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Introduction 

We’re back in Romans 7 this morning, after a couple weeks 

in other parts of Romans.  In our study through this great book, 

we’ve worked our way through chapters 1-6, and have started into 

Romans 7.  And then for Good Friday and Easter we were at the 

end of Romans 8.  And last week we looked at Romans 15:30-33 

where Paul, the missionary, requests that the church in Rome pray 

for him.  That was a great text to think about how to pray for 

missionaries, as we were sending off Stephen and Sarah and their 

family to the overseas mission field.   

 So now we’re back to our place in Romans 7, and I’ll just 

briefly remind you of what we’ve learned so far in this chapter.  

Paul is talking about the law.  He begins the chapter by making the 

shocking point that we have died to the law.  He uses a marriage 

analogy, saying that a death happened which severed our 

relationship to the law.  We are now joined to Christ, and it’s a 

whole new relationship.  In the old relationship, the law aroused 

our sinful passions and bore fruit for death.  But now, in this new 

relationship, being joined to Christ, we bear fruit for God. 

 This is such an awesome thing about Christianity!  

Christianity is not a works based religion by which people try to 

work their way into God’s favor.  That will never work, for a 

whole host of reasons.  The true God is far too holy to ever be 

satisfied with our efforts.  And we are far too sinful to even really 

try to be holy.  There’s no hope if we’re looking to ourselves.  

There’s no hope if we’re looking at our own efforts to keep the 

law.  That system produces more sin, arouses further sin, results in 

prideful legalism, and will never achieve salvation.  And that is not 

the Christian faith.  That is emphatically not what the Bible teaches 

– that a person must work their way into God’s favor – that is not 

biblical Christianity (it’s the essence of many other religions, but 

it’s not Christianity).   

Rather, as we’re seeing here in Romans 7, biblical 

Christianity is radically different than works based religion.  It is a 

life giving relationship.  It is new life.  It is being set free from 

captivity and serving in the new of the Spirit.   
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The way to be a Christian is not to try harder and harder to 

keep the rules.  That’s putting the cart before the horse.  Obedience 

will come.  It must happen.  But that’s not how you become a 

Christian.  That’s not what puts you in a right relationship with 

God.  In fact, to become a Christian you must recognize and 

confess that you, in and of yourself, have no hope of earning God’s 

favor.  To become a Christian you must admit your failings and 

your rebellion against Almighty God, and you must cast yourself 

on the mercy of Jesus Christ.   

And then, as you enter this new and life giving relationship, 

you are changed.  You’re a different person, and you begin to 

desire things that you didn’t desire before.  And things you desired 

before, you begin to hate.  And thus your life does begin to 

conform to the good things God instructs in His Word, but it’s not 

because you’re trying to earn a reward from God, like an employee 

tries to earn a paycheck from the employer.  Instead, these new 

actions, new decisions, new way of life, is arising from this new 

appetite for the things of God.  You can now taste and see that the 

Lord is very, very good.  You experience now the joy of 

communing with God in His Word and in prayer.  You long to be 

in His presence.  You want the fellowship of other believers.  You 

want your life to be about the things that God is passionate about, 

rather than wasting your life on petty pleasures and achievements 

that will wither like grass.   

An Illustration 

Just yesterday I got an email from my Dad telling the story 

of a young man he knows who recently experienced this 

transformation.  This 17 year old young man was living a 

destructive life, involved in drugs and the occult.  And his family 

was concerned about him.  His great-grandfather, whom my Dad 

knows, expressed his concerns about Tyler, and hoped that Tyler 

would get baptized so that he would receive a blessing from God.  

My Dad explained, to this grandfather and to Tyler, just what 

we’re talking about here.  You don’t do something to get a blessing 

from God.  You have to be blessed by God, regenerated by God, 

you have to be raised from the dead, and then you’ll do something.  

And it seems that very thing has happened both in the life of the 

grandfather and the grandson.  There is a hunger for God’s Word, a 

desire to live differently, and a desire to be baptized, not as a way 

of earning something from God, but as a picture of what God has 

done for us.  This is the transformation produced, not by working 

hard at religion, but by having a relationship with Jesus Christ. 
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Context 

In chapters 6-7 of Romans Paul is responding to some key 

questions concerning the Good News of Jesus Christ.  It is such an 

astounding message, that objections are sure to arise.  And that has 

certainly happened, in Paul’s day and down through the ages.  This 

Good News that Jesus Christ died for our sins and grants eternal 

life to those who repent and believe—it sounds too good to be true.  

How could that really be the case?  And if it is the case, then 

wouldn’t people take advantage of it?  Wouldn’t people just keep 

on sinning? 

That’s the question Paul answered in chapter 6.  That’s the 

question he raised in 6:1, “What shall we say then? Are we to 

continue in sin that grace may abound?  By no means!”  His 

answer is that we are dead to sin and alive to Christ.  And then in 

6:15 he follows up with a similar question: “What then? Are we to 

sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means!”  

His answer is that we are no longer slaves to sin, but are now 

slaves of God.   

And then chapter 7 elaborates on this question concerning 

the law.  We are no longer under the law, but under grace.  We are 

no longer joined to the law, but we are now joined to Christ.  Then 

a new question arises, now specifically regarding the nature of the 

law.  He writes in 7:7, “What then shall we say? That the law is 

sin?  By no means!”  Do you see how that question would be 

raised?  He had just said in verse 5 that the law aroused our sinful 

passions.  So does that mean that the law is sin, because it arouses 

sin? 

His answer in verses 7-12 is that the law is holy, and the 

commandment is holy and righteous and good.  But sin uses the 

law in a deadly way.  That doesn’t detract from the holiness of the 

law.  What it does is show us how manipulative sin can be, how 

tricky it is, how deceitful.   

Debated Passage 

And this brings us now to the next question Paul poses, 

which is where our text starts for this morning, in verse 13.  He has 

affirmed the goodness of the law.  But now he asks, “Did that 

which is good (meaning the law), then, bring death to me? By no 

means!”  (Again, the same answer he has given to the other 

questions).   

And this question launches us into a very interesting, and 

much debated, passage of Scripture.  Paul describes here a very 
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intense, very conflicted, experience dealing with sin and the law.  

The debate over the interpretation of this passage has to do with 

whether Paul is describing the experience of a believer or an 

unbeliever.  This struggle with sin—is this the struggle of someone 

who is not yet a Christian?  Or is this the kind of struggle that 

every believer faces in this life?   

I want to say at the outset that there are strong arguments 

on both side of this debate.  There are strong, Reformed, exegetes 

who land on different sides of this.  So I want to caution you from 

jumping to assumptions about what a person’s theology must be if 

they hold to a particular view.  That being said, I am convinced 

that Paul is speaking of his own experience as a believer here.  And 

I will give you reasons for that as we work our way through the 

text—in this morning’s sermon and in two more sermons to 

follow.      

 The main point I want us to see this morning is summarized 

in the sermon title, “The Goodness of the Law Evidenced by My 

Struggle against Sin.”  That’s kind of a long title, but it’s the best I 

could come up with to try to make this point.  What we’ll see in 

verses 13-17 is that Paul’s struggle against sin, his desire to do 

good and his hatred of evil, and thus his agreement with the law, 

attests to the fact that the law is good.  That’s the point I want us to 

see today.  Next week we’ll talk more about the flesh, and this 

struggle against sin.  And in the following sermon we’ll look at the 

very end of the chapter where there is an exclamation of disgust 

with myself, and a cry of desperation for deliverance, and a 

celebration of what God has done for us through Jesus Christ. 

The Law is Good 

 In light of what Paul said about the law earlier in the 

chapter, he wants to be very clear that the law is not evil.  The law 

is good.  Even though the law aroused our sinful passions, and we 

are now released from the law, we have died to that which held us 

captive (v. 6), that is not to imply that there is something inherently 

wicked about the law.  That is not at all the case!   

 Paul stated very emphatically in verse 12, “So the law is 

holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.”  And 

now in verse 13 he refers to the law as “that which is good” (2x).  

Then in verse 14 he says, “we know that the law is spiritual.”  In 

contrast to us, who are fleshly, the law is spiritual.  It has a divine 

origin.  The law is from God, reflects God’s holy character, and is 

therefore entirely good.   
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The Sinfulness of Sin 

 The next point is to see the sinfulness of sin, and this can be 

seen in the fact that sin even uses something as good as the law for 

its own wicked purposes.  This is what we’ve already seen in the 

previous paragraph about sin’s deadly use of the law.  And we’ve 

seen earlier in Romans how the law brings knowledge of sin 

(3:20), and where there is no law there is no transgression (4:15), 

and even how the law came in to increase the trespass (5:20).  So 

the law plays a role in highlighting the sinfulness of sin.  And our 

sinful rebellion, when confronted with God’s holy law, rebels all 

the more.  This is the deadly interaction between sin and law. 

I am Sinful 

 The next point is the acknowledgement that I am sinful.  

Paul says this in such a way in verse 14 that it makes some people 

doubt that he could be speaking as a believer here.  Verse 14, “For 

we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under 

sin.”  Now, I said that I take the position that Paul is writing here 

as himself, as a believer, indeed, as an apostle.  So this statement 

requires some explanation.  Because in the previous chapter he 

said very boldly that we were slaves of sin, but we have been set 

free (6:17-18).  It is certainly surprising to hear Paul say, in the 

present tense, “I am sold under sin.”  It seems almost contradictory 

for him to speak this way, if he’s talking about Christian 

experience.   

 But my understanding of Romans 7:13-25 as a whole 

compels me to see this as a believer, and I’ll explain more of those 

reasons as we go along.  My assumption about this statement in 

verse 14 is that Paul has in mind here the intense struggle with sin 

that is ongoing in our lives.  We are no longer slaves to sin, but we 

often act as though we are.  We are new creatures, and yet the flesh 

is still with us.  Those fleshly desires still rise up within us.  We 

still sin, in thoughts, attitudes, actions.   

And this struggle is even implied in chapter 6, in the 

imperatives.  When we were going through those passages I talked 

about the relationship of the indicative and the imperative.  The 

commands are built on the statements of fact.  The fact is that, as a 

believer, you are dead to sin, you are no longer a slave to sin.  The 

command that flows from that is, “Let not sin therefore reign in 

your mortal body, to make you obey its passions” (v. 12).  What’s 

implicit in that command (the reason why that command is 

needed), is because we are still so prone to reverting back to that 

old master.  That’s because of our sinful flesh.  We are redeemed, 

but we’re still fleshly (sarkinos is the term Paul uses in 7:14).  We 
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still have this flesh, and in terms of our flesh, we are sold under 

sin, and there are times in the struggle when we cry out, like Paul 

does in verse 24, “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me 

from this body of death?”  

I Struggle against Sin 

 But this leads to the next observation, which is the struggle.  

I struggle against sin.  That’s what Paul begins to describe here.  

And we must notice that he has shifted very definitively to the first 

person singular, and that is the case from verse 14 all the way to 

the end of the chapter.  This is one of the compelling arguments to 

me for taking this as Paul’s own personal experience as a believer.  

That seems to be the simplest and most straightforward way to 

read this.  Yes, it surprises us that Paul would describe himself as 

sold under sin, especially after the liberation he described in 

chapter 6.  But I believe this to be the profound tension we all 

experience in the Christian life.  We are liberated, and yet we often 

feel like we’re still in bondage.   

 The thing that strikes me about what Paul is describing here 

is the intense struggle.  It doesn’t seem to me that an unbeliever 

would be so conflicted within himself.  But for the believer, having 

new life in Christ, being a new creature, there is now a fight 

between the new self and the old self.  Like Ephesians 4 describes.  

We must put off the old self (the old man), and put on the new self 

(the new man).  So we are new creatures, but we still have this old 

man, this flesh, that is clinging to us and overcoming us at certain 

times, in certain ways.  But that’s not who we are anymore.  So we 

have to throw that off.  We have to wage war against that 

corruption and those deceitful desires (Eph 4:22-24).  We have to 

strive to become who we are in Christ. 

 Notice how Paul talks about this struggle.  Can you hear the 

exasperation in his language?  He says in verse 15, “For I do not 

understand my own actions.  For I do not do what I want, but I do 

the very thing I hate.”  Can you identify with that?  Sure you can.  

This is what the Christian life is like in this life.  It’s not until 

we’re glorified that we will completely become who we are and act 

like it all the time.  It’s only then that our actions will totally 

conform to our holy desires.  But in this life, in the tension of the 

already /  not yet (already redeemed from the dominion of sin, but 

not yet ultimately delivered from the presence of sin), we have this 

inner turmoil of having holy desires but not always acting in 

accordance with those desires. 

 So we find ourselves with a desire to study the Bible and 

pray and serve in the church and encourage others and be a godly 
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example, but then we fail to do those things.  We want to, but there 

are many times when we just don’t follow through.  And then there 

are sins that we desperately want to avoid.  We want to stop being 

so critical of those around us, we want to stop gossiping, we want 

to stop lusting, we want to stop being so selfish, and yet many 

times we find ourselves heading right into those sins which we 

hate.     

 There is this balance which we must understand in the 

Christian life.  And I believe Romans 6-8 captures this balance for 

us.  There is amazing transformation that happens in our lives by 

virtue of the fact that we are dead to sin and alive in Christ, that we 

are no longer slaves to sin but slaves of God.  But, on the other 

hand, we still need a reality check to realize the age in which we 

live.  We’re not in heaven yet.  We’re not glorified yet.  And 

therefore we’re not going to experience perfection in this life.   

 We have to understand both sides of this, or we’re going to 

have a warped and harmful view of the Christian life.  If we are not 

absolutely in awe of what has already happened on our behalf, of 

our redemption in Christ, our new life in Christ, then we will sink 

into despair.  We will become hopeless.  We will wallow in self-

pity. We will revert to destructive habits because we just think 

there’s no way out.   

 On the other end of the spectrum, if we overemphasize the 

progress we’re making, or the progress we think we can make, 

then we’ll become very arrogant.  To think that you’ve attained 

perfection—that’s just delusional.  You have some serious blinders 

over your eyes if you think you have totally conquered sin in your 

life, that you don’t struggle with it anymore.   

 The struggle against sin is one of the things that 

characterizes the Christian life in this world.  We have to live with 

this struggle.  We should have much hope in the struggle.  And we 

must long for that day when the struggle will finally give way to 

everlasting peace.  

An Illustration  

 Think about the kinds of hopes and fears that arise when 

you’re teaching a young child how to ride a bike.  There’s 

excitement, because this is a new adventure, a new activity that 

will be a lot of fun and be something you can enjoy for many years 

to come.  But then there’s also the fear of falling down.  And after 

the first fall that results in a bloody knee, the child may feel like 

they’re done.  They don’t want to try anymore.  As a parent, you 

have to try to give that child hope.  “Come on, you’re getting 
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better.  Let’s try again.  You’re going to get this.”  The child might 

say, “Can you promise me that I’m never going to fall again.”  Of 

course, you can’t promise that.  Truth be told, you’re definitely 

going to fall again.  But that can’t keep you from pressing on.  That 

can’t keep you from engaging the struggle, the challenge. 

 In the Christian life, we can’t quit simply because we’re 

scared of getting a bloody knee from time to time.  Neither can we 

be so naïve as to think we’re never going to stumble.  We have to 

live in the tension of this struggle. 

My Struggle Shows that the Law is Good  

 Finally, coming to the main point, and coming full circle to 

where we began, this struggle of the Christian life gives evidence 

of the fact that the law is good.  This is what I tried to summarize 

in that long sermon title: “The Goodness of the Law Evidenced in 

My Struggle against Sin.”  Verse 16 says, “Now if I do what I do 

not want, I agree with the law, that it is good.”  Do you see here 

that even in the midst of the struggle, at the very heart of the 

struggle, is an acknowledgement that God’s law is right and good.  

The believer wants to live in accordance with God’s good 

instructions.  But because of this flesh, we end up doing the exact 

opposite.  But the fact that we are exasperated by this, that we 

can’t understand it, that we hate our own actions, testifies to the 

goodness of the law.  It shows us the goodness of the law, and it 

also shows that God has done a work in us to bring us into 

agreement with His law, even as His law is pointing out our faults.  

For a prideful, stubborn sinner to admit fault—that is a work of 

God. 

 The sentiment described here is very different than the 

mind set on the flesh in Romans 8:7, “The mind that is set on the 

flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God’s law; indeed, 

it cannot.”  That is the individual who is still totally given over to 

the flesh.  There is absolute enmity between that person and the 

law of God.  But for the believer, although still fleshly, there is 

agreement with the law of God. 

 I was reading in Isaiah this week, and I came across the 

warning in Isaiah 5:20, “Woe to those who call evil good and good 

evil.”  We see that a lot in our day.  Sexual sin is celebrated.  

Abortion is seen as a right of any woman.  While biblical teaching, 

evangelism, mission work, is seen as close-minded and unhealthy.  

That is the mind set on the flesh, which is diametrically opposed to 

God’s Word.  But for those who call evil, evil, especially when 

they see it in themselves, that is a work of God.   



9 
 

 It’s interesting to look at Psalm 119, with all of its 

references to God’s law, and such a delight in God’s law.  The 

psalmist says, “I find my delight in your commandments, which I 

love.  I will lift up my hands toward your commandments, which I 

love, and I will meditate on your statutes” (vv. 47-48).  “Your 

word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path” (v. 105).  “I 

incline my heart to perform your statutes forever, to the end” (v. 

112).  “I love your commandments above gold, above fine gold” 

(v. 127).  There is this agreement with God’s law, delight in it, and 

a desire to follow His precepts.  And then listen to how that psalm 

ends: “I have gone astray like a lost sheep; seek your servant, for I 

do not forget your commandments” (v. 176).  That’s our 

experience, seeing the goodness of God’s law, agreeing with it, 

and also inevitably recognizing how we fall short, and so we cry 

out for help.  

 Verse 17 in our text goes on to say, “So it is no longer I 

who do it, but sin that dwells within me.”  That is a dangerous 

verse, isn’t it?  That is a verse that could be a lot of trouble if taken 

out of context.  You can just picture the person who robs a store or 

commits adultery and says, “That wasn’t really me.  I’m not 

responsible.  That was the sin within me.”  That’s not at all what 

Paul is saying.  He’s not denying responsibility for sin.  He’s 

simply saying that I’m a new person.  I am now a person who 

agrees with God’s law and wants to live a holy life.  But my flesh 

is still with me, there is still indwelling sin.  And thus the inner 

conflict.  But my identity now is not defined by sin, but by new life 

in Christ.  The sin that still happens in my life is the old self, the 

flesh, that is clinging to me, even though it is unwanted.  It is an 

alien force, not my real self, not what defines me.   

 So if you can identify with this struggle, you should 

actually be encouraged.  If you agree with God’s law, if you agree 

that you are condemned under God’s law because of your sin, if 

you are rejoicing in Jesus Christ who fulfilled God’s law, if you 

desire to walk in conformity to God’s good instructions for us, then 

you have been changed.  You’re not perfect, and you are painfully 

aware of that.  But you are different than you were before. 

 I’ll close with these words from John Newton, who was a 

pastor in the 1700s, who before his conversion was a sailor and 

involved in the slave trade (also writer of “Amazing Grace”).  This 

statement summarizes the tension we’ve been talking about, and I 

believe it ends on just the right note.  He said, “I am not what I 

ought to be, I am not what I want to be, I am not what I hope to be 

in another world; but still I am not what I once used to be, and by 

the grace of God I am what I am.” 


