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 Spiritual Hurricane 
 Romans 7:14-25 & Psalm 51:1-9 
 A sermon by William M. Klein 
  
   6 August 2017 
 

1 Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your 
abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. 2 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and 
cleanse me from my sin. 3 For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 4 
Against you, you alone, have I sinned, and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are 
justified in your sentence and blameless when you pass judgment. 5 Indeed, I was born 
guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me. 6 You desire truth in the inward being; 
therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart. 7 Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be 
clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. 8 Let me hear joy and gladness; let the 
bones that you have crushed rejoice. 9 Hide your face from my sins, and blot out all my 
iniquities.  (Ps. 51:1-9 NRSV) 
 
14 For we know that the law is spiritual; but I am of the flesh, sold into slavery under sin. 
15 I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very 
thing I hate. 16 Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. 17 But in fact 
it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. 18 For I know that nothing good 
dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. 19 For I 
do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. 20 Now if I do what I 
do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. 21 So I find it to be a 
law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. 22 For I delight in the law 
of God in my inmost self, 23 but I see in my members another law at war with the law of 
my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. 24 Wretched 
man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 25 Thanks be to God through 
Jesus Christ our Lord!  So then, with my mind I am a slave to the law of God, but with my 
flesh I am a slave to the law of sin.  (Rm. 7:14-25 NRSV) 
 

1 
 How would you describe the work of the Holy Spirit?  In his brilliant collection of 
prayers, 19th-century Scottish pastor, George MacDonald, described the work of the Holy 
Spirit as a hurricane.1  Here is how he put it: 
 

Lord, in thy Spirit’s hurricane, I pray, 
Strip my soul naked – dress it then thy way.2 

 
 When was the last time you asked God to blast your soul with hurricane force? 
More often you and I pray for comfort, don’t we?  We don’t pray for fierce winds…we 
pray for them to cease.  We pray for our troubled lives to settle down, for smooth waters 
and fair winds.  We certainly don’t pray that the Holy Spirit blow against us until we are 
stripped naked of all masks or pretenses…until all our protective ramparts have been 
breached.   
 Why in the world would George MacDonald pray for a storm?  Why would he 
invite God to employ the disrupting power of a hurricane to strip his soul bare?    

http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/psalms/51.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/romans/7.html
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 Here is why.  He believed that no matter how hard he tried or how well intentioned 
he may have been, he knew he didn’t have the ability, the wisdom, or the will to pull his 
soul free from unworthy loyalties, flawed plans, selfish desires…or for that matter, from 
even the noblest desires.   
 The Apostle Paul expressed something similar when he wrote, “I do not understand 
my own actions.  I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate… I can will what is 
right, but can’t do it.  For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I 
do...  Who will deliver me from this body of death?”  Paul knew he was incapable of being 
the person he knew full well God wanted him to be.  It was only by the work of the Holy 
Spirit that he could hope to be Christ-focused and God-centered. 
 MacDonald understood something Paul understood…in God’s hand alone was the 
remedy.  MacDonald wanted what few of us want – and that was to face the troubling 
question of why he was so resistant to the type of life God held out to him?  He couldn’t 
figure out why, when given the choice, he consistently chose rags of fear, deceit, 
vengeance, and loneliness to the gold cloth of trust, integrity, forgiveness, and 
community?3  Was it that he felt unworthy of God's offer?  Was it that he had settled for 
mediocrity so long he could no longer distinguish rags from riches, death from life?  
 The wise Scottish pastor seemed to realize that if there was any hope for him to be 
in reality the person he already was in God’s sight, then God would have to make use of 
the Spirit’s hurricane force.  And he hoped God wouldn’t stop with simply sandblasting 
his capricious, self-bound soul.  MacDonald knew God would have to take on the chore of 
re-clothing him aright.   

2 
 I doubt you are any more inclined than I am to pray as MacDonald prayed.  I'm not 
eager for storms to come my way.  But storms do come.  And those storms have a way of 
clarifying…of cleaning the eyes and the eyes of the heart…of putting things into 
perspective.  And I absolutely want the Holy Spirit to be with me to see me through the 
storms. 
 Craig Barnes, president of Princeton Theological Seminary, tells about a couple (Sue 
and Mike) who came to him for premarital counseling.  As they sat in his study to plan the 
ceremony, Mike said, "Before we get into this I have to say I'm really scared." 
 Turns out he was not afraid of marrying Sue.  He loved her deeply.  This is what he 
feared.  "I'm terrified of losing you," he said.  Mike then explained, "Several years ago my 
mother died, and it almost killed me. What if something happens to you, too?  I can't 
imagine how I would survive." 
 Mike's fear is a common fear…to be willing to give one's heart fully and completely 
to someone knowing the risks.  I've know people who, after loosing a spouse, said, "I 
cannot love that deeply again.  I can't face the pain of that sort of loss again." 
 Here is what Barnes had to say to Mike.  Strap your seat belts tightly because 
Barnes didn't say, "Oh, don't worry.  Love will see you through."  He said, "In my 
experience 100% of marriages come to an end, and you'll never beat those odds.  Your 
marriage will end in either death or divorce.  There are no alternatives." 
 Barnes had their attention.  "Let's say you have a fabulous marriage that lasts as 
long as you can imagine.  Let's assume you have 70 years, and that each of those years is 
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an experience in deeper intimacy.  Still, one of you is eventually going to have to lay the 
other into the arms of God.  That day will tear you apart.  That's the best possible scenario 
for your marriage - to share a love so incredible and so long with Sue that if almost kills 
you to give her up at the end." 
 My guess is this is not what Mike and Sue expected to hear from their pastor.  But 
Barnes wasn't done.  He went on to say, "Why do you want to go through all of that?  I say 
give her up today.  Give her back to the Creator who made her, sustains her, and to whom 
she will always belong.  Get the grieving over with before it becomes unbearable.  Let God 
hold her.  That way, every morning when you find her next to you, you can rejoice in the 
temporary gift you can still enjoy."4 
 Barnes was not trying to talk them out of getting married, was he?  Quite the 
opposite.  He was trying to talk them into a healthy marriage in which they realize each 
day is a precious gift.  He wanted them to avoid taking the other for granted.  He wanted 
them to know from the first day of the marriage that the other was a precious gift, not a 
personal possession.   
 Awful things can happen any minute.  In an attempt to minimize heartache we can 
choose to withdraw from life.  We can keep those we love at arms length in an attempt to 
shield ourselves from the inevitable pain of disappointment and loss.  We can become 
reclusive…but what kind of life is that?  Certainly not the sort of life God had in mind 
when Jesus said, "I have come to give you life…a rich and satisfying life…a life in all of its 
fullness."5 

3 
 There certainly is a sense in which, like Paul and George MacDonald, the only hope 
for us to become the persons we are in God's sight is for God to make use of the Spirit’s 
hurricane force…to allow his Spirit to blow against us until we are stripped naked of all 
masks or pretenses…until all our protective ramparts have been breached…until we are 
willing to let him re-clothe us as only he can…in our rightful heart and mind.   
 And…there is also a sense in which, as Craig Barnes suggested to Mike and Sue, we 
need God's Spirit before the storms come.  We need God's Spirit to help us realize 
everything we are and have, every relationship that is so dear to us, is a precious, fragile, 
fleeting gift that will one day come to a close.  We need God's Spirit to help shaped us into 
people who rejoice every day in the temporary gifts of this life. 

4 
 After a brief time of silence, you and I will be invited to the Lord’s Table.  We come 
to this table as the old familiar hymn suggests – “Just as (we are), without one plea.”  At 
this table our taste buds will behave like a spiritual homing device as they receive a 
foretaste of that great heavenly banquet we all dream of.  If the eye of our soul is paying 
attention, we will receive from this tiny meal a massive dose of God’s love.   
 I firmly believe there is a mystery at work here, even a spiritual hurricane of sorts at 
work here, as we obediently accept Christ’s invitation to share this feast with him, one 
another, and people of all time.     
 
Prayer: As we read the scriptures…as we taste and touch and ingest this holy meal…and 

as we pay attention to “that of you” awakened within us by you, O God, we realize we 
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were made for better than that for which we have settled.  Surely you must grow 
weary by our selfish and persistent poor choices, by our apparent inclination toward 
mediocrity, and by our refusal to follow through on your guidance and our best 
inclinations.  Though we don’t know quite what we are asking, work us over with the 
Category 5 hurricane force of your Spirit.  We entrust to you, Lord, our demolition and 
reconstruction.  In your mercy, hear our prayer.  Amen. 

 
        Lexington Presbyterian Church 

120 South Main Street 
Lexington, Virginia  24450 
www.lexpres.org 

Endnotes: 
                                                        
1 George MacDonald was a Scottish Presbyterian pastor (1824-1905).  His written works greatly influenced people like 
C. S. Lewis and G. K. Chesterton.  By many accounts he was one of the most original of nineteenth century Christian 
thinkers.  
2 MacDonald, George.  1994 ed.  Diary of an Old Soul.  Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, entry for February 19. 
3 MacDonald, entry for February 19.  Here is the citation… 

Change for me all my rags to cloth of gold. 
Who would not poverty for riches yield? 

A hovel sell to buy a treasure-field? 
Who would a mess of porridge careful hold 

Against the universe’s birthright old? 
4 Barnes, M. Craig.  2017.  "The temporary gift of marriage," in Christian Century, June 21.  Chicago: Christian 
Century Foundation.   
5 See John 10:10. 


