
“The Christian and the Law” (part 2) 
Romans 7:1-25 

Take your copy of God’s Word 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.   

Ray Stedman—“Romans tells us that God’s solution to man’s problem is to 

begin a whole new race.  He does not use halfway measures, or try to patch up 

the old; He does not try to improve what is there until it becomes good enough to 

live with.  He cuts man right off at the root and begins a new race in Christ.”  

The Bible says that if anyone be in Christ, he is a brand new creature.  Old things 

have passed and all things are new.  Now, the mystery of this is that God begins 

this new race of humanity within the shell of the old.  As believers in Christ, our 

outward bodies are still subject to age, sickness, and death.  We still struggle 

with sin’s presence in our lives.  Yet inwardly, Paul says here that I am a new 

man.  God has delivered me from the power of sin and has put within me the 

power of a new life—Christ’s life. 

Even though this is true, a lot of believers feel defeated in life and have come to 

the conclusion that victorious living is beyond them.  Old sin patterns seem so 

hard to break.  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 

who they are in Christ, reckoning it to be truth, and yielding to Christ as Lord.  

New habits!  

Here in chapter 7, Paul explains the relationship that a believer has with the law 

of God.  It really is a explanation of what Paul meant when he said that believers 



are not under law but under grace.  What exactly does it mean?  Does the law 

still have any value in our lives as believers?    

That we are no longer ‘under’ the law 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 came to faith in Jesus, you were forgiven and declared righteous on the 

basis of faith.  His righteousness was credited to your bankrupt 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 obey His commands because they have 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.  He also 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.  Law is whatever standard you think proves your 

worth and validates you as a person.    

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 attempt 



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

tell you, there are certain telltale signs that may reveal when a person is still 

living under law: 

• they are always proud of their record 

• they are very critical of others 

• they are reluctant to admit fault 

• they are often victims of inner depression and defeat 

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.  The only thing that the law can do is condemn failure.  That is the nature of 

law.  It never pats you on the back when you do right.   

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’s the point he makes here 

in chapter 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 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.  

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.  I’m dealing with this chapter under three 

headings, the first of which we considered last week: 

1—The INJUNCTION of the law (7:1-6) 

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.  

And because Christ is enthroned in my heart, I serve and obey Him from the 

heart.  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) 

• He gives an explanation (v. 4) 

• He describes a transformation (v. 5-6) 

I want you to consider a second heading here in the chapter: 

2—The INTEGRITY of the law (7:7-13) 

“What then shall we say?  That the law is sin?  By no means!  Yet if it had not 

been for the law, I would not have known sin.  For I would not have known what it 

is to covet if the law had not said, ‘You shall not covet.’  But sin, seizing an 

opportunity through the commandment, produced in me all kinds of 

covetousness.  For apart from the law, sin lies dead.  I was once alive apart from 

the law, but when the commandment came, sin came alive and I died.  The very 

commandment that promised life proved to be death to me.  For sin, seizing an 



opportunity through the commandment, deceived me and through it killed me.  

So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.  Did 

that which is good, then, bring death to me?  By no means!  It was sin, producing 

death in me through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and 

through the commandment might become sinful beyond measure.” 

Notice that Paul introduces another question in verse 7, much like the other two 

he asks in chapter 6.  This time, he asks the question, “Is the law sin?”  In other 

words, is the law a bad thing?  Since the law can only condemn, is it a bad thing?  

He says, “Most certainly not!”  The problem is not with the standard.  Rather, the 

problem is within the sinner.  In other words, the problem isn’t with the law, but 

with me.  There is something amiss in my life as a human being.  The law shows 

me how I have missed the mark of God’s perfection.  James says that the law of 

God is like a mirror in that it reveals what’s wrong in me.  No one would ever 

blame the mirror for their ugly looks!  You may not like what the mirror reveals, 

but it isn't the mirror’s fault. 

Far from undermining the law or diminishing the value of the law, Paul upholds 

the integrity of the law.  He says the law has value in a number of ways.  To begin 

with, he says: 

The law explains (v. 7) 

“Yet had it not been for the law, I would not have known sin.  For I would not have 

known what it is to covet if the law had not said, ‘You shall not covet.’” 

Paul says, “If it were not for the law of God, I would not know what sin is!”  And 

so in that way, God’s law is very valuable because it explains what sin really is.  

Paul has already alluded to this earlier: 

Romans 3:19-20—“Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to 
those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the 



whole world may be held accountable to God.  For by works of the law no 
human being will be justified in His sight, since through the law comes 
knowledge of sin.”  

In the second chapter, Paul says that even the Gentiles who have never heard 

God’s revealed law show through their actions that it is written on their 

conscience.  In a general sense, God’s truth is revealed so that humanity is 

without excuse.  We refer to this as ‘natural’ law. 

In His written law, God has revealed His holy and righteous character.  His 

written law explains the character of sin and reveals it to be the monster that it is.  

In that way, the law of God presents humanity with an objective standard of what 

is right and what is wrong, what is holy and what is unholy, what is righteous and 

what is unrighteous.  Without this, we would be left in the dark.   

Notice how Paul describes God’s law in verse 12: 

“The law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.” 

The law is holy, righteous, and good because it comes from God who is holy, 

righteous, and good.  It is the revelation of His character and will for our lives.  

The psalmist wrote: 

Psalm 19:7-11—“The law of the Lord is perfect, converting the soul; the 
testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple.  The statutes of the 
Lord are right, rejoicing the Lord; the commandment of the Lord is pure, 
enlightening the eyes.  The fear of the Lord is clean, enduring forever; the 
judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.   

More to be desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine gold; sweeter 
also than honey and the honeycomb.  Moreover by them is Your servant 
warned, and in keeping them there is great reward.” 



The longest chapter in the Bible is devoted to the value of God’s law in our lives.  

Consider its first two verses: 

Psalm 119:1-2—“Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in 
the law of the Lord!  Blessed are those who keep His testimonies, who seek 
Him with their whole heart.” 

God gave His law to provide blessing for those who love and serve Him.  But the 

law cannot produce blessing and provide peace in the unbeliever because he 

cannot fulfill the law’s requirements.  The one who loves the law and walks in the 

law is the one who has experienced the grace and salvation of God. 

The law exposes (v. 8) 

“But sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, produced in me all 

kinds of covetousness.  For apart from the law, sin lies dead.” 

Not only does the law of God explain what sin is, but notice also that Paul says 

that God’s law exposes sin in us.  As a standard, the law of God says, “Do not 

covet.”  He then says that sin seized an opportunity to produce within him all 

sorts of covetousness. Without the law, sin lies dormant.  The idea is that when 

the commandment of God comes to us, it stirs up the sin that is present in our 

hearts.  So the law doesn’t just show me what sin is, but is also shows how sin 

resides within me. 

“Produced”—idea is that it brought sin to the surface 

It is like taking a broom into a dirty room and sweeping it but not ever removing 

the dust.  In fact, this was the very illustration that John Bunyan used in Pilgrim’s 

Progress.  When Christian was in the House of the Interpreter, there was a large, 

dusty room that was symbolic of the human heart.  When a man with a broom 

(symbolic of the law) begins to sweep, it stirs up the dust and nearly suffocates 

Christian.  



Paul expresses this same idea down in verse 13: 

“…in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and through the commandment 

might become sinful beyond measure. 

He is describing a situation in which he found that the more he tried to avoid sin, 

the more it grew.  As he poured over the law, sin in his life became exceedingly 

sinful and inexcusable.  He saw the depth of his sin in greater detail. 

There is something about a rule that stirs up rebellious human nature.  Whether it 

be a posted speed limit, or a sign at the zoo that tells you not to tap on the glass.  

Did you see in the news just a few weeks ago about the lady who jumped the 

barrier at the Bronx Zoo and tried to taunt the lions?  We gasp with disbelief over 

something like that, but we think it nothing to jump God’s fence.   

The law stirs up our rebellious nature.  It exposes our sin for what it is.  We all 

want to be our own boss, to be our own lord, and make the rules.  Man wants to 

usurp God.    

The law executes (v. 9-13) 

“I was once alive apart from the law, but when the commandment came, sin 

came alive and I died.  The very commandment that promised life proved to be 

death to me.  For sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, 

deceived me and through it killed me.” 

Notice in verse 9 how Paul says that there once was a time when he was ‘alive’ 

apart from the law.  He was proud of all his accomplishments.  As a highly trained 

Pharisee, he was once an expert in the law and considered himself to be 

blameless when it came to keeping the law.  Listen to what he said about his 

former life: 



Philippians 3:4-6—“If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in 
the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of 
Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a 
Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness 
under the law, blameless.” 

But when the commandment came, Paul says, “Sin came alive and I died.”  In 

other words, Paul thought he was doing pretty good until the commandment truly 

came to bear upon his heart.  He realized his own sinfulness and saw it in a way 

that he never had before. 

He became truly convicted of his sin.  Up until that point, sin was a matter of 

keeping the rules.  He never truly saw himself as a sinner in need of mercy and 

grace until the commandment truly came home to his heart.  When it came, he 

says it hit him hard:  

“The very commandment that promised life proved to be death to me.  For sin, 

seizing an opportunity through the commandment, deceived me and through it 

killed me.” 

Sin rose up and killed him.  Through the convicting power of the Holy Spirit using 

the law of God, he finally saw himself lost and undone.  He realized his 

condemnation and total failure to keep the law.  Back up in verses 7-8, Paul says 

that is was the tenth commandment that killed him.  Again, he had been a proud 

Pharisee.  The Pharisees thought of sin only as something externally.  

Righteousness was a matter of keeping the rules.  As long as you didn’t do 

something bad, you were not guilty of sin.  (Luke 18:9-14) 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus showed how all of the commandments deal 

not only with external behavior, but also internal attitude.  The motive of the heart 

was just as important as a person’s actions.  For instance: 



Matthew 5:21-22—“You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You 
shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment.’  But I 
say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to 
judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and 
whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable to the hell of fire.” 

In other words, Jesus says that the attitude of the heart is just as important as 

action.  So if you take a quick look at the commandments and see them only in 

terms of external behavior, you could deceive yourself into believing that you are 

in pretty decent shape. 

That works only up until you get to the tenth commandment because it is the one 

command that can’t be reduced to an external action.  That is because ‘coveting’ 

has everything to do with an inward heart attitude.  To ‘covet’ is to be discontent 

with what God has given you.  It includes envy, self-pity, and complaint.  It is an 

idolatrous desire for more of something—beauty, money, approval, or success. 

The truth that Paul is telling us here is this—he says that he had never 

understood sin as an issue of the heart.  He had only thought of it as a violation 

of the rules.  When he truly understood the nature of the commandment, he 

came to see just how short of true righteousness he came. 

The law is like a hammer that breaks the rock into pieces, a sword that pierces 

deep, and an axe that is laid to the root of all my pride.  Within it, God has 

revealed His holy and righteous character while at the same time showing me my 

sin and need for His grace.    

The whole point that Paul is making in these verses is that the law is good, but it 

cannot save us.  That was never its purpose.  It was given to sinners in order to 

show us that we need to be saved.  And unless the law does its work, we won’t 

ever look to Christ.  We will only be in denial about the depth and sinfulness of 



our sin.  We need the law of God to convict us deeply of our sin before we will 

ever have a desire for the grace of God.  I need it still! 

Thomas Watson—“Until sin be bitter, Christ will never be sweet.” 

There are a lot of decent, moral people who have deceived themselves into 

believing that they are ‘okay’ because they keep the rules.  Yet Christ isn’t truly 

sweet to them because they've never been made to feel the bitterness of their 

sin.  That’s why we need the law to do its work before we will ever fall at Jesus’ 

feet. 

If we sum up what Paul is saying here, it would be this: 

“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me!” 

Though some wonder if the word ‘wretch’ is hyperbole or a bit dramatic, John 

Newton clearly did not.  He was nurtured by a Christian mother who taught him 

the Bible at an early age, but he was raised by his father after she died of 

tuberculosis when he was 7.  At age 11, Newton went on his first of many sea-

voyages with the navy captain. 

Newton lost his first job, in a merchant's office, because of “unsettled behavior 

and impatience of restraint”—a pattern that would persist for years.  He spent his 

later teen years at sea before he was forced aboard the H.M.S. Harwich in 1744.  

Newton rebelled against the discipline of the Royal Navy and deserted.  He was 

caught, put in irons, and flogged.  He eventually convinced his superiors to 

discharge him to a slave ship.  Espousing freethinking principles, he remained 

arrogant and insubordinate, and he lived with moral abandon: “I sinned with a 

high hand,” he later wrote, “and I made it my study to tempt and seduce others.” 

He was transferred to the service of the captain of the Greyhound in 1747, and 

on its homeward journey, the ship was overtaken by an enormous storm.  

Newton had been recalled a passage in Proverbs that said, “Because I have 



called and ye have refused…I also will laugh at your calamity.”  He cried out for 

mercy and was converted to Christ during the storm.  He would go on to become 

a gospel preacher and prolific hymn writer.  In one of his hymns, he wrote: 

In evil long I took delight, 

Unawed by shame or fear, 

Till a new object struck my sight, 

And stopped my wild career. 

I saw One hanging on a tree, 

In agonies and blood, 

Who fixed His languid eyes on me, 

As near His cross I stood. 

Sure, never till my latest breath, 

Can I forget that look; 

It seemed to charge me with His death, 

Though not a word He spoke. 

My conscience felt and owned the guilt, 

And plunged me in despair, 

I saw my sins His blood had spilt, 

And helped to nail Him there. 

Alas, I knew not what I did, 

But now my tears are vain; 

Where shall my trembling soul be hid? 

For I the Lord have slain. 

A second look He gave, which said, 

“I freely all forgive; 

This blood is for thy ransom paid; 

I die that thou mayst live.” 

Thus, while His death my sin displays 



In all its blackest hue, 

Such is the mystery of grace, 

It seals my pardon too. 

With pleasing grief and mournful joy, 

My spirit is now filled; 

That I should such a life destroy, 

Yet live by him I killed. 

Have you personally been convicted of your sin by the law?  Do you see yourself 

as a sinner in need of grace?  If so, then the gospel is good news!  You too can 

experience the amazing grace of God. 

3—The INABILITY of the law (7:14-25) 

“For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin.  For I 

do not understand my own actions.  For I do not do what I want, but I do the very 

thing I hate.  Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with the law, that it is good.  

So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.  For I know that 

nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh.  For I have the desire to do what 

is right, but not the ability to carry it out.  For I do not do the good I want, but the 

evil I do not want is what I keep on doing.  Now if I do what I do not want, it is no 

longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.  So I find it to be a law that when 

I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  For I delight in the law of God, in my 

inner being, but I see in my members another law waging war against the law of 

my mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.  

Wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from this body of death?  Thanks 

be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!  So then, I myself serve the law of God 

with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.” 

Now, these verses are some of the most debated verses in the New Testament.  

Is Paul talking about his life before he got saved, or is he referring to his life after 



he was saved?  Is he describing the experience of an unbeliever, or is he 

describing the experience believer? 

Well, I’m of the deep conviction that he is referring to his personal experience as 

a Christian.  Notice how he uses personal pronouns and present tense language.  

He is not referring to his experience in the past, but to the present.  It is his way 

of showing us what it is like trying to keep the law in the efforts of the flesh.  Just 

as the law is not the means of a believer’s justification, it is also not the means of 

his sanctification. 

It cannot change me 

It cannot enable me 

It cannot liberate me


