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Sermon – 7th Sunday After Pentecost – July 19, 2020 
Romans 8:12-25 
 
So then, brothers and sisters, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh— for 
if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of 
the body, you will live. For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. For you did 
not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption. 
When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are 
children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ—if, in fact, we 
suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him. 
 
I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about 
to be revealed to us. For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children 
of God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one 
who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and 
will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has 
been groaning in labour pains until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have 
the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our 
bodies. For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what is 
seen? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 
 
 
For Paul, becoming a Christian demands a radical reordering of thinking. The old concepts of 
law, inheritance, indebtedness, life and death, and conversion are turned on their heads. For 
the early church, Paul’s mission and his justification of it caused a lot of tension. How can the 
history of the chosen people and the Torah be honoured, but allow room for the Gentiles to 
stand on equal ground, without converting to Judaism? 
 
Paul makes the case that Christians are heirs to the promises of the covenant through the Spirit 
rather than through observances of the law. By cleverly employing the concept of adoption, 
Paul appeals to the practice in Roman culture whereby an adopted son had the full legal 
standing as an heir. Made children of God through baptism, this concept of adoption implies 
inclusion and an intimacy with God that up until now had been reserved exclusively for the 
Jews. 
 
You see, for Paul, it is about relationship. Following the risen Christ is about living in a different 
way in the world, not getting rid of it or creating a new parallel world. Human thriving is 
paramount regardless of how you might order things. And, then as now, it is threatened by 
forces of empire that become embedded in day-to-day life, like systemic racism, a growing 
wealth divide, hunger, the stigmatization of mental health challenges, religious hostility, sexual 
violence, the list could go on. How, then, can we live “in” but not “of” these injustices? 
 
First and foremost, entanglement with a destructive way of life cannot be normalized. Paul’s 
appeal to the Romans to recognize the Spirit bearing witness to their identity as heirs to God’s 
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love enables them to adopt a new way of being, of living ethically, while remaining under 
Roman rule, rather than removing themselves from it. To be aware of our entanglement allows 
us to take action to begin the untangling, to unwinding the work of destruction by considering 
our role in it. 
 
I am reminded of a phrase Lee Crowchild spoke a couple of years ago when he was chief of the 
Tsuut‘ina Nation – “there can be no healing without truth.” Through the process of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission we began to hear about the truth of actions taken in our 
country that ended up causing great harm to the Indigenous people who welcomed settlers to 
the land we call Canada. We heard about people’s experiences of being taken from their family, 
of not being able to wear the clothes that were familiar to them, of being forbidden to speak 
their original language, of being denied nutritious food, of human experiments conducted 
without consent, or physical and sexual abuse. Quite frankly these stories are horrifying! I 
would not wish this on my worst enemy. I will also say, that I don’t believe every action taken 
by every person who taught in the residential school system or settled on this land was 
malicious or intended to harm the First Nations. That is the thing about what Paul calls “the 
work of flesh,” you become entangled in it almost unknowingly in that it clouds reality and 
reframes immoral behaviour as ethically acceptable. It suggests my body, “me,” as the center, 
that only I and those like me are important. “They” are not like “us,” so their suffering can be 
ignored. In this way, human beings are cut off from each other. And in retrospect we see and 
hear and experience how brokenness ensues. This is the way of death, of the pit of neglect and 
suffering that it is near impossible to escape. And it affects us all, some of us like to think we 
stand at the rim of the pit, and in some circumstances we do, but how long can we ignore those 
groaning and crying from inside it? Their suffering does affect us. This is not the way it should 
be. This is not what God desires for God’s creation. 
 
To resist the works of the flesh, we must first remember that we are children of God. It is the 
Spirit in us that evokes a way of love and compassion that reflects God’s love of us. In this way, 
we are compelled to neither walk by the pits of suffering that people find themselves in, nor 
jump in the pit to wallow ourselves, but rather reach out in compassion to those who need a 
hand-up, put another way, we might lower a ladder into those places people are stuck and 
support their climb to join those on the rim. To circle back to those words from Lee Crowchild 
though, we need to recognize the truth that there are places where people are stuck and how 
and why they got there before we can take the action to alleviate that disadvantage, the action 
of healing. 
 
Both hearing the truth and taking the action is hard. It is uncomfortable. It is fraught with mis-
steps and mis-understanding, of frustration and anger, of shame and guilt. It can seem 
insurmountable. Why even try, we might ask? It is here that I find Paul’s image of creation 
groaning in labour pains so powerful. Each of us is here because of those labour pains. Some of 
us have felt that contracting, that pain and pressure, others have had the experience of 
accompanying that experience, your own hand squeezed as if it night be crushed with the 
force. Valerie Kaur, a lawyer, activist and Sikh faith leader in California also embodies this 
metaphor in her creation of The Revolutionary Love Project. I heard her speak at the Parliament 



Pastor Daranne Harris 
Advent Lutheran Church 

 3 

of the World’s Religions in Toronto where she asked about the current state of the world: “Is 
this darkness the darkness of the tomb—or of the womb?” She acknowledged how much we 
have lost in the hate crimes and mass shootings, in detentions and deportations, bans and 
border walls, assaults on the free press and the courts, and policies that provoke violence 
abroad and at home, of a battle between democracy and authoritarianism. And yet she also 
spoke about the millions of people rising up in the streets and online to protest, and organize, 
creating pockets of revolutionary love in cities, classrooms, homes. There are times when it 
feels we are birthing a new future and labour requires pain and love. She commends listeners 
to “breathe and push,” to labour together for the world we hope for, that we find ourselves not 
in the tomb, but rather the womb, with new life ahead of us. 
 
This hope for the world is reflected also in Paul’s words. They remind us that our new life in 
Christ, our new way of being “in,” not “of” the world, our embrace of life in the Spirit rather 
than the flesh is about the salvation of the entire world. Paul is inviting us into a completely 
different universe from the one we know, moving from death to life. Theologian Wendy Farley 
writes: “To wake up to the fact that we are children of God is at the same time to wake up to 
our common humanity: all creation woven into one broken, beautiful, beloved whole... The 
Spirit crucifies us to the flesh and raises us to a new life in which love is lord of all.” 
 
Our life right now is shaped by both present reality and future promise. It is this future promise 
that enables our untangling and subsequent work of weaving together a renewed present 
reality. For the promise is not beyond us, but within us together, ready to be birthed. It’s time 
to breathe and push! Amen. 


