Text: Romans 7:14-25
Introduction
Romans chapter seven looks at the problem – what does the law, specifically the law of Moses or the 10 Commandments, mean to the Christian.  Last week we read the first half of Romans 7 which went through two false answers.  The first false answer was the legalist position that the law in some way is still part of our salvation.  The book of Galatians is almost one long tirade against that idea.  In Romans 7, Paul more calmly says, no.  Through the body of Christ – which can be seen in many ways like baptism, the Lord’s supper or this gathering – we have been freed from the law.  The second false answer though is that we have been completely freed from the law to the point that I can do whatever the heck I please - state of grace, oh happy condition, sin as I please and still have remission.  Or maybe even stronger than that little ditty, which still recognizes sin, that nothing is forbidden after Christ.  Paul went a little longer on that concluding that that law does a very important thing.  It shows us just how sinful we are.  The law itself has no power to save. The law is weak against the sin that resides in us, but the law is still good, righteous and holy.  It still represents God’s desire.   What it does is show to us just how powerful sin in us is in that it can even take something good like the law and make it an instrument of death – of our death.
Paul’s Answer
Turning to the text this week – this is Paul’s answer to the law in the life of the Christian.  And I want to lay this out in a very specific way to apply it to our day and time.
There is a phrase that you may or may not have heard – the reality based community.  That is the great conceit of the age by those who think they are wise.  The surging atheists claim to be the reality based community – not dependent upon fantasies such as God.  The smart set politicians and anyone who runs with them claims to be part of the reality based community.  They have spreadsheets and numbers and formulas and degrees all saying “see, we know how this fill in the blank…economy, regulation, welfare, energy, weather, health care work.”  I want to suggest that all of that is simplistic…because they don’t read Romans 7.
We know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin.  That is really the summation of last week.  The law is good, but I can’t follow it.  And Paul launches into the ridiculousness of that statement.  I do not understand my own actions.  I don’t do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.  I agree with the law, that it is good.  I know and agree that I shouldn’t murder or commit adultery.  I shouldn’t steal, bear false witness or covet what my neighbor has.  I know these things.  Even the pagans know these things.  That doesn’t stop me from chasing that pretty skirt, or getting worked up in my gut that Joe’s got a better house, job, life.  I know that I should help my co-worker, but you know we are probably in competition for that promotion, helping them may help the company, but it won’t help me.  For I know that nothing good dwells in me.  I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out.
That is the reality based community.  We hear these words of St. Paul and immediately know what he is talking about.  We’ve been there.  Everybody has been there.  I know, I want to help my parents, but it’s just so darn inconvenient.  I know, I desire to be a good parent, employee, employer, human being – but I always end up playing the jerk.  And something in me likes that.
What all those in wise men in the now scare quotes reality based community all fail at is their anthropology.  They all think a little too much of us, or make us a little too simple, or think that they perceive a complex truth without understanding the power and deviousness of sin that dwells in my members.  From a small report by the USA today, in a look at 20 dealerships that participated in the Cash for Clunkers program – 9 of them received fines for improper handling of the clunkers.  The NHTSA, the government agency that oversaw the program, suspects that 24 vehicles from these 9 dealerships were shipped overseas instead of being scrapped.  You can multiply the numbers in your head for all the dealerships nationwide.  The NHTSA’s comment, “no widespread fraud issue with the Cash for Clunkers program, and that the issues we have turned up are due to a few bad dealerships trying to work the system.”  Members of the reality based community.
Now that was a minor program – $2.87 Billion spent for clunkers over less than a year.  What do you think happens in larger programs?  Do you really think waste, fraud and abuse can be “eliminated”?  Or when economists reduce the 300 million residents of the United states to equations.  Three years after “too big to fail” banks almost took down the banking system.  Do we have less concentration of funds?  In 2007 the year before the troubles, the top four banks held just under 24% of deposits.  In 2011 the top 4 banks hold almost 40% of deposits.  Even though we passed Dodd-Frank to regulate the banks and ensure “too big to fail” was over.  I know what is good, I know what I want to do, but I do the very thing I hate.  But they are all much smarter than I am.  I’m sure the members of the reality based community can yet come up with the perfect equation and regulation.



Luther
The year is 1518, about six months after Luther posted 95 theses on a door in Wittenberg.  As punishment, if you like theses so march Brother Martin, his Superior in the Augustine order set him to work putting together the theses for debate at their chapter meeting in Heidelberg.  That should keep him busy.
I want to read a couple of them to you.  A theologian of glory calls evil good and good evil.  A theologian of the cross calls the thing what it actually is.  That wisdom which sees the invisible things of God is works as perceived by man is completely puffed up, blinded and hardened.  The law says do this, and it is never done.  Grace says, believe in this, and everything is already done.
Conclusion of Paul
Our theologians of glory – and we are all natural theologians of glory – grant themselves great powers of observation.  They can see with great insight into the heart of man and the ways to guide this people.  They are busy, doing good works…maybe even for the kingdom of God.  They can even be found in pulpits.  Not to distract you from this particular pulpit, but look at what the compilers of the lectionary stopped.  They said read through verse 25 part a.  Verse 25 part b is the summation of Paul’s entire argument in Romans 7.  They wanted us to end on that note of glory.  Who will deliver me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.
That is true.  We are set free from the law in Christ.  But there is a now and not yet about that.  We are theologians of glory if we look past the cross.  The theologian of the cross calls the thing what it actually is.  Romans 7:25 part b.  So then, I myself serve the law of god with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.  As long as I am in this mortal body, and have not put on the resurrection body, sin lives in me.  I am at the same time as sinner and a saint.  I know what I want to do, but in my own flesh I do not have the ability to do it.  We meet God in that suffering.
It is not in the glory.  It is not in the things that we would naturally see and called blessed.  We meet God on the cross.  We do not get to stay on the top of that mountain that we so desperately want – “Lord, let’s build three tents” and stay in this spot of glory.  Instead we are called back to the plain.
But we don’t go alone.  Our Lord and savior has gone before us.
There are lots of glorious things that demand to be done, and yet the glory never lasts.  The task is never done.  But the cross says it is finished.  Right there, at the foot of that awful and horrible symbol of suffering and shame…everything is already done.  But here, it is under that cross.  It is in the struggle…even against the members of my own body.  And I myself can’t win.  
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