
Human Beings 12th Feb 2023 

‘Are you not mere human beings?’  Anyone got 

an answer for that one? 

This morning’s readings are full of impossible 

things; things to achieve, things that go totally 

contrary to our nature, and things that will 

leave us permanently scarred and disfigured. 

With such a collection of unreasonable 

demands, you might well be thinking that “I 

don’t think I want to be a Christian after all, if 

that is the sort of thing that I have to aspire 

to.’  And your vicar would be leading the 

escape committee. 

As to a response to the question, ‘Are you not 

mere human beings?’ - I would have to admit, 

‘Guilty as charged.’ 

It is often difficult to understand what Paul is 

getting at, and if you think you know what it is 

- it may be that you think his requirement of 

us is unreasonable. 

He is certainly being quite heavy-handed 

towards the Corinthians here.  Suggesting that 

they are still infants and not ready for solid 

food is, at the least, insulting.  He hammers it 

home by saying, ‘You are not ready; you are 

worldly; you are acting like mere humans; you 

are mere infants; you are not people who live 

by the Spirit.’  He cites jealousy, quarrels, and 

factions, as his evidence and justification for 

his verbal assault. 

I have talked before about how the 

Corinthians were divided over whom to follow 
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in their preferred leadership in the Christian 

faith; there was Peter, Apollos, and Paul 

himself.  Paul admonished them with the 

words, ‘Is Christ divided?’ to  get them back 

onto the right path. 

So is Paul here asking us to be something we 

cannot be?  After all, we have to own up to 

being human.  I think not, as he uses the word, 

‘mere’.  However, let’s look at the original 

Greek for a moment, and in doing so we 

discover that the word ‘mere’ doesn’t appear 

at all.  What happens is that the two words 

Paul uses for human beings and spiritual beings 

are ‘σαρκικοί’, and ‘πνευµατικοῖς’. 

If we translate those words literally, we have 

‘fleshly’, and ‘windy’ - or ‘of the breath’.  A 

much easier distinction to deal with; sarkikoi is 

simply a piece of meat, and a sarcophagus is 

just a structure that swallows the meat, in 

literal terms. 

Pneumatikoi is the word that we get pneumonia 

from because our pneuma is all fouled up - but 

enough on derivations. 

The purpose of the distinction is that Paul 

wants us to recognize our ‘pneumatic selves’ as 

separate from our ‘meaty selves’, and put the 

pneumatic or spiritual self first - not denying 

the meaty self, but putting it into second 

place.  That is why the translator into English 

of the NIV uses the word ‘mere’, to relegate 

the sarkikoi beneath the pneumatikoi. 
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That should make the epistle easy to 

understand. 

The Psalm - a section of 119, which is split into 

8 verse segments is one form of what is called 

an acrostic poem – a poem where the opening 

letters make up a word which is the subject of 

the poem. In Psalm 119 it's not a word that is 

spelt out but the whole alphabet – running 

from Aleph to Tav, the first to the last 

letters of the Hebrew alphabet. 

As I have said before, every verse of Psalm 

119 (of which there are 176, in case you had 

forgotten) has some reference to God’s law.  

Here, in today’s 8 verse section, we have, 

‘ways, law, statutes, ways, precepts, decrees, 

commands, laws, decrees.’ 

The whole psalm is one long plea to God to 

enable the writer to obey His law.  With 613 

commandments to have on the menu to break, 

that’s a tall order - which takes us nicely into 

the impossible suggestions that Jesus makes 

to his disciples in our gospel reading from the 

Beatitudes as found in Matthew. 

What I find interesting is the juxtaposition of 

Jesus’ impossibles with his eminently practical 

suggestions and advice. 

There can be no doubt in his mind that he 

knows full well that what he is saying is, in 

human terms, quite impossible. 
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Let’s be honest about it; who hasn’t been angry 

with someone?  And while I’m looking at this 

passage, let’s not tied up with the word, ‘Raca’, 

which is just an Aramaic insult like calling 

someone an ‘oxygen thief’ or ‘waste of rations’.  

It means ‘worthless’ or ‘empty-headed’ - of ‘no 

value’.  It has no more significance other than 

being a fairly unpleasant insult. 

But right next to this impossible injunction 

comes the very practical advice, which is to 

put your quarrels to bed with whoever you are 

having issues with, before you come to God’s 

table.  Here, of course, Jesus is referring to 

sacrifices of animals and birds on the High 

Priest’s altar.  But even before Jesus told us 

that God was not interested in burnt 

offerings, David had told us the same in Psalm 

51; ‘The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 

a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will 

not despise.’ 

Jesus says in Matthew 12:7 ‘I desire mercy 

and not sacrifice’, which is in itself a quote 

from Hosea. 

Thus Jesus is telling us that he knows and 

understands that we are all going to be ‘guilty’ 

of being angry with others at times, and so 

‘subject to judgement’, but that there is a 

quick, simple, and direct way to deal with our 

anger.  Go to the person and settle your 

argument.  Then come to His table. 

 of 4 7



Similarly, those men who are feeling distinctly 

uncomfortable about having looked at girly 

magazines or wolf-whistled at a shapely lady in 

the street - you don’t need to go into a frenzy 

of self-flagellation over it - besides, you might 

enjoy that too!.  Also, having some knowledge 

of human nature, I am quite aware that you 

ladies are just as likely to have the occasional 

fantasy about some hunk or another. 

Don’t despair - we’re all in the same boat, and 

I don’t for one minute think that Jesus wasn’t 

tempted by some of his female followers who 

were probably more than willing to have given 

him a cuddle for the night. 

Having recognized that our ‘sarkikoi’ is prone 

to waking us up at inopportune moments, Jesus 

goes on to exaggerate the whole thing out of 

all proportion deliberately to make his point. 

‘Pull your eye out,’ ‘Cut your hand off’! Do we 

really think that Jesus is asking us to perform 

such desecration on our bodies? 

I don’t think so.  I think he is telling us that if 

we allow ourselves to succumb to these 

weaknesses and temptations, then we are truly 

violating the second commandment. 

The business of divorce, remarrying, and 

adultery is so complex and remains a topic 

even today amongst biblical scholars that I do 

not intend to go into it.  All I will tell you is 

that it probably revolves around the fact that 

in Jesus’ day there were two main schools of 

Jewish teaching; that of Hillel and that of 
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Shammai.  Hillel’s school was fairly casual over 

the issue of divorce, and allowed it on the 

most trivial of grounds - like a burned supper.  

Shammai’s school was more conservative and 

only allowed divorce on grounds of adultery.  

However, the definition of ‘adultery’ itself is 

open to interpretation within Matthew’s 

gospel, as he uses two words for it; 

µοιχεύσεις/moicheia and πορνείας/porneia.  

Thus, there remained arguments over what 

actually constituted grounds for divorce, even 

in Jesus’ day. 

Leaving that aside as not particularly germane 

to the thrust of today’s message, let’s go on to 

his admonishment on swearing. 

As some of you know, we have instituted a 

‘Swear Jar’ in the vestry, and we should be 

able to build a cathedral on the proceeds 

within the next year or two. 

Joking apart, the message is simple; after all 

the horribly hard and impossibly difficult 

things that Jesus knows we can’t live up to, he 

gives us the most basic of rules: - ‘All you need 

to say is simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything beyond 

this comes from the evil one.’ 

This does not mean that if you do swear, it 

means you have been possessed by the devil, 

but that you have been lured into temptation - 

and temptation is what Satan is particularly 

good at.  We all fall foul of temptation most 
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days at some point.  That is not a case for 

despair.  It is why we say our prayers, it is why 

we come to church, it is why we make our 

confession, and it is why we give thanks for 

our forgiveness. 

Remember, when I say the words of the 

Absolution, it is not me who is forgiving you - 

it is God.  I am simply reminding you of his 

forgiveness and invoking it upon you; ‘Almighty 

God, pardon and deliver you from all your 

sins…’ 

If the main topic of today’s readings is 

anything, it is in the emphasis on our need to 

recognize and adopt our spiritual selves as the 

prime workers in our lives.  That means 

sticking to the main two commandments and 

living by them. 

Otherwise we will be living just as sarkikoi - 

‘mere human beings’ or the ‘fleshy meaty bits’ 

in Paul’s terminology - or ‘walking hamburgers’ 

in mine.
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