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At the beginning of our journey through Lent, we reminded ourselves how, in the eyes of God, we are
but dust: ‘remember, O mortal, that you are dust, and to dust you shall return’, we heard proclaimed in
the Ash Wednesday service, as we accepted the sign of the ashes as a symbol of our mortality. We
are almost at the end of our series of addresses, and we return to human mortality; fragile, broken
bodies. But where on Ash Wednesday, we dwelt on the price of human sinfulness, and eternal
separation from God, today’s readings set before us God’s vision for humans to flourish, to grow, to
live forever in his presence.
The way in which God has accomplished this turnaround, from death to life, will be part of our journey
of Holy Week, as we trace the footsteps of Jesus, as it were in real time, from the Mount of Olives in
solemn procession to the Temple in Jerusalem, from there to the room of the Last Supper and the
promise that broken bread and wine outpoured are for us the reminder of our salvation: ‘do this in
remembrance of me, do this for the forgiveness of sins’. We will walk with Jesus into the darkness of
the night of betrayal, be witnesses of his trial before religious leaders and Roman judges, and walk
with him the Way of Suffering to the Cross. On Good Friday, in the final of these addresses, we will
consider the cost of the promise of new life that is set before us, as we reflect, sombrely and
solemnly, on the Cross, and its life-ending, life-giving transformational power.
Today, God sets before us an invitation: for those who believe, nothing can separate us from his love.
Even those who feel so cut off from God that they feel spiritually dead, even those whose flesh and
bones are dried up, are dead, are not beyond the reach of God’s love. All can be recalled to life, can
be raised and restored, given the breath of God’s Spirit. All life will be restored for those who seek
God’s love. All life will be made new by the power of Christ’s resurrection. That power is already at
work among us, this morning’s readings tell us. Two powerful, miraculous, acts of God – a nation
sleeping in death recalled to life by God’s prophet Ezekiel; a friend, Lazarus, raised from the dead by
God’s Son – point us to the time when all life will be given new dignity, new humanity. Until that time,
we have powerful pointers, reminders of the life-bestowing power of Christ’s resurrection. We may still
walk in the shadow of the valley of death to life but we walk by Christ’s light, with Christ as our guide
to lead us where he has gone before: through death to life.
In order to receive that light, that guide, though, we need to make a fundamental decision. We need to
want to walk by Christ’s light, want to walk closely with him. We need to desire to be close to Jesus,
set our minds on the Spirit of life he seeks to give to those who love him. Our epistle reading from the
letter to the Romans puts it starkly: ‘to set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the
Spirit is life and peace’. There is a choice to be made, Paul tells the church in Rome: those who
choose to rely on the strength of their flesh alone will ultimately find it to be the way to dust and ashes.
But those who choose to accept the life Christ offers, who choose to receive the gift of his Holy Spirit,
will not only have life, but peace. Peace with God, because the price for our own sinfulness has been
paid by the self-offering of Christ on the Cross. Peace with ourselves, because a hope-filled vision is
set before us. And the potential for peace with one another, because we have chosen to live lives that
are centred on the values that make for peace and life.
Those who set their mind on the Spirit will have life and peace, Paul confidently proclaims.
Conversely, ‘the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God’ – is God’s enemy, the Greek puts it –
‘because it does not submit to God’s law’. Those who have set their mind on themselves alone, have
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chosen to rely on the strength of their own flesh, turn away from the life that alone is true. They are
unable, Paul tells the Romans, to receive the Spirit of Christ, because they have chosen to pursue
values contrary to those of God. Paul puts it this way in his epistle to the Galatians: ‘what the flesh
desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are
opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want’ (Galatians 5.17). The works of the
flesh, Paul tells, are actions that alienate us from one another and from God, are actions that erode
our own dignity and that of others: ‘enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions,
envy’ (Galatians 5.20-21). They reflect in themselves the end goal of the journey of all flesh: death.
The works of the Spirit, on the other hand, are actions that give and promote life: each is in itself a
building block of the life that is forever, which Christ seeks to bring to all people. Paul tells the
Galatians that the ‘fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control’ (Galatians 5.22-23).
The decision to accept the Spirit of Christ, and pursue its works, is two-fold: at our baptism, the formal
commitment to come and follow Christ as a believer, we – or our godparents on our behalf – commit
to reject evil and follow Christ. From that moment onwards, Paul tells the Romans, we are no longer
‘in the flesh but in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in us’ (Romans 8.9). Those who choose to
follow Christ, Paul assures us, have already fundamentally shifted their focus from the things that
alienate us from God, to the things that give life. At baptism, Christians receive the Holy Spirit (Article
XXVII) – ‘the Spirit of God dwells in you’, Paul puts it (Romans 8.9). That does not mean that
Christians are immune to sin, but that they are united with God and therefore enabled to tackle sin
and temptation from a position of strength (Article XVI). The decision to pursue the works of the Spirit
is, indeed, a daily commitment, choosing daily to live as followers of Christ, and to undertake the
works that make for life and peace. Having chosen to follow at Baptism, we choose again and again
to live in that calling, and are, in turn, given ‘life and peace’, a peace that ‘pervades the whole of life;
and that cannot be dispelled by the conflicts life brings’ (Leon Morris, Romans, p. 306).
Nothing, indeed, can separate those who have chosen to follow Christ, and have been baptised into
his life, from God’s love. The promise of that life is contained in the life-giving acts of God: breathing
the Spirit of life into a field of dead bones, as in our first lesson, restoring to fellowship an entire
people that had been cut off from God completely. God can restore to life those whose ‘bones are
dried up, whose hope is lost’ by granting them his Spirit: ‘I will place my Spirit within you, and you
shall live’, God speaks through the prophet Ezekiel, and promises them not only life, but restoration of
their dignity by their return from exile: ‘I will place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the
Lord, have spoken and will act’. Where the restoration of life to the dead warriors of Israel, cut off from
God through their own wilfulness, was a dramatic sign of the promise of new life God seeks to bring to
a single chosen people, the raising of Lazarus foretells a resurrection that is for all humanity. By
sending his Son, Jesus Christ, from heaven to earth to save all people, God restores all life: those
who believe in him will live, even though they are subject to mortality. Those who trust that Jesus is
the resurrection and life shall not die eternally, but will have life forever.
The raising of Lazarus from the dead was not only an act of mercy to a much-loved friend. Jesus’ last
sign, his last miracle, was to ‘overthrow the final enemy, death’ (John Fenton). It is a sign of
confidence, a sign of our sure and certain hope that wherever Jesus is there is life in abundance.
Even in the sight of certain death – Lazarus had been dead for four days, his body had already begun
to decompose, his sister tells Jesus – even where death has asserted its dominion – ‘Lord already
there is a stench’, Martha exclaims - Jesus brings life in abundance. Not a semblance of life, not the
life of the almost dead, but a Spirit- and hope-filled life with a future. Where Christ is, Christians move
not from life to death, but from death to life. Indeed, as Paul tells the Romans, ‘if the Spirit of him who
raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your
mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you’ (Romans 8.11). Christ calls all who love him
from death to life, so that all ‘would see the glory of God’ (John 11.40) – the glory of life restored, sins
forgiven, and many adopted as children of the living and life-giving God.
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The goal of our salvation is life forever in the closeness of Christ, our readings tell us. The way to
attain that salvation begins with our desire to share it, our commitment to turn from the ways that
destroy and decompose life, from the ways that lead to death, to the way that guides us to life. If you
have not yet made a commitment to follow Jesus, I would encourage you to talk to one of our
Cathedral clergy, or another Christian to find out more about what following Christ entails. If you have
already made a commitment to discipleship, I encourage you to pray for those who have to make this
step. Continue to pray for those five friends, acquaintances, or work colleagues you began praying for
at the beginning of Lent, that they might come to know the life-giving power of the Holy Spirit, which
God bestows on those who love him as the guide to eternal life. Pray, with Jesus in our gospel
reading, in thanksgiving that God hears our prayers. Pray, with Jesus, that God would continue to
hear our petitions. Pray, with him, that those around you may believe that God is sending you to make
known his good news. Pray that God would give you his Spirit of love to make you an effective
ambassador of his good news. Pray, with Jesus, that God would restore all life, and that God would
grant us his peace. Pray, with Jesus, that in our life-giving actions, God would be glorified.
‘To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. ... If the if the
Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will
give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you’ (Romans 8.6, 11). Thanks be
to God.
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