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We don’t really like to hear about – far less talk about – sin, so our second reading today may not 
exactly have left you with a warm and fuzzy feeling.  All it talks about is sin, sin, sin and Paul’s 
inability to withstand it.  It seems so completely out of synch with how we think about our faith. 
And yet, Paul’s Letter to the church in Rome has had an outsized effect on Christianity from the 
very beginning.  Four of our greatest thinkers – St Augustine, Martin Luther, John Wesley and Karl 
Barth – all had their lives turned completely upside down by Romans.  Lives which had been 
constrained, felt unsatisfactory, held back by weakness, were liberated by Paul’s message and 
dazzling creativity unleashed.  And yet we hear today’s reading, and all we hear about is sin.  So, I 
want to place this reading in context, and tell you why it is in fact such a crucial pivot upon which 
the Letter rests, and from which that life-altering liberation then naturally flows.  Put slightly 
differently, we need to talk a little about sin, in order to then put it behind us. 

  

Paul’s Letter was the story of a journey – a journey that he and others made in the decades after 
Jesus’ death.  A journey from Jew (or Gentile) to Christian; from the old covenant of the law, to the 
new covenant of love; a journey from incomprehension, to understanding; a journey from 
sinfulness, through forgiveness, to life itself.  In describing this journey, Paul starts, to be sure, with 
old life of darkness and sin, but then progresses through the event that changed the world forever – 
the revelation of God in Jesus Christ – on to the new life of salvation and light. 

 

But the Letter is a description of this journey, rather than a roadmap.  It’s not a set of directions 
that if we follow them precisely then we're guaranteed to end up in heaven, and if we ignore them 
then we’re guaranteed to end up in hell.  No. That sounds like too the old covenant, the old law with 
its purity rules and finely nuanced gradations. Paul had grown up in an observant household and he 
knew the strengths and weaknesses of the law.  Strengths, because the law described sin and 
enabled humans to draw a distinction between right and wrong.  But weaknesses, because Paul, 
looking no further than himself, understood the inability of mere rules – even divinely ordained 
ones – to prevent him from sinning.   

 

So in today’s reading we join Paul at a really low point in his journey.  He has heard the good news, 
he’s discovered Jesus Christ, and, yet … something is still wrong.  He’s still cannot do what he 
knows he ought to do, he still keeps on sliding into bad actions.  In short, he still keeps on sinning.  
And this is the point in his journey where he realizes that a set of rules – the law – is not going to 
help him.  It only defines the problem, not the solution. And, so, quite simply, he has no idea what 
to do.  Listen to him for a moment:  

 

I don’t do what I want to do, but I do the thing that I hate … 

I can want to do the right thing, but then I can’t actually do it … 

Whenever I want to do good, evil is right there on my shoulder … 

My body is at war with my mind, and my body always seems to win.   

 

And he ends this litany with a primal scream. Paul, apostle, martyr, one of the most influential 
Christians to have ever lived, screams in utter despair: “Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue 
me from this body of death?”  Even with the best will in the world, even when we know the Gospel, 
even when understand the sacrifice of Jesus on the Cross, we can’t do the right thing because ... 
well, because we’re human. So, bottom line, we’re weak, and the law can only point that out, rather 



than help us out of that weakness.  So, what’s the twist in Paul’s story of his journey that goes on to 
make everything right? 

 

Well, as I said before, it’s important to realize that Romans is not about a list of the right and wrong 
turns to make on the journey to a better life.  It is, rather, an exploration of the attitudes – not the 
actions – but the attitudes that lead us into the dark place we call sin.  Because sin is a state of mind 
– not so much the act itself, as the motivation behind the act. In Romans Chapter 1, Paul has a 
lengthy list of the characteristics of sinful people: people filled with greed, envy, strife, deceit, 
malice, gossip, pride, arrogance; people without faithfulness, mercy or affection.  When motivated 
by these characteristics almost everything we do – relations with our family, with our friends, with 
the environment, with the world itself – can be sinful.  And particularly in our relationships with 
others, if our motivation is selfish, or exploitative, or thrill-seeking, then the acts we perform daily 
will be sinful.  

 

Of course, rather like St Paul, we often know this about ourselves, but we just don’t know what to 
do; how to get out of the downward spiral.  So, all too often, we fall back on rules – an endless list of 
do’s and don’ts – directions to steer us away from sin and on to glory.  But in the end no set of rules 
can protect us from our own weakness, from our ability to rationalize, to make exceptions, to 
convince ourselves that we’re headed in the right direction.   

 

Now I’ll admit that all sounds pretty bleak.  So let me tell you a story.  In the summer of the year 
386, a young man, just into his 30’s, a rhetoric professor at the Imperial Roman court, entertained a 
friend one evening at his villa in Milan.  Over the previous ten years he had lived periods of his life 
seeking only intense pleasure.  He’d had two mistresses and fathered one child.  He had flirted with 
various superficially attractive, but ultimately unsatisfactory sets of beliefs which had left him with 
more questions than answers.  He felt a life of empty pleasure was deeply unfulfilling, and yet he 
didn’t know what to do to break the cycle.  A conversation with his Christian friend that August 
evening depressed him still further, and he retreated to the garden.  And as he sat there in the shade 
of a fig tree, he heard a child nearby singing a song with the words: “Tolle lege, tolle lege” which 
means “pick up and read, pick up and read”.  And what he picked up and read was Paul’s Letter to 
the Romans, and a passage that starts “Put on the Lord Jesus Christ.”  As St Augustine later wrote 
of his moment of conversion: “I neither wished nor needed to read further … it was as if a light of 
relief from all anxiety flooded into my heart.  All the shadows of doubt were dispelled.” 

 

And that was where Martin Luther and John Wesley, and, in a slightly different way, Karl Barth, 
were stuck, too.  But, and this is why the Letter to the Romans has had such an impact, as Augustine 
found, this stage in the journey is not the destination.  In fact, it is at precisely at this dark, bleak, 
desolate, low point that Romans explodes in a starburst of light, illuminating the entire path 
forward.  

 

Because Romans reveals to us with startling clarity two gifts.  The first gift, as Sam reminded us a 
few Sundays ago, is that we are justified by faith.  That is to say we are forgiven by God for 
everything we have ever done and everything we ever will do, simply by coming to know and believe 
in him.  We don’t have to do heroic deeds, or lead remarkable lives.  We simply have to know Jesus 
Christ, and we are saved.   

 

And the second gift is that we can go on from that to lead a life released from the grip of sin by 
living the life of the Gospel that Paul describes; a life guided by the Spirit.  A life reoriented away 
from the worship of worldly things and the inward-lookingness that always drags us down.  A 
Gospel life that returns the focus to God.  A Gospel life that makes us generous towards others, not 
to earn forgiveness, but because it brings us joy.  A Gospel life that brings us into relationships with 
others, not for exploitation, or gratification, but because when we give of ourselves in selfless, 
devoted commitment to others, we mirror the dance of relationships within the Trinity itself.   

 

Yesterday many members of this congregation marched in the Pride parade, and many others stood 
in the crowds that lined the route and cheered them on.  It was a joyous, exuberant, festive 
celebration. And yet there were some in the crowd who sought to link – on the basis of Paul’s list 



early in Romans – same-sex relationships with sinfulness.  But if we look at the lives of our friends, 
our brothers and sisters – lives lived in joyous, loving commitment; lived in that Gospel spirit that 
Paul describes – we know that those critics have not yet passed through Romans Chapter 7 to the 
greater joy that Paul then describes.  No act is sinful, as such, only the motivation is.  The whole 
point of Romans, the thing that liberates us, is that guided by the Spirit, rather than a book of rules, 
into loving, generous, faithful relationships, we are alive with Christ.  And that is what we showed 
yesterday. It is the realization, the understanding, the acceptance, that the birth, life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus changes everything.  Absolutely everything. No longer are we alone with 
ourselves, no longer must we only rely on rules that we never seem able to follow.  No, if we are with 
God, then he is with us, because the eruption of glory into the world that is Jesus Christ, has 
changed everything – everything, forever.   

 

And so it is, after the low point in our reading today, as he starts on a new stage in his journey; as he 
turns away from frustration at himself, to joy in God; as he feels himself released from worshipping 
idols, and able instead to live in and rely on the Spirit, that he, Paul – in a shout in Chapter 8 that is 
as joyous as his scream was despairing in Chapter 7 – tells us “I am convinced that neither death, 
nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor 
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ 
Jesus our Lord.”  That is Paul’s Letter to the Romans. That is his liberating gift to us.  That is what 
enables us – and so many others – to turn our lives around. “Thanks be to God through our Lord 
Jesus Christ.” 

 

Amen. 


