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Romans 8:1-16

“Putting the ‘Spirit’ in ‘Spiritual Life’”

As you move from the close of chapter seven, to the opening of chapter eight there seems to be a chasm of difference in the overall tone of the apostle’s writing. However, when you keep in mind the context of not just chapter seven, but all the chapters that have preceded this one, the flow of the argument tends to make more sense.

Chapter eight is the convergence of all Paul has been saying thus far in the epistle into one, grand declaration of Christian truth. You might say that chapter eight is the fountainhead of the doctrine of justification by faith alone.

“In this surpassing chapter the several streams of the preceding arguments meet and flow in one ‘river of the water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God and the Lamb,’ until it seems to lose itself in the ocean of a blissful eternity.”

-David Brown (quoted in H.C.G. Moule’s The Epistle to the Romans)

“There is little new in chapter 8; nothing essentially new…Everything in this chapter has been hinted at. What we have here is the outworking, the exposition, the elaboration, of what he has already stated in germ and in embryo.”

-Martyn Lloyd-Jones
“The chapter begins with ‘no condemnation’ to destroy and ends with ‘no separation’ to divide. And in between there is no obligation to demand, no intimidation to depress, no limitation to deplore, no frustration to discourage, and no accusation to defeat.”

-Lamoyne Sharpe

“…Paul states that part of God’s eternal purpose is that we should be ‘conformed to the image of his son’. And all this is to be achieved by those who ‘walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit’, and here we have the key emphasis in this chapter…the presence and power and enabling of the Holy Spirit of God indwelling the believer.”

-George Duncan

While the person of the Holy Spirit has been largely absent up to this point in the epistle, He now bursts on to the stage in undeniable prominence and importance in the life of the child of God. Chapter eight is in many ways an exposition of the “Spirit Life”, or the life that all true Christians are supposed to live.

In the opening section, we find three aspects of the Spirit Life.

I. THE EMANCIPATION OF THE SPIRIT LIFE (v. 1-4)

As is often the case, Paul will state a theological truth, and then he will at length discuss and support that original truth. Such is the case with chapter eight. Verse one is in many ways a summation of the whole chapter.

Paul tells us that now, for the believer, there is “no condemnation”. The word “condemnation” is of particular interest. F.F. Bruce contends that the word is not merely the opposite of justification, but that it refers rather to “penal servitude”, much like a prison sentence. He goes on to say that, “There is no reason why those who are ‘in Christ Jesus’ should go on doing penal servitude as though they had never been pardoned and never been liberated from the prison-house of sin.”

The better we understand our relationship to Christ, the better we will understand our freedom from sin. The Spirit life is a free life. In these opening verses, Paul describes this emancipation.


A. The recipients of this freedom

This freedom from condemnation is not universal in its application. The wrath of God is still very real for those that are lost. But for those that are “in Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit”, there is no lingering condemnation from their sin.

Notice that this freedom is not for a select few believers, but for all that are in Christ. The Spirit Life is not some exclusive club for super-saints. It is the right and privilege of all believers.


B. The reason for this freedom

Paul goes on in verses two and three to explain that this emancipation from condemnation is made possible through a new “law”, one he calls “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus…”

Again, the believer is not lawless. There is a law that rules our life. It is different from the “the law of sin and death”. The law of the Spirit of the life frees from that old law.

The old law was “weak through the flesh”, that is my flesh prevented me from keeping the Law of God. But God, in the, “sending his own son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and for sin, condemned sin in the flesh.”

In other words, once again, we are reminded of the singular importance of Christ and His cross. There all the issues of our sin were dealt with once and for all.


C. The results from this freedom

Some commentators feel as if verse four, not verse one, is the key verse in this chapter. There Paul tells us that the work of Christ was so, “That the righteousness of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.”
We could not meet the righteous and perfect demands of the Law. But what we could not do, Christ did. “At rest because His sacrifice, at work by the power of His Spirit, we are now free to love, and divinely enabled to walk in love.”

The Law demands perfection, and that is only met in Christ. And only in Him are we enabled to live and practice that which the Law called for in the heart of men, namely absolute and complete love for God.

Not only does the apostle point us to the emancipation of the Spirit life, but notice also secondly that we see:

II. THE EMPOWERMENT OF THE SPIRIT LIFE (v. 5-11)

In verse four, we are introduced to the power that is provided for the believer by the Spirit of God. In the next section, the apostle begins to unfold in greater detail the empowering nature of the Spirit life.

The divided man of chapter seven becomes a devoted and delivered man when he is empowered and enabled by the Spirit of God.


A. How this power is contrasted

In the opening verses, Paul had touched on two different laws. In verses five through seven, Paul contrasts two different lives. The two lives are described as “they that are after flesh”, and “they that are after the Spirit”. 

It is important to note that Paul is here contrasting the life of a believer and an unbeliever. This is not two different lives that a Christian can live. To adopt this position is to run into problems as you move on in the chapter.

They two lives are contrasted in that the “flesh” life minds, or gives attention to, the things of the flesh. While oppositely, the “Spirit” life gives attention to the things of the Spirit.

In verse six, we learn that the “flesh” life, also called “carnally minded”, results in death. We are likewise told that the “Spirit” life results in “life and peace”.

In verse seven, the reason for this is explained. The “carnal mind” is, “enmity with God”, and then in verse eight, we find that those who live the “flesh” life, “cannot please God.”

Paul contrasts the power of the Spirit life with powerlessness of the flesh life, and then he goes on explaining the power of the Spirit life and we see:


B. How this power is confirmed

How do we know if we have the “flesh” life or the “Spirit” life? Paul says in verse nine, “But ye are not in the flesh, but in the Spirit, if so be that the Spirit of God dwell in you.”

Paul says that if you have the Holy Spirit living in you, then you are living in the Spirit Life. This is an important truth. The Holy Spirit is not a gift that we receive in installments. When we are saved by faith in Christ, we are given the complete Person of the Holy Ghost. If you are a Christian, then you have the Spirit life whether you are fully living it or not.

“There is no scriptural basis for a ‘second work of grace’ or a ‘baptism of the Holy Spirit’ subsequent to salvation…either we have all of the Spirit of God or we have none of Him. There may be a time subsequent to salvation in which the Spirit of God gets more of us, but there is never a time when we get more of Him.”

-Woodrow Kroll


C. How this power is conferred

Remember, Paul has been talking about a power that sets us free from the condemnation of sin, and actually enables us to honor and please God with our lives (v. 4).

How does this actually work? How do sinful people like us ever live the life of holiness to which God calls us, and for which God saved us? Paul addresses this question in verses 10 and 11.

He says, “And if Christ be in you, the body is dead because of sin; but the Spirit is life because of righteousness.” In other words, while our bodies are still made up of fallen, sinful, deathly flesh, we are enabled by the Spirit to live in newness of life.

And then in verse 11 we learn on what grounds and by what means this life-giving power is conferred upon us. Paul says, “…if the Spirit of him that raised up Jesus from the dead dwell in you, he that raised up Christ from the dead shall also quicken your mortal bodies by his spirit that dwelleth in you.”

The power to live righteously in spite of our flesh is conferred upon us by the Spirit of God. Just as He raised Christ from the dead, we are given new life by His power. Again, our sanctification is connected completely to the Lord Jesus!

Paul tells us about the emancipation of the Spirit life, and the empowerment of the Spirit life, but we also see:

III. THE EMPLOYMENT OF THE SPIRIT LIFE (v. 12-16)

As we saw in chapter six, the great truths of our salvation and relationship to the Lord are not automatically or mechanically made realities in our lives. There are certain responses that are required on our part in order for these truths to be realized in a practical sense. 

This is what the “Therefore” of verse 12 indicates. Paul is now going to show us how we are to employ, or put into practice the truths he has just discussed. There are three truths Paul gives us in these verses that help us to avail ourselves of the Spirit’s power in our lives.


A. You are liberated



Verse 12 says, “Therefore, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live after the flesh.” The word “debtors”, comes from a Greek word that means to be under obligation, or bound to some duty. 

Paul says that we have no obligation, no duty to the flesh. We are liberated completely from the demands of our flesh. It does not mean that our flesh will not cry out certain orders, it simply means that we are no longer bound to obey the flesh. 

The implication of verse 12 is that while we are under no obligation to the flesh, we are very much under obligation to the Spirit. The thought is carried over into verse 13, where Paul offers this assertion, “…if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die: but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live.” 

Remember, Christ died to set us free from power of our flesh, and now, we are called to appropriate that freedom by using the power of the Spirit to overcome the “deeds of the body”.

B. You are led 

In verse 14, Paul says, “For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are the sons of God.” Don’t read so quickly over this verse that you miss that word “led”. 

Someone might think that all this talk of the Spirit’s power overcoming our flesh is too fanciful. Yet, in this word “led” we are reminded that the Spirit’s power is only as strong as our willingness to follow His leadership in my life.


C. You are loved
Verses 15 and 16 unfold a precious truth, that when understood enables to better appropriate and enjoy the Spirit life. Paul says, “For ye have not received the spirit of bondage again to fear…” When we were the slaves of sin, we were bound, and in fear of the wrath of just God. But now, we have a very different relationship in which we live. Paul goes on and says, “…but ye have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father.”
When we understand that we are no longer strangers and sinners separated from God, but rather sons adopted by God, we then are enabled to live through the power of the Spirit.

Even when we don’t fully realize the implications of our salvation, “The Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are the children of God.” 

The Spirit life is lived when we relate to God as sons. We once were slaves, bound tragically to our sin. Now we are sons, bound lovingly to our Father!

“But if you so meet sin by the Spirit, if you are so led by the Spirit, you do shew yourselves nothing less that God’s own sons. He has called you to nothing lower than sonship; to vital connection with a divine Father’s life, and to the eternal embraces of His love.”

-H.C.G. Moule

The Spirit life is one that all Christians are privileged to enjoy. It can only be lived, however, when we no longer view God as a distant, cold, unapproachable Judge, but begin to relate to Him as a close, loving, empowering Father, willing to give us all that is necessary for life in the Person of His Son!

“Behold, what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us, that we should be called the sons of God…” I John 3:1
Terry Trivette 2009


