
The Transforming Spirit – Manuscript
Romans 8:1-11

 
 
Focus: True transformation is possible in the Christian life through the powerful work of the
Holy Spirit. Through the Holy Spirit, Christians receive a life-changing verdict, a transformative
power, and a renewing hope.
 
Function: By God’s grace, this sermon will encourage City Life Church to look to the Spirit for
their justification, for power in their fight against sin, and for hope in God’s resurrection promise.
 
 
Introduction
Good morning - my name is Garrett and I’m really glad to be here with you guys this morning. If
you’re new here, I’ll let you know that I am not a regular up here, but I have a long-standing
friendship with the City Life community, with the lead pastor Jonathan, and with many of you –
and while God has called me in this season to another church family in the city, it’s always a
refreshing time to get to worship with you guys here at Ballet Austin. This morning, we’re going
to be continuing the series you guys have been in throughout the new year on the Holy Spirit,
asking the question: What does it mean to be a Spirit-filled church? Thus far, you guys have
examined the person of the Holy Spirit as the creating, animating, empowering presence of God
in us who works alongside the Father and the Son. I hope you have felt both challenged and
encouraged to draw nearer to the Spirit, to depend on him, and to enjoy his leading in your life.
 
I’m really excited for this morning because we’re going to be looking at truly, one of the most
incredible passages in all of Scripture. If you could poll the church throughout history, and you
asked Christians to share what they thought to be the most compelling and transformative books
in all of Scripture, one of those books would certainly be St. Paul’s letter to the Romans – full of
Paul’s most profound theology outlining the depth of our sin, the power of God’s grace in Jesus,
and the freedom and transformation that is made available to Christians as a result. And if you
took the book of Romans and asked Christians to share the most compelling and transformative
chapter, many would say Romans chapter 8. Today, we’re going to be opening Romans 8:1-11. I
thought about reading it and just sitting down just so I wouldn’t ruin it, but we are going to press
on anyway.
 
Today we’re going to consider one of the key themes in the writings of St. Paul – the flesh and
the Spirit. Within this theme, we are going to be asking this question: How does the Spirit
enable us to experience true transformation in our lives? Can real victory over sin and self-
centeredness take place in our lives? Or are we destined to struggle, fail, and limp forward in
futility in our journey of following Jesus?
 
If we are honest, we’re all aware of a very real tension in the Christian life. On the one hand you
may truly love the Lord, desire to know and serve him, but on the other hand you might be
simultaneously in the throes of sin and self-centered attitudes in your life. You may be consumed
by lust, anger and resentment, indifference, deep-seated fear, or anxiety. Maybe these same sins
and attitudes have been clinging to you for years and you wonder: If I am a Christian, or if
Christianity is true, shouldn’t I have seen victory over this sin in my life? Shouldn’t I be a
transformed person? Maybe you’re not a Christian in here, but you are asking similar questions:
How can I overcome these debilitating behaviors in my life? How can I deeply change and find
the life and peace that I long for? These are all good questions to ask, and I believe that one of
the primary reasons we’ve failed to experience the deep transformation we long for may be
that we have not reached out to the deepest resource available for transformation in the



that we have not reached out to the deepest resource available for transformation in the
person of the Holy Spirit. I believe in Romans 8:1-11 we’ll get a glimpse of three resources that
we have by nature of the Holy Spirit that will lead to deep transformation in our lives:
 

1. A Life-Changing Verdict
2. A Transformative Power
3. A Renewing Hope

 
Let’s pray:
 
[PRAY]
 
Life-Changing Verdict (v. 1-4)
First, through the Spirit, we receive a life-changing verdict that there is now no condemnation
for those who are in Christ Jesus. Right at the beginning of this passage, in verse 1, Paul
announces what serves as a climax to the rest of the letter, saying that. “There is therefore now
no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” This is the grand announcement, the life-
changing verdict that because of the work of Christ, we are no longer condemned – but the
weight and glory of this verdict can only be truly felt if we understand our true status before
God. This is a principle that is true in interpersonal relationships. If you make an offhand
comment to your friend or spouse that is a bit hurtful to them, it feels good to hear the person say
that he or she forgives you. But if you truly offend someone in a deep way, and realize it, and
that person looks you in the eyes and tells you they don’t hold it against you and they forgive you
– the glory of their forgiveness is like a rebirth. The glory of the forgiving verdict is directly
proportional to the severity of the offense. What is the severity of our offense against God and
what is the sentence for that offense?
 
Before I answer that fully, I want to say something about the idea of condemnation. Sometimes,
when the church talks about condemnation, it can seem esoteric or abstract, but I believe that
each of us experiences the reality of condemnation in our lives on a daily basis. Every single one
of us experiences “the voice of condemnation” whispering a verdict in our ear throughout the
course of our lives. And each of us, apart from the work of Christ, may very well spend the sum
total of our lives focusing all our energy to change ourselves in such a way as to overcome that
verdict – to validate ourselves.
 
What does this voice of condemnation whisper to us? This is the voice that tells you that you’re
not good enough, that you are unloved, that you are guilty, and that you’re broken – and this
whispered verdict comes to us in a variety of mediums. Some of us, surrounded by images of
wealth, success, and notoriety, hear the voice of condemnation saying we are not successful or
respectable. Others of us, longing to be loved, being surrounded by images of beautiful people,
hear the voice of condemnation say that we are ugly, and thus unloved. Other people (like me!),
might feel incapable to face challenges of life and hear the voice of condemnation telling us that
we aren’t wise enough or smart enough. Or, maybe as you look at God’s law, as you read the
Bible, or sit in church, the voice of condemnation tells you that you are not living up to your
Christian calling and that God is displeased with you. I don’t know what it is for you. We all hear
the voice of condemnation telling us that we are not good enough, and in our hearts, we likely
believe that the only way to remove that verdict from our lives and is to fight against it for the
rest of our lives.
 
The reality is, that this “voice of condemnation” is a shadow of an ultimate reality that in and of
ourselves we stand condemned before the living God. In Romans 7, Paul offers an extremely
sobering, and deeply counter-cultural, understanding of who we are as human beings. He says
that sin deeply resides in us in such a way as to produce all kinds of evil in our own hearts and
actions. There is a darkness in us that fills us with self-absorption, making us capable of great
evil. This radical self-absorption is the reason we get angry when our spouses or kids disrupt our
comfort, feel resentment or discontentment when life’s inevitable disappointments sweep in,
damage relationships with others following after our own lusts, hatefully target other groups of



damage relationships with others following after our own lusts, hatefully target other groups of
people with racism and prejudice, and even take the life other human beings made in the image
of God.
 
Though none of us here may be murdering others, it’s important for us to realize that the only
reason our own self-absorption has not flowered into greater evil is that those seeds have not
been watered. We still have those same seeds – and God, who knows our deepest nature and our
deepest thoughts, knows the true state of our hearts, with all its selfishness, and he is infinitely
offended.
 
Why is God offended? God created each of us and gives us an ultimate vocation – to reflect his
wisdom, compassion, and justice all throughout creation and to cultivate our world in devotion to
God – so that our lives would communicate God’s glory. And each of us has rejected that
vocation and said “No – I am going to live for my own glory.” Rather than recognizing that we
are merely role players, the supporting cast, meant to showcase the glory of the protagonist, we
reject God and turn the spot light on ourselves. We selfishly try to make ourselves the center of
world, when only God is the true center, the true protagonist around which our characters are
meant to revolve. How much more do you think about yourself than about God? How much
more do you organize your life around your agenda versus his? ItIt’’s this glory-stealings this glory-stealing
selfishness, this rejection of God himself,  that selfishness, this rejection of God himself,  that is the ultimate offense, that is the ultimate offense, that leadsleads
to the ultimate sentence of condemnation.to the ultimate sentence of condemnation. Romans tells us very clearly that “the wages
of sin is death” – the righteous requirement of the law, the penalty for our radical self-absorption,
is physical and spiritual death. We deserve to be removed forever from the source of all life.
 
You see – the “voices of condemnation” that we hear telling us we are unsuccessful, ugly, or
stupid are lesser voices – they are the voices of our friends, social media, culture, or our own
hearts. These voices have no real authority, but there is one true voice of ultimate authority.
Unlike the voices, God’s voice pronounces the righteous verdict of condemnation. We have
offended him ultimately and on our own we are condemned in his sight.
 
But the incredible message of the gospel contained in Paul’s letter, is that rather than subjecting
you and I to that righteous sentence, Jesus bore the death sentence in our place. Rather than
condemning us, God condemns sin in us through Jesus. The same voice of our righteous
condemnation is also the voice of our salvation. Romans 8 offers the life-changing verdict, the
radical good news that if you are in Christ, then God is not against you – there is no
condemnation for you! How can this be? Verses 2-4 tell us this:
 
[2] For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death.
[3] For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son
in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, [4] in order that the
righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but
according to the Spirit. (ESV)
 
God did what you and I could never do by our own efforts – he sent Jesus to pay our punishment
sacrificially for our glory-robbing self-absorption so we can receive the verdict of justified,
forgiven, no condemnation. And this liberating reality of forgiveness and grace is applied to our
heart by the Spirit as he comes into our heart and changes it forever.
 
Maybe you know this truth well already, but I want to ask each of us this morning – can youcan you
hear the Spirit  telling you specifically this morning that you are not condemned,hear the Spirit  telling you specifically this morning that you are not condemned,
but lovedbut loved by God by God?? Or are you letting your life Or are you letting your life bbe controlled by the voices ofe controlled by the voices of
condemnation that are banging on your heart,  robbing you of rest,  peace, andcondemnation that are banging on your heart,  robbing you of rest,  peace, and
life?life?
 
The verdict of no condemnation, given to us through the Spirit, has the power, if we can truly let
it settle in, to produce unmatched transformation in our lives. How might this transform us?
When you get honest about who you really are, and recognize what you truly deserve, and then
experience God’s grace to you in Jesus removing your condemnation, you’ll see a few things



experience God’s grace to you in Jesus removing your condemnation, you’ll see a few things
begin to take shape in your life:
 
First, you’ll experience freedom like you’ve never experienced before. You’ll no longer be
controlled by the lesser “voices of condemnation” in your life telling you that you are a failure,
or ugly, or stupid, or a bad parent, or a failed Christian because the ultimate condemnation has
already been removed! The ultimate voice with ultimate authority has said you are not only free
of condemnation – but also a beloved son or daughter. Romans 8:14-16 say this:
 
[14] For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. [15] For you did not receive the
spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by
whom we cry, “Abba! Father!” [16] The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are
children of God, (ESV)
 
Second, you’ll have a new depth of humility in your life. You will never be able to see yourself as
better than others when you see them sin, because you know your own heart. You will have a
new power to be able to treat them with love and grace, as God has treated you.
 
Third, you will recover a profound honesty. You will no longer feel the need to cover up your
failures and sin, but you can be honest knowing that the verdict has already been made upon your
life.
 
Through the Spirit, we receive a verdict that no matter where we are, what we have done, or
what we are struggling with, that we are not condemned before God, but loved. This reality, if
we can let it settle in to our lives, will move you, soften you, and free you in such a way that you
will begin to be truly transformed.
 
Transformative Power
Maybe you’re saying to me now, “Ok – I know this truth that I am not condemned because of
Jesus – I’m hoping in this, I’m trusting in this, but I am still struggling. Can I see victory over sin
and false beliefs?” If you feel this tension, I want to just say to you that you are in good company
this morning – not only with each one of us, but also with Paul himself! In chapter 7, he says that
he doesn’t understand his own actions, he can’t do what he wants but does the very thing he
hates. Can we experience victory over this? Is there deliverance?
 
Yes, there is. In the Spirit, we receive a transformative power to overcome sin as we set our
minds on the Spirit and the gospel. We see this in verses 5-8:
 
[5] For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those
who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. [6] For to set the mind
on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. [7] For the mind that is set
on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God's law; indeed, it cannot. [8] Those
who are in the flesh cannot please God.
 
What does Paul mean by the flesh here? Paul is not talking about just thinking bad thoughts, he is
referring to what Richard Lovelace describes as “the fallen human personality apart from the
renewing influence and control of the Holy Spirit”. This is a state of being that we exist in apart
from the Holy Spirit. To set the mind on the flesh means to live according to this “fallen
personality” and embark on your own self-salvation project. What do I mean by a self-
salvation project? Living in the flesh and embarking on your own self-salvation project means
striving for deep transformation, for life and peace, by your own efforts apart from God. There
are different ways to do this:
 
The secular perspective may tell us that deep transformation is possible through diet, work ethic,
or just having the right mentality. If we get on the right diet and finally get into ketosis, we’ll
become more confident and less insecure. If we discipline ourselves and work hard enough at our
jobs, then we’ll get the notoriety and success that will get rid of our perpetual discontentment. If



jobs, then we’ll get the notoriety and success that will get rid of our perpetual discontentment. If
we can just develop the right positive mentality, then we won’t drift into negative thoughts or
behaviors that seem to hurt us.
 
On the other hand, there is a religious perspective that tells us that deep transformation is
possible through our piety. If we can just get the right disciplines in place that will remove
temptation from our lives, then we won’t struggle with sin as much. If we just come to church
more or read the Bible more, then we’ll be happier and won’t turn to sin as much. If we just try
to suppress our selfish tendencies, serve the city more, be a good missionary, then we’ll start to
be less selfish, God will be happier with us ,and we can think better of ourselves.
 
Those these methods for change may look different on the outside, they are actually quite similar.
The core belief here is that true transformation can take place in our lives merely by our own
efforts. Work for it. Discipline yourself. Change yourself. Be your own savior. Well – Paul says
that if we are trying to please God by our own efforts, combat sin in our lives by our own
strength, that we will inevitably fail. It’s impossible to please God in the flesh. That power alone
will never cut it, we need help from the outside.
 
Paul’s solution to transformation is not merely by a new effort or a new plan, but a person
who gives us a new, transformative power. It’s the Hoy Spirit. He says:
 
[9] You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God dwells in you.
Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. [10] But if Christ is in
you, although the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness. (ESV)
 
Because God has filled us with his Spirit, we have a new nature and a new power to put to
death our self-absorbed, self-saving way of life and experience a transformed life in Christ.
It is only through being made a new person by the Spirit that we are able to stop trying to fix
ourselves, and we can be delivered from sin.
 
It’s important to realize, that we’re not in the midst of a battle ground between two warring
natures – good and evil, the flesh and Spirit – Paul tells us “you are not of the flesh”—it does not
own you; you are not defined by the shadows of your former self; he has called you into the light.
You are not “of the flesh” but of the Spirit. We are new people in the Spirit. Think of the flesh,
not as Mr. Hyde to your Dr Jekyll, but as an old virus you have been inoculated from. You used
to have it, be defined by it, and occasionally the symptoms will resurface, but you are not not it;
you are a new creature in Christ Jesus—the old is gone and the new has come, and with it a
new power to triumph over sin, selfishness, fear, and pride. I think the reason that many of us
have failed to see transformation in our lives, is that we have failed to tap into that power that is
available to us today through the Spirit who resides in us.
 
How practically do we tap into the power of the Spirit in our lives? Paul tells us to set our minds
on the things of the Spirit, rather than the things of the flesh. At its most basic level,  we setAt its most basic level,  we set
our minds on the Spirit  by focusing our attention, our hearts, our minds, ourour minds on the Spirit  by focusing our attention, our hearts, our minds, our
whole being on Jesus over and over again. whole being on Jesus over and over again. We look over and over again at the cross –
where Jesus shed his blood for us, his enemies, to condemn sin in us and save us. We remember
again and again the verdict that has been placed over our lives – no condemnation, but sonship.
We ask God to make our hearts so taken with the beauty of Christ, that every sin and vestige of
the old personality that resurfaces within us might fade away. Ultimately, we have to be delivered
by Jesus Christ himself through the Spirit in us. Like Paul cries in chapter 7 – “Who will deliver
me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!”
 
Ok cool – so do we just sit around and wait for the Spirit to move in us? No! Our job in “setting
our minds on the things of the Spirit” is like prepping the kindling for flame – we put effort into
gathering the wood, laying it in formation, shielding it from the wind, so that the flame of God’s
Spirit might swoop in and ignite it. In the same way, we set our minds to the Spirit and turn our
focus to Christ by opening the Scriptures that reveal him to us, by reading books that point our
gaze to Jesus, by devoting ourselves to communities of people who will challenge our



gaze to Jesus, by devoting ourselves to communities of people who will challenge our
selfishness, point out our tendencies toward self-salvation, and remind us of Jesus’ work for us.
And ultimately, the only way these truths will really seep down into our souls, is if we encounter
the Spirit through prayer. It’s not enough to merely read Scripture or books about God, we must
read reflectively, prayerfully taking the truths of the gospel into our hearts, thanking God for
them, and asking God, the person, to set them aflame with the Spirit.
 
I love getting to reflect on these truths with this community, because it’s within this very
community that the Spirit began to initiate this transformation in my own life. Just to share a bit
of my story, after I experienced the glory of SXSW as a junior in high school, I decided to rebel
against my aggie parents and move to Austin to go to the University of Texas. In a strange turn
of events, I found out about City Life from a dude putting in insulation in my parent’s house in
Temple. I was talking to him about moving to Austin and he told me to check out his friend’s
church that met in a bar on 6th Street. That sounded pretty cool to me, so I remember showing up
to the Parish one Sunday as a fresh-faced 18-year-old, seeing the Kids ministry area that was just
some portable plastic panels in the building next door, walking across the hard-wood floor still
sticky from Saturday-night spilt beer, and then seeing about 40 people in black chairs gathered to
worship Jesus together. I remember Miranda playing a Radiohead song that Sunday as an
illustration and I was like – “yeah, I could hang out here.” Just when I had thought I had found
the perfect church, Jonathan got up and said, “If you think you’ve found the perfect church, you
haven’t. We are imperfect people clinging to a perfect Christ.” A statement that the Spirit
continues to use in my life today. I met one of the church planting residents that same day and we
started meeting weekly to talk about Jesus, confess sin, and fight to set our minds on the things of
the Spirit.
 
Within that friendship, the city group that I joined, and the community that I devoted myself to,
God began to “set my mind to the things of the Spirit” and to turn my attention to Jesus and the
gospel like never before. It was through meeting with good friends who lovingly challenged me
that I finally began to rest from trying to prove myself through my performance as a student –
resting in Jesus’ performance on my behalf. I finally began to need the validation of my parents,
leaders, and peers less – because Jesus’ work on the cross secured my adoption in God’s family
and I began to sense his infinite validation in a new way. As I became more taken with Jesus, I
began to see victory over my own self-absorption because Jesus had done so much for me,
victory over my own soul-crushing efforts to save myself by remembering the verdict that was
mine in Christ, victory over fear, lust, and pride as Jesus took the primary place in my heart.
 
All these things took place as I started setting my mind on the things of the Spirit – reading
books that pointed me to Jesus, devoting myself to people who lifted my eyes to him and helped
me fight the fight of faith. As I “set the kindling” so to speak, the Spirit ignited the flame and has
been working on the vestiges of sin in my life since. Though I still fight lingering sin, my old
self, I have truly seen victory over sin and selfishness in my life, and that victory through the
power of the Spirit is available right now for all who are in Christ. If you are in Christ this
morning, God’s Spirit dwells in you and will empower you to see victory over sin as you set your
mind on the Spirit.
 
Renewing Hope
Lastly, and very briefly, in the Spirit we receive a renewing hope that we will be raised with
resurrection power as fully transformed people – new creations.
 
Paul finishes off this section in verse 11, saying:
 
[11] If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus
from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you.
(ESV)
 
Through the Spirit we have resurrection power for victory over sin and transformation in our
lives today – but the whole of our lives will be a continual fight against the vestige of our former
nature, temptations to live according to our self-absorbed, self-saving way of life – our old self.



nature, temptations to live according to our self-absorbed, self-saving way of life – our old self.
Paul is saying that the same Spirit who resurrected Jesus’ decomposing body, transforming it into
a glorious version of its former self, resides in you today, empowers you, and will raise you from
the dead as a new creation so you can enjoy his glory for all your days.
 
If you are resting in the verdict you have in Jesus, if you are setting your mind to the Spirit,
experiencing life and victory, but still are still weighed down in part by the struggles that remain
– I want to remind you this morning that there is a day coming when the fight will be fully won
in each of us and our conversions will be complete. You and I will be truly transformed – our
hearts will be completely taken with Jesus, our minds will never fail to focus on the Spirit, the
temptations of sin will be utterly paled as we have full view of the richness of God’s glory
shining in the face of Jesus Christ. Every sin, selfish thought, false motive, piece of resentment,
discontentment, fear, lust, or anxiety, will dissipate as the Spirit completes the work he has
started in you today and raises you to a new life with God.
 
Until that day, we draw near to the Spirit – remembering the verdict we have of no condemnation
in Christ and holding fast to his transformative power as we set our minds to the things of the
Spirit.
 
 


