PAGE  
1
“The Mortification of Sin”      Text – Romans 8:13    Lord’s Day 33     OT Reading – Psalm 32 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
There are some books that have been written that are recognized as Christian classics because they have been a great blessing to Christians for decades and even centuries.  One of these is John Owen’s book, The Mortification of Sin.  It is an exposition of the text before us today – Romans 8:13.  And I have borrowed heavily from that book in terms of the content of this sermon. 
So first of all, what does mortification mean?  
Well, today – horror/humiliation – zip undone or school shirt on inside out!!!
Literally, and in connection with theology, you will see the phrase “to put to death.”  And the Latin for that phrase is mortificatis.  So Mortification literally means to put to death and specifically to put to death the deeds of the body.  
And before we go on to consider what it means to put to death the deeds of the body, something to note right from the get go is that the verse and the context make it very clear that this matter is of the utmost importance.  

The Bible is very plain that sin is evil and offensive to God.  Romans 6:23 “The wages of sin is death.”
Tim Challies said, “I hate sin.  Sin is destructive.  Sin is insane.  Sin is maddening.  Sin is just plain stupid.  Yet sin is also so alluring, so tempting, and always so close at hand.  Even while we fight sin, sin fights us.”  
Perhaps one of John Owen’s most oft quoted sayings is this: “Be killing sin or it will be killing you.”
Look at v6, “To set the mind on the flesh is death.” 
It is clear then that this matter of mortification is something every Christian needs to understand and be busy with for it is an essential part of the Christian life. 
And this is clear also from our text in v13, “For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”  So what do these words mean? How are we to understand them?  And how are we to do what they require of us?  
Well, focusing our attention especially on the last half of the verse:

We see that a duty is required – “put to death the deeds of the body.”  
We are also told who is to do this duty – “You put to death….”  

We see that a promise is attached to the duty – “You will live.”

We are told how the duty is to be performed – “By the Spirit.
And we are given the condition of the whole package – “But IF by the Spirit…”  
And it is these five things that we must carefully unpack and consider in order to see that only the dying lifestyle results in eternal life.  
And we consider these five in the order in which we find them in the verse – so the Condition, the Persons, the Means, the Duty, and the Promise.
So first of all then, the condition – “But IF.”

1. And these two little words translate two little Greek words.  And used as they are they suggest two possibilities – uncertainty or certainty:

A. So they could be meant to convey the sense that the whole thing is kind of uncertain.  
i. Boys and girls, I might say to you, for example, If I turn up at your place before 8am tomorrow then we can go to the dairy on the way to school.  And then I am using ‘if’ to demonstrate that that there is uncertainty about whether or not we will be able to go to the dairy on the way to school.  
ii. So Paul could be using the IF of uncertainty; he could be saying, ‘If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body you will live’ to indicate that there is uncertainty about whether or not the believer might actually live.  
B. But the other way of using ‘if,’ however, is to convey certainty.  
i. When Mum or the doctor says, “If you take this tablet then you will get better,” they want us to see that there is concrete connection between the tablet and good health; the tablet is the means by which you will get better.  
ii. So Paul could be saying, If you put to death those deeds, you will surely live.  There is a concrete connection between putting sin to death and life.  
C. So which is it then?  Uncertainty or certainty?  Well, we have to look outside v13 to answer this.  v12 reveals that Paul is speaking here to believers.  He calls them ‘brothers,’ a term which includes both male and female believers.  And to these same believers, the foundational truth of 8:1 has already been declared, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  So it is not possible then that having been so certain and definite about the believer’s situation in 8:1 that Paul would now suggest that there is some uncertainty in the whole matter.  What we have here in v13 then is the IF of certainty!  There is a certain connection between putting to death the deeds of the body and life; the first will result in the second; If you put sin to death, you will attain (or reach or arrive at) eternal life.


2. Now, if we left that statement as it is without any further explanation, it could leave us with a question about a very important doctrine taught in the Bible.  Romans 6:23 tells us that “the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  Ephesians 2:8-9 tells us that it is “by grace you have been saved through faith.  And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”  But what you have just heard me say is that if you put sin to death, you will attain eternal life.  It sounds then like Romans 8:13 teaches that your salvation depends on your efforts to put sin to death?!  So please pay close attention here because this is a narrow but really important distinction.  What we are being taught here is that God has established one way for the believer to attain the eternal life that He has freely given (Repeat).  
A. Let me picture it for you in this way.  Here is the moment of conversion when a person savingly believes in Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins.  We call that our justification.  We are declared righteous and seated with Jesus in the heavenly places, to borrow the language of Ephesians 2.  It is finished!  There is therefore now no condemnation...  And over there is the moment we die and go to be with the Lord Jesus.  Well, God has laid down one pathway from here to there – it is the pathway of putting to death the deeds of the body – “If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”  
i. For consider the opposite for a moment: It cannot be that a person can live according to the flesh and sin as he pleases but still enter heaven because they prayed the believer’s prayer back in August, 1982.  
ii. The reality is though that many professing Christians think and live like this.  Jesus Himself spoke of this in Matthew 7:13-14 where He said, “Enter by the narrow gate.  For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many.  For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few.”  
iii. There is only one pathway for the true believer to walk between coming to faith and attaining heaven – and that is the pathway of putting to death the deeds of the body.  
iv. So salvation is, from beginning to end, the free gift of God.  We cannot earn it and we contribute nothing to it.  Nevertheless, those who attain eternal life are those who “put to death the deeds of the body.”  
So that is the certainty of the condition expressed by the word “But if” in our text: If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.  So now we turn our attention to the persons in view in this verse, which we have already alluded to, briefly.

1. If we were living in the Southern USA, we would read v13 like this, “But if by the Spirit y’all put to death the deeds of the body y’all will live.”  They use the word ‘y’all’ to distinguish between one person and many or singular and plural.  And the ‘you’ of v13 is plural – it is a group or a class of people.  So who are the y’all that Paul calls on to put to death the deeds of the body?  
· Well, they are those, according to 8:1, “Who are in Christ Jesus,” and for whom “there is therefore now no condemnation.”  
· It is those, according to v4, who “walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.”  
· It is those, according to v9, who are “not in the flesh but in the Spirit… [in whom] the Spirit of God dwells… [and] who have the Spirit of Christ.”  
· It is those, according to v12, who are “brothers”; brothers of the Apostle Paul, because they are brothers of Christ, who together are “sons of God,” according to v14.
Paul speaks here to believers who have been justified, and who have been given the permanent indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.  It is to these persons and only these persons that the duty of this verse is and can be given.  
In John 15, Jesus is talking about Himself as the vine and His people as the branches.  And do you remember what He says in v5?  “Apart from me you can do nothing.”  Christian living does not lead to faith in Christ it flows out of faith in Christ.  The duty required here in v13 is required of believers; they are the ‘you’ or ‘y’all’ in view.  
So let’s look next at the means by which the deeds of the body are put to death.

1. And again, the Apostle is very plain and clear on this point: “But if BY THE SPIRIT you put to death the deeds of the body…”  The only way to put to death the deeds of the body is by the Holy Spirit.  
A. And if you look through chapter 8 you will see how this vital truth is repeated again and again and again: v2 – “The law of the Spirit of life has set you free.”  V4, “who walk according to the Spirit.”  V5, “Those who live according to the Spirit have their minds set on the things of the Spirit.”  V9, “You however are not in the flesh but in the Spirit.  V10, “If Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life…”  And we could continue but I believe the point is sufficiently made.  Though people try to put sin to death in many ways, they are all useless; it must be done by the Spirit.  
2. So what does this mean in terms of practical living?  Well, let’s say that you fall into sin and are deeply convicted and troubled by that sin and you confess your sin to the Lord and desire not to sin in that way again.  Should you attend worship and listen to the preaching of the Word?  Yes.  Should you come to the Lord’s Supper table and commemorate the saving work of our Lord Jesus?  Yes.  Should you memorize some relevant Scripture verses?  Yes.  Should you fast from food or other good things in order to pray?  Yes.  Should you observe the Lord’s Day?  Yes.  Should you come to the prayer meeting on Friday?  Yes.  Should you take practical steps to minimize temptation?  Yes.  But if you rely on those things to put to death the deeds of the body, though it might look like you are putting sin to death, and though you may have ‘victory’ over that sin for a time, in truth you are no different than the Jews Paul addresses throughout Romans who believed they could be justified by observing the Law of Moses, and you are no different than the Roman Catholic who thinks he deals with his sins by going to confession and saying three Hail Marys and popping a coin in the offering box and lighting a candle on the way out as he crosses himself.  It is the Holy Spirit alone who puts to death the deeds of your body.  And this is not to suggest in any way that you don’t need to be busy with the things I mentioned a moment ago.  They are God’s ordinary means to feed your soul with Christ.  But you must do them asking the Spirit to work in the preaching of the Word and your memorizing of Scripture and your fasting and your practical steps.  Do you see the difference?  

A. Let’s illustrate it with King David.  Earlier we read David’s confession of sin in Psalm 51, which David wrote in the wake of his adultery with Bethsheba.  And we can be confident that after his sin and confession David didn’t go up on the roof of his palace to keep looking through his telescope into bathrooms.  And we can be sure that David applied himself to reading the Bible and composing Psalms.  But David knew that the lust in his heart would not be cured by avoiding rooftops and composing Psalms.  The lust in his heart could only be cured by the Holy Spirit.  Do you remember David’s prayer in Psalm 51?  “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me.”  
B. Earlier in the service we were reminded that salvation is God’s free gift from beginning to end.  And the point we have just made reinforces that truth.  The pathway from conversion to eternal life is putting to death the deeds of the body.  But ultimately it is not you who does this, it is the Holy Spirit.  God commands you to attend worship and pray and fast and to study His Word and to take drastic steps to cut off anything that might lead to sin.  But the Holy Spirit is the means by which the deeds of the body are put to death.  It is the Holy Spirit who works the saving benefits of Christ’s work on the cross within us and makes us to be more and more like Christ.
So the means by which you put to death the deeds of the body is the Holy Spirit.  But let’s move on now to consider the duty required, which is to “put to death the deeds of the body.” 

1. And there are three parts to this sentence that we need to unpack: What is the body?  What are the deeds of the body?  And how do we put them to death?  
A. So first of all, the body in view here is the flesh referred to in the first half of the verse.  In Romans 6:6 Paul calls it the “old self” and “the body of sin.”  And the image of the body helps us understand that the whole person is in view and that sin is attached to the whole body – it is our physical weakness, the lusts of the flesh, and the sinful appetites and evil desires of the heart.  
i. O you Reformed folk, it is often said, you spend far too much time focusing on sin.  Have you heard that before or even thought that yourself, perhaps?  Well, I trust you can see from this image that the problem of sin is not like having a chipped fingernail; it is like having a body riddled with cancer.  So we better take sin seriously!  The body is the whole person with its remaining corruptions.
B. But secondly, the deeds of the body.  And the word “deeds” suggests the sinful words and behaviours that we speak and do – the outward acts of sin.  But James 1:14-15 says, “Each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire.  Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin.”  Every sinful word you speak or sinful act you engage in has its origins deep in here (Your heart).  It is the sinful appetites and evil desires of the heart that must be put to death.  
i. I have told you before about Origen and Simon the Stylite.  Both struggled with lustful hearts.  And attempting to solve this problem, Origen cut off his genitals and Simon lived for years on top of a very high coloumn of stone.  But lust continued because they still had lustful hearts.  
C. So thirdly then, how do we put to death the deeds of the body?  
i. Well, let’s try and make this as simple as possible: How do you put to death that big hairy spider that crawls out from under the book on your bedside table?  Or more accurately perhaps, how does you husband put to death that big hairy spider (  Does he do it perhaps by just ignoring it?  Is that how you put a spider to death?  Do you feed it with little flies and bugs, which spiders like to eat?  Do you lightly tap it and the leave it for half an hour and then lightly tap it again?  You take a big shoe and you whack it with all your might.  And if you remove your shoe and it moves the tiniest muscle, you clobber it again, harder!  And you do this until all evidence of life is extinguished.  
ii. To put to death the deeds of the body is to kill the evil appetites and desires of the heart so that they can no longer exercise their power or craftiness or subtlety or strength in any way.  And you do this by the Spirit as you read the Word and listen to preaching and pray and fast and come to the Lord’s Supper table, to focus your eyes, again and again, on the Lord Jesus who is the author and the perfecter of your faith.  
iii. And I want to spell this out as practically as possible using the 9 steps to putting to death the deeds of the body that Owen lists in his book.  And each one would be worthy of a sermon in its own right, but I have summarized them in one or two short sentences.  And you may want to write these down:
1. Evaluate - Evaluate whether your sin is especially serious and deep-rooted. 
2. Fill - Fill your mind and conscience with the guilt, the weight, and the evil of your sin.  Never succumb to the temptation to minimize it.
3. Load – Load your conscience with the guilt of your sin.  See Christ suffering for your sin and don’t turn away your gaze.
4. Long – Long for deliverance from the sin.  Cry out for it as the Psalmist does.
5. Consider – Consider how this sin is amplified by your nature of constitution.  There may be a family history of this sin or you may have been sinned against in the past.  This is not to excuse you from your sin but to further convince you of your weakness and desperate need for God’s strength.
6. Contemplate – Contemplate the occasions that this sin breaks out and guard against them.  What happens right before you sin?  What are the habits or patterns that lead to it?
7. Battle – Battle hard against the first awakenings of that sin.  Do not toy with sin.  If you do, sin will win every time.  The very second you feel that sin awakening within you, slam it down with all your force and strength. 
8. Meditate – Meditate on Christ to see His glory and His power and your desperate inability.
9. Expect – Expect to hear God speak peace to your soul (but do not speak it to yourself until He does). 
iv. To put to death the deeds of the body then is to kill the evil appetites and desires of the heart so that they no longer exercise their power or craftiness or subtlety or strength in any way, by the Holy Spirit, through the spiritual disciplines God calls us to do.  
So fifthly then, what is meant by the promise of v13 – “You shall live”?

1. Well, it is at least the opposite of what we see in the first half of the verse, which is the threat of death.  Galatians 6:8 says, “For the one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption.”  The Lord Jesus said, “If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell.”  So the life promised here is eternal life in the glories of heaven where there will no longer be sin or suffering or sorrow or death.  
2. But perhaps it is not just eternal life that is in view here.  In 1 Thessalonians 3:8, after exhorting the Thessalonians to godliness, Paul said, “For now we live, if you are standing fast in the Lord.”  Paul is saying that his life and the life of the Thessalonians would be enriched and more enjoyable and more comfortable if the Thessalonians were, in effect, putting to death the deeds of the body.  This way of living, this pathway of putting to death the deeds of the body is the only life that is truly a happy and blessed and joyful and rewarding life.  
A. Perhaps you know people who have made peace with their sins.  I can’t help it they say.  It’s a sickness.  Its genetic.  Its just how I am wired.  Its because this or that was done to me when I was young.  Its my environment.  It’s the chemicals in my brain.  The world is inventing more and more excuses for sin every day.  But are they living a truly happy and blessed and joyful and rewarding life?  They are not.  
B. And perhaps you know people who have turned their back on Christ and the church and all its ‘narrow laws and beliefs.’  Are they happy?  Truly?  They are not, despite what they might portray and pretend.  And the sad reality is that any happiness they do enjoy or pretend to enjoy will soon be over to be replaced by eternal misery and unhappiness and sorrow and emptiness.
Dear friends, “If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body you … shall … live.”  This is the narrow pathway; this is the only pathway that leads to eternal life.  Are you on it?  
Believer, there is therefore now no condemnation for you in Christ Jesus.  That’s good news , isn’t it!  But do you make it your business, every day, to put to death the indwelling power of sin?  
The world, the flesh, and the devil tell you to pursue your sin, to enjoy your sin, to go deeper and deeper into your sin, even to identify yourself by your sin.  You can tell people now that you are an alcoholic, that you are a homosexual, that you are a kleptomaniac, that you are a sex-addict, that you are a workaholic, that you are easily irritated.  But God’s Word says identify your sin, hate your sin, and destroy your sin.  And He has given you the tools, which are the spiritual disciplines we have discussed, and the means, the Spirit of Christ, to do it!  Make this your daily business.
I started the sermon by referencing John Owen.  But let me end by referencing another John, John Newton.  John Newton was once a slave-trader.  But he came to faith in Christ, which began the pathway to eternal life of putting to death the deeds of the body, by the Spirit, every day.  He is the author of that most loved and well-known of hymns, Amazing Grace.  He was a very godly and devout man, but his confidence was not in himself and the practice of godliness.  His confidence was in God’s amazing grace.  He said, “I am a great sinner; Christ is a great Saviour!”  Amen.
