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A Believer’s Calling:  Holiness 

The Battle for Holiness, Part 2 
  
One of my most early recollections of Sunday school involves my first male Sunday school teacher.  I 
would guess that this was the 5th grade or so.  As many of you know, Peggy and I knew each other as 
children, and it so happens we were both attending the same “Mainline” denomination church.  Up that 
point, it was common for women to be the Sunday school teachers, including the Sunday School 
Superintendent.  It was unusual to have a man teach the 5th graders, and perhaps that is why I remember 
him so well. 
 
He owned Milliken Brick, a very well-known brick company in the area.  I knew a little about the 
business from riding past in the car.  I was always trying to see a glimpse of the kilns with their fiery 
glow. 
 
Mr. Milliken told a simple story of why he believed in God.  He believed in God because of His 
consistency.  He illustrated this by talking about his business.  In the Pittsburgh area, there is a seam of 
coal named for the city.  Some have said that this was one of the most economically important mineral 
deposits in US history.  This was due to its monetary value, its physical location, its quality and the ease 
that it could be mined. 
 
Mr. Milliken knew something else valuable about this resource:  immediately underneath the Pittsburgh 
Coal seam was some of the finest clay for the manufacture of firebrick.  Firebrick plays a vital role in the 
making of steel, and his ability to use this mineral was an important part of his business.  He saw in the 
consistent nature of this mineral the consistency of God and that His promises will never fail. 
 
Unquestionably, if we were looking for the most consistent life ever lived, the life that most emulated the 
consistency of God; it would be our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  A life lived in complete obedience to 
the Father, totally without sin.  We are called to a life of obedience also; not to earn anything: that has 
been accomplished by the work on the cross.  But we are to live a righteous life out of gratitude for that 
work. 
 
We have other examples of men who took this call to righteousness seriously and attempted to live 
consistent lives.  In the text we are studying today, we see another man who would testify to the 
consistency of God, the Apostle Paul.  As we have learned though our study of Philippians, Paul knew the 
character of God was such that he could always be sure that God’s plans would not be thwarted by 



 2

shipwreck, hunger, cold, nakedness, plots of his enemies or even the imprisonment he experienced while 
he wrote 4 of his epistles. 
 
Paul knew God to be consistent, and he obviously strove to be consistent in his own life.  I believe we can 
see that in the tone of his letters.  This, the greatest of theologians, never ceased to be concerned with the 
welfare of his flock.  Even in his sternest of letters, the love for the people was evident and more; it was a 
solid rock that formed the foundation for his ministry. 
 
We know too, that Paul never ceased to take a sober view of himself:  a persecutor of the church, the least 
of the apostles, the chief of sinners.  This was a man who knew who he was and wasn’t trying to put on a 
false front. 
 
What do we have then in Romans 7?  What are we to do with the conflict between the “Man” described in 
these verses?  Who Is the “Man” of Romans 7?  James Montgomery Boice wrote and spoke to this issue 
and what follows is taken from his work. 
 

Romans 7:14-20, “For we know that the law is spiritual: but I am carnal, sold under sin.  For that 
which I do I allow not: for what I would, that do I not; but what I hate, that do I.  If then I do that 
which I would not, I consent unto the law that it is good.  Now then it is no more I that do it, but 
sin that dwelleth in me.  For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing: for to 
will is present with me; but how to perform that which is good I find not.  For the good that I 
would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I do.  Now if I do that I would not, it is no 
more I that do it, but sin that dwelleth in me.” 

 
There are few passages in the Bible over which competent Bible students have divided more radically 
than the last half of Romans 7, beginning with verse 14.  This is a section of the letter in which Paul is 
speaking of himself, describing a fierce internal struggle with sin.  And the question is:  Of what stage in 
his life is he speaking?  Is he speaking of the present, that is, of the time of his writing the letter—when he 
was a mature Christian, indeed an apostle?  Or is he speaking of himself as he was in the past, before his 
conversion?  Or is the true answer somewhere in between? 
 
Who is the “man” of Romans 7?  This question has divided Bible students from the earliest days of the 
church and continues to divide them today. 
 
It is a serious question, too.  Some problems of Bible interpretation may be of limited importance, the 
specifics of prophecy, for instance.  But this is a section of Romans in which Paul is discussing the 
Christian life.  He seems to be answering two related questions:  How can I live a triumphant Christian 
life?  How can I achieve victory over sin?  Any true Christian wants the answer to those questions.  So, 
unlike differing opinions concerning other, less practical parts of Scripture, we all instinctively take 
seriously the discussion of any diverse interpretations of this passage. 
 
How should we proceed?  This morning I want to present four main interpretations of these verses and 
evaluate each one. 
 

The “Man” of Romans 7 Is Unsaved 
 
The first view is that the “man” of Romans 7 is the apostle Paul as he was while unregenerate, that is, 
when he was not yet a Christian.  This seems to have been the dominant view in the early church.  In fact, 
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the great Saint Augustine held it at first, though later, as a result of his maturing study of the Bible, he 
came to believe that what is said here is true of the regenerate person, too.  According to this view, Paul 
could not say the things he says here if he were truly a Christian. 
 
What things? 
 
Well, that he is “a slave to sin,” for example (verse 14).  This claim is particularly troublesome because 
Paul has previously said, “But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you 
wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted.  You have been set free from 
sin and have become slaves to righteousness” (Romans  6:17—18).  If Paul is speaking as a Christian, 
how can he say that Christians have been freed from sin’s slavery in chapter 6 and then say that he is 
himself “a slave to sin” in chapter 7? 
 
Paul also says, “Nothing good lives in me” (verse 18).  True, he qualifies that at once by adding, “that is, 
in my sinful nature.”  But even so, can a believer really speak in these terms, knowing that God dwells 
within him and is working “to will and to act according to his good purpose” (Phil. 2:13)? 
 
A bit further on Paul cries, “What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?” 
(verse 24).  Doesn’t he know that he has been rescued by Christ?  How can any true Christian make that 
statement? 
 
In spite of the appeal of this interpretation, which is considerable, the view has several major flaws which 
in our day have caused most commentators to abandon it.  Let me suggest a few. 
 
What Paul says of himself in Romans 7:14—24 is not what Paul says of his pre-Christian state in other 
passages.  Paul is distressed over his inability to fulfill the law’s just demands.  He is wretched as a result 
of his failure.  He is calling out for deliverance by someone outside himself.  But what unbeliever ever 
thinks like that?  What Paul thought of himself before his conversion is summarized in Philippians 3, 
where he claims to have been “faultless” as far as “legalistic righteousness” is concerned (v. 6).  The 
unbeliever is not distressed by his failure to keep God’s law.  On the contrary, he is satisfied with his 
performance.  He is self-righteous and self-confident.  He does not even know he needs to be saved. 
 
Here is the problem in a nutshell:  In Romans 7:18, Paul says, “I have the desire to do what is good, but I 
cannot carry it out.”  But when he was an unbeliever he would have said, “I have the desire to do what is 
good, and I am doing it.” 
 
Secondly, Paul’s delight in God’s law, expressed in this passage, cannot be found in unbelievers.  What 
he says in Romans 7 is that “the law is good” and that “in my inner being I delight in God’s law” (verses 
16, 22).  Is that the attitude of the unbeliever?  Not according to Paul’s teaching elsewhere in Romans.  
Just before these verses, Paul has spoken of the effects of the law on sinners, saying that it exposes sin 
and provokes all kinds of evil desires, that is, rebellion against its demands. 
 
In the following section, in Romans 8, Paul argues that “the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not 
submit to God’s law, nor can it do so” (verse 7).  The “man” of Romans 7 is one who has moved beyond 
the hostility to law exercised by the unregenerate person. 
 
Thirdly, the present tense is used throughout the second half of Romans 7, and this is an apparently 
meaningful contrast with the past tense employed earlier.  In verses 7-13, the verbs are in the aorist tense:  
“Once I was alive apart from law; but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died” (verse 
9); “sin. . . put me to death” (verse 11); “sin . . . produced death in me through what was good” (verse 13). 
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Those sentences are written of a past experience.  In verses 14-24, the present tense is used: “I am 
unspiritual” (verse 14); “I do not understand what I do” (verse 15); “I agree that the law is good” (verse 
16), and so on.  It is hard to deny that this is speaking of Paul’s present, and therefore a truly Christian, 
experience. 
 
As J. I. Packer says, “Paul’s shift from the past tense to the present in verse 14 has no natural explanation 
save that he now moves on from talking about his experience with God’s law in his pre-Christian days to 
talking about his experience as it was at the time of writing.” 
 

The “Man” of Romans 7 Is a “Carnal Christian” 
 
The second view is a very popular one today. It is best known by the phrase “the carnal Christian.”  It 
holds that Paul is indeed speaking of himself as a Christian (for some of the reasons we’ve already 
discussed) but that he is speaking of himself (or of himself theoretically) as being in an immature or in an 
unsurrendered state.  Defenders of this view observe that the “man” of Romans 7 is defeated and that this 
should not be true of the mature Christian.  They observe how strongly the focus is on the self:  the word 
“I” occurs twenty-six times in verses 14 - 24, and the words “me,” “my” or “myself’ twelve times more.  
The Holy Spirit, the secret to victory in the Christian life, is not mentioned in this chapter at all. 
 
This view sees an enormous contrast between Romans 7, which is thought of as a chapter of defeat, and 
Romans 8, which is thought of as a chapter of victory through the Holy Spirit’s power.  Sometimes a 
Christian is told that the secret to victory is to get “self” off the throne of one’s life and allow the Spirit to 
take control; to stop living in Romans 7 and get on to Romans 8. 
 
Is this view valid?  Is this what these verses are all about? 
 
I don’t believe that this is valid. But let me begin by saying something positive.   
 
The truths in “the carnal Christian” theology are that Christians do indeed have a sinful nature and that 
they are not able to have victory in their lives apart from the Holy Spirit.  This is the evident movement 
from chapter 7 to chapter 8.  The victory that we are to have is not our doing.  It is “through Jesus Christ 
our Lord” (verse 25) and by the Holy Spirit (Romans 8). 
 
Nevertheless, the weaknesses of this view (and I must add also the errors and dangers) far outweigh the 
truths.  The chief weakness is the doctrine of “the carnal Christian” itself.  This view postulates a two-
stage Christian experience in which, in stage one, a person accepts Jesus as Savior only, without accepting 
him as Lord of his or her life, and then later, in stage two, goes on to receive him as Lord.  This is just not 
biblical. Above all, it is not what Paul is saying or has been saying in Romans. 
 
One rule of interpretation is that the meaning of any word or phrase must be determined by its context.  If 
this is applied to Paul’s use of the word carnal, or fleshly in these chapters, the result is something quite 
different from “the carnal Christian” theology.  If we look at Romans 8:5-8, we see that these verses 
contrast an individual controlled by the carnal, or sinful, nature with one controlled by the Spirit.  But the 
contrast is not between worldly Christians and those who have “progressed” to the point of taking Jesus 
Christ as Lord.  The contrast is between those who are Christians and those who are not Christians at all.  
Paul declares that “the mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; 
the sinful mind is hostile to God.  It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so” (verses 6-7). 
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Does this mean, then, that when Paul uses the word carnal (or fleshly) of himself in Romans 7, he is 
speaking of himself as an unbeliever, the first of the views we’ve discussed?  No, we have already seen 
the reasons why that is not correct.  What does it mean then?  It means that the struggle Paul is describing 
is between himself as a new creature in Christ, the new man, and that of his old, sinful, fallen nature that 
he nevertheless retains in some measure.  The struggle is part of what it means to be a Christian in an as-
yet unperfected state.  It does not mean that there is a first or early stage in the Christian life that may he 
described as “carnal.” 
 
We must remember that the flow of Romans 5 through 8 is from justification by faith to glorification and 
that chapters 6 and 7 are parentheses, inserted between chapters 5 and 8 in order to deal with 
Antinomianism (chapter 6) and the purpose and limits of the law (chapter 7). There is no two-stage 
doctrine of Christianity here at all.   
 

The “Man” of Romans 7 Is under Conviction 
 
A third view has been advanced by D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, following, it would seem, a suggestion made 
a century ago, though briefly, by Frederick Godet.  This approach takes everything that has been said thus 
far with full seriousness, drawing the apparently paradoxical conclusion that what Paul says here can be 
said of neither the unregenerate nor the regenerate man.  The unsaved person cannot speak of the law as 
Paul does.  He does not understand its good and spiritual character.  He is in rebellion against it.  On he 
other hand, the saved person cannot speak in such a defeated manner.  He cannot cry out for deliverance, 
because he knows he has already been delivered from the power of sin through the work of Christ.  The 
“man” of Romans 7 is therefore one who does not yet know who can deliver him. 
 
But where does that leave us? If Paul is not speaking of a regenerate or an unregenerate person, of whom 
is he speaking?  Lloyd-Jones answers that he is speaking of one who has been awakened to his personal 
lawlessness and spiritual inability by the Holy Spirit but who has not yet been made a participator in the 
new life of Jesus Christ.  He is one who, in the language of the American revivals of the eighteenth 
century, may be said to have been “awakened” to the truth of his condition but who is not yet “revived”.  
The work has been started, but it has not yet come to fruition.  
 
Here is how Godet put it:   
 

“The apostle is speaking here neither of the natural man in his state of voluntary ignorance and sin, 
nor of the child of God, born anew, set free by grace, and animated by the spirit of Christ; but of 
the man whose conscience, awakened by the law, has entered sincerely, with fear and trembling, 
but still in his own strength, into the desperate struggle against evil.” 

 
What shall we say of this interpretation?  It sounds reasonable, certainly. It is an attempt to take the data 
seriously, and it is advanced by sound scholars, particularly Martyn Lloyd-Jones, who examines each 
phrase carefully. Still, it has problems. 
 
First, it does not account for the change from the past tense of the verbs in verses 1-13 to the present 
tense, beginning with verse 14.  According to this view, what Paul says in verses 14-24 is of the past.  It 
concerns the time of his own spiritual awakening, perhaps associated with his role in the martyrdom of 
Stephen when he began to “kick against the goads” (Acts 26:14).  There would be no reason for the 
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present tense at all. The only way Lloyd-Jones can deal with this is to say that the change is of no real 
importance. 
 
Secondly, it is not true that the “man” of Romans 7 does not yet know who can deliver him.  Paul is 
writing of a struggle we all feel at times, wanting to do what is right while being unable in himself to do 
it. But as soon as he cries out, “What a wretched man I am! Who will deliver me from this body of 
death?” he has the answer:  “Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord” (verses 24, 25).  There is 
no reason to separate the problem from the answer temporally, as if Paul somehow passes from a state of 
conviction to a state of grace between the last two verses of the chapter. 
 

The “Man” of Romans 7 Is a Mature Christian 
 
The final view, which is that of most Reformed commentators from the time of the later Augustine 
forward, including Luther, Calvin, and the Puritans, is that Paul is writing of himself as a mature 
Christian, describing the Christian’s continuing conflict with sin, which we all experience, and teaching 
that there is no victory in such struggles apart from the Holy Spirit.  To put it in other words, since 
Romans 7 is discussing the function and limits of the law, Paul is saying that just as the law of God is 
unable to justify a person (justification is made possible by the work of Christ), so also is the law unable 
to sanctify a person.  Sanctification must he accomplished in us by the Holy Spirit. 
 
Here is how Packer summarizes these verses:  Alive in Christ, his heart delights in the law, and he wants 
to do what is good and right and thus keep it perfectly, but he finds that he cannot achieve the total 
compliance at which he aims.  Whenever he measures what he has done, he finds that he has fallen short 
(v. 23).  From this he perceives that the anti-God urge called sin, though dethroned in his heart, still 
dwells in his own flawed nature. . . . Thus the Christian’s moral experience (for Paul would not be telling 
his own experience to make theological points, did he not think it typical) is that his reach persistently 
exceeds his grasp and that his desire for perfection is frustrated by the discomposing and distracting 
energies of indwelling sin. 
 
Stating this sad fact about himself, renews Paul’s distress at it, and in the cry of verses 24, 25 he voices 
his grief at not being able to glorify God more:  “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this 
body of death?”  Then at once he answers his own question: “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our 
Lord...”  The question was asked in the future tense, so the verb to be supplied in the answer should be in 
the future tense too:  “Thank God! He will deliver me through Jesus Christ!” 
 
Paul here proclaims that his present involuntary imperfection, summed up in the latter part of verse 25, 
will one day be made a thing of the past through the redemption of the body referred to in chapter 8:23. 
For that future redemption we must long and wait, maintaining always the two-world, homeward-
traveling, hoping-for-glory perspective that pervades the whole New Testament. 
 
But now we must make a few observations.  First, when Paul writes of “this body of death” in verse 24, 
which bemoans his wretched state, he is saying exactly what he said in Romans 6.  Paul spoke of our 
being crucified with Christ so that “the body of sin might be rendered powerless [done away with], that 
we should no longer be slaves of sin” (verse 6);  several verses later, he wrote, “Therefore do not let sin 
reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires.  Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as 
instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God…” (verses 12-13).  In Romans 6, Paul 
discussed the deliverance that is ours through our having been crucified and raised with Christ.  But he 
also acknowledged the continuing presence of sin in us through our bodies and reminded us that we must 
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struggle against it.  It is the same in Romans 7, though here Paul is emphasizing the futility of the struggle 
if it is in our own strength. 
 
Second, although stated in extreme terms in Romans 7, an honest acknowledgment of the hopelessly 
sinful nature of man apart from the Holy Spirit (which is what we find here), even after a person has 
become a Christian, is the first step to true holiness.  In other words, to say, “I have passed out of Romans 
7 into Romans 8,” is not the mark of a mature Christian but of an immature one.  The mature Christian 
knows that he is always in Romans 7 apart from the Holy Spirit.  Moreover, he knows that dependence on 
the Holy Spirit is not something that is attained once for all but is the result of a daily struggle and a 
constantly renewed commitment. 
 
What is sanctification?  Is it an awareness of how good we are becoming?  Or is it a growing sense of how 
sinful we really are, so we will constantly turn to and depend upon Jesus Christ?  If we are mature in 
Christ, we know it is the latter. 
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