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 We have an obligation, says Paul. This obligation is put in singular because, in the end, our life is owed 
singularly to God. Other translations Romans 8 verse 12 of this verse don’t speak of obligation but of debt. We 
are debtors, says Paul. We owe God everything.  But God doesn’t want repayment, for the currency of our debt 
to God is the currency of love. We are debtors because, with Christ, by the gift of the Spirit, God has poured 
into us, his children, the whole fortune of his love. 
 

A couple weeks ago I received a graduation note from my dad that was something of a parent’s 
retrospective. It remembered my mom at full term with me on Christmas Eve, and the candy cane striped cap I 
wore at my arrival at Christmastime. It recalled giggles at bath time, and a word I made up when I pointed at 
things I didn’t yet know what to call. 

 
The note looked back on interests and efforts to which I’d given myself in high school, and then in 

college, and now in my life as an adult, and named some of what, to my dad, has characterized my life in all 
these things. But even though the note came upon the occasion of a graduation, it didn’t end with 
congratulations but something more profound.  

 
It concluded with an invocation of the Holy Spirit. It wished that the Spirit who’d been alive in me 

through seasons of growth and confusion and excitement and struggle, across years when I failed to recognize, or 
just couldn’t yet, my striving or fretting, or perceived accomplishments or failures, weren’t the true center of my 
life, but God’s holy and living presence. For the story of our life is not really what we have done for ourselves on 
our own, but how God has been alive in us by the Spirit of Christ, even when didn’t know it.  

 
We all live with such blessed indebtedness to life been poured into us. By teachers and friends. By 

grandparents and family. By parents who fed and nurtured and guided and bore with and delighted in us such 
that, in a very real way, our very lives depended entirely on them. None of this blessed debt can ever really be 
repaid because currency of the debt is in love.  

 
You can repay a student loan. But how can you satisfy debt accrued in love? Really, obligation to love is 

gratitude. Payment returned in the currency of gratitude and love doesn’t lessen diminish our wealth, but orients 
us to the gift in our lives, the chief of which is God’s adoption into his family as his children 

 
As God’s children, we owe God everything. To God we owe our being, our capacities, our sustenance, 

our relationships with others whom God has placed in our lives. In the end, there really isn’t anything we have 
in life that doesn’t come from God. As Martin Luther said on his deathbed, “We are beggars, it is true.” But we 
are wealthy beggars because God has given us so much. 

 
But Paul has only just named our obligation when he quickly changes his train of thought. It seems he 

doesn’t want us to get the wrong idea, as though this debt should feel like a burden that we’d try to pay off. And 
so he talks about what, in fact, we are not indebted to. 

 
Paul says, “You are not obligated to the flesh, to live according to it.” When Paul says “the flesh” he not 

talking simply about our bodies, which God has loved and hallowed by taking on a body himself, in Christ. 
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When Paul talks about the flesh, he’s talking about the way of going about life with yourself in the very center. 
Life indebted to the flesh is a do-it-yourself life. Life according to the flesh is a “my wants are first and most 
important” life. It’s the ego stroking life that measures itself in comparison to others, that’s concerned about 
what others think, and that assesses its net worth in the credits and debits of accomplishments and failures. Paul 
says we don’t owe that way of life one red cent. 

 
I guess living in debt to the flesh might be like living as though your stomach were in charge. The 

stomach only knows how to think about itself, which is why my stomach always wants to be farther up in line at 
Chipotle. It doesn’t care that others are hungry too because it is fixated on getting what it wants. It might be 
grateful for a moment, but when it’s hungry again it forgets its gratitude for the meal it just had, and it doesn’t 
know how to be grateful for the meal its waiting for. The stomach is a slave to its desires because it’s the center of 
its own world.  

 
Which is why Paul says, if you live as though you owe it to your flesh, as though you are the center of 

your life, you’ll end up a slave. You’ll a slave to your wants that aren’t being satisfied, which means that you live 
endlessly frustrated and resentful because things never go entirely your way.  

 
Paul says the do-it-yourself, me-centered life will also result in your living afraid. You fear that the 

capacities you bring to your self-driven life won’t be enough to obtain all the life you want. Life the flesh also 
leaves you afraid because in the do-it-yourself life you want to feel like you’re in control, that what you want can 
really be gotten. But we are never in control of our life. And so, those who live obligated to the flesh are always 
anxious over how life demands more than they meet.   

 
Therefore living according to the flesh, with yourself and your own faltering strength at the center of 

your life, has to end in death. Because just as we didn’t have do-it-yourself birth into the world, neither can we 
have a do-it-yourself second birth into the lasting life that isn’t threatened by death. 

 
But as a whole, Romans 8 is not a death and fear chapter. It’s a life and love and freedom chapter, 

which is why most of Paul’s words are about the true debt we owe. He says our true debt is to live according to 
the Spirit who is God’s personal presence at the center of our lives.  

 
Paul says, “Those who are led by the Spirit of God are the children of God. The Spirit you received 

does not make you slaves, so that you live in fear again; rather, the Spirit you received brought about your 
adoption to sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’ The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are 
God’s children.” 

 
The Spirit is always telling us that we are God’s beloved children whom God has adopted into God’s 

family. The Spirit never gives us fear. The children of God have to know that the fear and anxiety in hearts is 
never put there by the Holy Spirit of God. The Spirit leads us from the slavery that is fear, into the freedom that 
God gives those who trust him like children. 
 

The Bible never tires of calling us God’s children. The people of Israel are called the children of 
Abraham. When God spoke to Moses, telling him to lead Israel out of slavery in Egypt, God said, “God tell 
Pharaoh, ‘Israel is my firstborn son.’” God said to the prophet Isaiah, “I reared children and brought them up, 
but they have rebelled against me.” And of course, Jesus taught his followers to address God on intimate terms, 
calling God their Father just as Jesus did. And so Jesus sets us next to him at the family table of God, saying we 
are God’s children just as much as he is God’s son. This is just what Paul says as well, saying, “Now if we are 
children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ.” 

 
This is the real reason Paul says we are indebted to God. We are indebted to God because God gives to 

us, God’s adopted children, everything that God gives to the Son. Jesus, who was God in the flesh, didn’t live the 
me-centered, get my way. do-it-yourself life. Jesus, the true Son of God, lived as the child that God had always 
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meant for the sons and daughters of Israel to be. Jesus did this by living from the Spirit God poured into the 
center of his life. This is how Jesus lived in such freedom of love that he could lose his life in order to gain ours. 

 
 This text from Romans invites us to decision. Will we decide, maybe even right now, that we are done 
with the do-it-yourself, me-at-the-center way of doing life? If we’ve decided this before, but we’ve been living 
anxious because we’ve been payments into the flesh, will we welcome again, more deeply, that big truth of our 
lives that’s so easily obscured: that we cannot get for ourselves more than we already have, because God has 
wanted us and named us members of his family, people whose true center and strength and joy is the love of 
God that never leaves us. 
 
 Life by the Spirit in the family of God requires decision for a different life from the one centered on the 
flesh. In Galatians chapter 5, Paul said that those who live owing to the flesh will fight and make strife. They’ll 
divide into factions. The me-centered life results in quarreling and dissention. Goodness knows there’s plenty of 
that to go around, even within churches filled with God’s children. 
 
 But the Spirit does not divide into factions or create rivalry among groups. Because Paul goes on to say 
that the fruit the Spirit bears from the center of the lives of God’s children is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. These are the riches of our inheritance in Christ. But we have 
to decide that this, and not the get-my-way life, is the one we want to receive. God simply doesn’t force his 
children into freedom. 
 

But will we risk life lived from the freedom of inheritance in Christ, or will we squander what God is 
giving? What will we dare in our relationships, in our daily purpose, in the community of the church, to  trust 
that God does not withhold a single spiritual cent from us that he has given to his own Son? And if we move 
toward belief in this, what kind of life will we venture to live by faith that the God who creates and sustains all 
things really has our back? 

 
We are the children of God, so blessedly, overwhelmingly in debt. We are underwater in the love of God 

that makes the family of Jesus Christ. God grant that we may spend that love as foolishly as children. Amen. 
 

  


