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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans 

The Spirit of the Free Children
Romans 8:12-17

Romans 8:12 So then, brothers, we are under no obligation to the flesh to live in accordance with the flesh.
13 For if you live in accordance with the flesh, you will certainly die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.

14 For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are sons of God. 
15 For you did not receive a spirit of slavery, falling back into fear; but you received the Spirit of sonship, by whom we cry, “Abba Father.”
16 The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.
17 And if children, [we are] also heirs – heirs of God and heirs together with Christ, provided that we suffer with him in order that we might also be glorified with him.

Correct Reading

Verse 12:  So then, brothers, we are under no obligation to the flesh to live in accordance with the flesh.
Compelling and compulsion are totally alien to God the Father.  Compulsion is the very character of our nature which has been enslaved to live in accordance with the flesh.    Paul puts forward the most important antitheses in the boundaries between the realm of the Spirit and the realm of the flesh.  This is the call not to live like the non-believers. 

For the fourth time in the letter to the Romans, Paul addresses his hearers/readers who would have heard, from Romans 1:13, all the warnings. 
“We have the obligation” literally means “being debtors,” not to live “after the flesh,” which means, as we have already been taught, living with a carnal, fleshly mentality or outlook.  After showing how great it is to live for Christ with the resurrection Spirit, then, Paul tells us about the new life which is when Christ dwells in us to make us free from the fear attached to the mortality of our bodies.

The word “debt” – opheilema, the noun related to opheiletes or “debtor” –  has the opposite meaning of “according to grace.”  
Verse 13a: For if you live in accordance with the flesh you will certainly die.
The repetition of the final phrase of verse 12 shows that this is not a hypothetical or unreal possibility.  The danger is real.  The believers can face this death if they go back to their former life.  This has already also been expressed, for example, in Romans 6:23 and 8:6, 8, Galatians 6:8, and James 1:15; 2:26. “Living after the flesh” means “being subject to the servitude of the flesh” and “indulging in the desires of the flesh.”  The verb “you will certainly die” is rendered in Greek by two words, both verbs: mellete from mello, and apothneskein, the infinitive of apothnesko meaning “to be destined to” or “be about to.”

The warning is evidently twofold:

1. Living according to the flesh binds the one who so lives more tightly to that which is corruptible and perishable: (cf. Rom 8:6 and Gal 6:8) “he who sows to the flesh will from the flesh reap corruption,” meaning “destruction” or “dissolution.”
2.  In consequence, this person perishes with the destruction of the flesh.  Death is his final state.  That life means the process of corruption is its inevitability.  The goal of God’s redemptive purpose is liberation from this slavery of “corruption” (Rom 8: 21). 
The Spirit Puts to Death the Deeds of the Flesh

Verse 13b: But if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body you will live.
“By the Spirit” (pnevmati, dative of means of pnevma) shows that it is not through our own resources but by the power of the indwelling Spirit of life that we accomplish what is necessary in order to live.  The necessary response to the Spirit’s indwelling is to mortify, literally “to put to death,” the deeds (praxeis, accusative of praxis) of the flesh. What sort of deeds does he mean us to mortify?  Those which tend toward wickedness, and those which go after vice.  There is no other way of mortifying except through the Spirit.  

Abba Philemon

How we put to death the deeds of the flesh through the Spirit?  The fact that Jesus was anointed to Christ and was crucified as the Anointed one, means that the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Crucified Jesus.  It is through the Spirit that we mortify the deeds of the flesh.  But true mortification must take place by the fruit of the Spirit which is the divine love. Love transforms us to Jesus like life.

I eat for Jesus.

I fast for Jesus

I speak for Jesus

I sleep for Jesus

I talk for Jesus

I live for Jesus

[This is] because my life is no longer mine. I have died and will continue to die daily with Him and for Him.
The lack of presence of the divine love in us brings excessive self-love and that opens us for the negative side of self-love which is hatred.  Hatred opens the door for the deeds of the flesh; therefore hatred is put to death and extinguished through love.  Likewise joy is a fruit of the Spirit, whereas “the sorrow of this world” (2 Cor 7:10), which works death, is a deed of the flesh.  This sorrow is the lack of faith in eternal life.  But this sorrow is extinguished when the joy of the Spirit is in us.  This is joy of being the child of God the Father.  So also Peace is a fruit of the Spirit, dissension and discord are of the flesh. But surely discord can be put to death through peace.  The peace of the cross is that the cross has no limits for forgiveness.  In a similar manner, the patience of the Spirit extinguishes the impatience of the flesh.  To be patient is to have the hope of the victory of good.  This confidence in the victory of good destroys malice, and the gentleness of Jesus overcomes ferocity, and self-control immoderation, and chastity slays un-chastity.  Whosoever puts to death the deeds of the flesh through the Spirit in such a manner will live.  Moreover, we need to realize that this putting to death the deeds of the flesh should come through repentance which is the whole journey of our life.
 “The deeds of the body” are the actions which express undue dependence on satisfying merely human appetites and ambitions of “the old man,” “the body of sin” (cf. particularly Col 3:5-10).  
Verse 14a:  for as many as are led by the Spirit of God.
“For as many” in the Greek can mean “only those who” or an inclusive force, “all those who.”  Our dependence on the Spirit as the source of new life is decisive.  Here there are no geographical boundaries for the work of the Holy Spirit.
It is “led” can also mean “controlled” or “guided,” or as in the New English Bible,  “moved by the Spirit” (cf. 2 Tim 3:6).  Paul has already drawn on language used elsewhere to describe possession (pnevma echein, Rom 8:9) and will shortly use the strong verb krazein to describe the Spirit’s activity in believers (Rom 8:15).  So the “enthusiastic” character of Paul’s vocabulary is present.  Paul was not so timid or afraid of the catchword “being carried off.” by the Spirit.  It is important to note the degree of emotional intensity which Paul assumes in talking of believers’ relation to the Spirit and he evidently understood the Christian life as an integrated balance between moral effort (v 14) and yielding to deeply felt inward compulsions (cf. Gal 5:16, 18) by the Spirit. (see further on 12:1-2; cf. Murray).  The importance of the context, however, is that Paul carefully circumscribes this potentially dangerous ethical ideal by identifying the Spirit only as the Spirit of Christ (verse 9) and ties the correlated experience of sonship into Christ’s sonship (verses 15-17). “To be led by the Spirit” is not a license for uninhibited ecstasy, as Paul would have been the first to remind his readers in (1 Cor 12-14; 1 Thess 5:19-22).
Freedom of the Children (Sons) of God
Verse 14b: they are sons of God

In the Greek:  “they are sons of God.”  We are not carrier of a honorary title, but we are the adopted “sons” in Jesus Christ, Jews are familiar with the title.  Israel as God’s son and of individual Israelites as sons of God or children of heaven, particularly the righteous, those who were living and dying was marked by faithfulness to the law.  The divine sonship of individuals is determined by the Spirit of God, the power of God as understood within Jewish tradition, now experienced in the outpouring of the Spirit; not in terms of the law or of faithfulness to the law, but as the “Grace” and for Paul it is the Spirit which is the primary reference point in defining Christians’ sonship, not faithfulness to the law as understood by his Jewish contemporaries.

Verse 15a:  for you did not receive a spirit of slavery falling back into fear. 
Being led by the Spirit is already “proof’ of sonship (verse 14); verses 15-16 fill out the context which is within the believer’s life.  “Receive” certainly refers to the reception of the Spirit which marked and constituted the beginning of their life as Christians or belonging to Christ  (2 Cor 11:4; Gal 3:2, 14;John 7:39; 14:17; 20:22; Acts 1:8; 2:33, 38; 8:15, 17, 19; 10:47; 19:2; 1 John 2:27).  The Spirit was not given for slavery.  This is a cry against all forms of “legalism.”  Giving the Spirit; God was not working for our downfall (cf. Rom 11:8).
Warnings

1. The Holy Spirit brings freedom and leads us by love which is the greatest persuasive power.  Any inner voice which is compelling us to act or speak without love is not from God.

2. The opposition between God and evil in terms of good and evil spirits, are clearly not the “spirit of truth” which is that of Jesus, but the spirit of falsehood, spirit of fornication, jealousy, envy, error that are manifestations of the Evil one (1 Cor 2:12; 2 Cor 11:4; Eph 2:2; 2 Thess 2:2; 2 Tim 1:7).
3. Whenever there is slavery, God is absent.  Holy “fear” is not like “Crippling fear” of the slave.  Holy fear comes from love, but the other one comes from the lack of love and thus “fear” of punishment is fear of losing our communion, while the slave just fears torments because of lack of love. 

4. The Spirit does not tell us whether we can drink Coca Cola or tea….etc.  These actions are left to our wisdom, because the Spirit’s main thrust is to lead us to what is eternal.
Verse 15b: But you received the Spirit of sonship, by whom we cry, “Abba Father.”
The Spirit, who is the cause of our adoption, or effects sonship, does not merely strengthen the consciousness of being a son.
Literally, the Greek word thus translated is huiothesia, which contains huios, “son” and this means real “sonship.”  This is why we can cry out “Abba, Father” (the verb for “cry out” is krazo, and is more intense than “to call”).  So, in whatever condition we may find ourselves – in anguish or joy – we cry out to the Lord, just as did our Lord Jesus Christ on the Garden before His crucifixion.  He said, “Abba, Father,” showing His intimacy or oneness with the Father.  Our adoption puts us in this kind of sonship with the Father also.
The use of the Aramaic word “Abba,” which is not translated into Greek but in the original, discloses pointedly His relationship with the Father (Mark 14:36).  Now it is the Holy Spirit who leads us to attaining the image of Christ, as we have noted above, whereby that relationship becomes our own: “God sent forth His Son… that we might receive the adoption of sons. And because ye are sons, God bath sent forth the Spirit of His Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father” (Galatians 4:4-6).

The contrast between “slave” and “adopted son” emphasizes the double gulf between the two: the believer’s status has been transformed not only from slave to freedman (Rom 6:16) but also from freedman to adopted son.
A “Abba, Father.” The Aramaic is translated by the Greek. Abba goes back to the teaching prior to Paul. Paul seems to be thinking of a more spontaneous utterance rather than of a fuller liturgical form.
It is generally accepted that “Abba” was characteristic and distinctive of Jesus’ own prayer life this has been proved by J. Jeremias, The Prayers of Jesus, pages 11-65). Jesus’ use of “Abba” implies a sense of intimate sonship, “Daddy”.
Verse 16a: “the Spirit itself bears witness with our spirit.” 
The Spirit of God himself is working, and that is to bear “testimony along with our spirit.”  Paul relates this witness-bearing to the “Abba, Father” cry.  English translations added unnecessary words which weaken the words of Paul:

 NJB – ”the spirit of adoption enabling us to cry out, ‘Abba, Father!’  The Spirit himself …” 

NIV and NEB – “enabling us to cry ‘Abba! Father.’”
But the Spirit does not just enable us, but He himself cries in our heart.
Verse 16b: That we are children of God; 
Paul uses the Greek teknon 24 times, less frequently than hios (36 times).  Jesus is hios, Son.  “Children of God” is technical name (John 11:52; 1 John 3:1).
Verse 17a: and if children, also heirs – heirs of God and heirs together with Christ. The link is not merely legally logical in terms of Roman law.  In other words, it is uncommon to use “heirs of God” to any human (see Rev 3:21 and 21:7).  Sonship as itself is the inheritance. 
But this inheritance is given by the Spirit (cf. 1 Cor 6:9-11; Gal 4:7; Eph 1:14; Titus 3:5-7).  In some ways more striking is the identification of the inheritance as “the kingdom of God,” and this appears to be an already traditional expression taken over by Paul (1 Cor 6:9-10; 15:50; Gal 5:21; Eph 5:5; cf. Matt 25:34; James 2:5).  

The repetition of the word “Heir” suggests different ways of understanding the genitives “of God” and “with Christ.”  This is defined as “co-heirs” (see Rom 8:17; Eph 3:6; Heb 11:9; 1 Pet 3:7).  Significant for our understanding is the phrase, “Christ who is also an heir.”  Since inheritance and kingdom are coterminous for Paul it coheres with his talk elsewhere of Christ’s kingly rule as being given by God and subordinate to God’s (1 Cor 15:24-28).  The sharing in Christ’s Abba-relation to God though the Spirit of Christ is the basis of the confidence of sharing Christ’s inheritance.
Suffering with Jesus 

Verse 17b: provided that we suffer with him

This great declaration comes to the “nitty-gritty,” which is, “provided that we suffer with him.”  It is only here and in 1 Corinthians 12:26 that biblical Greek adds the prefix “sun” to the verb to give its strong meaning “suffer with” or suffer the same thing as.”  “Sun” is regularly used by Paul with his favorite compound, “with Christ” (Rom 6:4).  It clearly does not denote merely “sympathy with” or simply that Christ has set them in this suffering.  Paul has in view an act of identification with Christ which begins at baptism but continues with us.  We have to grow in conformity to Christ’s death (cf. particularly 2 Cor 4:10; Phil 3:10-11).  Our participation in the death of Jesus ends the rule of sin and death.  
Verse 17c:  in order that we might also be glorified with him.
The force of this verse rests on “with him.”  The implication is again clear; suffering with Christ is not an optional extra or a decline or lapse from the saving purpose of God.  On the contrary, it is a necessary and indispensable part of that purpose.  Without it, future glory would not be attained (cf. particularly 2 Tim 2:11-12; 1 Pet 4:13).  The goal of God’s saving purpose is man’s experience of and sharing in God’s glory.  This is frequently affirmed, as in the following verses:

Romans 2:7, 10; 5:2; 8:21; 9:23;
1 Corinthians 2:7; 15:43;
2 Corinthians 3:18; 4:17;
Philippians 3:21;
Colossians 1:27; 3:4;
1 Thessalonians 2:12;
2 Thessalonians 2:14;
2 Timothy 2:10;
Hebrews 2:10;
1 Peter 1:7; 5:1, 4, 10;
2 Peter 1:3.
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