
“The Christian and the Law” (part 3) 
Romans 7:1-25 

If you have your Bible, take it and be finding your place in Romans 7.  We've 

been in this chapter over the last couple of weeks.  Within this chapter, the 

apostle Paul deals with the subject of Christians and their relationship to the law 

of God.  He uses the word ‘law’ some 23 times in this chapter.  It is an 

explanation of the statement he makes in chapter 6 where he says that believers 

are not under law, but are now under grace.  It doesn’t imply that we are outlaws.  

Nor does it imply that our growth in the Christian life doesn’t involve obedience to 

God’s commands.  It does mean that we are free from the penalty of the law.  We 

are free from the condemnation of the law. 

In a miraculous way, a Christian is someone whom God has changed from the 

inside out.  He has given believers a new and obedient heart upon which He has 

written His law.  To empower our obedience, He has given us His Spirit who has 

come to take up residence within our lives. 

I have divided chapter 7 under three separate headings, and we have already 

considered the first two.  In verses 1-6, Paul deals with the injunction of the 
law.  The law is binding on a person as long as he lives.  If he dies, he is free 

from the law.  He uses the illustration of marriage to show how we died to the 

law.  Just as a woman is free from the law of marriage upon the death of her 

husband, so also believers are freed from the law through the death of Jesus 

Christ.  We are now ‘married’ to Christ and serve in the new way of the Spirit. 

Then, in verses 7-13, Paul deals with the integrity of the law.  He asks the 

question in verse 7, “Is the law sin?”  Is it a bad thing since it condemns the 

sinner?  The answer is no because the law is a good thing, given by a good and 

holy God.  The law reflects God’s righteous and holy character.  Paul says that if 



it were not for the law of God, we would not know what sin is.  Like a mirror, it 

shows us where we fail to measure up to God’s perfect standard.   

Even though the law is good and holy, and even though the law shows me my sin 

and need for grace, the law cannot save me.  It cannot provide me with the 

saving grace which I so desperately need.  This brings us to the third heading 

that I want to look at this morning: 

3.  The INABILITY of the law (7:14-25)  

“For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin.  For I 

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

thing I hate.  Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with the law, that it is good.  

So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.  For I know that 

nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh.  For I have the desire to do what 

is right, but not the ability to carry it out.  For I do not do the good I want, but the 

evil I do not want is what I keep on doing.  Now if I do what I do not want, it is no 

longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.  So I find it to be a law that when 

I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  For I delight in the law of God, in my 

inner being, but I see in my members another law waging war against the law of 

my mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.  

Wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from this body of death?  Thanks 

be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!  So then, I myself serve the law of God 

with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.” 

One of the greatest writers of the 19th century was the Scottish author, Robert 

Louis Stevenson.  He was born in 1850 in Edinburg, Scotland, to a family of civil 

engineers who had made their living by building lighthouses.  As a young man, 

he decided to go in a different direction with his life than his father and 

grandfather and followed his passion for writing.  Perhaps his most famous work 

was “Treasure Island,” written in 1883.  What child doesn’t remember being 



enthralled with the tale of Long John Silver and his pirates, and of treasure maps 

with an ‘x’ that marks the spot of buried treasure?   

In 1886, he wrote another story about a man with a severe case of split 

personality.  The story is called, “The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.”  

It is about a London lawyer who investigates strange occurrences between his 

friend, Dr. Henry Jekyll, and a villain named Edward Hyde.  As far as the story 

goes, Dr. Jekyll is an upstanding citizen who is frustrated because it seems like 

inside of him there is both good and bad.  So he develops a serum that 

separates the two parts so that the good part of him comes out by day while the 

evil part of him, Mr. Hyde, comes out at night.  The problem, however, is that the 

evil part of him was far more evil than he could have ever imagined.  Mr. Hyde’s 

every thought was centered on himself.  He is spiteful, vengeful, and murders 

those who stand between him and what he wants.  Of this evil part of himself, Dr. 

Jekyll confesses: 

“I was was tenfold more wicked than I ever imagined.”  

I don’t know about you, but there is a part of me that I dare not underestimate.  

Have you ever felt that tension?  You’ve said something out of anger to someone, 

and later came to your senses and thought, “Why did I say that?”  Or, “Why did I 

act like that?”  We’ve all made the apology to someone, “That wasn’t me!” Have 

you ever said something to that effect?   

There is a part of me that really desires to do the right thing and yet, at the same 

time, there is another part of me that seems to get in the way.  This subject is 

taken up by the apostle Paul here at the end of Romans 7.  He doesn’t say that 

Christians are those with split personalities like in the man in Stevenson’s novel.  

However, he does say that our struggle with remaining sin is very real.  As long 

as we live in this mortal body, we will wrestle with it. 



These verses are some of the most debated verses in the New Testament.  Is 

Paul talking about his life before he was saved, or is he referring to his life after 

he was saved?  Is he describing the experience of an unbeliever, or is he 

describing the experience believer? 

Well, I’m of the deep conviction that he is referring to his personal experience as 

a Christian.  Notice how he uses personal pronouns and present tense language.  

He is not referring to his experience in the past, but to the present.  It is his way 

of showing us what it is like trying to keep the law in the efforts of the flesh.  Kent 

Hughes says that this seventh chapter of Romans is a passionate piece of writing 

because Paul wants us to feel the emotion he experiences in trying to live up to 

God’s standards in his own strength.  In chapter 8, Paul is going to show us how 

the Spirit is the one who empowers our obedience.  But before he makes that 

point, he wants to show us how any Christian who tries to please God in his or 

her own strength will always end up fatigued and frustrated.   

Paul refers to the law’s inability here by pointing out at least three things that it 

cannot do: 

It cannot change me (v. 14-17) 

“For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin.  For I 

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

thing I hate.  Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with the law, that it is good.  

So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.” 

Paul has already made the point that the law is holy and righteous and good.  

The problem is not found in the law, but in the sinner.  The law shows me this, 

but it can’t do anything about it.  It is like a sick person who receives a medical 

diagnosis from a doctor.  Even though the diagnosis is true, it can’t keep the 

sickness from taking its toll out on the person.  So the law properly diagnoses my 

condition, but cannot rescue me from that condition. 



“Spiritual”—it means that the law deals with the inner man or the spiritual part of 

man  

Once a person has been saved by God’s grace through faith in Jesus, the Holy 

Spirit takes up residence in that person.  And so begins the internal struggle.  

The Spirit within delights in God’s law, but sin remains in the flesh.  

Human nature is fallen and of the flesh.  The law cannot transform it, but it merely 

reveals how sinful it really is.  This is why no amount of external rule keeping will 

change a person’s heart.  The law may restrain outward actions, but it cannot 

change and person’s inward condition. 

Notice how Paul shows this to be true from experience.  He describes his own 

experience with conforming to God’s law in his own strength.  He says, “I don’t 

understand my own actions.  In my heart, I want to do one thing.  But in my 

actions, I often do another.” 

One one hand, he has a deep love for God’s law and has a desire to live it out.  

On the other hand, he sees his own sin and just how far he falls short.  He 

agrees in his heart with the law of God that it is good, but the flesh seems to 

have a mind of its own. 

John MacArthur—“Every true Christian has in his heart a sense of the moral 

excellence of God’s law.  And the more mature he becomes in Christ, the more 

fully he perceives and lauds the law’s goodness, holiness, and glory.  The more 

profoundly he is committed to the direction of the Holy Spirit in his life, the deeper 

his love for the Lord Jesus becomes, the deeper his sense of God’s holiness and 

majesty becomes, and the greater will be his longing to fulfill God’s law.” 

And even though this is true, the presence of remaining sin does a ‘tug-of-war’ on 

his soul.  Paul says, “For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing that I 



hate.”  There had been a radical change in his life, and his new inner self no 

longer approves of the sin that still clings to him through the flesh. 

Now that you are saved, sin—just like a deposed monarch or exiled ruler—no 

longer reigns over you, but it’s presence remains in you.  You are free from its 

grip, but it is still there within the unredeemed part of your humanity, or flesh. 

Paul is saying here that sin no longer rules over him, but it finds its residual 

dwelling in his flesh, in the unredeemed humanity that remains until he is 

raptured or resurrected. 

Galatians 5:16-17—“But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the 
desires of the flesh.  For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and 
the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each 
other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do.” 

My new redeemed spirit wants to do one thing, but sin in me wants to do 

something else.  The result is conflict and an inner struggle.  The gospel tells me 

that I am saved from sin!  I have been made new, yet the struggle is real. 

Paul is saying here that the law, as good as it is, cannot change me.  For that, I 

must depend upon God’s grace. 

It cannot enable me (v. 18-23) 

“For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh.  For I have the 

desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out.  For I do not do the 

good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing.  Now if I do what I 

do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.  So I find it to 

be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  For I delight in the 

law of God, in my inner being, but I see in my members another law waging war 

against the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in 

my members.” 



When Paul says, “Nothing good dwells in me,” he tells us that he is referring to 

his ‘flesh,’ the part of him that is still waiting for future redemption.  He has a deep 

desire now within him to do what is right, but in himself he does not have the 

ability to carry it out.  The law that he now delights in reveals what is required, but 

it cannot enable him to do what is required.  He says, “I don’t do the good that I 

want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing.”  Notice he says that it is 

not ‘I’ who do it, but sin that dwells within me.  In other words, it isn’t the new man 

that he is in Christ that does it, but it is sin that still remains in his flesh.  In his 

redeemed spirit he is a slave of righteousness, but in his flesh the struggle with 

sin is ongoing. 

There is still a part of me that wants to call the shots.  It wants to give orders to 

my mind, my hands and feet, my mouth, and other parts of my body.  Paul says it 

is sin that dwells within me.  The ‘flesh’ itself is not bad, but it is still subject to 

indwelling sin.  It entices our flesh and launches its attack against us.  That’s why 

you had better put no confidence whatsoever in your flesh. 

Your own ‘fleshly’ performance of the law of God is not what justifies you, and it is 

not what sanctifies you.  The person who ends up relying upon their own efforts 

when it comes to obeying and serving God becomes either proud or totally 

defeated. 

Jeremiah 17:5—“Thus says the Lord: ‘Cursed is the man who trusts in man 
and makes flesh his strength, whose heart turns away from the Lord.” 

Some of you will remember the old hymn that says: 

Stand up, stand up for Jesus, 

Ye soldiers of the cross; 

Lift high His royal banner, 

It must not suffer loss. 

From victory unto victory 



His army shall He lead, 

Till every foe is vanquished, 

And Christ is Lord indeed. 

Stand up, stand up for Jesus, 

Stand in His strength alone; 

The arm of flesh will fail you, 

Ye dare not trust your own. 

Put on the gospel armor, 

Each piece put on with prayer, 

Where duty calls or danger, 

Be never wanting there. 

 John 6:63—“It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is no help at all.  The 
words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.” 

In his inner man, Paul says he agrees with the law, that it is good.  He has a 

desire to do what the law requires.  He delights in the law of God in his inner 

man.  Yet he knows just how far he comes short of perfection.  He wants to do 

what is right, but he doesn’t have the ability in himself to do it.  His spirit is willing, 

but his flesh is weak.   

Now, it doesn’t mean that he was totally incapable of doing anything that is good.  

Rather, he is saying that he was incapable of completely fulfilling the 

requirements of God’s law on his own.  The law can show him what God 

requires, and in his heart he now delights in it and wants to do what is right, but it 

can’t enable him to do what God requires. 

It cannot liberate me (v. 24-25) 

“Wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from this body of death?  Thanks 

be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!  So then, I myself serve the law of God 

with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.”  



Look at the way Paul describes himself there in verse 24 as he uses the word 

‘wretched.’  It is an adjective that means a miserable and distressed condition.  

The word describes someone who is exhausted after a battle.  It is the cry of 

someone who has come to the end of himself, of all self-reliance and fleshly 

confidence. 

I find it interesting that the only other place this word is used in the New 

Testament is by Jesus as He described the true condition of Laodicean church: 

Revelation 3:17—“Because you say, ‘I am rich, and have become wealthy, 
and have need of nothing,’ and you do not know that you are wretched and 
miserable and poor and blind and naked.” 

Paul says, “I know that there is nothing good in me, that is, in my flesh.  When it 

comes to obedience and the holiness of God, I’m nothing but a miserable wretch 

in comparison.”  You may find it hard to believe that Paul would refer to himself 

as such.  You may even wonder if the word ‘wretch’ a bit dramatic.  John Newton 

clearly did not.  He used this very word when he wrote, “Amazing grace, how 

sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me!” 

It is the word of the one who has come to the end of self.  

It is the very attitude Jesus describes when He began the Sermon on the Mount, 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  Blessed is 

the one who comes to the end of himself.  Blessed is the one who has arrived at 

the end of all self-reliance, who cries, “What a wretched man that I am!”  Why?  

Because it is only as a person recognizes the depth of their need that God’s help 

is given. 

Paul says, “Wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from this body of 

death?”  Who will set me free from the flesh that is still so prone to sin and 

weakness? 



“Deliver”—has the basic idea of rescue and was used of a solider’s going to a 

wounded comrade on the field and carrying him to safety 

Paul longed for the day when he would be delivered from the remaining vestiges 

of his unredeemed flesh.  He knew that he was still a man in need of a Savior.  

Who will deliver me from this body of death?  The answer is in verse 25: 

“Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 

Tim Keller—“When we read God’s law properly, and when we look at our own 

lives honestly, we can only conclude that we are ‘wretched.’  Without accepting 

this, we will never grasp the glory of the gospel.  We will never truly appreciate 

the gospel of received righteousness.  Only if our hearts truly cry at our 

wretchedness can we then know the hope and liberation of looking away from 

ourselves and to what God has done.” 

By his own efforts, Paul knows that he will fail.  In his mind, he serves the law of 

God, but with his flesh the law of sin.  In other words, he says that there is no 

hope in himself for salvation nor for obedience. 

For our salvation, we can only look to Jesus and His death on the cross for our 

sins, which Paul explains in the first four chapters of Romans.  For our hope, we 

can only rest in His righteousness, which Paul explains in chapters 5-6.  And for 

our ongoing obedience, for any real change, we do not rely on our own efforts, as 

chapter 7 shows, but on the work of God’s Spirit as chapter 8 will show. 

When it comes to doing battle with sin, God doesn’t cast us back on our own 

resources.  He doesn’t leave us to fend for ourselves without power and divine 

enablement. 

Because I am united to Christ, I am alive to God and able to draw on the 

unlimited power of the Holy Spirit.  If you want to know what this looks like, read 

on in chapter 8. 



Charles Swindoll—“If Paul’s self-portrait teaches us anything, it’s that self-

improvement carried out in the energy of the flesh is a vain pursuit.  You can 

push yourself to fatigue trying hard to be like Christ, but you’ll have an easier 

time catching rainbows…We are not saved by grace and then sanctified by our 

own labors.  The work of grace was not half done.  The point of Paul’s miserable 

self-portrait was to demonstrate that humanity can no more purify itself of sin 

after salvation than before.  Only God can purify a soul.” 

Every growing believer knows the conflict that is described in this passage.  

There is a constant tug-of-war happening on the inside of them.  But knowing 

that you have ultimate victory is what changes your outlook in the fight.  It means 

that you can have confidence even in the most difficult and discouraging seasons 

of life. 

December 1941 was a dark time for England, and the war in Europe was not 

going well.  But on the morning of December 7, when Winston Churchill heard 

about the Japanese attack on Pear Harbor, he went into his office and called 

President Roosevelt who said, “Well, Mr. Prime Minister, we are all in the same 

boat now.”  Churchill later wrote in his memoirs: 

“No American will think it wrong of me to proclaim that hearing the U.S. was on 

our side was the greatest joy to me.  England would live.  Britain would live.  The 

rest of the war was simply proper application of overwhelming force.  I went to 

bed and slept the sleep of the saved and the thankful.” 

Pay close attention to what he said—it was ‘overwhelming force’ that transformed 

his attitude from despair to confident hope.   

Now, come back to what Paul says here: 

“Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 



Jesus Christ has already fought and won the war!  Through His own death and 

resurrection, He has won the victory.  Sin is defeated even though I do battle with 

it in my life.  I have been given the Holy Spirit, and now Christian living is a 

matter of the ‘proper application of overwhelming force.’ 


