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+ In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

How many of you can relate to the feelings expressed by Paul in the passage for 

today from his Letter to the Romans? How many times have you had good 

intentions, determined to maintain self-discipline, only to give way to something 

else, something easy and comfortable that does not require too much 

concentration or effort? Maybe you begin the day thinking about salads and 

green tea only to stop off on the way home for a block of chocolate and a bottle 

of wine. It is very easy to justify to ourselves why we needed the chocolate and 

wine, really needed it. What an awful day it was. How stressful was my day, you 

say as you march in the front door with the forbidden delights tucked under your 

arm.  

The problem of course is all in the aftermath. Once the chocolate and wine are 

eaten you lie awake all night with an uncomfortably full stomach feeling guilty 

and determined the next day will be different, no matter what happens during 

the day. Perhaps it is a pattern of behaviour that has left you drained of willpower 

and utterly miserable. Perhaps chocolate and wine are not your thing, but it might 

be something else that battles within you for dominance over your very good 

intentions. 

Paul is of course referring to much more than wine and chocolate. He is reflecting 

on the deep inner conflict that assails human beings. He is talking about the 

matters of flesh and of spirit, the distinction between the material and 

immaterial, the seen and unseen. Paul expresses in this passage that the way of 

following Christ requires commitment and discipline. As Jesus himself says, those 

who follow him must deny themselves and pick up the cross (Matt 16.24). He also 

says that the gate that leads to eternal life is narrow and the road is hard, not the 

wide easy way that leads to destruction, the road which many travel (Matt 7.13-

14). It’s like fitting a camel through the eye of a needle – it requires an effort one 

cannot do on their own (Matt 19.24). Only with God’s help can we follow the way.  



Sunday, 5 July 2020 
Pentecost 5 

2 
 

Paul recognises the human weaknesses in each of us, the inclination to do what is 

easy and comfortable. He recognises it because the very same weaknesses are in 

him and he wrestles with the daily reality of spiritual discipline against the worldly 

desires of the body.  

This passage follows on from Paul thinking through law and sin and how law 

enables us to know that sin is wrong (Rom 7.7-13). The commandments state 

what is sinful and provide a framework of living a godly life. From this he deduces 

that the law is holy and good and is given by God to help people recognise sin and 

to not sin. This is the intention of the law which Jesus affirms when he tells the 

people that he has come not to abolish the law but to fulfil it (Matt 5.17-18). Not 

only will Jesus fulfil the law, but he sums up the intention of the entire law and 

prophets when he issues the new commandment, that you must love your 

neighbour as yourself.  

The law is spiritual because it belongs to God. Sin is human because it belongs to 

the flesh. It is important that we don’t fall into the trap of thinking the body is bad 

because it is from the body that sin begins. The intention of Paul’s teaching is not 

that we all develop poor body image and fall prey to mental illnesses. Neither is 

his teaching meant to create in us a sense that everything we do that is not 

spiritual, that is, not about prayer or reading the bible or worship, is bad. It is all 

much more complex. Paul is writing to the Romans. He sets the theological and 

intellectual bar high because he wants to command respect for Christians at the 

highest level. Remember that Rome was the seat of the Emperor, either Claudius 

or Nero in the time in which this letter was written. He reflects in his writing his 

competency in Platonic philosophy, which the Romans would have admired. In 

Plato, body and soul or spirit, exist in separate spheres. At a surface reading it can 

seem that the only good can come from spirit and all that is bad comes from the 

body. Yet both Paul and Plato require much deeper reading than what appears on 

the surface. 
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Body, mind and spirit are connected in a human being. Without one aspect we 

cannot be fully human. God created human beings in a body, with a mind and 

spirit, in the image of God he created them, male and female, as we learn from 

the Book of Genesis (Gen 1.27). Even Paul calls the body a temple because in it 

the Holy Spirit abides, and we must glorify God in our bodies (1 Cor 6.19-20). 

Jesus had a human body. If Jesus had a human body, then the human state is 

sanctified.  

Nonetheless, Paul is right when he refers to the inner conflict that accompanies 

our human selves. Without the practice of putting God first, of prayer, of good 

deeds, of love, kindness and generosity, then the desires of the flesh seem much 

stronger. This really is not about wine and chocolate. This is about prioritising the 

needs of the self over everything else. It is about money and power, corruption of 

individuals and systems. It is about failing the first commandment, to love my 

neighbour as myself. Have a think about where you see these things, these sinful 

things of the flesh, at work in the world, in the big places and the small. Wherever 

human beings are made to suffer at the expense of others who grow rich on the 

proceeds of suffering then sin is present, and the desires of human beings have 

taken precedence over the spirit.  

On Friday night I watched an episode of ‘America in Colour.’ It is a fascinating 

series which traces the development of American society through colour footage, 

some of which has not been televised before. This week it showed powerful 

personalities giving way to corrupt dynasties and systems through the rise of 

various presidents in the twentieth century. It is easy to see the trajectory of 

those presidents who relied on the strength of money and material wealth rather 

than solid leadership which built the nation and benefitted the people. Decades 

before it was built the shadow of Trump Tower was diminishing the glory of 

America, making it ugly in places. 
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The ugliest places were shown in the policy of racial segregation which was 

especially prominent in the southern states. In the 1950s when America started 

making desperate attempts to get into space ahead of the USSR black people 

were excluded from sitting in the same section of buses are white people, black 

students denied the right to go to a high school because it was reserved for 

whites only, crimes could be committed against black people and white criminals, 

judged by a white legal system, would go free. No wonder the Black Lives Matter 

movement stirs such passion in the people.  

Things go very wrong in human communities when the desires of the flesh 

dominate the law of God. The symbol of Trump Tower and all the other visible 

expressions of the sinful flesh crash down before the law of God. And as we learn 

from Paul today, we are all vulnerable to the law of sin and lack of control in our 

personal desires and ambitions. We also learn that it is through Jesus Christ our 

Lord that we are rescued from the state of being controlled only by the flesh. 

Christ shows us the way to life that is not found in the empty body of death, the 

body that loves money and power and control over others. Christ fulfils the law 

and enables us to transcend ourselves, through love, prayer, kindness and 

humility, so that we can believe and demonstrate that we belong to God. 


