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Romans 7
Today we’re continuing our study of Romans Chapter 7.  Last week we looked at 7:7 though 7:13, which begins with a rhetorical question: “What shall we say, then? Is the law sin?”  Paul has just argued in 7:5 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!  Instead, Paul argues, it is through law that we become aware of sin.  He says, “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.  It accomplishes this by stimulating our sinful nature into action, bringing forth the very behavior that it prohibits.  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.  So, Paul concludes, “I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death.”  Because of the power of sin in us, instead of leading us to life, as it was intended to do, the law condemns 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.

Paul says in verse 11 that sin “deceived him.”  What do you think he means by that?  How does sin deceive us?  Take various answers.  Here are a couple of thoughts:

· It deceives us by leading us to believe that it is possible for us to keep the law.  It does this by appealing to our pride and our self-reliance.  “Well,” sin might say, “the law says that you are not to covet.  That shouldn’t be too hard to keep.  You’re a good person—generous and contented.  Of course you can keep the law.  You’ll show God just how wrong is he about you.”  And then, as soon as you being to try to obey the law, sin excites every sinful desire in your heart, leading to disobedience, condemnation, and ultimately, death.  
· The law was intended to bring life, and so Paul expected the commandment to yield life as a result. But instead the attempt to obey law became the occasion for sin and subsequently for death. Since the commandment yielded the opposite of what Paul expected, he felt deceived. But the perpetrator of this deception was not the commandment itself, but Sin. The commandment was merely the instrument by which Sin deceived him.

So let me ask you a question:  Does all of this fit with your experience?  Is it true, do you think, that law exposes and stimulates sin in this way?  Can anyone give me an example of this?  Discuss.  Here are a couple of ideas I came up with:

· Why is sexual sin—pornography, adultery, and so on—so captivating?  Why are our hearts so excited by illicit sex?  Isn’t that this principle at work?  Because it is prohibited by law, we desire it all the more.

· How can you explain Adam and Eve’s sin except by this principle?  In the garden, there was just one law:  Don’t eat from that tree.  Certainly that shouldn’t have been hard to keep.  Apparently, there were many, many other trees from which to choose.  And yet, which tree did Eve desire?  The one that she could not have.  And when the serpent pushed her just a bit, her fear of punishment was overcome by her epithumea for the fruit of that tree.  

Paul wraps up this little section by saying, “So then, the Law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.”  The Law is precisely the opposite of what was implied by the question in verse 7 implied. The Law is good, righteous, and holy. Obedience to the Law was intended to result in life. The Law is not sin. Further, Paul says in verse 13, the law is not to blame for our condemnation and death:  “Did that which is good, then, become death to me? By no means!”  No, it was no the law that brought death to us, but sin.  It was sin, working “through what was good,” that “produced death in me.”  

Why?  Why does God allow sin to do this?  Why does he allow sin to corrupt the law, to use that which he had intended for our good, for our life, to become a source of death for us?  Paul answers that question in verse 13:  “in order that sin might be recognized as sin” and “sin might be utterly sinful.”  In other words?  God allowed this to happen so that we could become aware of our utter sinfulness, or hopelessness, our need for a savior.  The law, Paul says, “was put in charge to lead us to Christ that we might be justified by faith.” (Galatians 3:23-25)  The purpose of the law was ultimately not to bring us life but to make us aware of our need for life.  As Paul says in Romans 3:20, “No one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”
So, to go back to the beginning, is the law sin?  No! On the contrary, it is holy, just, good, and spiritual. What is its purpose?  To lead us to our savior.  To lead us to the gospel of grace.  How does it do that?  By revealing sin in us.  
Let’s move on:
14We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. 15I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. 16And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. 17As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. 18I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. 19For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. 20Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. 
21So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 22For in my inner being I delight in God's law; 23but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. 24What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 25Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord! 
So then, I myself in my mind am a slave to God's law, but in the sinful nature a slave to the law of sin.

This section has been one of the most controversial in the New Testament. What different interpretations of this passage have you heard?  Take various answers.  Do you think Paul is speaking about himself here?  Take various answers.  Do you think he’s talking about his present or his past?  Take various answers.  

When some people read this passage, they just can’t imagine that the Apostle Paul—one of the greatest Christians in history, indisputably a man of deep faith and conviction—could experience the kind of struggle and defeat described in these verses.  
Further, there are a couple of really troubling assertions in this passage:  Paul says in verse 14, “I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin.”  This is troubling, because in Chapter   6 Paul just said that “we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin.” Yet here says that he is a slave to sin.  How can that be?  In fact, how can any believer be a slave to sin?  Didn’t Paul say in Chapter 6 that “17But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. 18You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.”  Later, in verse 24, Paul is going to describe his condition as being “wretched.”  Certainly that’s not a word that can be applied to the Christian life? 
Because of these difficulties, some people imagine that Paul has to be describing something other than his current experience as a believer—perhaps the time prior to his conversion or an episode of sin after becoming a believer.  Or perhaps he’s speaking symbolically, using the first person “I” but really speaking hypothetically about unsaved people or carnal Christians or legalistic Christians struggling to obey the law.  

But I don’t think any of those interpretations holds water.  I think Paul is speaking in this passage of his own present struggle against—and defeat by—sin.  This passage is intentionally written in the first person—the word “I” appears 26 times in the passage and the words me or myself another 6 times.  He uses first person to speak simply, directly, and personally of his struggle against—and defeat by— by sin:  “I do not understand what I do;” “For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do;”  “For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out;” and “For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing.”  This is a very deeply personal passage—not some hypothetical abstract.  When Paul writes, “For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do,” you can hear the frustration and agony in his voice.  

Further, this passage is deliberately written in the present tense.  Where in verse 7 Paul says, “I would not have known what sin was except through the law,” in verse 18 he says, “For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.”  I’m persuaded that this shift in tense is intentional and that Paul is describing his current experience as a believer.  Up to this point Paul has been describing a past experience in his life—the crisis he experienced when he was convicted of sin through the work of the law in his life.  Now he changes to the present tense to describe his current experiences—the conflict between his new and old natures and the impossibility of finding deliverance from the power of indwelling sin through his own strength.   
The majority of commentators (e.g., John MacArthur, John Piper, Warren Wiersbe, Martin Luther, John Calvin, and others) see this passage in this way:  as a description of a regenerate man (Paul) wrestling with his sin nature. Here’s what John MacArthur says about this passage:

Some interpreters believe that chapter 7 describes the carnal, or fleshly, Christian, one who is living on a very low level of spirituality. Many suggest that this person is a frustrated, legalistic Christian who attempts in his own power to please God by trying to live up to the Mosaic law. But the attitude expressed in ﻿chapter 7﻿ is not typical of legalists, who tend to be self-satisfied with their fulfillment of the law. Most people are attracted to legalism in the first place because it offers the prospect of living up to God’s standards by one’s own power. 
It seems rather that Paul is here describing the most spiritual and mature of Christians, who, the more they honestly measure themselves against God’s standards of righteousness the more they realize how much they fall short. The closer we get to God, the more we see our own sin. Thus it is immature, fleshly, and legalistic persons who tend to live under the illusion that they are spiritual and that they measure up well by God’s standards. The level of spiritual insight, brokenness, contrition, and humility that characterize the person depicted in ﻿Romans 7﻿ are marks of a spiritual and mature believer, who before God has no trust in his own goodness and achievements.
There is one more reason that I think Paul is describing his current, personal experience in this passage.  Can you guess what it is?  It also describes my current, personal experience.  Can anyone relate to that?  If you were to read this lines outline in the first person, would they apply to you? 

Let’s dig in a bit. Paul begins by saying, 
14We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. 15I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. 16And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. 17As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. 18I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. 19For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. 20Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. 
Having just demonstrated that the law is holy, righteous, and good, Paul draws a contrast between it and himself:  it is spiritual; he is unspiritual.  The word translated as “unspiritual” is sarkinos, which means “of flesh” or “fleshy.”  This word is used in some contexts to refer to that which is made of or consists of flesh (physical flesh) but it can also refer to the sinful human nature.  Paul uses that double meaning to explain the connection between our bodies and our sin natures.  The sin nature, Paul argues, is an inextricable part of the body:  the “sin living in me.”   Consequently, there is no way for him to escape the sin nature as long as we are in these bodies.  As long as we are in these bodies—as long as we are held in bondage in these bodies of flesh—we will be unable to escape that body’s sin nature.  For this reason, Paul recognizes, he is unable to stop doing the things that he knows he shouldn’t do:  He can’t do what he wants to do; instead, he does the things he hates.  He knows that “the law is good”—that the things it calls for are good and that the things it prohibits are evil—but he is nevertheless unable to do the good things and stop doing the evil things.  
This difference leads Paul to an important conclusion:  Since he is doing what he does not wish to do, he is in fact a man with two natures:  a new nature that approves of the law and desires to do good, and an old nature, a sin nature, that desires to sin.  So, he says, in verse 17 and again in verse 20, “if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it.”  Paul says, I want to do good, but the sin in me will not allow me to.  The sin living in me—the sin that is inexorably connected to my flesh—causes me to do the things I do not want to do and prevents me from doing the things I want to do.  There is nothing good in this sinful nature—it is utterly evil and opposed to the things of God.  And it is powerful:  so powerful that, although “I have the desire to do what is good,” “ I cannot carry it out.”  
Stop here

Next, Paul says, 
21So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 22For in my inner being I delight in God's law; 23but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. 
Don’t be confused by Paul’s repeated use of the word “law” in this passage.  When he says “law” in verse 21, he’s using the word to mean, a principle or a rule:  I find this rule at work.  Another way to say it would be like this:  I observe that this is how things invariably go.  How do they go?  When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 

In verse 22, Paul talks about his “inner being.”  What do you suppose he means by the “inner man.”  Take various answers.  The new man.  The “new life” Paul described in Romans 6.   This new man delights in God’s law.  But, Paul says, he sees (again, he observes or experiences) “another law at work.”  Here, in using the word “law,” Paul is speaking about an irresistible force—a compulsion or requirement.  Where does that law work?  In the members of his body—in other words, it is a law of the flesh, of the body of sin.  This “law” or compulsion of the flesh “wages war against the law of his mind.”  What do suppose Paul means by “the law of (his) mind?”  Take various answers. Could be several things, but I think Paul is referring here to his conscious desires or his will:  his desire to do good.  “The law of his mind” is the compulsion or requirement or desire to do good;  the “law at work in the members of his body” is the compulsion or requirement to do evil.  These two “laws”—or desires—are in opposition:  Paul says that one is “waging war” against the other.  What does the use of the metaphor of warfare suggest to you?  Take various answers. That the conflict is violent.  That it is a struggle to the death.  Which law wins the battle?  Take various answers. Paul says that the “law at work in the mbers of his body”—the sinful desires—make him a prisoner of “the law f sin at work with his members.”  
Let me summarize and paraphrase.  Paul says, “I have observed that things work like this:  When I want to do good, evil is right there with me.  I experience an irresistible compulsion at work in my body, which is in violent conflict with my conscious desires and often overwhelms them.  In am like a prisoner to the desires of my flesh.”
Does that sound familiar?  Anyone in here find yourself doing things that you hate?  Anyone who finds that you just can’t (or don’t) do the things that you know you should?  Will anyone share examples?  Take various answers.  
We talk a lot in here about the difference between sins and sin.  Sins are the bad things we do:  lying, committing adultery, cheating on our taxes.  Sin is the motivating force, the power, behind those sins.  Sins can be restrained by the law and the fear of punishment; but no law can restrain sin.  Sin works through our emotions and our desires.  Sin makes us afraid, and so we lie;  sin makes us angry, and so we swear;  sin makes us discontent, and so we lust.  We are selfish, and so we don’t treat other people as we know we should.  We are fearful and so we don’t give our money away as we know we should.   We are discontented, so we covet things that don’t belong to us.  We don’t want to do these bad things:  we know what is right and we desire to do what is right.  But sin stirs up sinful desires in us that overwhelm our desires to do good.  

Let’s look at the last two verses.  Paul says

24What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 25Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord! 
How Paul hates his condition!  (By the way, notice that he says “What a wretched man I am” not “What I wretched man I was.”)  He lives in a body that is infected with sin.  He can’t escape the sin because he can’t escape the body.  He wants to do good, but his desire to do good is no match for the power of the sin that battles against it.  He’s a prisoner in his own body, attacked and defeated by sinful compulsions that triumph over his conscious desire to do good.  
The only way out is to be “rescued” from “this body of death.”  And that is exactly what Christ has done for Paul—and for us.  Next week we’ll begin looking at Chapter 8, in which Paul introduces the idea of living by the Spirit.  It begins like this:

1Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus,[a] 2because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. 3For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature,[b] God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering.[c] And so he condemned sin in sinful man,[d] 4in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.

We’ll look forward to studying that together next week!
For, though our Old Man was crucified with Christ, put in the place of certain, though not instant death - we find, though we have "put him off" (see note Ephesians 3:9) we must "put away, " as to every thing of the former life, "the Old Man" (see note Ephesians 4:22). And, to be put away, he must be discovered to us, and this is what is so vividly set before - us in this struggle. 
Note, it is never said the Old Man is dead, but that we died (see note Romans 6:2). We were federally identified with Christ, and passed on with Him into burial (see note Romans 6:3), and now share His Risen life (see note Romans 6:4). The old man is not to be "counted dead" (as some very dear brethren have put it): but to be counted crucified (see note Galatians 2:20) - his place being there only. (Romans 7)
Here’s another question:  Do you think that this is a necessary experience?  It has also been asked whether this is necessary Christian experience. I am inclined to think that it is necessary Christian experience, that is, that struggle characterizes us as long as we are in the flesh. On the other hand, it is not complete Christian experience. There are occasions of glorious victory in the believer's life, although complete victory awaits the future (cf. Romans 8:1-11).
Here’s another question: Is Paul drawing upon his own experiences, or is he using himself as an example, a representative, of one in the throes of this spiritual condition? Take various answers.  It’s not either/or, but both/and. He is using himself as an example based upon his own experiences. This is no abstract argument, but the personal struggle of an agonized man. The intensely personal character of these verses indicates that this was Paul's own experience as a believer. 
This passage can be divided into three sections: 
· In Romans 7:14-17 Paul reveals his inability to keep himself from doing what he disapproves of; 

· In Romans 7:18-20 Paul reveals his inability to carry out that which he approves of; and
· In Romans 7:21-25Paul explains the path to  deliverance from this condition 
Here’s how JI Packer summarizes these verses:

Alive in Christ, his heart delights in the law, and he wants to do what is good and right and thus keep in perfectly…  But… Whenever he measures what he has done, he finds that he has fallen short.  From this he perceives that the anti-God urge called sin, though dethroned in his heart, still dwells in his own flawed nature.  

