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“The Christian and the Law”

In Romans chapters five and six, Paul began to establish the principle of our unification with Christ in His death and resurrection. When that truth is “reckoned” as a reality in our lives, we are freed from the tyranny and slavery of sin. When we move into chapter seven, Paul continues on this theme of our freedom, only now, our freedom is from the Law.

Throughout chapter seven, the Law of God is a constant theme. The word “law” appears over twenty times in this one chapter. In most of those instances, Paul is referring to the moral law of God, specifically the Ten Commandments. It is the question of the believer’s relationship to those commandments that Paul strives to answer in this section.

“Just where do we stand as one justified by faith in respect to the Law? What should be our attitude toward the Law? Does the Law perform any meaningful service now? These questions will be answered in the chapter before us.”

-Lamoyne Sharpe

“What he has established in chapter six is that we died with, and in the Lord Jesus Christ, to sin and to death. He now concerned to show that we also died at the same time to the Law.”

-Martyn Lloyd-Jones

“To hold the believer to any code of law is to turn Christian living into effort of character rather than fruit of grace.”

-Donald Barnhouse

While Paul establishes that the believer is no longer bound to the Law, he in no way paints the Law of God as being useless to the Christian. Paul is adamant that the Law of God is not the means of justification, or sanctification. And at the same time, the Law is still inspired, infallible, and important.

“Paul is not, as we shall discover, saying that the law has no place at all in the Christian life, but that it has no power to enable the Christian to live the Christian life.”

-George Duncan

As Paul addresses the question of the Christian and the Law, there are three truths that arise.

I. OUR RELATIONSHIP TO THE LAW IS ENDED (v. 1-4)

As we have seen, Paul will very often state his point, and then spend several verses supporting and expanding that point. Such is the case as we come to the opening verse of chapter seven. Paul asks rhetorically, “Know ye not, brethren…how that the law hath dominion over a man as long as he liveth?”

In the previous chapter, Paul explained the truth that when Christ died, we died with Him. It is upon that truth that Paul builds the principle of our death to the Law.

In order to show that our original relationship to the Law has changed, notice:


A. The picture Paul employs

Beginning in verse two, Paul uses the institution of marriage to help clarify our relationship to the Law. He says that if a woman has a husband, she is, “…bound by the law to her husband so long as he liveth…” 
Paul goes on to explain that only in the case of death, is the woman free to marry someone else. In verse three Paul says, “…if her husband be dead, she is free from that law…” Her relationship to her husband in marriage is a binding law upon her life that prohibits her from having another spouse.

As Paul stated in verse one, every man born into this world is born with a life bound to the Law of God. Chapter one spoke of how God reveals His Law to all men, and they are bound to it, as strongly as the bond of matrimony. 

The only way this bond is broken is by death. That leads us to the truth Paul is trying to teach with this picture of marriage.


B. The principle Paul establishes

When we come to verse four, the illustration seems to be reversed, and yet Paul’s point is still clear. A death has legally ended our relationship to the Law. Paul says, “…ye also are become dead to the law by the body of Christ…”

In verses two and three, the husband dies, and therefore frees the wife. In verse four, the Law does not die, but we, the spouse die, and are at the same time strangely able to be wed to the resurrected Christ.

Most writers feel as if this reversal is incidental, and that the only point of the illustration is that death ends our relationship to the Law. Yet, it could be that Paul was referring to something that the Romans would have very clearly understood.

By Roman law, a husband could put to death his wife if she had been unfaithful to the marital relationship. In verse four, Paul says that we die to the Law “…by the body of Christ…”

The Law demanded our death, and Christ, the lover of our soul, and our prospective Bridegroom, died for us to satisfy the demands of the Law, and then rose again so that we could be wed to Him in new life! 

Paul is not confused when he turns the illustration around! He is pointing us to the work of the Lord Jesus, and showing us how that in Him and because of Him, we are no longer bound to the Law.

As Paul continues talking about our terminated relationship to the Law, we see also:


C. The purpose Paul explains

The last phrase of verse four is critical to understanding this section. Paul states that we have died to the Law, and are wed now instead to Christ, for the purpose, “…that we should bring forth fruit unto God.”

Under the Law we are guilty, separated, and doomed. Our lives cannot glorify God, even when we are endeavoring to keep the Law. No fruit can ever come from a life bound to the Law.

Legalism produces frustration; not fruit. The reason our relationship to the Law has ended is so that we can produce spiritual fruit! Our marriage to the Law only brought about failure, but our marriage to Christ will bring about fruit!

When it comes to the Christian and the Law, Paul teaches us that our relationship to the Law has ended, and then he continues by pointing out that:

II. OUR RELEASE FROM THE LAW IS ESSENTIAL (v. 5-6)

As Paul moves into verse five, we find that there was a kind of fruit from our union to the Law, and that is precisely the reason the union had to be severed. In verses five and six, Paul contrasts the results of our life under the Law, and the results of our life united with Christ.

In looking at these two verses, we see why it is so important that our relationship to the Law be ended, and we be released and united with Christ. 

A. To change the operation of our life

In verse five, Paul reminds us that, “…when we were in the flesh, the motions of sins, which were by the Law, did work in our members…”

The word “motions” in verse five, literally means “passions”. The reason it is translated “motions” in the A.V. is “due to the fact that in earlier English motion was sometimes used in the sense of ‘emotion’.” (Ralph Earle; Word Meanings in the New Testament)

When you understand that Paul was talking about the passions and emotions of sins, you can grasp why these things would need to be changed. Paul says these passions “did work” in our bodies. The word “work” is translated from the Greek word energeo, which gives us our English word “energy”. Under the Law our bodies were energized by the passions of sin.


B. To change the outcome of our life

Paul goes on in verse five to remind us that these passions of sins that were operating in our body produced, “…fruit unto death.”  We are reminded of Paul’s earlier words in chapter three. “…the wages of sin is death…”
Under the Law, our bodies were given to sinful passions, and the outcome of our life was inevitably death. Our relationship to the Law has to end in order for this outcome to change.


C. To change the obedience of our life

 In verse six, Paul makes the contrast between our life under the Law, and our life once it is unified to Christ. He says, “But now we are delivered from the Law…that we should serve in newness of spirit, and not in the oldness of the letter.”

Much of what Paul is going to say in the next chapter is related to this statement at the close of verse six. There he will deal with walking in Spirit’s enablement. His point now is to show that we are dead to the Law, not so that we can be lawless, but so that we can be truly obedient.

“…no longer the old principle of the dread and unrelieved ‘Thou Shalt,’ cut with a pen of legal iron upon the stones of Sinai; bearing no provision of enabling power, but all possible provision of doom for the disloyal. It is to be ‘in the Spirit’s newness’; on the new, wonderful principle…of the Holy Ghost’s empowering presence.”

-H.C.G. Moule

While we could not obey the letter of the Law, we can obey the Spirit that penned the Law!

Paul says that for the Christian, our relationship to the Law is ended, and our release from the Law is essential, and then he goes on to qualify all of this by pointing out that:

III. OUR RESPECT FOR THE LAW IS ETERNAL (v. 7-13)

Ian Paisley says of the section beginning in verse seven, “Paul again is most careful to vindicate the integrity of the Law.”

Paul desperately wants his readers to know that while the believer is dead to the Law, they are not disrespectful of the Law. The problem lies not with the Law, but with the sinner; a point Paul clearly makes as his finishes this section.

As believer’s, our marriage to Christ has brought a new appreciation and respect for the Law. Paul explains this eternal respect. We respect the Law because:


A. It shows us the reality of sin

Paul once again anticipates an objection, and asks rhetorically in verse seven, “What shall we say then? Is the law sin?” This is answered with Paul’s emphatic, “God forbid…” (Let it not be so!)

He goes on to explain that the Law is not sin, it only revealed the presence of sin. He says, “…I had not known sin, but by the law…” Paul goes on to explain that he would not have known lust, unless he had read where the law commanded, “Thou shalt not covet.”
In verses eight and nine, Paul explains that once the commandment was revealed to Him, sin actually became a real and active force in his life.

In verse nine, Paul explains that before he had known the Law, he perceived himself as “alive”. When the Law was revealed to Him, he knew then that he had “died”.


B. It shows us the result of sin

Paul says in verse 10, that the commandments that were “ordained to life”, or pointed to what was required for life, he, “…found to be unto death.”
Paul says that through God’s perfect Law, that if kept perfectly can bring life, he actually realized his own death. He says in verse eleven, that his sin took “occasion by the commandment”. The word “occasion” literally means a starting point. In other words, sin had used God’s command as a starting point, and from there, “deceived” Paul and “slew” him.

Just as in the Garden of Eden, it was God’s command regarding the tree that Satan used to deceive Eve into sinning against God. The same experience was true in Paul’s life, and in our as well. The result of sin is always death, and we learn that from the Law.


C. It shows us the repulsiveness of sin

In verse 12, Paul restates his respect for the Law by confessing that it is, “…holy…just, and good.”

In verse 13, we have another similar rhetorical question. Paul asks, “Was then that which is good made death unto me?” Paul goes on to show that sin is what caused death, and that the Law is good in that it showed him that sin is “exceeding sinful”. 
Paul respected the Law, because the Law became the mirror through which he saw sin as a reality in his life. The commandment is what caused Paul to despise sin for its repulsiveness.

In the next section of Romans 7, we enter into one of the most controversial passages in the epistle, and possibly in the entire canon. Much of the controversy, however, is unnecessary and inconsequential to the overall theme of the chapter – that is, that we are dead to the Law, and it can neither justify us nor sanctify us.

Legalism is a dangerous and deadly, for it brings us into a bondage from which Christ died to set us free! A verse that closely relates to this section is found in Galatians chapter three and verse three, where Paul sternly asks, “Are ye so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit, are ye now made perfect by the flesh?”

It is striving to obey the Law in the flesh that leads to pitiful confession that constitutes the remainder of this chapter. For that reason, it is imperative that we know that, “…ye also are dead to the law by the body of Christ…that we should bring forth fruit unto God.”

Terry Trivette 2009


