
“The Law Cannot Save You”
(Romans 3:19-20)

I.  Introduction.  
A.  In modern medicine, there are many tests to find out what’s wrong with us.  

1.  Doctors have learned what symptoms to look for.  
2.  They can search the body with x-rays, CT scans, MRIs.  
3.  They can do exploratory surgery.  
4.  They can test the blood for the presence of different chemicals.  
5.  But these things can only find the problems:  They can’t cure them.  
6.  Once the problem is found, they must be directed to the one who can cure them.  

B.  The same is true, Paul will tell us this morning, with the Law.  
1.  The Law searches us to show us what’s wrong with our souls.  
2.  But it can’t cure us of our spiritual disease:  the guilt and corruption of sin.  
3.  It must drive us to the One who can.  

C.  Paul has argued that all men are guilty before God.  
1.  The Gentile, because he rejects what he knows of God and His will in nature.  
2.  And the Jew, because having the Law, he doesn’t keep it.  
3.  Last week, Paul drew upon the OT to show this to us:  there is no one who does any good.  
4.  This week, he begins to draw it all to a conclusion:  

a.  In the Jew’s mind, the Law was what saved them.  
b.  But far from saving them, it really condemned them; not because there was anything wrong with the Law, but with

them.  
c.  The point is:  the Law cannot save us, it is only able to show us our sin.  This is really why God gave it in the first

place.  It was meant to drive us to Christ.  

II.  Sermon.  
A.  Paul wants to drive all men out of their own righteousness in order to point them to Christ.  To do this for the Jews, he

needed to correct their view of the Law.  
1.  First, we need to understand that the Jew thought he was saved by the Law.  

a.  Jesus said to the Jews, after He healed the lame man on the Sabbath, “You search the Scriptures because you
think that in them you have eternal life; it is these that testify about Me” (John 5:39).  

b.  They thought being the privileged few, being Abraham’s children, in covenant with God, knowing what He wanted
and keeping His commandments as best they could, was enough.  

c.  Consider the story of the Pharisee and the tax-collector:  “Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a
Pharisee, and the other a tax-gatherer.  The Pharisee stood and was praying thus to himself, ‘God, I thank Thee
that I am not like other people:  swindlers, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax-gatherer.  I fast twice a week; I
pay tithes of all that I get.’  But the tax-gatherer, standing some distance away, was even unwilling to lift up his
eyes to heaven, but was beating his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, the sinner!’  I tell you, this man went
down to his house justified rather than the other; for everyone who exalts himself shall be humbled, but he who
humbles himself shall be exalted” (Luke 18:10-14).  

d.  The Pharisee thought he kept the Law well enough.  
e.  The tax-gatherer knew he didn’t and pled for God’s mercy.  He was right, the other wrong.  

2.  Paul needed to drive the Jew out of this self-righteousness.  
a.  The way he did it was by applying what he said in verses 10-18 to them.  



b.  “Now we know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those who are under the Law.”  
c.  The word “Law” not only referred to the Torah – the first five books of Moses – but sometimes to the whole OT –

the part for the whole:  the most important part of the OT for the whole of it.  
d.  These quotes came from the Psalms (and perhaps other places), but since they came from the Law, and the Jews

were under that Law, they must also apply to them.  
e.  Paul said this to close their mouths – stop their arguments, their boasting – and convict them as guilty.  
f.  In doing this, they would see that they were no better than the rest of the guilty world.  
g.  They had the Law, but didn’t do what it said.  Stephen said to one of their councils, “You men who are

stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears are always resisting the Holy Spirit; you are doing just as your
fathers did.  Which one of the prophets did your fathers not persecute?  And they killed those who had previously
announced the coming of the Righteous One, whose betrayers and murderers you have now become; you who
received the law as ordained by angels, and yet did not keep it” (Acts 7:51-53).  

h.  And Paul wrote in Galatians, “For those who are circumcised do not even keep the Law themselves, but they
desire to have you circumcised so that they may boast in your flesh” (6:13).  

B.  But remember, the problem wasn’t with the Law:  it was with man.  
1.  The Law was never given to save anyone by itself.  

a.  “Because by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight” (v. 20).  
b.  Paul writes in Galatians, “Is the Law then contrary to the promises of God?  May it never be!  For if a law had

been given which was able to impart life, then righteousness would indeed have been based on law” (3:21).  
c.  It’s true that if a person could keep the Law, he could be justified by it.  

(i)  But they would have to do so their whole life, beginning at birth.  
(ii)  They would have to be free from any imputed sin, such as Adam’s.  
(iii)  And their obedience would have to be perfect.  
(iv)  The only person who qualifies is Christ.  

d.  But no one can keep it.  It was given to a people who couldn’t keep it.  
(i)  It’s true that they were redeemed from Egypt.  But they weren’t saved from their sins.  Most of them were lost

in the wilderness.  
(ii)  They had already broken the Law in Adam and many times themselves.  
(iii)  The Law could never have saved them:  not the law in the garden, the law of nature, the ceremonial law (the

blood of bulls and goats cannot remove sin), nor even the moral law.  

2.  Why did God give it to them then?  
a.  He did it to show them their sin and consequently, their need of the Savior.  
b.  “For through the Law comes the knowledge of sin” (v. 20).  
c.  Paul writes, “I would not have come to know sin except through the Law; for I would not have known about

coveting if the Law had not said, ‘You shall not covet’” (Rom. 7:7).  
d.  The problem was not with the Law.  Paul writes, “So then, the Law is holy, and the commandment is holy and

righteous and good.  Therefore did that which is good become a cause of death for me?  May it never be!
Rather it was sin, in order that it might be shown to be sin by effecting my death through that which is good, that
through the commandment sin might become utterly sinful” (vv. 12-13).  

e.  The problem was with the Jew, with all men, and with us:  we are sinners.  
f.  The Law doesn’t put the sin there.  It can’t take that sin away.  It only shows that it is there in the first place.  But it

does so to point us to Christ.  
g.  He writes, “But the Scripture has shut up all men under sin, that the promise by faith in Jesus Christ might be given

to those who believe. . . .  Therefore the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be
justified by faith” (Gal. 3:22, 24).  
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III.  Application:   This should help us to use the Law in the right way.  
A.  First, it should help us avoid the pitfall of legalism.  

1.  The fact that it reveals our sin doesn’t mean that it provides a solution for our sin.  
2.  The CT scan only shows the problem, it doesn’t cure it, no matter how many times it is used.  
3.  In the same way, studying the Law and trying to keep the Law won’t take away our guilt.  

a.  If we hadn’t sinned, if we didn’t have Adam’s sin, if we were capable of being perfect, then we might have a
chance.  

b.  But we don’t.  Paul writes, “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23).  We cannot do
what He made us to do:  glorify Him.  

c.  “Through one transgression there resulted condemnation to all men” (5:18).  “There is none righteous, not even
one” (3:10).  

d.  David wrote, “And do not enter into judgment with Your servant, for in Your sight no man living is righteous” (Ps.
143:2).  

B.  Second, we should learn to use it in the right way.  
1.  First, we should let it drive us to Christ.  

a.  It can’t cure our problem, but it can show us we have one.  
b.  We should admit it and let it point us to the Savior, that we might be saved.  
c.  Again, Paul writes, “The Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith”

(Gal. 3:24).  
d.  We have all sinned in many different ways, and God knows them all:  word, thought and deed.  
e.  We can’t hide them from Him.  Our sins will find us out.  
f.  Let the Law close your mouth in humility, not in judgment.  Turn from your sins to Christ.  He will take your guilt

away, clothe you with a perfect righteousness.  Call on Him now to save you.  

2.  Last, we should try to live by this Law, out of thankfulness for His salvation.  
a.  It can’t save us, but it can show us what sin is.  
b.  God wants us to turn from sin and to live a righteous life:  the Law shows us how.  
c.  We should meditate on the Law to know the depths of our sin.  
d.  And then come to Christ for the strength to overcome that sin by His Spirit.  Amen.  
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