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‘THE SPIRIT & DESIRE:  HE GOVERNS YOUR MIND’ 
ROMANS 8:5-13 

 
ESCAPE 2020 – TALK 2 
[Saturday May 23, 2020] 

 
1. When “Desire” Has A Bad Name 
 
My experience over the years is that, in Christian circles, “desire” has developed a bad 
name.  It generally doesn’t have a good reputation.  My theory is that if you asked most 
Christians what first pops into their heads when you mention the word “desire”, they’re 
likely to respond by talking about sinful desires, about the temptations that are all around 
us in the world, and perhaps especially about sexual desires in this context.  And, of 
course, there are plenty of places you could go to in the Bible which do speak about 
desires like that. 
 
But there are also plenty of places you could go to in the Bible which speak about desire 
very differently.  I’m thinking of the various ways in which the Scriptures talk about the 
desire for God, the desire for his word, the desire for holiness, the desire to see others 
come to Christ and grow in Christ, the desire to see Christ’s kingdom come. 
 
And it’s this side of the Bible’s teaching that gives rise to quotes like this one from the 
endlessly quotable C S Lewis.  He writes:  ‘It would seem that Our Lord finds our desires 
not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and 
sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on 
making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a 
holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.1’  It’s a famous and memorable picture 
isn’t?  Our problem is not that our desires for sin are too strong.  Our problem is that our 
desire for God is too weak.  Our desire for the joy that’s in God is too weak. 
 
And if that’s true, then what can we possibly do about it?  Well, our next passage in 
Romans 8 speaks to that question. And it doesn’t just tell us what we can do about it.  It 
primarily tells us what God has done about it.  He’s given us the gift of his Spirit. 
 
Verses 5-13 of Romans 8 really hinge on a contrast between two kinds of people.  There 
are those who live according to the flesh, and those who live according to the Spirit.  So I 
want to briefly unpack this passage by looking at it under those headings.  What does Paul 
say here about both groups of people? 
 
2. Those Who Live According to the Flesh 
 
Firstly let’s think about those who live according to the flesh.  The flesh is Paul’s word for 
the natural human condition.  Some versions translate it as ‘sinful nature’.  So when he 
speaks of those who live according to the flesh he’s speaking about unbelievers- those 
who don’t have God’s Spirit. 
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And the first thing he tells us about such people is there in verse 5.  They have their minds 
set on what the flesh desires.  So here’s desire in that first sense I mentioned before- the 
sense which is often the Christian’s first instinct when they think about desire.  This is 
desire for sin.  Because people who live according to their natural sinful condition, naturally 
think a lot about sin.  That’s where their minds are so much of the time.  The things they 
desire are not pleasing to God. 
 
And, says verse 6, this is death.  This way of thinking and desiring has no future.  It leaves 
a person under the judgement of God.  It leads a person to inescapable spiritual death. 
 
And in verses 7-8 he gives the reason for that.  The reason they’re headed for death is 
because they’re hostile to God.  They don’t submit to God and his ways.  In fact, they’re 
incapable of doing so.  They’re incapable of pleasing God.  This is what Paul calls in other 
places2 ‘slavery to sin’.  They may think of themselves as free from all those “terrible 
restrictions” God wants to place on them.  But in reality they are bound by their own 
desires.  They’re enslaved by their addiction to pleasing themselves.  They couldn’t do 
something to please God even if they tried. 
 
It’s a very bleak picture is it not?  It blows out of the water the idea that non-Christians who 
are really pretty good people maybe aren’t quite so far from God as others.  Paul says no.  
Unbelievers we know might be very good people.  They might do some wonderfully 
charitable things.  They might not have any obvious vices.  But verse 8 couldn’t be clearer.  
Those who are in the realm of the flesh cannot please God.  Whether they look like it or 
not, they are enslaved to sin.  And that same clarity is there at the end of verse 9:  ‘if 
anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, they do not belong to Christ.’  And if they do not 
belong to Christ then they are God’s enemies.  And they have no future but death.  This is 
what Paul is saying. 
 
And, of course, this describes the life that many of us lived before Christ saved us.  But not 
now.  Because now we live according to the flesh no longer.  Now we live according to the 
Spirit.  So listen again to how Paul describes this life.  We turn now to those who live 
according to the Spirit. 
 
3. Those Who Live According to the Spirit 
 
Instead of desiring sin, the person who belongs to Christ desires the same things that the 
Spirit desires.  This is the contrast Paul makes in verse 5.  What we think about is what 
pleases God.  Our minds are set on living as he wants to.  And the fruit of this is not death, 
verse 6, but life and peace.  Life with God.  Peace with God.  We are not God’s enemies 
any more, not hostile to him. 
 
And even though we still live in the world and even though we still live in our natural 
bodies, we don’t live under the rule of the flesh anymore but under the rule of the Spirit 
because the Spirit lives in us.  Verse 9. 
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[Read 8:9a] 
 
Notice in that verse, by the way, that whilst Paul can refer to the Spirit as the Spirit of God, 
he’s just as comfortable referring to him as the Spirit of Christ.  And did you notice there 
that the realm in which we live doesn’t change because of where we move to, but because 
of who moves in with us?!  The Spirit of God, the Spirit of Christ takes up residence within 
us. 
 
And even though our bodies will still die because we live in a fallen world ravaged by sin, 
because of Christ’s righteousness we will have life even beyond death.  This is what 
verses 10-11 are about. 
 
[Read 8:10-11] 
 
It’s a compelling logic isn’t it?  If the God who powerfully brought Jesus back from death is 
living in you by his Spirit, then he can definitely bring your body to life can’t he?! 
 
And so, Paul says, given all that God has done for us in Christ and by his Spirit, we have 
an obligation.  Verse 12-13 are where he teases out the implications of all this.  We have 
an obligation to live no longer according to the flesh, but rather to live according to the 
Spirit.  And if we’re doing that, then we’ll put to death the misdeeds of the body- we’ll walk 
away from all the sinful desires that the flesh taught us to cherish.  We’ll kill those desires 
in our hearts.  And we’ll train ourselves to relish new ones, better ones.  And by so doing, 
we’ll really live.  That’s how verse 13 finishes.  And once again we see, as Pat reminded us 
earlier this morning, that this is at the heart of the Spirit’s work within us- to bring us life3. 
 
4. Appreciating the Spirit Today 
 
So, let me summarise by pointing out three things that these verses say to us which ought 
to cause us to appreciate the Spirit- three things about the Spirit’s work even in us today. 
 
 - he makes a home in us 
 
Number 1- he makes a home in us.  In verse 9 here and again in verse 11, the original 
word Paul uses is the word ‘dwell’.  To say he ‘lives’ in us is perhaps a bit thin I think.  The 
Spirit comes to dwell in us.  He’s not just planning an overnight stay.  He’s not crashing on 
your couch for a few weeks until he works out where he’s next headed. No. He’s moved in. 
 
And remember, when we say he’s moved in, we mean Jesus has moved in.  God has 
moved in.  He lives with us now.  And he’s with us when we’re at home, when we’re at 
school or University or work, when we’re with our friends, when we’re out for a walk or at 
the shops.  He’s with us all the time.  And that comes with a serious responsibility, of 
course.  But it’s also an enormous comfort. {And this is what Samuel said in the interview 
isn’t it?}  It’s an incredible thing to know that the God of the universe, the God who raised 
Jesus from the dead, is with us- every hour, every day.  Because the Spirit has made a 
home in us. 
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 - he trains us to seek God’s pleasure 
 
And because he has, then he’s at work in us.  So, number 2, he trains us to seek God’s 
pleasure.  Arguably this is the Spirit’s chief work in us.  This is the work of sanctification.  
It’s the work of transforming us into the image of Christ as we saw last Sunday in 2 
Corinthians 3:18.  It’s the work Galatians 5 describes as the Spirit producing fruit in us:  
love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.  
The Spirit who lives in us teaches us to want those things.  He reshapes our desires so 
that we stop dabbling, as CS Lewis says, with mud pies and start thinking about the 
holiday by the sea.  He reorders our thinking and feeling so that our naturally weak desires 
for all that’s good are strengthened and deepened and increasingly satisfied.  As the 
sermon title says, he governs our minds.  He helps us to have our minds set on what the 
Spirit desires. 
 
And what the Spirit desires is that we please God.  You remember that verse 8 said that 
the person who lives according to the flesh cannot please God.  But, by implication, the 
person who lives by the Spirit can.  And we mustn’t let that wash over us.  What an 
astounding thing!  Little Simon Flinders in a tiny corner of the world can make choices that 
bring pleasure to the heart of God.  And you- you can love things and say things and do 
things that cause the God of the universe to rejoice.  I think that’s amazing.  And thrilling.  
What a motivation for obedience that is!  I don’t know what normally motivates you to 
pursue godliness but I’m pretty sure there are a lot of motivations out there less powerful 
and pure than this one.  We can live to please God.  We can seek his pleasure.  And the 
desire to do that is placed in us, and nurtured in us, by the Spirit of God. 
 
 - we are in his debt 
 
And so, number 3, we are in his debt.  As verse 12 puts it- we have an obligation.  To be 
honest, the word obligation perhaps has a worse reputation amongst Christians than even 
the word “desire” does!  It sounds like something arduous, and uninspiring.  It sounds like 
something we don’t want.  But the original word there is actually ‘debt’.  We have a debt to 
the Spirit.  Not that this is like a mortgage which we spend the rest of our lives paying off.  
It’s a debt of gratitude.  The Spirit requires no payment from us whatsoever.  Yet we live as 
those who know ourselves to have been indwelt by him and blessed by him, and so we are 
eternally and humbly grateful and we live in a way that demonstrates our gratitude.  We 
are his debtors, and so we live with a sense of our indebtedness to him.  This is what Paul 
means by that word ‘obligation’.  We are joyfully obligated to live not according to the flesh 
but according to the Spirit.  This is not a new slavery.  It’s our freedom.  And our 
responsibility to live in the new freedom we’ve been given.   
 
We do so by recognising misdeeds as misdeeds!  We see our fleshly desires as sin.  And 
we learn to hate them and put them to death.  And instead, we welcome the desires the 
Spirit grows is us.  And as we do, we learn how to really live. 
 
[Read 8:12-13] 
 


