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Intro: I’d like to read you a letter from a prisoner: 

"I know that all God's commands are spiritual, but I'm not. Isn't this also your experience?" Yes. I'm full of myself—after all, I've spent a long time in sin's prison. 

What I don't understand about myself is that I decide one way, but then I act another, doing things I absolutely despise. 

So if I can't be trusted to figure out what is best for myself and then do it, it becomes obvious that God's command is necessary. 

But I need something more! For if I know the law but still can't keep it, and if the power of sin within me keeps sabotaging my best intentions, I obviously need help! 

I realize that I don't have what it takes. I can will it, but I can't do it. I decide to do good, but I don't really do it; I decide not to do bad, but then I do it anyway. 

My decisions, such as they are, don't result in actions. Something has gone wrong deep within me and gets the better of me every time. It happens so regularly that it's predictable. The moment I decide to do good, sin is there to trip me up. 

I truly delight in God's commands, but it's pretty obvious that not all of me joins in that delight. Parts of me covertly rebel, and just when I least expect it, they take charge. 

I've tried everything and nothing helps. I'm at the end of my rope. Is there no one who can do anything for me? Isn't that the real question? 

The answer, thank God, is that Jesus Christ can and does. He acted to set things right in this life of contradictions where I want to serve God with all my heart and mind, but am pulled by the influence of sin to do something totally different. Romans 7:14-24 (The Message)

Can you guess who that is? Would you believe these are the words of perhaps the greatest Christian ever to live? The words of the Apostle Paul? 

They come from Romans 7:14-25. Now, I read from the Message paraphrase, so you wouldn’t immediately recognize the verses. Plus, even though I’m a fan of the King James, this is one passage that really gets choked up in the archaic language. 

That Sounds Like Me!

You hear those words and you say to yourself, that sounds like me! That sounds like the inner struggle I have. But perhaps you’ve always thought that there was something wrong with you. 

You look at super spiritual people you admire and wonder, “They must never sin. They must not have any struggle.” But the dirty little secret of the Christian life, one that most of us long-time professional Christians don’t want to admit is this. 

We have a real struggle inside our hearts. A battle royal. 

We all come to church and put masks on. We have our hair combed the right way. We tuck our King James Bible under our arms just so. We know how to smile and act Christian. We put masks on because we think we’re suppose to look spiritual. We hide our struggles because we want to appear put together. 

But none of us are put together. If the Apostle Paul struggled, it’s okay for us to struggle. So tonight, we’re going to wade into the deep waters and discuss this ongoing, lifelong struggle with sin. 

Is There Hope? 
I want to reread Paul’s candid admission here: 

O wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me from the body of this death? 
I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord. So then with the mind I myself serve the law of God; but with the flesh the law of sin. Romans 7:24-25 (KJV) 
If you study this word, “wretched” you’ll find that it means utter exhaustion. Utter physical and emotional turmoil. Paul is saying, I’m at the end of my rope, who can save me? 

But then he says this: Who shall save me? Jesus Christ our Lord. Jesus is the answer. How is Jesus the answer? How can we escape the power of sin over our flesh? 

Now you know me and you know that I’m not a big fan of easy formulas and 12-step programs. Mainly because they don’t work. As we discussed last week, spiritual growth, victory over sin, is a lifelong journal. The Christian life is not a series of 100-yard sprints, but a long marathon. We run with patience as the writer of Hebrews encourages us. 

That being said, I want to share 7 key truths you need to know about this ongoing war against that monster that lives inside of you. That monster we call the flesh. 

1) Normal Christians Struggle 
There is a lot of debate about this section of Scripture—Romans 7:14-25. Many like to say that this is Paul before he was saved. But if you know the context of Romans 6 and Romans 8, you can’t conclude that. 

But you say, I thought Christians are redeemed. Hasn’t Christ given us victory? Aren’t all the old things passed away? Haven’t all things become new? 

Yes, that is true, but in order to understand that you have to understand some basic concepts. The first one is that even though we’ve been regenerated and redeemed, we still have that old nature inside of us. Look at what Paul says: 
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. 
Romans 7:22-23 (KJV) 
In Galatians, he writes of this another way: 

For the flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh: and these are contrary the one to the other: so that ye cannot do the things that ye would. 
Galatians 5:17 (KJV) 
I get a lot of questions from Christians who struggle with sin. They call me and they say, “Am I really saved?” “Why do I struggle with sin?” They don’t understand the battle that rages inside of them. 

On the one hand you have your new nature, which cannot sin. You have the pull of the Holy Spirit upon your life. On the other hand, you have your flesh which can only sin. 

The Life Application Commentary explains it this way: 

In Christ, we are free from the penalty of sin (judgment) and the power of sin (hopelessness). But while still in the flesh, we are not free from the presence of sin (temptations) and the possibility of sin (failures). Paul never claimed that being under grace instead of under the law meant that a believer was somehow above the law. 

2) The Struggle Itself is the Solution 

The struggle is the solution. You see, seeing the struggle means that you’re sensitive to sin in your life. In fact, it is when we strip ourselves of the masks, of the pride, and fall down on our face before the Lord, admitting our weakness, is when God can help us. 

Notice Paul’s progression in Romans 7. He admits the struggle. Finally he comes to the end of himself and says, “I’m tired, I’m worn out, I’m a wretch. Who can save me?” Do you ever see that, when God so powerfully reveals the sin in your heart. 

Then Paul says, “Jesus Christ shall save me.” Remember, our weakness is His strength. 

Ray Stedman says this, “There are teachers who teach that this passage in Romans 7 is something a Christian goes through but once. Then he gets out of it and moves into Romans 8, never to return to Romans 7 again. Nothing could be further from the truth! Even as mighty a man as Paul went through it again and again. This is a description of what every believer will go through many times in his experience because sin has the power to deceive us and to cause us to trust in ourselves, even when we are not aware we are doing so. The law is what will expose that evil force and drive us to this place of wretchedness that we might then, in devotion of spirit, cry out, Lord Jesus, it is your problem; you take it.”

Watchman Nee tells the story of his stay in China with twenty other Christians. The bathing accommodations were inadequate in the home where they were lodging, so they went for a daily dip in the river. On one occasion, one of the men got a cramp in his leg and began sinking fast. Mr. Nee motioned to one of the other men, who was an excellent swimmer, about the drowning man. To his astonishment, however, the man did not move. He just stood there and watched the drowning man. Mr. Nee was agitated, but the swimmer was calm and collected. Meanwhile, the voice of the drowning man grew fainter and more desperate. Mr. Nee hated the swimmer who just stood and watched on the shore when he could have jumped into the river and rescued the drowning man. As the drowning man went under for what looked like the last time, the swimmer was there in a moment and both were soon safely on shore. After the rescue, Mr. Nee chewed out the swimmer, accusing him of loving his life too much and being selfish. The response of the swimmer revealed, however, he knew what he was doing. He told Watchman that if he had gone too soon, the drowning man would have put a death grip on him and they would have both drowned in the river and he was right. He told Mr. Nee that a drowning man cannot be saved until he is utterly exhausted and ceases to make the slightest effort to save himself. Such is the case with our salvation. When we stop trying to save ourselves, then the Lord can step in and save us when we yield to Him.

When you see the struggle that is a sign that you’re sensitive to sin and that is where God can help you. 

The writer of Hebrews says this: 

You see there are two ways we can overcome sin. We can recognize it ourselves or we can allow God to chasten us as believers. 

For whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth, and scourgeth every son whom he receiveth. 
If ye endure chastening, God dealeth with you as with sons; for what son is he whom the father chasteneth not? 
Hebrews 12:6-7 (KJV) 
A Christian can actually be so hardened to sin that he no longer struggles. Its when you give up that struggle against sin and let the enemy win that you are blind to sin and ripe for God to move in and chasten you. 

Ray Pritchard says this: 

“What I see is that you’ve got to face the reality of Romans 7 or you’ll never get to Romans 8. You’ve got to come to grips with repeated personal failure. The first step in healing is to admit that you are sick. Healthy people don’t go to doctors. Only sick people do. The people who are made better by the power of God are the people who are not ashamed to admit the weakness and the failure and the struggle that they are undergoing in their own personal lives. That’s the second struggle. The struggle to come to grips with repeated personal failure.”

But if you are walking with God, the longer you are in His word, the more of the ugliness of your sin God will expose. The more disgusted you are with your heart, the more mature you are and the easier it is for God to move in and transform that area of your life. 

3) No magic pill, but a daily battle, daily struggle 

I’ve got news for you, this is a battle that will rage as long as you live. My friend, Ray Pritchard writes this: 

You are going to struggle with sin as long as you are in this body. There’s no amount of going to church that is going to change that fact. I stopped believing in miracle cures years ago. I no longer believe in three-step programs that will free you from sin forever. I read Romans 7 and I see a most godly man admitting the truth about the struggle within his own soul. If Paul struggled, it will probably happen to me and you too. We’re going to struggle. You know the real battles are not the ones on the outside. The real battle of sin is the one on the inside. It’s the one that nobody else ever sees. It’s the struggle that goes on in your mind and your heart, between the pull of the flesh and the pull of the Holy Spirit.
My friends, this is a lifelong battle. Nobody has arrived. Even saints who’ve lived for God for many years struggle with the flesh. That’s why we eagerly await our final home in Heaven, when we’ll be perfected, sanctified, holy. We’ll shed this old nature, this flesh. 
4) This is a battleship, not a cruise ship
Despite what you hear on TV, this Christian life is not a cruise ship. It’s a battle ship. It is all-out war. And until you realize that every day of your life you have to get up and declare war on the enemy, you have to yield to the Holy Spirit’s surrender and control in your life, until you do that, you’ll never see the kinds of victories you want to see. 

We need to take life seriously. We need to arm ourselves for war. Ephesians talks of the pieces of armor we need to put on. Prayer. The Word, Fellowship, Bible Study.

At the end of his life, Paul admitted that hit wasn’t a cruise ship, but a battle ship. He said, 2 Timothy 4:7 he says, “I have fought a good fight.” Friends, you’re a solider in a battle. Satan wants to take your soul and render it useless. Every day we must fight the flesh, not in our strength, but in the strength of the spirit. 

5) Fighting the Flesh means Denying the Flesh 

Jesus never promised this battle would be easy. He said it would be hard. Look what he told his disciples: 

And when he had called the people unto him with his disciples also, he said unto them, Whosoever will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me. Mark 8:34 (KJV) 

Maturity in the Christian life involves denial. Denial is not a subject many of us want to talk about. But you have to set in your mind that to win, to have victory, you will have to deny yourself. This is part of putting off the flesh, part of setting your mind for battle. 

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 9:24-27—Know ye not that they which run in a race run all, but one receiveth the prize? So run, that ye may obtain. [25] And every man that striveth for the mastery is temperate in all things. Now they do it to obtain a corruptible crown; but we an incorruptible. [26] I therefore so run, not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the air: [27] But I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection: lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway.
Paul literally said he beat his body. Literally we kept his flesh in check with discipline. We have to learn to say no to our flesh. And as a practical thing. The more we say no to our flesh, the smaller and less powerful that flesh becomes. 

6) We must to starve our flesh and feed our soul. 
Our flesh will be a monster if we don’t starve it. You see, we are bombarded on a daily basis with flesh-building temptations. We consume hours and hours of media that only builds our flesh. And then we have one hour of church and we wonder why we cannot overcome sin. 

A few points on this: 

1) We get out what we put in. The Bible says “For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that soweth to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting.” Galatians 6:8 (KJV) 
2) Becoming Godly Takes Work 

Godliness, mastery over the flesh, maturity—they don’t just happen over time. They don’t just happen by osmosis. It takes word and effort and intention. Paul writes to young Timothy in one of his last letters. He says: 

But refuse profane and old wives' fables, and exercise thyself rather unto godliness. 
1 Timothy 4:7 (KJV) 
That’s why I believe church is so important. Daily Bible reading is important. Prayer. Reading Christian books. Hanging with Christian friends. 

3) We should stay away from situations that feed our flesh. I don’t know what you struggle with. Its different than what I struggle with. But I know this, be willing to cut from your life anything that will lead you into temptation. I don’t mean this in a legalistic way, where you judge someone’s spirituality based on what they do, etc. But you know your own weaknesses. 

4) We should build in accountability. Open yourself up to someone who can keep you accountable. It may be your wife. It may be a trusted friend. Ask them to help keep you in check in areas where you are week. 

I remember when I lost weight, I always did well with accountability. I happened to use Weight Watchers and one of the reasons it worked was because I had to come every week and face my friends. 

But this often means we lower our pride and open ourselves up to others. Are you that serious about sin to do that? 

But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires. Romans 13:14 (ESV) 
7) The Struggle is won by surrender 

Before we were saved, we didn’t struggle with sin. We were a slave to sin. Sin ruled our bodies. Jesus Christ freed us from that enslavement. But we often choose voluntary enslavement to sin. 

Instead, we now need to be a slave to Christ. You know Paul often called himself a servant to Christ. This word in the Greek is daulos, which actually means a voluntary slave. 

You see the Bible teaches replacement. It’s not just “don’t do this and don’t’ do that.” Every time the Bible gives a command to refrain, it gives a command to embrace something of the Spirit.

Galatians 5:16: walk in the spirit and you won’t fulfill the lusts of the flesh

And be not drunk with wine, wherein is excess; but be filled with the Spirit; Ephesians 5:18 (KJV) 
We don’t put off the old man we put on the new man. 
Practical Solutions

I always like to give practical solutions. This week, instead of coming up with my own, I thought Id’ give you some by Rod Matton, who is the pastor of Lincoln Land Baptist Church in Springfield, Illinois. Dr. Matton’s commentaries on the Bible are some of the best I’ve read. I share his helpful list: 

How Does a Christian Keep Sin in Check?
1. Sin's presence in our lives needs to be recognized. We need to get honest with God about our weaknesses. Our attitude should be that of the psalmist in Psalm 139.

Psalm 139:23, 24—Search me, O God, and know my heart: try me, and know my thoughts: And see if there be any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.
Haggai 1:5—Now therefore thus saith the Lord of hosts; Consider your ways.
2. A Steadfast heart is needed. We need to be focused and fixed upon the Lord.

Psalm 57:7—My heart is fixed, O God, my heart is fixed: I will sing and give praise.
Psalm 119:5, 6—O that my ways were directed to keep thy statutes! Then shall I not be ashamed, when I have respect unto all thy commandments.
3. Scripture meditation will help keep sin in check.
Psalm 119:11—Thy word have I hid in mine heart, that I might not sin against thee.
4. Supplication, prayer, or confession of sin will help.
1 Peter 4:7—But the end of all things is at hand: be ye therefore sober, and watch unto prayer.
Hebrews 4:16—Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need.
This word "boldly" is the Greek word parresia which means " a state of boldness, courage, confidence, fearlessness, especially in the presence of persons of high rank." This is the way the Lord wants us to approach Him in prayer. He wants us to be confident in Him.

5. Submission to the will of God and Standing against Satanic temptation will help keep sin in check.
James 4:7—Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.
Matthew 6:10—Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven.
6. Shun the wrong crowd. This will help in your quest to keep sin in check.

1 Timothy 5:22—Lay hands suddenly on no man, neither be partaker of other men's sins: keep thyself pure.
Paul urges us to guard or preserve our purity. This is the meaning behind the word "keep."

1 Corinthians 15:33—Be not deceived: evil communications corrupt good manners.
The wrong crowd corrupts good morals.

7. Surrender to the Holy Spirit's control.
Ephesians 5:18—And be not drunk with wine, wherein is excess; but be filled with the Spirit;
8. Stay in the battles of the Lord.
2 Timothy 4:10—For Demas hath forsaken me, having loved this present world, and is departed unto Thessalonica; Crescens to Galatia, Titus unto Dalmatia.
2 Timothy 4:7—I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith:

In Closing

As we close, I want to circle back around with some words of encouragement. 

The struggle you face is normal. We are not good people, we’re sinners. We’re weak and incapable of good unless God’s Spirit produces it. Hang in there, because you’re recognition of the struggle is a sign of maturity. 

Know that this is a lifelong battle. 
Understand you won’t win every battle. You will sin. You will make mistakes. And when you do, 1 John 1:9 is in the Bible. Repent of your sin, confess it, and allow God to change your heart. 

Keep fighting. Don’t quit. It’s when you quit the struggle that the enemy gets the victory. Keep fighting until you reach Heaven’s shore. 

Struggle in community. God never intended for us to fight our battles alone. We were created to live out our faith in community. If you struggle with sin, maybe talk to another brother or sister and seek their encouragement and even accountability. Don’t walk this walk alone. 
