
Romans 8 1-11 

Life in the Spirit 

This passage is all about identity. Who are we and how 

does that affect us? 

If you have children of a certain age you will know the 

song ‘Let it Go’ from the Disney movie frozen – 

probably off by heart. The song is sung by a character 

determined no longer to be a good girl that her family 

and society had wanted her to be. Instead she should 

‘let it go’ and express what she has been holding back 

inside. There is no right or wrong, no rules for her.  

Timothy Keller in his book on Preaching talks about 

preaching to a sceptical age and an age that has a 

number of baseline cultural narratives – popular ideas 

that define our cultural worldview that a Christian 

preacher needs to address, to find the god in those 

views but also where to confront them in the name of 

gospel. One such cultural narrative is about identity – a 

belief that we have to discover our deepest desires an 

longings and then do all we can to realize them, 

regardless of opposition or constraint.  

There is some good in this outlook. In the past vast 

numbers of people were locked into a given social 

status in rigidly hierarchal societies and had to remain 

forever on the lowest rungs of the social ladder. It is 

still a concern today bout social mobility – hence 

Theresa Mays controversial plans to bring back 

Grammar Schools.  Christian faith has always seen the 

importance of freedom and following the heart. We 

don’t ignore our emotions or simply suppress them but 

instead they are there to examine and redirect towards 

God. 

But the modern idea that we need to discover our 

deepest desires and fulfil them assumes that we know 

what we want and that our desires are coherent and 

harmonious. But often our deepest desires contradict 

each other. A desire for a stellar career will often be in 

conflict with the desire for a particular relationship.  

And our feelings constantly shift. So an identity based 

on our feelings will be unstable and incoherent.  

We are also the product of our culture. It is an illusion 

to think that our identity is based on expressing what is 

within. It is usually because we live our lives outward 

looking that determines what we become within.  

Keller gives an example of an Anglo Saxon warrior in 

Britain in AD 800. He has two strong inner impulses 

and feelings. One is aggression. He loves to smash and 

kill people when they show him disrespect. Living in a 

shame and honour culture with its warrior ethic, he will 

identify with that feeling. He will say to himself ‘That’s 

me! That’s’ who I am! I will express that’. The other 

feeling he senses is same sex attraction. To that he will 

say ‘that’s not me. I will control and suppress that 

impulse’. Now imagine a young man walking around 

London today. He has the same tow inward impulses, 

both equally strong, both difficult to control. What will 

he say? He will look at the aggression and think ‘this is 

not who I want to be’ and will seek deliverance in 

therapy and anger management. He will look at his 



sexual desire however, and conclude this is who I am’. 

This example shows that we do not get our identity 

simply from within. Rather we receive some 

interpretative moral grid, lay it down over our various 

feelings and impulses and sift them through it.  This 

grid helps us to decide which feelings are me and 

should be expressed and which are not and should not 

be.  In other words our inner depths are insufficient to 

guide us. We need some standard or rule from outside 

of us to help us sort out the warring impulses of our 

interior life.  We get them from our cultures, their 

communities, their heroic stories. We are not choosing 

to be ourselves, we are filtering our feelings, jettisoning 

some and embracing others.  We are choosing the 

selves our culture tell us to be.  

 

The unshakeable need for external affirmation and 

recognition puts enormous stress on people. In 

traditional societies if you were simply a good son or 

daughter, husband or wife, father or mother you were 

doing all that society required. That could be 

smothering and confining but the bar for recognition 

was not impossibly high.  

The modern process for identity formation however, 

tells you to go out and create a self from scratch. You 

must identify your dreams, especially the most vivid 

ones, and fulfil them – or feel like a failure. That 

prospect crushes those in many segments  of our society 

where money, looks, power, success, sophistication, 

romantic love all become just not just good things but 

necessary identity factors.  

 

Here is where the Christian gospel is so liberating. In 

biblical terms we are socially interdependent and 

worthy beings because we were made in the image of 

God. That means our value is both inherent (it comes 

from simply being human) and contingent (it reminds 

us that we are dependent on God). It is an identity not 

achieved, but received. It is not achieved through our 

performance of social roles or fulfilling religious laws 

and duties and moral standards as Paul has argued up to 

this point. It is the ultimate recognition - the approval of 

God as he sees us in Jesus Christ - a righteousness that 

comes through faith.  

 

The chapter begins by recalling God’s action in Jesus 

Christ, an action that means that there is no 

condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. God 

has done what human beings could not do because of 

their sinful state. Through Christ God has shown his 

love and acceptance of us. That should give us 

confidence to live our lives in the light of that ultimate 

security. 

Even as Paul reviews what he has said earlier in the 

letter, he also introduces some new terms that will play 

a prominent role in this discussion. He talks about two 

kinds of people, those who ‘live according to the flesh’ 

and those who ‘live according to the spirit’. The words 



‘flesh’ and ‘spirit’ may cause us to think Paul is talking 

about two different parts of a human being but he is 

actually describing two ways of living.. As in chapter 

six he describes the Christian situation by means of 

opposing powers or arenas of power. People either walk 

according to the flesh or to the Spirit. You can’t be in 

both arenas at the same time. 

Paul employs these terms as a figure of speech. ‘Flesh’ 

refers to the rule of sin, ‘Spirit’ to the rule of God. 

Living according to the flesh means living in a way that 

is shaped by, controlled by, the values and standards of 

the world in rebellion against God. What Paul refers to 

is not a list of bad behaviours but what we would call a 

‘mind-set’ – a mind-set that daily makes its way in the 

world apart from its creator. Paul contrasts this way of 

living with living in the Spirit, in other words to have 

one’s mind set on the Spirit; on life and peace.  

The Christian faith has often talked of being born again, 

born of the Spirit. It is a process of spiritual 

transformation – dying to an old way of living an old 

identity and being born into a new way of being and a 

new identity – into a life centred in God, in the Spirit, in 

Christ. 

When we are born we are born into self-consciousness 

– a self-awareness of the distinction between ourselves 

and the world. I heard a story about a four year old girl 

who was the first born and only child in her family until 

her mother gave birth again. Within a few hours of the 

parents bringing home a baby boy the girl made a 

request: She wanted to be alone with her new brother in 

his room. Her parents were a bit uneasy about this but 

they knew they had a good intercom system and they 

stood by the door just in case. So they let the little girl 

go into the baby’s room, shut the door, and raced over 

to the intercom. They heard their daughter’s footsteps 

moving across the baby’s room and imagined her 

standing over the baby’s cot and then they heard her 

saying to her three day old brother, ‘Tell me about God 

– I’ve almost forgotten’. 

The story is both haunting and evocative, for it suggests 

that we come from God, and that when we are very 

young, we still remember this, still know this. But the 

process of growing up, of learning about this world, is a 

process of increasingly forgetting the one from whom 

we came and in whom we live and to whom we shall 

return.  

As we grow up we become preoccupied with self-

concern and can become quite self-centred. Our identity 

and way of being are more shaped by the ‘world’. The 

world of the child with its mystery and magic is left 

farther and farther behind. In adolescence we feel OK 

or not OK about ourselves to the extent that we measure 

up to the messages we get from the world. Appearance, 

achievement, affluence. Am I enough, Am I good 

enough? Those questions remain with us in adulthood. 

And throughout this process we fall farther into the 

world of separation and alienation, comparison and 

judgement – of self and of others. To use language from 

Frederick Buechner ‘we live our lives from the outside 

in, rather than from the inside out’.   



Thus we need to be born again – born into the identity 

centred in the Spirit, in Christ, in God (the terms are 

interchangeable in this chapter you will notice). As the 

Christian life matures, we begin to experience the self-

forgetfulness that accompanies a deepening trust in 

God. But it is a long and winding road – a road of many 

setbacks and some advances – of victories and defeats. 

It is a daily battle – hence Paul having to continually 

remind his readers in this letter of who they are, urging 

them to leave the life of the flesh behind and live in the 

Spirit.  

The question of identity is not ‘who am I?’ but ‘whose 

am I?’ since identity always comes from acclaim and 

accreditation of someone outside of us, who- or 

whatever that source is holds the title to our heart. We 

belong to them. We will get their approval only if we 

perform, and so our self-worth will vacillate wildly 

depending on how we are doing. We will be slaves.  

Paul says ‘the Spirit you have received does not make 

you slaves, so that you live in fear again. Rather, the 

Spirit you received brought about your adoption to son 

ship.’ Verse 15  

If we find our dignity in God through the Spirit, and we 

serve him, we will be free of enslavement because He 

grants us love on the basis of Jesus’ performance not 

ours. We can finally rest in our identity as his child.  

The first picture Paul uses is that of adoption.  

Friends of ours adopted two children. They had gone 

through the pain of childlessness and infertility. They 

had put up with insensitive comments and the 

bereavement of not being able to conceive. Yet their joy 

was great in receiving these children into their home. 

They had a sense of these children being a real gift to 

them, that they had longed to be parents and now 

finally they would get the chance. It seemed to make 

being a parent even more special for them. Paul uses 

the illustration of adoption partly to describe the joy of 

God in adopting us but also the joy in us in knowing 

that we have been adopted – that we are loved by the 

heavenly father. 

 

Paul uses the picture of adoption to describe our new 

identity in God’s family. You can debate whether we 

are all God’s children from birth anyway, we are 

certainly created in the image of God – but 

existentially, as part of many people’s experience they 

do not know they are a child of God, they feel remote 

from God, they certainly do not feel the intimacy one 

would associate with being a child of God.  

Paul uses the word ‘sonship’ in verse 15  and 23 but 

switches to ‘children’ in verses 16, 17 and 21. This 

indicates that he includes both male and female in this 

category - though there was huge significance in 

affirming that we all have ‘son status’. In the ancient 

world in which Paul was writing women were second 

class and it was sons who got the inheritance. Paul is 

being radical in suggesting that all Christians male and 

female are heirs with Christ of the inheritance that God 

will give us. More about that next week. For now we 



are not in slavery or fear – we have a new status of 

children of God. 

A young couple adopted a 10 year old boy from an 

adoption agency. The couple proceeded to prepare a 

bedroom just for him. They put up wallpaper that had 

footballs and rugby on it. They got him a very special 

bed and filed the room with toys that a young boy 

would love. 

When the day came for the adoption the couple went to 

meet the social worker who presented them with their 

new son. They brought him home and took him up to 

see his new bedroom. They boy was overwhelmed by 

what he saw. The sports equipment, the toys, the bed, 

the wallpaper – all were beyond his wildest 

imagination. But then the new parents noticed 

something the boy did not seem to be very happy with 

it all. As a matter of fact, they began to sense some 

negative vibes. Puzzled they asked their newly adopted 

son if there was anything wrong. 

The boy answered, ‘you’re giving me all of this, and 

you say this is my bedroom. You tell me I get to live 

here and that all of this is mine to keep. What I want to 

know is, what do I have to do to get this stuff? What do 

you expect from me in order for me to keep this stuff 

and have this great room?’ 

The parents were somewhat taken aback by the boy’s 

questions, simply answered, ‘you don’t have to do 

anything. All we want is for you to love us. We already 

love you, and we want you to love us back. That’s it. 

There’s nothing more to it than that. All of this is yours 

simply because we love you and want you to love us in 

return.  

So it is with the salvation story. God has given us 

salvation and an eternal inheritance as a gift. We don’t 

have to earn it. We don’t have to prove that we deserve 

it. All God wants is our love.  

 

Paul writes that when the Holy Spirit comes to dwell in 

a person’s heart the first sign is that they recognise God 

as Father. This I think is part of what Paul meant in 

chapter 5 verse 5 where he spoke of a love for God 

being poured out into our hearts by the Holy Spirit. The 

cry ‘Abba , Father’ is nothing to do with Swedish pop 

groups but uses an old Aramaic word which Jesus 

himself had used for God (Mark 14.36) (An interesting 

link between Paul and Jesus). Paul uses the phrase to 

interpret what is going on in terms of the coming 

together of the Holy Spirit and our own spirit. 

 

It is a delicate matter to describe but it is however a 

common Christian experience that while many of our 

thoughts in our mind seem to come from the ordinary 

flow of consciousness within us, sometimes we find 

other thoughts, which seem to come from somewhere 

else, hinting gently but powerfully at God’s love, at our 

calling to holiness, at particular tasks to which we must 

give energy and attention. A key part of Christian 



discipleship is to recognize that voice, and to nurture 

the facility of listening to it. It is, or may well be, the 

voice of God’s own spirit. And one of the primary 

things the Spirit says, with which we find our own spirit 

in full agreement, is that we are indeed God’s children, 

God’s adopted sons and daughters. But it is not always 

easy to think of God as close and intimate in the harsh 

world in which we live in. 

 

I heard a story of two girls Rebecca and Megan who 

both caught chicken pox at the same time. Megan 

recovered quickly but Rebecca suffered long and hard. 

There were hundreds of itchy red blisters covering her 

from head to toe. One night, when her mum was at 

work as a nurse, Rebecca kept her dad up until 4.30 in 

the morning, crying and whimpering. He dabbed the 

raised spots with calamine lotion and tried to encourage 

her to sleep. Trusting Christ he prayed for her. But still 

Rebecca did not sleep. Eventually Dad began to say to 

the Lord as he lay on his bed, ‘Lord, what is going on? 

Megan gets a swift healing. Why not my Rebecca? 

Then dad sensed God saying this to him: ‘I have given 

you a greater miracle. You have been given the honour 

of showing your daughter the nature of a loving father. 

By your example you have the privilege of teaching her 

the nature of God. She is learning that she can call out 

in her agony to her father. Isn’t that worth losing a little 

sleep?’ 

 

Paul says we have the assurance of being members of 

the divine family so we can cry out to Abba Father, and 

we know a God who loves us -   

. 

Life will have its setbacks. It victories and its defeats. 

We still need to look in the right direction. 

There may seem a lot of setbacks in the Christian life 

but Paul hints at a major theme in this passage when he 

says in verse 11 If the spirit of him who raised Jesus 

from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ 

from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies 

because of his Spirit who lives in you. 

The victory of the resurrection over the forces that put 

Christ on the cross: hate, sin, death and destruction– 

will be for Paul the sign that the ultimate victory for 

God, and for us, lies in the future. Whatever the defeat 

and setbacks of today continue to live in the Spirit of 

God and look for that distant horizon and the victory 

that will surely come. 

The simplistic cultural narrative is that we should 

simply express our deepest desires. In reality we know 

that there be some deep things in our hearts that will 

thwart us from becoming the true selves we should be. 

The process of sanctification, of growth in the likeness 

of Christ, is also then the process of becoming the true 

self-God created us to be. Realising once again that we 

are created in the image of God, we are children of 

God, adopted as sons and daughters, heirs of God and 



co heirs with Christ – sharing the sufferings and also 

sharing the glory. 

 

Prayer 

God of the past, the present and the future,  

teach us to seek you with our whole heart. To live in 

your Spirit. 

Teach us to look for you in the unexpected places,  

in the places full of mistakes and failure,  

of disappointments defeats and lack of courage. 

Teach us to recognise you in the fabric of our lives,  

and to long for the future yet to be revealed,  

when all creation will be gathered in to a new age. 

Creator God, 

when we don't see the growth we want, 

when we have lost our vision, 

when we don't know the way to go, 

give us eyes to look inwards 

to find our need of you. 

Give us eyes to look outwards 

to see your purpose for the world. 

Give us eyes to look upwards 

to see your love for us. 

Fill us again with hope in believing 

that your kingdom will come,  

now, today, tomorrow and always. 

We pray for all who feel defeated. 

We pray for all who feel defeated in their health and 

personal lives. We pray for those mentioned in our 

prayer book… 

O God may they know your Spirit is in them and at 

work to reassure them of the victory that is ours in 

Jesus Christ. 

O God may we all live in the power of your Spirit and 

look forward to the day when you shall make all things 

new and complete the victory you began when Christ 

was raised from the dead. To you be the glory forever 

and ever. 

Amen. 
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