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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans

From the Law (Torah) to the Spirit of Life

Rom 8:1-11 - Part One

Romans 8:1 So now, there is no judgment for those in Christ Jesus.

2 The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and death. 

3 For what the law was unable to do in that it was weak through the flesh, God sent his own Son in the very likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh 

4 in order that the righteousness of the law might be fulfilled in us who walk not in accordance with the flesh but in accordance with the Spirit.

5 For those who exist according to the flesh take the side of the flesh, whereas those who exist according to the Spirit take the side of the Spirit. 

6 For the flesh’s way of thinking is death, whereas the Spirit’s way of thinking is life and peace. 

7 Because the flesh’s way of thinking is hostility toward God, it does not submit itself to the law of God, for it cannot. 

8 And those who are in the flesh are not able to please God. 

9 However, you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, assuming that the Spirit of God does indeed dwell in you – anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to him. 

10 And if Christ is in you, the body is dead because of sin, but the Spirit is alive because of righteousness.

11 But if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies as well, through his Spirit who dwells in you.

Note on the Greek Manuscripts 

At the end of verse 1, scribes added kata sarka peripatousin, “who walk not according to the flesh,” but kata pneuma, “according to the Spirit.”  This was a common practice among Jews and Christians to clarify a text by expanding it.  We learn that from other MSS (manuscripts) which just present the original texts.   
The Great Transition: Romans 7:25 to 8:1

1. “so now, there is no judgment on those who are in Christ Jesus.”  This is a great transition from 7:25 to 8:1, saying, “I no longer serve the law of sin, so now there is no judgment.”  This great transition is intended as a pause to break between the old life in Chapter 7, which ends with a great thanksgiving in 7:25, to the declaration of the new life in 8:1.

2. The word, “condemnation” has a strong connation in English.  The Greek word katakrima means judgment.  We judge ourselves before we are judged by God.  Augustine is right in observing, “There is no judgment just because carnal desires exist; it is only if we give in to them and sin.” (On Romans 4:7) 

3. Romans 8:1 is a doctrinal thesis, formulated without a verb to draw the attention  that believers have been set free from sin and death which was their burden according to  previous sections of Romans 5:1-7:25.  This thesis is elaborated in the rest of this chapter (8:31-39). 

Verse Structure

The following verse 3-4 comparison is an antithetical development between the “law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus” in the first part of verse 2 which are contrasted with the “law of sin and death” in the second part of verse 2. 

Verse 3

A  For the law being powerless. 

B  in that it was weakened by the flesh

C  God having sent his own Son 

D  in the likeness of sinful flesh

D  and concerning sin 

C  God condemned sin in the flesh

Observe how the words make this transition clear:

A and B are about the old life; in C God takes the initiative by sending his own Son.  This becomes more clear in the second C regarding the condemnation or the judgement of sin.  

Verse 4

A  in order that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled among us 

B  who do not work according to flesh but according to the Spirit 

We meet the spirit/flesh antithesis at the end of verse 4.  This is further developed in verses 5-8 by means of double-line sentences of which verse 5 and 6 are constructed.  Both the antithesis between “flesh” and “spirit” in successive lines contains the antithesis between “death” and “life.” 

This is not the end because what is the central issue?  Look at the following statements which are the declaration of the Gospel.  The next two paragraphs (8:9-11, 12-17) repeat climax structures, in which motifs from preceding lines are picked up and qualified in succeeding lines.

A  So the “Spirit” is now dwelling in believers 

B  If “someone,” a believer, does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to him. 

A  And if Christ is in you, the body is dead because of sin but the Spirit is life because of righteousness. 

A  But if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ  from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies as well, 

A  through his Spirit who dwells in you.

All the “As” are about the new life; B is a warning that if you do not have the Spirit, you do not belong to Christ.

“Raising” and “Dwelling”

Then come two doctrinal facts:

First: The Sprit raised Jesus;

Second: The believers will be raised by the same Spirit who raised Jesus and now

              this same Spirit dwells in them  

“Raising” is part of the traditional apostolic teaching which is the early Christian formula of confession of faith.  It is cited twice in Romans 8 followed by other early Christian passages which have the same terminology:

Romans 8:11 “the one who raised Jesus from the dead”
Romans 8:11“the one raising Christ Jesus from the dead”
Romans 4:24 “the one who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead”
Romans 6:4 “as Christ was raised from the dead”
Romans 10:9 “God raised him from the dead”

Galatians 1:1 “the one who raised him from the dead”

1 Thessalonians 1:10 “whom he raised from the dead”

Ephesians 1:20 “he raised him from the dead”

Colossians 2:12 “the one who raised him from the dead”

Acts 3:15; 4:10 3“whom God raised from the dead”

Acts 13:30 “but God raised him from the dead”

1 Peters 1:21“God who raised him from the dead”

Early Confession of the Martyr Polycarp (c. 97 AD):

2.1 “the one who raised our Lord Jesus Christ from the dead”

2.2 “he who raised him from the dead”

12.2 “who raised him from the dead” 

Romans 8:11 also contains the phrase” he dwells among you” which is repeated twice and in verse 9 the Spirit of God is the Spirit of Christ.   This paragraph concludes with the structure “through his Spirit dwelling in you.”  This does end with the struggle between flesh and spirit which continues in 12-17.

8:1 No Judgment 

Paul’s point is that, since the epoch of Adam’s doom has been ended by Christ, those who are “in Christ Jesus” are free from the judgment that came upon the entire human race after the fall.  The phrase “those in Christ Jesus” appears nowhere else in the NT except in 1 Peter 5:14: “Peace to all you who are in Christ.”  The proposition contained in this verse must be taken in a local rather than an instrumental sense, referring to our union with the risen Lord who operates the new life, and re-creates and rules this new life in the Holy Spirit.  This new realm of the Spirit in which believers participate is totally different from that of the life of Adam.  Paul (Rom 5:15-18 declared that this is the gift of grace in Christ.  The gift frees believers from the burden of sin and sets them “right” before God.  The paralysis caused by the reign of “sin in death” according to Romans 5:21 was put forward in such a way that the contrast with the new age needed to be forcefully stated.  Paul previously made it clear that the “dispensation of death and Judgment” is totally different from the “dispensation of the Spirit of righteousness” (compare 2 Cor 3:7-11).  Here we have the declaration that for believers there is “no punishment.”

Elsewhere Paul insists that each believer faces judgment according to one’s works (Rom 2:6, 13; see also 1 Cor 3:13-15).  This is not in any way a contradiction; as far as our works are concerned no one shall enter the Kingdom because of any good works (See, Mark the Hermit, 5th Century, Against Those Who Think that by Their Good Works, They Shalliinherit the Kingdom, in the Philokalia, Vol  2).  But as far as justification by grace, the door is wide open to all sinners.

In the present life the result of Adam’s fall is still with us, and that is death.  The reign of death is still seen in our bodies.  This is why Romans 8 is the chapter of the “Redemption of our mortal bodies.” (Please read carefully Rom 8:18-28). 

8:2 End of Doom

This is the first argument in support of the thesis concerning the end of the legacy of doom, built up in the teaching of Christ which grants freedom from “the law of sin and death.”  The contrast between this law and the “law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus” has engendered a huge debate over whether the “the law of sin and death” refers to the Torah.  The argument that Paul speaks indirectly about the Torah is supported by 2 Corinthians 3:4-18 which identifies “the ministry of death, the letters engraved on the stones which kills.”  Despite what may be hidden in Paul’s argument, the entire subject of this sentence, “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus,” is the declaration of the end the power of sin and death and the coming of the freedom of the flesh from its mortality.

The aorist (ongoing) tense of the verb, “has set you free,” offers the Romans and us the vision of the present reality of our life in Christ.  We are always free, if we keep our faith and live.

‘From the Law of Sin and Death’

Paul has already linked the law, that is, the Torah, too closely with sin and death (Rom 5:12-14, 20; 7:5, 9-11, 13, 23-24).  The words here simply sum up these earlier descriptions of the interplay of sin, death, and the law in a single forceful phrase.

It is important to remember that it is not the law per se from which Paul speaks of being liberated; it is the law as manipulated by sin and death (especially Rom 7:9-13), i.e., the law operating within the context of the age of Adam (Rom 5:20-21).

If the law is manipulated by sin to bring death, and since then we are liberated from the judgment and from death then, these enemies are put down “in Christ Jesus”. 

8:3 More Powerful than Law

“For what the law was unable to do.” The Torah is a “powerless, impotent thing.”  It is difficult to choose between the more active sense “unable” and more passive “impossible,” but the effective distinction is not very great: either way it does not amount to an attack on the law itself (Rom 7:9-12).  This phrase as a whole stands without a verb in the Greek, but most commentators are probably correct in assuming that Paul intended to imply the completion, “what was impossible for the law God has done.”

The law was unable “in that it was weak through the flesh.”  The inadequacy of the law lies not in itself, but in the condition of humanity; and “weakness” is not a term of  accusation in the whole letters of Paul.  It is simply descriptive of the human condition (Rom 6:19; 8:26; 14:1-2, 21; 1 Cor 2:3; 8:11-12; 15:43). 

a) Physical weakness (2 Cor 11:29)

b)  Intellectual weakness (Rom 6:19)

c) Moral weakness (5:6), 

e) Weakness of faith (4:19)

f), Weakness of conviction (Rom 14:1-2), 

g) Weakness of conscience (1 Cor 8:12). 

The history of Israel in the OT is a history of weakness and also of failure with regard to the law. 

But now comes the contrast.  God who gave that law decided to save us humans because God is “able” (Rom 4:21; 9:22; 11:23).  Treating the law as the means of salvation is the mistake which Paul attacked in Romans 2:17-29 and also in the whole letter to the Galatians.  Please note:

1. The law belongs to the old creation and to its tragedy.

2. The law is weak because it turns humans toward themselves.

3. The law is weak because it operates without grace. 

The interaction between the law, sin, death and the flesh leaves humanity helpless. 

Abba Philemon

“It took me some time to notice that I have a deep problem and that is I like to have my life for my self alone and also to be autonomous.  Then, I learned that this autonomy is the wide door for sin.  Then the Lord guided me to see the cross as the only cure that we have to take for the rest of our life.  To be crucified with the Lord is the end of our autonomy but the beginning of the new life where autonomy is shared with the autonomy of Jesus Christ where the cross is its new boundaries.  Without Christ these old boundaries are defined by our law of good and evil but in Christ the law of new life is defined by the love of Jesus our Lord.”

Dialogue 3rd April 1970 

Great News

The great news is that “God sent his own Son.” And this phrase “God sent his Son” has usually been taken as one of the earliest formulations of the Christian understanding of the incarnation.  Here, Paul presents us with the early tradition like that of the Gospel of John.  Romans 8:3 is a parallel expression to John 3:16-17 and 1 John 4:9, and certainly refers to the pre-existent Son of God who was the Son before his incarnation.  

The OT Background of God Sending his Son

This is well established in the OT that God from time to time sends messengers: prophets, heavenly messengers, i.e. angels (Gen 24:40; Acts 12:11).  God sent His Spirit (Judges 9:23; Luke 24:49,) and sent Wisdom (Wisdom Sol 9:10).  But now it is “his Son” as we read in the parallel text of Romans 8:3 and Galatians 4:4.  This is what we call Christology, and Romans 8:3 and John 3:16 provide the foundation of later development of Christology.  By sending his Son, God the Father himself is working our salvation in that which has happened and will happen through Jesus Christ.  This is what Paul wants to emphasize when he speaks of the coming or the sending of the Son of God. 

The Scandal of the Incarnation

All what is called “Religions” teach that man has to seek God.  Christianity alone affirms that God seeks us all the time.

1. There is only one movement, and that is God comes to us in his Son.

2. When we call others to come to Christ, we must make it clear that they enter into a “banquet” and meet Jesus who is waiting for us all the time.

3. The Incarnation is not one event which comes to an end by the crucifixion and later by the ascension, not at all.  It is a relationship that reaches its goal by the Crucifixion, Resurrection and Ascension.  What we are looking at here is the transformation of the humanity which Jesus took from Mary.  This transformation pushed away sin, death, judgment and opened for us a new relationship with the Head of the New Humanity, who represents God to us and us to God being both God and Man.

The Sinful Flesh

“In the very likeness of sinful flesh” (verse 3).  There may be deliberate irony here: the concrete form which the divine chose to accomplish his purpose is to take sinful “flesh,” as in Romans 1:3 and 7:5.  In Romans 7:5, 14, and 18, “flesh” means man and in that man, Jesus  belongs to the age of Adam, that is under the domination of sin, which can  bind any man completely to death. 

Note on the Greek 

“In the very likeness.” What is affirmed here is the stereological assumption of the human condition by the Son.  This is the closest expression in Pauline writings to the doctrine of incarnation, which is otherwise like that of John where both express the coming of the Son.  The “sending” might thus refer to the whole redemptive incarnation, but it is better seen in its climax in the cross and resurrection (Rom 3:24-25; Gal 3:13; 2 Cor 5:19-21).  The emphasis, however, falls on the Greek word homoioma, “likeness” (recall Rom 5:14; 6:5), and not on hamartia, “sin.”  It is rather the sarx flesh in its human realty.  

Docetism

The Son did not just appear in a human form as in the Gnostic school known by the name description “Docetism.”  This teaching which was so early that it may have had a hold on some in the apostolic time.  It stated that the Son being divine only appeared to be in a human form, because the Son is too holy to take a human body.  The name is derived from the Greek dokesis, “appearance” or “semblance,” because they taught that the son only “appeared” or “seemed” to be a man, to have been born, to have lived and to have suffered.  Some denied the reality of Christ's human nature altogether, some only the reality of His human body or of His birth or death.  The word Docetae, which is best rendered by the word “illusionists,” first occurs in a letter of Serapion, Bishop of Antioch 190-203 AD.

Docetism as a Practice

You may be believing in the Incarnation as a mental concept. But here are some questions:

1. Do you love your body?

2. Do you consider that your body is what you share with Jesus?

3. Do you regard the body of Christ as a gift of life which you receive in the Lord’s Supper? 

But the Son took our sinful flesh. He was actually born as a human. He was sent as a man, born of a woman, born under the law (Gal 4:4).

In the Flesh, But Sinless

The word homoioma usually is understood as likeness, copy or form (See, TDNT 5. 191), expressing an identity but with distinction (cf. Phil 2:7: en homoiomati) or likeness of his death as in Romans 6:5.  Christ comes as the full expression of that sinful flesh.  He manifests it for what it is.  Sinful flesh is fully visible in the flesh of Christ (“Sinful Flesh”).  But it does not say that Jesus sinned, a point that the NT elsewhere denies.  For Paul denies that Jesus lived as a sinner (2 Cor 5:21).  He qualifies his statement that God made Christ “sin” for us, by adding “who knew no sin” (cf. Heb 4:15).  We human beings have “the flesh of sin,” but the Son had the “likeness of sinful flesh.”  He came in a form like us in that he became a member of the sin-oriented human race; he experienced the effects of sin and suffered death, the result of sin, as one “cursed” by the curse of death in the law (Gal 3:13).  Thus in his own self Jesus in his flesh encountered the power of sin which is death.  Jesus came to the likeness of our flesh for the sake of sin., i.e., to deal with sin (Cranfield, Commentary on Romans, Vol 1, p 280), or to conquer sin.

Once more, “sinful flesh” is a summary statement which says the fallen human condition is not a dualistic Gnostic denunciation of the flesh as in itself sinful by nature.  Here “sinful flesh” is a sober recognition that man as flesh can never escape the power of sin.  Jesus came to us precisely as one of us who belonged to our reality.  Jesus came to minister in the domain of sin and death.  In the “likeness” was understood by the Early Fathers as a declaration of the sinlessness of Jesus.  But here this word “likeness” was read in the light of 2 Corinthians 5:21.  The New Jerusalem Bible put it in these words: “the same human nature as any sinner.”  But we have to be aware of:

1. Jesus is the representative of humanity in its reality.

2. For God to put down our “sinfulness and mortality,” God had to overcome both our sinful nature and our mortality by being himself free from both sin and death. 

3. To achieve that, Jesus received in his own humanity death, the “host” of “sin” to destroy it.

Modern NT Studies

Some commentators (J Dunn and others) take peri hamartias to mean “for the sake of (being) a sin-offering,” i.e., as a sacrifice for human sin, because hamartia is often the name of this the sacrifice for sin in the LXX (Lev 4:24; 5:11; 6:18; Ps 40:6; cf. 2 Cor 5:21).  So also scholars Sanday and Headlam (Romans, p 193) say that though Christ’s mission humanity’s sin has been taken away; that is, the condemnation of sin which is death.  But how?

1. Commentators part ways in explaining how.  Augustine understood “in the flesh” to mean simply “by the innocent, sinless flesh” of Christ, death was removed as eternal condemnation.  

2. Others would understand it of the incarnation, when the Father by sending the Son “in the flesh” implicitly passed sentence on sin.  It would have been a condemnation in principle, in that the Son assumed flesh (= the human condition) without sin, and lived a sinless life. 

Ancient Testimony

Tertullian, 3rd Century

“If the Father sent his Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, it must not be said that the flesh in which he appeared was illusory.  The Son in the likeness of sinful flesh in order to redeem our sinful flesh by a like substance, even a fleshly one, which bore a resemblance flesh although it was itself free from sin.” Against Marcion 5:4, 21

Cyril of Alexandria, 5th Century

“God forbid, for that Paul should ever say that Christ’s body was made of sinful flesh! Rather, it was in the likeness of sinful flesh, for although it was similar to our bodies it can scarcely be compared with them in the sense that it could not be ill with carnal uncleanness.  Even from the womb Christ’s body was a holy temple, and no one is afraid to state that insofar as it was flesh, when it attained the age of reason it behaved in the way flesh normally does.  Nevertheless, because the Word who sanctifies all things dwelt in his body, the potential for sin was condemned so that the fruit of this blessing might come across into us as well.  For we have been transformed into his likeness, not only in spirit but in body also.  When Christ dwells in us by the Holy Spirit and the mystical blessing (Eucharist), the law of sin is really condemned in us.

So it is truly said that what was impossible for the law, which had been weakened by the flesh, became possible through Christ, who condemned and destroyed sin in the flesh so that the righteousness of the law might be fulfilled in us.” On Romans PG 74:820

Augustine , 5th Century

“And so our deliverer, the Lord Jesus Christ, took on mortal flesh and came in the likeness of the flesh of sin.  For death is the reward due to the flesh of sin.  Of course the Lord’s death was voluntary and not something which he owed.  Yet nevertheless the apostle calls the assumption of mortal flesh sin even if it was sinless, because when the Savior died he was made sin, so to speak.  But he condemned sin in the flesh, for the Lord’s death ensured that death would not be dreaded; that worldly goods would not be sought and that worldly evils would not be feared by those who had previously been wise in the ways of the world and thus unable to fulfill the commands of the law.”

On Romans, 48 

“What does sinful flesh have?  Death and sin.  What does the likeness of sinful flesh have?  Death without sin.  If it had sin it would be sinful flesh; if it did not have death it would not be the likeness of sinful flesh.  As such he came, he came as Savior.  He died but he vanquished death.  In himself he put an end to what we feared; he took it upon himself and he vanquished it – as a mighty hunter he captured and slew the lion.”

Sermon 233:3, For the Feast of the Resurrection

The Most Common Mistake

“And for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh”
 The NIV says “and as a sin offering” and “as a sacrifice for sin” (The New English Bible).  The phrase “for sin” is regularly used in the LXX to translate the Hebrew “as a sin offering” (Lev 5:6-7, 11; 16:3, 5,9; Num 6:16; 7:16; 2 Chron 29:23- 24; Neh 10:33; Ezek 42:13; 43:19).  Paul was most familiar with this sense.

What are the common mistakes in popular Christianity? 

1. That the sin offering takes away God’s wrath.  There is no such a teaching in Judaism.

2. That a “sin offering” it is a substitute for sinners. There is not one single word which may lead to that in the whole OT.

3. The Son of God, Jesus, was not condemned to sin in the flesh.

4. Christ’s death, in its identity with sinful flesh, breaks the power of sin by destroying its base in the flesh, so that a new humanity may come to exist.   

Abba Philemon

Always remember that your flesh is part of the life and the very being of God incarnate, so love your body because it is the inheritance of the Lord.

Sin Feeds on the Flesh

“He condemned sin in the flesh.”  This does not mean that God condemned condemnation itself.  Sin is conceived of by Paul as a power which feeds parasitically upon human weakness and whose effective power in human affairs is limited to the flesh. 

This phrase must then describe where and how God gave the decisive verdict against sin, “in the flesh.”

Now death is transformed from sin’s ally to its final work; to put the old creation to an end so that the new may come to life in Jesus. 

The NIV translation “condemned sin in sinful man” is misleading for the death of Christ was not a condemnation of Jesus but of sin.  Jesus closed by his death the whole epoch characterized by sin’s domination of the flesh.  Also death came to an end as a destructive force because of the resurrection of Jesus.

8:4 Fulfillment

“in order that the righteousness of the law might be fulfilled.” 

This again is misunderstood.  The law did not require the death of the Son, and fulfillment was rather God’s purpose in sending his Son in the first place. 

The law was given to make us righteous, but had not the power to do that.  The law “was weak” but the Son came and brought in the way of righteousness by faith, and so established that which the law desired; and what the law could not do at all, Jesus accomplished by his death.  The Lord Jesus Christ fulfilled the Law “in one way, by transgressing none of the precepts of the law.  He says to John, “to fulfill all righteousness” (Matt 3:15).  Paul makes this clear: Christ is the end purpose, goal and termination of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes (Rom 10:4).
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