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“Marching as to War”

Romans 7:14-25

July 3, 2005


The seventh chapter of Romans focuses tightly on the reality of our sinful condition and why we so desperately need God’s mighty power to live the Christian life. Paul is writing to us about us but uses himself as the example of a mature Christian who never the less daily confronts his sinful tendencies. What Paul wants us to understand is that we Christians daily engage in spiritual warfare against our inherently sinful natures and external forces that work against our Christian values. Regardless of our spiritual maturity all of us constantly battle with our own sinful desire and the sinful ways of our world. We are saved, we are going to heaven, but between now and then every waking moment will be a battle against sin, a war we fight to remain faithful to our Lord and Savior. Paul fought the good fight as has every person before Paul and every person who will ever live.

As Christians we are saved from our sinful condition by God’s grace, justified to God by Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection on our behalf, and are being sanctified (made holy) by the Holy Spirit’s work within us day in and day out. A critical part of that sanctification process is our coming to know how sinful we naturally are. As we come to understand our own sinfulness we increasingly give up trying to save ourselves by good works and instead lean more and more heavily on Jesus. If we don’t learn to lean heavily on Jesus we will fail miserably. Sin will win! That point is so critical to our Christian walk that Paul says it almost exactly the same three times in eleven verses. (14-17, 18-20, 21-24)

It is critical that we understand that there is no secret formula for living the Christian life. No secret words or practices. No untapped resource we can depend on. No special people or place where we can go and find a perfect Christian life. The Christian life is a day to day struggle with the devil. There is no escape! But the battle is the glory, the war against the devil is what Jesus sent his disciples out to do and what we continue. We are the Lord’s army, marching as to war, with Jesus Christ as our commander. Thank God!, because alone we would get creamed.

When I was a boy I had a friend down the street whose name was Billy, Billy Owen. Billy was a little fellow, the fourth child in a family of boys. His three big brothers all played baseball and Billy wanted to follow in their footsteps. He was the best ball player on the block. Billy was tough! Toughened by his older brothers and his love for sports. It was impossible to win a wrestling match with Billy, he simply would not cry uncle, and wouldn’t give up until you cried your surrender or Mrs. Owen came to get Billy for lunch or dinner. Wrestling with Billy was always a no-win situation – unless you had help from his mama. The Christian life is a no-win contest with the devil – unless you have help from the Lord.

Paul talks about “the Law” and is often using that term “Law” to refer to the commandments of God. In this chapter Paul refers to one of the commandments, the tenth, “Do not covet” as an illustration of his own covetous nature. But I would like to suggest that in this particular instance the law Paul refers to is the larger natural law of right and wrong that God placed in all human beings. Every human being knows these laws, Jews know them, Gentiles know them, every human being knows the natural laws. No matter where we are born, no matter what situation we find ourselves in, we will understand and wrestle with these natural laws of humankind. God’s specific commandments are founded on God’s natural laws of right and wrong.

Let me give you some examples. In every country and every language we will hear people say things like, “How would you feel if someone did that to you?” “I was here first, that seat is mine.” “Leave him alone, he isn’t hurting you.” “Breaking in line isn’t fair.” “I gave you some!” “Come on, you promised!” Natural laws are recognized standards of behavior to which all are expected to measure up. We all believe in those laws, but we all break them from time to time. We all feel some guilt when we break a natural law, and we all make excuses for breaking them.

There is a war going on within us and around us, a war of right or wrong, good or evil, graciousness or selfishness. The only way to survive that war and become conquerors is to face the unpalatable truth about ourselves and start making the necessary changes. Our natural sin twisted nature is toward selfishness. God called us to a lifetime struggle against that sin. We will never completely win the battle in this life no matter what changes we make! We don’t like to think about that. We want to celebrate Independence Day from sin. We want to believe that somehow we will once and for all triumph over sin and the devil.

And so, we say things like “I’m ok, God is good and I am blessed.” That’s Biblical! I am ok in Christ Jesus, God is good and has set me free from that law of sin and death. Most of Romans eight says that very thing. But Paul didn’t mean that our war is over. Romans eight confirms that ultimately we are set free from sin and death. But the good news of Romans eight must be read in the light of the warning of Romans seven that the battle for the good and right rages all around us and in us every single waking moment of our lives. Every time we choose right over wrong the battle lines shift in God’s favor. When we sacrifice for another instead of taking for ourselves the enemy falls back a little. But, we don’t always do that do we? Like any human battle the front line moves, sometimes in the enemy’s favor, sometimes in God’s favor. We hate to loose ground. We hate to fail! But sometimes we do.

Sometimes in order to feel better about ourselves even in the midst of our failures we pass the buck. Adam did it when his battle with the devil didn’t go so well. Eve made him do it! And ultimately it was God’s fault because God gave him Eve. And Eve passed the buck too. The devil made her do it. But of course God let the devil into the garden so it was God’s fault. We do it too. We say, “It wasn’t my fault they misled me, I was given faulty information, I was distracted by something, I was tired. We pass the blame.

But the honest truth is that all around us and in us a war is blazing as hot as the molten lava of hell. Making excuses or passing the blame gets us nowhere and even hampers our possibility of taking ground. And like any war, the only way to survive, the only way to win battles is rigorous preparation, constant watchfulness and dogged determination to never ever give up. And the most important survival skill of all is a moment to moment trust in our commander and chief, Jesus Christ. For we will never beat sin by ourselves. Preparation, watchfulness and determination without the wisdom and power of Christ is like trying to water the lawn with a spritzer bottle or fight the Mongol hoards with our bare hands. Impossible! None of the disciples could do it and neither can we. Jesus told them the truth, “Apart from me you can do nothing.” (John 15:5) But Jesus prayed for them and prayed for us. They became dynamic troops against the devil and so can we.

But watch out, first thing you know we will get all puffed up about our accomplishments, we will begin to advertise our good deeds and spread the news of our great value to the world, and we will have forgotten where the power comes from and the enemy will sneak in the back door. Even when we do triumph over a particular sin or help change the life of a neighbor we must give credit where credit is due. To God be the glory! Great things he has done through us. Our victories are the power and grace of God. That is why in Revelation 4:11 the twenty-four elders are seen placing their crowns before the throne of God. He, and he only deserves the credit.

The credit is God’s, the battle is ours, us and God together. The fight goes on. The battle will never end in this life. The rest from our warfare will come in heaven. Listen to what the Bible says.

Ephesians 6:10-12 says, “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”

Philippians 3:12-14 says, “Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.” That is Paul fighting the good fight.

We are to use every weapon God has given us, the sword of God the Bible, prayer, fellowship with each other, service to others in this battle torn world, and even the sacraments of Baptism and The Lord’s Supper. The sacraments remind us of God’s grace and unlimited power, they encourage us to keep up the good fight, they focus our attention on our commander and chief who leads us into battle.

The Christian life is not easy. It is a battle all the way. But a battle that will be won! And when it is we will place our crowns of victory before the throne of God because it was He who worked in us to accomplish the victory. Thanks be to God! Amen.
