Romans 7:15-25 I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.  And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good.  As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me.  I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature.  For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.  For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing.  Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it.  So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me.  For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members.  What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!

Over the years I’ve gotten in the habit of asking a question to begin a lot of my sermons.  I do it as a method of getting you interested in what God’s Word says.  By asking a question of you that requires you to think from your perspective I hope to help you open up the wonder of God’s Word as it applies to your life.  This morning I would like to open with a question again.  Only in my way of thinking this may be the hardest question I have ever asked.  Hardest because it will require you to look intently into your heart.  Hardest because it will require of you a measure of honesty that can make us uncomfortable.

Here is the question: “What are your top pet sins?”

Your what?  Your top pet sins?  When I say pet sin I mean those sins that you have the greatest trouble with.  The one you know you should stop and yet just can’t quit get a handle on it.  It could be anything: lust, greed, pride, selfishness, anger, bitterness, jealousy, cursing, etc.  It could be that your pet sin isn’t something you do but rather something you fail to do: not a responsible parent or not a responsible student.  You know you should read and study God’s Word more, but you never do.  You know you should be in church every Sunday (or Thursday) but you’re lucky to make it once a month.  And if you do make it on a regular basis, you know you shouldn’t look down on others but…  Or perhaps you’re in a position to encourage and help others be involved in God’s house but you never do say anything.  What are your pet sins?

Do you know why I call them pet sins?  Not just because they are so troublesome but mostly because while we know we should stop these sins we treat them like precious, wonderful pets to valuable to get rid of.  Kind of like the person who has a mean dog that poses a potential danger to family and friends.  We know that sooner of later one of the family or one of our friends is going to get bitten or mauled but we decide the dog is more important than the people.  And to be honest, I’ve known people with animals who have attacked and drawn blood, even the blood of their children and yet the animal is kept despite the danger.  That’s often the way we are with our pet sins.  They are dangerous.  We should get rid of them.  They may have even hurt our family or friends even ourselves and yet we still keep them.  Why?

Again welcome to the reality of our world.  Welcome to the very battle that exists for each and every one of us as a child of God.  We will have to admit that each one of us does have pet sins.  I only asked for the top ones because if we started listing all the sins we have problems with we could take up the whole service with such things.  Sin is a part of our nature.  Sin is what we need to confront and come to grips with.  Sin is the greatest danger of our lives.  What will we do?

Our text addresses the very problem.  Our theme will be: WHO WILL RESCUE ME?  1st. I am Wretched.  2nd. Thanks be to God.

It is very hard to deny what the Apostle reveals here.  He says, “For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.  And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good.  As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me.  I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature.  For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.  For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing.”  The words spoken here are words of passion and despair.  The words spoken here reveal the very nature of sin and the power of that sin within us.

I have always been astounded by these words.  Here is the Apostle Paul, a man responsible for writing 13 of the 27 books of the New Testament.  Here is a man who was taken to the third heaven and saw things of such wonder and awe, things of God, such as few men have ever been allowed.  Here is this man, filled with God’s Holy Spirit, given gifts beyond anything you and I might have, and yet here is this man clearly revealing the battle of sin that rages within him.  Here is this man who because of this battle cries out, “What a wretched man am I!”  Dear people, if the Apostle Paul says such, then what confession of sin should come from our mouths?

Of course there are those who attempt to deny what is revealed here.  They claim that Paul is talking about what was, before he became a Christian.  Yet suffice it to say that the tense of the verbs in the original language precludes such a thought.  Paul uses the present tense indicating ongoing action.  This is not something of the past, this is struggle he is having now and has been having his entire life.  This is the struggle we are having now and have been having our entire life.  We are by nature sinful.  We are inclined to do evil and yet we have a desire to do what is right because of the work of the Holy Spirit in us.  Paul confesses that he cannot be perfect in any way, shape or form.  He is us!  This section reveals the utter horror of sin.  It is in us.  It taints everything we do.  Even when we do what is right in an outward way it is still not the perfect and holy way that God demands.  Isaiah summed up this teaching with these words, “All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags.”

What we learn here is our struggle against sin.  We know what is of God’s law.  (That’s right, God’s law is not nullified or thrown out because Jesus came!!)  We may even desire to fulfill God’s law, yet we are totally unable.  We cannot save ourselves; we can’t even begin to think of our salvation, for that matter this sin, these sins so weigh us down that we don’t think there is any chance at all for salvation!  Is it any wonder that the lament is heard, “What a wretched man I am!”
What is the solution?  Paul wrote, “Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!”  I want you to know how picturesque that question is.  The verb to rescue is a word used to denote the act of the soldier who runs at his comrade’s cry to rescue him from the hand of the enemy.  It is a word that clearly shows that we need someone else to rescue us lest the enemy win.  What a marvel then the answer: Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!”
Yes, thanks be to God.  Thanks be that God in love has sent his Son Jesus to rescue us when it was clear that the enemy would overpower and destroy us.  Did you hear that same message in our Old Testament reading?  It was there.  Moses was looking for the assurance of the presence of God in the struggle he and his people were in.  No Presence of God then what would be the point!  And even in our Gospel lesson for today Jesus himself gives us the very essence of this truth of our salvation: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  God in total love sent his Son Jesus to be our sacrifice for sin and our ransom payment for salvation.  Because of Jesus we are saved.  We are forgiven.  We become the children of God.  We have his Presence and we have his rest.
This doesn’t mean that we are free from sin in this life.  We still have to struggle with the temptations and lures of Satan.  We still have to wrestle with the thoughts and desires of our sinful nature and flesh.  Yet what a joy it is to know that because of Jesus, even though we fail in the battle Jesus has not.  Even though we can’t seem to put aside sin, Jesus is right there with his victory and deliverance from sin.
Here is one of those places where I am often so frustrated.  Here is this wonderful truth of God, the truth of our eternal salvation and I find myself at a loss for words.  At a loss because the tenants of good writing say that instead of repeating myself I should come up with new and wonderful ways to say the same thing.  But how can you tell of Jesus in a better way than to say, “He died and rose for you!”  How can you take the marvel of the cross and the hell that Jesus endured and make it a better history?  The best way to tell it is the simple way.  But often times, the simple way leads people to bad ideas and attitudes, ungodly ideas and attitudes.
The simple fact is that Jesus is our Savior.  If we could save ourselves, if we could be so good that we deserve salvation what was the point of Jesus?  If Jesus only came to jump-start us and to show us the way, then why did he have to die and suffer hell?  The truth of the matter is that Jesus is our complete and sure Savior.  He has won our salvation.  He gives us the gift of eternal life because of his gracious goodness and mercy.  He has granted us the one and only way to overcome sin: His redemptive life and death.

Indeed, thanks be to God!  Because of Jesus we can have a new and God fearing attitude.  Because of Jesus we can resist sin.  Now, we may still sin, but we have the attitude of resistance granted by the gift of faith that Jesus gives.  But here is where today’s world is so dangerous to our faith.  We think we have the right to change Jesus.  We think that since we wrestle with sin and it is so very hard, that therefore we should just accept the sin as our right and as a thing that is now okay and that Jesus must and still has to love us!  No!  When finally you dismiss this battle that is spoken of here, when finally you have no care for God’s will and way there is a faith problem!  When we give up the battle, we give up on Christ Jesus our Savior.  We give up on faith and the sanctification that faith brings.  We give up and give away this wonderful truth of what it is to have faith.  We must rely on Jesus and the salvation he offers!  We need his Presence and we need his Rest!  Here is what Jesus has done for us and again thanks be to God!

We started by talking about our pet sins.  When we try our hardest to overcome them they can still reach out and sting us.  Even when we do resist them, for everyone that we have not done there are two more ready to tempt us.  This is our struggle until that glorious day when Jesus will give us the perfection of heaven.  Give it to us by grace through faith.  Give it to us because of the victory He has won.  May we continue in the struggle and continue giving thanks to God for Jesus.  Amen.

