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The debate surrounding Romans 7 has a long and fascinating history.
While it can be traced back to the Church Fathers, it grew in both
intensity and diversity throughout the twentieth century. Whatever views
were held prior to this time, the common denominator between them was
the assumption that Paul's comments were autobiographical in nature.'
In the twentieth century this assumption was strongly challenged. A
new contender emerged. The view that Paul’s references to the ego are
non-autobiographical gained ever wider currency. Over time, however,
it became apparent that within this view there would also be various
schools of thought. The problems surrounding Romans 7 present an
exegetical conundrum that will not go away, but only seems to increase in
complexity over time. The history of interpretation serves to underscore
the difficulty that faces any conscientious reader of Romans 7.

1. Autobiographical Interpretations

While the autobiographical line of interpretation held sway until almost
a hundred years ago, it still has many supporters today. It appears that for
most of church history most interpreters have been content to take Paul’s
“I” in Romans 7 at face value.

1.1 The Unregenerate Paul

The Greek Fathers, especially during the first three centuries, saw in
Romans 7 a description of Paul as an unbeliever.” Thus Chrysostom,

There were, of course, some exceptions. Origen, for example, argued that in Romans 7
Paul adopted the persona of someone not yet fully transformed by conversion. See Craig S.
Keener, The Mind of the Spirit: Paul’s Approach to Transformed Thinking (Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2016), 56.

* See D. M. Lloyd-Jones, Romans: An Exposition of Chapters 7.1-8.4; The Law: Its Functions and
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for example, views Romans 7 as a sketch of the unregenerate Paul “as
comporting himself in the law and before the law.? This is noteworthy
since the Greek Fathers would not only have read Romans in their native
tongue but also as a whole more than piecemeal. Moreover, when Paul
wrote, “I am not practicing what I would like to do, but I am doing the very
thing I hate” (Rom 7:15b),* he seems to be echoing sentiments expressed
by some well-known ancient pagan authors, both Greek and Roman.

The last great tragic dramatist of classical Athens, Euripedes (c. 480-406
BC), wrote: “That which is good we learn and recognise, yet practice not
the lesson, some from sloth, and some preferring pleasure in the stead of
duty” (Hippolytus 379-83).>

The thought was picked up by the Greek philosophers. According to Plato
(427-347 BC), “ . . most people . . . say that many, while knowing what
is best, refuse to perform it” (Protagorus 352d).° Aristotle (384-322 BC)
spoke in a similar vein: “The man ... does not think the action right
before he comes under the influence of passion” (Ethica Nicomachea 7.2).

In the Roman world more such quotations can be found. The Latin
dramatist Plautus (c. 254-184 BC) said: “I know what sort I ought to be,
but I couldn’t be it, poor fool” (Trinummas 657-58).%

Perhaps closest to Paul’s words are those of the poet Ovid (43 BC-17AD):
“video meliora proboque, deteriora sequor” (“I see the better and approve

Limits (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1973), 177; Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 56; John Murray,
The Epistle to the Romans: The English Text with Introduction, Exposition and Notes, NICNT
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959), 256; Herman Ridderbos, Commentaar op het Nieuwe
Testament: Aan de Romeinen (Kampen: Kok, 1959), 162.

> John Chrysostom, “Homily XIII” (on Romans 7:14), in P. Schaff (ed.), A Select Library of
the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956)
11:427.

* Unless otherwise indicated, all Bible quotations are from the NASB.
5 ET: A. S. Way, Euripedes (vol. 4 of 4 vols., LCL, 1912).

¢ ET: W. R. M. Lamb, Plato (vol. 2 of 12 vols., LCL, 1977).

7 ET: H. Rackham, Aristotle (vol. 19 of 23 vols. LCL, 1968).

8 ET: P. Nixon, Plautus (vol. 5 of 5 vols., LCL, 1938).
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it; but I follow the worse”) (Metamorphosis 7.21).° Along the same lines,
Paul’s contemporary, the Roman philosopher Seneca (c. 4 BC-65 AD),
talked of “our helplessness in necessary things.”°

Although in Rom 7:15 Paul is neither quoting nor even alluding to classical
pagan authors, he is certainly expressing sentiments that were pervasive
in the Graeco-Roman world of his day."" This was also the world of the
early Church Fathers and the first interpreters and expositors of Romans
7. Although he had never been a pagan, it would nevertheless have been
natural for them to refer Paul’s struggle in Romans 7 to his unregenerate
past.

Although this view would be challenged by Athanasius and Augustine in
the fourth century, it has found influential exponents in the later history
of the church. More in keeping with the earlier Greek Fathers were the
views of Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536), Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609)
and John Wesley (1703-1791)."

More recently Sanday and Headlam have argued that the sigh of reliefin v.
25a, “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!”, “marks dividing
line between a period of conflict and a period where conflict is practically
ended.”” In the passage it is the “single expression used which belongs to

®  ET:E.]J. Miller, Ovid: Metamorphosis (2 vols, LCL, 1916). For this and the preceding quotations
from classical antiquity I am indebted to Ronald V. Huggins, “Alleged Classical Parallels to
Paul’s ‘What I Want to Do I Do Not Do, But What I Hate, That I Do,” WTJ 54 (1992), 153-54.

' Donald V. Engebretson, “Romans 7: Personal Struggle, Defense of the Law, or Israels
Struggle?” Logia 20 (2011):29.

Huggins, “Alleged Classical Parallels,” 153-61, explains that the wider literary and
philosophical contexts of the above quotations would have been quite foreign to Romans
7 with its theocentric and covenantal emphases. This, however, does seem to be stating the
obvious. It would be tantalising to suggest that in writing to the Romans Paul is echoing
Roman thinkers and playwrights. Could he be appealing to their own poets (as he did
elsewhere to those of the Greeks [Acts 17:28; 1 Cor 15:33; Titus 1:12]) to make his point, but
in a radically different context? The quotes from Ovid and Plautus actually seem closer to the
mark than the Greek sources quoted above. The least that can be said is that Paul is addressing
issues that were also current in the ancient pagan world.

2 Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 57-58.

B William Sanday and Arthur C. Headlam, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle
to the Romans, The International Critical Commentary, 5* ed. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1902),
185.
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Christianity”'* They further argue that the subject of the conflict was Paul
himself:

... the whole description is so vivid and so sincere, so evidently
wrung from the anguish of direct personal experience, that
it is difficult to think of it as purely imaginary . . . Without
putting an exact date on the struggle which follows we shall
probably not be wrong in referring the main features of it
especially to the period before his Conversion. It was then that
the powerlessness of the Law to do anything but aggravate sin
was brought home to him. And all his experience, at whatever
date, of the struggle of the natural man with temptation is here

gathered together and concentrated in a single portraiture."”

1.2 Paul as a Mature Christian

In the history of the interpretation of Romans 7 a momentous change
came about through the writings of Augustine of Hippo. Lloyd-Jones tells
it as follows:

His story with regard to this section is particularly interesting.
He began by regarding it, as those who had gone before him
had done in general, as a description of the unregenerate
man. But Augustine was a very great man, and he gave proof
of that by changing his mind on this question . . . Augustine
did so, and from teaching that Paul is describing here the
unregenerate man, he then championed the exposition that it
was clearly the regenerate man, and the regenerate man even
at his best. So Augustine moved from the first position to the
second.'

The greatness that Lloyd-Jones attributes to Augustine was, however,
a virtue borne of necessity. By Augustine’s own admission it was the

14

Sanday and Headlam, Romans, 186.
15

Sanday and Headlam, Romans, 186.
¢ Lloyd-Jones, Romans 7:1-8:4, 177.
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dispute with the Pelagians that occasioned his change of mind."” It would
probably be fair to say that the reasons for the change were polemical
rather than exegetical. Ulrich Wilckens has pertinently asked whether
Augustine would have shifted ground were it not for the turn the Pelagian
controversy took. Was Augustine really a paragon of exegetical honesty or
rather a victim of polemical necessity?'®

Whatever the precise answer to this question, Augustine’s change of
position proved to be profoundly influential. His understanding was
shared by his contemporaries Hilary, Ambrose and Jerome, and later by
Gregory the Great and the western church throughout the medieval era."”
It was subsequently also adopted by the Reformers.

In his Romans commentary Martin Luther stated his position with
characteristic bluntness:

... the Apostle says: I am carnal, sold under sin. That is the
proof of a spiritual and wise man. He knows that he is carnal
and is displeased with himself. Indeed, he hates himself and
praises the Law of God, which he recognizes because he is
spiritual. But the proof of a foolish, carnal man is this, that he
regards himself as spiritual and is pleased with himself.?’

In his commentary John Calvin argues continually (and at greater length
than Luther) that Paul has the regenerate man in mind here. He even goes
so far as to refer to the alternative position as “false teaching” and “error”
Commenting on Romans 7:15 Calvin writes:

He now comes to a more particular example of a man who
has already been regenerated. While the will of the believer
is driven to good by the Spirit of God, the depravity of the

7 Augustine, Retractions 1.23.1 (cited by Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 57). It would appear that
Augustine’s change of position was originally expressed in his First Book to Boniface.

18 Ulrich Wilckens, Der Brief an die R6mer, vol. 2 (Zurich: Benzinger, 1980), 105.

¥ Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 57; Fred G. Neth, “Interpreting Romans Seven,” The Covenant
Quarterly 25 (1967): 4.

2 Martin Luther, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, trans. J. T. Mueller (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1954), 96.
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nature which obstinately resists and strives against what is
opposed to it, appears in him conspicuously. A regenerate
man, therefore, affords the most suitable example to acquaint
us with the extent of the disagreement between our nature
and the righteousness of the law.*

With the Reformers having spoken as emphatically as they did, it is hardly
surprising that expositors in the Lutheran and Reformed traditions also
took the view that in Romans 7 Paul is describing himself as a believer.
Charles Hodge, for example, sees the “wretched man” of v. 24 as describing
the regenerate Paul: “The burden of indwelling sin was a load which the
apostle could neither cast off nor bear. He could only groan under its
pressure, and long for deliverance by a power greater than his”>* For
Hodge, such a struggle would not be at all inconsistent with the highest
spiritual life.”

By the beginning of the present century, however, this had become a
minority position within New Testament scholarship. Nevertheless,
throughout the twentieth century it still had the support of many able
expositors.” One of its most consistent and influential advocates has been
James Dunn. Dunn’s contribution to the discussion has been largely in
terms of seeing the conflict in Romans 7 as expressing the eschatological
tension between the already of Jesus resurrection and the not yet

2! John Calvin, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Romans and to the Thessalonians, trans. R.
Mackenzie (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1961), 148.

Charles Hodge, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1947 [originally published in 1886]), 237.

Thus Neth, “Interpreting Romans Seven,” 8.

22

23

# Modern scholars espousing the view that Christian experience is being described include
C. K. Barrett, E. E Bruce, C. E. B. Cranfield, James Dunn, Donald Garlington, Leon Morris,
John Murray, Andries Nygren, J. I. Packer, John Stott, and David Wenham. See Keener, Mind
of the Spirit, 58; Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary of the New
Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 379. Among more recent defenders of this position
are Karl Deenick, “Who is the T in Romans 7:14-252” RTR 69 (2010): 119-130, and Guy
Prentiss Waters, “Romans” in Michael J. Kruger, ed., A Biblical-Theological Introduction to the
New Testament: The Gospel Realized (Wheaton: Crossway. 2016), 187-88. Waters argues that
in Romans 7:7-25 Paul is speaking autobiographically, in vv. 7-13 as an unbeliever and in vv.
14-25 as a believer.
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of his Parousia.*® For Dunn this tension underlies the whole of Paul’s
soteriology. Therefore, “the tension of Rom. 7.7-25 is the tension of the
already-not yet. It arises because the believer lives in the overlap of the
ages and belongs to both at the same time . . . The point is that the believer
has not been removed from the realm of the flesh; the believer is still
fleshly”?® The Christian lives in the two ages of Adam and Christ, the old
and the new, the flesh and the Spirit.?” Only at the Parousia will the Spirit
extend his sway over the whole person of the believer. For the present
the believer remains the divided “I” who cannot escape the fleshiness of
his existence.”® For Dunn this perspective comes with huge practical and
pastoral implications:

... the two dimensions of the believer’s existence run counter
to each other and prevent his living wholly in one or other; the
Spirit prevents his fleshly desires coming to effect, but so too
does his fleshiness prevent the Spirit-inspired desires coming
to effect. In consequence the believer finds himself torn in
two by conflicting desires and impulses, and his experience as
a man of Spirit is one of continuing frustration.*

This is a large claim. Did Paul really intend to describe the Christian life
as “one of continuing frustration”? In a detailed critique of Dunn’s work
Hae-Kyung Chang has taken issue with this conclusion:

. . its adverse effect becomes disastrous, whenever sincere
believers take some comfort in believing that Paul was their
companion in the desperate struggle against sin and too
simply resign themselves to the struggle. If Rom. 7:14-25

»  James D. G. Dunn, “Romans 7, 14-25 in the Theology of Paul,” Theologische Zeitschrift,
September/October, 1975, 263.

% James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 474-75
(italics his).

¥ Cf. David G. Peterson, Biblical Theology for Christian Proclamation: Commentary on Romans
(Nashville: Holman, 2017), 296, who reflects Dunn’s influence when he writes, “In this
situation of being caught in the overlap of the ages, the self is divided”

#  See James D. G. Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit (London: SCM, 1975), 268.
2 Dunn, “Romans 7, 14-25,” 266.
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describes what the Christian life ‘must be like, there is no
other choice in our daily life than to succumb to defeatism
without any prospect that our spiritual weather chart will
turn out to be brighter some day.”

It is probably considerations such as this that have led many to opt for
alternatives other than that Paul as a strong, mature Christian is in view
in Romans 7.

1.3 Paul as a Weak and Immature Christian

Although this is a popular view in Evangelical circles today, its origins
date back only as far as the nineteenth century. Proponents generally
hold that what we have in Romans 7 is the ill-taught, incomplete and
immature Christian who has not yet advanced to the higher position of
Romans 8. An example is the “Higher Life” movement as represented by
the Keswick Convention. The first such convention was held in June 1875.
Historically Keswick leaders have taken the view that Romans 7:14-25
is describing the experience of the believer. Yet they hasten to add that
“the experience of struggle and defeat here described is not the normal
God-intended experience of Christians, but shows what happens when
any person, regenerate or unregenerate, tries to conquer the old nature by
self-effort”*! Romans 7:14ff. is a picture of defeat, which needs to give way
to the “uniform, sustained victory”* of Romans 8.

30

Hae-Kyung Chang, “The Christian Life in Dialectical Tension? Romans 7:7-25 Reconsidered,”
NovT 49 (2007): 258. Chang also takes Dunn to task on theological and exegetical grounds.
He is especially critical of the “dialectical structure” Dunn detects in Romans 7-8, i.e. that both
chapters describe the present state of the believer and that in the cosmic struggle the apostle is
at odds with himself, being both “in Adam” and “in Christ” at the same time. “The problem of
applying such a dialectic scheme to Rom. 6-8 is obvious, for it disturbs the magnificent train
of thought in Rom. 6-8 by muddling Paul’s lucid statements about the believer’s status past
and present . . . Paul elucidates the believer’s freedom from the tyranny of sin (6:1-23), from
that of the law (7:1-25), and the liberating work of the Spirit (8:1-17)” (265). Moreover, “the
antithesis between what they [Christians] were and what they are should not be underplayed”
(268).

John Murray, review of Steven Barabas, So Great Salvation, The History and Message of the
Keswick Convention, in Collected Writings (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1976-82), 4:285.

32 Murray, Collected Writings, 4:283.

31
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For all its popularity this view has enjoyed little scholarly support. Only
recently have efforts been made to place it on a secure exegetical footing.
In a well-researched article John Hart, a professor at Moody Bible Institute
in Chicago, has argued that in Romans 7:7-25 Paul is vividly recalling
a period of spiritual weakness in his own life. In order to identify with
the weak, Jewish believers in Rome, Paul is reporting an experience that
took place, most likely, not at the time of writing but during his stay in
Arabia (Gal 1:17). At the conclusion of his discussion Hart summarises
his position:

Romans 7, then, concerns a defeated, immature Christian (i.e.
Paul in the early stages of his Christian faith as representative
of the weak in faith at Rome) who is attempting to live the
Christian life by focusing on keeping the law rather than
relying on the power of the Holy Spirit. Romans 7 is speaking
of a fleshly, law-focused Christian who was under a sense of
God’s displeasure because he was unsuccessful in his attempts
to conquer sin in his life.”

It was during this time that Paul “lost fruitfulness and Spirit-produced,
Christlike living (Rom. 8:6, 13). He became miserable as the law provoked
sin in him (7:24).3

Hart has done well to present a scholarly case for what is largely a popular
view. However, his argument is also a tad artificial when he links Romans
7 to Paul’s experience in Arabia, a period of his life about which we know
very little. There is no direct evidence, whether in Paul’s letters or in
the Acts account, identifying a time in Paul’s Christian life that would
be comfortably described by Romans 7:7-25. This factor has led to still
further possibilities being put forward.

1.4 The Pre-regenerate Paul

A precursor to this view was that of the Church Father, Origen. He argued
that the person whom Paul was describing was not yet converted, but

3 John F. Hart, “Paul as Weak in Faith in Romans 7:7-25,” BibSac 170 (2013): 342 (italics his).
3 Hart, “Paul as Weak,” 331.
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was being convicted of sin and was thus in the process of conversion.”
Similarly, “Pietists such as A. H. Francke and J. Bengel interpreted the
passage’s character as one convicted but not yet regenerate.”

More recently Lloyd-Jones has presented a detailed argument for this
view. From his exposition of Romans 7:13-25 he concludes:

He is describing a man who is experiencing an intense
conviction of sin, a man who has been given to see, by the
Spirit, the holiness of the Law; and he feels utterly condemned.
He is aware of his weakness for the first time, and his complete
failure; but he does not know any more. He is trying to keep
the Law in his own strength, and he finds that he cannot. He
therefore feels condemned; he is under conviction. He does
not know, he does not understand the truth about the Gospel,
about salvation in and through the Lord Jesus Christ.”

According to Lloyd-Jones, Paul is describing an unregenerate man, but an
unregenerate man at a particular time and in a particular state. All we can
say for sure is that he is under a deep conviction of sin. Lloyd-Jones then
goes on to say that in actual fact such a person is “neither unregenerate
nor regenerate.”*® This person is obviously in a very uncomfortable and
precarious position. It describes Paul himself in the short but intense
period between his encounter with Christ on the Damascus Road and the
visit of Ananias in Damascus three days later.

Although Lloyd-Jones has argued for this position quite strongly and
extensively, it was not the only view he held. In his earlier exposition of
the Sermon on the Mount he regards Romans 7 as the experience of every
believer. In his explanation of the second Beatitude (“Blessed are those
who mourn .. ”), he writes that here are people who are so grief-stricken

% Keener, The Mind of the Spirit, 56. It appears that Origen was not wholly consistent in his
interpretation of Rom 7. Keener also notes that in his Romans commentary “Origen opines
that Rom. 7:17 depicts someone who knows right and has Christ but is not yet mature”

% Keener, The Mind of the Spirit, 58.
7 Lloyd-Jones, Romans 7:1-8:4, 255-56.
*#  Lloyd-Jones, Romans 7:1-8:4, 256.
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about themselves that they cry out in agony. Moreover, all Christians are
meant to be like that. As they examine themselves they must go through
the experience of Romans 7. Like Augustine, Lloyd-Jones changed his
mind on Romans 7, albeit in the opposite direction. This gives an ironic
twist to Lloyd-Jones’ later comment that “Augustine was a very great man,
and he gave proof of that by changing his mind on this question.”*’ By this

definition there are many great men when it comes to Romans 7!

1.5 Mediating Positions

For various reasons and in different ways some scholars have adopted
conciliating views on Romans 7. They argue that neither Paul’s experience
as a Pharisee nor his experience as a Christian does full justice to the data
presented in this chapter.

Andrew Bandstra, for example, concluded that here “Paul is describing
his own experience and that of his fellow Jewish Christians at the point at
which the message of grace in Christ ‘had hit its mark’ in them, or, if you
will, their conversion experience”*

Another via media was suggested by Leslie Mitton. For him the crux of
Romans 7:14-25 lies in Paul’s use of the phrase “I myself” in v. 25b. It is
a description of Paul relying on his own resources. Whether this is as a
believer or as an unbeliever does not really matter. He is trying to live
the good life in his own strength either before his conversion to Christ
or during a later period of backsliding.*> Commenting on this view, Neth
observes:

% D.Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount; 2 vols., (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1959) 1:58.

“  Lloyd-Jones, Romans 7:1-8:4, 177.

41 Andrew J. Bandstra, “The Law and the Elements of the World” (doctoral diss., The Free
University of Amsterdam, 1964), 142.

4 Leslie Mitton, “Romans vii - Reconsidered,” Expository Times 65 (1953-54): 78L., 99 ff., 132
ff.
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There is a progression, consequently, which is traceable from
the earliest conflict in Paul, while a Pharisee, to the time of his
writing, in which he confesses to a present experience of the
same conflict . . . In this position a man is not absolutely evil
before his conversion, nor is he absolutely good afterwards.
There is a continuity of experience which is carried from
the pre-Christian experience into the Christian life, and this
continuity is reflected in the progression of Romans 7. To say
that this struggle could not be possible in one state or the
other is an overstatement of what Paul is saying.*

Yet another mediating position has been offered by Thomas Schreiner. He
begins by noting that, historically speaking, the debate has centred largely
on whether in vv. 13-25 Paul is describing Christian or pre-Christian
experience.* He then summarises the arguments supporting Christian
experience® followed by a summary of those supporting pre-Christian
experience.* His discussion of both views is remarkably even-handed,
and in the end he admits that “the arguments on both sides are remarkably
strong”* According to Schreiner, the debate remains deadlocked for a
very good reason. The exegetical stalemate contains a valuable lesson of
its own: “Paul does not intend to distinguish believers from unbelievers in
this text . . . Paul reflects on whether the law has the ability to transform
human beings, concluding that it does not*® If Schreiner is right, much
of the age-old debate over Romans 7 misses the point entirely. As we shall
soon see, he was not the only (and certainly not the first) scholar to think

this way.

4 Neth, “Interpreting Romans 7,” 9. A similar interpretation has been adopted by Alfred Garvie,
G. O. Griffith and A. M. Hunter, but Neth also notes that “this position has relatively few
supporters.”

#  Schreiner, Romans, 379.

4 Schreiner, Romans, 379-384.

4 Schreiner, Romans, 384-390.

47

Schreiner, Romans, 390.

4 Schreiner, Romans, 390.
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2. Non-Autobiographical Interpretations

A major turning point in the interpretation of Romans 7 came with
the publication of Werner Kiimmel’s Romer 7 und die Bekehrung des
Paulus® (“Romans 7 and the Conversion of Paul”) in 1929.%° This was a
landmark study in which Kiimmel single-handedly rewrote the agenda
for the interpretation of Romans 7 and opened up the passage for a new
generation of scholars. “Relying upon the methods of historical exegesis,’
wrote Douglas Milne, “Kiimmel hoped to find a new way through this
passage which would obviate accepted dogmatic and psychological points

of view™!

2.1 The Rhetorical “1”

Kiimmel’s major contribution to the modern debate lay in the suggestion
that the emphatic pronoun ego in Rom 7:9, 10, 14, 17, 20 (2x),** 24, 25
does not refer to Paul himself, but rather that the use of the first-person
singular throughout this passage is a rhetorical device used to portray
general human experiences. Kiimmel argues that the ego who speaks
in vv. 7-25 must be the same person throughout and cannot be taken
biographically. The passage reflects neither Paul’s childhood experience
(vv. 7-13) nor his life as a Christian (vv. 14-25). The whole section is a
theological argument about the law (cf. Schreiner above, 1.5) and not
an autobiographical narrative about Paul’s private experiences.” It was
not Paul’s intention in Romans 7 to reflect on his personal life. “Kiimmel
further maintains,” says Fred Neth, “that a view of Romans 7 as Paul’s pre-
Christian experience contradicts what Paul says elsewhere of his life as a

¥ Originally Kiimmel’s doctoral thesis, this work was first published by J. G. Hinrichs in Leipzig.
It was republished by Kaiser Verlag in Munich in 1974, but has never been translated into
English.

% For the contributions to the debate between 1929 and 1988 I am indebted to the survey
by Douglas J. W. Milne, “The Law in Covenant-Historical Perspective: A Study of Romans
Chapter 77 (Th.D. diss., Potchefstroom University, 1988), 14-62.

1 Milne, “Romans Chapter 7, 14.

2 UBS® places this verse’s first reference in square brackets and gives it a “C” rating, as it is

omitted by many early manuscripts.

»*  See Milne, “Romans Chapter 7,” 15
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Pharisee. The Damascus experience, consequently, is not the conversion
of a desperate sinner but the call and conversion of a self-righteous
Pharisee”*

Although an examination of the use of the pronoun ego in the Pauline
epistles® does not indicate that the “I” in Romans 7 is merely a stylistic
device,”® Kiimmels view has proved to be extremely influential to the
present day. It has been described as “the current consensus in Pauline
studies””” George Shillington, for example, has recently insisted: “Paul’s
personal pronoun is not a personal T, but a rhetorical ‘T’ It is not about
Paul himself™*® As Chang further explains, “The T’ is . . . to be reckoned as
a performer Paul called out to the stage, allotting a role to realistically and
impressively convey what the apostle aims to clarify in Rom. 7, i.e., the

intrinsic goodness as well as the practical impotence of the Mosaic Law.”*

2.2 The Generic or Projected “I”

Some scholars have traced this view back to Origen.® With greater
certainty it can be attributed to Karl Barth who wrote his famous Romans
commentary during World War 1. In some ways he anticipated Kiimmel
but also reflected the pervasive influence of Existentialist philosophy
when he wrote, “If we rightly understand ourselves, our problems are
the problems of Paul; and if we be enlightened by the brightness of his
answers, those answers must be ours”® In his review Robert Schwarz
picks up the existentialist flavour of Barth’s commentary: “So, for Barth,

** Neth, “Interpreting Romans 7,” 6.

> See Milne, “Romans Chapter 7,"135-45.

¢ On the basis of his study of the 87 occurrences of eg6 in the Pauline epistles, Milne, “Romans
Chapter 7, 145, concludes: “Kiitmmel surely overstated his case when he argued that the ego
of Romans 7 is only a stylistic device without personal content for Paul” Romans 7 uses
“intensely introspective and traumatic type of language”

7 Hart, “Paul as Weak in Faith,” 318.

% V. George Shillington, “The Law and I: Re-Reading Romans 7:7-25,” Direction 44 (2015): 88.

*¥  Chang, “The Christian Life in Dialectical Tension?” 272.

% See Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 68-69.

1 Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, trans. Edwyn C. Hoskyns (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1933), 1.
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time, space, and identity have collapsed in Paul’s letter to the Romans.
There is nothing to separate us from the T of the seventh chapter . . .
Barth has found T, and it is he”®* This reading of the chapter has proved
to be unique to Barth.

For reasons very different to those of Karl Barth, the grammarian Daniel
Wallace also falls into this school of thought. Arguing against the view that
the present tense verbs in vv. 14-25 can be taken as dramatic or historical
presents, Wallace reasons that “since Paul is speaking in the first person,
this label is not at all likely”® The idiom of the historical present (where a
present tense verb vividly portrays a past event) can therefore not be used
to support the view that in these verses Paul is referring to his past, non-
Christian life. What (or who), then, is Paul referring to in this passage?
Wallace’s answer to this question is disarmingly personal and forthright:

I have struggled with this text for many years (in more ways
than one!), and have held to three different views. My present
view is that the apostle is speaking as universal man and is
describing the experience of anyone who attempts to please
God by submitting the flesh to the law. By application, this
could be true of an unbeliever or a believer. The present
tenses, then, would be gnomic, not historical, for they refer
to anyone and describe something that is universally true.®*

For Wallace, the major advantage of this view is that vv. 7-13 and vv. 14-
25 apply to the same person, but for him the biggest problem is that the
“I” is then figurative and not literal.

2.3 The “I” as Adam

Closely related to the last view is the understanding that Paul is speaking
in the persona of Adam. Particularly in vv. 7-11 there seem to be some

8 Robert C. Schwarz, “Not Complaining of Obscurity: Romans 7 and the Identity of T, Sewanee

Theological Review 36 (1992): 128.

Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New
Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 531.

o Wallace, Greek Grammar, 532 (italics his).
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tantalising parallels to the early chapters of Genesis.® Thus the expression
“alive apart from the Law” (v. 9) could evoke Adam being given life
(Gen 2:7-15); sin brings death (v. 9; Gen 3:1-5); both sin and the serpent
“deceived” (v. 11; Gen 3:13); and in both cases God’s commandment is
used to arouse desire (v. 8; Gen 3:6). Because of apparent connections
such as these, the British scholar C. H. Dodd “traced the background of
ideas in vv. 7-13 to the O.T. narrative of Adam and his fall in Genesis
3. Paul’s account is an allegory of that primal drama about temptation
and human sin and he means to represent everyman in the experience
that he records.”®® The “I” in Romans 7 thus becomes an existential self-
identification with Adam as “Everyman’, and the Adam story in Genesis
is used once again to speak of the general condition of humankind.
While the connections with Genesis 3 are more tenuous than they appear
at first sight and cannot be pressed beyond vv. 7-11, Adam may still be
in the background in this chapter because of his association with sin and
death.® The Adam-Christ typology, so strongly developed in Rom 5:12-
21, cannot be ignored.

2.4 The “I” as Israel

Like many writing before him, N. T. Wright understands the “I” in
Romans 7 as “the vivid rhetorical T Paul uses this device “to present the
plight of Israel-as-a-whole under Torah, seeing Torah’s picture of a truly
human life, deeply honoring to God, and constantly failing as a people to
attain it”® For Wright, the “I” is Israel according to the flesh. The flesh
is where sin dwells, but where the good does not dwell. The “I” is on the
same side as Torah. Yet as such it is powerless either to do good or to
prevent sin from doing what sin chooses to do. Thus sin ultimately brings

death. Wright sees Paul’s words in Romans 7 as preparing the way for the

% Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 70.

% Thus Milne, “Romans Chapter 7, 19, summarising Dodd’s view in The Epistle of Paul to the
Romans (London: Collins, 1963 [originally published in 1932]).

¢ See Dunn, Theology of Paul, 99.
8 Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 72.

% N. T. Wright, “The Letter to the Romans: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections,” in
The New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, vol. 10 (Nashville: Abingdon,
2002), 567.
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contrast with the Spirit’s indwelling in Romans 8.7

Among others,” G. K. Beale has married this view with the previous one,
but the two do appear to be unequally yoked. He explains his position as
follows:

Paul is viewing himself as a personal representative of the
conflict that the majority of unbelieving Israel had gone
through up to the coming of Christ, though the ultimate focus
is on Israel's unbelieving response to the law at Sinai, with
which Paul identifies himself and all unbelieving Israelites.
Secondarily, Paul is also identifying himself with Adam’s
experience, which Israel later reflected. Paul will say that this
conflict has ceased for those Israelites who, like Paul, now
believe in Christ (in this respect, see Rom. 7:24-8:3).”2

Detecting such deep OT roots in Romans 7, Beale has little sympathy for
the view that this chapter describes Christian experience. Rather, “7:7-25
is an exposition of those in the nonsalvific state of ‘the flesh’ introduced
in 7:5, and 8:1-39 is an exposition of the condition of those who are true

Christians introduced in 7:6.73

2.5 Life under the Law

Following the path forged by Kiimmel, Rudolf Bultmann interpreted
Romans 7 in “trans-subjectivistic’ categories. In a journal article,
“Romer 7 und die Anthropologie des Paulus” (“Romans 7 and Pauline
Anthropology”), published in 1932, Bultmann took issue with the
traditional psychological view that the “willing” and the “doing” of the
speaker in this chapter express conscious occurrences and states. He read
Romans 7 quite differently. Milne has summarised Bultmann’s position as
follows: “The usual indictment against the Jews according to Paul was not

7 See Engebretson, “Romans 7, 28.
7t For further examples see Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 73.

72 G.K. Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology: The Unfolding of the Old Testament in the New
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 845-46.

7 Beale, Biblical Theology, 847.
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transgression of God’s law but the sinful attempt in their own strength to
tulfil the law and their resultant boasting. This for Bultmann is the real
meaning of the passage, not the charge of concretely breaking the law but
the attempt through the law to achieve life (cf. Rom 10:2f.)””*

Bultmann’s contemporary, Paul Althaus, published a historical study
entitled Paulus und Luther iiber den Menschen (“Paul and Luther on
Man”). There he argued that “the section 7:71L. is a retrospective glance
at the past life in the flesh under the law that typified Paul and indeed
all men without Christ”” This section is not a simple piece of Pauline

autobiography. It is a picture of a man under the law as a Christian sees it.

In 1961 the Free University of Amsterdam published the doctoral
dissertation by Jean Cruvellier, UExégése de Romains 7 et le Mouvement
de Keswick (“The Exegesis of Romans 7 and the Keswick Movement”).
Cruvellier argues that vv. 7-12 are non-autobiographical. Romans 7
is about the role of the law. In vv. 14-25 the Christian experiences the
eschatological dualism, belonging as he does to the old aecon and the new
aeon at the same time. As such he experiences the tension between the law
of God and the law of sin. He is in Adam and in Christ simultaneously.
Hence the cry of v. 24.

The Finnish scholar Heikki Réisdnen also holds that Romans 7 is not
autobiographical. Rather Paul “is speaking of the effects of the law always
and everywhere” The passage “is intended to show both the goodness
of the law and its weakness. Man under law cannot resist the might of
indwelling sin.”7®

While most scholars who argue that in Romans 7 Paul is describing life
under the law also view his remarks as non-autobiographical, there are
some who hold that this does not necessarily follow. Herman Ridderbos,
for example, has noted:

7 Milne, “Romans Chapter 7,” 20-21.
7> Milne, “Romans Chapter 7, 23.
76 Heikki Raisdnen, Paul and the Law (Tiibingen: Mohr, 1983), 110.
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It is especially the moral man shackled by the law with whom
Paul can so easily identify because he was once so himself.
That man is here described in his struggle and defeat, with
the law as ally and sin and the flesh as adversaries, in his high
aspirations and complete failure . . . And by relating the whole
struggle to the ego, he [Paul] lets it be felt on the one hand,
as in solidarity with these wrestlers with and under the law,
that he himself, once also under the law, is no stranger to this
striving; on the other hand, how much for him the light has
arisen on the prospectlessness of it.”’

For Ridderbos, therefore, it is possible that Paul is speaking both personally
and representatively. Douglas Milne has reached the same conclusion.
Commenting on v. 9 he writes: “Paul is writing about himself but in a
representative way for all those under the old covenant who had passed
through this experience of the Law.”’® He further argues (from v. 12) that
“Paul’s quest in Rom 7 is for an inner holiness which the Law can define
but not create. Only a new creation in Christ through the Spirit could
bring this into existence (7:4, 6, 8:2ff.).”

Could this be a view that combines the best of all possible worlds? Chang
certainly seems to think so. In his comments on Rom 7:14-25 he writes:

This passage is part of the rhetorical discourse in which
Paul explicates, from his Christian viewpoint, the negative
function of the Mosaic Law, i.e., clarifies its goodness as well
as its impotence, as the most delicate issue representing his
gospel. Here Paul is reflecting upon his own experience as
a Pharisee as well as the similar situation of those Jews or
Judaizing Christians who seek a way of justification through
the Mosaic Law.®

77 Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology, trans. John R. de Witt (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1975), 130.

78 Milne, “Romans Chapter 7, 214.

7 Milne, “Romans Chapter 7, 223.

8 Chang, “The Christian Life in Dialectical Tension?” 278-79 (italics his). Cf. Michael E Bird,
The Story of God Bible Commentary: Romans (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016), 235: “The
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This is a remarkable statement from a scholar who earlier had claimed
that the “I” is “a performer Paul called out to the stage™' (see above, 2.1).
It now turns out that this performer is Paul after all, “reflecting upon
his own experience as a Pharisee.” Similarly, Craig Keener seems to be
in two minds on the question of autobiography. He initially insists that
“autobiography is not his [Paul’s] interest here,”** but later concedes that
“he depicts an existence that he acknowledges was once his own even
though he did not yet view it then in the way that he depicts in Romans
'7.”83

Conclusion

The above historical survey shows that the debate surrounding Romans 7
has over time become ever more complex, perhaps even more convoluted.
Itis marked by strongly opposing schools of thought, by scholarly backflips
and even by internal contradictions. While, for the first 1,800 years or
more of the Church’s existence, theological opinion was largely polarised
between whether Romans 7 described Paul’s experience as a Pharisee
or as an apostle, the exegetical scene today is vastly more complicated.
This historical overview also shows that the interpretation of this chapter
has proved to be notoriously difficult, and that we are not alone in our
struggle to discover Paul’s intended meaning. While this might provide
some solace, the exegetical challenge remains. There is a practical, pastoral
and homiletical urgency in getting through the impasse. How should this
chapter be preached? Are believers who struggle with some besetting sin
to take comfort from the fact that the apostle Paul also had his problems,
even complaining, “I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in
my flesh; for the wishing is present in me, but the doing of the good is
not” (v. 18)? Are these the kinds of sentiments that believers should be
encouraged to echo today?

T is probably a composite character. There are echoes of Adam, Israel, perhaps Paul himself,
and especially God-fearers and proselytes who tried to live under the law but now see in
hindsight that they had always failed to keep it

81 Chang, “The Christian Life in Dialectical Tension?” 272.
8 Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 56.
8 Keener, Mind of the Spirit, 67.
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In an effort to pick our way through the maze of conflicting opinions that
scholarship has presented especially in recent years, we would do well to
be as true as possible to the context of Romans 7. Where does it belong
within Paul's wider argument in Romans 1-8¢? What is the internal logic
within the chapter itself? Furthermore, do the emotions expressed in this
chapter perhaps provide some hitherto unexplored clues? Could they
provide a unique lens through which Romans 7 can be viewed in fresh
ways? The next article is an attempt to answer these questions and find a
way through the current scholarly impasse.
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