Today, we will continue our walk through Romans 8 by looking at 8:5-13.  In these verses, Paul springboards off of last week's text and, in so doing, points us to another incredible blessing that comes through union with Christ.  As we saw last week, there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ.  And, this week, we will see that those who are in Christ also have the hope of true, eternal life waiting for them.  So let us look at the way Paul unpacks this.  

I. The Lifestyles: Flesh vs. Spirit (8:5). 

Paul begins by springboarding off of the concept he introduced at the end of verse 4.  In light of what he has just said – that those who have had the righteous requirement of the law fulfilled in them “walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit” (8:4b) – Paul begins to lay out why this is so.  And, in doing this, he offers us a clear contrast between two different types of people and two different ways of living.  

To begin, he describes these two types of people based on what they do.  In short, what we do reveals – and is a product of – who we are.  We can see this in both types of people.  

First, Paul says, “Those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh” (8:5a).  In this context, “those who live according to the flesh” refers to those who are not Christians and are still “in the flesh”.  The person being described here is not a Christian who is battling sin in their lives.  Rather, it is the person described in Eph. 2:1-3 who is “dead in their trespasses and sins...following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air...carrying out the desires of the body and the mind...”.   “Those who live according to the flesh” are those who live merely in the “flesh” sense of the word.  The only life they have is the life of the body.  And Paul declares that these people “set their minds on the things of the flesh”.  As those who live only in the bodily, earthly sense, they are concerned merely with earthly things.  As a result of who they are, they act a particular way.  And the way they act is in accord with who they are.  The one who is “in the flesh” (positionally) will set their minds on the things of the flesh and produce the fruit of the flesh (behaviorally).  

Conversely, Paul says, “...but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit” (8:5b).  In this context, “those who live according to the Spirit” refers to those who are Christians and are “in the Spirit”.  The person being described here is not a super-holy Christian.  Rather, it is the person described in Eph. 2:4-7 who has been “made alive together with Christ...and raised...up with him and seated...with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus”.  “Those who live according to the Spirit” are those who live in the “Spirit” sense of the word.  They are alive both physically and spiritually.  And these people “set their minds on the things of the Spirit.  As those who are alive spiritually, they act a particular way.  And the way they act is in accord with who they are.  The one who is “in the Spirit” (positionally) will set their minds on the things of the Spirit and produce the fruit of the Spirit (behaviorally).  

In verse 5, Paul is simply making clear why those who have had the righteous requirement of the law fulfilled in them through the work of Jesus Christ walk not in the flesh but in the Spirit.  Essentially, it is because they “live according to the Spirit” and not “according to the flesh”.  And because they live according to the Spirit, they set their minds on things of the Spirit.  And because they set their minds on things of the Spirit, they walk according to the Spirit.  As we see elsewhere in Scripture, the “root” of a person determines the “fruit”  of that person.  We act based on who we are.  

But Paul does not stop there.  Having made his point, he goes on to examine this contrast he has introduced between the flesh and the Spirit.  And in so doing, he points us to yet another glorious blessing of trusting Christ.  

II. The End Result: Death vs. Life (8:6).  

After contrasting the different ways of acting in verse 5, Paul then makes clear the result of each group living as they do.  Just as their actions are decidedly different because of  who they are, so their destinies are decidedly different because of who they are.  

First, Paul says, “To set the mind on the flesh is death” (8:6a).  Literally, this means that the mind set on the flesh leads to death and results in death.  And this is not mere physical death but total, eternal, spiritual death – death in the truest sense of the term.  Those who are “in the flesh” and, as a result, “set their minds on the things of the flesh” are “dead”.  Paul brings this up elsewhere in Romans: in 5:12, we read that “death spread to all men because all sinned”; 5:15 says “many died through one man's trespass”; 6:16 talks about those who are slaves to “sin, which leads to death”.  And in 7:11, Paul declares that “sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, deceived me and through it killed me.”  The flesh leads to death.  

Conversely, Paul says, “...but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace” (8:6b).  Literally, this means that the mind set on the Spirit leads to life and peace and results in life and peace.  In the same way as the death mentioned above, this is not mere physical life and peace but total, eternal, spiritual life and peace – life and peace in the truest sense of the terms.  Those who are “in the Spirit” and, as a result, “set their minds on the things of the Spirit” are “alive”.  Paul also speaks of this elsewhere in Romans: 6:5 says, “For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his”; 6:8 says, “Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him”; and 6:22 says, “But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the fruit you get leads to sanctification and its end, eternal life.”  As surely as the flesh leads to death, the Spirit leads to life.  

III. The Reason: God Against You vs. God For You (8:7-11). 

But Paul does not stop at merely describing these contrasting groups of people or at merely declaring their ultimate end.  He goes on to make clear exactly why the flesh leads to death and exactly why the Spirit leads to life.  And, in doing so, he gives us an even greater glimpse into the glory of salvation.  

First of all, after highlighting that those who are “in the flesh” set their minds on the flesh and making clear their ultimate end is death, Paul explains why this is the case: fundamentally, God is against those in the flesh (7-8).  We must follow Paul's logic to understand what he is saying.  To begin, “...the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God...” (8:7a).  Those who are “in the flesh” do not want to submit to God.  They hate Him -  as we all once did.    Further, the mind set on the flesh “does not submit to God's law” (8:7b).  Those who are “in the flesh” do not choose to submit to God.  Because they do not want to submit to God, they choose not to.  But, Paul points to something even deeper in saying that the mind set on the flesh “cannot” submit to God's law (8:7c).  Here we see the deeper problem: those who are in the  flesh are not able to submit to God.  Why?  It is because – as Paul has already made clear in Romans – they are “under sin.”  That is, they are dead in their sins and enslaved to sin.  They are unable to do anything else but disobey God.   Therefore, that is exactly what they do.  And, to sum it all up, Paul declares, “Those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (8:8).  In light of verse 7, this makes perfect sense.  Since those who are in the flesh do not want to obey and do not choose to obey and are unable to obey, it is impossible for them to please God because only obedience pleases God.  And since they cannot please God, they incur His wrath.  And the wrath of God ultimately leads to death – in the true and ultimate sense.  To set the mind on the flesh is death because God will punish the one who's mind is set on the flesh, and the punishment of God is death.    

Conversely, Paul makes clear that those who are “in the Spirit” receive “life and peace” because God is for them and gives it to them.  First, Paul makes clear to his readers that he assumes they are not – in any way - “in the flesh.”  He writes, “You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact that Spirit of God dwells in you.  Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him” (8:9).  This is important because Paul is not holding up two different lifestyles that genuine Christians can follow.  He is holding up following Christ vs. not following Christ.  And the key different between the two is that followers of Christ have the Spirit and non-followers of Christ do not.  The decisive factor in being “in the Spirit” is possessing the Spirit, and everyone who belongs to Christ (by faith) possesses the Spirit.  If anyone does not possess the Spirit, then they do not belong to Christ and are not a Christian.  And, further, they do not have life.  As verses 10-11 make clear, those who possess the Spirit have the assurance and promise of life because they possess the Spirit.  If we know Christ and have His Spirit in us, we have true life – even though the body still suffers the effects of sin (8:10).  And, just like God raised Christ from the dead, we can be sure that He will give us true, eternal life through the Spirit who dwells in us (v. 11).  Just as those “in the flesh” will die because God' s wrath is on them, so those “in the Spirit” will live because God gives them life.  And the reason this is so is “because of righteousness” (see the very end of 8:10).  In light of 2 Cor. 5:21, this phrase points us to the fact that Jesus Christ has made a way for us to be counted righteous.  He became sin so that we could become “the righteousness of God.”  Through His work, Christ has made a way for “many to be accounted righteous” (Is. 53:11).  Fundamentally, setting the mind on the Spirit is life and peace because setting the mind on the Spirit means possessing the Spirit, and possessing the Spirit means that God will give us life – the same way He gave Jesus life.  

As we consider this, we should be sure to recognize the incredible blessing that comes to those who are “in Christ”.  We saw last week the blessing that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ.  This week, Paul reminds us that we have hope for true, eternal life awaiting us.  Even though we struggle with sin and its effects in our bodies on this earth, there is coming a day when that will end, and we will be raised to life just like Christ was – pure, spotless, blameless and glorified.  The mortal will put on immortality and the perishable will put on the imperishable.  This is our hope, and – just like the blessing of having no condemnation – it comes through Christ and His work.  

IV. Therefore: Putting to Death Deeds of the Flesh by the Spirit (8:12-13). 

Finally, Paul closes these verses by urging his readers to live a particular way in light of the blessing of life that awaits them.  And he does this with a series of statement intended to motivate us to obedience.  

First, he makes clear that those who have received the Spirit are slaves of righteousness and no longer slaves of the flesh (12).  Literally, Paul's point is that those who are “in the Spirit” have no “obligation” to the flesh.  We owe it nothing.  We do not have to obey it.  As we saw earlier, we have been set free.  Sin no longer has dominion over us (see Rom. 6:14).  The point is that those of us who have been set free ought to live as if we have been set free.  We should no longer live as slaves of sin because we are slaves of God now.  As 6:13 declares, “Do not present your members to sin as instruments for unrighteousness, but present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and your members to God as instruments for righteousness.”  And as 6:19 says, “...just as you once presented your members as slaves to impurity and to lawlessness leading more lawlessness, so now present your members as slaves to righteousness leading to sanctification.”  We should live as free people.  

Second, Paul motives us with a warning: “For if you live according to the flesh you will die” (8:13a).  To understand this, we must remember what Paul has already said.  If a person walks according to the flesh, then they are making clear that they are “in the flesh” - regardless of what they profess.  Paul is urging his readers – with a very sobering warning – that if they follow the dictates of the flesh, then they are showing that they are still in the flesh and they will die.  

Third, Paul urges them to fight the flesh by the power of the Spirit: “...but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (8:13b).  In the same way, if we put to death the deeds of the flesh by the Spirit, that shows we are in the Spirit.  And, as we have seen, the result of being in the Spirit and setting the mind on the things of the Spirit and living according to the Spirit is life.  After laying out the realities of verses 5-11, Paul is now exhorting us to life faithfully.  Paul is not ignorant of the daily struggles we face as believers.  As chapter 7 makes clear, he understands the battle with sin, and he is now exhorting us to put the flesh to death by reminding us of the ultimate stakes.  Though our salvation does not depend on our works, those works are a necessary and certain result of salvation – so much so that their absence demonstrates a lack of salvation and will end in death while their presence demonstrates the presence of salvation and will end in life.  

* Application

As we close our time together, we should take a moment to consider what this means for us.  First of all, if you are hear and you have never repented of your sins and trusted Christ as your Savior, then you need to understand that you are living “according to the flesh” and the end of that road is death.  In your flesh, you cannot submit to God,  and you cannot please God.  The only way to obey is to have the Spirit, and the only way to possess the Spirit is to belong to Christ.  Repent and believe, and you will be saved and have eternal life.  Refuse, and you will be judged and have God's wrath poured out on you.  

Second, if you are a Christian, do not use this text to wrongly condemn yourself.  Paul is not describing two separate paths that true Christians can pursue.  He is assuming that we are believers and expounding on the blessing of life that is given to those who have the Spirit.  If you have repented and believed, then you belong to Christ, and His Spirit lives in you.  Examine your life and see: do you want to submit to God – albeit imperfectly?  Do you see yourself able to submit to God – albeit imperfectly?  Are you hostile to God or do you desire to please Him – albeit imperfectly?  If so, these are marks of the Spirit that the person who lives merely in the flesh cannot possess.  Instead of using this text to condemn yourself, use it as it was intended: to encourage yourself.  Even though we still battle sin and its effects, there is true, eternal life coming.  The same One who gave Jesus full, ultimate life will do the same for us.  We have this “inheritance” waiting for us “imperishable, undefiled, and unfading”.  And “by God's power”, we are “being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Pet. 1:3-5).  Glory is coming, and we can look forward to it with hope.  And, as you wait, put to death the deeds of the flesh by the Spirit.  No matter how it feels, you are not obligated to obey the flesh.  You are free from the power of sin, and you are able to present your members as instruments for sin.  So do it.  Put to death what is earthly in you and set your mind and heart on things above.  Walk by the Spirit and do not gratify the desires of the flesh.  This is what we have been called to and we should be faithful.  May it be so.  Amen.  

