
The New Way of the Spirit: Part One 
 

To really understand the story we find ourselves in it’s important to grasp the crucial 

distinction between law and grace. The habitual failure to do this accounts in large part 

for why even many Christian lives, the lives of many regular churchgoers, still seem dead 

with no energy, no zest, no life, no creative flow. Paul writes in Romans 7:6, “But now, 

by dying to what once bound us, we have been released from the law, so that we serve in 

the new way of the spirit, and not in the old way of the written code.” It’s a remarkable 

statement, but what does it mean? What does it mean that we serve in the new way of the 

Spirit, not in the old way of the written code? I begin to attempt to answer this by saying 

that it means something. It means something.  

 

For all I can tell, for many Christians, and especially for many evangelical church 

leaders, it means nothing. In the church I grew up in, too often it meant nothing. It was 

never referenced. And if it was ever read, it was only confusing. Since it didn’t fit into 

any familiar patterns of thought, and since it didn’t support any familiar conclusions, it 

was passed over in silence.   

 

But for Paul, it meant something. In fact, it meant a lot. Paul knew that a religion of Do’s 

and Don’ts kills spiritual passion. It doesn’t inspire people. It puts out the sparkle in the 

eyes, and it dampens the fire in the belly. It stifles the human spirit. And nothing much 

gets done, at least nothing much that is good and loving. So Paul says (really all through 

his letters to the Romans and the Galatians): Let’s look at all this again. Maybe we need 

to make an adjustment in the way we look at things. What I want you to know, Paul says, 

is that we have died to the law (Romans 7:4). He’s not saying we’ve died to the Hebrew 

Scriptures, our Old Testament, which he still considers to be “God-breathed Scripture” 

and which, in fact, were the only Scriptures of the church at first. What he is saying is 

that we have died to that whole notion that we can approach God on the basis of law. 

Paul has just written in Romans 6:14, “You are not under law, but under grace.” A little 

later in Romans 10:4, he will write, “Christ is the end of law.” 

 

So now in Romans 7:4-6, he says, “You died to the law through the body of Christ that 

you might belong to another, to him who was raised from the dead.” Why? “In order that 

we might bear fruit to God.” In order that we might get something done, Paul says.  Paul 

was always looking for how to get things done, how to convince the world to trust God. 

So to the Corinthians he wrote (2 Corinthians 3:6), that we are “ministers of a new 

covenant – not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.” 

In fact, the New Testament is saying from its beginning to its end that following Jesus is 

based not on a law code but on a heart change. “The Sabbath is made for man, not man 

for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27). “Who are you to judge your brother?” (Romans 14:4). 

“Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Corinthians 3:17). “[Don’t let 

anyone infiltrate] our ranks to spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus and make us 

slaves again” (Galatians 2:4). “[Remember] to the pure, all things are pure” (Titus 1:15). 

“Grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18). 



And so this question of law has become my life question. I’m told that we each are given 

a life question, a question that, from then on, makes sense of the rest of our lives, and I’m 

told that as often as not we acquire that life question from our families of origin. My 

father agonized over the law. He was a gentle man, but he’d been told that the New 

Testament was a law code. And so he was quite clear that smoking was wrong, and 

drinking was wrong, and card-playing was wrong, and dancing was wrong. I was the kid 

in grade school with the note asking the teacher to exempt me from dancing lessons. My 

father was quite clear that going to movies was wrong and that celebrating Christmas was 

wrong. He felt he could never be an elder because he was the father of only one child, 

and did not the text say, “believing children”? He would not perform a marriage unless 

both the bride and groom were in same church we attended. And that one church, he was 

sure, was the one true church, but if you were wrong on even one point, you weren’t 

really in it. And you attended church every time the doors were open. But having said all 

this, I still believe my father was by nature a gentle man. 

 

I have come, however, to see that law-based religion sooner or later turns deadly, 

however gentle and even pious those who hold to it are, and I see that all the more clearly 

in the shadow of 9/11. Law-based religion is the spirit of the mutawwaeen, the religious 

policemen of Saudi Arabia. I got to see them up close in the winter of 1996. A woman 

wears her abbaya and a white head scarf that covers every strand of her hair, but a 

matawwa will stop her and order her to cover her face. As the muezzin’s calls to prayer 

echo through the city, the matawaeen patrol the streets, tapping on the windows of tardy 

shop closers with metal-tipped bamboo switches. They eye everything and everyone 

suspiciously. A merchant lingers to chat with a woman customer; down comes the switch 

on the wrist to stop such dalliance. It’s the letter-of-the-law approach to the Qur’an that 

creates terrorism today. But of course I could also recite the legacy of the letter-of-the-

law approach to the Bible: the Crusades, the inquisitons, the endless divisions within 

Christendom, the fierce, alienating certainty one sees in the eyes of many today, the 

slander, the fearfulness. 

 

And so it is urgently important that all believers finally see just what Paul is saying: that 

we are not under law, but under grace (Romans 6:14); that Christ is the end of law 

(Romans 10:4, and that’s with no definite article; he’s the end of law, not some particular 

law; he’s the end of that way of approaching God); that the letter kills, but the Spirit gives 

life (2 Corinthians 3:6); and that we serve in the new way of the Spirit, not in the old way 

of the written code (Romans 7:6). Paul is, in effect, saying the old way of the written 

code limits us, restricts us, and holds us back. It traps us in wrong stories. It locks us into 

doing things that were great for another time and place but make no sense for us now. 

And it keeps us focused on our own performances. The new way of the Spirit, in contrast, 

expands our souls, empowers us, is forever current (is right for here and now) and keeps 

us focused on God’s performance, not ours.  And – one other thing – it does what no law 

code can do: it changes our hearts. 

—Dale Pauls 
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