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Part 1
Romans 7:13-25

Has then what is good become death to me? Certainly not! 
But sin, that it might appear sin, was producing death in 
me through what is good, so that sin through the 
commandment might become exceedingly sinful. 14 For we 
know that the law is spiritual, but I am carnal, sold under 
sin. 15 For what I am doing, I do not understand. For what I 
will to do, that I do not practice; but what I hate, that I do. 
16 If, then, I do what I will not to do, I agree with the law 
that it is good. 17 But now, it is no longer I who do it, but 
sin that dwells in me. 18 For I know that in me (that is, in 
my flesh) nothing good dwells; for to will is present with 
me, but how to perform what is good I do not find. 19 For 
the good that I will to do, I do not do; but the evil I will not 
to do, that I practice. 20 Now if I do what I will not to do, it 
is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in me.
21 I find then a law, that evil is present with me, the one 
who wills to do good. 22 For I delight in the law of God 
according to the inward man. 23 But I see another law in 
my members, warring against the law of my mind, and 
bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my 
members. 24 O wretched man that I am! Who will deliver 
me from this body of death? 25 I thank God—through Jesus 
Christ our Lord!
So then, with the mind I myself serve the law of God, but 
with the flesh the law of sin (Romans 7:13-25).

Introduction

On February 16, 2006 I wrote the following column entitled 
Unhappy Cosmic Accidents, for the Daily Breeze (a local secular 
newspaper):

Toward the end of my teaching career I witnessed a good-
faith effort to bolster the self esteem of the students of a 
local high school.  The faculty wanted the kids to know they 
were special.  
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Virtually every student who was capable of making it to 
school that day was given an award.  After about the 800th 

award the students began drawing an inevitable conclusion: 
“All this means is that none of us are special.”  The event 
was follow by a minor litter problem.

Poor  self-image  has  apparently  become  an  epidemic. 
Educators rifle endless avenues seeking to solve this crisis. 
Instilling a sense of inherent value in a teenager is no small 
task.  Telling them they’re smart, pretty, talented, funny, is 
simply falling short.   Our failures in this arena have been 
disastrous.  

The third leading killer of teens is suicide, following only 
unintentional injuries (which may not be unintentional at all) 
and  homicides.   Our  children  are  killing  themselves.   It’s 
estimated that for every successful suicide, there are 8 to 25 
unsuccessful attempts; thank God for this incompetence.  

The teen suicide rate has tripled since the 60’s.  As one 
who was in school in the 60’s and taught in the 70’s, 80’s 
and 90’s, I offer my observation.  

In  the  early  sixties  the  ‘God  notion’  was  becoming  an 
unacceptable hypothesis for government funded educational 
institutions.  This created a black hole in the human soul. 
Something was gone with no replacement forthcoming.  

My  attempt  in  the  early  90’s  to  notify  these  young 
desperate minds that this vacuum simply cannot be filled by 
anything but God found me escorted out of my classroom by 
two gentlemen with walkie-talkies and dark glasses.  I was 
not invited back until, shockingly, about a month ago.

I  had access  to  their  eager  teenage thoughts  for  more 
than an hour.  I felt like I was throwing buckets of water on a 
dry  and  thirsty  land  when  I  told  them  they  were  each 
fearfully and wonderfully made by God and in the image of 
God.  Dare I go further?  With one eye on the door I pressed 
on.  

I  conveyed  that  they,  perhaps  unwittingly,  had  been 
taught that their presence on this earth was a mere accident 
and  they  were  themselves  accidents.   They  were  savvy. 
They seemed to pick up on the spiritual and psychological 
consequences of such a proposition.  
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We’re notifying our youth that they are cosmic accidents 
then we’re vexed regarding the genesis of their depression. 
That’s like the host of the party informing a guest that she 
received her invitation by accident then being mystified at 
her sorrow, anxiety and desire to leave the party.  

The  late  British  theologian  J  Sidlow  Baxter  made  a 
projection:  

“Those who believe we evolved from the primordial slime 
have  destined  themselves,  and  those  who  follow,  to  re-
evolve back into the slime from whence they believe they 
came.”

Slime may sound overly pejorative but I don’t think Baxter 
meant this to be an insult.  When his audience laughed, he 
rebuked them.  “You should be weeping!”

Baxter’s forecast was profound.   Slime has no sense of 
inherent value.  Who ever rejoiced that they were made in 
the  image  of  slime?   Slime  doesn’t  care.   It  just  slimes 
around.  It’s not concerned if it hurts itself or others.

Of  course  young  people  aren’t  slime.   But  we  keep 
blasting this into their little psyches as if we’re doing them a 
favor.  Instead of being “fearfully and wonderfully made” in 
the  “image  of  God”—the  Imago  Dei—they’re  cosmic 
accidents made in the imago slime.  

Whatever  one  thinks  of  Intelligent  Design,  it  must  be 
admitted  that  the  finest  minds  in  the  history  of  human 
thought, from Aristotle to Augustine to Aquinas to Galileo to 
Einstein to today’s Alvin Plantinga, at some level, believed in 
Intelligent  Design.   It  seems  educationally  dishonest  to 
withhold  from  our  children  what  some  of  the  greatest 
thinkers in history believed.

Be that as it may, one astute young woman in the class 
made  a  startling  observation:  “Belief  in  the  theory  of 
evolution,” she postulated, “requires faith.”  It requires faith 
in the scientists, in their instruments, in their observations 
and  above  all,  in  the  conclusions  they  draw  based  upon 
those observations.  

No materialist has ever managed to bring the Big Bang 
into their laboratory to scrutinize it according to the scientific 
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method.  And the only virtue flowing from the Big Bang are a 
lot  of  little  bangs  taking  the  lives  of  children  in  our 
neighborhoods.  I say we give the kids the good news. 

I open with this due to what appears to be self-image 
problem exhibited by the Apostle Paul in this portion of Romans.  
This is the Apostle who, in his service of God, was subject to great 
labor, numerous imprisonments, countless beatings with whips 
and rods.  Three times he was shipwrecked during his journeys to 
share the gospel.  He was continually risking his life—danger from 
rivers, danger from robbers, dangers from his own people, danger 
from Gentiles, danger in the city, in the wilderness, at sea, danger 
from false brothers; in toil and hardship, through many sleepless 
nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and 
exposure.  And on top of this, daily pressure from anxiety he 
endured for all the churches (2 Corinthians 11:23-29).

If anyone had lived in such a way as to be confident before 
God, it would have been the Apostle Paul.  But this passage 
reveals a man in conflict.  It does not, however, reveal a man in 
despair.  It is not revealing a man devoid of joy.  If anything it is 
the testimony of a man who had come to recognize the bedrock 
of true peace—a peace that surpassed understanding that was 
guarding his heart and mind (Philippians 4:7)

Even if I am to be poured out as a drink offering 
upon the sacrificial offering of your faith, I am 
glad and rejoice with you all. 18 Likewise you also 
should be glad and rejoice with me (Philippians 
2:17, 18).

So however we read Romans 7:13-25, it should not be read 
as a complaint—a man unhappy with his lot.

No Problem with the Law

In verse 13 Paul continues his apologetic (defense) for the 
law of God by weighing it against his personal experience.
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Has then what is good become death to me? Certainly not! 
But sin, that it might appear sin, was producing death in 
me through what is good, so that sin through the 
commandment might become exceedingly sinful. 

In all the negative talk of the law, the problem is not the law 
of God at all; on the contrary the law of God is “holy and just 
and good” (Romans 7:12).  It was not the law that produced 
death; it is rather an instrument of life.  It was through the law 
that sin “might appear sin.”  

There are many good reasons to have the commands of God 
on our hearts, to teach them diligently to our children, to talk of 
them when we sit in our house and when we walk by the way, and 
when we lie down, and when we rise.   There are manifold 
benefits to bind the law of God as a sign on our hands and as 
frontlets between our eyes—to write them on the doorposts of our 
houses and our gates (Deuteronomy 6:4-9).  But there may be no 
greater reason than for the law to reveal how exceedingly sinful 
our hearts actually are and how deep our need for the redemption
—redemption found in the only law keeper—Jesus Christ, the 
righteous (1 John 2:1).

For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am carnal, sold 
under sin (Romans 7:14). 

The Law is Spiritual

This verse seems to mirror Paul’s earlier explanation of 
slavery to sin.  “Sold under sin” gives the picture of a captured 
slave being auctioned to severe master who will demand and 
demand and demand while offering no respite—like riding a horse 
to its exhaustion and death.  This severe master is the sin within 
our own hearts.  

Clearly the work of the law in revealing sin did not end when 
Paul came to faith; nor did Paul’s efforts at obeying the law.  The 
testimony we see below reveals a man—a regenerate (born 
again) man, who did not walk away from the law of God.  How 
else would there be this struggle?  
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There are those who think Paul is giving a nostalgic look at 
his pre-Christian interaction with the law.  This is wrong on so 
many levels, I haven’t time to engage.  Suffice it to say for now: 
the verbs are in present tense; the struggle does not comport 
with Paul’s definition of an unregenerate (unsaved) person who 
utterly abandons the quest for true righteousness but rather 
pursues, and approves of others who pursue that which is 
“deserving of death” (Romans 1:32).  The person in the 
passage wants to do right.

Add to this, in another passage where Paul is undoubtedly 
recounting his pre-Christian experience, his estimation of himself 
was recorded: “…concerning righteousness which is in the 
law, blameless” (Philippians 3:6).  Clearly the person below 
does not view himself as blameless.

For what I am doing, I do not understand. For what I will to 
do, that I do not practice; but what I hate, that I do 
(Romans 7:15).

What Am I Doing?

Paul is not pleading ignorance here.  When he says he 
doesn’t “understand” ginosko, it contains the idea of 
disapproval in the same way Psalm 1:6 speaks of God “knowing 
the way of righteous” means more than mere awareness; it 
means approval.  In common language we might think of 
someone who, in reflection upon their own behavior asks, “What 
have I done?”

In this passage, Paul will offer his defense of the goodness of 
the law of God against the mirror of his own failure to keep it.  He 
“will(s)” or desires thelo to do right but ever falls short.  Not only 
does he fail to do right, but the things he actually does he 
“hate(s)” miso!  How is this squared with what Paul wrote 
elsewhere?

For our boast is this, the testimony of our 
conscience, that we behaved in the world with 
simplicity and godly sincerity, not by earthly 
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wisdom but by the grace of God, and supremely 
so toward you (2 Corinthians 1:12).

And

I thank God whom I serve, as did my ancestors, 
with a clear conscience, as I remember you 
constantly in my prayers night and day (2 
Timothy 1:3).

He didn’t seem to hate everything he did.  So even though 
Paul’s words seem very severe, it is not as if God had not 
sanctified Paul whatsoever.  But in the context of a righteousness 
that is evaluated by the law rather than grace, Paul knew that all 
his works, no matter how improved from his former estate, were 
still so mingled with sin and corruption, they had no ability to sling 
him one iota closer to heaven.  Paul is writing as a man keenly 
aware of his own sin, who had beheld the holiness of God as it is 
expressed in God’s law.  We, therefore read:

If, then, I do what I will not to do, I agree with the law that 
it is good (Romans 7:16). 

I Agree with the Law

How opposite this is to the way the natural man functions.  
The natural man (and even some Christians) looks at the law of 
God as a critic and consumer.  Does it seem right to me?  How do 
I feel about it?  Does it work?  Is it making my life better?  Paul 
goes in the opposite direction.  My lack of success in walking in a 
manner consistent with the law of God does not indict the law.  It 
affirms that the law is good. 

But now, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in 
me (Romans 7:17).

No Longer I
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It’s as if every verse in the passage is an argument against 
this being Paul’s pre-Christian experience; this one especially!  In 
what sense could an unbeliever make this statement?  Let’s make 
it clear that this is not some copout by Paul, as if he is dismissing 
all culpability before God and man.  He is not suggesting that his 
sin is some involuntary action being perpetuated by a 
subcutaneous alien forcing him to think, speak and do evil.  

No, Paul is conveying that which is the experience, at one 
level or another, of all Christians who wrestle with the flesh.  That 
internal struggle is such a psychological/spiritual bifurcation that 
Paul seems to split himself into two people—or perhaps more 
accurately a renewed person painfully aware that the old tenant 
seems to have paid little heed to the eviction notice.

Paul was in Christ and, therefore, was “a new creation.  
The old had(s) passed away” (2 Corinthians 5:17).  In terms 
of being reconciled to God, believers are new creatures.  But in 
terms of our sanctification (being conformed into the image of 
Christ) we must still contend with the old man.  We are to “put 
off (y)our old self…put on the new self “ (Ephesians 4:22, 
24).  Would it not be nice to push a button and rid ourselves of 
that old self?  One day God will push that button, but until then 
the battle rages.

We will continue this thought next time, but it must be said 
that this conflict only exists in those who are new creatures in 
Christ.  And the passionate cry for deliverance with which Paul 
concludes this chapter, along with the expression of thankfulness 
to God through Jesus Christ who answered that cry is a high point 
in this great epistle.  

When the holy, just and good law of God has shined its light 
on our wretched estate and we cry for help in the atoning blood of 
Christ, help arrives.

In my distress I called upon the Lord; to my God I 
cried for help. From his temple he heard my 
voice, and my cry to him reached his ears (Psalm 
18:6).
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I lift up my eyes to the hills. From where does my 
help come? 2 My help comes from the Lord, who 
made heaven and earth (Psalm 121:1, 2).

Let our hearts be fixed upon the hope of Christ as we 
prepare to go to His Table.

Questions for Study

1. What does it mean to have a positive self-image?  How can 
this be a good pursuit?  How can this be a bad pursuit?  Does 
our understanding of where we come from affect this (pages 
2-4)?

2. How would you understand the life of the Apostle Paul?  Was 
he a good man?  Was he an evil man?  What was his 
assessment of himself (page 4)?

3. Paul speaks both positively and negatively about the law of 
God.  How is the law good?  How can it be used poorly 
(pages 5, 6)?

4. Do you think Paul is writing about his pre-Christian 
experience in Romans 7:13-25?  Explain your answer?
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5. What does it mean to be “sold under sin?”  How is one 
delivered from such a condition?  Have you been delivered 
(page 6)?

6. Paul appears to have a clear conscience, yet at the same 
time does what he hates, how do you reconcile this (pages 7, 
8)?

7. Paul seems to split himself into two people with the words “it 
is no longer I.”  Is this a copout?  What does he mean when 
he speaks this way (pages 8, 9)?

8. Have you ever cried to God for help?  What kind of answer 
does God give to such a cry (page 9)?
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