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151  The Quest for Godliness (Romans 7:1-25) 

   Romans chapter 7 is the most controversial chapter of Romans.  It is not the most important 
(perhaps 5:12-21 or the end of chapter 3 has that honour).  It is not the most beautiful and 
exciting (Romans chapter 8 has that distinction).  Chapter 11 is perhaps the most amazing (as 
Paul's expression of wonder and worship suggests in 11:33-36).  Chapter 12 is perhaps the 
most practical.  Chapter 1:18-32 is the most horrific.    Chapter 9 has aroused the deepest 
controversy, but the end of Romans chapter 7 has provoked the widest controversy, in the 
sense that the range opinions has been very varied. 
   The key question is: how does the Christian get power and resources for his life.  How does 
Paul want us to live?  So far in the letter to the Romans, he has said that God wants us to live 
by persistent faith in Jesus.  This was the theme of the end of Romans chapter 4.  God wants 
us to "inherit" the promises that God has made to us.  We do this not by law but by persisting 
in faith.  We are not to stagger at what God has said but by persisting in faith we shall lay 
hold of everything He wants to do to us and through us. 
   God wants us to live directly under His grace.  Romans 5 told us that whereas we were 
ruled by sin, we are now ruled by God's grace.  In chapter 6 of Romans Paul told us we have 
died to sin and must present the various parts of our bodies to God.    At this point we might 
be asking the question, "Does Paul have any guidelines to Christian conduct?"  He has not 
mentioned any "rules" so far.  Could the law given to Israel be the guideline?  That would 
include the various regulations about circumcision, about holy days, about clean and unclean 
foods.  Or could it be that we are simply under the 32 verses that give to us (twice over) the 
"Ten Commandments".  That would involve keeping Saturday as a holy day.   Actually, Paul 
has not given the slightest hint of anything like that.  He has said that the law was given only 
to Israel and that others are without the law (2:12), that it gives knowledge only of sin (3:20), 
that it produces wrath (4:15) and increases the power of sin (5:20), and that we are not under 
it (6:14). 
   What guideline then are we under?  Paul has not given us much of an answer so far in the 
letter to the Romans.  We would gather (if we read no further than the first six chapters) that 
somehow we are simply meant to know God's will.  Later on he will talk about being led by 
the Holy Spirit.  He will finally get to giving us exhortations himself (chs.12-15).  In the 
middle of that section (13:8-10) he will tell us to focus on love and say that love leads us into 
the fulfillment of the whole law of Moses.   Paul's main point in Romans chapter 7 is to tell 
us that we should not try to live under the Mosaic law.   We actually have "died" to it, in 
order to be fruitful towards God.    
   The main point of Romans chapter 7, then, is that we are free from the law of Moses and 
that we live in the power of the Holy Spirit.  We have died to the Mosaic law, and any similar 
law.  (The "law of Christ" is a different kind of law altogether).  The Christian is released 
from being "in Adam" (5:12-21), released from death, from judgement, from sin.  More 
surprisingly he is released from the Mosaic law.  I say "more surprisingly" because who 
would have guessed that Paul would put the holy law of God in the company of sin and death 
and judgement as something we are to be released from?  But that is precisely what Paul 
does.  He uses the same language of the law ("you have died to the law") as he had used of 
sin ("you have died to sin")!  
   When we inspect the whole chapter we can see that it breaks down into sections.   



   In Romans 7:1-4 he makes a basic statement.  We have died to the law in order to be 
fruitful towards God.  The argument goes like this.  Any law rules over that person only why 
he is alive.  The law can never die, but we can and do die to the law through Jesus.  This is 
precisely what happened.  We have died to the law.   
   In Romans 7:5-6, which I believe to be very important verses and the key to everything he 
says, he compares what it is like to be "in the flesh" and "under the law" (on the one side) 
with being "in the Spirit" (on the other side).  The result of being under law (verse 5) is agony 
and spiritual death.  I am suggesting that verse 5 is the key to the rest of the chapter.  In verse 
6 he puts the other side of the comparison and tells us what it is like to be in the Spirit and 
"married" to Jesus. 
   Romans 7:7-12  takes up the question "Is the law a sinful thing in itself?" His answer is 
"No", but he says if we ever come under the command not to covet we shall discover that it 
gives an intense experience of what sin is like. 
   Romans 7:13-25 takes up the question again, and in a deeper way describes what it is like 
to be under the law.  The "wretched man" of Romans 7:13-25 is a description of the 
maximum the holy law of God can do in the unconverted person.  It is an exposition of verse 
5.    
   So the thrust of the whole chapter is to get us to abandon for ever the attempt to live 
"under"  law.  We come at godliness in a different way.  We are, of course, concerned about 
righteousness.  But we get there by faith, by fellowship with Jesus, by walking in the Spirit.  
If we walk in the Spirit deliberately, we fulfill the law of God accidentally.  We do not need 
to be "under" it.  Godliness comes indirectly by faith, by Jesus, by the Spirit.  The law cannot 
produce the righteousness we want.  A direct relationship with Jesus can. 

Chapter 152  Death Releases from Law (Romans 7:1-4) 
   If you do not live under Jesus, what do you live under?  The answer is you live depending 
on your own understanding, or upon tradition, or upon what you do or do not feel guilty 
about, or you live according to the pressure that other people put on you.  Or you live on 
some kind of law.  Maybe you are very concerned to live according to God's law.  Or you 
have a version of what you think is God's law, for no one really keeps the Jewish law.   I have 
quite a few books on the Ten Commandments, which all think they are expounding "God's 
law".  However they all focus on the Ten Commandments but rather ignore Exodus 20:22-
23:33, Leviticus 18-20 and Deuteronomy 12-25 which are the real and original expositions of 
the Ten Commandments.   
   But we are not to live under any of these things.  We are to live depending directly upon 
Jesus.  We are to live under the pressure of love, and say "The love of Christ constrains me".  
We are to live in fellowship with Jesus and His Spirit.   We fulfill the law indirectly, not by 
being directly under it. 
   Paul wants us to know that we have died to the law.  He starts to put it to us like this.  Do 
you not know, brothers and sisters - for I am speaking to people who know the law - that the 
law has authority over a man only as long as he lives (Romans 7:1)? 
   He starts with this basic principle.  He is writing to people who are very familiar with the 
law of Moses.  Many of them were Jews, as is clear from the way Paul answers so many 
Jewish questions in this letter.  Even the gentiles in Rome seem to have been influenced by 
the Jewish Christians.  Those who esteemed one day as more than another (Romans 14:5) 
were probably Christians influenced by the regulations concerning various days that were 
kept as holy days according to the law.  Certainly they knew the Mosaic law well, and they 
would have been very familiar with the Roman law as well, since they were living in Rome 
the capital of the empire. 
   So Paul says "I am speaking to people who know the law".  There is one thing that would 
be obvious to them.  The law only operates when the person concerned is alive. Imagine 



someone commits a crime, and the legal authorities are wanting him for prosecution and 
possible imprisonment.  But then the police or magistrates discover that that person has died.  
At that point they drop all concern about trying the criminal with any charges.  The police no 
longer bother with him.  The magistrates are no longer interested in summoning the man to 
court.  The law only has authority over the person while he is alive. 
   Then in verses 2-3 he puts forward something that is both an example and an illustration at 
the same time.   He says, For a married woman is bound by law to her husband as long as he 
is alive, but if her husband dies, she is released from the law of marriage.  In this verse, an 
incidental point of interest is this.  The relationship between verse 1 and verse 2 is the proof 
that when Paul uses the word "man", he does not mean "male", he means member of the 
human race.  To say "The law has authority over a male as long as he lives...for example a 
woman..." does not make sense!  The word often translated "man" in verse 1 often has the 
sense of "a person".  So we could translate "The law has authority over a human being as 
long as he or she lives...For example a woman...".   
   Verses 2 and 3 are an illustration of what he said in verse 1.  If in a marriage  the man dies, 
his death means that no law about loyalty to him has any force.  A death ends the legal 
obligation.  
   Verse 3 explains further.  So then, if she marries another man while her husband is still 
alive, she is called an adulteress.  But if her husband dies, she is released from that law and 
is not an adulteress, even though she marries another man.  Marriage is lifelong.  Paul is not 
discussing the possibility of divorce.  It is only an illustration and he does not bring in 
complicating factors.  If the woman marries during the lifetime of the husband she has done 
something illeGalatians  The law is operating while the people concerned are alive.  However 
if a death takes place the situation is entirely changed.  She is entirely released from the law 
that was binding her.   She is entirely free to remarry.  It would have been illegal before.  
Now she is free. The law that was restricting her is entirely irrelevant.  A death puts the wife 
into an entirely different status.  She is free to enter into another relationship without being 
troubled at all by the law which once bound her.  So it means that a person may come to be 
entirely free from a law, without that law being in any way ignored, without the authority of 
the law being reduced.  A death may change the relationship to the law even though the law 
still exists.   
   All this is preparing for what Paul says in Romans 7:4.  So, my brothers, you also died to 
the law through the body of Christ, that you might belong to another.... The law of God 
cannot die.  But the Christian has died!  He has died in Christ as Paul explained so thoroughly 
in Romans chapter 6.   This leaves the Christian free to pursue an entirely different kind of 
relationship.  This is the heart of the matter.  If you want to live a truly godly life, do not 
cultivate a relationship with the Mosaic law, cultivate a relationship directly with Jesus. 

Chapter 153  Who Is Under The Law?  (Romans 7:4) 
   The point that Paul makes in verses 2 and 3 is an example of what he said in verse 1. Laws 
do not apply after death.  Marriage is an example.  In verse 4 he now uses the same idea of 
marriage as an illustration.  It is a slight twist of thought.  Now in verse 4 the woman stands 
for the believer; the first husband stands for the law; the second husband stands for Jesus.   
   It is a slightly awkward illustration because the law does not die.  It is not the death of our 
husband (the law) that releases us.  Rather we get released by the fact that we ourselves have 
died to the law.  So the illustration is back-to-front.  Yet Paul uses it because it brings out 
very clearly the way we may be in one relationship, then a death ends the relationship, and 
then there is the possibility of another relationship. 
   Romans 7:4 says that every Christian has died to the Mosaic law!  It does not precisely 
mean that every Christian had been under the law for this is not strictly true.  We were 
threatened by it.  We know about it because of the fact that the Christian church arises out of 



Israel and "the law" is in our bible and points to Jesus.  But it is not true that all unconverted 
people are under the Mosaic law.   
   In Rome some were under the law as a fact of history (the Jews).  Some had been "under 
the law", in the sense of having been intimidated by it, and living in fear and guilt and 
timidity.  Some thought that because the law was for Israel and they had joined God's true 
believing Israel, maybe the law was for them.  Everyone is in danger of coming under the 
Mosaic law in one way or another.  But when God redeemed Israel from the law, he 
redeemed every believer from even the threat of it. 
   Romans 2:14 has sometimes been understood, wrongly, to teach that people are under the 
law without having the law.  But that contradicts the language of the entire bible.  "The law" 
is the system given to Moses.  Gentiles do not have it.  Romans 2 is partly hypothetical but 
has gentile Christians in mind who fulfill the law by walking in the Spirit.  Notice also the 
translation of Romans 2:14, "For whenever the nations, who do not have the law by nature, 
do the things of the law", not "For whenever nations who do not have the law, by nature do 
the things of the law...".  No one keeps the things of the Mosaic law "by nature" (including 
having a Jewish king, Dt.17:15!)  But "the nations" do not "by nature" have Israel's law. "By 
nature" in Romans 2:14 means "by birth" (as in Ephesians 2:3 and Galatians 2:15).  
   Gentiles relate to God through conscience but the words "the law" are not used in 
connection with conscience.  In the entire bible gentiles are notorious for not having the law.  
This is the whole point of Romans 5:14; people before the law died without transgressing 
any codified "law".     
   Gentiles were never given the law in the first place, and Paul consistently and regularly 
describes gentiles as people who were without the law.  When Paul uses the word "law" he 
normally is referring to the entire legal arrangements God gave to Israel, and to Israel alone, 
at the time of Moses.  Romans 9:4 speaks of the giving of the law as one of the special 
privileges of Israel.  So the idea that the entire world was given the law is entirely wrong.  
The ten commandments themselves begin "I am the LORD your God who brought you out of 
the land of Egypt", and this was true of Israel alone. 
   When salvation came, Jewish believers were redeemed from the law, and at the same time 
Jesus redeemed anyone else who believed from ever having to come under the law. In 
Galatians, Paul spoke at one stage of "we, who are Jews by nature" (Galatians 2:16).  A few 
lines later he is still using "we" in this way, meaning "we Jews".  He says "Christ redeemed 
us [us Jews] from the curse of the law ... in order that the promise of Abraham might come to 
gentiles" (Galatians 3:13,14).  While the law was there the Jew could not have liberty and the 
gentile could not come into "Israel", the people of God.  "Before faith came we [we Jews] 
were kept in custody under the law...Now that faith has come we [we Jews] are no longer 
under a guardian.  For you are all sons of God...There is neither Jew nor Greek...If you 
belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's seed" (Galatians 3:23-29).  The whole argument 
hinges upon the fact that the law was for Israel alone.  Gentiles could come under it only by 
being associated with Israel.  When Jesus died, believing Jews were released from being 
under the law, and therefore the threat to gentiles was lifted at the same time.    
   Jews and gentiles were two groups with the law as the mark of distinction between the two 
(see Ephesians 2:14).  Jesus abolished the law and so made it possible for the two groups, 
Jews and gentiles, to become one body by believing in Christ (Ephesians 2:15-19).  
   This is the way Scripture presents the coming of the Saviour.   It is set out in great detail in 
Isaiah.  In the book of Isaiah the Servant of God comes to redeem Israel, but by redeeming 
Israel the world is redeemed as a side-effect.  The coming of the Servant of God to Israel is 
the answer to the world's plight.  Israel was meant to be a light to lighten the gentiles, but 
failed miserably.  The suffering Servant has to actually be Israel (the Messiah's name in 



Isaiah 49:3).  The nations ("O islands...you peoples from afar") are invited to see a suffering 
Servant redeem His people, and so redeem them (Isa.49:1-3).  
   So Romans 7:4 says that every Christian has died to the Mosaic law!  The gentiles were 
never under it.  They can join God's true Israel without coming under the law.  Christ died to 
the law and since we are in Christ those of us who are gentile believers have died to the 
Mosaic law also. 

Chapter 154  You Died to the Law (Romans 7:4) 
   The Christians in Rome have died to the law.  So, my brothers, you also were made to die 
to the law through the body of Christ...   It is a very radical statement.  There are a number of 
principles involved.   
   (1) The Christians at Rome were married to the law.  This is only an illustration and it 
must not be pressed too far.  There are many ways in which the Christians could be under the 
law.  Jews would be "under the law" as a sheer fact of their history.  Gentiles would be highly 
attracted to the law as a possible way of holiness.  There would probably be some Christians 
around who were somewhat legalistic. There would be others who, when false teachers came 
saying "You must keep the law", would find their appeal tempting. In addition we know that 
some Christians at Rome were "weak"; they were fussy about what meat they could eat and 
whether they had to keep holy days.  Romans 15:7-13 makes one realise that the Mosaic law 
had something to do with these conflicts.  
   There are many Christians who are "under the law".  They may not be well-informed about 
the Mosaic law, but many Christians try to "live up to God's standards" and feel condemned 
by failure.  Or they have a list of things that they feel God requires of them if they are to be 
spiritual.  They may be severe with their bodies, they may fast too much and sleep too little, 
and feel very guilty eating a meal.  Or they find it hard to enjoy God's world.  Or they have 
strict regulations about clothing or meetings or ways of praying.  They can have quite 
peculiar rules.  They may be strictly against cinema but watch TV for hours!  Or they have 
rules about who they can talk to or be seen with. 
   But all this is a wrong way of approaching godliness altogether!  God's law is not the way 
of holiness.  Being under our own feeble laws is even more useless.  The way of holiness is to 
be under a Person,  Jesus Himself!   
   For one reason or another the Roman Christians clearly had a problem, and were in effect 
"married" to the law.    
   (2) A second principle is: all Christians have died to the law.  The law has many aspects.  
The Christian has died to all of them!  The law has a restraining aspect.  It held back sin 
because it threatened serious punishment.  There were many crimes which were subject to the 
death penalty (adultery, delinquency in young people, dishonouring parents, giving out false 
prophecy, profaning the Saturday rest-day, and others).  But the Christian has died to this way 
of being restrained from sin.  His "fear of the LORD" is different.  It is fear of lost fellowship, 
fear of grieving the Spirit, fear of God's withdrawal.   
   The law had a punishing aspect.  I have mentioned capital punishment, and there were 
other forms of restitution the law demanded.  But the Christian is not under this legislation. 
   There is a ritual aspect to the law.  There were various ceremonies the Jew had to go 
through.  Think of the ritual in Numbers 5 which required a wife suspected of unfaithfulness 
to go through a ritual ordeal.  The Christian has died to it all. 
   There was a sacrificial aspect to the law.  Think of the five types of animal sacrifice. 
   There was a calendrical aspect of the law.  Think of the three major festivals which 
required attendance at Jerusalem. 
   There were national aspects to the law.  Think of the requirement that the leader of the 
nation be a Jew, and that gentiles were not allowed inside the tabernacle.  



   There were tribal aspects to the law.  Think of the requirement that the civic leader be of 
the tribe of Judah and the religious leader be of the tribe of Levi. 
   There were economic aspects to the law.  Think of the requirements about the jubilee year.  
And think of the legislation about tithing.  Also, there were agricultural aspects to the law. 
   Most people forget all of this when they think of the law.  They tend to think only of the 
spiritual demands they think are in the law, and the punishment that the law demands.   
   The most difficult aspect of this matter is that the Christian has died to the moral and 
ethical aspects of the law.  This sometimes troubles Christians because it sounds like license 
to sin.  But the moral demands of the law are abrogated because they are too low a level for 
Christian spirituality.  Of course the basic demands of eight of the ten commands are met (we 
shall leave aside the questions that arise about the Sabbath; and the 10th command is in a 
category all of its own).  Even the ten commandments are too low a level for Christian 
spirituality. 
   The truth is Christian spirituality does not come through relating to a law.  Spirituality 
comes through relating to a person, Jesus Himself.  Accept the blood of Jesus for your 
salvation.  Accept Jesus as your righteousness.  Accept Jesus as your holiness.  Accept Jesus 
as the one who will bring you to final glory.  And now start fellowshipping with Jesus.  Every 
day spend time within Him.  You can read the law.  But when you read it, don't say to 
yourself "How can I obey this?"  Instead talk to Jesus.  Say to Him, "Lord how do you want 
me to beyond all of this, that I am reading about in the law of Moses".  Jesus will answer you.  
The New Testament will confirm that what you think is the leading of the Spirit really is the 
leading of the Spirit, and you will be led by Jesus into ways of holiness.  And you will go 
beyond the law! 

 Chapter 155  A Fragment of History (Romans 7:4) 
   This "dying to the law" has sometimes caused difficulty, because in the story of the church 
there has been a tendency to drift into moralism.    When Paul spoke about "the law" he was 
talking about everything that came down to us through Moses.  He said that we have died to 
the entire Mosaic system.  It is not a way of justification, nor is it a way of sanctification. 
   This doctrine of freedom from the Mosaic law and life under the grace of God was soon 
forgotten.  One does not have to go very far into the story of the church before you find little 
grasp of the grace of God in Jesus.  Within a century the church became full of moralism, 
more than full of grace.  The great Augustine had a grasp of the grace of God but even he 
never quite went back to the apostle Paul with regard to the teaching about "the law". 
   In the 13th century a theologian named Thomas Aquinas was powerfully influential and 
wrote Summa Theologiae (A Summary of Theology), which includes many pages on "The 
Old Law", the law of God given on Sinai.  Thomas Aquinas formulated a doctrine of law 
using as a framework the thought of the Greek philosopher Aristotle, plus Paul and 
Augustine.   
   He divided the law into three.  The moral laws are the basic principles of right and wrong.  
For Aquinas they are the same as "natural law", the basic law on every one's conscience 
which can be deduced by unaided reason without the need of God's word.  The ceremonial 
laws are the Old Testament legislation about sacrifices and holy days and so on.  Aquinas 
thinks this part of the law is abolished, and is "not only dead, but also deadly".  Then there 
are the judicial laws which are regulations concerning justice which were special to the 
nation of Israel. He taught that judicial laws were abolished and are "dead since they have no  
binding force but not deadly", and that if a ruler imposed them he was not guilty of sin.  
   Thomas Aquinas, like all theologians between Paul and Luther, taught that we are 
"justified" before God by the good works of the new nature God's grace works in us.   The 
law helps to guide our good works and (said Aquinas) the "Old Law" of Moses has 
permanent value to guide us in righteousness even though parts of it have been abolished.  



Thomas Aquinas had no idea of Paul's teaching that Christ's righteousness is "reckoned" ours 
when we believe in Jesus.  His teaching became the basis of Roman Catholic doctrine.   
   At the time of the Reformation in the 16th century the gospel-preachers discovered the 
gospel of the bible and especially of Paul.  They discovered that justification was not at all by 
our godliness but was by the righteousness of Jesus being reckoned ours.  They saw clearly 
what Paul meant when he said we are not "justified by the works of the law".  So they 
rejected the teaching of Aquinas and others that justification comes by a mixture of faith and 
love and other aspects of godliness, including law-keeping.  They said salvation comes by 
Jesus' righteousness being given to us, and that it is grasped by faith only.  However they 
accepted Thomas Aquinas' division of the law into three. 
   The teaching of the gospel-preachers that we are justified only by faith scandalised the 
Catholics.  "You are saying that we do not have to obey the law of God", they said.  "Your 
so-called gospel encourages sin". 
   The 16th century gospel-preachers replied, "Well, we are free from the law as a way of 
justification, but we still have the law (that is Aquinas' moral law) as a way of sanctification".   
This idea became dominant and Paul's teaching that we have died to the law in order to bear 
fruit to God (that is, in order to be sanctified!) was missed.  It became the habit among 
Christians to talk about "the law" but mean only certain bits of the law of Moses (actually less 
than 1% of it!) and to say it was a "rule of life" for the Christian. 
   We now need to ask the question, "How much of the traditional teaching of the churches 
has grasped hold of Paul's teaching?"  And the answer is: Not much!  Most of it is Aquinas 
more than Paul! 
   The time is ripe for us to take a step nearer to the bible than ever before.  We can stand on 
the shoulders of great men who have preceded us, and we shall learn things they did not see 
and yet they have helped us. "The law" is a case in point. 
   Paul quite clearly teaches that we have died to the law in order to be fruitful towards God.  
Is "being fruitful" justification or sanctification?  It is sanctification.  We died to the law "in 
order to live unto God" (Galatians 2:19).  Is "living unto God" justification or sanctification?  
Clearly these verses say we have died to the law, not just in the matter of justification but 
with regard to our total relationship to God.  Paul makes precisely this point to the Galatians.  
Having begun with the Spirit, he asks, are you now going back to Mosaic law-keeping?  The 
Galatians were already saved!  They were wanting to turn to the Mosaic law as a means of 
being holy!  It is this that Paul denounces as turning back to the flesh.  
   The truth is: we have to die to the law altogether!  We have to relate differently to God if 
we are to be fruitful, if we are to "live to God".  At our point in the history of the church we 
must be ready to go behind Calvin, behind Thomas Aquinas, behind Augustine, and back to 
Paul, back to Jesus, back to walking in the Spirit.  We shall fulfill the law, but we shall do so 
by walking in the Spirit.  

 
 

Chapter 156  Christ's Fulfilling the Law  (Romans 7:4) 
  (3) A third principle in Romans 7:4 is: this dying to the law take place through union 
with Christ in his body upon the cross.  "You also died to the law through the body of 
Christ".   
   What does "also" mean?  Is it "Also -  as well as the cases in verses 1-3"?  Or "Also as well 
as Jesus who died to sin?"  Or "You gentiles also as well as we Jews"?  I think the "also" 
looks back to chapter 6.  "You did not only die to sin.  You also died to the law".  They died 
to sin through the death of Jesus (see Romans 6:3-8); they also died to the law through the 
death of Jesus in His body on the cross. 



   When Jesus died on the cross, He was taking our sins upon Himself.  He was also taking 
the law of Moses upon Himself.  He had "fulfilled the law" (see Matthew 5:17-18).  He came 
"under the law" (Galatians 4:4).  He kept the Mosaic law in minute detail.  He obeyed the 
Sabbath (but not additions to it).  He kept its ritual, attended its festivals, offered its 
sacrifices.  He refused to criticise it when invited to.  When He changed it (as He did) it was 
to move in the direction of deeper and higher spirituality (Matthew 5:21-48 has several 
examples). 
   But then he fulfilled its picture-language.  He was the great high Priest of the law.  He was 
the great Prophet of Deuteronomy 18.  He was the King of Deuteronomy 17:15 amidst His 
brother.   
   He fulfilled all the picture-language of the law.  He was the meal-offering, the burnt-
offering, the peace-offering, the sin-offering, the trespass-offering.  He was the Passover 
lamb.  He sprinkled His blood in the heavenly sanctuary. 
   Not only did He keep all the positive requirements of the law, at the end He faced the 
highest punishment of the law.  He took upon Himself the death penalty, the worst 
punishment the law could hand out.  He came under the curse mentioned in Deuteronomy 
21:23. 
   So the law was fully dealt with by Jesus.  All the demands of the Mosaic law, and more, all 
the demands of His Father's holy will, have been met by the body of Jesus hanging on the 
cross.   So I am free from the slightest threat coming from any aspect of the Mosaic law!  
And any lesser law of any other people or that I can invent myself has also been defeated.   I 
have died in Christ.  My marriage to the law has come to an end.  It no longer has authority 
over me. I am no longer united to it.  As a gentile it was never really addressed to me.  But 
Christ was a Jew.  He came under it. I died in Him.  Whether I am a Jew or not I know that 
the law can never even approach me, intimidate me, or give me the slightest fear.  I have died 
to the law through the body of Christ.   
   This dying to the law leaves me free for a new relationship.  So, my brothers, you also died 
to the law through the body of Christ, that you might belong to another, to him who was 
raised from the dead, in order that we might bear fruit to God.     
  (4)  The Christian is united to Christ; Christ is risen from the dead; so I am risen from 
the dead in Christ.  I am "married" to the risen and ascended and enthroned Lord Jesus 
Christ. 
   This is the secret of holiness.  It is not that I struggle to keep laws.  I simply am joined on to 
my heavenly husband and I live to please Him.  And He gives me the motivation, the 
strength, the joy, that enables me to please Him.  Everything that I could not do through one 
kind of law or another, I can do in Jesus.  I could not live a godly life through the Mosaic law.  
It was a yoke I was not able to bear (see Acts 15:10).  I could not cope with Thomas Aquinas' 
reinterpreted version of it that came to me via my Puritan friends.   
   But now I am under Jesus.  I consult Him every day.  He releases me from all my guilty 
past.  And he helps me in all my wobbly present.  And he tells me he will stay with me 
through all my future, come what may. 
   He began by telling me that all my transgressions were forgiven and forgotten.  Then he 
says to me that if I confess my sins to Him daily, He will forgive me daily. He tells me that if 
I walk in the light I will have continued fellowship with Him, and that His blood will go on 
cleansing me from all sins. 
   Jesus is my heavenly husband.  I am in a "one flesh" relationship with Him.  I know I am 
united to Him.  His death is my death and releases me from my past.  He is buried, so I am 
buried. I share his history.  I have an intimate relationship to Him.   I have to be subject to 
Him.  As a wife is subject to her husbands, I have to be subject to Jesus.  He makes the final 
decisions of my life.  Although He allows me to have my own mind and often gives me the 



desires of my heart, yet He is the head in this relationship I have with Him. He is the 
chairman of all our conversations.  I talk to Him.  He talks with me.  Yet I am conscious that 
He is often taking the lead in our fellowship together.  It is a marriage "until death do us 
part", but since He will not die and I will not die, I am His and He is mine for ever.  This is 
how I live, not married to the law, but married to Jesus. 

 Chapter 157  Free From the Law (Romans 7:4) 
   Paul says So, my brothers and sisters, you also were made to die to the law through the 
body of Christ.  People are often afraid of the idea that we have died to the law.  The "natural 
man" is a legalist, just as the "natural man" is careless about sin.  We are too  strict and too 
loose at the same time!  We all tend to feel that if we have a detailed list of regulations about 
this, that and the other, we shall be safer.  There is some truth in this.  In certain situations it 
is good to have things in writing and to have clear principles.  The trouble is we go too far, 
and we get to trust in "the written code".  Eventually we find that we are not living on the 
Holy Spirit at all.  The Old Covenant originated with a book.  From the first day there was a 
set of writings, the book of the law.  But the New Covenant originated with the outpouring of 
the Spirit.  Writing was not indispensably part of it. 
   We know that godliness is important and we fear that some people (including ourselves!) 
may get too lawless if they do not have some kind of law.  So we think the law of God is 
needed, possibly in detailed and codified form.  Again there is something to be said for this.  
The apostles eventually put instructions into writing and insisted that their instructions were 
authoritative and the word of God.  They were putting into writing what they knew was the 
leading of the Spirit.   
   We hear rumours of people who have gone into terrible sin because they have claimed to be 
free from the law.   There was a wicked monk by the name of Rasputin who lived a vile life, 
but justified what he did saying he was "free from the law".  Something similar is true of a 
cult that was prominent a few years ago.   However these incidents are rare.  Most scandals 
do not come from people who claim to be free from the law; they tend to come more from 
people who want to be under it!  But let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall.  Most 
of the people who have been reckoned to be lawless in this matter were godly people.  In the 
16th century there was a man called Agricola who opposed the teaching of Luther concerning 
the law.  The word "antinomian" was coined; it means "someone whose teaching is opposed 
to law".  "Antinomianism" (in the way the word is generally used) means moral looseness, 
carelessness about sin.  People have often had terrible fear of "antinomians".  Actually 
Agricola was as godly as Luther!  Many people have been called "antinomians", even when 
there is not the slightest hint of anything wicked about their lives.  People have fallen into 
legalism and moralism far more often than into antinomianianism.  Read the books on the 
subject.  Read Tom Torrance's The Doctrine of Grace in the Apostolic Fathers or FitzSimons 
Alison's book, The Rise of Moralism.  You will discover that the church slides into legalism 
and moralism more than it slides into easy careless living.  Looseness about sin generally 
arises in those highly moral communities that have forgotten the gospel.  Luther complained 
there was great immorality in the monasteries which had been brought into being in the 
interests of holiness!     
   The best way to get an overview of the subject and to get a clear mind on the matter is, I 
think, to see that every aspect of the law is "typological" . 
   Salvation through grace, and godliness through grace, are both without the Mosaic law.  
The gospel was announced centuries before the law .  For several centuries the gospel was 
preached to Abraham.  Promises about the coming "seed of Abraham" were given.  Abraham 
believed them and was reckoned righteous before God.  He was justified before the law 
existed!  He got to a high level of godliness before the law existed.  



   Then the law was added.  It came in afterwards.  But it was always a temporary measure.  It 
was added "until the seed should come".  Now we are no longer under the guardian of the 
law.  The Mosaic law last only until the giving of the gospel.  Then the interim-law of Moses 
was finished and the church of Jesus was put back to the position of Abraham.  We are 
children of Abraham, not children of Moses.  The law was given "until Christ came", as most 
translations translate Galatians 3:24. (The old translation "to lead us to Christ" is quite wrong.  
The law does not exactly leads us to Christ, although it shuts out all other possibilities.  The 
Holy Spirit leads us to Christ, and He does not need the Mosaic institutions of the law to do 
it).    There were various reasons for the giving of the law.  It restrained sin.  It could be used, 
when taken spiritually to bring an intense awareness of the power of sin.  But among other 
things it pictured Jesus.  It was a "type" of the person of Jesus and a "type" of the 
righteousness Jesus would bring by the Holy Spirit. 
   Consider the animal sacrifices.  They were "typological" of Jesus.  The five sacrifices each 
symbolised different aspects of what God demands of His people and of what Jesus would 
provide.  The burnt offering symbolised total consecration.  The meal offering symbolised 
dedication of one's labours.  The peace-offering symbolised and typified the fellowship and 
peace and celebration with others that atonement brings.  The sin-offering and guilt-offering 
typified sin-bearing by a Saviour in its different aspects.  
   The Christian knows that He does not have to sacrifice an animal.  The law is only a 
"shadow of the good things to come" (Hebrews 10:1) and not the reality itself.  The same was 
true of other aspects of the law.  The rules about food and festivals and sabbath days.  These 
are all "a mere shadow" (Colossians 2:17).  What is not often not appreciated is that the same 
thing is true of every aspect of the law.  The entire Mosaic system was a shadow of Jesus.  



Chapter 158   The Law As A Shadow (Romans 7:4) 
   Paul says So, my brothers and sisters, you also were made to die to the law through the 
body of Christ.    
   Consider the following diagram. 
 

PASSOVER                 50 DAYS                 SINAI 
 
  

        CRUCIFIXION              50 DAYS                 PENTECOST 
 
 
   There was a day in the history of Israel when a lamb died for the sins of the people.  On the 
day when the lamb died the people were released from bondage, and were made the people of 
God.  Before the lamb died for them they could not get out of Egypt.  After the lamb died for 
them they could not stay in Egypt. 
   Fifty days after the people were saved by the blood of the lamb the people of God were 
given the law through Moses.  On that occasion, when the law was given, there were 
"lightning flashes" (Exodus 19:16).  Jewish rabbis saw the "lightning flashes" of Exodus 
19:16 as tongues of fire going to all the nations.  This was all symbolical and "typological" of 
Jesus.   When Jesus came, He fulfilled the law.  It was all pointing to Him.  He is the 
passover lamb.  Again God's people are those who are saved by the blood of the lamb. 
   Fifty days after Jesus died at a Passover festival, it was the day of Pentecost.  It was the day 
for the celebration of the law.  Thousands of Jews were there from many nations.   And God 
acted!  Fifty days after the first passover came His law.  Now fifty ways after the true 
Passover, comes ...  Comes what?  The giving of a new law?  No.  The gift of the Spirit!  The    
Spirit is the replacement of the law.  The Spirit is for the new covenant what the law was for 
the Old Covenant.  
   Now here is the thing that is often not realised.  The whole of the Mosaic law was 
"typological" of the coming of Jesus - including the so-called moral law!  This point is easily 
grasped in connection with animal sacrifices but it is not so easily seen with regard to what is 
called the "moral law".  
   For the Christian to go back to animal sacrifices or back to circumcision or back to the 
keeping of obligatory holy days, is all a waste of time.  It is false teaching. 
   But here is a point not always appreciated.  Even the so-called "moral" laws are also only a 
pale shadow of the spirituality Jesus requires.  We have "died to the law" in every respect.  
We have died to the law with regard to its moral commands, not in order to sin, but in order 
to be placed under something higher.  People who fear that "dying to the law" leads to sin 
have not got the point.  The Spirit is higher than the law!  The Sermon on the Mount is higher 
than the law.  And the Sermon on the Mount is not an exposition of the law.   
   Are we free from the ten commandments?  That is like the old question "Have you stopped 
beating you wife?"  You are in trouble if you say yes, and you are in trouble if you say no!  
The best thing is to reject the question! 
   The fact is we are not under the ten commandments because the ten commandments are 
only a feeble pale shadow of what we are under.  We do not kill animals because the sacrifice 
of Jesus is greater.  Take the command "You shall not steal".  Is the Christian under it?   He 
certainly is to keep it.  But if that is all he bothers about it will hold him down to a low level 
of spirituality.  He will be happy that he has not stolen and that will be the end of the matter.   
   But Paul, putting into words the leading of the Spirit, says  "Let him that stole steal no 
more" (Ephesians 4:28).  That gets about as far as the Ten Commandments got.  It is 
restricted to stealing; it is negative in form.  If Paul had stopped there he would in effect have 



been repeating one of the ten commandments.   But actually Paul did not draw attention to the 
fact that what he was saying was similar to the law, and he went on to go much further than 
the eighth of the ten commandments.  He went on to the positive leading of the Spirit"...let 
him labour, performing with his own hands what is good".  Then he went on to give Christian 
motives, the kind of motivation the Holy Spirit puts before us.  The Christian must positively 
earn something "in order that he may have something to share with him who is in need".  The 
original law was only a pale shadow of the kind of leading that the Holy Spirit will give. 
   Jesus says He comes to "fulfill" the law.  This does not mean simply to put us under it!  It 
means to work in us so that the Spirit leads us in a way that goes beyond obeying the letter of 
moral regulations.  The Spirit leads us into ways that were not even mentioned in the law.   
   The fact is the moral law is also only a shadow.  When Paul says we have died to the law.  
Just as we do not focus on animal sacrifices, nor do we focus on the regulations of the Mosaic 
covenant as though they could give us much help.  What do we do then?  We pray.  We ask 
ourselves the question "What is the pathway of love in this situation I am in?"  As we do that 
the Spirit will lead us.  We ask the question "What would I like him to do for me if the 
situation were reversed?" (see Matthew 7:12).  The Spirit will lead us and He will vastly 
outstrip the vast majority of the regulations of the law.  The Spirit's leading can overtake and 
improve on almost everything in the law.  I say "Almost" because the Spirit will not improve 
on Leviticus 19:18, "You shall love your neighbour as yourself".  If you want to be under the 
law, be under that bit!  The Holy Spirit will show you how.  And you will not break the 
morality of the law, but you will go beyond it. 

 
Chapter 159  Union with Jesus (Romans 7:4) 

   Dying to the law take place through union with Christ in his body upon the cross.  The 
Christian is united to Christ; Christ is risen from the dead; so I am risen from the dead in 
Christ.   
   It does not mean that the Christian has died to morality!  It does not mean that he has died 
to righteousness or to godliness.   But it means that he has died to the entire system of law 
that was given to Moses upon mount Sinai in the 13th or 15th century (scholars argue about 
the date!) 
   Paul is simply reapplying the teaching he gave in Romans chapter 6 about being placed into 
union with Christ.  Jesus died; I died in Him.  Jesus rose from the dead; I rose from being 
spiritually dead and cut off from God.  I am now joined on to Jesus.  I am married to Him.  I 
am seated in the heavenly places.   
   The gospel-preachers of the 16th century, Luther and Calvin, were often criticised for being 
against morality.  The charge was nonsense, but it came because of their teaching (and the 
bible's teaching) that salvation was without works.  They taught that "We have died to the law 
so far as justification is concerned but we have not died to it so far as sanctification is 
concerned".  They were trying to refute the charge that they were careless about godliness. 
   Reformation theologians divided the law into civic, ceremonial and moral sections.  They 
were ex-Roman Catholics and were still following Aquinas at this point.  They tended to say 
the law had three purposes.  It had (they said) a political use, and was intended to restrain sin 
out of fear of punishment.  (ii)  It had (they said) a humbling use, and was intended to  
convict of sin, and (iii) they said it had an educational use and was intended to guide the 
godly man into godliness.  The first of these points is certainly right.  It is what Paul says in 
Galatians 3:19.  The second and third are dubious.    In all of this they were not so much 
thinking of the 2000 and more verses of legislation in Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and 
Deuteronomy.  They were more thinking of the idea of the "moral law" which they had 
inherited from Aquinas.   All of this is needs re-thinking.  Modern New Testament scholars of 



all persuasions are more or less agreed that Paul did not teach that the law was a "rule of 
life".   
   But let's go back to Paul.  So, my brothers, you also died to the law through the body of 
Christ, that you might belong to another, to him who was raised from the dead, in order that 
we might bear fruit to God.   
   The Christian is "married" to Jesus.   Being a Christian is a matter of getting united to Jesus 
Christ.  When we put our trust in Jesus, it is not simply an intellectual matter.  It is when the 
Spirit has gripped us, when we are "poured into the mould" (Romans 6:17) of God's gospel.  
We get intimately bound together with our Lord Jesus Christ.  We are His people from that 
point on.  We have died to what we were.  We have left everything to belong to Him.  We 
have His status before God.  We share His position.  When a man becomes a King, his wife 
becomes a Queen!   If Jesus is King of Kings and Lord of Lords, and I am married to Him, 
then what a powerful, rich, abundant, privileged position I am in. I have Jesus' righteousness, 
Jesus' wisdom, Jesus's sanctification.  When Jesus comes in His Second Coming, I shall be 
with Him.  He is my heavenly lord.   
   Because I am married to Jesus I have right of access to Him.  I can call upon His help at 
any time.  I can bring all my needs to Him.  I have His angels quietly and secretly working on 
my behalf without my even being aware of it.  They are His angels, but I am married to Him, 
so they are my angels too. 
   Because I am married to Him, I live for Him.  It is not just a matter of being under the 
Mosaic law, not even a matter of being "moral".  It is a matter of positively living for the 
praise of my heavenly husband, wanting His honour, wanting to please Him.  My beloved is 
mine and I am His. 
   Unlike the law He speaks to me in terms of love and grace and mercy and kindness.   Just 
as a husband guides and supports and cherishes his wife, so Jesus cherishes me.  So my 
growing in holiness is responsiveness.   What does a husband want more than anything else 
in a wife.   Responsiveness.  A feeling of rapport. He wants things to be such that at the 
raising of an eyebrow his loved one smiles back at him.  Jesus wants to be in a love-
relationship with us such that we respond to him.  He wants us ourselves.  Putting it 
practically. Jesus wants our companionship in our talking to him , sharing with him.   
   My growing in holiness is loving submission.   If Jesus guides me in tender love,  I respond 
back towards Jesus.  I get ready for companionship.   Jesus purifies his bride that he might be 
united to her.  He is the spotless, pure one.  He wants his bride to be as pure as He is.  
Marriage when it is truly as it ought to be is the highest form of companionship.  My growing 
in holiness is zeal that Jesus' plans for me should be fulfilled.  Surely a bride is passionately 
in love with her husband.  She identifies with him closely in everything.  She wants to share 
his mind, his ambitions, his future, his everything.   I am not under the law, I am married to 
Jesus! 
 

Chapter 160  Fruitfulness Without the Law (Romans 7:4) 
   I am putting Paul's teaching over against the teaching that has become traditional in some 
parts of the church. 
   The "Reformation" approach to law, inherited from Aquinas, was intensified by the British 
and American Puritans of the 17th century.  The doctrine of the "law" that is in the 
Westminster Confession of Faith, published in 1646, is typical.  We ought to know about if 
we are to understand the view of the law that most Christians have inherited. 
   1. They read the law back into the Garden of Eden.  They said that Adam was under it and 
Abraham was under it (contradicting Romans 5:14!) 
   2. They said the law was perfect, eternal, a reflection of the God Himself.   



   3. They followed Aquinas in dividing it into three, two parts of which they said have 
expired or are abrogated.  
   4. They said the moral law was a guide to the Christian, "directing and binding everyone".  
   5. They interpreted the law by "spiritualising" it.  They were not content with the 
straightforward meaning of the laws of Exodus to Deuteronomy. 
   6. They turned the negative form of most of the Ten Commandments into positive form, 
turning "You shall not" into "You shall".  
   7. They extended the commandments, giving lists of sins forbidden or duties required by 
each command. 
   One comment must suffice.  The Puritan focus was on regulations and legal guidelines.  
Paul's focus is on directly living by the Holy Spirit, which (he says) will lead to the law being 
fulfilled anyway.  Paul's teaching is that if we walk in the Spirit deliberately, we shall fulfill 
the law accidentally!  He says we died to the law (all of it!)  but this is "so that the righteous 
requirement of the law might be fulfilled in.......".  In whom?   In which people does the 
righteous requirement get fulfilled and how does it happen?  He goes on "... in us who walk 
not after the flesh but according to the Spirit" (Romans 8:4).  It is walking in the Spirit that 
gets the requirements of the law truly fulfilled.  It achieves what the law was striving after 
and pointing to.  But being under the law directly, leads to legalism, depression, heaviness of 
Spirit.  (However I have to say the Puritans were great people and often their spiritual 
instincts were better than the traditions they inherited from Aquinas!) 
   Paul is more radical than the 16th and 17th century theologians.  He says that we have died 
to the law with regard to sanctification as well as with regard to justification.  "You have died 
to the law ... in order to bear fruit for God". 
   I ought to mention that in recent years there have been a few people who have even taught 
that we have to bring back the judicial and civic of the Mosaic law.  They call it "theonomy".  
They think civil magistrates should be applying the law of Moses and that the civil laws of 
the 13th century BC in Israel are a model of perfect social justice.  They talk of the abiding 
validity of the Mosaic law in exhaustive detail.  Homosexuals and juvenile delinquents 
should be executed!  The jubilee year should be brought back!  And so on.   
   In my opinion all of this is quite unscriptural.  Even at a national civic level we can go 
beyond the law of Moses.  Would Wilberforce have abolished slavery if he had been 
following the law?  We can learn from the political aspects of the law God gave to Israel.  
That is not the same as saying we can simply apply it to modern societies, and that it cannot 
be improved upon. 
   What is surprising is that some charismatic people have been drawn to theonomy.  This is 
quite amazing and shows how weak the charismatic movement - of which I am a member - is 
in its doctrinal understanding!  Pentecostals and theonomy!  The friends of the Holy Spirit 
and the friends of the law!   It is like marrying a dove (the Holy Spirit!) to a rhinoceros (the 
law!). 
   The truth of the matter is we have died to the entire Mosaic system.   It is not enough to 
take Paul to mean died to the guilt of the law.  Paul's whole argument is dealing with godly 
living.  Bearing fruit to God is not justification; it is sanctification.  Paul is saying we have to 
be released from the law in order to live a holy life.  People have often been happy about 
saying we die to the law to be justified but have been unhappy about saying we die to the law 
to get sanctified.  But the latter is precisely what Paul is saying! 
   A final point on connection with Romans 7:4 is this: (5) The union that the Christian has 
with Jesus produces fruit.  It is the "fruit" of a new position, where we are able to rejoice in 
the Lord, where we are confident that our loving heavenly husband will bring us to be all that 
He wants us to be. 



   It is the "fruit" of godliness in our character and disposition: love, joy, peacefulness, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, self-control. 
   It is the fruit of achieving something for God, having an impact upon our world.   
   No amount of strict observance of law is likely to lead to great fruitfulness.  Those who 
have achieved much for God have been people who have rejoiced in their close relationship 
to Jesus.  It was not the legalism of our spiritual forefathers that enabled them to serve God.  
It was their loving responsiveness to Jesus.  We ought to be able to live unto our heavenly 
husbands and reach greater heights of spiritual fruitfulness.  His strength is so great that even 
in people like us He is able to bear fruit for the glory of His Father. 

 Chapter 161  Life Under Law (Romans 7:5) 
   At this point Paul's argument takes a step forward.  He now wants to compare and contrast 
two ways of life, the way of living in the flesh (7:5) and the way of living in the Holy Spirit. 
   For when we were in the flesh, the sinful passions aroused by the law were at work in our 
bodies, so that we bore fruit for death  (6)   But now, by dying to what once bound us, we 
have been released from the law so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit, and not in the 
old way of the written code.  Consider the differences between the old life and the new life. 
   1.  Consider what was controlling the two lives.  One was "in the flesh"; the other is "in the 
newness of the Spirit".  
   2.  Consider the time involved.  One was the past unregenerate life ("we were"); the other is 
the present life of the Christian ("But now..."). 
   3.  Consider the power of the law involved.  In one it was a case of "sinful passions around 
by the law...at work in our bodies..."; in the other situation we are "released from the law...". 
   4.  Consider the fruit involved.  In the one case it is "fruit for death"; in the other (as Paul 
has told us before) it is "fruit for God" (7:4). 
   5.  In one it is "oldness"; in the other it is "newness". 
   Let us look at verse 5 and life under the law. 
   (1) He is referring to the unconverted time of life: "when we were in the flesh".  "The 
flesh" is the realm of human sinfulness. To be "in" the flesh is to be ruled by sinfulness.  We 
were all once "in the flesh", ruled by sinfulness, unable to please God (see Romans 8:8). 
   (2) Paul, and the Roman Christians were at that time under the law.  Paul uses the 
word "we".  He is referring to himself and people who for one reason or another were like 
himself.  The law is not a general moral code that everyone is under.  It is rather the law that 
God gave at Sinai to Israel.  But in one way or another Paul can say that "we" - I and many of 
you Romans like me - were under the law. 
   "Flesh" and "law" go together.  People who think they can relate to God by way of law are 
actually trusting the flesh, the sinful nature.  The Galatians had been saved by the preaching 
of the cross of Jesus, and they had learned to live by the Holy Spirit.  One day they listened to 
legalists and turned to law.  Paul says "Having begun with the Spirit, are you now being 
perfected by the flesh?" (Galatians 3:3).  To the Philippians he wrote "We put no confidence 
in the flesh" and went on to explain how he had once put trust in law but did so no longer 
(Phil.3:3-9).  "Trust" in law is trust in "flesh", the weak sinful human nature.  Most people 
live like this.  They trust in themselves and feel capable of keeping God's law or their own 
laws.  But all of that is trust in the flesh.  Again it is clear that he is referring to the 
unregenerate pre-Christian time of life. 
   (3) The Mosaic law did not help Paul in these unconverted days; it inflamed sin in him, 
and in others like him.  Paul says "when we were in the flesh, the sinful passions aroused by 
the law were at work in our bodies...". 
   Men and women have "sinful desires".  This refers to our natural appetites, but they get out 
of hand and become excessive.  They rule us.  We are not controlled by our intelligence; we 
are controlled by what we want; our desires rule our mind.     



   These desires of ours which get out of control and become sinful get "aroused by the law".  
Any kind of law actually arouses our sinfulness.  One might think that law controls sin.  It 
may do so if the threat of punishment is great!  But at the same time as law may or may not 
curb sin, it actually increases the desire for sin.   
   This sin is aroused and inflamed in our "members", the parts of our bodies.  We have seen 
before that sin resides in the human nature in our fallen bodies.  This includes our brain, our 
sexuality, our desires for comfort, our imaginations, every part of our physical make-up. 
   (4) Life under the law produces death.  The end of the whole procedure is  the God-less-
ness which is death.  It produces guilt.  It separates us from God even more.  It produces 
coldness, a sense of failure, despair.  Life under the law is nothing but dust and ashes!  The 
law cannot help us in any deep way.  It does not justify, it does not regenerate, it does not 
sanctify.  It leads to deeper and deeper despair, that Paul summarises in one word, "death". 
   Thank God for verse 6.  Verse 5 is not the end of the story.  Paul is able to go on to say 
"But now...!".  These words are always wonderful words.  When we are in the depths of 
despair God has a habit of butting in!   Coming to know Jesus Christ as our Saviour is not a 
small matter.  It is a gigantic leap from sin and death and despair to life and newness and 
power. 
   The reason why Paul is describing despair under the law was so that he might go on to say 
"But...".   
   When a person believes in Jesus Christ, he or she is taken out of this realm of sin and 
judgement and law altogether, and is given the Holy Spirit.  It is an entirely new realm, a 
realm "in Christ" and under grace.  Where sin once abounded now grace abounds all the 
more.   The Christian is to get hold of the fact.  He has died to the law; he is in the Spirit for 
ever. 

 Chapter 162  Oldness is Coldness (Romans 7:6) 
   Paul has described what it is like to be an unconverted person, under the law.  Now he puts 
the other side of the comparison. But now, by dying to what once bound us, we have been 
released from the law so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit, and not in the old way of 
the written code.   
   When Jesus died, he released all believers from the law and even from the slightest threat of 
the law.   
   Israel served God via the law.  That way of God has a tendency to be impersonal.  True, it 
was possible for believers in those days to read the five books of the law and hear the voice 
of our heavenly father.  That would be part of what the psalmists meant when they say they 
delight in the written teaching of the Lord.  However when one's focus in on obedience to the 
written legislation of the Mosaic covenant, there is a strong tendency to forget about the Holy 
Spirit and focus on the writing.  But "the letter kills".  There is a strong tendency for the 
letter, even the letter of the Scriptures, to displace the Holy Spirit.  The bible was never 
written to displace or replace the Holy Spirit.  If we focus on the Holy Spirit and on personal 
fellowship with our heavenly Father, He often lifts us up to heights of joy and fellowship.  In 
such fellowship we surpass the letter of the covenant of law given on mount Sinai to Israel.      
   The law - all the institutions of Israel given at the time of Moses recorded for us in about 
1500 verses of legislation - is characterised by "the old way of the written code".   
   "The written code" is old.  This not only means that it has been around for a long time.  It 
also means that there is something fixed about it.  The law does not change.  It does not have 
anything fresh about it. 
   The law is written.  It is codified.  It is not so much a person speaking to us as a book being 
given to us.  It tends to be impersonal.  Obedience is the application of these written 
commands that we study.  It is outside of us.  You had to look at it with your physical eyes 
and seek to obey it.  There is not necessarily anything wrong with reading a book!  But while 



you are reading a book you are not talking to a person.  The Pharisees spent a lot of time 
reading the law but they did not have much contact with the living God. 
   Oldness is coldness.  There is something cold and dry about trying to live a life for God 
upon the basis of law.  There is no warmth in it.  It is the opposite of what happened on the 
road to Emmaus when the disciples talked with the living Lord Jesus and said later "Did not 
our hearts burn within us?". 
   When you are living by legislation, you are in control of the situation and the lawbook is in 
control of you.  There is a fixedness about the entire process.  There is no flexibility.  It is not 
that you are led this way one day but another way in a different situation.  It is not that God 
leads you one way but takes into account the needs of people and leads another person 
differently.  No, everything about the law is fixed, inflexible, predictable. 
   Legislation tends to remove the need of guidance.  No one in Israel every prayed about 
when Passover should be.  It was fixed.  They only argued about the interpretation of the law!  
There is no need to pray for guidance about something where there is a fixed and written law. 
   Law produces a judgemental atmosphere.  It tends to condemn you, and you condemn 
everyone else.  The law had no forgiveness for any serious sins.  It did not have much of an 
atmosphere for forgiveness in it.  The blood of the sacrifices could only forgive minor 
matters.   So law tends to produce a guilt-laden atmosphere. 
   If the law was viewed so spiritually that notice was taken about internal matters and the 
tenth commandment, the atmosphere of judgement was even worse, for the law viewed in 
such a way could only condemn.  
   Paul has one word for all of this: death!  The law kills! 
   However the Christian gospel is the entire reverse of all of this.  The Spirit is newness.  The 
love-command is the "new commandment".  It is flexible.  It is the Spirit personally leading 
us day by day into ways of love.  The leading of the Spirit is not written, it is internal.  It is a 
person speaking to us.  It is warmth; the Spirit is a mighty rushing wind. He is burning fire.   
   When the Spirit is at work you are not in control.  You are never quite sure what is going to 
happen.  And if you can totally control the manifestations of the Spirit it is more likely 
manipulation than really the Spirit.  There is flexibility with the Spirit.  God does take into 
account the needs of people and the needs of varying situations.  We seek the personal 
guidance of our heavenly Father.  He does not ever contradict the righteousness of the law 
but his personal guidance is more intimate.  The Spirit is our Advocate, our counsellor beside 
us.  Prayer is the very heart-beat of life in the Holy Spirit.  Jesus never brings a judgemental 
atmosphere.  Jesus shows us His love, reveals His wonderful purposes for us, whispers His 
love into our hearts, gives us hopes and glimpses of glory, gives us joy and new power.  None 
of this is found in the law.  It only comes by direct relationship to Jesus and by serving God 
in the Spirit.  

 
Chapter 163  The Newness of the Spirit (Romans 7:6) 

   By dying to what once bound us, the law, we serve God in the new way of the Spirit. 
   The Christian life is a life lived in the power and blessing of the Holy Spirit.  It is not a 
matter of bookish legislation.  Even the gospel and its teaching must never be allowed to 
become bookish legislation! 
   What is this "newness of the Spirit" like?  It begins with the experience of the Holy Spirit. I 
deliberately use the word "experience".  In the New Testament Christians received the Holy 
Spirit in a way that they were aware of.  You did not need to prove to them that they had the 
Holy Spirit!   
   There is more than one aspect to the work of the Holy Spirit at the time people come to 
Jesus Christ.  There is a hidden, secret work of the Spirit, as He gets people to see the truth 



about Jesus.  When a person believes the Spirit has been that person's inner teacher even if he 
is unaware of how he knows the truth.  
   But there is also an experience of the Spirit.  It is this experiential aspect of the Spirit's 
work that starts the Christian life off with a mighty leap forward.  It is �"receiving power" 
(Acts 1:8).  It is knowing that we are children of God and crying "Abba, Father" (Romans 
8:16). It is joy unspeakable and full of glory (1 Peter 1:8).  It is the end of being thirsty 
(Isa.44:3).  It gives assurance of sonship (Isa.44:5), ends the hiding of God's face (Ezk.39:29).  
It leads to enlargement of gifts of understanding and of speech (Jo.2:28,29).  It is a profuse 
and abundant matter, a baptism, a deluge, rivers of living water, floods upon the dry ground.  
It brings illumination, glimpses of the glory of Jesus (John 14:26; 15:26), enjoyment of the 
love of God (Romans 5:5), foretastes of heaven.  It may be recalled as a conscious experience 
some years later.  
   This is just the start.  Conscious enjoyment of the Holy Spirit comes right at the very 
beginning of the Christian life.  True, it may be later than conversion, but that is a great 
abnormality judged by the New Testament. Every Christian should know the Holy Spirit in 
this way from early days in his life as a Christian.  
   Then the Holy Spirit sprinkles and saturates every aspect of the Christian life.  It is a matter 
of serving God in the new way of the Spirit from that point onwards.  
   The Spirit gives understanding and illumination.  God reveals things by the Spirit (1 
Corinthians 2:10).  We are not under the law, we are under the Spirit.  In this personal one-to-
one, internal, fellowship with God, we get taught and guided and helped along.   The veil is 
taken away (2 Corinthians 3:16).  We are able to look boldly into the face of Jesus and know 
that He loves us and is smiling upon us.  God makes his light shine in our hearts. 
   The Spirit gives us assurance.  It is not just assurance at the time of our conversion, but 
permanent on-going day by day consciousness that we are the children of God.   
   The Spirit leads us into love.  He produces fruit in us.  He speaks to us and we listen and 
find that again and again He is calling us to love.  When we heed Him, He takes us beyond 
the Mosaic law into the pathways of affection.  Then when we heed His call to love, all sorts 
of other beautiful things appear with love: joy, peace, patience, and sweet beautiful 
tenderness in a dozen ways.  
   We are not under the law; we are led by the Holy Spirit.  If we are led by the Holy Spirit we 
are not under the law because we do not need to be!   He enables us to mortify the sinful 
inclinations we find within ourselves because we are still in the body (Romans 8:13).  He 
gives us strength and encouragement (Acts 9:31).  He supplies us with "joy given by the Holy 
Spirit" (1 Thessalonians 1:6).  It is difficult to live a godly life under the law.  It is not so 
difficult when we are rejoicing in the Holy Spirit.  The very heart of the kingdom of God is 
"joy in the Holy Spirit" (Romans 14:17) and it is this that works holiness into our lives even 
unconsciously and without Pharisaism. 
   The Holy Spirit is one who "anoints" everything in the Christian life.  "Anointing" is a 
piece of picture language.  It means to apply oil or lubrication.    This is the heart of what life 
in the Holy Spirit is like.   It is lubricated!  It flows.  Oil makes things flow smoothly.  You 
put oil in grinding wheels, on squeaky hinges, on grating machines.  After the oil has been 
applied, everything flows smoothly.  So it is in the Christian life.  Law is laborious and heavy 
and often onerous.  But under the lubrication of the Holy Spirit Jesus's commands to love 
everyone everywhere are not grievous.  They are enjoyable!  There is a lubrication about 
what we do for God.  The wheels of the Christian life spin round smoothly when the Holy 
Spirit is giving us a sense of the personal presence of Jesus.  The hinges turn nicely.  The 
procedures flow.  Fellowship is rich and wonderful.  Burdens are lifted.  Worship is 
exhilarating.   



   None of this comes through the law!  True, there is conflict in the Christian life.  There will 
be times of suffering, for it is through many tribulations that we experience the blessings of 
God's kingdom.  But still the Spirit is with us.  The "Spirit of glory and of God" rests upon us 
when we are rejoicing in fellowship with Jesus.  If we suffer as a Christian we praise God 
that we bear the name of Christ upon us.    The kingdom of God is joy in the Holy Spirit. 

Chapter 164  The Spirit in the Church (Romans 7:6) 
   No spiritual power ever comes to us by our being under the law.  None of the blessings of 
the gospel come to us by means of any ordinance of the covenant of law that God imposed on 
Israel upon mount Sinai.  None of the distinctives of this covenant have any obligation in the 
new covenant.  Holy buildings, holy days, special calendars, circumcision, rules about food, 
about tribes, religious festivals - and a mass of other things - will never enable us to serve 
God with power.  The moral commands of the ten commandments - or nine of them, minus 
the Saturday sabbath - are nowhere near high enough for us to please God through them.   
Even less are we helped by the law's most sharp and powerful command: you shall not covet.  
   We serve God in an entirely different way.  By dying to what once bound us, the law, we 
serve God in the new way of the Spirit. 
   Another aspect of this life in the Holy Spirit is that the flowing and beautiful anointing of 
the Spirit is at work in the church.  The Christian is not allowed by the Spirit to be an isolated 
creature, a loner.  He brings us into the church and blesses us there also.  It is the Holy Spirit 
who put us in the church in the first place.  He immersed us into the body of Christ (1 
Corinthians 12:13).   From that point on we begin to enjoy the "fellowship of the Spirit".   We 
enjoy rich friendship if we are following the leading of the Spirit.  He will give us people to 
share with.  His commands always revolve around people.  The commands of legislation are 
often negative and simply restrain us from hurting others as much as we might if left 
unrestrained.  The command of law stop us murdering, stealing, lying.  These things involve 
people.  The commands of the Spirit will always revolve around one central command, the 
command to love. 
   Then there will be corporate directives of the Spirit. Perhaps one day we shall be praying 
with a company of Christians.   As it was in the book of Acts, "while they were worshipping 
the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit spoke" (Acts 13:2).  It was not that Paul had an personal 
instruction from the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit was leading the church as its prophets and 
teachers prayed. 
   Then the commands of the Spirit will involve the gifts of the Spirit.  How far removed all of 
this is from the Mosaic law!  The Spirit can give gifts of utterance of various kinds, gifts of 
knowledge, gifts of healing.  The greatest of all His gifts is the gift of prophecy, being given 
what to say by God in a way that speaks piercingly to the needs of the people of God.    
   The commands of God will lead us into serving people, loving people, reaching people, 
encouraging people.  God will command and enable at the same time.   Some will be called to 
teach.  Some will be called to serve with gifts of administration.  These will come as 
commands, as strong directives.  It has nothing to do with the law at all.  It is all part of the 
new life of the Spirit.   Some people will be called to be "helps".  Some will have gifts of 
mercy. 
   Christian godliness is not obedience to the Mosaic law; it is obedience to the Spirit.  It is a 
matter of not grieving the Spirit (Ephesians 4:30), not quenching the Spirit (1 Thessalonians 
5:19), not resisting the Spirit (Acts 7:51), not lying to the Spirit or testing the Spirit (Acts 
5:3,9), not angering the Spirit or despising the Spirit (Isa.63:10; Hb.10:29).  Instead we walk 
in the Spirit and sow to the Spirit and are on fire with the Spirit and go on being filled with 
the Spirit (Galatians 5:16,18; Romans 12:11; Ephesians 5:18).   None of this is to be found in 
the law and you will not come to it by law-keeping. 



   Then there is prayer.  The commands of the Spirit are likely to have a lot to do with prayer.  
We are told to "pray in the Spirit".  There is even non-rational prayer where we do not know 
precisely what it is that we are praying and yet we have groanings of syllables given to us by 
the Holy Spirit.  ,   
   This too is far removed from the legislation of the covenant given to Israel.  The law 
scarcely requires a lot of praying.  Praying is hard to find in any of the legislation of the 
books of Moses.    Moses himself was a great man of prayer.  He would spend much time 
with God pleading for the people of Israel.  The Lord would speak to Moses face to face, as a 
man speaks to his friend.  But none of this ever got into the law.  Moses was not writing his 
own ideas.  The law was being given to him, and God did not tell him to put any instructions 
in the law about prayer.  But the Spirit will call us to prayer again and again. 
   Then there is music!  The Spirit will lead us into music.  He will put songs into our hearts.  
He will fill us with melody and give tunes and words and harmony.  Obeying the law will 
never make you sing a single note!  But to be full of the Spirit will lead into worship.  There 
will be singing and joy and praise.  The law does not very much require this of you.  David 
was going far beyond the law when he brought choirs and instruments into Israel, and wrote 
psalms for the people to sing.  He was not obeying the law when he did these things.  The 
Spirit was leading David to go beyond the law and higher than the law.  David was even then 
serving God in the new life of the Spirit. 

Chapter 165  Can The Law Be Kept? (Romans 7:7) 
  Everything Paul has said about the law of God so far has been negative and seemingly 
critical.  It brings experience of sin (3:20), it increases sin (5:20), to be under law is the 
opposite of being under grace (6:14), law inflames sin (7:5).  One might be forgiven for 
thinking that Paul regards the law as coming from the devil!  He has actually described law in 
precisely the same way he has described sin.  He has said we died to sin (Romans 6); he has 
said we died to the law (Romans 7:1-4).  This leads to an obvious question, "Is the law sin?"  
If we have to die to sin and we have to die to the law, are they the same thing?  Is the law a 
sinful and wicked thing?  It seems to be on the side of sin and death and judgement.  Maybe it 
is sinful itself?  You can see why Paul has reached the point where he has to ask this 
question.  He raises the query and (as before in 6:1 and 6:15) give a sharp dogmatic answer. 
What shall we say then?  Is the law sin?  Let it not be!  
   He asks his question (7:7a) and gives his answer (7:7b).  Then he puts forward what I shall 
call his counter-proposal (7:7c).  But I would not have experienced sin except through the 
law.   
   Paul has already spoken (in 7:5) of the way the law heightens and intensifies sin.  He told 
us that in 7:5 that this was an experience that came to him when he was "in the flesh".  Paul 
now uses identically the same language here.  This shows that he is referring to his pre-
conversion experience.  There was a time - he says - when I was under the law.  It led me into 
an intense experience of how powerful sin is.  He has already said that Christian experience 
is one of release from the law (7:6). 
   The word Paul uses here, often translated "know", is best translated "experience" ("I would 
not have experienced sin").  The way the passage develops shows that he deals not with 
detached knowledge "about" sin, but with intensified experience of sin induced by the law.   
   It does not mean intensified experience of sin does not come in any other way.  Abraham 
must have known conviction of sin.  We must remember that Scripture says it is the Holy 
Spirit who convicts of sin.  It does not necessitate the Mosaic law.   
   In what I can call verse 7d Paul starts to explain how he came to experience despair under 
the law in the days of his flesh.  At this point Paul introduces the tenth commandment. For I 
had not known covetousness if the law had not said "You shall not covet".   



   This introduces us to a vital point.  There are two ways of taking the law of God.  The law 
may be taken externally and it may be considered with special reference to "covetousness". 
   Before we get into Paul's details, let us consider the giving of the Mosaic law (Exodus to 
Numbers) without reference to covetousness.  We shall discover some surprising things.   In 
the story of the first giving of the law it is an fact that the legislation never deals with the 
"heart".  In the strictly legislative verses the word never occurs.   The references to "heart" 
come quite often in the narrative, and in snippets of narrative within the laws, but never in the 
legislation itself.  Leaving aside the tenth commandment, the law was not designed to deal 
with the inward nature of humankind at all.  Other than the tenth commandment there is 
nothing in the original version of the law, given on Sinai, that has any regulations about "the 
heart" of anyone.   We remember the sin of Pharaoh; he hardened his heart again and again.  
One might think that the law given fifty days later would condemn having a hard heart - but it 
never did!      
   This means that the law can be kept!  There are plenty of people who do not murder, do not 
steal, do not lie.  Plenty of unconverted people have sufficient morality to get to that level of 
righteousness.  At this level (without considering the tenth commandment) the law can be 
kept!  The idea is common that it is quite impossible to keep the Mosaic law.  Yet if one 
leaves aside the tenth commandment, the law makes the constant assumption that it may be 
kept.  Blessing follows when it is obeyed: "the man who obeys them will live by them" 
(Lv.l8:5; cf. Ezk.20:ll,2l; Ne.9:29).  The "life" promised in the law must not be equated with 
the "eternal life" of the New Testament and refers to national stability, longevity and 
prosperity not to the fulness of the Spirit and the expectation of heaven.  Nevertheless 
blessing is promised through the keeping of the law.  Only when there is a concentration on 
the tenth commandment is there any hint that the law cannot be kept.  Otherwise no such hint 
is found anywhere in Exodus to Numbers. 
   The unregenerate person without faith may keep the law to a certain extent.  This is the 
point of Paul's remark in Philippians 3:6.  Paul, before his Damascus road experience, 
believed that he kept the law.  Reflecting upon his Pharisaic experience does not make him 
speak of his inability to keep the law; rather he speaks of his ability to keep the law.  All of 
this means that the law may be kept without faith.  "The law is not of faith", says Paul.  This 
is one reason why the law is not the standard for the Christian.  From one angle it brings 
about despair (as we shall see in the rest of Romans 7).  But looked at from another angle it is 
too easy; even unconverted people can keep it. 

Chapter 166  Is The Law Sin? (Romans 7:7) 
   Is the law a sinful and wicked thing? No.  If we understand the tenth commandment we 
shall see how deeply and powerful opposed the law is to sin, how it searches into the very 
depth of human sinfulness. 
   In its first presentation the law was given as something that could be kept.  It had to be this 
way.  The law was administered by judges in Israel.  It did not demand perfection.  What 
would be the use of a national law that demanded we be as sinless as Jesus.  Imagine 
national laws that sentence you to banishment from the presence of God if you are an 
unbeliever!  How could it function as a guide to legislation for a nation?  Imagine judges who 
had to judge the state of your heart and sentence you if you were backsliding! 
   If you read the story that runs from Genesis to Numbers you find that beginning at Exodus 
15:22 chunks of legislation start coming into the story.   The legislation comes in about 2000 
verses, about 1500 referring to the original giving of the law (Exodus to Numbers).  When 
Moses preached his sermons to Israel on the edge of the promised land, he includes slab of 
detailed legislation, summarising and sometimes reapplying the earlier legislation (Dt.5:1-
26:19).  About another 500 verses of legislation occur in the central sections of Deuteronomy.  



   A fairly complete list of the original laws is Exodus 12:1-11, 14-20, 24-27, 43-49; 13:1-13; 
16:4-5, 23, 25-26, 28,33; 20:1-17, 22-26; 21:1-23:33; 25:1-31:17; 34:11-26; 35:1-3; Leviticus 
1:1-7:34; 11:1-24:9; 25:1-27:34; Numbers 3:5-10, 25-26, 28b,31,36; 4:4-33; 5:1-6:21: 15:1-
41; 18:1-19:22: 28:1-30:16: 35:1-34. 
   Try reading it!  When Christians talk about 'the law', they may mean different things.  What 
as a matter of sheer fact is 'the law'?  There is reference to major crimes against God and 
society.  There are laws concerning marriage, parenthood and sexual relationships, laws 
about protection of the legal system, and concerning calendar and holy days, laws about 
festivals, about tabernacle, priesthood and the sacrificial system.  There is much there in 
addition to what Thomas Aquinas might call 'the moral law'.    There are also rules about 
punishments: the death penalty for abuse of parents, for adultery, for homosexual relationship 
of the kind mentioned in Leviticus 20:13.  Mediums and spiritists must be cleansed from 
society. 
   You will see why the Christian is not "under the law".  The law has a lot in it from which 
we must learn (of course!), but it does not even tell you to pray!  It is not precisely 
appropriate for the Christian living in the Spirit.  The law was not like New Testament 
appeals for holiness, and New Testament appeals for holiness scarcely use the Mosaic law.  
In all of the appeals for holiness only Ephesians 6:1-4 refers to the law, and the point there is 
to urge that the fulness of the Spirit (Ephesians 5:18-21) leads to godliness (Ephesians 5:22-
6:9), and it is the kind of godliness that fulfills the law.  Ephesians 6:1-4 is making the same 
point as Romans 8:2-4.  The life of the Spirit fulfills the law. 
   But otherwise the New Testament appeals for holiness make no reference to the details of 
the law.  They refer only to its general appeal for holiness (1 Pet:19, and the like) and for love 
(James 2:8 and the like).  
   The law was administered by magistrates.  They could not judge the heart.  They could only 
judge the external behaviour.  There had to be witnesses to prove that you had broken the 
law.   
   However there was a deeper way to take the law.  The law contained "ten words", "ten 
principles" that put it all in summary form.  At the end of the "Ten Commandments" there 
was this one: You shall not covet.   The word "covet" simply means "want" or "desire".  The 
tenth command looked back over the previous nine and said "Not only must you not sin; you 
must not even want to sin".  Not only must you not commit adultery, you must not want your 
neighbour's wife.  Not only must you not steal, you must not even want your neighbours ox 
or donkey.  Not only must you not murder you must not look at anyone else with the slightest 
degree of animosity; you must not want anything that is his.  
   It was this command, and this command only that showed the law could be taken to refer to 
the heart after all.  It was to be administered by magistrates, but there was this one line in it 
that showed the real need was for a heart that did not even want to sin. 
   It seems to have been Moses himself who first noticed it.  Forty years after the giving of the 
law, when Israel was on the edge of promised land, Moses gave a series of sermons to the 
entire nation.  Amongst other things he reviewed the way God had led Israel, and he went 
over the law that God had given them.  In the original giving of the law the word "heart" does 
not occur in the legislation.  But when Moses preached his sermons about the law, he used 
the word frequently.  "Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to fear me...".  "Love the LORD 
with all your heart".  "These words ... shall be in your heart" (Dt.5:29; 6:5,6).  Moses said the 
very thing you might have expected to come in the law itself.  "You shall not harden your 
heart" (Dt.15:7).  It was Moses who first saw that the law could be applied to the heart, and 
he preached on it that way forty years after God had given him the law.  But none of that was 
in the law itself - except in the tenth commandment!  Paul's argument here in Romans 7:7-25 
is not true for any part of the law other than the tenth commandment.   Indeed Romans 7:7-25 



would be ridiculous if it were not for the tenth commandment.  When Paul said "The evil I do 
not want to do is what I keep on doing", he was not talking about the kind of murder or lying 
or stealing a judge could throw you into prison for.  He was dealing with the heart.  It was the 
tenth command, and the tenth command only that could function in this way.  But when he 
tried to live such a godly life as not to want to commit any sin of wanting anything evil, he 
discovered the exceeding sinfulness of sin. 

 Chapter 167  Experiencing Sin?  (Romans 7:7-9) 
   It is the tenth command only that Paul is referring to from this point on to the end of the 
chapter 7 of the letter to the Romans.  For I had not known covetousness if the law had not 
said "You shall not covet".    
   He is still explaining verse 5, and the way in which the law can bring us into an intense 
experience of the power of sin - but it cannot do anything better than that.  Now Paul 
describes the experience in fuller detail. And sin taking opportunity through this command 
worked in me all covetousness.  He is viewing sin as a mighty power.  This mighty 
magnetism towards wickedness actually makes use of your resolution not to sin.  When the 
unconverted person seeks to stop coveting, and to control the desire for sin, sin gets a 
thousand times worse.  When they use mere resolutions not to "want" sin, and to "want" only 
goodness and righteousness and holiness, unconverted people, people without Jesus, discover 
their appetites for sin is greater than they ever imagined.  The more they try to be holy in this 
way the more they discover themselves to be a sewer of wickedness.  And we shall just be 
burdened by the same experience if we seek to be godly in such a way. 
   Paul goes on to put this experience in two stages.  Stage number one is: For without the law  
sin is dead (verse 8).  And I was alive without the law once... 
   In stage number one of his experience he was "without the law".  This does not mean that 
he knew nothing of the law. Every Jewish child knew the Mosaic law.  But he had not seen 
the significance of the tenth command.  The law was around but so far as the tenth command 
was concerned he was "without the law". 
   In stage number one of his experience, sin was dormant. He was not having a great struggle 
with sin and he felt all was well with his relationship to God.  He was not aware of what a 
power sin is. 
   In stage number one of his experience, he was "alive".  It means he was "alive and well", he 
was at ease in life. 
   One day, something happened in Paul's life (or in the person into whose shoes he is putting 
himself).  Stage number two of his experience is: but when the command came, sin came to 
life (verse 9) and I died (verse 10a). 
   In stage number two of his experience, he became conscious of the tenth commandment.  
The command "came" to him. He started trying to keep it.  Now "the law" is painfully present 
not in the 1500 or so bits of legislation which were a heavy burden but did not really affect 
the heart very much.  The burden upon him was not the 1500 commands, so much as the one: 
"You shall not want...". 
   In stage number two of his experience, sin came to life!  He had thought that sin was not 
much of a problem.  He was a good Jew!  He lived a good life, so he thought.  But now he 
starts trying not to sin or even to want to sin.  And he discovers powerful appetites within 
himself.  All manner of wanting things he ought not to want are discovered within himself.  
He is so proud.  He has such an appetite for glory.  He is so insecure.  He has such an appetite 
for money and possessions.  His sexuality he thought was under control, but now he find 
perhaps that it is a great problem that troubles him day and night.  The law has awakened 
"every kind of covetousness" (7:8). 
   In stage number two of his experience, Paul says "I died".  It means he fell into total 
helplessness.  He is relating experience, and still expounding verse 5.  He has already told us, 



"when we were in the flesh, the sinful passions aroused by the law were at work in our 
bodies, so that we bore fruit for death".  Now he is putting the same point again, describing 
the experience.  "I died".  I produced fruit unto death.  I was laden with guilt.  I was further 
away from God that ever.  I found no love for God in my heart.  With all of my attempts to 
live a godly life the end product was death, God-less-ness.     
   What is Paul's point in saying all of this?  He is doing several things.  Firstly, he is 
answering the question "Is the law sin?"  The answer is no, the law is not sinful.  On the 
contrary the law powerfully sets itself against even the very desire for sin. 
   On the other hand Paul has another reason for saying all of this.  Although the law is not 
sin, and is set against sin, it is entirely useless my trying to sanctify myself by it.  The very 
essence of conversion, for Paul and for all of us in one way or another, is to be delivered from 
this way of trying to be holy.    This is what it is like to be "in the flesh" (7:5).  If we ever 
seek to live a godly life by the law, we are moving from the Spirit to the flesh (see Galatians 
3:1-5).  
   Paul wants to persuade us to live by Jesus, to live by the Spirit, to live without 
condemnation.  To live by the law is to lapse back into "the flesh" and into the experience 
where "all manner of sinful desires" are stronger than ever.  No we need Jesus; we need 
release from condemnation; we need to refuse being laden with guilt; we live not by the flesh 
or by the law (the same thing!) but by being married to Jesus! 

Chapter 168  A Discovery About the Law (Romans 7:10-12) 
   In stage number two of his experience, Paul (speaking for the unconverted person) said he 
made a discovery. And the command which was to be unto life was found to me to be unto 
death.  Some people take this line as though it were hypothetical, as if it meant that if we 
could keep the law we could earn eternal life.  But this interpretation is still thinking of 
Aquinas's moral code.  "If we could get perfect spirituality we could earn eternal life". 
   But it is better to think of the actual law of the 13th century BC.  Many times the law 
promised life.  However it was not eternal life that was in view.  Rather it was national 
prosperity.  If men and women honoured their parents, for example, it was promised that they 
would "live", not live with eternal life, but "live long in the land".  So the law promised life 
and the promise was quite genuine and sincere.  There was nothing hypothetical about it. 
   But it is one thing for the law to promise national prosperity.  It is another thing for anyone 
to think that he can get true spiritual life by an obedience that takes seriously the tenth 
commandment.  Paul felt the law promised life.  So it did!  It promised life even if kept only 
partially (without reference to the tenth commandment).  Even if it is kept externally by the 
citizens of a country it will do a certain amount of good.  A country which does not lie or 
steal or where there is no adultery would "live".   It would be a land of prosperity and 
stability.  But it is entirely another thing for an individual standing before God to think he can 
keep the tenth commandment.  It was at this point that Paul "died"; he lost all hope.   
   He describes it further, For sin, taking an opportunity through the law, deceived me and 
through the law killed me.  Here again Paul regards sin as a mighty power.  Once again, he 
says sin used the law.  It is not that the law is sinful.  But sin is such a mighty power it can 
use even the holy and good law of God that God gave Israel for holy and good purposes.  Sin 
took hold even of something that had a good purpose, and used it to kill people who misuse 
it, as did this person into whose position Paul is putting himself. 
   Sin deceives.  It makes us feel that we can control our lives by law-keeping.  But actually 
no matter how many times we assure ourselves we shall live a godly life, sin always defeats 
us when we seek to resist it by means of law-keeping even to the extent of not coveting any 
kind of sin.   
   Paul comes to a conclusion in verse 12. So then, on the one hand, the law is holy and the 
command is holy and righteous and good.   



   It is "holy" and "sacred". It had a special purpose; it was set aside by God for special use.  It 
restrained sin in Israel.  It separated Israel from the nations at the time when Israel needed to 
be separated from the nations.  It is sacred in nature and in content. 
   It is righteous.  It was taking steps to lead the people of God in the direction of holiness.  It 
did not do this perfectly.  It was designed for the hardness of heart of the people at the time.  
It allowed things that the teaching of Jesus did not allow. Yet taken on its own terms it was 
leading the people of God in the direction of righteousness. 
    The law is good.  There is no place in the bible where the law is said to come from any 
source other than God himself.  Negative language concerning the law is appropriate when 
considering the matter from the viewpoint of the new covenant and the person-to-person 
relationship that the Christian has with God.  The law is not for the righteous man; it does not 
control the Christian's person-to-person relationship with God. It does not justify (cf. Romans 
3:20); it does not sanctify or enable any kind of fruitfulness (cf.Romans 7:4); it does not 
regenerate or give life (cf.Galatians 3:2l).  Yet taken upon its own terms and in its particular 
location in the history of salvation, it is entirely good, entirely beneficent, and is in no way 
against the promises of God (cf.Galatians 3:2l).  Its weakness arises from sinful man (cf. 
"through the flesh", Romans 8:3) not from its own inherent evil.  
   The precepts of God are altogether good in their intention and purpose.  Despite the 
impression of inadequacy which one may glean from the Old Testament and which has been 
highlighted in previous sections, the law is never portrayed in any terms other than good 
ones.  It is inherently good; it is altogether beneficent in its purpose. 
   The law is God's law. Although it is "Mosaic" (and I use that phrase rather frequently as a 
protest against generalising concepts of the "moral law"), yet within the Pentateuch its divine 
origin is emphasized. 
   It is "good" for what it is designed to do.  Although the New Testament criticizes its use in 
certain respects, it may be "used lawfully".  It was good for that which it was designed to do. 
   It must be remembered however that when one describes the law as "holy righteous and 
good", it is the whole law which is good, but it is so especially because of the tenth 
commandment, which looked into the heart of men and women and sets itself against their 
sin.   It failed, but it was not the fault of the law that it failed; it was the fault of sin.  The law 
is holy, righteous and good. 

 
Chapter 169  A Survey (Romans 7:13-25) 

   We come now to get into the more controversial section of Romans, which is generally 
thought to be 7:14-25 (although actually the section begins in verse 13).   
   There is a wide range of opinions as to how the "wretched man" of Romans should be 
taken.  Let me make some comments and survey some interpretations at the same time. 
   (1)  I start by saying that corporate interpretations of the "I" are not convincing.  
Romans 7 is undoubtedly a profound chapter.  It requires spiritual discernment to follow it.  
But it is spiritual discernment that is needed, not sheer cleverness.  The letters of Paul are 
profound but they were written to ordinary people.  I personally find it difficult to think that 
Paul wants his readers to guess (for there is no other way of knowing) that "I" somehow 
means the entire nation of Israel or some kind of corporate "Mr Everyman".  When "I" means 
Israel, as perhaps it sometimes does in the Old Testament, the context makes it clear.  It is not 
clear here.  So I reject seeing the "I" as Israel or as "everyone" or as any kind of "corporate" I.    
   (2)  Similarly I do not think the "I" is Adam.  The command of Genesis 2 is not "the 
law".  Adam was without the Mosaic law (see Romans 5:14 compared with 20).  The law 
never came to him.   
   (3)  Some interpretations are too far removed from the first century style of thinking 
to be accepted as true interpretations of Paul.   I certainly doubt if the ordinary Christians 



at Rome could glean anything highly philosophical from Paul's letter to them.  Paul was not a 
twentieth century existentialist. 
   I take it then that some kind of autobiographical interpretation is correct.  The natural way 
to take the "I" is that some individual is being described, maybe hypothetical, maybe some 
stage of a person's life. 
   (4) It is quite impossible that Paul should be referring to the "normal" Christian.  The 
"norm" of the Christian life is not to say "I am carnal".  The Christian says the exact opposite, 
in the sense of being dominated by sin.  The normal Christian is not ignorant of what he is 
doing (7:15), is not beset by failure (7:19-21), is not a prisoner (7:23), a slave (7:25b).  This is 
the exact opposite of everything Paul has said in chapter 6.  Above the Christian can never, 
never, ask "Who shall deliver me?"  He knows who the deliverer is!  In some situation a 
Christian might say 'O that Christ would deliver me!'  But would be seriously say 'Who shall 
deliver me?'  Paul's writing here is compressed.  His logic is tightly argued.  I cannot see him 
portraying a full, normal Christian as despairingly and miserably asking 'Who' can be his 
deliverer? 
   (5) But I also assert that it is quite impossible that the normal pagan can be referred to 
here.  This is equally intolerable.  The man of Romans 7:13-25 and even in the whole of 7:7-
25 is an extraordinarily "spiritual" person!  He has "known" sin (7:7) and has had a battle 
with it.  He does not want to sin.  This in itself puts him apart from the average person, the 
"person in the street".  The average, ordinary person does not care very much about sin.  This 
person in Romans 7 sees the spirituality of the tenth commandment.  He knows that it judges 
his heart as well as his actions.  He sees and understands there is such a thing as powerful 
"desire" (7:8), pulling us into sin despite the commands not to even want to desire sin.  He 
understands what it is for sin to be dormant (7:8) and for sin to "come alive" with raging 
power (7:9).  He knows his Old Testament and that the commandment was "ordained to life".  
He has a large measure of spiritual understanding, although he has no peace or joy.  He sees 
himself as a slave (7:14).  (The normal unconverted person is a slave but he does not see 
himself that way).   The man of 7:13-25 is a person who sees himself as a slave but has not 
found a way of deliverance.  He has a great desire to be a holy person.  There are good things 
he wants to do and there are sins he wants to avoid.  He has a hatred of sin (7:15), although it 
does not say he has a love of righteousness!  
   (6) What other possibilities are there?  If this person at the end of Romans chapter 7 really 
is an individual, yet he is neither a normal Christian nor a normal non-Christian, what other 
possibilities remain.  Is he an abnormal Christian?  Is he a person before he has received 
sanctification?  Is he the ill-taught Christian?  Again I have to reject all this.  The teaching - 
associated with the original Keswick Conversion - about 'passing from Romans 7 into 
Romans 8' is really not the result of careful sustained clause-by-clause interpretation of 
Romans.  It is more something read into the text rather than asserted by the text.   
   (7) I will give my answer and then argue it out later.  The wretched man of Romans 7:7 
running right through to Romans 7:25 is a description of the maximum the holy law of 
God can do in the unconverted person.   It is not a normal Christian, not a normal non-
Christian, not an abnormal Christian - but we could say it is an abnormal non-Christian!  The 
law can show us how sinful we are.  It can increase sinful desires ad condemn us for the very 
fact that our desire for sin has increased.  It can produce the conviction that we are a mass of 
sin.  It can do all these things but it will always leave the unconverted person asking "Who 
can deliver me?".    It is this that will assert itself - I believe - if we follow the text of Romans 
7 carefully.  Of course the matter is controversial; no one has yet given the last word on 
Romans 7.  But the flow of thought seems to demand that we see here the simple fact that 
Mosaic law cannot help us.  Objectively it pin-points sin.  Subjectively it induces despair.  



We shall have to look somewhere else to find the answer to the question:  Who shall deliver 
me...? 
 

Chapter 170  Guidelines (Romans 7:13-25) 
   I will not be able to give the "last word" on the Romans 7:13-25.  But I would like to give at 
least some clear words and put the case for the interpretation I believe to be right.    
   (1) First of all, the structure of the two final paragraphs of Romans 7 is clear and 
should be noted. 
            Versa 7a  Question.  Is the law sin?    
            Verse 7b  Answer. May it not be! 
            Verse 7c  Counter-proposal    

Verse 7d-11 Development    
Verse 12  Conclusion  

 
            Then once again:  
 
            Versa 13a    Question.  Is the law sin?    
            Verse 13b    Answer.  May it not be!    
            Verse 13c    Counter-proposal    
            Verse 14-25a Development    
            Verse 25b    Conclusion  
   It is important to see that verses 7-12 and 13-25 go over the same ground twice.  Paul did 
the same thing in chapter 6.  Romans 6:1 asked a question and gave the answer "May it not 
be!"   Romans 6:15 again asks a similar question and gives the same answer, which runs to 
6:23.  Then after some more exposition (7:1-6), 7:7 asks a question, gives an answer and 
develops it till 7:12.  Then 7:13 asks yet a fourth question and for the fourth time gives the 
same answer "May it not be!" 
   Actually Paul's structure as one looks at 6:1-14, 6:15-23, 7:1-6, 7:7-12, 7:13-25 is  a style of 
writing often found in the bible (it is called a chiasmus), where material is presented in an A - 
B - C - B - A structure.   
            A. Can we sin?  No!  (6:1-14) 
                  B. Can we sin?  No! (6:15-23) 
                        C. We died to the law (7:1-6) 
                  B. Is the law sin?  No!  (7:7-12) 
            A. Is the law sin?  No! (7:13-25) 
   For me this is decisive proof that Romans 7:13-25 is a distinct sub-section, and verse 13 is 
certainly the beginning of the paragraph.  This means that the change of tense in verse 14 is 
not very significant.  It is mistaken to say that verse 14 begins a new section distinguished 
from the previous one by the present tense.  Some have thought that verses 7-13 deal with the 
pre-Christian life and the shift in tense shows that verses 14-25 deals with the present 
Christian life is.  The truth is, verses 7-12 use a mixture of continuous past ("imperfect") and 
simple past ("aorist") tenses.  And 7:13-25 is the extent of the paragraph; it begins with past 
tenses and switches into the present tense in verse 14.  But the present tenses of verses 14-25 
do not prove anything.  Actually the section begins at 7:13 and has a past tense in it.  And the 
switch to the present tense in verse 14 is only a vivid way of speaking, and nothing more.  It 
certainly does not prove Paul is referring to his experience as a Christian.  
   (2) Secondly, the development of the whole chapter should be noted and especially the 
place of verse 5.  He tells us we have died to the law (Romans 7:1-4) and then gives us a 
before-and-after comparison.  Verse 5 deals with pre-conversion experience; verse 6 begins 



"But now" and goes on to deal with  what the Christian contrast is.  We have died to the law 
in order to be fruitful towards God.   
   Romans 7:5-6 is the key.  He compares what it is like to be "in the flesh" and "under the 
law" (on the one side) with being "in the Spirit" (on the other side).  But the vital point is, 
verse 5 is a foreshadowing of verses 7-25.   Verse 5 talks about "the flesh"; similarly 
Romans 7:14 takes up the matter of being "of the flesh" and says "nothing good dwells ... in 
my flesh".  Verse 5 talks about sinful passions; similarly Romans 7:7-25 gives us a 
description of sinful passions.  Verse 5 says the problem is aroused by the law; similarly 
Romans 7:7-25 is a detailed description of sin being aroused by the law.  Verse 5 talks about 
sin at work in the bodily parts; similarly Romans 7:7-25 takes up this very matter 
(7:23,24,25b).  Verse 5 talks about the end-product, death.  Romans 7:7-25 talks about this 
very matter (7:10,11,13,24).  Everything in verse 5 is described in fuller detail in verses 7-
25.   What is significant about this is that because verse 5 has a "before and after" contrast, 
and "in the flesh" clearly refers to the pre-salvation phase of life, then this is proof positive 
that Romans 7:7-25 refers to the unregenerate phase of life.  This does not answer all 
questions, but it is a decisive matter.  The same themes are there in verses 5 and in verses 7-
25.  The result of being under law (verse 5) is agony and spiritual death.   
   Romans 7 is in some sense being autobiographical.  It is either actual autobiography or 
hypothetical autobiography.  His using the present tense and his repeated "if...if..." suggests 
that it his describing one person's personal experience, but that Paul was not currently 
experiencing what he describes.  The sheer misery of verse 24 was surely not Paul's there and 
then experience.  This makes us think that it is a hypothetical description of what it is like 
when "I" go through a certain situation.  He is either describing himself at some stage of his 
life, or he is using a preacher's "I" where a preacher puts himself in the position of a certain 
individual and says "If I do this, and if I do that..." and goes on to use "I" but is putting 
himself in the position of some case that he is thinking of. 
   (3) The dominant theme of the chapter is freedom from the law.  It is this - I believe - that 
gives us the answer.  Paul has been telling us that we are free from the law, and contrasting 
what it is like to be under the law.  The wretched man of Romans 7:7 running right 
through to Romans 7:25 is a description of the maximum the holy law of God can do in 
the unconverted person.    

Chapter 171  Bondage to Sin (Romans 7:13-15) 
   Romans 7:13 starts a new paragraph.  It is a question similar to verse 7 but not exactly the 
same. Then did this good thing become death to me? It is a question similar to verse 7 but that 
verse asks whether the law is evil in itself ("Is the law sin?").  Now verse 13 asks a slightly 
different question.  Admitting that the law is not evil in itself, is it on the side of sin and 
death?  Is it a case of a good thing being used for evil?  Is the law itself a conveyer of death?  
The answer is still no.   Let it not be!   
   Paul explains God's purpose in this.  The law was not sinful. On the contrary, it was sin 
working death to me through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and 
this was in order that sin might become exceedingly sinful through the commandment 
(Romans 7:13).  This is the crucial statement of the paragraph.  It was not the law that 
brought death to the unconverted Paul.  It was sin that killed him.  It brought such 
covetousness, such increased wickedness, such guilt and shame that any relationship with 
God was impossible.  The agony of defeat and intensified shame that some unconverted 
people go through is allowed by God.  What is his purpose in it?  Not everyone goes through 
this agony before they are saved, but some do.  They start trying to live a godly life, they seek 
to be holy, they try to measure up to God's holy law.  It leads to the kind of intense agony that 
Paul is about to describe.  Why does God allow it at all?  It is one way of discovering the 
exceeding sinfulness of sin.  (There are other ways.  Job made the same discovery through 



suffering).  Our unregenerate hearts are vile, ugly, deceitful above all things, desperately 
wicked.   But the tenth commandment was one way God had of teaching the man or woman 
who sought salvation and holiness "in the flesh" how wicked he or she was.  This is Paul's 
point.  Let the unconverted person try it!  Let the unconverted person try "in the flesh" to 
cease coveting and to cease as a result of coveting from falling into all sorts of sin.  What he 
will discover is the truth of Romans 7:5.  The law will inflame sin.  The terrible bondage he 
falls into only shows how powerful sin is.  Through the commandment, the tenth 
commandment in particular, sin will become more powerful than ever!  It will gain power.  
He will get to see how strong the sinful nature is.   This is the point of Romans 7:13-25.  It is 
repeating verses 7-12 but going into the matter more thoroughly and it is again a development 
of Romans 7:5. 
   Verse 14 begins to explain and expound.  For I know (on the one hand) that the law is 
spiritual, but I myself (on the other hand) am carnal, sold into bondage by sin.  The Greek 
can be translated as "we know" (oidamen) or as "I  know, on the on hand" (oida men).  The 
letters of the original Greek were run together and the divisions (oidamen or oida men) is a 
matter of interpretation.  Since Paul says "me ... me" in verse 13 and continues "I ... I" 
through the rest of the paragraph, it is likely that "I" is to be found here.  This is especially 
true if the paragraph begins in verse 13.  
   The person who discovers the great power and evil of sin is one who seeks to keep the law 
knowing its spirituality.  Paul still has the tenth commandment in mind.  The law is spiritual.  
It was given by the Holy Spirit and by means of the tenth commandment it can search into the 
hearts of men and women.  People who come under the law in this way however discover that 
they are carnal.  The word means "dominated by the flesh".  It is precisely this that Paul 
denies is true of the Christian in Romans 8:5-9.  The Christian is not "carnal" or "fleshly" in 
the sense of being ruled by the flesh.  Paul repeats the thought of verse 5, "when we were in 
the flesh".  (In I Corinthians 3:1-5 there is a different use of the word where it means 
immature, living in an inconsistent way.  That is not relevant here.  The person of Romans 
7:13-25 is not carnal in that sense; he delights in God's mosaic law).   Certainly the word 
"carnal" rules out the possibility that this person is a "normal" Christian.   
   This person under the law is also  "sold into bondage under sin".  He is utterly and totally a 
slave (and therefore this is not the normal Christian).   Yet he sees himself as a slave and 
freely confesses himself to be a slave (and therefore is not the normal unconverted person 
who does not view himself in that way).   It is neither the normal Christian nor the normal 
non-Christian.  It is rather the unconverted person unusually and powerfully under the law.  It 
is not describing a part of the person or an aspect of his life.  Paul is dealing with what the 
man is as a whole.   
   This carnality is seen in this person's struggles and his bewildered defeat.  It is bewildering 
for him.  He says For I do not understand what I am doing.  And it is defeat.  For the thing 
that I do is not what I want to do, but what I am hating is the very thing I do (Romans 7:15).  
This is radical and serious failure.  Still it is not describing a part of the person or an aspect of 
his life.  Paul is dealing with what the man as a whole is experiencing.  It is not an occasional 
matter, but the life viewed as a whole.  
   This is a description of the person who sees the spirituality of the law and desires to keep it, 
yet is unconverted.  What can the law of God do for him?  It only brings him to see the 
exceedingly sinfulness of sin (7:13), because he is carnal (7:14), a slave (7:14), as is seen in 
his general defeat (7:15). 

Chapter 172  Living with Failure (Romans 7:16-18) 
   We are looking at the unconverted man, "under the law".  We need to try to keep the whole 
thread of Paul's argument before us. 



   Verse 13 lays down the basic statement.  God allows men and women to come under the 
law in order to show them the great power of sin. 
   Verse 14 begins to explain how this works out in practise.  Such a person discovers himself 
to be carnal, and a slave to sin.  Verse 15 tells us of the way in which such a person is 
regularly and frequently defeated as he seeks to keep the tenth commandment. 
   Now in verses 16 and 17 we have two deductions from all of this.  The first deduction is 
this:  And if I do the very thing that I do not wish to do, I am agreeing that the law is good 
(Romans 7:16).  In the experience of conviction of sin I am not regarding the tenth 
commandment as an evil thing.  Paul is still answering the questions of verses 7 and 13.  Is 
the law something evil or which functions in an evil way?  No it is entirely good, but it is 
used by God to demonstrate that I am thoroughly evil and wicked! 
   Then comes Paul's second deduction.  But now it is no longer I that am working this thing 
but rather it is sin which is living inside me (Romans 7:17).  This is an amazing statement.  
Here is an unregenerate person.  He is not the normal unregenerate person (who definitely 
does not have the kind of spiritual insight we see here!).  But on the other hand he is 
definitely not the normal regenerate person either, who certainly cannot describe himself as a 
slave and defeated, and so on.  Here is a description of the very best the law could possibly 
do.  The best it could possibly do is to produce a duality between "I" and "I".  Here is a 
person with a divided being.  It is not "me" doing this thing (if the bad English may be 
forgiven!), yet sin is dwelling in "me".   It is  me but it is not me.  I don't want to do it but I 
do do it.  This is the best that the law can do.  It can produce a state in me where I deny and 
disown what I am doing - and yet I do it!  Immense guilt is the result.  I feel aweful.  I just 
know that what I am doing is wrong and there is something in me that does not want to do 
this thing, and yet so great is the power of covetousness within me, that I cannot stop myself.  
I fall every time!  This is the very best state that an unconverted person can get to, as he 
struggles to be spiritual by keeping the Mosaic law in the form of the tenth commandment. 
   Verses 18 to 20 explain this last point in verse 17 more fully.  For I know that there does 
not dwell in me, that is in my flesh, any good thing.  For the willing to do the good thing is 
present with me, but to carry it out is not! (Romans 7:18).  He is explaining more of this 
duality.  Keep in mind, we are dealing with the unconverted person who - although he is 
unconverted - is intensely seeking to carry out the law, especially the tenth commandment.  
The law is powerfully calling upon him to live a godly life internally and spiritually.  He must 
not even desire something that would be in the slightest degree sinful for him.  He, in his self-
righteousness, wants to obey this law.  Yet his personality is dominated by "the flesh", the 
sinful side of our personality.  In the unconverted person it rules and reigns over him.  Notice 
the contrast between this passage (about the unconverted person) and Romans 8:5-9.  The 
Christian is not in the flesh.  The unconverted person is in the flesh and he is ruled over by it.  
Most would not care about the tenth commandment.  But if anyone ever does seek to obey it - 
for whatever reason - he will find that "the flesh" is too strong for him.  He is "in Adam".  All 
his resolutions fail.  The Christian person is capable of mortifying the flesh (Romans 6:12; 
8:12-13), but to live under the law does not mortify the flesh.  Rather it fortifies the flesh.  It 
invigorates the "flesh" and makes it more powerful than ever. 
   We must notice too the difference between Romans chapter 6 and Romans 7:7-25.  In 
Romans 6 "I" have died to sin, "I" am risen with Christ.  My essential personality is in Christ 
and I am able to resist the "flesh" (that side of my nature which is able to feel the pull of sin).  
But here in Romans 7 "I" is identified with "flesh".  The Paul of Romans 6 would not have 
said "me, that is my flesh".  This unconverted person is not correcting himself; he is rather 
identifying himself with flesh.   
   This is why the Christian must grasp hold of what Paul has said in Romans 7:4 and 6.  The 
Christian has died to the law through the fact that Jesus died for him in his body on the cross.  



He is now not married to the law; he is married to Jesus.  He should never directly look at the 
law at all.  Let the Christian look to the heavenly husband, Jesus.  Looking to Jesus will bring 
forth fruit unto God.  Rejoicing in salvation will bring forth fruit unto God.  Persistent faith in 
the promises of God, responsiveness to the Holy Spirit. 
   There can never be fruitful living unless there is the joy of the Lord, and the Mosaic law 
can never produce the joy of the Lord. 
   Paul is wanting to persuade these Christians in Rome to base their lives on what he has said 
to them in Romans 5 and 6.  They are free from the law.  This is the best that the law can do 
in an unconverted person.  Let them not try to live on the law; that would be going back to 
"the flesh" in the most extreme way.  They have begun in the Spirit (the one matter that is not 
mentioned in Romans 7:7-25!).  Let them not turn from the Spirit to the law.  This is the best 
the law could ever do for anyone!   It can induce despair but it can do nothing more.  Let 
them live on Jesus and in the power of the Spirit.   

Chapter 173  Partial Conviction (Romans 7:19-23) 
   The best thing the law can do is to produce a "spiritually-minded" person who is a total 
failure!  There is enough of the general working of the Spirit and of conscience in every 
person for that person to know about sin and evil.  When the law of God and the tenth 
commandment is added into the situation it can produce a certain kind of unconverted 
"spirituality".  But what it cannot do is bring about victory over sin or freedom of conscience.  
It does not open our eyes to Jesus.  It does not even really convict of sin because the person 
concerned has got the idea that he or she can fulfill the law.  He knows he never does keep 
the law but he is always trying.  He says I know that the will to do good is present with me, 
but to carry it out is not, but I will have one more try.  This time I really will carry it out - and 
then he fails again.  He is not really convinced of his inability and sinfulness.  Such a person 
is only partially "convicted" of his sinfulness.  It takes the Holy Spirit to really convict of 
sin.  The bible never says the law convicts of sin; it says the Spirit convicts of sin.  The law 
convicts of sin partially. 
   In Romans 7:18-20 Paul is explaining this divided mentality that he first mentioned in verse 
17.  He continues, For I do not do the good thing I want to do, but instead the bad thing I do 
not want to do is the very thing I do (Romans 7:19). Verse 19 more or less repeats verse 15. 
This person is a permanent failure despite all of his desires.  There is a clash between wanting 
and doing.  "I do not do the good thing I want...".  There is a contradiction between theory 
and practice.    
   Verse 20 repeats the thought of 17.  And if what I do not want is the very thing I do, it is no 
longer I that am working this thing but it is this sin dwelling in me.  Here again he mentions 
this state where I deny and disown what I am doing - and yet I do it!  The power of sin 
overrides all my good intentions.  Here again is the very best state that an unconverted person 
can get to, as he struggles to be spiritual by keeping the tenth commandment. 
   The words "no longer" are important.  It shows that something has happened to this person.  
He is "no longer" what he was.  It does not mean that Paul is referring to the regenerate 
person.  But it does show he is "no longer" the normal unconverted person.  The law has 
come to him.  He is trying to live the tenth commandment.  He is "no longer" living the kind 
of complacent life that some people live.  But he has not discovered Jesus either!  He is not 
even mentioning Jesus' name.  He is not saved.  He is unsaved.  But he is "no longer" the 
casual worldling he used to be.    We follow the argument and remember that verse 13 lays 
down the basic statement; God allows people to come under the law to show them the great 
power of sin.  Verses 14,15 explain further. Such a person is carnal (14), a slave (14) and is 
generally defeated (15).   Verses 16-17 draw some deductions. The law is good (16); sin is 
the problem (17).  Verses 18 to 20 explain this last point in verse 17 more fully.  Indwelling 
sin is the problem of man.  



   Now verse 21 lays down another statement and goes a step further.  So then - he is 
summarising where he has got to in his argument - I find this law belongs to me, although I 
want to do the good thing,  that the evil thing is close by me.  He says there is another kind of 
law, another kind of powerful governing principle.  The powerful operating of sin in my life 
is actually more powerful than the law of God, and the law of God is insufficient to 
overthrow it.  Paul is re-stating what he said in verses 14 and 15.  He is carnal, he is a slave, 
he is defeated.  Now he puts it another way.  There is a power rule operating in his life, more 
powerful than the law of God.  He explains what he means.  For I happily agree with the law 
of God in the inner man... (Romans 7:22).  This man seems quite spiritual at this point  Some 
have thought he is regenerate because he happily agrees with the law of God.  But actually it 
is no mark of godliness to be trying to get to be a godly person by the law.  We are meant to 
happily agree with the law, but we are not meant to delude ourselves that happily agreeing 
with the law will help us in the least.  It will not. And the unconverted man can happily agree 
with the law.  Pharisees love it.   
   The phrase "inner man" must not be overused.  Verses 23 and 25 show that it does mean 
anything more than "mind".  This person intellectually reckons he can be a godly person. But 
the law is only in his mind.  It is not in his life and actual conduct. 
   "Happily agreeing" with the law is not quite the same as what the psalmists say when they 
delight in the law day and night.  The Hebrew word for law is a very wider word and means 
teaching rather than "legislation".  It is one thing to delight day and night in the teaching of 
God.  It is another thing to delight in Mosaic legislation with the tenth commandment as its 
sharpest point.  Paul especially has the tenth commandment in mind.  Psalm 1 had a much 
wider reference.  
   The trouble is, despite this person's happily agreeing with the law of God, he has to say, but 
I see another law in my members at war with the law of my mind and taking me captive with 
the law of sin which is in my members (Romans 7:23).  This person who happily agrees with 
the law of God, especially with the tenth commandment and its powerful and internal 
forbidding of sin, is nevertheless enslaved.  He is totally incapable of throwing off the 
powerful domineering "law".  He needs to be in entirely different position before he will be 
able to live a godly life. 

Chapter 174  Defeated Godliness (Romans 7:24-25)    
   We have seen some of the characteristics of this person who is trying to get to be holy by 
living under the law of Moses.  He experiences the power of sin (7:7).  All manner of sinful 
desires are let loose as he struggles not to want sin (7:8).  He "dies", that is, he is reduced to 
total hopelessness (7:9-11, 13). He comes into bewildered defeat (7:15-16), and a divided 
mind (7:17-20).  The end of verse 23 puts a picture of him as entirely and securely taken 
prisoner by the power of sin.  The person under the law has a powerful dictator, sin, within 
himself, who has him utterly and totally within his grasp (7:21-23). 
   Verse 24 follows.  Miserable person that I am!  Who shall deliver me out of the body of this 
death?   He is unhappy; he cries out "Miserable person that I am!".  He is ignorant and in 
despair; he asks who can deliver him.  He is conscious of his bondage; he asks for 
deliverance.  Yet he has enough spiritual perception to know of his plight, to know he needs a 
deliverer, and to know that the problem is indwelling sin in his body.   This is all that the law 
can do.   
   The question might be asked "Can a Christian go through any of this?"  I answer as follows.   
The Christian may know something of it but he never uses the word "Who?", and he knows 
the answer to his plight whereas this person does not!  The Christian can find himself 
temporarily looking to some kind of law.  When he does that he will have an experience 
similar to the one at the end of Romans 7 but he will never come to the cry of despair.  He 
will never say "Who....?"  He knows who!  Jesus.   



   And this means that when he does have a taste of such an experience he should know what 
to do about it.  He turns away from the law and he turns back speedily to Jesus!  
   At this point it is as though Paul can bear the strain and the gloom of this chapter no more.  
He interrupts with an inserted burst of praise.  (Thanks be to God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ!)  It certainly is an interruption.  Paul is not saying "Thanks be to God that I am 
miserable!"  And he is not saying "Thanks be to God that I serve the law of God with my 
mind but with my flesh serve the law of sin".  Paul's remark does not connect either with 
what precedes or with what follows.  It is an interruption. 
   Then he comes to a final conclusion and summary. So then I myself on the one hand serve 
the law of God with the mind, but with the flesh I serve the law of sin.     
   This is how sin works when someone is seeking holiness by the law.  The mind and the 
flesh contradict each other.  We have all made promises to ourselves about godly living but 
then the flesh has defeated us. Paul's concluding words are a summary of defeated godliness.  
So then..., says Paul, ending his paragraph with a summary and a conclusion, I myself (on the 
one hand) serve the law of God with the mind, but in the flesh I serve the law of sin.    
   Again we have to say he is describing what it is like when a sincere person tries with 
religious sincerity to live a godly life by focussing on the law of Moses.  In Romans 7:5 and 
from Romans 7:7 onwards he has been referring to people doing so "in the flesh" (that is, as 
unconverted people), but his message is relevant to the Christian as well.  For a Christian to 
go back to the Mosaic law is the same mistake as for him to go back to sin.  To turn to law-
keeping is backsliding, as much moral sin.  Both are turning away from the gospel.  Both will 
bring forth fruit unto death. 
   It is easy to think we can have victory over sin by keeping the law.  When someone is just 
thinking about it all is well.  "I myself serve the law of God with the mind".  He is able to 
imagine himself having victory in such a way.  He imagines himself keeping the law of God.  
He thinks how wonderful God's law is.  He actually deludes himself that he will keep it.  
   But then an actual situation of pressure to sin comes along.  When that happens the mind is 
of no value at all.  All the wonderful phantasizing about obedience suddenly deserts us.  
Something that is much more powerful than the mind (in the person who is seeking to live by 
the law) takes over, the power of the flesh!  Remember chapter 6 where Paul spoke of the 
power of the "body of sin" (6:6) and the slavery set up by sin (6:6.16,17).  Remember 7:5 and 
its talk about the power of the flesh.   
   In the person trying to live by law - even God's law given to Israel - the conflict between 
theory and practise, between mind and flesh, is overwhelming.  It is the Spirit that leads us to 
"fulfill" the law (8:1-4), but not by being "under" the law!.  If we walk in the Spirit 
deliberately, we shall "fulfill" the law accidentally!   
   Paul has simply been telling us of the best that the law can do.  If we focus on the 
commandment not to covet it can bring even the unconverted, undelivered person to a high 
appreciation of spirituality.  But the law cannot actually work that spirituality in him   The 
bottom line is in Romans 7:25b.  It leads us to holiness in theory, but defeat in practise.  Such 
a person serves God in the mind and imagination, but out in the real world falls again and 
again to the power of the flesh. 
   What then is the answer?  The law does not have it.  Anyone who tries to get to be a holy 
person by focussing on the law of God is doomed to end up with Romans 7:25b, a conflict 
between mind and flesh, with the flesh as the decided winner!  Are you trying to live this 
way?  Are you really succeeding?  I do not think so.  

 Chapter 175  Living for God (Romans 7:25a) 
   When Paul gave his interrupting burst of praise to God, it was because he in himself know 
something entirely different from all this agony he had been describing.   



   What in fact was he rejoicing at?  He was thanking God for knowing his release from the 
law of God.  The law is no more help to us than the flesh!  It is a surprising thing that the law 
should be bracketed with sin.  We have to die to that horrid thing called sin.  But - amazingly 
- we even have to die in precisely the same way to the holy and righteous and good law of 
God.  The law will not help us any more than sin could help us.  We shall bring forth fruit 
unto death if we live under sin.  We shall bring forth fruit unto death if we live under the holy 
law of God.  Of course we do not die to holiness,  but we die to a particular way of trying to 
get to that holy life.  To walk in the Spirit actually fulfills and more-than-fulfills the law of 
Israel.   Jesus' level of spirituality is higher than the Mosaic law. 
   Godly living comes not by a relationship with Jesus that runs via the law, but a relationship 
with Jesus that is direct.  Sanctification comes by faith in Jesus plus faith in Jesus plus more 
faith in Jesus.  Godliness consists of the works of faith not the works of the law.  Try it! It 
works! 
   It is fellowship with Jesus that is the secret of holy living.  Holiness is living for God.  It is 
love for people, and more love, and more love.  It is being like Jesus. 
   God accepts us in Jesus even before there is much practical holiness in our lives.  We are 
"sanctified" in Jesus for ever, before we are actually sanctified in ourself.  Holiness comes to 
us indirectly.  It is true that we can have very direct leadings of the Holy Spirit, but the real 
power for godliness comes indirectly.  It comes when we are rejoicing, when we see that we 
have died to sin and are risen in Christ.   
   See the distinction between our self and our bodies (Romans 6).  Sin is not in us; it is only 
in our bodies.  This gives us a great sense of triumph over sin.  Know that your new self is 
not in the kingdom of sin at all and is risen with Christ. 
   Seek outpourings of the Holy Spirit.  Impetus is given to the life of godliness when we have 
"rivers of living water".  Follow the leading of the Spirit.  Be much in fellowship with Jesus, 
feeding on Him as the bread of life.   Jesus is to be our daily food.  We are in a living 
personal relationship to him.  Cease trying to be holy by law-keeping and start relating to 
Jesus directly.  Holiness comes by living on Jesus directly, not by a holiness mediated 
through the law.   Holiness is without the law - although indirectly it does "fulfill the law".   
Forget about the law of God for the moment.  Realise that Jesus is your Saviour.  Realise that 
you are holy in Him.  See that He has taken you out of the kingdom of sin altogether.  Then 
start resisting sin.   
   The Holy Spirit will make plain to you what are the works of the flesh.  You will not need 
any special guidance in the matter.  "The works of the flesh are plain!"  You do not need the 
law of God to know that to worship some pagan god is sin (the first commandment), or that 
to worship God under the form of some painting or statue is sin (the second commandment), 
or that to use the name of God to your own advantage is sin (the third commandment).  You 
will know those things without having to consult the ten commandments.  Yes, of course the 
ten commandments describe them as sin, but did you have to look them up to know?    The 
works of the flesh are plain to everyone who has been born again by the Spirit of God.  You 
know that you ought to respect parents (the fifth commandment). You would feel bad if you 
killed anyone (the sixth commandment) or if you committed adultery (the seventh 
commandment) or stole (the eighth commandment) or lied (the ninth commandment).  You 
do not need the external commandments to know these things are sin.  The works of the flesh 
are obvious! 
   You give God the "members" of your body and put them at his disposal to do whatever He 
leads you to.  Make progress as Jesus speaks His Word to you by His Spirit.  Speedily get to 
hear the voice of God by meditating on God's written Word.  As you read the Mosaic 
legislation, do not put yourself under it.  Ask: how is the Holy Spirit leading me to "fulfill" 
this and outstrip it?   When you read about murder Jesus will talk to you about anger.  When 



you read about adultery, Jesus will talk to you about purity.  You will be going beyond the 
law.  You will be careful not to put yourself under such a low standard as the Mosaic 
legislation.  Keep in fellowship with Jesus and his cleansing blood.  The one thing to focus on 
is love, seeing things from the other person's point of view (Matthew 7:12), being like Jesus 
to others, making others feel forgiven, wanted, valued, encouraged.  Maintain your joy and 
keep yourself in the love of God.  Cultivate skill in recognizing temptation and cutting it off 
at its earliest stages.   Expect God to give you extra help by chastening you!  Accept his 
rebukes.  Painful events are there to teach you.  When things are going wrong they are going 
right!  Let patience have its perfect work.   Resist the devil.  Attend to the detailed 
instructions of Jesus.  Grow in wisdom.  Grow in skill at working out how to live.  Learn your 
weaknesses.  When you fail, get up again.  Receive the forgiveness of God.  Go forward in 
prayer and more prayer and more prayer.  Learn to give quantity time and quality time to 
God.  Regard yourself as at best an unprofitable servant.  If you ever say "I thank you that I 
am not as other people", laugh at yourself for being such a fool!  Belong to Jesus "...who has 
been raised from the dead so that we may bear fruit for God".  Be happy slaves "in the new 
life of the Spirit".  "Who will deliver me?"  Jesus already has!   


