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BUT IF
(Romans 8:10-17)

TEXT:

SUBJECT:  
F.C.F.:
PROPOSITION:  

OBJECTIVE: 
INTRODUCTION:


A.  Our subject is the mortification of sin, the putting to death of sinful deeds and motives, a requirement for the holiness without which Hebrews 12:14 says “no one will see the Lord,” that is, enjoy everlasting salvation. 

REVIEW:  To bring everyone up to speed, last time we considered reasons why there is so little concern today for personal holiness, for living godly, upright lives from the heart, from the inside out.  We said there were reasons for this.  


1.  The first is because many have embraced loves other than holiness.  For at least three decades we have been taught from the major pulpits, the megachurches and TV preachers like Robert Schuller, that its really all about me and my self-fulfillment, my self-esteem, and not about honoring God through holiness.  So if you and I are going to become serious about what God is most serious, namely personal holiness, we are going to travel a lonely road.  


2.  The second reason we said is because some of the most popular Christian traditions have taught something other than the biblical means to holiness.  In the 1700s John Wesley taught that holiness meant having a second-work of grace after salvation in which God in a single action uprooted all sinful motives from the heart and left only perfect love remaining, called “entire sanctification.”  This supposed second-blessing work of God became the standard view in virtually all protestant churches except for confessional Lutheran and Reformed churches and gave rise to the Pentecostal movement which taught that the mark of the second blessing, baptism of the Holy Spirit “entire sanctification” was speaking in tongues.  


In the mid-to-late 1800s Wesley’s view was modified in what became know as the Keswick or higher life or victorious Christian living teaching.  According to this view Christians needed to step up to a higher level of living by simply trusting Christ to overcome all temptation for you, passively resting in him in a “let go and let God” relationship.  This eventually blossomed into its bitterest fruit, the view that offered an option between merely “accepting Jesus as Savior” on the one hand which is pretty painless and inexpensive, and “making Christ your Lord” on the other hand, which is pretty inconvenient and time-consuming, but which might qualify you for some additional rewards.  According to this view one could actually live like the devil but still go to heaven, which apparently many find very attractive, since this view became the dominant teaching in evangelical churches.  Hence, the withering lack of interest in personal holiness.  

And all this, we said, is an unbiblical scam, immunizing countless almost Christians against the saving Gospel of Jesus Christ.  And we said that God was perfectly serious when he said in Hebrews 12:14: “Strive (note, “strive,” not rest or passively wait) for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord.”  So such personal holiness must be striven for, pursued energetically, for without it you are a goner.  

3.  And we said in pursuit of this holiness, we would turn to a 350-year-old Bible study prepared for us on this subject by the most eminent of the Puritan theologians, John Owen.  And that’s where we are, and that brings us up to right now.  So let’s commence our study.  


Owen’s key verse for the study is actually half a verse from that majestic chapter in Romans, chapter 8.  Here is the text from the English Standard Version, Romans 8:13:  “For if you live according to the flesh you will die, (and especially this) but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”   

Owen’s first study simply unpacks this verse word by word, giving its sense and applying it as an introduction to the whole study, and that’s what we’ll do, though I fear we won’t get past the first word, “if.”  Unlike a former president of the United States, we will not quibble about the meaning of “is.”  But in this verse our understanding of the word “if” is of great importance.  
I. AN EXPRESSION OF UNCERTAINTY?




A.  The word “if” is a conditional word that is primarily used in two ways.  If we understand it one way here it conflicts with the rest of the chapter.  But if we understand it the right way, it makes us exercise our minds, and the implications can be alarming.   


B.  One way “if” is used is in an expression of uncertainty regarding the carrying out of the prescribed duty or action.  For example, suppose a person who is very ill says, “IF I live, I will move to Alaska.”  Now the question up in the air is “Will I live?”  The word “if” implies a matter of uncertainty.  “Will I live?  I cannot say for sure, but IF I do, then my plan is to move to Alaska.”  

Now this is certainly not the meaning of “if” in Romans 8:13b.  The reason we can know this is because of what has already been stated at the beginning of the chapter.  “1 There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  So the persons being addressed in this chapter are believers who are no longer under condemnation.  And what has happened in them is further described:  “2 For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death. 3 For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, 4 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.”  


It is very clear that the people in view in verse 13 are the same as those under consideration in the beginning of the chapter.  In fact, they are described with very similar language.  In verse 5 they “walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit,” and in verse 13 they “by the Spirit… put to death the deeds of the body.”

C.  So the “if” in verse 13 cannot imply uncertainty, for these people are already not under “condemnation,” are “set free from the law of sin and death,” and in them “the righteous requirement of the law” is “fulfilled.”  So “if” here cannot imply uncertainty:  these people will certainly “by the Spirit…put to death the deeds of the body.”
II. AN EXPRESSION OF CERTAINTY.  


A.  The other meaning of this conditional word “if’ is as an expression of certainty, the established and unfailing certainty of connection between the action and result.  As a doctor may say to a sick man, “IF you take this medicine you will become well.”  The emphasis is not so much on the uncertainty of whether or not the sick man will take the medicine, but on the certainty of the result.  There is a definite connection between the action and the outcome.  

B.  So this is the meaning here in Romans 8:13b.  There is a certain and infallible connection between our “by the Spirit putting to death the deeds of the body” and the promise “you will live.”  One will unfailingly lead to the other. The other is conditioned upon the one.  If a sick man did not take the medicine, the implication is that he would not get well.  And if a person does not put to death the deeds of the body, he will not live.  I know that we haven’t yet defined what it means to put to death the deeds of the body or to live, though “to live” clearly means to enjoy everlasting life now and in the age to come.  


But to summarize at this point, we now understand that the Apostle Paul is saying that there is a certain infallible connection between putting to death the deeds of the body (mortification of sin) and eternal life.  Without the first, there is none of the second.  
III. CAUSE AND EFFECT OR MEANS AND END?


A.  Now there is one more essential question we must answer to understand “if” in this context, and that is the kind of connection between the action and the outcome.  Is it a connection of cause and effect or of means and end?  What do we mean?


Well, sometimes a conditional statement like this can imply an automatic result, that is, one in which keeping the condition produces a situation of obligation.  For example, an employer might say, “If you work 40 hours, then I will give you a paycheck.”  In this instance, the paycheck would be earned through keeping the condition of working the 40 hours.  The employer would owe the worker.  The paycheck would be deserved.  

Now this cannot be the meaning of this conditional clause.  It cannot be a matter of God’s owing life on the condition of a person’s “putting to death the deeds of the body.”  It cannot be a matter of earning or deserving.  The reason this is true is that two chapters earlier, in Romans 6:23, Paul has already explained that salvation is granted not on the basis of a person’s earning or deserving, but on the basis of one receiving salvation as a gift.  In fact, there Paul clearly declares that salvation is NOT a paycheck we may earn or deserve: “23  For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  Death is deserved.  We earn eternal death in hell for our works of sin.  God owes us eternal death; it is the paycheck we collect at the end of a sinful life.  But eternal life is clearly granted on a different basis:  “but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  Notice there that life is a “free gift of God.”  It is clear from the nature of a gift that it cannot be earned or deserved.  In fact, if you do earn or deserve the gift then we have to call it something else, for it makes no sense at all.  Call it a reward or a wage, but if you have earned it, if you deserve it, then you cannot call it a gift.  


So this life, whether the word is in Romans 6:23 or in Romans 8:13, life is a gift.  We do not earn it, we cannot earn it by “putting to death the deeds of the body,” or by any other work, for that matter.  So what does Paul mean by the conditional clause, “but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”  It is not a relationship of cause and effect but of means and end.  And we need to think about this carefully, because Americans have a hard time understanding the idea of means.  I think it is because we are rationalists at heart and seldom consider that God is actively involved in the world today.  God uses means to accomplish his purposes.  


B.  Let’s go back to our sick man and the medicine offered to make him well.  Suppose he took the medicine offered to him as a free gift.  Would you say that he then deserved to get well, that somehow he earned his restored health?  Not really.  He didn’t really do anything to make himself well again.  The fact is that someone earned it for him.  The researchers who developed the medicine, the drug company which produced it for him, the benefactor who purchased it so that he could receive it for free—these are the ones who should get the credit, not the sick man who simply received it as a gift.  


Ultimately we should credit God, though, who made the medicine effective.  God simply used the medicine as a means to imparting good health.  Let me ask you a question:  could God give the gift of good health without the medicine?  Of course!  He has done it before.  We think of the healing miracles of Jesus and his Apostles, recorded in the Gospels and the book of Acts. There is no question but that God could grant perfect health without the use of medicine.  But the truth is that God ordinarily uses medicine as a means of giving health.  It is God that gives the health as a gift, just as he gave life as a gift in the first place.  But he regularly uses means.  And if we use the means and God gives good health, we do not credit ourselves, but God, and the medical people he has prepared for our help.  


C.  Let’s look at it another way.  Do we need to eat in order to stay alive?  Ordinarily, we would say yes.  But isn’t it also true that God could sustain a body giving strength and life without food?  Yes, he can do that.  For example, Moses, Elijah, and the Lord Jesus all fasted for 40 days.  God kept them alive without food.  In fact, of Moses it is said in Exodus 34:28 that he “was there with the LORD forty days and forty nights. He neither ate bread nor drank water.”  One might possibly survive a 40 day food fast, but you cannot live a week without water.  So clearly God sustained his body without the ordinary use of food and water as a means.  And didn’t God declare through Moses in Deuteronomy 8:3 that “man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD”?  So God gives life to the body; food and drink are merely the usual means.  God restores health to the sick; medicine is merely his appointed means.


D. And the same is true of salvation.  God uses means to save the lost.  For a person to be saved, someone must preach or explain the Gospel to him.  And in order for him to be saved, God must give the gift of faith by which he receives the free gift of God.  But we would not say that preaching the Gospel is the cause of salvation, nor even the gift of faith.  Rather, God saves the elect by grace.  The gift was already paid for by Christ on the cross.  And the preaching and the faith are merely the means through which such salvation is given and received.  

Hearing the Gospel and believing do not earn salvation, but they are the necessary means.  When a person hears the Gospel and believes on Christ for salvation, he does not deserve to be saved, for salvation is a gift.  But he must hear and believe, or he will not be saved.  Paul writes in Ephesians 2:8-9:  “8  For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9  not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”  Salvation is “by grace” (the cause), “through faith” (the means).  In Romans 10:9-10, Paul further explains:  “if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10  For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved.”  Again, confessing and believing do not earn salvation, but they are merely God’s appointed means through which he saves us in Christ.  


E.  Now let’s return to our text in Romans 8:  “but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”  “Putting to death the deeds of the body,” is not a work that earns salvation. If we put to death the sinful deeds of the body, then God does not owe us life as though we earned it.  Rather, it is the means through which he gives us this life, the life that Jesus has purchased for us through his life, death, and resurrection.  It is still a free gift of God, but we receive it through faith in Christ and repentance unto life.  Putting to death the sinful deeds of the body is a part of repentance.  


The Westminster Shorter Catechism points this out so clearly: (Q. 85) “To escape the wrath and curse of God, due to us for sin, God requireth of us faith in Jesus Christ, repentance unto life, with the diligent use of all the outward means whereby Christ communicateth to us the benefits of redemption.   So (Q. 87.) What is repentance unto life? And the answer is:  “Repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner, out of a true sense of his sin, and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ, doth, with grief and hatred of his sin, turn from it unto God, with full purpose of, and endeavor after, new obedience, which sounds a lot like “putting to death the deeds of the body.” 

APPLICATIONS 




1.  The pursuit of holiness is not optional.  Let me ask you, according to Romans 8:13b, how many people who do NOT put to death the deeds of the body will live?  (Zero)  Only those who put to death the deeds of the body will live.  We have not looked at the first half of this verse, but it makes this very clear:  “13  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.”  Only two options are listed:  1) living according to the flesh and 2) putting to death the deeds of the body.  And likewise there are only two necessary outcomes:  1) you will die, and 2) you will live.  Those who live according to the flesh cannot live, and those who put to death the deeds of the body cannot die.  The outcomes are absolute and mutually exclusive.  If you do not repent of your sin, that is hate your sin and flee from sin, and keep on repenting of sin, then you have not really put your faith in Christ, for repentance and faith are inseparable.  If Jesus is not your Lord, then he is not your Savior.  If he is not your Prophet, to whom you listen and learn, and he is not your King, before whom you gladly bow and willingly obey, then he certainly is not your Priest and sacrifice for sin, and you are still an enemy of God, lost and without hope in this life or the life to come.    

2.  So what explains professing Christians who have no interest in the things of God, who do not pursue holiness?  It is remotely possible that they are genuine believers, though in a backslidden condition.  This is sometimes, rarely, the case.  Even King David, no doubt a true believer, fell away for a time, a period of about one year in which he hardened his heart and committed sins and crimes.  Yet God rebuked him, and he repented of his sin. 


More likely is the simpler answer:  that the reason there is no interest in the things of God is that they were never born again.  They had some kind of emotional experience or simply fell in with the crowd who were joining church, or they mistakenly think they are Christians because they were born in America or into a Christian home.  But if there are no signs of life, there probably is no life at all.  


3.  Should we expect the pursuit of holiness from those who do not profess Christ? And the answer is certainly not.  It is not only erroneous to expect unbelievers to pursue putting to death the deeds of the body, it is dangerous to them.  It is the root of what is called “self-righteousness,” and of this we will say more next time.   

CONCLUSION


If you are weak from hunger, then eat good, wholesome, nourishing food.  Food is the means God has ordained to sustain the body.


And if you are sick and getting worse, the go to the doctor.  God has appointed and ordinarily uses the ministrations of doctors and medicines to impart restored health.  


And if you are a sinner and in need of salvation, then turn to Christ in true repentance from sin and faith in him.  For these are the means God has appointed to save sinners from everlasting death.  

“13  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.”   (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


