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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans 

The Law: Dead or Alive?
Romans 7:1-25 – Part 1:1-6

Welcome!
George resumes our study of Romans which we began last year and will continue for the next couple of months until we are finished.  We will then move on to Hebrews.  This is lesson #35 in the Romans series.  All previous class handouts are available at www.GeorgeBebawi.com.  (Special thanks to Stan Naraine for hosting the website!)  George’s email is gbebawi@indy.rr.com.  If you have questions about the class, you may contact me any time at rlwcom@aol.com, or 317-694-4141.  
- Bob Walters, class secretary
What role does the law play in our life?

The law had been a central point for the Jews (Rom 5:20-21).  The obvious part the law can play is that it stands on the side of sin and death rather than as a means of grace and life.  Having gone some way to clarify the continuing role of sin and death in relation to the believer, with only a brief mention of the law (6:14-15), Paul can now turn to the law itself and bring it to center once more.
- First thesis
The Believer has been freed from the law which condemned to Death 
- Illustration and analogy
Romans 7:1. Do you not know, brothers, for I speak to those who know the law, that the law exercises lordship over a man so long as he lives? 

2 the married woman is bound by the law to her husband while he lives; but if her husband dies she is released from the law of her husband. 

3 She will be named adulteress if, while her husband lives, she becomes another man’s. But, if her husband dies she is free from the law, so that she is no adulteress if she becomes another man’s.

- Conclusion

Romans 7:4 Then, my brothers, you also were put to death in relation to the law through the body of Christ, in order that you might become another’s, the one who was raised from the dead, in order that we might bear fruit for God. 

5 When we were in the flesh the sinful passions which operate through the law were effective in what we are and do so as to bear fruit for death. 

6 But now we have been released from the law, having died to that by which we were confined, so that we might serve in newness of Spirit and not in oldness of letter.
Notes

 1.  Here it is for the second time, Paul speaks to the brothers: “ … or do you not know, brothers, for I speak to those who know the law.”  “Brothers” also appears in Romans 6:3.  Paul is sensitive to the Jews and appeals to the bond which brings the Jews together. 

Once more, “the law” here refers to the Torah (read Romans 2:14) and not the Roman law.  It is hardly likely Paul would be referring to Roman law, since it would be peculiarly condescending for one who had apparently never visited Rome to address residents of the capital city in such terms.  The illustration which follows (verses 2-3) presupposes the legislative position in Judaism and is much less applicable to Roman law.  The fact that Paul could assume that the audience in Rome has a reasonable knowledge of the Torah strengthens the likelihood that the bulk of the gentile converts had previously been adherents to the Jewish synagogues in Rome or elsewhere (God-worshipers).  Paul can assume this, either because he has a fair degree of knowledge of the constitution of the congregations in Rome (Rom 16:3-16), or because Gentile converts who had a fair knowledge of the Torah and were members of synagogues were central to the almost universal way of establishing the first Christian churches throughout the Diaspora (dispersed Jews).  In the third-century tomb inscription from Apamea which lays down who may be buried there and concludes with the words, “If anyone acts (contrary to this direction) he knows the law of the Jews,” implying that the rights of Jewish communities to order their own affairs at least to some extent in conformity with the Mosaic law would be recognized and was quite widely known. (F. F. Bruce, “Jews and Christians in the Lycus Valley,” BSac 141, January–March 1983; electronic ed., Galaxie, 1999): 6. 54 CTS Journal 9 (Fall 2003)
2. According to Acts, it was Paul who used this phrase the “Law of the Jews” in his defense before governor Festus in Acts 25.  The religious Jews from Jerusalem laid a variety of serious charges against Paul.  However, they could not prove any of them.  Paul answered, using this reference to the law: 

While he answered for himself, “Neither against the law of the Jews, nor against the temple, nor against Caesar have I offended in anything at all.” (Acts 25:8). Romans 2:14-15 uses this phrase together with two other uses of the word law. 

Romans 2:14 For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do the things in the law, these, although not having the law, are a law to themselves, 15 who show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and between themselves their thoughts accusing or else excusing them.
3. “That the law ‘exercises’ lordship over a man so long as he lives.”
“Lordship” is a verb in the Greek (Kurieuei) and was used in Romans 6:9 and 14 for death and sin.  The meaning is clear: having recalled in Romans 6:22-23 the thematic treatment of the rule of sin and death in Romans 5:21, Paul turns to the man’s state of bondage within the present age.
4. John Chrysostom noticed: “Paul does not say, husband or wife, but “man,” which is the common name to either husband or wife; “For he that is dead,” he says, “is freed (this is one meaning of “to be justified”) from sin.” The Law then is given for the living, but to the dead it ceased to exercise any power. (On Romans, Homily 11)

5. Paul does not deny the necessity for the rule of law in society.  But the following metaphor does imply that Paul saw the necessity and character of law’s role in ordering social relations in our fallen life.
In verse 7:1, the Apostle has set a fundamental principle then proceeds to illustrate it by means of an analogy, making use of a provision of the Law itself.  While it is true that the principle of being “bound by the law” and being “freed” from the bond applies to both husbands and wives, Paul has chosen to point to the condition or status of the woman or wife: that she is bound to her husband as long as he lives, and is free marry another only if her husband dies.  His reason for this choice will be clear when further along (verse 4) he applies the principle to those who by faith and baptism have married another.  This “another” is Christ.  On the other hand, the woman could be freed from her husband’s authority if she is given a “bill of divorce” (Deuteronomy 24:10).

The Greek word translated “which has a husband” is hypandros, an adjective meaning “subject to” or “under” a man or husband.  “While he lives” is, literally “the living husband.”  In I Corinthians 7:27, a married man is said to “be bound,” although in Romans 7:39, he expresses the same idea as in our present verse.  Frequently in the NT, “bind” is used in a physical sense, as with cords, fetters, or chains (see Matthew 14:3; Mark 6:17; Acts 12:6, for example).  The bond here is that of commitment.

Neither the husband nor the wife made the law and thus the bond is accepted by both.  The verb katargea, “released,” which we have already seen in Romans 3:13; 3:31; 4:14, carries with it the sense of “annul” or “made of none effect.”  In Romans 6:6, it is translated “destroyed.”

In this analogy “the husband” stands for the law, but in “the woman” means all believers.
The OT Background of this Analogy

According to the Law (Deuteronomy 24:1-2), the only possible way for a woman to become the wife of another man while her husband still lives is if she is divorced from him, but if she is not divorced and is joined to another man she is to be known as an adulteress.
By contrast, Israel’s (as well as Judah’s) backsliding in turning away from God, her true Husband, in worshiping idols has joined to another “husband,” i.e., a strange god or idol (see Leviticus 17:7 and Ezekiel 23:30), is not, according to the word of the Lord to Jeremiah, irreparable, if she “acknowledges her iniquity and transgression.”  This is true, even when He the Lord God had “put her away and had given her a bill of divorce because He is merciful and His will is that His wayward wife return to Him” (Jer 3:8-12).   Paul undoubtedly had in mind this Old Testament marriage imagery for God’s relation with His people.  We encounter the terminology of divorce, marriage, and betrothal frequently in Scripture (see especially Jeremiah 3:14; Hosea 2:12, 13, 19; 9:1).  When God entered into human life by the Incarnation, it was to reclaim humanity as His bride, both Jews and Gentiles.  John the Baptist’s first references to Jesus that he calls Him “the Bridegroom.”  The Church, the people of the New Covenant, is subject to Him as a bride is subject to her husband (see Ephesians 5:22-32).  Our Lord Jesus Christ, on being questioned by John’s disciples as to why His disciples did not fast, answered them: “Can the children of the bride chamber mourn, as long as the bride groom is with them?  But the days will come when the bridegroom shall be taken from them, and then shall they fast” (Matthew 9:14-15).  Jesus is the bridegroom, as one who betroths to Himself the new congregation which is the whole human race.
The Apostle’s conclusion is that if the wife married (genetai from ginomai, literally “should become” or “should belong”) another man, she shall be called literally “do business as” or “be known as” an adulteress (moichalis).  The Lord Himself used the same term in adjectival form in rebuking the scribes and Pharisees who hypocritically asked Him for a sign, calling them “an evil and adulterous generation” (Matthew 12:39; 16:4; Mark 8:38).

Verse 2, “the law of the husband” is clear in the Greek (O nomos tou andros) and can’t be translated differently.  Paul is already looking to the application of the metaphor – the law which is on the side of the husband and which holds the wife in subjection. 

Verse 3, “so then while the husband lives, she will be named adulteress if she becomes another man’s.” the Greek word (moichalis)  is not used outside the Judeo-Christian tradition prior to the NT period, but appears several times in the LXX (Prov 18:22; 24:55; Ezek 16:38; 23:45; Hos 3:1; Mal 3:5), and significantly in Matthew 12:39; 16:4; James 4:4, Mark 8:38; 2 Peter 2:14.  This word contains a strong note of shame and guilt as denoting one who has been particularly disloyal and false.  For in the sense of “bear a name, be called or named,” cf. particularly Acts 11:26 is the “stigma” and to stigmatize a person is to give that person a shameful name like the use of “Reka,” meaning fool or useless, in Matthew 5:22
“But if the husband dies, she is free from the law,” not “free from the husband.”  The imagery of Romans 6:18-22 is clear implication that the law stands on the side of sin as the power which dominates the age of Adam and from which deliverance is necessary.  In 1 Corinthians 7:39 to be “free from the law” highlights the inability of the law to bring us to God.  
 Continuing verse 3: “so that she is no adulteress in becoming another man’s.”  Paul evidently has the wording of Deuteronomy 24:2 in mind.  Here Paul intends to draw a conclusion from the principle stated in verse 1 and illustrated in verses 2-3, rather than to apply the illustration point by point. 
The Great Declaration

“You also were put to death in relation to the law.”  The choice of “put to death” is deliberate.  Paul certainly wants to emphasize divine initiative, meaning “put to death by God” (divine passive), an idea fully equivalent to the passives in Romans 6:3-6,  and so it is God who puts us to death in Christ in Rom 5:12-21.  This divine action is accomplished by God, and the individual’s participation in it is a response to God’s active initiative.  Here again we should recall that dying to sin and dying with Christ is larger than the time of baptism.
Dying to Sin / A Letter from Philemon

My beloved brother,
Peace and grace in Jesus our Lord.  Why do we need to die to sin or rather consider ourselves dead to sin?  There are four reasons for that.  We know that the dead have responsibility at all.  The society does not require from them to participate in any social form of life.  They are in the Cemetery.  Thus as far the evil of the present life is concerned we are like the dead we are have no obligation to the evil side of life.
1. We are dead to sin because sin brought death (Rom 5:12ff). So we can’t go back to the poison that killed our life.  This means a true awakening on our side to perceive the nature of sin, the mother of sin. Sin brings a life that closed itself on itself and that is why this sinful life dies.
2. We have been crucified with Christ.  Make the sign of the cross to awaken in your heart this deep power of the crucified Lord which is nourished in us by the Holy Spirit.  Make this sign or any cross you can see a reminder of your death with the Lord.
3. The dead do not desire anything, all their desires died with the death of their body.  Now this is hard for those who live in the world and not in a Monastery.  But I just give you one advice that you need to perfect your Baptism by loving the Lord Jesus more than anything good in your life.  This means that even good things have to be given up for His sake.  For very thing you do or say, do all for His sake.  Please repeat this word, for “His sake” and the more you give up for “His sake” the more you realize that the cross has gone deep into your life.
4. Fast and pray and both are the active love.  Fast to learn that you give up good food and that you like most “for His sake” to learn that Jesus is more important than food and the rest of the necessities of life.  Pray for your enemies and ask all the blessing of God the Father and do this before you pray for your friends because when we pray for our enemies we imitate God who gives freely to all without asking who is worthy.

Pray for me to complete my Baptism,
Philemon

1966
Verse 4,  “Through the body of Christ.” Please notice the parallelism with Romans 6:2 cf.  The crucified Christ in particularly Colossians 1:22 is the one who “reconciled in the body of his flesh through death” (also Heb 10:5, 10; 1 Pet 2:24).  The New English Bible puts this verse in this way, ”by becoming identified with the body of Christ.”  We must not miss the force of the divine passive which points to the divine action - “in order that you might become another’s.”  Then Paul moves on to the realm of the Lordship of Jesus, “him who was raised from the dead.”  It should be noted, however, that as in Romans 6:4 there is a parallel between the believer’s sharing in Christ’s death and experiencing the power of the resurrection. 

Please notice:

1. Paul does not say that the Law is dead, but rather that those whom the Apostle addresses are dead to the Law, that is, they are no longer under its power.  When he says “by the body (tou somatos) of Christ” he points to His bodily death on the cross, and to our being baptized into His death – we have not only died to sin but also to the Law. 

2. Christ’s “own self bore our sins in His own body on the tree, that we, being dead to sins, should live unto righteousness” (1 Peter 2:24; see also Galatians 2:19; Ephesians 2:15; Colossians 2:14).

3. The message is: just as the death of a husband leaves his wife free to marry again, so also the death of Christ frees the believer from the Law.  But this freedom does not mean that the freed spouse may marry anyone: since Christ was the “end of the law for righteousness to everyone that believeth” (Rom 10:4), He is the fulfillment of the law and thus the heir, and it is to Him that we must be betrothed. This is clearly foretold by the Prophet Hosea: “And I will betroth thee unto me for ever, yea in righteousness … in faithfulness: and you shall know the Lord” (2:19-20).  Paul shows us elsewhere, Christ is “head of the Church, which is His body” (Eph 1:22-23).

4. It is in the expression “who was raised from the dead” that we understand that it is God’s work in Christ.  In Ephesians 1:20-21, Paul tells us that one of the results of the Father’s raising Christ from the dead was the He was made head of the Church.

This should be considered God’s second marriage after his marriage to Israel.  The clear point here is that we are not on our own and we have been “bought with a price” (1 Cor 6:19-20), and “He died for all, that they which live should not henceforth live unto themselves, but unto Him which died for them and rose again”  (2 Cor 5:15).
Verse 4. “bring forth fruit  (aorist subjunctive of karpophoreo) unto God.”  This compound Greek word is found several times in the NT, clearly meaning the spiritual product of the new life: godly works or works of righteousness (compare Rom 6:22; see also Gal 5:22; James 3:17, 18, and elsewhere.  In the OT, it usually has a more literal, agricultural sense).  The marriage figure has led some interpreters to find a reference to children born to believers in “should bear fruit unto God” but although “fruit” is used to mean “issue” or “children” (as in Luke 1:42, Acts 2:30), the context here does not seem to warrant such an interpretation.  The expression “unto” or “for” God, means that under grace, and in the new life, we no longer live a self-centered life, but rather one offered to God.  This life for God yields life with Him in His kingdom.

‘Being in the Flesh’ is Not the Same as ‘Living According to the Flesh’ 

Verse 5, “For when we were in the flesh,” is it a description of their pre-Christian life? The phrase “in the flesh” should not be regarded as a fixed designation of the pre-conversion state, since Paul can elsewhere speak of his own experience as a believer as “in the flesh” (Gal 2:20; Phil 1:22; so also 1 Pet 4:2).
A. We can see from Romans 8:4-9 that being “in the flesh” is equivalent to “according to the flesh” (Rom 8:8), while in 2 Cor 10:3 it has a more nearly neutral sense in contrast to the latter. 
B. “Flesh” in Paul has a range of meaning:

1.  The “merely” physical life (2 Cor 4:11; Gal 4:14; Col 2:1)
2.  More explicit sense of human weakness (Rom 7:18; 8:3)
3.  A life open to what is contrary and in contrast and opposition to God (Rom 8:8,9, Philemon 16).
C.  One key to proper exegesis (examination and definition), therefore, is to recognize that the physical-moral connotations are all part of a continuum of meaning; the physical and moral meaning depend on the context; and always with some negative overtone –sometimes stronger, sometimes less strong.  Flesh almost always (cf. Phil 1:24) denotes the weakness and corruptibility of the creature which distances him from the Creator (see Rom 1:3 and 7:18).  
D. Paul does not think of being “in the flesh” in merely individual terms. On the contrary, “in the flesh” is one of Paul’s chief ways of characterizing his own people’s failing: they trust “in the flesh” and boast “in the flesh” (Phil 3:3-4; Gal 6:13); they regard the national badge of circumcision “in the flesh” as what marks them off from the Gentiles as God’s chosen people (Rom 2:28; also Eph 2:11).  Jewish piety is “in the flesh,” a misapprehended trust in membership of the covenant people.  In Paul the antithesis of letter and Spirit is the same as that of flesh and Spirit.  This whole dimension is completely lost sight of by narrowing translations like “lower nature” (New English Bible), “sinful nature” (NIV), “natural inclinations” (New Jerusalem Bible); as a key theological category in Paul’s thought.  Flesh should be translated “flesh.”

Warning against False Piety 

1. Given both ranges of overtone (human weakness; as expressed not least in Israel’s boasting), it becomes clear that “in the flesh” is not to be defined simply as the mutually exclusive antonym to “in Christ;” rather it denotes a condition or attitude which is in contrast to, at odds with, or places restraints upon the “in Christ” and so can describe both the contrast between epochs (Adam / Christ) and the tension experienced by the believer now in this life waiting for the full liberation.

2. Flesh however, should not be characterized simply as a “power” like sin, death or even law.  Paul never says that the flesh is outside the circle of salvation but is at its heart because of the resurrection of Christ which will bring its final redemption. 
3. We must always remember that our humanity is united to the Godhead of the Trinity because of the Incarnation of the Son of God.

The Passions: Are they Sinful?

Romans 7:5. “When we were in the flesh the sinful passions which operate through the law were effective in what we are and do so as to bear fruit for death.” The Greek does not say sinful passions but pathema which occurs nine times in the Pauline letters; seven have the sense of “suffering, misfortune” (see Rom 8:18).  But Romans 7:5 and in Galatians 5:24 it is the sense of “emotion, feelings, affections” which clearly is intended.  Paul does not suspect the emotions per se or wish them suppressed in the Christian life (contrast, after all, Gal 5:22-23); but he is all too aware of their unreliability and volatility in themselves.  A life ruled by or lived chiefly on the level of the pathema, is almost certain to be a tool manipulated by sin (Rom 1:24).  Here the Greek word for sin hamartia is used in the plural and clearly in the sense of “sinful acts” (Rom 3:9).  The genitive (naming) is obviously genitive of content so we must read the text as “passions which are sins” or genitive of direction, “passions which come to expression in or as sins.”
Two Schools in the Ancient Church

Passions: Enemies or Friends?
St. Isaac of Syria said, “Be with peace in your own self, then heaven and earth will be at peace with you.”

There is a symbol of human unity, this complex unity of spirit soul and body: the symbol of the heart.  What do we mean by the heart?

Paschal said “the heart has its reasons, which reason does not understand.”  If we look at scripture, we do not find in the Old or New Testament any contrast between head and heart.  In the Bible we don’t just feel with our hearts, we also think with our hearts.  The heart is the place of intelligence and wisdom.  In scripture, feeling and thinking are held together.  In the Bible, the heart is the conscience, the moral spiritual center of the total person.  Evil thought comes from the heart but equally the heart is where the Holy Spirit cries out, “Abba, Father.”

The heart is a unifying concept in another way.  Not only does it hold together feeling and thinking, but it transcends the soul-body contrast.  The heart is the spiritual organ, the center of our bodily structure, but the heart also symbolizes our spiritual understanding. It’s a point of convergence and interaction for the human person as a whole.

St. Macarius of Egypt writing about the heart: “The heart governs and reigns over the whole bodily organism.  And when grace possesses the pastures of the heart, it rules over all the members and the thoughts, for there in the heart is the intellect, and all thoughts of the soul and its expectations.  In this way grace penetrates also to the members of the body.”

The heart is the center of the physical organism: when it stops beating, we are dead.  But it is also the place where the intellect dwells, the center of spiritual understanding.  It is through the heart that we experience grace, and through the heart grace passes to all members of the body.  The heart contains, say the Macarian homilies, “unfathomable depths,” including what is meant today by the unconscious.  There are reception rooms and bed chambers in it, doors and porches, and many offices and passages.  In the heart are the works of righteousness and wickedness. In it is life; in it is death.

The heart, then, has a central and controlling role.  The heart is open on one side to the unfathomable depths of the unconscious, open on the other side to the abyss of God’s glory.  When the Orthodox tradition speaks of the Prayer of the Heart, that doesn’t mean prayer just of the feelings and emotions, it doesn’t just mean what in western Roman Catholic spirituality is termed affective prayer.  Prayer of the heart means prayer of the total person, prayer in which the body also participates.  In the hesychast (deep, introspective prayer) tradition, entering the heart means the total re-integration of the human person in God.

If you read Antoine de Saint-Exupery’s The Little Prince you may notice the words of the fox.  “Now here is my secret,” said the fox, “a very simple secret: It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.”  This is the meaning of the heart in scripture and in the Orthodox spiritual tradition.

We have said our unity as persons includes the body.  What about the passions?

In the account of the Egyptian desert given by Paladius, we read that when he went there as a young man in the fourth century, he was placed under elder Dorotheos, who led a life of severe asceticism.  He used to carry stones from one place to the other.  Young Paladius thought this was excessive.  “Why do you torture your body this way?” “It kills me, I kill it,” Dorotheos responded.  But was he right?  Rather than kill the body, would it not be better to transfigure the body?  Another Desert Father corrected Dorotheos, saying, “We have been taught not to kill the body, but to kill the passions.” But should we kill the passions? Or should we transfigure them?  I feel that the English poet of the seventeenth century, John Donne, comes nearer to the truth when he says, “Let our affections kill us not, nor die.”  It is with our passions as with fire and water.  They are good servants but bad masters.”

Let’s explore this a little more deeply.  Unfortunately there isn’t a satisfactory translation in English for the Greek word pathos.  Pathos is normally translated as passion, sometimes as emotion or affection, or it could be translated simply as suffering – the passion of Christ.  There is no single English word that will convey all these different senses.  It is linked to the Greek word pascha, which means to suffer.  So pathos is fundamentally a passive state.  It can be regarded as something that happens to a person or object.  The Greek Fathers talk about sleep and death as being pathos, and Gregory the Theologian describes the phases of the moon as passions.  But often pathos actually acquires a positive sense.  It’s not something merely passive, it can also be something active.  And so when we come across this word pathos, or passion, in Greek, we need to look carefully at the context, to see how it is used.

Some of the Fathers who wrote in Greek have seen passion as it is used in Greek philosophy, especially in Aristotle.

When we read the Stoics, we find the Greek word “pathos” employed in a negative sense. It means disordered impulses of the soul, an impulse that has got out of hand, that has become disobedient to reason and so is contrary to nature.  As with some later Christian theologians, the passions are seen as diseases; the victim of passion is mentally deranged. For the Stoics, passions are pathological disturbances of the personality.  The wise man aims at apatheia – dispassion, the elimination of the passions.  But alongside this negative view of passion, there is in Greek philosophy, a more positive view.  For Aristotle, the passions in themselves are neither virtues nor vices; they are neither good nor evil.  We are not commended or blamed because of them.  They are neutral. Everything depends on the use that we make of our passions.  He includes among the passions, not only such things as desire and anger, but also things such as friendship, courage and joy.  So in Aristotle’s view our aim shouldn’t be to eliminate the passions, but we should try to have a moderate and reasonable employment of them.

Plato has a similar view.  He uses the famous analogy of a charioteer with a two-horse carriage. The charioteer represents reason, which should be in control.  One of the two horses pulling the chariot is of noble breed, the other is unruly and rebellious.  And for Plato the fine horse denotes the noble emotions of the spirited part of the soul – courage, etc. – while the disorderly horse represents the baser passions of the desiring part of the soul.  The implications of the analogy are clear: if the charioteer has no horses at all, the chariot is never going to get moving.  It is no use simply calculating with reason; if your carriage is to get moving, you need to have a proper relationship with the other aspects of your personhood.  But the analogy goes further than that.  If you have a two-horse carriage and only one horse yoked to it, you won’t get very far.  The chariot will go askew immediately.  In order for your chariot to move straight and far, you must have both horses properly harnessed, and you have to come to terms with both your horses.

So Plato’s analogy is holistic, that we’ve all got to come to terms with all the different impulses in our nature if we are to live a fully human life.  We cannot simply repress or ignore certain aspects of our personhood because we don’t like them very much.  We’ve got to learn how to use them.

Now with this twofold classical background to consider, what do we find in Christian tradition?  The word pathos is used only three times in the New Testament, in each instance by Paul and each case in an unfavorable sense.  Coming on to the Fathers, many of them take a Stoic view of the passions.  Clement of Alexandria, in the early third century, regards passion as an excessive impulse disobedient to reason, contrary to nature.  Passions are diseases of the soul, says Clement, and truly good persons have no passions.  In the 4th century Evagrius of Pontus, disciple of the Cappadocians but also a Desert Father living the last eighteen years of his life in the Egyptian wilderness, associates the passions with demons.  For Evagrius, our aim is to expel the passions. The aim is apatheia, though Evagrius gives dispassion a positive sense, linking it with love, agape.

Gregory of Nyssa takes a similar view.  He says that passions were not originally part of our nature, but came as a result of the Fall.  For him, the passions have an animal character.  They render us akin to irrational animals.  They express our humanity in its fallen condition.

But this is not the only view of passion in the Greek Fathers.  Because it’s much less well known, I would like to mention the approach of other writers who come closer to the Aristotelian view.  In particular I want to look at Abba Isaiah, who lived in Egypt and then in Palestine during the fifth century.  You will find a short extract from his writings in the first volume of the Philokalia.  There is a full French translation of his writing, but it hasn’t yet been translated into English. Abba Isaiah takes the view that desire — epyhthemeia, along with envy or jealousy, anger, hatred and pride, are all fundamentally in accordance with nature.  They are not sinful, fallen distortions, but parts of our human nature as created by God.

Let me read what Abba Isaiah said: “There is in the intellect, a desire that is in accordance with nature, and without desire, there is no love for God.” This is also the view of John Climacus.  Though he takes the negative, stoic view of passion, when he discusses eros, he takes a more positive view.  He says that the erotic impulse, though it may take a sexual form and can often be distorted, can also be directed towards God. Eros is not to be eliminated but redirected, transformed.  Without desire, epyhthemeia, or without eros, there is no proper love for God.  This is why, remarks Abba Isaiah, Daniel was called “man of desire:” “But the enemy has changed this desire into something shameful, so that we desire all kinds of impurities.”
Then Abba Isaiah comes to jealousy – zelos in Greek, a word that can also mean zeal.  We lack an English word that conveys both senses together.  There is for Abba Isaiah a zeal, a jealousy, “which is in accordance with nature and without which there is no progress toward God.  Thus the Apostle Paul says tells us to “strive jealously for the good gifts.” (I Cor 12:31)  He might have added that, in the Old Testament, God Himself is described as a jealous God: “But if jealousy directed toward God has been changed within us into a jealousy contrary to nature, so that we are jealous of one another, we envy and deceive one another.”
Then he comes to anger: “There is, in the intellect, an anger that is in accordance with nature.  Without anger there is no purity within a person.  One must feel anger against all those seeds sown within us by the enemy.”  Again and again, in confession I hear people telling me they have been angry, either inwardly or outwardly.  I always say to them you shouldn’t simply repress your anger.  If you sit on it, sooner or later it will explode.  What you have to do is to use your anger in a creative way.  The energy in your anger is something good, or something that can certainly be put to good use.  When anger takes a negative, destructive form, it is the misuse of something which in itself is implanted in us by God.  There is ample evidence in scripture that Christ, on various occasions, felt and showed anger.  But this anger, says Abba Isaiah, “has been changed within us so that we are angry with our neighbor over all sorts of futile and useless things.”

Then he comes to hatred: “There is, in the intellect, a hatred that is in accordance with nature. Without hatred against that which is hostile, nothing of value is revealed within the soul.”  We are not to be like the oyster hiding quietly in its shell.  My spiritual father (Philemon) used to say, “Even the oyster has his enemies.”  You needn’t imagine you will win people’s support by doing nothing. “But this hatred has been changed within us into that which is contrary to nature, so we hate our neighbor and loath him, a hatred which expels all virtue.”

Then Abba Isaiah comes to pride. I wondered how can he find a good use for pride, but he does. He says: “There is, in the intellect, a pride that is accordance with nature, that we feel in the face of enemies. When Job found this pride, he reviled his enemies, calling them dishonorable men of no repute, lacking everything good, unfit to dwell with the dogs guarding his flocks. But this pride in the face of our enemies has been changed within us; we have humiliated ourselves before our enemies, and grown proud against each other.” What Abba Isaiah is saying here is that pride, properly understood, is a sense of our own value and meaning, and can be used as weapon against self-pity and despair, against a sense of helplessness and uselessness. But you are not useless. A sense of uselessness is not humility, but a temptation of the devil. Humility is to know that I am made in the image of God; therefore God hopes many things from me. I have a unique vocation. Humility is to say all that I have is a gift.

In the parable of the talents, the master didn’t say to the servant who buried his talent and made no use of it, “Well done, you humble and modest servant. You have done much better than your proud companions who used their gift.” On the contrary, the servant is rebuked who wouldn’t use his gift because he thought he was no good.  So, humility is not to say I am useless, but is to say everything that I have is a gift.  And pride, understood as the sense of our value and meaning in God, of our high vocation as an icon of the Holy Trinity that can be put to good use, to be used against the temptations of the devil, who says, “You are hopeless.” There is a good self love, as St. Augustine emphasizes.  When we love our true self, we can be proud of our true self.  And we can be proud of our true self because our true self is in the image of the living God.

So all these things like anger and pride, which a writer in the Evagrian tradition would regard as demons, are considered by Abba Isaiah as a natural part of our personhood created by God.  Desire or anger is not in itself sinful.  What matters is the way in which it is used.  Our ascetic strategy is not to mortify but redirect, not eradicate but educate, not eliminate but transfigure.

It is not only Abba Isaiah who tells us that the passions can be put to good use but the later Greek Fathers.  For example Maximus the Confessor talks about the “blessed passions.”  Gregory Palmas refers to “the divine and blessed passions.”  He writes that the aim of the Christian life is not the containment of the passions but their transposition or redirection.

Again, I would commend to you the approach of John Donne: “Let our affections kill us not, nor die.”  If we can learn to use our passions in the right way, then we should be, each of us, a true peacemaker.

How Do Passions Work?
Romans 7:5 “ … which operate through the law were effective in our constituent parts.”  The law here is once again clearly the Torah (see on 7:1).  Paul regards his experience as a devout Jew, as now perceived by him, as typical of a condition destined for death.  The law as elsewhere in Romans denotes the divinely intended function of the law, the agency of the law in accordance with God’s will (Rom 2:12; 3:20, 27; 4:13; 7:7; cf. also Gal 2:19, 21).  This unfolds the true role of the law.  Having retrieved it from the misunderstanding of his fellow Jews (Rom 2:12-29; 3:27-31; 4:13-16), Paul has at the same time redefined its role with increasing sharpness (Rom 3:20; 4:15; 5:13, 20).  Now he begins to unfold the most contentious part of his understanding of the law’s role. 

1. He will safeguard it from misunderstanding (Rom 7:7-14), but has still sharper claims to make as he shows how God has allowed the law to be an agent in the service of sin and death (7:21-23; 8:2). 

2. Implicit is the assertion that Jewish misunderstanding and abuse of the law was itself an example of how the law served as an agent to produce sinful passions like the boastful presumption which excluded Gentiles as Gentiles from grace.  See the words “be at work, operate, be effective so as to bear fruit for death.” 

3. It is the divine purpose which the law serves in ensuring that sin should not exercise its power beyond death.  The cancer of sin having taken terminal hold on the body of this present age, God consigns that body to death in order that the life of the resurrection of the age of Jesus might be wholly free from sin. 
4. The characteristic note of the link between sin and death is maintained and reemphasized disillusion (5:12, 21; 6:20-23) over the failure of the law to prevent us from sinning.     
Romans 7:6, “having died to that in or by which we were confined or restrained.” 
The meaning is plain enough; “hold down” can be extended to a wide range of meaning: hold back, restrain, arrest; possess, suppress, confine; hold fast, retain, keep in mind.  
Note from Philemon

“Our bodies are all the time innocent.  The body can’t act without the will and the other rational faculties such as the memory.  When we develop a habit, it is stored in the memory and most of the time it is the memory that has a power over the will.  Then the memory, the will and our emotions deceive us and thus we imagine that if we don’t do this or that we are going to loose our life.  This sense of loss is what derives us to complete what we have started to remember.”    
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