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THE TENSION OF THE CHRISTIAN LIFE
Romans 7: 14-20
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Vs. 14 For we know that’'the law is spiritual; but I am carnal,
having been sold under sin.

Vs. 15 For I do not know what I am accomplishing. Because what
I want to do, I don't practise, but what I hate, this I do.

Ve. 16 And if I do what I don't want to do, then I agree that the
law is good.

Ng. 17 But now it is no longer me bringing it about, but sin
dwelling in me.

Vs. 18 For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is in my
sinful nature. For I want and am ready to do one thing,
but the will to accomplish the good is not there.

Vs. 19 For I don't do the good I want to do, but the evil I don't
want to do, this I keep on doing.

Vs. 20 And if what I don't want to do, I do, then it is no longer
me bringing it about, bu the sin dwelling 1n me
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Subject: The dramath ten31on in the believer's 1life.

Complement: ...occurs because of the principle of indwelling
s in . & L 5 Errdet S ¢ frder Cdg

Full Statement: The dramatic tension in the believer's life
occurs because of the principle of indwelling sin.

EXEGETICAL OUTLINE

I. The law has‘proven ‘that there is a dramatic tension in the
life of the believer (vss. 14-16).

A. As a representative Christian, 'Paulucpntrasts his own
»~~— state w1th that of the perfection envisioned in the law

" ﬂP %aul states the tension, th& he is torn between wanting
"to do one thing, but doing another (vs.15).
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C. The experience of this dramatic tension testifies to the
validity and benefit of the law (vs.16).

II. The source of the Christian’'s inward struggle is found in the
presence of indwelling sin (vss. 17-20).

e/ AL Paul affirms the existence and principle of indwelling sin,

( s 170
— B¢ Paul billustrates the effect of indwelling sin in that it pro-
7S “duces the inclination to do evil, despite any desire to do

Beag. (ves, 18, 19,
c.. Paul reaffirms that the cause of this tension is indwelling
BFm (vsS. 20).
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The passage before us is given by Paul to illustrate that which
ig given in the preceding section, namely that the law has certain
positive effects in bringing a man to the knowledge of sin. That the
passage is illustrative is first/Andicated by the six-fold use (in
seven verses) of the particle-ys@ JThe usage of %e 1is primarily
explanatory (Robertson, Grammar, 1190; Cranfield, 355). Secondly it
is indicated by the subject matter itself. Verses 14 through 16
show that the goodness of the law is witnessed by the tension the
believer experiences in wanting to obey it, but being inclined not
to. Verses 17 through 20 explain how sin takes its opportunity
through the commandment (vs. 8), because its lodging is internal. The
grouping of verses 14 through 20 taken as a unit is suggested by
E. F. Harrison, John Murray and the N.I.V. e N
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I. The'law.has proven that there is a dramatic tension in the 1life

of the believer (vss. 14-16).

That this passage is speaking of the believer's "A.D."
experience, rather than "B.C." is assumed throughout. A full-
support of this interpretation is beyond the scope of this one
section of verses. However, various supporting points to that
interpretation will be given, as they relate to the specific
verses in question.

A, As a representative Christian, Paul contrasts his own state
with that of the perfection envisioned in the law (vs. 14)

A first exegetical observation is that verses 2 through
13 include predominantly aorists and imperfects and that
verses 14 through 25 include predominantly present tenses.
Wallace notes (pp. 169, 170) that since Paul speaks in the
first person, these presents cannot be historical presents |
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(dramatic), therefore negating the appeal to the idiom.
Thus, grammatically, it seems Paul must be speaking here
as a mature Christian. © remos TvEym TS  FTTCV
sums up the idea of the first half of the chapter--the
source of the law is God, it has His authority, and as
will be seen, it has His goodness. The contrast Paul

gives is with himself (as an example) that he however is

0t spiritually perfect, but rather is gdpxeves  (the
reading to be preferred to cAexcxés ). He means_here
that even he, as long as he lives in this mortal life,

, hag carnality remaining in him. The effect is that while

the owekevéds reading is preferred, the intended meaning
is taken to be equivalent to oxpxcxés . However, the
Christian's carnality is different from the non-Christian's.
cranfield (356-57) and Murray (260) support this interpre-
tation, with Murray offering that !sold under sin"/
indicates being subjected "to a power that is alien To his
own will" and that Paul "reproaches himself for the sin

he commits and bemoans his being carried away captive by
it," (261). He has set the stage for illustrating the
Christian's great inner tension, by showing the Romans that
even he (surely worthy of the bishopric) is in marked
contrast to God's righteous law.

Paul states the tension, that he is torn between wanting
to do one thing, but doing another (vs. 15).

It is probable that the testimony of a great many
Christians confirms the truth of this verse. On the
other hand, if it is said that non-Christians are by
nature sinful, so that they are considered enemies of
God, how can they in general "want to" do good in keeping
the law? Even more so, how can we say that a non-Christian
hates practicing sin? Rather, Paul knows not what he is
accomplishing. He registers a characteristic note of
bewilderment over the predicament he experiences. Murray
notes (262), "What passes into execution is what he hates,
the opposite of his delight and characteristic volition."
Cranfield notes (358) that "the verb wpxoe £ ig less
definite than w«xTéfyx{er®x¢ and 7ececv , and so more
appropriate for denoting an inconclusive activity."f The
tensgion to do that which he hates is strong. 3

The experience of this dramatic tension, testifies to
the validity and benefit of the law (vs. 16).

Before moving on to further discuss the struggle the
Christian must face, Paul again reminds his Roman readers
that this all goes to show the goodness of the law.
Apparently, the Roman tendency on temptation was o think
of the law as accursed (vs. 7), but the very fact that
it pointed out Paul's inability to escape coveting
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(ves. 7-13), and his inclination to do that which he doesn't

want to do (vs. 16). The very existence of the conflict -
within the Chrigtian proves the goodness of the law.p—= _ P EXLSI-
BAGD (780) translates the last phrase "I agree with the fkﬂk” &7

law (and thus bear witness) that it is good." Cranfield |
(360) notes with affirmation Calvin's emphasis (150) ColE
that o ymgymuc (used only here in the New Testament) in- "7, .
volves "a thoroughly serious consent, 'with most eager AL;_tvﬂ%ﬁy
desire of his heart,' that is a real engagement to God's ;}gr_ghvf}h
law.” If he who is "carnal" (vs. 14) is equivalent to SR
being unsaved, and in fact at emnity with God (8:7), how “’w“*‘f
can he say ‘bha.‘t his disposition to the law is W/u?pf,f( T TR (A,

7 ng J /“-.‘."—f' =
f_':;-“f"‘.‘i
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The source of the Christian's inward struggle is found 1n;k$4((i

the presence of indwelling sin (vss. 17-20).

Christian must face. The vocabulary of the first section /
is repeated ( @€Aw, wxTépy=<Cerbxc , #‘Opco"‘a'w ), and some
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Paul now elaborates and restates the struggle the Dz Ll ¢S
Can “7# Hottsey
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the same ideas repeated. The p01nt is to show that the #= #- = _,;J

4¢?q ruggle with the tension in the Christian life, which witness * 0 ' 8
to the law's goodness, is caused by an internal quality, b 1 TH—THE

Indwelllng sin. This section is the heart of the Christian's
struggle in trying to live a godly 11fe, and shows even Paul
as keenly subject to that struggle.
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Paul affirms the existence and principle of indwelling
ain (vg. 17).

Here Paul states that there is a principle of in-
dwelling sin, even in the believer, and that the self is
really powerless to do good because of it. This is no
excuse for man, hqwever, as is manifest everywhere in
Romans. The wwyve and ovkésc¢c are logically placed
(Cranfield, 360), and do not indicate a temporal arrange—

__)ment The verse falls loglcally on the heels of VS 1

The minor textual problem of évocdvro (&, B, vg
versus otwevoot (A, C, D, F, G, P, Byz. lat) is resolved
in favor of the latter (contra Expoeltors) in,both the

Nestle26 and UBS3. The sense does not change’ with either

;ﬁarlant and Cranfield offers the suggestion that it is
“explained as assimilation to vs. 20.

The fact of the tension is the point of this verse.
And as Cranfield notes, "the fact that there is real
conflict and tension is a sign of hope."

Paul illustrates the effect of indwelling gin in that it
allows the desire to do good but the inclination to do
el Tee, 18, 19).

Verse 18 confirms what was said in verse 17, hense
the connectlnghﬁllf . The sinful nature includes no good
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towards God at all. Robertson (705) notes 7e¥7 ’ érzev
as used without regard to number, gender or case of the
word in apposition to it, and as a mark of a more formal
literary style. Paul is therefore emphasizing and quali-
fying that in his flesh, the sinful nature, there is nothing
good, even though the desire to do good is there, as
provided by the Holy Spirit. This writer has translated
it "For I want and am ready to do one thing" as it seems
this is what Oéhgev moparet?=l is saying. Dana and
Mantey (217) and Robertson (431) give the phrase as the
substantial use of the infinitive for the subject, empha-
sizing the contrast of the first phrase ("For I want . :
todo . . .") with the second ("but the will to accomplish
the good is not there"). Expositor's offers the idea

that "the want of will is the very thing lamented (p.642).

The verse seems to teach that the flesh is wholly
sinful. This implicates the old nature as being totally
apart from God in every regard. Since Paul does not
exclude the mind here as being depraved (vs. 22 is not
taken to mean that), it must be included that it too is

included in the term ocaxp«c.

The side by side occurrence of oD oV is given by
Robertson (1158) as indicative of a deliverate emphasis
again on the substance already stated in vs. 15b. (the
(the variants here are not well supported by the sources).
Here, the thing willed is the good and the thing not willed
but practiced is the evil. Again, how could this be so
of the unsaved man?||
Paul reaffirms that the cause of this tension is indwelling
gin (Ve 20).

It is not to be taken lightly that this verse appears
as a repetition of vss. 16a and 17. Let there be no con-
fusion, Paul is saying. The reason he (and his readers)
must face the tension of opposing wills is begausg of the
internalization of sin, the dwelling of sin €év &£xol.
Barrett offers (p. 148) that "the effect of this reiterated
conclusion is to emphasize the distinction between the true
gelf--"I"--and the sin-dominated flesh, which has its way
and carries out actions of which "I" disapprove and does
not carry out the good actions of which "I" approve.
However, Barrett acquits the conscience as being in full
compliance with the law, a pre-supposition with which this
writer cannot agree. ~ (

O

Finally, the question arises from the thought of verse
20, what are the duration and limits of this tension? How
long can outbreaks of carnality be tolerated? These are
the tasks of the exegesis of I Corinthiansg, however, and
must be deferred to that book. “Fr2ue (|

- L2



p.b

Conclusion.

This section wag chosen as it stands as something of a
digression in the overall major sub-section of Romans, namely
Chapters 4-8. These chapters show the victory of salvation. But
that victory is not accomplished over night. It is a gradual
purging of sin and starving out of indwelling sin, which no
Christian is without. There stands before us (by God's grace) the
law. It is spiritual and good. But we cannot keep it. In fact,
the more one strives, the more failing is experienced. The process
ends first in the true recognition of one's own wretchedness, but
finally in a flinging of one's self upon the grace of Jesus Ghriat.
This is the normal Christian 1life, and the purpose of Paul's
exposition.

Theological Implication.

If this passage is taken as discriptive of the Christian's
"A.D." rather than "B.C." experience, then the possibility of
perfectionism seems lost. If Paul is writing the above verses about
his own Christian walk, and even he had such a struggle and tension,
then does that not say that even the most mature will still struggle?
Dan Wallace notes, "The utter sinfulness of sin is something we
cannot truly recognize unless we are maturing in the Lord and
realizing our total dependence on Him for our sanctification.”

One cannot but wonder at the profession of supposed perfectionists
and eradicationists. The highest humility is in recognition of
one's true barrenness and wretchedness apart from Christ.
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APPENDIX

Romans 7:18 (19)

A, External Evidence
1. Higt of Variante;
a.To ¢ gotrsﬂfxfecrﬁﬂ“ 70 kot YOV 0D 0% r“f“
b. 7o d& kxrepyaled €t To kothov o-v)( £'vft rew oV d’“f v
Sz &gf{ﬁrdreﬂ‘odf 7o X NoV oV aicthﬂt"»’ 01} Jdlp
2. C(Claggification of the evidence:
Naviart Byam'ﬂhe Alexandrian Western other
o ce,o"‘; aoth, N AB,C, 6, f{as Au,-.;fm 1881, Cyril
U 1' )
Aarm, W\eﬂmdml ) 8], 1739, Orljén
fp;pfnam}u
b 1K+ B, teet, P25, 2.5, g8 18, \8NY) (%5,
4-‘5! 629 syr 326, Yl 330,61¢ i diden 198, 1985,
cllry.hj’m ,mol‘n!i; Or;’cu"‘* ve : aﬂnbfoslnsﬁy- ;"‘9), 2'\’96
Tohwn- Pamasecs b e, : wTho |1ty
& 88" 2127
X X

3. Evaluation of the evidence:
a. Date and character of the witnesses:

The question of our problem really relates to
variants a and b since variant ¢ has too little
support to justify serious inclusion in the competi-
tion. The first reading is well supported as to
date and character of the mss. (¥, A, B, C) as
well as representation in both the Byzantine and
Alexandrian families. While the second reading
is well represented in all three families, its
earliest witness is D which is from the sixth
century, with the next earliest witness from the
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nineth century. Although variant b has the greater
number of witnesseg, variant a is the choice based
on date and the best witnesses (M, A, B, C).

b. Geographical distribution:

The first reading enjoys its strongest
representation in the Alexandrian region, but o
is also found minimally in the Western and
Byzantine areas. The second reading is more
evenly represented in all areas.

c. Genealogical solidarity:

The situation here parallels that of the
geographical distribution. Neither variant is
solely represented by one family.

4. Conclusion on external evidence:

Since the first reading enjoys by far the
earliest representation and is not absent from the
other areas, it is the choice based on external
evidence alone.

Internal Evidence (evaluating first two readings only).

The basic problem here is the inclusion of evpcikuu
in the second reading versus o% ov of the first
(cf. Robertson, 1158) is not unheard of elsewhere in the
New Testament, it is not ruled out as improbable based on
a supposed error of duplication (error of 51ght) So, we -
are faced with the question of insertion of e&vVplrew il
It seems most likely that the word was added due to a
harmonistic, intentional change, the scribe not liking
the eV ev¥ when he saw it. However, neither reading
changesg the meanlng of ,the text. If variant a is taken,
the meaning of ovxX EVpcﬂKw is implied, hence the
translation chosen’ (see p. 1). Therefore, variant a is the
marginal choice based on internal evidence.

Conclusion of Textual Problem.

Variant a is the choice primarily on the basis of ,
external evidence, plus the seeming absence of any over- 7
whelming internal factors favoring variant b.



