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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans
The Law and the flesh - Romans 8:1-17

Romans 8:1-17
1 So now (there is) no condemnation (katakrima) for those in Christ Jesus. 

2 For the law of the Spirit of the life (O gar nomos tou pneumatos tes zwes) in Christ Jesus (en Christo Iesou) has freed you from the law of sin and death.

3 For the law (being) powerless, in that it was weak on account of the flesh, God, having sent his own son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and concerning sin, condemned sin in the flesh,

4 in order that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled among us who do not walk according to flesh (kata sarka peripatousin) but according to Spirit (kata pneuma).
5 For those who exist according to flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who exist according to Spirit [set their minds] on the things of the Spirit. 

6 For the mind of the flesh is death, but the mind of the Spirit is life and peace. 

7 Because the mind of the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit itself to the law of God, for it isn’t even able. 

8 And those who exist in the flesh are unable to please God.

9 But you do not exist in flesh but in Spirit, since indeed God’s Spirit dwells among you (plural). But if someone does not have Christ’s Spirit, that one is not his. 

10 But if Christ is in you, though the body (is) dead because of sin, the Spirit (is] life because of righteousness. 
11 But if the Spirit of the one who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, the one raising Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit dwelling in you.

12 So then, brothers, we are obligated ones, not to the flesh to live according to flesh; 
13 for if you (pl.) live according to flesh, you are going to die; but if by Spirit you (pl.) put to death the practices of the body, you (pl.) will live. 
14 For all those who are being led by God’s Spirit, these are sons of God.
15 For you did not receive a Spirit of slavery resulting again in fear; rather you received Spirit of sonship by which we cry out, “Abba, the Father.”
16 The Spirit bears witness with our spirit that we are God’s children, 
17 and if children, also heirs, on the one hand God’s heirs, but on the other hand Christ’s joint heirs, since indeed we are suffering jointly (with him) in order that we might also be glorified jointly (with him).
Notes on the Greek words of Romans 8:1-4
Katakrima – “condemnation,” which occurs in the NT only here and in Romans 5:16 and 18, means the same as “the curse” of Galatians 3:10, which is derived from Deuteronomy 27:26 (“cursed be the one who fails to fulfill the provisions of this law”; cf. Deut 28:58-6 1).  Through Christ Jesus the Christian has vanquished all of the forces of evil and death, especially the force of the law in human life. “Condemnation” is no longer leveled by the law against those not observing its specific prescriptions; nor is there condemnation resulting from sin (Rom 5:16, 18),

Nomos – “Law” is not the Torah but the Laws of holiness in Deuteronomy as the judge of human conduct which passed judgment on those who violate its precepts.  Such a curse or condemnation was leveled by the Mosaic law itself on those who were subject to it, and it clung to unregenerate human beings torn in two, because they were “flesh” and dominated by sin (Rom 5:16-18); yet they still had a “mind” that recognized God’s law as good.  This condition, however, no longer affects justified Christians, who do not live under such mediation of the Law of “condemnation” (2 Cor 3:7), but live in union with Christ.
en Christo Iesou – “in Christ Jesus” can be understood either instrumentally (they live by Christ), or locally (in a sphere of his influence), or even mystically (in symbiosis with him).  To be “in Christ” means to live as someone freed from the condemnation sin, death, self, and the law.  As Paul will explain, it is to live by the Spirit of God.  The phrase echoes that of Romans 5:18-21.  “In Christ Jesus” a person lives by the righteousness of God that has been revealed in Christ and under the guidance of his Spirit, as Paul will explain in the following verses.  Hence the Christian is no longer under the domination of the flesh and sin.

Kata sarka peripatousin – “who walk not according to the flesh” but kata pneuma, “but according to the Spirit.”

Abba Philemon

“To live according to the flesh and notice that Paul used the verb walk, because walking is a good verb for our daily life and gives us the understanding of moving daily to what is human but lacks any form of fellowship with God our Father.  They eat and don’t even give thanks as if they have created their food.  They think that the whole world is theirs and that is why we hear of jealously, and even war.  They have no sense of the coming life, the life according to the Spirit of God the Father.  These will fell under the Law and profit none of the grace of Christ.”
O gar nomos tou pneumatos tes zwes (v2) – “for the law of the Spirit of life.”  Taking it with the verb seems preferable.  In any case, it is the risen person of Christ Jesus that makes the difference.  Having become a “life-giving Spirit” (1 Cor 15:45) through his passion, death, and resurrection, it is he who brings about this freedom for humanity. Verse 2 states the basis of what was asserted in v 1, but it also states the relation of the Spirit to law, sin, and death.
The law of the Spirit of life (“life”) indicates that which the Spirit guarantees (compare Rom 6:4 and 7:6); “life” and “peace” are the concern of the Spirit (Rom 8:6).  Through the Spirit of Christ comes life to the mortal bodies of human beings (Rom 8:11).  In union with Christ, then, Christians come under the “law” of the Spirit that gives life.  Thus qualified, nomos no longer refers to the Mosaic Law.  Paul indulges in oxymoron as he now applies Law to the Spirit, which in his understanding is anything but “law.”  Rather, the law of the Spirit is nothing other than the “Spirit of God” (Rom 8:9a, 14) or the “Spirit of Christ” (8:9b) in its ruling function in the sphere of Christ.  It is the dynamic “principle” of the new life, creating vitality and separating humans from sin and death, indeed, supplying the very vitality that the Mosaic Law could not give.  It is the life-giving Spirit of God himself, which “dwells” in the justified Christian (Rom 8:9).  Paul’s expression alludes directly to Romans 7:23, where he spoke of “the law of sin that is in my members.”  The Spirit has thus become the sphere in which the Christian now lives through union with Christ as in Galatians 2:20; 5:25).  The Spirit re-shapes the life of the Christian and becomes the pledge of the glory that is the Christian eternal destiny.

The Law of old produced death but now the Spirit gives life and dominates those who are “in Christ Jesus.”
Paul does not understand the “law of the Spirit” as the “Torah restored by the Spirit” (Cranfield, Commentary on Romans, “Paul and the Law,” page 166; he has now changed his opinion; against this view see J Dunn Commentary on Romans, Vol 1, pages 416ff ).
Why did Paul use the term The Law of the Spirit?

Modern Commentators did not pay attention to this very strong expression.  Here is a portion from Abbot Sophronius of Egypt from the 10th Century:
“What is the Law of the Spirit? And why did St. Paul use this name Law?”
1. The Law is something which is regular and deals with problems and evil, such was the Law of Moses.  But here it is the Law of the Holy Spirit who is the Spirit of Jesus Christ our Lord who works for the justification of sinners.  This Law is also regular but it regulates new life which is regulated according to the Cross and that of the great Good Shepherd who goes after the lost sheep.  It is a Law because while in the Law of Moses we have a judge, here we have the Savior who comes to all of us with the gift of life.
2. The Law looks at crimes and evil and prescribes punishment, but those who come to Christ are not brought for punishment, and not only be forgiven, but also to raise us for death of sin.
3. So why this name, Law?  To show us that God is bound by his love as the King of the universe who is committed to the welfare of his subjects because of his goodness.  Here our King the divine Trinity is committed to our eternal life and to make us the co-heirs of his kingdom.
4. In James 1:25 the “Law of life” is also called the “perfect law.”

It is the Law of Love which set us free.   The freedom that comes from the Spirit in Christ Jesus liberates from the conditions that follow in the next phrase. “Freedom” is again considered as an effect of the Incarnation of the Son of God.  
 5. 
Nomos again says that “from the law of sin and death” does not mean what God established even in the OT but very likely the Law here is used in a figurative sense, “principle.”  Paul explained that the law in itself is not sin, but is used by sin to lead human beings to death, so now he is contrasting the Law of the Spirit with nomos Law of death.  Paul is really referring to the condition dominated by the two powers, sin and death, and in any case, one should not miss the collocation here of the three key words: law, sin, and death.  They sum up the discussion of Romans 5-7.  The tyranny exercised by sin and ending in death is broken; the person who is in Christ is freed of them, freed too of the condition described in Romans 7:23-24.  
6.   What the law can not do is because the weakness of the flesh or the flesh was powerless to do.  Literally, “the impossiblity of the law, in which (or since) it was weak because of the flesh,” i.e ., “the one thing that the law could not do.”
7. 
The clause en ho esthenei dia tës sarkos, Paul uses the verb asthenein, “be weak,” or the noun astheneia, “weakness,” in different senses:

 a) Physical weakness (2 Cor 11:29)

 b) Intellectual weakness (Rom 6:19)

 c) Moral weakness (Rom 5:6), 

 e) Weakness of faith (Rom 4:19)

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

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

Here it is the weakness of the law, its failure to overcome the power of sin.  A similar weakness is ascribed in particular to the flesh as dominated by sin or “because of the resistance of the flesh” 
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 and also as autonomous.  Then, I learned that this autonomy is the wide door for sin.  Here the cross is the only cure that we have to take to the rest of our life.  To be crucified with the Lord is the end of our autonomy.” 
The Gospel as a cure: Romans 8:3
1. What God has done.  Literally “by sending … God … has condemned sin,” but a finite form of verb like epoiesen, “has done,” has to be supplied in English to fill out the ellipse.  Paul readily admits that God has been able to bring about through Christ what the law could not do, namely, to bring human beings into a status of rectitude before him.  It all depends, then, on God’s initiative and intervention, and in no way on mere observance of the law.  The contrast in the sentence is between ho theos, “God,” and nomos, “the law.” (See Heb 7:18).
2. By sending his own Son.  See 8:32.  This participial clause explains how God has done it; two further modifications follow.  The emphatic phrase “his own Son” is stronger than “Son of God” and highlights the divine relationship of Jesus to the Father and the divine origin of the task to be accomplished by one in close filial relationship with God.  Implied is the unique bond of love between the two that is the source of human justification and salvation. 
3. The eternal existence of the Son before his Incarnation is clear.  Jesus was the Son as in Romans 1:3, Philippians 2:5, and Galatians 4:4.  Christ’s mission and task were to accomplish what the law could not do.

4. “In the likeness of the flesh of sin.”  What is affirmed here is the soteriological (pertaining to salvation) assumption of the human condition by the Son.  This is the closest expression in Pauline writings to the doctrine of incarnation, which is otherwise a Johannine way of expressing the coming of Christ.  The “sending” might thus refer to the whole redemptive incarnation, but it is better understood of its climax in the cross and resurrection (Rom 3:24-25; Gal 3:13; 2 Cor 5:19-21).  The emphasis, however, falls on homoioma, “likeness” (recall Rom 5:14; 6:5), and on hamartia rather than on sarx.  Paul’s description is not docetic (Jesus’s body was an illusion), implying that the Son only appeared to be in a form like that of sinful flesh, but was actually born as a human.  He was sent as a man, born of a woman, born under the law (Gal 4:4).

The word homoioma creates something of a problem.  It is usually understood as “likeness,” “copy,” or “form” (See, TDNT 5.191), expressing an identity that is not a full identity (cf. Phil 2:7: en homoiomati, likeness which is like Rom 5:14; 6:5 – anthropon). 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 avoids saying that Jesus came with sinful flesh, just as in 2 Corinthians 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 law (Gal 3:13). Thus in his own self he coped with the power of sin.  Jesus is made to the likeness of our flesh for the sake of sin, i.e., to deal with sin (Cranfield), or to conquer sin.
Wrong understanding 

Jesus took away sin that was the purpose of the sending of the Son.  He entered the realm of sin itself in order to bring judgment against it (cf. Heb 2:17).  He suffered all of the consequences that sin brought into human life: the law, suffering, and death.  But he was able to redeem humanity from the curse of the law, becoming himself a curse (Gal 3:13). Because he became subject to the powers that were hostile to human life, he was able to overcome them. 

1. Some commentators (J Dunn and others), however, take peri hamartias to mean “for the sake of (being) a sin-offering,” i.e., as a sacrifice for human sin, because hamartia often occurs in the LXX in this sense (e.g., Lev 4:24; 5:11; 6:18; Ps 40:6; cf. 2 Cor 5:21). So Sanday and Headlam (Romans, 193), though Christ’s mission is humanity’s sin, has been taken away by the condemnation of sin and that is death.
Thornton, however, translates 8:3: “God, sending his own son in the likeness of sinful flesh, condemned sin in the flesh, on the very grounds of its sinfulness.” Peri, he claims, has such a judicial meaning in the NT (John 8:46; 16:8; Acts 23:6; 24:2 1; 2 5:9, 20; Jude 15), and he finds that John Chrysostom (In e ad Romanos hom. 13.5 [60:514]) and Theodoret of Cyrrhus (Interpretatio e ad Romanos 8.3 [82:129]) use this very interpretation.

1. God condemned sin in the flesh but not his one Son.
2. The phrase “condemned in the flesh,” thus explaining how and in what respect God issued the decisive verdict against sin, in that realm where sin reigned and dominated.  The phrase does not mean that only the effects of sin found in the flesh itself were condemned; that would be to restrict the condemnation too much. By the death Christ underwent on the cross, the death he underwent in his  humanity, he executed the sentencing of sin, which could only touch him as human. 
3. The verb katekrinen expresses a negative “sentence” and its execution, viz., condemnation.  Sin is again personified, now as a power that has dominated unregenerate human life (Rom 5:12; 8:2) but despoiled of such power because it has been condemned “in the flesh” of Christ. 
But how?

1. Commentators part ways in explaining how.  Augustine understood “in the flesh” to mean simply “by the (innocent, sinless) flesh” (of Christ).  

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; so say some Greek Fathers: Irenaeus, Athanasius, Theodore of Mopsuestia.

Abba Philemon
“Always remember that your flesh is part of the life and the body of God incarnate.”
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