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The Carnal Christian 
An Excerpt from Reigning Grace – “The Flesh and the Carnal Christian” – Chapter 9 

 
With this in mind let us ask ourselves the question, “What exactly is meant by the term 
‘Carnal Christian?’” 
 
What exactly is meant by the term “Carnal Christian?”   
 

Such a term commonly refers to those who profess Christ yet are currently living in a 
backslidden state or living in sin.  There are several passages suggesting a Christian can 
act carnal (Rom. 7:14, 15, 17, 19, 25; 1 Cor. 3:1, 3, 4). 
 

Romans 7 is considered a classic passage as it relates to the Christian walk.  The difficulty 
with seeing the individual in Romans 7 as saved is found in the phrase “sold under sin.”  
In verse 14, in contrast to the Law, “I am carnal sold under sin.”  I argue that the 
experience noted in 7:15-23 is not to be the Christian’s normal experience.  Alva J. McClain 
makes this insightful comment. 
 

I am inclined to believe he was converted, and that we have here a picture 
of a saved man trying to be holy by keeping the law.  There is one view of 
this chapter that is terribly mistaken, and that view is the one that says 
what we find in here is the Christian’s normal experience.  That is the 
devil’s own method.  No Christian need ever enter into the experience that 
is recorded here in the seventh chapter of Romans, if he only receives with 
the heart what the sixth chapter has to teach him.i   
 

In Robert L. Reymond’s Appendix F entitled, “Whom Does the Man in Romans 
7:14-25 Represent?” he offers this initial thesis, “The Romans passage is not a 
description of the regenerate person’s struggle against indwelling sin.  [It] sets 
forth both the impotence of the unregenerate ego to do good against the power of 
indwelling sin and the ‘inability’ and ‘weakness’ of the law due to human 
depravity to deliver the unregenerate ego from sin’s slavery.”ii  

 
It is better, I would urge, to hold that Paul is describing his state prior to his 
conversion on the Damascus Road but, due to his conscience having been 
awakened to his sinfulness but still ‘kicking against the goads’ of Christ’s 
gracious overtures (Acts 26:14), a state in which he is hopelessly struggling 
in his won power to be obedient to the law and thus to please God.iii  
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His premise is that the “I” of Romans 7 is the unconverted Saul of Tarsus.  This seems to 
be the point of Romans 6.  Romans 8:8 makes a clear statement, “they that are in the flesh 
(i.e., carnal) cannot please God.”  However, Paul's conclusion concerning the believer, 
“ye are not in the flesh (i.e., carnal), but in the Spirit” (v.9) clearly identifies carnality and 
spirituality as antithetical.  Paul is not saying Christians cannot commit fleshly or carnal 
acts, but he does mean that Christians cannot be carnal.  To be carnal is to be unsaved.   

 
To be carnal is to be identified by one’s position in Adam. 
 

i McClain, Romans, 150. 
ii Robert L. Reymond, Appendix F, 1127 
iii A New Systematic Theology of the Christian Faith, 1131 

                                                 

I find the subject matter always interesting especially in the way asked, “One who is 
truly saved cannot be carnal.”  What if we were to ask the opposite question, “One 
who is truly lost cannot be spiritual?”  The assumption I am making in the asking of 
my question is that carnal is the opposite of spiritual.  In my usage, spiritual is the 
opposite of being lost.  If you are asking me do I believe a saved person can be lost, 
then my answer is no (John 10:28-31).  Yet, could we not equally be asking as to 
whether an unbeliever could act like a believer?  The answer is sure (Matt. 7:21-23).  
But that does not make him a believer or spiritual.  Could not the same be said in 
response to the question that is asked?   


