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“Abba! Father!”

Text:  Romans 8:7–17

In case you don’t know this about me, I really do like to eat. I know that 
most everyone does, but I seem to especially delight in tasty things that are 
actually not good for me. When we go back to Roanoke for a visit one of 
the couples we normally have a meal with always wants to take us to 
Outback Steakhouse, which is fine with me. On one of those occasions our 
friend ordered a “Bloomin’ Onion,” a very tasty appetizer. In case you have 
never seen one, it is simply a very big onion that is sliced to look like a big 
flower, and then it’s dipped in batter and deep-fried. This appetizer alone is 
1950 calories, 71% fat, 25% carbs, and 4% protein. If you decide to pour on 
the special dipping sauce designed for this (and you likely will), it will jack 
the calories up to over 2700, just for an appetizer. By the time you eat a 
steak, baked potato with sour cream and butter, and a salad with dressing 
you are likely approaching the 5000-calorie mark for one meal, assuming 
you don’t eat dessert or drink any alcohol. It really is delicious but for 
most, eating this greatly exceeds your daily calorie needs. 

I knew I had blown it so the next day we ate at Applebee’s and I decided to 
be responsible and ordered the oriental chicken salad (which is delicious), 
but then noticed that the calorie count for this salad was 1570. I thought I 
was being responsible but clearly I wasn’t considering the needs of my 
body. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+8:7%E2%80%9317&version=ESV


There is so much on TV and the print media about different diets, each 
promising that you will see the pounds just fall off with very little effort. 
One that I saw claimed that you can eat as much as you want and don’t 
need to exercise. However, the truth is if you want the pounds to fall off, 
then you’ll probably need to drastically change your diet and have a 
weekly regimen of exercises—especially cardio. 

Taking care of our bodies is important and that seems to be a real emphasis 
in our culture, hard bodies seem to be the desire. What about the soul? 
There’s not a great deal of emphasis on the importance of living into the 
purpose that we were created for, which is to worship the Lord and live in 
fellowship with the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This also requires us to be 
very intentional about building this relationship and we must strive to 
place it before anything else. 

Last week we considered Romans 7:21 to 8:6. The Apostle Paul began by 
admitting that he struggled with the two natures inside him, the flesh and 
the Spirit. Romans 7:21–24, 

So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at 
hand. 22 For I delight in the law of God, in my inner being, 23 but I 
see in my members another law waging war against the law of my 
mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my 
members. 24 Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this 
body of death?

This is a state that most of us recognize and it can so very frustrating. I’m 
well aware of the cry of my heart “O Wretched man that I am!” Fortunately, 
Paul doesn’t leave us hanging there but brings out the only hope that we 
have for the condition of our souls in verses 25 and 8:1–2, 
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Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself 
serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law 
of sin. There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in 
Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ 
Jesus from the law of sin and death.

Today we want to return to Romans and consider 8:7–17 and see how 
sinners are set free from the law of sin and death and how the relationship 
they have with God in and through Jesus Christ changes everything 
dramatically. I believe that this is one of the most crucial teachings from 
Paul’s epistles and he returns to the importance of being set free in Christ 
over and over. 

I know a lot of Christians, not just church attenders, but those who 
intentionally pursue a deeper relationship with Jesus Christ, who at times 
wrestle with the issue, “Does God really love me? Is he still willing to 
forgive me after all that I have done?” I have struggled with this for most of 
my Christian life and have discovered that the enemy wants to render me 
ineffective by reminding me of my unworthiness to stand before a holy 
God. I find that reminding myself and Satan that I have been set free 
because of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, is the remedy, until 
the next time.

Psalm 65, that we read this morning, is an example of God’s love and 
provision for his people. Israel’s agricultural economy depended on rainfall 
to nourish their crops. The Psalm celebrates God’s provision of rain in 
answer to their prayers. It’s a hymn of thanksgiving to God who so 
faithfully and wonderfully cares for the physical wellbeing of his people.
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In Isaiah 55, God invites his people to benefit from his mercy and 
willingness to provide for all of their needs, physically and spiritually. 
55:1–3, 

Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and he who has no 
money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money 
and without price. 2 Why do you spend your money for that which is 
not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy? Listen 
diligently to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich 
food.3 Incline your ear, and come to me; hear, that your soul may 
live; and I will make with you an everlasting covenant, my steadfast, 
sure love for David.

Isaiah is prophesying to Israel about the future when they will be exiled in 
Babylon and he reminds them that Israel’s covenant-keeping God has 
always been willing to provide them with all they needed. He includes 
wine and milk to signify that in him there was complete satisfaction. Why 
would they turn from him and follow after the wretchedness of the pagan 
nations? 

There is a paradox here as God invites them to come with no money and 
buy what they need. Salvation will be free for those who want it. Why 
would they not want it? Jesus identified himself as the fulfillment of this 
promise for God’s people when he declared himself the living water, the 
bread of life, and the true vine.

In the previous chapter, Isaiah 54:5–6 God declares himself, 

For your Maker is your husband, the Lord of hosts is his name; and 
the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer, the God of the whole earth 
he is called.6 For the Lord has called you like a wife deserted and 
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grieved in spirit, like a wife of youth when she is cast off, says your 
God.

In reminding them of his names God demonstrates to Israel and Judah that 
they aren’t in exile because of God’s weakness but their own rejection of 
him. Over and over again Israel sinned against God and then when 
judgment came upon them they cried out for mercy and relief. It became 
the pattern of their lives and God finally, to teach them what it would be 
like without him, removed his blessing and gave them up to their enemies 
who destroyed their blessed temple and forced them into slavery in a 
foreign land. Our passage this morning in Isaiah 55 was a reminder that 
God would eventually rescue them and return them to their land. 

But once God’s judgment of exile was done, would they truly return to the 
living God of Israel? No, and God removed his blessing again, and to this 
day Israel hasn’t fully restored it. There is a valuable lesson here for us, as 
we find ourselves crying out to God for mercy and healing as our nation 
becomes more influenced by pagans and unbelievers. 

Let’s now return to Romans 8:7–17.

As we saw last week, Paul admitted that he found extreme tension between 
the desire of the flesh and the desire of the Spirit within him, but Jesus 
came to break the bonds of the sinful flesh. 

Let’s read Romans 8:7–9, 

For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not 
submit to God's law; indeed, it cannot. 8 Those, who are in the flesh, 
cannot please God. 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.
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Paul gives a sure-fire way for us to determine if we walk in the flesh or in 
the Spirit, by considering where our mind is set. The mind is the major 
battleground where the flesh and the Spirit fight. It’s naïve to think that it’s 
only the one who commits grievous sins that Paul is pointing to. 
Remember Peter had the wellbeing of Jesus in mind when he told him to 
avoid the cross. Listen to Jesus’ words to Peter in Matthew 16:23, 

But he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a 
hindrance to me. For you are not setting your mind on the things of 
God, but on the things of man.” 

Jesus’ words sound overly harsh unless you know that the mindset on the 
flesh is hostile to God leading to death, therefore it cannot please God, who 
through the Holy Spirit brings life and peace. The flesh battles against God 
because it doesn’t want to be crucified and surrendered to the Lord Jesus 
Christ. It does not want to follow faithfully and live out Paul’s words in 
Galatians 5:24, “And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the 
flesh with its passions and desires.”

Paul found out that in the struggle to bring the flesh into submission the 
law was powerless. It did nothing but reveal the impossibility of keeping 
the law in the power of the flesh, and therefore without something major 
happening there would most certainly be condemnation when standing in 
judgment before a God who is holy, holy, holy. 

Once again Paul points those who have turned to Jesus in repentance of sin 
and by faith—to their only hope. Verses 10–11, 

But if Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the 
Spirit is life because of righteousness. 11 If the Spirit of him who 
raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus 
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from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his 
Spirit who dwells in you.

What an amazing offer, to be raised from death to a new life, that is 
radically different than before. Paul knew that he could not achieve the 
new life through the efforts of the flesh, and neither can we. It will only 
happen by submitting to the plan of God for our salvation.

So often when well-meaning Christians introduce the message of salvation 
in Jesus Christ to the unbeliever, they leave out the most important parts. 
They offer new life without the unbeliever bowing down in humility before 
a holy God. So often people are encouraged to come to Jesus for salvation 
when they haven’t been told what it is they are being saved from. They 
don’t know that their sin has separated them from God and no work that 
they could perform solves that problem. 

In order for someone to come to saving faith in Jesus Christ there must be a 
recognition that their sin makes them guilty and without hope in 
themselves; there must be repentance of sin and a bowing down in 
surrender to the resurrected Lord Jesus. 

The other point that is often left out is that this can only happen when the 
power of the resurrection, the same power that raised Jesus from the dead, 
brings new life to the new believer. For that reason and that reason only, we 
are moved from death to life, from being the enemy of God to being a child 
of God, from living in the corrupted flesh to living eternally in the power, 
joy, strength, and life-altering presence of the Holy Spirit. 

There are no magic words, and there isn’t an initiation or a secret 
handshake, it’s simply recognizing that without Jesus Christ you will most 
certainly suffer eternal damnation. That’s why Paul wanted the church to 
get it right when they told the story of the risen savior. 
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I have come to believe that very many of those in the organized church 
have never come to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ because they have 
never learned what it is to repent of their sins and embrace a new life 
found only in the life of the Holy Spirit. I believe that the proof is in how 
often the organized church has allied itself with the culture of inclusion of 
all beliefs and has therefore lost the presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives 
and in their worship.

I have mourned that so many who believe themselves to be Christ-
followers hold his word in such contempt and embrace what they believe 
to be a gospel of unity. The problem is that they have chosen to unite 
themselves with the kingdom of darkness—you know the ones who 
celebrate abortion, and embrace sexual perversions that we would have 
never even thought of and have introduced over 100 different sexual 
orientations. They are coming after those who love God’s word and seek to 
follow and honor the creator God and who have the willingness to boldly 
claim that there is only one way to salvation, and that is through Jesus 
Christ and him alone. I read an article on Friday that some are suggesting 
that adhering to the word of God found in the Bible is to be guilty of hate 
speech and therefore must be dealt with. 

So, what do we do? Do we hide and shut our mouths and just go along 
with a society that is now likely under God’s judgment? The Apostle 
argues in Romans 8:12–13, 

So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to 
the flesh. 13 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.

We’ve all seen the bumper sticker, “He who dies with the most toys wins.” 
Living to satisfy the desires of the flesh never ends with the satisfaction, joy 
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or peace that it seems to promise. Paul is reminding us that we do not have 
a debt to the flesh because it brings death. Our debt is to the Lord who 
suffered and died for our sins and gave us new life in the Spirit. This is 
very good news but even this is not the whole story of what we find in our 
new life in Christ, and the major reason that we are debtors. Romans 8:14–
17, 

For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did 
not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have 
received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! 
Father!” The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are 
children of God, and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow 
heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may 
also be glorified with him.

I was the only child in my family. I’ve never been able to decide if it was 
because after having me they didn’t want risk having another like me. Or 
maybe it was because I was so wonderful and fulfilled all that they needed 
as parents. I think that’s unlikely and when I was 7–8 years old, I think, my 
parents started visiting a young boy who was about my age and lived at 
the Baptist Children’s Home in Salem, Virginia. After visiting him a few 
times they invited him to come and stay with us for a weekend and then 
took him back. I don’t remember much about that weekend, but I do 
remember when they told him that they decided not to adopt him. His eyes 
went dead, and I think that this had probably happened to him before. He 
likely assumed that he was somehow defective and not wanted. I never 
saw him again but from time to time I think of him. When I first read Paul’s 
teaching on adoption, I confess that I found it hard to believe that God 
would adopt me. I knew that I was defective and not worthy of being 
invited into the household of faith. I didn’t yet understand that my worth 
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wasn’t measured by my failures, but by the love of the Lord who saw what 
I could become in Christ. 

While in seminary I wrote a paper on what Paul meant by adoption in 1st 
century Rome. At that time people normally didn’t adopt babies like we do 
today unless a family member died leaving a young child behind. Usually, 
a Roman citizen observed a male child as he grew. He would be looking for 
certain traits that he wanted in his heir and the one who would perpetuate 
his name and inherit his estate. Once the child was grown he would make 
the offer of adoption, and if accepted, the young man would have the same 
status as if he were born into the family. Under Roman law, the life and 
standing of the young man changed forever. The adopted son lost all rights 
in his old family but gained new rights in his new family. His old life was 
wiped clean, all debts canceled, and nothing from his past was counted 
against him anymore.

That is precisely what Paul is teaching about being adopted into the family 
of God. The new believer, the adopted one, is invited to call God, “Abba, 
Father”. In Aramaic, Abba is an intimate name for a father like we say, 
“Daddy.” No longer does the adopted child need to live in fear, but instead 
he is invited into an intimate relationship with God, unlike the bondage 
and fear demonstrated by the law. 

How can we be assured that this has taken place in our lives? If you have 
turned to Jesus Christ in repentance and faith then the Holy Spirit who 
now indwells you testifies and bears witness with your spirit that the 
transaction has taken place. New life, joy, freedom from bondage, living in 
the power of the Spirit, having immediate access to the throne of grace as a 
child of the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords. 
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However, there is also a new responsibility. We are now a part of the family 
and the honor and holiness of our Father and older Brother have been 
sullied by the enemy of our family. Paul lays it out in verse 17, “heirs of 
God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order 
that we may also be glorified with him.”

Because we are in the family we have the honor of relating to the Father in 
the same way that Jesus does because we are joined together in a common 
purpose, to glorify God. Our sharing in present suffering is a condition of 
future glorification. This is what sonship actually entails, no matter how 
much our flesh resists the idea of suffering in this present life. The family 
honor and name of Yahweh our Father, and Jesus our Brother, and the Holy 
Spirit our strength, wisdom, and power is at stake. 

There has never been a time in our lives where the family of God has a 
need to take a stand against the darkness that is all around us. We must 
become prayer warriors. We must stop assuming that everything bad that 
is happening will magically stop or that it depends on who is elected to the 
presidency in November. This is war and the enemy is advancing and will 
continue to do so until the family of God makes their stand. It begins with 
prayer, then surrender, and the willingness to intentionally focus on what 
God is calling you and us to do. It means releasing all claim to the things of 
the flesh and trust our Father and Lord Jesus to make a way through the 
Spirit. It needs to start today. Let’s pray to that effect.

Let’s pray.  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