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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans
Human Life in Romans and the Other Letters of Paul

Romans 1:24 “God delivered them to the desires of their hearts for impurity of their bodies …” 
The Human Body
“My body never defiled my mind, but it is my mind which defiles my body. When my mind defiles my body, my body is no longer neutral, but becomes the tool and even the goal of my lust.”
Abba Philemon
Soma

First the Greek word, Soma = Body
Romans:1:24; 4:19; 6:6,12; 7:4,24; 8:10, 11, 13,23; 12:1,4,5 (13 times)

Total number in the Pauline letters 97 times
Soma is one of the two most important in the talk of the NT and the Pauline letters of Christian teaching on humankind.  The other is sarx and we shall deal with it beginning on Page 7.  Soma is one of the keys which unlocks the whole Christian understanding of God Incarnate coming to us.
By way of preliminary clarification, we should note that the term “body” itself in English usage means:

1. Usually the individual “material organism” or corpse.  English speakers may find it hard to free themselves from the identification body = physical body. This sense in fact reflects early and continuing Greek usage in the Western mind as a whole.  It stands for the dead body = physical remains of the individual.

2. The Greek does not have the same words which the Hebrew has.  We shall see later that body and flesh can interchange and mean the same.  More to the immediate point is the fact that Paul never uses söma in the sense of “corpse.” We are thus warned again that reading Paul’s anthropology in the light of modem usage or of ancient Greek usage is likely to distort our appreciation of Paul’s teaching from the outset. 
Paul’s own usage of soma, like so many of his terms, has a spectrum of meanings.  The focus on physicality is only one end of the spectrum.  As we shall see in a moment, soma as denoting human body includes the physical body but it is more than that.  A better word to use – it would also help us break away from our twentieth-century preconceptions – is the alternative term “embodiment:” soma as the embodiment of the person.  In this sense soma is a relational concept.  It denotes the person embodied in a particular relationship. It is the human life by which the person relates to that environment, and vice versa.  It is the means of living in, of experiencing human life as a whole.  This helps explain the degree of overlap with the narrower sense “physical body,” for the environment of everyday experience is a physical environment.  But soma as embodiment means more than my physical body: it is the embodied “me,” the means by which “I” and the world can act upon each other.
Individuals are not as bodies to interact with each other in a bodily way but the body is the presence of our human life.
J. A. T. Robinson (The Body; A study in Pauline Theology, 1952), and W. D. Stacey, (The Pauline View of Man in Relation to its Judaic and Hellenistic Background, 1956) preferred the use of the modern word “person,” but this has its non-physical and even abstract connotations.  There is also the danger to reduce the body to just a physical exchange such say of handshake or of physical goods would reduce the multidimensional human life to something to one-dimensional.  It is precisely the interaction of individuals bodily which makes it meaningful to speak of embodiment of life, that is, of individuals as embodying in harmony and working together for a common purpose.  If “body” meant simply “physical body,” this will remove the multidimensional human life which we know and experience in both success and failure.
Pauline Multidimensional Use of the Word ‘Body’
1. Fallen humanity, given over to the desires of their hearts, dishonor their bodies among themselves (Rom 1:24).  This is not just the misuse of the body but life as manifested in a physical way.  Husband and wife “have authority” over each other’s bodies (1 Cor 7:4) which is again not just, though presumably,   lovemaking as a purely “physical” act.  This same meaning of human life makes Paul say that he is present “by the Spirit,” though absent “by the body” (1 Cor 5:3).  He is not there.  Presence “in the body” means absence from the glory of the Lord, and vice versa (2 Cor 5:6, 8).  He recalls an “out of the body” experience (2 Cor 12:2-3), though, noticeably, he is not sure whether it happened “in the body” or “outside the body.”  He speaks of bearing the marks of Christ on his body (Gal 6:17), presumably thinking particularly of the scars and physical effects of the various beatings and severe hardships he endured; though the similar thought (in 2 Cor 4:10) of “carrying the death of Jesus in our body” puts us in touch with a much richer conception of “sharing Christ’s sufferings.”  Even what looks like the old Greek Trichotomy of “spirit, soul, and body” in 1 Thessalonians 5:23 comes in a context emphasizing “wholeness,” where the enumeration is more like that of Deuteronomy 6.5, denoting completeness of commitment. 

2. The richer meaning of “embodiment” is clearer in 1 Corinthians 6:13-20, where Paul uses soma eight times.  Here are seven of them:
A) The body is not meant for immorality

B) The Lord for the body

C) Your bodies are members of Christ

D) Shall I take the member of Christ and make them members of a prostitute
E) He who joins himself to a prostitute becomes one body with her

F) Every sin is outside the body but the immoral man sins against  his body 

G) Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit

Why could he be content with the meaning of “physical body” when he talks about sexual relationships with a prostitute (6:13, 16, 18)?  But Paul also reminds the Corinthians that “your bodies are members of Christ” (6:15), where narrowing the meaning to physical bodies would assuredly diminish Paul’s meaning.  What he was reminding the Corinthians of was that they themselves (“us” 6:14) were members of Christ; they themselves precisely as embodied beings, whose bodily engagements indicated the quality and character of their commitment and discipleship.  So the concept of body is larger than physical body.  Moreover, as bodies they were inevitably in corporate relationships which determined their identity, and it was the corporate relationship as members of Christ’s body which should be decisive and render unthinkable a bodily relationship with a prostitute, representative of another corporate order.  In the concluding two references, the body as “temple of the Holy Spirit” is another way of saying “the Holy Spirit in you” (6:19) that is, not just in the physical body, as though the body was something distinct from the whole person, but the body as the embodiment of the whole person.  And the final call to “glorify God in your body” is the deduction drawn from the fact that “you were bought with a price” (6:20).  That is, it is a call not merely for a disciplining of the physical body, but for disciplined social (corporate) relationships.

3. The importance of “body” as personal embodiment is also clear in Romans 12:1.  When Paul exhorts the Roman believers “to present your bodies a sacrifice,” he assuredly does not call upon them to offer up arms and legs on a sacrificial altar! His summons is rather that they should offer up themselves, their life.  The parallel with 1 Corinthians 6:13 and 16 puts this point beyond dispute: “to hand over your bodies” (Rom 12: 1) = “to hand over yourselves” (6:13, 16).  But what they were to offer up was themselves precisely as bodies, themselves in their corporeality, in the concrete relationships which constituted their everyday living. The equivalent to Israel’s commitment in cultic sacrifice was the dedication expressed in their embodied relationships.
4. When Paul notes that Abraham’s body “was already dead” (Rom. 4:19), he means that Abraham was impotent.  When Paul says “I treat my body roughly” (1 Cor 9:27), he presumably refers not simply to an ascetic physical severity, but to a strict discipline of life and conduct.  When he envisaged martyrdom void of love, he says “I may hand over my body in order that I might boast (or be burned)” (1 Cor 13:3).  In the variant reading at least, the “I” who hands over his body is the “I” of the burned body.  When he talks of each receiving judgment “according to what each has done through or by means of the body” (2 Cor 5:10), he evidently was thinking of the body as life, or as we would say, self-expression.  When Paul speaks of his “bodily presence as weak” (2 Cor 10:10), he certainly has in mind not just his physical strength or appearance, but the impression which his whole manner and presentation of the gospel made on his hearers (1 Cor 2:3).  Or when he expresses his heartfelt desire “that Christ might be magnified in my body” (Phil 1:20), he again no doubt had more than the physicality of his appearance or actions in mind, but the character of his witness as embodied.  We can hardly think that Paul wanted to glorify Christ through only part of his existence; the body as a subset or a part of his whole being.  He wanted rather to glorify Christ through his whole life, despite the fact that he was being held prisoner in a Roman jail.
5.  The body is a model or term of reference to interrelationships in the second large cluster of body terms in 1 Corinthians 12 wherein 17 times (12:12-27) Paul makes extensive use of the body as a model of human union and cooperation:

A) the body is one and has many members

B) All members of the body, though many, are one body

C) So it is with Christ

The source of this union:

A) By one Spirit we were all baptized into one body (Christ and the church)

B) All were made to drink of one Spirit 

 The multiple dimensions:

A) The body does not consist of one member

B) I am not … I do not belong to the body (This is repeated in v16, with emphasis on “less part)

C) The common function of the one body has been arranged by God in v17.
D) One single organ missing diminishes the body

E) I have no need of you

F) The weak members or parts of the body “are indispensable”

G) To the less honorable, we the other members invest with the greater honor… 

H) If one member suffers, all suffer together…
Conclusion: You are the body of Christ and individually members of that body 

Soma as Real Existence of Certain Beings

Paul distinguishes between the present body (soma) and the resurrection body (1 Cor 15:35-44).  This is the third large cluster of body terms in 1 Corinthians (9 occurrences). 

Paul was confronted by questions on the resurrection of the body (15:12, 35), and Paul repeated the phrase “the resurrection of the dead” 13 times in this chapter rebuking the implication that the body which we have, the present body, is far from being good. “You fool! What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. And what you sow is not the body which is be, but bare seed. . . . But God gives it a body as he has chosen, and to each kind of seed its own body” (15:36-38).  Paul proceeds to distinguish …

1. Heavenly bodies from earthly bodies (15:40), the soma of the sun, moon, and stars already indicating that Paul was ploughing his own furrow at this point. ‘the analogy is applied (15:42-44): the present body (the embodiment of the soul) ends in corruption, dishonour, weakness; the resurrection body (the embodiment the Spirit – 15:45) is raised in incorruptibility, glory, power. 

2. Adam had a “soulish” (Soul-body), of the earth, made of dust.  The spiritual body will be recreated after Christ’s resurrection body (15:45-49).  Evidently, the soulish body, the present body as such, cannot share in the kingdom of God; it is also corruptible flesh and blood, and only the incorruptible, the spiritual body, is capable of inheriting God’s kingdom (1 5:50). 
3. Paul does not say that the immortal and incorruptible part of the human body will be resurrected, but envisaged transformation of the whole person in his or her new embodiment.

Conclusion

1. Redemption in the NT and for Paul is not some kind of escape from bodily existence, but a transformation into a different kind of bodily existence (1 Cor 15:51-54).  “Body” is the common term.  But not fleshly body or body made of dust, or corruptible body, or mortal body.  That is only the present life, which is part of the physical world subject to decay and death.  But the new life in Christ, that of the resurrection body will be different and appropriate to the world of Spirit beyond death. 

2. The point for us here, however, is precisely the fact that underlines what is meant by” body,” and precisely as the real life within the material world with all its facets as a whole.  As persons, we participates in creation and function as part of creation.  The body, the body corporeal and not just the body corporate, is what makes possible a social dimension to life; it is what enables the individual to participate in human society, or, alternatively expressed, is what prevents the individual from opting out of this world or constructing a religion which denies social interdependence and responsibility.  Here we may simply observe how the exhortation of Romans 12:1-2 runs on at once into the exposition of the church’s corporate responsibility as one body in Christ (1 Cor 12:12).
3.    It is also this somatic character of NT anthropology which prevents us from falling into dualism between creation and salvation.  For it is precisely as part of creation and with creation that the Incarnate Son of God came to call us as  individuals and as communities of believers to share in the birth pangs of creation, groaning with the rest of creation as they await the redemption of their bodies (Romans 8:22:23).  
The Transfiguration of our bodies by Abbot Sophronius (10 Century Egypt)
It is hard when we are tired or ill to mention the transfiguration of our bodies.  But as we celebrate the Feast of the Transfiguration of our Lord, I want to address you and explain according to my feeble ability why did our Lord change his bodily figure on the mountain  in front of his disciples?

First, our Lord revealed to us what we shall be in the life to come.  We shall be like him. He revealed to us this future form of new life even before his resurrection to assure us that he is able to give us a share in his life and re-create us to be just like him.

(Sophronius, cont.)

Second, let us keep this goal and aim at it as part of the grace of our redemption. We must allow faith and love to guide us because if we fail to accept what faith is calling us to be, then our love will grow cold and even will diminish. 
Some of you asked me yesterday, is there a way of transfiguration?  And I said yes there is; it is the hard way of grace and it has one key word which we need to engrave on our hearts, and that word is “syn-enrgia” which is our cooperation with the Holy Spirit who desires to change us and to show us the way of grace which is the narrow way.  It is narrow because the way of the world is wide.  There are many tools and opportunities for evil and sin in the world, and anyone does not [wish] to co-operate [with syn-enrgia] but to accept.  Accepting is easy.  It is to surrender and allow the water of sin to carry you till you are drowned.
Here the Holy Spirit gives us hope to see that our life is better than the life of sin. Syn-enrgia is the way because we have to accept the new creation and to love it and see it as the only one which is truly good.  Syn-enrgia means our will is in harmony with the will of God our Father and if there is a conflict let the cross be present in every act of our will. 
When the cross is our will, harmony is there and holiness is achieved by our cooperation.
Let us consider the following:

1. Each member of our body is the manifestation of our spirit and our inner life. The hands are the hands of Christ and they belong to us to do what the Lord wants us to do as new creation.

2. The lips are the doors of the temple of the Holy Spirit and what comes from those doors is what is Holy. 

3. The feet are where we stand for God and move according to the gospel teaching.

4. The eyes are the windows of the soul, let the light of love shine from them.

5. Take each part of your body (soma) and dedicate it to God not as a part of your body but as you the whole of you.

6. If every member of your body is wholly you, you will not suffer from the false life which is founded on the dualism of spirit and body and in this un-noticed crack, evil creeps.  Be aware that there is a residue of former experience and feelings and images which can be ignited by the evil one or by our own inclinations and the speed of that is faster than that of the speed of light.  When this happens do not be frightened and above all do not despair for despair means the lack of cooperation with the Holy Spirit.  Sit and pray and look at all your past knowledge of evil and ask the Lord to give you the courage to despise them and to reject them.”
Letter 2 to the brothers, translated from Coptic by GHB
SARX
Second the Greek word: Sarx = Flesh
“Christ is of the seed of David kata sarka [according to the flesh].” Romans 1:4
Sarx, “flesh,” is the other most prominent Pauline anthropological term.  It occurs 91 times in the Pauline letters; 26 times in Romans alone.  In other NT books, the term is used in John 13 times (eight of them in John 6:51-63), Hebrews six times and 1 Peter seven times. 

It is also the most controversial term in modern NT Studies.  This is principally because of the range of usage, since it seems to span from meaning the physical material human body to the sense of “flesh” as natural force in the human life far away and hostile to God.  The simple question which has generated immense discussion is how the one term can encompass such a range.

The dominant view over the past century or so has been that Paul’s spread of usage reflects a combination of Jewish and Hellenistic influences, in one measure or another. That is, the idea of flesh as material body reflects the typical Hebrew sense of basar, whereas the idea of flesh as a prison of the soul is more Hellenistic in character which Paul took over and made the flesh a hostile element in the human life.  This can be summarized in the following:

1.   Some NT scholars regarded sarx in Paul as a cosmic power but hostile to the human spirit and to the divine Spirit: sarx is a “principle of sin.”  R. Bultmann, for example, analyses sarx not in his section on “anthropological concepts” but together with sin and death – “flesh and sin as powers to which man has fallen victim.” (NT Theology Vol 1, pages 197-200).  Coming at the question from his own distinctive angle, but equally impressed by the antithesis of flesh and spirit, Albert Schweitzer concluded that the two were not merely hostile but mutually exclusive: “being in Christ” as a state of existence had taken the place of the physical “being in the flesh.”  Being “in the Spirit” meant no longer being in “the flesh” (Pauline Mysticism, page 127) to the extent that Schweitzer writes a while ago, “The man who has come to faith in the Son of God is no longer in the sarx, for he lives, and he has thus ceased to build his life on the sarx, which is to sin.”(Theological Dictionary of the NT Vol 7,135)

The main issue here, then, is whether Paul regarded sarx as a substance or force field which is irredeemably evil and from which the believer has already been removed by Christ, or a hostile cosmic power whose authority over the believer has already been broken.  This view comes fresh to us even in 2007 in the false forms of religions under the title “spirituality.”

2. Others have found sufficient explanation for the problem of sarx in the psychological and inner life than cosmological terms.  The idea of sarx as the seat of sensuality, summed up in the phrase “the pleasures of the flesh,” goes back to pre-Christian forms of Asceticism.  The overtone of frailty and corruptibility which attaches so closely  to the Hebrew basar has been supported by OT verses such as Genesis 6:3; 2 Chronicles 32:8; Job 34:15; Psalms 56:4; 78:39; Isaiah 31:3; 6-7; Jeremiah 17:5.  These verses among others can explain the more negative uses of sarx in Romans 7-8.
3. A popular solution has been suggested by D. Whitely to distinguish the two Pauline phrases: en sarki (in the flesh) and kata sarka (according to the flesh).  The former denotes simply earth; the latter denotes “the conscious spiritual orientation of life on the earthly level.”  Sarx “becomes bad only when man builds his life on it.” (The Theology of Paul, 1965, page 39).  But again the question arises: Can the two usages be held together, or are we in effect presented with two neatly discrete senses:  a neutral sense of sarx distinct from a more characteristically negative sense?

4. Here are examples of how sarx was translated into the English NT: used in Romans variously as “human” (1:3), “flesh” (2:28), “natural descent” (4:1), “mere human nature” (7:5), “un-spiritual self” (7:18), “un-spiritual nature” (7:25), “nature” (8:3), and “old nature” (8:4-5).  The NIV translates the same sequence as “human nature” (1:3), “physical” (2:28), and missed out on the word sarx (for no obvious reason) in 4:1, “sinful nature” (7:5, 18, 25; 8:3), “sinful man” (8:3), and “sinful nature” (8:4-5).

The Neutral Sarx of the Hebraic Understanding of Human Life 

1.  In Romans 11:14, Paul speaks of the Jews as “my flesh” whom he wants to provoke to jealously.  The English NT avoided the word but this text betrays the Hebraic origin of Paul, because it is common to say in Hebrew to a fellow Jew, “you are my flesh.” 

So also in 1 Corinthians 6:16, which is a direct quotation from Genesis 2:24, “the two shall become one flesh.”

In spite of the heavy use of soma in 1 Corinthians 15, Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:39, “For not all flesh is the same, but there is one kind for humans …”
In Ephesians 5:29 and 31, “For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it,” thus the flesh cannot be a source of evil especially when this becomes an analogy for Christ’s love for the church.

A more Hebraic idiom appears also in Colossians 2:1 where Paul says that he struggled to come to see those in Laodicea and “for all who have not seen my face in the flesh.” Once more the English NT deleted the word flesh and the translation runs, “face to face,” depriving us from sensing the neutrality of the flesh.  So we can say with confidence that the physical body, or physical relationship or kinship, has no negative or evil connotation.

2.  Still with some primary reference to the physical, sarx embraces the well known Hebraic thought of weakness (Rom 6:19).  Sarx cannot inherit the man of God because it is perishable and mortal (1 Cor 15:50).  It is mortal by nature (2 Cor 4:11), subject to affliction and weariness (2 Cor 7:5) and “the weakness of the flesh” (Gal 4:13-14).

3.  In some passages this sense of weakness gains a further overtone inadequacy in contrast to a superior realm or mode of being: “flesh and blood” in contrast to “God” (Gal 1:16); a life lived “in the flesh,” in contrast to “Christ in me” (Gal 2:20); Onesimus a brother not merely “in the flesh” but more importantly “in the Lord” (Phm 16); and the “thorn in the flesh” speaks of Paul’s human weakness in contrast to the power of God (2 Cor 12:7-9).  Human life “in the flesh” stands in contrast to being “with Christ, is far better” (Phil. 1:22-23).

4.  In other passages this weakness points to failure on the moral front.  Humans as flesh cannot be justified before God (Rom 3:20; Gal 2:16), humans as flesh cannot boast before God (1 Cor 1:29).  The flesh weakness and incapacitates the law (Rom 8:3). “Those who are in the flesh are not able to please God” (Rom 8.8).

To be followed next week if you want … gb
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