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c. The prophets proclaimed the day of death’s destruction, and that day has come in 

substance with the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. He entered the world as 

mortal, Adamic man and therefore under the sentence of death. But He embraced 

death, not to succumb to it and the decay of the grave, but to conquer them (ref. 

Acts 2:22-32). Jesus died in order to put death to death and secure for mankind 

the life and immortality that characterize God Himself (cf. 1 Timothy 6:13-16; 2 

Timothy 1:8-10) and His resurrection attests that He succeeded in His mission.  

 

 Jesus has triumphed over death so that its sting is removed (15:55). Death still 

exists in the creation but it has lost its power to destroy; it is a conquered foe and 

in the last day it will be destroyed utterly and forever. And so, while death still 

wields a sting, that sting has no venom for those who share in Jesus’ triumph and 

life. Christians still die and their bodies decay in the grave, but not as the final 

word; death’s power has been broken in the Living One. The saints can affirm 

with Paul that death has no victory and therefore no real sting. 

 

 Christ has conquered death, and Paul recognized that this truth has profound 

implications, not least of all with respect to sin and the law with which death has 

enjoyed an intimate relationship. And though the relationship between these three 

entities is multifaceted and complex, Paul summarized it in this way: “The sting 

of death is sin and the power of sin is the law” (15:56). These declarations are 

terse and to the point, and Paul made them all the more so but omitting a verb in 

both statements and by joining them with a conjunction that sets them in sharp 

relief relative to one another. Rendered literally, his declarations are: “Sin – the 

sting of death; so also, the law – the power of sin.” Again, the relationship 

between sin, death, and law is not a simple one, and even these two statements 

require some unpacking in order to really get at Paul’s meaning. 

  

1) Though it still exists and does its work, death has lost its victory over the 

creation and therefore the power of its sting (ref. again v. 55). And if sin is 

death’s sting, it follows that sin, too, has lost its victory and power – an 

implication which Paul doubtless intended the Corinthians to grasp. Sin, 

like death, continues to exist and function, but it has been judged and 

destroyed in principle in Jesus Christ such that it has lost its invincible 

stranglehold over God’s creation (cf. Romans 5:1-6:23, 7:14-24,  8:1-4; cf. 

Hebrews 9:24-26, 10:8-18; also 1 Peter 2:20-25; 1 John 3:1-9).  

 

 Christ’s triumph over death is His triumph over sin and its power; indeed, 

the truth of the one is the truth of the other. Sin had to be conquered for 

death to be destroyed: The latter presupposes the former and the former is 

the ground and guarantee of the latter. The power of the one is the power 

of the other and the destruction of the one is the destruction of the other. 

But, in itself, this intimate connection between sin and death doesn’t 

explain the nature of the relationship between them, but the scriptural 

record shows it to be one of cause and effect. Death is the effect of sin, but 

such that death is, in the first instance, intrinsic rather than judicial. 
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 This is evident from the third chapter of Genesis, and the preceding 

chapters show why this is the case. Man was created in the divine image 

and likeness, but for the sake of his role as image-son (function determines 

form). Man was created as image-bearer for the purpose of fulfilling his 

divinely-ordained role as God’s royal son: the creature in whom God 

would administer His lordship over His creation. 

 

 Man was created for the sake of relationship – relationship first with the 

Creator as image-son and consequently relationship with the rest of the 

creation as vice-regent (lord over the creation; Genesis 1:26-28). Thus 

man’s righteousness is his conformity to his relational identity and 

function; accordingly, his sin is his deviation from that conformity. So 

death, as the consequence of sin (Genesis 2:15-17), must be understood in 

these terms: Sin – man’s deviation from the truth of himself through 

relational violation – issues in the “death” that is man’s alienation 

(separation) from the truth of himself. When man deviates from who he is, 

he dies to himself. Thus God told Adam that he would die at the moment 

he determined to define himself and order his existence independently of 

the One whose image he bears. (This is the meaning of “eating of the tree 

of the knowledge of good and evil.”) 

 

 This is why death is first and foremost the inherent consequence of sin. 

This is not to deny that death has a judicial and punitive aspect, but death 

is punitive in the sense of being “just recompense.” Death isn’t an 

arbitrary punishment for sin, but one which accords with sin and its 

effects. So also the fact that death is inherent to sin doesn’t argue against 

eventual physical death. Adam died at the moment he sinned, but his body 

did eventually follow (Genesis 5:5).  Death has a physical component, but 

this is only the final manifestation of the death in which the sinner exists 

as a human being – indeed, the death into which he is conceived in his 

mother’s womb. As every person is conceived in sin, so everyone is 

conceived in death (cf. Psalm 51:5, 58:3 with Romans 5:12-14). 

 

 Interpreted, then, in terms of this cause and effect dynamic, Paul’s 

meaning is either that sin brings the sting that is death or sin is the sting 

which incurs death. But his statement can also be legitimately interpreted 

in a different way, namely that death has a sting because of sin. Given the 

larger context in which Paul was speaking to the matter of the death and 

resurrection of the body, this latter interpretation seems the best fit.  

 

 Thus Paul was saying that the death of the body carries the sting of 

condemnation and destruction when it comes upon men in the context of 

their estrangement from God. But for Christians who’ve died to sin’s 

power and share in Christ’s life, the death of the body no longer has a 

sting; it is merely the necessary step for the body’s eventual consummate 

glorification in incorruption and immortality (ref. again 15:51-55). 
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2) Sin is the reason that death has a fatal sting, but Paul secondly insisted that 

sin has its own power in the law. This statement, too, is liable to different 

interpretations and nuances of meaning. The most obvious sense in which 

sin has its power in law is that law informs and inflames sin. So Paul could 

confess to the Romans that he “would not have known about coveting if 

the law had not said, ‘You shall not covet’” (Romans 7:7; cf. 3:20). The 

commandment forbidding coveting informed this particular sin by giving 

definition to it. This law took an intrinsic orientation of fallen man – and 

therefore one that he naturally takes no note of – and identified and 

defined it. And by giving coveting a name and identity, the commandment 

also gave it life: It both exposed man as inherently covetous and incited 

him to greater degrees and expressions of covetousness (Romans 7:8). 

 

 In this sense, then, law (whether directive or definition) gives life to sin 

that it wouldn’t otherwise have. In Paul’s words, “when the commandment 

came, sin became alive” (Romans 7:9). It’s important here to recognize 

that Paul wasn’t saying that sin has no existence apart from law; to the 

contrary, he already acknowledged to the Romans that sin was in the 

world before the Law was given to Israel. The proof of this is that death 

reigned from the point of Adam’s transgression. But precisely because sin 

is informed and inflamed by law, sin is not reckoned in the same way in 

the absence of law. Law (definition and prescription of righteousness), 

heightens and enlarges sin and guilt, both by provoking more sin and by 

introducing the concept of transgression, which is violation of a stated 

directive or obligation. Where there is no law, there can be sin but there 

cannot be transgression – which is its own form of sin (Romans 5:12-14). 

 

 But there is another more subtle sense in which law is the power of sin. 

This sense, though less obvious, is actually the most important because it 

is primary. That is, the aforementioned way in which law empowers sin is 

really only an expression of this latter, more fundamental way. 

 

 The basis for this assertion is the salvation-historical role of law. In this 

context, Paul’s use of the definite article (the Law) indicates that he was 

specifically referring to the Law of Moses. In whatever form or 

expression, divine “law” is torah: It is God’s revelation and instruction to 

men. This is true of the Law of Moses which defined and prescribed 

Israel’s relationship with Yahweh – Yahweh as the covenant God of 

Abraham and his “seed” and Israel as the Abrahamic people. 

 

 Contrary to the common conception of law as a collection of impersonal 

moral and ethical statutes and directives (as in state and federal laws), law 

in the biblical sense – that is, law as torah – is preeminently relational: It 

pertains to the relationship which exists between God and human beings, 

and then, by extension, to the relationship between individual human 

beings (and between the creature man and the rest of the creation).  
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 Law is torah and torah is God’s instruction and prescription to men for the 

purpose of defining, establishing and upholding the righteousness of true 

relationship, not for the sake of “rule-keeping” or mere conformity to a 

moral or ethical standard. The Law of Moses as Israel’s torah was no 

exception: It defined for Israel its identity as “son of God” (Exodus 4:22-

23; Hosea 11:1) and showed the nation how it was to live out its identity 

and calling authentically and faithfully. The Law of Moses was the 

covenant which defined and prescribed the Father-son relationship 

between Yahweh and His people (as that relationship had first been 

established and obtained its germinal definition in God’s covenant with 

Abraham – cf. Genesis 15 with Exodus 3:1-10) and this is precisely why 

rebellion and disobedience to the Law were treated as relational violation. 

 

 The Law revealed to Israel and obligated them to the truth of sonship (and 

thus the truth of authentic humanness), and this is key to understanding 

how the Law was the power of sin. Israel was Yahweh’s covenant son for 

the sake of the world; Israel was son, servant, disciple and witness. Thus, 

at bottom, the Law disclosed and obligated Israel to the truth of man: man 

existing in perfect intimacy with God in conformity to the truth of who 

God is and who He created man to be. But that revelation and obligation 

came to a people who were “son of God” in name only; Israel was not 

truly “Israel,” but a people estranged from God just as truly and 

completely as the nations around them. (This failure and inability of Israel 

to be Israel was the ground of God’s promise of another Israel in whom 

Israel’s identity and role would be fulfilled – another Israel in whom Israel 

would become Israel in truth; Isaiah 49:1-6).  

 

Israel’s condition resulted in two critical outcomes: The people could not 

be what the Law defined and prescribed, but they also were incapable of 

perceiving the Law as it truly was. Alienated from God and locked within 

broken minds, they were consigned to regard the Law – and the God 

behind the Law – through the lens of their brokenness. The result was that 

even their obedience was disobedience and their conformity was rebellion 

(cf. Isaiah 1:10-14, 66:1-3; also Philippians 3:4-6 and 1 Timothy 1:12-13). 

 

 “The great problem here is that the law does not really deal with the root 

of sin, but on the contrary helps to maintain sin in being before the law. 

From the sinner’s angle, it suits them well that God should deal with them 

in terms of law, because law is planted between them and God and keeps 

God at a distance from them. That is why the dialectic of law always 

yields the legal outlook, for under the pressure of God the sinner falls 

back upon formal observance of the law in which as much of the 

responsibility is thrown upon the law for the rightness or wrongness of 

action as upon the human person. It is thus that the sinner can yield 

obedience formally to the law without actually surrendering the citadel of 

the soul, without committing themselves in really responsible action.” 
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“Likewise, the dialectic of sin produces an impersonal and abstract 

outlook, for sin refracts the immediacy of truth and exchanges the Spirit 

for the deadness of the letter, exchanges God for an ideal. Humanity as 

sinful always seeks to put abstract law and thought in place of God and 

the truth.” (Torrance, Atonement) 

  

 Torrance here put his finger on the critical issue in regard to law being the 

power of sin: While it’s true that “law” in the sense of an explicit directive 

both defines and creates violation (defining something as a violation 

makes the doing of that thing a transgression) and also incites further 

violation (forbidding a thing makes it all the more attractive), there is a 

more fundamental way in which law empowers sin. And that is that law 

both strengthens and disguises the alienation between men and God that is 

the very essence of sin. Law facilitates men believing that they know, love 

and serve God when they are in reality estranged from Him and hostile in 

their hearts and minds. Law allows fallen man to “honor” and “obey” God 

with his actions and words while his heart remains far from Him. Thus the 

irony of law as both necessary and insufficient in the purpose of God: 

 

- On the one hand, law (again, as providing definition and 

prescription) is the only way God could maintain and administer 

His relationship with His image-son (and thus His creation) in the 

context of man’s estrangement from Him. Law (torah) 

communicates to man the truth of who he is in himself, in relation 

to God, and in relation to other creatures. In a manner of speaking, 

torah provides insight for those who have lost their faculty of sight. 

 

- Torah discloses to men what they cannot see, but it doesn’t enable 

or restore their sight. Law tells them who they are, but it cannot 

make them grasp that definition in truth or conform to it. Indeed, 

men can only perceive and interact with the definition and 

prescription torah provides through the grid of their own minds. 

 

 By way of illustration, a person can accurately and clearly explain the 

color red to a person born blind, but that person has no capacity to arrive 

at the truth of “redness” since he’s never known or experienced it. The 

blind person has no choice but to imagine and relate to “redness” through 

the grid of his own mind which knows nothing of it. So it is with law: It 

defines and explains the truth of man, but man in his falseness can only 

interact with that definition through the lens, capacity and orientation of 

his falseness. The outcome is that his interest in and conformity to the 

truth is itself falseness, no matter how sincere and strenuous his effort. 

Thus law doesn’t solve the human problem and bring men to God; it only 

provides them with what they seek, namely a point of interface with God 

that allows them to maintain their distance and independence.  

 


