SERMON THE THIRD SUNDAY AFETR PENTECOST

Christians’ double existence in spiritual desire and sinful reality

Romans 7:14-25

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all.

The Word of God, the basis for the sermon, is the Epistle heard before, Romans 7:14-25

14 For we know that the Law is spiritual; but I have sinful human nature, and am sold under sin. 15 For I do not understand what I am doing. For I do not do what I want to do, but I do what I hate. 16 If I do what I do not want to do, I also agree that the Law is good. 17 However, now it is no longer I who am doing it, but it is the sin that is living in me. 18 For I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful human nature. For the willingness is present with me, but doing what is good is not. 19 For I do not do the good that I want to do. Instead, I do the evil that I do not want to do. 20 If I am doing what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who am doing it, but the sin that is living in me. 21 Therefore I find this to be the rule: Although I want to do what is good, evil is present with me. 22 For according to the inward human being I delight in God’s Law, 23 but in the members of my body I see another law, which is waging war against the Law of my mind, and making me a prisoner to the law of sin that is in the members of my body. 24 What a wretched person I am! Who will rescue me from this body, which is bringing death? 25 Thanks be to God, through Jesus Christ our Lord!

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through your truth. Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ, 


We know Robert Louis Stevenson best for his novels Treasure Island and Kidnapped. He wrote another novel, Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde. The respectable Doctor Jekyll drinks a potion that changes him into an ugly and evil man, Mr Hyde. Mr Hyde commits several violent crimes, free from any scruples of conscience. By drinking another potion, which later proves to have been contaminated somehow, Mr Hyde can change himself back to Doctor Jekyll. Doctor Jekyll tries to make up for the crimes he has committed as Mr Hyde, and performs other kind acts. After some time, Doctor Jekyll begins to change back to Mr Hyde in his sleep even without drinking the original potion again. Eventually Doctor Jekyll is trapped, when larger and larger doses are needed to change him back from Mr Hyde, and, when the contaminated potion runs out, he loses the ability to change back to Doctor Jekyll. He knows that Doctor Jekyll will not exist any more and that either Mr Hyde will face execution after his arrest or he must kill himself.


This same individual in that story was either the one identity or the other at different times. Christians have a double existence, but are both at the same time. Christians are not sometimes good persons, and at other times evil persons. Even our best actions are like soiled rags. When people believe in Jesus, God reckons them as righteous in His sight, although they continue to be sinners. They are both justified persons and sinners at the same time.


There are several errors to avoid. One is the idea that after baptism, after absolution, or after receiving the Lord’s Supper, a person is first without sin, but accumulates more and more sin over time, so that he needs an upgrade. Another, which goes back to John Wesley, and which appears in various Holiness Bodies, is that a believer has an experience, often long after conversion, when he actually stops sinning. He reaches perfection in this life. When the Bible says that Christians are justified for Christ’s sake, “justified” does not mean, “made righteous” in the sense that their sinning ceases, but that God reckons them as righteous for Christ’s sake, although their sinning continues. In the unfortunate dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and Lutheran Church in Australia, the Roman Catholics refused to accept the truth that Christians are justified saints and sinners at the same time. Accepting this would have dealt a blow to the Roman penitential system, with its associated ideas of merits and indulgences.


Unfortunately, many people who study our text conclude that, when it uses the pronoun “I”, Paul is referring to himself as a Pharisee before he became a Christian. Rather, Paul speaks about himself as a Christian. Paul does indeed contrast the pre-Christian state with the present one in verses 5 and 6: “While we were in the sinful human nature, the sinful passions that were aroused by the Law were at work in our members, so that we produced fruit for death. However, now we have been released from the Law, because we have died to what we were being bound by, with the result that we serve in the new way of the Spirit and not in the old way of the written code.” In our passage Paul dose not use the past tense at all. All Christians are like Paul after he became a Christian. They have a double existence, in what they desire according to the Spirit — as the inner man, a new creature —, and in what they actually do or do not do. Paul’s replacement of the pronoun “I” by the plurals “we” and “you” in chapter 8 also disproves the idea that Paul was writing about himself before conversion 


Paul’s letter to the Romans speaks about sin as a personal power. Sin came into the world (Rm 5:12). Originally, it was dead (7:8) without the Law, but it became alive again through the Law (7:9). It received from the Law the impulse to deceive human beings (7:11). Sin dwells in human beings (7:17, 20), arouses sinful passions and desires (7:5, 8), and becomes a demonic power ruling over them. All people are under sin (3:9) and sold to sin like slaves (7:14). They are slaves to the law of sin, and loan their members to sin weapons of unrighteousness. Sin’s sphere of power is the human sinful nature, where it exercises dominion (6:12, 14). Finally, sin will give unbelieving human beings its wages, namely death (5:21; 6:23; 7:11).


However, believers have died to sin through Christ and with Christ in baptism (Rm 6:2, 10). They are dead to sin (6:11) and freed from it (6:7, 18, 22). Sin itself is condemned (8:3).


When Paul speaks about his flesh, his human nature, he does not mean his material side, his body and his members, distinct from his mental functions. He means his whole self, insofar as he is sinful. “The way of thinking that belongs to the sinful nature is hostile to God” (Rm 8:7). We have inherited our “old man” from Adam. When God justifies the ungodly, He reckons their whole selves, bodies, minds, and souls, righteous. If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature. We do not rely on our renewed nature to bring us eternal life. That is God’s gift in Christ.


The Psalms often speak about delighting in the Instruction of the Lord (Ps 1:2; 40:8), and Paul writes, “According to the inward human being I delight in God’s Law.” This delight is not the delight of the Pharisee, who boasted about how good his performance was in according with his understanding of God’s Law. Paul recognises that the commandments of the Law are holy, righteous, and good (Rm 7:12). The original intention of the Law was to lead to life. However, when God’s Law comes to bear upon human sin, it condemns sinners and brings death. God’s demands provoke opposition in sinful people, so that the power of evil rises up against God, and the operation of the Law causes the opposite result. Paul writes about the command not to have sinful desires in this way: “When the Commandment came, sin became alive, and I died. So the very Commandment that was intended to lead to life was found in my case to lead to death. For sin took an opportunity through the Commandment, deceived me, and through the Commandment killed me” (7:9-11). Freedom has gone, and crisis has come. At the end, Paul gives out a passionate cry for redemption from a condition that can only end in death, “What a wretched person I am! Who will rescue me from this body, which is bringing death?”


Like Paul, we Christians agree that the Law is good and we rejoice in the Law according to the inner man (7:16, 22). Elsewhere, instead of speaking about the “inner man” Paul simply says “I” (17-18, 20), or “my mind” (23, 25). Elsewhere he speaks about his heart, his conscience (2:15), or his spirit (1:9). However, in performance, we do not get beyond our sinful natures. When we look at our actual performance, we see a dreadful contradiction between willingness and performance. Paul wrote the same thing about this ongoing conflict in Galatians: “For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit desires what is contrary to the sinful nature. For these are opposed to each other, so that you do not do what you want to do” (5:17). He sums it up here, too. Therefore, with my mind I myself serve the Law of God, but with my sinful nature I serve the law of sin.” There are two persons called “I,” two subjects. We find these results alien and abhorrent. We have done what we have not wanted to do. The Law has nailed us to our sin, and we cannot rid ourselves of it.


Rightly understood, the Law is far more than well-meant instruction, as though teaching us right from wrong were the limit of its function. The holy Law crushes us and reduces us to despair by making us aware that we cannot keep it. It is always the “law of sin” (7:23). It has other functions besides condemning us, that it always condemns us, even when it is used as a curb on sin and a guide to the way in which we Christians ought to live.


At the end of this chapter, Paul refers to God’s solution of our dilemma. “Thanks be to God, through Jesus Christ our Lord! Jesus Christ has freed us from the wrath of God, from the guilt and power of sin, from the condemnation of the Law, and from death. God has reversed His declaration from “Guilty” to “Not guilty, for Christ’s sake!” He has had compassion on our misery and wretchedness. Paul begins the next chapter, “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” Instead of God’s condemnation of us, He justifies us (8:33). He credits us, who have failed to do good, with Christ’s perfect obedience on our behalf. Christians can live in freedom from the accusations of the written Mosaic code, in the Spirit, and respond to God’s grace according to the law of love (Gal 5:6), which is not grounded in natures but is given through Christ, who has made us new creatures (Gal 6:15).﻿ Paul wrote, “The principle of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the principle of sin and death” (8:2). Jesus Christ has freed us from the ownership, control, and authority of sin. Jesus Christ became fully human like us, with our human nature, but without sin, in order to condemn sin in human nature. Again, Paul speaks about sin as a person. When Jesus died as the One whom God had made sin, He sentenced sin to die, in the very realm where sin had previously reigned, in human nature. This is the great profound truth at the heart of the Christian faith. To set right was what has been wrong in human nature ever since Adam, the Son of God became part of His own creation, that through painful and shameful death and then resurrection He might restore fallen human beings to what God intended human beings to be.


However, the struggle against sin must continue in baptised people. The battle against sin must not cease (Hb 12:4). There is need for daily sorrow over sin and renewed faith in baptised people. If we live according to the sinful nature, then our members are completely in the service of sin (7:23), and our desires are oriented according to the power of sin. We continue this struggle, as Paul did, in gratitude to Christ, our Lord. “Who will rescue me from this body, which is bringing death? Thanks be to God, through Jesus Christ our Lord!” Amen.

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Almighty God, our heavenly Father, we praise You for creating all things by Your power, and for sustaining the earth and all who live on it. Let us never forget Your witness to Yourself in Your creation.


Father, we praise You for revealing Yourself to us in Your Word, and for showing us Your holy will. We thank You for the inspired writers of Your wise and true Word, for through them You have shown us Your forgiving love and given us rich promises that give us hope. We praise You for Your grace in Christ Jesus, by which You have provided us our escape from Your judgment on our disobedience. Pour out Your Spirit on us so that we may grow in knowing You.


We praise You for leading us from death to life through the sufferings, death, and resurrection of Jesus, Your Son. By Your love for us, move us to love You and those about us with a love that is not mere words, but that is real and active. Give us sympathetic hearts for those in need, that we may share with them the things You have given us. Grant that through our love they may learn to know Your love and praise You.


We thank You that You have prepared salvation for all people, and that through the Gospel You invite all to Your kingdom. Give us opportunities to pass on Your invitation to salvation to people whom we meet in our lives, that they also may respond to Your mercy with thankful hearts. Send forth Your messengers into every corner of our world, so that the lost may rejoice in Your mercy.


Almighty Lord, guide all to whom You have given authority in our country. Bless our society with pure motives, noble goals, and moral strength. Give all Australians the desire to live before You in loving trust and obedience.


Bless our homes, and make them places of true learning and love, that all who live in them may find peace and joy in harmony with You and with one another.


We pray for Your special protection and help for the sick, the sorrowful, the aged, and the lonely. We pray especially for those in our congregation who are unwell. Comfort all who have suffered material loss, and the loss of dear ones. Meet their needs with Your mercy, and show them the wonderful things You have prepared for all Your children. Father, hear our prayers, and if there is anything else we should have asked for, grant it for the sake of Jesus Christ, who has saved us, and pleads for us. Amen.

 

