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Powerful Commentary on Romans 5:20 …
• (Romans 5:20 AMP) But then Law came in, 

[only] to expand and increase the trespass 
[making it more apparent and exciting 
opposition]. But where sin increased and 
abounded, grace (God’s unmerited favor) 
has surpassed it and increased the more 
and superabounded.

This cannot mean that God became the cause of 
sin’s increase. It means that it was God’s will and 
purpose that in light of his demand of perfect 
love (cf. Matt. 22:37–40; Mark 12:29–31; Luke 
10:27) man’s consciousness of sin might become 
sharpened. A vague awareness of the fact that 
all is not well with him will not drive man to the 
Savior. So the law acts as a magnifying glass. 
Such an instrument does not actually increase 
the number of dirty spots on a garment. It makes 
them stand out more clearly and reveals many 
more of them than one can see with the naked 
eye. Similarly the law causes sin to stand out in all 
its heinousness and ramifications.

Hendriksen, W., & Kistemaker, S. J. (1953–2001). 
Exposition of Paul’s Epistle to the Romans (Vol. 
12–13, pp. 183–184). Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House.

Moreover, this increase in the knowledge of sin 
is very necessary. It will prevent a person from 
imagining that in his own power he can overcome 
sin. The more he, in light of God’s law, begins to 
see his own sinfulness and weakness, the more 
also will he thank God for the manifestation of his 
grace in Jesus Christ.

Ibid (Vol. 12–13, p. 184).

Grace was not an addition to God’s plan; grace 
was a part of God’s plan from the very beginning. 
God dealt with Adam and Eve in grace; He dealt 

with the patriarchs in grace; and He dealt with the 
nation of Israel in grace. He gave the Law through 
Moses, not to replace His grace, but to reveal 
man’s need for grace. Law was temporary, but 
grace is eternal.

Wiersbe, W. W. (1996). The Bible exposition 
commentary (Vol. 1, p. 529). Wheaton, IL: Victor 
Books.

It is somewhat unexpected that he brings in a 
reference to law, but between Adam and Christ 
stood Moses, revered by the Jews and often seen 
as the most significant figure among the sons 
of men because of his giving of the law. This 
was so important in Jewish religion and in the 
Old Testament that Christians as well as Jews 
regarded as Scripture that it had to be seen in its 
proper place in God’s great scheme of salvation. 
Law, says Paul, was added, the verb showing that 
it held no primary place. Its purpose was that the 
trespass might increase. It was not concerned 
with preventing sin (it was too late for that). Nor 
was it concerned with preventing sin (it was too 
weak for that). 

Morris, L. (1988). The Epistle to the Romans (p. 
241). Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, England: W.B. 
Eerdmans; Inter-Varsity Press.

In 5:20 Paul returns to the role of the law that he 
introduced in 5:13: as God’s righteous standard, 
it more visibly exposes sin to condemnation 
... Because Jewish people believed that the law 
as moral instruction enabled them to be more 
righteous than Gentiles, statements like this were 
meant to shock them into paying attention. The 
law was perfect (7:12), but meant to inform rather 
than transform, unless written in the heart by the 
Spirit (8:2). 

Keener, C. S. (2009). Romans (pp. 77–78). 
Eugene, OR: Cascade Books.

But the precise thought is that it came alongside; 
it was complementary (cf. Gal. 3:19), not for the 
purpose of displacing or suspending but for the 
purpose of subserving an end coordinate with 
both sin and grace. What is this purpose? It is 
that the trespass might abound, namely, that sin 
might be multiplied. We might have expected 
the opposite, that sin might be restrained and 
diminished. But the language is explicit.

Murray, J. (1968). The Epistle to the Romans 
(Vol. 1, p. 207). Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, 
U.K.: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.

Nevertheless, the law came with a purpose. But 
its purpose, Paul affirms, was not to change 
the situation created by Adam, but to make it 
worse. The law “has increased” the trespass—not 
erased, or eased, or neutralized it, as many Jews, 
and perhaps some Jewish Christians, may have 
argued. 

Moo, D. J. (1996). The Epistle to the Romans (pp. 
346–347). Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co.

Finally ... we understand Paul to be asserting that 
God’s purpose (or one of his purposes) in giving 
the law of Moses to Israel was to “intensify” the 
seriousness of sin. ... The fact and power of “sin” 
introduced into the world by Adam has not been 
decreased by the law, but given a new dimension 
as rebellion against the revealed, detailed will of 
God; sin has become “transgression.”

Ibid. (p. 348).

But this negative purpose in the law is not, of 
course, God’s final word. The law remains God’s 
law, a gift given to Israel with an ultimately 
positive salvation-historical role. In showing sin 
to be “utterly sinful” (Rom. 7:13), the law reveals 
the desperate situation of people apart from 
grace. But, as Paul has emphasized throughout 
this paragraph, God’s grace is more than 
sufficient to overcome the increase in the power 

and seriousness of sin brought by the law. For 
in that very place where sin “increased,” grace 
“super-increased.” Paul’s purview is salvation 
history, considered in its broadest dimensions, 
and his point is simply that the law’s negative 
purpose in radicalizing the power of sin has 
been more than fully met by the provisions of 
God’s grace. However deep in the power of sin 
Israel may have sunk, God’s grace was deeper 
yet. How many times, after reminding Israel 
of her blatant, repeated sin, do the prophets 
yet proclaim the willingness of God to forgive; 
indeed, his settled purpose to bless his people, 
in spite of themselves. In Christ, of course, 
we find the fulfillment of the promise of God’s 
“superabounding” grace.

Ibid. (pp. 348–349).

Praise be to God—the law kills!
Properly understood and 

applied the law will deal a fatal 
blow to any last vestige of self-
righteousness.

• (Romans 7:11–12 ESV) For 
sin, seizing an opportunity 
through the commandment 
[the law], deceived me and 
through it killed me. So 
the law is holy, and the 
commandment is holy and 
righteous and good.

But where the law abounds 
and snuffs out a life of self-
righteousness, God is ready in 
his superabounding grace to 
bring a life of righteousness to 
the humble and believing heart 
resting solely in him. 


