
6

Lesson 6 47

a Christians and Law 
(7:1-6)

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. 
 —Romans 7:6

In the opening verses of Romans 
7 Paul focused his readers’ attention 
on the believer’s release from the 
law. This relates to what Paul said 
earlier in Romans 6:14: “You are not 
under law, but under grace.”

The backdrop to Paul’s point is 
that the law has authority over a 
person only as long as the person 
is alive (7:1). Since the believer has 
“died with Christ,” the believer is 
released from the law.

To illustrate his point, Paul cited 
the case of a woman who was mar-
ried to a man and thus remained 
bound by that legal relationship as 
long as her husband was alive. If 
her husband died, the woman was 
released from the law of marriage. 
Only the husband’s death set the 
woman free to marry another with-

out the stigma of an adulteress being 
placed upon her (vss. 2, 3). 

Paul applied this illustration to 
the spiritual lives of believers. Note 
the parallels: In the illustration, a 
woman had a binding marriage rela-
tionship with her husband. The hus-
band died, so the woman was freed 
from the law of marriage and could 
legitimately marry another man. In 
the application, believers once had 
a binding relationship with the law. 
When we became Christians and 
identified with Christ in His death 
and resurrection, we died to the law. 
Death released us from our obliga-
tion to our former “spouse” (the 
law), and so we are now free to be 
joined to another “spouse”—Jesus 
Christ (vs. 4).

Believers died to the law through 
“the body of Christ.” This “body” 
is not the Church, but rather Jesus’ 
body, which was nailed to the cross 
for our sins. Believers are “crucified 
with Christ” and therefore dead to 
that which once bound us (vs. 6; see 
Gal. 2:20).

This death to the law took place so 
believers could “belong to another,” 
that is, Jesus Christ (Rom. 7:4). In 
view of the marriage imagery used in 
verses 1-3, Paul intended to com- 
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the Sinful Nature
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Romans 7:1-6

serve in the new way of the Spirit, 
who empowers them to obey. 

Some people try to maintain a 
relationship with God by observing 
an oppressive set of rules. Instead of 
intimacy with Christ, however, all 
they obtain is frustration. We have 
been released from the unattainable 
obligations of the law to walk in 
dependence upon the Holy Spirit. 
We begin to reflect the holiness and 
righteousness of Christ even though 
we have ceased trying to earn His 
love and favor by keeping a strict set 
of rules.

Ask Yourself . . . How has my attitude 
toward obeying God changed since I 
“died” to the law?

 
municate that we 
become married, in 
a spiritual sense, to 
Jesus Christ. And just 
as a marriage usually 
results in the “fruit” 
of bearing children, 
so “marriage” with 
Christ results in spiri-
tual “fruit” (see John 
15:1-8).

Ask Yourself . . . 
What kind of fruit am I bearing as a 
result of my relationship with Jesus 
Christ?

In contrast, the unbeliever bears 
corrupted fruit that results from his 
or her union with the sinful nature. 
This perishable fruit was produced 
by passions that were aroused by 
the law (Rom. 7:5). The result of this 
kind of fruit is death—physical and 
spiritual death (see 5:15-21; 6:16-23).

Having been released from the 
law through the death of the old 
self, believers may “serve in the 
new way of the Spirit, and not in 
the old way of the written code” 
(7:6). “Written code” refers to the 
Old Testament law. The law has no 
power to produce life and service 
that is pleasing to God. Believers 

A Roman widow and 
her dead husband 
from a tomb engrav-
ing. Paul used the 
metaphor of a widow 
released from her mar-
riage bond to illustrate 
the believer’s release 
from the authority of 
the law.
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thing in relation to God’s law.

Ask Yourself . . . Do I ever find myself 
callously doing the very thing God has 
prohibited?

Paul explained how the sin pro-
cess unfolds. God’s commandments 
stimulate the sinful nature toward 
outward acts of disobedience, 
thereby making any such violation 
a transgression. In Paul’s own case 
of coveting, the law against selfish 
wants was seized upon by his sinful 
nature, which brought about “every 
kind of coveting” (vs. 8). It wasn’t 
the law against coveting that caused 
the sin, but the corrupted sinful 
nature that went in the opposite 
direction of God’s command.

Paul informed his readers that 
“apart from the law, sin was dead.” 
Paul was not trying to say that sin 
had no existence without the law. 
Rather, he was communicating the 
idea that sin is dormant or inac-
tive apart from the law. Without 
a knowledge of the law, sin is less 
recognized in its true character. 

It is significant that whereas earlier 
in Romans Paul had used the third 
person (“they,” “them”), the second 
person (“you”), and even the first 
person plural (“we”), in verse 7 he 
began to use the first person singular 
(“I”) to point to his own experience. 
By revealing how things occurred in 
his own life, Paul taught his readers 
spiritual truths they could apply to 
themselves.  This is one of the marks 
of an effective teacher.

Ask Yourself . . . How does Paul’s 
inner conflict compare to my own? 

Law and Sin  
(7:7-13)

What shall we say, then? Is the law 
sinful? Certainly not! 
    —Romans 7:7a 

In view of Paul’s statement that 
sinful passions are aroused by the 
law (see vs. 5), some may wrongly 
conclude that the law is sinful. Paul 
forcefully denied this with the words 
“Certainly not!” (vs. 7). Just because 
the law arouses sin in an individual’s 
life does not mean the law itself is 
sinful. In fact, Paul later emphasized 
that the law is holy (vs. 12). 

Paul said that a primary purpose 
of the law is to define sin and to 
increase a person’s awareness of its 
undeniable existence in his or her 
heart (vs. 7). To illustrate his point, 
Paul turned his attention to the 
prohibition against coveting. This 
was a strategic prohibition to use 
as an illustration because coveting 
relates to one’s inner attitude and is 
related to many external sins. 

Paul said he would not have 
known what coveting was if the law 
had not said, “You shall not covet” 
(Rom. 7: 7). The law against coveting 
makes people covet all the more. In 
this sense, the law arouses sin.

One can see this in the reactions 
of children to certain restrictions. 
A sure way to get many kids to 
do something wrong is to set up a 
boundary and tell them not to cross 
over it. We do the same type of 

b
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awareness was that sin made its 
presence and power known and led 
to a sense of spiritual separation 
from God.

Strangely, the command not to 
covet had been given to show peo-
ple how they could live fruitful lives 
free from envy. Instead, it produced 
spiritual death because it revealed 
the depth of sin in the human heart 
(vs. 10).

 How did it happen in Paul’s case? 
Paul said that sin deceived him (vs. 
11). Sin duped Paul and led him to 
do the very thing the law forbade, 
bringing him under the condemna-
tion of God’s judgment.

Paul abruptly turned back to 
answer the question he had raised 
earlier in verse 7: “Is the law sinful?” 
Not only is the law not equated with 
sin, it is in fact holy. The individual 

Paul’s comment that he was once 
“alive apart from the law” (vs. 9) 
has been much debated by scholars. 
Some believe this refers generally to 
the experience of humanity between 
the fall of Adam and the giving of 
the Mosaic law (though there is little 
evidence for this view). Others think 
Paul was saying there was a time in 
his own life when he was blissfully 
indifferent to the demands of the 
law and was self-deceived about his 
own righteousness as a Jew.

Perhaps these words refer to Paul 
as a child or a youth who had little 
understanding of the demands of 
the law. It would seem that there 
came a time when the true sig-
nificance of the law (especially the 
command “do not covet”) dawned 
on Paul—perhaps around the time 
of his conversion. The result of this 

coveTinG: The rooT oF manY sins

Coveting is a sin of the heart that is related to many externally sinful acts. 
The following chart shows some examples of this:

RELATIONSHIP
WITH COVETING

COMMANDMENT

A person may kill another
because he or she covets 

something that person has.

Adultery involves 
coveting the spouse 
of another person.

Stealing is illegally taking 
what one covets.

“ You shall not commit 
adultery”

(Exodus 20:14)

“ You shall not steal”
(Exodus 20:15)

“You shall not murder”
(Exodus 20:13)
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his own actions (vs. 15). The Greek 
in verse 15 is very strong. It could be 
translated, “What I am producing I 
do not know. For what I am wish-
ing, that I am not doing. What I am 
hating, that I am doing.” This is a 
frustration most Christians experi-
ence at some time. And like Paul, 
we often do not understand why 
we do the things we do and why we 
neglect doing the things we ought 
to do.

Ask Yourself . . . Have I found that, 
despite my commitment to live righ-
teously, I am still a slave to sin in some 
areas of my life?

Paul said that even though sin 
dwelled within him, and even 
though he did what he did not 
want to do, he nevertheless could 
see that the law was good (vs. 16). 
Paul wanted it understood that 
his failure should not be seen as 
a result of a defiant or indifferent 
attitude toward the law. The apostle 
explained that his actions were at 
the command of sin that lived in 
him (vs. 17). Regardless of his per-
sonal desire to do good, he found 
his desires checkmated every time 
sin gained the upper hand. Paul was 
not trying to escape moral respon-
sibility for his actions. Rather he 
pointed to the real culprit—sin—and 
the tremendous power disobedience 
can wield in the Christian’s life. 

The apostle concluded that noth-
ing good lived in him, that is, in his 
sinful nature (vs. 18). Paul was care-
ful to clarify this because he didn’t 
want to be misunderstood. He was 
not saying that his physical body 

commandments are holy, righteous, 
and good (vs. 12). The command-
ments are holy because they come 
from God. They are righteous 
because they condemn sin and pro-
mote godly living. They are good 
because they seek the highest qual-
ity of life.

Paul briefly touched on the rela-
tionship of the law to death (vs. 
13). He argued that sin used the 
law (which is holy and good) as 
an instrument to produce death, 
thereby showing what sin’s essen-
tial character is. God’s law exposed 
sin as the evil and death-producing 
thing it really is.

Sin and Death  
(7:14-25)

For in my inner being I delight in 
God’s law; but I see another law at 
work in me, waging war against the 
law of my mind and making me a 
prisoner of the law of sin at work 
within me. —Romans 7:22, 23

Paul acknowledged that the law 
is spiritual; his problem was that he 
was unspiritual (vs. 14). The word 
for “unspiritual” virtually means 
“made of flesh.” Paul meant that 
his flesh (his old self) was “sold as 
a slave to sin.” The verb translated 
“sold” is in a tense indicating that 
this transaction took place in the 
past and continued in the present.

In describing this conflict, Paul 
admitted that he didn’t understand 

c
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saw another law, or prin-
ciple, at work within him 

(vs. 23). This other “law” is what 
Paul earlier called “sin living in me” 
(vss. 17, 20). This principle does two 
things in the Christian’s life: (1) it 
wages a military campaign against 
a person’s mental and willful desire 
to do the good; and (2) it makes the 
person a prisoner of the law of sin at 
work within him or her. 

Like Paul, believers yearn to be 
utterly free from sin. But because sin 
remains with us, waging war with 
our minds and bodies, we can feel 
like prisoners who have been taken 
captive against our wills.

Paul expressed his frustration 
with the words “What a wretched 
man I am!” (vs. 24). His situation 
was dire indeed—so desperate that 
he needed to be rescued from his 
“body that is subject to death.”

“Body that is subject to death” is 
a phrase that sums up what Paul 
said earlier in Romans. Sin works 
through the human body (6:6, 12, 
13, 19; 7:5, 23) and sin brings about 
death (6:16, 21, 23; 7:10, 11). It is 

(his literal flesh) was 
evil, but his sinful 
nature. Every 
part of his 
old self was 
corrupted or 
tainted by sin. 

Paul desired 
to do good, but 
could not carry it out 
(vs. 18). The second half of this 
verse can be translated, “The 
wish is present with me, but [the 
ability] to produce the good is 
not.” 

To drive his point home, Paul 
essentially repeated what he had 
just stated in verses 15-17. Paul 
understood that as a Christian he 
continued to have an indwelling 
sin problem. At one time this sin-
ful nature fully owned him.  Even 
though the obligation to obey his old 
self no longer existed, it continued 
to express itself  (vss. 19, 20).

Paul concluded that there was a 
law at work in the human dilemma 
(vs. 21). He used the word “law” 
here not in reference to the Mosaic 
law, but to a general principle that 
he had drawn from personal experi-
ence. The principle has to do with 
the reality of evil that continues to 
surface in the believer’s life even 
when he or she desires to do good.

The apostle said that in his inner 
being he delighted in God’s law (vs. 
22). This idea is reflected repeatedly 
in Psalm 119. From the moment of 
spiritual birth, the Christian has a 
desire for  spiritual truth that can 
seem insatiable.

But as delightful as this is, Paul 

Ancient Roman 
shackles, commonly 
used to secure cap-
tured slaves.  
Paul described 
himself as a former 
“slave to sin.”
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Romans 7: 
BEFORE OR AFTER 

PAUL’S CONVERSION?

Scholars have debated whether Paul in 

Romans 7:14-25, was describing himself 

before or after he became a Christian. Those 

who argue that this passage deals with Paul 

before he was a Christian cite these argu-

ments: (1) Some of the great Christian think-

ers after the time of the apostles thought this 

passage described Paul before his conversion. 

(2) The phrase “sold as a slave to sin” (vs. 14) 

seems more appropriate for an unsaved per-

son. (3) The Holy Spirit is not mentioned.

Most conservative scholars believe Paul was 

talking about himself as a Christian, and about 

Christians in general. This view is based on a 

number of factors: (1) Augustine (about a.d. 

400) and the Reformers of the 1500s held to 

this view. (2) Paul was addressing the subject 

of the sanctification of believers and the prob-

lems that go along with the sanctification pro-

cess—hence, the theme is relevant to believ-

ers. (3) Paul discussed this type of conflict 

in Christians in other letters (see I Cor. 3:1; 

Gal. 5:17). (4) An unbeliever would not desire 

the kind of holiness described in this passage. 

(5) Paul used the present tense, pointing to 

his own present struggle with indwelling sin 

and his old nature’s relentless effort to control 

his thoughts and actions.
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through Jesus Christ. 

Ask Yourself . . . In what areas of my 
life do I need to be rescued by Christ? 

Paul brought Romans 7 to a close 
by implying that victory comes from 
a source superior to us—Christ our 
Lord (vs. 25b). Paul summarized this 
conflict in this way—not to end on a 
negative note, but to prepare for his 
topic of discussion in Romans 8: life 
in the Spirit.

appropriate, therefore, to make ref-
erence to the “body that is subject to 
death.”

The apostle felt helpless to bring 
about a solution by himself. Who 
could help him? Paul gave a trium-
phant answer: “Thanks be to God 
who delivers me through Jesus 
Christ our Lord!” (vs. 25a). Our 
deliverance comes not through 
legalistic efforts to obey rules, but 


