
Lakeside Sermons
Lakeside Baptist Church • Rocky Mount, North Carolina

Jody C. Wright, Senior Minister

JULY 6, 2014
THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Doing What We Ought
Romans 7:15-25a; Matthew 22:15-22

I do not understand my own actions.  For I do not do what
I want, but I do the very thing I hate.  Now if I do what I do not
want, I agree that the law is good.  But in fact it is no longer I that
do it, but sin that dwells within me.  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.  For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not
want is what I do.  Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer
I that do it, but sin that dwells within me.  So I find it to be a law
that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand.  For
I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, 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.  Wretched
man that I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death? 
Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!

Romans 7:15-25a

I suspect that as confusing as Paul’s confession sounds, it also sounds
familiar.  There is a war raging within Paul.  He admits that he does not do the
things he wants to do; instead, he does the very things he does not want to
do.  He wants to do good, but for some reason he does what is evil.  These
competing interests war within him, keeping him from doing what he knows
is right and good.  Back and forth the battle rages.  Right and wrong.  Good
and evil.  Law and grace.  We sense Paul’s frustration, even his despair, as
the struggle goes on within himself and he cries, “Wretched man that I am! 
Who will rescue me from this body of death?”  And we identify, because we
know from experience that Paul speaks the truth–our truth.

We all know what it is like to understand in our minds and hearts what
we ought to do and then to do the exact opposite.  We all know what it is like
to weigh the issues of the day, to see clearly what ought to be done to correct
some problem, to relieve some suffering, or to right some wrong, and then to
choose an altogether different course of action because of equally compelling
reasons.  We understand on a personal and corporate level what it means to
not do what we want and to do the very things we do not want to do.



Finally, the fighting stops, the weapons become silent, the smoke
clears, and we hold our breath to see who has won.  Just as Francis Scott
Key saw the flag still waving over Fort McHenry and knew that the Patriots
had remained steadfast despite the barrage of British bombs, so we along
with Paul see God’s providence and grace overarching our lives.  Key wrote
the stirring words that became our National Anthem but with Paul we
proclaim, “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!”

We are fortunate to live in this nation which from the start dedicated
itself to become a place where all people could live in harmony and prosper. 
We are blessed to enjoy the freedom of living our faith without restriction and
with the responsibility to refrain from imposing our beliefs on other people. 
Freedom and responsibility are blessings to us and, as Paul well knew, also
the source of great tension and frustration.  The diversity of our nation is one
of its greatest strengths, but also the greatest challenge as we work together
to do what is right and good for all of our citizens.

Jesus himself was well aware of this challenge.  As we heard earlier in
our Gospel lesson, when the Pharisees wanted to trick Jesus into
overstepping his bounds with the Roman authorities, they chose taxes as the
perfect subject to trip him up.  They were wise as serpents, those Pharisees! 
They knew that if Jesus agreed that it was lawful (that is according to Jewish
law) to pay taxes to the emperor, it would upset the Jews who were
oppressed by the Roman government.  They also knew that if Jesus stated
that it was unlawful to pay such taxes, he would be arrested as a dissident
and punished by Roman law.  He was in a tight spot, to be sure.  The
competing interests were pressing in upon him!

Today we would bat this issue back and forth in our minds, in the
newspapers, and on cable shows crammed with panels of so-called experts. 
Jesus, however, offered no debate.  He asked for a coin, the one everybody
used to pay taxes.  When one was placed in his hand, he asked, “Whose
head is this, and whose title?”  The answer was, of course, “The emperor’s.” 
“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s,” he said,
“and to God the things that are God’s.”  And the matter was over.

Granted there are some extremely thorny issues in our world today that
do require careful thought, respectful dialogue, and wise solutions.  However,
many of the issues we face on a day to day basis are a matter of human
decency and compassion.  There need be no debate.  All that is required is
action.  We do not have to wait for agreement or law to do what is right.  We
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already know what is right and good for one another.  We know how to treat
other people kindly, fairly, and respectfully.  These are the things that belong
to God.  These are the things about which we do not have to struggle.

A couple of weeks ago, I had the privilege of teaching the Bible story
one day during Vacation Bible School.  By the luck of the draw, I was to teach
the story of the feeding of the five thousand.  You remember that story.  Over
five thousand people followed Jesus out into the countryside to listen to him
teach.  He taught all day long and, at the end of the day, he realized the
people were tired and hungry.  He was probably tired and hungry himself.

He told his disciples to go and get food for the people.  Immediately the
competing interests took the floor.  One disciple reminded Jesus that it would
take a half year’s salary to feed all those people.  Another one reminded him
that there was nowhere nearby to get enough food for a crowd like that one. 
Still another disciple walked up with a young boy.  I have to wonder if he was
not attempting to make a joke.  Nevertheless, he told Jesus that this young
man had offered his lunch–five loaves and two fish–to help feed the crowd. 
I imagine the other disciples laughing–until Jesus told them seat the people
on the ground.

Jesus took the bread and blessed it.  Then he told the disciples to pass
the bread and fish around to the people.  We are told that everyone was
miraculously fed with twelve baskets of food left over.  I do not doubt the story
at all.  I wonder, however, if part of the miracle was not the desire to share
which the young boy had demonstrated.  I wonder if his selflessness and
generosity did not prompt other people to pull out the food they had packed
and share it with one another.  A miracle indeed!

We do not always do what we want or ought to do.  We often do things
that we do not or should not do.  Perhaps it is our propensity to the sin of
selfishness which causes this dilemma.  Paul is right, however, for it is thanks
to God through Jesus Christ that we do know what we ought to do and we can
do it.  This table on which God has shared himself so that we might live
provides all that we need to do likewise.  Thanks be to God through Jesus
Christ our Lord.  Amen.
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July 6, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O God who is the Creator of nations and the Granter of liberty, we come
to offer our thanks and praise this day for the freedoms and blessings we
enjoy in this great land.  Our hearts are filled with gratitude for the freedom to
work, to learn, to speak, to worship.  We thank you for men and women who
sacrifice so much to secure liberty for us and for peoples around the world. 
We thank you for family and friends who give our lives meaning and purpose. 
We offer our thanks for the glory of your creation which testifies to your power
and your love for us.  We are grateful that you invite us into your presence,
nourish us at your table and call us to live as your children.  For these and
every good and perfect gift we receive from your generous hand, we offer to
you our thanks and our praise.

As we gather around this table, Loving God, we acknowledge that we
come not because we have earned the right to be here.  We come not
because we have been good enough or faithful enough to deserve our place
at your feast.  We come because by your grace you have welcomed us here. 
As we prepare to receive this bread and this cup, remind us of the depth and
breadth of your love and mercy.  And once we have celebrated together here,
help us to see a clear vision of your kingdom, a kingdom whose doors are
open to all who would enter.

And we pray, O Lord, that as we embark on this journey of faith and
mission we call Gatekeepers Workcamp, you would go ahead of us to prepare
the way.  Open the hearts and minds and lives of the homeowners we will
serve that they might receive your touch of mercy and your word of hope
through us.  Prepare our hearts that we might be used by you and receive a
blessing through our work.  Bless your servants who have answered your call
to love their neighbors and to take on challenging tasks.  Give us the words
you would have us to say, the message you would have us to share, and so
fill us with your love that it cannot help but overflow to all we meet. 
Strengthen us with the support and prayers of this church family, for which we
also give you our thanks.  And we pray that you would mold and transform 
each one of us, that we might be bold enough to be about your work of
compassion and reconciliation wherever or whenever you call us.  In the
name of the One who came to give us grace and peace for all the journeys
of our lives, even Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


