Message: "Setting our Spirit's Flight Path” - 7-12-26

Scripture: Romans 8:1-11
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 2For the law
of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of
death. 3For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending
his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the
flesh, *so that the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not
according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. °For those who live according to the
flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the
Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. ®To set the mind on the flesh is death,
but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. ’For this reason the mind that is set
on the flesh is hostile o God; it does hot submit to God's law—indeed it cannot, 8and
those who are in the flesh cannot please God. °But you are not in the flesh; you are in the
Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of
Christ does not belong to him.
10But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because
of righteousness. '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.

Our family went camping this past week; we recently purchased a very old
but new-to-us camper that we wanted to try out on a three-day excursion in
Washington state, staying at a campground just outside of Spokane where our
daughter Emily's family lives. A summary of our expedition would be that the
camper passed with flying colors, but the same could not be said about the
individuals doing the camping - especially the one standing before you today. It
had been a while since T towed a good-sized camper behind a car; there were
electrical connections and anti-sway bars and trailer brake settings I needed to
attend to just to drive the thing down the road; there were propane tanks and
water tanks and tires to fill; there were cupboards and cabinets and a
refrigerator to stock; and all of that had o be dealt with before we moved an
inch. And in order to really learn about this camper and its particularities, T
proceeded to do most of those tasks the wrong way first, filling the gray water
tank with fresh water, connecting the trailer brakes to the turn signal wires by
mistake, singeing my eyebrows on the water heater when I let the gas accumulate
a bit foo much before lighting, and somehow reversing things on the refrigerator
so that it got really hot inside when I turned it on. None of these actions were
intentional, T might add. Let me just say here that this is my typical approach
with new things - do it wrong the first time in order to learn what not to do;



consult the instructions as an afterthought; swear often and keep the band-aids
handy; and never admit you don't really know what the heck you are doing. In any
event, it is hard to deny that sometimes my head is not set on right, especially
when dealing with new things.

One particular example stood out. When camping my wife and I love our
morning coffee ritual, which takes on a special twist in the great outdoors; we
bring along the celebrity of all coffee creamers, which is a can of sweetened
condensed milk. One tablespoon in a cup of coffee over a roaring fire on a cold
morning in the woods is one version of heaven on earth; it is to me, anyway. Well,
on our second morning, I got up early, before my wife Terri got up, and I built a
roaring fire; I got the coffee going just fine, poured myself a large cup, got the
open can of sweetened condensed milk out of the refrigerator, scooped out a
heaping tablespoon of cream and stirred it into my coffee - all was perfect. Until
I took the first sip. And I noticed something was different. Very different.
Perhaps here I might mention that we had fried some bacon the previous morning,
and had collected the grease in an empty can, a can which we had placed in the
refrigerator to congeal, a can placed near the open can of sweetened condensed
milk. Did you know that congealed bacon grease looks a lot like sweetened
condensed milk? I unintentionally invented a new hot beverage; I think I'll call it
Bacon Grease Java. I don't think it will be popular.,

The point is that my head wasn't set on straight; I didn't remember the
bacon grease can, I didn't look closely in the can, I didn't even look at what T was
stirring into my cup. I wasn't thinking about things properly; my head wasn't set
on straight.

Do you know people who don't have their head set on straight? I'm not really
talking about momentary lapses of perception such as my misadventure with
coffee, which I think is not that unusual. But there are people who regularly seem
to lapse in their reasoning, to have come up short when they doled out common
sense or rational thought or basic perceptivity. Such people are noticeable for
their odd behavior or contradictory perspectives; they often don't make a lot of
sense in their speech, and often do things most of us would find questionable.
Sometimes it may be due to mental illness; sometimes it may be due to moral
illness; sometimes it may be caused by experiences that contorted the thinking or
processing of reality into something unreal. Whatever the cause, it has more to
do with our general human condition, where we get things wrong, miss the obvious,
fail to sufficiently understand, or have our thinking otherwise distorted by



external or internal forces. There are people who don't seem to have their head
set on straight.

On the other hand, do you know people who appear to have their head set on
straight? You know what I mean - persons who seem o have more common sense
than most people, who never seem to speak out of turn and, when they do speak,
have something of value to share? People who have their heads set on straight
seem to have figured out the practicalities of life and a balance that seems to
work; they work hard but are not workaholics; they are pleasant company and
know their manners; they seem to be successful in any project they undertake or
action they lead; they know how to maintain their composure under pressure and
are quick to offer advice but only after being asked. They would never mistake
bacon grease for coffee creamer; well, maybe they would, but they'd wind up
laughing about it. People who have their heads set on straight have a little more
practicality and patience than others, and they often seem to be more interested
in hearing from you than having you listen to them. They seem to travel the road
of life without a whole lot of extra effort, knowing how to do what needs to be
done in the most helpful way - and then proceeding to get it done.

Do you know people like that? People who have their head set on straight?

In our scripture lesson Paul is talking about this kind of thing, but making it
less about head than about heart. Paul is talking about people who have their
heart set on straight. Heart verses head reflects the difference between the
ways of the world and what faith gives to life. Listen o how Paul expresses this
understanding in our passage: “[People who have their hearts set on straight] walk
not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. °For those who live
according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who
live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. °To set the
mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace.”

Those who have their lives seemingly all together would be the first to admit
they don't - but they would also be the first o know that that's OK, because God
understands and loves us nonetheless. And those who have their hearts set on
straight understand this is God's gracious orientation fowards any and all of us -
and invites us to take on the same mindset towards others - that is, the same
heartset towards others. It's not about having one's act together; it's about
having one's heart shaped appropriately. Whatever life radiates out of the right
heart orientation towards Christ is exactly what faith is meant o provide and is



exactly what the world needs most; anything else is empty at best, destructive at
worst.

I received in the mail two days ago a powerful example of a problematic
heartset that has taken the Christian faith on a very troublesome path; here it is.
This is a tract sent out by a gentleman named Gary Pyke whom I looked up online;
he lives in McEwen, Tennessee, and is a member of the Southern Union
Conference of Seventh-day Adventists. Mr. Pyke considers it his calling to be in
the ministry of literature distribution, of which this pamphlet is one example.

The goal is to save souls, to get people into heaven, to help them achieve eternity
for themselves and their loved ones. The title of the pamphlet is "For Those Who
Are Honest in Heart (or for those who would like to be)”, and the contents list no
fewer than 199 scriptural passages in support of its main message, which is how to
be pure enough in heart to achieve heaven. It is heavy into the ten
commandments, especially the necessity of keeping the sabbath holy, mentioning
even more specifically that the sabbath was ordained to be Sundays only, that
Sundays are the only day God made holy, and that to worship God on any other day
is blasphemy. It goes on and on with such declarations, as proof texting tends fo
do when one is determined to prove one is right about God.

What stands out, though, is what is missing; namely, almost all of what Jesus
emphasized directly. There is a lot of talk about the fen commandments, but no
mention at all of the greatest commandment Jesus lifted up, fo love God and each
other; there is no mention of the sermon on the mount, no mention of caring for
the poor and vulnerable, no mention of generosity or compassion or justice for
others, no mention of visiting those in prison or welcoming the stranger or
mourning with the sorrowful.......it's almost as if Jesus doesn't matter at all except
as the key to gain entry into heaven. Almost as if Jesus didn't spend 95% of his
ministry on earth emphasizing our love for each other as the way to see God, the
way to be with God, here and for all time.

Sadly, Mr. Pyke's understanding of the Christian faith is pervasive. Much of
the Christian world puts the bulk of Jesus's teaching and life on hold, and cling
only to the promise of salvation gained by following cherry-picked scriptures that
outline the steps of personal righteousness. The irony of it all is that Jesus will
have none of this; there is no such thing as personal righteousness separate from
how we treat each other in this world; in fact, how we treat each other
determines our personal righteousness. That is the point Jesus makes with his
entire ministry and life; that is the point Paul is making in our scripture lesson



today. Unless the law of God reigns in our hearts, we cannot be with God; and the
law of God precedes any commandments found in the Bible, ten or otherwise, for
the law of God is the practice of love, a practice God applies to all people,
regardless of human qualifications. And it is the practice of this same love in our
lives that reveals God's presence in the world.

Unless our hearts are set right, our lives cannot be set right - the scriptural
laws cannot possibly replace this truth. In fact, the scriptural laws are
meaningless without this precedent understanding that Jesus came to the world
to reveal - that whatever we do in our faithful lives, it must be done in a spirit and
intention of love, in all cases, towards all people, at all times. Setting the heart
right is why Jesus came to us in the first place; setting the heart right is what
faith is for.



