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“Please Be Patient:  GINFWMY!” Rom. 7:14-25  2/12/17 

 In last week’s sermon I told the story of John Newton, an 18th century 

slave trader who came to faith in Christ when he was spared from death 

during a terrible storm at sea.  He penned the words of the famous hymn, 

“Amazing Grace,” as an autobiography of his experience.  “Amazing Grace, 

how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me.  I once was lost, but now 

am found, was blind but now I see.”  He experienced God’s grace and 

forgiveness and learned that he was justified by God because of the life, 

death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 Arlo Guthrie and others have told the rest of the story of John Newton 

like this:  Newton, his heart changed by the Spirit of God, realized that the 

slave trading in which he was taking part was horribly wrong.  So he turned 

his boat around, brought his slaves back to West Africa, and became an 

advocate in the anti-slavery movement in England.  It’s a great story.  

Unfortunately, it isn’t true. 

 Newton did have a dramatic conversion experience at sea, and he 

did write the hymn, “Amazing Grace.”  But, he continued his work as the 

captain of a slave ship for at least eight years after his conversion.  He 

continued to abuse and subject slaves to horrible conditions during this 

time, all the while thanking God for the work of slave-trading!  He would  

walk on the deck of his ship, spending joyful time in prayer with God, while 
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just below his feet lay bound and beaten slaves in unimaginable conditions.  

He eventually stopped this work, not because of a newly-sensitive 

conscience, but because he grew exhausted from the sea voyages.  It was 

only much later that he finally repented of his role in human trafficking and 

began to work with the abolition movement in England. 

 Newton’s experience with the Christian life is not some kind of outlier.  

While his specific situation was pretty extreme, his long struggle to become 

the person God intended him to be is pretty common.  Listen to these 

words from the Apostle Paul himself in Romans 7.   

18For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can 

will what is right, but I cannot do it. 19For I do not do the good I want, but 

the evil I do not want is what I do. 21So I find it to be a law that when I want 

to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. 22For I delight in the law of God 

in my inmost self, 23but I see in my members another law at war with the 

law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my 

members. 24Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of 

death? 25Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, with my 

mind I am a slave to the law of God, but with my flesh I am a slave to the 

law of sin. (Rom. 7:18, 19, 21-25) 

 The Apostle Paul, who was clearly committed to following Jesus, 

testifies that he was involved in a constant struggle- a struggle between his 
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old, sinful nature which he sometimes calls the “old Adam nature,” and the 

new work of the Spirit that God is doing in his life.  And even after following 

Jesus for many years, he says that this struggle continues.  “O wretched 

man that I am!” he laments.  And it is clear in his letters to other Christians 

that they are having the same struggles, so he continually tries to 

encourage and prod them to keep going. 

 In theological terms, we may be justified, made right with God by 

Jesus’ action on our behalf, but we are not yet sanctified, made holy, made 

into the people God intends us to be.  Sanctification is a process that takes 

a lifetime.  Many years ago some people wore little buttons which said,  

“Please Be Patient:  GINFWMY”  Please be patient:  God is not finished 

with me yet.  And that’s the truth; God is not finished with us yet!  But how 

are we changed, transformed, and made more like Jesus? 

 There are a couple nautical images that portray how Christians 

understand this process.  Some see it as being like a powerboat.  In a 

powerboat, I am in charge and determine how fast I’ll go and in which 

direction.  Some people see the process of growing in Christian virtue to be 

like that.  If we aggressively address our problem areas, if we spend 

enough time reading the Scriptures and in prayer, if we apply our wills with 

all the force we can muster, we can transform ourselves into the kind of 

person God wants us to be.  And, people have some success with that 
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approach, especially with the outward kinds of sins.  But it isn’t very 

effective against inward matters like pride, greed, and a lack of compassion 

for the needy. 

 Perhaps in reaction to the failures of the powerboat approach, some 

other people go to the other extreme- to the image of a raft.  “I’m going to 

totally rely on God’s grace,” they say.  “If Paul couldn’t overcome his sins, 

then I have no hope of doing it, either.”  And they give up on doing anything 

to become more like Jesus, in spite of the many biblical commands to 

change our ways- and they make little progress in spiritual growth. 

 Perhaps the best nautical image is that of a sailboat.  In a sailboat, 

your only hope of movement is the wind.  You can’t control or manufacture 

it, you can only cooperate with it to get where you want to go.  The Bible 

compares the Holy Spirit to the wind- powerful, untamable, and 

unpredictable.  Paul believed that cooperating with the work of God’s Spirit 

is how we are changed and made into the people God is calling us to be.  

In fact, the whole next chapter of Romans is devoted to life in the Spirit.  

5For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of 

the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the 

things of the Spirit. 6To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the 

mind on the Spirit is life and peace. 7For this reason the mind that is set on 

the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law—indeed it 
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cannot, 8and those who are in the flesh cannot please God. 9But you are 

not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in 

you. (Rom. 8:5-9a) 

 Due to the stubborn power of sin, they only hope we have of growing 

in Christian virtue is that the Spirit of Jesus Christ lives in all those who 

follow Jesus.  And the Spirit of Christ has tremendous power- it was the 

creative force at the formation of the universe!  God wants to change you, 

to make you into the person he intended you to be so that you can be part 

of God’s plan to re-make our whole world!  But, we must cooperate with 

God’s Spirit.  In these verses, Paul encourages us to “set our minds on the 

things of the Spirit.”  That’s a decision on our part to focus on the things 

that matter to God- justice for all people, honesty as we deal with others, 

and love for those who are vulnerable, like our children. 

 Again and again in his letters, Paul encourages Christians to do their 

part in cooperating with the Spirit.  For example, in his letter to Christians in 

Colossae, Greece, he uses the image of taking off and putting on clothing 

when he tells them to take off certain traits like jealousy, lust, and gossip, 

and to instead clothe themselves with traits like tolerance, joy, and 

cooperation.  They must do their part as God is doing his part. 

 One day, a grandfather was talking with his grandson.  He said, “I’ve 

noticed that you’ve had some problems lately getting along with your 
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brother and sister.  Sometimes I see you treating them kindly, but other 

times you can be very mean to them.”   

 “It’s like there are two wolves inside you.  One of them is a good wolf, 

which represents things like kindness, bravery, and love.  The other is a 

bad wolf, which represents things like greed, hatred, and fear.” 

 The grandson thought about his grandfather’s words, and then asked, 

“Grandpa, which wolf will win?” 

 Grandpa wisely replied, “The one you feed.” 

 As you work on particular vices like over-sensitivity, hard-

heartedness, drunkenness, and self-centeredness, or on specific virtues 

like patience, courage, and self-control, pay attention to what you’re 

feeding and what you’re starving.  That will have a big effect on your 

success in battling these things.  But, we do so knowing these individual 

practices are just part of a larger picture which Paul describes in Romans 

12:1,2.  

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to 

present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which 

is your spiritual worship. 2Do not be conformed to this world, but be 

transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what 

is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect. (Rom. 12:1,2) 
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 Christians, aware that sin continues to have power over every part of 

our lives, realize the necessity of turning our whole lives over to the Spirit of 

Jesus, asking him to remake them.  We can certainly work on particular 

issues and even make some progress on them, but that’s a little like trying 

to plug 50 holes in a leaky bucket when you’ve only got 10 fingers!  It just 

won’t work.  We need a new bucket!  And that’s why Paul calls us to 

present our old, leaky, broken down, sin-infiltrated lives to God as a living 

sacrifice, trusting God to make them into something new and useful- 

transforming them, to use Paul’s language. 

 I wonder if you’ve come to the point where you’re willing to turn your 

whole life over to God and ask him to take it and transform it.  You may 

have been a Christian for many years.  You may have been a church 

member for many years.  But you may have never experienced much 

spiritual growth, becoming the person you were made to be, being 

transformed into someone truly useful to God.  That begins when we offer 

our lives to God as living sacrifices and as we cooperate with God’s Spirit.  

Then we watch to see what God will do with us!  And don’t forget to be 

patient:  God is not finished with you yet! 


