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There’s a show that Donan and I really like to watch called “Chopped,” and it’s on 
the Food Network.  If you have never seen the show, the premise is all these chefs 
come in and are given mystery baskets, and they have to create a meal based on these 
mystery baskets they have been given.  Sometimes the baskets are really nice, and the 
ingredients pair together really well.  Sometimes the baskets are wild and divergent, and 
you think to yourself, “How could anyone make a meal out of this?” 

 
If we go back to Romans 8 that we read last week, it is a passage of love, a passage 

of compassion, a passage of God loving us and praying on our behalf and the mystery 
of what it means to be interceded for by God.  That felt like a Chopped basket of dark 
chocolate, peanut butter, and sea salt.  I can imagine how to make a good dessert out 
of those ingredients.  They are sweet to the tongue and seem to fit and pair well 
together. 

 
I’ll admit that the first time I read today’s Roman’s passage this week, I thought it 

was like a basket of salmon, fire-hot Cheetos, and Mike & Ikes.  I like all those 
ingredients, but I can’t really imagine what kind of meal you can make out of that.  I felt 
a little bit this week like these things in this passage feel divergent.  The things that are 
happening here feel sour to my tongue and I just want to retreat back into how much 
God loves me, which we talked about last week.  Can we be more than conquerors 
again?  Can nothing separate us from the love of God again?  What’s all this anguish 
and sorrow about?  What is all this separation from God?  What is this warning that you 
can pursue righteousness and somehow completely miss it all about?  This does not 
feel good on my tongue, which of course might be the very point. 

 
Let’s talk a little bit about Paul.  Paul is a complicated figure in a lot of our faith lives.  

On one hand, he is the author of the majority of the words that make up the New 
Testament, the largest chunk of our testament of God’s New Covenant with us is written 
by Paul, or at least attributed to Paul.  And yet, multiple times a year I meet with people 
who will tell me straight up, “I cannot stand Paul.  He is so arrogant.  He is so 
condescending.  He feels icy to me.  I know why I have to listen to Jesus, but why do I 
have to listen to some random dude writing a letter?” 

 
I’m not going to get into canonization this morning, and how letters become cannon 

in the Bible, because that would be boring.  But I am going to say that there is 
something really beautiful about this passage that gives us a sense of Paul’s beating 
heart.  We are reminded that Paul is not just an absentee letter-writer, but Paul is 
someone who, as we see in Philippians 3, is Jewish to the core—circumcised, zealous, 
a lover of his people.  His zealousness led him to become a Pharisee and study hard to 
try to get the Law inside his heart.  So when we think about this break that Paul had with 
his people, this break that led him to become a follower of Jesus, this break that led him 



to spend his life in the Gentile world, a place that he never would have crossed over in 
his previous life as Pharisee, it is in passages like this that we see what that cost Paul.  
It cost him easy relationships with the religion of his youth, easy relationships with his 
ethnicity, easy relationships with his family.  It created anguish inside of him.   

 
Maybe some of us have broken relationships with the places we came from and we 

know what it’s like to feel anguish over those breaks.  Paul felt anguish over that break.  
And what was that break?  If we go back to Philippians 3, Paul has a line that says, “As 
for the Law, I was blameless.”  And that is where we see the break.  Paul, under the 
system of the Law that was very popular in Judaism in his time, was blameless because 
Paul followed every rule, every regulation, every law when it came to purity.  Paul didn’t 
eat what he should not eat.  He didn’t associate with who he should not associate with.  
He cleansed himself in the ways that were required under that vision of Law, that vision 
of what it meant to be righteous – right with God.  Paul was blameless.  He was perfect. 

 
But as we see in verses 30-33, Paul says that vision of righteousness, that vision of 

being blameless under the Law not only is inadequate, it leads us away from the 
righteousness of God.  This represented a split that existed in that time with the Law.  
Was the Law about purity?  Was the Law about keeping ourselves separate, undefiled, 
and pure?  Is that what the Law of the Old Covenant all about?  Or, was the Law and 
the prophets all summed up, as Jesus said, as love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, mind, soul, and strength and love your neighbor as yourself?  And there was the 
tension.  Was the point of the Law to keep yourself pure and undefiled, or was the point 
of the Law to love God and to love your neighbor, to strive for those who are on the 
outside, to see those who are cut out, and to call the neighbors and to envelop them in 
love, to bring them in, to care for them—a posture that is impossible if your vision for 
your life is purity and undefilement. 

 
As Jesus came upon the scene, as the Messiah stepped onto earth he called people 

into this more prophetic vision of Law, this prophetic vision of love of God and neighbor.  
That lifestyle of loving others, that lifestyle of serving others, that lifestyle of giving his 
life for others led him to the cross, which brought purity to all who would receive it.  The 
great irony is there was never a division in the first place.  In living the prophetic vision 
of the Law, you could come to the cross with Jesus and purity was there to be found 
anyway. 

 
Paul became enraptured with this vision of purity, enraptured with this Messiah, 

accepted this love of Jesus, accepted this kingship of Jesus and gave his life to that, 
and it cut him off from his people and it brought him anguish. 

 
As I was studying these things this week, something happened.  I’m going to break a 

cardinal rule of mine in sermon-giving.  I’m going to refer to something that happened 
on Facebook in a sermon, which I think is almost universally awful.  It’s up to you to 
decide whether it is justified in this instance or not.   

 



This week the President of the United States put out a tweet with a rejoicing tone to 
those living in the suburbs that our suburban dream would no longer be interrupted by 
low-income housing.  As I read this over and over again, I felt inside me like someone 
took that prophetic ethic of the Law that is so well articulated in places like the Sermon 
on the Mount and held it up to a funhouse mirror, a mirror that distorts and reshapes 
something into a picture that no longer resembles what was there in the first place.  I felt 
like it was from that ethic that a message like this can be delivered.  As I reflected more, 
what it really felt like was a rejoicing in the purity and undefilement of our enclaves, of 
our suburban dreams.   

 
As someone who follows Jesus, I felt like I had to respond.  So, I went to Facebook 

because it was the nearest thing and we can’t get that close to people right now.  I 
quoted a bunch of passages of Jesus’ and ended with a simple line: Jesus never saw 
the poor as a problem that needed to be pushed aside.  About 20 or 30 minutes after I 
posted this, a friend of mine who is not a Christian and has a lot of good reasons to feel 
ostracized and pushed away from the church responded with a “thank you.”  He 
responded to say, “This gives me hope for what Christianity can be.”   

 
For a moment, I felt joy.  The words of Jesus can still give hope to people on the 

outside!  The teachings of Jesus can still be received as Good News by those on the 
outside looking in.  The ethic of the prophet, the ethic of the Messiah, the glimpses of 
the kingdom, when they are said, bring Good News.   

 
Then, not five minutes after that, a friend of mine who had shared the post was 

being called a socialist by another Christian friend.  In that moment, I felt that I had a 
choice.  How do I respond to that?  How do I respond to somebody who I share a belief 
in Jesus with, who I share an invitation with?  How do I respond to that moment?   

 
I think this where we have to come back to anguish, because anguish feels like the 

middle road or the better road between the two extremes of my normal responses.  
Maybe these sound like your responses as well.  My first response is usually one of 
contempt.  You disagree with me, you’re out.  I’ve got it right; you’ve got it wrong.  
You’re out.  Maybe you have felt that once or twice in your life.   

 
The inverse response that often emerges from me is accommodation.  That’s fine.  

It’s not that big a deal.  It’s not that big a difference.  It’s fine.  Maybe you have thought 
that once or twice in your life. 

 
I’m here to invite us to see that sometimes the right road is not one of contempt.  It’s 

not one of accommodation.  It’s actually the road of anguish.  It’s the road of the 
beating, fleshy heart that is saddened and allows itself to stay soft.  It allows itself to say 
we are divided.  The pressure has been turned up in us.  And many of us who claim the 
same things, who say the same Nicene Creed, who believe in so many of the same 
things find ourselves divided among ourselves over things of real substance.  What else 
can we do in the midst of that but experience the pain and the sadness and the anguish 
that that actually brings?. 



 
That doesn’t leave me really knowing how to close for us.  Generally speaking, when 

you’re thinking about how to deliver a sermon you don’t say, “Brothers and sisters, let’s 
be in anguish together.  Amen.” and walk away.  It’s not the note we like to end on.  So, 
I invite us to end with Paul.  Complicated Paul.  Hard to understand Paul.   

 
Paul pulls back the curtain and reveals to us the depth of the anguish he felt over the 

division and schism he had with his own people.  Yet, he does not run back to 
Jerusalem to argue with Jewish people the rest of his life.  He does not swing at every 
pitch on the first century equivalent of Facebook or Twitter.  What does he do?  He lives 
out his calling.  He spends his life in the Gentile world.  He spends his life speaking of a 
righteousness that cannot be earned, but is a free gift to all who would hear it and all 
who would receive it.  He lived out the Good News of the Gospel, the Good News that 
he was gushing about in Chapter 8 even while feeling the anguish of Chapter 9.   

 
May we be people who can live out our calling, live out the Good News of the 

Gospel, and still feel the pain of our divisions.  Amen. 


