THE REALM OF THE SPIRIT AND THE LAW
Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, 2 because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life has set me free from the law of sin and death. 3 For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, 4 in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.
                                                                                                                                   Romans 8:1-4
Romans 8 begins with ‘no condemnation’ (8:1) and ends with ‘no separation’ (8:39). In between is one of the best known and most loved chapters in the entire Bible. It sets before us the amazing blessings we enjoy as believers – indwelt by God’s Spirit, adopted into His family, destined for resurrection and glory, and full of hope because of God’s love for us and because of His promise to bring good to us in every circumstance of life.

How does the outline of these glorious benefits of being “in Christ” fit into Paul’s on-going argument in these chapters? The first part of the chapter (8:1-13) has two purposes:

(1) it elaborates the reference to the ‘new way of the Spirit’ in 7:6 after the “interruption” in which Paul has dwelt with questions about the law (7:7-25). In chapter 7 the law and its synonyms were mentioned thirty-one times but the Holy Spirit only once. The essential contrast Paul paints is between the weakness of the law and the power of the Spirit. Over against indwelling sin, which is why the law is unable to help us in our moral struggle (7:17,20), Paul now sets the indwelling Spirit, who is both our liberator from the ‘law of sin and death’ (8:2) and the guarantee of resurrection and eternal glory (8:11,17,23). The Christian life is essentially life in the Spirit – life that is animated, sustained, directed and enriched by the Holy Spirit. Possessing the Holy Spirit is the mark of being a new covenant believer. While the topic of the Holy Spirit is not the topic of Romans 8, Paul gives the Spirit the key role in mediating to us the blessings of our new life
(2) 8:1-13 has another, more fundamental purpose. Chapters 6 and 7 are slight detours from the main line of Paul’s argument, in which he deals with sin and the law, two key threats to the security of our new life. He can now return to this main road by continuing his exposition of the believer’s security in Christ.

‘Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus’ (8:1) takes us back to 5:12-21 where Paul showed how those who belong to Christ escape the ‘condemnation’ that came on all people because of Adam’s sin. Paul continues to use forensic imagery. He will almost immediately go on to explain that our not being condemned is because of God’s action of condemning our sin in Christ (8:3). Because of our justification by faith, aligned with our union with Christ, we escape the sentence of spiritual death that our sins have justly earnt. Transferred into the new realm of life, we no longer fear that our sins will ever condemn us. This first blessing of salvation is ours ‘now’ if we are in Christ, as opposed to being in Adam (5:12ff).
The second privilege of salvation is in the next statement ‘because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life has set me free from the law of sin and death’ (8:2). We have been set free from ‘the law of sin and death.’ In 7:23 Paul used a similar expression to describe the authority or power of sin. This is probably what he means here. ‘The law of the Spirit’ (8:2) then denotes the authority or power exercised by the Holy Spirit. The Spirit exerts a liberating power through the work of Christ that takes us out of the realm of sin and the spiritual death that sin leads to.

‘For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son’ (8:3). The liberating work of the Spirit takes place through Christ. As was argued through chapter 7, the Mosaic law was powerless to rescue human beings from the authority of sin and death. It was ‘weakened by the sinful nature’. Its demands could not be met because those to whom the law was given were in the realm of “flesh.” But God has intervened to do what the law could not. He made provision for both our justification and our sanctification. He first sent His Son, whose incarnation and atonement are mentioned in 8:3, and then gave us His Spirit through whose indwelling power we are enabled to fulfill the law’s requirement (8:4). God justifies us through His Son and sanctifies us through His Spirit.

What God did unfolds in five expressions:

(1) first came the ‘sending’ of ‘his own Son.’ The term ‘his own Son’ hints at Christ enjoying a prior life of intimacy with the Father and expresses clearly the Father’s sacrificial love in sending Him (5:8,10; 8:32).
(2) the sending of God’s Son involved Him becoming incarnate, a human being, expressed by ‘in the likeness of sinful man’ (8:3). The word ‘likeness’ was certainly used by Paul to combat false views about the incarnation. Christ became fully human by taking on flesh (‘sinful man’ in NIV). But calling that flesh ‘sinful’ could suggest Christ took on fallen human nature. If so He would not have been qualified to be our sinless redeemer, so Paul clarifies by adding the word ‘likeness.’ His humanity was both real and sinless.
(3) God sent His Son ‘to be a sin offering’ (8:3). The term ‘sin offering’ has a rich background in Leviticus and Numbers where it was the atoning sacrifice for ‘unwilling sins.’ This is what Romans 7 sins are (‘I do not do what I want to do’ 7:20)
(4) God ‘condemned sin in sinful man’ (8:3). Because ‘sinful man’ in the NIV translates the Greek ‘sarx’, the most common term for ‘flesh,’ our verse can and probably does mean God condemned sin in the flesh or humanity of Jesus. God judged our sins in the sinless humanity of His Son, who carried them in our place.
(5) The ultimate reason God sent His Son and condemned our sin in Him was ‘in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit’ (8:4). 

There are two distinctively different ways of understanding this verse. The first puts its emphasis on our justification. The NIV makes ‘requirements’ plural but Paul made it singular. If it was meant to be plural Paul would have been particularly thinking of the way the Spirit enables Christians to obey the law, but ‘requirement,’ singular, sees the commandments of the moral law as a whole. When this is combined with ‘fully met’ being passive, Paul’s emphasis is that God in Christ has fulfilled the entirety of the law’s demand on our behalf. The only beneficiaries of Christ’s obedience are those marked out by their justification and their having the indwelling Spirit. As we live in the Spirit we are identified as those who are ‘in Christ,’ in the one who Himself completely satisfied the Father’s demand for holiness as expressed in the law and who bore the penalty of the broken law on behalf of those who have faith in Him.
The second understanding of 8:4 puts the verse’s emphasis on our sanctification. If God’s purpose in sending His Son was limited to our justification, then the conditional clause ‘who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit’ (8:4) is unnecessary. God wants the requirement (singular) of the law, the commandments of the moral law viewed as a whole, ‘fulfilled’ (obeyed, not satisfied) in the lives of His people. Jesus Himself spoke of fulfilling the law (Matthew 5:17) and Paul will write later of love of neighbour as the chief ‘fulfillment of the law’ (Romans 13:8-10). The law can only be fulfilled in those ‘who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit’ (8:4). The flesh renders the law impotent but the Spirit empowers us to obey it. Holiness is the ultimate purpose of the incarnation and the atonement. The end God had in mind in sending His Son was not just our justification (through freedom from the condemnation of the law) but also our holiness (through obedience to the commandments of the law). Law-obedience is not the ground of our justification but it is the fruit of it. Our freedom from the law (7:4,6; 8:2) is not freedom to disobey it.
Paul’s purpose in 8:1-4 is to show how we are no longer condemned. His reason is that we have, in Christ, effectively fulfilled God’s demand expressed through the law. This happens as we walk in the Spirit. If Paul is referring to the way Christians ‘actively’ fulfill the law in their own lives, then living in the Spirit is the cause and power of this obedience. If Paul is referring to the way Christians ‘passively’ fulfill the law in their own lives, then they show the reality of what Christ has done for them by living in the Spirit. Either way, the people in whom the law is fulfilled are those who live in the realm of the Spirit.
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