
“The Letter and the Spirit” 

Romans 7:5-6 

(Preached at Trinity, November 9, 2008) 

 
I’m supplying these notes for the benefit of busy pastors who may be engaged in bi-vocational work, feeling the pressure of preparing to preach  

twice on the Lord’s Day while trying to balance full-time secular work as well as caring for their families. While the notes of another man are no  

substitute for personal study, I pray that these may aid in the process of preparing to preach.  

 

Disclaimer: These are the actual notes I bring with me to the pulpit, which I follow loosely. They are not designed for publication. While I try to  

make every effort to give proper credit to my sources from the pulpit, adequate citations will sometimes be absent from my notes. If anyone feels  

their intellectual material has been used without adequate citation, please contact me and I’ll make immediate correction giving credit. 
 

1. As we’ve seen, in Chapter 7 Paul is giving a detailed analysis of our relationship to the 

Law. In many ways it is a continuation of the previous chapter.  

In Verse 14 of Chapter 6 Paul makes the bold statement, 

Romans 6:14 – “For sin shall not have dominion over you: for ye are not under 
the law, but under grace.” 

2. In Chapter 7 Paul is continuing to teach about the proper place of the Law in the life of 

the Christian. 

 As we’ve seen, Paul’s statement in Chapter 6, “ye are not under the law but under 
grace,” in no way abrogates the Law but rather he is stating that in terms of our 
relationship to the Law things have forever changed.  

A. Paul is teaching that when we were lost, in Adam, dead in sin, the Law stood over 

us to condemn us. It made demands that we could not fulfill.  

 The Jews called it a yoke. Under the Law we were condemned and had no ability 

to escape its bondage.  

B. The Law was weak in that it provided no change in the heart. It offered us no 

means of righteousness to justification. The Law has no power to subdue sin.  

  a. The Law can neither save us nor sanctify us. It can only condemn us.  

b. In fact, due to the sinfulness of our hearts, the Law only served to enliven 

sin within us. This will be Paul’s teaching in Verses 7-13 

c. Again, Paul is not stating that the Law is evil. The Law is holy. Our hearts 

are evil.  

Romans 7:7 – “What shall we say then? Is the law sin? God 
forbid.” 
Romans 7:12 – “Wherefore the law is holy, and the commandment 
holy, and just, and good.” 

3. In Chapter 7 Paul is explaining that we have been delivered from the Law but that in no 

way implies that the Law has no place in our lives. It in no way implies that the Law is 

now abolished. Instead, we now have a new relationship with the Law.  

 Paul describes it in Verse 6 

Romans 7:6 – “But now we are delivered from the law, that being dead wherein 
we were held; that we should serve in newness of spirit, and not in the oldness of 
the letter.” 

4. Paul is describing a glorious change. In Verse 5 Paul describes our former lusts which 

resulted in fruit unto death. He opens Verse 6 with the wonderful words, “But now.”  

Lloyd-Jones – “If the expression ‘But now’ does not move you, I take leave to query 

whether you are a Christian.” 

5. Paul is describing again the great contrast between the old and the new – what we were 

against what we have become in Christ.  
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A. Previously we were bound by the Law but now we have been delivered. The word 

“delivered” is katarge,w.   

1. We saw it before in Chapter 6:6 

Romans 6:6 – “Knowing this, that our old man is crucified with him, 
that the body of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should 
not serve sin.” 

2. We saw Romans 6:6 it means “to render idle” or “to deactivate” or “to 

deprive of force.” 

Here it is even stronger. It refers to a termination or complete discharge. 

Our former relationship to the Law has been completely severed.  

3. Under the Law we were held captive as its slaves. The KJV is weak in the 

translation here.   

 KJV – “that being dead wherein we were held” 
   It should be translated: “having died to that to which we were bound.” 

   
ESV “having died to that which held us captive” 

   
NAS “having died to that by which we were bound” 

4. We were held by the Law. We were ruled by it, bound by it. But now we 

have become dead to the Law. 

 B. There are several aspects of this deliverance from the Law.  

  1. We have been delivered from its condemnation 
Romans 8:1 – “There is therefore now no condemnation to them which 
are in Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.” 

2. We have been delivered from the strictness of the Law – freed from its 

rigor wherein it demanded absolute perfection.  

James 2:10 – “For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet 
offend in one point, he is guilty of all.” 
a. We are not freed from the requirement of perfect obedience but we 

are freed from the demand of perfect obedience as a condition for 

salvation. This is because Christ has met the demands of the Law. 

b. The Law made impossible demands upon us.  

Galatians 3:10 – “For as many as are of the works of the 
law are under the curse: for it is written, Cursed is every one 
that continueth not in all things which are written in the book 
of the law to do them.” 

c. Under the Gospel we are freed from the impossibilities.  

3. We have been delivered from the Law’s inability to justify us. When we 

were lost we sought to justify ourselves through works of the Law.  

a. People seek to justify themselves by the Law even if 

unconsciously. 

 If you ask most people if they are going to heaven they reply, yes. 

 What they men is they think they’ve been good. 

b. Until we die to the Law we will seek life and righteousness 

through obedience to the Law. This is what Paul will be saying as 

the chapter continues. 

Romans 7:9-10 – “For I was alive without the law once: but 
when the commandment came, sin revived, and I died.  10 
And the commandment, which was ordained to life, I found 
to be unto death.” 
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c. We have to guard ourselves today from being brought back under 

this bondage. 

Galatians 2:16 – “Knowing that a man is not justified by the 
works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, even we 
have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by 
the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the law: for by the 
works of the law shall no flesh be justified.” 

4. We have been delivered from the Law’s inability to sanctify us. While 

under the Law we could never be holy. We couldn’t obey it.  

6. Paul says here in Verse 6 that we no longer serve in the oldness of the letter.  

Romans 7:6 – “But now we are delivered from the law, that being dead wherein 
we were held; that we should serve in newness of spirit, and not in the oldness of 
the letter.” 
A. By “letter” Paul uses a word which refers to a written record. He is referring to 

the written Moral Law that was given through Moses.  

B. The word for “serve” is douleu,w which means “to be a slave.”  

 Paul says we now have servitude in newness of spirit rather than oldness of the 

written Law. 

C. The newness of the Spirit refers to our great deliverance from death to life. 

 2 Corinthians 3:6 – “Who also hath made us able ministers of the new 
testament; not of the letter, but of the spirit: for the letter killeth, but the 
spirit giveth life.” 

7. What does Paul mean by “newness of Spirit” 

 

I. First, Paul is speaking about a new relationship 
 A. The word Spirit here should be capitalized. It is referring to the Holy Spirit 

  1. The Christian has a new relationship 

2. The Christian lives his life as one governed by the Holy Spirit – Paul will 

spend Chapter 8 expanding on this precious truth 
Romans 8:1 – “There is therefore now no condemnation to them which 

are in Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.” 

Romans 8:4-5 – “That the righteousness of the law might be 
fulfilled in us, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.  5 For 
they that are after the flesh do mind the things of the flesh; but they 
that are after the Spirit the things of the Spirit.” 
a. The Christian has a new mind, a new heart. He thinks on new 

things. He has new interests. 

b. The Christian life is new because the Holy Spirit of God dwells in 

us because of our union with Christ. 

 B. Only the presence of the Holy Spirit will lead to personal holiness 

  1. We have been saved unto holiness 

   The ultimate end of our salvation is not only forgiveness but holiness 

Ephesians 1:4 – “According as he hath chosen us in him before 
the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without 
blame before him in love:” 

2. The Law is unable to do this but the indwelling Spirit is able to transform 

us. 

  3. He is doing a great work in us to make us holy 

 



 4 

II. What are some of the differences between life in the Spirit and life lived under the Law? 

 A. It is the difference between internal and external religion 

  1. External religion is a powerless religion 

2 Timothy 3:5 – “Having a form of godliness, but denying the 
power thereof . . .”  

2. Under the New Covenant the Law has been written upon our hearts. 

Rather than simply an external writing that burdens and binds it is written 

within us where we enjoy and love keeping the Law. 

 B. Life in the Spirit brings a new understanding of the Law 

  1. Those under the Law do not really understand its demands 

   This is why they always try to diminish its demands 

  2. Jesus exposed the Pharisees faulty understanding of the Law 

Matthew 5:21-22 – “Ye have heard that it was said by them of old 
time, Thou shalt not kill; and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger 
of the judgment:  22 But I say unto you, That whosoever is angry 
with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment” 
Matthew 5:27-28 – “Ye have heard that it was said by them of old 
time, Thou shalt not commit adultery:  28 But I say unto you, That 
whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed 
adultery with her already in his heart.” 

  3. Paul described this blindness to the true nature of the Law 

2 Corinthians 3:14-15 – “But their minds were blinded: for until this 
day remaineth the same vail untaken away in the reading of the old 
testament; which vail is done away in Christ.  15 But even unto this 
day, when Moses is read, the vail is upon their heart.” 

 C. Life in the Spirit brings a new relationship to the Law 

  1. Under the Law we were commanded to obey and condemned if we did not 

2. Under the New Covenant God looks upon our heart – our desires.  The 

standard of the Law hasn’t changed.  God now accepts us as righteous in 

Christ and is pleased by our affection for Christ 

3. Samuel Bolton (True Bounds of Christian Freedom ) – “The law looks for 

exact obedience in every jot and tittle.  From this rigid obedience has God 

freed the believer.  Instead of universal actual obedience, God is pleased to 

accept universal habitual obedience.  In the Gospel God accepts affections 

for actions, endeavours for performance, desire for ability.  A Christian is 

made up of desires, of mournings, thirstings and bewailings.  God has 

mercy for can-nots, but none for will-nots.  God can distinguish between 

weakness and wickedness.  While you are under the law, this weakness is 

your wickedness, a sinful weakness, and therefore God hates it.  Under the 

Gospel He looks not upon the weakness of saints as their wickedness, and 

therefore pities them.” 

 D. God now looks upon the heart - For the Christian the issue is our heart 

1. Under the Gospel God looks upon our heart and is pleased by our great 

desire to honor and obey Him. 

2. In our life even our best actions are still tainted by sin. The glory of the 

Gospel is we are made accepted in Christ.  

3. Under the Gospel God can be pleased with His children even while they 

are still plagued by imperfection. 
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4. Under the Gospel God is pleased by our heart’s desire to honor Him even 

when we fall infinitely short of His perfection. This is because we are 

accepted in Christ. 

  5. God is able to look upon our heart 

   a. When God looks upon us does He find perfect obedience? No! 

b. When God looks upon us does He see the weakness of our flesh? 

Yes. But He takes pity upon us 

 Psalm 103:13-14 – “Like as a father pitieth his children, so 
the LORD pitieth them that fear him.  14 For he knoweth our 
frame; he remembereth that we are dust.” 

 E. It is ultimately a matter of love 

  1. Those who serve in the newness of Spirit are governed by love 

  2. This was consistently our Lord’s teaching 

John 13:35 – “By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if 
ye have love one to another.” 

  3. Paul will make this clear in Chapter 13 

Romans 13:8-10 – “Owe no man any thing, but to love one 
another: for he that loveth another hath fulfilled the law.  9 For this, 
Thou shalt not commit adultery, Thou shalt not kill, Thou shalt not 
steal, Thou shalt not bear false witness, Thou shalt not covet; and if 
there be any other commandment, it is briefly comprehended in this 
saying, namely, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.  10 Love 
worketh no ill to his neighbour: therefore love is the fulfilling of the 
law.” 

 

Conclusion: 
1. Life in the Spirit is a whole new life. It isn’t just religion. It isn’t just following a set of 

rules. It is a relationship. 

2. It is obedience base upon a love for Christ. He has become our motive for all things.  

3. Only this relationship will bring peace and the hope of eternity. Do you have this 

relationship with Christ?  This can only come through faith and repentance.  

 The letter kills, the Spirit brings life.  

4. Paul says in Philippians 

 Philippians 2:12 – “. . . work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.” 
  How can you do it? Only by God working in you. Only by life in the Spirit.  

Philippians 1:6 – “Being confident of this very thing, that he which hath begun a 
good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ:” 
Jude 1:24-25 – “Now unto him that is able to keep you from falling, and to 
present you faultless before the presence of his glory with exceeding joy,  25 To 
the only wise God our Saviour, be glory and majesty, dominion and power, both 
now and ever. Amen.” 


