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Romans 7:14-25 

 

Introduction: Amen. Church you may be seated. And as you are being seated, go ahead and take your 

Bibles with me and turn to the Book of Romans. Romans 7:14-25 is our passage for today.   

When I was in college, I heard Philip Yancey make an off-handed comment about Romans 7, and 

it made me chuckle. He was talking about the Apostle Paul. And he said something like this, I’m 

paraphrasing: “From what I can tell in the NT, Paul was an amazing man who rarely if ever sinned, and 

didn’t seem to struggle with sin like I do, except for those famous words in Romans 7… Bless that 

chapter!”1 Why did Philip Yancey say “Bless that chapter”… that wonderful chapter of Romans 7? Well 

it’s because Romans 7 teaches us that the Apostle Paul was human. It teaches us that even the most holy 

and sanctified among us (other than Jesus) still struggle with sin. And that shouldn’t fill us with glee or 

with apathy. But it should encourage us in our battle against sin.  

 Last week if you remember, I told you when you become a Christian you move from the battle you 

can’t win (the battle to obey the law on your own) to the battle you can’t lose. When you are saved by 

Christ’s blood, you embark on a journey that culminates at the celestial city. That journey will end at a 

good place. That battle is a battle you can’t ultimately lose. But along the way, that journey will be tough. 

And the battle will be intense. This message today in Romans 7:14-25 is about that battle. We are going to 

peer into the inner workings of Paul’s mind this morning and it gets a little hairy. So brace yourself, 

Christian. In the words of the King James Bible, “Gird up our loins, this morning, Christians.” Because 

before we take communion in just a few minutes, we are going to talk deeply about the fierceness of the 

battle that we are in right now that we won’t ultimately lose.    
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I’ve entitled today’s message, “I Fought the Law and the Gospel Won.” We’re going to get to the 

gospel in a second. But first Paul mentions “the law” nine times in this passage, and twenty three times 

total in Romans 7. Obviously the law is an important part of Paul’s argument here. And the first thing 

Paul says about the law is that it is spiritual, and yet he is fleshly.  

Paul says this in verse 14. Follow along with me in your Bibles.  
14 For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin.  

The law is God’s creation. It is good. It derives from God, so it is spiritual and holy and righteous. It’d 

be great if we could read the law, understand the law, and obey it perfectly. That’d be fantastic! But we can’t do 

that, because we have his thing inside us called sin. And that sin is a wrench in the gears of our plan to obey 

the law. We want to obey the law perfectly, but we can’t. 

The problem is that there is a Mr. Hyde inside of all of us that is wrecking Dr. Jekyll’s plan 

constantly. There’s a monster inside of us who keeps blowing up our desire to do the right thing. We may 

have defeated the monster through faith in Christ, but even as Christians, the monster still persists inside 

of us. And he won’t be fully defeated in this life, not until our glorification to come.  

By the way, Robert Louis Stevenson, the author of that book The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and 

Mr. Hyde – he knew about Romans 7. He knew Paul’s struggle with sin. He was raised in a Christian 

home. And there’s good evidence that he wrote that book as an outworking of his own understanding of 

Romans 7.2 Even as saved followers of Jesus, we still have to deal with the monster within. It’s a fight we 

won’t ultimately lose, but it’s still a fight. Paul had to fight it, and we will too. 

Look at verse 15.  
15 For I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.  

                                                 
1 Paraphrased from The Bible Jesus Read (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 38.  
2 Timothy J. Keller, “Splitness” 11.26.06, The Timothy Keller Sermon Archive (New York City: Redeemer Presbyterian Church, 2013). 



Now I want you to know a few things here. Let me point out a few grammatical features in this text. 

Paul’s entire mode of writing here has turned autobiographical. And that was true even during last week’s 

passage. In verse 8, he wrote, “But sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, produced in me all 

kinds of covetousness.” In verse 9 he said, “I was once alive apart from the law, but when the commandment 

came, sin came alive and I died.” So Paul was using this first person singular language even in the passage from 

last week. In verse 13, he said, “Did that which is good, then, bring death to me?” Lots of I’s and lots of me’s in 

those verses. But the tense of those verbs was past tense. In Greek, Paul uses the aorist verb tense to describe his 

life before salvation, before his “Damascus road” experience when he came to Christ.  

 But now in verse 14-25, we don’t have past tense verbs (the aorist). We have present tense verbs. I told 

you before that I highlight commands, imperative verbs, pink in my Greek Bible. Well I highlight present 

tense verbs in blue. And there’s a whole lot of blue in verses 14-25.  

 What’s the significance of that, Tony? The significance is that this is Paul as a Christian, as a follower of 

Christ, as an apostle even struggling with sin. And sometimes sin gets the better of him. Now you know why 

Phillip Yancey says about Romans 7, “Bless that chapter!” This is the Apostle Paul getting specific, painfully 

specific about his battle with sin.    

Paul mentioned covetousness previously. Maybe that’s the thing that he hates in verse 15.  
For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.  

He hates it, but he can’t stop doing it. Maybe for you it’s anger and rage. Maybe it’s lust. Maybe it’s 

discontentment or laziness or apathy. You hate those things about yourself and you want it to stop, but 

you do the very thing you hate.  

I heard a pastor say once that you can discern a Christian’s spiritual maturity based upon how 

much they hate sin. Not just on how they sin less. As you grow as a Christian you never become sinless, 

but you do sin less. But it’s more than that. You don’t just sin less, you hate sin more. And it’s not just 

that you hate sin out there. Or that you hate the sin in the world. Or that you hate the sin in other people. 

That’s actually quite easy to hate the sin out there, in our world, or in other people’s hearts. How about 

the sin in here, in your own heart???! The more mature you are as a Christian, the more you identify and 

hate that sin that is inside of you.  

You know in that book, Dr. Jekyll is a fine upstanding citizen, but he’s frustrated because there is 

a bad part inside of him that keeps holding him back. He calls himself an “incongruous compound” of 

good and evil mixed together. Does that sound familiar? Does that sound like us? So Dr. Jekyll makes 

this potion to separate the good and the bad side of him. And the bad side is called Mr. Hyde, whose 

name derives from the word hideous or hidden. Mr. Hyde is the hidden, hideous side of Dr. Jekyll. And 

this bad side of Dr. Jekyll, his flesh you might call it, is way, way, way more evil than he ever realized. 

And what frustrates Dr. Jekyll is that both of those sides of his nature are truly him. They are two aspects 

of who he is as a human being. He is Dr. Jekyll, and he is Mr. Hyde both. They are both genuinely and 

authentically him.  

And what’s strangely encouraging about Romans 7 is that Paul confesses here that there’s a Mr. 

Hyde inside of him too. There’s a sinfulness inside of Paul. There is a flesh that he’s got to battle against.  

And maybe that resonates with you too. Maybe you feel like an “incongruous compound” of good and evil 

mixed together. Can you relate to that? I can.  
For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.  

There’s a part of me that wants to do the right thing. There’s a part of me that longs to do the right thing. 

But there’s a Mr. Hyde inside of me too that doesn’t want to do the right thing. Paul struggled, and we 

struggle too. This is not unusual; this is our battle with our flesh.  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

So, the law is spiritual, but I am fleshly. And secondly we see that… 

 Paul says in verse 16. Now stay with me here. Paul is going to take us on a ride to the inner recesses 

of his mind. And it’s a bumpy ride, okay. You may want to get off this ride before we get to the end. But 

you need to stay with him, and you need to see yourself in his struggle. Otherwise you won’t be able to 

celebrate so enthusiastically when we get to verse 24. Okay? You got to feel the pain of verses 16-23, if 

you want to experience the good news of verse 24. So let’s hear Paul out here.    



16 Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with the law, that it is good.  

Now remember, part of Paul’s whole diatribe here is that the law -- the “thou shalt nots” of the OT -- 

those are good. Paul says in verse 12 that the law is “holy and righteous and good.” It is! And the fact that Paul 

doesn’t do what he wants to do, proves that it is good. It’s not the law’s fault that Paul can’t follow through with 

it. That doesn’t make the law bad. It points out that Paul is sinful. He can’t do what he wants to do.  
17 So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.  

The law is perfect. But I am imperfect. I can’t follow through with it because of sin.  
18 For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it 
out.  

“I want to get up and read my Bible, Pastor Tony. But I just keep sleeping in.” “I want to share 

my faith, Pastor Tony. But I keep wimping out.” Why is that? “I want to stop losing my temper with my 

kids.” “I want to stop watching inappropriate movies on Netflix or Amazon Prime. I know I shouldn’t do 

that. I feel horrible after I do it. But I just keep losing the battle with sin.”  

“I know I should respect my husband, Pastor Tony, and follow his leadership. I know I shouldn’t 

call him an idiot. It just, kind of, slipped out of my mouth.” “I know I should love my wife as Christ loves 

the church, Pastor Tony. I know I shouldn’t call her cooking a ‘burnt offering for the LORD.’ But I can’t 

help myself sometime.” “Why do I say those things? Why do I do that? Why do I hurt her feelings? Why 

do I hurt other people?”  

You know a lot of the sins in our lives are sins of the tongue. Have you noticed that? And James 

tells us that the tongue is like the final frontier of sanctification. You can tame your whole body, maybe, 

but no man can tame the tongue.      

Why do we say those things? Why do we hurt each other? Why do we still struggle so mightily 

with sin? Here’s why! Look at verse 19.  
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. 21 So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  

Now you can pretty much interchange evil, sin, and the flesh in these verses. Paul’s talking about the 

same things with those terms. There’s a desire inside of me to obey God’s law. There’s a desire for good 

inside of me. But there’s also the flesh and a desire for evil. And those two desires are waging war inside 

of me. It’s like WWII inside my soul. The Axis powers are advancing, and my Allied powers are trying to 

hold them back. I want to obey God and I want to do the right thing, but I also want to sin. Anybody ever 

have experiences like that? Anybody ever feel conflicted like that?  

You know, in the Roman world, the poet Virgil wrote an account about a king named Mezentius 

who would torment prisoners and murderer by tying them to corpses.3 They would have to carry around 

this dead and decomposing body as part of their punishment for sin. We experience something similar as 

Christians. We carry around this flesh, this body of sin and death. We carry around this donkey. 

Remember St. Francis of Assisi? He called his flesh brother donkey. You tell it to do something and it 

says, “he-haw. I ain’t doing it.” That’s an apt analogy. Mark Twain called it his inner mule. You tell it to 

do something, and it does the exact opposite. Why? Just because you told it to do something.4  

Let me just share with you my own struggle with brother donkey. This might make you a little 

uncomfortable, but I figure if Paul can do it, I can do it. I told you last week that the older you get as a 

Christian, the more sins you see in the cracks of your heart. I see that in my heart. I get frustrated with 

my own flesh sometimes. I wonder when am I going to stop envying the success of other pastors? Why am 

I like that? Why do I get a twisted satisfaction at seeing other pastors fall? Why am I like that? And why 

do I celebrate when my opinions on someone else’s character is proved right? I don’t want to be like that. 

I don’t want people to treat me like that. Brother donkey strikes again.  

Why am I always so restless and discontent? Why do I get so negative sometimes? I feel like 

there’s this black cloud hovering over me, and every person that gets near me, I share my black cloud 

with. I don’t want to be like that. Why do I lose my temper with stupid stuff? Why do I cuss under my 

breath sometimes? And sometimes not just “under” my breath? Sometimes it’s over my breath. Brother 

                                                 
3 F. F. Bruce, Romans: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 6, TNTC (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985), 158. 
4 Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans, PNTC (Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, England: W.B. Eerdmans; Inter-Varsity Press, 1988), 280. 



donkey strikes again. Why do I do that? I’m 41 years old. I’ve been a Christian for 30+ years. Should I be 

past that already?  

And why do I think the worst of people sometimes? Why can’t I assume the best? Why can’t I give 

them the benefit of the doubt? I want them to give me the benefit of the doubt. Why don’t I return that 

favor? Why am I so contentious at board meeting? Why am I so domineering at small group? Why am I 

so dismissive of my wife or my son?   

And why do I disregard God’s good gifts in my life and lust after the gifts of other people. Why 

am I not more generous? More kind? More disciplined? More patient? More like Jesus?  

By the way, I’m not spilling my guts with you this more because it’s cathartic. I don’t need you to 

hear this from me because it’s cathartic for me. It’s actually the opposite of that. I need you to hear this, 

so that you can know that your pastor, is a sinner saved by grace. And I will never, never use grace as an 

excuse for my sin. But also I will never be completely free from my sin, my sin nature that is, until Christ 

comes home. I’m in a dogfight with sin, my flesh, and the devil. But praise God, it’s a dogfight that I 

can’t ultimately lose.  

What do you mean by can’t ultimately lose, Pastor Tony? Stay tuned.  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

But first write this down as #3. The law is spiritual, but I am fleshly. The law is perfect, but I am 

imperfect. Thirdly Paul tells us that…  

22 For I delight in the law of God, in my inner being,   

In his inner being, Paul delights in the law of God. He’s just like David in the OT. David delights in the 

law of the Lord. The law is a reflection of God’s character. This would especially be pronounced in the Apostle 

Paul, because he’s a Jew. The law is part of his heritage as a Jew. The law is one of the things that separated 

him and his people Israel from the pagan nations that surrounded Israel. 

And even in our day, we likewise can delight in the law of the Lord. I’m an OT guy. I get this. I 

love the OT, because it came from God. It’s the law of God. I delight in the Ten Commandments, because 

they are good. Any Western society that embraces the Ten Commandments and follows the Ten 

Commandments is a better society than one that doesn’t follow the Ten Commandments. I want to live in 

a world where people don’t steal and don’t kill and don’t commit adultery. Most Atheists and Secularists 

want to live in a world like that too, even though they actively destroy the foundation of world. They take 

an axe to their own tree.  

Even those Antifa delinquents right now who start riots. When they grow up and have kids, who 

do you think they are going to hire to babysit their kids? Do you think they will hire fellow members of 

their anarchist regime? No! They don’t want anarchists to babysit their children. They want Christians 

who believe in the Ten Commandments to babysit their children. Or at least moralists who follow the Ten 

Commandments.  

So we love the Law of the Lord. We love the OT Scriptures. But we need to know that obedience to 

those OT Scriptures isn’t what saves us. And those Scriptures in and of themselves don’t have the power to 

sanctify us either. Jesus said himself to the Pharisees, “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them 

you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me” (John 5:39).  

Paul says,  
22 For I delight in the law of God, in my inner being,23 but I see in my members another law waging war against the law of my mind 
and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.  

Paul says, “I keep trying to be the best Dr. Jekyll I can be, but Mr. Hyde keeps rearing his ugly 

head!” “Brother Donkey keeps waging war against that part in me that loves the law and wants to obey 

the law.” “I’m conflicted. The law is a delight, but I am conflicted. The law is good, but I can’t carry it 

out in my own power.” O wretched man that I am. Who will save me from this body of death? Have you 

gotten to that point in your life, Christian?  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

There’s an old chestnut that goes like this. It probably dates back to John Bunyan, but I don’t think 

anyone knows for sure.5 Here’s how it goes:  

                                                 
5 See the article by Justin Taylor, “Run, John, Run” July 27, 2011, TGC website, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justin-taylor/run-john-run/ 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justin-taylor/run-john-run/


“Do this and that the law commands 
But gives me neither feet nor hands 
Far better news the gospel brings,  
It bids us fly and gives us wings.” 

 There’s another version of that poem that goes like this: 
“A rigid matter was the law, 
demanding brick, denying straw, 
But when with gospel tongue it sings, 
it bids me fly and gives me wings.”6 

You know there’s this really cruel thing that we do in America. This is going to sound kind of cynical, 

but I’m going to say it anyway. We take these celebrities who are rich and famous and talented, and we give 

them a microphone. And we tell them to inspire the children of America. And they get up in front of people and 

they say, “Kids, you can be anything you want to be when you grow up. You can be a movie star like me. 

You want to play in the NFL or the NBA, go for it. You want to be the next Donald Trump or LeBron 

James or Julia Roberts. Go for it. You can be anything you want to be.” 

 You know I heard Phil Jackson, the coach of the Bulls say one time… by the way this is the only 

time I will ever quote Phil Jackson in a positive light… okay… But I heard a reporter ask him once about 

Michael Jordan changing his jersey from 45 back to 23. He couldn’t wear number 23 when he came out 

of retirement, because that jersey was retired. So he wore number 45 instead. And then halfway through 

the season he switched back to 23 even though it was technically against league rules. And all these 

parents around the country were complaining because they had spent a hundred dollars on Jordan 

jerseys that had 45 on them instead of 23. And the media asked Phil Jackson about this and he said, “Buy 

your kids books, don’t buy them Jordan jerseys.”  

 Anyways, I always get annoyed when these freakishly gifted musicians or athletes or 

entrepreneurs tell kids, “You can be just like me if you try hard enough, kid.” You know you have these 

NBA players who are 6 foot 4 and taller encouraging these kids who won’t get any bigger than 5 foot 9… 

and that’s the average height of an American male by the way… that they are destined for the NBA if 

they just work hard enough… that is a cruel thing to do to kids. It’s cruel. Tell them to buy books. Tell 

them to finish school and learn a valuable trade.  

 You know we do something just as cruel in some churches. We tell kids who we love dearly and we 

want to see succeed… we tell them, “Alright, little Johnny, you are such a good boy. Just keep being a 

good boy. You be nice like Jesus. You be a good person. That’s all God wants you to be.” And someday 

little Johnny when he gets about 19, 20, or 21 years old is going to have a Romans 7 crisis. And he’s going 

to say, “I’m not a good person. I’ve got this sin inside of me and no matter how hard I try I can’t stop 

doing it.” And little Johnny going to have a Romans 7 experience as a believer and as an unbeliever. “O 

wretched man that I am.” Little Susie is going to have a Romans 7 experience too. O wretched woman 

that I am! Who will deliver me from myself? What are you going to say to that parents? What are you 

going to say to that, Harvest Kids teachers? Jesus was nice. Then he died. You be nice too little Johnny 

and Susie? Or are you going to say, Romans 7:25, “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!”? 

Here’s #4 in your note. I think this is the sum-total statement of Romans 7. If you take anything 

away from Romans 7, take this.  

24 Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? 25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!  

 You know there are two great truths that we as Christians constantly need to be reminded of. 

They are the twin truths of Romans 7:24-25. The first truth is that we are wretched. We are wretched 

sinners. And the second truth is that we are redeemed. We are “delivered” to use the language of verse 24. 

We are wretched and we are redeemed. We are wholly unholy and yet we are wholly redeemed. Luther 

said it best: We are simul justus et peccator. We are simultaneously righteous or just and peccator, a 

sinner. Who will deliver this wretch? Who will deliver this peccator? It’s not the law. It’s the gospel of 

Jesus Christ.  
“Do this and that the law commands 
But gives me neither feet nor hands 

                                                 
6 Ibid. quoted from The Sermons and Practical Works of Ralph Erksine, vol. 10 (Glasgow: W. Smith and J. Bryce, 1778), 283. 



Far better news the gospel brings,  
It bids us fly and gives us wings.” 

I fought the law and Jesus won. I fought the law and the gospel won! “What’s the gospel, Pastor 

Tony? What’s the gospel? What do we teach little Johnny and little Susie? VBS is coming up, Pastor 

Tony? What do we teach them?” 
Well we’re about to enact the gospel with communion in a moment. But let give you a clear and concise 

definition of the gospel first. The gospel is the good news that Jesus Christ, the God of the universe, came to 

earth and died on a cross for our sin. And when you believe the gospel, you believe that death was payment for 

your sin and his resurrection was victory over death. And when you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord, 

and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, according to Romans 10:9, you are saved. That’s 

the gospel. That’s the good news. That’s the truth about Jesus that Paul embraced on that Road to Damascus. 

That’s the truth about Jesus that I embraced at the Nazarene School in Austin, Texas when I about 6 years old. 

That’s the truth about Jesus that you need to embrace if you want to be saved from you sin.  

 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Now I do want to say this. And this is a bit of a teaser for next Sunday’s message. It’s interesting 

to me that Paul doesn’t end verse 25 with…  
Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! 

That would have been a triumphant and climactic end to this chapter. But what follows is more of 

anticlimactic than climactic. Paul says,  
So then, I myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.  

Wah-wah-wah. That’s kind of a downer actually. What Paul says there is that the battle continues.7 

It’s ongoing in the Christian life. We still have this law of sin and the flesh to contend with. So what do we 

do about that? Do we just sit back and let sin reign in our bodies? Do we just let brother donkey have his 

way? No. But we’ve got to find a new strategy to fight against brother donkey. Willpower isn’t going to 

get the job done. Pulling ourselves up by our own bootstraps isn’t going to get the job done. We need 

help! We need supernatural power to fight our flesh. We need the Spirit. The spirit is willing but the flesh 

is weak. But the capital-s Spirit is both willing and strong enough to win the victory over sin and the flesh.  

You see the most prevalent word in Romans 7 is the law. The focus is on the law’s shortcomings in 

helping us win the victory over sin. Do you know what the most prevalent word in Romans 8 is? It’s the 

word “Spirit.” And Romans 8 is all about accessing and leveraging the Spirit inside of you as a Christian 

to win the battle against sin. Would that be of interest to you? If so, come back next week. And we’ll talk 

about that. Next week is Fourth of July Weekend. I think I’ll call my message next Sunday, “Declaration 

of Independence.” We’ll see. Come back next Sunday to find out. Let’s pray together.  

 

                                                 
7 D. Stuart Briscoe and Lloyd J. Ogilvie, Romans, vol. 29, The Preacher’s Commentary Series (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Inc, 1982), 145–148. 


