SERMON NOTES

Living in Reverse Part 5. Why do we sin? How can we fight it?
Now, there is another question we need to address. If we are already holy, and already free from sin, why do
we sin anymore at all? And how do we deal with it?
I'm so glad you ask, because the answer is found in a passage of scripture that is frequently misunderstood:
Romans chapter 7:15-20.
For I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.
Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with the law, that it is good. So now it is no longer I who do it, but
sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the
desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do
not want is what I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that
dwells within me. (Rom 7:15-20, ESV)

We read this and we say, “Yeah, I understand that, that's me.” And we hear Paul say “sin is living me” and
“nothing good lives in me” we think: “See? Isn't that a sinful nature?”
But this passage is frequently misinterpreted. First, in verses 7-14, Paul is talking about the past, about how
life was before Jesus. In verse 15, he begins to speak in the present tense, but it isn't clear if he has switched to
his present circumstances – that is, after salvation – or if he is still explaining the past. Just to move the
discussion along, let's say that in verse 15, Paul is talking about sins he commits as a Christian.
We always need to interpret scripture in context. The entire context of chapter seven is actually chapters six,
seven and the first part of chapter eight. The chapters and verse marks were not inspired by God. They were
put in by monks 1000 years after the New Testament was written, to help us in navigating around the bible. So
pretend they aren't there, and you can clearly see that the first several paragraphs of chapter 8 are still on the
same subject as chapters six and seven. And those first verses of chapter 8 are a profound and declaration that
believers in Jesus are free from condemnation.
So with that in mind, what is the general topic that Paul keeps coming around to? You are dead to sin, dead
to the law, and alive to Jesus. It would be poor biblical interpretation to think that right after saying that – and
before coming back to say it again – Paul would pause to absolutely contradict everything he has been writing,
and is about to continue writing.
Therefore, clearly Paul is not turning around and saying “You have not died to the law. You are not free
from sin. Your old self is alive and well.” That would be ridiculous and unsustainable biblical interpretation.
We must find some way to understand this that is in harmony with everything Paul says in chapters 6-8.
I used to believe I had a sinful nature that was alive and well. So I used to read it like this, focusing on the
bold part: “I do bad things...even though I don't want to.” Actually, Paul's emphasis is not that he is sinning, but
rather the fact that he doesn't want to commit these sins. What Paul is saying is, “In the deepest part of me, I
don't want to sin. This shows that this part of me is holy and agrees with God. In my deepest nature, I am not a
sinner.” He says, in verse 22: “For I delight in the law of God in my inner being.”
And so he says in 8:1-3
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life
has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death. For God has done what the law, weakened by
the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin
in the flesh, (Rom 8:1-3, ESV)

I had friend once who was not a Christian. After a lot of time and people praying for him, and some long
conversations, he gave his heart to Jesus. Afterward, we started to meet together to pray and talk about the Bible
and generally encourage each other in faith. One time the subject of lust came up. He said, “You know, before I
became a Christian, I did not struggle with lust. Now I struggle with it all the time.”
I was shocked. What had we done wrong? I asked him to explain.
“Well, before I was Christian,” he said, “there wasn't any struggle. I lusted, and it didn't bother me. But
since I came to Jesus, it bothers me when I lust because I don't want to do that now.”
You see the fact that he didn't want to sin any more was proof that he had died to sin. In his deepest
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heart, he knew that he didn't desire sin. In his inner being, he delighted in God's perfect standard and holiness.
So if in our deepest heart, if we are perfect in spirit, and we don't desire to sin, why do we do it? Paul
says this:
Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. (Rom 7:19-20,
ESV)

Before you cry “aha! I told you we had a sinful nature!” I want to tell you about the Greek here. A lot of
translations give the impression that sin is a living force, a nature within our human nature even after we are in
Jesus. But the Greek word for “living” does not imply either a “nature” or even a “life force.” It means “house.”
A very literal translation would be, “I don't do this, but rather, the sin housing in me.” In other words, the
impression is not sin as a living force, but rather, that sin has a nearby location. Sin is located in me. Now, in
7:18 and 23, Paul makes it clear where exactly this sin is located in a person. He uses two terms: “flesh” and
“body parts.” So it isn't sin as a life force occupying a second nature in our spirit, or even our soul. It is a
residual sin that is located specifically in our “body parts” and in our “flesh.” In other words, this sin is located
in the shallowest part of us, the part of us (the body) that was already dying slowly the day we were born, that
part that will be thoroughly changed at the resurrection.
Let me put it another way. We all have bodies; we all have a physical appearance. Our physical appearance
is not the real us. It is, in fact, one of the most shallow things about the true people that we are in our hearts.
And that is where sin is located. Sin is not part of your nature anymore than your hair is a part of your nature.
Sometimes you have to deal with your hair (or lack thereof). In interacting with others, it is good to maintain a
decent appearance. You might fail to get the job you are supposed to if you show up to the interview with your
hair wild and askew. But your hair does not really say anything about the real you. We can, however, become so
concerned about our hair that we let it affect our self-confidence and therefore our relationships with others, and
maybe even what we try to do for a living.
When we are in Jesus, sin doesn't have a life force within our souls or spirits. It doesn't have a nature within
the heart of us. It is located in our dying body parts and flesh.
Imagine you ingested a deadly poison. Thankfully, someone saved you, and administered an antidote.
Through the cure, your vital organs were entirely freed from the poison. But over the next few days, there will
be some residual toxin in your muscles. You may twitch involuntarily sometimes in response to those toxins.
Those responses look exactly the same as if you were still in the grip of the fatal poison. But you have been
thoroughly cured. The twitches are not pleasant, but they do not mean that the poison is in every part of you.
The poison is located only in your external muscles, and cannot affect your vital organs. You don't stop the
twitches by clamping down on your muscles – that may even make them flare up. No, you focus on rest,
recovery and healing from the inside out.
That's the picture Paul gives us. Sin is no longer located in our vital organs. There is a residual sin located in
our flesh and our body parts, and so sometimes we commit sins but this is not the sign of a sinful nature.
So sometimes we commit sins because there is still that residual of sin within our flesh and body parts. It
serves as a vehicle for the devil to tempt us, and we forget who we really are. We stop believing for a time that
we are dead to sin in the most important part of ourselves, and we listen instead to our flesh, where that residual
of sin is housed. We draw life from externals, instead of the spirit, and that external “life” – the life of the flesh
– leads us astray.
I want to talk just a moment about the bible's use of “flesh.” The Greek word is sarx and it just means,
essentially, “meat” or “muscle.” John uses it as a neutral term generally meaning physical body. Paul sometimes
uses it that way also. But more often, Paul uses flesh as a special theological term. He usually means basically,
an orientation that is based upon outward things, and is generally turned away from God. So sin lives in our
body parts – literal flesh – and also takes advantage of anyone who is oriented on the externals of life,
particularly if such a person is trying to live life on their own strength.
Once again, this is why I have been preaching these concepts as a series. Here comes another application of
what we learned from Elijah. God showed Elijah that real life is not found in the flesh. It isn't even found in the
good things that happen in the flesh. Once we are in Jesus, real life flows from God, into our spirit, into the soul
and out through the body. What happens when we sin is that we try to do that in reverse.
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We feel a lack in our soul or our body. Rather than seeking life in the spirit, we seek it in the flesh or the
body. We seek to take care of the need ourselves. We refuse to wait for God, and we absolutely refuse to let our
need or lack go unmet. So we respond to the flesh by agreeing with it, gratifying it, and we injure our
relationship with the Lord.
Satan, of course encourages in this, and tries to deceive us into living by the flesh. Even the very first
temptation of Eve and Adam, was essentially a temptation to live by the flesh. He told them that God had not
given them everything they needed. Satan said God had withheld from them the knowledge of good and evil.
He then suggested that they had the means to get for themselves what God was withholding – they could meet
their needs apart from God by eating the fruit.
We also have the world around us, living according to the flesh. If we look to our friends, neighbors and coworkers for help in living for God, we'll see instead that they are living to gratify the flesh. This too, tempts us
in that direction.
So we are tempted, deceived and led astray by the flesh, by the world and by the devil. These things have
access through our physical bodies (sight, sound, hearing, physical and emotional needs) and through our flesh
when we choose to be oriented away from God.
Now, last time we talked about the fact that when we do give in to this, and commit sins, it causes us to be
distant from God. Obviously, the way to return and be closer is through repentance and confession and
remembering again what the Lord has done for us. But is there any way to fight sin? Is there any way to sin
less than we used to?
I submit to you that if you believe you are still by nature full of sin, if you believe you are half sinner, half
saint until you die, there is no logical reason you should ever be able to sin less than you do right now. If you
have an entrenched sinful nature in your inner being, there is no way you will be able to sin any less than you
ever did. And I think sometimes, this is why people struggle so much with the same sins, year in, year out.
But I believe, as I have explained in the previous parts of this series, that in fact, In Jesus, our old self has
been killed, and sin is exiled now into our bodies and into our flesh orientations. It is no longer part of the
essential you.
Now, there is a lot of language in the New Testament that seems to tell us we ought to quit sinning. But we
often miss the context of it. Sometimes we are so filled with idea that we are half sinner and half saint, so sure
that living for Jesus is about fighting ourselves to try and make ourselves behave properly, that we miss the idea
that the fight is already over, and our job now is simply to believe it – to cling daily, even hourly, in faith to
what Jesus has already accomplished for us. The fact is, almost all of the New Testament's teaching on how we
should behave is preceded by teaching on who we are in Jesus, and what he has done for us. In other
words, the gist of most of these passages is something like this: “In Christ, the deepest part of you has been
delivered from sin. So believe that, and through faith, allow that pure clean life inside you to dominate your
flesh, rather than the other way around.”
You see, we can even try and fight sin through the flesh – and that gets us only a fleshly result. Suppose a
Christian young woman had a terrible father. This created emotional problems for her. Now she experiences
need for intimacy with men. She is tempted to meet her own needs in the flesh through sexual relationships.
Now, she can try to fight flesh with flesh. She can say to herself, “I won't do that. I will be strong, I will use my
will power to stop myself.” You see even though she is trying not to sin, she is still living in the flesh. I would
guess that she will fail, more often than not.
An alternative is to fight temptation by clinging in faith to what Jesus has done, and to who He has made us
to be in our innermost being. Now the young woman says, “I am a new creation in Christ. In Him, my
innermost needs are met. The real me no longer desires to do this. This desire does not come from me.”
My temptations are different than hers, but I will tell you, I find it a hundred times easier to fight temptation
by believing in this way, than by gritting my teeth and using my willpower.
Paul says this:
I only want to learn this from you: Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law or by hearing with
faith? Are you so foolish? After beginning with the Spirit, are you now going to be made complete by the
flesh? Did you suffer so much for nothing — if in fact it was for nothing? So then, does God supply you with
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the Spirit and work miracles among you by the works of the law or by hearing with faith? (Gal 3:2-5, HCSB)

We received salvation as gift of pure grace, simply by believing that it is true. We are supposed to live
the Christian life in exactly the same way. We do it through faith, by the Holy Spirit, not by works of the
flesh. Later in the same letter, Paul puts it like this:
But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the desires of the flesh are
against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to
keep you from doing the things you want to do. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.
(Gal 5:16-18, ESV)

Paul writes to the Ephesians about their behavior. This is how he begins:
But that is not how you learned about the Messiah, assuming you heard about Him and were taught by Him,
because the truth is in Jesus. You took off your former way of life, the old self that is corrupted by deceitful
desires; you are being renewed in the spirit of your minds; you put on the new self, the one created according
to God’s likeness in righteousness and purity of the truth. (Eph 4:20-24, HCSB)

We don't change our behavior. Instead, we trust Jesus and what he has done for us. We cling to the truth that
he has not only forgiven us, but he has changed us in the inmost being and through Him we have put off the old
self and put on the new, which is righteous, holy and pure like God himself. And through the power of the
Holy Spirit, we will begin to act as we believe. Paul says it one more way:
If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right
hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. For you have died, and
your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with
him in glory. Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire,
and covetousness, which is idolatry. (Col 3:1-5, ESV emphasis added)

Very few translations include this, but in verse 5, it says literally: “put to death your body parts, the earthly
ones...” In other words, the sins Paul names afterward are sins of the flesh and body. And the way to deal with
these, the way to put them to death, he tells us in the preceding verses: set your minds on things above. Set your
minds on the fact that you died and your real life is hidden with Christ in God. You fight temptation by
believing that Jesus has already broken your connection with sin. You fight it by believing that you don't
need to sin in order to meet your needs, because real life is in the spirit, and in the spirit your are perfect
and complete, and God has already met every need.
There is something else that is important to us as we fight sin. We need to remember that Jesus himself was
tempted in every way, just as we were (Hebrews 4:15). What that means is that temptation is not sin.
You see the devil is a cheat and a liar. You hear a voice in you that says, “I wish pastor Tom would just shut
his ugly trap. In fact, I'd like to shut it for him. He is a worthless excuse for a pastor and a human being.” Then
you think, “Oh s---, did I just think that in church?” And then, “Did I just think the s-word in church?” And
before you know it, you are out of control, guilty and feeling terrible. But the devil pretends to be you, to get
you to sin. John Bunyan, author of the allegory Pilgrim's Progress, describes this in his story:
I took notice now that poor Christian was so confounded that he did not know his own voice...One of the
wicked ones got behind him and stepped up softly to him and whisperingly suggested many grievous
blasphemies to him, which he verily thought had proceeded from his own mind. This put Christian more to it
than anything that he met with before, even to think that he should now blaspheme him that he loved so much
before; yet if he could have helped it, he would not have done it; but he had not the discretion either to stop
his ears or to know from whence these thoughts came.

So the devil comes up to a man and suggests, “I'd like to sleep with young woman over there, the one
wearing the short skirt.” And the man thinks the thought came from himself. Next, the devil says, “you've
already thought it, you just failed.” But temptation isn't the same as sin. I know Jesus said lust in the heart was
as bad as adultery. But temptation to lust is not the same as lust itself.
Or the devil comes up to a woman, and when another woman walks by, he says, “who does she think she is?
She's wearing a fine dress, but she probably got it at goodwill. I know trailer-trash when I see it.” And the
woman thinks the thought came from her. Then she either pursues the thought, which is a sin, or she thinks that
she's already committed a sin because the thought was there, and the devil uses it all day to beat her up and
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make her feel guilty.
Haven't you ever had a terrible thought and then said, “Oh my gosh! That's awful! I can't believe I just
thought that!” Maybe you didn't think it.
When we think temptation is sin, we can never win, because even Jesus was tempted. We won't avoid it. So
when we think we've already failed, we either go ahead and sin because we think we've already blown it, or we
don't sin, but we let the devil make us feel guilty all day long for something that was not a sin at all.
But remember how Paul ends his discussion the struggle for sin:
“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Jesus Christ!”
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