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Romans 7:7-13
(Psalters: 390; 242:1,2; 110; 324:1,3,4; 439:3,4; 267:4)

It used to be that when people were converted they would tell about their conversion—what led up to it, how it happened and what impact the change made on their life. During times of revival this was quite common. Today you don’t hear such stories very often. I wonder why? Is it because these testimonies would get out hand at times, so that man and not Christ was at the centre? Perhaps. There could also be other reasons, of course. Sudden and dramatic conversions are not as common as they used to be. Conversions still take place, but it seems that the process is much more gradual than before. Whether this is a good thing or not, I will not go into, except to say that I hope it is not due to a certain covenantal automatism or superficiality that is making inroads.
While conversion stories are becoming relatively rare in Reformed circles, they are still quite common in some evangelical and fundamentalist churches. There it is expected that a new Christian give his or her testimony, even during the worship service or in some other gathering. Most of such testimonies include a reference to the time when the decision for Christ was made and Jesus was accepted as personal Lord and Saviour. These testimonies often reflect an Arminian theology with an emphasis on what man must do and can do, rather than on what God does. They also betray an unrealistic view of the experience that follows conversion.
These new converts often testify that since they accepted Christ, life is just wonderful. They are so happy now and have so much peace. The burden of guilt is gone and sin does not bother them as before. I’m sure this happens, but whether this is always so, I question. In fact, the experience of many believers, both past and present, suggests quite the opposite. I wonder how they would react if they could hear the following testimony of a man whose conversion no one has ever questioned. “Since my conversion to Christ, I have been more miserable than I was before. Rather than peace of mind, I find myself susceptible to greater tensions. Rather than freedom from guilt, I find my conscience bothering me more than ever. Rather than happiness, I often experience misery.”
Most people would say that a testimony like that would not do much for winning souls for Christ. Yet that is basically the testimony of the apostle Paul in Romans 7:7-14. Convicted by the holy law of God, Paul was distraught beyond measure. His life until then had been rather pleasant. He thought he was on good terms with God and that his observance of God’s law was far above average. 
But then the law stepped in and lowered the boom on him and life became sheer misery. 
Of course, this is not the whole story of Paul’s Christian life. Romans 7:7-14 represents only the first part of Paul’s autobiography—the pre-conversion part. The part after conversion will come later and we will focus on that in our next sermon on verses 15-25, where Paul’s struggle gets even worse. For now, we will look at the first part of Paul’s conversion story, under the theme: 
Paul’s Testimony Regarding the Function of the Law
We will look at:
I. Paul’s positive appreciation for the law 
II. Paul’s paralyzing confrontation with the law
III. Paul’s paradoxical evaluation of the law

I. Paul’s positive appreciation for the law
“What shall we say then?” Paul asks. “Is the law sin?” He has just explained to his readers that believers in Christ are joined to Christ and therefore dead to the law. The law had been a kind of first husband to them, but since they had died with Christ they had been released from the law’s authority. They were now married to Christ and thus able to bring forth fruit to God, as he had explained in Romans 6:4: “Therefore we were buried with Him through baptism into death, that just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life.”
While they were married to the law they had been unable to produce such fruits because of an infertility problem that plagued the relationship. There was nothing wrong with the law in this regard, but there was everything wrong with his sinful spouse. “For what the law could not do in that it was weak through the flesh, God did by sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, on account of sin: He condemned sin in the flesh” (8:3).
Only by their faith-union with Christ, believers can bring forth good fruits because Christ can produce new life in dead sinners’ hearts. So, the problem is not with the law, but with us. Therefore, to the question, “Is the law sin?” Paul’s answer is unequivocal: “Certainly not!” Paul will never countenance any criticism of the law. The law, as reflection of God’s character and expression of His will, is perfect. 
He points out a very important function the law performs in the process of salvation. “…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’” (v. 7). In this way, Paul expresses his positive appreciation for the law. There are other positive things he could say about the law as well, but here the emphasis is on the function of the law as the believer’s rule of gratitude and the law as the divinely appointed means whereby the civil authorities restrain evil and punish evildoers. We call this the civil use of the law. 
In our text, however, the focus is on the law’s first and primary function. Paul has already referred to this key function of the law in Romans 3:20, where he says: “for by the law is the knowledge of sin.” 
In the introduction to this sermon I mentioned that there was a time when people gave testimonies of their conversion experience. There also was a time when preaching stressed the importance of a law work that needed to take place in a sinner before coming to faith in Christ. I suspect that there may be a connection between those two things. Could it be that the absence, or at least the scarcity of clear testimonies to the grace of God in the life of sinners is due to an absence of what used to be called, a thorough law work?
Charles Bridges, in his book, “The Christian Ministry,” says that one of the marks of ‘a minister approved unto God’ is that he knows how to distinguish between the law and gospel. Rightly distinguishing between law and gospel, says another divine, is the most difficult and the highest art of Christians in general and of theologians in particular. Only the Holy Spirit in the school of experience teaches it. Without this knowledge Scripture remains a sealed book.
I believe that many, if not most of the troubles in the church today can be traced to a failure to understand the biblical teaching concerning the role of the law in preparing souls for conversion. The popular method today is to bring sinners to conversion by the gospel rather than by the law. “Show sinners the love of Christ displayed on the cross,” we are told, “and they will forsake their sins. Don’t preach the law to them, for that will bring them to despair. Modern people are unhappy enough as it is. What they need is the Good News that Jesus died for them.”
How different is this approach from that of our Reformed fathers! John Calvin says that the faithful cannot profit in the Gospel until they have first been humbled, which cannot be until they come to the knowledge of their sins. And John Owen, the great Puritan theologian, writes in his “Treatise of Justification,” “there is nothing I will more firmly adhere to than the necessity of a work of the law on the consciences of sinners, previous unto true believing.”
Of course, these were not just their opinions and ideas. They had found this teaching in Scripture, especially in the letters of Paul, particularly in the 7th chapter of the Roman letter. No chapter in Scripture gives us a better insight into the meaning and function of the law than this chapter.

II. Paul’s paralyzing confrontation with the law
In this chapter Paul gives us a bit of his own personal experience. The law of God, he tells us, finally convinced him that he was a sinner. “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’” (v. 7). Think of Saul, the Pharisee, the strict, conscientious, scrupulous observer of all the details of the law of God—of both the moral law and the ceremonial laws. If we had asked Saul, the Pharisee: “Are you a poor, lost, guilty sinner,” he would have replied, “No, I am a righteous Pharisee, for I have observed the law blamelessly.” He even says, “I was alive once without the law” (v. 9).
What does Paul mean by this strange statement? We should realize that the apostle is speaking in a relative and not in an absolute sense. There never was a time when Paul or anyone was without the law. Even before the fall, man had the law. It was written in his heart; it was part of his nature. After the fall, man, the sinner, carried the law with him in his conscience. At Sinai, the law was given to Israel on tables of stone so that Israel possessed the law in written and permanent form. How then can Paul say here that he was without the law once? It simply means that there had been a time in his life when the law was not a reality for him. It had not affected him, as it should. He thought he was living a good life. He had no problem with the law because he believed his life was in harmony with its precepts. He thought outward obedience was all that was required of him.
But then something happened. “But when the commandment came, sin revived and I died” (v. 9). This is another strange statement. The commandment came. It was there all along, but it had never come to him in a powerful way. Amazing, isn’t it? Here is Saul, the Pharisee, the teacher who had been trained for years to expound the law to others, but he had never really understood its demands himself. He was acquainted with the letter of the law, but he had no idea of its spiritual content.
That is why he says that before his conversion, the commandment had never come to him. It had never struck him in a spiritually powerful way. As a result, he was not aware of any sin. Sin was dead, Paul says. Again, this should be taken in a relative sense only. Paul was a sinner, but he meant that at that time he was not aware of any great sin. Sin was there, of course, but it lay dormant in his soul. Sin did not make its presence felt.
But there is more. Because he was not aware of any major sin in his life, he naturally had a favorable opinion of himself. “I was alive once without the law” (v. 9), he says. He felt great, full of life and energy. He was confident everything was fine. He thought that whatever the law said, he had done; so what was there to worry about?
What Paul says here about himself before his conversion is true of all unconverted people. Whatever the outward differences may be—some are more religious than others, some are living in open rebellions against God and His law, others are more restrained and respectable—but basically all unregenerate persons are the same. They all live in carnal security, with vain hope and false joy. “I once was a stranger,” M’Cheyne penned, “to grace and to God; I knew not my danger, and felt not my load”—the load of sin. 
Such people often entertain the vain and presumptuous hope that everything will turn out all right with them, because they are good people. They may even have a sense of joy at the prospect of going to heaven. The problem is, or course, that like the Laodiceans who also congratulated themselves on their good behavior, they don’t know how God looks at them. They gloried in Christ, but He says that they are wretched and miserable, and poor, and blind and naked.
This certainly was true of Paul, and this changed only when the commandment came to him. Then “sin revived and I died,” he says.  Another strange statement! To understand what Paul means we must go back to verse 7. There he says, “For I would not have known covetousness unless the law had said, ‘You shall not covet.’” Apparently, Paul was first convicted of sin by the application of the tenth commandment to his heart and conscience. Covetousness was the last vice of which Paul thought he was guilty. Therefore, it was the first sin that needed to be exposed. 
Didn’t Paul know the tenth commandment? Of course, he did. But he had always believed that coveting as such is not a sin. As long as a sinful desire is only a thought, he felt he was safe. Just don’t let it come to a deed, because then it becomes a sin.
Rome still makes a distinction between desire and the act. But God does not. Therefore, when this commandment was brought home to Paul saw his true condition as in a flash. The law says, “You shall not covet.” But where does coveting begin? In your thought-life, of course, --in your heart. This is where Paul became convicted. When the commandment came, he says, “sin revived and I died.” Sin was dead because the law had not touched Paul. But now sin suddenly revived. It came to life again. 
The law brings out the real strength of sin and reveals its true character. The law stirs up sin and arouses it. The louder the law says, “You shall not,” the more sin will rear its ugly head. Let the law once fore its way into a sinner’s heart and that heart will bristle with fury against God, the Lawgiver. How can God ask such impossible things of me—would there was no law and no God!
When the commandment came, Paul immediately felt an overwhelming desire for things God did not want him to have. This truly amazed him. Here was a problem he could not handle. Before this, he could manage every situation that came up. When the law said, “Thou shall not murder, or steal, or commit adultery,” Paul had no problem, but this time he could not meet he law’s demands. Sin raced in his soul and he could not do a thing about it. “I died,” Paul states. The man who thought he was alive, now was dead. Paul was crushed. He became as a dead man. He was paralyzed, spiritually speaking. All his self-confidence was gone. His carnal security, vain hope and false joy vanished. He finally understood the true meaning of the law; the holiness of God over against his own totally depraved nature. He realized that he was full of sin and powerless to do anything about it.
Have you been brought to this point in your life? Have you died, in that sense? Has the commandment come to you as it did to Paul? Have you ever come close to this in your experience? Here we have the difference between an unconverted and a converted person. The unconverted person comes to the law, but the converted person experiences that the law comes to him, and it convicts and slays him.
Slain by the law, killed by the commandment! Those who know what this means can only cry with David in Psalm 51: “For I acknowledge my transgression, And my sin is always before me” (v. 3). Everything I do is polluted with sin; even my prayers and other religious activities cannot exist before God. Sins rise up in the heart and cannot be suppressed.
The result of this was that Saul, the Pharisee, became Paul, the Christian. The tenth commandment killed him. “For sin, taking occasion by the commandment, deceived me, and by it killed me” (v. 11). 
Although the law is holy, just and good (v. 12), it cannot make a sinner holy, just and good. Far from it! The law works on the sinner and shows just how awful sin is. As Paul states, “…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” (v. 13). The law’s purpose is to show that we are enslaved to sin. 

III.	Paul’s paradoxical evaluation of the law
Paul continues, “For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am carnal, sold under sin” (v. 14). We will go into more detail on this statement of Paul in the next sermon, but I mention it now to show the enormous contrast between God’s law and our sinful selves. How can this enormously wide gap be bridged? Not by man; that should be clear by now. Only if God takes the initiative! And He has done that in Christ who has satisfied all the demands of the holy law for sinners. Paul had to learn this and so do we—not just as a doctrine, but experientially. 
The instrument God uses to bring us to that spiritual understanding is the law. The function of the law is to convince us that we cannot save ourselves by trying to obey it. We must look elsewhere for our salvation. We must look to Christ and to Him alone. 
We don’t always see this right away. When the law comes with its convicting power, fear is created in the heart. We will regard the law as our enemy who tries to destroy us. But nothing is further from the truth. The law is our friend. As Scripture says, “Faithful are the wounds of a friend” (Prov. 27:6). Paul came to see it that way. That is why we don’t hear him complain about the law or accuse it of any wrongdoing. On the contrary, he says that the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, just and good. 
At first glance, his assessment sounds rather paradoxical. A paradoxical statement is a statement that does not make sense because it includes words or phrases that contradict other parts of the statement. It is like saying that ice is hot. What Paul says about the law also seems self-contradictory. He says that the commandment which was ordained to life, he found to be unto death. Isn’t that a contradiction in terms? 
Listen again, “For sin, taking occasion by the commandment, deceived me, and by it killed me” (v. 11). Why would the law let itself be used that way? Paul means that sin uses the law to deceive people. How? By persuading them that breaking the law is pleasurable. No one would ever think of committing adultery, steal or gossip if there was no pleasure in doing these things.
Sin also deceives us by making us think we can escape the consequences of breaking God’s law. No one sins without hoping to get away with it. But sin always finds us out. Many people are deceived by sin and think their standing with God is fine, while they are actually lost and on their way to hell. Sin is terribly deceptive. It uses the law to destroy us forever. 
But doesn’t that make the law an accomplice of sin? How can it be holy, just and good (v. 12)? Yet Paul maintains that the law is all those things and that God uses it to accomplish His sovereign purposes. As a commentator put it: The law is perfect despite the problems it causes. The law is used by sin, but is not itself sinful. The law convicts of sin, but cannot deliver from sin. The law is designed to stifle sin, but actually provokes it. The law was ordained to life and intended to result in life, but in fact it results in death. The law results in death, but is not itself the cause of death. That may seem paradoxical but it makes perfect sense once we see God’s wisdom in all of it.
The law cannot save, but it can drive a convicted sinner to cast himself on God’s mercy. We become humbled when the law has done its proper work in us. Then we lose all our self-righteousness and confidence. 
There is a story about Dr. John H. Gerstner preaching on Romans and expounding on the law. He was stripping away the veil of human wickedness. After the service a woman approached him. She was holding up her hand with her index finger and thumb about a half-inch apart, and she said, “Dr. Gerstner, you make me feel this big.” He replied, “But madam, that is way too big! Don’t you realize that that much self-righteousness will take you to hell?” He was right. The law was given to drive out all self-righteousness so that we might embrace Jesus Christ alone as our Saviour. 
This is what Paul told the Galatians: “Therefore the law was our tutor to bring us to Christ, that we might be justified by faith” (Gal. 3:24). This is how M’Cheyne paraphrased this passage of Romans in his poem, “Jehovah Tsidkenu” (Jehovah our Righteousness):

	When free grace awoke me, by light from on high
	Then legal fears shook me, I trembled to die,
	No refuge, no safety in self could I see—
	Jehovah Tsidkenu my Savior must be.

	My terrors all vanished before the sweet name;
	My guilty fears banished, with boldness I came
	To drink at the fountain, life giving and free—
	Jehovah Tsidkenu is all things to me.
Amen.
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