
Letter to the Romans 
Study 11: The Purpose of God’s Law

Read Romans 7:1-25

It’s important for us to remember the proper context of what the apostle’s attempting 
to deal with in chapters six and seven of his letter to the Romans. After explaining 
how man is condemned ‘in Adam’ and therefore is only saved ‘in Christ,’ the apostle 
Paul makes the following statement that:

the law came in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, 
so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal 

life through Jesus Christ our Lord. (Romans 5:20-21)

Paul anticipates the potential questions that this sort of declaration will raise and 
therefore takes time to deal with these types of questions in chapters six and seven of 
his letter. Chapter six is a defense of grace and how to handle this idea that ‘grace 
abounds’ over sin. Chapter seven is a defense of the law and what is meant in saying 
that ‘the law came in to increase the trespass’. So here in chapter seven, Paul is providing 
the answer to the anticipated question, “So what is the purpose of God’s law then?” 

Generally speaking, there are three specific attitudes towards God’s law:

1. Legalism - Our justification and sanctification is a process based on our 
performance to obey God’s law. 

2. Antinomianism - God is all-loving and full of grace so the law is completely 
rejected and abandoned. We are free to live without concern for our sinfulness.

3. Biblical Attitude - We rejoice in the fact that we are not obligated to obey God’s 
law in order to be justified or sanctified. We see God’s law as a revelation of 
God’s desire for His people and therefore are pleased to live in accordance with 
it as we rely on the Spirit to empower us with the ability to obey it. 
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Legalist find themselves beat down and burdened by God’s law. Antinomians despise 
God’s law and want nothing to do with it. The true Christian delights in God’s law 
and desires to obey it. Paul defends this position and works it out for us throughout 
chapter seven.

Now, if someone was to ask you, “What is the purpose of the Christian life?” how would 
you answer? The Westminster Shorter Catechism begins with essentially the same 
question and answers it this way, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy Him 
forever.” So, the purpose of the Christian life is to glorify God or as Paul puts it here in 
v. 4 of this passage, to ‘bear fruit for God’.   
 
Paul provides an illustration from marriage to show how the death of a spouse 
releases someone from the marriage commitment. Therefore, the marriage is no longer 
binding. Likewise, we ‘in Christ’ (6:1-14) have died to the law which releases us from 
any commitment to keep it and frees us to enjoy a new relationship ‘married’ to 
Christ. Why is this necessary? In order that we may bear fruit for God (v. 4).   

We will never bear fruit for God by devoting ourselves to the law. We will only bear 
fruit for God by devoting ourselves to Christ.

The apostle goes on to explain how God’s law was never intended to be the way of 
man’s justification or his sanctification. The law has never been a way to be saved but 
has always revealed that we need saving. The obligation to keep God’s law arouses 
the sin within us bringing it to life and placing us under our bondage to it. But ‘in 
Christ’ we have been set free from our captivity to sin and are free to serve God in a 
new way through the Spirit. 

“Why do we serve? Not because the law is our master and we have to, but because Christ is 
our husband and we want to. Not because obedience leads to salvation, but because salvation 
leads to obedience… The Christian life is serving the risen Christ in the power of the Spirit.”   1

 John Stott, Romans, (InterVarsity Press: 1994) 197.1
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It is at this point that Paul could have easily moved right on into v. 8:1, but he 
anticipates some strong disapproval of his seeming dismissal of God’s law. “How dare 
you speak about God’s law like this? How could you say it produces sin rather than 
righteousness and brings death instead of life? Are you really saying that we’d be better off if 
we would just hurry up and get rid of the law? Are you implying that God’s law is sinful and 
is the cause of sin?” And to such questions Paul firmly responds, ‘God forbid! That’s 
unthinkable!’ He then proceeds to explain the purpose of God’s law by defending its 
holiness (v. 7-13) but at the same time revealing its weakness (v. 14-25).

The apostle has already been alluding to it throughout his letter, but he explains here 
in v. 7-13 that the law exposes sin, arouses sin, and condemns sin. In essence, the law 
is what makes man aware of his sinful condition. Without the law, man would not 
understand how sinful he actually is. Without the law, sin lies dead (unrecognizable). 
However, as soon as a command is given, sin comes alive and is aroused at the 
opportunity to rebel. We pay no attention to the fruit until it is forbidden. 

Augustine recalled an event when he was a young teenager explaining such an 
experience:

“Near our vineyard there was a pear tree, loaded with fruit, though the fruit was not 
particularly attractive either in color or taste. I and some other… youths conceived the idea of 
shaking the pears off this tree and carrying them away. We set out late at night… and stole all 
the fruit that we could carry. And this was not to feed ourselves; we may have tasted a few, but 
then we threw the rest to the pigs. Our real pleasure was simply in doing something that was 

not allowed. I had plenty of better pears of my own; I only took these ones in order that I might 
be a thief. Once I had taken them I threw them away, and all I tasted in them was my own 

iniquity, which I enjoyed very much.”   2

The underlying motive behind all sinful activity is the pursuit of our own personal 
sovereignty. Pride. We wish to be gods. Satan played right into it when he tempted 
man from the very beginning, “You will be like God” (Genesis 3:4). Therefore, any and 
every command that threatens our personal sovereignty will arouse the rebellion 
hidden within us and condemn us to the rebels’ penalty - death. 

 Augustine, Confessions. Book 2, Chapter 42
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Our sinful nature uses the law to cause sin and bring death. The law is not the cause 
of our sin and death but is used by our sinful nature to cause both. God’s law comes 
from God Himself and is therefore holy, righteous and good. Rebellion comes from 
within ourselves. Sin is a rebellion against that which comes from God. Sin is to blame 
for the penalty of death. 

Suppose you get a ticket for speeding. You can’t rightly say that it’s the speed limit’s 
fault you got a ticket. The speed limit is a good thing in and of itself. It is intended for 
our good and for our safety. You got a ticket because you felt that you should be able 
to drive faster than what the law requires. You rebelled and therefore you received the 
appropriate punishment for your rebellion. Your rebellion is to blame; not the law. 

So the apostle has made it clear that the law is not our problem. Our sinful condition 
is the problem. But now he begins to conclude his defense of the law by declaring that 
while the law is certainly not our problem neither is it our answer. The law is holy but 
is incapable of making us holy.

In v. 14-25, Paul goes on to describe the Christian experience of trying to obey the law 
in our own strength. It may help to view these particular verses as the experience of a 
Christian that is not necessarily resting ‘in Christ’ nor walking in the power of the 
Spirit within them. They know what God desires and desire to do what’s right in 
order to glorify God. However, they find themselves unable to carry this out and 
overwhelmed by their own wretchedness.       

A good measure of our Christian condition is whether or not we feel like a 
contradiction and divided within ourselves when we sin. 

Do you find yourself desiring to live an upright life, but time and time again you find 
yourself unable to do so? Do you feel the tension of being already ‘in Christ’ but not 
yet free from sin’s corruption? It is precisely this tension that leads the Christian to 
first cry out “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?” And 
once the Christian realizes his own wretchedness and inability to uphold God’s law, it 
is then that he is properly ready to look away from what he thinks he can accomplish 
and look to what God has accomplished as he cries out, “Thanks be to God through Jesus 
Christ our Lord!” 
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Therefore, there is no salvation in the law of God because the law of God lacks the 
power to save. It was never intended to save. Salvation has always been through faith 
alone in Christ alone. And it is this kind of faith that actually upholds the law (3:31) 
because our faith in Christ is what ascribes the law with its intended purpose. 

We will never bear fruit for God by devoting ourselves to the law. We will only bear 
fruit for God by devoting ourselves to Christ. The Christian life is being a faithful 
wife to the risen Christ in the power of the Spirit. 

And it’s at this point where the apostle feels that he has tied up the loose ends and 
that the Romans are ready to move forward with him in his presentation of this 
amazing gospel: 

There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the 
Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death. For God has done 
what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of 

sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the righteous requirement 
of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the 

Spirit. (Romans 8:1-4)
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Questions for Discussion:

1. So if the Christian is ‘not under law’ for justification or sanctification then what is 
the purpose of God’s law in the Christian life?

2. What does it mean to be ‘in Christ’?

3. What is the application that we can gather from v. 4-6?


