
ROMANS CHAPTER 7 

Or do you not know, brethren (for I speak to those who know the law), 

that the law has dominion over a man as long as he lives? 2 For the 

woman who has a husband is bound by the law to her husband as long 

as he lives. But if the husband dies, she is released from the law 

of her husband. 3 So then if, while her husband lives, she marries 

another man, she will be called an adulteress; but if her husband dies, 

she is free from that law, so that she is no adulteress, though she has 

married another man. 4 Therefore, my brethren, you also have 

become dead to the law through the body of Christ, that you may be 

married to another—to Him who was raised from the dead, that we 

should bear fruit to God. 5 For when we were in the flesh, the sinful 

passions which were aroused by the law were at work in our 

members to bear fruit to death. 6 But now we have been delivered from 

the law, having died to what we were held by, so that we should 

serve in the newness of the Spirit and not in the oldness of the 

letter7 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 good13 has then what is good become death to me? Certainly 

not! But sin, that it might appear sin, was producing death in me 

through what is good, so that sin through the commandment might 

become exceedingly sinful. 14 For we know that the law is spiritual, but I 

am carnal, sold under sin. 15 For what I am doing, I do not 

understand. For what I will to do, that I do not practice; but what I hate, 

that I do. 16 If, then, I do what I will not to do, I agree with the law that it 



is good. 17 But now, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in 

me. 18 For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh) nothing good dwells; 

for to will is present with me, but how to perform what is good I do not 

find. 19 For the good that I will to do, I do not do; but the evil I will not to 

do, that I practice. 20 Now if I do what I will not to do, it is no longer I 

who do it, but sin that dwells in me.21 I find then a law, that evil is 

present with me, the one who wills to do good. 22 For I delight in the law 

of God according to the inward man. 23 But I see another law in my 

members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into 

captivity to the law of sin which is in my members. 24 O wretched man 

that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? 25 I thank God—

through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, with the mind I myself serve 

the law of God, but with the flesh the law of sin. 

 

 

Romans 7 (particularly verses 13-25) is one of the most disputed and 

controversial passages in the Bible. I have to admit that I have changed my 

mind about its meaning several times over the years, as apparently did 

Augustine (I claim no comparison here). The text has been argued over for 

hundreds of years and I certainly don’t claim the last word on the matter. We 

should read it with a mind open to the Holy Spirit and not be limited 

necessarily by what we may have been taught in the past. Neither should we 

read it in the light of our experience of sometimes falling into sin and 

endeavouring to excuse ourselves.  

 

I believe that Paul is discussing his pre-Christian life and experience. He 

describes, I believe, his life retrospectively before meeting Christ. In other 

words Paul looks back on his life and recognises he was not born again. 

John Piper and other men of God, whom we respect, take an opposite view.  

 

I was taught that we as Christians would face a life of inevitable struggle with 

sin, and we would, for the most part at least, fail. The text used to support 

this was Romans 7:15 “For what I am doing, I do not understand. For 

what I will to do, that I do not practice; but what I hate, that I do” This 



seemed to be consistent with Paul’s exclamation in verse 24 “ O wretched 

man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death”?  

 

I’ve referred several times in the past (sorry for repeating myself) that the 

verse that came with such force to me in my young days, was that in John 

14:23 “Jesus answered and said to him, “If anyone loves Me, he will 

keep My word; and My Father will love him, and We will come to him 

and make Our home with him. I could not see how Father and Son living in 

me could be consistent with a failing and inevitable sinful life. It made no 

sense to me, though I wanted an excuse for my sin and my early teaching 

provided that. If that is all I could expect, well I would have to settle for that. 

 

Let’s get down then to look at this chapter in a little detail. There is a clue 

right at the beginning indeed in verse 1 “for I speak to those who know the 

law” It’s very important to remember that Paul was steeped in the law. He 

had been familiar with it and its importance from a youth. He was trained as a 

Pharisee and became a zealot of Judaism and the Mosaic Law. He genuinely 

thought that he was doing Gods will and keeping the law in arresting, 

torturing, and killing those who believed Jesus was the promised Messiah. 

How wrong he was, and in Gods matchless grace He saved Paul and 

redirected him for His own purposes and commissioned him as the apostle to 

the Gentiles, the apostle of Grace. No man could have experienced such a 

radical one hundred and eighty degree turn around in his life. As a Hebrew of 

the Hebrews, God sent him to the Gentiles, and as a legalist zealot, God 

revealed to him righteous living apart from the law.  

 

Paul begins with an illustration of a woman who, though married to one man, 

wanted to be married to another. She is married to a man named “Law”. He 

is a very exacting person who must have everything just so. He is a good 

man and his demands are right but his poor wife (try as she does) cannot 

come up to his expectation of her. He lays certain requirements on her, but 

gives her no power and makes no provision for her to meet them. She sees 

another man, this man’s name is "Christ”. He is perfect and the life He 

endorses is perfect, but unlike Law He does not say “do this” but He says “let 



Me do this in you and through you: this is what I want done but I will do it”. 

She says to herself, “this is the man for me but I’m already married to Law, 

I’m tied to him” 

 

Now the Law will not pass away, every bit of it will be fulfilled as it was in the 

person of Jesus. If the Law were to die, she would be free from her husband, 

but the law never dies. What then can be done for this poor soul, how can 

she escape this dilemma that is making her life a misery? Here says Paul is 

the answer verses 1-4 “Or do you not know, brethren (for I speak to 

those who know the law), that the law has dominion over a man as long 

as he lives? 2 For the woman who has a husband is bound by the law 

to her husband as long as he lives. But if the husband dies, she is 

released from the law of her husband. 3 So then if, while her husband 

lives, she marries another man, she will be called an adulteress; but if 

her husband dies, she is free from that law, so that she is no 

adulteress, though she has married another man. 4 Therefore, my 

brethren, you also have become dead to the law through the body of 

Christ, that you may be married to another” 

 

Paul uses this marriage relationship to illustrate what takes place when we 

are born again. We are born under the condemnation of the Law (first 

husband) and the only way we can escape the sentence of the Law is to 

receive Christ as Lord and Saviour (second husband). Then we become 

“dead to the Law by the body of Christ”. Now having died to the Law he/it 

cannot control us any longer. 

 

Verse 5-6 “. 5 For when we were in the flesh, the sinful passions which 

were aroused by the law were at work in our members to bear fruit to 

death. 6 But now we have been delivered from the law, having died to 

what we were held by, so that we should serve in the newness of the 

Spirit and not in the oldness of the letter” Clearly verse 5  is a description 

of a pre-Christian experience when we were “in the flesh” which produced 

“death”. But now Paul says (verse 6) we have been delivered from the law, 



we have been released from our old life, we have a new heart and a new 

disposition.  

 

Moving on we shall see how in verses 7-25 the law brings death to those in 

the flesh and in chapter 8:1-17 we shall see how the Spirit brings life to those 

in Christ, those married to Him. We can actually look at the passage in 

another way which is relevant I think. The Holy Spirit is not mentioned in 

Romans chapter 7:7:25 but He is mentioned 15 time in Chapter 8:1-17 

suggesting that the person described in Romans 7:7-25 is a person who 

does not have the Spirit of life 

 

Now Paul poses a question vs 7 “What should we say then is the law sin” 

which follows his statement in verse 5 that sinful passions were aroused by 

the law and produced death. If these passions were provoked by the law the 

question is a good one and very logical. He answers his own question in 

verse 12 “Therefore the law is holy, and the commandment holy and just 

and good” Sin used the law as a launching point in our lives to bring about 

spiritual death. 

 

The law, Paul says, was his means of knowing sin “I would not have known 

sin except through the law”. The law is the standard by which we judge 

ourselves and by which we shall be judged. It reveals our responsibilities to 

God and to man. It is indeed the “Guardian, Tutor, schoolmaster to bring 

us to Christ” (Gal 3:24) 

 

As an aside let me say this, I believe that the use of the law is missing from 

much so called evangelism. Martin Luther in his preface to Romans says this 

“the first duty of the Gospel preacher is to declare Gods law and show the 

nature of sin”. Often you may hear someone say “you don’t have to tell 

people they are sinners, they know that” That is manifestly untrue in a world 

when even the word “sin” is missing from the vocabulary and sadly even in 

the church the words “hurts” and “problems” are carelessly substituted. 

People don’t have sin consciousness as a general rule. They might agree 

that they are not perfect and do wrong from time to time, but that is different 



from the conviction of sin by the Holy Spirit which is absolute and damning. 

See how in a room where the sun shines, it shows those otherwise invisible 

dust particles floating in the air. The sinner keeps the blinds down, indeed the 

sinner is blinded by the devil himself.  

 

Paul asks another question in verse 13 “Has then what is good (I.e. the 

law) became death to me” In other words did the law cause my death. The 

answer is in verses 13-25. Here is a powerful argument to support the 

contention that this was Paul’s pre Christian position, since he explains how 

sin used the law to bring about his death. This is consistent again with what 

he says about unbelievers in verse 5 “For when we were in the flesh, the 

sinful passions which were aroused by the law were at work in our 

members to bear fruit to death” 

 

In verse 14 Paul says “for we know that the law is spiritual”. Here we 

must distinguish between the letter and the spirit of the law. Paul served the 

law as a Pharisee for years before coming to understand the spirit of the law. 

Now he understands that and begins a struggle to obey, but is doomed to 

failure without the indwelling spirit of the one who gave the law. The letter 

deals with outward keeping of the law. The spirit of the law is to promote love 

to God and our neighbour. Let me give an example here. Jesus plucked ears 

of corn on the Sabbath to feed His hungry disciples. He also healed on the 

Sabbath, violating the letter of the fourth commandment but not the spirit, 

because the Sabbath was made for man and not man for the Sabbath.  

 

Now we come to the big question, and the controversy. Paul says this “but I 

am carnal, sold under sin” Now we must be fair to those (you may be one 

of them!!!)  who take the opposite view from the one I am suggesting. Paul 

begins to switch from the past to the present tense. Now if he is talking about 

his experience before salvation why speak in the present tense that is “I am 

carnal sold under sin”. Well this kind of literary device is used in many 

other parts of scripture. For example, Paul himself says in 1 Timothy 1; 15 “I 

am the chief of sinners” Are we to suppose that he was the grossest sinner 

at that time, of course not. He was using hyperbole to show the reader how 



ungodly he was until he found Christ. Scholars recognize that present tense 

doesn’t necessarily designate present time. The temporal nature of an action 

must be discerned from context, since present-tense verbs, may be used 

with reference to the past or even the future. 

 

There is another factor in Paul changing to the present tense. From verse 7-

13 he has demonstrated for us how sin is more powerful than the law. But 

now from verse 14 he is going to explain how sin is more powerful than 

unsaved men and women. 

 

Remember what Paul has just said “I am carnal sold under sin” and see 

what he says in Romans 8:6 “for to be carnally minded is death but to be 

spiritually minded is life and peace because the carnal mind is enmity 

against God” Can we therefore safely conclude that when Paul says he is 

carnal sold under sin he is reflecting on his life under the law without Christ, 

convicted but not converted. He was still in sin and needed a saviour, indeed 

he was desperate as he explains what life was like in this condition. V24 O 

wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death” 

Surely a man born again cannot say “I am sold under sin” and how is that 

consistent with Romans chapters six and eight 

Now to the verse often quoted to make the contrary argument, that is to say 

that Pauls words in chapter seven were true of him while saved, is verse 15 

“for what I am doing, I do not understand. For what I will to do, that I do 

not practice; but what I hate, that I do” and in verse 23 “For I delight in 

the law of God, in my inner being” How does an unbeliever delight in the 

law of God. Well Many pious Jews loved God’s law and yet didn’t know God. 

Paul himself testifies that the Jews have a “zeal for God,” though they lacked 

knowledge (Rom. 10:2). There can be zeal and delight in the law (witness the 

Pharisees) when one isn’t truly saved. 

When we read of the total defeat described in verses 13-25 we can identify 

with the despair and inability of the “I”. We may say “well that’s true of me, 

that’s my experience sometimes” We are deeply aware as Christians of our 



stumbling as James says “we all stumble in many ways”. We surely 

recognise the continuous battle with the devil which will go on until the day of 

redemption. We must continue to confess our sins just as Jesus taught us in 

the Lord’s Prayer. Yet is that what this passage is about. Yes we struggle 

with sin, yes we fall short, but this passage we are considering in about total 

defeat.  

Let me repeat Pauls words “I am carnal sold under sin” In other words he 

is describing complete and total captivity to sin. Look again at verse 23 “But I 

see another law in my members, warring against the law of my mind, 

and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my 

members” Paul again describes abject total miserable defeat, enslaved to 

sin, a prisoner of sin. Is that the description of one born again with a new 

heart and an ability to say no to sin, surely not. Paul says in Romans 6 that 

we are no longer slaves of sin (verse 6) and we are free from the sin that 

enslaved us when we were unbelievers (vs 16-19).  

We shall see in our next study when we look at chapter 8 Paul declares in 

verse 2 “The law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus 

from the law of sin and death” 

 

 

 

 

 


