Liturgy:

Reading : Romans 7

Text       : Romans 7, 21-25

Ps.  108 : 1,2

Ps.    28 : 5
Ps.    19 : 3,4,5,6 (collection song)

Hy.   37 : 3,4

Hy.   24 : 5,6,7

Beloved Congregation of our lord Jesus Christ,
Many of you may know the book “The Purpose Driven Life,” written by Rick Warren. It’s a bestseller in the true sense of the word, over a million copies in 20 languages. This surely says something about this book. It’s advertised as “A ground breaking Manifesto on the Meaning of Life.” Therefore, it almost seems a must for every Christian to read this book, which is written as “a personal 40 days spiritual journey” to transform our life with the aim to bring us closer to God. Well, which true Christian would not like to grow closer to God, to grow in faith and in holiness? Isn’t this desire there with all of us, hence this book! 

Having read this book, I have to admit it reads well, and it surely has many good points in themselves. Yet at the same time, I must also say that despite the many references to the Bible, the basic teaching of this book is unscriptural. You may think that’s quite a statement, especially in view of the fact that Rick Warren is surely not a liberal theologian. He stresses on more than one page in this book that our salvation is surely founded in Christ’s death on the cross, and yet at the same time the true meaning of what Christ did for us on Calvary in not central in this book.
These two statements may seem to contradict each other. Yet the point is how does Rick Warren and many evangelical theologians with him – how do they see the cross.  In evangelical circles, the cross is often seen as en entrance to a true Christian life with the Lord. Christ died so that we could live. This is indeed true. Yet in the book “the Purpose Driven Life,” it basically says, once you have entered this new life through the cross of Christ, in whom we have the forgiveness of sins – once you have gone through that door, you are ready to discover God’s purpose with your life and also ready to live accordingly. As far as evangelical circles are concerned, living from the redemption received in Christ becomes almost like living a life where there is no looking back and where there is hardly any sin left. After all, if you still struggle with sin on a daily basis, you may query whether you have really given your life to Christ.
This optimistic train of thinking about Christ’s victory in our life leaves no room for a chapter like Romans 7, where Paul says, vs. 15, “…” In evangelical circles, it is said Paul speaks here about his former life, i.e. of the time he had not given his life to Christ. Yet this interpretation does no justice to the context of Romans 6 – 8.

Last week, when we focused on Romans 6, we heard that in Christ we have been set free from the power of sin. Therefore, Romans 8, 1 + 2, “…” In faith, daily we may cling to these tremendous riches. In Christ we have been set free not only from the guilt of sin (our justification), but also from the dominion and slavery of sin (our sanctification). This is signified and sealed to us in our baptism, which serves as a sign and sure pledge that we have been washed in the blood and the Spirit of Christ. In Christ, we have become a new creation.

Yet, beloved, all this does not mean that the battle against sin has become almost a closed chapter in our life. If only this were true, yet it is not. Last week in the sermon, I quoted the CoD V, 1 + 2, where we read, though in Christ we have been set free from the dominion and slavery of sin, in this life we are not yet set free from the flesh and the body of sin. Therefore daily sins of weakness spring up and defects cling to even the best works of the saints.
To make clear what is meant with this, I like to use an example I have mentioned more often, the example of D Day and V Day (1944/1945).  Paul writes about the spiritual D Day in Romans 5 + 6, our justification (5) and sanctification (6), which we have received in Christ, we are under His reign, nothing can change this. In Romans 8, we read about V Day, when Paul writes that in Christ we can also be sure of our glorification.  Meanwhile, however, in this life we still sigh under the brokenness of sin, which is pictured in Romans 7, a picture of the life of God’s children at present, in this life! Focusing on this chapter this morning, I preach you the gospel under the following heading,

IN CHRIST WE HAVE BEEN SET FREE FROM THE REIGN OF SIN

1) Yet, as we will see in the first point of the sermon, in this life we will never get rid of sin altogether

2) however, as will see in a the second point of the sermon, this should by no means make us complacent about sin

I

In the beginning verses of Ch. 7, Br. & Sr., the apostle Paul still elaborates somewhat further on the subject of our new identity in Christ, using the example of a married woman. When her husband dies she is set free from the law to remain faithful to him, she is allowed to marry another man. Well, so Paul says, in a similar way through Christ’s death we have been set free from a lifelong obligation to sin. By dying for us and paying for our sin, Christ has given us the freedom for a new relationship of love and faithfulness towards Himself. Says Paul in vs. 6, “…” Thus in and through Christ we have become a new creation, as we learned it also from Ch. 6.
A new creation – yet what do we see of this in our every day life. When looking at our personal life, isn’t it often disappointing? More often than not, we have great difficulty to indeed love the Lord Jesus Christ with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength, great difficulty in living for Him alone. Is this because of the law, so Paul ask in vs. 7, since at times the law may even stir up our sinful passions, vs. 5. Does this make the law sin? Surely not, says Paul, God’s law is perfect, given for our good. It’s when looking into the mirror of this perfect law that we see the more the greatness and seriousness of our sins. That’s one aspect. However, there is also another aspect, namely that at times forbidden fruits can become quite desiring. Just remember what happened in Paradise, and as far as that is concerned, even though we have become a new creation in Christ, at times this desire towards sin is still eating away, also us. God gave the law for our good, yet at times, we succeed in turning it into the opposite.
Well, this subject is elaborated on further in the verses 14 – 25 of Romans 7. In Romans 6, Paul had stated that in Christ we have been freed from sin. Last week we mentioned, this means we have been freed from the reign of sin. We are no longer under Satan’s dominion. However, this does not mean that sin has been removed from our life altogether. The same Paul who in Ch. 6 writes, in Christ we have been set free from sin, writes about himself in Ch. 7, “I am carnal, sold under sin,” vs. 14. Note well, Paul does not speak here about his former life, the life before his conversion, He writes in the present tense. 
Carnal – in Scripture this word often refers to man’s sinful nature. Well, even though in Christ also Paul had been set free from sin, this old sinful nature is still very much alive in him. That’s what the apostle Paul is telling here in this section. In vs. 15, he says, “…” Evil is still very much present in me who wants to do good, vs. 21. According to my inward being, I delight in God’s law, but at the same time I also find in me another law, that once again wants to hand me over to the slavery of sin. All this makes Paul crying out in despair, vs. 24, “…” 
Paul writes all this about himself. Yet at the same time, Br. & Sr., we see ourselves in this picture, the life of a Christian, who in Christ has been set free from sin and yet at the same time still struggles with sin in his life on a daily basis, a tiring battle, a battle so tiring that at times we may feel giving up fighting. In this life, everything will remain imperfect, and so the danger can be that we become complacent about certain sins.
When reading Romans 7 in this light, Br. & Sr., it seems to give a very negative picture of the life of a Christian. Because of this, some commentaries indeed say, Paul writes here about his former life, since in Romans 7 we don’t read anything about all the beautiful things Paul had spoken of in Ch. 6. In Romans 7, we don’t read anything of living a new life for the Lord, nothing about being devoted to Christ. Therefore, what we read in this chapter can not apply to a reborn Christian.

How are we to respond to this? Beloved, it cannot be ignored that there is some kind of an Anabaptist element in this exegesis. The Anabaptists were people who in the 16th century also broke with the Church of Rome, but they also thought that the Reformers had not broken with Rome radical enough. Thus, they formed a separate group, living a life apart from this sinful world, almost at present already living the life we will live on the new earth. 
Somehow, certain elements of this Anabaptist thinking, we find back in today’s evangelical movement. In some of the churches where this movement is very strong, it is taught, simply believing in Jesus Christ as the Saviour of your life is not enough. There is more to believing in Christ than just growing in knowledge and love towards God. Driven by the Holy Spirit, we need to produce more, a life where we leave sin behind us and in which believers are totally committed to Christ.
Hearing all these sounds, it often comes across as wonderful. Would it not be nice if more of this true enthusiasm for the Lord was found also among us. The warmth of the evangelical movement over against the coldness of the normal Christians, in whose life it seems as if nothing has changed. Yet somehow, beloved, this splits God’s children up in two groups, as also Rev. VanHulst did in his teaching. Most of the church members, so he said, have faith, but not a faith that has really committed itself to Christ. Once you have experienced that Christ has really come in your life, you will change completely, a spiritual experience you would not want to miss.

Again, this may sound very nice, yet this whole teaching even though it praises God’s mercy, in fact it is very merciless. For it leaves many in the church wondering whether perhaps their faith is below of what is expected from them and so will I be saved if I haven’t had this wonderful experience, of which others speak so greatly? In this teaching, as I have mentioned it, at bottom salvation rests in what we have experienced rather than in Christ alone. Yes, despite all the wonderful noises this evangelical teaching makes, instead of placing God in the centre, man with his spiritual experiences the focal point.
I realize, we should never become complacent about sin, and I hope to say more about it in the second part of the sermon. Yet the evangelical movement does not do justice to the full teaching of Scripture. For ultimately, not we have to perform, but in childlike faith we may cling to Christ, who quoting the prophecies of Isaiah says in Matthew 12 that God will not break the bruised reed and the smoking flax He will not quench.
 In Scripture, I read about upright children of God who still struggled with sin. David a man after God’s own heart, but he committed adultery with Bathsheba and killed Uriah. I also think of the apostle Peter, who denied the Lord Jesus three times, and so I could give more examples of upright children of God, drawn away by the flesh into serious sins. By these sins, they greatly offended God. Yet – as we confess it in the Canons of Dort – “God who is rich in mercy, according to the unchangeable purpose of His election, does not completely withdraw His Holy Spirit from His own even in their deplorable fall. Neither does He permit them to sink so deep that they fall away from the grace of adoption and the state of justification …”
 Thus we are in God’s hands and there we are safe. Not that all this makes sin less serious, but we have a God who is great in mercy and when we in true repentance come back to Him – no matter how much we have messed up our life – He will forgive and also help me through His Spirit to live for Him. In this life, this will remain an ongoing process. That’s what Romans 7 wants to make clear.
Romans 6 tells me that D Day has been. In Christ, I have been set free from the reign of sin. I am no longer under Satan’s dominion. Yet V Day is still to come. As far as the evangelical movement is concerned, sometimes one gets the impression that V Day has already been. Yet in Romans 7 Paul teaches that though set free in Christ, in this life the battle against sin is still a severe one. In this context someone wrote the following, which describes this battle of Romans 7 quite accurately > he writes, “At the battle field the old regime has been defeated for quite some time already, yet even though the conditions of surrendering have been signed by the general of the army, at that very moment not all his troops have been disarmed. Many of these troops are still very active in the region where basically they have no rights anymore.”
 Well, beloved, that’s Romans 7, sin and Satan have no right in our life anymore. After Calvary, Satan knows he has lost the battle – D Day. Yet it has not come to V Day, so that sin has been removed form our life altogether. Satan is still busy with all kind of guerilla tactics to exercise his influence in our life, so strong that at times it still brings us in the captivity of the law of sin, vs. 23. This battle will continue as long as we live in this life.
Someone phrased it as follows, “What we are in Christ, we have to become through the Spirit.”
 In Christ, we have been set free from the reign of sin in our life. Next, through the Holy Spirit we now have to put off that old nature and to put on the new, thus making our own what we have received in Christ, not in own strength but by power from above. After all, even though it will never will become perfect in this life, there will always remain shortcomings, daily our life will remain stained by sin – yet all this should never cause us to become complacent about sin, which brings me to the second point of the sermon.
II
Because our life on this side of the grave will always remain imperfect, there is indeed a danger, Br. & Sr., that we become complacent about certain sins in our life and even may stop fighting against them. Let me just try to make this clear with some examples. 
Then I think of certain marriage problems. We know that the relationship husband and wife should be different between the two of us. Less arguing for example, or being there more for one another, being less selfish, yet we accept that in our personal situation we have to live with this brokenness, we no longer work on it to make things better, we no longer worry that certain aspect of our marriage relationship are not pleasing to the Lord. This is the way it is and nothing that can be changed, full stop. Somehow, we become complacent. 
The same can happen with respect to a quarrel we have with a brother or sister. We leave it, meanwhile we keep talking bad about him or her, since it is their fault. We don’t want to be the least, let alone that we are willing to forgive.
These are just two examples, Br. & Sr., yet they can easy be multiplied with many others. Because of the fact that this life will never be perfect, because we are sinners, certain sins simply no longer seem to hurt. We accept them as part of today’s baggage we have to carry along. Yet this is not what Scripture teaches about the true repentance of man. Also, Romans 7 cannot be used here, saying that we will never overcome this battle anyway. 
I like to refer here once more to that same article of the Canons of Dort, which I quoted also last week, Ch. V 2, “…” This article surely does not leave any room for complacency. Instead, it urges to break with sin, whatever sin that might be in our life.

In Romans 7 Paul too speaks about the desire to do right. As a new creature in Christ out of thankfulness, Paul too wants to obey God’s law. These positive tones in Romans 7 are often ignored. Despite the ongoing battle against sin, Paul keeps seeing himself as being redeemed by Christ. I think here in particular of vs. 20, “…” (explain!) True we often stumble, yet this should never lessen our desire to grow in holiness.
There is still another aspect I would like to highlight. When looking at the brokenness of this present life, i.e. life affected by sin and the consequences of sin, we can become so absorbed by this negative picture that we no longer have an open eye for the work of the Sprit, which nevertheless is also actually present in our life and in which daily we may rejoice. Even though V Day has not come yet, we may see growth in faith. God is busy with us, daily, even throughout our sins. He does not forsake the work of His hand.

Concluding this sermon, beloved, we should acknowledge that it is God’s wise plan with our life that at present He does not yet entirely free us from the flesh and the body of sin. Why not, especially when there is a hunger to grow in faith and holiness, in view of this hunger why is it necessary that sin remains part of our life? Of course, we do not know the mind of God and we should not try to unravel what God has hidden from us. Yet looking how much sin there still is in my life, it surely teaches us humbleness. It keeps us very small, whilst on the other hand it makes us marvel the more at the greatness of God’s love towards us sinners. 
Looking into the mirror of God’s perfect law, I see myself stained with sin, and this on daily basis, and then I wonder, “Lord, who am I that Thou wilt still look upon me in mercy?” Yet at the same time, I cling to God’s love, seeking my life outside of myself to find it in Jesus Christ alone.
Indeed outside of myself – also this I have to learn. I have a nice little booklet in my study with the title, “Tomorrow I will do it better…” Well, beloved – as it also says in this little booklet – we had better forget about this. Despite all the good intentions we may have, it often goes wrong again and so tomorrow never comes. Instead, let us look on high and seek the renewing power of God’s Spirit. It is by this power only that tomorrow we are able to do better. Elsewhere the apostle Paul writes, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”

A final aspect I would like to mention is, seeing how sinful I personally still am, it makes me milder in dealing with the sins I see in someone else’s life. Note that I do not say that we should be milder about the sin, but milder towards the person who committed the sin. Then we don’t admonish a person from our high pedestal or gossip behind his or her back how bad a person he or she is. Instead, we will try to help him or her, realizing full well that from myself I am not any better. Also in this way, Romans 7 keeps me very small. I have nothing too boast off.

See there, beloved, how Romans 7 fits in the life of a normal Christian. There is no need to say as many evangelicals do that for a truly reborn Christian Romans 7 is a passed station. If only this were true, yet it is not. V Day has not come yet. According to many an evangelical, reborn means I now must do this and leave that, thus showing that I have really committed my life to the Lord. I must… It’s an expression you will come across very often also in the book of Rick Warren, “The Purpose Driven Life.” I have to show that I am really purpose driven.

Romans 7 teaches us that from myself I can do nothing, even though I will to do good, yet very often I do the very thing I hate. Again, this should never cause us to become complacent about the sins in our life. Nevertheless, it teaches us what wretched sinners we are. New life is found only in Christ. He is the One who will work this new life in us through His Holy Spirit. This does not make us totally passive. Yet the point is, God Himself will make my will alive, powerfully bending it to do good.
 It’s all God’s work. Thus, all glory goes indeed to God alone, to the God of all grace. Thus, instead of purpose driven, our life becomes grace driven. Where this happens, by grace we will bring forth more and more fruits of thankfulness. These fruits in turn give us reassurance that we are Christ’s indeed. Thus, grace driven our life is at the same time Christ centered, and finally glory bound.
 
V day is coming, as it was assured to us, first when we were baptized. On that day, God the Holy Spirit assured us that He would impart to us what we have in Christ: the cleansing from our sins (justification), the renewal of our lives (sanctification), whilst finally He also promised us to present us without blemish among the assembly of God’s elect in life eternal (glorification).
 This brings me back to what I said also last week, when battling against sin cling to the promises signified and sealed to you in your baptism.

Hold on to the fact that V Day is coming, as we were reassured of it also on the day we did profession of faith. On that day, after we spoke “I do”, the following promise was given to us, “After you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will Himself restore, establish, and strengthen you. To Him be dominion for ever and ever. Amen.”

� What follows leans heavily on Ch. 3 from the book, “Meer dan genoeg…” with as subheading, “Het verlangen naar meer van de Geest.”  In Ch. 3 of this book, Rev. J Wesseling shows that Romans 6-7 pictures een “Drieluik van het normale christenleven.”


� Mat. 12, 20


� CoD V, 6, see also Art. 4


� C. Trimp in “De zonde uit beeld” page 135


� C. Trimp, c.w. page 136


� Phil. 4, 13


� See CoD III/IV 16


� Quoted from Rev. C. Stam, who writes this at the end of his book review of Rick Warren’s book, “The Purpose Driven Life” in Clarion, Vol. 55, no 6 , page 139.


� See Form for the Baptism, BoP, page 584


� See Form for Public Profession of Faith, BoP, page 594, where 1 Peter 5, 10 + 11 is quoted.
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