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THE CHRISTIAN’S VIEW OF THE LAW 

Romans 7:7-13 

By Andy Manning 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

1. Today we are going to continue our discussion of the law of God. 

2. By “law of God,” I’m referring to the moral law, such as the Ten 

Commandments.   

3. To the Jew, the law of God is everything.  But thus far in Romans, Paul 

has made some shocking statements about the law. 

i. All Jews are lawbreakers (Rm 3:9-18). 

ii. No one can be justified by the law (Rm 3:20).   

iii. We are not under the law but under grace (Rm 6:14). 

iv. We have died to the law (Rm 7:4).   

4. One reaction to these statements is to ask, “Should we then ignore the 

law and go on sinning?”  Paul answered this question in Romans 6 by 

saying, “Absolutely not!”  Christians must pursue holiness and 

righteousness and obedience.   

5. A second reaction to these statements is to ask, “Is the law sinful?  Is the 

law evil?  Is the law bad?”  Paul answers this question in our passage 

today.  He is going to say that the law isn’t sinful, it is essential. 

II. TEXT: Romans 7:7-13 

1. 7 What should we say then? Is the law sin? Absolutely not! But, I would 

not have known sin if it were not for the law. For example, I would not 

have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, Do not covet. 

8 And sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, produced 

in me coveting of every kind. For apart from the law sin is dead. 9 Once I 

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

sprang to life again 10 and I died. The commandment that was meant for 

life resulted in death for me. 11 For sin, seizing an opportunity through 

the commandment, deceived me, and through it killed me. 12 So then, 

the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and just and good. 

13 Therefore, did what is good become death to me? Absolutely not! 

But, sin, in order to be recognized as sin, was producing death in me 
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through what is good, so that through the commandment, sin might 

become sinful beyond measure. 

III. THREE REASONS THE LAW ISN’T SINFUL 

1. The law defines sin. 

i. Romans 7:7 What should we say then? Is the law sin? Absolutely 

not! But, I would not have known sin if it were not for the law. For 

example, I would not have known what it is to covet if the law had 

not said, Do not covet. 

ii. Notice the question:  Is the law sin?  In other words, is the law 

sinful or evil or bad, in light of all that has been said?   

iii. The answer is “Absolutely not!” 

iv. Why isn’t the law sinful?   

v. First, the law defines sin.  Paul said, “I would not have known sin if 

it were not for the law.” 

vi. Paul isn’t saying that without God’s revealed law people wouldn’t 

have any sense right and wrong at all.  He has already said the 

opposite (Rm 2:14-15).  God’s moral law is written on the human 

heart, so that people instinctively have a moral sense.  This is why 

in all generations, in all cultures, there has been a certain level of 

agreement about morality.  Things like murder, adultery, lying, and 

stealing have always been condemned. 

vii. Paul is saying that he would not have had a full vision of sin 

without the law.  He would not have known that sin is sin against 

God.  It is an evil act which God forbids.  And he would not have 

known that certain behaviors, such as coveting, are sin.   

viii. What is coveting, or covetousness?  Coveting is the tenth 

commandment. 

ix. Exodus 20:17 Do not covet your neighbor’s house. Do not covet 

your neighbor’s wife, his male or female servant, his ox or donkey, 

or anything that belongs to your neighbor. 

x. Covetousness is wrong desire.  It is desire gone haywire.  It can 

take several forms. 

1. It is to desire the wrong things (things that God doesn’t 

want you to have).   

2. It is to desire the right things for the wrong reasons. 
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3. It is to desire the right things too strongly.   

4. It is the desire to take something that belongs to your 

neighbor and make it your own.   

xi. Paul’s point is that without the law he wouldn’t have known that 

covetousness was a sin, and that it was an act of rebellion against 

God. 

xii. In other words, the law isn’t sinful; it tells us what sin is.  It defines 

sin.  And if you don’t what sin is, then you can’t know that you 

have sinned against God and need forgiveness.  If you don’t know 

that you need forgiveness, then you can’t understand your need 

for Christ.   

2. The law reveals your sinfulness. 

i. Romans 7:8-9 8 And sin, seizing an opportunity through the 

commandment, produced in me coveting of every kind. For apart 

from the law sin is dead. 9 Once I was alive apart from the law, but 

when the commandment came, sin sprang to life again 

ii. Here Paul is repeating what he said in Romans 7:5.  Your sinful 

passions are aroused and inflamed by the law.  All human beings 

are born with a sin nature – a natural inclination to sin.  As an 

unbeliever, the way your sinful nature reacts to the law is not with 

a desire to obey, but a desire to disobey.  For Paul, when he 

learned that covetousness was a sin, it made him covet even 

more.   

iii. William Barclay calls this the strange fascination of the forbidden 

thing.  “Set a thing in the category of forbidden things or put a 

place out of bounds, and immediately they become fascinating.” 

iv. Leon Morris “It is a distressing fact about human nature that any 

prohibition tends to awake in us a desire to transgress that 

prohibition.”  

v. For example, let’s say that an unbeliever goes to church and hears 

a sermon against the sin of sexual immorality.  Hearing the law 

doesn’t motivate them stop sinning; their sinful nature reacts to 

the law by fantasizing about all the different ways they can 

commit the sin when church is over.   



4 
 

vi. Leon Morris “The point of it all is that until the command not to 

do an evil thing comes we may not feel much urge to do it, but 

when we hear the command our native mulishness takes over.”   

vii. Now this is not the fault of the law.  This is the fault of our fallen 

sinful nature.  The problem is not the law; it is our sinful nature; it 

is sin in us.   

viii. So the law, then, not only defines sin, but it reveals how sinful we 

really are.  Not only do we often break the law, but the very 

mention of the law tempts us to break it.   

ix. That’s a good thing, because the more sinful you see yourself, the 

more you will see your need for Christ.  As long you think you are 

a good person, then you won’t reach out for Jesus.  You don’t see 

your need for Jesus.  But the law helps us to see how sinful we 

are.  The very mention of it makes us desire sin even more.   

x. Let’s finish looking at verses 8-9. 

xi. Romans 7:8-9 8 And sin, seizing an opportunity through the 

commandment, produced in me coveting of every kind. For apart 

from the law sin is dead. 9 Once I was alive apart from the law, but 

when the commandment came, sin sprang to life again 10 and I 

died. 

xii. “For apart from the law sin is dead.”  In other words, without the 

law, you are not conscious of sin and convicted of sin 

(Hendriksen).  Without the law, you would not have a full vision of 

sin, and of the depth of your own depravity.   

xiii. “9 Once I was alive apart from the law” 

xiv. Before he fully understood the law, he was alive in the sense that 

he felt no conviction, no guilt, and he felt secure that he deserved 

to go to heaven.   

xv. There are several examples of this kind of person in Scripture: 

1. The rich young ruler (Lk 18:18ff).  A young, rich man 

approached Jesus and asked what he needed to do to go to 

heaven.  Jesus said, “Keep the commandments. Don’t 

commit adultery, or murder, or steal, or lie, and honor your 

parents.”  Shockingly, the young man replied, “I have kept 

all these from my youth.”  He was alive.  He was secure.   
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2. The Pharisee and the tax collector (Lk 18:9ff).  Jesus told a 

story of a Pharisee and a tax collector who both went to the 

temple to pray.  The tax collector could see how sinful he 

was.  He wouldn’t even raise his eyes to heaven.  He just 

kept striking his chest and saying, “God, have mercy on me, 

a sinner!”  But the Pharisee stood and said, “God, thank you 

that I’m so righteous.” 

xvi. Both of these men knew the law.  But the Holy Spirit had not yet 

opened their eyes to truly understand it, to see it from God’s 

vantage point.  So they were alive, secure, under no conviction.  

This is what it is like before the Holy Spirit opens your eyes to the 

law.  You think you are a good person and you deserve to go to 

hell; that God would never send someone like you to hell.   

xvii. “9 but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life again 10 

and I died.”   

xviii. In all of this, Paul is telling his personal testimony.  At some point 

in his life, the Holy Spirit opened his eyes to the true meaning of 

the law, and sin spring to life again, and he died.  In other words, 

he could no longer ignore how sinful he was, and how serious sin 

was, and his perception of himself as righteous died.   

xix. That’s where God wants each of us to be.  He wants you to get to 

the place where you die to self-righteousness.  He wants you to 

understand what sin is, and that you are very sinful.  Because only 

then will you look outside of yourself for salvation and cling to 

Christ.  

3. The law reveals your helplessness. 

i. Romans 7:10-11 10 …The commandment that was meant for life 

resulted in death for me. 11 For sin, seizing an opportunity 

through the commandment, deceived me, and through it killed 

me.   

ii. The original purpose of the law was to foster and promote human 

flourishing.  For example, 

1. The first and second commands against idolatry are meant 

to protect you from veering off into false religion and all the 

terrible consequences that go along with that. 
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2. The command to keep the Sabbath is meant to provide you 

with a much needed day of rest and worship. 

3. The command to your honor parents is meant to place the 

child under the authority and care of the people who love 

him most.   

4. The command against adultery is meant to protect the 

sacredness of marriage. 

5. The commands to not kill and steal are meant to protect 

your life and property. 

iii. God’s commands are not selfish; they are meant for our good.   

iv. But here Paul says that the command resulted in death for him.  

How so? 

v. Because the more you become aware of the law, the more you 

realize how sinful you are, and how helpless you are to earn your 

way to heaven.   

vi. Notice verse 11. 

vii. “11 For sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, 

deceived me, and through it killed me.” 

viii. In this verse, “sin” probably refers to your sinful nature – your 

natural proclivity to sin.  Your sinful nature uses the law to deceive 

you.  How so?  Your sinful nature assumes, out of pride, that you 

can keep the law well enough to earn heaven.  But the more you 

try, the more you realize that you are doomed.   

ix. This is a good thing.  This is God’s purpose of the law.  God wants 

you to realize that you are helpless to save yourself.   

x. If you think you are a good person, it’s because you don’t really 

know the full extent of God’s moral requirements, or you haven’t 

actually tried to fulfill God’s law.  Because when you do, you will 

see that you are helpless and hopelessly lost.  Your are sinful 

beyond measure.  There’s no way you can be good enough to save 

yourself.  You need a Savior.  And that’s why God sent Jesus, to die 

on the cross for your sins.   

xi. So, is the law sinful?  It is evil?  Absolutely not!  The law is 

essential.  It is beneficial. 

1. The law defines sin. 
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2. The law reveals your sinfulness. 

3. The law reveals your helplessness (to save yourself). 

xii. But Paul goes further.  In Romans 7:12-13, Paul praises God’s law 

with three adjectives. 

xiii. Romans 7:12-13 12 So then, the law is holy, and the 

commandment is holy and just and good. 13 Therefore, did what 

is good become death to me? Absolutely not! But, sin, in order to 

be recognized as sin, was producing death in me through what is 

good, so that through the commandment, sin might become sinful 

beyond measure. 

xiv. Before we deal with the three adjectives for the law in verse 12, 

let’s look at verse 13.  Paul asks another question.  In verse 7, the 

question was, “Is the law sin (sinful)?”  Absolutely not!  In verse 13 

he asks, “Did the law kill me?”  By “death,” he is talking about the 

consequences of sin.  He is talking about spiritual death – 

condemnation and eternal separation from God.  In other words, 

Paul is asking, “Is it the law’s fault that I stand condemned and am 

separated from God?”  Once again, the answer is, “Absolutely 

not!”  The problem is not the law, but sin.  Your sinful nature uses 

the law for more sin.  Your sinful desires are aroused by the law; it 

makes you want to sin even more.  And your sinful nature 

pridefully assumes that it can keep the law and earn heaven.  All 

of this reveals how terrible sin is.  The law is not the problem; sin 

is.  

xv. Let’s return to verse 12, where Paul praises the law with three 

adjectives.    

xvi. Romans 7:12 So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is 

holy and just and good. 

xvii. What’s the difference between the law and the commandment?  

The law refers to all of God’s moral laws, while the commandment 

likely refers to the tenth commandment that he has been referring 

to in this passage against coveting.  Paul is saying that the law in 

general, and every command in particular, is holy, righteous, and 

good.  Let’s look at each of these adjectives more specifically.    

IV. THREE THOUGHTS ABOUT THE LAW 
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1. The law is holy. 

i. The word holy is often used to describe God.  In fact, this is 

probably God’s primary attribute.  Nowhere in Scripture does it 

say that God is “love, love, love,” or “mighty, mighty, mighty,” or 

“eternal, eternal, eternal,” but twice in the Bible it says that God is 

“holy, holy, holy” (Is 6:3; Rev 4:8).   

ii. The fact God’s moral law is holy means that it comes from holy 

God.  God is its author, it’s source.  The law of God comes from 

the mind of God.  When God gave the people the ten 

commandments, He spoke them aloud for all the people to hear.  

On Mount Sinai, God literally wrote down the ten commandments 

on stone tablets and gave them to Moses (Ex 31:18).   

iii. The fact that the law comes from God means that it is 

authoritative over our lives.  God is your author/creator, so He has 

authority over you.  He has the right to determine how you should 

live.  Just as a parent has the natural right to set boundaries and 

rules for their children, so God does for His creation.   

2. The law is just. 

i. The word “just” can also be translated “righteous.”  It’s the same 

word.   

ii. In Greek culture the idea of justice means giving God and man 

their due; or giving God and man what they deserve.   

iii. In other words, God’s law is fair.  It is right.  If you want to treat 

God and people right, treat them according to God’s law.   

iv. William Barclay “If a man perfectly kept the law, he would be in a 

perfect relationship both with God and with his fellow man.”   

3. The law is good. 

i. God’s law fosters human flourishing.   

ii. William Barclay “The law is good.  That is to say, it is designed for 

nothing other than our highest welfare.”   

iii. John Murray “It [the law] promotes man’s highest well-being and 

thus expresses the goodness of God.”   

iv. Leon Morris “It [the law] has our welfare in mind, not our hurt. It 

is beneficent in its outlook and aim.”  
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v. God is not selfish.  He is love.  When He gives you a law, it’s for 

your good.  Think about a parent.  Why do parents give their 

children rules and boundaries?  To protect their children and set 

them up for a happy life.  God is infinitely better and more loving 

than the best parent you can imagine.  He doesn’t give you laws 

for His good, but for yours.  He wants to protect you, and to set 

you up for happiness.   

vi. This is once again a reminder of a principle that I mentioned a few 

weeks ago.  Happiness is not a goal, it is a byproduct.  God did not 

make you to seek happiness.  He made you to seek virtue, and 

then happiness will seek you.  As you strive to keep God’s moral 

law, you will find the best life.   

vii. Once again, let me remind you that when I speak of keeping God’s 

law, I am referring to God’s moral law.  Last week I talked about 

the three kinds of laws in the Old Testament, and how two of 

those no longer apply to Christians.  The civil laws no longer apply 

because the Biblical nation of Israel as a political entity no longer 

exists.  The ceremonial laws no longer apply because they all 

pointed to and were fulfilled by Christ.  But the moral laws, 

represented best by the Ten Commandments, reflect God’s moral 

nature and will always apply. 

viii. It is true that Christians are not under the law but under grace in 

the sense that we don’t rely upon the law for salvation.  But God’s 

law is still very useful and beneficial and binding upon Christians.   

ix. Paul’s comments about the law being holy, just, and good remind 

me of what the reformer John Calvin wrote about the law.  In his 

famous book Institutes of Christian Religion, Calvin wrote about 

the three uses of the law:  the political use, the pedagogical use, 

and the normative use.  

V. THE THREE USES OF THE LAW 

1. The political use.   

i. The political use of the moral law is to restrain evil.  The moral law 

can’t change a person’s heart, but it can protect the innocent from 

evil people.  The moral law can be used by political leaders to 

make and enforce laws to protect their people.  Martin Luther 
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King Jr. said, “It may be true that the law cannot make a man love 

me, but it can sop him from lynching me, and I think that’s pretty 

important.”    

2. The pedagogical use. 

i. The pedagogical (teaching) use of the moral law is to show people 

how sinful they are and to drive them to Christ (Rm 3:19-20).  This 

is what Paul has been writing about in this passage.  The law 

defines sin, reveals our sinfulness, and reveals our helplessness.   

3. The normative use. 

i. The normative use of the moral law is to define the way of 

righteousness.  It clearly defines the kind of conduct that honors 

and pleases God. 

ii. This is what Paul means when he says that the commandment was 

meant for life (Rm 7:10), and that the law is holy, just and good 

(Rm 7:12). 

iii. The law teaches us how to live in a way that pleases God, and in a 

way that results in our happiness.        

iv. As Christians we should strive to keep the law, not to earn 

salvation, but to please God out of gratitude for His mercy and 

grace through Christ, all the while knowing that His commands are 

for our good.   

VI. CONCLUSION 

1. Is the law sinful?  No.  God’s law is good.  The problem is not God’s law, it 

is human sin. 

2. And while the law is holy, just, and good, it cannot save you.  Only Jesus 

can save you.  You are a sinner, and the punishment for sin is death – 

eternal separation from God.  The only way to be made right with God is 

through faith in Jesus Christ.  You must repent of self-righteousness and 

self-rule, and put your faith in Jesus Christ.  Then God will forgive your 

sins and give you the Holy Spirit to enable you to keep His law.   

 


