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Romans 7
Today we’re continuing our study of the book of Romans.  Today is lesson 27, and we’re getting close to the half-way point—Romans has 16 chapters, the last of which is largely personal, and we’re in Chapter 7.  Just FYI, we started in late February.
For the last couple of weeks, we’ve been looking at Romans 6 and 7.  In these chapters, Paul addresses a series of rhetorical questions or objections to his doctrine of salvation by grace through faith alone.  He does this to demonstrate that the plan of justification which God had adopted—salvation by grace through faith—does not lead men to sin, but, on the contrary, to holiness.  To make his point, he presents three illustrations that help us understand how the believer’s relationship with sin and the law have changed.  Do you remember what the three illustrations are?  The illustration of death.  The illustration of salvery.  The illustration of marriage.  

In Chapter 6, verses 14,  Paul addresses the first question: “What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?”  Well, someone might say, since we are saved by grace, and since grace increases to cover whatever sins we commit, and since God’s objective is that “grace might reign,” why shouldn’t we continue to sin so that God’s grace can overflow?  Since our increasing sin will reveal God’s grace all the more, won’t our increasing sin bring him ever more glory? What is Paul’s answer?  Absolutely not.  Why not?  Because, Paul explains, the relationship between the believer and sin has been irrevocably changed: “We (believers) died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?” He goes on to explain that, as believers, we have been united with Christ in his death:  “all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death.”  Our “old self has been crucified,” setting us free from the power of sin, “because anyone who has died has been freed from sin.”  Consequently, he says, we should “count ourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.”  Therefore, we should not “let sin reign in (our) mortal bod(ies) so that (we) obey its evil desires.”  Instead of offering our bodies to sin, we should “offer ourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness.”  
Paul finishes this first section of Chapter 5 in verse 14 by saying, “14For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace.”  This leads to a second objection, which is found in verse 15:  “What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?”  In other words, someone might ask, if we’re not under law, what is to keep us from sinning?  If the law no longer applies to believers—if the penalty for law breaking has been paid in full—if there are no eternal consequences for the believer for breaking the law—why shouldn’t we sin up a storm?  Paul uses this objection to frame his second illustration of the changed nature of the believer to sin and the law:  the illustration of slavery.   He says “though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.”  Although all of us once were slaves to sin, we have now made a decision to obey the gospel.  Consequently, we “have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.”   Since we can only serve one master, once we commit ourselves to serve God, we are no longer bound to serve sin.  By choosing the one—or, for you Calvinists, as a result of having been chosen—we have by definition been set free from the other. 
Paul’s third illustration—the illustration of marriage—shows up in the first few verses of Chapter 7.  This third illustration actually is a variation on the first one:  in the same way that our death with Christ has set us free from sin, so also our death with Christ has ended the authority of the law over us.  He says, “Do you not know, brothers—for I am speaking to men who know the law—that the law has authority over a man only as long as he lives?”  Paul uses marriage to illustrate this point:  a woman, he says, “is bound to her husband as long as he is alive, but if her husband dies, she is released from the law of marriage.”  She is free to remarry without being accused of adultery, because the law of marriage no longer applies to her.  In the same way, Paul argues, “you also died to the law through the body of Christ, that you might belong to another.”  Now, “by dying to what once bound us (the law), 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.” Having died to the law, we are no longer under its authority, and so it no longer has any power over us. 
This leads to a new rhetorical question, which appears in 7:7: “What shall we say, then? Is the law sin?”  Do you see how someone might come up with this objection?  Paul has just argued in verse 5 that the law had power to excite and stimulated sin:  “For when we were controlled by the sinful nature, the sinful passions aroused by the law were at work in our bodies, so that we bore fruit for death.”  If that’s true, someone might ask, are law and sin the same thing?  We know that sin is bad; if law stimulates sin, then is it bad, too?  Once again, Paul answers emphatically:  No way!  In fact, he’s going to explain, it is through law that we become aware of sin.  Let’s look at his argument:
What shall we say, then? Is the law sin?  Certainly not!  Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, "Do not covet.’ 8But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire. For apart from law, sin is dead. 9Once I was alive apart from law; but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died. 10I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death. 
 11For sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me to death. 12So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good. 13Did that which is good, then, become death to me? By no means! But in order that sin might be recognized as sin, it produced death in me through what was good, so that through the commandment sin might become utterly sinful. 

This little passage starts simply enough, but it gets a little think as it goes along.  Let’s break it down and see if we can’t address all the questions.   The first part is pretty easy to follow:  “Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, "Do not covet.’ 8But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire.”  In other words, Paul is saying, it is law that reveals sin—that makes us aware of sin.  The law is like an x-ray machine that reveals plainly what has always been there, but which was hidden.  Much like a metal detector reveals bits of metal hidden in the ground, so the law is like a sin detector that reveals sin hidden in our hearts.  It accomplishes this by stimulating our sinful nature into action, bringing forth the very behavior that it prohibits.  

Paul offers a simple example from his own life:  He says, “For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, "Do not covet.’ 8But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire.”  In effect, Paul is saying, “I decided not to covet, but as soon as I did that my rebellious flesh took over and caused me to covet in ways that I did not think possible."

Notice that Paul speaks of sin here as something separate from the specific sin of coveting:  “But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire.”  What Paul is saying is that there is something beneath the sin of coveting, which is producing coveting, that he calls sin. He treats it like a power—almost like a person. It is a power that seeks opportunities to produce specific attitudes and behavior:  sins like covetousness. That deeper thing that produces sins could be called our “sin nature” or our "sinful condition" or our “propensity to sin” or our “fallenness.” Paul simply calls it sin. But he makes it clear that it is deeper and more pervasive than the sins that it produces, such as covetousness. 

The word translated “covet” here is our old friend epithumea, which means to desire, to long for, to covet, and which is used in the new testament to express our inordinate desires, our obsessions, that lead us to focus on and pursue the wrong things—things like money, power, sex, and so on that are not bad in and of themselves but that are the inappropriate focus of our deepest desires.  So when Paul says “every kind of covetous desire” he’s really speaking about a wide range of desires and obsessions.   

It’s not by accident that Paul chooses the 10th commandment, “Do not covet,” as his example.  For one thing, coveting is different from some of the other behaviors prohibited by the commandments in that it is a sin but not a crime.  Murder, theft, and perjury are crimes in most if not all socities, prohibited by civil law, and widely accepted to be wrong;  but coveting is not illegal anywhere that I know of.  In fact, it would be extremely difficult for any civil court to even prove that such a law had been violated independent of some behavior brought about by the coveting itself.  This supports the idea that it really is through the teaching of the law—“do not covet”—that we become aware that coveting is a sin.

Coveting is also one of the original 10 that deals more with attitudes of the heart than with behavior.  The other commandments assume desires behind them—"you shall not steal" assumes the desire for something that's not yours; "you shall not commit adultery" assumes the desire for illicit sex; "you shall not murder" assumes the desire for revenge or power; and so on.  But "you shall not covet" is the clearest command relating directly to the desires of our heart. And so, it is the best illustration of the idea that law is powerless to restrain the evil desires of our hearts.  Isn’t that true?  Can any amount of law keep you from coveting?  Why not?  Because law can’t get at the root of the sin.   To see this more clearly, try to paraphrase the commandment “do no covet” in a positive way.  What would it be?  Be content.  Be satisfied.  Can any amount of law make you feel content?  No.   Because law is an external constraint, it cannot control our hearts.  Law may have power to control our behavior—if we fear the penalty enough, law has the power to deter us from prohibited behavior—but it simply does not have the power to control our sinful desires. 

Paul could also have made this point by using the first commandment, “you shall no other Gods before me,” or the second, “you shall not make for yourself an idol.”  Can any amount of law keep you from worshipping created things rather than the true God?  Can any amount of law keep you from making idols for yourself? Why not?  Certainly, law can constrain you from outwardly breaking these commandments, but it has no power to control your heart’s desire to worship false Gods.  
He could have made the same point by citing Christ’s answer to the question, “which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”  Jesus said, 

“‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 38This is the first and greatest commandment. 39And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”

Can any amount of law make you love God?  Can any amount of law make you love your fellow man?  Why not?  It cannot, because love is an attitude of the heart, and law has no power to force your heart to do anything.  

Let’s pick up with the second half of verse 8.  Paul continues by saying, 
For apart from law, sin is dead. 9Once I was alive apart from law; but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died. 10I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death.  11For sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me to death.
Notice the structure of Paul’s argument here:  Before the law came, he was “alive” and sin was “dead;” after the law came, sin was “alive” and Paul was “dead.”  The key question is, what does Paul mean here by the words “alive” and “dead?”  Let’s explore that a bit. 

First, when Paul says, “apart from law, sin is dead,” he ISN’T saying that there is no sin where there is no law—that the sin of covetousness did not exist before he law against covetousness was handed down.  We know from all of chapter 6 and things he said in chapter 2 and 5 that Paul does not mean there is no sin apart from the law.  For example, Romans 5:13 says, “for before the law was given, sin was in the world…”  Instead, when Paul says that sin is dead apart from the law, he is saying that, apart from the law, sin is relatively dormant and inactive.  When he says that “when the commandment came, sin sprang to life,” I think he’s saying that sin was activated or animated by the action of the law.  So before the law came, sin was dormant; but afterward it was active and invigorated.  He’s saying that the law is to sin like a strong cup of black coffee is to a sleepy person:  it arouses sin from slumber, energizes it, and stimulates it.  Once awakened by the law, sin goes to work producing the very behaviors the law prohibits.

Here’s a great illustration of this concept:  Suppose a man determined to drive his automobile to the very limit of its speed. If signs along the road said, No Speed Limit, the man’s only thought would be to press his machine forward. But now suddenly he encounters a road with frequent signs limiting speed to thirty miles an hour. The man’s will rebels, and his rebellion is aroused still further by threats: Speed Limit Strictly Enforced. Now the man drives on fiercely, conscious both of his desire to “speed,” and his rebellion against restraint. The speed limit signs did not create the wild desire to rush forward: that was there before. But the notices increased his desire to speed as a way to rebel against the constraint of authority over him. 
Second, when Paul says that before the law came, he was alive, he isn’t contradicting the teaching of Chapter 5 that through Adam “death came to all men.”  Do you think that Paul would miss an obvious contradiction like that?  Instead, he’s saying that before the law came, he had little or no consciousness of the true depths of his sinfulness.  He may have been spiritually dead but he was blissfully unaware of his condition—he felt alive.  But, when the commandment came, he experienced the power of sin over him, and the reality of his condition—slavery to sin and spiritual deadness—became clear to him.  He was spiritually dead before the law came, but didn’t know it; after the law came, his condition hadn’t changed but his understanding of his condition had.  

You might ask, why does Paul say, “when the commandment came?”  Didn’t Paul grow up in a Jewish home?  Didn’t he always know the law?  Wasn’t he taught in the rabbinical schools from a young age?  What does he mean when he says, “when the law came?” Take various answers.  I think there are three possible interpretations:

· He may be referring to a point in his life when he made a personal commitment to the law—to honor it, obey it, and to live by it—in an honest attempt to live up to God’s holy standard for his life.   It was when he decided to do this that he came face to face with the impossibility of doing what he had decided to try to do.

· More likely, though, this understanding was the result of the convicting work of the Holy Spirit in his life, revealing to him the truth about his sinfulness.  After years of “keeping” the law, Paul came to see how utterly he had been violating it.  He had known the law all his life, but the law only “came” to him—it ws only really revealed to him—by the work of the Holy Spirit in his life.
· The third way to think about this is to assume that Paul is speaking symbolically about his experience in Adam in the garden.  From this point of view, Paul is arguing that he—and all of us—were present in the Garden in Adam, our father;  that we were alive, in Adam, before the law came;  and that when the one law came, in Adam we all died.  In my opinion, this point of view is unsatisfactory, because it doesn’t fit with the very personal nature of the rest of Romans 7;  but it is a possible way to think about this.  

So, Paul is saying, not only does the law reveal sin—it actually stimulates our sinful nature.  When we try to apply the law to our hearts all that occurs is that we get more of the bad behavior we’re trying to constrain—we rebel against the law’s authority and do the very thing that it prohibits.   When the law says, don’t covet, instead of being content, we covet all the more.  When it says, love God, instead of loving him for all he has done for us, we hate him for imposing his will on us.  When it says, love your neighbor, instead of loving him as a man created in the image of God and loved by God, we hate him as a rival, an inconvenience, and imposition on our selfish desires.

So, Paul concludes, “I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death.”  The law was intended by God to provide the way to life:  obey it and live.  For example, Leviticus 18:5 says, “Keep my decrees and laws, for the man who obeys them will live by them.”  Similarly, Deuteronomy 30:15-16 says, “See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction. 16 For I command you today to love the LORD your God, to walk in his ways, and to keep his commands, decrees and laws; then you will live and increase, and the LORD your God will bless you in the land you are entering to possess.”  But, because of the power of sin in us, instead of leading us to life, the law condemned us to death.  Sin, “seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me to death.”  Sin uses the law to deceive us and then, when we have broken the law, it condemns us to death as lawbreakers.

