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“The Divided Man”

The overriding theme of the seventh chapter is the believer’s death to the Law. While Paul is concerned with making this point clear, he is also careful not to undermine, or understate the integrity and importance of God’s Law. 

The section before us is often debated and argued as if it is the key to understanding and unlocking the whole chapter. This is not the case. Disagreements over the identity and condition of “the divided man” must not obscure Paul’s original point, that as believers we are dead to the Law and united to Christ.

“This passage has excited wild statements at two extremes of theology, while the central truth has been neglected by commentators who have taken sides with either of these extremes.”

-Donald Barnhouse

“It is quite obvious that chapter seven is the problem chapter of Romans.”

-Lamoyne Sharpe

“We have come to the most controversial section of the most controversial chapter in Paul’s epistle to the Romans. How are we to interpret what Paul says? Is he writing hypothetically? Is he writing about an unbeliever? Is what he writes autobiographical? As is often the case, good people differ on how this passage should be understood?”

-Woodrow Kroll

“There is no section, certainly, which has so frequently led to debate and disputation,...This is a subject, therefore, which we approach, I trust, with a great deal of caution, and certainly with a maximum of humility.”

-Martyn Lloyd Jones

As we approach this second section of chapter seven, we do so understanding that we may be “miles away from dogmatism.” That is, we may not all agree perfectly on the interpretation of this section. Yet that does not mean that we must disagree on the overall interpretation of these three chapters (5-8).

With that being said, as we look at this section, and the divided man we find there, we will address three key questions:

I. WHAT IS THE CONTROVERSY OVER THE DIVIDED MAN?

A casual reading of this section may raise no questions as to what Paul is describing. However, when this section is examined more closely, some very important issues come to light. It is upon these issues that most of the controversy exists. 

There is more to the controversy over this text than our time will allow us to cover, and much of it does not warrant discussion. The central dispute stems from three issues.


A. The issue of his salvation

The first and chief point of contention arises over whether or not the man Paul describes here is a saved man, or a lost man. Early in church history, the Fathers of the Church (up to 300 A.D.) generally viewed this man as being unregenerate. It was not until Augustine of Hippo, who ministered in the latter part of the fourth century, that we find a strong shift in the view regarding this text.

Augustine, who had originally believed that this was a lost man, changed his position, and began to hold and argue that this was in fact a regenerate man. The Protestant Reformers, the Puritans, and most scholars since, have largely held to the Augustinian view of this passage. While there is some variations in this interpretation, the overall consensus is that Paul is here describing a saved man.

As you examine the text, there are verses that seem to support both sides of this debate. For instance, in verse 14, Paul makes this statement, “…I am carnal, sold under sin.” Some argue that in light of the clear teachings of chapter six, a truly saved person cannot still be “sold under sin”. Then, when we read the desperate cry of verse 24, “…who shall deliver me from the body of this death?” Many claim that no truly saved person would ever ask this question, for they would obviously know that Christ died to deliver them.
On the other hand, in verse 16, Paul says, “…I consent unto the law that it is good.” Then in verse 22, he adds, “For I delight in the law of God after the inward man.” Proponents of the Augustinian view argue that no unregenerate man could ever truthfully say this. They postulate that only a saved man delights in the law of God.

Regardless of where you fall on the issue of the divided man’s salvation, honesty requires you to admit that in the character Paul describes, there are traits of a lost man as well as characteristics that belong only to the believer.

The controversy over the divided man stems not only from the issue of his salvation, but also from:


B. The issue of his surroundings

Another difficulty with the section on the divided man arises when the passage is examined in light of its context. Some of the things said by Paul in this section seem to completely contradict much of what he has been teaching in chapter six, and what he will be teaching in chapter eight.

Reconciling the divided man with his surroundings in the epistle is a complicated and debated task. 

“Here again extreme difficulties attend the exposition; not from within the passage, but from around it. It is literally encircled with truths of liberty, in a servitude which is perfect freedom; with truths of power and joy, in a life which is by the Holy Ghost.”

-H.C.G. Moule

In chapter six, Paul has made some very emphatic statements about our relationship to Christ in His death. In 6:6, Paul says, “Knowing this, that our old man is crucified with him, that the body of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin.” Then, as if the point would be missed, Paul says in verse seven, “For he that is dead is freed from sin.” Then in 6:14, we find this statement, “For sin shall not have dominion over you…” In the original language, the verbs are in the “aorist” tense, indicating something that is already completed.

Then, when you move to chapter eight, verse eight says, “So then they that are in the flesh cannot please God.” Then verse nine continues, “But ye are not in the flesh, but in the Spirit, if so be that the Spirit of God dwell in you…”

So we see that some of the statements uttered by the divided man appear to go completely against the context in which they are found.

The controversy over the divided man centers on not only his salvation, and his surroundings, but also on:


C. The issue of his situation

If, as many believe, this is a saved man speaking in the second section of chapter seven, then is his experience the normal, usual, and continual experience of the Christian life?

Is this something all Christians must experience? Is this experience the best for which a believer can hope? 

To answer this, some have stated that while this is a Christian speaking, it is an immature Christian, who does not yet understand the truths that will be unfolded in chapter eight. 
Others claim that this is a carnal Christian, who tries to live their Christian life apart from dependence upon Christ, and the enabling of the Holy Spirit.

Still others, in an effort to explain this tumultuous experience, have described this man as person who has been awakened to their sin and guilt, but has not yet put their faith in Christ. They are therefore a “limbo man”, somewhere between condemnation and conversion. This is the position held by Dr. Martyn Lloyd Jones.

These (and many more) are the issues that seem to fuel the controversy surrounding the divided man in chapter seven. Understanding the controversy, notice also secondly, this question:

II. WHAT IS THE CONFESSION OF THE DIVIDED MAN?

Taking just the text, we find the Apostle Paul writing about an experience that arises in relation to the Law of God. Remember, it is the Law that Paul is dealing with in this chapter.

Having come up against the Law of God, Paul makes this confession in verse 14, “For we know that the law is spiritual: but I am carnal, sold under sin.” With this statement, Paul begins a description of a man that is clearly divided.


A. He confesses a desire

In verses 15 and 16, Paul admits that there is a desire to do what the Law demands. He says, “…what I would (do)…” Then in verse 18, he says, “…for to will is present with me…” In verse 19, he adds that there is “…a good that I would (do)…”

There is in this divided man a deep seeded desire to obey the law of God. He wants to obey the demands of God. He longs to do what he knows is right.

But alas, he confesses not only a desire, but notice also that:


B. He confesses a defeat

Overcoming all his desires, Paul confesses that, “…the good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I do (v. 19).” His good intentions have done nothing, it appears, to curb his evil actions. His is the confession of a defeated man!

The reason for this defeat he explains as being, “…sin that dwelleth in me (v. 17).” This statement of fact is repeated in verse 20. He confesses that there is a war going on in him, waged between his will and his flesh (v. 23), and the indication is that he is losing this war.

He confesses not only a desire, and a defeat, but notice also that:


C. He confesses a desperation

When he arrives at verse 24, the confession culminates into this outcry, “O wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from the body of this death?”  One can almost sense the anguish of this cry. 

Pulled between desire and defeat, the confession of the divided man is that he needs and longs to be delivered from his failure. He is not satisfied with this current experience. He is not settling for, nor is he satisfied with his current predicament.

Having examined the question of the controversy surrounding this divided man, and the confession given by the divided man, notice finally this question:

III. WHAT IS THE CONCLUSION OF THE DIVIDED MAN?

So what do we conclude about this most complex and controversial passage? Can we arrive at a place where our interpretation leads us to a valid application? While we will surely not settle all the debates, there are some conclusions we can draw from this divided man.

We must admit that:


A. His experience is a common one

Points of dispute aside, there is something in all of us that can relate to the experience described in this section. Who among us has not at some time in the Christian experience felt as if they were losing the war against sin?

“These verses have a desperately human sound about them, don’t they? Wanting to do the right and not able to do it. Hating the wrong thing and yet doing it. How revealing and how true are the words of Paul here…”

-George Duncan

In spite of what we know to be theologically true, there are times that our experience doesn’t seem to match our education. Therefore, we are left crying out and longing for something that we biblically already have.


B. His experience is a carnal one

Tipping my hand somewhat as to my interpretation of this text, there is in this divided man a picture of a believer that tries to live out his Christian life by human means. 

It is important to note that nowhere in this section do we find mentioned the ministry of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer. He is everywhere in chapter eight, but noticeably absent in the experience described here.

“Now, how do you meet temptation from without? How do you deal with the dread fact of guilty imbecility within? Do you, if I may put it so, use regenerate faculty in uregenerate fashion, meeting the enemy practically alone, with only high resolves, and moral scorn of wrong,…and processes of discipline on body or mind?”

-H.C.G. Moule

His experience is unfortunately a common one, and likewise a carnal one, but notice also finally that:


C. His experience is a correctable one

It is too much to accept that this is to be normative and optimum experience of the believer. If we believe that we can have no better than this chronic defeat, than we deny the clear teachings of the context in both chapters six and eight.

Therefore, we believe that while this experience may be a sadly common one, it does not have to be a continual one. The apostle seems to indicate so much in verse 25, where he says, “I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord…”
Remember, Paul has been expounding the truth of our unification with Christ. We are justified because we are united with Him in death. Likewise, we are sanctified by that same unification. It is when we “reckon” this to be true, and submit our members to Him (through the indwelling Spirit) that we are able to overcome the sin that dwells in us!

Again, we are confronted with the truth that the Christian life is the Christ life! We cannot live the Christian life by submitting ourselves to the Law! We can only obey the Law by submitting ourselves to the only One that ever perfectly kept the Law!

“And is this not verified in your experience? When in your regenerate state, you use the true regenerate way, is there not a better record given? When, realizing that the true principle is indeed a Person, you less resolve, less struggle, and more appeal and confide – is not sin’s ‘reign’ broken, and is not your foot, even yours, because you are in conscious union with the Conqueror, placed effectually on ‘all the power of the enemy’?”

-H.C.G. Moule

If we find ourselves in the same state as the divided man of chapter seven, may we take solace in the fact that our experience can be corrected if we will just kneel afresh at the feet of Christ, and yield our members again as servants of righteousness! Then we can “…walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.”
Forgive us, Lord, when defeat is our cry,

When sin has changed our joy to a sigh,

Remind us, Lord, that when we have failed,

All our sins on your cross have been nailed,

Victory is not in our struggling and doing,

But in yielding to Your leading and wooing.
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