The Christian Attitude to God's Law
Text: Romans 7:12 (Heidelberg Catechism Lord's Day 2)
Readings: 
	Phil.3:1-16 

Romans 7 
What is your attitude to the laws of God, brothers and sisters? What do the commandments of God mean to you? Do you love them or do you fear them? Or are you embarrassed even to speak of commandments because commandments imply duty and duty is the opposite of feeling? I have duty to love God and my neighbour but if I love God out and my neighbour out of a sense of duty - simply because there is a command there that tells me to obey, then how can my love be genuine love - as in feeling, desire, something that comes from my heart? Another example - we are commanded to worship God - but if I worship God because of the command to do so, then that becomes a duty and therefore it cannot be an expression of genuine love. No, I should rather worship God when I want to rather than because I have to. 
Well, brothers and sisters, these are common attitudes in relation to God's laws. And they are common because in our hearts we all have a natural spirit that is lawless. We do not want to be told and we don't want to have to conform. We like to make up the rules for ourselves as we go along so words like duty, obedience, conformity, law, loyalty - these words don't exactly endear us and we are inclined to use any excuse to avoid them if we can. 
But in our text, Paul seems to have a different attitude to God's laws. He says in verse 12 [read]. Oh to be able to say with Paul that God's laws - the rules - if you will - are holy and righteous and good. But if we are going to join the apostle in saying this, we must appreciate why he says it. So let's stand back and take a look at why Paul has this attitude to God's laws. 
The first thing we can say is this: Through the laws of God come the knowledge and conviction of sin. How do you come to know your misery, says Lord's Day 2 of the Heidelberg Catechism and for answer we have: The law of God tells me. God's law tells me - not society - not my parents - not even my conscience. It is God's law that tells me right from wrong and just how far I fall short of being right and moral. 
Just this past week there was an interview on TV3 news with an American professional whose area of speciality was telling people how they could become successful. It was an interesting interview in more ways than one. The man pointed out the importance of living by principles rather than fads of the moment. He said: Don't let society tell you what is right and wrong. Don't just go with the flow. Live by the compass, he said, live by enduring principles. Quite right, we might say. Yes, that sounds like we are on the right track. Politicians, in particular, take note. Ah, but what principles should we live by? How do we know we have got the right enduring principles to point us in the right compass direction in our lives? The answer was: You know them in your heart. Your conscience tells you. Hmmm. Somehow, that seems just a little too easy to say, doesn't it? If human conscience is the infallible indicator of right and wrong, how come the conscience of one person tells him one thing and the conscience of another tells him something else? How come one person can steal fruit of a person's fruit tree with not a pang of conscience whatsoever, whereas another person knows that this is wrong and cannot bring himself to do it? How is it that in any given area, we can find people whose consciences are alive and kicking but we can find others whose consciences seem to be as dead as the proverbial dodo? 
Surely there has to be something that stands outside your conscience and mine - something that can tell us both whether we are on the right track or not. And for Paul, the answer to our problems in this area is the laws of God. Here is what he says in verses 7 and 8 [read]. 
Remember that Paul was a man who once had a very good opinion of himself. In terms of self image, which many modern counsellors are big on these days, Paul was a man with an ego the size of Mount Everest. He could say in Philippians 3: As to the law, I am blameless. There are no flies on me. As a matter of fact, I am head and shoulders above every else morally speaking. You want to know what holiness is? Look at me. So I've got a great life hear, I feel wonderful about myself and if you come over to where I'm standing, you will feel wonderful about yourself too. 
But somehow, in Romans 7, we learn that this man has changed. He now has a totally different attitude to the law and to himself in relation to it. And he lets us into the secret as to why he has changed. It is no accident that he cites the tenth commandment which speaks about coveting. All the rest, especially the commandments which deal with our relationship to our fellow man, involve outward actions, murder, theft, lying, and so on. But the tenth speaks about the heart and the thoughts of a person. God forbids the mere desiring of something that we are not meant to have. Horror upon horror: It suddenly dawned on Paul that he was not as righteous as he thought. In fact, he was a sinner in the sight of God because he had broken this commandment and try has he may, he was unable to keep it. He says in verse 8 that sin took opportunity through the commandment and produced in him coveting of every kind. It's like the parent who says: We are going out for the evening, and we don't want you to watch television. You can do other things, but the TV stays off. Well, you know how it is in your hearts, boys and girls. Automatically you ask why. You want a reason and a justification and the reason is never good enough. Because there is a rule there, you want to break it. You are tempted to break it. You are justified in breaking it, and you want to watch television, not just that night, but every night that takes your fancy. You want to be in control of the television because you want to be in control of your lives. 
Well, it was like this with respect to this sin of coveting. Out there, an objective standard of right and wrong. Set not by his conscience, not by his society, but by a holy God: Thou shalt not covet. Desiring someone else's goods or reputation or abilities or position is wrong. Envy is wrong. And it set Paul's heart on fire with temptation. But you know what else that did for Paul? It gave him a much more healthy perspective of himself. And I say that because there can be no salvation from sin unless we realise that we are sinners and in need of salvation. If we think of ourselves highly and our self image is second to none, if we are happy with ourselves and the way we are living, we will see no reason to reach out to Jesus as the Saviour. 
And we ought well to ask ourselves this question in our evangelism: When someone complains about their lives because they get themselves into a mess, do we counsel them by telling them that they ought to have a better self-image, to feel more positively about themselves than they do - or do we say: Well, I can understand why you feel the way you do. When we break God's laws, we end up in misery. And I can stand right where you are. I may or may not have done the things you have done, but I know for a fact, from my own experience that sin brings pain and misery into our lives. And that's why I need someone to save me from my sins and you do too. 
The more we love God's commandments, brothers and sisters, the healthier our view of self will be and the more we will be able to identify with other sinners in their need. 
That brings me to the next point that I want to highlight. It is this: The law gives us the goals for which we can strive in our personal battles against sin. Paul goes on to give us more personal information as to the struggles he experiences on a daily basis. In verses 14-23 he says this [read]. So strongly does Paul express himself here, that some have wondered whether he is speaking about his past life before he was converted. He says in verse 14, for example: I am of flesh, sold into bondage to sin. He says in verse 18: I know that nothing good dwells in me. He says in verse 21: I find then the principle that evil is present in me. Some have thought that these statements are so strong that he cannot be referring to his converted state. But many others think otherwise for two reasons: In the first place, Paul has just taught that in the unconverted state the conscience is dead. This sort of personal struggle and hatred for his own sin was not at all present in Paul before was converted. On the contrary, he thought at that stage that he was a pretty good sort of person. Secondly, over and over he says that these things he experiences now. He uses the present tense, not the past. 
Brothers and sisters, I for one, am very happy that Romans 7 is in the Bible. I can identify so much with what Paul says about the battle, the personal struggle against sin - the sense in which we have to say we have not yet arrived, and oh, how wonderful it will be in heaven when there will be no sin in our lives. But in this life, my mind tells me one thing, yet so often I end up doing another. And this is normal. That's a comfort. 
But there is another reason why I'm happy about Romans 7. That's because God's laws are perfect and sure and they give us all a benchmark to which we can strive. At least we can know what is moral and what isn't. And this is one of the major blessings about rules and regulations. One minister illustrated it this way: He was speaking to the young people in his congregation and trying to get across to them the value of rules in their lives and he said it is like a balcony on a house. If there is no banister around the balcony, then you never quite know where you are and if you fall off the edge, the drop can do you a powerful lot of damage. But if there is a banister there, everyone is much more confident about that drop. You can go right up to the edge, and even lean right over and as long as you hold on to the banister, you won't do yourself any harm. But take that banister away, and you will do yourself and others untold damage. A good illustration. This is the function of rules and regulations in our lives. They are like that banister. When they are there, we can push and shove all we like. There is security in that because we know where we stand. Take the banister away, remove all the rules, and untold damage will result for ourselves and others. 
God's law is holy and righteous and good. Let's not throw away the banister in our Christian lives. 
There is one other point that I want to finish on and that is the blessed freedom from condemnation that we have in Christ. For those who think that their salvation comes through the keeping of the law, there is only curse and death. Why? Because we cannot keep the law perfectly and death is the penalty for sin. And Paul, reflecting on this, cries out in verse 24 [read]. And he immediately proceeds to answer his own question: Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ or Lord! And in chapter 8: There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 
What a comfort and encouragement it is to know that. In all of our struggles and battles with sin, we don't have to prove ourselves to God. We cannot free ourselves from our bondage to sin because sin is so deeply ingrained in us. So why aren't we filled with misery and grief? Why don't we live out our lives in horror and fearful anticipation of the Day of Judgement? Because of Jesus Christ and what he has done. There is no condemnation, no curse, for those who believe and trust in Jesus Christ. Christ has removed it, and given us eternal life. And we can look forward to that blessed future when we will no longer agonise about our failures. No more letting God down. No more struggle against a stubborn sinful nature. That is the rest that is laid up in store for us. 
So then why do we serve Christ and try all the more to please him in this life? Why should his every wish be our command and joyful duty? Because he has taken away the condemnation we deserve. He has freed us from the curse of the law. And again, only those who truly understand this in personal terms are in a position to love Christ from the heart. Those who understand this will never be filled with pride and self-righteousness. There will always be humility, a contrite spirit, and a heart that is concerned about the salvation of others in such people. 
So let me ask you this evening: Can you identify with what the apostle is saying? Is this your attitude to the law, or are you practising aspects of the Christian life in much the same way that Paul practised the life of a Pharisee before he was converted? Do you love Christ from the heart and does it show in the way you serve? May God grant that it would be so. Amen.

