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Amazing Grace: The Grace of God in Sanctification 

PART 4 

Crucial Consideration of Romans 7 

In Romans 6, Paul dealt with the experience of all sinners, who by grace through union with Christ have 
died to and been freed from sin, and are now alive in Christ and slaves of God.  

Romans 6, with minimal reference to “law” (vs. 15), emphasizes slavery and death to “sin” (vss. 2, 6, 7, 
11, 18  etc.). In Romans 7 he begins to explain the more specific experience of devout Jews, using his 
personal experience as a standard.  

Romans 7:1 Or do you not know, brothers- for I am speaking to those who know the law- that 
the law is binding on a person only as long as he lives? 

When you read “I am speaking to those who know the law,” you should take notice that Paul is 
beginning a section that is specific to the understanding and experience of the Jews (in Rome & 
elsewhere). He is preparing to relate, in this chapter and the early part of chapter 8, how the same 
slavery to sin is seen in the Jewish context as slavery to the law. He expounds how the same “death and 
freedom from sin” is from a Jewish perspective a “death and freedom from the law” (of sin and death – 
the law’s sure result apart from grace). 

In verses 1-3 he gives legal precedent for why the LAW is no longer binding on those who have “died” by 
their union with Christ. Vs. 4 The use of the word “Likewise” connects the precedent to this case … and 
adds “in order that we might bear fruit for God.” The removal of the law, because of union with Christ, 
does not result in lawlessness, but fruit - “obedience which leads to righteousness” (Rom. 6:16). Before 
union with Christ, slavery to sin made obedience impossible, as summarized later: 

Romans 8:7-8  7 For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to 
God's law; indeed, it cannot.  8 Those who are in the flesh cannot please God. 

Please note that the mind set on the flesh is NOT hostile toward the law, but to God. It is characterized 
by an utter inability to “submit” [bring oneself under firm control of, to obey] to God’s law and to please 
God. 

This is the condition of the Jews before they are released from the law through Christ. 

Paul’s argument unfolds as follows: 

Romans 7:5 “while we were living in the flesh” expounded in Romans 7:7-25 

Romans 7:6 “But now…released…to serve in the new way of the Spirit” is expounded in 
Romans 8:1ff 

The hopeless condition of Paul (and all) before being united with Christ is captivity and inability to keep 
the whold law. The more traditional interpretation for Romans 7 claims it is the experience of the 
ordinary Christian, and does not adequately take into account the thematic flow of the context, nor 
important elements of Koine Greek grammar and literature. Matthew Henry’s view is an example of the 
more common approach to Romans 7. His outline reads “The spiritual conflicts between corruption and 
grace in a believer (14-25) [Matthew Henry Commentary on the Whole Bible].” Sadly, as I come to see it, 
this interpretation not only deviates from what Paul is actually communicating, but detracts from the 
climactic contract between the before “while we were…” and the after “But now…” of our life in Christ.  
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A misunderstanding here has manifold practical implications for the renewing in knowledge (Col. 3:10). 
Wrong doctrine leads to wrong doing! Weakened interpretation leads to weakened influence of the 
Word in our lives. This weakness affects our walk and work. Paul prays in Colossians: 

Colossians 1:9-11   9 And so, from the day we heard, we have not ceased to pray for you, asking 
that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding,  
10 so as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every good 
work and increasing in the knowledge of God.  11 May you be strengthened with all power, 
according to his glorious might, for all endurance and patience with joy, 

I wholeheartedly echo this prayer for all of us.  

Romans 7:7-25 has even been used by some Christians as a “reason” [read “excuse”] that they are 
powerless to overcome sin and temptation. They feel that “as long as they have a struggle against sin,” 
then they are in good company with Paul, regardless of victory, because Paul says–  

Romans 7:19-20   19 For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on 
doing.  20 Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. 

They are right that Paul says this, but is it indicative of his experience as a believer, or rather, as a devout 
Jew apart from Christ, grace and Spirit? I’ve read, and early on was convinced by, the reasoning of the 
traditional Christian interpretation of this passage. But now I no longer hold to it because the textual 
indicators are much stronger for a Jewish interpretation and ALL of the supposed ‘reasons’ can be 
answered quite easily. On the other hand, there is so much in this passage that cannot be reconciled 
with the traditional understanding that I’m a little embarrassed that I held onto it for so long. 

Please note that this is NOT uniquely my interpretation. If I ever have an interpretation that no other 
bible teachers and scholars agree with then I am likely wrong. But what position is the majority or 
minority is irrelevant. Which of the positions most consistently and accurately represent the text is a 
better question. “What does the passage mean?” is the right question. Both positions are held by good 
men past and present. My view is the present minority, but these often things change from century to 
century. It is held by men such as J.A. Bengel, Oliver Buswell, Jr., A. Hoekema, M. Lloyd-Jones, H. 
Ridderbos, R. Reymond and number of others. 

For Bengel, a reputed exegete, it is said “The principles of interpretation on which he proceeded were, 
to import nothing into Scripture, but to draw out of it everything that it really contained, in conformity 
with grammatico-historical rules not to be hampered by dogmatical considerations…” 

First let’s answer the issues of the ‘believers’ interpretation: 

1. The use of the present tense. (Paul was at the time of writing, present then, a believer). 

A well-known use of the present tense in Greek was that at times it was used of a past event or 
experience that the writer wished to express more vividly, dramatically or dynamically to his 
readers. It is often called the “historic present” or “dramatic present” (see E. Blass and A. 
Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament, trans. Robert W. Funk (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press 1961), 167, para. 321.) 

Throughout classical Greek literature the historical present has been used to emphasize certain 
points and events. The Greek author used this tool to help the reader "see" what was happening 
by using present tense verbs, in order to transport the reader into the past. In certain instances 
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where the context has the events taking place in the past, the author would insert a present 
tense verb to intensify and make more real the action taking place. This practice of using a 
present tense verb in a past tense context is what is known as the historical present. 

Present Tense (various uses) 

Descriptive, Durative (progressive), Iterative, Tendential or cognitive, gnomic, Historical (mt. 3:1 
appears; Mat 13:44 buys, Futuristic, Aorist, Perfect, imperfect. VOLUNTATIVE OR DESIDERATIVE 
OR POTENTIAL IMPERFECT, INCEPTIVE PERFECT OR INCHOATIVE IMPERFECT, nominative, 
genitive, masculine, feminine, singular, plural – 1,2,3 person…… 

In the Explanation of General Form (p. x) the New American Standard Bible (NASB) says this 
about the historical present:   

In regard to the use in Greek of the historical present, the Board recognized that in some 
contexts the present tense seems more unexpected and unjustified to the English reader than a 
past tense would have been. But Greek authors frequently used the present tense for the sake of 
heightened vividness by transporting their readers in imagination to the actual scene at the time 
of occurrence.   

However, the Board felt that it would be wise to change these historical presents into English 
past tenses. Therefore verbs marked with an asterisk (*) represent historical presents in the 
Greek which have been translated with an English past tense in order to conform to modern 
usage. 8x in Matthew 8;  

Based on current English, the translator decides whether or not to change the verb tenses. An 
example from the New Testament where one group (NASB) decided to change, and another 
group (New International Version) decided not to change is in John 1:15. The NASB renders the 
verse as, "John bore witness of Him, and cried out,..." whereas the NIV translated it, "John testi-
fies concerning him. He cries out,..." 

Remove the Historic “dramatic” present for emphasis and return it to ‘past’ tense and it would read like 
this: 

Did that which is good, then, become death to me? By no means! But in order that sin be 
recognized as sin, it produced death in me through was was good, so that through the 
commandment sin might become utterly sinful. We know that the law Is spiritual; but I was 
unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. I didn't understand what I was doing. For what I wanted to do I 
did not do, but what I hated I did. And if I did was I didn't want to do, I agreed that the law was 
good. As it was, it was no longer I myself who was doing it, but it was sin living in me. I know 
that nothing good lived in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I had the desire to do what was 
good, but I could not carry it out. For what I did was not the good I wanted to; no, the evil I did 
not want to do - this I kept on doing. Now if I did what I did not want to do, it was no longer I 
who did it, but it was sin living in me that was doing it. So I found this law at work: When I 
wanted to do good, evil was right there with me. For in my inner being I delighted in God’s law; 
but I saw another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my 
mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched 
man I was Who would rescue me from this body of death? (Thanks be to God -through Jesus 
Christ our Lord!) So then, I myself In my mind was a slave to God's law, but in the sinful nature a 
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slave to the law of sin. Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin 
and death... [Except for the altered verb tenses (Historic present into past) this passage is from 
the NIV] 

2.  Desire to do and delight in the Law 

This is claimed to be only true of believers. But the Scriptures reveal otherwise: 

Matthew 23:15 Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you travel across sea and 
land to make a single proselyte, and when he becomes a proselyte, you make him twice as much 
a child of hell as yourselves. 
 
This speaks of an unsaved Jew with such desire and commitment that they strive with great 
fervor to make a single proselyte (one who comes over from another religion to become a full 
Jew by being circumcised and by accepting the obligation of observing Jewish laws). 
 
Romans 10:1-4   Brothers, my heart's desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be 
saved.  2 I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge.  3 
For, being ignorant of the righteousness that comes from God, and seeking to establish their 
own, they did not submit to God's righteousness.  4 For Christ is the end of the law for 
righteousness to everyone who believes. 
 
Unsaved-- but having a “zeal for God” and a “seeking to establish their own righteousness.” If 
you continue reading you will see that they are trying this on the basis of Moses (the law), not 
realizing it is only by faith. 
 
Acts 21:28 crying out, "Men of Israel, help! This is the man who is teaching everyone 
everywhere against the people and the law and this place. Moreover, he even brought Greeks 
into the temple and has defiled this holy place." 

 
The personal love and commitment to the ‘law’ of the unbelieving men of Israel stirred them 
against Paul and his gospel. To these unsaved Jews, Paul declares: 
 
Acts 22:3 "I am a Jew, born in Tarsus in Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated at the feet of 
Gamaliel according to the strict manner of the law of our fathers, being zealous for God as all of 
you are this day. 
 
These Jews had an intellectual delight, a strict commitment to the law and a zeal for God, but 
still did not know God the Father and His Son Jesus Christ! 
 
Philippians 3:4-6  4 though I myself have reason for confidence in the flesh also. If anyone else 
thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more:  5 circumcised on the eighth day, of 
the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee;  6 
as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness, under the law blameless. 
 
Galatians 1:14  14 And I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my 
people, so extremely zealous was I for the traditions of my fathers. 
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A devout Jew had an inward zeal, desire to do, delight to study and teach the law of God, but 
was unsaved and unable to obey the law perfectly. The ‘law’ provided for atonement so that 
under the law one could be ‘blameless’ but still short of the righteousness of God that is by 
faith.  
 
However, the inner struggle of the ‘religious’ does not make one a believer-- it is the 
regenerating work of the Spirit through the Gospel bringing life and union with Christ through 
faith, that not only saves from the condemnation of the law, but out of the hopeless lawlessness 
of the sin and flesh. 

 
3. Paul says he was once “alive” apart from the law in vs. 9 and the only way to be spiritually alive 

is in Christ. 
 
True, the only way that one is made spiritually alive is in Christ, but can one who is alive in Christ 
(also called eternal life) later have sin come alive and die? (vs.9) Can a believer say that sin 
“killed me?” (vs. 11) NEVER – The unbeliever may subjectively assess himself as fine, good, 
clean, alive etc. but the awareness of law and sin exposes the unavoidable truth of deadness 
and hopeless inability. 
 

Though there are a few other thoughts some try to marshal to make the “I” in Romans 7 a believer. They 
are even less persuasive than the 3 above.  
 
The following are reasons why the “I” in Romans 7 is unsaved religious Paul (Jews). 
 
1. The Mood/Tone: Romans 7:7ff is one of defeat, inability and hopelessness, whereas the believers is 

one of victory, ability and hope (Romans 6, 7:25a & 8) 

2. The Silence: There is much about law, sin, flesh etc. This passage is absolutely devoid of any 
mention of the Holy Spirit or Christ (*except 25a which is an “outbreak of praise or thanksgiving” 
which is evoked by the context but not part of the flow or teaching under present consideration [see 
also Eph. 5:25ff where after mentioning Christ’s sacrificial love, Paul has an “outburst” vss. 26-27 
that are unique to Christ and not to be construed as a husband’s undertaking]). 

3. The Context:  Romans 7:7ff. is an autobiographical expansion of Romans 7:5 speaking of the days of 
living (serving) in the flesh (not yet having new life of the Spirit) – for the “SERVE” sense of living & 
dying see chapter 6, especially 6:6-9, 11ff. Romans 8 will be an expansion on Romans 7:6, reiterating 
what is already declared in Romans 6! 

4. The Text: There are elements in the text that do not (and cannot) fit with the life of the believer: 

a. Producing death – 7:13; See 6:16, 20-23; 8:13 (but. 8:9; 13-17 – 8:4; 6:4, 14,  

b. Of the flesh – 7:14; See 8:7-8 – 8:9 (5) 

c. Sold under sin – 7:14 See 6:1, 6- 7; 17 

d. Not ability to carry it out (right) – 7:19; (newness of life 6:4, 11, 14, 17, 22; 7:7-6; 8:7-11&14. 

e. Captive to law of sin – 7:23 see preceding verses (8:1 set you free…6:6;-7, 22) 
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f. Dichotomy of want and do mind & heart.  

Mind, will and intentions to do good, but inability Rom 7:18 vs. Rom. 6:17  

I’m not saying that a believer has NO struggle because the Scripture clearly teaches otherwise:  

 
1 Peter 2:11-12   11 Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the passions of 
the flesh, which wage war against your soul.  12 Keep your conduct among the Gentiles 
honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and 
glorify God on the day of visitation. 

Galatians 5:16-18   16 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the 
flesh.  17 For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are 
against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you 
want to do.  18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law. 

Yet for the true believer, united to Christ and indwelt by the Holy Spirit, there is a guarantee of progress 
and victory! 

The exclamation “O wretched man that I am” is the cry of the hopeless, whereas the believer who is 
united to Christ knows “By the grace of God I am what I am.” (1 Cor. 15:10) Not that in this life any 
attain perfection but by grace we press on. We cry “O redeemed man that I am in Christ” No temptation 
is too strong (1 Cor. 10:13) because greater is he who is in you than he who is in the world (1 John. 4:4) 

 

 


