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Romans 8:7-8

Though we’re looking at verses seven and eight, we will begin reading 
in verse five for context.

For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the 
things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit, the 
things of the Spirit. 6 For to be carnally minded is death, but to be 
spiritually minded is life and peace. 7 Because the carnal mind is 
enmity against God; for it is not subject to the law of God, nor 
indeed can be. 8 So then, those who are in the flesh cannot please 
God (Romans 8:5-8).

Review

Paul had given a great promise in verse one that there is, “therefore 
now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus (Romans 
8:1a).  He then explained how that promise comes to sinful men.  “For 
what the law could not do in that it was weak through the flesh, God 
did by sending His own Son” (Romans 8:3a).  

God knowing our weakness to be obedient to the law, because of His 
great love for us, sent His Son to accomplish what which we could not—Jesus 
defeated sin and death and gives His victory to all who call upon His name 
(Romans 10:13).

Paul then begins to describe the attributes of the person to whom this 
promise of deliverance belongs; it is the person who does not “walking 
according to the flesh but according to the Spirit” (Romans 8:4).  It 
is important to realize that Paul is not setting a condition on sinful people, as 
if he were saying a person must demonstrate a sufficient level of walking in 
the Spirit in order to acquire heaven.  He is rather describing the person who 
already has the promise.  He is describing a Christian.

Paul continues with his description of a Christian in verses five and six, 
and he does this by way of comparison.  Those whose “being ontes is 
according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh” 
(Romans 8:5).  This is the person who has no concern to believe in Christ or 
walk in faith.  But those whose being is “according to the Spirit” set their 
minds on the things of the Spirit.

To set our minds phroneo on the things of the Spirit means to set our 
mental affections, pursuits, desires and allegiance to that which is truly of 
the Spirit of God.  A person who has set his mind to the things of the Spirit is 
a person who has been rescued from the condemnation of the law by faith in 

2



Christ—it is the person who cries out “Abba, Father” (Romans 8:16) as if to 
say “Father, my father,”1 a “term of endearment”2 and very personal.3

In addition the person who has set his mind to the things of the Spirit 
will ever seek to abandon or mortify the “works of the flesh” (Galatians 
5:18-21), i.e. they battle against the sinful life.  The spiritual man seeks to 
“keep in step with the Spirit” Galatians 5:25), which amounts to 
obedience flowing from the Spirit given fruit of love, joy, peace, patience and 
so forth.

Paul is describing the being or natures of two different types of people 
manifesting two different minds—one mind being death and the other mind 
being life and peace.  There is no in-between.  The difference between those 
who have the promise and do not have the promise is as different as life and 
death. 

No Bridging the Gap
 
In the verses we look at this morning we learn that there is no 

incremental bridging of the gap.  There is no moral, ethical, political, 
philosophical or religious pursuit that can bring us even to the lobby of 
heaven.

The Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter IX—Of Free-Will, 
paragraph three, explains this well:

Man, by his fall into a state of sin, hath wholly lost all 
ability of will to any spiritual good accompanying 
salvation: (Rom. 5:6, Rom. 8:7, John 15:5) so as, a natural 
man, being altogether averse from that good, (Rom. 3:10, 
12) and dead in sin, (Eph. 2:1, 5, Col. 2:13) is not able, by 
his own strength, to convert himself, or to prepare 

1 Zodhiates, S. (2000). The complete word study dictionary: New Testament. 
Chattanooga, TN: AMG Publishers.

2 Arndt, W., Danker, F. W., & Bauer, W. (2000). A Greek-English lexicon of the New 
Testament and other early Christian literature. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

3 abba (Ἀββᾶ , (5)) is an Aramaic word, found in Mark 14:36; Rom. 8:15 and Gal. 
4:6. In the Gemara (a Rabbinical commentary on the Mishna, the traditional 
teaching of the Jews) it is stated that slaves were forbidden to address the head of 
the family by this title. It approximates to a personal name, in contrast to “Father,” 
with which it is always joined in the N.T. This is probably due to the fact that, “Abba” 
having practically become a proper name, Greek–speaking Jews added the Greek 
word patēr, father, from the language they used. “Abba” is the word framed by the 
lips of infants, and betokens unreasoning trust; “father” expresses an intelligent 
apprehension of the relationship. The two together express the love and intelligent 
confidence of the child.
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himself thereunto. (John 6:44, 65, Eph. 2:2–5, 1 Cor. 2:14, 
Tit. 3:3–5)4

We cannot convert ourselves, nor prepare ourselves for conversion.  
There is a great danger in all venues (political, familial, educational, 
sociological, the arts, philosophy—and especially religion) to underestimate 
the corrupt nature of the fallen human being.  

Our religion, if it can be said this way, must address the fact of man’s 
spiritual death, lest we seek to establish a bridge-building religion which 
ignores the holiness of God and the inability of man.  Instead of a bridge, 
these types of religions will find they have consigned their adherents to 
stand comfortably on a plummeting meteor.

As Jesus taught

No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me 
draws him. And I will raise him up on the last day (John 
6:44).

However we might frame our religious pursuits, to neglect a proper 
understand of the inability of man is fatal.  And what does Paul write about 
the natural man—the man whose mind is carnal; of the flesh?

Because the carnal mind is enmity against God; for it is not subject 
to the law of God, nor indeed can be. 8 So then, those who are in the 
flesh cannot please God (Romans 8:7, 8).

Enmity Against God

It is often supposed that man is in a spiritually neutral condition.  All 
man needs, according to this supposition, is access to facts or access to 
goods.  In other words, if a person is given correct information and is not 
thrown into an environment where they are tempted to evil (because of a 
want of the necessities of life), they will morally thrive and be spiritually 
fulfilled.  Again, entire political, educational, religious and philosophical 
systems are built upon this notion.

But the Apostle Paul has something else to say on this.  The natural 
man’s carnal mind is “enmity against God.”  Enmity echthra means 
hatred and hostility.  Now this hatred and hostility against God might not 
always manifest itself by seething vitriol (though that is becoming more 
common); it may be more like the convenient ignoring of someone who you 
detest.

But let us not underestimate the phrase “enmity against God” as if 
it is mere detestation of religion or some unattractive member of the Greek 

4 The Westminster confession of faith. (1996). . Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research 
Systems, Inc.
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or Roman Pantheon.  God is the source of all that is good, right and true.  So 
to hate God means to hate all that is good, right and true.  Or as the Proverb 
teaches, “all who hate me love death” (Proverbs 8:36).

The implications of such knowledge should reveal the need for Christ in 
all things.  The natural man is hostile to God and, therefore, loves death.  We 
should, therefore, have no other expectation, in whatever the field, that 
when Christ is expelled, death is the design.  This may sound dramatic—at 
least until you get the phone call to do the funeral of the person whose life 
revolved around whatever Christ-less orb held them in darkness.

Total Depravity

But the church, of all places, should know this truth—the truth of man’s 
inability to do right or choose right.  This inability is known in theological 
circles as Total Inability or Total Depravity5, and it is at the heart of the 
Doctrines of Grace (Calvinism).  For the true grace of Christ to be 
appreciated the true depravity of man must be acknowledged.

The Christian faith should not be presented as an option that the 
natural man might gravitate toward if it can be properly whittled into 
something meeting his felt needs; although it may certainly include a day to 
day method in meeting life’s challenges with direction and integrity.  But at 
its heart, the Christian faith is a God glorifying rescue mission.  And the ones 
rescued are God’s very enemies who, in their living death, like recalcitrant 
children, spurn their very Maker and Provider.  

We are entirely at the mercy of God, if it can be said this way, not 
merely because of our Total Inability to do that which is good, but because of 
our great ability to do that which is evil.  So when the Father sent the Son to 
die for sinners, we had to be saved from ourselves.  The Son did not come 
down to open arms but clenched fists.  He saved us from ourselves and He 
saved us from Himself—that is His judgment.

Because the natural or carnal mind is hostile to God, it is unwilling to 
put itself under God’s law.  The carnal mind is not merely unwilling, it is 
unable.  “It is not subject to the law of God, nor indeed can be.”  Paul 
then draws the necessary conclusion in verse eight of the natural man, 
“those who are in the flesh cannot please God.”

We fawn all over man’s free will, man’s innovation and human 
enlightenment.  This is sophistry—a methodology which, if left to itself, 

5 Total Depravity Is Not—Total depravity relates to sin nature and the effects of the fall.  It 
does not mean man is as evil as he can possibly be; he is not the devil.  We are not speaking 
of abject or absolute depravity.
Total Depravity Is—Total depravity does mean that evil pervades every faculty of the soul.  
The whole of man’s being (body, soul, mind, will) is affected by sin; so much so he cannot 
take one step toward heaven.  Total depravity is not intensive but extensive.  The natural 
man can do no spiritual good.
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would result in our ultimate demise.  This is not to say that there aren’t 
things to be observed in the natural order which are resplendent and of great 
beauty—worthy of admiration.   

The Brightness of Mercy

But by the grace of God, these things should ever bring our minds to 
their Creator.  That we would ever throw ourselves upon His mercy, which in 
the final analysis, will shine brighter than all things created.  I simply couldn’t 
say it better than Calvin:

Behold the power of free-will! which the Sophists cannot 
carry high enough. Doubtless, Paul affirms here, in 
express words, what they openly detest, — that it is 
impossible for us to render our powers subject to the law. 
They boast that the heart can turn to either side, provide 
it be aided by the influence of the Spirit, and that a free 
choice of good or evil is in our power, when the Spirit only 
brings help; but it is ours to choose or refuse. They also 
imagine some good emotions, by which we become of 
ourselves prepared. Paul, on the contrary, declares, that 
the heart is full of hardness and indomitable contumacy 
(stubborn rebellion), so that it is never moved naturally 
to undertake the yoke of God; nor does he speak of this 
or of that faculty, but speaking indefinitely, he throws 
into one bundle all the emotions which arise within us.6

He continues:

Far, then, from a Christian heart be this heathen 
philosophy respecting the liberty of the will. Let every 
one acknowledge himself to be the servant of sin, as he is 
in reality, that he may be made free, being set at liberty 
by the grace of Christ: to glory in any other liberty is the 
highest folly.7

As we prepare this morning for the Lord’s Table, may our hearts rejoice, 
that we have been set free from sin and death.  Let us ponder the glory of 
knowledge that there is therefore no condemnation to those who are in 
Christ Jesus—that we have been made free, being set at liberty by the grace 
of Christ.

6 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed., Ro 8:7). Albany, OR: Ages Software.

7 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed., Ro 8:7). Albany, OR: Ages Software.
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Questions for Study

1. Review the first six verses of Romans 8:  From what are 
Christians delivered?  How does this deliverance come?  To 
whom is this deliverance given?  Discuss “being” ontes.    
Discuss “mind” phroneo  (pages 2, 3)?

2. How capable is man when it comes to approaching God?  
How should our answer to this question affect our approach 
to life in all areas (pages 3, 4)?

3. What is mean by “enmity against God?”  What are the 
implications of this fact in man’s nature (page 4)?

4. What is Total Depravity and why is it important for Christians 
to understand it (page 5)?

5. From what have Christians been set free and in what should 
we rejoice (page 6)?
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