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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans 

The Law in Itself is Good, But Sin has Made It Its Ally 

Romans 7:7-25

Romans 7:7. What then shall we say?  That the law is sin?  Certainly not!  Nevertheless, I would not have experienced sin except through the law; for I would not have known covetousness unless the law had said, “You shall not covet.” 

8. But sin, seizing its opportunity through the commandment, stirred up all manner of covetousness in me.  For in the absence of the law sin is dead. 

9. In the absence of the law I was alive once upon a time.  But when the commandment came, sin became alive, and I died. 

10.  The commandment intended for life proved for me a means to death.
11.  For sin, seizing its opportunity through the commandment, deceived me and through it killed me. 

12. So then the law is holy, and the commandment holy and just and good. 
13. Did that which is good, then, become death to me?  Certainly not! But sin, that it might appear as sin, through that which is good producing death for me, in order that sin through the commandment might become utterly sinful.

14. For we know that the law is spiritual; but I am fleshly, sold under sin.
15. For I do not know what I do.  For that which I commit is not what I want; but what I hate, that I do.  
16. But if that which I do is what I do not want, I agree with the law that it is admirable. But now it is no longer I doing this but sin which dwells within me.

18. For I know that there dwells in me, that is, in my flesh, no good thing; for the willing lies ready to my hand, but not the doing of what is admirable. 
19. For I fail to do good as I wish, but evil which I do not wish is what I commit. 
20. But if what I do not wish is that which I do, it is no longer I doing it but sin which dwells within me.

21.  I find then the law, in my case wishing to do the good, to be that for me the evil that lies ready at hand. 

22. I rejoice in the law of God, so far as the inner man is concerned. 

23. I see another law in my constituent parts at war with the law of my mind and making me a prisoner to the law of sin which is in my constituent parts. 

24. Wretched man am I!  Who will deliver me from the body of this death? 

25. But thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.  So then I myself with my mind serve the law of God and with my flesh the law of sin.
What are the Main Points in this Great Part of Romans 7:7-25?

Paul begins his crucial presentation with a question in verse 7.  He made the law an ally of sin in Romans 5:20, then this question about “the law as sin” must be dealt with.  It is clear from the question itself that Paul intends what follows as a defense of the law.  A structural analysis helps us to see the kind of defense Paul puts forward:

1. Verses 7-13, first point is that the law is good: sin is the real culprit.

2. Verses 14-17, second defense of the law: the real problem is not the law but
     sin.
3.  An explanation of how sin works:

a) Verses 18-20, through the divided “I” or the self which is the very state
     of death.
b) Verses 21-23, through the division of the law.

Notes on the Text

Was Paul himself part of the dilemma or the quandary of sin and the law?

What does he say in Romans on sin and the Law?

a) It is “the motions of sins,” which by the law work in our members/bodies (7: 5).
b) But “Sin shall have no dominion over you, for you are not under the law” (6:14). 

c) And that “where no law is, there is no transgression” (Rom 4:15)

d) And, “but the Law came in, that the offence might abound” (4:20)
e) And” the law works wrath” (4:15). 
1. All these sayings seem to bring the law into disrepute, in order to cure any human inclination to the law as means to life or that  there is salvation in keeping the law.
2. We must remember all the time that life is given to us by God the Father in his Son Jesus Christ.  This is a gift that did not come from the law because… 

“God does not live by the law and did not create the world by a law.  God’s love was not initiated by the law.  The great message of the good news is that God is love.  Love is not a law.  Love can’t become a law, because the loss of freedom means love is no longer love.  Love can’t work under the law because under the law there is no generosity.”
- Abba Philemon
3. What, then, was the purpose of the Law?  When Paul says, “I had not known sin, but by the law,” effectively he is saying that without the law it was not evident that certain acts or “motions of sins,” such as lust, were actually sins.  What did we gain from the law?  The law says “you shall not covet.”  And “you shall not lust.”  By these commandments we know the enemy, but these commandments of prohibitions do not tell us how to overcome these enemies inside us.  It is our inner inclinations that became known to us by the law as sinful.  
The Personification of Sin

Romans 7:8. “Sin, seizing its opportunity through the commandment, stirred up all manner of covetousness in me.”

Paul uses the first person singular “me” in this passage, along with others in the rest of this chapter.
1. Is this an account of Paul’s own personal experience?  This is probably not the case, given that he makes use of a similar stylistic device in 1 Corinthians 8:13; 13:1-3; 11-12.  In all  these texts  it is clear that he as a teacher appeals to the common human experience of any person who tries to attain salvation on the strength of their own human efforts alone.

2. There is also a personification of sin, given the fact that sin is the subject of verbs that are normally used of persons, e.g. Romans 5:14, 17, “death reigned” and 5:21, “sin has reigned.”  Here it is sin “taking the occasion” (see also 2 Cor 5:12) indicating a deliberate act of the subject.  We find a similar expression in Hebrews 3:13, “through the deceitfulness of sin.”  Sin, that malevolent enemy of man, lies in wait to weaken us in the face of the difficulties in following God’s demands on us, or in times of temptation or persecution.  In modern studies the personification of sin was seen as a primitive psychology, and thus the devil as a personal enemy was also seen as part of that primitive psychology as in the words, “Be sober, be vigilant: because your adversary the Devil, as a roaring lion, walks about seeking whom he may devour” (1 Peter 5:8).  But in the history of evil according to the Bible, we learn that the devil was the first to rebel against God; he is called by the names of the evil things of which he is the author – lies, sin, death, etc.  For example, “When he (Satan) speaks a lie, he speaks of his own: for he is a liar, and the father of it” (John 8:44); and “He that commits sin is of the devil, for the devil sins from the beginning”(John 3:8). These above verses and many others do not personify ideas and make them persons.

Dialogue with Philemon

Philemon: Let me ask you a question and it is a simple one: Have you ever seen something called sin existing by itself without a human being or without being part of a relationship of two or more persons?

George: No, sin can’t exist by itself.
Philemon: Good then, if sin is an image in the mind or starts as a feeling, does it remain just like that or does it become an action in order that it may become sin?  I mean sin has to manifest itself in human life by human actions.  So if sin is traced back to its first source the mind, it has to be seen inwardly by each one of us or outwardly by our actions. So what about the Evil one, for your teacher told you that Satan does not exist as a person but is a mere fabrication of the mind!!  Do you accept that?

George: No, on the strength of the history of evil in the Bible. We know that man alone by himself could not have by himself generated this deep hatred for God and the distortion of everything around him without a source who planned the fall of humanity.

Philemon: That is good but is too high for me, my simple answer is in what you said, Jesus our Lord was tempted by the Devil in the wilderness.  Jesus could not just have been talking to his thoughts especially those like “kneel and worship me” and “I will give you all the kingdoms of the earth” (Luke 4:5).  This false idea could not have come from Jesus’ mind for three reasons:
1)
As a Jew Jesus knew that the earth is for the Lord God (Ps 24:1) and God alone is the king of all the earth.  So, he could not have had this idea as his own idea.
2)
Jesus did not come to rule the earth; he knew that his mission is to bring us to God’s kingdom and not to an earthly kingdom because this is the goal of his mission.
3)
Jesus came to give us eternal life.  This eternal life does not come from a created source but is our participation in the life of God.
Why do your teachers tell you that the devil is just a mere fabrication of the mind?

George: They think that they give us the courage to overcome these fabrications.

Philemon: What about those who are pulled down to the bottom of the Pit of evil because they were told that these evil ideas are theirs and come from within?  How can they fight themselves? 
I was told that you can’t become a good wrestler by reading and imagining how to wrestle.  So if you read carefully the life of St. Antony of Egypt, you will notice that 99 percent of his ability to endure in the arena is that Antony knew that his enemy is outside him.  If you and I do the same we will win our battles with our inner inclinations.

George: But some of our evil desires come from us.  I think we agree on that.

Philemon: Yes, I do but let me tell you the difference between what comes from our unclean heart and what comes from the devil.

1. Any idea sticks into your mind as if with a glue and you try to fight it but comes back to you with oppressive power is not from you but from the devil.  No one makes himself a slave to himself.

2. Any feeling that has no rational cause but comes with fear and again has no roots in the mind is from the devil.

3. Any unreasonable idea or feeling that is alien to your past and present life can’t be from you but from the evil one.
Go in the peace and the Joy of Jesus Himself.

            22 Feb 1970            

Romans 7:7-13: A Christian Midrash on Genesis 3:1-24
1. Verse 7 says,  “ … for I would not have known covetousness unless the law had said, ‘You shall not covet.’”  Paul is suggesting a continuing experience and literally, “I would not have come to that experience of covetousness which I still have.”  Here Paul’s description of how the law actually functions should not be weakened to a being made aware that he covets.  The desire is not necessarily wrong.  “To desire” has a good reputation in the Bible as in Psalm 119:20; Isaiah 58:2; Philippians 1:23; 1 Timothy 3:1), and the tenth commandment specifies the kind of evil “desiring” which is a trespass on the  neighbor’s wife (Exod 20:17; Deut 5:21; Prov 21:26; Mic 2:2).  It is clear from Romans 13:9 that Paul has the tenth commandment in mind.  It is only in the Greek school of Stoicism that desires were seen as a power that can weaken the will.
Paul, however, sees it as wrong not because of its irrationality, but because according to Paul desires set “the mind on the flesh” (Rom 8:6-7).  We have inherited this from Adam. Our self-expression is what sets us as it did with Adam against God, and makes us antagonistic to God’s design as our Creator.  In Rabbinic understanding of sin, our desires may become an “evil impulse” only at the moment of “trespassing,” (W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 1956, pp 20-27).

The “fall” started with a wrong desire, lust, or covetousness of the “knowledge of good and evil” and that is where we find the root of all sin.  This kind of understanding was an already established “theologoumenon” in Rabbinic Judaism.  In 2 Corinthians 11:3, Paul says, “I am afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve by his cunning, your thoughts will be led astray from sincere and pure devotion to Christ.”  So the “fall” remains hidden behind many texts such as that of James which has the same affirmation: “desire / lust conceive and give birth to sin” (1:15).  “ … but sin, seizing its opportunity” means literally “the starting point or base of operations for an expedition” and so “occasion or opportunity,” which is a military metaphor, could almost translate as “bridgehead” but not exclusively so.  This is one of the most vigorous of the personifications of sin as a power, underscoring the human experience of sin as an oppressive force acting upon the individual.
2. Verse 8 says “through the commandment, sin stirred up all manner of desire in me.” These words do not mark the commandment merely as the occasion for sin but as sin’s actual instrument.  Throughout this section (verses 8, 9, 12) Paul uses “law” and “commandment” as virtual synonyms.  The commandment in view is “You shall not covet,” taken as characterizing the commandment broken by Adam.  We must notice that the Greek word kataergazomai is a thematic word in chapter 7 and appears in verses 8, 13, 15, 17, 18, and 20.  It could be translated simply “produce, create.”  We have to be careful, Paul does not say that it is the commandment that created the desire as such, but what was forbidden by the commandment brought about a desire which was selfish and grasping, thus perverting what was not by nature evil in itself.  What was forbidden gave sin the opportunity when Adam turned his desire to himself rather than focusing it on God.  This brings the “fall” not as past history but as contemporary to what we know about our life even today.
“For apart from the law sin is dead.”  Sin is the instrument of death (Rom 7: 9-11). Death here should therefore be taken in the sense “ineffective life, powerless lacking any life force or vitality (cf. James 2:17, 26; also 1 Cor 15:56) or like an apparently dead branch.  This pictorial language aims at spelling out the “tragedy” of the human life.  Paul has chosen his words to sharpen the contrast between “sin,” the “law,” and “I” which stands for humanity.  This sharpness will be lost, if we don’t see:

A) The allusion to Genesis 3, where sin is acting like an entity taking the part of the serpent and “I” stands for Adam.  

B)  The real experience of a power within human life, which subverts the life as given by God and turns away from God to destroy itself.
Even if we think that Paul is mixing the two accounts of the commandment in Genesis with the account of giving the Law in Sinai In Exodus, Paul preaches one clear message,  the giving of the commandment and the law did not provide Adam or Israel with its worship the power to destroy or halt sin and death.  On the contrary, as Genesis 3 shows, the giving of the commandment simply provides sin with a more effective leverage on man and here the reference is to humanity as well as to the devout Jews.  
The Collective “I”
Verse 9 says “I was alive once in the absence of the law.”  For the first time in the letter to the Romans, the Greek word “Egw = ego = I” is used here and in the rest of the chapter (9, 10, 14, 17, 20, 24, 25).  Paul is speaking in typical Hebrew terms, using the Adam narrative to characterize what is true of man (Adam) in general, or the human race.  “I was alive,” is what Adam was before the fall (Gen 2:7, 16-17), when “man became a living being.”  But after that, “the Lord God commanded Adam, ‘You may certainly eat of every tree which is in the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat; for in the day you eat of it you shall certainly die.”  Every word in this verse fits Adam.
Most studies of Romans do not take the words of chapter 7 and the “I” as a personal reflection of Paul’s one life.  In other words it is not a Pauline autobiography of his pre-conversion experience.
Paul was a devout Pharisee prior to his conversion (Gal 1:13-14; Phil 3:4-6).  His zeal to keep the Law was not a minor part in his life.  Paul saw the tragedy of humanity from Genesis 3 to Exodus 20, and that all humans failed to be “right” with God (Rom 3:9-12).    It is of course true that in Rabbinic teaching a Jewish boy at the age of thirteen becomes “a son of the commandment” (bar mitzwah, W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 1956, 24-27). 
We still see a personal touch throughout the whole section of Romans 7:7-25 for Paul could not have in mind to put himself outside the history of the human race, and it is difficult to believe that Paul is not speaking at least to some extent out of his own experience.  What is true of everyman is true also of Paul.  In Biblical Hebrew there is what we may call the “collective I.”  Compare this “I” in the Psalms (Ps 69 and 77 and J. R. Aubrey, The One and the Many in the Israelite Concept of God, 1942, and Jean de Fraine, Adam and the Family of Man, 1956).  Paul used the first person singular elsewhere (particularly 1 Cor 10:29-30 and Gal 2:18-20).  The contrast between Philippians 3:4-6 and Romans 7:7-12 should not be discounted.  But the Law before and after Christ is not the main problem, because primarily the contrast is not before and after but Paul’s understanding of the function of the law prior to his conversion.  So in Philippians 3:4-6, Paul is expressing what he really knew about himself, “as to righteousness under the law, blameless” but this state does not allow him to enjoy God’s free gift of new relationship not based on the Law.  As a Christian he views his conversion as a deliverance from the rule of sin and death (5:21; 6:2, 13, 20-23; 7:5-6; 8:2; 2 Cor 3:6).  The Law can’t do that and Paul would hardly exclude himself, even if he felt that his conscience is free from the tyranny of sin.  He placed himself as part of the old epoch of Adam, which is now open to the new epoch.  Even when Paul says, “as the righteousness under the Law, (I am) blameless (Phil 3:4-6), he saw now in Christ not “the righteousness under the Law” which is Paul’s own righteousness but the “righteousness of God” which is the Gospel or the Good News. 
The Universality of Death

Verse 9, continues“but when the commandment came, sin came to life,”... sin sprang to life” (New English Bible and, NIV).  The reference is clearly to the sequence of Genesis 2-3.  Adam, or rather, man, was given the commandment (Gen 2:7) but by the coming of the commandment (Gen 2:16-17), with sin and the serpent coming on the scene with the commandment on its tongue (Gen 3:2).  Paul never speculates on the origin of sin; he assumes its reality as a power in human history (Rom 5:12).
Verse 9 concludes “and I died.”  This is simply another way of saying what he has already said in Romans 5:12-21.  Adam = humankind = everyman fell under the power death.  The first manifestation of death in Genesis 3:22ff was both the expulsion from the presence of God and the prohibition to eat from the tree of life, lest Adam and Eve live forever in the state of the dual knowledge of good and evil. 
The Commandment and Death  

Verse 10 says “And the commandment which was for life, the very same proved to be for death.” the power of this expression “to be for death” must not be neglected.  Paul denies the possibility of a law “making alive” (Gal 3:21).   If Adam had lived according to the commandment (Gen 2:16-17) he would have enjoyed free access to the tree of life (Gen 3:22).  But Adam chooses not to eat from the tree of life and to live by the knowledge of good and evil. Under that choice hidden the fact, that Adam desired to be “like God”. But God does not live by the “knowledge of good and evil”. This false perception brought death, because the duality of knowledge of good and evil brings the other duality of “life and death”. The reason is clear enough for a mixed being that lost its original state of purity can’t live forever. Evil brings death, because it is not just the absence of good as St. Augustine once said, but it is a life that went out of its course.

The Fanatic Pharisee (Philippians 3:5ff) 

Verse 11 brings back Paul’s own deception by sin, as “a persecutor of the church” which is not against the Law.  But the “righteousness of God” confronted his own past and made him say, “whatever gain I had, I counted as rubbish …” (Philippians 3:8ff).  Here the revelation of the “righteousness of God” is the Gospel which makes Paul “not ashamed of the Gospel but a free man in Christ” (Rom 1:16). The encounter with Christ Jesus “my Lord” caused Paul to understand God’s free forgiveness.    
How the Law Triggered in Man a Death-Bringing Process? 
1. The sharpness of the human dilemma is that what was given to protect life became the source of death.  The prohibition turned Adam to another direction, which Adam was free to explore.
2. The possibility to live without God at all is the very “deception” of the possibility to know, without God, what is good and what is evil.  This changed the attitude to the commandment. “I will do what I want since my freedom is more important than my fellowship with God.”  The depth of man’s tragedy, were that for sin changed the law, which was given to promote life in fellowship with God.
3. We must not forget that Adam was created according to the Image of God (Gen 1:27).  By turning away, Adam cut himself off from the life of God and became an image of himself. 
4. Paul does not intend to charge God with defective foresight.  A human life without freedom is not human at all.  We have seen a shift in the Middle Ages from Adam bringing death upon himself to God as the cause of death.  Up till now many read Romans 6:23, “the wages of sin is death” and think that it is God who pays the wages.  It is sin that pays the wages.
5. The echo of the Genesis account is certainly deliberate:

(Gen 3:13), “the serpent deceived me and I ate.”
The word “deceived” characterizes the Pauline understanding of sin’s role in the fall of man: (2 Cor 11:3) “the serpent deceived Eve,” (1 Tim 2:14); “Adam was not the first one who was deceived but Eve the first one who was deceived.”  Here what Paul is saying has no bearing on Feminist theology (in contrast to 1 Tim 2:14, Rom 7: 9, 10, 14, 17, 20, 24, 25); with the collective “I”, Paul includes Adam, Eve and the human race.  
The Law is Holy

Verse 12 says “so then the law is holy and the commandment holy and just and good.”  
In describing the law as “holy” Paul could hardly use a stronger word to affirm the law as God’s law (Rom 1:7).  Paul’s critique of the law as understood within the Judaism of his own day is that the law is holy but Paul could not bypass the fact that this holy law is abused by sin.  The commandment can be said to be ‘just” because it defines the relationships and conduct appropriate to the covenant between Creator and creature (or between God and Israel).   Paul does not deny this role to the law, but Paul would deny the ability of keeping the law to bring a “righteousness” higher than the “righteousness” of God, which now is revealed “without the law” (Rom 3:21).

Verse 13 says “did that which is good, then, be come death to me?”  The question is posed to show the higher gift of God in Jesus Christ, “but sin, that it might appear sin, through that which is good producing death for me.”  The law unmasks sin, gives it recognizable definition, and removes ambiguity from the sinful act: “thereby sin exposed its true character” (New English Bible); “in order to be identified as sin” (New Jerusalem Bible).

Verse 14 says “for we know that the law is spiritual,” in the sense, that it derives from the Spirit (given by inspiration), embodies the Spirit, manifests the Spirit, and was intended to address at the level of the Spirit; (cf. the use of “spiritual “ in Paul, e.g. Rom 1:11; 1 Cor 2:13; 10:3-4; 12:1; 15:44, 46; Gal 1:9; 3:16).  

Yet, “but I am fleshly, sold under sin,” the “I” is embodied in flesh, belonging to the realm of flesh, living in and through that which is corruptible and destined to return to dust, that is “fleshly.”
“Sold” is a metaphor of slavery (Rom 6:16-23).  The defeated captives in war in the ancient world were usually sold as slaves (compare this with “sold to do evil” in 1 Kings 21:25; 2 Kings 17:17).  The “I” insofar as it is still part of the realm of flesh, the epoch of Adam, is still “under sin” and under both sin and death.  
The Divided Self or “I”

Verse 15 says “for I do not know what I do … ” 

Irenaeus, second century writer in his Against Heresies, Book III, chap. xx, no.3), had this commentary: 

“It was the Lord Himself who saved us because we could not be saved by our own means; and, therefore, when Paul sets forth human infirmity, he says: “For I know that there dwells in my flesh no good thing,” showing that the “good thing” of our salvation is not from us, but from God.”
John Cassian in the fifth century records the analysis of Abbot Theonas in the desert of Egypt:

“Because of the first curse we became carnal and we were judged to thorns and thistles, and our father has sold us by that unhappy bargain so that we cannot do the good that we would, while we are torn away from the recollection of God Most High and forced to think on what belongs to human weakness, while burning with the love of purity, we are often even against our will, troubled by natural desires, which we would rather know nothing about; we know that in our flesh there dwells no good thing, viz., the perpetual and lasting peace of this mediation of which we have spoken; but there is brought about in our case that miserable and wretched divorce, that with the mind we want to serve the law of God, since we want never to remove our gaze from the Divine brightness, yet surrounded as we are by carnal darkness we are forced by a kind of law of sin to tear ourselves away from the good which we know.” 
(Conference XXI, First Conference of Abbot Theonas, chap. xiii)

We are “sold under sin” (v 14), that is, to slavery.  We do evil as slaves who do or act blindly in blind obedience.  “Sin is so imperious a task-master that he does not allow me time to think what I am doing,” hence “for that I commit is not what I want, but what I hate that I do.”  The words of Paul are very strong.  “Hate” means the loss of freedom.     We are confronted with the sharpness of the human servitude.
Verses 16-20 reveal the division of the self.  We may notice the sharp difference between knowledge and acting. We know what is good but act differently. 
The will is captive.  The feelings are plugged in the old memories.  The mind is seduced by its false perception of the good.  We do what we think and imagine as good but our understanding is darkened by our lusts.  

Dialogue with Philemon

George: How do you understand Romans 7:16-25, where Paul highlights the divided self?  Is this our own condition after our Baptism and conversion?

Philemon: These words of Romans 7:16-25 are about all of us.  After every decision and any commitment, we have to own what we have decided.  Our new life in Jesus Christ our Lord is like that of a baby who needs to learn how to eat and walk.  I mean how to grow up.  Our mind must learn how to think in a new way and that is how “faith” is the good which is defined by the teaching of our Lord and is truly good.  This should not allow us to take any judgment contrary to “the teaching of the Lord” lightly.  Faith teaches us to love our enemies, but our fallen minds think that fighting them is good.  St. Paul writes to his converts, “put away anger, wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talks from your mouth” (Col 3:8).  He also added, “Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self with its practices  and have  put on the new man or rather the new self” (Col 3:9-10).  Some go back to the old life and think that their conversion was false.  They have been driven to despair because they imagined that they have become perfect over night.

George: So what advice do you give to me?

Philemon: No advice at all.  Love the Lord from all your heart.  If you sin, do not despair. Despair is a great mistake.  If you see a spot on any of your cloth, you wash it away.   Wash your self in the water of God that is the Holy Spirit.  Stand up and say the name of the Lord Jesus and the Holy Spirit will wash away your dirt.”

 5 April 1970  
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