
 

“Put to Death the Deeds of Your Body” 
(Romans 8:13) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  This morning we were considering how important it is that we appear as 
lights in the world to the honor and glory of Christ.  Not only has our Lord required it of 
us, but it is also the most powerful means to the conversion of others, and especially our 
children.  We also saw the blessing that the Lord promises of eternal life, if we persevere, 
and the warning of death if we do not.  This evening, I would like for us more especially 
to consider how to break the chain which leads from temptation to soul-destroying sin, 
namely, the putting to death of our corruption.   
 Our text in Romans 8 follows on the heals of Paul’s dilemma in chapter 7.  It 
appears from what Paul tells us in the 7th chapter that he is describing his experience at the 
time of his writing the letter.  In other words, he is describing the battle waging in his soul 
as a converted man.  He does describe a time when he was unaware of the Law of God 
and thought he was alive.  But then the commandment came, and he died.  However, in 
verses 14-25, in the present tense he describes for us his present situation in which he 
struggles with sin and obedience.  The Bible seems to recognize that there is spiritual 
warfare only in the heart of a regenerated man.  Until the new principle of grace is placed 
into the heart by the Spirit of God, there is really nothing present in a person except 
sinfully twisted self-love.  There is no desire for God or for the things of God.  It is 
therefore impossible that such a person would have the love for God’s Word which Paul 
expresses in this chapter.  The problem is that Paul delights in the Law of God, but he also 
finds an opposing principle within him, which sets itself against his obedience.  This 
principle is indwelling sin.  It is something which will continually fight against all 
Christians as long as we live.  It is therefore important that we know what it is, what it 
does, and how to overcome it.  This is what I want us to consider this evening.  And what 
we will see is that  
 
 Indwelling sin is hatred against God, and we must put it to death if we are to live.   
 
I.  Paul gives to us two parallel and simple statements.  The first is, “For if you are 

living according to the flesh, you must die.”   
A.  It is a very sobering warning, very similar to the one we saw this morning in James 

1:14-15.  Let us consider first what it means to live according to the flesh.   
1.  First, you need to see that Paul sets up this principle of the flesh in direct 

contradiction to that of the Spirit.   
a.  These two are directly contrary to one another.   
b.  The struggle he describes for us in Romans 7:14-23, which reads, “For we 

know that the Law is spiritual; but I am of flesh, sold into bondage to sin.  For 
that which I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I 
would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I hate.  But if I do the very 
thing I do not wish to do, I agree with the Law, confessing that it is good.  So 
now, no longer am I the one doing it, but sin which indwells me.  For I know 
that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh; for the wishing is present 
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in me, but the doing of the good is not.  For the good that I wish, I do not do; 
but I practice the very evil that I do not wish.  But if I am doing the very thing 
I do not wish, I am no longer the one doing it, but sin which dwells in me.  I 
find then the principle that evil is present in me, the one who wishes to do 
good.  For I joyfully concur with the law of God in the inner man,  but I see a 
different law in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my 
mind, and making me a prisoner of the law of sin which is in my members.”   

c.  I am aware that there are some who may not agree that this passage refers to 
the strugglings of a regenerate person, but rather that of an awakened sinner.  
But that won’t really matter in the interpretation of our passage this evening as 
long as you recognize that there are other portions of Scripture which describe 
the Christian life in the same terms, such as Galatians 5:17, “For the flesh sets 
its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; for these are in 
opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that you please.”   

d.  As I said in the introduction, this conflict cannot begin until both principles 
are present, that of the flesh and that of the Spirit.  This principle of the flesh 
we have from birth, that of the Spirit must come supernaturally from above, in 
the sovereign good timing of God, according to His own pleasure.   

e.  The flesh is described for us in varying ways in chapter 7 and 8.  Paul writes 
in 7:18 that there is nothing good in it.  He calls it “evil” in v. 21.  It is that 
which wages war against the law of his mind, or the principle of the Spirit in v. 
23.  It is called “the law of sin and of death” in 8:2.  The mind which is set on 
the flesh is death, v. 6.  “The mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it 
does not subject itself to the Law of God, for it is not even able to do so; and 
those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (v. 7-8).   

f.  What Paul describes for us here is a principle or a law, “I find then the 
principle,” which works at all times, “that evil is present,” in one degree or 
another, which is active in both believers and unbelievers -- Paul writes, “In 
me”--, and which can be summarized as “evil” or as “hatred, hostility, or 
enmity” against God.   

g.  John Owen, former pastor, theologian, chaplain to Oliver Cromwell during 
the British Civil War, and later vice-chancellor of Christ’s College, Oxford, 
wrote a great deal on this subject.  Volumes 6 and 7 of his collected writings 
are devoted to it, and I would encourage you to get them and read them as time 
and money permit.   

h.  Some of the things he had to say about this principle of sin, as it relates to the 
Christian are as follows:   
(i)  It lies in the soul, opposing every act of particular obedience which we 

would render to the Lord; whether it is prayer, meditation, the giving of 
alms, the working of righteousness, or the fighting of temptation, it will 
resist all of them.   

(ii)  When you would seek to do that which is good, you cannot do it all 
together as you would, for this principle resists you.  It will always incline 
you to evil or suggest that which is contrary to the way of righteousness.   

(iii)  The principle of grace would move you to do the things which the Lord 
commands.  But when you actually find time for it, sin will oppose you and 
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make everything else seem more appealing.   
(iv)  Its essence is enmity against God.  It is an anti-God allergy.  When the 

moment comes in which we have time to serve the Lord, we have to fight, 
we have to push to get started.   

(v)  Once you get going, sin still says no.  It desires anything else but the 
service of God.   

(vi)  Its general inclination is to lust for evil.  It continually fights and wars 
against the saint’s inclinations toward the good.  It achieves a measure of 
success in bringing the soul into captivity (Rom. 7:23).  And the more 
headway it makes in your soul, the more angry and powerful it becomes.   

(vii)  Sin is also deceitful.  The author to the Hebrews exhorts us to, 
“Encourage one another day after day, as long as it is still called ‘Today,’ 
lest any one of you be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin” (3:13).   

(viii)  Sin draws away the mind from godliness, entices the affections, and 
once it is conceived in the will, will cause us to actually make plans to carry 
it out.   

(ix)  It persuades us to presume on grace, by making sin and God’s hatred of it 
look more insignificant.  “It is only a little sin.  God will surely pardon it.”  
But if sin has gotten this far, then the battle is as good as lost.  Sin is almost 
certain to occur, if God does not prevent it.  One sin leads to another, and 
with increased sin comes a decrease in a desire for fellowship with God.  
Things which were doubtful become accepted or even necessary.  It is in 
this way that sin deceives us and guarantees that we will fall.  It eventually 
takes over our affections, and our devotion to God falls off.   

(x)  These are but samples of the meat which Owen has for you to digest in his 
volume on the power of indwelling sin.   

 
2.  Understanding what the flesh is, and what it does, living according to it is 

obviously giving yourself to it as a pattern or life.   
a.  It is the continual practice of these things.  It is the non-resistance of them.   
b.  Have you ever wondered why it is that so many people, when they reach their 

later years, become so hardened?  It is not only because of the increased aches 
and pains in their bodies.  It is also because of their having yielded to the 
deceitfulness of sin for so many years.  It sears the conscience and hardens the 
heart.   

 
B.  Now comes the stern warning.  “If you are living according to the flesh, you must 

die.”   
1.  This is obviously death in the absolute worst sense of the word:  Eternal and 

everlasting death.   
2.  We know this from the descriptions given of it before this statement.  It is evil, it 

is hostile to God.  It cannot subject itself to the Law of God, it is not even able to 
do so.  Those who are in the flesh cannot please God.  Those who are in the 
flesh are not in the Spirit.   

3.  Obviously, a person who lives in this way is unconverted and stands in need of 
the new birth.  And if that new birth does not come, and the person continues to 
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live according to the flesh, he will have to face the wrath of almighty God.   
 

II.  But the second statement, and the one which primarily interests us this evening, 
is “But if by the Spirit you are putting to death the deeds of the body, you will 
live.”   
A.  The Spirit is in direct contradiction to the flesh.   

1.  It is an opposing principle, as I have already said.   
a.  It is that which produces an agreement with the Law of God, confessing that it 

is good (7:16).   
b.  It is that which gives the desire to do what is good (v. 21).   
c.  It is that which sets us free from the law of sin and of death (8:2).   
d.  It is able to help us fulfill the requirements of the Law if we yield to it (v. 4).   
e.  It causes our minds to be set on the things of the Spirit and not of the flesh (v. 

5).   
f.  It gives to us life and peace (v. 6).   
g.  It removes us from the flesh and puts us in the Spirit, and it guarantees our 

ownership by Christ (v. 9).   
h.  It makes our spirit alive (v. 10), and will give life to our mortal bodies on the 

day of resurrection (v. 11).   
 
2.  And since it is in opposition to the principle of flesh, it will greatly aid us in 

fighting against it.   
a.  When you were in bondage to the flesh, there was nothing you could do to 

fight it.  You may have been able to close a door here and there to stop your 
sin from venting itself, but for every door you closed, another door or window 
opened to allow it to continue to flow.   

b.  Owen likened trying to stop indwelling sin to the damming of a river.  You 
can hold it back for a little while, but it eventually breaks forth in some other 
channel as long as the water supply to the river holds.  What needs to be done 
is to diminish its supply.  This is done through the Spirit of God.  He writes, 
“It is with indwelling sin as with a river.  When the springs and fountains of it 
are open and waters are continually supplied unto its streams, set a dam before 
it, and the dam causes it to rise and swell until it bears down all or overflows 
the banks about it.  Now let these waters be abated, dried up in some good 
measure in the springs of them, and the remainder of them may be coerced and 
restrained.  But as long as there is any running water, it will constantly press 
upon what stands before it accord to its weight and strength because it is its 
nature to do so, and if by any means it makes a passage, it will proceed.  So it 
is with indwelling sin.  While the springs and founts of it are open, in vain is it 
for men to set a dam before it by their convictions, resolutions, vows or 
promises.  They may check it for a while, but it will increase like the river 
building up behind the dam.  It will rise high and rage until it bears down all 
those convictions and resolutions, or it will make itself an underground 
passage by some secret lust that shall give a full vent to it.  But now suppose 
that the springs of it are much dried up by regenerating grace, and the streams 
and actings of it are abated by holiness and mortification.  Well, yet while 
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anything remains in it, it will still press constantly to have vent and press 
forward into actual sin; this is its lusting, yet you will be able to keep it under 
control in real measure.”   

c.  By the Spirit of God we are enabled to cut off the water supply, which is to 
say, we are enabled to put to death our corruption.   

d.  In another analogy, indwelling corruption is like a wild beast which we must 
shoot or stab again and again, constantly draining more and more of its 
lifeblood out until it dies.  And even though this beast will not be vanquished 
in our lifetime, yet we are to set ourselves against it as though we would kill it 
completely.   

 
B.  But we must also consider that having this ability by the Spirit does not mean that 

we will necessarily use it as constantly and as diligently as we should.   
1.  For one thing, it is a very difficult thing to do.   

a.  Because of its deceitfulness, it works its ways into our affections.   
b.  Putting it to death is, as Jesus said, like cutting off our limbs.   
 

2.  But they must be cut off, or we will perish.   
a.  Jesus says, “And if your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for 

you to enter life crippled, than having your two hands, to go into hell, into the 
unquenchable fire, {where THEIR WORM DOES NOT DIE, AND THE FIRE 
IS NOT QUENCHED.}  And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it 
is better for you to enter life lame, than having your two feet, to be cast into 
hell, {where THEIR WORM DOES NOT DIE, AND THE FIRE IS NOT 
QUENCHED.}” (Mark 9:43-46).   

b.  We cannot live in peace with any sin.  If we do not cut off, or put to death all 
our bosom sins, they will drag us down into the fiery hell.   

c.  John Owen gives us 6 more reasons to consider why it is necessary for us to 
make it our life’s work to put this corruption to death:   
(i)  This corruption will always be with us in this life, therefore we must 

always mortify it.   
(ii)  It is constantly at work to bring forth sin, and seeks to kill our souls.  If 

we have any love for our souls, we should kill it.   
(iii)  If left unchecked, it will bring forth great soul-destroying sins.   
(iv)  God has given us His Spirit so that we might oppose this sin and its lusts.  

We can, and therefore, we should, mortify sin.  To not do so is to sin 
against God, for this is the reason He has given us this ability.   

(v)  If we do not, then we are in the opposite state to that which Paul tells us 
we ought to be:  He says that our outward man is perishing, but our inward 
man is being renewed day by day (2 Cor. 4:16).  If we do not resist sin, 
then our inner man will perish, while our outer man will be renewed.  This 
will make us carnal and wicked.   

(vi)  It is our duty to be perfecting holiness in the fear of the Lord (2 Cor. 7:1), 
and this cannot be done without putting our sin to death.  We must be 
killing it, or we are not making any progress to our journey’s end.  If we 
are not killing it, then we are at peace with it instead.   
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(vii)  All of this is to say that if we are not putting our sins to death, then we 
are not in the Spirit, but in the flesh, and we do have the promise of life, but 
the expectation of death.   

(viii)  The promise is that, “If by the Spirit you are putting to death the deeds 
of the body you will live.”  You will not only have that eternal life which 
Christ came to give you, but you will also have an increasing measure of 
that same life here corresponding to your progress in the warfare.   

 
3.  In closing, I would like to give you six directions which John Owen lays down to 

put sin to death:   
1.  You must make sure of your conversion.  If you are unconverted, you will 

never be able to kill your sin.  You must be committed to universal obedience, 
and to a total discipleship.  It is only if your life is right with God that can you 
expect to have the strength you need to overcome your sin.   

2.  You must be realistic about the seriousness of your sin.  Check your personal 
history.  Monitor your symptoms.  If you have been enslaved to particular 
sins for years, then special efforts will be needed for you to be rid of it.   

3.  Tell yourself over and over how dangerous sin is and how much guilt it 
brings.  Load your conscience with the guilt of it, and desire deliverance from 
it.  It will ruin you as long as it exercises dominion in any area.   

4.  Keep a watch against the particular stimuli which stir it up to action.  Set 
yourself against them all.  There are many things like this which you will do 
for physical goals, such as greater health, or excelling in sports.  Are the 
things of the soul of less importance than these?  If you play with fire, you 
will get burned.  You must rise up against the first risings of temptations in 
your soul.   

5.  Keep humble before God.  Remember how great and holy He is, and how 
small and sinful you are and have been.  Sinful passions only make headway 
in a proud soul.  Humble soil does not make good ground for the growth of 
sin.   

6.  Lastly, Set the eyes of your faith on Christ’s blood.  Live in this and thou wilt 
die a conqueror.  Set Him before your eyes who died for your sins, reach out 
and touch Him in prayer as the woman with the hemorrhage, and virtue will 
flow from Him to weaken the root of your sin.  “Look on Christ as set forth in 
the gospels, dying and crucified for [you], look on him under the weight of 
[your] sins praying, bleeding, dying.  Bring him in that condition into your 
heart by faith, apply His blood so shed to your corruptions.  Do this daily.”  
Remember that He died on the cross to save us from the power of sin, as well 
as its presence.  Amen.   


