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What shall we say then? Is the law sin? Certainly not! On the 
contrary, I would not have known sin except through the law. 
For I would not have known covetousness unless the law had 
said, “You shall not covet.” 8 But sin, taking opportunity by 
the commandment, produced in me all manner of evil desire. 
For apart from the law sin was dead. 9 I was alive once without 
the law, but when the commandment came, sin revived and I 
died. 10 And the commandment, which was to bring life, I 
found to bring death. 11 For sin, taking occasion by the 
commandment, deceived me, and by it killed me. 12 Therefore 
the law is holy, and the commandment holy and just and good 
(Romans 7:7-12).

Introduction

A number of years ago a lady in our church came to me 
moderately distressed regarding a conversation her young daughter 
had with her grandmother (the lady’s mother).  The granddaughter 
had shared with her grandmother that our church periodically recites 
the Ten Commandments during worship.  The grandmother told her 
young granddaughter that she wished she didn’t attend our church—
because the Ten Commandments aren’t for today’s Christian.

On another occasion, after preaching a sermon, which included 
the call to be obedient to the law of God, a young couple approached 
me with their Bibles opened and forcefully, yet respectfully, 
questioned whether it was appropriate for me, as a New Covenant 
pastor, to call Christians to obey the law.  Their Bibles were opened to 
Romans 10:4, which reads:

For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to 
everyone who believes (Romans 10:4).

In class in one of the seminaries I attended we were asked to 
give a paper and oral presentation on sanctification and spiritual 
formation.  In brief, I shared that Christians are justified/saved by 
grace through faith alone, then, by that same grace the Spirit works in 
our hearts to conform us into the image of Christ through a renewed 
appreciation of the law of God—inclining our hearts to obedience.  I 

2



thought it was simple, boiler-plate Christianity.  But as I looked up I 
was confronted with bewildered faces.  The professor, seeking to 
assuage the confusion and discomfort asked me “Are you Reformed?”  
The question caught me off guard.  I did not realize that the desire to 
obey God’s law was a Reformed distinctive.

A fellow pastor asked me what I was preaching on.  At the time I 
was preaching through the Ten Commandments.  An awkward silence 
followed.  Pressing to find why the silence, he communicated to me 
his resistance to use the word “Law”.  He viewed the commandments 
more as guiding principles.

Even within Reformed circles (I mention Reformed because of its 
commitment, in my opinion, to doctrinal priority and integrity) we see 
the law of God (at least as it is summarily comprehended in the Ten 
Commandments1), either attacked or strongly deemphasized.  

A recent candidate for the ministry revealed during his exam on 
the floor of our presbytery that he had embraced this de-emphasis.2  
He was given a hypothetical ministerial situation where a neighbor 
approached him to ask for wisdom about how to be a better husband.  
Specifically the question was, “Where would you go as a resource to 
answer your neighbor’s question?  The candidate answered the 
question with a question.  “Is the neighbor a Christian?”  “I don’t 
know,” the presbyter asking the question said, “I just made him up.  
Does it matter?”  The candidate had been taught in seminary that the 
law of God, found in the Bible may not be the best source of ethics to 
present to the non-Christian.

This anti law or antinomial rhetoric goes on and on.  And its 
consequences are disastrous.  I am holy, just and good—who am I?     

What shall we say then? Is the law sin? Certainly not! On the 
contrary, I would not have known sin except through the law. 
For I would not have known covetousness unless the law had 
said, “You shall not covet” (Romans 7:8).

Is The Law Sin?

1 See question 98 of the Westminster Larger Catechism.

2 This is seen, more or less, in a doctrine, popularly known as Two Kingdom.
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Reading Romans 7:8, it appears that Paul was confronted with 
the same mistaken hostility toward the law of God.  Why else would 
he rhetorically ask “Is the law sin?”  It is certainly understandable, 
given the Apostle’s numerous negative statements about the law of 
God (he had just written that the law arouses “sinful passions”—
that Christians are “dead to the law” and “delivered from the 
law” [Romans 7:4-6]).  A cursory reading would lead one to send 
the law of God packing in its totality.  But we have to keep reading.  

Because in all of these negative statements about the law, we 
will come to realize that the problem isn’t the law at all.  Paul is about 
to teach that the “law is spiritual” (Romans 7:14), that the law 
“is good” (Romans 7:16), that he “delights in the law” 
(Romans 7:22) and that with his mind he “serves the law” 
(Romans 7:25).  At least in one respect, Paul seems to be a big fan 
of the law!  No doubt why he wrote:

Now we know that the law is good, if one uses it 
lawfully (1 Timothy 1:8).

Is the law sin?  Paul offers his strong objection “Certainly not!” 
or “may it never be!” me genoito.  He then begins to offer his 
testimony of how the law worked aggressively and graciously in his 
own life.

The Law—Provider of Valuable Information

Paul “would not have known sin except through the law.”  
The law poked Paul right in the shoulder and called him a sinner!  
That’s not always an easy message to hear.  When I was a kid back in 
the sixties I had a buddy named Doug.  He wasn’t very big but he was 
the toughest guy I knew.  A Bible thumping Jesus “freak” (they used to 
call them) tried to witness to Doug.  Part of the presentation included 
telling Doug he was a sinner.  Doug didn’t like hearing that.  Doug 
punched the Jesus freak and knocked him out.  

Paul mentions coveting (the Tenth Commandment) as the 
particular law that did him in.  This is not readily apparent in the 
accounts of Paul’s conversion experience in Acts 9 and 22.  We think 
of Paul being knocked down, blinded and confronted by Christ.  But 
wrapped up in that encounter was an epiphany.  The light went on for 
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Paul in that confrontation.  The law, which Paul had been no doubt 
taught since he was a youth, did its work.  He came to see his own 
covetous epithymian heart.  

To covet means to strongly desire something which belongs to 
someone else.  Its root is a lack of contentment with the provision of 
God.  Why was it coveting that did Paul in?  Some suggest it is 
because coveting is the first sin which leads to all sins.  Others think it 
is because coveting is entirely an inward sin.  We can go all our lives 
without actually murdering someone in obedience to the Sixth 
Commandment (though Jesus taught otherwise) and think we’ve kept 
it.  This cannot happen with coveting.  Self righteousness is a difficult 
disposition to hold onto when coveting enters the room.

Paul then enters into some interesting dialogue.

But sin, taking opportunity by the commandment, produced in 
me all manner of evil desire. For apart from the law sin was 
dead (Romans 7:8)

Sin—The Opportunist

So the law is like a light going on in a den of debauchery.  And 
the light does at least two things revealed in the present portion of 
the text.  One, as Paul had taught in verse five, it arouses “sinful 
passions”.   The den of human debauchery works more efficiently in 
its rebellion because it enjoys that which is clearly forbidden.

Stolen water is sweet, and bread eaten in secret is 
pleasant (Proverbs 9:17).

This is why promoting the law of God, apart from the gospel of 
Christ, will never remedy human corruption.  Of course, simply 
because people are hostile to the law of God is no reason to sweep it 
off the street and into the church narthex.  People, after all, will often 
have the same response to Jesus.

And this is the judgment: the light has come into the 
world, and people loved the darkness rather than the 
light because their works were evil. 20 For everyone 
who does wicked things hates the light and does not 
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come to the light, lest his works should be exposed 
(John 3:19, 20).

Verse twenty above shows us another valuable work of the law—
our sinful deeds are exposed; or as Paul had written earlier:

For by works of the law no human being will be 
justified in his sight, since through the law comes 
knowledge of sin (Romans 3:20).

There are other good uses of the law which are not addressed in 
this passage, suffice it to say for now that “apart from the law sin 
was dead.”  This I take to mean that until the law has its work, that 
sin lurks silently in the thoughts of deeds of fallen men—as if it 
doesn’t exist at all.

Paul’s testimony continues:

I was alive once without the law, but when the commandment 
came, sin revived and I died (Romans 7:9).

I Was Alive

I remember, as a young man, thinking I was a pretty good 
athlete.  Then one day I found myself in a four-on-four basketball 
game with five members of the NBA.  I felt they had been imported 
from outer space—as if we weren’t members of the same species.  I 
was an athlete once without the NBA, but when the NBA showed up, 
my athletic incompetence revived and I was (or should have been) 
benched.

Clearly Paul is speaking in spiritual terms.  He viewed himself as 
alive until the law revealed he was a coveter, then that lurking sin 
which had appeared non-existent became all too obvious.  Sin 
revealed its fangs in Paul’s throat—more aptly in his heart.  His own 
spiritual death was made manifest.

One wonders if this sentence was easy for Paul to write.  As one 
who was “caught up into paradise” (2 Corinthians 12:3), 
beholding as it were the glory of God—life in its fullness—this may 
have been an understatement.  If bumping elbows with NBA athletes 
revealed to me, I was no athlete, how much more would beholding the 
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glory and holiness of God reveal to Paul the width of that great chasm 
between true life and true death.

And the commandment, which was to bring life, I found to 
bring death. 11 For sin, taking occasion by the commandment, 
deceived me, and by it killed me (Romans 7:10, 11).

The Great Discovery

There are numerous passages in the Scripture which may lead a 
Bible student like Paul to the conclusion that the commandment was 
to bring life:

You shall therefore keep my statutes and my rules; if 
a person does them, he shall live by them: I am the 
Lord (Leviticus 18:5). 

I gave them my statutes and made known to them 
my rules, by which, if a person does them, he shall 
live (Ezekiel 20:11).

But the children rebelled against me. They did not 
walk in my statutes and were not careful to obey my 
rules, by which, if a person does them, he shall live; 
they profaned my Sabbaths (Ezekiel 20:21).

And this is not merely in the Old Covenant.  Paul was no doubt 
familiar with Jesus’ interaction with a certain lawyer.

And behold, a lawyer stood up to put him to the test, 
saying, “Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal 
life?” 26 He said to him, “What is written in the Law? 
How do you read it?” 27 And he answered, “You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your strength and with all 
your mind, and your neighbor as yourself.” 28 And he 
said to him, “You have answered correctly; do this, 
and you will live” (Luke 10:25-28). 
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Paul interacts quite a bit with the notion of living by the law or 
the commandments (e.g. Romans 10:5).  But perhaps most 
thoroughly in the third chapter of Galatians, where he writes:

For all who rely on works of the law are under a 
curse; for it is written, “Cursed be everyone who 
does not abide by all things written in the Book of 
the Law, and do them.” 11 Now it is evident that no 
one is justified before God by the law, for “The 
righteous shall live by faith.” 12 But the law is not of 
faith, rather “The one who does them shall live by 
them.” 13 Christ redeemed us from the curse of the 
law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, 
“Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree”— 14 so 
that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might 
come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the 
promised Spirit through faith (Galatians 3:10-14).

When it comes to be justified or made righteous before a holy 
God—when it comes to the eternal pardon, those who “rely on the 
works of the law are under a curse” for “cursed be everyone 
who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the 
Law, and do them.”  The standard is not mere sin-less-ness, as if 
doing nothing can find favor before God; it also includes doing all 
things written in the Book of the Law.  

Paul had been living under the grand delusion that he “as to 
righteousness under the law” was “blameless” (Philippians 
3:6).  It is true, whether we read in the Old Testament or New 
Testament, that if we keep the law in its fullness and to perfection, we 
shall live—God’s law is that righteous!  As Calvin taught:

Foolishly, then, do some reject as an absurdity the 
statement, that if a man fulfils the Law he attains to 
righteousness; for the defect does not arise from the 
doctrine of the Law, but from the infirmity of men, as 
is plain from another testimony given by Paul. (Rom. 
8:3.) We must observe, however, that salvation is not 
to be expected from the Law unless its precepts be 
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in every respect complied with; for life is not 
promised to one who shall have done this thing, or 
that thing, but, by the plural word, full obedience is 
required of us. 3

Those who shall live by the law is an empty set.  But this is no 
indictment against the law.  Paul completes with thought by referring 
to the law with three adjectives generally reserved for God Himself.

Therefore the law is holy, and the commandment holy and just 
and good (Romans 7:12).

The law is “holy” hagia, “just” dikaia and “good” agathe.  
When it comes to being justified before a holy God, the law serves as 
an MRI revealing the great disease of sin for which the blood of Christ 
is the only cure.  This, however, does not mean that the law has no 
other value or that it should be dismissed.  On the contrary, since the 
law is of such great value in this and other aspects of human 
concern4, it should ever be before us.

The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul; the 
testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the 

3 Calvin, J., & Bingham, C. W. (2010). Commentaries on the Four Last Books of Moses Arranged in the Form of a Harmony 
(Le 18:5). Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software.

4 Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter 19:5, 6, 7:
5. The moral law doth for ever bind all, as well justified persons as others, to the obedience thereof; (Rom. 13:8, 9, Eph. 
6:2, 1 John 2:3–4, 7–8) and that, not only in regard of the matter contained in it, but also in respect of the authority of God 
the Creator, who gave it. (James 2:10, 11) Neither doth Christ, in the Gospel, any way dissolve, but much strengthen this 
obligation. (Matt. 5:17–19, James 2:8, Rom. 3:31)
6. Although true believers be not under the law, as a covenant of works, to be thereby justified, or condemned; (Rom. 6:14, 
Gal. 2:16, Gal. 3:13, Gal. 4:4–5, Acts 13:39, Rom. 8:1) yet is it of great use to them, as well as to others; in that, as a rule of 
life informing them of the will of God, and their duty, it directs and binds them to walk accordingly; (Rom. 7:12, 22, 25, Ps. 
119:4–6, 1 Cor. 7:19, Gal. 5:14, 16, 18–23) discovering also the sinful pollutions of their nature, hearts, and lives; (Rom. 
7:7, Rom. 3:20) so as, examining themselves thereby, they may come to further conviction of, humiliation for, and hatred 
against sin, (James 1:23–25, Rom. 7:9, 14, 24) together with a clearer sight of the need they have of Christ, and the 
perfection of His obedience. (Gal. 3:24, Rom. 7:24, Rom. 8:3–4) It is likewise of use to the regenerate, to restrain their 
corruptions, in that it forbids sin: (James 2:11, Ps. 119:101, 104, 128) and the threatenings of it serve to shew what even 
their sins deserve; and what afflictions, in this life, they may expect for them, although freed from the curse thereof 
threatened in the law. (Ezra 9:13–14, Ps. 89:30–34) The promises of it, in like manner, shew them God’s approbation of 
obedience, and what blessings they may expect upon the performance thereof: (Lev. 26:1–14, 2 Cor. 6:16, Eph. 6:2–3, Ps. 
37:11, Matt. 5:5, Ps. 19:11) although not as due to them by the law as a covenant of works. (Gal. 2:16, Luke 17:10) So as, a 
man’s doing good, and refraining from evil, because the law encourageth to the one, and deterreth from the other, is no 
evidence of his being under the law; and not under grace. (Rom. 6:12, 14, 1 Pet. 3:8–12, Ps. 34:12–16, Heb. 12:28–29)
7. Neither are the forementioned uses of the law contrary to the grace of the Gospel, but do sweetly comply with it; (Gal. 
3:21) the Spirit of Christ subduing and enabling the will of man to do that freely, and cheerfully, which the will of God, 
revealed in the law, requireth to be done. (Ezek. 36:27, Heb. 8:10, Jer. 31:33)
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simple; 8 the precepts of the Lord are right, rejoicing 
the heart; the commandment of the Lord is pure, 
enlightening the eyes; 9  the fear of the Lord is clean, 
enduring forever; the rules of the Lord are true, and 
righteous altogether. 10 More to be desired are they 
than gold, even much fine gold; sweeter also than 
honey and drippings of the honeycomb (Psalm 19:7-
10). 

Questions for Study

1. Generally speaking, what kind of comments do you hear when it 
comes to the law of God?  What do you make of these 
comments?  How do you respond?  Why would Paul ask the 
rhetorical question, “Is the law sin?” (pages 2-4)?

2. What is a lawful use of the law (page 4)?

3. What kind of valuable information does the law of God provide 
(pages 4, 5)?

4. In what respect is sin an opportunist (pages 5, 6)?

5. Discuss Paul’s personal testimony when it came to how the law 
of God worked in him.  How was he mistaken about what the law 
can do (pages 6-8)?

6. Is all of this an indictment against the law?  How should the law 
of God be utilized today (pages 8, 9)?
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