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PUT TO DEATH THE DEEDS OF THE BODY
(Romans 8:9-17)

TEXT:

SUBJECT:  
F.C.F.:
PROPOSITION:  

OBJECTIVE: 
INTRODUCTION:


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)  I.  “IF”:  THE CONDTIONALITY OF THE DUTY.

We started to delve into our key text for this Bible study series authored 350 years ago by the most eminent Puritan teacher, John Owen, and we didn’t get past the first word, “if:” “if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”  “If,” as we saw last time, made this a conditional clause.  The condition was one of certainty in the connection between the action and the outcome.  If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, then, with absolute certainty, you will live.  


And we also said that this conditional clause was not at all a matter of cause and effect, “if you do this, then you earn for yourself and so truly deserve the outcome.”  Rather, salvation is God’s free gift according to Romans 6:23 and Ephesians 2:8, 9, and, by definition, a gift can only be received, not earned or deserved.  So Paul is here teaching simply that God has appointed the means of repentance from sin (putting to death the [sinful] deeds of the body) along with faith in Christ to impart this gift to us.  If we are not repenting and trusting Christ, then we have not and are not receiving the gift.  God imparts the gift of salvation, eternal life, through the means of repentance and faith, and if we are not repenting and believing, then no gift has been given or accepted.  We are still in our sins, no matter what we may have experienced or have come to think about ourselves, and we need to turn from sin and put sins to death, and believe on Christ.  And that’s what is meant by the word “if.”  Let’s move on:

II.  “YOU”: TO WHOM THIS DUTY IS PRESCRIBED.    


A.  The next question we put to this text is to whom it is addressed.  The answer is “you”:  “but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”  So our question is “Who is the ‘you’?”  And you say, “No, who’s on first, what’s on second, and I don’t know’s on third.” (  Seriously, who is being addressed in Romans 8:13b?  

B.  And of course the answer is the same people who are being addressed in the previous verses in chapter 8:  believers, genuine Christians, those who have been born again and are in Christ.  Notice how they are described in verses 1 and following:  


The group addressed as “you” in 8:13b is no longer under God’s “condemnation” and are “in Christ Jesus” according to verse 1.  And they have been set free by the “the law of Spirit of life” “from the law of sin and death” according to verse 2.  For them, according to verse 3, God has sent “his own Son” so that “the righteous requirements of the law” might be fulfilled in” them by Christ, according to verse 4.  And they “live according to the Spirit” by having “their minds set on the things of the Spirit” according to verse 5.  

C.  Now, to be sure, there is another group of people, and this other group is as different as night and day.  For this other group of people “live according to the flesh” having “set their minds on the things of the flesh,” according to verse 5, and the result of this is “death,” according to verse 6.  What’s worse, the people in this other group are hostile in their minds toward God, and they do not, nor cannot “submit to God’s law,” according to verse 7.  The bottom line is, according to verse 8, that the people in this group cannot please God.  They do not have the Spirit of God dwelling in them, and therefore do not belong to God.  


But the people in the first group, the “you” group, are not “in the flesh” but are “in the Spirit” since “the Spirit of God dwells” in them, according to verse 9.  And for this reason, the people in the “you” group, though their bodies have become mortal due to sin, yet they are alive in the Spirit, according to verse 10, and that same Spirit “who raised Jesus from the dead will also raise their mortal bodies, according to verse 11.  And so, those in the “you” group are obligated to live not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit, as we find in verse 12.  
APPLICATION


So there are these two types of people, very distinct and different, and you would certainly be able to recognize them not simply by what they say, but by how they live.  


1.  What do we say if we find that the vast majority of professing Christians are living in ways that are nearly identical to and indistinguishable from the non-Christians around them?  We would say that there is probably a reason, and that reason is because the majority of these professing Christians are really pretending Christians.  And that’s what we find in survey after survey, that professing Christians, many of whom claim to be “born again” are just as greedy, just as immoral, just as dishonest, just as self-centered, and just as unfaithful to their solemn vows as are those who do not profess to be Christians around them.  In some instances, the non-Christians actually better the professing Christians in matters of morality.  And I think you can see we have a problem.  


2.  We should also note that it is a serious mistake, a biblical and theological error, to expect the people in the second group to make any serious attempt to “put to death the deeds of the body.”  It is not only a grievous error, but the root of many problems.  It is an error because God tells us that these folks are “hostile to God,” that they do not and cannot “submit to God’s law,” and that they “cannot please God.”  So, why in the world would we expect them to?

Yet is seems that this is the overriding concern among many evangelical Christians today.  There was much talk ten years ago about “traditional family values.”  What could that mean except passing laws to make non-Christians behave like Christians?  Similarly, some are seeking to “recover a Christian America.”  What can this possibly mean?  It must likewise mean that we seek to pass and enforce laws that would make non-Christians act like Christians (let’s hope it doesn’t mean passing laws to make Christians act like Christians).  If this ever was a “Christian America,” was it made that way by passing laws that made non-Christians behave like Christians?  I don’t think so.  Our best times as a nation were when Christians behaved like Christians and constantly preached Christ as Lord and Savior so that unbelievers were converted by their witness and consistent living.  


Where does it ever say that Christ called us to support “traditional family values” or to “recover a Christian America?”  I must have missed that one.  


Jesus called us to make disciples of all nations.  He called us by his command and by his example, to preach the Law and the Gospel.  In preaching the Law, God’s perfect standard of holiness and his terrible judgment for sin, we keep before the world the reason for its misery.  By proclaiming God’s Law and judgment, we help people feel keenly the wages of their sin.  They quickly learn that their non-family values bring great suffering and despair.  They certainly have some vague sense that something’s gone wrong.  The preaching of God’s Law sharpens that up for them.  And non-Christians eventually discover that their vision for pagan, non-Christian America leads to chaos and disaster.  Again, the result is pain and a fuzzy feeling that this is not the way it’s supposed to be.  Preaching God’s Law in all its sharpness and terror clears the fog and forces a choice. 


And preaching the Gospel offers the only true hope for the despairing.  What we need, dear friends, is more despairing people!  I have personally shared the Gospel with dozens, perhaps hundreds of people over the years.  And in my experience, people who are despairing are the people who listen most earnestly.  That’s why I love to lead jail services.  And of those who have made some kind of positive response, it has been for the most part the despairing, those with little to lose and little to live for who have stuck with it.  Romans 6:23 says the wages of sin is death, but before death come stupidity and misery, and we need to let sin exact its heavy cost and lead people to despairing.  We need to hold before them ever the terror of God’s holy Law (which is a very unpopular thing to do these days, especially within the church), and the hope of his glorious salvation in Christ.   
  

We have strayed a bit.  The point is that this duty of putting to death the deeds of the body is pressed upon believers.  Those who in Christ are most perfectly free from the condemning power of sin should make it their business, all their days, to put to death the controlling power of sin.  
III. “BY THE SPIRIT”:  THE EFFECTIVENESS IN THIS DUTY.


A.  The Holy Spirit is the sole efficient cause of success in this necessary work of putting to death the (sinful) deeds of the body.  This is so clearly described in this text as to be beyond all question.  Not only is the Holy Spirit specifically stated to be the sole efficient cause of success in this work (“but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live”), the Spirit’s ministry is all over the chapter.  

The Spirit of life indwells (verse 9) the believer, making him alive to God so that he walks according to the Spirit and sets his mind on the things of the Spirit (verse 5) resulting in life and peace with God (verse 6).  Practically speaking this means that the believer is no longer hostile to God, but rather submits to God’s law (verse 7) and thereby pleases God (verse 8).  The Spirit is the Spirit of adoption who assures us that we are the sons of God and fellow heirs with Jesus (verses 15-17).  And the Spirit also intercedes for us, praying perfectly according to God’s will (verses 26-27).  So in the love, wisdom, and power of the indwelling Holy Spirit, we can be assured of success in “putting to death the deeds of the body.”  


Now because of the continuing influence of the Keswick or higher life or victorious Christian living teaching, we must be sure we understand this correctly.  It may seem to say that the indwelling Holy Spirit takes over and fights the battle for you.  According to the Keswick scheme, the grave danger is self-effort.  The key to success is non-activity, passivity, resting, letting go and letting God.  So if you have been influenced by the Keswick teaching, you may tend to read this as a call to do nothing and let the Holy Spirit do everything.


And all of this is sheer nonsense easily refuted by a simple reading of the text.  “but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”  So, according to this text, who puts to death the deeds of the body?  (You, meaning the believer)  And who is the efficient cause by which you are to put to death the deeds of the body? (the Spirit)  This does not at all sound like passivity or resting but great activity, actively resisting the sinful allure and draw of the deeds of the body, appealing to the Spirit for his almighty help in fighting the good fight.  


The error of the Keswick method is to assume that putting to death the deeds of the body must be the work of either the Christian (doomed to failure) or the Holy Spirit (guaranteed success).  So, according to the Keswick method, if the Spirit does it, then don’t try this at home, folks.  

And yet let’s consider our Lord Jesus in his temptation.  It occurred just after his baptism, when he was empowered from on high with the Holy Spirit and driven by the Spirit out into the wilderness.  After fasting 40 days, he was approached by the tempter.  Now it is very clear that our Lord Jesus did not follow the Keswick method.  If he had followed the recommended Keswick, victorious Christian living method, he would have, when Satan came to call, said, “Spirit, would you mind getting the door for me? I kind of busy at the moment, and I know it’s Satan at the door with his temptations.  And I should not even try to resist him since that would be self-effort, so you just go answer the door, will you?  That ought to shake him up a bit, seeing you open the door!”  


No, Jesus met that temptation and resisted that temptation in the power of the Spirit.  He was sure to gird on the sword of the Spirit which is the Word of God, and answered every temptation with a counter-command from God’s Word.  In other words, he quickly put to death the proposed, sinful deeds of the body through resistance, depending upon the Word of God (“it is written”) and all in the power of the Holy Spirit.  


And the Keswick teacher would say, “Yeah, sure, but that was Jesus.  He could meet Satan head on and resist because he was the Son of God.”  And yet the whole point of the temptation account is that Jesus faced temptation not as God but as man, as we should, and was utterly successful.  He met temptation for us, but he also demonstrated how human beings should deal with the devil, resisting, answering with the Word of God in the power of the Spirit of God, but it is our work of resisting. 


And if there is any doubt about this, then we need only turn to the Apostle Peter, who had his share of very public failures in the temptation department.  He gives us God’s true method for dealing with the devil:  “8 Be sober-minded; (activity, not passivity) be watchful (activity, not passivity). Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. 9  Resist him (activity, not passivity), firm in your faith, knowing that the same kinds of suffering are being experienced by your brotherhood throughout the world.” (1 Peter 5) 


So the almighty Holy Spirit of God is the efficient cause of success in this duty of putting to death the (sinful) deeds of the body, and in this we are utterly dependent on him.  Nothing else helps us.  We should daily acknowledge this truth and submit ourselves to him, pleading with him for his help.  

John Owen wants us to be clear that nothing else helps, but that doesn’t mean that people don’t try other helps.  And the list of “other helps” is almost endless.  Some of these other helps might perhaps create a semblance of godliness, as when an alcoholic goes on the wagon, or an adulterer tries to straighten up.  The drunk might quit drinking; the promiscuous might put away his perversion; the thief might go straight; the miser might even give something to charity.  But this is not the same as true mortification, and the sinful passion will rage on under the cover of self-righteousness or be redirected to another craving.  It will hidden, but not killed, and will lie in wait for a more opportune time.  


But Owen notes that “Mortification from a self-strength, carried on by ways of self-invention, unto the end of a self-righteousness, is the soul and substance of all false religion in the world.”  


And this is precisely what the Apostle Paul wrote elsewhere in Colossians 2:20-23:  “If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive in the world, do you submit to regulations— 21  “Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch” 22  (referring to things that all perish as they are used)—according to human precepts and teachings? 23  These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-made religion and asceticism and severity to the body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh.”   

CONCLUSION

So what we have found this week is that this duty of putting to death the (sinful) deeds of the body is addressed only to believers, for only believers are equipped with the almighty Holy Spirit of God and have any hope of actually doing it.  And when unbelievers set out on the path of self-reformation as though they could actually keep God’s law, the result is all the false religions ever devised by man, all of them utterly worthless and useless, or, as Paul declares:  “of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh.”

We have only two more matters to discuss from our text in Romans 8:13b, namely, the manner of the duty, what it means to put to death the deeds of the body, and what is promised in the concluding phrase, “you will live.”  
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