
“The Christian and the Law” (part 1) 
Romans 7:1-25 

If you have your Bible with you, go ahead and be finding your place in Romans 7.  

We’ve been in a series that I have given the title, “Spiritual Habits.”  It is really a 

study of the Christian life.  The three chapters that we are looking at are at the 

heart of the book of Romans.  In chapters 6-8, the apostle Paul explains the 

nature of the Christian life.  I talk to a lot of believers who often feel defeated in 

life, and  they have come to the conclusion that victorious living is beyond their 

reach.  What they don’t realize is that God has already made every provision for 

them in Christ.  Paul says in chapter 6 that it is a matter of knowing, considering, 

and yielding.  

In chapter 7, Paul explains the relationship that a believer has with the law of 

God.  I introduced the subject of the law last week as we considered what Paul 

meant when he said that believers are not under law but under grace.  What 

exactly does that mean?  Well, I showed you that it does not imply that we are 

outlaws.  We are no longer under the condemnation of the law for failure of 

having not lived up to the law’s demands.  Before you became a Christian, you 

were under the condemnation of the law.  You stood guilty before God as a 

lawbreaker.  No matter how hard you tried, you could not be righteous or live 

righteously, and it was impossible for you to fulfill the righteous requirement of the 

law.  But when you placed your faith in Jesus, you were forgiven and declared 

righteous on the basis of faith.  His righteousness was deposited into your 

account. 

Now that this is true of you as a believer, does it mean you are free to completely 

disregard God’s moral law?  The answer is no.  Evidence that you have been 

truly saved is that you will long to obey His law because it has now been written 

upon your heart.  And as we will see, God has also given you the Holy Spirit who 

enables your obedience. 



Paul deals with the subject of ‘law’ in chapter 7 where the word is mentioned 

some 23 times.  Also, he uses the word ‘commandment’ 6 times.  It is clear that 

Paul wants us as believers to understand the relationship that we have to the law 

of God. 

When Paul uses this word, he not only refers to Mosaic law but also law in 

general as a principle.  Earlier in chapter 2, he said that a person who is not a 

Christian is under law.  Even Gentiles who had never heard the Mosaic law were 

under law, for they were a law unto themselves.  In other words, all of humanity is 

under law as the result of sin.   

Just as there are only two positions to be in, Adam or Christ, there are also only 

two principles to live by, law or grace.  Being under law means that you have to 

attempt to justify yourself before God by your own actions, or by your own works.   

Martyn Lloyd-Jones said that law is always something that comes to a person 

and says, ‘Do this and you shall live.’  It is the exact opposite to justification by 

faith.  Paul is very clear when he says we are not under law.  Why?  Because it is 

the only way we can ever see or understand the truth that he has already stated, 

that ‘sin will have no dominion over you.’ 

No law can deliver us from the dominion of sin.  Only the grace of God in Jesus 

Christ can.  That is the point that he makes here in chapter 7. 

Warren Wiersbe—“Every growing Christian understands the experience of 

Romans 6-7.  Once we learn how to know, reckon, and yield, we start getting 

victory over the habits of the flesh and we feel we are becoming more spiritual.  

We set high standards and ideals for ourselves and for a while seem to attain 

them.  Then everything collapses!  We start to see deeper into our own hearts 

and we discern sins that we did not know were there.” 



The irony of becoming more like Jesus is that you also become more aware of 

your own sin and need for grace.  You become more sensitive to sin’s presence 

in your life. 

One of the greatest painters in European history was a Dutch artist by the name 

of Rembrandt who was born in 1606.  He was known for his self-portraits and 

biblical scenes.  One of his most famous works is a painting of the crucifixion and 

is simply called, “The Three Crosses.”  If you were to see it for yourself, your 

attention would be drawn first to the center cross on which Jesus died.  Then, as 

you would look at the crowd gathered around the foot of that cross, you’d notice 

the various facial expressions and actions of the people involved in the awful act 

of crucifying the Son of God.  Finally, your eyes would drift to the edge of the 

painting and catch sight of another figure, almost hidden in the shadows with a 

hammer in his hand.  It is Rembrandt himself, for he recognized that by his sins, 

he helped nail Jesus to the cross. 

A Christian is someone who doesn’t primarily see other people responsible for 

the death of Jesus, but sees himself as the one who holds the hammer.  Such is 

Paul’s words to us here in Romans 7.  His words in this chapter are both a 

warning and a comfort to us.  They warn us in the sense that we are reminded 

that no person ever becomes so advanced in the Christian life that they no longer 

see their sin.  The more mature we become in our faith, the more we see sin our 

hearts.  The more holy we become, the less holy we will feel.  He also warns us 

that none of us ever outgrows the struggle with sin.  He says that as believers, 

we can expect a fight with indwelling sin, and it is a lifelong struggle.  

And yet this passage is also a wonderful comfort to our hearts.  It is comforting 

because Paul opens up and tells us all about his own struggle with sin.  He says 

that no matter how hard we try, it is not within our ability to keep the law of God.  

But that is why God gives us His Spirit—to empower our obedience! 



1—The INJUNCTION of the law (7:1-6) 

“Or do you not know, brothers—for I am speaking to those woh know the law—

that the law is binding on a person only as long as he lives?  For a married 

woman is bound by law to her husband while he lives, but if her husband dies 

she is released from the law of marriage.  Accordingly, she will be called an 

adulteress if she lives with another man while her husband is alive.  But if her 

husband dies, she is free from that law, and if she marries another man she is 

not an adulteress.  Likewise, my brothers, you also have died to the law through 

the body of Christ, so that you may belong to another, to Him who has been 

raised from the dead, in order that we may bear fruit for God.  For while we were 

living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our 

members to bear fruit for death.  But now we are released from the law, having 

died to that which held us captive, so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit 

and not in the old way of the written code.” 

In the first six verses of chapter 7, Paul gives a second answer to the question he 

raised in 6:15. 

Are we to sin because we are not under law but under grace?  He says, “By no 

means!”  The first part of his answer is a matter of understanding that a change 

of masters has taken place in the Christian’s life.  Sin was my master before I 

was saved.  But now that I am a Christian, Christ is my master.  Because He is 

enthroned in my heart, I serve and obey Him from the heart. 

Now, when it comes to law, there are two pitfalls to avoid. 

(Illus. of mountain ridge) 

In a lot of ways, our relationship to the law of God is like that.  On one side, we 

can fall into legalism which makes too much of the law.  Legalism is preoccupied 

with our own performance and thinks that we are gain a better standing with God 



by it.  On the other side, we can fall into license which makes too little of the law.  

License totally disregards God’s moral commands and uses grace as an excuse.  

Legalism sees the law as being ultimate in a person's life.  Antinomianism sees 

the law as having no place at all in the Christian’s life.  The legalist says, “I’m a 

Christian because I keep the law!”  The antinomian says, “I’m a Christian 

because I don’t keep the law!”  In either case, you define your Christianity by the 

law rather than saying, “I’m a Christian because I am united to Christ.” 

Grace frees you from the law’s demands, but it doesn’t free you from moral 

imperatives.  It doesn’t make you an outlaw or your own moral compass.  

Instead, grace gives you a heart that truly loves God and others and desires to 

obey His commands.  In His grace, God now writes His law upon the heart of the 

believer. 

Keep in mind the purpose God had in giving His law in the Old Testament.  It is 

important that you and I understand this as it relates to Christian living.  

Theologians often refer to the ‘three-fold use’ of the law.  In other words, God’s 

law functioned in at least three capacities. 

• the political function 

God’s law exists in this civil realm to restrain evil and promote right living.  God’s 

law as stated in the Old Testament served a civil purpose for Israel.  It was 

comprised of laws that were moral, civil, and ceremonial.  

• the pedagogical function 

This comes from a Greek word, ‘pedagogus.’  In Roman society, the ‘pedagogus’ 

was a household servant who was responsible for taking his master’s children to 

school. 

Galatians 3:24—“Therefore the Law has become our tutor to lead us to 
Christ, so that we may be justified by faith.” 



God’s law has a ‘tutorial’ function in that it leads us to put our faith in Jesus 

Christ.  It shows me how much I need Him as my Savior.  Martin Luther, the great 

reformer, said that this is the principle purpose of the law and its most valuable 

contribution.  He said: 

Martin Luther—“As long as a person is not a murderer, adulterer, thief, he would 

swear that he is righteous.  How is God going to humble such a person except by 

Law?  The Law is the hammer of death, the thunder of hell and the thunder of 

God’s wrath to bring down the proud and shameless hypocrite.  When the Law 

was instituted on Mount Sinai it was accompanied by lightning, by storm, by the 

sound of trumpets, to tear to pieces that monster called self-righteousness…The 

Gospel of the free forgiveness of sins through Christ will never appeal to the self-

righteous.  The monster of self-righteousness needs a big axe.  And that is what 

the Law is, a big axe.  The proper use and function of the Law is to threaten until 

the conscience is scared stiff.” 

• the practical function  

How else would we know what God desires for humanity apart from His law?  

The law is merely an expression of His original intention.  It was given to His 

redeemed people.  It is cast in negative language at Sinai because it is now 

given in the context of sinners.  The Ten Commandments serve as the basis of 

God’s moral law and reflect His original blueprints for human life and society: 

1. No other gods before Me 

2. Don’t make a graven image 

3. Don’t take the name of the Lord God in vain 

4. Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy 

5. Honor your father and mother 



6. Don’t kill 

7. Don’t commit adultery 

8. Don’t steal 

9. Don’t bear false witness 

10.  Don’t covet 

When Paul says we are not under law but under grace, does this mean that 

God’s law has been abolished?  Has God changed His mind on morality?  We 

are free to live as we want to?  He answers his question in the same way with the 

same emphatic statement—“By no means!”   

What then does Paul mean when he says that we as Christians are no longer 

‘under’ law?   

• We are not under law as a way of justification. 

Galatians 3:11—“Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by the 
law, for ‘The righteous shall live by faith.’” 

No person has ever been saved by keeping the law.  It wasn’t given for that 

purpose.  God never intended for it to function that way.  It is faith alone that 

justifies.  We are not under law as a way of securing our own justification.  For 

that, we need grace.  We come in faith to Christ and God justifies us on the basis 

of that faith. 

• We are not under law as it relates to legislation. 

Galatians 5:1—“For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, 
and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.” 

He’s not setting aside God’s moral imperatives.  Rather, he is simply pointing out 

that all the ceremonial aspects of Judaism no longer have any hold on our lives 



as Christian men and women.  The civil and ceremonial requirements have all 

been fulfilled.  They have served their purpose. 

• We are not under law as the dynamic of sanctification. 

Galatians 5:18—“But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.” 

In other words, we say no to sin and yes to righteousness, not as a result of 

struggling in our effort to keep the law, but by the power of the indwelling Holy 

Spirit.  Our motive in sanctification doesn’t come from the law.  Rather, it is as we 

understand the love of God to us in Christ that we find ourselves delighting in 

God’s law that is now written on our hearts.  We've been changed from the 

inside! 

The idea that any Christian would want to willingly serve sin and despise God’s 

moral law is a total contradiction.  The reason is that he has been changed from 

within.  He’s been given a new heart!  

The first part of his answer is a matter of understanding that a change of masters 

has taken place in the Christian’s life.  Here in the opening verses of chapter 7, 

Paul gives the second part of his answer to the question.  He says that it is also a 

matter of knowing who we are ‘married’ to. 

He uses an illustration (v. 1-3) 

“Do you not know…that the law is binding on a person only as long as he lives?” 

Paul uses the illustration of marriage to help us understand the relationship 

between us and the law.  He brings up a hypothetical scenario for his readers to 

consider.  In this scenario, there is a husband, a wife, and a civil law that 

regulates their marriage.  The law says that the woman is bound to her husband 

while he lives.  But if her husband dies, she is released from the law of marriage. 



The law is only binding for those who are alive.  Death breaks the law’s power.  

Marriage is a binding legal relationship, but it is only binding if both partners live. 

He gives an explanation (v. 4) 

“Likewise, my brothers, you also have died to the law through the body of Christ, 

so that you may belong to another, to Him who has been raised from the dead, in 

order that we bear fruit for God.” 

Just as death breaks the bond between husband and wife, so the believer’s 

death with Christ breaks the bond which formerly yoked him to the law, and now 

he is free.  He has been brought into a living union with Christ, to whom he is 

now married.  In other words, I’m no longer married to the law.  In the illustration, 

the law didn’t die.  Rather, I died to law when Christ died.  Now I’m married to 

Christ! 

This really is an amazing metaphor.  Think about how the illustration of marriage 

describes the believer’s relationship to Christ.  To be a Christian is to fall in love 

with Jesus, to enter into a legal yet personal relationship with Jesus.   

Think about this—when a person gets married, no part of their life goes 

unaffected.  No longer is that person an independent person, but has become 

one with another.  Whenever you are married, you can no longer live as you 

independently choose.  You now have obligation.  And yet there is now the 

experience of love and intimacy.  There is a deep and abiding relationship that 

you didn’t have when you were single. 

Tim Keller—“Because of this love and intimacy, our loss of freedom is a joy, not 

a burden.  In a good marriage, your whole life is affected and changed by the 

wishes and desires of the person you love.  You get pleasure from giving 

pleasure.  You seek to discover the wishes of your beloved and are happy to 

make changes in accord with those wishes.”  



I’m now married to Christ, and His Spirit lives within me, and it is in order that I 

may bear fruit for God.  That is the whole purpose of being joined to Christ. 

Galatians 2:19-21—“For through the law I died to the law, so that I might 
live to God.  I have been crucified with Christ.  It is no longer I who live, but 
Christ who lives in me.  And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in 
the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.  I do not nullify the 
grace of God, for it righteousness were through the law, then Christ died 
for no purpose.” 

Ephesians 2:8-10—“For by grace you have been saved through faith.  And 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so 
that no one may boast.  For we are His workmanship, created in Christ 
Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should 
walk in them.” 

(illus. of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23) 

He describes a transformation (v. 5-6) 

“For while we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, 

were at work in our members to bear fruit for death.  But now that we are 

released from the law, having died to that which held us captive, so that we serve 

in the new way of the Spirit and not in the old way of the written code.” 

Salvation is a transformation.  The result of the dissolution of our marriage to the 

law is that we now serve in the new way of the Spirit as those who are now 

married to Christ. 

What does this mean?  What is the difference? 

To begin with, there is the difference between an external versus an internal 

relationship to the law of God.  Paul describes this difference in: 



2 Corinthians 3:3—“And you show that you are a letter from Christ 
delivered by us, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not 
on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.” 

The old law was outside a person and written on stones, written with ink, 

something that you looked at with physical eyes.  Well, where is the writing now?  

On the heart!  It is in the very center of the believer’s personality, in the deepest 

recesses of our being.  God has transformed me from within and given me a new 

heart.  (Heb. 8:6-11) 

Before, He had put the law on tables of stone and handed them to Moses, and 

Moses brought them to the people.  But in the new covenant, God says He is 

going to put His laws into their minds and imprint them upon their hearts. 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones—“Here we meet with a fundamental distinction between 

the two covenants, the two ways of life.  Before you become truly Christian you 

try to conform to a standard and a pattern outside yourself; but to be a Christian 

means that the standard is inside you.  Of course, in one sense it is still outside, 

but the important fact is that it is now inside as well.  You read it in the Word, but 

it is also in your mind and in your heart.  You are not only looking at something 

external, you are also aware of that which is within.  You do not have to 

persuaded to look at that which is outside you; there is now a power within you 

calling your attention to it, a principle operating in the center of your personalty.”  

It is the same truth expressed in: 

Philippians 2:13—“Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.  
For it is God who works in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” 

A new life in the Spirit means that we now have an understanding that we didn’t 

have before.  We have an understanding of the law and its purpose.  It never was 

meant to justify me!  It was meant to lead me to Jesus. 



It means that now a person begins to see the distinction between observing the 

mere letter of the law and being concerned about the spirit of the law.  The spirit 

of the law goes much deeper than the letter itself.  The summation of the law is 

love for God and my neighbor.  Only the Spirit of God living in me can fulfill the 

law’s requirement. 

Keep in mind that Paul had been a Pharisee.  When it came to the external letter 

of the law, the Pharisees were meticulous.  They had determined that there were 

613 rules and regulations, and a person could be justified by keeping them.  One 

of them came up to Jesus one day and tried to trip Him up in His words by 

asking, “Which is the greatest commandment in the law?”  But Jesus exposed 

their blindness by saying, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.  This is the first 

and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it, for you shall love your 

neighbor as yourself.” 

Romans 13:10—“Love is the fulfillment of the law.” 

The law not merely a collection of rules and regulations.  It is not a mere matter 

of the letter—it is the spirit that counts primarily.  The Jews in Jesus’ day had 

missed this.  But the moment a person comes to faith in Christ and passes from 

death to life, from under law to under grace, from being married to law to being 

married to Christ—he sees all of his legalistic attempts as nothing more than 

filthy rags.  Once he realizes the spiritual character of the law, he sees the 

superficial nature of his former religious ways. 

Another difference is that the person who serves in the new way of the Spirit has 

an entirely new motive in his life to live righteously.  Instead of fear of 

condemnation, love for God is now the motive for the person who is under grace.   



The consequence of all this is that we now live in an entirely new spirit.  When 

we were under law as a way of life, we lived with a spirit of bondage, a slavery of 

the worst type, under a heavy burden.  Paul goes on to say in the next chapter:  

Romans 8:1-4—“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who 
are in Christ Jesus.  For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in 
Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death.  For God has done what the law, 
weakened by the flesh, could not do.  By sending His own Son in the 
likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, in order 
that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk 
not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.” 

The gospel says that I have been set free from the curse of the law.  My sin has 

been atoned for, the Spirit of God has come to live within me, and He empowers 

me to obey.  I now delight in the law of God in my inner man.  I’m dead to it as far 

as its condemnation is concerned, yet because I now live in the newness of the 

Spirit, I love and serve God with a full and joyful heart. 

God’s law is not the dynamic of my sanctification, it does provide me with 

direction.  Think of it like a train track on which the train travels.  (Spirit 

empowered obedience) 

Ralph Erskine was a Scottish minister who was born in 1685 and died in 1752.  

He was a friend of Jonathan Edwards.  His way of winding down after he had 

preached on Sunday was to try to turn the subjects of his messages into poetry.  

He published a book called Gospel Sonnets.  In dealing with the subject of law 

and grace, he wrote: 

When I the gospel truth believe, 

Obedience to the law I give. 

And when I don’t the law observe, 

I from the gospel method swerve. 



The gospel grace and law commands 

Both bind and loose each other’s hands. 

They can’t agree on any terms, 

Yet hug each other in their arms. 

To run to work, the law commands; 

The gospel gives me feet and hands. 

The one requires that I obey; 

The other does the pow’r convey. 

A rigid master was the law, 

Demanding brick, denying straw; 

But when with gospel tongue it sings, 

It bids me fly, and gives me wings! 


