
Letter to the Romans 
Study 12: The Power of the Spirit

The apostle Paul has made his great case that there is no salvation in the law of 
God because the law of God lacks the power to save. It was never intended to 
save. Salvation has always been through faith alone in Christ alone. He has 
presented the weakness of the law and now is ready to contrast that weakness 
with the power of the Spirit. It is at this point in his letter where he picks up 
with that powerful declaration he made back in chapter five v. 10:

For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, 
much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life. 
(Romans 5:10)

The main theme of chapter eight is the Christian’s guaranteed assurance of 
future glorification in light of his initial justification. For God has taken the 
initiative to do what the law was incapable of doing (v. 3). How did He do it?

By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned 
sin in the flesh, in 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. 
(Romans 8:3-4)
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God sent His eternal Son to become a man (Incarnation). He was fully God 
while being fully man and completely sinless - an existence unlike anything else 
we could observe in creation. He took on the form of a man in order to provide 
atonement for man’s sin by being a sin offering in and of Himself. 

The pronouncement and execution of the penalty of sin was paid for by the 
sinless humanity of Christ. This was not for our justification only, but so that we 
might also live lives of holiness and obedience to God - our intended purpose in 
life. 

Obedience is certainly not the grounds of our justification, but it is the fruit of 
it (sanctification). Christians are to become like Christ. So while chapter seven 
proves we can’t properly obey because of indwelling sin, chapter eight proves 
we can and must because of the indwelling Spirit.

To put it plainly, God provides our justification through Christ and provides our 
sanctification through the Spirit. Our justification comes through grace rather 
than moral achievement, and our sanctification comes through the indwelling 
Spirit rather than moral effort. Man’s salvation is a work of God’s triune 
nature.

Those still ‘in Adam’ have indwelling sin and therefore live according to their 
sinful nature and set their minds on their own selfish desires. Those now ‘in 
Christ’ have the indwelling Spirit and therefore live lives according to the Spirit 
and set their minds on what God desires. That is what Paul meant in saying “I 
myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin” (v. 
7:25). The apostle has a desire to obey God and focuses his life on obeying God 
even though he still finds himself falling into various sin. 
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A good measure of our Christian condition is where our hearts and minds are 
primarily set and most focused on. 

Are our hearts and minds set primarily on our self, our current life and our 
earthly comfort, security and advancement? Or have we set our hearts and 
minds primarily on our God, the life of Christ and the advancement of God’s 
glory? Sinful self-focused lives will inevitably lead to destruction and the 
eventual judicial penalty of death. Obedient God-focused lives will lead to a 
more satisfactory and full life of living out our created purpose for the glory of 
God and the eventual gift of eternal life.

And while those ‘in Adam’ (‘in the flesh’) are still enemies of God and incapable 
of pleasing God, we who are ‘in Christ’ have the Spirit dwelling within us and 
now belong to God. Whereas in ourselves, we are dying, decaying and 
spiritually barren. With the Spirit inside of us, we are now alive, truly living and 
spiritually fertile. The curse has been reversed, and our future resurrection has 
been guaranteed.      
     
So what is the appropriate response of the Christian who is now ‘in Christ’ and 
possesses the power of the indwelling Spirit?

So then, brothers, we are debtors (under obligation), not to the flesh, to live 
according to the flesh. For 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. (Romans 8:12-13)

It is here that the apostle delivers his final blow to his antinomian critics. He 
brings up the process of putting to death the sins of the sinful nature - the 
mortification of sin.
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The mortification of sin  is an almost completely neglected topic among 1

Christians today. However, it is an important topic and literally the direct 
application mentioned by Paul here in this passage.  

1. What is mortification?

John Stott defines it this way, “a clear-sighted recognition of evil as evil, leading to 
such a decisive and radical repudiation of it that no imagery can do it justice except 
'putting to death'. “  It is what is meant when Jesus tells those who wish to 2

follow Him, "If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his 
cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34). The apostle Paul describes it elsewhere in his 
letter to the Galatians, “And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh 
with its passions and desires” (Galatians 5:24). It is to kill the strength, life and 
power of any indwelling sin before it produces its effects.

2. How does mortification take place?

Stott describes it this way, “For only [the Spirit] can give us the desire, determination 
and discipline to reject evil. Nevertheless, it is we who must take the initiative to act.”   3

We must put forth the effort to search ourselves, see our sin, despise it for what 
it is and do what is necessary to rid ourselves of it. This is what is meant when 
Jesus says, “If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away… And if 
your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away” (Matthew 5:29-30). 
Although speaking figuratively, Jesus is pointing out the seriousness of getting 
rid of whatever leads you to sin. But how will we ever do this successfully?

 For further reading see John Owen’s The Mortification of Sin1

 John Stott, The Message of Romans, (InterVarsity Press: 1994) 228.2

 Ibid., 228-2293
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After all, anyone who has ever tried really hard to work on their sin has 
discovered that this does not work. It’s over-bearing, exhausting and self-
defeating. That is why the power of mortifying our sin is actually found in a 
more positive approach. Paul writes in his letter to the Galatians:

Walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.  4

On the positive side of mortification, we must set our hearts and minds on those 
things pleasing to God. Paul again writes in a different letter to the Philippians, 

“Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, 
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any 
excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.”5

Therefore, we are to “walk according to the Spirit” (v. 4). We are to follow the way 
of life that Christ has called us to and the life that the Spirit now leads. Simply 
trying to be a good Christian or trying not to sin anymore will not work. We 
must not simply focus on what we need to stop doing, but more importantly we 
need to focus on the things we ought to start doing.
 
Rather than working on our sin in fear, we must be working out our faith in 
love. We are to walk by the Spirit. We are to commit ourselves to Christ and the 
way He calls us to live and then trust Him to take care of the rest.

    See Galatians 5:164

    See Philippians 4:85
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3. Why should we practice mortification?

Because, in a strong sense, we owe it to God as His children with His Spirit (v. 
12), and because it leads to the more full and satisfying life that we were created 
to live (v. 13). The purpose of the Christian life is to glorify God or to ‘bear fruit 
for God’ (v. 7:4). Whereas we lacked this ability in our old selves and through 
our sinful nature, now in our new selves and through the Spirit’s power and 
presence, we are able.

A good measure of our Christian condition is whether or not we view this as an 
incredible privilege or not. Are we proud to have the Spirit? Are we pleased to 
submit ourselves to the Spirit’s promptings and persuading in our own hearts 
and lives? Or are we still trying to call all the shots through our own strengths 
and understanding?

When we submit ourselves to be led by the Spirit, He will lead us into holiness 
as sons of God. We will experience the joy and freedom of this new relationship 
with God. Whereas our relationship to God used to be one consisting of sinner 
and righteous Judge; now our relationship to God is one consisting of son and 
Father. 

Scholars have found that there is not a single Old Testament writing or ancient 
Jewish writing that predates Jesus in which a Jewish writer or author addressed 
God directly as ‘Father’ in prayer. Jesus was the first. And the religious leaders 
of the day charged Him with blasphemy for doing so. But then He called His 
followers to do the same. This was a game changer in the way we were to 
approach God.
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When those early Christians prayed those words “Our Father in heaven” there is 
no doubt they felt extremely privileged and probably nervous to be able to 
approach the almighty God of the universe in such an intimate and personal 
way. 

Do we feel the weight of this privilege that we are considered ‘children of God’?

Those who possess the power and presence of the Spirit dwelling within them 
and guiding their lives can rest assured that they are in fact the adopted 
children of God and guaranteed heirs of the things He has promised in His 
glory.      

God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been 
given to us. (Romans 5:5)
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