
This is a choice study of the eighth chapter of Romans by an outstanding 
scholar and gifted expository preacher. Dr. Ortlund mines the depths 
of this chapter, but what he produces is a book of such practical and 
spiritual riches as we seldom read today. Those who read his earlier 
book on Romans, A Passion For God, hoped he might deal with chapter 
eight more fully. Here he has done so magnificently, and it will be your 
great loss not to read it.

Eric Alexander
Conference speaker and formerly minister, St George's Tron Church,

Glasgow, Scotland

What is a Christian? How are we to live the Christian life? Where are 
we going in our Christian pilgrimage? All these are questions which we 
struggle with almost daily as Christians and all are taken up by Paul in 
the eighth chapter of the book of Romans. Raymond Ortlund opens up 
this great chapter in a way which not only shows sensitivity to the text of 
what Paul was saying, but also great awareness of the needs his Christian 
readers are facing every day. The overwhelming impact of this study is 
to fill us again with wonder at the greatness of God and the greatness of 
the salvation he gives to all who come to him through Christ.

Mark G. Johnston
Senior Pastor, Proclamation Presbyterian Church,

Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania 

This book on one of the most loved chapters of the Bible should gain 
attention and careful reading for some important reasons. One, pastoral 
theology, that is, God’s truth as applied by one of God’s undershepherds 
to the eternal interests of God’s sheep, found and to be found, constitutes 
the burden of each chapter. Two, rarely will one find a pastor as keenly 
informed on the biblical languages, historic theology, current issues, as 
thoroughly committed to a ministry of the Word in proclamation and 
print, and as lovingly sensitive to the souls of his parishioners as is the 
author of this book. Third, truths most offensive to the natural man, yet 
most salutary and essential for him, find expression that is both plain 
and eloquent. In a generation when many so-called evangelicals seem 
soured on the gospel, this is a healthy and encouraging read.

Tom Nettles
Professor of Historical Theology,

The Southern Baptist Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky
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Some books are filled with practical wisdom but they lack theological 
depth. Others are theologically rich but they fail to speak to the com-
mon person. Ray Ortlund in his exposition of Romans 8 has succeeded 
in weaving together both truth and application, both theology and the 
realities of everyday life. He shows that Romans 8 speaks to many of 
our deepest needs, such as the need for forgiveness, power, assurance, 
and security. 

Thomas R. Schreiner
James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament Interpretation,

The Southern Baptist Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky

I can’t think of anyone more qualified than Ray Ortlund to take us on 
spiritual pilgrimage through Romans 8. For years I have recommended 
his book, A Passion for God, a collection of prayers and meditations 
on Paul’s epistle to the Romans. Ray has now focused his remarkable 
exegetical and pastoral skills on Romans 8, the crown jewel of the most 
influential book ever written. There is meat for the hungry soul here. 
There is refreshing water for the thirsty spirit. Ray’s confidence in the 
power of the Spirit-energized Word of God shows forth on every page 
of this wonderful, Christ-exalting study of Romans 8. Get it. Then let 
it get you!

Sam Storms
Pastor, Bridgeway Church, 

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma
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‘I thank my God upon every remembrance of you’
(Phil. 1:3 KJV)
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7

One simple conviction energizes this book as it goes out into the 
world. It is this. The urgent need of the hour is the eternal Word 
of God coming home to our hearts with fresh power through 
the Holy Spirit. Paul’s letter to the Romans has the potential to 
transform the church in our generation, as it has in the past. 
And we need revival. We need a new beginning, according to the 
Word of God. We need ‘times of refreshing from the presence 
of the Lord’ (Acts 3:19). And how will we receive the Holy Spirit, 
except by believing God’s Word (Gal. 3:2, 5)?

Chapter 8 of Romans is powerful for renewal in God. It opens 
up to us the certainty of our peace with God, the ministries of 
the Spirit, the urgency of personal reformation, the incomparable 
glory of our eternal inheritance, the inexorable power of God’s 
goodness at work in our daily lives and the invincibility of his 
loving intentions toward us. ‘Come, all you who are thirsty, come 
to the waters!’ (Isa. 55:1, NIV). Here in Romans 8 there is refresh-
ment enough for dry and thirsty believers! 

Do you long for a fresh breakthrough with God? Jesus said, ‘It 
is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh profits nothing; the words 
that I have spoken to you are spirit and are life’ (John 6:63, NASB). 
Spirit and life! Isn’t that what we need, above all else? The flesh 

Preface 
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Supernatural Living For Natural People8

profits nothing. What is merely human, however brilliant, will 
not pull us out of the ditch we have fallen into. But the words 
that Jesus speaks to us, they are spirit and they are life. I offer 
you this book as the words of Jesus to you. May you hear his 
voice. May you be filled with his Spirit. May you be renewed with 
supernatural life.

I thank Dr. Lane Dennis and Crossway Books for their kind 
permission to use the translation of Romans in the English 
Standard Version. The ESV will show you in English the words 
Paul actually wrote in Romans 8. 

I thank Dr. Tom Nettles of Southern Seminary in Louisville for 
lending a sharp eye to critique the manuscript. Tom is a church 
historian, theologian, loyal follower of Jesus and dear personal 
friend.

I thank my brothers on the session of First Presbyterian 
Church for authorizing me to set aside the time to complete this 
book. And I thank my friends at First Pres, for pressing on for 
more of Christ with me!

I thank Christian Focus Publications for their collaboration 
in making this work available to the world.

I thank Tim Wilcoxson for composing the discussion questions. 
I thank my dear wife, Jani, and my fine son, Gavin, for their 

encouragement through this task.
The mission of First Presbyterian Church is ‘to glorify God 

by demonstrating the transforming power of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ in our community and around the world.’ Wherever you 
are, join us in this glorious mission, for God’s greater glory, your 
richer joy and the salvation of the nations!

Raymond C. Ortlund, Jr.
Augusta, Georgia, USA

December, 2000
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9

1There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are 
in Christ Jesus. 2For the law of the Spirit of life has set me free 
in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death. 3For God has 
done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By 
sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, 
he condemned sin in the flesh, 4in order that the righteous 
requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not 
according to the flesh but according to 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 
the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does 
not submit to God’s law; indeed, it cannot. 8Those who are in 
the flesh cannot please God.

9You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in 
fact the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have 
the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. 10But if Christ is in 
you, although the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life 
because of righteousness. 11If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus 
from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the 

Romans 8 
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Supernatural Living For Natural People10

dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit 
who dwells in you.

12So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live 
according to the flesh. 13For if you live according to the flesh you 
will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, 
you will live. 14For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons 
of God. 15For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back 
into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by 
whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ 16The Spirit himself bears witness 
with our spirit that we are children of God, 17and if children, then 
heirs – heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we 
suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him.

18For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are 
not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. 
19For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of 
the sons of God. 20For the creation was subjected to futility, not 
willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope 21that 
the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and 
obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22For we 
know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the 
pains of childbirth until now. 23And not only the creation, but we 
ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly 
as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our 
bodies. 24For in this hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen 
is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees? 25But if we hope 
for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.

26Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not 
know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself inter-
cedes for us with groanings too deep for words. 27And he who 
searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the 
Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. 28And 
we know that for those who love God all things work together 
for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. 29For 
those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed 
to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn 
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Romans 8 11

among many brothers. 30And those whom he predestined he also 
called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those 
whom he justified he also glorified.

31What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who 
can be against us? 32He who did not spare his own Son but gave 
him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give 
us all things? 33Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? 
It is God who justifies. 34Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is 
the one who died – more than that, who was raised – who is at 
the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us. 35Who 
shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or 
distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or 
sword? 36As it is written,

‘For your sake we are being killed all the day long;
we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.’

37But in all these things we are more than conquerors through 
him who loved us. 38For I am sure that neither death nor life, 
nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor 
powers, 39nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 
will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.
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1 There is therefore now no condemnation for those 
who are in Christ Jesus.2 For the law of the Spirit 
of life has set me free in Christ Jesus from the law 
of sin and death.

Supernatural Living 2012 Reprint.indd   12Supernatural Living 2012 Reprint.indd   12 12/14/2012   12:03:40 PM12/14/2012   12:03:40 PM



13

One 

No Condemnation!

Two great armies clash on the battlefield of life – the people of 
God and the sins that would defeat them. God’s people do not 
fight as well as they should. Sometimes they even yield to their 
enemy. But even as the battle rages, well before the promised 
victory, the Commander of God’s army orders a banner to be 
raised right in the middle of his troops for all to see. The banner 
reads, ‘No condemnation now for those in Christ Jesus!’ And 
that declaration has a remarkable effect upon the people of God. 
They do not use that assurance as an excuse to defect to the other 
side. They rejoice in the certainty of their final triumph and are 
energized to fight on.

Romans 8:1 raises that banner. We look up at it with joy, 
and it stiffens our resolve not to quit. This verse is like a banner 
because, in Paul’s Greek text, it has no verb. Our English Bible 
says, ‘There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are 
in Christ Jesus.’ But Paul’s text is simpler: ‘Therefore now no 
condemnation for those in Christ Jesus!’ It is a plain and force-
ful cry. No condemnation for sinning, struggling Christians who yearn 
to be rescued from their Romans 7 frustration and failure! The only 
thing that will strengthen you to keep fighting is God’s strong 
assurance of grace.
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Supernatural Living For Natural People14

Romans 8 is one of the richest chapters of the Bible. But what 
is Paul aiming to accomplish here? What question is he answering? 
The question driving Romans 8 is this: What can God do for 
sinners like us, fighting but too often failing? We want to live 
for the Lord, but every day we betray him. Our hearts cry out 
with Paul, ‘Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from 
this body of death?’ (Rom. 7:24). So what does God provide for 
Christians with real problems? Does God have something that 
can outperform the severe, but ineffective, threats of his law? 

Paul has already whispered God’s answer to our heartcry 
earlier in his letter to the Romans: Where sin increased, grace 
abounded all the more (5:20). We are not under law but under 
grace (6:14). We now serve God not in the oldness of the letter 
but in the newness of the Spirit (7:6). And Paul has just shouted 
for joy, ‘Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!’ (7:25). 
But how does that actually work out in our lives? What does the 
gospel have to say to us in the midst of the battle, before the 
final victory is won, as we struggle and fail – and then fail again?

The key word in Romans 8 is Spirit. In chapters 1-7, the word 
Spirit appears only five times. In chapters 9-16 Spirit occurs eight 
times. But here in chapter 8 the word Spirit suddenly bursts 
onto the scene 21 times – usually referring to the Holy Spirit of 
God – more often than in any other chapter of the entire New 
Testament.1 

So God’s provision for weak Christians is the Holy Spirit. 
We do need to get tough on our sinful impulses. But our own 
self-monitoring cannot actually change us. God’s transforming 
provision for sinning Christians is the sin-expelling Holy Spirit. 
The reason grace succeeds where law fails is that, while law is 
empowered by our own good intentions, grace is empowered by 
the Holy Spirit. 

We need a fresh rediscovery of the Holy Spirit in our lives and 
in our churches today. I am thankful for the honesty of John Stott:

1 Cf. C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the 
Romans (Edinburgh, 1975), I:371.
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No Condemnation! 15

The best way to begin is to stress the importance of our subject 
by confessing our great need of the power of the Holy Spirit 
today. We are ashamed of the general worldliness of the church 
and disturbed by its weakness, its steadily diminishing influence 
on the country as a whole. Moreover, many of us are oppressed 
by our own personal failures in Christian life and Christian 
ministry. We are conscious that we fall short both of the experi-
ence of the early church and of the plain promises of God in 
his Word. We are thankful indeed for what God has done and 
is doing, and we do not want to denigrate his grace by minimiz-
ing it. But we hunger and thirst for more. We long for ‘revival,’ 
an altogether supernatural visitation of the Holy Spirit in the 
church, and meanwhile for a deeper, richer, fuller experience 
of the Holy Spirit in our own lives.2

We do not need more frightening punishments and more with-
ering scoldings. We need the all-sufficiency of Jesus applied in 
rich measure to our deepest points of personal need. And that 
is what the Holy Spirit does. He internalizes the triumphs of 
Christ crucified within the depths of the human being, so that 
our inclinations start changing from evil to good. The law can-
not do that. The law tells us to pump harder, but the Holy Spirit 
makes springs of living water flow from within. The law tells us 
to pedal faster, but the Holy Spirit fills our sails. And that is the 
power of real holiness.

But Paul does not begin Romans chapter 8 with the ministries 
of the Spirit. After the anguish of chapter 7, Paul first reassures 
us of our bedrock confidence before God: our union with Christ. 
Verse 1 declares, ‘There is therefore now no condemnation for 
those who are in Christ Jesus.’ If God has drawn you to himself, 
then he has put you ‘in Christ Jesus’. We have been ‘united with 
him in a death like his,’ and ‘we shall certainly be united with him 
in a resurrection like his’ (Rom. 6:5). Jesus used a metaphor to 
convey the vital intimacy of our union with him: ‘I am the vine, 
you are the branches’ (John 15:5). We can see how striking this 

2 John R. W. Stott, The Baptism and Fullness of the Holy Spirit (Chicago, 1964), p. 3.
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reality is from Philippians 1:1, where Paul addresses his letter ‘to 
all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi’ (NASB). Right 
now I am in Augusta, Georgia. You may be in Los Angeles or in 
Edinburgh or in Johannesburg. But far more, you and I are also 
in Christ Jesus. 

Think of it: ‘in Christ Jesus.’ Could there be a simpler way to 
articulate our relationship with the Lord than the word in? But 
the meaning is profound. Among other things, our union with 
Christ means that his righteousness has been credited to us, in 
God’s sight (Rom. 3:22; 4:3, 23-24). And that is why there is ‘no 
condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.’

God has done this, we did not. And it changes everything. 
It means that we are not holding on to Christ as much as he is 
holding on to us. It means that God has done something for us 
larger than our own change of allegiance to him. He has included 
us in all that the death and resurrection of Jesus are worth. So 
when we prove again that we are sinners, as we too often do, we 
may also announce to ourselves that we are also in Christ Jesus, 
as liable to condemnation as he is.3 

God wants us to revel in our union with his Son. Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones counsels us in how to take advantage of this triumph 
of grace:

If you have got hold of this idea you will have discovered the most 
glorious truth you will ever know in your life. Most Christian 

3 James Montgomery Boice, Romans: Volume 2, The Reign of Grace (Grand Rapids, 
1992), page 795, notes that Paul refers to the believer’s union with Christ (‘in 
Christ,’ ‘in Christ Jesus,’ ‘in him’ or their equivalents) no less than 164 times in 
his letters. He observes:

In his writings Paul illustrates the concept by three very powerful illustra-
tions. The first is the union of the head and the body, in which he com-
pares the members of the church to the various parts of Christ’s body (cf. 
1 Cor. 12:12-27; Eph. 1:22-23; Col. 1:18). The second is the union of the 
parts of a building, sometimes described as a temple that has the Lord Jesus 
Christ as its chief cornerstone (cf. 1 Cor. 3:9, 11-15; Eph. 2:20-22). The third 
and most powerful illustration is the union of a husband and wife in mar-
riage. Paul ends his teaching about marriage by saying, ‘This is a profound 
mystery – but I am talking about Christ and the church’ (Eph. 5:32).
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No Condemnation! 17

people are miserable, most Christian people fail, and fall into 
sin, because they are depressed, because they allow the devil to 
depress them. ‘Ah,’ they say, ‘I have sinned, so how can I make 
these great statements?’ Have you never heard of the word ‘faith’? 
This verse is the answer of faith to all our troubles; this is what 
God tells us about ourselves; and He puts it in this absolute, 
complete, certain manner.4 

Should we not declare to ourselves what God so clearly declares 
to us here in Romans 8:1? Thirty years ago, as a college student, 
when I was wrestling with my own mediocrity, I wrote out the fol-
lowing on a piece of note-paper, which I have before me right now:

I’m so full of myself.
I’m so frustrated.
I’m so defeated.
I’m so discouraged.
I’m so sad.
BUT
Christ is SUFFICIENT.
Christ is VICTORIOUS.
Christ is SOVEREIGN.
Christ is CAPABLE.
Christ is LOVING.
AND
I’m FORGIVEN.
So PRESS ON! AND DON’T LOOK BACK!!! 

Simply put, but isn’t that the foundation we all stand on? Isn’t 
that consistent with the plain absoluteness of Paul’s declaration 
here? What a contrast with the tortuous self-analysis of Romans 7! 
Only an unambiguous proclamation like this has the power to re-
lease the human conscience into freedom to live joyfully for God.

Interestingly, some manuscripts of the Greek New Testament 
add something to the end of the verse, to qualify it. The 

4 D. M. Lloyd-Jones, Romans: An Exposition of Chapters 7:1-8:4, The Law: Its Functions 
and Limits (Edinburgh, 1995 reprint), p. 277.
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Authorized (or King James) Version translates these manuscripts: 
‘There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in 
Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.’ As 
the Greek New Testament was hand-copied in the course of the 
early Christian centuries, some scribe could not allow verse 1 
to stand in its unqualified simplicity. So he took the last phrase 
of verse 4 and repeated it here at the end of verse 1, to soften 
the force of the verse: ‘Sure, there’s no condemnation for those 
in Christ – as long as they’re walking in the Spirit!’ But this 
change is more than a corruption of the text. It is a corruption 
of the gospel. After all, when are we walking deeply enough 
and consistently enough in the Spirit, to escape condemnation? 
Paul’s whole point in this verse is to speak peace into the storm 
of our souls, calming our inner turmoil so painfully described in 
chapter 7. So who may allow himself to breathe in the gospel’s 
atmosphere of gracious acceptance? ‘Those who are in Christ 
Jesus’ – period. You may or may not be walking in the Spirit at 
any given moment. But there is no condemnation for you, none 
at all5  – not because your behavior is so Christian but because 
your Savior is Christ. And this is true for you right now (‘There 
is therefore now ...’). Not five years from now, when you hope 
to be a better Christian, but right now, as you are, Jesus Christ 
is your absolute Savior.

Whatever the world may say, the Bible reveals that you and I are 
not isolated, autonomous, completely self-determining individuals. 
We are involved in vast and ancient solidarities – either with Adam 
or with Christ (Rom. 5:12-21). Our guilt is more than personal. 
We inherited guilt from our forefather Adam!6 But in God’s great 

5 Cf. James Denney, ‘St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans,’ in The Expositor’s Greek 
Testament, edited by W. Robertson Nicoll (Grand Rapids, 1970 reprint), II:644: 
‘The ouvde,n is emphatic: condemnation is in every sense out of the question.’

6 The difficulty of this biblical teaching is reflected in the subtitle of a recent book 
on the subject, viz., Henri Blocher, Original Sin: Illuminating the Riddle, edited by 
D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids, 1997). On page 15, Blocher quotes Augustine, 
who said regarding original sin, ‘Nothing is so easy to denounce, nothing is so 
difficult to understand.’
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love for us, he has removed us from our natural identification with 
Adam, cancelled our Adamic guilt, and joined us supernaturally 
to Christ Jesus so that we inherit his righteousness. 

If you are in Christ, then all that he can do for a defeated 
failure is now yours. You are not going to hell any more! This brief 
life is all the hell you will ever know. You will never again hear 
God’s holy law thundering its curses against you. The atoning 
work of Christ on your behalf is complete, and you cannot add 
anything to enhance his triumph (John 19:30). So never qualify 
the gospel with well-meaning but unscriptural add-on phrases, the 
way that ancient scribe did with verse 1. Have some respect for 
what Jesus accomplished at his cross. Let your heart find rest in 
the wonder of Jesus Christ: ‘God made him who knew no sin to 
be sin on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness of 
God in him’ (2 Cor. 5:21 NASB). Let it sink in: at his cross, Jesus 
took all our sins on himself as if they were his own, so that now 
God gives us the righteousness of Jesus as our own. Our holy 
Lord exchanged places with us sinners. He put us in his place of 
approval, he put himself in our place of condemnation, and God 
accepts that exchange. Your only part is to open your heart and 
receive the finished cross-work of Christ. When you do, you are 
justified before God. You are not just brought up from minus to 
zero, to a position of neutrality. You are declared positively right-
eous in God’s assessment of you, as righteous as Jesus himself. 
And that is why you are released from condemnation and enter 
into peace with God (Rom. 5:1).

This miracle of God’s love, which the Bible calls justification, 
not only secures us in his favor forever. It also puts into the hand 
of every Christian warrior a strong weapon against moral despair 
in the warfare of everyday temptation. The gospel is like this. God 
approaches you and says, ‘I have here a credit card. It is the credit 
card of justification. It accesses the infinite resources of the merit 
of Christ. If you take it, you can charge all your moral debts to 
this card. There is no limit on this card. It will give you a new 
credit rating in my data base. And you can carry this card with 
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you at all times. Whenever you sin, you can charge it to Jesus. So 
I will never declare you bankrupt. How about it? Will you accept 
the card?’ And you and I have believed God’s offer and stretched 
out our empty hands to receive his gift. So now, when we sin, we 
know what to do. We take out the card and, by faith, let Jesus 
pay for it and put us back into ‘the black’ with God.

Obviously, we could abuse the credit card. We could hear 
God’s offer and respond, ‘Think of the possibilities! I can go on 
a spending spree of sin, with no consequences!’ That, of course, 
is hypocrisy. The credit card is only for people of faith. And faith 
hungers and thirsts for righteousness (Matt. 5:6). That is the only 
true incentive for accepting the credit card of justification. Justifica-
tion is for sinners whose hearts are longing to be rid of their sin. 
And for them, it really is as free and as wonderful as that credit card.

Verse one does not say, ‘There are no sins, there are no accu-
sations, there are no valid complaints, there are no disciplines.’ 
A Christian is not above correction. A Christian is not always 
right. But a Christian is never condemned under the judgment of God. 
The gospel does not deny the enslaving grip of sin (‘the law of 
sin and death,’ verse 2), but the gospel does deny the damning 
authority of sin. When you affirm your new identity in Christ, 
you are not playing a pretend game. You are not covering over 
your problems. But you are seeing yourself and your problems 
in a new connection – in relation to all that Jesus is worth to 
you, with his blood cleansing you and his promises securing your 
future. In fact, your union with Christ says more about you in 
the sight of God than your own habits and mood swings and 
weaknesses (and strengths!) say about you. The way God sees 
it, your real moral guilt died at the cross. So if you are in Christ, 
then the guilt of all your sins – past, present and future – is already 
in your past. It is a settled matter in the sight of God even now. You 
may need to make some apologies to people you have offended. 
You may need to confess sins and repair damage. But even as 
you go about doing those things, you go with the smile of God 
to encourage you along. You can even put your own name right 
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here in the Bible: ‘There is therefore now no condemnation for 
____________________, who is in Christ Jesus.’

Now, if you have God’s approval in Christ, can it be wrong 
to relish a sense of his approval? Do not think, ‘If I want to be an 
earnest Christian, I can’t allow myself to enjoy the smile of God.’ 
Do not take yourself that seriously. Do not trust in yourself at 
all. Self-reproach does not bind you to godliness; confidence in 
Christ does. Trust him as your all-sufficient Savior. Romans 8:1 
is announcing to you with unqualified clarity the absoluteness of 
your acceptance in Christ. God not only accepts you, he wants 
you to know that he accepts you, because you will never see lib-
erating breakthroughs to new levels of personal holiness except 
in the reassuring atmosphere of grace. 

Living under condemnation actually strengthens sin. How? 
Given that the demands of God’s holy law are unendurable for 
weak sinners like us, sinning then becomes an outlet, an attrac-
tive escape, a way of easing the pressure. But here is our only 
remedy: ‘Spiritual health never comes from belittling sin, but 
from a willingness to bathe its filthy entirety in the compassion of 
God.’7  Will you bathe your filthy entirety in the compassion of 
God? He longs for you to. At what point will you allow yourself 
to let go of your self-hatred and rejoice in the all-sufficiency of 
Christ? Two things are certain about you today. One, your sins 
will run up a debt with God, more than you know. Two, God 
will cover for you. Why? Because the value of the crucified One 
has been applied to your account. And if God has actually done 
this, doesn’t it stand to reason that he wants you to feel loved 
and provided for? If you cannot ‘glorify and enjoy God’ through 
Christ, how can you fulfill your ‘chief end’?8 

But union with our Lord not only saves us from God’s wrath 
and restores us to his favor. It also opens up to us a new, hope-

7 Bryan Chapell, In the Grip of Grace: When You Can’t Hang On: The Promises of 
Romans 8 (Grand Rapids, 1992), page 27. Italics added.

8 Cf. Westminster Shorter Catechism, Question 1: ‘What is the chief end of man?’ 
Answer: ‘Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him for ever.’
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ful arrangement for living: ‘For the law of the Spirit of life has 
set me free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death’ (v. 2). 
God has structured for us a new relationship with him, in which 
every provision for a weak sinner is already built in and it will 
take nothing less than eternity in heaven to prove how vast its 
potentialities really are. 

We cannot overrate the importance of Romans 8:2 for under-
standing authentic Christianity. What is Paul saying here? He is 
only restating what the Bible says many times elsewhere. Jeremiah 
and Ezekiel, for example, prophesied a new covenant replacing 
the old covenant (Jer. 31:31-34; Ezek. 36:25-28). God’s holy law 
was originally chiselled into stone plates. It rightly condemned 
our every violation of holiness as real moral guilt before God. 
But God promised a new arrangement, a new covenant. He 
promised to take our guilt away and inscribe his law on our very 
personalities. This he accomplishes by virtue of our union with 
Christ (‘in Christ Jesus’).9 

Basic to Christianity is the contrast between legalism and 
spirituality. Legalism is externalized holiness, while spirituality 
is internalized holiness. And spirituality produces the kind of 
people the law had in mind all along. The ‘law of sin and death’, 
as Paul calls it here, is human virtue confined to legalism. It 
is trying to meet the challenge of God’s holy law through our 
own self-mastery. Really, it only reinforces sin, concealed under 
a veneer of self-righteousness. But still, legalism is attractive to 
the human heart, because it reduces righteousness to humanly 
manageable dimensions. It reduces holiness to sin management, 
behavior modification. Lacking God’s Spirit, however, it only 
produces death. It hollows a person out. It turns righteousness 
into a role play, and make-believe moral character is unsustain-
able. Paul confessed his own frustration in chapter 7: ‘I see in my 
members [the way I actually live] another law at war with the law 
of my mind [the way I know I ought to live] and making me captive 

9 Richard F. Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life (Downers Grove, 1979), p. 74: 
‘Spiritual life flows out of union with Christ, not merely imitation of Christ.’
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to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I 
am!’ (Rom. 7:23-24a). That voice is the moan of human bondage 
to sin! Up from the dungeon of sin – it is ‘the law of sin’ in 7:23 
and ‘the law of sin and death’ in 8:2 – up out of that misery, our 
weary hearts cry for liberation: ‘Who will deliver me from this 
body of death?’ (Rom. 7:24b). And boot-strapping ourselves up by 
God’s law does not deliver us. It only intensifies our frustration. 
It binds us to our sinful patterns, even as it makes us pretend to 
be something we really aren’t.

But God has opened up a hopeful future. He has replaced 
the best that we can do with the best that he can do. The ‘law of 
the Spirit of life’ has set us free from the inexorable downward 
pull of the ‘law of sin and death’. You and I will not be sinful 
like this forever. The sovereign Spirit of God has taken us on as 
his personal project.

Romans 8:2 could not declare more clearly that true spiritual-
ity is different from our own religious intuitions. Paul gives us 
only two alternatives here – life in the Spirit, and death under 
the law. And the difference between them is marked by the verb 
‘set free’. There is no bondage in authentic Christianity. It is a 
liberation.

But isn’t it interesting that Paul calls our new arrangement for 
living ‘the law of the Spirit of life’? We are freed from one law, 
not to be lawless, but to live under another law. 

The law of sin and death we all understand from bitter expe-
rience. But the law of the Spirit of life? Why does Paul describe 
deliverance – ‘Who will deliver me?’ (7:24) – in terms of another 
law? Because Spirit-filled living is God’s authoritative replacement 
for law-punished living. Ironically, in God’s kingdom, legalism is 
illegal! It violates the law of the Spirit of life. So God’s liberating 
new order for human existence in Christ is the exuberance of the 
Spirit setting us free from the exactitude of the law. Spirituality 
replaces legality. Life transcends religiosity. 

Archibald Alexander, the nineteenth-century Princeton theo-
logian, was confronted by a man who demanded of him, ‘Sir, have 
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you no religion?’ And Alexander replied, ‘None to speak of.’10 But 
this godly man had life in the Holy Spirit, according to God’s 
authoritative decree.

Do you see how the gospel humbles us? For a hell-deserving 
sinner to be given a whole new life at the cost of the Son of God 
and by the power of the Holy Spirit is a joy to inspire awe. Do you 
see how the gospel encourages us? To live in a penalty-free zone in 
Christ and to come under the gracious sovereignty of the Holy 
Spirit who writes the law of God on the human heart – that is 
a liberation to energize fighters. And do you see how the gospel 
searches us? The most deeply probing word here in Romans 8:1-2 
is the little pronoun ‘me’ in verse 2. Can your heart say with the 
hymn-writer, ‘No condemnation now I dread, Jesus and all in him 
is mine’? Can you say with Paul, ‘The law of the Spirit of life has 
set me free’? Does ‘set free’ describe what God has done in your 
life? Have you really come into Christ, or are you just devoutly 
religious? Are you a Christian? Seek the Lord, and do not rest until 
you can say for yourself, ‘The law of the Spirit of life has set me 
free from the law of sin and death.’ 

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. How does the first verse of Romans 8 help you in the “bat-
tlefield of life”?( p.13)

2. Have you seen the law's failure to produce change in your 
life? What does Spirit-empowered grace look like in contrast? 
(p. 14)

3. In what ways could the truth that believers are “in Christ” 
impact the way you worship? (pp. 15-16)

10 Cited in a review of David B. Calhoun, Princeton Seminary, Volume I, Faith and 
Learning, 1812-1868, in The Princeton Seminary Bulletin 17 N.S. (1996): p. 267.
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4. Is the Gospel as a “credit card of justification” a new concept 
for you?  What kind of heart-attitude should this produce? 
(pp. 19-20)

5. Have you experienced a shift from religiosity to genuine 
spirituality? Describe the difference with Romans 8:2 in 
mind. (p. 22-3)
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