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This weekend our country celebrates 232 years of independence, declaring back in 1776 our desire to throw off the oppressive rule and taxes of England and, some will quip, replacing them with our OWN rules and taxes! No matter what your view might happen to be on the politics of the present, we cannot change the facts of what has happened. (Or, as the old saying goes, we’re all entitled to our own opinions, but not to our own facts.) Thus, this weekend, we celebrate American freedom, all 232 years of it. We also take time to remember what it cost, not in dollars but in blood, sweat and tears, because, as we all know, freedom isn’t ‘free.’ There’s always a high price associated with it.
As countries go, we’re not a particularly old one. If you can believe it, there are ANIMALS that are older than our country! Which ones, you ask? No dogs in this category. The oldest living dog is believed to be an Australian cattle dog named Bluey, that lived 29 years. Until 2006 the world’s oldest animal was believed to be Harriet, a 176 year old tortoise owned by Crococile Hunter Steve Irwin. But a few years ago, scientists diving off Iceland discovered a CLAM that they dated as 405 years old…..predating the founding of Jamestown!  I feel old, thinking about turning 60 in December, so this clam makes me feel like a virtual teenager.
But how do you MEASURE the age of a clam? It has no birth certificate inside its shell. No one was around 400 some years ago to document its beginnings. Nope, marine biologists who wanted to date this old clam had to cut it open, and in so doing, killed the world’s oldest known living animal in the process. There’s a clam who wasn’t ‘happy as a clam!’ In other words, in seeking to understand and save lives, the scientists had to end this life. As St. Paul in our text from Romans 7 states so clearly, the good they wanted to do, they failed to do. The evil they didn’t want to do, that what they ended up doing.

The Christian life, yours and mine included, can be a lot like this. In spite of ourselves and our best intentions, we often “kill” the things in life that are very precious to us and keep alive things in us that we know should be “killed off.” Isn’t that the case in all of our lives where this seems to be the case? I know it is with me…..there are things I think and things I do which, patterns and habits that I would be a lot better off without, and I just can’t seem to “kill them off!” And there are lots of good things that I just can’t seem to get right. If you need a thought starter, reflect for a moment on just how many New Year’s Resolutions, good as they are, you have blown out of the water by, say, January 9th? 
For us to get a grasp on this section of Romans 7, we have to ask ourselves one basic question: Is Paul in this section talking about his life BEFORE he became a Christian or is he describing his life AS a Christian? Or, put into doctrinal terms, is Paul discussion his….and therefore OUR justification, or his (and our) sanctification? 
It’s not only a question of meaning, it’s also a question of both preaching and living this particular text. It’s even more relevant to us today than discussing whether we spent the 4th of July remembering our lives BEFORE independence or SINCE independence! 
IF Paul is discussing his life BEFORE he became a Christian, he makes one thing perfectly clear: his human weaknesses, like OUR human weaknesses, make it impossible for us to be saved by obeying the Laws of God. We understand this, or at least I hope and pray that we do. There’s a problem here, for when many people read this text, human nature wants us to go straight from the discussion of what failures we are before God to comparing ourselves with other people. 
It usually goes something like this: “Sure I’m not perfect and I have my faults, but I try hard and I’m a whole lot better than….so and so!” I’ve thought it, I’m sure I’ve even said it, and I would guess you have also. The problem, theologically speaking, for those who think that God is pleased by this kind of thinking, is the age-old question of “how good is good enough.” Let’s illustrate it this way. Imagine two platforms high above the ground separated by exactly 30 feet. Jumping that 30 foot span is a guarantee of heaven. Missing the jump is death. An out-of-shape couch potato takes a running start into a 6 foot leap and goes screaming into the abyss. Next, an Olympic long jumper equals the world record of 29 feet, 4 and 1/2 inches, a great jump, but still short of the mark. Splat!
If God sets the “far enough” standard for us to earn our own salvation as TOTAL PERFECTION, which He clearly does, then it doesn’t matter HOW good we are, or how we stack up against Mother Teresa. A good life is still an imperfect life, and we are still held CAPTIVE to sin and death, not free and totally DEPENDENT upon someone else for our salvation. That someone is Jesus. 
For us to be truly FREE of sin and INDEPENDENT of its consequences, we must DEPEND totally and completely on Jesus. That’s why Paul ends this chapter with the question that is both challenging and freeing at the same time: “Who will rescue me from the body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” The bumper sticker I’ve seen so often is right: Christians aren’t perfect, they’re just forgiven.”
While I agree that the points we’ve just discussed are valid and true, I believe Paul in our text is speaking about our experiences as Christians in the day to day living of our lives. Paul makes it crystal clear in Romans 6, Galatians 5 and Ephesians 6 (among others) that Christians must struggle CONSTANTLY against temptation and actively and daily put sin to death within us. 

Without beating yourself up and falling into a pit of hopeless and despair in the face of sin and our failures, killing the clam to save it, so to speak, I’d like you to reflect on three different questions;

1  What is the obedience struggle that makes this passage resonate with you?  Be specific….in which areas of your life do you struggle the most? Where is the devil, the world and your own sinful flesh working the hardest?
2  What might God want you to do differently to change your course in your

    every day battle against sin and temptation?  It’s important to remember that laxity over sin is NOT an option. It might be easy to say, “See, even the mighty Saint Paul wrestled with doing things he knew weren’t right. It’s easy to dismiss the more “white collar” sins like rounding off tax numbers and exaggerating the truth in a story to make yourself look better. It’s important to call sin what it is and to fight against it at every single opportunity in which  it presents itself.
3  Who can come alongside you to provide accountability and encouragement as you fight this good fight of sanctification?  Remember when Jesus, reeling from temptation to abandon HIS good fight for our salvation in the Garden of Gethsemane, called out to His Father in heaven to be there with Him and for Him! Let’s call sin what it is: (verse 23) a war. Sin is a war in which the enemy is bent on nothing less than our complete annihilation. The enemy is both strong as an army and sneakily insidious as a terrorist. It’s an enemy we cannot ignore. It’s useless to negotiate, because the enemy is engaged in a “winner take all” battle with our souls as the prize. It’s sinful behaviors and attitudes that we cannot try to justify by saying, “It’s not REALLY a sin!!” 
 For us to win the victory means that we MUST completely and totally depend Jesus Christ as the ONE who goes to battle for us. We can also lean on brothers and sisters in Christ, holding each other accountable for those parts of our lives where we know that the enemy has gained a foothold, all the while treasuring the message of the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God the Father, and the Fellowship of the Holy Spirit and remembering, as from Romans 8, “There is NO condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. “
Imagine the debating that went on with our heroic American ancestors as they prepared to win their independence from England. How free would we be today if they had merely argued, “England isn’t really all THAT bad, now, is it? It’s just a few taxes here, a little under-representation there. What’s the big deal!”  Had they trivialized the property and rationalized not dealing with the problems, we would still be singing, “God save the Queen” instead of “Sweet land of LIBERTY!” 
I’m going to end this message with a quote from Thomas Jefferson, author of the Declaration of Independence, who said, “Sin is not hurtful because it is forbidden; it is forbidden, because it is hurtful!”      Amen.
