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For all its tight logic, appeal to the mind and careful development of
doctrine, Paul’s letter to the Romans has a remarkably strong emphasis
on emotions:

Emotions are attributed to each of the persons of the Trinity. Throughout
the epistle there are references to the wrath of God (1:18; 2:5, 8; 3:5;
5:9; 9:22; 12:19) as well as a reference to his indignation (2:8). Further
emotions ascribed to God are his love (5:5, 8; 8:39; 9:13), hatred (9:13)
and compassion (9:15). His love is closely linked to that of Christ (8:35, 37,
39) and the Holy Spirit (5:5; 15:30). Moreover, the Spirit “intercedes for
us with groanings too deep for words” (8:26).' The Spirit’s groans appear
to be shared by both creation (8:22) and those who have “the first fruits
of the Spirit” (8:23).

Fallen humanity is described as “full of envy” (1:29), “haters of God” (1:30)
and “unloving” (1:31). Their mouths are “full of cursing and bitterness”
(3:14). Unbelieving Israel, on the other hand, is more sympathetically
portrayed. “They have a zeal for God, but not in accordance with
knowledge” (10:2) and “they are beloved for the sake of the fathers”
(11:28). Therefore, God will make them jealous and anger them (10:19)
by salvation coming to the Gentiles (11:11) and by Paul’s ministry (11:13-
14), so that some of them might be saved (11:14).

Believers are repeatedly referred to as “beloved” (1:7; 9:25; 16:5, 8, 12), and
they in turn Jove God (8:28) and their neighbour (13:8, 10). Theirs is also
a life of joy (14:17; 15:13). Therefore, certain emotions are commanded,

! Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from the NASB.
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such as cheerfulness (12:8), joy (12:12, 15; 15:10), love (12:9; 13:8-9; 14:15),
brotherly love (12:10), and being fervent in spirit (12:11). They are also to
“abhor what is evil” (12:9) and “weep with those who weep” (12:15). If they
do wrong, they are to be afraid of the governing authorities (13:4). They
are also warned against such destructive emotions as jealousy (13:13) and
contempt (14:3, 10).

The emotions that Paul himself expresses in this epistle overlap to some
extent with those of other believers. He shares their inward groaning
(8:23), but like them he also knows what it is to rejoice (15:32; 16:19). He
looks forward to enjoying the company of the Roman Christians for a
while (15:24). At the other end of the emotional spectrum he feels “great
sorrow and unceasing grief” in his heart for his unbelieving fellow-Jews
(9:2). Arguably, however, his most intense emotions are found in chapter
7. He experiences the paradox of doing the very thing he hates (7:15),
while at the same time joyfully concurring with the law of God in the
inner man (7:22). So incapable is Paul of resolving this painful paradox
that he deepens it further by crying out in desperation: “Wretched man
that I am! Who will set me free from the body of this death?” (7:24).

The puzzling emotional paradox of hatred, joy and wretchedness in
Romans 7 is certainly difficult to unravel. How could Paul possibly have
experienced all three emotions at the same time? Are these emotions
even compatible in the one person? Yet if this paradox can be explained
it holds the promise of unlocking some other mysteries as well. Romans
7 — and especially vv. 7-25 - has proved to be an exegetical chestnut from
ancient times. Who precisely is Paul speaking about in these verses? Is he
speaking directly about his own experience or is he speaking rhetorically
and in general terms? And if he is speaking about himself, is he referring
to his experience as a Christian or as a Pharisee? Did he feel these
emotions before or after his dramatic encounter with the risen Christ on
the Damascus Road? If a close look at Paul’s emotions in this chapter can
answer these questions, it has the potential of shedding light on Romans
7 as a whole. Before we can do justice to Paul’s emotions in this chapter,
however, we will need to examine the relevant verses within Paul’s wider
argument in Romans 1-8 as well as within the narrower context of chapter
7.
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1. The Context

Both in the lead-up to Romans 7 and within Romans 7 itself, Paul’s
discussion is dominated by a series of contrasts. There is the key contrast
between Adam and Christ (5:12-21) followed by the contrast of being
“under law” and being “under grace” (6:14-15). In the immediate
introduction to Rom 7:7-25 there is the implicit contrast between being
“in the flesh” (v. 5) and being “in the Spirit” (v. 6) as well as the contrast
between serving “in the newness of the Spirit and not in the oldness of the
letter” (v. 6). There can be little doubt that in Paul’s mind these contrasts
are all closely related. Those who serve in the oldness of the letter are
therefore in the flesh, under law and in Adam. Conversely those who serve
in the newness of the Spirit are in the Spirit, under grace and in Christ.
But in Romans 7 there is a further contrast — the consistent use of past
tenses to describe the experiences of the ego in vv. 7-13 followed by the
equally consistent use of the present tense to describe those experiences
in vv. 14-25. Is this contrast to be explained as being in line with the earlier
contrasts or should it be interpreted in some other way? This is the central
issue for a proper understanding of Romans 7. To put the question more
starkly, is the “wretched man” of v. 24 in Christ, under grace and serving
in the newness of the Spirit or is he in Adam, under law and serving in
the oldness of the letter? To do any semblance of justice to this crucial
question we need to look more closely at each of these contrasts.

1.1 In Adam / In Christ (Romans 5)

In Rom 5:12 Paul refers to Adam as “a type of Him who was to come”
Although this may appear as little more than a passing reference, the
Adam/Christ typology is in fact central to Paul’s argument in Romans 1-8,
if not to Paul’s theology as a whole. As Leonhard Goppelt has explained:

It is significant that the only typological relationship Paul
uses to illuminate the meaning of Christ's coming into the
world is Adam-Christ typology . . . There is scarcely any
hint of Christ’s relationship to Moses, or to the prophet, or
to the Son of David. Only in comparing Christ with Adam
is the world-encompassing and time-fulfilling significance of

Vox Reformata, 2018 PAGE 97



Christ revealed. The relationship of Christ as the antitype of
Adam is far-reaching in its significance for redemption. This
relationship received its definitive treatment in Rom 5:12-21
... The correspondence between Adam and Christ is pointed
outin Rom 5:12, 18f.; the difference between them is indicated
in vv 15-17. In each instance the single act of one man has a
consequence that affects the entire human race.?

In a highly compressed and densely worded paragraph (5:12-21), Paul
argues that just as Adam’s transgression led to sin, condemnation and
death for all in him, so Christ’s act of obedience led to grace, justification
and life for all in him. Both were possible because of the representative
roles played by Adam and Christ. Adam is the federal head of the old
humanity, Christ of the new.

This understanding provides the theological underpinnings for Pauls
argument up to this point in his letter to the Romans:

(a) Inthe mainbody of the epistle he begins with a detailed description
of the old humanity in Adam: immoral and idolatrous Gentiles
(1:18-32), moral Gentiles (2:1-16), Law-abiding Jews (2:17-28),
and finally all humankind, Jews and Gentiles alike (3:1-20).

(b) Paul then turns to God’s great intervention in human history.
Through the redemption in Christ, and specifically through the
propitiation in his blood, God provided righteousness through
faith in Jesus to both Jew and Gentile alike (3:21-31). Romans
5:12-21 provides the deeper grounds for this redemption. Because
of his representative role Christ appeased the wrath of God on
behalf of all those who have faith in him.

(c) Now Paul can turn his attention to the new humanity in Christ,
focusing first on Abraham (4:1-25) and then on all those who, like
Abraham, have been justified through faith (5:1-11).

Likewise, Romans 5:12-21 sets the agenda for the chapters that follow. This

? Leonhard Goppelt, Typos: The Typological Interpretation of the Old Testament in the New,
trans. D. H. Madvig (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 129.
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is specifically true of v. 20: “And the Law came in that the transgression
might increase; but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more.”
Both parts of this verse could have sounded provocative to Paul’s readers.
They therefore needed further explanation:

(a) “Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more” is explained
in chapter 6, which begins with the question “What shall we say
then? Are we to continue in sin that grace might increase?” (v. 1).

(b) “And the Law came in that the transgression might increase” is
explained in chapter 7, which begins with the question, “Or do
you not know . . . that the law has jurisdiction over a person as
long as he lives?” (v. 1).

Chapters 6-7 therefore form a unit both stylistically and theologically.
They answer, in reverse order, the questions that come out of Rom
5:20.°

1.2 Under Law / Under Grace (Romans 6)

The stylistic and theological unity of chapters 6 and 7 is demonstrated
most clearly, however, by the strategic questions these chapters themselves
ask about sin, law and grace:

e “What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace
might increase? May it never be!” (6:1-2a).

e “What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law, but under
grace? May it never be!” (6:15).

e “What shall we say then? Is the Law sin? May it never be!” (7:7a).

o “Therefore did that which is good [the Law] become a cause of
death for me? May it never be!” (7:13a).

These four questions are all asked in much the same way. Each addresses a

*  See Douglas J. W. Milne, “The Law in Covenant-Historical Perspective: A Study of Romans
Chapter 77 (Th.D. diss., Potchefstroom University, 1988), 81.
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misunderstanding that could arise from the discussion that immediately
precedes. Moreover, they are all given the same answer, “May it never be!”
(W yévolto, mé genoito), which has also been translated “God forbid”
(AV, RV), “Certainly not!” (NKJV, TEV), “Of course not!” (JB, LB), “By no
means!” (ESV, NIV, RSV), “What a terrible thought!” (Phillips), “No, no!”
(NEB), “Absolutely not!” (Holman). However we may choose to translate
this idiomatic expression, it is clear that Paul is giving an emphatically
negative answer to all four questions. In the verses that follow each
emphatic denial Paul gives a more detailed answer. These four questions
therefore provide a neat outline for these two chapters:

(a) 6:1-14 answers the question: “Are we to continue in sin that grace
might increase?”

(b) 6:15-7:6 answers the question: “Shall we sin because we are not
under law but under grace?”

(c) 7:7-12 answers the question: “Is the Law sin?”

(d) 7:13-25 answers the question: “Therefore did that which is good
become a cause of death for me?”

If these questions do indeed signal the major divisions in Paul’s systematic
argument in Romans 6-7, they have implications for our understanding
of chapter 7. Firstly, the chapter division is slightly misleading as Paul is
still answering the same question in 7:1-6 as he was in 6:15-23, namely,
“Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?” Secondly,
and more significantly for our purposes, in 7:7-25 the main division is
between vv. 12 and 13, not between vv. 13 and 14. In other words, the
transition in Paul’s thought is indicated not so much by the switch from
the past tenses to the present in v. 14 as it is by the question in v. 13,
“Therefore did that which is good become a cause of death for me?”

In answering the first question (a), “Are we to continue in sin that grace
might increase?” (6:1), Paul explains what it means to be “under grace”
(6:14). Continuing the theme of union with Christ from 5:12-21, he
turther develops the concept of being “in Christ.” Those who are in Christ
share certain activities in solidarity with Christ - they were crucified

PAGE 100 Vox Reformata, 2018



with him (6:6), they died with him (6:8), they were buried with him (6:4)
and they will live with him (6:8). Because of their union with Christ it is
inconceivable that they should continue in sin (6:13) or that sin should be
master over them (6:14). Such sin would be completely incongruous with
the union they enjoy with Christ.

From their status of being in Christ Paul then moves to the contrast
between being “under law” and “under grace” (6:15-7:6), which is
introduced by his second question (b): “Shall we sin because we are not
under law but under grace?” (6:15). The contrasts are sharply drawn:

Under Law Under Grace
slaves of sin (6:16, 17, 20) slaves for obedience (6:16),

freed from sin (6:22)

slaves to impurity and lawlessness | slaves of righteousness (6:18, 19),
(6:19)

enslaved to God (6:22)
lawlessness (6:19) righteousness (6:16),
sanctification (6:19, 22)
married to the law (7:1-3) married to Christ (7:4)
in the flesh (7:5) (in the Spirit) (7:6)
serving in the oldness of the letter | serving in the newness of the
(7:6) Spirit (7:6)
bearing fruit for death (7:5) bearing fruit for God (7:4)
death (6:16, 21, 23) eternal life (6:22, 23)

Having cast the situation of being “under law” in such a negative light,
Paul immediately comes to the Law’s defence by answering the questions
“Is the Law sin?” (7:7) and did it “become a cause of death for me?” (7:13).
Before we turn to Paul’s answers, however, we first need to explore two
further contrasts that fall within the under law / under grace rubric,
namely the contrasts between being “in the flesh” (7:5) and in the Spirit
(7:6) and serving “in the newness of the Spirit and not in the oldness of

the letter” (7:6).
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1.3 In the Flesh / In the Spirit (Romans 7:5-6)

Romans 7:5-6 conclude Paul’s answer to the question: “Shall we sin
because we are not under law but under grace?” (6:15).

» o«

Verse 5 summarises what it means to be “under law”: “For while we were
in the flesh, the sinful passions, which were aroused by the Law, were at
work in the members of our body to bear fruit for death”

>«

Verse 6 summarises what it means to be “under grace™ “But now we have
been released from the Law, having died to that by which we were bound,
so that we serve in the newness of the Spirit and not in the oldness of the
letter”

But not only do these verses summarise what has gone before, they also
lay the groundwork for what follows. Paul’s claim that “the sinful passions
... were aroused by the Law” (v. 5) is as provocative as his earlier claim
that “the Law came in that the transgression might increase” (5:20). It
therefore needs to be carefully defended. Paul’s defence comes in his
answer to the two questions that both arise out of v. 5: “Is the Law sin?” (v.
7) and “did that which is good become a cause of death for me?” (v. 13).
Verse 5 therefore sets the agenda for Paul’s discussion in 7:7-25. Likewise,
v. 6 sets the agenda for chapter 8. The centrality and pivotal nature of these
two verses for Paul’s discussion in Rom 6-8 can hardly be overestimated.
This is underscored by the vocabulary that Paul uses. His discussion in
7:7-25 is firmly anchored in the wording of v. 5, while chapter 8 grows
out of v. 6:

e The phrase “in the flesh” (év 7§} capxi, en té[i] sarki) (v. 5) is repeated
in vv. 18 and 25. It is also semantically equivalent to the cognate

adjective “fleshly” (cdpxvds, sarkinos) in v. 14.

e When the word “flesh” (cdpg, sarx) is used in 8:3-13 (where it
is found 12x), it is consistently contrasted to “Spirit” (mveliua,
pneuma), as adumbrated in 7:5-6.

e The word for “sin” (¢paptia, hamartia) in vv. 5-6 is used a further
13x in chapter 7, but only 5x in chapter 8.
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e Similarly, the word “law” (véuos, nomos), also found in both verses,
occurs 23x in chapter 7, but only 5x in chapter 8.

e The phrase “in our members” (v. 5) is repeated twice in v. 23 as “in
my members.”

e The idea of “bearing fruit for death” (v. 5) is elaborated by the
references to death in vv. 10, 13 (2x), 24.

e “The Spirit” (v. 6) is never mentioned again in chapter 7, but is
referred to 21x in chapter 8, more than in any other chapter in the
New Testament.*

Hence life under the Law and in the flesh (7:5) is elaborated in 7:7-25,
while life in the Spirit (7:6) is elaborated in 8:1ff.> The dramatic contrast
between Romans 7 and Romans 8 has already been heralded by the
contrasts in 7:5-6. It is the contrast between life in the flesh (v. 5) and
life in the Spirit (v. 6), being under law (v. 5) and being under grace (v.
6), the past (v. 5) and the present (v. 6). The transition that is signalled
by the phrase “But now” (vuvi 0¢, nuni de) at the beginning of v. 6 is
as emphatic as it was in 3:21,° where it marks the great turning point in
Paul’s discussion from human depravity to divine grace.

Considerations such as this have led Neth to a sober but compelling
conclusion:

This interpretation seems most consistent with the complete
change of situation between the man of Romans 7 and the
man of Romans 8. Such a reversal is cryptically stated in 7:5
and 7:6. Unless Paul is overstating himself, it is difficult to see
this man of chapter 7 simultaneously living the triumphs of

*  Cf. Craig S. Keener, The Mind of the Spirit: Paul’s Approach to Transformed Thinking (Grand
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 76, “The empowerment of the Spirit that characterizes the
new life (7:6) is conspicuously absent in Paul’s description until he reaches 8:2-16”

Cf. Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 385.

¢ Cf. Fred G. Neth, “Interpreting Romans Seven,” The Covenant Quarterly 25 (1967):5, “The
now of 7:6 corresponds to the now of 8:1”
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chapter 8 any more than the same person can simultaneously
live in 7:5 and 7:6.”

Paul crystallises his point even further in v. 6 where he describes the
contrast ever so crisply as “serving in the newness of the Spirit and not in
the oldness of the letter”

1.4 In the Oldness of the Letter / In the Newness of the Spirit
(Romans 7:6)

Paul introduces this contrast specifically in terms of service (douAeleLy,
douleuein). This links the contrast closely with Romans 6 where those who
are under law are slaves (0oU)ol, douloi) of sin (6:16, 17, 20) and impurity
(6:19), while those who are under grace are slaves (0oTol, douloi) of
obedience (6:16) and righteousness (6:19). Here in 7:6 Paul adds further
precision to the contrast. The former serve “in the oldness of the letter”
while the latter serve “in the newness of the Spirit” The wording is not
entirely unexpected as Paul has already described those who are in Christ
as walking in “newness of life” (6:4), which is functionally equivalent to
serving “in the newness of the Spirit” Similarly, serving “in the oldness
of the letter” is functionally equivalent to being “under law” (6:14, 15).
The new life is the life of the Spirit, which will be more fully described in
chapter 8. The old life under law is more fully described in 7:7-25.

In Paul’s choice of words in 7:6 there is a noteworthy shift from “law”
(vopos, nomos) to “letter” (ypapuua, gramma). The change is intriguing,
as Paul would have made his point just as clearly, if not more clearly, had
he written “in the oldness of the law” The choice of this particular term
therefore seems to have been quite deliberate.

The word gramma literally means “a letter” in the sense of either an epistle
(Acts 28:21) or a letter of the alphabet (Luke 23:38). In general, it signifies
“that which is written.” More particularly, it can refer to the sacred writings
of the Old Testament (2 Tim 3:15). However, in Paul it is often used in the
specialized sense of “the written word as an external authority in contrast

7 Neth, “Romans Seven,” 11.
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with the direct influence of the Spirit as manifested in the new Covenant™®

(Rom 2:27, 29; 2 Cor 3:6, 7). Hence when we “died to that by which we
were bound” (7:6), we did not die to the Law in an absolute sense (cf. 8:4),
but only to the Law in its character as gramma, to its quality as that which
is merely written. As Gottlob Schrenk has pointed out, “This character
belongs to what is past; it is done away. Only in the being of the Spirit can
the goal of douleuein be attained. Without Christ and the Spirit what is
written is absolutely ineffective.”

In stark contrast to gramma, Paul places pneuma (“spirit”), i.e. the Holy
Spirit as the gift and sign of the new age. Gramma is the demand of the
Law expressed in a written code. Yet it can give no guarantee of its own
tulfilment. Thus “the letter” represents the regime of death in contrast to
the regime of the life of the Spirit (cf. 2 Cor 3:6). Here lies the transition to
the detailed exposition of the work of the Spirit in chapter 8.

Thus, in the contrast between these two expressions (“in the newness of
the Spirit” and “in the oldness of the letter”), we have far more than a
contrast in the personal sphere (i.e. regenerate versus unregenerate). We
have the contrast between the old age and the new age, between the old
covenant and the new covenant, between Romans 7 and Romans 8. The
remainder of chapter 7 describes service in the oldness of the letter, while
chapter 8 describes service in the newness of the Spirit.

1.5 The Past / The Present (Romans 7:7-25)

From the preceding discussion it has become clear that in the trajectory
of contrasts that we have discovered in Romans 5:12-7:6, the place of 7:7-
25 has become ever more evident. This passage is describing a person
who is in Adam, under law, in the flesh and serving in the oldness of the
letter. On the other hand, chapter 8 describes those who are in Christ,
under grace, in the Spirit and serving in the newness of the Spirit. Both
the overall structure of Paul's argument and his choice of language point
unmistakeably in this direction.

8 Abbott-Smith, A Manual Greek Lexicon of the New Testament, 95.
o TDNT 1: 766.
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A major objection has been raised against this conclusion, however. In
7:7-13 Paul consistently uses past tenses to describe his experience, but
then shifts to an equally consistent use of the present tense in 7:14-25.
The evidence is certainly impressive. In vv. 7-13 there are eleven past
tense verbs in the indicative mood (eight aorists, two imperfects and
one pluperfect), but none in the present tense. In vv. 14-25, on the other
hand, there are no past tense verbs in the indicative mood, but there are
no less than 29 in the present tense.'” Might this not suggest that Paul is
describing his pre-Christian life in vv. 7-13 and his Christian life in vv. 14-
252 Rather than the transition occurring at 8:1, could it not already have
taken place at 7:14? Such a conclusion would labour under some major
difficulties:

(a) We have already observed that Paul’s argument in chapters 6-7
is carefully structured. It provides detailed answers to the four
questions raised in 6:1-2; 6:15; 7:7 and 7:13. To discover a major
transition between 7:14 and 7:15 would therefore disrupt the flow
of Paul’s argument.

(b) More importantly, if the ego of vv. 14-25 is indeed in Christ and
under grace, then these verses would contradict Rom 6 at every
major point:

e In Romans 6 sin is the dethroned master who has lost his
dominion (vv. 2, 6, 7, 11, 12, 13, 17, 18, 22), while in Rom 7
sin is the conqueror, master of its domain (vv. 14, 23).

e Romans 6 speaks about “the members” and “the mortal body”
as no longer being available to sin (vv. 12-13), while Rom 7
speaks of “the members,” “the body” and “the flesh” as the
domain of sin and serving the law of sin (vv. 23, 25).

e What in chapter 6 is the evangelical assumption of the
imperative (i.e. being dead to sin and living to God [v. 11]),
is in chapter 7 completely cut oft from the “I” because of the
superior power of sin (vv. 14, 18).

1 This number includes oidamen (oidayev, v. 14) and oida (oidat, v. 18) which, although perfect
in form, are present in meaning.
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e In chapter 6 intention and deed go together (vv. 17, 22). In
chapter 7 the “I” can only do what it hates (v. 15).

e In short, chapter 6 presents a person who was once a slave of
sin (vv. 6, 17, 19, 20), but who has now been freed from sin
(vv. 2,7, 14,17, 22). In 7:14-25 on the other hand, in spite of
his best efforts at keeping the Law, the ego is still enslaved to
sin (vv. 14, 23, 25).

o Therefore chapter 6 is a thoroughgoing refutation of the view
that the ego of chapter 7 could in any way represent the new
man redeemed by Christ. If Paul were speaking of his present
experience in 7:14-25 he would clearly be contradicting what
he has just written in chapter 6.

From the contrasts between these two chapters Ridderbos
concludes:

That the temptation to sin has not lost its reality for
the believer is another matter . . . and is not disputed
in Romans 6 and 8 for one moment. But this ongoing
struggle is not the one described in chapter 7. The gospel
of chapters 6 and 8 is precisely this, that this struggle
can be fought on another basis and with another power
than the one of which Romans 7 speaks."

(c) The most difficult question for the exegesis of vv. 7-25 is whether
the past tense verbs in vv. 7-13 and the present tense verbs in vv.
14-25 are to be understood in a temporal sense. By the change of
tense, did Paul intend to signal a chronological shift from his past
experience as a Pharisee in vv. 7-13 to his present experience as
a Christian in vv. 14-25?'> Or was the change of tense meant to
indicate something other than temporal sequence?

Herman Ridderbos, Commentaar op het Nieuwe Testament: Aan de Romeinen (Kampen: Kok,
1959), 165 (author’s translation, italics his).

Cf. James D. G. Dunn, “Romans 7, 14-25 in the Theology of Paul,” Theologische Zeitschrift,
September/October, 1975, 261.
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With advances in our understanding of the Greek verb in recent
decades," various ways have been suggested for interpreting the
consistent use of the present tense in vv. 14-25 in a non-temporal
sense:

Milne has argued that “the present tense of this pericopecan...
bereadasavivid present conveying the intensity of the religious
experience through which Paul passed.”* Moreover, “vv. 14-
25 describe the resulting condition (Zustand) from the initial
experience (Geschehen) of vv. 7-11, but they both belong to
the same period of Paul’s life”"

Chang has argued similarly, adding a compelling reason for
his view: . . within the rhetorical framework of Rom. 7:7-25
the change of tenses is of no temporal significance but just
represents a stylistic device for enhancing the realistic effect.
This becomes apparent in the fact that what is compactly
expressed in the past tense in v. 5 (‘when we were in the flesh,
the sinful passions which were [aroused] by the law, were at
work in our members, to bear fruit that leads to death’), is
exactly represented at length in the present tense in vv. 14-
24a, 25b*

Hart has further developed Milnes second point: “Paul’s
shift in tenses seems to move from describing an event to
describing the condition that resulted from that event, rather

* The debate sparked by the publication of Stanley E. Porter, Verbal Aspect in the Greek of the
New Testament (New York: Peter Lang, 1989) and Buist M. Fanning, Verbal Aspect in New
Testament Greek (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990), while still ongoing, has certainly highlighted the
significance of aspect for a proper understanding of the Greek verb.

Milne, “Romans Chapter 7" 234. A somewhat analogous situation can be found in 1 John

2:12-14 where three occurrences of grapho (ypadw, “I am writing”) in vv. 12-13 are followed
by three occurrences of egrapsa (¢ypaa, “I have written”) in v. 14. In this case there is no
need to distinguish the current epistle from an earlier one. According to Stanley Porter,
Idioms of the Greek New Testament, 2™ ed. (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994), 37,
both verbs can be explained as referring to the current epistle “if the present-tense forms are
seen as making emphatic statements.”

> Milne, “Romans Chapter 7,” 235.

¢ Hae-Kyung Chang, “The Christian Life in Dialectical Tension? Romans 7:7-25 Reconsidered,”
NovT 49 (2007): 272 (italics his).
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than two separate historical stages (pre-Christian and post-
Christian). The aorist verbs provide the basic skeletal outline
of the narrative, and present tense verbs give details and create
proximity or closeness to the events.”"’

In a similar vein Keener has argued that “the graphic use of
the present tense in 7:14-25 does not refer to his present life,
because it depicts a life ‘of flesh, enslaved to sin (7:14). Paul
has already explained that this is the former life (7:5), not the
present one.”'® Furthermore, “Paul shifts to the present-
tense form to heighten the narration’s intensity . . . Certainly,
a shift to present tense could communicate vividness.”"* Then,
reflecting recent research into verbal aspect, he concludes: “If
the Greek present functions more in terms of providing an
inside rather than an outside perspective, the aspect of these
verbs is more relevant than the traditional understanding of
their tense.”*

The present tense verbs that Paul uses so consistently in vv. 14-
25 are therefore not intended to describe an experience through
which Paul was passing when he was writing Romans. Rather, the
present tense was used to add vividness and emphasis as well as
to give “the inside story” as it were to the events being described
in vv. 7-11. The use of the present tense is stylistic rather than
temporal in nature.

From the above discussion it can be safely concluded that Romans 7:7-
25 fits comfortably within the trajectory that can be detected in chapters
5-8. This passage describes in some detail the person in Adam, under law

different referents or statuses for ‘I’

John E. Hart, “Paul as Weak in Faith in Romans 7:7-25,” BibSac 170 (2013): 334-35.

Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 63.

Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 64.

Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 65; cf. Michael Vanlaningham, “Verbal Aspect, Planes of Discourse,
Discourse Analysis, and the Enigmatic Tense Shifts in Romans 7, paper presented at the
annual meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society, Atlanta, GA, November 17-19, 2010,
who claims that “an aspectual approach to Romans 7 alleviates the problems associated
with seeking a temporal distinction between the two paragraphs, and needing to postulate

»
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and in the flesh, who is serving in the oldness of the letter. Note, however,
that by the time Paul’s discussion reaches 7:7ft. he is not speaking simply
about a person who is in Adam and in the flesh, but more specifically
about someone under law who is serving in the oldness of the letter. He
is speaking about the kind of person with whom Jewish believers could
identify, namely about himself before his conversion. In this capacity he
represents all those serving in the oldness of the letter, not unregenerate
humanity asa whole. Itis not until chapter 8 that we find an equally detailed
description of the person in Christ and under grace, who is serving in the
newness of the Spirit. If Paul is describing his own experience in chapter
7, it is his experience before he was a Christian, not an experience he
was undergoing as he was composing his most celebrated epistle. Now we
need to ask whether the emotions expressed in Romans 7 contribute to
this understanding.

2. The Emotions in Romans 7

All three references to emotions in this chapter occur in vv. 13-25, the
section that answers the question, “Therefore did that which is good
become a cause of death for me?” (v. 13a). From the context it is clear
that “that which is good” is a reference to the Law, specifically the tenth
commandment, “You shall not covet” (v. 7). This would appear to be
the focus in the repeated references to “the commandment” (vv. 8, 9,
10, 11, 12, 13). The whole Law is reduced to the tenth commandment.
Paul has already indicated that when his conscience was aroused to the
implications of this commandment, its effects were deadly: “sin became
alive, and I died” (v. 9). This then leads logically to the critical question
of v. 13, “Therefore did that which is good become [a cause of] death for
me?” The question could not have been put more starkly.

Paul answers in three ways:

(a) The short answer is given immediately, “May it never be!” (v. 13b).
Once again Paul leaves his readers in no doubt as to what he is
thinking (cf. 6:2, 15; 7:7).

(b) The medium length answer is given in the remainder of v. 13:
“Rather it was sin, in order that it might be shown to be sin by
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effecting my death through that which is good, that through the
commandment sin might become utterly sinful” Sin is the culprit,
not the tenth commandment.

(c) The long answer is in vv. 14-25 which unpack (b), a tightly
worded sentence which in the Greek has no main verb. The
strong connection of these verses with v. 13 is indicated again and
again by the conjunction “for” (ydp, gar) in vv. 14, 15, 18, 19, 22.
Throughout vv. 14-25 Paul is therefore reflecting on the effects
that the tenth commandment had on his religious life. It was the
death knell to his every effort at keeping the Law. Serving in the
oldness of the letter can lead only to a hopeless dead-end. All the

emotions found in the chapter belong in this context.

2.1 Hate (v. 15)

While Paul was still serving in the oldness of the letter (v. 6), through
the tenth commandment sin took the opportunity to produce in him
“coveting of every kind” (v. 8). This commandment therefore only served
to highlight the spiritual plight* in which he found himself, “I am of flesh,
sold into bondage to sin.” (v. 14). Yet even in this condition Paul was still a
man of good intentions: “For that which I am doing, I do not understand;
for I am not practicing what I would like to do, but I am doing the very
thing I hate” (v. 15). Sin shows itself to be utterly sinful in that someone so
completely devoted to serving in the oldness of the letter, when it comes
to the tenth commandment, can only succeed in doing the very opposite
of what he intends. Therefore he hates what he does.

Verse 15 is very artfully constructed. It proceeds by way of both antithetical
and synonymous parallelism:

e “that which I am doing” is the opposite of “what I would like to
do”;

e “what I would like to do” is the opposite of “the very thing I hate”;

2 According to TDNT 4: 692, in Rom 7 we have “the depiction of the plight of man under the
Law”
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o “the very thing I hate” is the same as “that which I am doing”

In spite of himself Paul is caught in a vortex of sin and disobedience. He is
literally “fleshly” and “sold under sin” (v. 14). What Paul does and practices
he neither understands nor wishes, but in fact hates (v. 15). The strong
language is noteworthy. Rom 7:15 provides the only occasion in Paul

where the verb “hate” (y.w'éco, mise0) is not directed to a person (cf. Rom
9:13; Eph 5:29; Tit 3:3). It is among the few cases in the New Testament
where this verb does not have a personal object. Other examples of such
impersonal objects include hating “lawlessness” (Heb 1:9), “the garment
polluted by the flesh” (Jude 23) and “the deeds of the Nicolaitans” (Rev
2:6).”> This makes Paul’s use of the verb miseé here unique in the New
Testament in that he hates an activity he does himself, his own deeds,
rather than the deeds of others.

In the ancient world hatred was often viewed as ethical. Tiffany Watt
Smith gives Aristotle as an example:

Aristotle believed hatred was an ethical emotion, one we are
naturally predisposed to feel towards people who behave
unjustly. ‘Everyonehatesathiefand aninformer; was Aristotle’s
example. It was for this reason that, according to Aristotle,
hatred was not painful to experience. In fact, it left one with a
rather pleasing feeling of moral superiority.?’

While Paul’s hatred was certainly ethical, it also stands in marked contrast
to Aristotle’s. Not only was the bad behaviour he hated his own, hating
it also proved to be a painful experience (v. 24) and it certainly did not
leave him with any feeling of moral superiority. He could be translated
as saying, “I do what I detest”* This is a far cry from the ancient pagan
authors cited in the previous article (1.1) who, like Paul, recognised the
disparity between moral principle and actual practice, but did so far

2 See also John 3:20; 12:25.

#  Tiffany Watt Smith, The Book of Human Emotions: An Encyclopedia of Feeling from Anger to
Wanderlust (London: Profile Books, 2015), 133.

2 Thus BDAG, 653.
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more dispassionately. When that recognition dawned for him, it was
devastating. It would probably be no exaggeration to say that in vv. 14-25
there is an element of self-loathing.

Since self-justification rather than hatred of one’s sin is typical of the
unregenerate, it is understandable why many have attributed v. 15 to the
believing Paul rather than to the unbelieving Saul and why they have
sought parallels elsewhere in his writings. One such alleged parallel can
be found in Gal 5:17, “For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and
the Spirit against the flesh; for these are in opposition to one another,
so that you may not do the things that you please” Rom 7:14-25 would
appear to be an inspired commentary on this verse as well as a deeply
personal application of its central truth.

An examination of the context of Gal 5:17, however, tells another story. In
v. 16 Paul has just assured his readers, “I say, walk by the Spirit, and you
will not carry out the desire of the flesh.” This is very different to the man
in Romans 7 who says, “I am of flesh, sold into bondage to sin” (v. 14).
Likewise, in Gal 5:18 Paul’s words are again very reassuring, “But if you
are led by the Spirit, you are not under Law.” This is an apt description of
the believer in Romans 8. It is precisely the person “under Law” who is
described in detail in Romans 7:7-25. So, while there may be superficial
similarities between Romans 7:15 and Galatians 5:17, the context points
in a very different direction. Romans 7:71f. depicts moral inability in spite
of good intentions, while Galatians 5:16ff. depicts spiritual attainments
in spite of fleshly opposition.”® As Milne has pointed out, “In Rom 7 a
hopeless struggle takes place between a man, the Law and sin; in Gal
5 a hopeful struggle takes place between a Christian, the Holy Spirit
and the flesh. The moral combatants are different in the two places.”*
Therefore, according to Chang, “Gal. 5, far from saying the same as Rom.
7, not only says the exact opposite, but was also intended to say the exact

opposite.””

»  Milne, “Romans Chapter 7, 18, attributes this distinction to Kiimmel.

% Milne, “Romans Chapter 7,” 102.
¥ Chang, “The Christian Life in Dialectical Tension?” 276.
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Although Romans 7:15 and Galatians 5:17 appear similar at first sight, the
latter verse cannot be used by those who argue that the regenerate Paul is
speaking in Romans 7:13-25. On the other hand, v. 15 remains troubling
for those who hold that the unregenerate Saul is the main subject of this
chapter. An unregenerate person does not typically detest his own sin (see
Psa 52:3-4; 2 Tim 3:2-4). It would be very unusual for him to hate it when
he finds himself breaking the tenth commandment.

2.2 Joy (Romans 7:22)

“For I joyfully concur with the law of God in the inner man” is another
claim that no unbeliever would typically make. Rejoicing in God’s Law
is not an emotion one would expect of the unregenerate. But does this
therefore mean that only the regenerate Paul could be speaking here?

The key to answering this question lies in the use of the verb sunédomai
(cuvndopat), which is found only here in the Greek Bible. The couple of
occurrences in Josephus clearly mean “congratulate,”” a translation which
would not fit well in this context. This lack of clear parallels has left the

ET’s somewhat divided as to Paul’s precise meaning in his use of this verb:
e delight in (KJV, NEB, NIV, NKJV, NRSV, RSV, RV, TEV),
e Jlove (JB, LB),
e agree with heartily (Holman) or joyfully (NASB).

Supporting the first option is the use of the simplex hédomai (jdopat),
which in biblical literature is found only in Wisdom 6:21 and Sirach
37:4. In both cases the word has negative connotations, referring either
to a false or misplaced delight. Supporting the third option is the similar
expression in v. 16, sumphémi to[i] noma[i] (cOpudnuL TG vopw, “T agree
with the Law”). Commenting on v. 16, Milne writes: “This confession is
echoed in v. 22 where Paul uses a different verb (GUW’)50(,LOLL, sunédomai).
There the sentiment is one of emotional enjoyment of the Law, here it is

#  Josephus, Antiquities 8:386; Jewish Wars 4:656. Thus also P Oxy XIV.1664* (MM, 607).
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one of mental assent to the Law.”* Moreover, “in each case the law is the
object of approval. If there is a denotational difference between the two,
the former (v. 16) is more cerebral than the latter (v. 22).”%° Hence the two
expressions are parallel. No such parallels can be found for the second
option (“love”), which would be altogether too dynamic an equivalent in
this context.

Paul’'s meaning is therefore best captured by a combination of the first and
third alternatives. He delights in the Law, agreeing that it is good. He takes
pleasure in it and recognises its inherent goodness. While at first blush
this might appear to be one of the hallmarks of a deeply spiritual person,
there are some considerations that should give us pause. Firstly, the word
family to which sunédomai (cuvfidopat) belongs does not always have
positive connotations in the New Testament. The noun hédoné (00vy),
for example, is used consistently to refer to sinful pleasures (Luke 8:14; Tit
3:3; James 4:1, 3; 2 Pet 2:13), while the adverb hédeds (9)52’0); “gladly”) is at
best used in a neutral sense (Mark 6:20; 12:37; 2 Cor 11:19). Secondly, it is
probably noteworthy that Paul does not use chairé (xalpw, “rejoice”) here,
a verb that is found 28x in his writings, 16x to refer to his own personal
joy as a Christian. Whenever he refers to spiritual joy on other occasions
he uses either cognates or compounds of chairé .*! The use of sunédomai
in Romans 7:22 is therefore unique in more ways than one. Not only is
it a hapax legomenon in Scripture, it is used by Paul who often expresses
his joy, but always in other ways. The word may therefore not have all the
positive spiritual associations that are often attributed to it.*

Another argument that has been used in favour of v. 22 describing the
experience of the regenerate Paul is that he continues by saying that he

#¥  Milne, “Romans Chapter 7, 243.
3% Milne, “Romans Chapter 7, 254.

3t Somewhat surprisingly the verb agalliaomai (&yaAAidopat, “be glad, rejoice”) and its cognate

noun agalliasis (dyadMaats, “joy, gladness”), which are used throughout the New Testament,
are completely absent from his writings.

2 Perhaps the use of euangelizomai (edaryyehifopatr) and kérusso (xnploow) in 1 Peter may serve
as a parallel. The latter verb is used only of Christ’s “proclamation to the spirits now in prison”
(3:19), a usage that sets it off from the more common euangelizomai (1 Pet 1:12, 25; 4:6). See
Martin Williams, Salvation in 1 Peter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 204-8.
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delights in the Law “in the inner man.” The other occurrences of this term
in his writings (2 Cor 4:16; Eph 3:16) clearly refer to believers, but as
Keener has aptly pointed out, “ancient hearers would not think that only
believers had an ‘inner person>** Within the immediate context “the inner
man” is closely associated with Paul’s mind (vv. 23, 25) and contrasted
with the members of his body (vv. 23-24),* all of which are common to
all humans not just Christians. The term “inner man” is therefore not the
sole domain of the regenerate, but belongs to the unregenerate as well.
Paul is simply confessing a personal pleasure in God’s Law, a pleasure he
experienced within himself.”

The picture that emerges from this verse is therefore not necessarily that of
Paul the apostle. Rather he seems to be reflecting on his former experience
as Saul the Pharisee, when he appreciated the Law as a masterpiece rather
than as a window through which to see Christ.’** He delighted in the Law
as we might in a piece of art. But the most decisive argument against
Romans 7:13-25 describing Paul’s current spiritual experience as an
apostle is still to come - his exclamation of wretchedness in v. 24.

2.3 Wretchedness (Romans 7:24)

It is as one who delights in the goodness of the Law but hates his failure
to keep it that Paul cries out, “Wretched man that I am! Who will set
me free from the body of this death?” (v. 24). His exclamation is stark
and verbless: talaiporos ego anthropos (Talaimwpog €yl &vbpwmos). For
emphasis the adjective talaiporos (talaimwpos) is placed first. He is
expressing a particularly strong emotion, but what is it precisely?

The word is found on only one other occasion in the New Testament. In
Revelation 3:17 Christ rebukes the rich but lukewarm church in Laodicea,
“you do not know that you are wretched and miserable and poor and blind

3 Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 61.

*  Thus Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., The Centrality of the Resurrection: A Study in Paul’s Soteriology
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978), 61.

3 Thus Milne, “Romans Chapter 7,” 258.
% This illustration is from John Piper, A Peculiar Glory, How the Scriptures Reveal Their Complete
Truthfulness (Wheaton: Crossway, 2016), 26-27.
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and naked.” The context suggests that this church’s spiritual condition is
indeed precarious. Christ is about to vomit them out of his mouth (v. 16).
They nauseate him, and he calls upon them to repent (v. 19).

The occurrences of talaiporos in the LXX are equally telling. In Judges
5:27 it describes the dead Sisera at the feet of Jael with a tent peg driven
through his head. In Psalm 137:8 it is applied to the doomed daughter of
Babylon. Isaiah 33:1 reads, “Woe to those who distress you! But no one
makes you distressed . . ” (NETS).” These words seem to be addressed to
God’s covenant people.*®

A similar picture emerges from the Apocrypha where talaiporos is used
to refer to the miseries of the blind (Tob 7:7), captives (Tob 13:10), the
ungodly who despise wisdom and instruction (Wis 3:11), idolaters (Wis
13:10), those condemned to death or doomed to die (2 Macc 4:47; 3 Macc
5:5, 22, 47) as well as those of the mother who nursed seven sons only to
have them all die as martyrs (4 Macc 16:7).

An inscription dated ca. 100 BC uses talaiporos to describe two Jewish
girls, Heraklea and Marthina, who were murdered in Rheneia.* In the first
century AD Josephus used the word to refer to the miserable condition of
the Philistine city of Ashkelon when it housed the ark of the covenant.*’ A
decidedly more spiritual sense is given to the term by Clement of Rome,
who on two occasions uses it to refer to the double-minded (1 Clem 23:3;
2 Clem 11:1-2), which appear to be allusions to James 4:8-9.

7 Albert Pietersma and Benjamin G. Wright, eds., A New English Translation of the Septuagint
and the Other Greek Translations Traditionally Included under That Title (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2007), 848.

% The LXX translation may not be accurate at this point. In the Hebrew it is the destroyer who
is addressed. In all three OT examples talaiporos (tTalaimwpos) translates passive forms of the
Hebrew verb shadad, “deal violently with, despoil, devastate, ruin” (BDB, 994). Such a form
is again used in Jer 4:30, which belongs to a lament over Judah’s devastation, “And you, O
desolate one, what will you do?” In its passive forms shadad (77v) often refers to lands and
cities that have been laid waste.

¥ MM, 624.

4 Josephus, Antiquities 6.1.5.
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The cognates of talaiporos in the New Testament shed further light on its
meaning. James uses the verb talaipored (TaAalTwpéw, “be miserable”)
(4:9) of the “sinners” and “double-minded” (4:8) who need to repent, and
the noun talaiporia (Tadaumwpla, “misery”) (5:1) of rich landowners who
have exploited their workers and now stand under God’s judgment (5:1-6).
Paul himself employs this noun to refer to both Jews and Gentiles under
sin, “Destruction and misery are in their paths” (Rom 3:16). However, this
reference may not be as decisive as it first appears. Paul is here quoting
from Isaiah 59:7, where the destruction and misery refer not to what the
ungodly experience, but to what they inflict on others.

While no one example is conclusive, the cumulative evidence of the
linguistic data from biblical and related literature does prove to be
determinative. From the evidence collected, the adjective talaiporos does
not comfortably fit the description of a mature Christian. Both the term
itself and the word group to which it belongs denote misfortune, disaster,
curse, death, judgement and doom - the very distresses that Paul’s gospel
was intended to dispel. In his most extensive defence and presentation
of that gospel, how can Paul as its leading exponent refer to himself as
wretched, miserable, unfortunate, cursed and doomed? “Wretched man
that I am!” is not a cry of frustration, it is a cry of despair.

But is this cry autobiographical? Did Paul at any point in his life really
teel this way? Or is he dramatically portraying the experience of someone
under law who is attempting to serve in the oldness of the letter?

A major objection against the autobiographical view is based on Paul’s
self-description in Philippians 3:5-6: “circumcised on the eighth day, of
the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as
to the Law, a Pharisee; as to zeal a persecutor of the church; as to the
righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless” This description
has an air of self-confidence, not of despair. So how can Philippians 3 be
reconciled with Romans 7?2

Firstly, in his claim to be blameless Paul is not saying that he was sinless,
any more than Luke was making such a claim when he used the same
word (amemptos) to describe Zacharias and Elizabeth (Luke 1:6). It
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is a reference to outward, observable behaviour. As Alan Thompson
has pointed out, “Paul does not argue in this context that he had never
sinned but that his record of law observance is as undeniable as his zeal
in persecuting the church™' His list has reached its crescendo. Paul’s
devotion to OT law (as interpreted by the scribes and Pharisees) had been
exemplary and extraordinary.

Secondly, with its emphasis on the law (véog, nomos) Philippians 3:5-
6 makes for an interesting comparison with Romans 7, where the word
nomos occurs 23x. Furthermore, in Philippians 3:4 Paul introduces his list
of credentials as an example of what it means “to put confidence in the
flesh” The same perspective is found in Romans 7 where Paul describes
his struggle against sin as one “in the flesh” (vv. 5, 18, 25). The flesh-
law axis operates in both passages. In both passages he looks back on
his pre-Christian life, but from two different perspectives. In Philippians
3 the emphasis is on his external conformity to the Law, in Romans 7
it is on his internal struggle with the tenth commandment. While Paul
before his conversion might have possessed impeccable Jewish religious
credentials, even to the point where his outward conformity to the law
could be described as “blameless”, below the surface he was riddled
with questions, anxieties and struggles. It was the tenth commandment,
disobedience to which by its very nature is internal and a matter of the
heart, that particularly plagued him (Rom 7:7). Try as he might, this was
one commandment he could not keep. Rather, it “proved to result in death
for me” (Rom 7:9).

Even so, how does the “wretched man” of Romans 7 square with the zealous
persecutor in Philippians 3:6? If these are portraits of the same man at the
same point in his spiritual journey are they not wholly incompatible and
even contradictory? Not necessarily, if we reckon with the complexities of
human nature.*” Psychologically, religious zeal need not be incompatible

4 Alan J. Thompson, “Blameless before God? Philippians 3:6 in Context,” Themelios 28
(2002):11.

# The psychoanalyst, Sigmund Freud, for example, throughout his working life dedicated the
last half hour of each day to self-analysis. As a result, he “found in his own personality those

conflicts and contradictions and irrationalities that he had observed in his patients” (Calvin S.
Hall and Gardner Lindzey, Theories of Personality [New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1957], 63).
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with inner turmoil. Paul’s persecuting activity may well have masked deep
spiritual insecurity. The conflicted Paul whose soul is in turmoil was also
the Paul who persecuted the church. One could even go so far as to say that
it was precisely his inner turmoil and spiritual insecurity that fuelled his
zeal.* Think of the evangelical leader who rails against homosexuality,
but then is later discovered to have engaged in homosexual activity
himself, or of the passionate preacher whose sermons are powerfully
convicting, and yet at the same time he is guilty of sexually abusing his
own children. One is reminded of Shakespeare’s profound psychological
insight when, through Hamlet's mother, he declared, “Methinks the lady
doth protest too much™* Could it have been said of the unconverted
Paul, “Methinks this Pharisee doth persecute too much”? If so, then
his conversion experience on the Damascus Road does not occur in a
vacuum. If Romans 7 is an autobiographical statement where Paul reflects
on the state of his soul prior to conversion, albeit it some twenty years
later,* he had been spiritually prepared for precisely such an encounter.
Only when he met the resurrected Christ was his inner conflict finally
resolved. The zealous persecutor became the pioneering missionary (Acts
9:15). His persecuting zélos ({fjAog, Phil 3:6) would become the zélos of
God (2 Cor 11:2).

From a psychological point of view it is therefore not only tenable but
quite understandable that Romans 7 describes Paul’s spiritual state at the
time he encountered the risen Christ on the Damascus Road. As Adolf
Deissmann pointed out long ago:

# In psychological and psychiatric circles nowadays one way of looking at zeal is that someone

who has excessive passion for a particular view often has an underlying anxiety/fear/
insecurity. Another possible interpretation of Paul’s zeal is to see it as religious fervour fuelled
by true belief and not due to any anxiety, fear or insecurity. In the same way that he had a zeal
for the gospel once he was converted, one could argue that he was also like that before his
conversion, in his sincere belief that the followers of Christ were wrong. In a way this would
also make sense as Paul would be staying true to his character. He was always passionate with
a zeal for whatever he believed was the truth. If this latter view is adopted, however, Romans
7 would have no bearing on Paul’s pre-conversion zeal. For these comments I am indebted to
correspondence from a practicing psychiatrist, Dr Johanna Lammersma MBBS FRANZCP,
on 16 October, 2017.

4 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act 3: Scene 2.
 Cf. Augustine’s Confessions, which were written in 397-98, twelve years after his conversion.
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The conversion of the persecutor into a follower and of the
Pharisee Apostle into the Apostle of Christ was a sudden one.
Yet it was no magic transformation, but it had its psychological
preparation both negative and positive . . . So the lightning of
Damascus strikes no empty space but finds deep in the soul of the
persecutor plenty of inflammable material.*®

Philippians 3:5-6 does not contradict Romans 7. Properly understood, it
provides us with deeper insight into Paul’s psychological make-up both
prior to and at the time of his conversion. While outwardly he had all
the confidence of a zealous persecutor, inwardly he was a distressed soul.
The two are not incompatible. The spiritual anguish lay at the heart of the
persecution. It was indeed difficult for him “to kick against the goads”
(Acts 26:14). He was a man under conviction. The Spirit’s work in his life
had already begun. In Romans 7 we hear the voice of the pre-regenerate
Paul. It was during this period of his life that he felt most conflicted. He
kept doing the very thing he hated (v. 15), while at the same time joyfully
concurring with the Law of God in his inner man (v. 22). Hence his cry of
despair, “Wretched man that I am!” (v. 24).

Yet Paul is not only speaking autobiographically but also representatively.
At the beginning of Romans 7 he has reminded his readers that in this
chapter he is particularly addressing “those who know the law” (v. 1), i.e.
the Jewish believers in Rome. Among his original readership they would
have known from experience what it had been like, when they were still
in the flesh, to be under law and serving in the oldness of the letter. More
broadly, he is speaking for all those who in their battle against sin have
taken the Law as their weapon of choice. Such an approach to spiritual
warfare, while applauded by the Jewish orthodoxy of the day, could end
only in failure, defeat and despair. Romans 7 is Paul’s most radical and
trenchant critique of Jewish legalism, whether it be that of the Pharisees
or of the Judaizers.

4 Adolf Deissmann, Paul: A Study in Social and Religious History (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith,
1972 [originally published in 1912]), 131-32.
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Conclusion

A close study of Paul’s emotions in this chapter gives us the benefit of
seeing the debate from a fresh perspective. These emotions are a thorn in
the side of all the major positions that have been put forward. They are
too graphic to be purely non-autobiographical and have all the hallmarks
of genuine personal experience. Moreover, hatred of sin and delight in
the Law hardly describe the unregenerate, while “wretched” is too strong
a term to apply to the regenerate, especially to a mature Christian such as
Paul was at the time of writing. Romans 7:7-25 therefore best describes him
neither as regenerate nor unregenerate, but as pre-regenerate, i.e. during
the time before his conversion when he was coming under conviction of
sin. It was especially then that he could be described as “under law” (6:14,
15) and “serving in the oldness of the letter” (7:6).

This conclusion also has far-reaching practical and pastoral
implications.”’” Understanding Paul’'s emotions in Romans 7 as belonging
to his pre-Christian life proves to be immensely liberating. Although
the Christian life is indeed one of struggle (Gal 5:16-18), it is not a life
of continual defeat and frustration. While there may be times when the
believer still feels affinities with the “wretched man,” his true identity lies
elsewhere. He is defined not by Romans 7, but by Romans 8. As Christians
we are in Christ and under grace, and we serve in the newness of the
Spirit. We therefore write our continuing sinfulness in small letters, but
our newness in Christ in capitals.*®

4 For an excellent discussion on the practical and homiletical application of Romans 7:7-25

see Michael E Bird, The Story of God Bible Commentary: Romans (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2016), 245-53.

4 Thus Anthony A. Hoekema, The Christian Looks at Himself (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975),
passim; cf. Bird, Romans, 253
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