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Introduction

So what are the reasons for the riots?
Most of those I've heard only seem to beg more questions.

So take the Tottenham riot, started, we’re told, because a local man
was shot dead by police.
But why did the police need to be armed?
And why was the man carrying an illegal firearm?

And anyway, the shooting led to a peaceful demonstration.
What did burning and looting have to do with his death?

What I mean is, why does one person want to take or destroy what
belongs to another?
What’s the real reason for it?

If the Bible is God's Word to us, as Jesus said, surely we’d expect to
find in it the root cause of the riots?
And that’s exactly what we do find in Scripture.

Adam & Eve ended up at each other’s throats, because of it.
And relationships between men and women have never been the
same since.

Their first son killed their second son, because of it.
And relationships between people have never been the same since.

And pretty soon we find lust and rape, greed and lies, every kind of
brutality, riots and war – all because of it.
And the Bible calls it, ‘sin’.

The Bible word ‘sin’ just means a departure from what’s right.
But when talking about sin’s cause, it refers to our rejection of God’s
authority.

It’s me thinking I'm the most important person; so life is about me,
my needs, my wants & rights.

And if there are millions thinking that way, then we’ll clash.
That's why the Bible says sin, and sorting it, is so important.

One Radio 4 ‘Thought for the day’ hit the nail on the head.
Anne Atkins said we’ve so long had respect for authority at the heart
of our culture, we've forgotten where it came from!

The 10 Commandments, which start with 4 about honouring God and
the fifth says ‘Honour your father and mother.’

It comes before murder and theft and adultery and coveting.

Dishonouring God and children dishonouring parents is ‘sin’ and it

causes mess in your life and mine, and mess on our streets, just as

it has since Genesis chapter 3!

Our society has thrown the baby out with the bath water!

Our society has dumped Christianity and the Bible because, it says,

it’s restrictive, negative, and judgemental.

And then it’s shocked when today’s Adams & Eves quarrel and covet

and steal; and today’s Cains kill today's Abels.

So your and my job, if you're a Christian, is to get that baby back safely

into the bath water!

Get out there and tell them how to live their lives!

Which is exactly what many non-Christians and even some Christians

think the church should be doing.

‘Stick to teaching people how to live a good, upright, life. Drop all this

doctrine, because it only causes upsets and divisions. Keep to the

10 Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount. Tell those

people how to lead their lives.’

There's just one problem – me – Tony!

I'm a Christian, I've been a Christian a long time, I'm even a pastor,

but I'm still sinful!

When I point a finger, three always point back at me.

No matter how hard I try, my mind, motives, mouth or actions let me

down day after day.

You see, basically I still want to be No 1!

I really wish I didn't, but I do!

So, for you Christians, a question – why is that?

Why is it so hard to be a Christian?

See, what you probably don't need is reminding how to live.

‘Oh, of course – stealing I'd wrong! I'd completely forgotten! Thanks

for the reminder. Now I can live right.’

No, by and large, what you and I need is help on the ground – because

I'm incapable of living right though I know how to!

If you’re struggling to live a morally good enough life, you need

Romans chapter 7!

 



Recap

Earlier in the year we worked through to Romans 6 and we’re picking it

up again for the crucial chapters 6, 7 & 8.

So let me recap in 90 seconds!

In chapters 1 & 2, the apostle Paul made a strong case for what the

world’s problem is; we’re all sinful rebels against God and we deserve

his condemnation.

And that's what we will get when we see him face-to-face.

There's nothing you or I can do about it.

And the more we try to keep God's laws, the more we become of our

failure, as Paul sums it up at chapter 3v20:

‘no-one will be declared righteous [that means good enough] in

[God's] sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we

become conscious of sin.’

But Paul, or rather the Lord, it is the Word of God, doesn't leave us

there, helpless.

No, the rest of chapter 3 and 4 sets out God's solution.

Jesus dies for me and justification in God’s eye becomes possible as

a gift to be received by trusting in Jesus' death.

In chapters 5 & 6 Paul deals with some of the benefits of trusting Jesus;

a set of freedoms every new Christian receives.

Freedom from death, that's chapter 5, because anyone who trusts in

Jesus' death will live forever, after physical death.

And freedom from sin and God's laws in chapter 6 – not from

temptation to sin, but from slavery to sin and rule-keeping.

Sin can no longer get me condemned before God!

There, 90 seconds flat!

But now I want you to see what is, I think, a springboard into the two

wonderful truths in chapter 7.

The springboard is chapter 6v14: ‘For sin shall not be your master,

because you are not under law, but under grace.’

What Paul means is that God doesn't point at you and condemn you

because you’ve sinned.

No, he's like the father of the prodigal son in Jesus' parable.

He offers us grace, outstretched arms to welcome you back.

He says ‘I love you; I don't want to condemn you; my only son died for

you. Trust him and I will give you a new and fresh start, and declare

you to be completely right with me.’

You will be, v14, ‘not under law, but under grace.’

That staggering statement triggers 2 questions and it’s the second one

that we’re looking at today in chapter 7.

And here's the question that chapter 7 answers.

What does it mean that we’re not under law, but under grace.

And chapter 7 answers that with two truths:

v1-13 – We’ve been set free from the condemnation of the law.

v14-end – Christians have been set free from the impotence of the

law, which can’t make me godly.

Christians have been set free from the condemnation of the law

So firstly, we've been set free from the condemnation of the law.

Imagine heaven; Gods on throne, you’re in dock and God's law leads

the prosecution.

Law stands up and says: ‘I won't need to go through all the

commandments. I’ll only need Jesus' summary to prove the case

against the defendant, beyond all reasonable doubt.’

‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and

with all your mind and with all your strength.'

‘The accused has broken this law time after time.’

And he gives a recent example! 

Your defence lawyer interrupts: ‘M’lud, my client wishes to plead guilty

as charged, and wishes for a further 14,768 similar offences to be

taken into account.’

And he sits down.

So Law now turns to the second part of Jesus' summary: ‘Love your

neighbour as yourself.’

‘The accused has broken this law time after time.’

And he gives a recent example of this one too!

Your defence lawyer interrupts: ‘M’lud, my client wishes to plead guilty

as charged, and wishes for a further 18,432 similar offences to be

taken into account.’

And he sits down.

 



Law stands and says: ‘The Prosecution rests its case, M’lud’.

And you feel wretched; there is no hope, no possible defence, what

can you say?

But Jesus, who has been sitting quietly on God's right hand side,

suddenly stands up.

He says ‘Law is quite correct on every count; this person has sinned

time after time; his sin deserves the death penalty. There's no

question about his guilt. But his penalty has been paid for in full.’

And God the Father smiles at you and says ‘It’s true my child; you're

free to go and enjoy all the wonders of eternal life.’

That's what it means to be no longer under the condemnation of

God's law but under His grace.

But you're still there in the dock, completely blown away, and you say

‘How can that be?’

Chapter 7v1: ‘Do you not know, brothers – for I am speaking to men

who know the law – that the law has authority over a man only as

long as he lives?’

And just in case I'm too dim to get that, he gives the example of

marriage in v2.

‘For example, by law a married woman is bound to her husband as long

as he’s alive, but if her husband dies, she’s released from the law of

marriage. So then, if she marries another man while her husband’s

still alive, she’s called an adulteress. But if her husband dies, she’s

released from that law and is not an adulteress, even though she

marries another man.’

I know one day it’s going to happen, when I'm taking a wedding, and I

ask if anyone present knows any reason in law why these two may not

marry one another.

Someone at the back will stand up.

‘Yes, I do. She said she loved me.’

And I reply: ‘That's bad luck, but the only reasons in law are that they

are too closely related or one is already married.’

‘Sorry’, he says and sits down, and I wipe my brow!

But then he stands up again: ‘I’ve just remembered, she is already

married!’

I look at the bride and she’s gone bright red.

‘Is that true?’

‘Yes’, she says, ‘but I didn't think it mattered.’

‘Didn’t matter!! You stupid, stupid woman!’

By now she's crying and the groom looks like thunder.

‘I'm so sorry,’ she whimpers, ‘He died 5 years ago and I didn’t think it

mattered.’

After the service finishes, I resign!

So Paul has said that being dead gets you out of the law, and he's used

marriage as an example.

Straightforward stuff.

Except that as I stand in the dock I'm not actually, well, dead.

So now Paul shows how this applies to Christians, v4:

‘So, my brothers, you also died to the law through the body of Christ,

that you might belong to another, to him who was raised from the

dead, in order that we might bear fruit to God.’

He's covered this in detail at the start of chapter 6.

Once you trust Jesus, you’re united with him in both his death and

resurrection; what happened to him happened to you.

You know that old gospel song ‘Were you there when they crucified my

Lord?’

Well the answer is ‘Yes, I was there, in a manner of speaking, dying to

the power that God's law and my sin had over me.’

Those who were actually at Calvary that day saw Jesus and 2 criminals

die – a total of 3 people.

But God saw it differently.

God saw every single person who is trusting Jesus for forgiveness,

there, on the cross, dying with Jesus.

So when he died, I died, and so did my record of sins.

So God's Law has no power over me anymore.

Are you still trying to earn your way to God, because you haven’t yet

accepted Jesus’ offer to die in your place?

Of are you a Christian, but still trying to be good enough.

You've got no joy in your life.

All you've got is a set of rules you can't keep, so you're always feeling

guilty.

And the more you try, the more you realise you're a failure.

 



That kind of morality religion only leads to failure and defeat,

depression, God's condemnation and death.

You can't do it on your own; keeping the Law will never get you right

with God.

The way in to the Christian life isn't to try harder, but to look harder, at

Jesus dying for you on the cross.

And realise that he died for me and so I died with him, in the sense

that I'm set free from slavery to rule-keeping.

Jesus offers you not rules to enslave, but relationship to enrich.

A living relationship with the living God.

Christians have been set free from condemnation of the law.

v5-6 - Christians have been set free from the impotence of the law.

But there's a second great freedom that every Christian receives.

Again it’s to do with God's law.

But this time it is that I've been set free from the impotence of the law

which can't make me godly.

Two men had visions on a road and came to opposite conclusions.

One was Saul of Tarsus, the self-righteous Pharisee, later known as

the apostle Paul.

He was travelling from Jerusalem to Damascus.

Saul discovered his sinfulness when he met the risen Jesus.

And he went on to write vv14-24 about the ongoing battle between

God's law and his sinful heart.

Look at his conclusion, v24: ‘What a wretched man I am! Who will

rescue me from this body of death?’

The other man was Jean-Jaques Rousseau, travelling from Paris to

Vincennes, and he also had a vision.

And in his vision he realised that man is naturally good; it’s only

institutions and society that make us wicked.

Two questions for you.

First question – Who was right?

Second question: Who is most believed in our nation today?

Paul, and Jesus, that we’re all fundamentally sinful?

Or Rousseau, that we’re all fundamentally good?

If Rousseau and the secular humanists who follow him are correct, then

the answer to society’s ills – riots, child abuse, fraud – will be in

political and institutional change.

Which is the direction down which most of the pundits I've heard this

week have gone.

We need to change the education system, the political system, the

benefits system; the law and how it’s policed.

And of course there will be some truth in that, but that's because

those systems are all run by sinful human beings.

But if Saul of Tarsus and Jesus of Nazareth are right, then we’re going

down the wrong road.

Because society’s problems start deep inside, in my and your sinful,

rebellious heart.

I can't deal with the problems out there in isolation.

As Jesus said, my heart needs dealing with first.

Look at v7 ‘What shall we say, then? Is the law sin? Certainly not!’

Are society’s systems and laws the heart of what's wrong?

Certainly not!

Any more than God's Law is.

Paul continues: ‘Indeed I wouldn’t have known what sin was except

through the law. For I wouldn’t have known what coveting really was if

the law hadn’t said, “Do not covet.” But sin, seizing the opportunity

afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of

covetous desire.’

That's how sinful I am!

A hotel in Japan was being built over a river and some bright spark

thought people would fish from the windows, and that their lead

weights would break windows below them.

So up went signs in every room: ‘Don't fish from the windows’.

You guessed it – people actually started fishing from their rooms and

windows got broken!

When they removed the signs, the problem stopped!

That's how sinful our hearts are, even in the face of God's Law.

All I see is the opportunity to do the opposite.

 



Look at how even the apostle Paul struggles with being godly.

V15: ‘I don’t understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do,

but what I hate I do.’

Second half of v18: ‘For I have the desire to do what is good, but I

cannot carry it out.’

V19: ‘For what I do isn’t the good I want to do; no, the evil I don’t

want to do – this I keep on doing.’

No wonder he ends up such a wretched man by v24!

But he does have an answer to his desperate question at the end of

v24: ‘Who will rescue me from this body of death?’

It’s v25: ‘Thanks be to God – through Jesus Christ our Lord!’

There's the answer to trying to be godly!

If you're a Christian, then praise God that you’re set free not just from

the condemnation of the law, but from its impotence to make you

godly.

You've been transferred from law to grace.

From a desperate life of trying to keep a set of rules to a a life of

enjoying relationship with your God.

It’s what he said back in v6: ‘But now, by dying to what once bound us,

we’ve been released from the law so that we serve in the new way of

the Spirit, and not in the old way of the written code.’

What a contrast!

The old way of trying to keep a written code.

Much religion is just serving a set of rules, not a Jesus.

And it’s not attractive.

If you think Christianity is only offering you a set of rules to live by,

don't be surprised if you're turned off.

Christian, does your life look like that?

Sets of non-stop rules?

Yet more burdens being laid on you all the time?

If so, you're living the old way, as if Jesus hadn't died to free your from

the condemnation and impotence of God's law.

Conclusion

Let me close with a quotation and a true-life story.

The quote comes from John Stott.

He wrote: ‘We’re now trying to live like that, [he means the way God

wants us to] not because the law is our master and we have to; but

because Christ is our husband and we want to. Not because

obedience leads to salvation, but because salvation leads to

obedience.”

And the story concerns Abraham Lincoln, who long campaigned for an

end to the African slave trade.

One day he went to slave market where he bid for a young black girl,

and won.

She was so outraged she spat at him for hypocrisy.

He simply said to her ‘You're free’, and he walked away.

Moments later, he felt a tugging on his coat; it was the girl.

She said ‘Sir if I'm free, then I choose to serve you, if you'll have me.’

The two different ways of serving God in v6.

The old way of the written code; you have no assurance of your

master’s love, and no desire to do his will.

And the new way of the Spirit; you have no doubt of your master’s

love because, as Paul wrote in chapter 5: ‘God demonstrates his

own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for

us.’

And this leads to a deep desire to know him and do his will. 

So, marvel at this amazing freedom you can now have in Christ, and

determine to live in the light of it.

‘Sir if I'm free, then I choose to serve you, if you'll have me.’

And as you take bread & wine, remember that when he died, you died.

 


