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… through Jesus Christ our Lord 

 

Genesis 24:34–38, 42–49, 58–67 

Psalm 45:10–17 

Romans 7:15–25a 

Matthew 11:16–19, 25–30 

 

Text: Romans 7:24-25 

Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through 

Jesus Christ our Lord! 

 

Introduction 

Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?  Are the challenges of 

living a fulfilling human life as bad as the Apostle Paul makes it sound?  This inner conflict Paul 

describes in the seventh chapter of Romans—for I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I 

hate—sounds terribly pessimistic.  Is this how people feel about their lives?  Is Paul describing 

personal experience before he met Jesus Christ or his life as a believer after his encounter on the 

road to Damascus?  Do people sense that there is a war going on within such that they feel helpless 

and captive to a power they cannot overcome?  Are we this conflicted? 

 

1. How are we to understand this section of Paul’s letter to the Romans describing this inner 

conflict?  Maybe we are prone to move quickly to something else preferring to set it aside as the 

inner writhing of a person a little too intense for us.  Some understand Paul to be speaking of his 

personal experience prior to meeting Jesus; others read it as descriptive of his Christian life.  New 

Testament scholar Richard Longenecker offers, I think, a better way of understanding what Paul is 

talking about.  In his commentary on Romans Longenecker writes, this section describing this 

inner conflict is best understood as Paul’s “soliloquy” or “dramatic monologue” on the subject of 

“the tragic plight of people who attempt to live their lives apart from God, that is, by means of 

their own resource and abilities (under their own steam),” and that this material was originally 

presented orally by Paul to his Gentile audiences in his Gentile mission and included here in 

written form in his letter to the Romans. 

 

What is meant by “soliloquy” or “dramatic monologue?”  The heart of the matter is in 

understanding how Paul uses the personal pronoun “I” in this section of his letter.  There is 

evidence that ancient Judaism and Paul did not always use the first-person singular pronoun in a 

strictly biographical sense.  The first-person singular pronoun was not always intended to portray 

the situation of the teacher himself who was giving the teaching but was often meant to be 

understood in a gnomic or general sense as including all people.  (A gnome is an aphorism, an 

observation reduced to a saying).  

 

Of significance for our understanding of this Romans text is Paul’s use of the first-person singular 

pronoun “I” in 1 Corinthians 13, the so-called Hymn of Love.  Here is how that chapter begins.  “If 

I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a 

clanging cymbal.  And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, 

and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give 



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 2 05/07/20 

away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I 

gain nothing.” 

 

The inadequacy of all without love, as portrayed in these verses, is meant neither as a strictly 

personal experience nor as a strictly personal realization.  It is aphoristic, meant to be taken as a 

general truth—though certainly Paul would insist that such a general truth also has been 

experienced and realized in his own life. 

 

Further, we find parallels to the expression of inner conflict in Paul’s soliloquy in certain Greco-

Roman tragic soliloquys regarding the lack a personal self-mastery.  Paul’s cry of despair, “what I 

want to do I do not do; but what I hate, this I do,” and, “not the good that I want to do, but the evil 

that I do not want to do, this is what I keep on doing”—is found in the tragic soliloquy of the 

Greek poet Euripides put on the lips of Medea, who was a woman driven by rage against her 

unfaithful husband, and who conceived a plan to murder his new bride.   She knows it is wrong but 

is going to do it anyway.   

 

Paul’s cry, “Wretched man that I am”, is a cry of despair that finds many parallels in Greco-Roman 

writings.  The lament “O wretch that I am,” drawn from the words Euripides put on the lips of 

Medea—later used by various tragedians and comedians—epitomizes the essential contradiction 

and resultant realization of many spiritually sensitive people regarding human life.  In this 

soliloquy Paul is drawing from the cultural expression of despair over trying to fix this human 

contradiction with their own resources.  The Apostle adds that the frustration is because of sin—

our telling God to get lost.  But the question, is there a rescue or remedy, is a cultural one in the 

Greco-Roman world.  Of course, in this cry of despair Paul interjects the solution that he will go 

on to probe in the eighth chapter of Romans, “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 

 

Do we find similar cultural expressions today of this inner conflict?  Expressions of frustration or 

simply the admission that something seems to be frustrating our best intentions; that though we 

know the good to do we can’t ever seem to consistently do it. 

 

Dolly Chugh is a social scientist who studies the psychology of good people.  In 2018 she gave a 

talk (TED) titled, “How to let go of being a "good" person—and become a better person.”  In this 

talk she said the problem is that we humans are ever spiraling toward less and less ethical 

behaviour all the time’ and that we overestimate the reliability of our conscience as a guide.  

Chugh then goes on to offer a methodology for becoming, what she calls, a goodish person. 

 

The precis of this talk states, “What if your attachment to being a "good" person is holding you 

back from actually becoming a better person? In this accessible talk, social psychologist Dolly 

Chugh explains the puzzling psychology of ethical behavior—like why it's hard to spot your biases 

and acknowledge mistakes—and shows how the path to becoming better starts with owning your 

mistakes. "In every other part of our lives, we give ourselves room to grow—except in this one, 

where it matters most," Chugh says. 

 

Chugh assumes this inner conflict, does she not?  This inner conflict that has had cultural 

expression down through the ages.  She offers a solution on how to work it out, and even in that 

admitted that what people understand as ‘good’ is going to vary widely.   
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Chugh’s description of this inner conflict is but one cultural example.  Visit an online bookstore 

and you will find plenty of books that purport to help you find success in life or make life 

meaningful or overcome harmful behaviour.  Why do we humans need this sort of advice?  You 

note there are no books on how to fail in life.  We seem to have that in hand.  Why?  What is 

wrong?  You will find these questions probed by modern novelists.  Their stories carry description 

of this inner conflict and solutions are proposed.  I wonder if the modern dystopian novel is an 

expression that there is no solution, only the despair and frustration of what is.  These questions are 

what Paul is probing for his first-century Greco-Roman world.  These questions are just as current 

today, though we express them differently than first-century people. 

 

2. I invite you to turn your attention with me to this little interjection that Paul simply can’t hold 

within any longer—“thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  As he has been exploring 

the descriptions of inner frustration that so many in his world have articulated; as he repeats the 

common refrain, “wretched man that I am” and then asks the question that many ask, who will 

rescue me, is there a solution; Paul can’t wait any longer even though he has a little more to say of 

this conflict; from his heart bursts this interjection—thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our 

Lord. 

 

Did not our Lord present himself to us as the rescue for us?  Listen again to our Lord’s call.  

“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.  

Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find 

rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” (Matthew 11:28-30) Yes, it is a 

different angle of vision on the human condition.  Jesus talks of weariness with life and the crush 

of heavy burdens; Paul probes cultural expressions of inner conflict; both declare that it is in Jesus 

we will find rescue, help to carry the burden, rest for your souls, a yoke that fits you perfectly. 

 

“Come to me,” said Jesus to any who would heed; ‘come closer’ says our Lord to his people who 

believe.  Our English translation of this text does not always convey the urgency and insistence 

with which our Lord speaks.  In saying ‘come’ the mood of the verb in Greek is imperative.  This 

is the mood of command.  There is insistence in Jesus’ voice.  To be sure, there is request and 

invitation here; Jesus is winsome, attractive.  People find in him a person they are pleased to be 

around; someone who can indeed fit us perfectly with all we need.  But still there is insistence, 

necessity, urgency conveyed in this command-invitation. 

 

The gospel declares that at the root of human ills is human sin.  Sin is a biblical category that has 

to do with relationship with God.  Sin, in its essence, is the human telling God to take a hike.  We 

have each turned to our own way.  The inner conflict; the inability to live the good we know to do; 

the heavy burden we carry in our inability to make things turn our right; all this finds its root, says 

the gospel, in being cut off from relationship with God.  But God can’t leave things this way; can’t 

leave us to our self-inflicted downward spiral towards death.  God turns towards us and having 

done so, won’t turn away from us.  Jesus shows us that God comes among us to turn us towards 

him in faith and find what we truly need. 

 

God gives us what we need by giving us himself.  This is at the heart of why Jesus insists that we 

come to him.  He gives us what we need through giving himself to be in relationship with him.  He 
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does not offer a better plan for life—though walking with him is surely the blessing of rest for your 

soul and lightened burden and well-fitting yoke.  He does not commend a better political 

philosophy—though his command to love God first and our neighbour as ourselves blesses any 

politic and its people.   Jesus offers us himself, the remedy for sin.  Only Jesus can give us himself.  

Hence the command in Jesus voice as he says ‘come!’  This is why Paul exudes, Thanks be to God 

through Jesus Christ our Lord! 

 

In our gospel lesson today we read Jesus praising the ministry of his cousin, John the Baptist.  John 

had one sermon in his filing cabinet—judgement is coming, and you need to get right with God.  

Many people found John somewhat strident for their tastes and many of those same people rejected 

Jesus because he associated with all the wrong people.  Jesus said, “But to what will I compare this 

generation?  It is like children sitting in the market-places and calling to one another, “We played 

the flute for you, and you did not dance; we wailed, and you did not mourn.”  For John came 

neither eating nor drinking, and they say, “He has a demon”; the Son of Man came eating and 

drinking, and they say, “Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax-collectors and sinners!” 

 

In other words, the message of the gospel doesn’t fit the narrative that we humans tell ourselves 

about the nature of our existence.  Our culture hears the message of God’s mission in Jesus to 

rescue us from sin and rejects it for any number of reasons because it doesn’t fit into our narrative; 

it does not support our personal or collective agendas.  Jesus is ever breaking in insisting he knows 

what we truly need.  It is our questions and our agendas and our narratives that need to be 

reshaped—maybe even blown up—to be brought into accord with God’s wonderful love poured 

out for us in Jesus Christ in the cross.  This occurs in relationship with Jesus; come to me, come 

closer to me. 

 

3. The Apostle Paul will proceed to probe the wonder of the rescue that is Jesus Christ declaring 

that all creation will be redeemed on the day that has been appointed when the children of God will 

be revealed—that day when all will be set right.   As Christians we are ever looking forward to 

being home—yes we have homes here, but we know them to be temporary.  The writer of the letter 

Hebrews speaks of this as looking for a better country.  And it is true that those looking forward to 

this better country do the most for country they currently inhabit.  Yet, we are always looking to 

finally go home. 

 

I want to speak to you of personal experience.  Most of you know that my wife, Valerie, passed 

away on May 29—like all of you who have lost a loved one, the day is fixed in my mind.  We had 

faced squarely the reality that she was going home sooner than we have hoped—we loved our 

home here even while we longed as believers to go home.  To say “I miss her” barely scratches the 

surface.  As beautiful as the idea is that she is home healed of her diseases, it isn’t the beauty of the 

idea that sustains me—as if we Christians have better euphemises for death.  I find myself 

sustained by Jesus Christ—I can’t explain how, I only know that I am. His promise is true, he 

gives rest to the soul.  Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! 


