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Led by the Spirit 
Romans 8:14 

 
For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God 
(Romans 8:14). 
 
Introduction 
 
 I came to faith during the tail end of what was called the “Jesus 
Movement.”  The Jesus Movement (with some serious exceptions) was to 
the 60’s what the Reformation was to the Renaissance.  Instead of getting 
high on drugs, the Jesus movement touted getting high on Jesus.  Instead of 
inhaling the second hand smoke of pagan rock, Christians were 
encouraged to purchase and enjoy Christian rock; as Larry Norman sang in 
1972, “Why should the devil have all the good music?” 
 I think it is a bit of a delusion to think the secular music of the 20s, 
30s, 40s and early 50s (or any era really) was safe and benign.  But when we 
reached the late 50s, 60s and 70s things became less subtle.  There was a 
clear and aggressive promotion of licentiousness—whether drugs, alcohol, 
sex, rebellion against authority, etc.  Parents were forced work with more 
diligence, guarding the gate of their children’s virtue from the shock and 
awe of lyrics streaming from their stereos into their ears, hearts and souls. 
 This can be tricky business.  Do we not listen to secular music at all or 
do we teach our children how to be discerning observers of their culture 
with an eye toward being a positive influence and witness for Christ?  
Where are the lines drawn (whether music, movies, books, art, etc)?  This is 
its own conversation, and not one which I intend to pursue here.   
 What I am a little more concerned about, when we reach a verse like 
the one before us this morning, is not whether Christians influence their 
culture as much as how culture influences the Christian or the Christian 
church.  Going back to music, there are certain songs and artists with 
whom we feel safe.  We let them in to play with our children (and our own 
minds) like a trusted babysitter.  Then our children (or we) begin to see 
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certain words or ideas proceed from our lips, followed by the typical 
parental question: “Where did you hear that?” 
 One example, one I think has had an effect upon that way we 
understand a verse like the one we’re studying, surfaced in 1977.  At the 
time I was a volunteer helper in youth ministry.  As youth workers we 
struggled with the issue of appropriate entertainment for the teens and 
pre-teens.  But one song came out that we all liked.  The song was 
performed by professing Christian and daughter of a well-known Christian 
entertainer, Debby Boone.  She stated that this was a song she recorded for 
God.  It was a huge hit; ten consecutive weeks at No. 1, longer than any 
other song in the Hot 100 history to that point.  It was the biggest hit of the 
70s and was featured in a movie of the same name.  It was entitled You 
Light Up My Life. 
 It was with great passion that she sang the lyrics which millions of 
teenage girls (and boys, but under their breaths) imitated: “It can’t be 
wrong when it feels so right.  Cause you…you light up my life.”1  The song 
promoted a not-so-subtle form of hedonism (the doctrine that pleasure or 
personal happiness is the highest good).  This methodology adopted a 
Christian vernacular, finding a place on stage in the church and among 
Christians.   
 Phrases like “I really felt led to…” or “God has given me a real peace 
about…” is often followed by a proposition expressing some type of carnal 
comfort or a conventional cultural influence that has pushed the Christian 
away from the counsel clearly taught in Scripture.  “It just feels right” 
wedged its way in.  Carrie Underwood sang Jesus Take the Wheel in 2005 
and the Christian parents let down their guard.  She now speaks out in 
support of gay marriage.2  Did Jesus not take the wheel when she offered 
it?  Does she want the wheel back?  What is the means—the operating 
principle—by which a Christian (or anyone for that matter) says or does 
one thing, then later says or does something quite contrary?  The “it can’t 
be wrong when it feels so right” principle is hard at work. 
 The Apostle Paul appears to be drawing a line in the sand with this 
verse and the one that precedes it.  He has stated that “if you live 

                                                 
1 Interestingly enough the song was written by Joe Brooks who later took his own life while on trial for 
91 counts of sexual assault. 
2 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/06/20/carrie-underwood-gay-marriage-backlash-
london_n_1612498.html 
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according to the flesh you will die” (Romans 8:13).  So Paul is not merely 
speaking of some type of intuitive spiritual acuity that is more or less 
highly developed in certain Christians; he is addressing an attribute which 
marks one out as a “son of God.”  That makes this a pretty significant 
verse. 
 
For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God 
(Romans 8:14). 
 
What Being Led by the Spirit is Not 
 
 It might be as critical to determine what being led by the Spirit is not 
as much as what it is.  Years ago, somewhere in a sermon, I had given the 
impression that people should try to obey God’s law.  Shortly after the 
service a couple of young Christians stood before me with Bible’s opened.  
I admired their courage and resolve.  I admired that their hands held 
Bibles.  I admired that they sought to gently and lovingly correct me.  This 
type of thing ought to happen to pastors with regularity.  I was gently 
accused of seeking to put Christians under the law.  We are to be led, not 
by the law, but by the Spirit was their thesis.   
 The law of God is often viewed as cold, external and superficial.  It is 
equated with the flesh and should be set aside by true believers—after all 
“…the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life (2 Corinthians 3:6).  
Interestingly, Paul used letters to convey that.  There are so many passages 
in Scripture which, if skimmed3 instead of scanned4, seem to place God’s 
Spirit so at odds with God’s law that it makes God out to be a bit 
schizophrenic5.   
 In this young couple’s mind (and in my own mind at one point), 
being led by the Spirit meant the removal of the law of God as a means by 
which we make wise or moral choices.  We somehow came to the 
conclusion that reading God’s law and doing our best (heart, soul, mind 
and strength) to obey it was a mistake—it was relying on our own strength.  
What Christians should do is trust in the power of the Spirit.  Instead of 

                                                 
3
 To pass lightly and quickly over. 

4
 To examine closely. 

5
 Behaviour that appears to be motivated by contradictory or conflicting principles. 
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seeking to excel in obedience to the revealed law of God, one must excel in 
appropriating the power and direction of the Holy Spirit.   
 
Law or Spirit? 
 
 Is it law or Spirit?  Is making an effort to obey the law of God relying 
on your own strength?  Let me suggest that seeking to obey the law of God 
is actually just the opposite of relying on your own strength.  It is a Spirit 
generated dependence on God’s wisdom and strength.  This is the means 
by which one appropriates a well-known passage found in the Proverbs: 
 

Trust in the Lord with all your heart, And lean not on your 
own understanding; 6 In all your ways acknowledge Him, 
And He shall direct your paths. 7 Do not be wise in your own 
eyes; Fear the Lord and depart from evil (Proverbs 3:5-7). 

 
 We must be careful that we don’t seek to repackage the message in 
this passage.  When we lean not on our own understanding we go outside 
of ourselves—to the wisdom and counsel of God found in His word.  We 
don’t merely seek a higher impulse in our own natures.  This won’t help. 

It’s like the line from the movie where the man, having made some 
terrible errors assures his friend that he is not going to make the same 
mistakes.  His friend offers the disquieting response, “No, you’re making 
all new mistakes.”  Just a few verses later we see more specific counsel as to 
the source of our understanding.   
 

Hear, my children, the instruction of a father, And give 
attention to know understanding; 2 For I give you good 
doctrine: Do not forsake my law (Proverbs 4:1, 2). 

 
When I seek to do what God’s law says I ought to do instead of what 

I feel like doing (even if I try to interpret that feeling as something 
spiritual) it demonstrates that I am being led by the Spirit.  The very desire, 
and whatever success, we have to walk in the law of God is generated in all 
Christians by the Spirit.  This is what the Holy Spirit does. 
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I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My 
statutes, and you will keep My judgments and do them 
(Ezekiel 36:27). 

 
Not Everyday Decisions 
 
 T. R. Schreiner makes a very thought-provoking comment when he 
writes: 
 

The “leading” (ἄγονται, agontai) of the Spirit does not refer 
to guidance for everyday decisions in determining the will of 
God. It refers to being “controlled by” or “determined by” or 
“governed by” the Spirit…it suggests that the Spirit is the 
primary agent in Christian obedience, that it is his work in 
believers that accounts for their obedience…it emphasizes 
that any human obedience is the result of the Spirit’s work.  
A link is forged with verse 13, for those who are led by the 
Spirit put to death the deeds of the body by the agency of the 
Spirit.6 

 
 Being led by the Spirit is not being in tune to isolated impulses where 
the Spirit informs a person to turn left or make a phone call or order the 
chicken salad.  It is rather a phrase which describes the entirety of 
Christian’s willingness to walk in obedience to the counsel of God found in 
His word.  

There are innumerable passages in both the Old and New Testaments 
which indicate that the spiritual man will seek to walk in the law of God.  
In fact every command in Scripture makes the assumption that those led by 
the Spirit will regard God’s law as commands which are to be obeyed.  
Obvious examples are found in the words of Jesus Himself: 
 

If you love me, you will keep my commandments (John 
14:15). 

 
 John also writes: 
 
                                                 
6 Schreiner, T. R. (1998). Romans (Vol. 6, p. 422). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books. 
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And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we 
keep his commandments. 4 Whoever says “I know him” but 
does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is 
not in him, 5 but whoever keeps his word, in him truly the 
love of God is perfected. By this we may know that we are in 
him: 6 whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the 
same way in which he walked (1 John 2:3-6). 

 
 In Galatians 5:16 the Apostle Paul exhorts his readers to “walk in the 

Spirit.”  But he does not leave it up to his readers at that point to put their 
fingers in the air to determine which way the Spirit is blowing.  Paul is very 
specific about what the works of the flesh are (adultery, fornication, 
lewdness, hatred, selfish ambition, etc.), that the spiritual man will not be 
confused about his instruction. 
 
Impulses 
 
 I recall, when I first wrestled through this issue some twenty years 
ago, I made the observation that even though there are many who would 
argue against the law of God, they will seldom put their theory to practice.  
They’ll always, for example, agree that it’s wrong to steal.  But what we 
have seen in recent history among Christians is how devastating it can be 
to misinterpret the means by which we access truth, for there are many 
now who profess faith in Christ promoting ethics which are in stark 
contradiction to the revealed word of God found in Scripture.   

This is what happens when you let camel’s nose in the tent.  It is as if 
the vast majority of western Christendom has fallen into that category 
addressed by Paul in his pastoral epistle to Timothy.   He writes of those 
who hold to “a form of godliness, although they have denied its power.”  
And how they… 
 

…enter into households and captivate weak women weighed 
down with sins, led on by various impulses (2 Timothy 3:6).  

 
 The church has become “impulse” epithymiais driven.  An impulse 
isn’t necessarily bad.  Paul uses the word to describe the great desire he 
had to see the brethren face to face (1 Thessalonians 2:17).  But desires, 



 8 

impulses, cravings, comforts or any determination which is generated from 
within the skin of humanity is not to be relabeled as the leading of the 
Spirit. 
 I pray that nothing that I have said be construed to conclude that the 
Spirit of God is not at work day to day in the life of the believer.  It is by the 
Spirit of God that we have embraced the hope of Christ.  It is by the Spirit 
that we are granted a keener understanding of God’s law and how that law 
is applied in our daily lives.  It is by the Spirit that we are sanctified and 
grow in wisdom.   

But, brothers and sisters, growing in wisdom by the Spirit of Christ is 
generally a lengthy and often painful enterprise.  There is no cheap and 
easy way to grow wise in Christ.  The wisest person seeking to make the 
godliest decisions is often fraught with anxiety and uncertainty in their 
next step.  At times decisions are easy to make but difficult to execute.  
Other times, all things appear so similar that it may get down to the 
flipping of a coin (Acts 1:26).   

But for the sake of the verse before, let us recognize that the person 
led by the Spirit is not a person who simply follows their own impulses, 
but they will have the same view of the law as David. 
 

The law of Your mouth is better to me Than thousands of 
coins of gold and silver (Psalms 119:72). 

 
 Of course this needs to be understood in the light of weakness of the 
law to save.  When one views their keeping of the law as their hope of 
righteousness, the law becomes their executioner.  We praise God that One 
was executed on our behalf.  Let our thoughts move in that direction as we 
prepare for the Lord’s Table.  
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Questions for Study 
 

1. What kind of effect do you think popular culture has had on you and 
on those you know (page 2)? 

 
2. To what extent should we engage the culture or remove ourselves 

from it (pages 2, 3)? 
 

3. How have hedonistic lyrics weaved their way into the church and the 
lives of Christians (pages 3, 4)? 
 

4. Is being “led by the Spirit” an option for a Christian or is it a 
necessary attribute?  Explain (page 4). 
 

5. Does a person who is led by the Spirit remove the law of God as the 
means by which they determine what is good and wise (pages 4, 5)? 
 

6. How does a person apply the phrase, “Lean not on your own 
understanding” (page 5)? 
 

7. Schreiner taught that the leading of the Spirit does not refer to 
“everyday decisions.”  What does he mean by that?  Do you 
agree/disagree (page 6)? 
 

8. How has today’s church become “impulse driven” (pages 7, 8)? 
 

9. How does the Spirit of God work in the life of a Christian (page 8)? 
 

10. Does our hope of righteousness come from our obedience to the law?  
Explain (page 8). 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 


