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Last time we saw the Confession
speaks of certain common operations of
the Spirit. We saw unregenerate persons
may have a degree of conviction and a
measure of illumination (Westminster
Confession of Faith 10: 4).
If we easily confuse decisions made
on the natural level under common operations of the Holy Spirit with genuine conversion, we may point to Romans 7 to
compensate and explain inabilities and
failures. This is a misuse of Romans 7.
To attempt to show this is true, I shall
look at how Paul exhorts the Christian in
Philippians 2:12-13. I shall then compare
the Christian in Philippians 2:12-13 with
the person in Romans 7. I shall then interact with the popular position as set forth
by Professor John Murray.
Philippians 2:12-13 reads as follows.
So then, my beloved, just as you have
always obeyed, not as in my presence
only, but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with
fear and trembling; for it is God who is
at work in you, both to will and to
work for His good pleasure.
Paul exhorts regenerate persons,
“Work out your salvation.” The word
translated work out 1 means to achieve,
accomplish, do.2 Paul gives persons endued with grace the exhortation. “That
grace itself engenders moral facilities and
stimulates moral exertions. Because grace
is given, man must work.... [T]he salvation
bestowed by grace is to be carried
out....”3 Paul tells the Philippians their
salvation “is a process in which they
themselves, far from remaining passive
and dormant, take a very active part. It is
a pursuit, a following after, a pressing on,
a contest, a fight, a race....”4 “The verb
describes not the spirit in which the work
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is done, but the aim and the issue—‘carry
through’....”5 The concept itself is neutral. It applies to the working out of good
or evil. In Philippians, Paul uses the concept to describe the life of the Christian.
The believer is called to self activity,
to active pursuit of the will of God, to
the promotion of the spiritual life
within himself, to the realization of the
virtues of the Christian life, and the
personal application of salvation. He
must ‘work out’ what God in His grace
has ‘worked in’.6
We may say the believer must work out
the implications of the principle of new
life placed in him by God.
Paul tells believers they are able to
work out the implications of their salvation. “This is a serious task, to be performed in no self-reliant spirit, but with
reverent caution and dependence on
God.”7 You work out the implications of
your salvation because God is the one
working in you. This second word for
working is the word from which we derive
the English energy or energize. God energizes the believer to work out the implications of his salvation. This word
“seems always to have the idea of effective working.”8 The word means “works
mightily, works effectively.”9
The posture of Paul in this text is
therefore one of victory. It is victory by
way of work. It is victory by way of
struggle. It is victory by way of setbacks.
It is nevertheless still the way of ultimate
victory. Paul urges the Philippians to
fulfill their duty before God. “[T]he in5
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ducement and the ability to engage in it
are inducement and ability alike from
God.... Engage in the duty because God
prompts and enables you....”10
Paul goes on to speak of “God who is
at work in you, both to will and to work
for His good pleasure.” “There are, in any
action, two principle parts, the will, and
the effective power.”11 God is working in
the believer in both areas. “The powerful
inward working of God affects both the
will and the work, the decision of the will
and the practical deed.”12 God affects
inward determination and resolve.
God so works on the moral nature that
it not only intellectually and theoretically approves what is good (Rom. vii.
14-23), but appropriates God’s will as
its own. The willing wrought by God
unfolds into all its positive and determinate movements of the human will
to carry God’s will into effect.13
God’s good pleasure is the keeping of
the moral law. God renews the will and
empowers regenerate individuals to carry
out His will.
He brings, therefore, to perfection
those godly affections which he has
inspired in us, that they may not be
ineffectual, as He promises Ezekiel, ‘I
will cause them to walk in my commandments’ (Ezek. 11.20).14
God works in believers to both desire
and will God’s good pleasure and carry
out His good pleasure. Believers are not
left without the ability to work out the
implications of their salvation.
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IN RESPONSE - I “WORK OUT” THE PRINCIPLE OF SIN
by Dennis Prutow
Paul uses one of the key words of
Philippians 2:12-13 in Romans 7. It is the
word translated work out in Philippians. It
refers to working out the implications of
an inner principle. Paul uses this word no
less than five times in Romans 7.1 We
now compare what Paul has to say in Romans 7 with what he clearly teaches in
Philippians 2. The principle at work here
is the clearer passage interprets the passage in dispute.
Romans 7:13:
Therefore did that which is good become a cause of death for me? May it
never be! Rather it was sin, in order
that it might be shown to be sin by
effecting2 my death through that
which is good, so that through the
commandment sin would become utterly sinful”
The common place to divide Romans 7 is
at verse 14. Calvin divides the text at
verse 15. In either case, there is little
doubt Paul has in mind the unregenerate
person in verse 13. In addition, Romans
7:13 is a section of the book where Paul is
exploring the relationship between sin
and the law. Paul is showing “[t]he law
exposes sin and convicts of it.”3 The law
is good. It openly displays the nature of
sin. How so?
In verse 9 Paul exclaims, “I was once
alive apart from the Law; but when the
commandment came, sin became alive and
I died.” When the law came to me with
the power of the Spirit, that law roused
sin in the dark grave of my heart. I then
realized I was not on the way to heaven
but was really headed in the opposite
direction. I saw I was a man condemned
by God. I was as good as dead, eternally
dead, headed for perdition.
In verse 13, Paul asks and then explains,
Did then that which is good become
death unto me? God forbid. But sin,
that it might be shown to be sin, by
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working death to me through that
which is good;—that through the
commandment sin might become exceeding sinful.”4
The word translated working here is
the same word translated work out in
Philippians 2:12, “Work out your salvation.” In Romans 7:13 the implications of
the principle of sin in the unregenerate
person are being worked out in the individual’s life. The principle of sin works
its havoc. The active principle of sin
works in us to will and to do that which is
sinful. Sin comes to expression in sinful
deeds. “The wages of sin is death” (Romans 3:23). Sin works death by bringing
sinful actions to fruition. With this, we
pass into the disputed passage.
Does Romans 7:14-25 refer to a regenerate person or to someone who is unregenerate? Here is my position. “The section which follows explains more fully by
a psychological analysis how it is the Law
is broken and that sin works such havoc.5
Romans 7:14-15:
For we know that the Law is spiritual,
but I am of flesh, sold into bondage to
sin. For what I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what
I would like to do, but I am doing the
very thing I hate.6
As just noted, Paul’s logic in verses 14-25
is simple and direct. He offers proof of
the important principle set forth in verse
13.7 “Did then that which is good become
death unto me? God forbid. But sin....”
Therefore, “the sequel [verses 14-25] is
designed to illustrate and confirm what he
has said in respect to the law and sin, in
verse 13.”8
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The preceding passage (7:7-13) described the encounter with the law as
a quasi-historical narrative about the
past. It contrasted life before or apart
from the law with what happened
when the “commandment” sprang to
life in full virulence, bringing death in
its train. Now, changing to the present tense, the “I” describes “from the
inside,” as it were, the enduring consequences of that fatal encounter: the
situation of “ethical impossibility”
that results from having been “sold in
slavery under sin” (v 14).9
Because the law comes from God, it
has the character of God; it is spiritual.
On the other hand, Paul confesses. “I am
of flesh, sold into bondage to sin.” The
law is spiritual; I am fleshly, carnal. How
carnal? I am sold in bondage to sin.
The phrase argues strongly against
the view that the passage as a whole
reflects present Christian experience.
The entire argument in 6:15-23 turns
around the thesis that believers’ former slavery to sin has been replaced
by a slavery to righteousness.” 10
Paul says this clearly in Romans 6:18.
“Having been freed from sin, you became
slaves of righteousness.”
In Romans 7:15 Paul describes slavery
to sin. He “describes slavery so as not to
excuse himself, but to accuse the tyranny
of sin and to deplore his own misery....”11
I “carry into effect” or “put into execution” sin.12 I work out the principle of sin
within me. The word means “to effect, to
bring about by one’s own work.”13 “[I]t
designates the habitual doing or practicing of anything.”14
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IN RESPONSE - “I PRACTICE WHAT I HATE”
by Dennis Prutow
As we continue to see in Romans 7:15,
Paul refers to what is worked out in his
life as the implications of the inner governing principle of sin. He explains it this
way. “I am not practicing1 what I would
like to do, but I am doing2 the very thing I
hate.” What does the Bible say of someone who fails to practice righteousness
but practices evil instead?
Paul answers this question after he
lists the deeds of the flesh. “Those who
practice3 such things will not inherit the
kingdom of God” (Galatians 5:21). The
apostle John adds.
By this the children of God and the
children of the devil are obvious:
anyone who does not practice4 righteousness is not of God, nor the one
who does not love his brother.
We see also in Romans 7:15 that Paul
has a wish to do good things. “But this
will which puts itself on the side of the
law is nothing more than a desire, a wish,
a simple I should like, which gives way in
practice.”5 We must not miss this point:
There is a willing but a conspicuous failure in the area of doing.
If the reader has any question
whether this last statement is in accordance with the apostles view of
unsanctified human nature, he needs
but to turn back and read Romans ii.
14, 15, in order to dissipate his
doubts. That the unregenerate have
reason and conscience, which approve and must approve divine law,
shows nothing more than that they
are rational and moral beings with
faculties adapted to a state of moral
probation, and that they are made in
the image of God so far as a rational
and moral nature is concerned. This
is merely saying that they are men,
and not brutes. The faculty to discern
what is good, the power to approve of
it, is in itself no more holy or sinful,
than the faculty of ratiocination is, or
of seeing or hearing. Nothing can be
1
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more unfounded, than the supposition that moral good is put to the account of the sinner merely because
one assigns to him reason to discern
its nature and the conscience to approve it. Without these he could not
be a rational and moral being. They
are mere pura naturalia, to speak in
the language of the old theology.6
So here is the dilemma of the person in
Romans 7:15. “‘I’ have lost control of the
moral direction of my life and another
force has taken over, a force dubbed
again and again as ‘sin dwelling within
me’....”7 The person experiencing this
dilemma is under conviction. He or she
sees the problem of sin but cannot see a
way out of it.
John Murray hesitates between two
opinions in his interpretation. Murray
says the Authorized version
suggests that the apostle distinguishes between his determined wish
and that which is executively willed
and effected.... On this interpretation
it is much the same quality as our
word “wish” or “desire”. It is doubtful, however, if this is strong enough
to express the thought. There appears to be the determined volition,
that is to say, will to the fullest extent
of volition, though not of executive
volition, for in that event it would
pass into the sphere of practice which
in this instance is excluded.8
Murray admits Paul expresses a will to
act which is less than necessary to pass
into practice. But this differs completely
from the will expressed in Philippians 2:1213 which does pass into practice as Calvin so well states.
He brings, therefore, to perfection
those godly affections which he has
inspired in us, that they may not be
ineffectual, as He promises Ezekiel, ‘I
will cause them to walk in my commandments’ (Ezek. 11.20).”9
Paul tells us since a firm will is lacking,
positive action is also lacking. On the
other hand, in Philippians 2:12-13, in the
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Christian, we see both the willing and the
doing of God’s good pleasure. In addition, Paul confesses the situation in Romans 7:15 is not simply occasional. Paul
says he fails in practice.
Romans 7:16-17.
But if I do the very thing I do not
want to do I agree with the Law, confessing that the Law is good. So now,
no longer am I the one doing10 it, but
sin which dwells in me.
Paul says there is internal agreement
with the requirements of the moral law.
The reprobation with which Paul’s
conscience visits his own work, is a
solemn homage rendered by him to
the law, for thereby he takes part with
the law against himself.11
Paul’s agreement with the law in this way
is simply “the approbation of the reason
and conscience.”12 Preaching on Romans
2:21-23, W. G. T. Shedd makes this observation which applies here.
The text then, together with the
chains of reasoning that are connected with it, leads to consider the
fact, that a man can admire and praise
moral excellence without possessing
or practicing it himself; that the approbation of goodness is not the
same as the love of it.”13
There can be, on the part of the unregenerate, an admiration of moral excellence
and at the same time a total inability to
perform that same moral good.
The root problem is sin dwelling
within, making its home within. We can
read verse 17 as follows. “So now, no
longer am I the one working it out,14 but
sin which dwells within me.” This is the
direct opposite of Philippians 2:12-13.
Paul urges, “Work out your salvation.”
How so? God “is at work within you both
to will and to do for His good pleasure.”
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IN RESPONSE - SIN CONTROLS ME
by Dennis Prutow
We are seeing the principle of sin is
working out its death as Paul confesses in
Romans 7:13. “In the grip of sin as indwelling power, ‘I’ can only helplessly
aspire to obey the law but find no capacity to achieve what I desire.”1 In other
words, Paul recognizes sin is the ruling
principle in his life.
Romans 7:18-19:
For I know that nothing good dwells
in me, that is, in my flesh; for the willing is present in me, but the doing2 of
the good is not. For the good that I
want, I do not do, but I practice the
very evil that I do not want.
Paul has already confessed the principle
of sin, making its home in him, has its way
and its out working, verse 17. Paul elucidates by saying nothing good dwells in
him. He describes himself by adding the
phrase, in my flesh. Charles Hodge notes,
Paul frequently employs similar modes
of expression. When speaking of his
apostolic labours, he says, ‘Yet not I,
but the grace of God, which was with
me,’ 1 Cor. 15:10. And in Gal. 2:20, he
says, ‘I live, yet not I, but Christ liveth
in me.’” 3
Hodge goes on to say,
[N]o one supposes that the labours
and life here spoken of were not the
labours and life of the apostle, or that
they did not constitute and express
his moral character.4
By the same token, we should not doubt
Romans 7:18 speaks of the life of the
apostle Paul and expresses his moral
character at a different time and in a different phase of God’s dealings with him.
After all, Paul began the paragraph with a
confession in verse 14, “I am of flesh,
sold into bondage to sin.”
Paul goes on to explain his position in
verse 18 with this clause: “for the wishing
is present in me, but the doing of the
good is not.” Again, Paul tells us there is
a will, a wish, a desire, to accomplish the
good pleasure of God. At the same time

Paul admits there is within him no ability
to do, to work out,5 this good pleasure.
Paul’s
experience tells him, that while the inner man, the reason and the conscience, approves of and consents to
that which is good, the carnal man has
no power or inclination or readiness
to accomplish it.6
Not only so, Paul explains and tells us,
“I practice7 the very evil I do not wish”
(verse 19). This affirms the power to practice the good is absent.
Compare what Paul says in Romans
1:32-2:3. He uses the word translated
practice no less than five times.
Although they know the ordinance of
God, that those who practice8 such
things are worthy of death, they not
only do the same, but also give hearty
approval to those who practice9 them.
Therefore you have no excuse, everyone of you who passes judgment, for
in that which you judge another, you
condemn yourself; for you who judge
practice10 the same things. And we
know that the judgment of God rightly
falls upon those who practice11 such
things. But do you suppose this, O
man, when you pass judgment on
those who practice12 such things and
do the same yourself, that you will escape the judgment of God? (italics
added).
Those practicing evil are under judgment. They are under condemnation. In
Romans 7:18-19, Paul realizes he is under
such condemnation. His character is that
of the flesh. He does not have it within
him to work out that which is good. He
practices evil.
This is the opposite of the position
taken by Paul in Philippians 2:12-13.
There Paul exhorts, “Work out your salvation.” Work out the implications of
grace within you. How so? God is at

work in you. As said above, you work
because God works. In the case before
us, Paul confesses a far different situation
faces him.
There is a wish and desire to do good.
The working out of that good is not present with him or in him. If this is the case,
God is not working in him both to will
and to do for His good pleasure. This is a
literal view of the text. Strangely, Hodge
finds a literal understanding of the text
offensive. He speaks of “strong and
expressive language, though susceptible
of literal interpretation, which would make
it teach not only error but nonsense....”13
Paul’s position is not nonsense. It makes
perfect sense when properly understood.
Romans 7:20, “But if I am doing the
very thing I do not want, I am no longer
the one doing14 it, but sin which dwells in
me.” Paul does the opposite of his fervent wish. Is Paul able to control himself?
He does not think so. I am not in control.
I am not working out in my life that which
I know is right. Who or what is in control? The principle of sin is in control and
working out the implications of its evil in
my life. “I am not master of myself; a
stranger has forced his way into my
house and holds me captive.”15
My argument regarding Romans 7 is
simple. I compare the person in Romans 7
with the persons Paul exhorts in Philippians 2:12-13. The person in Romans 7 does
not have it within him to work out God’s
good pleasure. This person does not have
it within him to follow Paul’s command
in Philippians 2:12-13. On the other
hand, the persons to whom Paul speaks in
Philippians 2:12-13 are urged to work out
the implications of their salvation because
God is at work within them. For these
reasons, I affirm the man in Romans 7 is
not regenerate. As I hope to show, he is a
person under conviction, under common
operations of the Holy Spirit. Next we
will interact with the views of Professor
John Murray.
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