THE WRETCHED CHRISTIAN 
Romans 7:14‑25
"O wretched man that I am!" Can anyone identify the man who spoke those words? Hundreds and thousands of pages have been written by students of the epistle seeking to set forth a conclusive answer to that question. Do you have an answer? There are several good possibilities.

Many declare that this speaker is an unsaved man. He is an unsaved man who has been confronted with the law of God only to discover his inability to keep the law. This has brought him to a state of wretchedness and desperation. Many of the Biblical expositors for which I have great respect would so identify this wretched man.

Others would identify this poor fellow as a Christian who has not experienced sanctification. While he has been justified, he has not gone on to know the experience of complete sanctification by which the indwelling sin principle is removed. They would use the passage as a case study in life before sanctification. They would draw the sharp contrast between chapter seven and chapter eight of Romans. They would place this much desired experience of sanctification in between the two chapters. The biggest problem with such an identification is that the New Testament seems to be strangely silent about any such experience. 
Furthermore there is no evidence of any such experience in between these two chapters. Neither does it stack up with common Christian experience.

Will the real "Wretched man" stand up? Without being dogmatic, I believe we can affirm these things about him. He is a true Christian. He has been born again and justified by God. While the paragraph before relates the law to the unsaved in bringing conviction, this passage seems to place the law in the life of the saved man. The change in tenses may indicate this. While the prior paragraph is in the past tense, this paragraph is in the present tense throughout. It is also probably to be understood as being autobiographical. Paul is sharing with us something that has been true in his life at times, and something that has probably been true in your life at times. However, this does not mean that this is a normal Christian life. The note of victory reflected in chapters six and eight would seem to be the New Testament norm.

Why is this Christian so wretched then? It is rooted in his relationship to the law. It is as though the Apostle sees a new Christian being given the holy and good law of God. This new Christian takes this law of God as a pattern for his life and commits himself to live by all of the precepts of the law. While such a commitment is a noble thing it is certain to lead to the wretchedness set forth in this passage. Even the Christian is one who is still enamored with the "I". He still believes that there is hope for him to do something pleasing in the eyes of God.

THE WRETCHED CHRISTIAN HAS DISCOVERED THROUGH THE LAW HIS INABILITY TO QUIT WRONG
"For we know that the law is spiritual." This is a true Christian insight into the nature of the law. It is the same as saying that the law is holy, just and good. But the Christian also discovers another thing. "But I am carnal, sold under sin." "Carnal" means "fleshy". In and of myself, I am flesh. Other scriptures remind us that the "flesh" cannot please God. This involves being "sold out" to sin. In spite of all the positive things we have asserted about our freedom from sin, it is still the tragic experience of many Christians that they are under the power of sin. They are still bound by some sins in their lives. Paul explains what this means.

"For that which I do I allow not: for what I would, that do I not; but what I hate, that do I." "Allow" means to know or to approve. Paul is recounting something that has been the experience of every Christian at times. The things of which he approves the most‑‑love, faith, prayer, worship, meditation, witnessing‑‑‑these things he is constantly failing to do. But the very things which he hates‑‑‑acts of sin, those he finds himself doing again and again. This does not mean that the Christian does not approve of the law, or is in rebellion against the law. "If then I do that which I would not, I consent unto the law that it is good." The very fact that the Christian despises himself for doing them as well as the things which he does not do is evidence that he approves of the rightness of the law.

Why is it that he cannot stop the things which he hates? Why does he continue to practice sin and wrong? There is an explanation. "Now then it is no longer I that do it, but sin dwelleth in me”.‑ The Christian is a divided man. Though there is a renewed "I" within, there is also an old “I” in which one is very much at home. My becoming a Christian did not mean that the old "I" moved out completely. Sin as a terrible and powerful principle is still present in me. This means that I need more than a good law if I am ever to be holy. Attempting to stop the wrongs and sins simply by obeying law is impossible because the old sin principle will push me onward in the path of sin and disobedience.

This is an important thing for you to know. Just to know what the wrongs are in your life is never enough. Even to become convinced that they are wrong and evil is not enough. Even to determine that you will banish them from your life is not enough. To make you aware of them is law‑work, but you will need a grace‑work if you are ever to be free from them. To become aware of the sins in your life and their root, indwelling sin, and to struggle against them in vain is a certain path to wretchedness. The toil and defeat can only wring from you the cry, "O Wretched man that I am." But there is even more.

THE WRETCHED MAN HAS DISCOVERED THROUGH THE LAW HIS INABILITY TO DO GOOD
The Apostle's further explanation of the nature of indwelling sin leads to this aspect of the truth. "For I know that in me ( that is, in my flesh) dwelleth no good thing‑'' Do you know that? This is something that the Apostle presents as being clear, unmistakable knowledge to him. What does he mean? "Flesh" is the old self uninfluenced by the grace of God. It is the only nature of "me". This old nature is totally incapable of doing the good things which I want to do. The Apostle explains this. "For to will is present with me; but how to perform that which is good I find not." The "will" or desire is always right at hand. It is no problem to find the desire to do the right thing. When you hear a sermon on love, you want to love. A message on prayer will make you want to pray. A call to witnessing will cause you to desire and to determine to be a witness. But then what happens? There is no follow‑through. The performance does not measure up to the desire.

"For the good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I do " "Has that been your experience? Though you knew the good, approved of the good, intended to do the good, you ended up doing the wrong. Again, there is a reason for this frustration. "Now if I do that I would not, it is no more I that do it, but sin that dwelleth in me." Here are the two "me's" again. The old sin principle is still able to dominate. It is not enough to know the good. This happens so regularly that it can be stated as a law. "I find then a law, that, when 1 would do good, evil is present with me." "For I delight in the law of God after the inward man, but I see another law in my members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my members.''

Are you aware of this law of sin, this ever present principle? Whenever the word of God informs you about your duties, about the way you should walk, there is a delight and a joy in the inner man, the spiritual man within you. But when you try to translate that precept into action, there is present within you this other principle. There will be a warfare raging within you. The old you and new you will go to battle, and usually the old you seems to win. This is the reason for the cry, "O wretched man that I am!''

The truths set forth here are of extreme importance. The law of God cannot sanctify you. You need more than a knowledge of what sin is and what the right thing is. You cannot in and of yourself keep the law of God, not even if you have been saved. Even after you are saved, justified before God, there is still present within you flesh you are still indwelt by sin. The sin principle is still very much alive.

Does this mean that we cannot be holy? Must we give up any hope of ever walking in victory over sin? Absolutely not! The Apostle intimates something of the source of victory when he just bursts forth into praise. "I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord.'' The next chapter is going to tell us about the Deliverer who has come to set us free from the law of sin and death. While our strength and resolve is never enough, the risen Christ through the Holy Spirit who dwells within us is enough.

The conclusion of the whole matter is that just being a Christian does not bring joy and happiness into the life of the Christian. It can and often does bring inner conflict and frustration which leads to true wretchedness. Unless a person begins to see that he is not under the law, but is under grace, that he is not under sin, but is under Christ, he will truly be wretched. If you are crying out with Paul tonight, know this‑‑God has better things in store for you.

