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The Word of the Lord from Romans 7: “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from 

this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 
 

This is the Word of the Lord. 
 

I. Sinner and Saint, Wretched and Righteous 
“Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?”  

 

It’s quite the plea for help. The wretched man knows right from wrong. He knows God’s Law. 
He genuinely wants to do the right thing and say the right thing. He sincerely wants to avoid the 

wrong. But no matter how hard he tries, he says, “I do not do what I want, but I do the very 
thing I hate.” He can’t help himself. He’s in a wretched state, indeed. 

 

Take careful note of who makes this confession. This is St. Paul the Apostle. This is not the 
cry of one who is lost and despairing. This is Paul as the mature Christian and seasoned apostle, 

having preached the faith much and suffered much for it. And although he lays down an example 
of Christian living in word and deed that none of us can ever match, he says, “Wretched man 

that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?”  
 

We give thanks to God this day that Paul makes this confession: and, in fact, he makes it by 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Mark this passage well, because it clearly lays out your daily life as 
a Christian. Martin Luther summed it up with the phrase simul justus et peccator: at the same 

time, you are both a saint and a sinner. You are a saint because Christ has died for your sins, 
and He has given you forgiveness in His Word and sacraments. His blood covers your sins. That 

makes you holy in His eyes—that makes you a saint. At the same time, original sin still clings to 

you. Daily, you’re still tempted to sin in thought, word and deed. Daily, you do so.  
 

You don’t know why you say what you say sometimes. The words just come out before you 
even think about them.  

 

You don’t know why you do what you do sometimes. You know it’s wrong, but you do it 
anyway. 

 
You know you have to be patient in certain situations. You see them coming, but you lose it. 

You get so frustrated that you can’t help yourself. 
 

You know that you shouldn’t watch that TV show, rent that movie or check out that website. 

You know it will junk up your mind. You know you’ll be ashamed. But you still do it. 
 

You know you should read Bible stories and teach the Small Catechism to your kids on a daily 
basis. The devil and world are waiting to pick them off if you don’t. But despite your best 

intentions, you just don’t get around to it. 

 
You know you shouldn’t talk back to your parents. That never has a happy ending. But you 

still do. 
 

You know you shouldn’t respond to your spouse with that sarcastic remark and the irritated 
tone. But you do. 



 

You know you shouldn’t spend the money and buy that thing. You don’t need it; but the urge 
to covet is strong, so you buy it, anyway. 

 
You know your non-Christian friend has just left the door wide open to hear the Gospel from 

you. It’s a hanging curve ball, ready to hit out of the park. But you keep your mouth shut. 

 
The list could go on and on. We’re not talking about willful sins, where you weigh the options 

and choose the wrong. Paul doesn’t say, “I carefully weigh the good and the bad, and then do 
the bad.” He says, “I want to do the good, but I do the bad anyway.” That’s your life and your 

battle as a Christian. You’re both a saint and a sinner. All who honestly examine themselves will 
identify clearly with Paul’s confession. No one is exempt—apart from Christ and His grace, we are 

all wretched, with bodies of death.  

 
II. Four Points from the Text  

Now that we’ve accomplished the diagnosis, I’d like to point out four things about this text. 
 

First: Christianity is not about becoming less and less sinful. Christianity is about repentance. 

Some churches even within Christendom teach that, as you grow in faith, you will sin less and 
less. Some even teach that you can achieve perfect holiness in this life, as long as you have 

enough faith; and some Christians claim that they have fewer and fewer sins to confess as time 
goes on. Because of this, many will say, “I know that I am a Christian because I have overcome 

this sin or that sin. I know that I am a Christian because my life is getting better.” That does not 
agree with our text. It does not agree with Scripture. Paul doesn’t say, “I have the desire to do 

what is right, and I’m getting better.” He calls himself a wretched man who needs to be delivered 

from his body of death. 
 

We need to be careful: should Christians work to overcome sinful thoughts, words and 
deeds? Absolutely! Can they? Yes. By the grace of God, they can overcome a lot of sinful habits, 

behaviors and the like. But here’s the thing: does this make them less sinful? No. Only 

forgiveness takes away sin. Should you overcome some sinful habit, thanks be to God! But your 
Old Adam is still lurking around, and he’ll simply switch to some other sin—perhaps pride 

because of the other sin that has been overcome. It is right to overcome this or that sinful 
habit—but only forgiveness makes you righteous before God. In fact, as Christians mature, their 

lives might improve dramatically: and so does the awareness of how profoundly sinful they are, 

and how rich and necessary is Jesus’ grace for them. 
 

Being a Christian is not about becoming less and less sinful. It’s about repentance and 
forgiveness. This matters for your personal faith. Let’s say that you measure your Christianity by 

progress in your life—that you’re sinning outwardly less and less. What happens if, any given 
day, you commit some terrible sin? If you measure your faith by the progress you’ve made, 

you’re going to conclude that you’ve lost faith and you’re less of a Christian. But if you confess 

with the Bible that your sinful nature always remains, then by faith you’ll confess your sin and 
know that you’re forgiven. You’re not less of a Christian. You’re still the Lord’s beloved child—one 

who has blundered and committed a big sin, but still a beloved child.  
 

This also matters for evangelism. A good witness to the world does not say, “Look at how 

much better I’m doing.” That message fails every time a Christian stumbles, and understandably 
leads to charges of hypocrisy. A true Christian witness to the world says, “Although I purpose not 

to, I still sin—that’s tragically part of who I am. But I’m also forgiven for my sins for Jesus’ sake. 
I will not excuse my sins: I will confess them. And if I sin against you, I ask you to forgive me.”  

 



Second: this may seem like a detour, but bear with me. Our text begins, “For we know that 

the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin.” Several times in the New Testament, 
the distinction is made between “spirit” and “flesh.” This has led some to the false idea that 

“spiritual” means “disembodied” or “abstract,” while “flesh” means “physical.” So, for instance, 
when Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15 that we are raised a “spiritual body,” some believe that we 

are raised up without a real body—that we spend eternity as spirits, nothing more. In the case of 

our text, some will be tempted to twist it and say, “Our bodies are going to commit whatever sins 
they want, but it’s our souls that matter before God.” Many justify immorality by saying, “I’ve 

chosen to misuse my body with immorality, but in my heart I still believe in Jesus.” This is not 
Christian theology. It’s actually Gnostic theology, a heresy that has attacked the Church from its 

earliest days. It insults Jesus: He became flesh specifically to redeem your flesh—He has not just 
saved your soul, but your body also. He rose from the dead with a body and ascended into 

heaven with one so that you might be in heaven, body and all, too. To say that the body is 

expendable is to offend the Lord who became flesh to save flesh. Furthermore, to excuse sins of 
the flesh is to destroy your faith and invite God’s judgment. Do not do so. I would urge you that, 

in passages like these, you would rightly interpret “spiritual” to mean “of the Holy Spirit.” A law is 
spiritual when it is given to us in God’s Word, by the work of the Holy Spirit. A body is spiritual 

when it is given new life in Christ—the work of the Holy Spirit again. Likewise, interpret “flesh” to 

mean “not from God,” but from the fallen, carnal mind. If one acts according to the flesh, it 
doesn’t mean he’s using his body to go for a walk or throw a ball; it means that he’s giving into 

temptations that are not from God. This leads us into our third point. 
 

Third: a warning. Do not let this passage serve as a comfort for your old, sinful flesh. Old 
Adam is dying to hear you give up and say, “I can’t do the right thing, so I guess I’d better go 

ahead and accept that about me.” Even worse, your sinful flesh is already conniving and plotting 

a way for you to put up a fight against some attractive sin for a while, then giving in so you can 
feel good about yourself and still enjoy the sin. Wretched are you. This text clearly never tells 

you that sin is okay if you can’t help it. It never says that you should stop trying to keep God’s 
Law for you. If that is what you think, go back to Romans 6. To give up is, once again, to insult 

Jesus: it’s to say, “Even though Jesus has died to set me free from sin, I’m going to overlook that 

grace and strength and sin anyway.” Thus you’ll be tempted to justify your sin. You’ll be tempted 
to excuse it because of your weakness. And so you’ll declare that the sin is greater than Jesus’ 

grace for you—and you will be lost. This passage is not a comfort for your sinful nature. It is not 
saying, “Since you can’t help sin, don’t worry about it.” Instead, the Law in this passage 

condemns your sin even more. It declares that, even when you can’t help yourself and sin 

anyway, you’re still guilty. To allow sin is to cling to it, and to cling to it is to throw off Christ’s 
covering of righteousness. In that case, you’re not a saint. You’re only a wretched sinner with a 

body of death. Do not use this passage as an excuse for sin, for that is to twist it and mock the 
Lord. 

 
But—and here’s our fourth point: this passage is a great comfort to you, the saint, the new 

creation, the one redeemed by Christ. The fact that you still struggle with sin does not mean that 

you are not a Christian. It does not mean that God is toying with you or has abandoned you. As 
long as you are in this world, you are both saint and sinner. No sin is good—it is all evil. But let 

your sins be to you a confirmation that God’s Law is good—that it speaks the truth when it says 
that you are sinful, a body of death and cannot save yourself. But then rejoice: God saves you, 

through Jesus Christ our Lord! He became flesh and blood like you. He wanted to do the right 

thing, and He did the right thing—even sacrificing His life for you. He went to the cross to die for 
all of your sins—even the most persistent, the most thoughtless, the most addictive. He is risen 

again, body and all, to give life to you—body and all. He has made you a saint, His holy child, in 
Baptism, drowning your old sinful nature and raising you up a new creation. He speaks His Word 

to you, forgiving your sins. He gives you His body and blood in the Supper, faithfully feeding you 
with forgiveness, life and salvation.  



 

Where you still don’t even know sometimes why some things come out of your mouth before 
you even think, you can be sure that every Word that comes out of Jesus’ mouth is for your 

good. Where you don’t know why you do some of the things that you do, you look to the cross 
and you know that Jesus has done all that is necessary for your salvation, and that even now He 

works all things to your good. Where evil lies close at hand, Jesus has conquered evil to give you 

life and righteousness. Where all you had was a body of death, Jesus freely gives you eternal life. 
 

In Him, you are no longer sinful and wretched. In Him, you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen  
 


