Lent 5, March 22, 2026

RomANS 8:11-19. (EHV)
And if the Spirit of the one who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, the one
who raised Christ from the dead will also make your mortal bodies alive through
his Spirit, who is dwelling in you. So then, brothers, we do not owe it to the sinful
flesh to live in harmony with it. For if you live in harmony with the sinful flesh, you
are going to die. But if by the Spirit you put to death the actions of the body, you
will live. Indeed, those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you
did not receive a spirit of slavery so that you are afraid again, but you received
the Spirit of adoption by whom we call out, “Abba, Father!” The Spirit himself
joins our spirit in testifying that we are God’s children. Now if we are children, we
are also heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, since we suffer with
him, so that we may also be glorified with him. For | conclude that our sufferings
at the present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is going to be
revealed to us. In fact, creation is waiting with eager longing for the sons of God
to be revealed.

In 1884, a twenty-five-year-old Theodore Roosevelt was ranching in the Dakota
Badlands. He was there, in part, to escape. In his youth, he had suffered from debilitating asthma.
When he was nineteen, his father, whom he dearly loved and deeply admired, had died suddenly.
And earlier in 1884, just two days after his young and beautiful wife had given birth to his first
child, a daughter, his mother had passed away of typhoid fever and, only eleven hours later, his
wife of kidney failure. Teddy had drawn a large X in his diary and then written beneath it, “The
light has gone out of my life.” One of his ranching employees noted that Teddy could become
“very melancholy,” and said that Teddy told him it made no difference what became of him,
because he had nothing to live for.

To escape his melancholy, Teddy would go out riding on his horse Manitou in the “sweet,
fresh air.” He wrote: “Black care rarely sits behind a rider whose pace is fast enough.” In other
words, if you just keep moving fast enough, you’ll stay a step ahead of worry, sorrow, and
depression. For the rest of his life, even as president, Theodore Roosevelt would be known as an
active and energetic man of fast pace.

Can you imagine such a life? A life of constant movement? Constant struggle to stay
ahead of what haunts you?

Actually, Paul says that all Christians are engaged in a similar struggle. He describes our
life as paying a debt to the Holy Spirit, engaging in warfare against the sinful flesh, suffering,
and engaging in a life and death struggle. But the difference—and it’s an important one—is that
none of this has an air of melancholy or an aura of depression about it. It’s a struggle with a
happy ending; it’s a life of hope, where we do have something and someone to live for.

Let’s follow Paul as he describes life in the Holy Spirit—Ilife here, and life hereafter.

1.

Paul has already established that the Holy Spirit lives in us. When God gives a person
faith in the saving work of his Son Jesus through Christian baptism, he gives that person the
Holy Spirit. Saving faith doesn’t exist apart from the Holy Spirit. You can’t have one without the
other. “No one can say ‘Jesus is Lord,”” Paul writes elsewhere, “except by the Holy Spirit.”



In fact, you hear Paul repeatedly talking here about our spirit, and when he is talking
about our spirit, he is talking about the new person God has created in us through the Holy Spirit
—the person who believes God’s word, who believes God’s promises connected to Jesus Christ.
The presence of the Holy Spirit and this new person in us, who believes in God, loves God, and
wants to carry out God’s will, is a token of the presence of true life in us. And, more than that, it
is the guarantee that that life will never end, even at death. “And if the Spirit of the One who
raise Jesus from the dead dwells in you,” Paul wrote, “then the One who raised Christ from the
dead will make your mortal bodies alive too, because of his Spirit who dwells in you.” As Paul
says elsewhere, the presence of the Holy Spirit and the new person in us is like a down payment,
guaranteeing what is to come.

The presence of the Spirit or the new person in us does not, however, mean that our
struggle with sin is over and done with. That struggle is actually really just beginning when we
come to faith. We now have two opposing forces at work in us—the new person who wants to
carry out God’s will and the old person who wants to carry out our own natural will and the
devil’s will. But we engage in this struggle with the sure hope of eternal life, won for us by Jesus.

So then, Paul says, we have a debt, but not to the old person, not to the sinful flesh, which
results in living in a fleshly way. Paul describes our life as an obligation or debt because that’s
what our life before faith in Christ was like. Solomon says the borrower is slave to the lender,
and that’s what our life before faith in Christ was like. We were slaves to our natural will, slaves
to sin. It was like a debt we had to pay, an obligation we had to fulfill. We considered it our duty
to be true and faithful to our sinful selves.

But that results in living in a fleshly way, satisfying our natural desires and appetites, and
Paul says if we live in that way, we are going to die. We’ll go right back to the life that we were
living before faith in Christ—a life that was really death. “But,” he says, “if in spirit you put to
death the deeds of the body, you will live.” In other words, when you catch your old person
conscripting your body into its service in order to engage in sin and satisfy yourself in some way
contrary to God’s will, and you step in and put a stop to it, yes, put those deeds to death, you will
live.

Why? Because God will be obligated to reward you for your good deeds? No. Paul says,
“For all those who are led by God’s Spirit are sons of God.” You can’t step in and put a stop to
your own sinful deeds, yes, you won’t even have any desire to, unless God’s Spirit lives in you.
You can’t step in and put a stop to your own sinful deeds, unless you have a new person in you
who desires to carry out God’s will instead of your own. And if you have God’s Spirit prompting
you to engage in this warfare against your sinful flesh, then you are one of God’s sons, and if you
are one of God’s sons, then you are going to live, not die.

“For you did not receive a spirit of slavery back to fear, but you received a spirit of
sonship.” Paul is making a few distinctions here. He is first distinguishing between being a slave
and a son. As Jesus himself said, “A slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son
belongs to it forever.” When God gave us his Spirit, he gave us a spirit of sonship, a spirit
securing us a special place in God’s family.

But nevertheless Paul has already implied that living in a God-pleasing way is a sort of
slavery, a slavery to God; it is a sort of indebtedness or obligation, an obligation to God. That’s
why Paul also makes a second distinction—between being a slave to fear and being a slave to

2.



God. This is the difference between our struggle and the struggle described by Teddy Roosevelt,
which is really the natural struggle. The natural struggle is one carried out in slavery to fear. Fear
is the primary motivator of life without God’s Spirit. Fear of wasting one’s life. Fear of not
getting to experience this or that. Fear of ridicule, of not fitting in. Fear of losing what we
already have, fear of losing what we’ve worked for and gained along the way. Fear of
punishment. Fear of pain. Fear of disease. Fear of death. Without God’s Spirit in us, we can only
be slaves to fear.

That’s the natural spirit a person has. But that isn’t the Spirit God gave us. Fear does not
characterize the new person. The perfect love of God drives out fear, as the apostle John says. So
yes, we are slaves to God, but that slavery has nothing to do with fear. It is the slavery of a son
who loves and respects his father so much he can’t help but do what he says. It is a happy and
willing slavery.

This is the spirit the Holy Spirit has given us—a spirit of sonship, a spirit that sets us free
from fear. It is in this spirit that we cry out, “Abba, Father,” Paul says. In other words, when we
pray to God, we don’t merely address him as our creator or as the ruler of the universe, though he
is certainly those things. We address him as our dear Father. When Jesus taught us to address
God as “Our Father” in the Lord’s Prayer, Martin Luther correctly explained that Jesus was
tenderly inviting us to believe that God is our dear Father and that we are his dear children, so
that we may come to him as boldly and confidently as dear children go to their dear father.

And when we do that, when we call on God as our dear Father in prayer and actually
mean it, the Holy Spirit himself is testifying with our spirit, the new person in us, that we are in
fact God’s dear children. Otherwise we would not pray to God like that.

And if we are his children, Paul says, then we are also heirs—on the one hand God’s
heirs, those who will inherit his kingdom, and on the other hand Christ’s fellow heirs. Since God
sent his Son Jesus Christ to be our brother and to reconcile us to himself, that means we have the
honor of being heirs alongside Christ himself—

“if indeed we are his fellow sufferers” here, “in order that we may also be his fellow
recipients of glory” there. That is God’s order and arrangement—first the cross here, then the
crown there. Here life is warfare, struggle, or as Paul says here, suffering. But note that we have
good company in that suffering. The reason we are fellow heirs of Christ is because he too had to
engage in warfare and struggle here. His life too was one of suffering. In fact, his was far worse
than ours will ever be. His suffering has taken the sting out of ours, because he suffered on our
behalf. By his perfect warfare and struggle against sin, even in the face of hostility and death, he
ensured our place in God’s family, ensured that our suffering must always work for our good.

That’s life in the Spirit here on earth. It’s life without fear, though we still wrestle with
the fears of our old person, but it isn’t a free and easy life of relaxation and ease. It is one in
which we constantly have to be aware of enemies within and without who are trying to drag us
back into the death from which Christ rescued us.

2.
So why do it then? Why engage in this warfare and struggle? Why be Christ’s fellow
sufferer? Because life in the Spirit isn’t just life here on earth.



“For I conclude,” Paul says—and really in Greek he’s using a math word to show that
he’s doing some calculation, so we could translate, “By my reckoning—the sufferings of the
present time do not have equal value to the glory that is going to be revealed for us.” It isn’t
worth comparing the two, Paul is saying. Elsewhere he says, “Our light and momentary troubles
are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.”

Put all the sufferings you’ve experienced and all those you have yet to experience in the
same basket. Yes, while you’re at it, put all the sufferings of your friends in that basket. Go ahead
and add to that all the sufferings of those you see on the news—those suffering from domestic
abuse, hate crimes, and armed conflict between countries. Put all the sufferings of all people in
human history in one basket, and put that basket on a scale, and it’s still not worth comparing to
the glory that is waiting for us. It’s like a drop of water compared to the world’s oceans, like a
tiny feather compared to a mountain of granite.

Remember, Paul has called us fellow sufferers of Christ and said that we will also be
fellow recipients of his glory. Think of everything Christ suffered. Three Wednesdays ago we
read about just the agony he suffered in the Garden of Gethsemane—physical, mental, emotional
agony that might almost tempt us to think that maybe it was a relief for him to actually be nailed
to the cross, compared to anticipating it beforehand. Think of the hatred and ridicule he endured.
Think of the pain as he bore all the world’s sin and was forsaken by his Father in our place. No
one has ever suffered such pain.

And yet, at God’s right hand in glory, do you think he now regrets a single moment of it?
Not a bit. The glory he has received for winning our salvation was more than worth it, because
the pain he endured wasn’t even worth comparing to the glory he has now received. If that is true
for Christ’s sufferings, to which our sufferings, no matter how bad, don’t even begin to compare,
then don’t you think it will be true for ours too? Especially since the apostle Paul flatly tells us so
here?

Life in the Spirit hereafter—we can’t even begin to imagine its glory and bliss.

So yes, life in the Spirit is a struggle here. It involves suffering. The cycle of praying and
dedicating ourselves to God’s service in the morning to identifying and resisting temptation to
faltering and stumbling throughout the day to repenting to being reassured in God’s word to
praying to resting to rededicating ourselves to God’s service and beginning the whole thing all
over again day after day—it’s work, to say the least.

But it’s work whose load has been made easy and light through Christ and his Spirit. And
it’s work that’s worth it to make sure we don’t fall back into death. It’s especially worth it as we
look ahead to the tremendous glory that will be revealed for us on the Last Day. Life in the Spirit
—both here and hereafter—is the best possible life. Amen.



