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“Sin’s Sad Use of God’s Good Law”      Text – Romans 7:7-13        OT Reading – Deut. 30:19-20; 31:14-29

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
To believe in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins is to be justified by faith alone.  
And do you remember that simple definition of justified?  It is just-as-if-I’d never sinned.  So that means that in God’s eyes I have never sinned and am a perfect commandment keeper!
And that is the essential message of the first five chapters of Romans – justified, righteous, at peace with God in Jesus Christ.
But is that what our  lives, as believers in Jesus, looks like each day?  No it is not.  We continue to sin; we continue to give in to temptation; we do the things He commands us not to and we do not do what He commands as we should.
And it is this apparent disconnect between how God sees us and what we see each day that Paul is addressing in ch’s 6-8 as he describes the Christian life.

And he does so by asking and answering three seemingly outrageous but necessary questions:

1. The first was in 6:1, “What shall we say, then?  Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?”  In other words, doesn’t the gospel of grace just produce careless sinners?
a. And as we considered that question and its answer, we used the illustration of two fields with high walls around them.  Do you remember that boys and girls?  One is the sin field and one is the Christ field.  And the believer has been taken out of the sin field and placed in the Christ field.  
i. And the good news is that he or she shall remain in the Christ field for eternity!  
ii. But the bad news is that even though we now hear the voice of Jesus speaking to us each day, until we die or Jesus returns, we will still hear Satan calling out to us from the sin field.
A. And the sad reality is that some times we choose to listen to the voice of Satan rather than the voice of Jesus.
iii. The conclusion then was avoid anything that amplifies the voice of Satan and embrace everything that amplifies the voice of Jesus.  
2. The second question was 6:15, “What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?”  In other words, does our sin really matter?
a. But we were shown with the illustrations of slavery and marriage that the believer’s allegiance to Jesus must have an effect on that person’s life.  
i. We once were in slavery to sin, but now we are slaves to Christ.
ii. We once were married to sin, but now we are married to Christ.
A. It used to be that all we could do is sin.  But now, because we are a slave to or are married to Christ, we are to produce fruit in keeping with this new relationship. 
Well, that brings us then to the third question which begins today’s text; 7:7, “What shall we say, then?  Is the law sin?”  And the simple answer is “Certainly not!”  

Instead, as we shall see, the law promotes Christ.  
And it does so as we consider the activity of the law in vv7-13. 
Now to understand why Paul asks this question in v7, we have to note what Paul has been saying about the law thus far in Romans.  
· In chapter 2, to the Jews who thought that possessing the Law made them special, Paul responds by saying that possessing the law actually makes you twice as guilty as the Gentiles because while they sin ‘without’ the law, you sin ‘with’ it!  
· He says in 3:20, “No one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law … But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known.”  
· 3:28, “For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law.”  
· 4:15, “Law brings wrath.”  
· 5:20, “The law was added so that the trespass might increase.”  
· 6:14, “You are not under law, but under grace.”  
· And then, in the first part of chapter 7 his marriage illustration was that we used to be married to the law but now we are married to Christ.
His message then has been Not law but grace, grace, grace, gospel, gospel, gospel, Jesus, Jesus, Jesus, Holy Spirit, Holy Spirit, Holy Spirit.  
The law cannot make you right with God; it must be by the work of God in Jesus Christ and by the Holy Spirit.  

It stands to reason then that a fair question is Paul, are you calling the law sin?  What good is the law if it cannot save us?  Are you antinomian Paul?  Which means against the law – someone who believes that the law has no function at all for the believer.  

Paul’s response, however, is a resounding No!  “Certainly not!”  In fact, as you see in v12, he says, “The law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good.”  
While the law cannot save, it is God’s chosen tool to bring sinners to an awareness of their need to be saved.   

And the four ways that it does this are what we see in these verses.  Let’s consider each one of them:
1. Notice, firstly, in v7, that the law reveals sin.  
a. Paul says, “I would not have known what sin was except through the law.”  And Paul uses the example of the 10th commandment to make this point – “Do not covet.”  
i. Once Paul knew this law, he then discovered what coveting was, how serious a sin it was, and the extent to which he coveted.  
(1) At first, as you reads that law, you might think, OK.  I should not envy my neighbours; Ferrari.  
(2) But earlier we read from Q/A 113 of the Heidelberg Catechism.  And there we are told that God’s will for us in the 10th Commandment is that “not even the slightest thought or desire contrary to any one of God’s commandments should ever arise in my heart.  Rather, with all my heart, I should always hate sin and take pleasure in whatever is right.”  
(A) And this is what the Bible teaches us about coveting.  
(B) And as we start thinking about that and examining ourselves, we discover more and more ways that we covet.  
(i) That’s what the law does; it reveals more and more sin.  
ii. Let me illustrate it this way: Boys and girls, are you allowed to stand up during the sermon and yell out, “I like popsicles!”?  I see you shaking your head.  But has anyone ever told you that you are not allowed to stand up during a sermon and yell out, “I like popsicles!”?  No.  But you know that is not allowed don’t you!  You have been taught that there are times when we sing or say ‘Amen!’ in church, for the rest you must be quiet and listen.  
(1) That’s the law.  But that simple law requires you to do a number of things – be quiet, sit still, pay attention, remember, obey, and not to do a number of things, wriggle, poke your brother, whisper to your friend, fall asleep, doodle on the bulletin, get distracted, count the number of bricks in the back wall, see if every number from 0-9 is on the board this week ( etc.  
(A) The law reveals sin.
2. But it gets worse.  For notice, secondly, that the law also arouses sin.  Look what Paul says there in v8, “But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire.”  
a. Romans 5:20, “The law was added so that the trespass might increase.”
i. Think of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.  They had a whole garden full of fruit trees to eat from.  But there was that one tree, you see, that God had said they must not touch.  And eventually the almost magnetic lure of the forbidden tree became too much to resist.  

ii. What is the one thing that you will be guaranteed to find on a freshly painted surface if you put up a sign that says, “Do not touch – wet paint” and then walk away?  Fingerprints.  
iii. The T of TULIP stands for Total depravity.  It is the doctrine that tells us that apart from Christ we are completely inclined to sin.

(1) Well, they may not be members of Reformed Churches and they may not even be Christians, but I suspect that most school principals believe in the doctrine of total depravity.  

(A) Send out a note to pupils warning them against bringing firecrackers to school, and what does a principal know he will have to deal with at school the next day?
(B) Send out a note reminding pupils that skirt lengths must not be above the knee and what will a principal have to deal with at school the next day?

iv. You see, the law and our sinful nature are like magnets – they are drawn to each other.  
(1) And when the law comes into contact with our sinful nature, there is a chemical reaction that causes sin to explode.  
(A) The law arouses sin in us and produces sin in us.   
3. But thirdly, from vv9-11, we see that the law not only reveals sin and arouses sin but that it also kills.  Paul says, “When the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died.  I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life, actually brought death.  For sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me to death.”  
a. Simply put, the law is designed to help a righteous person live a life that is pleasing to God.  But we begin life with a corrupt and sinful heart.  
i. And so, the result of God’s good law meeting our sinful nature is ultimately death.  
(1) For while just one sin makes us worthy of God’s everlasting judgment, the law multiplies our guilt in God’s eyes moment by moment by moment.  
b. The prophet Isaiah understood this.  He knew the Law.  He was God’s prophet!  So when he stood before God what did he say?  Did he say, Lord, if you have a look in your book there you will see how well I have been doing.  Especially second, fourth, and seventh commandments – got those ones nailed!  Pretty good huh!  No.  He said, “Woe is me!  I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips.”  
c. And this is the explanation to our earlier reading in Deuteronomy 30-31 also.  
i. Moses gave the people of Israel the law.  He told them, Keep the law and be blessed; break the law and be cursed.  He said, “See, I have set before you life and death.  Choose life.  Obey and live.  
ii. But then he immediately went on to say, “I know how rebellious and stiff-necked you are … I know that after my death you are sure to become utterly corrupt and to turn from the way I have commanded you.  In days to come, disaster will fall upon you because you will do evil in the sight of the LORD and provoke him to anger by what your hands have made.”  

(1) Now he did this because the Lord had told him that the people would disobey.  
(2) But Moses knew also, from his own heart, that the law reveals sin, arouses sin, and kills.  

(3) And Moses knew because he had seen how quickly this people had forgotten God’s astonishing miracles as He brought them out of Egypt.  

(4) But most importantly of all, Moses also knew that the Law was not God’s last and best word to His people – that was Messiah.
(5) So Moses knew that the purpose of the Law was to help God’s people see how unable to keep God’s law they were and to long for and trust in the one to whom the law pointed.
(A) And what we know that Moses could not know was that with Messiah Jesus would come the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.

(i) And as we shall see as we continue on in ch’s 7-8, it is the indwelling presence of the Spirit that changes the relationship of the believer also to the Law.    
4. But that is still to come as we see, fourthly, from vv12-13, that the law also reveals the sinfulness of sin.  Note the end of v13, “Through the commandment sin [becomes] utterly sinful.”  
a. In a popular song of some years ago, the singer is trying to convince a Roman Catholic girl to forget what she has been taught in God’s law about sex before marriage.  He says, “They say there's a heaven for those who will wait.  Some say it's better but I say it ain't.  I’d rather laugh with the sinners than cry with the saints, the sinners are much more fun.”
i. And that is the world’s idea of sin – the fun stuff.

b. But sin is what brought down the fire of God’s judgment on Sodom and Gomorrah.

c. The sin of sexual immorality is what led to 23,000 Israelites, God’s chosen people no less, dying in one day. 

d. Sin is what led to God’s people being carried into exile.
e. And God has prepared a place called hell – a place of unimaginable agonies and sufferings - where unrepentant sinners shall spend eternity.
f. People of God, sin is not just weakness or a mistake or a poor choice.  Sin is utterly sinful!     Sin is an offense to God.  Sin caused Jesus’ suffering.  It is sin that caused Jesus to be forsaken of God.  
i. And until you realize how evil sin is, you will never oppose it and be horrified by it and appalled by it and flee from it to Christ.  
And so, as we conclude, you would think with all that has been said that there must be something terribly defective about the law.  In and of itself it must be faulty.   
But what was Paul’s opening question? Is the law sin?  And the answer “Certainly not!”  And here in v12 he says, “The law is holy, righteous and good.”  
· And this must be so because it is from God who is good.
· It is a reflection of who He is; it is built on His character.
· He repeatedly calls on His people to obey it telling them that obedience to it is life.
· Do you remember how the Psalmist describes the Law?  Sweeter than honey!

When we lived in the States we learned to BBQ the American way.  And they don’t usually use gas or wood but coals.  You put in the coals, soak them with lighter fluid, light a match, and you have an instant fire.  But it takes time for the coals to be hot enough for cooking.  They have to get to the point where they glow red hot.   And sometimes the coals stop burning.  
And what many people try and do then is to squirt the hot coals with more lighter fluid.  And you can usually recognize people who try to do that.  They are the ones with no eyebrows!  You see, when you squirt lighter fluid on hot coals, you get an instant bonfire.  Whoosh!  
Well, when God’s good law comes into contact with a sinful nature, you get that sort of reaction – a sin-fire.  
· You see, sin gets us to misuse the law – we deceive ourselves into thinking we are OK so long as we haven’t sinned outwardly forgetting that God sees the heart – remember Matthew 5 adultery – lust?
· And then it changes tactics and tells us that is all hopeless we might as well carry on sinning.
· Or it tricks us into getting angry with the law thinking that God just doesn’t want us to have any fun.
· It tells us that the law is just to hard or to unreasonable or too negative.
· Or it may get us to believe that we have actually done very well.
· Sin tells us that holiness is boring and that Christianity is uncool.
· And when we sin, wilfully, sin whispers to us, as Satan did to Eve, “Has God said you shall die?  You will not surely die.” 
· Sin says to us that hell is a silly joke that we need not fear, forgetting that Jesus spoke about hell more often than He spoke about anything else.

And so, if you walk into any church, what would you expect to feature in the services and sermons given everything that we have discovered?  The Law.  
The Gospel is - Believe in Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins and you shall be saved.  
But how do we discover that we are sinners?  By the law!  

The law cannot save you.  Only the gospel of God’s grace in Jesus Christ can save you.  But to know that you need God’s grace in Jesus Christ, you must know that you are a miserable sinner.  

And God’s gift to bring sinners to the point of knowing that they need Jesus is the law.
The law reveals sins, the law arouses sin, the law kills and the law reveals the utter sinfulness of sin.  And in so doing, the law promotes Jesus.  

What I am not, He is!

Where I have failed, He has succeeded!

What I cannot do, He has done!
What I need, He supplies!

What is impossible for me, He has finished!
The Puritans used to say that the task of the preacher is to slay men with the law so that they might be raised up by the gospel of Jesus Christ.

We ought to come to church eager to have our self-confidence slaughtered and our good works skewered so that Jesus Christ is everything!
Our prayer ought to be that we might be brought low by the misery of our sinfulness and our inability to keep God’s law; to see how utterly hopeless we are apart from Jesus!
A preacher once was standing at the rear of the church shaking hands when a woman came past and said, Reverend, you made me feel this small.  
The minister replied, then I have failed you Maam because that is enough self to take you to hell. 

The hymn-writer puts it this way, “Nothing in my hands I bring, simply to Thy cross I cling.”
In the Lord’s providence, there may come a time when you must join a new church.  And we have probably all had conversations with people about why they chose this church over that one.
And you often hear mention of things like 

· Very welcoming

· A good youth group

· My friends go there
And there may be mention of things like

· Active in outreach

· Good preaching

· A gospel focus

Rarely though, if ever, will you hear someone add the place of God’s law in the life of that church to their consideration of whether or not to join there.

And I don’t mean Are the 10 Commandments read each Sunday?  Scripture does not require that that be done, even though we believe it is useful for them to be read regularly.
I mean, if the law is holy and righteous and good, as we read here, if the law is God’s chosen instrument to promote the gospel of God’s grace in Jesus Christ, if the reading and preaching of the law is how God brings us to see our need for Christ and dependence on Christ and the loveliness of Christ, shouldn’t the place of the law figure highly in our assessment of where we worship?
And please, don’t misunderstand me.  The Law cannot save!  Jesus saves!

But what makes us different than the Israelites to who Moses spoke in Deuteronomy is the gift of the Holy Spirit, whom the Father and the LJC have poured out on God’s people at Pentecost.

For the Holy Spirit changes hearts and makes them able to see and hear God’s grace also in the law and to delight in the law even though it still has a connection with our sinful nature.


And so it is true, “Nothing in my hands I bring, simply to Thy cross I cling.”
But may the Spirit of the Lord use also the law and even the law to magnify the Lord Jesus Christ that we might love Him more and more and more.  Amen.

