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The Road Paved with Good Intentions 
A baker in a little country town bought the butter he used from a nearby farmer. One day 
he suspected that the bricks of butter were not full pounds, and for several days he 
weighed them. He was right. They were short-weight, and he had the farmer arrested. At 
the trial the judge said to the farmer, “I presume you have scales?” “No, your honor.” 
“Then how do you manage to weigh the butter you sell?” inquired the judge. The farmer 
replied, “That’s easily explained, your honor. I have balances and for a weight I use a 
one-pound loaf I buy from the baker.”   

We humans see sin in others before we see to see sin in ourselves. Therefore, we are 
generally quicker to call out the sins of others than we are to confess our own sins. In 
Romans 7, the Apostle Paul confesses the sin that is in him and also in everyone else 
who claims to live under the Law. Hear now the Word of God. 

Romans 7: 15 I don’t know what I’m doing, because I don’t do what I want to do. 
Instead, I do the thing that I hate. 16 But if I’m doing the thing that I don’t want to 
do, I’m agreeing that the Law is right. 17 But now I’m not the one doing it anymore. 
Instead, it’s sin that lives in me. 18 I know that good doesn’t live in me—that is, in 
my body. The desire to do good is inside of me, but I can’t do it. 19 I don’t do the 
good that I want to do, but I do the evil that I don’t want to do. 20 But if I do the very 
thing that I don’t want to do, then I’m not the one doing it anymore. Instead, it is sin 
that lives in me that is doing it. 21 So I find that, as a rule, when I want to do what is 
good, evil is right there with me. 22 I gladly agree with the Law on the inside, 23 but 
I see a different law at work in my body. It wages a war against the law of my mind 
and takes me prisoner with the law of sin that is in my body. 24 I’m a miserable 
human being. Who will deliver me from this dead corpse? 25 Thank God through 
Jesus Christ our Lord! So then I’m a slave to God’s Law in my mind, but I’m a slave 
to sin’s law in my body. 

Romans 7 is a general confession of the Apostle Paul’s own sinfulness, but it is so much 
more than that. It is general because he leaves out the juicy details of the evil he keeps 
doing when he intends to do good. If you read it only as Paul’s personal confession of 
sin, you may think what I thought. “Did Paul backslide? What happened to his 
transformation after he encountered the risen Christ on the Damascus Road? How can 
he be so easily swayed by sin if he is really a Christian?” Those are all crucial questions 
if Paul is speaking solely of his sins. He is not. He is confessing for all of Israel, which 
includes himself as a Jew. But beware of breathing a sigh of relief too quickly by thinking 
those Jews must be especially sinful people. Paul’s confession applies to everyone who 
believes that we are obedient to God. 

At the outset, let me define the sin which is Paul’s subject in our scripture reading. Think 
of sin first as separation from God apart from whom we do some senseless and harmful 
things trying to make ourselves somebody on our own. Therefore, sin is a fact of 
separation before it is an act of desperation, such as stealing, using, sabotaging, 
cheating, lying, killing, and the like. Think of capital “S” Sin as separation from God, and 
lower case “s” sin as offenses or violations of the Law. In this passage, when Paul speaks 
of sin, he is referring to both Sin and sin, to something deep within us that takes over and 
drives us to defy God’s Law and hurt others and ourselves. 
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The passage is a part of the larger argument Paul makes in answer to a big question. He 
is wrestling in much of Romans with whether The Law, Torah, is good, or whether the 
Law is to be blamed for the sin of humankind. How can the law cause sin? You can think 
about this in terms of our own laws. Take speed limits on our highways. I have traveled 
briefly on the Autobahn in Germany where there are no speed limits. I was a passenger 
on a bus which did not travel terribly fast, but vehicles passed us that appeared to be 
traveling at NASCAR speeds. When folks in the US, are pulled over for speeding, which 
is the problem—the law, or the rate of speed they were traveling?  If I am the one pulled 
over, I am more likely to say the law is the problem. The big issue Paul addresses is this. 
Jews have the Law and cannot keep it; therefore, they are lost. Since the Law was 
inadequate to save the Jews, do we conclude that the Law which they trusted to save 
them is bad or, at the least, complicit in the sin of Israel?  

During the past week there has been a lot of talk about strengthening measures in our 
city and our state to combat the spread of COVID 19. Some states that are hotspots for 
the disease have made wearing masks in public places a state law. Our state did not 
make it a law but appealed to the good sense and caring nature of our citizens to be 
responsible and wear masks. Proponents make the argument that elected officials should 
make wearing a mask in public a legal requirement, not just a strong suggestion. They 
know what Paul knew, that our minds and compassion do not always govern our behavior. 
Opponents say that having a mask law which is difficult to enforce will not make people 
wear masks. They are also taking a chapter out of Paul’s argument here. You have the 
Law and you say it is good but do not do what the law requires. So, is the law the problem? 

Of course, you and I know that the Law of Moses is not evil. That was settled in Christian 
history during the second century A.D. Marcion of Sinope declared that the God who sent 
Jesus was a different and higher deity than the God of Judaism. He proposed scrapping 
the Law of Moses and leaving no favorable reference to Judaism in the Christian 
scriptures. The Church Fathers denounced Maricon and declared him a heretic. The Law 
of Moses is an integral part of the Bible on which the New Testament builds. Most of us 
honor and defend the Bible as God’s Word and the source of eternal Truth even when we 
act in ways that are contrary to the teachings of the Bible.   

And therein lies the problem. You and I have all the advantages of the Bible, the teachings 
of the church with our creeds and confessions and catechisms, and the fellowship of 
believers, and at times we still act in ways that are contrary to everything we were taught 
and say we believe. Some of us do it in our homes where only our spouse and children 
see it, or in secret we think, or we do it on social media. Hypocrisy is the practice of 
claiming standards and beliefs to which our behavior does not conform. When we quote 
the Bible to judge the behavior of others but live by a separate rule, we are hypocrites.  

Paul does not leave us helpless in a state of hypocrisy. In this passage he gives us a 
model of transparency that prepares us to be set free from the grip of sin. He wants us to 
understand something about the hold that sin has on us before we accept or refuse the 
method of release that Paul proclaims as God’s way of salvation. 

In several verses in this passage Paul interrogates suspects that might be causing the 
bad behavior in himself and others. The Law has been exonerated. In verse 18 he says, 
“The desire to do good is inside of me, but I can’t do it.” His desire is not the culprit. In 
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verse 22 he says, “I gladly agree with the Law on the inside.” Remember the New 
Covenant in Jeremiah 31 in which the Lord promises, “I will put my Instructions within 
them and engrave them on their hearts.” I have preached internal law as the solution to 
the problem of sin, having the Law inside me that causes me to want to do good rather 
than a Law outside me that demands conformity even if it is against my will. If I agree with 
the Law inside me, my will is not the problem. Here is where Paul drops a theological 
bombshell that we find nowhere else in his writings, He says it more than once in this 
passage. Verse 20 states it clearly: “20 But if I do the very thing that I don’t want to do, 
then I’m not the one doing it anymore. Instead, it is sin that lives in me that is doing it.” 

Is that not the old “The Devil made me do it” excuse for sin? To the ears of any of us 
trained in the school of personal responsibility, this sounds like a copout on Paul’s part. 
He sins, doing things that dishonor God and hurt others and himself, and he says he is 
not responsible for it? But wait, Paul is not weaseling himself, Israel, or you and me out 
of complicity and culpability for our sin. He is making a further confession of a power at 
work in us who have the Law and it is at war with the Law, with our desire, and with our 
will power, and it is winning. He calls this the sin “in my body,” in my flesh. Others translate 
this as self-centeredness. A “different law (is) at work in my body. It wages a war against 
the law of my mind and takes me prisoner with the law of sin that is in my body.”  

Now if you are on top of things in your life right now and in complete control, Romans 7 
may sound like it does not apply to you. I used to think Paul wrote Romans 7 when he 
was in a state of depression. What he does here, however, is to give hope to Israel, to 
himself, and to us by showing a direct path to a life in Christ who alone can take away the 
seed of sin that is within us. That life begins when come to the end of our rope and admit 
that what we are doing now is not working, and cry out with Paul, “I’m a miserable human 
being. Who will deliver me from this dead corpse?” Or as another translation reads, “I’m 
at the end of my rope. Is there no one who can do anything for me?”  

This question flows seamlessly into Romans chapter 8, which is subtitled “Set Free by 
the Spirit”: 1So now there isn’t any condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 2 The 
law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and death. It 
may seem that the Apostle Paul has gone around the world to get to a conclusion we 
already knew, that Jesus Christ and the indwelling Holy Spirit are our only hope to be set 
free from the powers of sin and death that imprison us. But he was wise enough to know 
that because of the self-centeredness in us all, we were going to try everything else 
possible on our own before admitting, “I cannot do this. I need help!”  

Our church’s Public Health Response Team, Toby, and I have been thinking a lot about 
the protocols we need to observe to safely return to in-person worship here at the church. 
I am glad that I still serve beyond my term on the Morgan County-Decatur Farmers Market 
board because we have kept the Farmers Market open. I have learned a lot on the 
Saturdays I volunteered about managing crowds under the COVID 19 restrictions, or 
should I say not managing crowds.  In order for people to maintain a safe 6-foot social 
distance from others in the market, we ask that everyone enter the market on the north 
end and exit on the side ramps halfway down, or at the south end. Volunteers tell give 
these directions when you enter, and there are temporary signs all over the place. Folks, 
it is not happening. People enter the market, shop, and turn around and go back the same 
way they came in. I decided Saturday that what we needed were some large permanent 
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and prominent arrows on the concrete floor pointing people in the direction they are to go. 
I went to Home Depot and bought these rectangular, yellow and black striped, skid free, 
6x24 inch stick on rubber treads. Back at the Market, I took a knife and cut a point at one 
end of the rectangle to form an arrow. I asked Josh, the 18-year-old market assistant, if it 
looked like an arrow. He looked at it from a couple angles and gave a less than 
enthusiastic, “Yes sir, it does.” I was standing there staring at my creation when two 
church members came up, Rich Newman and his 9-year-old daughter Logan. I decided 
to ask her if my creation looked like an arrow. She took one look at it, shook her head and 
said, “No.” “Well,” I said, “Maybe I ought to abandon this idea and forget it.”  That is when 
Rich took the corner scraps I had cut off when I made the point at the end of the rectangle, 
placed them on the side in line with the point and said, “Here, put wings on it and you 
have your arrow.” And that is what we did.  

What a powerful image for the answer God has given to save us from our sin. 
Wings. The Holy Spirit. The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free 
from the law of sin and death. The law of Christ with wings on it will save us all. 

Now, when Josh and I put down 4 of those large arrows at the major intersections of the 
market, did they make everyone walk in the direction the arrows pointed? Habit and 
convenience prevailed, and many people turned around and walked out the same way 
they came in, risking their own health and health of everyone else in the market.  In the 
same way, there is still a decision for you and me to make. God has placed the way of 
salvation before us all, “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus,” but always before us, 
or in us, is the law of sin in our flesh that leads to death. One way we are too familiar with, 
and it is convenient, and it leads to nowhere good. The other way is radical, new every 
morning, it leads to life. Choose life. 


