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“I Do Not Do What I Want . . . .” 
Sermon Text: Romans 7:15-25a  
5th after Pentecost: 5 July 2020 

Salado UMC, Salado, Texas 76571 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

“The worst sin towards our fellow creatures is not to hate them,  
but to be indifferent to them;  

that's the essence of inhumanity” (George Bernard Shaw). 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  

 
“My name is David and I am a sinner.” What if we started all our worship services in this 12-step 

fashion? That is, like an AA meeting, each of us gathered here says that exact phrase as a way to get 
worship off the ground. I think Paul would approve.  

We are sinners. “Sinners”—the word sounds old fashioned, but it’s true: We are all of us “sinners.” 
We moderns avoid the term. We say “we have hang-ups.” Perhaps, we rattle off psychological words 
speaking prudently about “depression,” “anxiety,” or a “guilt complex.” But then, repeatedly, we circle 
back to the old biblical word: sin. We are all sinners. Surely, we read about sin in daily newspapers. Big 
sins, murder or rape, are bold-type headlines. Certainly, we notice sins in the lives of others. “She 
doesn’t care about anyone else,” we say; or “He’s arrogant.” 

But when it comes to our own lives, it seems hard to see our sin. Maybe sin comes to us in a brief, 
flashing moment of regret when we say to ourselves, “I should go back and apologize,” but then we 
don’t and the moment passes. Or perchance, it’s tax time and we flip through our check stubs and think 
for an instant, “I should have given more away.” Or perhaps, when we hear youngsters dream big 
dreams for their lives and we suddenly think, “Well, I’ve settled for less; I haven’t been what I could 
have been.” Then, we/I shuffle off and try to forget.   

Both God and we know that down deep we all have negotiated lives. “We’re supposed to love,” 
says a detective-story hero. “But we all flunk,” he says. Sinners—that’s the biblical word, and we know 
it’s true. We are, all of us, sinners (David Buttrick, Homiletic, Fortress Press, 1987, p.35). Paul thinks so, according to 
our lesson. In Romans 7, Paul divides his theological inspiration into three principal sections: 

• An Analogy from Marriage 
• The Law and Sin 

 • The Inner Conflict (Romans 7:14-25)—verses explaining why one cannot do that  
   which the law intends to inspire. 

 
Hear our lesson from Romans 7:14-25a: 
[15] I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I 
hate. [16] Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. [17] But in fact it is no 
longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. 
  
[18] For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, 
but I cannot do it. [19] For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. [20] 
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Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. 
 
[21] So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. [22] For I 
delight in the law of God in my inmost self, [23] but I see in my members another law at war with 
the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. [24] 
wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? [25] Thanks be to God 
through Jesus Christ our Lord! (Romans 7:15-25). 

 
Earlier in Romans 3:23 Paul writes: “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” My friend, 

Salina Brown, loaned me a novel, Les Misérables, which is quite familiar to many. It is Victor Hugo’s story 
of Jean Valjean, a tough prisoner who stole bread for his starving sister and her children. Sentenced 
initially to five years in prison, Valjean ultimately served 19 years before his release—fourteen years 
tacked on for his multiple botched escape efforts. Hugo portrays him as simultaneously both saint and 
sinner. Valjean flashes both depravity and compassion—but always mixed—like in all of us. In due 
course, he tilts saint-ward.  

Paul’s analogy here in Romans 7 is from the experience that we have all had apart from being in 
Christ. We want to do one thing and yet end up the opposite. The fact that we want to do what is right 
shows that what is right is right. That we don’t do what we want to do shows something even stronger 
at work than our principles. That something, Paul writes, is sin. Remember, for Paul, sin is a great and 
tyrannical power that can practically coerce our disobedience. 

The inner self that wants to do the good proves that the law (which I long to obey) is itself good. The 
“members”—“tongue, brain, hands, feet—which refuse to attend my own good intentions, however, 
show that sin is strong, seductive, sneaky” (David Bartlett, Commentary on Romans: Westminster Bible Companion, 1995, p. 

70). The bottom line is this: we cannot, in and of ourselves, conform even to our idealistic aims, goals, or 
objectives. We need something outside us to, as we might say, save the day. This is grace which comes 
in Christ. Paul declares and then asks, “Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of 
death?” His answer to the way out of his—and our dilemma, is simply “Thanks be to God through Jesus 
Christ our Lord!”—who gives us grace upon grace. To recap Paul’s notion, together let’s sing: “I once 
was lost, but now am found, was blind, but now I see.” 
 My longstanding friend, Mark Trotter, now retired pastor of FUMC, San Diego, made a thought-
provoking and hilarious confession—especially to those who are readers and/or writers. He wrote that 
when he reads a book he does so with a pen in hand—his eye peeled for typographical errors. He writes:  

The more expensive the book, the more prestigious the publisher, the greater the joy in finding 
an error. Most people see me reading with a pen in hand, they think I am underlining important 
passages. They say, ‘Look, Mark’s a scholar.’ I read with a pen so I can circle the mistakes other 
people make. I mark them indelibly in ink. I do this for revenge (unpublished sermon 20 Feb 2000). 
 
Trotter goes on to write about people he has met along the “three stages on life’s way” who found 

fault with, carped at, or otherwise bedeviled him as he tried to be but a humble servant as a minister. I 
hate that treatment when it happens to me!!! 
 But the greater point than that revenge is so sweet when served cold is the answer to Paul’s 
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primarily rhetorical question in our lesson—Romans 7:15-25a. Paul writes: “I do not do the good I want, 
but the evil I do not want is what I do. Who will rescue me from this body of death?” 
 But how can we turn bad news into good news? Many people think that God watches over each of 
us with “a pen in hand.” Many people think God lurks in the shadows to catch them in some 
compromised situation in order to send them to perdition. Even when we know rationally this is not so, 
emotionally it sticks to us like “a difficult problem that is only aggravated by attempts to solve it.” 

“My name is David (or Betty Lou or Jimmy or Jean Valjean . . . ) and I am a sinner.” The law tries to 
corral our tendencies to sin as we separate ourselves from God and from other people through our 
overweening pride. Eventually, if we are smart enough or sensitive enough or have enough intuition, we 
know we cannot save ourselves from this quagmire in which we have found ourselves—all of us!  

Providentially, Paul supplies the answer in our lesson’s first half of our last sentence: “Thanks be to 
God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” Thanks, because God’s grace is sufficient for our needs—all of them. 

David Mosser, Salado UMC, Salado, TX 76571 


