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THE LAW OF SIN AND DEATH
Nathan Liddell

INTRODUCTION1

Inspiration guided the pen of the apostle Paul to write:
For I delight in the law of God after the inward man: 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. O wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me
from the body of this death? 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. There is therefore now no
condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus, who walk not
after the flesh, but after the Spirit. For the law of the Spirit of life
in Christ Jesus hath made me free from the law of sin and death.
For what the law could not do, in that it was weak through the
flesh, God sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh,
and for sin, condemned sin in the flesh (Rom. 7:22-8:3, emphasis
added).

Everyone needs to have a full and complete knowledge of what
“the law of sin and death” is. Once one comprehends what it is, his
urgent need for freedom from “the law of sin and death” through the
Christ must be impressed upon him.

THE LAW OF SIN AND DEATH DEFINED
The “law of sin and death,” though misunderstood by many, can be

clearly defined and understood. God is not the author of confusion
(1 Cor. 14:33); however, man often is. In defining the “law of sin and
death” correctly, one view, which is held by many, must first be
refuted.
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The Law Of Sin And Death Is NOT The Law of Moses
That the “law of sin and death” is often equated to the Law of

Moses is seen clearly in the comments of many. The International
Standard Bible Encyclopedia, though only suggesting this view
secondarily, nevertheless says: “The other phrase, ‘the law of sin and
death,’ is not to be taken as meaning the law of Moses, but the law, the
principle of sin producing death mentioned in the previous chapter,
unless we think of it as the Holy Law which gives the knowledge of sin
and brings the condemnation of sin.”2 Also allowing for this view,
McGarvey and Pendleton say: “[T]he Gospel, or law, given by the Holy
Spirit, who is the Spirit of life, has made me free from law (whether
given by Moses or otherwise) which produces sin and death. Laws
which cannot be obeyed result in sin and sin ends in death.”3

Most clearly defining this view, however, is the popular denomina-
tional writer, John Stott, who says the “context seems to demand that
the law of sin and death be understood as a description of God’s law,
of Torah.”4 Stott seeks to substantiate this view in the explanation that
“a major emphasis of Romans 7 has been on the relation between the
law on the one hand and sin and death on the other.”5 Stott further
explains: “The Law has produced death” in Paul (citing Rom. 7:13),
and thus, “God’s holy law could be called the law of sin and death
because it occasioned both.”6 Does Stott accept the necessary conclu-
sion that equating the Law of Moses to the Law of Sin and Death
makes “God’s holy law” sinful? No. His answer is that “the law is not
sinful but it reveals, provokes, and condemns sin.”7

While the Bible student might at first object to this view, i.e., that
the “law of sin and death” is the Law of Moses, because of the
component belief that the Law of Moses provokes sin (a holy, just and
good God does not provoke sin [Jas. 1:15-17]; one wonders how a
holy, just and good law could [Rom. 7:12]), no such objection is
needed, because Paul has already rejected this definition of “the law of
sin and death” in the text of Romans 8. Whiteside champions this point,
saying:

This law of sin and death cannot be the Law of Moses; for,
taking verses 2 and 3 together, we see that the Law of Moses
could not do what the law of the Spirit had done. If the law of sin
and death is the Law of Moses, then we have Paul making the
absurd statement that the Law of Moses could not deliver us
from the Law of Moses! But Paul never wrote such foolishness.8
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Boyd says: “The law of sin and death is not the Law of Moses as
some have presumed. If that were the case, then Paul would be saying
the Law of Moses could not deliver us from the Law of Moses, which
makes no sense.”9

Deaver reiterates:
The “law of sin and death” certainly is not the Law of Moses. In
verse 3, Paul refers to the Mosaic Law and explains that what the
Law of Moses could not do, God did, by the law of the Spirit of
life. What God did was deliver from “the law of sin and death.”
If “the law of sin and death” means the Law of Moses, then Paul
would be saying that the Law of Moses could not deliver from
the Law of Moses! Paul said no such thing.10

And, as Reese demonstrates, necessary for properly understanding
the principle point of this treatise on justification, the Gospel is the
“power of God unto salvation” (Rom. 1:16), the student must identify
this particular point of contrast between the Law of Moses and the
Gospel, or the Law of the Spirit, the Gospel only has the power to
deliver man from sin and its consequence (Rom. 6:23) and that through
the flesh of the Christ (Col. 1:22).

The Law of Moses never could and never did make it possible
for men to be “free from the law of sin and death.” Instead of
condemning sin in the flesh, instead of delivering men from the
dominion of sin, chapter 7 has shown that the presence of the
Law gave sin more opportunity to work its deadly thing and
thereby increase its domination.11

While it is wished that all would abandon this confused explanation
(that the Law of Sin and Death is the Law of Moses) for a more
accurate one, the question remains, “What is ‘the law of sin and
death’?”
The Law of Sin And Death Is A Universal And General Rule

As Mosher explains: “The law of sin and death is a generic term
and a universal principle: sin brings death (Rom. 6:23).”12 This is
exactly right! The “law of sin and death” is correctly called a “law” in
that it is a universal, general rule describing the relationship existing
between sin and death: he who sins dies. Just as surely as gravity
applies in all places, to all people, throughout all time as a constant rule
of this physical world, so “the law of sin and death” applies in every
place, to all people and throughout all of time. No nation or culture is
excluded from this law.
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Peter said: “Of a truth I perceive that God is no respecter of
persons: But in every nation he that feareth him, and worketh righ-
teousness, is accepted with him” (Acts 10:34-35). It must be empha-
sized that no people, or accountable person (Rom. 7:9), is excluded
from this law. Paul wrote: “Even the righteousness of God which is by
faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe: for there
is no difference: For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of
God” (Rom. 3:22-23). Moreover, at no time in history has man been
exempted from this rule. Sin produced death during the Patriarchal
Age, and that beginning with Eve. Genesis 2:17 says: “But of the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for in the
day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.”

Under Mosaic Law, Ezekiel wrote: “Behold, all souls are mine; as
the soul of the father, so also the soul of the son is mine: the soul that
sinneth, it shall die” (Ezek. 18:4). Even throughout the Gospel
dispensation, this time of grace and truth (Jn. 1:17), this principle has
held true (would anyone know grace were it not for this rule?).
Previous to this study’s text, Paul identified this ruling principle as
presently prevailing saying: “For the wages of sin is death; but the gift
of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom. 6:23). This
rule is general in that it encompasses all sins and is not specific only to
those that are most heinous or offensive. All sins, not forgiven through
the blood of the Christ, result in the same consequence, death. But,
what death does sin bring?
The Law Of Sin And Death Is That Which Condemns

It is in this point that the urgent need for understanding of “the law
of sin and death” is most strongly demonstrated. The death which sin
brings immediately is not physical. Satan, the serpent (Gen. 3:1; Rev.
20:2), knew that much in the garden and, in his subtlety, used this
knowledge to persuade Eve and Adam to sin. Notice: “And the serpent
said unto the woman, Ye shall not surely die” (Gen. 3:4). What is more,
Adam and Eve did not die physically “in the day” they ate of the tree.
Instead, Adam is said to have lived hundreds of years more (Gen. 2:17;
3:23; 4:1; 5:1-5).

Was Satan right and God wrong? Must the Bible student put down
his Bible forevermore in the conclusion that God’s promises are empty?
Should every Christian acquiesce to the skeptic who declares there is
no consequence for sin? A thousand times, No! Instead, a proper
appreciation for the consequence for sin must be cultivated. Sin
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separated man from God in the garden (Gen. 3:6-8) and man died
spiritually. In sin, man is dead. Paul wrote: “And you hath he quick-
ened, who were dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1). Those living in
sin are living physically, but they are dead spiritually. Of the one living
in the “pleasures of sin” (Heb. 11:25), Paul wrote: “But she that liveth
in pleasure is dead while she liveth” (1 Tim. 5:6).

The ultimate consequence of spiritual death is plain: separation
from God now will culminate in separation from God eternally
(2 Thess. 1:9). To live in sin, however, is to suffer consequences now,
to trade light for darkness (Col. 1:13), the abundant life for the robbery
and corruption of sin (Jn. 10:10), and happiness now (Jn. 13:17) for
shallow pleasure (1 Jn. 2:15-17). The sinner trades freedom in Christ
(Rom. 8:1) for the “wretched” life (Rom. 7:24) in which the law of the
flesh wars against the law of the mind (Rom. 7:22).

Why is this understanding urgent? Solomon said: “Because
sentence against an evil work is not executed speedily, therefore the
heart of the sons of men is fully set in them to do evil” (Ecc. 8:11).
Because God does not execute judgment swiftly, man believes there is
no consequence for sin. It is just this lie by which multitudes of souls
will find themselves in “everlasting punishment” (Mt. 25:46). Though
it is not apparent to the naked eye, this rule is still true: sin brings death.

THE LAW OF SIN AND DEATH DEFEATED
Paul said:

There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in
Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.
For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus hath made me free
from the law of sin and death (Rom. 8:1-2).

The “law of sin and death” has been defeated in the body of the
Christ (Rom. 8:3). The “law of sin and death” is specifically this
condemnation from which man is set free in Christ (Rom. 8:1), and by
the Gospel, the Law of the Spirit. This is the great news of the Gospel
and the central theme of the Roman epistle. For this freedom from
death, man needs a Deliverer (Rom. 7:24). And, man has that Deliverer
in God the Father through His Son, Jesus the Christ.

To have this freedom man needs a doctrine, instruction in how to
be made free, and man has that doctrine. It is the law of the Spirit that
produces life in Christ Jesus. It is the Law of Christ (1 Cor. 9:21; Gal.
6:2; Jas. 1:25; 2:12), the New Testament (Mt. 26:28) inspired by the
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Spirit (2 Pet. 1:20-21). It is the law of the mind (Rom. 7:23), in that it
renews the mind (Eph. 4:23; Rom. 12:2).

To have freedom from “the law of sin and death” through the “law
of the spirit,” man needs to do something. Paul says that this freedom
is for those “who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit” (Rom.
8:1). This is a practice that entails keeping the entirety of God’s
commandments, as the Spirit has revealed them (Jn. 16:13; 14:15), a
practice that, through baptism, results in one’s being in Christ (Gal.
3:26-27) where spiritual life is found.

CONCLUSION
Though “the law of sin and death” is, itself, a troubling thought, it

is considered in a context of rejoicing. The Christian, the one in Christ,
has every reason to rejoice because he has been set free from “the law
of sin and death.” He has been set free from condemnation (Rom. 8:1).
He has been given safe boundaries for living (Rom. 8:2). He has access
to the Father (Rom. 8:15). He hopes for a heavenly inheritance (Rom.
8:24-25, 17). He has God on his side (Rom. 8:31).

Most importantly, he looks forward to the greatest blessing of
heaven, the ultimate victory over “the law of sin and death,” never by
sin to be separated from the love of God again (Rom. 8:39; Rev.
21:27).
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