5th Sunday in Lent (a)
April 10, 2011

Ezekiel 37:1-14; John 11:1-45
Romans 8:1-11
1 Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 2 For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death. 3 For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, 4 so that the requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us, who do not walk according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. 5 For those who are according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who are according to the Spirit, the things of the Spirit. 6 For the mind set on the flesh is death, but the mind set on the Spirit is life and peace, 7 because the mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the law of God, for it is not even able to do so, 8 and those who are in the flesh cannot please God. 9 However, you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God dwells in you. But if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Him. 10 If Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, yet the spirit is alive because of righteousness. 11 But if the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who dwells in you.
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
The Apostle doesn’t seem to have much regard for the flesh, for the stuff of the human body:

For those who are according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who are according to the Spirit, the things of the Spirit. For the mind set on the flesh is death.

[Romans 8:5]

Flesh is bad, spirit is good.  Let’s not talk too much about the things of the body, much better to speak spiritually.  The body is dead, because of sin, says Paul (Romans 8:10).  Those who are of the flesh cannot please God (Romans 8:8).

Flesh is bad, spirit is good, so it seems.  

Anyone can see what is going on here. It’s not even a matter of being a Christian to see what Paul is talking about with all this stuff of the flesh. Even those who don’t know Jesus, even those who don’t faithfully read the letters of the Apostle Paul, the Muslims, the Mormons, the atheists, can’t anyone see that there are problems in the flesh?  

The answer to problems of the flesh is the Law.  Is something going wrong?  Pass a law, make a rule, lock down with control. And the more out of control you perceive the flesh to be, the more you better lock down with the law.  Is adultery a problem, lust, then the Muslims can show you how to take care of that.  Cover the women up with sheets, hide their faces, treat them like a piece of furniture under a drop cloth—you can’t lust after a woman you can’t see.  Is drunkenness a problem, addiction, then the Mormons can show you how to take care of that.  Don’t let anyone drink any wine at all, and just to make sure, pass a law, say it is God’s law, that not only can you not drink wine, but you can’t drink coffee or coke as well.  You can’t get addicted if you treat not only wine but even coffee as if it had been brewed by the devil.

The answer to problems of the flesh is the law.  So every time we see something go wrong in our bodily lives, we’ll get control over it with the law.

The Law won’t do it, says the Apostle.  The law is written on our hearts, it will be our first recourse, but the Law won’t do it.  Romans 8:3:

“For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh.”


[Romans 8:3]

There’s nothing wrong with the Law.  Not the Law as God gave it, anyway, not the Ten Commandments and those things of marriage and family and neighbor set in place by the Law.  The problem, says Paul, is that the Law, working through our flesh, cannot do what needs to be done—it cannot cleanse the flesh, it cannot make us holy.  The Law can do certain things.  It can demand an outward obedience.  It can curb outbreaks of sin and violence.  A parent can punish a child, after all, for not doing the homework, and from then on the homework might, possibly, be done better.  A government can punish those who steal the wealth of a neighbor, those who do violence, and the thievery and the violence may be brought down to a more tolerable level.

But the Law, while it can coerce us or scare us into making sure that the outward actions of our bodies aren’t bad, it cannot cleanse the heart, it cannot make holy before God.


“For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh.”


[Romans 8:3]

What did his Son do that the Law could not do?  

If we’ve been following Paul talking about the life of our flesh which is hostile to God versus the life of the Spirit, then we might figure that the next step is that God the Son showed us how to be done with our bodily lives and to have, instead, a spiritual life.

But then, verse 11:

If the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who dwells in you.
The Spirit gives life to our mortal bodies?  

To this flesh of ours, this seemingly mundane flesh—these eyes that we have used to look upon things in envy or lust, these tongues we have used to speak destructive things of our neighbor, these mouths we have used to indulge in gluttony or drunkenness, these minds we have used—for the mind, the brain, is as much a part of our body as is our eyeballs or, for that matter, our large toes—these minds that we have taken up into our jealously or our lust or our arrogance, to this flesh of ours, to these bodies, the Spirit gives life.

The problem never was our bodies.  Never was our flesh.  These bodies are created by our God.  The mouths are meant to eat good food, to taste good wine.  The eyes are made to see all the wonderful views of creation, and to look at each other.  The ears are given to hear beautiful music, the listen to our neighbor, to hear our Lord’s Word. The hands are meant to pick up things of creation, to help our neighbor, the feet made to walk around in service to our neighbor.  The man and the woman, different bodies, they are created for each other, to enjoy life and to bring forth new life.  There is no problem with the body.

The problem is our sin.  

Our sin brings the gluttony, the addictions, the lust, the arrogance, the envy, the hatred, and anything else that has the body and the mind doing what it was not created to do, things not instituted for us by God’s holy Law.

The problem is our sin, not our bodies.  Nobody loves our bodies more than does God.  He created them.  So, the Holy Spirit will give life to our mortal bodies.


So our Lord Jesus, hearing that his friend Lazarus had died, went to the Lazarus corpse four days cold in the grave, and Jesus told them to remove the stone, and 

“he cried out with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come forth.’  The man who had died came forth, bound hand and foot with wrappings, and his face was wrapped around with a cloth. Jesus said to them, ‘Unbind him, and let him go.’” 


[John 11:44]

Jesus loved Lazarus, the text tells us.  But the Lazarus he loves is the Lazarus with a body—that’s the only Lazarus there is.  That’s the way he created us.  We may speak about such things as body and mind and spirit and soul, but we were created as a whole, undivided, actual persons standing before the face of God.

Our problem isn’t our bodies, our flesh, our problem is our sin, our sinful flesh, our rebellion against God, our guilt, our shame.

For that reason Jesus came.  He came in a body, how else?  In his Body, he took our sin, our guilt, our shame, all the things belonging to our sinful flesh, so that by his death on the cross, we would be purchased, redeemed.  

But he purchased not part of us, but the whole thing, the whole person.  He redeemed the whole of you, of me, of every sinner, because, he loves us.  Purely out of grace—he loves us.  He loves our bodies.  Our sin broken bodies, our bodies lived in fear of sickness, in pain, sometimes, our bodies weakening even unto death, he loves us.

And we know his love, his grace, in our bodies.  We know his grace by his Word of Gospel striking the eardrums of our bodies.  We know his grace by the bread and wine being given into our bodily mouths, and our ears hearing the words, This is My Body, My Blood, for the forgiveness of your sins.  He gives us to know his grace by the water of Baptiosm making our skin wet and the words into our ears bestowing the Name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit upon us, even as we saw that gift bestowed upon little Harper this morning.  

By the Lord striking our bodies with that gift, the gift of being baptized into the death of our Lord Jesus and also, then, into his resurrection—by our Lord striking our bodies with that gift from Heaven, Christ Jesus dwells in us, and the Holy Spirit is there giving life to our mortal bodies.  

While we are still in this world of sinful flesh, still in this world of death and fear, that is the gift, that in Baptism we have been sealed for eternal life by the Holy Spirit, we belong to him, he dwells in us, and he will raise us up on the last day, giving eternal life to our mortal bodies.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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