
What is the purpose of the law? 

Background: 

The remainder of chapter 7 expands upon Romans 7:5 For while we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, 
aroused by the law, were at work in our members to bear fruit for death. 

In today’s passage Romans 7:7-13, Paul explores his own history to show that the law itself cannot free anyone from 
the power of sin. Paul’s own experience is like the experience of mankind in general. Paul discovered that the 
commandment “You shall not covet” aroused sin instead of conquering it.  

There are a couple of points of grammar that are important to note as we try to come to an understanding of what 
Paul wants us to know. 

• Beginning with vs. 7 and continuing through this chapter, the Apostle Paul turned to the first person 
singular, presenting his personal experience. Up to this point he had used the third person, the second 
person, and even the first person plural. But now he described his own experience, allowing the Holy Spirit 
to apply the truth to his readers. As Paul relates his own experience in verses 7-11 he uses the past tense to 
explain his time before his conversion and in verses 12-25 he uses the present tense to describe his present 
experiences.  

Paul begins in verse 7 by asking a question he knew the Jewish Christians would be thinking… 

Is the law sin? Is it evil? If we look back at some of the things said about the law in previous passages, we can 
understand why the question would be asked! 

1. The law judges and condemns men: Romans 2:12. 
2. The law and ritual do not save a person: Romans 2:29. 
3. The law cannot make a man righteous and acceptable to God: Romans 3:20 
4. The purpose of the law is not to save man but to bear witness that man desperately needs the righteousness 

of God: Romans 3:21-22. 
5. The law leads man to boast in himself—in his own works and self-righteousness—not in God Romans 3:27; 

cp. Romans 4:2, 4; Romans 2:29. 
6. The law does not justify a person: Romans 4:2-5. 
7. The law is not the way a person receives the promise of God: Romans 4:13. 
8. The law works wrath in that it accuses man of sin and condemns him: Romans 4:15. 
9. The law causes sin to increase and multiply: Romans 5:20. 
10. The law enslaves and brings man into bondage: Romans 6:14; cp. Romans 7:1. 
11. The law arouses man to sin: Romans 7:5. 

These facts can cause a person to question the value of God's law. If the law lays such a burden of sin upon man, 
what good is it? The conclusion might be that the law is sin! The law must be evil!  

Is the Law sin? Paul's response again was a vehement denial. Certainly not! The Law arouses sin (Romans 7:5) 
but that does not mean the Law itself is sin. In fact, Paul said later, the Law is holy (Romans 7:12) and spiritual 
(Romans 7:14). Paul went on to explain that the Law made sin known. Then to be specific, he mentioned 
coveting.  

So if the law is not evil…if it is not sinful…what is its purpose? 

I. The purpose of God’s law is to reveal sin. (v. 7) 
 

• Apart from the law, man would be aware that some acts are wrong, such as stealing and killing. However, 
there would be much that man could not know if he did not have the law, much that he would desperately 
need to know in order to live a righteous life. 

The law of God reveals sin; it awakens man to two important things about sin. 

1. The law reveals of sin. (v. 7b - “Yet if it had not been for the law, I would not have known sin”) 

• The law awakens man to the reality and truth of sin. Man knows that coveting is wrong because the law 
says, "You shall not covet." He knows that some things are good and other things are bad because the 
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law tells him. He knows that certain things please and other things displease God because the law says 
so. The law tells a man... 
➢ what the nature and will of God is. 
➢ what he must do to be acceptable to God. 

2. The law reveals man's sinful nature and arouses it to do things that are forbidden by God. (v. 7c - “For I 
would not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, “You shall not covet.”)  
 

• Why might Paul have chosen coveting as his example for sin in this passage? Was it Paul’s greatest sin? 
Coveting is the last commandment and the only commandment that is inward and not outward. It is a 
sin of the heart! In Jewish tradition coveting is identified as the sin that is at the root of all others! 

The purpose of the law is to reveal sin so that man will see his need for a savior. Apart from God's law, he 
would not know that he needed to be saved. 

II. The purpose of God’s law is to give sin the opportunity to be awakened and aroused. (v. 8) 
 

• Look at the exact words of the Scripture: "But sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, 
produced in me all kinds of covetousness." that is, sin uses the commandment. . The indwelling sin, seizing 
the opportunity (lit., "taking a starting point" the word was used of a base for military operations or for an 
expedition) Sin is not within the commandment; it is separate from it. The commandment or law is not 
sinful. Sin is within man, not within the law.  

• Romans 7:5 For while we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in 
our members to bear fruit for death. 
 

1. It is the law that gives sin the opportunity to be awakened. (v. 8a - “But sin, seizing an opportunity through 
the commandment”)  

• The law actually stirs, awakens, and arouses sin to work all manner of evil. When we are told not to do 
something, there is something within us that is stirred and wants to do it.  
➢ Proverbs 9:17 “Stolen water is sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant.”  

• For the unbeliever who is still a slave to sin the desire to do the forbidden can so strong it becomes a 
rage, inflamed to such a point that the person just has to do it.  

 
2. The law does not violate man; man violates the law. (v. 8b - “But sin…produced in me all kinds of 

covetousness.” 

• It is not the law that takes man and forces him to sin. It is man that takes the law and breaks it, that 
deliberately goes against what it says. It is sin within us that takes and misuses the law to work all 
manner of sin. Therefore, it is not the law that is evil; it is man who is evil. 

 

3. Without the law, sin was dead; that is, it was not alive and active. (v. 8c - “For apart from the law, sin lies 
dead.”) 

• As Paul concluded, “apart from Law, sin lies dead.” This does not mean that sin has no existence 
without the Law (Romans 5:13), but that without the Law sin is less active, for the Law arouses "sinful 
passions" (Romans 7:5). 

• A person is able to look at the law and their true condition, that they are a sinner who must be saved if 
they are to become acceptable to God and live eternally.  

• The law is not evil but good, for it shows us our desperate need for salvation. 

James 1:14-15 But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire.15 Then desire 
when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death. 

Galatians 5:17 For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against 
the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do. 

III. The purpose of God’s law is to reveal condemnation and death. (v. 9-10) 
 
1. A person who is not aware of the law feels alive. (v. 9a - “I was once alive apart from the law”) 



• Paul states, “I was once alive apart from the law,” evidently the apostle was speaking of his personal 
experience as a child and perhaps even a youth prior to his awareness and understanding of the full impact 
of God's commandments. If a person is not aware of the law; he does not pay attention to sin and its 
consequences. He is not aware that he is a sinner and falls short of God's glory (Romans 3:23), violating 
God's will and going contrary to God's nature. He is ignorant of God's law; he pays little attention to right 
and wrong. When he does wrong and fails to do right, he is not aware of it. He feels alive despite the reality 
of his sinful state and condition.  

2. A person who knows God's law sees sin come alive. (v. 9b - “but when the commandment came, sin came 
alive and I died.”) 

• The clause, “but when the commandment came,” does not speak of the giving of the Mosaic Law, the 
Torah, but the first realization that Paul had of the significance of the commandment “You shall not 
covet,” The result was that the principle of sin within made its presence and power known (“sin came 
alive” lit. it sprang to life). By knowing the law a person becomes acutely aware of sin. As a result of sin 
springing to life, Paul died spiritually. Paul said, “sin came alive and I died”! Paul was already spiritual 
dead (Romans 6:23) but now he knew it! The commandment not to covet was given to help people see 
how to live, but it actually produced death because of sin in the human heart. 

 
3. The point is this: the law is ordained to bring life, but not in the way men think. (v. 10 – “The very 

commandment that promised life proved to be death to me.”) 
 

• People think that the law was given to be kept, and that by keeping the commandment they can earn 
the acceptance of God and work their way into heaven. However, this is not the way the law brings life 
to man. When a man really looks at the law of God, he learns his true condition: he is corrupt and 
destined to face condemnation and death. God uses the law to show man his need and draw man to 
Himself. 

• Galatians 3:24 So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be justified 
by faith. 
 

IV. The purpose of God’s law is to reveal the deceitfulness of sin. (v. 11) 

Remember, it is sin that takes the law and misuses it; it takes the law and deceives us. How? There are at least 
two ways. 

1. Sin misuses the law and deceives a person by making him feel safe and secure.  

• Sin, that is, self-righteousness, says obey the law and you will live. But this is deception, for no man can 
keep the law perfectly. But man’s sin, his self-righteousness, drives him onward to try and try; and he is 
forever deceived and doomed. The point is this: the law reveals the deceitfulness of sin or of self-
righteousness. The law proves that man is not perfect, that he cannot live without sinning.  
 

2. Sin misuses the law and deceives a person by discouraging him and making him feel helpless and 
hopeless.  

• Sin deceives man into thinking that the law has been given to bring life. Therefore, when a man 
continues to break the law, he is keenly aware that he is condemned and unable to achieve the 
righteousness of the law. He knows that he has displeased God and senses that he is unacceptable to 
God. Feelings of helplessness and hopelessness swarm over him and he becomes defeated and down 
and out. Sin simply takes the law and uses man's failure to discourage him. Sin uses the law, so to speak, 
to whip man, to make him feel unworthy and helpless and hopeless, to drive him deeper and deeper 
into despair. 

• The law was never given to drive man to despair, and in truth, it cannot. It is sin within man that drives 
them to despair. When the law was first given, man was already in a state of sin and death: he was 
sinning and he was dying. God gave the law to man because He loved man, because He knew that man 
needed to be pointed toward Christ and needed to be shown his condition and desperate need for a 
Savior. Such is the purpose of the law, a purpose which is far from being evil. 
 

 



V. The purpose of God’s law is to reveal the nature of God. (v. 12) 
 

1. The law is holy: set apart and full of purity, majesty, and glory. 

• set apart in that it reveals God's nature and will 

• set apart in that it exposes sin, all that is contrary to God's nature and will.  
2. The law is just: righteous, fair and impartial.  

• The law treats a man exactly like he should be treated; it shows no partiality to anyone.  

• It also reveals how a man should treat others. The law is just in that it reveals exactly how a man should 
live. It shows him how to live in relation to God and to his fellow man, and it judges him fairly and 
impartially. 

3. The law is good: it shows man how to live and tells him when he fails.  

• It exposes his sin and demonstrates his desperate need for a Savior.  

• The law tells man the truth about the nature of man in a most explicit way, and it points him toward the 
need for outside help in order to be saved. 

• Psalm 19:7 The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the LORD is sure, making 
wise the simple;  
 

VI. The purpose of God’s law is to reveal that sin is utterly sinful and is the cause of death. (v. 13) 

 

Verse 13 is a bridge that sums up this passage and leads us into the next. But it also makes it crystal clear that sin is 

utterly sinful and is the cause of death.  

First we are reminded that… 

1. The law is good; it is not the cause of death. (v. 13a - “Did that which is good, then, bring death to me? By 
no means!") 

 
Secondly we are reminded that… 
 

2. The law was given to expose sin and to make people aware of its presence and consequences. (v. 13b - “It 
was sin, producing death in me through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin”) 
 

• Men needed to know just how exceedingly sinful sin is. The law proves that sin is against God: against all 
that He is, against all of His nature and will. Sin is selfish, destructive, dirty, ugly, and impure. The law is 
the very opposite. The law was given to show how exceedingly sinful sin is, to show just how terrible it 
is.  

 
Lastly we are reminded that… 

 

3. The law was given to make a person think about death, to make them aware that they die because they 
violate the will and nature of God. (v. 13c - “and through the commandment might become sinful beyond 
measure.”) 
 

• Men died before the law was ever given. They died because they did not live holy and righteous lives, 
they did not live according to the nature and will of God. God gave the law so that sin and its 
condemnation of death would be exposed more than ever before. Men had to be shown that they were 
great sinners and that they died because they sinned. Therefore, they need a Savior who will deliver 
them from sin and its terrible consequence of death. The law shows man his desperate need to be saved 
from sin, death, and judgment. 

 

 


