical discussion. 

In general, three areas of opinion may be discerned in this debate. 
A great many American and British theologians hold that there 
are elements, equivalents, or adumbrations of Natural Law in the 
Bible. For example, Walter M. Horton, while admitting that the 
Law of Nature strictly as such is not present in the Bible, never
theless believes that Christian ethics has a double Biblical basis: 
aycbtl1 and "the ideal of universal justice (Mishpat) implied in the 
Law and the Prophets, summarized by Jesus in the Golden :kule, 
and defined by St. Paul in Romans 2: 14-15." 26 He further believes 
that the Natural Law aspect of Christian ethics can be rationally 
united with the Natural Law concepts of Plato, Aristotle, and the 
Stoics and with the corresponding concepts in modern India and 
China. In company with these non-Christian moral principles, 
Christian ethics should defend the inalienable rights of "life, lib
erty, and the pursuit of happiness." 27 C. H. Dodd, the leading 
British New Testament scholar, holds that since the God of crea
tion is identical with the God of redemption, the "new law of 
Christ" is identical with the "law of creation." This law of creation 
is to be equated with the Noachian Covenant of Genesis 9. Thus 
it is the Church's duty not only to establish a specific discipline of 
catechesis for its members, but also "to pronounce in Christ's name 
moral judgments upon human conduct beyond the limits of its 
own membership." 28 

The second position is that of Karl Barth, who passionately 
rejects all notions of natural theology and Natural Law. Out of 
his Christocentric dialectical theology, Barth has developed a Chris
tian ethics growing out from the center of the Biblical message. 
In this ethic, Gospel and Law are closely connected. Christ is Lord 
also over the world and the state. Thus the Christian Church pro
claims the Lordship of Jesus to the world when it wishes to address 
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it on ethical issues. This practical application has been worked out 
in Barth's much-discussed recent pamphlet Chri.rtengemeinde tmd 
Biirgergemeinde.29 

The third position is represented by a number of Lutherans, of 
whom Anders Nygren may be taken to be the chief spokesman. 
This tendency also firmly rejects any traditional concepts of natural 
theology and Natural Law as deistic in character.3o It holds fast 
to the distinction between the Old and the New Aeons, which 
Barth's position seems to obliterate, and stresses that the Christian 
Gospel cannot control politics. These men speak of the double 
role of the Christian in society, although they recognize that this 
position, when carried to the extreme, can lead to the dangerous 
"compartmentalization" between Church and human life which 
was evident in some Lutherans in Germany during the war. Finally, 
the new impulses set in motion by Nygren have not yet been de
veloped systematically.31 

In addition, we might note that the Nc.:u-Thomist movement 
m the Roman Catholic Church is also bnnging to the fore Natural 
Law considerations.32 

With this historical and contemporary milieu in mind, we can 
proceed to investigate the Natural Law passages in the New Tes-
tament. 

II 
We have already pointed to the close relationship between nat· 

ural theology and Natural Law. Where one is present, the other 
is inevitably found. Since this is true, we shall investigate, in addi
tion to the one Natural Law passage par excellence. Rom. 2: 14-16, 
three other famous "natural theology" passages: Acts 14:15-17, 
Acts 17:22-31, and Rom. 1:19-20. 

The first-mentioned passage in Acts is the impassioned speech 
of Paul and Barnabas at Lystra to the throng who have mistaken 
the two missionaries for Mercury and Jupiter after Paul had healed 
a crippled man. This speech is particularly significant, since it is 
the first formal approach of Christian missionaries to non-Jewish 
people recorded in the New Testament. A brief outline of the 
address may be given as follows: 1) exhortation not to worship 
Paul and Barnabas, for they are only men, v. 15; 2) the good news 
that the Lystrans should turn from their idol worship to serve the 
living God, the Creator, v. 15 b; 3) up to the present time the 
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living God has allowed all the nations to walk in their idolatry, 
although He had given testimony to Himself in natural phenomena, 
vv,16-17, 

The fact that the word EV<lYY£AL~6[1EVOL is used in v. 15 is sig
nificant. It is the only time in the New Testament that this verb 
is followed by an infinitive. This missionary term points to the 
new message which it is the purpose of Paul and Barnabas to 
proclaim. In 1 Thess. 1: 9 there is an almost exact parallel to 
v. 15 b: "How you turned to God from idols, to serve a living 
and true God." The anarthrous 8£0£ ~wv of v. 15 b is almost 
equivalent to the proper noun "Jahweh," for which, in fact, it was 
originally used metonymically.33 The description of the Creator 
is a quotation from Ex. 20: 11. In v. 17 each of the three participles 
is subordinated to the one preceding it.34 God created joy by send
ing rain; this sending of rain in turn appears as a species of the 
genus aya1't01J!?YELV. 

The comparison c~ ~ wr-.:ch with the longer parallel in Acts 17 
suggests that Paul and Barnabas meant to continue with a message 
about the present and the future, pointing to Christ (d. "in past 
generations," v. 16, and also the connection in 1 Thess. 1 :9-10: 
''To serve a living and true God and to wait for His Son horn 
heaven"). 

The fact that the Apostles here proclaim a "revelation of God 
in creation" is quite obvious; yet this is not the same as the tradi
tional notion of "natural theology." This notion holds that men 
find the true God in creation by the analogia entis, by inferring 
the Creator's existence and power from the phenomena of creation. 
But Acts 14: 16 does not state that men infer the Creator from the 
creature, but that God witnesses to Himself by giving rain and fruit
ful seasons. Second, this speech does not at all say that men received 
the witness of God in creation. It rather says the very opposite. 
Men had turned to flUt'<lL<l. The fact that the Apostles preached to 
them the good news that they should tum (bUOL!?€<P£LV, :m:i) from 
the ~taLm<l to the living God is the clearest possible indication 
that a rift exists between Creator and creature. In fact, all the state
ments of the text - that the Gentiles worshiped various deities 
(Jupiter and Mercury), that God had up to that time permitted 
them to walk in their own ways, that He nevertheless had not left 
Himself without witness, and that they were now to turn to the 
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living God - irrefutably proclaim that the revelation in creation 
had been spurned. Then why did the Apostles even mention the 
fact that God had not lett Himself without witness? To show them 
what the f-tUQ't'UQLU was which they had not accepted, and as a basis 
for telling them now who the true God is. 

The longer parallel to this brief address is St. Paul's famous 
speech upon the Areopagus in Athens. In his discussions in the 
market and his conversations with the Epicureans and Stoics he 
had aroused curiosity by his preaching of Jesus and the resurrection. 
Their inordinate desire for new and strange religious information 
caused them to take him to the Areopagus and to have him give 
a full exposition of his views. The address can be outlined as fol
lows: 1) the Anknupfungspunkt (I\ELC1LOaLf-tOVEcr'tEQO'U~) and the 
text ('AyvcOO''tcp 0£cp), vv.22-23; 2) the wrongness and folly of 
idolatry: for God is the Creator of all things, vv.24-25, and has 
made men to seek Him, vvo 26-27; since men are of the YEVOr; 

of God, He cannot be like a product of human artifice, vv.28-29; 
3) the call to repentance and faith in Jesus and the announcement 
of the Judgment and the resurrection, vv.30-32. 

The comparative I\£LO'LI\ULf-t0VEcr'tEQO'U~ of v. 22 is equivalent to a 
superlative. It appears that in itself the word is neutral and sug
gests neither approbation nor depreciation. Here "superstitious" 
(as in A. V.) is probably too strong, but it is probably not meant 
as complimentary. At best the word connotes "religiosity," not 
"religion." 35 The altar inscription which Paul quotes has caused 
a great deal of investigation and discussion. It is true that no inves
tigation has yielded discovery of an actual Athenian altar with this 
inscription.36 Of course, the fact that we have no record from an
tiquity of such an inscription is no proof that this exact inscription 
did not exist. "0 ouv ayvooiJV't£~ £1'O'£~Ei:'t£ is to be translated, "It is 
what you do not know but do worship that . . ." 37 V. 24 is a 
partial quotation of Is.42:5. V.25, o-ubio uno X£LQWV av{tQcOJtwv 

~nA. finds a parallel in the Epicurean doctrine of the "autarchy" 
of God.38 A noteworthy textual variant is £; EVO~ uLf-ta'to~ in v. 26.39 

But the best attested text reads, "He made of one person," namely, 
.Adam. In opposition to the Athenians' theory that the Greeks were 
aVL6x{tov£~, Paul stresses the unity of the human race.40 Yet his 
real purpose in mentioning this fact is to show that just as all 
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men have one origin, so they all have one goa1.41 Between the one 
origin and the one goal each people has its own time and space 
limitations, which are imposed on them to make it possible for 
them to seek God.42 This is a possibility because God is ov lluxQav 
ano EVO~ EXaCJTOU ~llcilV.43 The Ev uv't<{) of v. 28 is equivalent to "in 
the power of," "by." 44 The words Ev uv-rcp yaQ ~cilIlEV XUL XLV01JIlE{}U 

XUL E<1IlEV are probably the work of Epimenides, a half-mythical 
figure in Greek history.45 This statement Paul substantiates by a 
direct quotation from the Stoic poet Aratus' poem on astronomy, 
P haenomena (c. 300 B. C.), line 5, in order to show the special 
relationship in which men stand to God. The argument in v.29 
is that since men are the YEVO~ of God, LO {}ELOV cannot be like gold 
or slIver or sculpture, which are the product of human skill and 
belong to a different yEVO~.46 

The transition to the third section of the speech is formed by 
Paul's declaration th8 God has overlooked the times of their 
ayvo(o: (d. Acts 14:16 and Rom.3:25, "Because in __ -' diY_ole 
forbearance He had passed over former sins"). God now wishes 
to forgive the past.47 Now is the time of decision: either for or 
against the living God. This God will act EV avoQL {[> WQLaEV. The 
Judgment by the Man whom God has set apart for that purpose 
is "a Judgment of the world in righteousness" (Psalms 96: 13 and 
98 : 9 ). The fact that this Judgment Ev 0 L XULO \Juvll will be effected 
by Christ, who has been raised from the dead, v. 31 b, now calls 
for faith and creates the possibility of repentance and new life.48 

Our conclusions as to the possibility of a "natural theology" in 
this pass a ge are similar to those which we drew from 14: 15 -1 7 , 
for this passage is only a fuller development of the earlier speech. 
The fact that God made all men that they might seek Him and 
find Him and that He is nearer to each one of us than our own inner 
consciousness is not counterbalanced by Paul with the conclusion 
that therefore all men perceive Him in the creation. On the con
trary, though God has given men the possibility to seek and find 
Him, man has done precisely the opposite. He has turned his wor
ship to images and idols devised by his own artifice. The very fact, 
again, that Paul preaches IlELavOLu presupposes that men are turned 
away from God. The very fact that the Man whom God ordained 
is risen from the dead presupposes that He came to turn men in 
their &yvota back to God. 
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Before we turn to the examination of the specific "natural dle
ology" and Natural Law passages in Romans, we ought to devote 
some attention to Paul's teaching about VOILO£,. Ever since Origen 
the opinion has been current in the Church that Paul meant to 
indicate the Mosaic Law by his use of the article with VOILO£, and 
that the anarthrous Pauline usage of VOl-tO£, posits a general Moral 
Law, that is, that moral section of the Mosaic Law - the Ten Com
mandments - which is known by all peoples outside of Israel: in 
other words, the Natural Law.49 

In order to understand Paul's usage of VOILO£, we must study 
the meaning of the Hebrew word Torah and the usage of VOIL0C; 

in the Septuagint, which translated the former with the latter. The 
original idea of the word Torah is that of a divine authority, whether 
that be in legal, cultic, political, or other forms. From this original 
root the meaning branched out in two directions: 1) Torah came 
to be the expression for the cultic instruction of the priests (Hag. 
2: 11, MaL 2: 6 n.) , and 2) it came co mean "instruction" in general, 
especially in the book of Proverbs. In Deuteronomy the meaning 
tends to become more restricted to the idea of a written law, but 
nevertheless the note of "instruction" remains. In the later Psalms 
and in Chronicles the entire Pentateuch is meant by lorah.GO In 
rabbinical Judaism Torah means chiefly all the Mosaic Law as law. 
Torah also is used for the Decalog, and also means all of the Pen
tateuch. In most cases it is difficult to distinguish between Torah 
as "law" and as "Pentateuch." Materially, Torah becomes "law" 
by addressing itself to the human will. The extra-Pentateuchal 
books of the Old Testament were regarded as valid and authorita
tive only in so far as they explain the Torah (Pentateuch). God 
Himself is viewed as bound to the Torah. Since the purpose of 
the Torah is to show man that way of life by which he can gain 
God's approval, and since man can have life only by doing the 
Torah, the study of casuistry becomes importantY At the time of 
the translation of the Septuagint, the Hebrew word Torah had 
acquired this meaning, so that the word VOILO£, in the Septuagint 
always means Torah in the sense that the rabbis gave it. 

This, then, is the basic meaning of VOILO£, for Paul: Torah as 
the post-exilic rabbis interpreted it. Furthermore, a number of 
examples show that for Paul there was no distinction between 
VOILO£, and 0 vO~tOC;. In Rom. 5: 13, 20 anarthrous V0f10C; must refer 
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to the Mosaic Law, which entered the world at a particular time. 
In Gal. 3: 23-24 first VOf.lO~ is used and then 0 vO[.to~, with no dis
tinction in meaning. The same phenomenon occurs in Rom. 2:23."2 
The lack of distinction between the two is perhaps most readily 
apparent in Rom. 2: 13-14, where those who are EV YOWl? are ob
viously Jews, who have the Mosaic Law, whereas La ~t~ VO[.tOV EX,OV'tU 

are the mV'll. Nevertheless, those who do not have vo[.to~ do by 
nature 'ta 'tOU vO[.tO'U.53 Paul had good precedent for the anarthrous 
use of vo[.to~ in the Septuagint. In most places Torah referring to the 
Mosaic Law is translated 0 vO[.to~. But vO[.to~ occurs in many places. 54 

Paul never uses vo[.to~ in the plural, as did Hellenistic Judaism, 
since not every moral or social-political regimen of a people has 
for him the character of the VO[.tO~.5(j Thus Paul by vo[.to~ and 
o v6[.to~ means the Law of Moses. "Das mosaische Gesetz ist das 

liche Gesetz schlechthin, also das allgemeine." 56 Of course, 
j "om.2:20ff., 7:7, and 13:8ff., VOfWC; is c_ :valent to the DeC

alog, but Paul makes no fundamental differentiation between the 
Decalog and the remaining Old Testament law materiaL57 How
ever, Paul's usage of vo[.to~ differs from that of the rabbis in this, 
that for Paul vo[.to~ is a living will which demands the actions of 
man, and so one "does" the Law (Rom. 2: 25, d. Gal. 5 : 3 and 
6: 13 ). Above all, Paul sees in the Law the living, demanding will 
of God; the Law is not an abstract principle between man and 
God, to which God is bound. Thus the Law speaks (Rom. 3:19); 
it works (Rom. 4: 15 ); it has power (Rom. 7: 1 ). One could even 
say that vo[.to~ is equivalent to God as He reveals Himself in the 
Law.58 

Finally, Paul does not distinguish in his usage of VO~lO~ between an 
ethical core and the ceremonial husks. For Paul the whole Mosaic 
Law was given in all its parts by God (Gal.2:12-16,3:10,5:3).59 

Now we turn to the consideration of the two great "natural the
ology" and Natural Law passages in Romans. We begin with 
Rom. 1: 18 ff. In vv. 16 and 17 Paul had announced the theme of 
the Epistle - that in the Gospel the righteousness from God is 
revealed, an:O%UA{m:'t£'taL, from faith for faith. But Paul can speak 
of the revelation of the righteousness of God only when he at the 
same time proclaims that the wrath of God, oQY~ {}EOU, is revealed 
from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men. The 
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righteousness of God is revealed, for (yaQ) the wrath of God is 
revealed. We can swnmarize the thought of 1:18-32 thus: 

L God's wrath is revealed from heaven against the ungodliness 
and wickedness of men, v. 18. 

2. This action of God is justified because men have the truth but 
suppress it by their wickedness, v. 18 b. 

3. This truth, LO YV(OULOV LOi) (}wi), God Himself has revealed 
to them, v. 19. 

4. This revelatory process is mediated by the Jtol'~paLa, the things 
which God has made. Through these JtoL~WlLa men can grasp 
(VoovflEva) God's eternal power and deity, v. 20 a, b. 

5. God has unmistakably revealed Himself in the creation for this 
express purpose, that men might be without excuse, v. 20 c. 

6. That men are without excuse is shown by the fact that although 
they knew God (from His UI'O [jeJZbarung) , they did not glorify 
and thank Him as God (the presupposition being that 10 know 
~ __ ~ _____ ~~_lOwledge Him as sovereign Lord). On Lhe con-
trary, although they had God's light, they deliberately darkened 
their minds and made themselves foolish, vv.21-22. 

7. They showed this by giving the glory they owe to immortal 
God to images representing creatures, v.25. 

8. Therefore God's wrath delivers them over to perversions, vv. 24 
to 27, and to all manner of personal and social wickedness, 
vv.28-31. 

The fact that men deliberately turn away from God is re-inforced 
in v.28 (xa{}cO~ oux EOOxLl-t(luaV LOv (}EOV fXELV EV EJtLyva)(JEL), and 
that they are &vaJtoAoY~L01J~ is sealed in v.32. 

Thus when one sees the full sweep of the passage and does not 
simply concentrate on vv. 19-20 stripped of their context, one can 
realize the fact that Paul here teaches no "natural theology" in 
the sense in which we have already defined it. Paul does not deny 
that God is known by men. However, men do not acquire this 
knowledge by themselves, by their own powers of speculation. 
It is God Himself who reveals His &tOLO~ Mval-tl~ xal {}HOL'Il~ to 
men. But men have deliberately, knowingly perverted this revela
tion of God and worshiped the creature rather than the Creator, 
v.25. It is true that God passed over this human perversion of His 
revelation in the time before Christ.60 But now that Chri.st has 
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come and God's righteousness has been revealed, His wrath lashes 
out over godless men.61 

Of course, it is true that "Iv. 19-20 bear a good deal of resemblance 
to parallels from Hellenistic and Jewish-Hellenistic philosophico
religious writings, particularly to the proofs for the existence of 
God (from design or the analogia entis) in these writings. Many 
commentators therefore assert that Paul here borrows from the 
Aristotelian, Hellenistic, and Jewish-Hellenistic sources and recog
nizes the validity of Greek "natural theology." Sanday and Head
lam state that v. 20 is the "argument from the nature of the created 
world to the character of its Author." 62 One of the frequently cited 
parallels in the Apocrypha is Wisdom of Solomon 13:1, 5: 

But all men are by nature vain, in whom there is not the knowl
edge of God, and who by these good things that are seen, could 
not understand Him that is, neither by attending to the works 
have acknowledged who was the Workman. . . . For by the great
ness of the beauty, and of the creature, the Creator of them may 
be seen, so as to be known thereby. 

Sanday and Headlam also quote a sentence of Pseudo-Aristotle, a 
Stoic of the first century after Christ, which is seen in nearly every 
commentary: a{)£wQll1;O~ an' a:trr;wv "twv EQYWV ''}E(J)Q€L"taL (0 {}C:6~} 

De Mundo, 6. C. H. Dodd ()~ comments: "There is no other passage 
where Paul so explicitly recognizes 'natural religion' as a fun
damental trait of human nature. . . . the created universe offers 
sufficient evidence of its 'divine Original.'" 04 

In his previously mentioned essay Gunther Bornkamm delineates 
that chain of thought in the Hellenistic and Jewish-Hellenistic 
philosophical writers which seems to resemble that of Paul's argu
mentation. There are four steps. First, the structure of the world 
causes man to ask about its Creator and by his voii~ to deduce the 
Creator's power from the glory of His work. This step corresponds 
with Rom. 1: 20. In addition to the parallels cited above, we might 
quote here and in the following steps statements from Philo, the 
most important Jewish-Hellenistic writer of the period. Philo 
writes in De SPecialibus Legibus I, 35: 

For none of the works of human art is self-made, and the highest 
art and knowledge is shown in this universe, so that surely it has 
been wrought by one of excellent knowledge and absolute perfec-
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tion. In this way we have gained the conception of the existence 
of God.65 

Second, this knowledge of the Creator does not mean only the the

oretical acknowledgment of the existence of a first cause, but also 

carries with it a knowledge of the vo!-tO£ - corresponding with 
Rom. 1: 21, yvOvtE£ 'tOY itEov, and 1: 32, 'to ~t%aLWf.iCl. 'tOt) {)wu btL

yvOV'tE£. Philo writes in De Praemiis et Poenis, 41--43: 
Others again who have had the strength through knowledge to 
envisage the Maker and Ruler of all have in the common phrase ad
vanced from down to up. Entering the world as into a well-ordered 
city ... struck with admiration and astonishment, they arrived 
at a conception according with what they beheld, that surely all 
these beauties and this transcendent order has not come into being 
automatically but by the handiwork of an Architect and World 
Maker; also that there must be a Providence, for it is a law of 
nature that a maker should take care of what has been made .... 
These DD doubt are truly admirable pe!,~OI1S and sUPC,;Ul to the 
other c1as - "'hey ha ',<lS I said, advanced from de IVn to -

a sort of and b, rc:ason and - .tion hLrr]Y inferrc..._ '''_ 
Creator from His works. 

Philo's remarks in De Opificio Mttndi, 3, also illustrate this second 

step: 

His [Moses'} exordium, as I have said, is one that excites our 
admiration in the highest degree. It consists of an account of the 
creation of the world, implying that the world is in harmony with 
the Law, and the Law with the world, and that the man who ob
serves the Law is constituted thereby a loyal citizen of this world, 
regulating his doings by the purpose and will of Nature, in accord
ance with which the entire world itself also is administered. 

Third, therefore an obedient life and the worship of God belong 
to the true knowledge of the Creator (Rom. 1:21, oUX w£ {h:ov 
EM~acrCl.v 11 EUXCl.QLO'ty]OCl.V). Fourth, the refusal of the true knowl

edge of God leads to idol worship and a dissolute life (Rom. 1: 

24 if.). Philo says in De Opificio Mundi, 172: 

He that has begun by learning these things with his understanding 
rather than with his hearing, and has stamped on his soul impres
sions of truth so marvelous and priceless, both that God is, and 
is from eternity, and that He that really is is One, and that He 
has made the world, and has made it one world, unique as Himself 
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is unique, and that He ever exercises forethought for His creation, 
will lead a life of bliss and blessedness, because He has a character 
moulded by the truths that piety and holiness enforce. 

Of course, everyone admits that the ultimate presuppositions of 
the Hellenistic theology are at variance with those of Paul. The 
god at whom one arrived by traveling xa:r:w.aEv - - avw is the life 
principle of the world, the v6l-lo~ xOLV6~, the living power which 
is praised with wonderment and awe approaching ecstasy. Further
more, the Stoic view has it that when man comes to know God and 
the Law, he comes to the knowledge of himself, which means that 
man merges himself with the harmony of the "All." For Philo, 
the Stoic 0I-lOAOyOUI-lEVW~ 'n qJ'l)aEL ~~v has its 'EAO~ in communion 
with God, in the OI-lOAOytu nov xu,a ~tov :7tQct£EWV. Consequently, 
idol worship and immorality are the result of a lack of "under
standing" and "knowing" God. Thus in the Jewish-Hellenistic 
view the aim of philosophico-religious teaching is to lead man from 
ignorance to the true knowledge of himself and of the divine 
cosmos.66 

From this explication of the ultimate presuppositions of that 
chain of facts in Jewish-Hellenistic literature which seems to be 
similar to St. Paul's chain of argumentation in Romans we can 
now point out sharply the basic cleavages between the Pauline and 
the Philonic Wisdom pattern of thought. First, it is the purpose 
of the Hellenistic-Jewish theology to break down the uyvwaLu of 
men and to awaken in men the knowledge of God which they 
already have in principle. This is done by means of the argument 
from design and the analo gia entis, which is one of the decisive 
points in the philosophico-religious literature of Hellenistic Juda
ism. But for Paul the knowledge of God is not a possibility open 
to man, to choose for or decide against as he pleases, but it is the 
inexorable reality under which the whole world stands. "Nicht die 
uyvwaLu .aWl) ist das Zeichen der gottlosen Welt, sondern das 
Wissen um Gatt." 67 Since the knowledge of God is a demanding 
reality for all men, Paul does not at all concern himself with the 
question of how this knowledge comes into being. He does not 
find the reason for the revelation of the Creator in this, that the 
cosmos is the dxwv of God Himself, but in that God has so willed 
it: 0 .aEO~ YUQ U,,.r:oL~ E<puvEQwaEv, v.19. The fact that God's in-
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visible gualities are clearly perceived in the things that are made 
does not point to a speculative deduction on man's part, but only 
the recognition by man of God's power and deity, which are me
diated through the n:Ol~fla1;U.68 

Second, it is significant that Wisdom 13: 6 ff. hesitates between 
exonerating and blaming the heathen for going astray in their 
search for God. At any rate, their error is one of intellect and judg
ment, which was to begin with on the right track. But Paul does 
not see the reason for men's godlessness in that they erred in knowl
edge, but in this, that men fell away from God although they knew 
Him, yvovn:; 'tOY {}EOV. Thus Paul frees the arguments and con
cepts which he has taken from contemporary philosophy and the
ology from the presuppositions of Greek thought and supplies them 
in a manner that is completely unique. This is clear also from the 
fact that, in addition to Stoic words and concepts, 1: 18 ff. is filled 
with specifically Old Testam"~~ words and conce?ts.6U le st; 
mem of Bornkamm goes to the heart ot the matter: 

Nicht urn die Gotteserkenntnis als Frage und erschlic5sbare :Mog
lichkeit geht es ihm, sondern urn die Frage, ob diese Erkenntnis 
bewahrt sei (1: 28), ob die Wahrheit Gottes Wahrheit geblieben 
und ihr Macht gelassen sei (1: 18, 25). So geht es ihm Rom. 
1: 18 ff. also gar nicht urn die Enthlillung des gottlichen Seins, 
sondern urn die Aufdeckung der menschlichen Existenz. Diese ist 
im Gmnde verkehrt, weil der Mensch Gott nicht gedankt und ihn 
nicht gepriesen hat; damm ist ihr Herz der Eitelkeit der Gedanken 
und der Finsternis des unverstandigen Herzens verfallen (1: 21 ) .70 

A third difference lies in the positions taken by Philo and Paul 
as to the place of thanksgiving and praise to God in the religious 

life. Philo holds that praise of God is the final stage of religiosity 
to which man can attain. The E~OflOAOY'tlt'L%O; 'tgorw; is completed 
in ecstasy. But EVXUgW'tELV and oo~atELv for Paul are the practical 
implementation by man of his knowledge of God.71 

A fourth difference lies in the attitudes of Paul and the Jewish
Hellenistic writers toward heathen idolatry. The Hellenistic crit
icism calls heathen idolatry foolish because it is unreasonable. But 
Paul sees the error of idolatry and polytheism in this, that they are 
the result of man's rebellion against God. Because man has rebelled 
against God, he makes the creature creator and the Creator creature. 
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From this also comes the anarchy of their moral life. Although men 
changed the truth of God into a lie, nevertheless the truth of God 
remains standing over against the world. It is clear, then, that Paul 
does not speak of the truth of God in order to lead men to strive 
for it, for it is the very truth of God which delivers men over 
into their own self-chosen perversion. Paul's preachment of the 
revelation of God in creation is the assurance that man is com
pletely 10st.72 

We have already had occasion in our investigation of Paul's use 
of vo~tO£ to touch upon Rom. 2: 14-16. In the first chapter Paul 
had lashed out at the godlessness and idolatry of the heathen Gen
tiles. In chapter two he directs himself to an imagined Jewish 
adversary who prides himself on his inclusion within the chosen 
people and his knowledge of the Torah. In the first eleven verses 
Paul shows that such pride is out of place, since God will render 
to everyone according to his vJorks (v. 6); for there is no partiality 
with God, vv. 10-1 L Vv.12-16 make this pronouncement more 
explicit and concrete. What counts in the final Judgment is whether 
people - Jews or Greeks - have "done" the Law. Only the doers 
of the Law will be pronounced righteous. Mere instruction in, 
and knowledge of, the Torah means nothing (vv.12-14). 

Vv.14 and 15 show why Paul can include the Gentiles under 
the category of ltOL11tul VOf!o'U. "When the Gentiles who have not 
the Law do by nature what the Law requires, they are a law to 
themselves, even though they do not have the Law" (Revised Stand
ard Version.) lHtvl1 is anarthrous because Paul is not making a 
categorical statement about all Gentiles. "Otav means "whenever." 
Thus Paul is positing a limited fulfillment of the Law by the Gen
tiles. We have already seen that the first three usages of vOf!O£ 

in this passage do not refer to some general "moral law," but to 
the Mosaic Torah. But a great many expositors see Paul adopting 
the Stoic idea of Natural Law in this passage because of the words 
CPV<1EL and Ea1.nOL£ £Lmv vOf!O£ (also <1'UVEL51l11L£ in v.15). So, for 
example, Lietzmann, Althaus, Sanday and Headlam, and Dodd. 
Althaus' remark is typical: "Es gibt dort [im Heidentum} einen 
natiirlichen Trieb zum Guten, der auf ein 'Naturgesetz' zuruck
weist." 73 In addition to the passages dealing with Natural Law 
which we have already cited, it might be useful to add the following: 
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The cultivated and free-minded man will so behave as being a law 
to himself. Aristotle, Niconzachea1~ Ethics, 1128. 
Chrysippus says: "ou YUQ EOLLV E1'QElV Lij<; lhxaLOOUvll<; aAA1lv 
aQX~v oub' (£J,A'Y]v YEVE(HV 11 L11v Ex. LOU tHO<; xul L~V EX Lij<; 
XOLVij<; qrUOEW<;. 'EVLEU{h", YUQ bEL, :rcav LO LOWULOV L~V aQX~v 
EXHv, d I-1EAJ'0I-1EV LL EUQElV :rcEQl ayu{}wv xu\' xuxwv." Plutarch, 
De Stoicorunz Repugnantia. Lex est ratio summa insita in natura, 
quae iubet ea quae facienda sunt, prohibetque contraria. Cicero, 
De Legibtts I, 6: 18. 

However, in my opinion, it is going entirely too far to squeeze 
from 2: 14 a developed "natural theology" or Natural Law. In 
the first place, the entire pantheistic world view of the Stoics, ac
cording to which Myo<;, cpu OL<; , V0I-10<;, vous, and God blend into 
one another imperceptibly, is foreign to Paul's concept of God, 
man, and the world. In the second place, Paul could well have 
consciously or unconsciously borrowed the Stoic word <pUOH and 
yet filled it with his own thought, so that <pUGH can mean simply 
that Gentiles do what the Torah requires by virtue of what they 
find in themselves.74 In the third place, Paul's statement that the 
Gentiles who do what the Law requires are Eal1LOLS v0I-10<; is a par
adoxical statement, since he at the same time maintains that they 
do not have the Law. I interpret this fourth V0I-10s in v. 14 to mean 
this: "Although the Gentiles, who do what the Law requires, do 
not have the Law, nevertheless, as far as they are concerned, they 
are the Law for themselves." That is, when they do what the Law 
requires, they are the Law.75 

The interpretation of verse 16 poses a difficult problem, for it 
is not clear with which preceding verse this description of the final 
Judgment by Christ is to be taken. Many expositors connect v. 12, 
ot :rcOL11Lul V0I-1011, directly with v. 16, EV TI 111-1EQ\t XLI.. This solution, 
of course, leaves vv. 14 and 15 dangling in the air. It seems difficult 
to connect v. 15 with v. 16, since v.15 appears to refer to actions 
going on at the present time (EvbdxWVLaL, 011l-1l-1uQwQol)(J'Y]C;, etc.). 
Yet I believe the best solution lies in taking them together. The 
Gentiles will do these things - these things will come to light
on the day of Judgment through Christ Jesus. The OLLLVEC; of v. 15 
is a "relative of quality" denoting the specific antecedent (i. e., those 
Gentiles who do what is required by the Law) and giving a causal 
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tone to v.15. The Gentiles are the Law to themselves since they 
show forth the work of the Law written on their hearts ... on 
that day. It is to be carefully noted that Paul does not say that 
the Law is written on their hearts; he rather says that the work of 
the Law is written. This EQYOV does not mean the "effect of the 
law" or the "trace of the law," but the "concrete, specific work 
demanded by the Law in a particular situation." 76 Again it is to 
be remembered that the entire point of departure in this context 
is that the doing of the Law by the heathen is contrasted with the 
knowledge of the Law by the Jew. This phrase is convincing proof 
that Paul did not have in mind the Stoic Natural Law. Since for 
Paul and the other writers of the Bible, God is the living, ever
active God, the YQU1t'tov does not refer to some timeless principle 
which is inscribed "by nature" or "by birth" on the being of man. 
:;::'.:lther, ~~ is God Him.self who ~.u" I.yritten the EQYOV ·wu VO!-lo'U 

on mall's hean Thus, the Gentile does not draw on some abstract 
moral principles when confronted by the necessity of ~~ ..... meal 
choice, but God Himself has written on his heart what he should 
do in that particular situation. It should also be noted that the 
EQYOV 'toil vO!lo'U is YQU3tLOV EV 'ta.L~ xa.Q()[aL~, not on the voiJ~ or the 
Errw't~!l'rl. In fact, it is not surprising that it is the xa.Q()[u in which 
God's will is witnessed to the heathen, for in Biblical usage the 
heart is the inmost part of man and the point from which springs 
his action.77 Ka.Q()[a. and "man" cannot be separated. If the EQYOV 

is written on the xug()[u, this means that man as a whole, from 
inside out, is called upon to do God's will. 

The genitive absolute of v. 15 b, c describes in detail what hap
pens when that which is written on the hearts of the Gentiles be
comes manifest. According to one interpretation, the cr'U~t!lUQT\JQOl)(j'l1~ 
au'twv 't~~ cr'UV£L()~crf(()~ means that the conscience bears witness to 
and substantiates the work of the Law written in the heart.78 Those 
who find Natural Law in this passage believe that the conscience 
bears witness to and therefore proves the existence of the Natural 
law in the heart. However, in this verse the cr\Jv£l()'l1crt~ is pictured 
as a witness which is separated from the self and which passes 
judgment on the actions of the self. ~'UVE[()Y]crt~ is "co-knowledge," 
"the knowledge or reflective judgment which a man has by the 
Jide of, or in conjunction with, the original consciousness of the 
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act." 79 Thus the conscience is not the source of moral obligation, 
as in modern thought. The words of Rom. 9: 1 b show that this 
description of (fUvEf.oll<Jl£" is correct: o"lJ!-1~taQ't1JQOU(Jll£" flO~ 'tfj£" <J1JVEt

(){j<JEW£" ~101J EV JtVElJI-W1:L ayte,!, where the conscience is portrayed 
as standing over against the ego of Paul. 

Although many interpreters believe tha t the clause !-1ELa~V . . . 

WcOAOY01J!-1EVWV refers to the conflicting thoughts within an individ
ual person, it would seem difficult for the conflicting thoughts of 
one conscience to act "between one another," f.LEta1;v a.AI\.~AWV, as 
Schlatter remarks. The following sentence would therefore seem 
to reproduce Paul's thought more closely: On the Day of Judgment 
the Gentiles will give voice to their thoughts by accusing or ex
cusing one another. The meaning of verse 15, then, is simply this: 
On the Last Day, in the Judgment, the Gentiles will show that 
. ~lat l:._ La\\ ~vquirv" ;laS L""L1 WL~LL~n 011 ,;1eir hearts when their 
conscience stands over against their own ego and pusses Jud gmenl 
on what they have dnne, and when the r;.entiles accll~p or plse 

exonerate one another. 
Thus the Stoic concept of Natural Law and natural theology is 

not to be found in Romans 1 and 2. This is not to deny with Karl 
Barth any revelation of God at all outside Jesus Christ. For these 
chapters assert emphatically that God is ever-living and active, 
and confronts men with I {is truth and His will at all times. How
ever, these passages in Romans 1 and 2 are integral steps in the 
unified structure of this first great section of Romans, 1: 18-3 :20. 
Both Jews and Gentiles are under the judgment of God because 
they have made of His revelation an intellectualistic deduction 
from the nature of the universe and have not understood it obe
diently as His word directed personally to them. The Gentiles have 
done this by exchanging the glory of God for that of the creature; 
the Jews, by making themselves the proud possessors of the Law.80 

Thus the purpose of 1: 18-3: 20 is to show that it is the revelation 
of God in creation which condemns the whole world, "so that 
every mouth may be stopped and the world may be held accountable 
to God" C3:19b). 

III 
Since this is first of all a study in Biblical exegesis and theology, 

it is not our concern to take a detailed position for or against the 
three views in the current ecumenical discussion listed at the end 
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of Section I. Such an effort, which would also include an independ
ent attempt to indicate the relevance of Biblical theology for the 
Church's message in the midst of the present international disorder, 
must be left to further studies. Nevertheless, on the basis of the 
results of our investigation, we must note that any attempt to sub
sume portions of the Biblical message under the category of Natural 
Law and to make these the basis of international law is involved in 
a basic misunderstanding of Biblical theology. It is obvious, then, 
that future theological thought in this area has a difficult task 
before it: to avoid both the Scylla of making a new law out of the 
Gospel and the Charybdis of the "compartmentalization" between 
the Church and the problems of the world and the consequent 
meaninglessness of the Church's message for the world. 

Jonesville, Ind., and Guatemala City 
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