
THE SPIRIT AND THE FLESH 

Psalm 139 (VU 861); Luke 4: 16-21; Romans 8: 9-17. 

This morning we have two texts appropriate to the season of Pentecost, both of them 
speaking of the Spirit – that is, the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God. And they have 
implications for our practical living.  

Our text from Romans 8 contrasts the ‘Spirit’ and ‘the flesh’.   

A little background here: The apostle Paul wrote this letter to that little congregation at 
Rome. He wrote this earlier than Mark, the earliest gospel, just about 30 years after the 
death and resurrection events. 

Paul is our earliest Christian writer, and our first great theologian, and truly a great, 
productive missionary, who planted numerous new churches in various parts of the 
Roman Empire.

He’s writing to a very young church, which is apparently struggling with many practical 
problems, as well as numerous theological questions.   

The apostle seems rather negative about ‘flesh’. He says that, as Christians, we are not 
“in the flesh,” but “in the Spirit.”  If we “live according to the flesh,” he says, “we will 
die.” 

On the face of it, Paul seems to look down upon, or even to despise “the flesh.”   

But we all live in the flesh, don’t we? We have no choice about that. Back 2000 years 
ago, and still today, we all share the same human nature. We are all creatures of flesh, 
with the needs of the flesh, experiencing both the enjoyment and the suffering of the 
flesh. 

In fact Jesus himself was a man of flesh.  He is called the Word of God “made flesh” – 
in whom we behold God’s glory!  (John 1:14)

So God seems to like flesh.  God is the Creator of flesh; it’s part of God’s good creation. 

So what is Paul talking about here?   
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To understand this, I suggest we have to balance this Romans text with others, like the 
one we’ve read from the gospel of Luke. So we’ll come back later to Paul in Romans, 
but first let’s consider what Jesus says in the gospel of Luke, chapter 4.     
 
In this text, Jesus is spelling out the content of his mission, his agenda, and we’ll notice 
that his agenda has everything to do with the flesh. 

He’s that brown skinned Jewish man, Yeshua.  (We mispronounce his name as Jesus). In 
Hebrew it’s Yeshua, and he comes from Nazareth, out in the boonies, that obscure little 
village in Galilee, a backwater in the north of ancient Israel. 

There he’s known as “the carpenter’s son,” and is, himself, a carpenter – a man who 
works with his hands.   

But he returns to his hometown with a reputation as a rabbi, perhaps even a prophet. 
Jesus goes to the synagogue and stands up to read from the prophet Isaiah, chapter 61: 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” he says, “because he has anointed me to bring good
news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives, and recovery of 
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free….” And Jesus applies this to himself.        

It was a remarkable statement. First, he was declaring a special anointing by the Spirit. 
In ancient Israel, kings and priests were “anointed” with oil, to indicate that they were 
chosen by God for a special task.  

Perhaps Jesus is referring specifically to his baptism, since this visit to Nazareth follows 
very closely upon his baptism by John, when, we are told, the Spirit descended upon 
him. Following his baptism, Jesus has a strong sense of his vocation, his mission, in the 
power of God’s Spirit.   

And what is his mission? It starts with: “good news to the poor.”

Now he doesn’t say the ‘spiritually poor.” He doesn’t say “good news to the poor in 
spirit.”  No, it’s the truly poor. The poor in flesh. 

That means people who don’t know where their next meal is coming from, homeless 
people, poor widows, or divorced women abandoned by their husbands, beggars, 
orphans, or the working poor, like shepherds, or household servants. 

He is probably thinking of poor villagers like his own family in Nazareth, his own 
widowed mother, regularly ripped off by the Roman tax collectors. 
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Here and now in Canada: that would be front line workers, on whom we all depend, who
do essential work for low pay, living and working in “hot spots,” exposing themselves to
the virus, and then not prioritized for a vaccination.  

Today: the poor would include indigenous people here in Canada who don’t have access 
to clean drinking water. 
Or children living in Hamilton, who never get quite enough to eat, have little 
opportunity for recreation, and never get away on a holiday. Or unemployed people who 
need food from the food bank, or help to buy bus tickets.  These are our poor.

We know from the stories about Jesus in the gospels that that is where his sympathies 
lay. The poor were the people he reached out to and befriended. 

Jesus goes on to speak of “release to the captives.”  Who are the captives in his time? 
Perhaps people in prison, maybe unjustly in prison, because they had offended someone 
in power. Or maybe he means the slaves.

It’s often said that Jesus never said anything against slavery, but surely the slaves were 
captives – prisoners of war, or just kidnapped by the Romans, carried off to foreign 
countries, forced to work for nothing – surely they were “captives” with whom Jesus 
was well acquainted. 

Today: maybe the captives are victims of human trafficking and smuggling, or refugees, 
trapped for years in refugee camps.

Jesus then refers to the blind. I suggest that “the blind” here refers in general to people 
with disabilities, all who are sick, or living in pain.  

We know that he spent a lot of time with the blind, the lepers, the crippled, the mentally 
ill. We are told that he often brought healing to such people. He never suggested that 
they deserved to be sick, or that God was punishing them.  No, he reached out to them 
with compassion and healing. 

Today: we know there’s no shortage of people who are suffering physically or mentally 
for lack of medical care, or victimized by the virus because they live in crowded 
circumstances.

Obviously, Jesus cared about bodies, about the well-being of people of ‘flesh’.     

Then he speaks of letting “the oppressed go free.”  Again, perhaps he’s speaking of 
slaves, or of women, who were subordinated and marginalized, but whom Jesus treated 
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as equals; or, in general, pushed around little people who have little control over their 
own lives. 
 
Maybe Jesus also has in mind foreigners, strangers, like the Samaritans, one of whom is 
the hero of one of his parables. Or simply people who are “different.” 

We have no record of him speaking about homosexual people, whether negative or 
positive. Nothing is said against them; but they are not mentioned. I think we can guess, 
though, that he affirmed them, as he did the lepers, and prostitutes, and tax collectors, 
and other marginalized, persecuted people. 

Remember that Jesus was accused of hanging around with disreputable people. It would 
not surprise me if some homosexual folk were among his friends.

So this is the vision of Jesus.  This is his agenda: a world where there are no more poor, 
no more prisoners, no more sick or disabled, no oppressed people, no one excluded or 
marginalized. In other words, this is Jesus’ vision of the coming Kingdom of God.  

This was his hope. This was what he strived for.  It was God’s Reign of justice, love and 
peace. This was hope for real people of real flesh.

Now the text is also telling us that this is what the Spirit is about.  The Holy Spirit, the 
Breath of the Creator, is upon Jesus, we are told, inspiring and empowering him for this 
mission. 

So this is what the Spirit wants. And the Spirit of Jesus is also in us. This is what God’s 
Spirit strives to do among us in the world of today. 

It’s interesting how the people of Nazareth reacted to Jesus and his message. They were 
amazed.  Some were impressed, but others thought:  Who does he think is?

Someone says: Isn’t this the carpenter’s son?  That kid with the runny nose, just like any
other kid around town, getting into scraps with other kids? Now he thinks he’s 
somebody important?

If you read on further in this chapter, you’ll find that Jesus makes a comment that 
infuriates the people of Nazareth: He says something about God’s favour toward certain 
foreigners: the widow of Zarephath, who was not a Jew, and Naaman, a Syrian leper, 
also not a Jew.   
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But the people don’t want to hear about how God cared about foreigners. They think 
God only cares about them.  They’re so angry that they drive him out of town, trying to 
throw him over a cliff and kill him. But Jesus somehow slips away from them, and goes 
on his way.  (Luke 4: 25-30) 

So Luke is telling us: Jesus, inspired by the Spirit of God, not only cares about people of
flesh, in all of their real, practical needs; he also has about him a certain openness to “the
others,” a remarkable inclusivity.

So, of course, if we are followers of Jesus, his agenda is our agenda. In whatever ways 
we can, we take up his mission for the poor, the captives, people with disabilities, the 
oppressed. 

It’s about where we put our money; where we put our political weight. 

Something else about Jesus:  he liked to eat and drink.  He was contrasted with John the 
Baptist, who “ate no bread and drank no wine.”  But Jesus “came eating and drinking.” 

Apparently he liked to have a good time eating and drinking with his friends, and was 
even accused of being “a glutton and a drunkard.”  (Luke 7: 33-34)

I’m quite sure he was not a glutton or a drunkard; this was a slander by his enemies. But 
it tells us that Jesus liked his food and drink. Probably he liked it tasty. We get a glimpse 
here of a man who liked a party, and did not disdain the good things of the flesh. 

In fact, we hear that Jesus went to a wedding party, and added to the festivities by 
providing good wine! He obviously approved of marriage and celebrating it. Imagine 
him laughing, maybe dancing, at this wedding party.

In this he was very much in keeping with the broader Jewish tradition. We frequently 
hear it stated in the Old Testament, with approval, that the people “ate, drank, and were 
happy!” (I Kings 4:20)  We read in Ecclesiastes:  “Eat your bread with joy and drink 
your wine with a merry heart!”  (Eccl. 9:7)  

Jesus clearly stands in that Jewish tradition of affirming the good life of the flesh. We 
can affirm it too. 

So, going back now to our text from Romans, we have to wonder: When Paul the apostle
tells the Christians at Rome that they are not to live “according to the flesh” but 
“according to the Spirit” – what does he mean? 

But the people don’t want to hear about how God cared about foreigners. They think 
God only cares about them.  They’re so angry that they drive him out of town, trying to 
throw him over a cliff and kill him. But Jesus somehow slips away from them, and goes 
on his way.  (Luke 4: 25-30) 

So Luke is telling us: Jesus, inspired by the Spirit of God, not only cares about people of
flesh, in all of their real, practical needs; he also has about him a certain openness to “the
others,” a remarkable inclusivity.

So, of course, if we are followers of Jesus, his agenda is our agenda. In whatever ways 
we can, we take up his mission for the poor, the captives, people with disabilities, the 
oppressed. 

It’s about where we put our money; where we put our political weight. 

Something else about Jesus:  he liked to eat and drink.  He was contrasted with John the 
Baptist, who “ate no bread and drank no wine.”  But Jesus “came eating and drinking.” 

Apparently he liked to have a good time eating and drinking with his friends, and was 
even accused of being “a glutton and a drunkard.”  (Luke 7: 33-34)

I’m quite sure he was not a glutton or a drunkard; this was a slander by his enemies. But 
it tells us that Jesus liked his food and drink. Probably he liked it tasty. We get a glimpse 
here of a man who liked a party, and did not disdain the good things of the flesh. 

In fact, we hear that Jesus went to a wedding party, and added to the festivities by 
providing good wine! He obviously approved of marriage and celebrating it. Imagine 
him laughing, maybe dancing, at this wedding party.

In this he was very much in keeping with the broader Jewish tradition. We frequently 
hear it stated in the Old Testament, with approval, that the people “ate, drank, and were 
happy!” (I Kings 4:20)  We read in Ecclesiastes:  “Eat your bread with joy and drink 
your wine with a merry heart!”  (Eccl. 9:7)  

Jesus clearly stands in that Jewish tradition of affirming the good life of the flesh. We 
can affirm it too. 

So, going back now to our text from Romans, we have to wonder: When Paul the apostle
tells the Christians at Rome that they are not to live “according to the flesh” but 
“according to the Spirit” – what does he mean? 



Was he contradicting the whole attitude of Jesus regarding the flesh? Does he despise 
the flesh, looking down upon our bodily existence and needs?  

Is he suggesting an ascetic life style, deploring the enjoyment of the flesh, putting aside 
all the good things of food and drink, and of sexuality?

Well, we do know that Paul had a rather negative view of marriage. In his first letter to 
the Corinthians he recommends that the Christians should avoid marriage, if possible. 
He grants it might be better to marry than to be “inflamed with passion,” but, he 
considers it better to remain single, as he is. (See I Corinthians 7)    

Perhaps this was because Paul considered that the coming again of Jesus would be very 
soon, so there was no point in getting into a long term relationship.

But what is Paul really getting at, when he contrasted “life in the flesh” and “life in the 
Spirit?”  

By “life in the flesh” Paul seems to mean a life oriented to self-indulgence: eating as 
much as you like, even to the point of gluttony; drinking to the point of drunkenness; 
perhaps he’s referring also to indiscriminate sexual indulgence:  sexual promiscuity. 

There are indications in his letters that there had been outbreaks of bad behavior – with  
with food, drink, and sex – among the new Christians. (See I Corinthians 5)  

They were getting carried away with their new freedom, becoming greedy, or licentious 
about the life of the flesh. 

Paul knew, as the ancient prophets knew, and as Jesus knew, that as creatures of flesh we
are vulnerable and corruptible. We are mortal, creatures of dust,  subject to hunger,  
danger and suffering, and finally to death.  

The prophet Isaiah said:  “All flesh is grass; the grass withers, the flower fades….” We 
creatures of flesh become anxious and fearful, we are insecure; and so we’re prone to 
grab everything we can, all the money we can, all the pleasure we can. 

God has pity upon us. God knows that we are dust. We can descend into excesses of 
greed and debauchery. We can ruin our lives that way. 

Now, for comfortable middle class people, like most of us here, “life in the flesh” may 
be more about money. 
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We can become obsessed with money and the possession of things, and the comfort and 
pleasure that money can provide. We may orient our whole lives around getting richer, 
and so be consumed with building up our bank accounts. 

We may measure our success in life by how much money we have, and what we own. 
We may enjoy displaying our prosperity, living ostentatiously, so people will respect and
envy us. I think that’s a big part of what Paul means by “life in the flesh.”   

We hear later, in the letter to Timothy, that “the love of money is the root of all evil.” (I 
Timothy 6:10). That may be a bit of an overstatement, but there’s an important truth 
there.  

This is what Paul is worried about.  He says to the Christians are Rome: Listen, we are 
creatures of flesh, but we are also creatures of spirit. 

Beyond the mere instinct for survival and self-interest, we are capable of making 
choices, capable of reflecting upon our own lives. 

We are able to move beyond our own self-interest, beyond our anxieties about survival, 
comfort and pleasure.  

The Spirit of God has been breathed into us from the moment of our creation. We are  
creatures of spirit, made in God’s image, in whom the Creator’s Spirit dwells. 

And as Christians, we have “received the Spirit,” which is the Spirit of Christ. 

So, in fact, we are capable of taking up the agenda of Jesus – sharing in his agenda, 
carrying forward his mission in the world. 

So Paul says:  Walk not according to the flesh, but walk according to the Spirit. Walking 
according to the flesh, he says, is the way of death. Walking according to the Spirit is the
way of true life:  love, joy, peace, generosity, self-control.  (Galatians 5: 22-23) 

Concretely, Jesus tells us what life in the Spirit means above all: caring about the poor, 
the captives, the sick, the oppressed.  It means loving the neighbour, especially the 
foreigner, especially the excluded and the marginalized. 

That will involve a certain self-denial, a certain discipline of “the flesh.”

But does not mean we cease to enjoy life? Is the Christian life one long duty of self-
denial? What a drag! No way! 
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We need not feel guilty about having enough, about being moderately prosperous, about 
relishing our good food and drink, and our relationships of love.  They are all God’s 
good gifts.    

Of course, as creatures of flesh we look after our own self-interest. 

We got ourselves our education or training; we worked diligently at our jobs; we 
provided for ourselves and our families, and even saved or invested some money 
judiciously. We have savings and investments, and insurance policies. We prefer to buy 
low and sell high. We also want some fun and excitement, a good holiday, maybe some 
travel. 

Yes, we can “eat our bread with joy and drink our wine with a merry heart!”  

We are free to live joyfully, with gratitude, while seeking to share that joy, with hearts 
open to others. 

It’s a matter of balance, isn’t it? These choices can be difficult. 

So we conclude: “flesh” and the “Spirit” are not necessarily against each other. Our 
fleshly nature, and our spiritual nature can work together in harmony.    

I can do no better than to close with another saying of Jesus: We hear him say:  “I have 
come that you may have life, and have it abundantly.”  (John 10: 10)

Yes, we all want life, and we want it abundantly!  And…  we want it for everybody!
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