What in the World is God Doing?

Law Good, Sin Bad
Romans 7:7-13
What then shall we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet if it had not been for the law, I would not have known sin. For I would not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, “You shall not covet.” 8 But sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, produced in me all kinds of covetousness. For apart from the law, sin lies dead. 9 I was once alive apart from the law, but when the commandment came, sin came alive and I died. 10 The very commandment that promised life proved to be death to me. 11 For sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, deceived me and through it killed me. 12 So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good. 

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.

It would be very difficult to have studied this far through Romans and not have some idea of the limits of God's Law. In the early chapters of Romans, Paul showed that the Mosaic Law cannot make anyone right with God; the Law cannot justify. In these last few chapters, he has shown that the Mosaic Law cannot sanctify anyone; it cannot make anyone holy. So if we are to be delivered from the power and penalty of sin, it must be by the work of God in Christ Jesus by means of the Holy Spirit.

Paul’s letter would have been read to the Roman church in one sitting. So we have to remember that Paul is still arguing against the accusations made by the Judaizers for Jesus who followed Paul across the Eastern Mediterranean regions working to undo what they were certain was a message of "too much grace."
In Romans 6, Paul addressed the accusation that his "gospel movement" encouraged people to celebrate sin in order to elevate grace. Does that mean we are to celebrate sin? "May it never be!" says Paul. We are to continually be reckoning, to be trusting ourselves dead to sin because we are united to Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection. Our new birth into Christ transfers us from the realm of sin’s unbreakable power into the realm of grace’s glorious reign. This is NOT mere theological fiction; it’s fact!
We are given new software (Adam 2.0) to run in our old, Adam 1.0 hardware. 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 knows he has made some radical statements against the prevailing Jewish Christian ideas of the Mosaic Law – statement still considered radical in our day.  He is answering the question: “How can God’s law have become so negative a force in the history of salvation? How could the law be both ‘good’ and an instrument of sin and death?” 

Romans 7:7–25 has two specific purposes: to defend the law from any suggestion that it is, in itself, “sinful” or evil; and to show how, despite this, the law acts as negative force in the history of salvation.”
 
In vv. 7-13, Paul lists three good things God’s good Law does.

I. SHOWS SIN AS SIN (7:7)
A. Natural Man Cannot Think “Sin”
1.  7 What then shall we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet if it had not been for the law, I would not have known sin. For I would not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, “You shall not covet.”
2. Left to ourselves, without the conviction of the Holy Spirit, no human being thinks themselves to be a sinner. Both Paul and the Law have already told us in 3:10-12 that no human is righteous; no one seeks God; no one does good.
3. Think of Genesis 6:5. It says that prior to the flood “the Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time.” 
4. That is sin as God sees it—every inclination of the thoughts of our hearts only evil all the time. But who really believes that? Who believes that his or her every inclination is to do evil? No one! No one can believe it apart from a supernatural illumination by the Holy Spirit’s use of the Law.
B. Natural Man Can’t Recognize Sin
1. Left to themselves humans cannot see anything they do as sin.  Sure, everyone has God’s natural law written on their hearts; to that extent they may recognize some things they do as “wrong” or as “mistakes” as their conscience troubles them.
2. We might all be forced to admit we have done things against the general sense of fair play, against societal norms. We might violate the law every now and then by exceeding the speed limit.  

3. But Adam 1.0 does not see bad behavior as something that violates the moral law of God.  Sin is any failure to conform to God’s Law or any direct violation of it, not just in outward actions but also in inward thoughts (like coveting).
4. It takes God’s written revelation of his moral and righteous nature, the Law, to make people recognize what sin is.  So the first thing the Law does is reveal wrongdoing as sin.
5. Paul gives a personal illustration of this in the second half of verse 7.  The 10th Commandment is, “You shall not covet….”  Paul’s conviction of sin came when he considered the 10th Commandment.

6. We know how Paul describes his life before union with Christ.  He wrote about it Philippians 3.  Did Paul think he was a sinner in those days when he was climbing up the ladder of Jewish leadership by hunting down Christians and killing his way to the top of the heap?

7. Absolutely not! He saw himself as a very moral man, not a man covetous of fame and power in the Temple hierarchy. He considered himself faultless in righteousness (Phil. 3:6) and pure of motive. 

8. Only when the Lord Jesus arrested Paul could Paul begin to think of his coveting glory and power (and his willingness to kill for it) as the sin it was. When he trusted Christ, the Law truly began its work on Paul. 
II. PROVOKES SIN (7:8-9)
A. Sin Awakened
1. The second good thing God’s good Law does is provoke sin, forcing us to get some glimpse of how truly horrible sin is.
2. 8 But sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, produced in me all kinds of covetousness. For apart from the law, sin lies dead. 

3. Our rebellion again God has been there all along.  It’s part of Adam 1.0.  But when we hear God’s Law, it awakens a desire to bend it and break it. And we discover what we are by nature.
4. All we need do is return to Genesis 2:17. Adam and Eve were given God’s Law: “You must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die” (Gen. 2:17).

5. Yet, eating that forbidden fruit became the one thing Adam and Eve wanted most to do.  How could two people, created upright and innocent, make such a choice? 
6. I can’t explain that any other way than God allowed it because he decreed sin to enter the world so that he could glorify Himself in and through the Lord Jesus Christ.  
7. Adam and Eve are pictures of how God’s Law draws out our rebellion to shine the light on what a horrible, hopeless condition our original nature (our flesh, our Adam 1.0) is in.
8. I remember many years ago working a case as a prosecutor on a series of burglaries committed by group of young men.  One of them agreed to testify against the others.  As my partner and I interviewed him, we found out he came from a good family and had a good education.  He was polite and well-spoken. Nothing about his attitude or manner suggested he could be part of a burglary ring.

9. At some point my partner asked him why an educated, well-spoken young man like him (who could have had a good job) would want to break in and steal things from people’s homes.

10. His answer was a great illustration of how the law provokes sin.  He said simply, “For the rush of it!”  Stealing was a thrill. He didn’t need the stuff he just enjoyed breaking the rules. The rush of stealing was awakened by the law against burglary.
B. Sin Discovered
1. Paul says when the commandment became clear to him it awakened all kinds of covetousness. The commandment didn’t just make Paul covet things; it made him look for new ways to lust for pleasure, treasure, and wealth. The problem was not God’s Law, but Paul himself!
2. The law actually sets Adam 1.0 into full covet mode.  “Don’t lust after stuff,” says the law. “Ooh, but I WANT that new car and that new house,” says our old hardware. All of a sudden, I’m daydreaming about how I need to get rich so I can get my new car and a nicer garage with my bigger house. Then I’m tempted to rip someone off in my next business deal to get more money and I’m daydreaming about how to go about it.
3. That’s what my sin nature does with the law.  The law provokes my wickedness. In doing that, God’s Law shows me not only WHAT sin is, but how very deeply sin motivates me. 
4. Just thinking about not lusting after something not only makes me want it more, it provokes me to think of all the sinful ways I can acquire the object of my coveting. My Adam 1.0 sinful flesh takes God’s good law and turns it into a motivation to covet. 
III. HITTING THE WALL (7:9-12)
A. Death
1. The third good thing God’s law does is bring us to the end of our moral ropes.  We smash into this giant holy wall and we die.  That’s what the apostle tells us in vv. 9-12
2. 9 I was once alive apart from the law, but when the commandment came, sin came alive and I died. 10 The very commandment that promised life proved to be death to me. 11 For sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, deceived me and through it killed me.
3. What does Paul mean when he says he was alive apart from the law? He means that his old Adam 1.0 hardware, running old Adam 1.0 software, was perfectly happy thinking it was good and righteous and faultless as he racked up spiritual “frequent flyer miles” with God by hunting down and killing Christians.
4. In his days as Saul the Pharisee he was rapidly moving up the Jewish corporate ladder. Saul was sure he was earning more and more rewards and blessing from God. Saul gave 110% all the time; his head was in the game.
5. If there was ever a man who pleased God with his piety, it was Saul Paulus of Tarsus, Chief Prosecutor of the Temple’s Jesus Movement Task Force. God told Saul what to do; Saul did it with the very best of intentions, the purest of motives, and the maximum amount of effort.
6. But then Saul Paulus met Messiah Jesus. The Holy Spirit fell upon him and he encountered God’s Law as it truly was.  No longer was the Law a ladder to climb; the Law was a massive wall into which Paul crashed and died.

7. He began to understand why God gave the Law to mankind, “to inform them of the holy nature and will of God, and of their duty, binding them to walk accordingly; to convince them of their disability to keep it, and of the sinful pollution of their nature, hearts, and lives: to humble them in the sense of their sin and misery, and thereby help them to a clearer sight of the need they have of Christ, and of the perfection of his obedience.”

8. Adam 1.0 does not need to improve; he doesn’t need to get better. He needs to die. And that’s the good thing the Law does for people in Christ, it kills our attempts to produce relative morality out of the power of our sinful flesh and drives us to Christ offered to us in Word and sacrament.
9. The surest way to keep Adam 1.0 alive and well is to focus on performance in the power of the flesh instead of fixing your eyes upon Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith.
10. If Adam 1.0 tries to live according the Law, he just gets better and better at sinning more subtly and at rationalizing sin into a “holy” enterprise, like Saul Paulus of Tarsus. 
11. Adam 1.0 must die through the Law’s conviction as the Holy Spirit uses it to drive us to repentance. Repentance is not behavior modification; repentance means “change of mind.” The Holy Spirit uses the Law to change us from the mind of Adam 1.0 to the mind of Christ (1 Cor. 2:16).
B. Life in Christ (12-13)
1. “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.
2. In Christ, the law penetrates through our layers of outward performance and shines a light upon the corruption in our fleshy, Adam 1.0 hardware.
3. As some of the great Puritans said, preachers are to “slay” men by the law so that men might be raised up by the gospel. That’s not a popular idea in our day.  
4. So many sermons preached this morning in the name of Christ will be crafted to make listeners feel they are doing very well, or at least make them feel the CAN do very well all by themselves.
5. So many people will not hear the law bring death and the Savior offer life. They will leave with no sense of illness and no need of the Great Physician.

So let’s take Paul’s example of the 10th Commandment that forbids coveting.  What does that commandment require? It requires a full contentment with our own condition, and such a loving attitude of our whole soul toward our neighbor, as that all our inward affections regarding him work to further all good for our neighbor.

What does the 10th Commandment forbid? It forbids, “discontentment with our own estate, envying and grieving at the good of our neighbor, together with all …affections to anything that is his.”

Covetousness is deeply-rooted sin; when it is exercised fully it causes a breach of each of the other commandments.
 It’s materialism, worshipping anything other than God and believing that if you can only have _____, you will be happy. 

Have you ever done that?  Have you ever found yourself thinking, “If I only had ____, I would be happy; if this illness, this family tragedy, this work stress wasn’t happening in my life right now; if things would only go the way I want them to go I would be happy.” That is worshipping something other than God. It’s creating an idol. It’s coveting. It’s a death-worthy offense if you have EVER even dreamed about it. But you and I do it all day long.  And our ONLY hope for change is to truly hear the law and to find forgiveness in the cross of Jesus where we reckon ourselves dead and risen in Christ.
Adam and Eve’s rebellion is often called “the fall of mankind.” But the word “fall” isn’t very descriptive. It is not a downward plunge to some lower level in the great chain of being, some lower rung on the ladder of morality and freedom. It was an upward rebellion, an invasion of the realm of things “above,” the usurping of God’s prerogative. This is precisely what the serpent’s promise in the garden implies: “You will not die… you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Genesis 3:4-5). A line had been drawn over which Adam and Eve were not to step. They were not to eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. 
There was a realm “above” belonging exclusively to God; coveting that power would only bring death. But the tempter said, “Don’t believe it! God is only jealous of the divine! God knows that if you step over his line you will not die but become gods. You have something going for you! You have divine qualities, you have an immortal soul.” So the fruit was stolen and consumed. It was rebellion, an upward fall.

The first Adam ventured up into the “realm of things above” and brought down sin and death. The Last Adam ventured down into the “realm of things below” and brought up life.
The temptation for Christians is to think that once God saves us we move beyond Adam’s impulse to fall upward. The truth is, however, that even after God saves us our Adam 1.0 hardware keeps tempting us to fall upward – trying to claim for ourselves (in such subtle ways) the glory that belongs to God alone; trying to secure for ourselves the rescue that God alone can provide. We must continue to flee to the Cross and claim Jesus’ death and resurrection power over sin and death.

“The essence of sin is man substituting himself for God, while the essence of salvation is God substituting himself for man. Man asserts himself against God and puts himself where only God deserves to be; God sacrifices himself for man and puts himself where only man deserves to be.” (Stott)
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