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5

 SERIES  PREFACE  

Each volume of the God’s Word For You series takes you to the heart 

of a book of the Bible, and applies its truths to your heart.

The central aim of each title is to be:

 } Bible centered

 } Christ glorifying

 } Relevantly applied

 } Easily readable

You can use Romans 8 – 16 For You:

To read. You can simply read from cover to cover, as a book that 

explains and explores the themes, encouragements and challenges of 

this part of Scripture. 

To feed. You can work through this book as part of your own person-

al regular devotions, or use it alongside a sermon or Bible-study series 

at your church. Each chapter is divided into two shorter sections, with 

questions for reflection at the end of each. 

To lead. You can use this as a resource to help you teach God’s word 

to others, both in small-group and whole-church settings. You’ll find 

tricky verses or concepts explained using ordinary language, and help-

ful themes and illustrations along with suggested applications. 

These books are not commentaries. They assume no understanding 

of the original Bible languages, nor a high level of biblical knowledge. 

Verse references are marked in bold so that you can refer to them eas-

ily. Any words that are used rarely or differently in everyday language 

outside the church are marked in gray when they first appear, and 

are explained in a glossary toward the back. There, you’ll also find  

details of resources you can use alongside this one, in both personal 

and church life.

Our prayer is that as you read, you’ll be struck not by the contents 

of this book, but by the book it’s helping you open up; and that you’ll 

praise not the author of this book, but the One he is pointing you to.

Carl Laferton, Series Editor
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Bible translations used:

 }  NIV: New International Version, 1984 translation (this is the version 

being quoted unless otherwise stated)

 } NIV2011: New International Version, 2011 translation

 } AV: Authorized Version (also known as King James Version, KJV)

 } ESV: English Standard Version

 } NRSV: New Received Standard Version
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 INTRODUCTION  TO ROMANS 8 – 16

The book of Romans is the most sustained explanation of the heart of 

the gospel, and the most thrilling exploration of how that gospel goes 

to work in our hearts.

The first seven chapters explain the wonderful truths of the gos-

pel: of justification by faith, of union with Christ, of salvation through 

Christ alone and not through our works. Those chapters have it all 

there, and have it in great depth. You’ll find them unpacked, enjoyed 

and applied in the first volume on this book, Romans 1 – 7 For You.

Then comes the second half of the book. In chapters 8 to 16, Paul 

is going to continue to answer a question he began to ask in chapters 

5 to 7: How does faith in the gospel of Christ actually lead to change 

in real life?

Paul was writing to the church in Rome in about AD57, during his 

third missionary journey, quite likely from Corinth, Greece. This was a 

church made up of Jewish and Gentile converts, a church of commit-

ted but young Christians. Though Paul had not yet met them person-

ally, he knew that what they most needed was the gospel. But he did 

not merely want them to understand the gospel. Rather, he longed for 

them to love and to live the gospel. Christianity is not primarily a mat-

ter of the head or the will; it is a matter of the heart, a heart in which 

the Holy Spirit dwells and which is saturated in the gospel. That’s the 

heart that leads to real change in thinking and behavior.

In one sense, Romans 8 – 16 comes in two sections, each begin-

ning: “Therefore.” First, in 8:1, Paul tells us: “Therefore, there is now 

no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” This is a sum-

mary of the whole ground of Christian assurance. For the believer, 

there can never be any condemnation by, nor separation from, their 

heavenly Father. Why? Because of the work of his Son on the cross 

and the work of his Spirit in our hearts. As Paul goes on to show in 

chapters 9 – 11, our salvation is all about God’s choice, and so we can 

be both humble about ourselves and confident in him.
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Second, in 12:1-2, Paul says: “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in 

view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and 

pleasing to God … Do not conform … but be transformed by the re-

newing of your mind.” This is a summary of the whole of the Christian 

life. The believer’s life is to be lived out of gratitude. We live to please 

our heavenly Father by obeying him, even at cost or inconvenience. 

The rest of Romans shows how we can offer ourselves “as living sac-

rifices” in all parts of our lives. 

The great 20th-century Welsh preacher D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

wrote of Romans:

“ It is one of the brightest gems of all. Someone has said that in 

the whole of the Scriptures the brightest and the most lustrous 

and flashing stone, or collection of stones, is this Epistle to the 

Romans, and that of these [chapter 8] is the brightest gem in the 

cluster. The most moving [chapter in Romans] is this chapter 8.”

(Romans Chapters 7:1 – 8:4, pages 258-259)

For me, perhaps the most wonderful part of the book of Romans is 

8:5, where Paul summarizes how you change from the inside out; 

how you change deeply. “Those who live in accordance with the Spir-

it,” he says, “have their minds set on what the Spirit desires.” To grow 

in Christ and to be changed into people like Christ, we need to set our 

minds on spiritual things, on things above. We need to learn how to 

meditate and think about the 

gospel until it becomes real to 

our hearts and the founda-

tion of everything we do. 

I have always believed that 

at the heart of Romans 8 you 

have the secret to really using 

the gospel in your heart to 

change yourself in a profound 

way; and that the rest of Romans will show you what that change will 

look like in a practical way. My prayer is that as you read the second 

I have always 
believed that at the 
heart of Romans 8 

you have the secret 
to profound change.
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half of this wonderful letter, you will find your heart thrilled by the 

gospel, your mind shaped by the gospel, and your life changed by the 

gospel.

Romans is perhaps the most written-upon book in the whole of 

Scripture. It is tightly argued, and so included in the appendices is a 

detailed outline structure for the last nine chapters of the letter. And 

chapters 9 – 11 are some of the most difficult in the whole Bible, both 

to understand and to appreciate; so there is an appendix giving a 

lengthier treatment of the doctrine of God’s sovereign election. 

But this resource is not intended to be an exhaustive, or final, word 

on this letter. It is not a commentary: it does not go into the depth that 

a commentary would, nor does it interact in detail with historical and 

recent scholarship. It is an expository guide, opening up the Scriptures 

and suggesting how they apply to us today. 
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 ROMANS CHAPTER 8  VERSES 1-13  

 1.  FIGHTING SIN 
WITH THE SPIRIT

In Romans 7, Paul showed us that Christians still wrestle with remain-

ing, indwelling sin*. He says: “But what I hate I do” (7:15). But, at 

the same time, Christians have experienced a revolution in conscious-

ness—a real disgust over sin and (now) an inability to find any last-

ing pleasure in it: “But what I hate I do.” These two facts keep us 

from either the legalism that says: Real Christians don’t struggle with 

sin anymore, or the permissiveness that says: Real Christians are hu-

man; they sin just like anyone else. The Spirit of God has come in and 

transformed our “inner being” and self (7:22) so we want God and 

holiness, but our “flesh” or “sinful nature” is still powerful enough to 

keep us from doing what our new desires want.

But Romans 7 does not say everything about the Christian life. Our 

new condition—a “double nature”—can actually lead to more dis-

tress unless we “live … according to the Spirit” (8:4†). Paul gives us 

directions on how to live in the Spirit. Unless we do, we will find our-

selves continually doing what we hate.

No Condemnation
Before showing us how to live according to God’s Spirit, though, 

Paul wants to show us how God’s Son has given us life. Verse 1 be-

gins “therefore”—he could be reaching right back to sections such 

as 3:21-27 (as John Stott suggests) or to the previous two chapters 

* Words in gray are defined in the Glossary (page 185).
† All Romans verse references being looked at in each chapter are in bold.
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(Douglas Moo’s position), where Paul has characterized the Christian 

as one in whom sin is still powerful, but whose inner “true” self is 

“a slave to God’s law” (7:25), and who can look forward to being 

rescued “from this body of death … through Jesus Christ our Lord”.

However far back in his letter Paul is looking, the great truth of 8:1 

is captured in two words: “no condemnation.” These two words 

tell us of our position as Christians. To be “not condemned” is, of 

course, a legal term; it means to be free from any debt or penalty. 

No one has any charges against you. A person who is in Christ Jesus 

is not under any condemnation from God. Paul already said this in 

Romans 5:16 and 18. 

This is tremendous! It means God has nothing against us! He finds 

no fault in us. He finds nothing to punish us for.

However, the phrase Paul uses is not simply that Christians are 

“not condemned.” This is a much stronger phrase than that. He says 

that for Christians there is no condemnation at all. It doesn’t exist for 

us. It’s not that we have moved out 

from under it for a while, but that it 

could return. No; there is no condem-

nation for us at all—it doesn’t exist 

anymore.

The reason it is important to men-

tion this is that many think that a 

Christian is only temporarily out from 

under condemnation. Many want to 

limit the meaning of this phrase to our past, or to our past and pre-

sent. But Paul is saying categorically that condemnation no longer 

exists at all for a believer. It is not waiting in the wings to come back 

and cloud our future!

Many believe that Christians who confess sin and then live a good 

life are forgiven and are, at that moment, not condemned. But they 

believe that, should they sin, they are back under condemnation until 

they confess and repent again. In other words, if a Christian man were 

There is no 
condemnation 
for us at all—it 

doesn’t exist 
anymore.

Romans 8 v 1-13
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to sin, he would again come under condemnation and could be lost if 

he died in that state. If this were true, then Christians would be people 

who are always moving back and forth, in and out of condemnation.

But this view doesn’t square at all with the comprehensiveness and 

intensity of Paul’s statement. Paul says quite literally that condemna-

tion itself no longer exists for us—“There is no condemnation for 

those who are in Christ Jesus” (8:1). Thus, the moment we come into 

Christ Jesus, condemnation is gone forever. There is no more condem-

nation left for us—it is gone. There can never be condemnation for us. 

There is nothing but acceptance and welcome for us! 

The Problem Of Forgetfulness
The great twentieth-century Welsh preacher D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

said that: “Most of our troubles are due to our failure to realize the 

truth of this verse.” What happens if we forget that there is “now no 

condemnation”?

On the one hand, we feel far more guilt, unworthiness and pain 

than we should. From this may come drivenness from a need to 

“prove ourselves;” great sensitivity to criticism, defensiveness; a lack 

of confidence in relationships; a lack of confidence and joy in prayer 

and worship; and even addictive behavior, which can be a reaction to 

a deep sense of guilt and unworthiness.

On the other hand, we will have far less motivation to live a holy 

life. We have fewer resources for self-control. Christians who don’t 

understand “no condemnation” only obey out of fear and duty. That 

is not nearly as powerful a motivation as love and gratitude. If we 

don’t grasp the full wonder of “now no condemnation,” we will un-

derstand each word of the rest of 8:1-13, but completely miss the 

sense of it! Lloyd-Jones summed this up with a useful illustration: 

“ The difference between an unbeliever sinning and a Christian 

sinning is the difference between a man transgressing the laws 

of … [the] State, and … a husband [who] has done something 

Romans 8 v 1-13
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he should not do in his relationship with his wife. He is not 

breaking the law, he is wounding the heart of his wife. That is 

the difference. It is no longer a legal matter, it is a matter of per-

sonal relationship and … love. The man does not cease to be the 

husband [legally, in that instance]. Law does not come into the 

matter at all … In a sense it is now something much worse than 

a legal condemnation. I would rather offend against a law of the 

land objectively outside me, than hurt someone whom I love … 

[In that case] You have sinned, of course, but you have sinned 

against love … [so] You may and you should feel ashamed, but 

you should not feel condemnation, because to do so is to put 

yourself back ‘under the law.’” 

(Romans Chapters 7:1 – 8:4, pages 271-272)

No Slavery
Verse 1, then, reminds us of the central argument of Romans 1 – 7: 

there is no condemnation for sin for believers. Verse 2 explains a sec-

ond aspect to God’s victory, on our behalf, over sin—there is now no 

bondage to sin, either. “Through Christ Jesus” (v 2)—through faith 

in him—”the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin 

and death.” As we saw in Romans 7 (see Romans 1 – 7 For You, page 

168), Paul uses the word “law” to mean:

(a) God’s law or standards.

(b) A general principle.

(c) A force or power.

So in 8:2, “the law” seems fairly clearly to carry the third meaning. 

The Holy Spirit comes to free us from bondage to the sin within our 

hearts. So verse 1 tells us we are delivered from the legal condemna-

tion of sin; verse 2 that we are being delivered from the actual power 

of sin. Put another way, salvation deals with our legal guilt (v 1) and 

our internal corruption (v 2). 

Some people wonder about the relationship of verse 1 to verse 2. 

Paul basically says: There is no condemnation for Christians because 

Romans 8 v 1-13
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the Holy Spirit frees us from sin. This could be read to mean that our 

sanctification by the Holy Spirit is the cause or the ground of our 

justification—that it is as we fight sin and obey God that we are 

made right with God. 

But all of Romans up to this point denies that. Instead, Paul is likely 

saying: We know we are out of condemnation because God has sent 

the Holy Spirit into our life to free us from sin.

How God Did It
In verses 3-4, Paul shows us how God has achieved the two aspects 

of salvation (no guilt, no bondage). First, God sent his Son to become 

human (“in the likeness of sinful man,” v 3) and become a sin offer-

ing. In other words, the death of Christ defeats sin legally, by paying 

the debt. Second, God did this not simply to defeat sin legally, but to 

wipe it out actually in our lives: “in order that the righteous require-

ments of the law might be fully met in us, who … [live] according to 

the Spirit.” The work of the Holy Spirit within us empowers us to obey 

the law (albeit never perfectly, and thus never in a way that contrib-

utes to, nor undermines, our salvation). The great British pastor John 

Stott explained it this way:

“ We are set free from the law as a way of acceptance, but obliged 

to keep it as a way of holiness. It is as a ground of justification 

that the law no longer binds us … But as a standard of conduct 

the law is still binding, and we seek to fulfill it as we walk accord-

ing to the Spirit.”                              (Men Made New, pages 82-83)

But why did God send his Son to bear 

our condemnation, and send his Spirit 

to break our bondage? Verse 4 tells us 

that everything Christ did for us—his in-

carnation (“sending his own Son in the 

likeness of sinful man,” v 3), his death 

and his resurrection—was all in order (for 

the purpose) that we might live a holy 

Everything 
Christ did 
for us was 
in order that 
we might live 
a holy life.

Romans 8 v 1-13
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life. This is an amazing point. The thing Jesus lives for, the purpose of 

his entire life, is to make us holy, fulfilling “the righteous requirements 

of the law.” This is the greatest possible motive for living a holy life. 

Whenever we sin, we endeavor to frustrate the aim and purpose of 

the entire life, death and ministry of Jesus Christ! If this doesn’t work 

as an incentive for living a holy life, nothing will.

Mind Matters 
In the rest of this section (indeed, in the rest of the chapter), Paul is 

going to focus on the second great benefit of being “in Christ”—

overcoming sin in our lives. After all, as he has shown in heartfelt 

detail in chapter 7, not only is there no hope in ourselves for our 

salvation, but there is also no hope in ourselves for our obedience. 

For any real change, we cannot rely on our own efforts, but only, as 

Paul now explains, on the work of the Spirit.

How do we overcome sin with the Spirit? Or, to put it another 

way, how do we “live in accordance with the Spirit” (8:5), in the way 

that our inner self truly desires (7:22)? The people who do this are 

those who “have their minds set on what the Spirit desires” (8:5). Paul 

says that the connection between living and thinking is a tight and 

close one. Literally he says: “For those being according to the flesh 

mind the things of the flesh, but those being according to the Spirit 

mind the things of the Spirit.” In other words, whatever you have set 

your mind on shapes your lifestyle and character. What does it mean 

to “mind” something or “set the mind”? Even in English, when the 

word “mind” is used as a verb, it has a stronger meaning than simply 

“to think about.” It means to focus intently on something, to be pre-

occupied with something, to have the attention and the imagination 

totally captured by something.

The twentieth-century Archbishop of Canterbury William Temple 

once said: “Your religion is what you do with your solitude.” In other 

words, wherever your mind goes most naturally and freely when there 

is nothing else to distract it—that is what you really live for. That is 

Romans 8 v 1-13
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your religion. Your life is shaped by whatever preoccupies your mind. 

The overcoming of sin in our lives begins in our minds; and victory 

over sin is only ever the result of having minds set on the Spirit.

 Questions  for reflection

1.  Do you ever feel under condemnation? What causes you to feel 

this way; and how will you make sure you remember “there is 

now no condemnation” next time? 

2. In what way(s) will knowing that Jesus’ ministry was in order to 

make you holy motivate you to live differently today?

3. What do you do with your solitude? How will you fix your thoughts 

on the gospel today? 

Romans 8 v 1-13
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 PART TWO 

The Things Of The Spirit
So a successful fight against sin begins by “mind[ing] … the things 

of the Spirit” (8:5, AV translation). This is not the same thing as sim-

ply thinking about religion all the time, or theology in general. The 

“things” of the Spirit would be those things to which the Spirit draws 

attention; to “mind” the Spirit would be to be preoccupied by the 

things that preoccupy the Spirit. 

What are those things? In the rest of chapter 8, we will see that the 

Spirit comes to show us that we are sons and daughters of the Lord. 

We will explore this more in the next chapter, but it is worth seeing 

here what the “things” or truths the Spirit wants us to “mind” are:

 } Verse 14 will tell us that: “those who are led by the Spirit of God 

are sons of God.” 

 } Verses 15-16 will tell us that the Spirit removes a fear of rejection 

and assures us that we are God’s beloved children. 

 } Verses 26-27 will tell us that the Spirit gives us confidence to ap-

proach God in prayer. 

In other words, the rest of Romans 8 tells us what the Spirit is preoc-

cupied with: how in Christ we are adopted, loved and welcomed.

A parallel passage is Colossians 3:1-4: “Since, then, you have 

been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where 

Christ is seated … your life is now hid-

den with Christ in God.” Here, Paul 

tells us to be preoccupied with “things 

above:” We are to remember that we 

have been raised with Christ and are 

accepted in him before the Father. The 

Holy Spirit is not mentioned here, but 

the principle is the same. We are to 

be preoccupied with our standing in 

To “mind the 
things of the 

Spirit” means 
never to forget 
our privileged 

standing.

Romans 8 v 1-13
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Christ. We are to drill into our minds and hearts his love and adop-

tion of us. To “mind … the things of the Spirit” (Romans 8:5) means 

never to forget our privileged standing or the fact that we are loved, 

and to let this dominate our thinking, our perspectives, and there-

fore our words and actions.

Everybody Minds Something
Ultimately, Paul says, everyone will “mind” something—we will ei-

ther be preoccupied by the things of the Spirit, or “the sinful nature”  

(v 5). “Sinful nature” is how the NIV1984 translates the Greek word 

sarx—ESV and NIV2011 render it “flesh.” It is the desires and would-

be-dictates of our senses, a worldview that is worldly rather than 

godly and self-centered rather than Christ-focused. 

Whatever preoccupies the mind controls the life—and one preoc-

cupation results in death, the other in life and peace (v 6). Clearly, 

someone who does not possess the Spirit of God, and is therefore 

not a Christian (v 9b), is facing the eternal death of just condemna-

tion from God. But it is not simply, or even primarily, future life and 

death that Paul has in view here. Rather, he is referring to the broken-

ness and sense of dislocation that are experienced in this life by those 

who “have their minds set on what [the sinful] nature desires” (v 5). 

God created mankind to flourish in relationship with him, enjoying 

knowing him as we live in his world. So being controlled by our own 

desires rather than his can only lead to a life that is far less than life 

should be. It must lead to conflict (internally and with others) instead 

of peace, to slavery instead of freedom (see Romans 6), and to death 

rather than life.

We can take any negative emotion and see how this works out. 

Let’s say I am becoming extremely worried about something. Con-

cern is unavoidable unless you are a totally uncaring and indifferent 

person. If you care about causes or people or goals, you will worry 

or have concerns. But if the worry becomes debilitating, it is be-

cause I am forgetting that I am a child of God, and that my heavenly  

Romans 8 v 1-13
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Father would only exercise his control over the universe in a way that 

would be loving to his own. Over-worry is forgetting the “things of 

the Spirit.”

Another example is when guilt and a sense of unworthiness drive 

us. A sign of this is when we take on too many things, when we as-

sume a crushing number of responsibilities, because we are trying to 

“work off” or “make up for” our sin. In this case, we are also for-

getting the “things of the Spirit.” 1 John 3:20 says: “Whenever our 

hearts condemn us … God is greater than our hearts.” If we remem-

ber we are adopted children, we “go over the head” of our hearts 

when we feel unworthy.

Hostile To God
Romans 8:7 is simple and stark: “The sinful mind is hostile to God.” 

The mind is not neutral ground, and cannot love one preoccupation 

without rejecting the other. A mind “that is set on the flesh” (ESV 

translation) must also be treating God and the desires of his Spirit as 

an enemy. This is why our minds are, naturally, unable to deal with sin. 

We may realize that a particular impulse is unhelpful, or that a certain 

course of action is destructive. We may even decide to cut it out, and 

may do so successfully. But the root of sin is still implanted in the 

mind—hostility to God. So sin will still grow unchecked in our lives. 

And that hostility makes us incapable of pleasing God. Verse 8 is 

an equally striking statement: “Those controlled by the sinful nature 

cannot please God.” Left to ourselves, we are totally unable to live in a 

way that causes our Creator to approve of us. Why? Because the mind 

that drives the actions is acting out of hostility to him. The person 

controlled by their own flesh is able to have a thought that is good, 

or perform an action that is right. But it cannot please God, since it is 

thought or done in enmity toward him. 

Here is a helpful illustration: a man in a rebel army may look af-

ter his comrades, may keep his uniform smart, and so on. Those are 

“good”—but they are done in hostility to the rightful ruler. You would 

Romans 8 v 1-13
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never expect that ruler to hear of this rebel’s conscientiousness or gen-

erosity and be pleased by his conduct in rebellion!

But none of this needs to be, or ought to be, the way “you”—

Christians—live (v 9). Every Christian is “controlled not by the sinful 

nature but by the Spirit,” since the Spirit lives in anyone who be-

longs to Christ. When we received Christ and became righteous in 

God’s sight, the Holy Spirit came in and made us spiritually alive. The 

Christian has a body that is decaying (v 10), yet also enjoys a spirit, 

a mind, that is alive. 

And, Paul says, not only must our spirits/minds not follow our flesh 

now, but one day our flesh will follow our spirit. In Greek thought, 

the physical was bad, to be rejected and hopefully one day to be left 

behind; the spiritual was good, to be embraced. Verse 11 overturns 

all this: ”He who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your 

mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you.” Someday, even our 

bodies will be totally renewed and made eternally alive by the Spirit. 

There is no dualism (body bad, spirit good) here—one day, both will 

be perfected. 

For now, though, there is still within us the remaining sinful nature, 

which is hostile and inimical to our growing spiritual life. And even as 

we look forward to our bodies being given life (v 11), we must “put 

to death the misdeeds of the body” (v 13—the end of this verse is 

best seen as the end of a sentence, unlike in the NIV). As John Stott 

argues, Paul is still likely referring to an experience of life, and death, 

now—not in the future. Paul says here: If you let the remaining sinful 

nature alone—if you allow it to prosper and grow—there will be ter-

rible trouble. Instead, you must by the Spirit attack and put it to death. 

The more you put to death the sinful nature, the more you will enjoy 

the spiritual life that the Holy Spirit gives—life and peace (v 6). 

Mortification
This process of “putting to death” is what earlier theologians used 

to call “mortification.” They got it from the old King James Version 

Romans 8 v 1-13
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translation of the verse: “If ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds 

of the body, ye shall live” (v 13).

So what do verses 12-13 tell us about what mortification is, and 

how we do it? First, it means a ruthless, full-hearted resistance to sin-

ful practice. The very word translated as “put to death” (Greek word 

thanatoute) is violent and total. It means to reject totally everything we 

know to be wrong; to declare war on attitudes and behaviors that are 

wrong—give them no quarter, take no prisoners, pull out all the stops. 

This means a Christian doesn’t play games with sin. You don’t aim 

to wean yourself off it, or say: I can keep it under control. You get as 

far away from it as possible. You don’t just avoid things you know 

are sin; you avoid the things that lead to it, and even things that are 

doubtful. This is war! 

Second, it means changing one’s motivation to sin by remembering 

to apply the gospel. This process of “mortification” goes deeper than 

merely resisting sinful behavior. It looks at the motives of the heart. 

Verse 12 says: “Therefore, brothers, we have an obligation—but it is 

not to the sinful nature.” This is a critical statement. “Therefore” refers 

to the statement before, in which Paul tells us we have been redeemed 

by Christ’s righteousness and will someday be totally delivered from 

all evil and pain in the bodily resurrection. Then Paul turns and says: 

“Therefore ... we have an obligation…” Some translations express it 

differently: “We are debtors, not to the flesh” (NRSV). Paul means that 

if we remember what Christ has done and will do for us, we will feel the 

obligations of love and gratitude to serve and know him.

Paul is saying that sin can only be 

cut off at the root if we expose our-

selves constantly to the unimaginable 

love of Christ for us. That exposure 

stimulates a wave of gratitude and 

a feeling of indebtedness. Sin can 

only grow in the soil of self-pity and 

a feeling of “owed-ness.” I’m not  

Sin can only 
grow in the 

soil of self-pity 
and a feeling of 

“owed-ness.”
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getting a fair shake! I’m not getting my needs met! I’ve had a hard 

life! God owes me; people owe me; I owe me! That’s the heart atti-

tude of “owed-ness” or entitlement. But, Paul says, you must remind 

yourself that you are a debtor. If you bathe yourself in the remem-

brance of the grace of God, that will loosen, weaken and kill sin at 

the motivational level.

Therefore, “put to death” (v 13) is just a sub-set under “mind the 

things of the Spirit” (v 5). Mortification withers sin’s power over you 

by focusing on Christ’s redemption in a way that softens your heart 

with gratitude and love; which brings you to hate the sin for itself, so 

it loses its power of attraction over you.

In summary, then, we kill sin in the Spirit when we turn from sinful 

practices ruthlessly and turn our heart from sinful motivations with a 

sense of our debt to love and grace, by minding the things of the Spirit.

Preaching Grace To Our Minds
This means that, if we are serious about mortifying the misdeeds of 

the body (and verses 6 and 13 should offer sufficient motivation to 

take this seriously!), we need to preach grace-centered mini-sermons 

to ourselves throughout our day, and especially when tempted. 

Remember, your life is an expression of your mind (v 5). And many 

Christians try to control themselves with law-centered mini-sermons. 

We say to ourselves things like: If I do that, God will get me or: It’s 

against my Christian principles or: It will hurt people around me or: I 

will be embarrassed or: It will hurt my self-esteem or: I’ll hate myself in 

the morning. Some or all of these may be true—but Paul tells us they 

are inadequate! They don’t kill sin. That is taking your temptation to 

the law and using fear to deter yourself.

But we are to use the logic of the gospel on ourselves. Look what 

God’s done for me! Is this how I respond to him? We’re to take our 

temptations to the gospel, and find God’s love for us, in sending his 

Son to the cross and his Spirit into our hearts, showing us the vileness 

Romans 8 v 1-13
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of that sin, motivating us to love our Savior, and removing our desire 

to live according to the flesh. 

Here is how one Puritan pastor, John Owen, preached to his heart 

with the gospel:

“ What have I done? What love, mercy, what blood, what grace 

have I despised and trampled on? Is this the return I make to the 

Father for his love, to the Son for his blood, to the Holy Spirit for 

his grace? Do I thus requite the Lord? Have I defiled the heart 

that Christ died to wash? … What can I say to the dear Lord Je-

sus? … Do I account communion with him of so little value? … 

Shall I endeavor to disappoint the [very purpose] of the death of 

Christ?”       (John Owen, On the Mortification of Sin in Believers)

 Questions  for reflection 

1. Can you think of ways in which you have experienced, or are 

experiencing, the “death” of forgetting the things of the Spirit? 

And the “life and peace” of dwelling on them?

2. Is there a sin you are “playing games with” instead of seeking to 

mortify it? 

3. How do you need to preach grace to yourself today?

Romans 8 v 1-13
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 ROMANS CHAPTER 8  VERSES 14-25  

2.  LIVING AS 
CHILDREN  
OF GOD

If we want to understand who a Christian is, and why being a Chris-

tian is a privilege, we need to appreciate divine adoption. We need to 

begin to grasp the magnitude of Paul’s statements that “those who 

are led by the Spirit … are sons of God” (8:14); and that “we are 

God’s children” (v 16).

“ The notion that we are children of God, his own sons and 

daughters … is the mainspring of Christian living … Our sonship 

to God is the apex of creation and the goal of redemption.”

(Sinclair Ferguson, Children of the Living God, pages 5-6)

Adoption was a much more customary legal procedure in Roman so-

ciety than it was in Hebrew or Near Eastern culture. Paul, as a Roman 

citizen, would have been familiar with it. Adoption usually occurred 

when a wealthy adult had no heir for his estate. He would then adopt 

someone as heir—it could be a child, a youth, or an adult. The mo-

ment adoption occurred, several things were immediately true of the 

new son. First, his old debts and legal obligations were paid; second, 

he got a new name and was instantly heir of all the father had; third, 

his new father became instantly liable for all his actions (his debts, 

crimes, etc); but fourth, the new son also had new obligations to hon-

or and please his father. All this lies behind the passage here.

Throughout this passage, Christians are three times called “sons” (hu-

ioi) of God (v 14, 15, 19) and three times called “children” (teknon) of 

God (v 16, 17, 21). In our day, only gender-neutral language (“children”) 

fyrom2 internals.indd   25 04/12/2014   14:31



26

is considered appropriate, and referring to men and women with a 

masculine pronoun (“sons”) is considered insensitive. Some people 

studying this passage may express this as a concern. But we should 

not try to correct Scripture. It is true that in Rome “sonship” was a 

status of privilege and power given only to males. Yet Paul now has 

the temerity to apply this to us—to all believers! This shows that 

God does not distinguish in giving honor. All Christians, male and 

female, are now his heirs. It was a subversive thing for Paul to take a 

masculine-only institution and show that, in Christ, the institution of 

“empowering-through-adoption” is used on females as well as males 

without distinction. Christian women should not resent being called 

“sons”any more than Christian men should resent being called part 

of the bride of Christ (Revelation 21:2). Christians are all sons and all 

the bride—God is even-handed in his use of metaphors! And each 

metaphor tells us something about our relationship with Christ.

Who God’s Children Are
What makes us a son of God? Romans 8:14 is clear—it is having the 

Spirit of God. “Those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of 

God.” The English is fairly clear, but the Greek is even clearer. Ho-

soi (“those”) is very comprehensive and best rendered “all those” or 

“everyone who.” In other words, Paul says in effect: The category of 

those who have the Spirit constitutes the category of those who are 

sons of God. Everyone with the Spirit is adopted by the Father, and 

no one adopted by the Father will fail to have or be “led by” the Holy 

Spirit. 

Many want to think that being “led by the Spirit” has to do with 

the Spirit helping us to make decisions—guiding us to choose the 

right spouse, job, living location, etc. But this overlooks the extremely 

tight connection of verse 14 with verse 13. The NIV translation shows 

verse 14 as a continuation of a sentence that begins in verse 13. In 

the Greek, verse 14 is a new sentence, but it does begin with the 

word gar (“because”), tying what Paul is about to say to what he just 

Romans 8 v 14-25

fyrom2 internals.indd   26 04/12/2014   14:31



27

said. In verse 13 he says that with the Spirit we really can triumph over 

the sin within us. Then he explains why this great power—power over 

sin—is available to us. It is because we are sons or children of God. 

So being “led by the Spirit” must be the same thing as “put[ting] to 

death the deeds of the sinful body” of verse 13. In other words, we 

are led to hate the things the Spirit hates (sin) and love the things he 

loves (Christ). We are thus led by the Spirit.

Verse 14 is clear: if the Spirit of God hasn’t entered you, you are not 

God’s son, just as you do not belong to Christ (v 9). This is helpful, as 

it reminds us that the “equation” 

operates the other way round, 

too—if you, by faith, belong to 

Christ, you are a son of God, and 

have his Spirit. The three are in-

separable—either all are true of 

us, or none are.

Verse 15 underlines this—

Christians are people who have 

“received the Spirit of sonship.” 

The word for “sonship,” huiothesias, means literally to “son-ize,” and 

so it can just as accurately be rendered “adoption,” as in the ESV. The 

image of “adoption” tells us that no one is born into a true relation-

ship with God. The fact that we “receive” our sonship status proves 

that there was a time when we were lost; we were not naturally God’s 

children. This means that this Father-child relationship with God is not 

automatic. Originally, we were spiritual orphans and slaves.

Second, the image of “adoption” tells us that our relationship with 

God is based completely on a legal act by the Father. You don’t “win” 

a father and you don’t “negotiate” for a parent. Adoption is a legal 

act on the part of the father—it is very costly only for him. There is 

nothing the son does to win or earn the status. It is simply received. 

It is important to see the clarity of this teaching because it is common 

today to hear people say that “all human beings are God’s children” 

If you, by faith, 
belong to Christ, 
you are a son of 
God, and have his 
Spirit. The three 
are inseparable.
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because God created them all. It is true that in Acts 17:29 Paul calls 

all human beings God’s “offspring.” The Greek word is genos though, 

meaning roughly “descendants.” In this sense, we could call Henry Ford 

the “father” of the Model T car. But the Bible emphatically reserves all 

the richness of the term “children of God” only for those who have re-

ceived Christ as Savior and Lord: “Yet to all who received him, to those 

who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children [tekna] 

of God” (John 1:12). Sonship is given to those who receive him. No one 

has it naturally except Jesus Christ.

The Privileges Of Sonship
Paul now sets out, in Romans 8:15-17, seven breathtaking privileges  

that believers possess as adopted sons of God. Each is wonderful, and 

well worth pausing to meditate on and enjoy. For now, let’s look at 

the first four (v 15-16).

 }  Security. We are not to fear, but enjoy sonship (see v 15a). An 

employee or a servant basically obeys out of fear of punishment, 

loss of job, etc. But a child-parent relationship is not characterized 

by a fear of losing the relationship. 

 }  Authority. We have the status not of “a slave” but of “sonship” 

(v 15a). In a house, slaves have no authority. They can only do 

what they are told. But under their parents, children do have au-

thority in the house—they are not mere servants. The children of 

God are given authority over sin and the devil. They are to move 

about in the world knowing that it belongs to their Father. There 

should be a confidence and poise about them. Children have the 

honor of the family name. There is a wonderful new status con-

ferred on us.

 }  Intimacy. “By him we cry, ‘Abba’” (v 15b). We need to know 

the original language here. “Abba” was an Aramaic term which 

is best translated “Daddy”—a term of the greatest intimacy. 

A child does not always (or even often) address his father as  

Romans 8 v 14-25
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“Father;” likely, he has a dif-

ferent term for him that shows 

his loving, trusting familiarity 

with his father, such as “Dad” 

or “Papa” or “Daddy.” And 

this is how Christians can ap-

proach the all-powerful Crea-

tor of the universe, who sus-

tains every atom in existence 

moment by moment!

Martyn Lloyd-Jones is worth quoting at some length here:

“ ‘Abba’ [was a] word lisped by a little child. Let us notice 

the word ‘cry’… we cry ‘Abba, Father.’ It is a very strong 

word, and clearly the apostle has used it quite deliberately. 

It means ‘a loud cry’ … it expresses deep emotion. What 

then does it imply? Obviously … real knowledge of God. 

God is no longer to us a distant God. He is not merely a 

God in whom we believe intellectually, theologically, theo-

retically, doctrinally only. All this is possible to one who 

is not a child of God at all. [Our] worship and praying are 

spontaneous; it is the spontaneity of the child who sees the 

father … and not only spontaneity, but confidence.” 

(Romans Chapter 8:5-17, pages 240-242)

 }  Assurance. “The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we 

are God’s children” (v 16). When we cry out to God as “Abba,” 

the Spirit of God somehow comes alongside us (“with our  

spirit”) and gives us assurance that we truly are in God’s family. 

There is a lot of debate about the nature of this “testimony,” 

but it appears to be an inner witness in the heart, a sense that 

yes, he really loves me. 

Paul is responding to the question: How do we know we are chil-

dren of God? This is a great claim—how can we be sure it is true? 

Paul says that the Spirit bears witness or testifies along with our 

“Daddy.” This is 
how Christians 
can approach 
the all-powerful 
Creator of the 
universe!
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spirits that we are his. The Greek word translated “testify” is mar-

tyria (from which we get our word “martyr”). The word originally 

meant an authoritative witness who solved a difficult case and 

put the solution beyond doubt. The picture Paul is painting looks 

something like this: There is a trial going on and the defendant 

is being accused of a crime. There seems to be some evidence 

against her and some evidence in favor of her claim of innocence. 

Then, suddenly, the defense comes in with a new witness who 

can be proved to have been at the scene of the crime! The wit-

ness says: I was there, and she (the defendant) was not. She is 

innocent! This person “testifies with” the defendant. He says the 

same thing and puts the verdict beyond doubt.

Notice, Paul says our spirit is already testifying: “The Spirit … tes-

tifies with our spirit.” This means we already have evidence that 

we are Christians. We know we trust Christ. We have his prom-

ises. We see our lives changing and growing. All these pieces of 

evidence lead our “spirit”—our hearts—to have a measure of 

confidence that we really are his. But Paul says that the Spirit can 

come alongside us and, in addition to all we see, “testify.” This 

seems to refer to a direct testimony of the Spirit in our hearts. 

This probably is a sense of God’s immediate presence and love 

that sometimes comes to us (something Paul has already spoken 

of back in 5:5). We don’t get this all the time, or even often; and 

it may not be a very strong feeling. But there will be times when, 

as we cry out to Abba, we find ourselves deeply assured that he 

really is our Abba. That is the Spirit’s work, testifying for us and 

to us that we truly are sons of the living God.

Romans 8 v 14-25
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 Questions  for reflection 

1.  Do you belong to Christ, by faith in him? If you do not, what is 

stopping you coming to him as your Lord and Savior?

2.  If you are a son of God, what aspect of your adoption particularly 

thrills you today? 

3. What difference will that aspect make to your thoughts, priorities 

or behavior today?

Romans 8 v 14-25
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