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Works “of Law” versus Works “of Faith” 

Recently, a friend pointed out to me that at least on the surface, Romans 2:13 seems to be saying the opposite of 

Romans 3:19-20 and Galatians 2:21.  I paste below these verses along with a couple of others that should be 

considered with them.   

Romans 2:12 For as many as have sinned without law will also perish without law, and as many as have 

sinned in the law will be judged by the law  Romans 2:13 (for not the hearers of the law are just in the 

sight of God, but the doers of the law will be justified) 

 

Compare with…. 

 

Romans 3:19-20 Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, that 

every mouth may be stopped, and all the world may become guilty before God. Therefore by the works “of 

law” no flesh will be justified in His sight, for by the law is the knowledge of sin. (I left out the article “the” 

and just show “works of law” because the article is not in the Greek. Paul’s phrase is literally “works of 

law.) 

 
And… 

Galatians 2:21 "I do not set aside the grace of God; for if righteousness comes through the law, then Christ 

died in vain." 
 

To the one suggesting that there seems to be a conflict, I say that there is no conflict at all. This demonstrates the 

danger of looking at a verse in isolation of its context. When we do, we will often misinterpret what the author 

(Paul) was trying to communicate. Romans 1:16-3:31 contains a lengthy argument and to understand it, we must 

not pick out one verse as if it is a self-contained, stand-alone statement.  

Romans 2:13 is describing a group of people called “doers of the law” and this group of people will be justified 

rather than the people who only hear the law but don’t do it.  Romans 3:20 and Galatians 2:21 are not talking about 

the people. Rather, they are talking about the means of justification. Specifically, in Gal 2:21 and Rom 3:20, Paul is 

making the argument that justification does not come (or result) from “works of law.”  “Works of law” are not the 

means to justification. (“Works of law” is the exact translation of Paul’s phrase, not “works of the law.”) 

Said another way, Romans 2:13 is not talking about the means to justification. It is merely talking about a group 

of people who will be justified. And these people happen to be people who are “doers of the law.” Paul is not 

saying in Romans 2:13 that these people will be justified BECAUSE they did “works of law.” We know from his entire 

argument that they were justified by faith. Actually, they lived their lives by faith. They did not seek to be justified 

on the basis of the “works of law” that they were doing. No, they trusted in Christ’s work and, having been 

reconciled through His blood, they lived out the rest of their lives gladly obeying Him because they love Him and 

were thankful to Him. By the end of their life, they had performed countless acts of obedience from the heart and 

this qualifies them in God’s sight as “doers of the law.” Even though they did not seek to be justified by doing 

“works of law,” their lives were filled with good works that please God and they did these works out of faith 

throughout their lives. 

There is another point that can be made here that supports what I have already said above. This point has to do 

with a phrase that only Paul used and that phrase is “works of law.” In the Greek, this phrase is only two words: 

e;rgwn no,mou (literally “works law.”) But because both of these words are in the genitive case, it is literally 

translated as “works of law.” The genitive case conveys the idea of association with or ownership. So, the works 

being talked about are in association with the law or “of law.” This specific phrase is used only by Paul so he clearly 

was trying to communicate a concept that he thought was important. (Note:  This specific phrase is used only in 
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Romans  3:20, 28; 9:32; Galatians 2:16; 3:2, 5, 10 and these verses appear in English and Greek at the very bottom 

of this article just for reference.) 

Let your mind dwell on the idea expressed in Paul’s use of the genitive case with these two words. The word 

“law” is the predominant word which seems to qualify the type of works Paul had in mind.  They are works of law. 

Perhaps it might be good to contrast this type of works with the works conveyed by the phrase “works of faith.” It 

appears that by using his phrase, “works of law,” Paul was trying to distinguish between works associated with the 

useless attempt of a person trying to be justified by keeping the law. Such a person has wrongly assumed that he 

can merit God’s acceptance by keeping the law (doing works “of law”).  Paul talks about this bad assumption later 

in the book of Romans: 

 

What shall we say then? That Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have attained to righteousness 

(justification), even the righteousness of faith; but Israel, pursuing the law of righteousness, has not 

attained to the law of righteousness. Why? Because they did not seek it by faith, but as it were, by the works 

of law. For they stumbled at that stumbling stone. (Romans 9:30-32) The word justification in parenthesis 

is my insertion. 

 

The people who ultimately qualify as “doers of the law” (per Romans 2:13) are the ones who did not 
attempt to be justified by doing “works of law.” In contrast, while they were dead in their trespasses and 
sins, God raised them up to new life in Christ by His grace. Having this new life in them, they immediately 
began to serve God with thankful, obedient hearts doing good works because they love God.   
 

For by grace are you saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, lest 

anyone should boast. For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 

prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.  (Ephesians 2:8-10) 

 

It was always God’s plan to create a holy people whose lives are characterized by righteousness. Most 
religious people falsely assume that they can accomplish such a life by trying to do works “of law.” They 
falsely assume that they can be justified before God this way. No matter how hard they try by doing 
“works of law,” they utterly fail to accomplish righteous living that pleases God. It can’t be accomplished 
this way. 

To bring this about, God made a way of salvation that included the complete removal of all 
condemnation for sins committed. (Jesus took all the punishment and God’s righteous demand for 
payment was fully met.) All those in Christ Jesus have been set free with no more hopelessness associated 
with the futile attempt to be justified by doing works of law. (Trying this only produces the awareness of 
one’s just condemnation.) But being free from all condemnation, they now serve God with thankful, 
obedient hearts and as a result, their lives are filled with works that God counts as righteous because they 
are done by faith. In the end, they prove to be the actual doers of the law. And in the end, they will cast 
their crowns at the feet of Jesus and worship Him as the One who deserves all the credit. 
 

Thomas Bear,    2/28/2020 

Ouvai. moi, evstin eva.n mh. euvaggeli,zwmai (Pros Korinqious A 9:16)  

 
 
 
For reference, below are all the verses that include Paul’s phrase “works of law:” 
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NKJ Romans 3:19-20 Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, that 

every mouth may be stopped, and all the world may become guilty before God. Therefore by the works “of 

law” no flesh will be justified in His sight, for by the law is the knowledge of sin. 
 
BYZ Romans 3:19 Oi;damen de. o[ti o[sa o` no,moj le,gei toi/j evn tw/| no,mw| lalei/ i[na pa/n sto,ma fragh/| kai. 
u`po,dikoj ge,nhtai pa/j ò ko,smoj tw/| qew/|\ 
Romans 3:20 dio,ti evx e;rgwn no,mou ouv dikaiwqh,setai pa/sa sa.rx evnw,pion auvtou/ dia. ga.r no,mou 
evpi,gnwsij àmarti,aj 

 

NKJ Galatians 2:16 "knowing that a man is not justified by the works “of law” but by faith in Jesus Christ, 

even we have believed in Christ Jesus, that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works “of 

law;” for by the works “of law” no flesh shall be justified. 
 
BYZ Galatians 2:16 eivdo,tej o[ti ouv dikaiou/tai a;nqrwpoj evx e;rgwn no,mou eva.n mh. dia. pi,stewj VIhsou/ 
Cristou/ kai. h`mei/j eivj Cristo.n VIhsou/n evpisteu,samen i[na dikaiwqw/men evk pi,stewj Cristou/ kai. ouvk evx 
e;rgwn no,mou dio,ti ouv dikaiwqh,setai evx e;rgwn no,mou pa/sa sa,rx 
 
 

NKJ Romans 3:28  Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from works of law. 

BYZ Romans 3:28 logizo,meqa ou=n pi,stei dikaiou/sqai a;nqrwpon cwri.j e;rgwn no,mou 

 

NKJ Galatians 3:10 For as many as are of the works of law are under the curse; for it is written, "Cursed is 

everyone who does not continue in all things which are written in the book of the law, to do them." 

 
BYZ Galatians 3:10 o[soi ga.r evx e;rgwn no,mou eivsi.n u`po. kata,ran eivsi,n\ ge,graptai ga.r VEpikata,ratoj pa/j 
o]j ouvk evmme,nei evn pa/sin toi/j gegramme,noij evn tw/| bibli,w| tou/ no,mou tou/ poih/sai auvta, 

 
NKJ Romans 9:32 Why? Because they did not seek it by faith, but as it were, by the works “of law.” For 

they stumbled at that stumbling stone. 
 
BYZ Romans 9:32 dia. ti, o[ti ouvk evk pi,stewj avll wj̀ evx e;rgwn no,mou, prose,koyan ga.r tw/| li,qw| tou/ 
prosko,mmatoj 
 

NKJGalatians 3:2 This only I want to learn from you: Did you receive the Spirit by the works “of law,” or 

by the hearing of faith? 
 
BYZ Galatians 3:2 tou/to mo,non qe,lw maqei/n avf u`mw/n\ evx e;rgwn no,mou to. pneu/ma evla,bete h' evx avkoh/j 
pi,stewj 
 

NKJ Galatians 3:5 Therefore He who supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among you, does He do 

it by the works “of law,” or by the hearing of faith? -- 
 
BYZ Galatians 3:5 ò ou=n evpicorhgw/n u`mi/n to. pneu/ma kai. evnergw/n duna,meij evn u`mi/n evx e;rgwn no,mou h' evx 
avkoh/j pi,stewj 
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