NAVS Discipleship materials

Freedom in Christ 4 – Struggling with sin 
Aim – To help us to consider the apparent discrepancy between the truth that we are free from sin and the reality that we struggle with sin in our daily lives. To help us to appreciate God’s work of grace and forgiveness in our lives. 

Introduction – Many people think of freedom as the ability to do as we please without restraint. Under this definition there are many things in this world that restrict our freedom such as the laws of the country we live in or even other people expressing their freedom around us. This idea breaks down because in expressing my freedom I am restricting someone else. 

The Bible describes freedom as being liberated from the bondage of sin.  While the world sees freedom as being free to sin (living independently of God), the Bible describes true freedom as being free from sin. True freedom is found in being the kind of people we were intended to be and in living the kind of lives God intended us and commands us to live. In this session I want us think about what the Bible says it means to be truly free and to consider why as free people (for Paul says in that it is for freedom that Christ has set us free) we still continue to struggle with sin in our lives. 

In what sense are we by nature sinful people? What are the consequences of being inherently sinful people? How has God left all people without excuse? If by nature this is our condition how then can we be made righteous before a holy God?

· In Romans 1:18-3:20 Paul explains why we are by nature sinful people, for until we appreciate our problem we will not appreciate the salvation that God has provided through Jesus Christ. In chapter 1:18-32 Paul explains that since the creation of the world God has made His invisible qualities plain to us so that we have no excuse. We all know in our hearts that there is a God and yet we have not glorified Him or given thanks to Him but instead have chased after other gods (1:21). God has therefore given us over to our sinful desires, withdrawing the restraints to our sinfulness (v24, 26, 28). Our sinful nature is expressed in the sinful things that we not only continue to do ourselves but which we also approve of others doing (32). 

· In chapter 2:1 Paul says that we condemn ourselves by judging others when we are guilty of the same things. Paul later says that there is no one who is righteous and no one who seeks God (3:10-11). None of us are innocent, we are all guilty before a holy God. We cannot justify ourselves through observing the law or by thinking ourselves better than others. The law convicts us all of sin, for we like David have been sinful since birth (Psalm 51:5). Our natural tendency is to live life our own way with no respect to God whatsoever. By nature we are sinners and everyone who sins is a slave of sin (John 8:34). 

· Paul has painted this bleak picture of our helplessness in chapters 1:18-3:20, but he goes on to explain that a righteousness from God has been revealed (3:21-24). This righteousness comes not through observing the law but through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. We are then justified freely by grace alone. We need to appreciate the seriousness of our sin and our need for salvation. If we are in Christ the truth is that in Christ we have been justified by grace, we have been redeemed, we have been reconciled with God and the wrath of God has been turned away from us (5:1-11). 

What does it mean to count ourselves dead to sin? What is Paul trying to convey with the illustration of slaves and masters? In what sense is asking whether it matters how we live a right response to grace? What should be our motivation for holiness?

· In Romans 6 Paul explains that if we are in Christ we have died to sin (1) and that our old nature has been crucified with Christ so that we should no longer be slaves to sin (6-7). Paul urges the Romans to count themselves dead to sin and subsequently alive in Christ. He also exhorts them not to allow sin to reign in their bodies and not to obey the evil desires of sin (10-14). In the same way Jesus also urges us to take up our cross and deny ourselves (Luke 9:23-26). 

· Before we became Christians we were slaves to sin and indeed sin was our master but now we have become slaves to righteousness and God is our master. A dead slave will be unable to do anything that his / her master tells them to do. This is the picture Paul is using that we should consider ourselves like dead slaves before sin our former master. Instead we should now consider God our master and righteousness that to which we are now enslaved (15-18)

· Paul asks the question “shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?” (15). We are saved by grace rather by our own merit, but that grace is not a licence for us to live our lives as we please. Dr Martyn Lloyd Jones said “If your preach grace properly you will be misunderstood”. If we understand grace correctly then it is logical to ask whether it matters what we do (Romans 6:15). Of course once we have understood grace, grace itself becomes the motivation for holiness. Titus 2:11-12 says that the grace of God teaches us to say no to ungodliness. Grace is not licence to do what we like but a motivation to live holy lives for our new master!

If we are free from sin, why then do we struggle with sin? Can we echo Paul’s description of conflict between the way he desires to live and how he lives in practice? How does struggling with sin cause some to give up their faith all together? 

· In chapter 6 Paul told the Romans that they were free from sin (7) and he urged them to count themselves dead to sin. Yet our experience is that we do so often struggle with sin. In chapter 7 Paul describes how he does what he does not want to do and he fails to do that which he desires to do and knows he should do. Though the truth is that we are free from sin, we so often feel as if that is simply not the case. In verse 24 Paul says ‘what a wretched man I am’ because he sees another law at work in his body making him a prisoner to the law of sin at work in him. What we can say for Paul is that he treats sin seriously and he is also cut to the heart by his own sinfulness. It is right to feel a sense of guilt at our shortcomings before a holy God. 

· Becoming a Christian is only the beginning of a journey, we do not instantly become perfect and live as we should. We do at times feel like failures before God. Some who feel defeated by their sin give up all together and chuck in their faith, while others create a series of legalistic and Pharisaic rules so as not to fall into sinful acts. The truth is that God while God expects us to take sin seriously, He does not expect us to become perfect overnight. We may still sin but we are on the right track!

What would you say to someone who is feeling guilty and defeated by their sin? In what sense is there now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus? How should the fact that Jesus Christ knows our weaknesses and struggles encourage us to come in repentance before Him? What does it mean to live according to the Spirit? 

· Some Christians are deeply cut to the heart about sin in their lives while others take sin far too lightly. While it is surely right to take sin seriously we must be careful not to let sin render us ineffective in our Christian lives. Grace means that whatever we may have done, thought or said, God is willing to forgive our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9). 

· Paul has dawn a contrast between the way that we should live as the logical response to the grace God has lavished upon us and the way that we live our lives in practice day by day. It would be easy to feel defeated if Paul stopped at Romans chapter 7. Yet Paul says in 8:1 that therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. However much we might fail our Lord and Saviour, there is now no condemnation (present tense). God does not condemn us for our failures but rather we live by Spirit who lives in us and who has written the law of Christ upon our hearts. The work of the Spirit is to change us, transform us and make us like Christ. For what the law was powerless to do because it was weakened by the sinful nature God has done through Jesus Christ who was made a sin offering for us (Romans 8:1-4). 

· Hebrews 4:15-16 tells us that Jesus is our high priest, who has been tempted in every way just as we are yet He was without sin. He knows the temptations and the pressures we face, He knows what it is like to be human and because He does, He is able to sympathise with our weaknesses. Rather than feel like failures we should come before the throne of grace with confidence. The devil will attempt to prevent us from coming before that throne of grace because he knows that in order to be useful to our master we need to be cleansed from our unrighteousness (2 Timothy 2:20-21). God is gracious, yet while His grace is no excuse to continue sinning, it is most certainly our assurance that if we come before God in genuine repentance He will forgive us of all our sin. We need not feel like defeated Christians!

What does it mean to renew our minds? How do we renew our minds? What lies does the devil want us to believe? Why does he want us to believe those lies? What practically can we do to help each other in our struggles with sin?

· We have been trained to think in a certain way but we now need to retrain our minds to think differently (Ephesians 4:22-24). Until we sort out our minds we will not be able to sort out the way that we act. In Romans 12:2, Paul says that we should not conform to the pattern of this world, but that we should be transformed by the renewing of our minds. SAS men are trained killing machines. There was one man who when returning from duty told his mum never to wake him up but just to shout up the stairs. On one occasion she forgot and she went up and woke him – he almost killed her. It is like that with us, it is hard to forget the way we have been trained to think. It is our natural tendency to sin, we need to re-train our thinking and strive for holiness. It is often the world that teaches us how to think but as Christians we should allow scripture to shape our thinking. 

· The devil tells us lies, which so we often believe. He tells us the lie of legalism (he is the deceiver), telling us that there are conditions upon God’s acceptance of us. He makes us think that we have to do certain things for God to be pleased with us. He tells us the lie of missing out (he is the tempter), telling us that God is a killjoy and wants to spoil our fun. He tells us the lie of discouragement (he is the accuser). Satan will be the first to accuse us when we do sin – it is he that tries to make us feel guilty. He sometimes makes us feel so guilty that we even doubt the sufficiency of God’s grace. A well-known hymn is helpful in encouraging us not to listen to those lies but to look to the cross. “When Satan tempts me to despair and tells me of the guilt within, upward I look and see him there, who made and end of all my sin.” We need to be aware that Satan masquerades as an angel of light (2 Corinthians 11:14) and learn to distinguish his lies from what is right and true

· We need to remember Jesus words when He said ‘if your arm causes you to sins then cut it off’ (Matthew 5:29-30). To put it in another way we should not try to get as close to the edge of the swimming pool as we can without falling in, but rather we should make every effort not put ourselves in a situation where we could fall in! We need to know our weaknesses and flee from them.

· We must also remember that Jesus is our High Priest and we can come before Him in prayer. Forgiveness is indeed available if only we would come before the throne of grace. Jesus can and does help us! We can also help each other in reminding ourselves of what is true and being accountable to one another. 

Concluding remarks – Our freedom is compromised because we firstly do not understand the implications of grace in our lives and because we do not come before our High Priest to receive the forgiveness that He freely offers us. 

NAVS Discipleship materials

Freedom in Christ 4 – Struggling with sin 
Galatians 5:1 “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.”

Romans 1:18-2:1 “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities--his eternal power and divine nature--have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator--who is forever praised. Amen. Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion. Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done. They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Although they know God's righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them. You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things.”

Romans 3:10-12, 19-26 “What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. As it is written: There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one … Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin. But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished-- he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.”
Romans 5:1-11 “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God's wrath through him! For if, when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life! Not only is this so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.”
Romans 6:1-18 “What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? Or don't you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin-- because anyone who has died has been freed from sin. Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. For we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no longer has mastery over him. The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness. For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace. What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means! Don't you know that when you offer yourselves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey--whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness? But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.”

Titus 2:11-12 “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives.”
Romans 7:7-25 “What shall we say, then? Is the law sin? Certainly not! Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, "Do not covet." But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire. For apart from law, sin is dead. Once I was alive apart from law; but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died. I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death. For sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me to death. So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good. Did that which is good, then, become death to me? By no means! But in order that sin might be recognized as sin, it produced death in me through what was good, so that through the commandment sin might become utterly sinful. We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do--this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God's law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God--through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself in my mind am a slave to God's law, but in the sinful nature a slave to the law of sin.”
1 John 1:9 “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”
Romans 8:1-4 “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.”
Hebrews 4:15-16 “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are yet was without sin. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”

2 Timothy 2:20-22 “In a large house there are articles not only of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay; some are for noble purposes and some for ignoble. If a man cleanses himself from the latter, he will be an instrument for noble purposes, made holy, useful to the Master and prepared to do any good work.”
Ephesians 4:22-23 “You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds…”
Romans 12:2 “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is--his good, pleasing and perfect will.”

Matthew 5:29-30 “If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell.”

2 Corinthians 11:14 “Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light.”
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