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DESIDERATA
1
 

THE INNER BATTLE 

Alderwood Community Church 

Romans 7:7-25 
 

BIG IDEA:  PEOPLE TRYING TO KEEP GOD’S LAW WITHOUT GOD’S ENABLING ARE 

DOOMED TO FRUSTRATION AND JUDGMENT.   

 

THE BIG QUESTION:  WHOSE VOICE IS THIS? 

• FIRST SECTION:  FIRST PERSON/PAST TENSE (7:7-12) 

• SECOND SECTION:  FIRST PERSON/PRESENT TENSE (7:13-25) 

 

FIRST SECTION OPTIONS: (7:7-12) 

A. A youth coming to the age of spiritual accountability.  Verses 7-9 refer to Paul in his 

personal experience as a child and perhaps even a youth prior to his awareness and 

understanding of the full impact of god’s commandments.   [Witmer] 

B. The dawn of conscience (7:7-13)  The occasion might be his “bar mitzwah” ceremony, 

or the period immediately preceding or following it.  [Bruce] 

C. A sinner under the drawing conviction of the Holy Spirit:  In verses 7-13 the apostle 

has delineated for us some phase of his experience....  as representative of what must 

occur in the experience of others....  BUT  ...it is not his experience as an unregenerate 

man in a state of self-complacency and spiritual torpor.
2
  He is convicted of sin (vs. 7)....  

We must conclude, therefore, that this passage is an account of pre-regenerate 

experience.  It is not, however, the period of pre-regenerate self-complacency but his 

experience after he had been a roused from his spiritual torpor and awakened to a sense 

of his sin.  It is the preparatory and transitional phase of his spiritual pilgrimage...  

[Murray] 

D. Simply an unregenerate person:  Throughout verses 7-11 the tense is past; Paul is 

referring to his preconversion experience.  [Fee] 

• Verse 9, Sin came to life and I died—[Fee]—When the commandment “came” it 

killed forever the proud Pharisee thanking God that he was not as other men and 

sure of his merits before God.  It killed off the happy sinner... 

 

SECOND SECTION OPTIONS:  (7:13-25) 
NOTE:  This debate is a very contentious, even emotional, issue.  Alexander Whyte:  As often as my 

attentive bookseller sends me on approval another new commentary on Romans, I immediately turn to the 

seventh chapter.  And if the commentator sets up a man of straw in the seventh chapter, I immediately shut 

the book.  I at once send the book back and say “No, thank you.  That is not the man for my hard-earned 

money” [in Bruce, 151] 

 
A. THE “REGENERATE MAN” VIEW:  [The “misery loves company” view] 

1. Pro Arguments  
1) The present tense is used in this section, which contrasts with the past tenses 

throughout the preceding section....  Paul uses the emphatic “ego” six times in 

this passage, which more naturally refers to Paul as he is than to Paul as he 

was.  

• F. F. Bruce note:  “In relating his personal experience in 7:14-25 Paul 

consistently used the present tense whereas he has used the imperfect and 

aorist tenses. Obviously he was describing his present conflict as a 

                                                 
1
 Desideratum:  Something considered necessary or highly desirable. 

2
 Torpor:  1.  sluggish inactivity or inertia.  2.  lethargic indifference; apathy.  (Random House Webster’s 

College Dictionary) 
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Christian with indwelling sin and its continuing efforts to control his daily 

life. 

Here then is the self-portrait of a man who is conscious of the presence 

and power of indwelling sin in his life....  for all his desire to obey God’s 

law, he is compelled by the malignant power within to disobey it...  True, 

but victory did come to him....  The inability persists only so long as ‘I 

myself’—that is, I in my own strength—fight the battle. 

2) Paul’s view of the unbeliever is given in 1:18-3:20.  It is very different from 

this. 

3) The Christian life is the theme of chapters 5-8, not that of the unbeliever. 

4) The will is directed toward the good throughout this passage.  That cannot 

be said of the unregenerate. 

SUMMARY:  ...I do not see how it can be denied that what Paul says refers to 

the regenerate.  This is not the whole story:  Romans 7 leads right on into 

Romans 8.  But it is part of the story and an important part.  Paul is not talking 

here about the whole of his experience but what happens when the believer sins. 

2. Con Arguments 

1) This voice doesn’t sound like a believer:  Look at 7:18, I have the desire to 

do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. 

• How does that statement fit with 6:18, You have been set free from sin 

and have become slaves to righteousness.  AND 6:11, Count 

yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. 

• How does that statement fit with 8:3-4, For what the law was 

powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did 

by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin 

offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man,  
4
 in order that the 

righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not 

live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit. AND 

8:9, You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the 

Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. 

2) This view doesn’t fit the stated purpose of the passage:  Notice that is still 

trying to explain that the lethal effect of the Law is not the fault of Law but the 

fault of human weakness.
3
 

• Romans 7:13  Did that which is good, then, become death to me? By 

no means! But in order that sin might be recognized as sin, it produced 

death in me through what was good, so that through the commandment 

sin might become utterly sinful. 

• Romans 7:14  We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, 

sold as a slave to sin... 

3) This view mimics the inner struggle of the Christian but goes too far.  

Appropriate Christian “inner struggle” verses would include: 

• Philippians 3:12-14  Not that I have already obtained all this, or have 

already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which 

Christ Jesus took hold of me.  
13

 Brothers, I do not consider myself yet 

to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind 

and straining toward what is ahead,  
14

 I press on toward the goal to 

win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. 

                                                 
3
 Douglas Moo:  [W]e must start our interpretation of this chapter on the right foot by insisting that 

anthropology—the identity and situation of the “I” of vv. 7-25—is a subordinate issue in Rom. 7. 

The main topic is the Mosaic law.  Paul makes two basic points.  First...Paul argues that a 

person’s bondage to the law must be severed in order that he or she may be put into a new relationship 

with Christ (7:1-6)....  [Second], questions about the origin and nature of the law.  These Paul answers in 

7:7-25, where he shows that the law is from God, but that it has nevertheless become an unwitting tool of 

sin, being used to confirm and imprison in death. 



 3 

• 1 Corinthians 9:26-27  Therefore I do not run like a man running 

aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air.  
27

 No, I beat my 

body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I 

myself will not be disqualified for the prize. 

• 1 Corinthians 3:1-3   Brothers, I could not address you as spiritual but 

as worldly-- mere infants in Christ.  
2
 I gave you milk, not solid food, 

for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready.  
3
 You 

are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, 

are you not worldly? Are you not acting like mere men? 

• Galatians 3:3  Are you so foolish? After beginning with the Spirit, are 

you now trying to attain your goal by human effort? 

• Ephesians 4:22-24  You were taught, with regard to your former way 

of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful 

desires;  
23

 to be made new in the attitude of your minds;  
24

 and to put 

on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and 

holiness. 

 

B. THE “UNREGENERATE MAN” VIEW 

1. Pro Arguments 
1) This voice doesn’t sound like a Christian’s experience 

• Sin is not defeated in this section, and it is asked, “Does Paul really 

hold that Christ cannot overcome sin in the believer?”....  The struggle 

of which Paul writes here, it is suggested, is the experience of the 

unregenerate, not necessarily as the unregenerate would describe it but 

as the believer would regard it as he looked back on it. 

• The Christian life is one of peace, not inner conflict (cf. ch. 8). 

• “I know that nothing good lives in me” (v. 18) is not the verdict of the 

believer. 

• “What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of 

death?” (v. 24) is an impossible cry from the one who has been already 

rescued by Christ. 

2) The Chapter 8 Christian is irreconcilable with the Chapter 7 so-called 

Christian.  Now in 8:1 marks a contrast with the preceding.  Chapter 8 with its 

description of the victorious Christian life is thus set over against chapter 7.  

Therefore Paul is not here describing the believer. 

 How could the same person who wrote chapters 6 and 8 insert the 

defeatist chapter 7 between them?  It is spiritually schizophrenic. 

NOTE:  Francke and Bengel:  one who is only “halfway” to true Christian 

experience—under conviction but not yet “reborn.” [in Moo, 444] 

2. Con Arguments 
1) How can an unbeliever say that he ... 

• Verse 18, has the desire to do what is good. 

• Verse 22, in my inner being I delight in God’s law. 

2) This inner tension does fit Christian experience. 

3) The most natural understanding of the text is that it is Paul the Christian 

talking. 

 

C. THE “PIOUS JEW” VIEW
4
  

                                                 
4
 Douglas Moo:  Vv. 14-25 describe the situation of an unregenerate person.  Specifically, I think that Paul 

is looking back, from his Christian understanding, to the situation of himself, and other Jews like him, 

living under the law of Moses.....  Paul...uses “ego” to represent himself, but himself in solidarity with the 

Jewish people. 

Decisive for me are two sets of contrasts.  The first is between the description of the “ego” as 

“sold under sin” (v. 14b) and Paul’s assertion that the believer—every believer—has been “set free from 
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1. Pro Arguments 

1) DITTO VIEW #2:  This voice doesn’t sound like a Christian’s experience 

2) DITTO VIEW #2: The Chapter 8 Christian is irreconcilable with the 

Chapter 7 so-called Christian.   

3) This view best fits the stated purpose of the passage:  Notice that is still 

trying to explain that the lethal effect of the Law is not the fault of Law but the 

fault of human weakness. 

• Romans 7:13  Did that which is good, then, become death to me? By 

no means! But in order that sin might be recognized as sin, it produced 

death in me through what was good, so that through the commandment 

sin might become utterly sinful. 

• Romans 7:14  We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, 

sold as a slave to sin... 

4) A pious Jew woulddelight in God’s Law, yet would not have the inner 

power to keep it.  Witness Nicodemus and Saul of Tarsus. 

2. Con Arguments 

1) It still seems that the most natural understanding of the text is that it is 

Paul the Christian speaking. 
2) This inner tension does fit Christian experience.  There is no need to seek 

an alternative explanation. 

3) The “Pious Jew” is primarily  in mind, but this includes all who try to live 

for God in human strength.  Griffith Thomas:  “a Jew under the Mosaic 

law” is primarily in mind, but he holds also that “The one point of the passage 

is that it describes a man who is trying to be good and holy by his own efforts 

and is beaten back every time by the power of indwelling sin”; it thus refers to 

anyone, “regenerate or unregenerate.” 

 

TRANSFERABLE INSIGHTS FOR “EVERYMAN” FROM ROMANS 7: 
1. God’s law is good and holy (v 7, 12-14) 

2. Because God’s law exists, I am accountable to it.  (v. 7) 

3. Because of my sin problem within, I break God’s Law and am culpable (v. 7-8) 

4. Sin dooms me to death (v. 9) 

5. Sin involves deception (v. 11) 

6. Law serves the purpose of convincing me that I am lost and need help (v. 12-13) 

7. Without the power of Jesus within, the best spirituality a person can summon from within is 

doomed to frustration and wretchedness.  (v. 15-24) 

 

Timothy G. Walton 

February 15, 2009 

                                                                                                                                                 
sin” (6:18, 22).  The second contrast is that between the state of the “ego,” “imprisoned by the law [or 

power] of sin” (v. 23), and the believer, who has been “set free from the law of sin and death (8:2). 

This means that the situation depicted in vv. 14-25 cannot be that of the “normal’” Christian, nor of an 

immature Christian. 

I do not, then, deny that Christians struggle with sin—I deny only that this passage describes that 

struggle. 

I must say again that the conflict Paul describes here [v. 15] is indicative of slavery to the power 

of sin as a way of life (v. 14b) that is not typical, nor even possible, for the Christian. 

Paul, reflecting on his own experience, focuses in this passage on a “pious” Jew—one who took 

his religion seriously and sought to do what was required of him. 

This is--Paul [in] his pre-Christian situation, as a Jew who reverences the Mosaic law but finds 

that the power of sin is too strong to enable him to comply with the demands of that law. 


