What in the World is God Doing?

Part 25: How Adam Dies
Romans 7:14-25
13 Did that which is good, then, bring death to me? By no means! It was sin, producing death in me through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and through the commandment might become sinful beyond measure. 14 For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin. 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. 16 Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with the law, that it is good. 17 So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. 18 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. 19 For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing. 20 Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. 

21 So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand. 22 For I delight in the law of God, in my inner being, 23 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. 24 Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? 25 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.

Have you ever had the experience of hearing of the death of a friend or relative to whom you haven’t spoken in a while? The very first thing you want to know is, “How?” How did she die? What killed him? What happened? Was it peaceful or painful? Was it unexpected or was there a long struggle with a slow illness I hadn’t heard about?

Paul is calling you this morning with some important news about the death of Adam 1.0. Adam 1.0 is dying a certain death. How? Paul is going to tell you. Is it a long and painful death?  Paul is going to give you some details. Is there any hope at all? Paul is going to encourage you.

At the end of Romans 5, the apostle Paul began a discussion of sin and God’s Law as part of his discussion of the believer’s assurance of eternal peace with God. In 5:20-21 he wrote, “Now the law came in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, 21 so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

That led him in chapter 6 to answer the charge that all this talk about grace was encouraging people to celebrate sin. If the Law doesn’t justify and the Law cannot sanctify, if grace just keeps on outrunning sin then, “Let’s party!” Paul’s familiar answer is that such thinking is heretical, “May it never be!”  
Only the sinful flesh of Adam 1.0 can turn God’s one-way love in Christ Jesus into an excuse to sin instead of responding with ever-increasing humility and striving for grateful obedience.

Sin is no longer an unbreakable chain. It is now possible for those in Christ to NOT SIN. One day it will be impossible for them to ever sin again! We are to continually be reckoning, to be trusting ourselves dead to sin because we are united to Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection. 
Not only are we dead to sin, he says at the beginning of chapter 7, we are also dead to the Mosaic Law as a system of “do good to earn good.” Now we are re-married to a kind and fruitful spouse, an eternal king who overcame sin and guilt and death; God did what the Law, weakened by the flesh, could not do (Rom. 8:3).

Paul’s wrote in 7:7-13 how the negative use of the Law produces positive results for the believer. First, it shows what we might think to be mere “wrongdoing” or “mistakes” to be sin. Second it actually provokes us to sin more, revealing how deeply our old hardware, Adam 1.0, is affected by sin’s viral contamination. 
Paul told us that the 10th Commandment (You shall not covet…) actually sent him into full covet mode, revealing the third benefit of God’s Law. Paul crashed into the eternally high and thick wall of God’s holy, perfect Law and died.  “So,” Paul says, “the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.” The law shows itself to be good to those in Christ because it shows that sin is death and Christ is life.

That brings us up to speed on the flow of the apostle’s teaching on God’s Law and helps us to understand the context of Paul’s wretched man passage this morning. 
Over the centuries, many teachers have struggled to understand how to fit Paul’s statements into their underrstanding of the Christian life. Some believe Paul to be writing of the unsaved person. Some assert Paul is writing as if he was an immature believer who has not yet made Jesus Lord of his life or has not yet “let go and let God.” Some teach Paul is writing as if he were a man temporarily under conviction of a particular sin for which he discovers deliverance in verse 25. One very excellent teacher sees this as Paul’s description of anyone (saved or unsaved) who attempts justification by law-keeping.
But we will side with Luther, Calvin, the Westminster Divines, Boice, Packer and a number of others. Paul is writing of his own experience as a mature Christian, an experience that all believers have.  He is describing how the Holy Spirit uses the Law to gradually kill off Adam 1.0.
Paul is a mature believer, an apostle no less, writing about his present and ongoing struggle with God’s Law and his sin nature, his dying Adam 1.0 hardware. His struggle is your struggle. His cure is your cure. His hope and comfort is your hope and comfort!
I.  NEW SOFTWARE ON OLD HARDWARE (7:14-20)
A. Flesh and Spirit (14)
1. Paul breaks the news of dying Old Adam to us, “14 For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin.”
2. Again, Paul appeals to what we know, the apostolic doctrine to which all believers have been delivered (6:17). You may recall that is the language of slavery he used to describe your purchase out of slavery to sin and your delivery into Christ as the new master.  You delivered into a standard of teaching, to feed upon what we know.

3. In Pauline teaching, there is a crucial distinction between flesh and spirit. Whenever we see these two words close to one another in Paul’s letters, we know he is distinguishing between the remnants of our old sin nature, our Adam 1.0, and the working of the Holy Spirit through the Law given from God (spiritual) to produce in us more of the new creation (2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 6:15).

4. Gal. 2:20-21, “20 I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. 21 I do not nullify the grace of God, for if righteousness were through the law, then Christ died for no purpose.”

5. Gal. 5:24-25, “24 And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.25 If we live by the Spirit, let us also keep in step with the Spirit.”
6. Gal. 5:16-17, “16 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. 17 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.” 
7. Paul is phoning us with the news that Adam 1.0’s death is so certain he is already reckoned a dead man (crucified and buried with Christ). But he still clings to the last shreds of ebbing life, like a zombie, like the “walking dead” trying to consume us.
8. How is Adam 1.0 dying? What’s killing him? The Law. That which is spiritual (14) is killing off that which is of the flesh (14) by the work of Christ in you.
9. Note the apostle’s repeated use of the 1st person (“I”) and present-tense verbs (with the exception of the future “will deliver” in v. 24) in this passage. 
10. In the previous section, Paul used past-tense verbs to explain historical facts of how he came to see the true nature of Law and Gospel following his arrest by Jesus on the Damascus Road. Saul Paulus of Tarsus, the passionate lead prosecutor of the Jewish Temple’s Jesus Movement Task Force, believed himself faultless (Phil. 3).
11. Now, in the present tense, Paul the apostle speaks of Dr. Law continuing to diagnose his sin (and ours). He will end this passage with a reference to Dr. Grace continuing to infuse us with the medicine of his presence (through the primary means of Word and Sacrament) to grow the new creation.
B. The Real Me (14-23)
1. Paul lays out this inner flesh/spirit, Adam 1.0/Adam 2.0 struggle— experienced by every converted person— in verses 14-17, and then sums it up in verses 18-20, before summarizing it in verses 22-23.

2. The law is spiritual; Adam 1.0 is sinful.  The question is settled but the conflict is not. Sanctification is the process of coming increasingly to see how sinful we are so that we will continue to repent and depend constantly on Jesus Christ. 
3. And that is not easy! The Christian life is warfare, warfare within against our inherently sinful, glory-craving nature, as well as a warfare without against external forces. It is extremely important that we see this.

4. In vv. 14-24, Paul says the same thing three times. The first time is in verses 14–17. The second is in verses 18–20. The third is in verses 21–24. 
5. Each of these begins with a statement of the problem: “I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin” (v. 14); “nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature” (v. 18); and “when I want to do good, evil is right there with me” (v. 21). 
6. Each section then provides a description of the conflict: “what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do” (v. 15); “I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For 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” (vv. 18–19); and “in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but 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” (vv. 22–23).
7. Each section ends with a brief statement of why the problem exists: “it is sin living in me” (v. 17); “it is sin living in me” (v. 20); and “this body of death” (v. 24).

8. What distinguishes these three sections is that in the first Paul states the matter generally, in the second he states it in terms of his doing what he does not want to do, and in the third he says that he finds it impossible to do what he does want to do: “when I want to do good, evil is right there with me” (v. 21).

II. WAR (7:21-24)
A. War Means Death
1. Paul is describing a war. Sanctification is a war. “This sanctification is throughout, in the whole man; yet imperfect in this life, there abiding still some remnants of corruption in every part; whence [arises] a continual and irreconcilable war, the flesh lusting against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh.”

2. The victory we seek in our inner being (v. 22), comes to us through struggle and not through some secret formula. There are no “5 Steps to Getting out of Roman 7 and Living in Romans 8” recipes. 

3. Those steps and recipes arise from false expectations that life is meant to be easy, not hard.  We want to overcome the struggle with: a formula, a new experience, or by avoidance/denial. 

4. But that struggle IS the evidence that there is a conflict between faulty Adam 1.0 hardware and your new Adam 2.0 software. When David sang, “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows,” (Ps. 23:5), he pictures a sumptuous feast going on smack dab in the middle of a battle.
5. In this present earthly life, you cannot have the feast without the battle. There is no emotional experience, no “second work of grace,” no camp meeting spiritual high that will make the battle go away.
6. God’s Law is there to accuse you of your sin. “Here’s the enemy,” it shouts. You can’t avoid it by throwing yourself into more church work. You can’t skirt it by denying it’s there and insisting you’re getting better and better because you’ve grown more clever at hiding your outward sins.
B. Spiritual Realism
1. The battle is the evidence God’s Spirit is working in you and is ultimately going to bring Adam 1.0 into a meltdown. The battle requires what J.I. Packer calls “spiritual realism.”

2. The presence of Adam 1.0 hardware means an unavoidable struggle with sin until earthly death. “One way of avoiding,” says Packer, “is by a kind of unrealistic romanticism in which we kid ourselves into thinking that everything is well with us spiritually or is at least well enough for us to get by with for now.”

3. That avoidance is easier when our bank account and bellies are full enough; when we and those we care about are healthy and happy. But it gets more difficult when the HARD comes.
4. Also, we avoid the truth of the battle when we blame others. That’s what Adam did when face to face with the Lawgiver. “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it” (Gen. 3:12). But since he pointed out that it was God who gave him the woman, Adam was really blaming God for his trouble. 
5. Eve, in turn, blamed the devil. But, of course, God allowed the devil into the Garden. So it was really God she was blaming.

6. “Romantic complacency and …acting the injured innocent are among the most Spirit-quenching traits imaginable, since both become excuses for doing nothing in situations where realism requires that we do something and do it as a matter of urgency. Both states …keep Christians in a thoroughly bad state of spiritual health.”

7. Even when we triumph over sin by seeing it and repenting of it (which should be often!), we are still only unprofitable servants. We have done only what the Law continually commanded us to and what the Holy Spirit did through us.
8. In Luke 17:6-10, Jesus uses the example of the servant doing everything for his master first. Then the Lord said, “9 Does he thank that servant because he did the things that were commanded him? I think not. 10 So likewise you, when you have done all those things which you are commanded, say, ‘We are unprofitable servants. We have done what was our duty to do.’ ”
9. This battle between old hardware and new software never ends in this life. Yet we are to keep on hearing Law slay us and bring us to repentance because that’s how Adam 1.0 is being killed.

10. So, St. Author of Hebrews tells us, “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.” (Heb. 12:1-4).

III. HOPE IN VICTORY (7:25)
A. Rescue
1. This continuous and irreconcilable war prompts Paul to cry out, “24 Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?”
2. Like St. Author, Paul’s answer does not involve steps or recipes. “25 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.”
3. 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.

4. Paul has phoned us to let us know Adam 1.0 is dead. How did it happen? By your union with Christ Jesus’ death and burial to sin. Was it sudden or was it a slow and painful death? Both! Paul answers.
5. When you trusted into Christ and received all his benefits, Adam 1.0 died then and there; so be reckoning, be trusting yourself dead to sin because Adam 1.0 was drowned in the waters of baptism made effectual by faith.

6. Yet, Adam 1.0 is now a zombie, the “walking dead,” trying to consume you. He can’t; but he’s still trying.
7. Every time the Law is preached, you will see a zombie in the mirror. “…it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me (v. 20). You will cry out, “24 Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?”

8. But every time the gospel follows upon the heels of the Law you will shout, “25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 

9. Paul, “Is there any hope in this news of death struggle?” Yes, you can throw yourself repeatedly upon the love of God in Christ Jesus from which nothing can EVER separate you (as Paul will tell us at the end of chapter 8 when he concludes this long section on our assurance of salvation).

B. New Tense
1. We mentioned that v. 24 has a tense change. Paul has been writing in the present tense.  But now he asks who shall deliver me? It’s a question about the future as much as the present.

2. In union with Christ we died to sin, were buried, and raised again. But the zombie hardware sputters on against the new software in our earthly lives.
3. Progress in the Christian life is a progress of repentance on the way to the graveyard. Note Paul’s progress. In his early apostolic career he wrote, “I am the least of the apostles, not fit to be called an apostle…” (1 Cor. 15:9). At mid-career he wrote, “Wretched man that I am!” (Rom. 7:24).
4. A little later on in life Paul described himself as, “the very least of all the saints” (Eph. 3:8). In his next-to-last letter he called himself the chief of sinners (1 Tim. 1:15).
5. Paul’s hope and was not his good works. The Westminster Confession, 16:6, teaches the believers best works “are defiled and mixed with so much weakness and imperfection that they cannot endure the severity of God’s judgment.” The scriptural citations include Rom. 7:15, 18.
6. The new man is hidden in the old (new software in old hardware in which “there dwells no good thing”).  Adam 2.0 software works through sinful Adam 1.0 hardware; so even your very best works are sinful.  God must forgive even our good works lest they condemn us.

7. The old Adam must die. The old Adam is being killed off by the perfect accusations of God’s Law. In this life, our Adam 2.0 software needs the continual updates of the Word preached, prayed, sung and conferred (and displayed) in the Sacraments to keep hacking away at the viral Adam 1.0 hardware.

But Christ SHALL DELIVER me from this body of death! The old hardware and all of its corruptions must and shall die. It will continue to weaken in this earthly life. But we will never be beyond the need to continually see the zombie in the mirror of the Law and to repent and request more Jesus-dependence.
Your hope is this: one day you will be with the man in heaven, utterly free from sin and death. There, you will await the delivery of eternally-perfect Adam 2.0 hardware to live a perfect life in perfect love for God and neighbor in a perfect Garden world that no longer groans for redemption.
25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!
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