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1|evil at my elbow

God strengthen me lo bear myself;
That heaviest weight of all to bear,
Inalienable weight of care.
—Christina Rossett

| Feel the Same Way Too

All I wanted to do was surprise my wife.

Since we had moved into our new house almost a year
ago, the refrigerator door handle had been on the wrong
side. I had put off moving it because of my clumsiness with
mechanical things. But on this Thursday afternoon while my
wife was at work, I was set to redeem myself and right the
wrong.

I was halfway through the job. I had the refrigerator and
freezer doors off and wanted to get them back on soon so
nothing would spoil. [ was at the pivotal step of swapping the
hinges from the right side of the refrigerator to the left,
when 1 realized that each hinge was fastened by two torx
screws. Two lousy torx screws. There is only one 100l in the
universe that can (safely) remove a torx screw: a torx socket.

I didn't have a torx socket.
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Right then my three boys decided to move their Travel-
ing Sibling Rivalry Show into the middle of my angst. I lost
it. I let them have it, though they didn't deserve it. They
stared at me as if | were a monster from Alpha Centauri,
while I ranted in an unknown tongue.

In mid-fit I had an out-of-body experience. I saw my con-
torted red face screaming at my charming boys and knew at
once 1 was doing something evil. So | stopped and asked
their forgiveness, right? Wrong. Something had control of
me—it was as if an alien had invaded my body and was forc-
ing me to do his bidding. It was long after they had fled from
my wrath before 1 recovered my sanity and my conscience
and humbled myself before them in groveling apologies.

I spent the next several days feeling like a whipped puppy.
Was I really that wicked? How could 1 hurt my children like
that? Had I done irreparable harm? Would they forgive me?
Would God forgive me?

Anything like that ever happen to you?

When [ read Romans 7, 1 am consoled that Paul felt the
same way too.! He helps me understand my madness and
gives me some juicy theological terms for it: “the law of sin”
(Romans 7:23), “this body of death™ (verse 24), “my sinful
nature” (“my flesh” in many translations, verse 18), “sin living
in me"” (verse 17), just plain “sin” (verse 11), and “the law of
sin and death” (8:2). Theologians like to call it “indwelling
sin."”? Whatever we call it, it's an enemy of God and of our
souls.® The reason for this book is that the first step to fight-
ing this enemy is to know it—and to know it well.
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The foundation of our knowledge of the power of
indwelling sin in the life of a believer is laid in Paul’s own
experience. He slugged his way through the fight ull, at
times, he was on the ropes, crying out from the edge of
defeat (Romans 7:23-24). Yet when the bell rang, he stood
with his foot on the neck of his enemy, and held up his hand
to receive the crown of righteousness (2 Timothy 4:7-8).

Four Key Truths

If we want to stand in conquest over our bleeding flesh,
we'll have to follow Paul into the fight. When we do, we'll
find the same four truths that humbled him in battle, all
expressed in one verse:

So 1 find this law at work: When I want to do good,
evil is right there with me. (Romans 7:21)

1. Sin living in us is a “law.” The “law"” Paul refers wo is the
same thing he calls “sin living in me” in verses 20 and 23, This
is the indwelling sin we are talking about. Why call it a law?

Paul uses “law” as a metaphor. He needs a way to express
the power, authority, constraint, and control that sin wields
in our lives, and he picks “law” with a touch of irony. He has
been writing earlier in the chapter of God's law, which is sup-
posed to rule our lives, yet the law of sin seems to win a lot
of head-to-head battles. Could he have chosen a more stun-
ning contrast to unmask sin’s deadly force?

Chew on the metaphor of law for a minute. We can
think of it in one way as a moral rule that directs and com-
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mands us to do what it requires (“Honor your parents”) or
not do what it forbids (“Do not trespass”). More than that, a
law entices us to obey with offers of reward (“you will live
long in the land”) and compels us to submit by threats of
punishment for disobedience (“$500 fine for trespassing”).

We can also think of law in the way we speak of “laws of
nature.” Gravity, for example, is a law that bends things in its
direction. It perfectly conforms us to its “commands.” Grav-
ity is not a law as an idea or an outward precept, but a force
that can make objects “obey” its “will." In this sense every
urge and inclination in us is a law. Hunger is a law, thirst,
sexual drive, fear—each impels us to fulfill its demands, and
each brings a force to bear on us to bow us into submission.

Indwelling sin works like this—enticing, threatening,
even bullying. So Paul calls it a law to get us to sec that it is
powerful even in the lives of believers and that it constantly
works to press us into its evil mold.

That raises the question, “In what sense has Christ
defeated sin in the believer?” The answer is that he has over-
thrown its rule, weakened its power, and even killed its root
so that it cannot bear the fruit of eternal death in a believer.
Still—and this is amazing but true—sin is sin; its nature and
purpose remain unchanged; its force and success still grab
us by the throat.?

2, We find this law inside us. Paul had heard horror sto-
ries about sin all his life. He had seen countless bony fingers
waving in his face to warn him of sin's power. But in Romans
7:21 he moved from cozy theory into troubling experience:
he found this law. It is one thing to sit i". a group and critique





