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SO I FIND THIS 1.11W AT WORK:

WHEN I WANT TO DO GOOD,
EVIL IS RIGHT THERE WITH
ME,

Romans 7:21

Through our union with Christ in His death we are
delivered from the dominion of sin. But we still find
sin struggling to gain mastery over us, as Paul
depicted so vividly: "When I want to do good, evil is
right there with me" (Romans 7:21). We may not
like the fact that we have this lifelong struggle with
sin, but the more we realize and accept it, the better
equipped we will be to deal with it. The more we
discover about the strength of indwelling sin, the
less we feel its effects. To the extent that we
discover this law of sin within ourselves, we will
abhor and fight against it.
Bur though believers still have this indwelling
propensity to sin, the Holy Spirit maintains within
US a prevailing desire for holiness (1John 3:9). The
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believer struggles with the sin God enables him to
see in himself. This is the picture we see in Romans
7:21, and it distinguishes believers from unbelievers who lie serenely content in their darkness.
Interpretations of Romans 7:14-25 fall into
three basic groups. It is nor the purpose of rhis book
ro discuss rhose interpretations or to decide in favor
of one of them. Whatever our interpretation of
Romans 7, all Christians acknowledge the universal
application of Paul's statement, "When I want to do
good, evil is right there with me."
As indicated in the previous chapter, indwelling sin remains in us even though it has been
dethroned. And though it has been overthrown and
weakened, its nature has not changed. Sin is still
hostile to God and cannot submit to His law
(Romans 8:7). Thus we have an implacable enemy
of righteousness right in our own hearts. What
diligence and watchfulness is required of us when
this enemy in our souls is ready to oppose every
effort ro do good!
If we are to wage a successful war against
this enemy within, it is important that we know
something of its nature and tactics, First of all, the
Scripture indicates that the seat of indwelling sin is
the heart. "For from within, out of men's hearts,
come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft,
murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness,
envy, slander, arrogance, and folly. All these evils
come from inside and make a man unclean" (Mark
7:21-23; see also Genesis 6:5 and Luke 6:45).
Heart in Scripture is used in various ways.
Sometimes it means our reason or understanding,
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sometimes our affections and emotions, and
sometimes our will. Generally it denotes rhe whole
soul of man and all its faculties, not individually,but
as they all work together in doing good or evil. The
mind as it reasons, discerns, and judges; the
emotions as they like or dislike; the conscience as it
determines and warns; and the will as it chooses or
refuses - are all together called the heart.'
The Bible tells us that the heart is deceitful and
unsearchable to any but God alone (Jeremiah 17:910). Even as believers we do not know our own
hearts (1 Corinthians 4:3-5). Noneofus can discern
fully the hidden motives, the secret intrigues, the
windings and turnings of his heart. And in this
unsearchable heart dwells the law of sin. Much of
sin's strength lies in this, that we fight with an
enemy we cannot fully search out.
The heart is also deceitful. It excuses,
rationalizes, and justifies our actions. It blinds us to
entire areas of sin in our lives. It causes us co deal
with sin using only halfway measures, or to think
that mental assent to the Word of God is the same
as obedience (James 1:22).
Knowing that indwelling sin occupies a heart
that is deceitful and unsearchable should make us
extremely wary. We need to ask God daily to search
our hearts for sin that we cannot or will not see.
This was David's prayer: "Search me, 0 God, and
know my heart; try me and know my anxious
thoughts; and see if there be any hurtful way in me,
and lead me in the everlasting way" (Psalm 139:2324). God's primary means of searching our hearts
this way is through His Word, as we read it under
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the power of the Holy Spirit. "The Word of God is
living and active. Sharper than any double-edged
sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit,
joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and
attitudes of the heart" (Hebrews 4:12). As we pray
for God to search our hearts, we must continually
expose ourselves to the searching of His Word.
We must be careful to let the Holy Spirit do
this searching. If we try to search our own hearts,
we are apt to fall into one or both of rwo traps. The
first is the trap of morbid introspection. Introspection can easily become the tool of Satan, who is
called the "accuser" (Revelation 12:10). One of his
chief weapons is discouragement. He knows that if
he can make us discouraged and dispirited, we will
not fight rhe battle for holiness.
The second rrap is that of missing the real
issues in our lives. The deceitfulness of Satan and of
our own hearts will lead us to focus on secondary
issues. I recall a young man who came to talk to me
abour a sin problem in his life over which he had no
control. But though this problem loomed overwhelmingly in his mind, there were other areas of
need in his life to which he was blind. The sin he
saw was hurting only himself, but the problems he
didn't see were hurting others every day. Only the
Holy Spirit can enable us to see such areas to which
we are blind.
The sear of indwelling sin, then, is our
deceitful, unsearchable heart. A second thing we
should realize is that indwelling sin works largely
through our desires. Ever since his fall in the
Garden of Eden, man has listened to his desires
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more than his reason. Desire has come to be the
strongest faculty of man's heart.' The next time you
face one of your typical temptations, watch for the
struggle between your desires and your reason. If
you give in ro temptation, it will be because desire
has overcome reason in the struggle ro influence
your will. The world recognizes this and makes
appeals to our desires through whar the writer of
Hebrews calls the pleasures of sin (Hebrews 11:25).
Not all desire is evil, of course. Paul speaks of
his desire to know Christ (Philippians 3:10), of his
desire for the salvation of his fellowJews (Romans
10:1), and the desire that his spiritual children grow
to maturity (Galatians 4: 19).
We are speaking here, however, about the evil
desires that lead us into sin. James said we are
tempted when we are dragged away and enticed by
our own evil desires Games 1:14). If we are to win
this battle for holiness, we must recognize that the
basic problem lies within us. It is our own evil
desires that lead us into temptation. We may think
we merely respond to outward temptations that are
presented to us. But the truth is, our evil desires are
constantly searching out temptations to satisfy
their insatiable lusts. Consider the particular
temptations to which you are especially vulnerable,
and note how often you find yourself searching out
occasions to satisfy those evil desires.
Even when we are engaged in one way or
another with the battle against a particular sin, our
evil desire or indwelling sin will lead us into playing
with that very sin. Sometimes while confessing a
sin we find ourselves starting once again to dwell on
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the evil thoughts associated with that sin, and we
may be tempted again.
There are also, of course, many occasions when
we encounter temptation unexpectedly. When this
happens our evil desires are ready and prompt co
receive and embrace them. Just as fire burns any
combustible material presented co it, so our own
evil desires immediately respond co temptation.
John Owen said that sin carries on its war by
enrangling our affections (what I have here called
desires) and drawing them away. Hence, said Owen,
denying sin must be chiefly directed on the
affections. We must make sure our desires are
directed toward glorifying God, he said, and not
satisfying the lusts of our bodies.'
The third thing we must understand about
indwelling sin is that it tends to deceive our
understanding or reasoning. Our reason, enlightened by the Holy Spirit through the Word of God,
stands in the way of sin gaining mastery over us
through our desires. Therefore Satan's great
strategy is to deceive our minds. Paul spoke of the
"deceitful desires" of the old self (Ephesians 4:22).
He said that we were at one time "deceived and
enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures"
(Titus 3:3). These passages speakof our old life, but
we must realize that this deceit still wages war
against us, though it no longer has mastery over us.
Deceit of the mind is carried on by degrees,
little by little. We are first drawn away from
watchfulness, then from obedience. We become like
Ephraim, of whom God said, "Strangers devour his
strength, yet he does not know it; gray hairs also are
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sprinkled on him, yet he does nor know it" (Hosea
7:9). We are drawn away from watchfulness by
overconfidence. We come to believe we are beyond
a particular temptation. We look at someone else's
fall and say, "I would never do that." But Paul
warned us, "If you think you are standing firm, be
careful that you don't fall" (1 Corinthians 10:12).
Even when helping a fallen brother, we are to watch
ourselves lest we also be tempted (Galatians 6: 1).
We are often drawn away from obedience by
the abuse of grace.jude speaks of certain men "who
change the grace of our God into a license for
immorality" (Jude 4). We abuse grace when we
think we can sin and then receive forgiveness by
claiming 1 John 1:9. We abuse grace when, after
sinning, we dwell on the compassion and mercy of
God to the exclusion of His holiness and hatred of
sin.
We are drawn away from obedience when we
begin to question what God says in His Word. This
was Satan's first tactic with Eve (Genesis 3:1-5).
Just as he said to Eve, "You surely shall not die!" so
he says to us, "It is just a little thing!" or "God will
not judge that sin."
So we see that though sin no longer has
dominion over us, it wages its guerrilla warfare
against us. If left unchecked, it will defeat us. Our
recourse against this warfare is to deal swiftly and
firmly with the first motions of indwelling sin. If
temptation finds any lodging place in the soul, it
will use that to lead us into sin. "Because the
sentence against an evil deed is not executed
quickly, therefore the hearts of the sons of men
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among them are given fully to do evil" (Ecclesiastes
8:11).
Furthermore, we must never consider that our
fight against sin is at an end. The heart is
unsearchable, our evil desires are insatiable, and our
reason is constantly in danger of being deceived.
Well did]esus say, "Watch and pray so that you will
not fall into temptation" (Matthew 26:41). And
Solomon warned us, "Watch over your heart with
all diligence, for from it flows the springs of life"
(Proverbs 4:23).

NOTES: 1. Adapted from the definition of the heart by
the Puritan John Owen in his treatise
Indwelling Sin (1656) as it appears in
Temptation and Sin (reprint edition,
Evansville, Indiana: Sovereign Grace Book
Club, 1958), page 170.
2. This idea is taken from comments onJames
1:14 by the Puriran James Manton in An
Exposition on the Epistle of James (1693;
reprint edition, Sovereign Grace Publishers, 1962), page 93.
3. Owen, Temptation and Sin, page 199.

