Wednesday @ E 91 / Dr. George Bebawi / October 17, 2007 / Page 8

A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans
‘In the flesh’ and ‘according to the flesh’ 
in Romans and the Other Letters of Paul
Romans 8:8: Those who are in the flesh are not able to please God.
Abba Philemon

“Being in the flesh is not sinful but the weakness of the flesh can drive us to sin by trying to be immortal and to conquer our mortality by means other than the only means, Jesus Christ, who is also the goal of immortality.”

In some verses in the letters of Paul we meet the “weakness of the flesh,” which just means “human” in the whole NT sense of “flesh and blood.”  This week we will use Romans 8:8 as a starting point for a further discussion of Paul’s important writings on the flesh throughout his letters.
Matthew

16:17 
flesh and blood has not revealed this (human person)

23:30
shedding the blood of the prophets (killing)

23:35 
upon you may come all the righteous blood from the blood of innocent Abel to the blood of Zechariah (pay for your sins)

 27:4
I have sinned in betraying innocent blood (innocent person)

John

1:13
born, not of blood nor … will of the flesh (human origin)

Acts

 17.26 
He made from one blood every nation (all humanity)
Romans

3:15 
Their feet are swift to shed blood (kill)

1 Corinthians

15:50 
flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom
Galatians 

1:16
I did not confer with flesh and blood
Ephesians 

6:12 
not contending against flesh and blood
Hebrews

2:14
the children share in flesh and blood
Sarx (flesh), Weakness and Sin
1. This weakness gains a place in our life, precisely as sarx (flesh) that no person is justified before God (Rom 3:20; Gal 2:16); precisely as sarx that no one can boast before God (1 Cor 1:29).
2. The flesh weakens and incapacitates the law (Rom 8:3).  Those who are in the flesh are not able to please God” (Rom 8:8).
3. Still more alarming, sarx is the sphere of sin’s operations: “When we were in the flesh the sinful passions were in operation” (Rom 7:5).  These words do not say that the flesh is the source of sin but because it is weak and mortal, we don’t accept our mortality and seek immortality which opens the door for sin.  When Paul says “No good thing dwells in me, that is, in my flesh” (Rom 7:18), he means as a human and this must be read “With my flesh I serve the law of sin” (Rom 7:25), referring to the habits that sinful life has planted in us.  The great act of the Incarnation is that God “sent his own Son in the very likeness sinful flesh (sarkos hamartias) … and condemned sin in the flesh” (Rom 8:3) Please note that the condemnation was not of the Son, but sin.

4. The negative force of sarx becomes most apparent as not only mortal also defective, disqualifying, or destructive, when set in antithesis the (“Spirit”). To think of circumcision only as a rite “performed in the flesh” is to misunderstand it; the circumcision which God wants is “of heart, in Spirit and not in letter” (Rom 2:28). “The flesh’s way of is death, whereas the Spirit’s way of thinking is life and peace” (Rom 8:6)
Is there a war between flesh and spirit?

1.  “[If] new life begins with the Spirit,” Paul asks his Galatians converts, “are you now made complete with the flesh?” (Gal 3:3), which means “Did you discover new life in yourselves?”  But later on Paul bids them “Walk by the Spirit and you will not satisfy the desires of flesh. For the flesh desires against the Spirit.” (Gal 5:16-17).  These words must be read in the light of Romans 8:7 which says that “The way of the flesh is hostility to God.”  We can be more than sure because “the works of the flesh” are all not of the flesh but sins such as according to the list of “sorcery, enmity, strife, jealously, anger, dissensions.”  The opposite are not the works of the human spirit but “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace … which are all what is given by the Holy Spirit” (Gal 5:19-23). Similarly to the Philippians he asserts boldly, “It is we who are the circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God … and who put no confidence in the flesh” (Phil 3:3).

2.  Consequently sarx itself in its natural life - and that is humanity - needs to be crucified.  “Make no provision for the flesh to satisfy its desires” (Rom 13:l4).  “Those who belong to the Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires” (Gal 5:24).  “Those who sow to their own flesh shall from the flesh reap corruption” (Gal 6:8).  This human life called to be crucified, and that is the way to freedom because the cross uproots the roots of sin by the power of the death of Jesus, and when we gain our freedom, Paul says, “You are called to freedom.  Do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh.” (Gal 5:12; see also Eph 2:3; Col 2:13, 18, 23).
Two important words in Greek 
The first is sarkikos, “belonging to the flesh” and thus fleshly or carnal (Rom 7:14; 15:27; 1 Cor 3:1, 3,4; 9:11; 2 Cor 10:4; also in Heb 7:16; 1 Pet 2:11).
The second is sarkinos, “consisting of flesh, fleshy.” (2 Cor 3:3).
Those who belong to the flesh are weak and thus according to Romans 7:14 are sold (like a slave) under sin.  But the same word sarkikos is used for the material goods in Romans 15:27 so we must argue that the flesh, though natural, in its weakness brings sin to the human life.  This weakness is not only physical but also mental. 

Kata sarka, according to the flesh
1. 
The phrase kata sarka mirrors the same spectrum.  At one end it can denote physical kinship – “Israel kata sarka” (1 Cor 10:18).  But it is used to contrast the new relationship considered more significant because it is the heart of the gospel:
 Jesus is the son of David kata sarka, but Son of God in power kata pneuma (Rom vf. 9:5).  Abraham as “our forefather kata sarka,” in implied contrast as “father of all who believe” (Rom 4:1, 11; cf. 9:3).  This contrast is not the evil flesh but the new relationship between God and humanity.  Israel is composed of children of Abraham kata sarka but not kata pneuma.  This is one of the basic differences between the two covenants. 
2. Later on kata sarka denotes the slave’s relationship with his earthly master as set against the more important relationship with his heavenly master (Col 1:3, 22-24; Eph 6:5-6).
3. So also those who are called to believe are not necessarily wise “kata sarka” (1 Cor 1:26).
4. Paul does not live and act kata sarka, that is, inferior and inadequate to the new life kata pnuma (2 Cor 1:17, 5:16; 10:2-3).  He denounces boasting kata sarka (2 Cor 11:18) This means I live no longer as someone who is proud of being a Jew.
5. And we read the warning, “if you live kata sarka you will certainly die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body you will live” (Rom. 8.13). 
6. The antithesis between those born kata sarka and those born kata pnuema (Gal 4:23-29) and between “those who exist kata sarka (and who) take the side of the flesh” and “those who exist kata pneuma (and who) take the side of the Spirit” (Rom 8:5) is that antithesis between the old life and the new life.
We will now read Romans 7 in three sections. 
First section, 7:1-6

1 Or do you not understand, brothers – for I am speaking to those who know law – that “the law rules over a person as long as he (or she) lives?” 

2 For a married woman is bound by law while the husband is alive.  But if the husband dies, she is released from the law concerning the husband. 

3 Accordingly, while the husband is alive she shall be declared an adulteress if she has relations with another husband.  But if the husband dies, she is emancipated from the law and thus she is not an adulteress if she has relations with another man.

4 Consequently, my brothers, you were also put to death with respect to the law through the body of Christ, so you can have relations with another – with the one raised from (the dead), in order that we might bear fruit for God. 

5 For when we were in the flesh (our) sinful passions that (came) through the law were at work in our members in bearing fruit to 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 as slaves in newness of spirit and not in the slavery of letter.

Second section, 7:7-12

7 What then shall we say?  (Is) the law sin? Certainly not! Nevertheless I did not know the sin except through law, for I also did not know about coveting except (that) the law was saying, “You shall not covet!”

8 But, finding opportunity through the commandment, sin was working in me every manner of coveting, for apart from law sin (is) dead.

9 Now I was once living apart from law, but when the commandment came, the sin came to life again. 

10 But I died, and it was found with respect to me (that) the commandment that was for life, this was for death.

11 For the sin, finding opportunity through the commandment, deceived me, and through it slayed (me). 

12 So on the one hand the law (is) holy, and the commandment (is) holy and righteous and good.

Third section, 7:13-25
13 Did the good, therefore, cause my death?  By no means!  But the sin, in order that it might be shown to be sin, was bringing about my death through the good, in order that the sin might become sinful beyond measure through the commandment. 

14 For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am (fleshly), having been sold under the sin.

15 For I do not know what I bring about.  For what I don’t want, this I practice, but what I hate, this I do. 

16 But if what I don’t want, this I do, I agree with the law that ( is) excellent. 

17 Now surely it is not I (who) brings it about, but the sin dwelling in me. 

18 For I know that excellence does not dwell in me, that is in my flesh. For wishing it lies within my reach, but bringing about what is excellent does not.

19 For I don’t do the good that I want, but the evil that I don’t want – this I practice. 

20 Now if what I don’t want, this I do, it is no longer I who bring it about but the sin dwelling in me.

21 Thus I discover that while my will is directed to the law in order to do what is excellent, the evil lies within my reach. 

22 For with respect to my inner self, I share pleasure in the law of God

23 but I see another law in my members, warring against the law in my mind and captivating me by the law of the sin that exists in my members. 

24 How wretched a person I (am) who will rescue me from this body of death? 

25 But thanks (be) to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!  Thus, left to myself, I am a slave to God’s law in my mind, but in my flesh (I am a slave] to sin’s law.
_____________________________________________________

Please note that Paul does not say “good and bad” as in some English translations but kalon, good and kakon, evil.
“Law of sin” is nomos, which is the same word for the “law of God.”
_______________________________________________________
Notes on the Word ‘Sarx’ in this Chapter

First, despite the sharpness of some of Paul’s antitheses, there is no good reason to see in Paul’s usage a concept of flesh as a principle of sin or as a hostile cosmic power given to us by an evil god. 
In his fullest discussion of the relation between flesh and sin (Rom 7-8), Paul makes several two things abundantly clear. 
1.  The sinning “I” cannot distance itself from the flesh.  The problem which has caused the law’s failure is not the law itself, but the fact that “I (myself) am fleshly (sarkinos)” (7:14).  “I myself with my mind serve the law of God and with my flesh the law of sin’’ (7:25).  In other words, the flesh is not something separable from the person, any more than the mind or the body is.  The flesh is our human life as it is in reality but without God.
2.  Paul could say “I am body” rather than “I have a body,” so he would more naturally say “I am flesh,” rather than “I have flesh” (that is flesh which is crucified and is not a separate entity but it is me.

3.  Paul makes it clear in Romans 7-8 that the real culprit is neither the law nor the “I,” but sin (7:17-20).  The problem with flesh is not that it is sinful by nature but that it is vulnerable to the enticements of sin where the flesh as a tool for sin reminds us with our deeds – which we might say is the “the desiring I” in Romans 7:7, 20 – is not but the power of the will that appears operating in the flesh.  This “I” has its place in the natural life of every human, and it too has human/fleshly needs to satisfy appetites which leaves the individual exposed to the wiles of sin (Rom 7:8), and indeed, or so it would seem, impotent before the power of sin at work within the “I” (Rom 7:23).  It is the interaction between the law and the flesh which weakens and disables the law of God from operating in my inner life (Rom 8:3). 
Abba Philemon
What is prohibited is more attractive than what is allowed.  We have the creative power of the divine image in us which loves discovery.  And since what is prohibited was not justified nor its harm obvious, we like to explore the prohibited but later on we discover its hurt and regret it.” 
4.  The “I” is conceived of its acts as good.  The “I” does not see the ugly side of evil; this goes back to the story of the Fall, “when the woman saw that the tree was good for food and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise.” (Gen 3:6).  This may be repeated in our life every day.  In ancient Christian tradition, evil was looked at as:
A) Evil is the desire for the good which we imagine not the eternal good but the transient good.

B) Evil is the ignorance of the good which ultimately has its place in our fellowship with God.

Then what we must consider is that the flesh is inadequate to the task of good (Rom 8:7-8), and kata sarka of verses 4-5 indicates not an orientation inspired by a malevolent power in us, but an orientation to what is transient and perishable (Rom 8:6).  A life lived solely at the animal level of satisfying merely human appetites and desires (also 8:12-13) reveals life that is borne to sin.

In ancient Christian tradition this conduct comes from our forgetfulness of the eternal reality in us, which is the image of God.  St Athanasius of Alexandria says that “the image was given to us as a mirror to reflect God but we forget this mirror and degrade our life to the lower form of life.”
5.  In short, Paul walks quite a fine line between regarding flesh as subject to death and treating it as not helping us to be good because it is hostile to God and being called to redemption at least on the last day by the resurrection.  But what we must remember is the fact that the “fear of death” is the cause of all excessive desires.

“Humans are rather seen as victims of a universal reign of death (indeed Satan is "a murder from the beginning” (John 8:44).  “Through fear of death, they are subject to lifelong bondage" (Heb 2:15).  What is being transmitted from parents to children is not sin but mortality and slavery to fear, creating a condition where sin is inevitable.  "Having become mortal," writes Theodoret of Cyrus, “Adam and Eve conceived mortal children, and mortal beings are necessarily subject to passions and fears, to pleasures and sorrows, to anger and hatred." (Commentary on Romans, PG 80:1245A).

6.  Romans 7 and 8 give us clear distinction between the fleshly “I” and sin, in terms of responsibility for breaching of the law.  As we shall see, sin itself can certainly be described as a power in Paul’s thinking and it would be more accurate to speak of sin making its headquarters in the flesh, or using and abusing the flesh.  One could indeed speak of flesh as a kind of sphere or character of existence, and to envisage that as an entity or a second dimension or force field in our life.  Kata sarka denotes simply life lived at the level of decaying materiality, where the flesh becomes according to the words of Paul, “the god of the belly” (Phil 3:19).
Question

Would you consider fasting as a way of celebrating the coming feast of the Incarnation called commercially Christmas?

Abba Philemon

“When we fast, it is an exercise for hunger, but we exercise our love for Christ and give up freely good things to learn how to give up rather than to surrender. This is one of the good reasons for fasting. But the hard fasting is that of the mind when we give up all what we think just to become aware of the presence of our Lord Jesus in our life and worship him.”
Pope’s Notes
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