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Mind and Spirit              Romans 8:1-17       Acts 2:1-21 

 

There have been people who try to dismiss the Christian religion as 

simplistic, as unsophisticated, as not being very, well, mindful. And, I 

guess, that when one is unwilling to read with an open mind the texts 

we Christians accept as holy Scripture, and if one only listens to the 

street evangelists, or certain television preachers, and those who 

have a reductionist-type of belief, then the charge may seem valid.

But, when you take time to read the words of the Old Testament – the 

great prose of the story of God and the chosen people of Israel – 

when you listen to the poetry of the prophets calling the people back 

to the way of life together with the God who offers salvation and 

righteous life – when you hear the complex art of rhetoric written by 

the New Testament writers, it becomes hard to say, as Karl Marx did, 

that the Christian faith is “the opiate of the masses.”

Paul’s Letter to the Romans is a very carefully crafted bit of classic 

Greek rhetoric. We can only assume that he was trained in the art of 

debate. That is, as a scribe, as a lawyer, Paul would have learned 

Aristotle’s great rules of rhetoric that used to be taught in high school 

and colleges in my day. Paul, writing to the Christians in Rome, knew  

his audience would expect a sophisticated word in order to be heard 

by that sophisticated audience, who themselves were probably 

schooled in Greek and Roman philosophy, politics, and rhetoric.

Our text this morning comes from Chapter 8, a chapter some Biblical 

scholars say is the linchpin of Paul’s exposition of the Christian faith. 

Here in this chapter, he makes a philosophical move that has caused 

both rejoicing and consternation in people since this letter’s 
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circulation  -- somewhere around the 7th decade of the Gregorian 

calendar. Here Paul makes this bit of complex rhetoric about law and 

grace, flesh and spirit, sin and death, God and salvation.

Since the time known as the Enlightenment, people have sought to 

understand the dichotomy of mind and spirit. We talk about exercising 

our will over our body. In fact, this is not an Enlightenment idea. 

Augustine of Hippo, in the 400's, spoke of bringing the desires of his 

body into conformity with the desires of his will – that is, to do God’s 

will – and as Augustine relates in his autobiography, Confessions, he 

was unable to do this satisfactorily until he opened himself to God’s 

Spirit to dwell in him.

Pundits today talk about how society is degenerating how technology 

in cultures are corrupting the minds of people, how temptations of the 

flesh are overwhelming our young people. But, those temptations 

have always been there; cultures and society in general have always 

been susceptible to corruption. Why do we teach about Tammany 

Hall in civics? Heck, are we teaching civics, period, anymore? What 

do we learn in reading the history of Julius Caesar and Marc Anthony 

– either as dramatized by William Shakespeare, or factualized by 

various Roman historians?

We do so to show that human beings have struggled with temptations 

and desires of power and identity, succumbing to them at times. We 

teach these things to our young people so that they may learn to turn 

their minds away from things of the flesh and toward things of the 

Spirit, as Paul puts it. These are the things of value, these are the 

values of genuine freedom.

Paul reminds his readers in Rome and elsewhere that the flesh –that 

is, the mortal part of our bodies – is subject to corruption and sin. He 

tells his readers that such corruption and sin enslaves our bodies. 

And, he reminds us that through the indwelling of God’s Spirit, even 

as we know our body is dying daily, our life will be made righteous 

through Jesus Christ.



We are not to brood over the fact that left to our own desires, to our 

own habits of behavior, we are prone to cheat, to bend the rules, to 

take advantage of another person; that we will tend to lash out in 

frustration, to ignore the plight of others, focusing, rather, on our own 

needs and desires. Paul tells us that in spite of the suffering we may 

experience, regardless of the heartaches we feel, despite the 

temptations we have, God’s Spirit will help us endure, will provide 

strength to get through it; will be there to carry us over the troubles, 

the temptations, the struggles we face living in a world that has been 

corrupted and drawn away from its good beginnings.

What Paul is saying is that we cannot change our sinful nature on our 

own – we cannot simply choose to will our body’s desires and wants 

on the strength of our mind alone – it takes something beyond 

ourselves, something that is both beyond and within – God’s Spirit 

residing inside of us, strengthening our spirit to overcome our flesh’s 

tendency towards self-gratification, self-centeredness, self-survival.

Paul’s opening verses in Chapter 8 of his Letter to the Romans gives 

us the clue to his understanding of law and grace, of mind and spirit, 

of life and death: “…there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ 

Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the 

law of sin and death.” (vv. 1-2)

Like the disciples at the first Pentecost who proclaimed the Good 

News of Jesus the Christ, we are called to go out and proclaim this bit 

of the Good News – God has acted out of His grace and love to send 

the Holy Spirit to dwell in our hearts. Living in the life of the Spirit, we 

are made a part of God’s family, brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus, 

and so live not for ourselves, not for our fleshly desires and wants, 

but we live to share God’s love and grace, mercy and forgiveness, 

hope and faith.



Let us ask God to send His Holy Spirit into our hearts, to give voice to 

our tongues, to share the Good News, to work for the transformation 

of the world, to live as God’s own, filled with the Spirit, and with joy in 

spite of our present circumstances.

Let us pray:  Mighty and all-sufficient God, we pray this morning that 

Your Spirit fill us and help us to overcome our temptations and our 

tendencies to sin against You and our neighbor.  Let us be so attuned 

to Your will through Your Holy Spirit in us that we discern Your 

presence in our lives, that we are able to turn our will toward Your 

purpose, that we have hope in a world that struggles to acknowledge 

You.  Open our hearts to Your will, use our hands for Your work, 

loosen our tongues to tell of Your glory made visible in, through, with, 

and as Jesus the Christ, our Lord and Savior, in whose name we 

pray.  Amen.


