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All Who Are Led by the Spirit of God Are Sons of God 

(Romans 8:9-14) 

 
“Did You Receive the Holy Spirit when You Believed?” 

 When Paul began his third missionary journey, he made his way through Galatia and 

Phrygia, regions he had visited previously, and he ministered in the churches he had planted 

there, strengthening the disciples (Acts 18:23). But Paul did not stay there long, for he intended 

to push on into Asia Minor and its capital city of Ephesus. Previously, on Paul’s second 

missionary journey, he had been forbidden by the Holy Spirit from entering Asia, by-passing it 

on his way to Macedonia and Achaia (Acts 16:6-10). But now Paul sensed the liberty to go, and 

he intended to establish Ephesus as his base of operations for the whole region. This is where 

Luke picks up the narrative in Acts 19: 

 

And it happened that while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul passed through the inland 

country and came to Ephesus. There he found some disciples. And he said to them, “Did 

you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” And they said, “No, we have not even 

heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” And he said, “Into what then were you baptized?” 

They said, “Into John’s baptism.” And Paul said, “John baptized with the baptism of 

repentance, tell the people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that is, 

Jesus.” On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. And when 

Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they began speaking 

in tongues and prophesying. There were about twelve men in all. (Acts 19:1-7) 

 

What are we to make of this passage? It would appear that these twelve men were diaspora Jews 

who, in some way or another, had heard of John the Baptist and his ministry of repentance and 

preparation for the Messiah (cf. Lk 3:1-20). Although John had died nearly twenty-five years 

earlier halfway across the Mediterranean in Israel, it ought not surprise us that the effect of his 

ministry reached as far as Ephesus. The first century Roman world was a mobile society, and it is 

quite possible that these men had travelled to Israel (perhaps during a pilgrimage festival) and 

there heard of the wild-eyed prophet out in the wilderness who was proclaiming the imminent 

coming of the Lord. Or perhaps they had grown up in Israel, where they heard John preach, and 
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had later moved to Ephesus. Or maybe one of John’s disciples had emigrated to Ephesus after 

John’s death and had continued to spread his message. Whatever the case, these men had 

believed John’s message, and received John’s baptism of repentance. They had repented of their 

sins, and had prepared themselves for the Coming One that John proclaimed. They were old 

covenant Jews awaiting a new covenant Messiah. Why they had not yet heard of Jesus or 

embraced Jesus as that Messiah is anyone’s guess. But Ephesus was a big city, and Paul had not 

yet visited and the church there was not yet fully established. 

 I begin this morning with this passage in Acts 19 because it illustrates in narrative form 

what Paul expounds in today’s passage in Romans 8. Let me draw your attention to three points: 

▪ First, the reception of the Holy Spirit is the hallmark of new covenant Christianity. 

For Paul, receiving the Holy Spirit meant one was a Christian; not having the Spirit 

meant one was not. It is as simple as that. When Paul finds out they did not receive 

the Holy Spirit – indeed, had not even heard of the Holy Spirit – he immediately 

deduced that they had never heard of Christ nor experienced Christian conversion.1 

▪ Second, Paul expected that if they had received the Holy Spirit, they would have 

known it. In other words, he expected them to be able to answer the question, “Did 

you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” Paul evidently thought that the 

reception of the Holy Spirit makes an observable difference in one’s life. 

▪ Third, Paul closely connects the reception of the Holy Spirit with baptism. Baptism in 

the name of Jesus signifies the reception of the Holy Spirit. Baptism in water signifies 

the baptism in the Spirit. Therefore, if they had not received the Holy Spirit, they 

must not have been baptized into Christ. So Paul questions them, “Into what then 

were you baptized?” And that is when he finds out that they had heard only John’s 

message and received only John’s baptism. They had been awaiting the Messiah, 

preparing themselves for His coming, but the Messiah had already come some 

twenty-five years earlier. They had faith of a sort, but it was an old covenant faith and 

an old covenant experience of the Holy Spirit. They needed to hear the new covenant 

gospel. They needed to hear that the Messiah they awaited had come, they needed to 

 
1 It should be noted that F. F. Bruce has a different take on this passage. Bruce believes these men were 

disciples of Christ, but that their faith and experience in Christ were defective. F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, rev. 

ed., NICNT (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1988). On the whole, I do not find Bruce’s 

arguments convincing. 
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embrace Him by faith, and they needed to be baptized in His name. Only then would 

they receive the Holy Spirit, which they did when Paul laid his hands upon them. 

This story illustrates the main point of this morning’s sermon, that the presence and 

power of the Holy Spirit is the distinguishing mark of a New Testament Christian. Just as we saw 

in Acts 19, Paul clearly expects that all who are authentically indwelt by the Holy Spirit will 

actually experience the Spirit’s ongoing ministry in their lives as they actively and intentionally 

rely upon His divine power. If I were to form this into a succinct thesis statement, it would be 

this: only those who are personally indwelt by the Spirit, and powerfully led by the Spirit to 

presently walk by the Spirit, will be raised by the Spirit to everlasting life on the last day. 

Therefore, it is imperative that I ask you the same question that Paul posed to those twelve 

disciples in Ephesus – “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” 

 

Personally Indwelt by the Spirit 

  We are going to begin by focusing upon the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit 

within every believer. My main point says, “Only those who are personally indwelt by the Spirit 

. . . will be raised by the Spirit to everlasting life on the last day.” I get that from Rom 8:9-11: 

 

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. But if Christ 

is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of 

righteousness. If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who 

raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit 

who dwells in you. (8:9-11) 

 

Before we work through these verses, I need to make some notes. 

▪ First, Paul uses “Spirit,” “Spirit of God,” and “Spirit of Christ” interchangeably, all 

referring to the Holy Spirit, the Third Person of the Trinity. He is called the “Spirit of 

God” and the “Spirit of Christ” because He proceeds from both the Father and the 

Son.2 

 
2 Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 

1988), 308n39. 
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▪ Second, there seems to be no real difference between Paul saying that “the Spirit of 

God dwells in you” (v. 9) and “Christ is in you” (v. 10). Paul normally speaks of the 

Spirit’s indwelling rather than Christ’s indwelling, but I think he is speaking of the 

same reality.3 Perhaps it is best to speak of Christ dwelling in us by the (His) Spirit.  

▪ Third, there seems to be little difference between the believer being “in the Spirit” (v. 

9a) and the Spirit being “in you” (v. 9b). Again, these expressions are used 

interchangeable, both pointing to the intimate communion which the Spirit has with 

those who believe.4 

▪ Finally, when you think of the Spirit “dwelling” in you, you should not think in 

spatial terms as if the Spirit took up residence within your physical body, or that the 

omnipresent God is “in you” but not everywhere else (cf. Ps 139:7-8). Rather, I think 

we should regard the indwelling of the Spirit as His acting upon and within your soul 

to mold it, shape it, form it, and sweetly dominate it, in a manner which He does not 

do for those who do not believe. The nature of the Spirit’s indwelling presence is as 

mysterious as the nature of the Spirit Himself. But the effect of His indwelling is 

comprehensible and significant. 

With that in mind, I want to point out four truths from vv. 9-11. 

 First, take note that to have the Spirit of Christ is to belong to Christ. “Anyone who does 

not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him” (v. 9b). There is no such thing as a Christian 

who does not have the Spirit dwelling in him. To be a Christian is to be indwelt by the Holy 

Spirit. The personal indwelling of the Spirit is the sine qua non (the essential condition) of 

belonging to Christ. If you don’t have the Spirit, you do not belong to Jesus. He is not your 

Savior, your Redeemer; He does not claim you as His own. What it means to have the Spirit, and 

what effect it has upon one’s life I will talk about in a moment. For now, I simply want you to 

grasp the gravity of this morning’s main question: “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you 

 
3 “There seems little difference between the indwelling of Christ and that of the Holy Spirit”; Morris, 309. 

Cf. Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, 1996), 491. 
4 “Whichever way he puts it, believers live very close to God and the constant presence of God is 

important”; Morris, 308. Murray writes, “These are distinguishable relationships but they are inseparable”; John 

Murray, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1997, orig., 

1968), 288. 
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believed?” It is the same as asking, Are you a Christian? We had better be sure of the answer, 

which means we need to know what it means to be personally indwelt by the Holy Spirit. 

 Second, those in whom the Spirit dwells are not in the flesh. “You, however, are not in 

the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God dwells in you” (v. 9a). Here we begin to see 

what it means to be indwelt by the Spirit. Last week we learned what it means to be “in the 

flesh” from vv. 5-8. It means to be so dominated by your inherited sin nature that your thoughts 

are occupied by sin (v. 5), your life produces death (v. 6), you are opposed to God’s rule and 

reign in your life both willingly (v. 7a), and by nature (v. 7b-8). But if you are indwelt by the 

Spirit you are not in the flesh, meaning that you are not dominated by your inherited sin nature. 

Rather, your mind is occupied by the good, the true, and the beautiful (v. 5), your life produces 

life and peace (v. 6), and you embrace the rule and reign of God in your life both willingly (v. 

7a), and by nature (v. 7b-8). This is what it means to be “in the Spirit.” 

 Third, those indwelt by the Spirit have spiritual life within a body of death. “But if Christ 

is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness” (v. 

10). This verse reveals the lie of that teaching which says that physical healing was included in 

the atonement and available to all who have sufficient faith. Paul says that even if Christ is in 

you (i.e. if you belong to Christ, if you are Christian) your body is dead because of sin. In other 

words, physical healing, physical glorification is not yet a part of the Spirit’s activity in your life. 

You will continue to live in a body of death, a mortal body subject to weakness, disease, decay, 

and death. This is, says Paul, because of sin – meaning the sin of Adam (cf. 5:12). Nevertheless, 

the Spirit is in you overflowing with life – spiritual life – because of righteousness, meaning the 

righteousness of Christ which secured and purchased the gift of the Holy Spirit for you (cf. 5:18, 

21). This is the present state of all those in whom Christ dwells, which is to say, all those in 

whom Christ dwells by His Spirit. Inside bodies of death beset by frailty, disease, and death, they 

have a fountain of life (the Holy Spirit), bubbling up at producing fruit – love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. This is what Jesus promised 

in John 7: 

 

On the last day of the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and cried out, “If anyone 

thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, 

‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’” Now this he said about the Spirit, 
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whom those who believed in him were to receive, for as yet the Spirit had not been given, 

because Jesus was not yet glorified. (John 7:37-39) 

 

But Jesus has now been glorified and is seated at the right hand of the Majesty on high, and He 

has poured out His Spirit upon His church. Therefore, a Christian is one in whom these rivers of 

living water flow, even within this body of death.  

 Fourth, those indwelt by the Spirit will be raised from the dead to everlasting life. “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” (8:11). 

Unless Christ returns first, you will experience death. Your mortal body will betray you; it will 

break down, succumb to illness or injury, and will cease to function. It will be hard, difficult, 

scary. But you will persevere to death, and through death, because of the Spirit of life within 

you. Your immortal soul will be received into everlasting glory in God’s presence in heaven, 

while your mortal body disintegrates in the grave. But on the last day, “the Lord himself will 

descend from heaven with a cry of command, and with the voice of the archangel, and with the 

sound of the trumpet of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first” (1 Thes 4:16). The same 

Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead on the third day, will awaken you on the last day. Your 

mortal body will be transformed like Christ’s, the perishable will be come imperishable, the 

mortal will become immortal, and you will rise, body and soul, unto eternal life in a new heaven 

and new earth… if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you. If not, you 

will still be raised, but it will be to judgment and everlasting perdition (John 5:28-29). So I ask 

again, Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed? 

 

Powerfully Led the Spirit 

 But lest we think that that the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit was a static thing, a 

mere positional reality, Paul goes on to speak of the dynamic effect which the Holy Spirit has 

upon those in whom He dwells.5 This harkens back to Acts 19, and Paul’s expectation that those 

Ephesians disciples would have known it if they had received the Holy Spirit, because it would 

 
5 Many translators and commentators place a paragraph break after v. 11, and group vv. 12-17 together. 

Even if they do, however, many note the close connection between v. 11 and v. 12 (cf. Morris, 311). I prefer to view 

8:1-17 as a single unit, following the UBS Greek New Testament, 4th edition. 
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have made an observable difference in their life. That observable difference may not be as 

immediately noticeable as speaking in tongues and prophesying, but it will over time effect a 

radical transformation of your life. 

 

So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh. 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. For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. 

(8:12-14) 

 

 The first thing I want you to note is that Paul makes the very same one-to-one correlation 

between being led by the Spirit of God and being a son of God (v. 14) that he does between 

having the Spirit of Christ and belonging to Christ (v. 9). Assuming, then, that to belong to 

Christ means the same thing as being a son of God, this must mean that being indwelt by the 

Spirit is the same thing as being led by the Spirit. In other words, the Spirit leads all whom He 

indwells. If you are not led by the Spirit, you are not indwelt by the Spirit, and therefore you do 

not belong to Christ and are not a son of God. Stated another way, you cannot claim to be a 

Christian if you do not experience the dynamic working of the Spirit in your life. To be a 

Christian is not only to be indwelt by the Spirit, it is to be led by the Spirit. But what and how 

does the Spirit lead those whom He indwells? 

 The what can be stated both positively and negatively. The positive is given back in v. 4, 

where Paul stated that God sent His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and condemned sin 

in the flesh of His Son, 

 

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. (8:4) 

 

The Spirit leads those in whom He dwells to fulfill the righteous requirement of the law. He 

leads them to righteousness in their actual, daily lives. What does this righteousness look like? I 

think the answer comes in Rom 13:8-10: 
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Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for the one who loves another has 

fulfilled the law. For the commandments, “You shall not commit adultery, You shall not 

murder, You shall not steal, You shall not covet,” are summed up in this word: “You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does not wrong to a neighbor; therefore love 

is the fulfilling of the law. (13:8-10) 

 

The Spirit leads His people into love, and love is the essence of the Ten Commandments. In 

other words, the Spirit leads His people into love-saturated righteousness. He leads them into 

holiness. An unholy, unloving person is not being led by the Spirit, and is therefore not a child of 

God. How do you know if you received the Holy Spirit when you believed? Has He made you 

more loving, joyful, peaceful, patient, kind, good, faithful, gentle, and self-controlled? In other 

words, is He making you holy? Angry, bitter, hot-tempered, divisive, greedy, deceitful people 

enslaved to their passions and appetites are not led by the Spirit, are not indwelt by the Spirit, 

and therefore will not be raised on the last day. 

 If positively the Spirit leads His people to put on love and holiness, negatively He leads 

His people to put sin to death. “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. For all who are led by the Spirit of 

God are sons of God” (8:13-14). Those who are led by the Spirit are led to kill their sin. Notice 

the parallel Paul is making in v. 13 – either you die, or your sin dies. Or, as John Owen stated it, 

if you don’t kill your sin, your sin will kill you.6 The death here spoken of is death in its fullest 

theological sense – eternal perdition under God’s judgment and wrath.7 The truth is that you will 

not escape judgment and destruction if you cling to your sin; you must kill it, or you will die 

forever. Paul is saying nothing other than what Jesus said in Mark 9: 

 

“And if your hand causes you to sin, cut if off. It is better for you to enter life crippled 

than with two hands to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. And if your foot causes you to 

sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life lame than with two feet to be thrown into 

hell. And if your eye causes you to sin, tear it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom 

of God with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into hell.” (Mark 9:43-47) 

 
6 The actual quote is, “Be killing sin, or it will be killing you,” from The Mortification of Sin. 
7 Moo, 494. 
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You must kill your sin, or it will kill you. Do not think that you can nurse your secret, beloved, 

pet sin and still enter into heaven. You can’t. You won’t. That sin will damn you on the day of 

judgment. On the other hand, if you put it to a violent death – cutting off the hand and foot, 

gouging out the eye of sin – you will enter into everlasting life and joy. 

 Now, notice that it is the indwelling Spirit who leads you do put sin to death (“if by the 

Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. For all who are led by the Spirit…), 

and that the Spirit exercises this ministry in all whom He indwells (“For all who are led by the 

Spirit are sons of God.”). If you are not killing sin, it is because you do not have the Spirit. Now, 

note this very carefully. Sin-killing takes a lifetime of active engagement against sin. I did not 

say, “If you have not killed sin, it is because you do not have the Spirit.” Rather, I said, “If you 

are not killing sin, it is because you do not have the Spirit.” There is an all-important difference 

in those two statements. The Spirit does not grant you immediate victory over sin; rather, He 

changes your relationship to sin such that the sin you once loved and cherished and coddled has 

now become your mortal enemy upon which you have declared war. 

 What does the Spirit lead the sons of God to do? He leads them to fulfill the righteous 

requirement of the law by walking in love and holiness, and He leads them to make war upon 

their sin until they put it to death. That is the dynamic activity of the Spirit in the lives of all 

whom He indwells. But how does the Spirit lead? Again, I see two clues in vv. 12-13. First, the 

Spirit creates a sense of obligation to live according to the Spirit. “So then, brothers, we are 

debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh” (8:12). Paul doesn’t close his sentence; he 

leaves the antithesis implied. What we are supposed to read into v. 12 is, “We are debtors, not to 

flesh, to live according to the flesh, but to the Spirit, to live according to the Spirit.” Paul said 

earlier in the chapter, 

 

For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and 

death. (8:2) 

 

When we were converted, the Holy Spirit indwelt us, and in so doing liberated us from our 

bondage to sin and death. We are no longer obligated to do those things which would destroy us. 

But our liberation from bondage to sin at the same time created an obligation to live by the 

Spirit’s rule. As Paul pointed out in chapter six, our conversion was not a liberation from slavery 



10 

 

to autonomy (self-rule); we simply changed masters. Whereas once we were slaves of sin, now 

we are slaves of righteousness; whereas once we served the flesh, now we serve the Spirit. But 

this obligation is not an external compulsion; we were not redeemed from sin and death in order 

to serve God begrudgingly. 

 

But thanks be to God, that you who were once slaves of sin have become obedient from 

the heart to the standard of teaching to which you were committed, and, having been set 

free from sin, have become slaves of righteousness. (6:17-18). 

 

This sense of obligation, this sense of debt (ojfeilevthV), is not experienced as grudging bondage 

but as joyful liberation. We once served a master who would have killed us (sin); we now serve a 

master who gives us life. So the first way the Spirit of God leads the sons of God is by forming 

in them a sense of grateful and joyful obligation to the Spirit, to live according to the Spirit – that 

is, to walk in love and holiness, and to put sin to death. 

 The second way the Spirit leads the sons of God is through their active participation. 

We’re just going to touch on this today. Next week, we will dedicate the entire sermon to talking 

about how to walk by the Spirit, how to actively, consciously rely upon the Spirit’s power to 

walk in love and holiness and put sin to death. Today, I just want to point out that you are 

absolutely active in this process. The two main verbs in v. 13 are both active verbs. “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” (8:13). If you live according to the flesh, you are the one living in sin. No one is 

making you do it. Likewise, if the deeds of the body are to die, you must put them to death. No 

one else can do it. But… Paul adds in one extraordinarily important phrase that changes 

everything. But if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. By the 

Spirit, you kill sin. That interplay between the Spirit’s activity and your activity is all-important. 

The Spirit is active, and you are active. The image in v. 14 of being led by the Spirit is not one of 

the Spirit throwing a lasso around you and dragging you to love and holiness. It is far more 

dynamic a process than that. The Spirit of God leads the sons of God (to love, to holiness, to put 

to death sin) by willing and working in them as they will and work. This language, of course, 

comes from Philippians 2:12-13: 
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Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence 

but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for 

it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure. (Phil 2:12-13) 

 

Work out your own salvation (kill sin! walk in love!) with fear and trembling (if you live 

according to the flesh you will die!), for God is working in you (by the Spirit!) to will and to 

work (to lead!) for His good pleasure (a redeemed, joyful, holy people). Put sin to death, and 

walk in love and holiness, and in so doing fulfill the righteous requirement of the law. But you 

must do this by the Spirit. All of next week is devoted to unpacking those three words. 

 

He Gives the Holy Spirit to Those Who Ask Him 

All who are personally indwelt by the Spirit are powerfully led by the Spirit to presently 

walk by the Spirit, and they (and only they) will be raised on the last day. So I ask you one more 

time the same question Paul posed to the Ephesian disciples, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit 

when you believed?” If the answer is no, then I leave you an encouragement from the lips of 

Jesus: 

 

“And I tell you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will 

be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to 

the one who knocks it will be opened. What father among you, if his son asks for a fish, 

will instead of a fish give him a serpent; or if he asks for an egg, will give him a 

scorpion? If you, then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how 

much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” (Lk 

11:9-13) 

 

Ask Him, and He will give you the Holy Spirit. 


