Couples for Christ

October 26, 2008

Romans 7
Today we’re continuing our study of Romans Chapter 7.  Last week we finished up looking at 7:7 though 7:13, which begins with a rhetorical question: “What shall we say, then? Is the law sin?”  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 wraps up this section by saying, “So then, the Law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.”  The Law is not sin; in fact, it precisely the opposite of sin:  it is holy righteous, and good.  And, Paul says in verse 13, it 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, working “through what was good,” that “produced death in me.”  

Most of our attention last week was focused on Romans 7:14-25.  Let’s read that passage again, review what we talked about last week, and consider a couple of ideas we didn’t get to last time.  Here goes:
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.

We spent a lot of time last week discussing the various interpretation of this passage.  We said that some readers of this passage just can’t imagine that a Christian of the stature of the Apostle Paul could experience the kind of struggle and defeat described in these verses.  As a result, they imagine that in this passage 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.  

But we decided that in this passage Paul really is revealing his own present struggle against—and defeat by—sin.  First, the passage is intentionally written in the first person, and it is a very deeply personal passage.  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.  Second, there is a very intentional shift to the present tense in verse 14.  Up to that point Paul has been describing a past experience 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.   Finally, there was one more reason that we decided that Paul is describing his current, personal experience in this passage.  What was it?  It also describes our current, personal experience of struggling against sin!
One of the keys to understanding this passage is the word in verse 14 translated by the NIV as “unspiritual.”   The word in Greek is sarkinos, which means “of flesh” or “fleshy.”  It 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 inextricably 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.”  
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 the NIV’s repeated use of the word “law” in this passage.  While the NIV is doing a good job of being faithful to the Greek, its repeated use of the word “law” makes the passage little hard to understand.  By paraphrasing a bit, we can make this clear as glass. 

First, when Paul 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.  His heart.  His mind.  His will.  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 power 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.”  
So here’s how I would paraphrase these verses.  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.  I am like a prisoner to the desires of my flesh.

Or, if you prefer, consider how the New Living Translation handles this passage:

 21 I have discovered this principle of life—that when I want to do what is right, I inevitably do what is wrong. 22 I love God’s law with all my heart. 23 But there is another power within me that is at war with my mind. This power makes me a slave to the sin that is still within me.

OK—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 curse; sin makes us feel inadequate, and so we boast.  Can you think of other examples of this connection between Sin and sins?  Take various answers.  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.  

One question that might ask at this point would be:  I thought the old man had been put to death.  Doesn’t Romans 6:6 say,

6For 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— 7because anyone who has died has been freed from sin.  

How can Sin still have this power over us if it has been put to death?  How can Paul say on the one hand that “anyone who has died has been freed from sin” and on the other hand that he is “sold as a slave to sin?”  Anyone?  Take various answers.  This is tricky, but let me take a stab at it.  Notice that Romans 6:6 says that our old self has been crucified.  Does that mean it is dead?  No—it is on the way to death, but it is not yet dead.  The old self is hanging on the cross, on it way to being killed, but it is not yet dead. It has been crucified, so that it “might be done away with” and we “should no longer be slaves to sin.”  But has it been done away with?  No—it will be done away with, but that is something that is still to come.  Romans 6:2 says, “We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?”  Notice that it is us—not our old selves—who have died to sin.   Through our identification with Christ, we have died, been buried with him, and now share His risen life.  But as long as we live in these bodies, which are infected with Sin—crucified but not yet done away with—we will continue to struggle against it.  When we die—or, for a few, when Christ returns—the promises of these verses will finally be completed and we will be set free entirely from Sin.

But what about the meantime?  Are we doomed to struggle against Sin and to fail for as long as we are alive?  Having demonstrated in Chapters and 7 that we cannot find power over sin in the law—in fact, that law excites and stimulates sin, revealing it for what it is, but has no power to overcome or control it—in this passage he has argued that there is no power over Sin in the will:  that no matter how hard he tries, no matter how much he desires to do good, “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.”  As a result, he concludes in verse 24, 
24What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 
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”—more evidence for this being an expression of his current situation.)  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.  

But there is hope!  In verse 25 Paul says,
25Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord! 
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!
