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In The Spirit, In The Flesh 
Romans 8:9 

 

But you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God 
dwells in you. Now if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he is not 
His (Romans 8:9). 
 
Introduction 
 
 I have been made privy to a slight groundswell of moderate 
concern/discomfort some have when it comes to our membership vows.  
In our church we have people stand before the congregation and profess 
their beliefs in certain things: that the Bible is the word of God; that God is 
the triune God; that Jesus is fully man and fully God; that they trust in Him 
as Savior and Lord; and that they will put themselves under the 
accountability of the church.  These are basic questions we believe any 
Christian would embrace.   
 Prior to presenting the vows, I instruct the new member that the 
appropriate answer to the question is ‘yes’.  This is not to put words in 
their mouths, as if the questions were sprung on them for the first time.  
They have already indicated through instruction and interviews that they 
believe these things.  ‘Yes’ is simply preferable to ‘sure’ or ‘uh-huh.’   
 I think the concern people have—a valid one at that—is that 
members may embrace a false sense of assurance—as if membership, and 
even baptism, in the visible church is sufficient paraphernalia to find 
approval before God.  In verse nine Paul makes a statement that, in the 
final analysis which would contradict such a notion.  What Paul mentions 
would be the most horrifying state in which a person might find 
him/herself.   
 
But you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God 
dwells in you. Now if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he is not 
His (Romans 8:9). 
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In The Spirit, In The Flesh 
 
 What we see here is a common practice of the Apostle Paul.  He 
addresses the entire church “you” hymeis (second person plural) with the 
affirming designation that they “are not in the flesh but in the Spirit.”  But 
since Paul was, no doubt, aware that there would be, as the hymn reads 
“false sons in her pale”1 the affirmation is followed by the conditional 
conjunction “if” ei.  “If” now becomes the biggest word in our eternity.   
 “If indeed the Spirit God dwells (literally housed—oikei) in you” 
you belong to Christ and are heirs of the benefits of that union.  But “if 

anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he is not His.”  Calvin would 
invite the read, at this point to, pause. 
 

If indeed the Spirit of God, etc. This qualifying sentence is 
fitly subjoined, by which they were stirred up to examine 
themselves more closely, lest they should profess the name of 
Christ in vain. 2 

 
 This speaks to the legitimate fear attending people’s discomfort with 
the formality of membership vows.  This is not an argument against the 
vows any more than infidelity would be an argument against marriage 
vows.  But if the vows are not appropriated (that is, lived out), they become 
more a testimony against the ones who made them, than some sacred 
religious ceremony from which we falsely conclude we have fulfilled all 
that God requires of me. 
 In short, if we have not the Spirit of Christ, we are not His.  We are 
still in our sins!  In light of this, it seems like a pretty important question to 
ask of ourselves.  Do I have the Spirit of Christ?  Does the Spirit of God 
dwell in me?  How would I know?  Not to be unnecessarily troublesome, 
but this is where the emphasis found by our charismatic/Pentecostal 
brothers and sisters is not at all helpful. 
 I am not mentioning this to bring a harsh critique upon fellow 
Christians.  I mention this because of so many brothers and sisters who are 
embroiled in confusion when examining what our charismatic siblings are 
promoting when it comes to the indwelling of the Spirit.  Paul does not 

                                                           
1
 The Church’s One Foundation. 

2 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed., Ro 8:9). Albany, OR: Ages Software. 
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have tongues, prophecy, divine healing or personal revelations in mind 
here when he writes of the work of the Spirit. 
 So how do you know if you are in the flesh or in the Spirit?  When 
you examine yourself, what are the questions on the exam and how are 
they to be answered?  I would like to offer a threefold answer to that 
question: 
 
The Word 
 
 First, is our acknowledgement of the authority of the word of God.  
The Apostle Paul was not shy about this.  He writes: 
 

If anyone thinks himself to be a prophet or spiritual, let him 
acknowledge that the things which I write to you are the 
commandments of the Lord (1 Corinthians 14:37). 

 
Follow the pattern of the sound words that you have heard 
from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus (2 
Timothy 1:13). 

 
 Along with this Paul explains how he knows his readers to be chosen 
of God—because of the way they responded to the word of God. 
 

For we know, brothers loved by God, that he has chosen you, 
5 because our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in 
power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction. You 
know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your 
sake. 6 And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for 
you received the word in much affliction, with the joy of the 
Holy Spirit (1 Thessalonians 1:4-6). 

 
 The Gospel, the good news, didn’t merely lay as dead words.  They 
gospel came in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction.  
What did that look like to an observer—to the Apostle?  They received the 
word, even though in much affliction, with the joy of the Holy Spirit.  But 
what does the word of God principally teach?  The Westminster Shorter 
Catechism answers that question: 
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The Scriptures principally teach what man is to believe 
concerning God, and what duty God requires of man.  

 
Believe 
 

Secondly, the person who has the Spirit of Christ and the riches of 
heaven is the person who has found that they believe what those Scriptures 
say concerning God.  And this is no mere history lesson—as if you found 
out for the first time that Alexander the Great, by the age of 33 had 
conquered and ruled in nine time zones.  One might be fascinated by such 
knowledge and even find some obscure way that it has had some effect 
upon their life.  In this they might say they believe in Alexander the Great. 

But belief in God is quite different.  It would be more similar to 
finding adoption papers with your name on it.  I recall after my father died 
in my early twenties going through the paperwork to settle matters for my 
mother.  I found a marriage certificate that had my mother and father’s 
name on it.  But it was dated 1966—I was 11.  What could this be?  What 
did this mean?  I asked my mother who explained to me that my parents 
were not married until then.  That was quite a little experience for me. 

The person who has the Spirit of Christ is the person who has found 
adoption papers have reached their own mind and heart.  Jesus didn’t 
merely die, He died for me!  It is an intensely personal event.  Later in this 
chapter Paul will explain: 

 
For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of 
God. 15 For you did not receive the spirit of bondage again to 
fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption by whom we cry 
out, “Abba, Father.” 16 The Spirit Himself bears witness with 
our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children, then 
heirs—heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ, if indeed we 
suffer with Him, that we may also be glorified together 
(Romans 8:14-17). 

 
 In the verses to come we will learn how our bodies are still subject to 
death.  We have also learned of our perpetual battle with sin and doubt.  
But the one who has the Spirit of Christ, has within their soul the 
knowledge that God is their Father and… 
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…what the law could not do in that it was weak through the 
flesh, God did by sending His own Son in the likeness of 
sinful flesh, on account of sin: He condemned sin in the flesh, 
that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled 
in us who do not walk according to the flesh but according to 
the Spirit (Romans 8:3, 4). 

 
 The person who says yes to the vow “do you trust for salvation not in 
yourself but in Jesus Christ alone” may find some level of weakness and 
confusion within their hearts.  Thankfully faith itself is not the efficient 
cause of salvation but only a necessary means, or instrument, by which one 
takes hold of the body and blood of Christ.  Faith can be such a fickle 
taskmaster.  It is not faith that is the rock but Christ only. 
 Nonetheless the one who has the Spirit of Christ has faith.  And by 
the Spirit of God and the blood of Christ we can have that blessed 
assurance.  Calvin put it this way: 
  

The meaning of Paul then is — that although sin adjudges us 
to death as far as the corruption of our first nature remains in 
us, yet that the Spirit of God is its conqueror: nor is it any 
hindrance, that we are only favored with the first-fruits, for 
even one spark of the Spirit is the seed of life. 3 

 
 One spark of the Spirit is the seed of life.  Like walking through a 
dark cave and seeing only the tip of the vein of gold, the Christian sees 
now through a mirror dimly (1 Corinthians 13:12), but they do see. 
 
Obey 
 
 Finally the person who has the Spirit of Christ is the one who obeys—
the person whom that Spirit sanctifies.  There is a walking “according to 

the Spirit” (Romans 8:4).  We ought not neglect the conditional 
conjunction from Romans 8:17 “and if children, then heirs—heirs of God 
and joint heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him, that we may 
also be glorified together” (Romans 8:17). 

                                                           
3 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed., Ro 8:10). Albany, OR: Ages Software. 
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 The final question of the self-examination has to do with an 
examination of our own lives; or as the catechism question answers “what 

duty God requires of man.”  Our obedience does not pay for our sins or 
tip the scales of God’s justice in our direction—not a scintilla.  But an 
unsanctified life (a life that is not seeking to be righteous or obedient) is a 
sign of an unregenerate heart. 
 

Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the 
kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually 
immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice 
homosexuality, 10 nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, 
nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 
11 And such were some of you. But you were washed, you 
were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord 
Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God (1 Corinthians 6:9-
11). 

 
Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy 
Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are not 
your own, 20 for you were bought with a price. So glorify God 
in your body (1 Corinthians 6:19, 20). 

 
Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s 
Spirit dwells in you (1 Corinthians 3:16)? 

 
Listening to a sermon I heard the pastor bemoan the call he heard 

from many Christians regarding the lordship of Christ.  He repudiated the 
notion that we should make Jesus Lord?  He did not like the question 
“Have you made Him Lord?”  He felt it placed an undue burden upon the 
necks of God’s people.  In light of these comments he humbly confessed his 
own sin and weakness and his continual need to bear fruit in keeping with 
repentance.   

I wanted to ask him through the radio, ‘if you don’t acknowledge the 
lordship of Christ, why do you keep repenting?’  I suspect the problem had 
to do with a confusion regarding justification and sanctification.  It is 
enough to say for now that the person who has the Spirit of Christ is a 
person who will confess their sins before God and ever seek to walk in 
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faithful obedience.  “If you love me” Jesus taught “you will keep my 
commandments” (John 14:15).   

The Apostle John sums up the entire concept very tightly in his short 
epistle: 

 
My little children, I am writing these things to you so that 
you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate 
with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. 2 He is the 
propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the 
sins of the whole world. 3 And by this we know that we have 
come to know him, if we keep his commandments (1 John 2:1-
3). 
 

 The one who has the Spirit of Christ will seek to obey.  If our failures 
we have an advocate in the blood of Christ.  But this is how we know that 
we have come to know Him, if we keep His commandments. 
 Who has the Spirit of Christ?  The one, who by the grace of God 
acknowledges the word of God, believes that the Father sent the Son to die 
for them and demonstrates that faith by seeking to walk in obedience.  It is 
with great pastor concern that the Apostle Paul challenges his readers to  
 

Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith. Test 
yourselves. Or do you not realize this about yourselves, that 
Jesus Christ is in you?—unless indeed you fail to meet the 
test! (2 Corinthians 13:5). 

 
 Matthew Henry once wrote: 
 

The Spirit visits many that are unregenerate with his motions, 
which they resist and quench; but in all that are sanctified he 
dwells; there he resides and rules. He is there as a man at his 
own house, where he is constant and welcome, and has the 
dominion. Shall we put this question to our own hearts, Who 
dwells, who rules, who keeps house, here?4 
 
 

                                                           
4 Henry, M. (1994). Matthew Henry’s commentary on the whole Bible: complete and unabridged in one 
volume (p. 2211). Peabody: Hendrickson. 
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Questions for Study 
 

1. Have you ever wondered about people taking membership vows?  
What concerns you (pages 2, 3)? 

2. How does the Apostle Paul address the entire church?  Why is the 
conditional conjunction important (page 3)? 

3. How would a person examine whether or not they have the Spirit of 
Christ (page 4)? 

4. How do we know the Spirit has worked on someone through the 
gospel (page 4)? 

5. What do the Scriptures principally teach (page 5)? 

6. What is the difference between believing in Alexander the Great and 
believing in God (pages 5, 6)? 

7. Does a person’s obedience save him (pages 6, 7)? 

8. Does a person with the Spirit of Christ seek to walk in obedience?  
What does he do when he fails (pages 6-8)? 

 

 


