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CHAPTER 8 

Philo of Alexandria and 
Romans 5:12-21 

Adam Death, and. Grace 

JONATHAN WORTHINGTON 

Romans 5:12-21 is striking. Paul suddenly introduces Adam, and his 

claims are extreme: we are condemned, enslaved, and dead because 

of Adam; we are justified, enthroned, and alive because of Jesus. In 

Romans, Paul has already demonstrated humanity's sinfulness and need 

of God's gracious justification. Moving steadily backward through history, 

he described contemporary Gentiles and Jews (Rom 1-3), briefly evoked 

the exodus ("redemption,"3:24) and God's patience throughout the Mosaic 

era (3:25-26), then focused on Abraham's life (Rom 4). Romans 5:12-21 is 

the lethal climax of Paul's reverse trajectory: Adam is the root-source of our 

predicament. 
The content of Rom 5:12-21 is not its only striking feature. Paul's train of 

thought is equally surprising, for just as he introduces the discourse, he inter-

rupts himself. He begins a comparison but omits the actual comparison: "Just 

as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this 

way death came to all people, because all sinned" (5:12, italics added). Stop-

ping midsentence, he withholds the "so also"—until 5:18! When introducing 

Adam and Gen 3, why does Paul interrupt himself? 
Paul seems to realize that others may disagree with his account of Adam. 

Is Adam's "death"really for "all,"if others did not transgress like him? Everyone 

dies, but is that because of Adam's choice? Did Adam himself even die for his 

disobedience? We need not speculate about such views "out there."Paul is right; 

there would be disagreement. This becomes more clear and concrete (and, 

consequently, so too does Paul's own view) when we listen carefully to another 

Jewish interpreter of Adam—Philo of Alexandria. 
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Philo is uniquely situated as a comparison-partner with Paul at this point. 
Paul's interpretation of Adam in Gen 3 is integral to his whole point within Rom 
5:12-21, and out of all others who were writing in Paul's day, Philo provides the 
most deliberately detailed and exegetical interpretation of Gen 3. Thus, amidst 
many arresting ideas and intriguing ambiguities within Rom 5:12-21, our ques-
tion is particular: How do Philo and Paul interpret Adam's sin and death and 
the effect on his progeny? 

Philo of Alexandria 
"THEIR DEEDS WERE WORTHY OF WRATH" 

Philo lived in Alexandria, Egypt, from around 20 BC to AD 50. A Jewish com-
mentator on the Pentateuch, Philo sought to provide a scripturally focused 
and philosophically respectable picture of how people could please God. 
Though we have twenty of his commentaries on passages in Genesis, we will 
focus on the one titled On the Creation of the World (De opificio mundi). 

Adam's Sin and the Nature of Death. For Philo, Adam (in Gen 2) provides 
the model according to which humanity takes shape (Opif. 145-146). Adamic 
likeness can be beautiful, not least in bodily structure and mental capacity. But 
Adam (in Gen 3) committed a grievous wrong: he (and Eve) disobeyed God. 
Eating the forbidden fruit "instantly changed"them "out of a state of simplicity 
and innocence into one of treachery" (Opif. 156). And so the Father was "sorely 
angry."Philo writes that "[their] deeds were worthy of wrath, since passing by 
the tree of immortal life (which is the consummation of virtue) ... they chose 
instead the daily and mortal time—I cannot even say 'life,' but rather merely 
'time'—full of unhappiness. God appointed for them the punishments that 
were fitting" (Opif. 156). 

Adam and Eve were "the first to become slaves of a hard and incurable 
passion" (Opif. 167-168). They "immediately found the wages paid by plea-
sure": for Eve, violent birth pangs and the deprivation of liberty; for Adam, 
labors, distress, and unceasing sweat merely to gain life's bare necessities. 
Cosmically, the moment God saw that "evil began to get the better of the vir-
tues,"he shut his "ever-flowing springs of graces" so as not to "bring supplies 
to those felt to be unworthy of them" (Opif. 167-168). Total destruction would 
be God's "fitting justice"due to Adam and Eve's "thanklessness toward God, 
who is the benefactor and savior" (Opif. 169a). This was a very dark day. 

But God, who is "merciful by nature, took pity and moderated their 
punishment": he "permitted the race to continue" (Opif. 169). Philo notes 
the apparent tension in Gen 2-3: God promised Adam that "when you eat 
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from [the forbidden tree] you will certainly die" (Gen 2:17). But when the 

fatal moment arrived, God allowed Adam to remain alive, pronouncing 

only a difficult life (Gen 3). God's threat of death showed his "fitting justice," 

for the crime was horrible. God's alleviation of the death penalty showed 

his "mercy."Adam did not actually die that day. 

Humanity was affected by Adam's thankless treachery, though. God "no 

longer gave them food as he had done before from ready prepared stores" 

(Opif. 169). Also, Philo reuses his language of "slavery" from Adam and Eve 

(Opif. 167-168; see above) to explain what happens within every person 

who acts like Adam. If we succumb to temptation (like Adam), our "reason is 

immediately ensnared and becomes subject instead of ruler, slave instead of 

master ... a mortal instead of an immortal" (Opif. 165, italics added). 

Why is "reason" enslaved and mortalized, and how is that related to 

Adam and Gen 3? Underlying Philo's interpretation are philosophical as-

sumptions and ethical aims highly influenced by Platonism. An example 

of Philo's Platonic dualism is the belief that the soul is better than the body. 

Within the soul, reason is chief, for it is what makes us like God. Reason 

should be like a charioteer, controlling and driving horses toward his desti-

nation. But pleasure—a bodily thing—wars against our souls, against our 

reason. Pleasure enters our bodily senses (touch, sight, etc.) and, through our 

bodies, pressures our souls to do what is un-reasonable (contrary to God). 

Philo's Purpose for Examining Adam. With such philosophical and ethi-

cal underpinnings, Philo explores Adam's sin and its effects so as to reveal a 

universal psychology of temptation—so that his readers can resist. He reads 

the characters of Gen 3 in an allegorical manner, where each represents 

some deeper idea. The serpent is Philo's perfect image of pleasurable tempta-

tion: the serpent, making its appeal through Eve's physical senses (e.g., sight 

and taste), pressures Adam to submit to desire instead of to God— which 

is completely unreasonable. "What the serpent does to man, pleasure does 

to the soul" (Leg. 3.76). "Pleasures" (represented by the serpent) intrigue our 

physical "senses" (Eve) and put pressure on our "reason" (Adam), convincing 

our minds to yield. If we submit (as Adam did), then a type of slavery of soul 

and reason, even a type of mortality, is our lot (Opif. 165). 

Philo uses strong language, but we should not think he is arguing for 

some universal state of affairs because of what Adam did. That is not what he 

writes here, and his treatment of Adam elsewhere disallows that conclusion 

(cf. Leg. 1.106-108; QG 1.81). Adam's sin was no less than wretched treachery. 

It was despicable and worthy of God's wrath, and it earned him a type of slav-

ery and death. There even remains tough toil for us all because of Adam. There 
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is not, however, an inescapable wrath, slavery, or death that began when and 
because Adam transgressed. Just do not act like he did when tempted! 

Regarding our current project, we now have a more concrete vision of an 
available—and respected—Jewish interpretation of Adam in Gen 3. We can 
understand better why in Rom 5:12-21 Paul interrupts himself when intro-
ducing Adam, his sin, and his fatal influence on his progeny. And now we can 
be much more attentive to just how radical Paul's understanding is concerning 
Adam's act and influence—and therefore Jesus'. 

Romans 5:12-21 
"ONE TRESPASS RESULTED IN CONDEMNATION FOR ALL" 

"In Adam all die,"Paul wrote to the Corinthians (1 Cor 15:22). For the Romans 
he elaborates. Death entered history—definitely, as a foreign invader—through 
the sin of one man, Adam (Rom 5:12). What was Paul envisioning? Did Adam 
experience "death" the moment he sinned? For Philo, God's mercy meant Adam 
did not die; he lived, even having children. The latter point is indisputable, but 
Paul has a different construal of what happened to and because of Adam. 

Adam's Sin and the Nature of Death. "Death reigned" over everyone, from 
Adam to Moses (Rom 5:12-14) and ever since (5:17). This "death"is not poten-
tial, as it was for Philo, experienced only by those who act like Adam. Indeed, 
Paul explicitly writes, "Death reigned ... even over those who did not sin by 
breaking a command, as did Adam" (5:14, italics added)! Objective and unavoid-
able, death is the inescapable master. But is Philo wrong that Adam continued 
to live? What does Paul mean that death entered through Adam's sin, that death 
ruled everyone, that "the many died by the trespass of the one man" (5:15)? 

In Gen 1-5, the word death takes a prominent narratival role after Adam 
and Eve sin.' After Gen 3-4 narrates the beginnings, Gen 5 records Adam's 
genealogy. From this genealogy Philo had explained that Cain lost the honor 
of being Adam's heir because he was evil—thus unlike Adam—so Seth 
became the firstborn (QG 1.81).Yet another feature of this genealogy is its 
unique, unrelenting repetition of one phrase after each Adamic descendent 
(save Enoch, 5:24): "and then he died."2  Even Noah, whom Genesis portrays 
as something of a new Adam, has this finale: "and then he died" (9:29).3  For 

1. In Gen 1-3, "death"occurs in 2:17 and 3:3-4. After Adam's sin, "death"occurs in 4:8, 14-15, 
23, 25; 5:5, 8, 11, 14, 17, 20, 27, and 31. 
2. Cf. the genealogies in Gen 11 (though cf. Septuagint and Hebrew); 25; 36; 1 Chr 1-9. 
3. Noah's part in Adam's genealogy was begun in Gen 5:32, suspended until 9:28, and finally 
closed with the same Adamic epitaph (9:29). 
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Adam's family, death was the common experience, beginning with him. One 

might even say death reigned. 
But in Rom 5, Paul does not merely say that "death reigned." That hardly 

would have been controversial enough to make Paul interrupt himself in 

anticipation of an objection. Philo could have agreed that everyone physically 

dies (though not connecting it with Adam's sin so directly, and not thinking 

it necessarily a bad thing, because he viewed the soul as more important 

than the body because of his Platonism). Paul's claim is that death domi-

nated all people specifically because of "sin"and through "the one man."Paul 

reiterates: "sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin" 

(5:12a); "many died by the trespass of the one man" (5:15); "condemnation" 

came to all (5:16, 18), "death reigned" over all (5:17), and "the many were 

made sinners"—neither naturally nor even due to personal sin, but all because 

of "the one man,"Adam, and his "disobedience" (5:19).4  

Paul's Purpose for Examining Adam. Philo's primary concern while in-

terpreting Gen 3 was for his readers' morality, that they not sin like Adam. If 

they did, they would experience the soulish slavery and mortality that Adam 

(at least temporarily) had. But in Rom 5:12-21, excluding the one ambiguous 

phrase in 5:12 ("because all sinned"), Paul does not show concern for whether 

people sin like Adam. (Of course, elsewhere in Romans Paul is very concerned 

with personal ethics. He has already established forcefully in Rom 1-3 that all 

have sinned—cf. 4:5-8, 25; 5:6-10—and his readers' morals take a promi-

nent position in Rom 6, 8, and 12-14.) In 5:12-21, everyone is simply affected 

by Adam's decision/act: "made sinners" (5:19), brought "condemnation" (5:16, 

18), having"died" (5:15). As mentioned above, this is so, even for those not 

exactly like Adam (5:14). Philo's interpretation was dark; Paul's is extreme. 

Yet humanity's grim inheritance of Adam's fatal plight is not actually 

Paul's primary point either. In 5:12, Paul introduced his assumption about Ad-

am's tragic mark mainly because he wanted to draw attention to the alterna-

tive, namely, Jesus' triumphal mark. Realizing that some in his audience would 

not agree with his assumptions about Adam, sin, and death, he delayed set-

ting Jesus forward. As our analysis of a contemporary and prominent Jewish 

commentator (Philo) suggests, some would not have agreed with the severity 

of Paul's interpretation. So Paul clarified, for it was on the interpretation of 

Adam in Gen 3-5 that he was about to build his actual, primary, and climactic 

4. 	This fits well with the text's use of "him" in Gen 3. Adam was impassibly barred from 

the "tree of life,"the possibility of "living forever" (3:22-24). His death was sealed that day (as was 

Eve's, assumed within "him"in 3:22-24). All descendants are thereby born into a realm cut off 

from eternal life—i.e., death—because of the action/exile of the singular "him." 
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edifice. Only by Jesus' decision and action—and not by anyone's possession 
or observance of the law—can Adam's dead and condemned progeny receive 
justification and eternal life. And this is no mere reversal. Rather, Jesus' power 
and influence are so "much more" than Adam's! 

Paul's interpretation of Adam's sin, death, and thus condemnation for 
others has been brought into sharper focus by comparing it with Philo's very 
dark but still less tragic view. Because the hyper-severe nature of Paul's under-
standing of Adam's disobedience has been clarified in context, better justice 
can be done to Paul's primary (and much more extreme) point: God's gra-
cious gift in Jesus. Triumphant and hyper-excessive grace—which extends to 
condemned, enslaved, and dead people for righteousness, enthronement, and 
life—is due only to Jesus' obedience. Death in Adam, in its extreme version 
given by Paul in context, is Paul's necessary foil for understanding the primary 
christological point about grace and life. And it is such gracious life-in-Christ 
that serves as a foundation and launchpad —even thesis statement in Rom 
5:20-21—for what Paul writes in Rom 6-8. 
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CHAPTER 13 

Philo d'Alexandria and 
Romans 9:1-29: 

Grace, Mercy, and Reason 

ORREY MCFARLAND 

Romans 9 begins with an expression of grief. Paul declares that he could 

wish himself to be "cursed and cut off from Christ"for the sake of his 

fellow Jews who have not believed in the gospel (9:3). Such unbelief 

is troubling for Paul because the Jews were supposed to be the recipients of 

God's blessing. As he explains, they are "the people of Israel. Theirs is the 

adoption to sonship; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the 

law, the temple worship and the promises. Theirs are the patriarchs, and from 

them is traced the human ancestry of the Messiah" (9:4-5). Despite these 

divine privileges, however, many Jews have rejected the gospel. What, then, 

does this suggest about God's faithfulness to his promise? 

In Rom 9 Paul seeks to show that the present unbelief of the Jews does 

not mean God's promise has failed (9:6). To establish this point Paul makes a 

paradoxical claim: "Not all who are descended from Israel are Israel" (9:6). This 

distinction allows Paul to explain why some Jews have received the promise 

and others (despite being "from Israel") have not. Paul subsequently works 

through the early parts of scriptural history to show the constancy of God's 

promise to Israel. Moreover, Paul is concerned to show that God's decisions 

to bless some but not others are entirely just. As he concludes concerning 

God's elective purposes, "Is God unjust? Not at all!" (9:14). But what is the 

basis for Paul's understanding of God's justice as it relates to election? The 

distinctiveness of Paul's view on the relationship between divine righteous-

ness and election can be illuminated through a comparison with one of the 

most prolific Jewish authors of the Second Temple Period—Philo of Alex-

andria. As we shall see, in Rom 9 Paul was engaged in a lively conversation 
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about the character of God's faithfulness, a conversation that revolved 

around two interrelated questions: To whom is God gracious, and why to 

those people and not others? 

Philo of Alexandria  
"Two NATURES HAVE BEEN CREATED ... BY GOD" 

Philo came from a wealthy family and was well educated in Greek philoso-

phy and the Jewish Scriptures. He was also a devout member of his Jewish 

community and wrote to help others understand and live out Scripture. Thus, 

the majority of Philo's treatises are devoted to allegorical interpretation of 

the Torah. Philo searched for truth by penetrating the surface meaning of 

Scripture to see what its words, phrases, and characters symbolize. Now, the 

Torah is not straightforwardly philosophical; moreover, many of its stories 

seem to portray God in unseemly ways. Through allegory, however, the phil-

osophically astute Philo discovered a level of scriptural meaning where God's 

actions were sensible, the universe was orderly, and historical figures pointed 

to philosophical truths about human nature and virtue. 
Blessings Based on Natures. In one of his writings—the third book of his 

allegorical interpretation of Genesis (Legum allegoriae) —Philo (interpreting 

Gen 3:8-19) addresses some of the same theological questions as Paul does in 

Rom 9—why some people receive blessings and not others. Philo, however, 

reaches quite different conclusions. He was quite unsettled by the fact that the 

biblical text often depicts God blessing or cursing people for no obvious rea-

sons. For example, Philo protests that God "slays Er [Judah's son] without any 

visible cause" (Leg. 3.69; cf. Gen 38:7). Moreover, it strikes Philo as odd that in 

Gen 3 God did not allow the serpent to defend himself as he had allowed Eve 

(Leg. 3.65-68). For Philo, God's actions cannot be unreasonable or inexpli-

cable. Philo thus provides an ingenious solution to these otherwise baseless 

judgments: "God has made natures in the soul that are in themselves faulty 

and blameworthy" and others that are "excellent and praiseworthy" (Leg. 3.75, 

italics added). It is therefore the inherent goodness or badness of a person's 

nature—rather than one's explicit actions—that leads God to bless or curse 

them: "As God has hated [the Serpent] and [Er] without [giving] reasons, so 

also has he elevated excellent natures without clear reasons" (Leg. 3.77). 
Natures Revealed through Names. How, then, is a person's nature revealed? 

Because God cannot bless or curse people inexplicably, Philo finds in the text 

a basis for divine blessing and cursing perceived solely through a person's 

name. For Philo, behind every unmentioned action is a name, and behind the 
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name is a nature—whether praiseworthy or blameworthy—and this provides 
the warrant for God's decisions to bless or to curse (see figure 13.1). 

Figure 13.1: Philo's Allegorical Interpretation of God's Actions in Genesis 

Biblical figure with no 
listed works Name 	Nature The vindication 

of God's actions 

Noah. In his discussion of Noah, for example, Philo observes how "Noah 
found favor before the Lord God" (Leg. 3.77//Gen 6:8). However, no specific 
works are attributed to Noah that would justify God having blessed him. Philo 
thus reasons that Noah's favor was due to his praiseworthy nature, which is 
revealed through his name. As Philo explains, if "anyone asks why [Moses] 
says that Noah found favor before the Lord God although he had not, so far 
as our knowledge goes, done anything good, we shall properly answer that he 
was proven to have a praiseworthy nature from birth, for Noah means'rest' or 
'righteous' (Leg. 3.77). 

Abram. Philo discerns a similar rationale for God's blessing of Abram. 
Although Abram in Gen 12 does nothing to deserve God's calling, Philo finds 
the key to God's actions in the patriarch's name: "God produced this character 
having an image worthy of zeal, for 'Abram' means'father high-soaring"' (Leg. 
3.83). As Philo reasons, a guiding father is better for the soul than a threaten-
ing master; and soaring in contemplation of divine things is better than think-
ing on mortal things. Thus, both aspects of Abram's name are "praiseworthy" 
(3.84) and reflect his nature. 

Isaac and Ishmael. By recourse to a figure's name, Philo explains why God 
has blessed them. How, then, does Philo explain God's blessing or cursing of 
those (like Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau) whose destinies were announced 
prior to birth, and thus before they had done anything virtuous or unvirtuous? 
Philo presses his logic further: "But even before birth God molds some people 
and arranges things in their favor and chooses for them to have an excellent 
portion" (Leg. 3.85). For Philo, God cannot bless or curse arbitrarily; therefore, 
Philo finds a rationale for God's actions rooted in the person even before birth. 
Such prenatal favor was granted to Isaac, about whom God promised to Abra-
ham, "Sarah your wife shall bear you a son and you shall call his name Isaac, 
and I will establish my covenant with him to be an everlasting covenant" (Leg. 
3.85//Gen 17:19). Philo raises the necessary question: "What is it, then, that has 
made this one also to be praised before birth?" (3.86). He answers by distin-
guishing between those things that are good "not only when they have come, 
but also when it is foretold that they will come" (3.86, italics added). Isaac is an 
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example of the latter: because "joy, not only when present but when hoped for, 

causes the soul to overflow with rejoicing, God rightly considered Isaac before 

he was born worthy of his name and a great gift: for his name means 'laughter 

of soul' and'joy'and'gladness" (3.87, italics added). Thus, Isaac's name reveals 

his worthiness of God's blessing, even before his birth. 

Jacob and Esau. Philo offers a different explanation for God's choice of 

Jacob over Esau, one based on God's foreknowledge. Philo explains: "God 

the creator of living beings knows his own handiwork well, even before he 

has thoroughly chiseled them, both their faculties ... and their works and 

passions" (Leg. 3.88, italics added). According to Philo, even the "slightest 

breeze of virtue points to leadership and authority,"while the beginnings of 

wickedness "enslave reason,"which leads to a base and irrational life (3.89). 

Therefore, although Esau was the older son and thus Isaac's rightful heir, 

God's decision that "the older will serve the younger" (Leg. 3.88//Gen 25:23) 

was based on God's foreknowledge of how the twins would live out their 

respective lives. 

Accordingly, there are "two natures created and molded and chiseled fully 

by God,"one blameworthy and one praiseworthy (Leg. 3.104). This distinction 

clarifies what the biblical text leaves unsaid and, to Philo's mind, vindicates God's 

actions. Philo is not interested in determinism—in relating one's ultimate fate to 

their God-molded nature—but in explaining how those natures relate to God's 

actions in bestowing blessings and curses. Thus, the one true God is a logical 

God who acts wisely—which, for Philo, means that God's actions make sense. 

Figure 13.2: Philo's Allegorized Names in Genesis 

Figure's Name 

The Serpent 

Eve 

Noah 

Abram 

Isaac 

Jacob and Esau 

Name's Meaning 

Pleasure 

Sense Perception 

Rest or Righteous 

High-Soaring Father 

Joy 

N/A 

God's Action 

Condemns 

Allows for defense 

Gives favor 

Calls and blesses 

Establishes covenant 

Chooses based on foreknowledge 

Romans 9:1-29 
"I WILL HAVE MERCY ON WHOM I HAVE MERCY" 

In Rom 9, Paul insists that "God's word" (his promise) has not "failed" (9:6). 

He therefore traces God's electing activity through fundamental points in 
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scriptural history to prove how a chosen people has always been constituted 
by that promise. Paul analyzes several of the same patriarchs as Philo does, yet 
in his argumentation, Paul deconstructs the kinds of rational explanations that 
Philo was insistent on finding in the Genesis narratives. Indeed, Paul recog-
nizes none of the qualities that, according to Philo, had made these figures 
praiseworthy. Instead, Paul concludes that receipt of the promise is based 
entirely on God's merciful choice. 

Isaac and Ishmael. Paul's defense of God's faithfulness begins with an 
apparent contradiction: "Not all who are descended from Israel are Israel" 
(9:6). This shows that receipt of the promise is not dependent strictly on 
ethnicity. Rather, Abraham's family is constituted by God's choice. This, Paul 
demonstrates, is how God has operated since the beginning: "It is through 
Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned" (Rom 9:7//Gen 21:12). Paul's point 
is that, even in the first generation, God chose to fulfill his covenant prom-
ises through Isaac's lineage rather than that of Ishmael, Abraham's firstborn 
son. As Paul explains, "It is not the children by physical descent who are God's 
children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham's 
offspring. For this was how the promise was stated:'At the appointed time I 
will return, and Sarah will have a son'" (Rom 9:8-9, italics added//Gen 18:14). 
In other words, Isaac is a child of the promise neither because of his "physical 
descent" (ethnicity/birthright) nor even because of his praiseworthy nature 
(as Philo argued), but due solely to the promise God made to Abraham that it 
would be Sarah, not Hagar, who would produce an heir (Rom 9:9; cf. 4:18-21; 
Gal 4:22-23).1  

Jacob and Esau. Paul reasons similarly with regard to God's choice of 
Jacob. For Paul, God chose Jacob over his twin brother Esau prior to birth 
so that his election would take place before they had "done anything good 
or bad" (9:11). Election occurs "not by works but by him who calls" (9:12). 
Jacob's election, therefore, is based not on his future actions (as for Philo) but 
solely on the initiative of the God "who calls"—having declared, "The older 
will serve the younger" (Rom 9:12//Gen 25:23) and "Jacob I loved, but Esau I 
hated" (Rom 9:13//Mal 1:2). Thus, any presumption based on works or birth-
right is undercut. 

Gentiles. The counterintuitive election of Jacob also helps to explain 
God's calling of Gentiles. Paul, seeking to show God's freedom in extending 
the promise to those outside of Israel (9:24), reworks a citation from Hosea 

1. 	Paul also stresses Abraham's unworthiness when he says he was justified while ungodly 
(Rom 4:5). 
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to apply it to Gentiles: "I will call them'my people'who are not my people; 
and I will call her'my loved one' who is not my loved one" (Rom 9:25//Hos 
2:23). Gentiles are now called and loved despite their prior exclusion ("not 
my people") and inherent unworthiness ("not my loved one"). Indeed, God 
declares that "you are my people" (Hos 2:23) and promises that "they will be 
called'children of the living God" (Rom 9:26//Hos 1:10). Thus, both Jews and 
Gentiles are God's people because of God's electing mercy, and the same 
inexplicable mercy that was at work in Israel's early history (9:6-18) remains 
operative in the present (9:24-33; 11:1-6). 

Election Based on Mercy. Thus, where Philo found in Genesis a logic for 
God's actions that was based on a person's name, character, or future behav-
ior, Paul finds no such logic. Neither virtuous acts nor physical descent nor so-
cial status are determinative of God's grace and mercy. For Philo, God cannot 
be merciful arbitrarily; for Paul, however, God's mercy seems arbitrary, because 
it works with no reference point in any human criteria. Paul understands that 
his argument seems to cast God in a capricious light, so he asks, "What then 
shall we say? Is God unjust?" (9:14). Paul answers with an emphatic "Not at 
all!" (9:14). He bases his assertion in God's declaration to Moses following 
the golden calf incident: "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will 
have compassion on whom I have compassion" (Rom 9:15//Exod 33:19). God's 
mercy is issued in accordance with God's will alone (9:16-18), and nobody 
has the right to challenge the Creator's decisions (9:19-23). But God is nei-
ther arbitrary nor unjust. Paul's understanding of God's mercy is founded on 
his understanding of Christ's death and resurrection for the ungodly (3:21-26; 
5:6-8; 10:1-17). Because God has fulfilled his promise to Abraham, and thus 
to Israel, by giving Jesus Christ for sinners (those who do not deserve the gift), 
this event has reshaped how Paul reads the history of God's faithfulness to 
the promise; and this is what creates the distance between Paul's and Philo's 
views on why and to whom God is merciful. 

Philo's and Paul's use of similar characters and probing of similar ques-
tions is met by equally dissimilar understandings of God's generosity. It is not 
questioned whether God is gracious, but why. Paul's explanation would be 
unsettling to Philo, because, for Philo, the universe depends on a God whose 
ways are rational and justifiable. For Paul, however, God's merciful election is 
logically inexplicable because it is dependent solely on God's willingness to be 
merciful. And this understanding of divine favor is, for Paul, the key to tracing 
the thread of God's merciful election within Israel, as well as the basis for 
God's establishment of the multiethnic church. 
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CHAPTER 14 

Philo of Alexandria and Romans 
9:30-10:21: The Commandment and 

the Quest for the Good Life 

DAVID LINCICUM 

In Rom 9-11 Paul addresses the problem of Jewish unbelief in the gospel 

and the resultant problem of Gentile Christian boasting. In chapter 9, 

after first confessing his sorrow at the situation and stressing the divine 

privileges his compatriots have received (9:1-5), Paul develops a sustained 

argument contending that there has always been a process of election within 

historical Israel, and so the fact that some have not believed is entirely con-

sistent with God's electing purposes rather than indicating that "God's word 

had failed" (9:6-29). These electing purposes have, moreover, been extended 

in a surprising way to the Gentiles. But how can it be that God's chosen 

people, Israel, have only partially believed, while the Gentiles, who had no 

claim on the covenant, have now been included in the people of God? In 

Rom 9:30-10:21, Paul moves beyond his initial argument about election to 

explain further this state of affairs. 
Part of Paul's argument is the claim that Israel failed to grasp the 

Messiah they had awaited, not simply because of divine hardening, but 

because Israel had not pursued righteousness in the correct manner. The law 

should have led Paul's fellow Jews to faith in Jesus as the Messiah, but—

Paul alleges—they failed to reach this goal because they approached the law 

in the wrong way. In this manner, the inclusion of Gentiles in the righteous-

ness of the covenant community is closely (and unexpectedly) bound up 

with the failure of most Jews to recognize the goal of the law in the Messiah 

(9:30-10:4). The "righteousness"that Israel unsuccessfully sought and the 

Gentiles unintentionally found, Paul goes on to argue, is available to all 

indiscriminately on the basis of faith in the Messiah (10:5-13). And the 
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divine election that Paul has described at length in Rom 9:6-29 cannot be 
taken to excuse Israel for their unbelief, since messengers who proclaimed 
an intelligible message to Israel had announced the gospel to them, leaving 
them without excuse (10:14-21). 

In what is perhaps the most puzzling element of a passage that could 
by no means be called straightforward, Paul apparently contrasts two kinds 
of righteousness in 10:5-8: the "righteousness that is by the law" and 
the "righteousness that is by faith." In support of the first, he cites Lev 18:5, 
while the second is personified and speaks words that sound reminiscent 
of Deut 30:11-14. But the Deuteronomy quotation differs from the original 
Septuagint version, from which it was ultimately taken, in some intriguing 
ways. A comparison with Philo of Alexandria helps elucidate this point. 

Philo of Alexandria  
"A PRAISEWORTHY AND PERFECT LIFE" 

We have already encountered Philo, the urbane Alexandrian Jewish philos-
opher and exegete from the first century who wrote voluminously on the 
Pentateuch, combining his interpretative interests with his fascination with 
the tradition of Plato's philosophy. Philo's vast writings are remarkable for 
the intellectual restlessness with which he tries to square biblical faith and 
philosophical thought. He was not hesitant to employ allegorical read-
ing strategies to achieve this resolution, and generations of scholars have 
praised or blamed him for that choice. But more recent scholarship has 
emphasized Philo's Jewish identity and taken more seriously his claim to be 
an interpreter of Israel's Torah. 

The way Philo uses Deut 30:11-14 sheds some interesting light on Paul's 
usage of the same verses in Rom 10:6-8. Philo paraphrases Deut 30:11-14 
a number of times in his works. For example, in his treatise On the Virtues 
(De virtutibus), which is an extended meditation on the biblical evidence 
for some philosophical virtues, he uses Deut 30:14 to speak of three ways of 
repentance—in thoughts, intentions, and actions, corresponding to the Sep-
tuagint's heart, mouth, and hands. It is worth pausing to consider in greater 
detail Philo's interpretation of Deut 30:14. 

[Moses] has also certainly offered very good instructions for re-
pentance, by which we are taught to change our way of life from a 
discordant one to a better and improved one. For he says that this 
thing is not excessively great nor too far away, neither is it in the 
atmosphere high above nor at the ends of the earth or beyond the 
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great sea, so that we are unable to receive it, but it is very near, dwell-
ing in three parts of our own selves, in mouth and heart and hand, 
which symbolize words and intentions and actions. For "mouth"is 
the symbol of the word, "heart"of intentions, and "hands" of actions, 
and in all of these is well-being. For whenever thought aligns with 
word and intention aligns with action, then such a life is praiseworthy 
and perfect; but when these are at odds with each other, then one is 
imperfect and blameworthy. Unless someone forgets this harmony, 
they will be pleasing to God, both God-loving and God-loved. 

ON THE VIRTUES 183-184 

Holistic Acceptance of the Law. Philo here offers a reflective unfold-
ing of the Deuteronomy citation. The Greek translation mentions that the 
commandment is neither excessive nor far-off, but rather, "the word is very 
near you, in your mouth and in your heart and in your hands, so that you 
may do it" (LXX Deut 30:14). Philo asks the natural question: Why is there 
a threefold repetition here? Is the adding up of body parts—mouth, heart, 
hands—merely rhetorical flourish, or do the individual elements men-
tioned signify different emphases? To these questions he offers an attractive 
answer: the biblical text is speaking of the holistic acceptance of the law, in 
words and intentions and actions. Philo suggests this indicates a situation in 
which "thought aligns with word and intention aligns with action." Keeping 
the law is a matter of personal integrity and being free from inner conflict: 
rather than being merely a matter of external obedience, truly obeying 
means that what one says is a clear reflection of what one thinks, and what 
one does is not in disagreement with what one wishes or intends to do. This 
total obedience is the way to the good life. 

The Benefits of Obedience. Thus, the overall thrust of Deut 30:11-14 is (1) 
to deny that keeping the law is difficult—it is, as Philo states, neither "ex-
cessively great nor too far away"— as well as (2) to stress the benefits of 
obeying God's command. For Philo, doing the law is beneficial, since obey-
ing God leads one to a healthy and well-rounded life, free from inner con-
flict and full of well-being and peace. In the broader context (Virt. 175-187), 
Philo also mentions benefits such as bodily health and safety during travel, 
ideas adapted from the catalog of blessings and curses in Deut 27-28. If 
some of the terminology Philo uses to express this seems philosophically 
inflected, his basic point is not obscured by it. 

One could say Philo offers a fairly straightforward, if expansive, para-
phrase of these verses. If Philo is known for his interest in allegory, that 
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interest does not seem to be very much in evidence here—or at least the 
allegorical elements seem not to distort the basic message of Deut 30:11-14. 
Philo looks to these verses in order to urge obedience to God's commands, 
by using them to stress how possible and beneficial such obedience really 
is. Philo is far from any sort of wooden legalism that implies a commercial 
exchange of goods between God and humanity in a strict tit-for-tat manner. 
Rather, he paraphrases Deuteronomy's message, even while avoiding the 
term "commandment,"to present obedience as being in the human subject's 
best interests, a way to "well-being" and internal peace. In this sense, Philo 
riffs on the original context of Deut 30:11-14, which also functions to urge 
obedience to the law, and even though he uses philosophical vocabulary 
to enumerate the benefits of obedience, his basic construal of the passage 
seems to be more or less in line with the Deuteronomic original. 

Romans 9:30-10:21 
"THE WORD IS NEAR YOU" 

Paul's rendering of Deut 30:12-14 in Rom 10:6-8, by contrast, seems much 
less straightforward. In his quotation of Deuteronomy, Paul has made three 
substantial interpretative judgments that are expressed in his presentation of 
the text. 

Renouncing Self-Reliance. First, Paul introduces the text with words drawn 
from Deut 8:17 or 9:4 (where they occur identically in similar contexts): "Do 
not say in your heart." In both Deut 8 and 9, Israel is warned not to grow 
proud after they have entered the land of promise and say in their hearts, "My 
power and the strength of my hands have produced this wealth for me" (Deut 
8:17), or "The LORD has brought me here ... because of my righteousness" 
(9:4). Paul invokes this stress against self-reliance as the lens through which 
his reading of Deut 30:12-14 is to be seen. 

Erasing the "Doing." Second, Paul edits out any notion of "doing"the 
commandment from the original. The following presentation of the text shows 
what Paul has omitted in underline: 
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LXX Deuteronomy 30:12-14 
translation) 

[The command] is not in heaven 
that one should say, 

"Who will ascend for us into heaven 
and take it for us? And once we have  
heard, we will do it."Nor is it on the 
other side of the sea that one should 
say, 

"Who will cross over to the other 
side of the sea for us and take it for 
us? And when he has caused us to  
hear it, we will do it." 

The word is very near you, in your 
mouth and in your heart and in  
your hands, in order for you to do it. 

Romans 10:6-8 

But the righteousness that is by 
faith says: "Do not say in your heart, 

'Who will ascend into heaven?' 
(that is, to bring Christ down) "or 

'Who will descend into the deep?' 
(that is, to bring Christ up from the 
dead). But what does it say? 

"The word is near you; it is in your 
mouth and in your heart,"that is, 
the message concerning faith that 
we proclaim. 

This, in turn, prepares the way for Paul's third change. 

Replacing the Commandment with Christ. Paul intersperses comments 

in his citation of the text that specify Christ as the object of the actions (as 

opposed to "the commandment"). Here also one can observe a progression 

by which Deuteronomy's commandment is replaced with Christ, who, in turn, 

is elided into the message about him, the word of faith. The specific content of 

Paul's interpretation might have been surprising to a Jewish audience, but this 

way of rewriting a scriptural citation as a means of conveying one's interpreta-

tion of the text was not uncommon in Second Temple Judaism. 

Paul's formal method can be paralleled in part from both the Qumran 

pesharim —commentaries that cite Scripture and identify the fulfillment of 

prophecy in contemporary events—and elsewhere in Philo's writings. While 

Philo seeks a certain deeper identification for the three terms in Deut 30:14 

(mouth, heart, hand), Paul seeks a deeper identification of the commandment 

itself, finding it in Christ. But while Philo's allegorical hermeneutic operates 

with a sense of the divine fullness of Scripture, he does not seem to have had 

the same sense of living in the last days that we find in Paul. Both Paul and 

Philo have in common a desire to explain elements in the Deuteronomic text 

by means of realities outside the text, but their explanations naturally differ 
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because of the concrete aims with which they approach the task of under-
standing Scripture. 

These clear contrasts in intention help explain the most striking differ-
ence between Paul and Philo in their interpretation of Deut 30:11-14. Philo 
has sought to understand and exposit the ways in which obedience to the 
Torah's commands is achievable and worthwhile, but Paul has erased any hint 
of"doing"the commandments, instead placing emphasis on confessing and 
trusting Jesus as the Messiah. So, in Rom 10:5-8, Paul offers a discussion of 
two types of righteousness: the righteousness from the law and the righteous-
ness from faith, each with its own witness in the law. Leviticus 18:5 serves as 
a witness to righteousness from the law and speaks of "the person who obeys 
[the commandments]" ("the person who does [them],"Rom 10:5), while Paul 
has, by way of contrast, extensively rewritten Deuteronomy to expunge any 
notion of doing. 

Arguably, Paul invokes Leviticus not as a witness to any sort of merit 
theology whereby one might "earn" one's way to heaven, but rather as an 
example of the conditional logic of the covenant: human behavior in accor-
dance with the terms of the covenant will meet with life, the promised end 
of that covenant. To this scenario of human obedience that leads to life, Paul 
opposes his interpretation of Deuteronomy, according to which the Messiah 
is the ultimate aim of Torah, and so has achieved the conditions for righ-
teousness for Gentile and Jew alike. 

While Philo uses Deut 30:11-14 to express the very real attainability of 
obedience to the law and to stress the benefits such obedience renders, for 
Paul, the Messiah has in some sense taken the place of the command. Both 
Philo and Paul might be said to have offered contextual interpretations of 
Deuteronomy, but their basic construal of that book differs in significant ways. 
Philo's exhortations approximate the tone and content of the original Deu-
teronomic elements in a relatively straightforward way, but Paul has offered a 
surprising interpretation of Deuteronomy from his perspective as an apostle 
to the Gentiles. He views the book retrospectively from his perception of 
the Christ event, and so gives a radical clarification of the true referent of 
the "commandment,"ultimately identifying this as Jesus Christ. Paul, like 
Philo, may be seen to offer a proposal for how Deut 30:11-14 leads to the 
good life, but the precise content of that good life clearly differs. 

In Rom 9:30-10:21, then, Paul's argument serves to undercut any sugges-
tion that Israel might find an excuse for unbelief in the nature of the law God 
gave them or in the way the message was announced to them. Having already 
established divine election in Rom 9:6-29, Paul now firmly lays the emphasis 
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on human responsibility. In this context, Paul's appeal to Deuteronomy allows 

him to give substance to his claim that "Christ is the culmination of the law" 

(10:4), and so to emphasize that God's gracious provision has always been 

sufficient for his people. 
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