
Sermon for October 1, 2017 – World Communion
Sermon Texts:
Exodus 17: 1-7
Matthew 21: 28-32

Philippians 2: 1-13

Sermon Title:
“The Right Deed”

Sermon Topic:
Intentions vs. Actions
Sermon Purpose:  To teach that the right action is a good start.  Our intentions can catch up as we allow God’s grace to permeate our lives.
......................................

Sermon Prayer: 
Holy God, empower us by Your Will and lead us by Your Spirit that the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in Your sight, and that the ministry inspired by the study of Your written and living Word be strengthened by Your ever-present grace.  In Jesus’ name, we ask it.  Amen.
A large, downtown church had an unusual problem.  Some years earlier, the church had been given a nearby parking garage that also housed a restaurant.  At the time of the gift, the parking business in the garage was profitable, and the rent it paid helped the church.  In the time since, however, many of the city’s main employers had closed, and the whole community had gone into an economic slump.  The garage had become a financial drain on the church.
The restaurant in the building was still paying rent, but its business was dropping off.  So they came to the church trustees requesting that they agree to the restaurant getting a liquor license, in hopes that liquor sales would boost the lunchtime trade and allow the restaurant to continue as a viable renter.

Some of the trustees viewed this request favorably.  Other trustees, however, pointed out that their denomination had historically supported temperance.  They felt that it was wrong for the church to own a building in which alcohol was served.  Both sides stuck to their positions, and the issue was resolved only when the bishop stepped in and ruled that the church could not in any way support liquor sales.

So in the end, the trustees did the right thing.  They let the bishop take the heat!

In all honesty, for some of these people, they did the right thing in making their decision only because they had no other choice.

Now, here’s the question: When you do the right thing, but for the wrong reason, does it still count for righteousness?

Here’s another example.  Colin Morris was a missionary in Zambia.  He points out that from the viewpoint of the people who are hungry, anybody who gives them food, regardless of why they give it, is doing the right thing.  He said that a Communist commissar may give bread to enslaved people, a nationalist leader give it to win their support, and a capitalist to ensure a steady supply of cheap labor.  But in each case, people are being fed.  From the victim’s point of view, Morris says, “The Devil’s name is Hunger, and God’s name is Bread.”

So is it right to feed a hungry person even if you have ulterior motives for doing so?

One more example:  A man with two sons asked both to work in his vineyard one day.  The first son refused, but later changed his mind and went to work.  The second son readily agreed, but never actually got around to going.  So, asks Jesus, “Which of the two did the will of his father?”

Jesus’ original audience – the chief priests and the elders who opposed Jesus – answered that the one who actually went and did his father’s will.  Jesus agreed.

We don’t know what motivated the son who had said “no” to change his mind.  It may have been that he went only grudgingly.  Maybe he felt guilty about refusing his father and went to ease his conscience.  He may have even gone to show his brother up.  Maybe his other plans fell through, and he was bored.  But in the end, he went, and in doing so, “did the will of his father.”

The sons in the parable were symbolic of others.  The son who said “yes” but never got around to doing his father’s will represented these religious leaders, the custodians of the law who promise but never delivered obedience to God.  The son who said “no” but who then did his father’s will stood for the sinners who by their lives and behavior initially rejected God but who, upon being presented the claims of God again, repented and by their actions now obey God.

We can imagine that one of Jesus’ critics might protest that the blatant sinners – Jesus specifically mentioned tax collectors (a dishonest profession in that day) and prostitutes – were repenting because of some unworthy motives:  They didn’t want to “pay” for their sins.  They wanted eternal life.  In other words, they were selfishly motivated to change their “no” to a “yes.”
Maybe, and maybe not.  Those religious leaders couldn’t see into the hearts of the former sinners who were now trying to do the will of God.  But with this parable, Jesus is really saying that the actions of these people were now right toward God, and that counted.

Some years ago, a study on corporate philanthropy pointed out that the motive behind many benevolent contributions of businesses and corporations is really self-interest.  It might be the desire to improve the company’s corporate image, or to get a tax break, or to in some fashion improve their long-term profitability.  The report didn’t object to such giving, only to labeling it as “philanthropy.”  True philanthropy, the report said, should arise out of sincerely altruistic motives – that is, from a genuine concern for humankind.  If a firm wants to assist itself in the pretext of assisting others, the critics said, then they should designate such giving as “business expenses” rather than philanthropy.
But if you are a low-income family and your child is one who receives help with college expenses from one of these so-called humanitarian funds, do you care about the motives?

Whether people care about the motives behind the gifts or not, God cares.  The Bible tells us (in several places) that God looks beyond our outer actions to the intentions of our hearts.  And Jesus was certainly referring to motivation when he said, “For out of the heart come intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander.  These are what defile a person.”

Nonetheless, it is doubtful that God wants uncertainty about our motives to delay our doing the right thing.  Consider Kenny Lombino.  He’s a 45-year-old man who has a job with a top brokerage firm in Los Angeles, has a $600,000 bachelor pad, drives a Jaguar, and skydives for fun.  But a few years ago he did something radical: He went back to church.  He says he went back because despite his success, he felt his life wasn’t going anyplace.

Or take Stephen Ashman, 49, chief executive of Capital Bank in Rockville, Maryland.  He recently re-embraced the church of his youth because after so much success, he felt he wanted some way to say thank you.

Bruce MacDonald, 48, owner of a $22 million electronics business, who regularly vacations in Fiji and Bali, and who maintains an Oceanside house in Agoura Hills, California, decided that maybe materialism wasn’t the whole answer when his 13-year-old daughter entered a “wild” phase.  He started attending a church, taking his wife and daughter with him.

Or take Marykay Powell, 53, president of Rastar Productions, a Hollywood company producing TV shows.  After 80-hour workweeks, she flies on a private jet to resorts in Arizona or Mexico.  But along the way, she realized that something was wrong.  She finally figured out that she was separated from God and eventually, seeking to find balance in her life again, ended up in church, praying, “Please take me back.”

These are all people who in their life choices had said “no” to God.  Now, they are finally saying “yes” by their actions.  We can question their motives.  One returns because he feels empty.  Another is looking for a way to express gratitude.  The third is concerned about his daughter’s behavior.  A fourth is because she feels separated.  Not one said they were coming out of love for God.  They all admit to more self-serving motivations.

But, Jesus asked, which one did the will of the father?  The one who finally went to the field, regardless of why he did it.

The best circumstances are when good intentions and good deeds come together.  But sometimes we have to start with doing the right thing and let our intentions catch up.

When Jesus called Peter, James, John, and the others, he did not say, “First be sure your motives are pure and selfless, and then follow me.”  No, he simply said, “Follow me.”  And that must have meant that they were to follow despite their motives, their silly habits, troublesome misunderstandings, their hypocrisy and so forth.

And so should we.  Even if we said “no” the first time he called and now aren’t at all sure of our motives and intentions, we can still respond to the invitation to walk with him.  For that action says “yes,” no matter what our previous response may have been.

And when some human need comes to our attention, and we help just to cool our guilty conscience, we are still helping and saying “yes” to God.  From the point of view of the person who is helped, the right deed is what matters.

We understand that God cares about more than that.  He wants us to work on the intentions of our heart, but as this parable shows us, the right action or the right deed is good enough for a start.  Our intentions can catch up as we allow the grace of God to permeate our lives along the way.

Amen.
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