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Just	  say	  No?	  	  Romans	  7:13-‐25	  
 
One of the hardest words in the English language is the word, “no”.  It’s one of the first words we 
learn, but it is probably one of the hardest words to act upon (or not act upon). One of the first words 
we teach our children is “no”.  No, you cannot put that fork in the light socket.  No you cannot cross 
the road by yourself.  No you can’t have Froot Loops for breakfast every morning.  No you can’t treat 
your friends like that.  No!  Later, the “no’s” take a different shape, but they continue unabated.  
 
The ‘no’s we tell our children are usually in their best interests, but we all know what happens in 
children when we tell them no, don’t we?  As soon as we say no to a child, she immediately thinks, ‘ah, 
but does mom really mean it?’  And the fork approaches ever nearer the light socket.  For some reason, 
telling someone no makes them want to do the thing even more.  Tell a child not to smile or laugh and 
you will get an enormous smile and a cute little giggle. 
 
Why is “no” so difficult?  “No” is so difficult because it negates our immediate desires and withholds 
something we want.  Children are especially susceptible to the lure of immediate gratification, and in a 
culture that expends significant resources on getting us to “yes”, saying “no” to things about which we 
know better is difficult.   
 
But children aren’t the only ones who have trouble with ‘no.’ I would really, really like to say no to 
junk food on a more regular basis.  I know it’s bad for me.  I know it poisons my body.  I know it 
reduces my energy, clogs my arteries, lowers my mood, muddies my thinking, and makes me tired.  
But the thought of the taste and the comfort and the immediate sense of fulfillment junk food provides 
leads me to eat it anyway.  Alas, I do the very thing I don’t want to do and the very thing I know is bad 
for me. 
 
None of us are immune to the appeal that certain behaviours or thoughts have for us, even when we 
know they are wrong – they aren’t in our best interests, they lead us away from God, or they 
compromise our relationships with others.   The temptations are legion:  spending money we don’t 
have on things we don’t need, watching videos which are clearly unethical, padding the truth a little bit 
(or lying outright) to make us come across in a better light, or continuing in relationships that are 
destructive.   
 
When we become conscious of our failures and shortcomings in these areas, we find ourselves 
overcome with guilt, helplessness, hopelessness, and feelings of terrible inadequacy.  We berate 
ourselves for acting in a certain way when we knew better.  We beat ourselves up (sometimes literally) 
for giving in to what we didn’t really want to do in the first place.  We vow to do better next time. We 
make New Year’s resolutions.  We join fitness clubs.  We attend workshops on how to be better 
people.  We make promises we know we won’t keep.  And soon enough, we find ourselves again 
frustrated by temptation. We cry, along with Paul, “O wretched person that I am!  Who will save me?”  
Rom 7:25. 
 
Who will save us?  Now, since we are all in church this morning and since this is a sermon, we all 
know the answer to that question – Jesus Christ is our Lord and savior.  He is the one, the only one, 
who can free us from this perpetual cycle of sin. Sometimes we remember this.  Sometimes, we give 
our burdens to Jesus who promises to carry them.  Sometimes, we surrender to Jesus and submit to the 
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transformation of His Spirit – to will in us what the Father wills for us:  a life that is free from the 
dominion of sin, and free for unfettered worship of God (Phil 2:13). 
 
But other times, we have a hard time hearing the promise of Jesus to carry our burdens and to transform 
us.  At other times, we are unsure about the new heart that Jesus promises.  Sometimes we become so 
consumed with doing the right thing, that our failures practically undo us.  Sometimes we are so 
focused on the right thing, that doing the right thing becomes an end in itself, instead of the path that 
leads to greater faith and trust and relationship with God. 
 
In part, this is what Paul’s words to the Romans are about.  As I mentioned last week, it would be easy 
to read Romans as a book of dos and don’ts in the Christian life.  But this is not Paul’s intention.  
Chapters 5-8 of Romans are dedicated to a discussion of the Christian life as the experience of God’s 
love and grace, not as a life lived according to a rulebook.  This is what the Jews had failed to grasp:  
that the Law wasn’t supposed to act as a rulebook of dos and don’ts as a substitute for a relationship 
with God, their creator.  It wasn’t supposed to be treated as the content of their relationship with God.  
It was supposed to be a signpost that pointed the way to trusting God and to entering into a life of 
fellowship and love with him.  It was supposed to point to faith (Rom. 3:31; 9:30-31).  Unfortunately, 
under the power of sin, the Law became an end in itself.  So people became aware of their sin (because 
the Law told them when they weren’t doing the right thing), but they lacked the ability to do anything 
about it except try harder. 
 
Have you ever thought you could overcome your greatest faults if you just tried harder?  If you just had 
the right tools?  Paul would call this the kind of thinking that has succumbed to the power of sin – the 
sin of self-sufficiency and self-righteousness.  Paul confesses that he can will what is right, but he can’t 
do what is right.  He is overwhelmed by this inner turmoil.  He is conflicted with the dual nature of 
being a Christian on this side of the final consummation of the Kingdom.  “O, wretched man that I am”.   
 
And then this proclamation:  “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  What?  How can Paul 
go from one extreme to the other:  dejected and miserable to praise and thanks? 
 
Here lies the good news in all of this.  Paul knows that his only salvation is the grace and love of God 
in Jesus Christ.  Paul knows that he can do all the right things, try as hard as he can, even succeed a bit, 
but in the end, he will never, ever measure up to the image of Christ that he is called to bear.  No matter 
how hard he tries, he will always fall short.  He knows that he will forever be found wanting.  But he 
also knows that God’s grace is bigger than his failure, and that Christ comes to take this burden, to 
relieve us from the weight of sin that we carry, and to offer us freedom in his presence. 
The reality for too is that we haven’t done enough or been good enough.  But, thanks be to God 
through Jesus Christ our Lord – for loving us into his kingdom anyway! 
 
I think that one of the hardest things about living a faithful Christian life is understanding that we have 
been set free from the power of sin because of the grace of God – not because of anything we did on 
our own behalf.    
 
So, in the context of this constant inner struggle we have – living with the ongoing consequences of sin 
on this side of the Kingdom, while knowing that the power of sin has already been destroyed – how 
will we live with hope and faith? 
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There are a couple of ways that we can deal with this inner struggle that we have.  It is important to 
note that every single one of Paul’s letters and teachings was written either directly to a church 
community or had the intent of being shared with a church community.  Paul knew that to be adopted 
as one of God’s beloved children meant becoming a part of the larger family of God.  Often times it is 
within the community of faithful believers that we find strength and support for the things that we 
struggle with the most.  It’s awfully hard to be a Christian outside of the Christian community.  In fact, 
I would suggest that it is impossible, since being a Christian necessarily means being a part of Christ’s 
body. 
 
So, if we are this particular local body of Christ, a community of faith that is committed to becoming 
whole in Jesus Christ by submitting to the transforming power of his Spirit, then how do we deal with 
this inner conflict that we all have together?  This inner conflict between knowing what’s right and 
doing something else isn’t just an individual struggle.  It is something we face on the larger scale as a 
body as well.  How will this body support one another as we try to work out what it means to be 
faithfully transformed not just in spirit but in deed as well? 
 
I think there are several things to think about here.  What if we started asking one another how we can 
support each other in our personal and our common journey of faith?  What if we started talking with 
one another about what we are struggling with and praying for God’s wisdom and strength to come 
upon us with power.  What if we spoke with one another about how to teach our children, who live in 
an age of endless resources and opportunity, and with a certain sense of entitlement, that they can’t and 
shouldn’t always have what they want when they want it.  What if we gathered with one another to 
figure out how we can say no to ourselves when our credit cards make it so easy to say yes.  How can 
we help one another live the free life to which we have all been called?  And most importantly, how 
can we help one another recognize the work of the Holy Spirit that enables us to give our burdens to 
Jesus, that enables us to live as free people in and for Jesus Christ, unburdened by the weight of sin?   
 
We are in this Christian life together, friends.  Will we struggle with our questions and temptations and 
difficulties in silence and alone?  Or will we proclaim along with Paul – Thanks be to God through our 
Lord Jesus Christ – who has saved us from the power of sin, who has freed us to become whole and 
fully human, who has welcomed us into the joyous fellowship all of God’s people share in His 
presence, and who has blessed us with his Spirit who teaches and equips us to become more faithful 
image bearers of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
  


