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Going into my senior year of high school, we had graduated all of our five starters on our basketball team. So our team was picked by the local paper to finished dead last in our conference. We were far from intimidating. We had no size. We had no experience playing varsity ball. Even our mascot was weak, we were the Naperville North Huskies. The cheerleaders would do this when we would come out, they would give this sign. If the other team wasn’t confident before the game, I guarantee when they saw this right here, they thought they were going to beat us.  Our coach, before the beginning of the year, brought in a former player and had him talk to us and he asked him a very simple question and put him on the spot. He said, “Why do you think your team was so successful?” The guy paused and thought for a moment then he said this, “I think because all of us knew our roles and we played those roles and we understood that it was not about me but it was about us.” That talk propelled us into the season. We got that and it was one of the most unselfish teams that I ever played on and we dominated our conference. We were tough. We went all the way to super-sectionals. We outplayed our expectations. It was a great year, an incredible year! We understood this idea that all of us have a unique place. We had to find our niche within that team and play it to the best of our ability. We understood that individual statistics were secondary to overall team success. 
In a 2009 article entitle No Stats All Stars, Michael Lewis unearthed the idea of redefining statistics in the NBA and he chose this guy named Daryl Morey, the GM of the Houston Rockets as his case study. He is an interesting GM because he has a Computer Science degree and he got his MBA from MIT. So he looked at conventional wisdom and he put that aside and he decided to redefine metrics of success in statistics. For instance, he wouldn’t measure just points and rebounds and steals because those were all based off of an individual player’s talents, but he would look at things like opponent’s field goal percentage. In other words, he was able to measure how effective a defender was. Or he would look at the plus minus which meant when an individual in on the court, how effective was that team in a plus or a minus. So instead of measuring individual statistics, he measured the impact of an individual on the overall team success. So it led him to go out and get guys like Shane Battier, who the whole NBA knew was a terrible player because his statistics were horrible. He didn’t score points, he didn’t get rebounds, he didn’t do any of that stuff, but when you look at his plus minus, every time this guy got on the floor, his team would play so much better than when he was off. Why? Because he wasn’t concerned with individual statistics. He was concerned in doing the little things, like getting on the floor and blocking out and things like that to make his team better.
Bill Simmons, in his 800-page Manifesto on Basketball kind of crescendos things with this idea called the secret. The secret he talks about is not measured in modern statistics. He says it is known to very few and he says those who know it have multiple championships. He said the secret is this – it is not about basketball, it is about unselfishness, it is about camaraderie that happens off the floor, it is about teammates who believe so much in their team, who care and love so much about that team that they will do anything and play any role to help bring success to that team.  The greatest winner of all time in the NBA puts it this way, Bill Russell, “I always thought that the most important measure of how good a game I’d played was how much better I’d made my teammates.”  The idea is simple, if you define success in life in individual statistics, then you will succeed at looking good, but if you define success in life as making those around you better, you will succeed in being good. 

We all know examples of this in our lives. When you think of someone who is older that you know and they have some incredible accomplishments to look back upon, but they get to the end of their days and what do they say? ‘I wish I would have spent more time with those close to me.’ Or ‘I wish I wouldn’t have focused so much on myself.’
In a game, to get to the end of the game and win, you have to let go and push aside and sacrifice personal stats for the greater good of the team if you want to get to the end of life and win. You have to sacrifice personal desires and wants for the greater good of family, for the greater good of the body of Christ. This is called kingdom success. God doesn’t measure stats the way we measure stats. The kingdom of God takes us to a completely different place. In the kingdom of God, success equals faithfulness; success equals obedience; success to God is when we read his Word and when we know his statutes and when we listen to his voice and listen to it and we respond and we do it. Here’s the thing, God doesn’t just tell us to do these things, does He? God goes out and models it. Jesus shows up on the earth and He is this rock star. Everyone wants to make Him the star. He is the next young political genius.  He is the guy who is going to save the nation. Everyone is jumping on the band wagon, but Jesus takes a different tact, He constantly plays Himself down and He builds others up around Him.

Matthew 20:27 For those of you who want to be the greatest, you have to be a servant.

He is saying to let go of your individuality. Let go of what you are trying to accomplish in your own desires and give to the greater good of the kingdom of God. And He goes on to say this. He says, ‘I didn’t come here to be served, I came to serve and to give my life as a ransom for many.’ What He is saying is I’m going to be a model. I’m going to model this in my life and in my death, even death all the way to the cross for your sins and for all the sins in this place. We see Paul come along, the author of the book of Romans, and he makes this case and he goes out of his way to lay a foundation for our shortcomings and for God’s forthcoming. 

Romans 3:23  For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.

Romans 5:8  For God demonstrated his love for us in this, that even while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Romans 6:23  For the wages of sin is death but the gift of God is eternal life.

Romans 8:1  Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus because He has set us free from the law of sin and death and He has given us the law of the spirit of life.

Romans 10:9-10  If we confess with our mouth that Jesus is Lord and we believe in our heart that God has raised Him from the dead, then you shall be saved.

Paul gets rolling and he takes the first 11 chapters of the book of Romans just to pound home this point again and again that God is merciful and He is loving and He is all-consuming and He wants to give his love to you and He wants you to accept it. But then we come to Luke 12:14 To whom much is given, much is required.  God doesn’t desire for us to just sit back and enjoy and be entertained by his grace at work around us. No, He builds this framework for the mercy and the love of God, He spends 11 chapters building it and then it pivots right here in our text in Romans 12:1
1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, 

In view of God’s mercy, maybe we should just end the sermon on this part right here. If we could start our day with this idea, if we could just have a view of God’s mercy consistently. 
In view of God’s mercy to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 
Paul is saying that everything must be built out of the viewpoint of the mercy of God. But then He says you need to give your bodies. That’s interesting to me because aren’t we always taught it is from the inside out? What happens is God comes within our spirits and within our hearts and then it goes outward, but Paul calls out the body first right here because the body does matter. It is the external fruit of what is happening within us. Listen, if your father, when you are younger, tells you he supports you and he is excited about you playing that ball game or that dance or whatever, he says, ‘I support you and I believe in you and I’m going to be there for you, but I can’t make this game, I’m going to be there in spirit.’ He says that a couple of times and he can get by with it, but ultimately after a couple of times, he needs to physically show up at your game. You need to see his presence at that game to understand that there is meaning behind his words. 
I think about a number of years ago over at Union Station, I saw one of my homeless friends and he asked me for some cash and I said, ‘No, I’ll pray with you though and try to help you out, is that alright?’ And he says, ‘No,’ and he starts cussing at me under his breath. I said, ‘C’mon, let me pray with you,’ so I start praying and he is still cussing me. I say Amen and I tell him that I’ll come back that night. So I leave and then I go back that night and when he sees me, he is shocked. He asked me what I was doing there and I said, “I told you I’d be back.” And he said, “I didn’t believe you, I didn’t think you were going to come back.” So I get him set up and we get something to eat and I find him a place for the night. Here’s the deal though, he didn’t care if I had a good heart in that. He didn’t care about my prayer. He didn’t care about me having a good spirit or that I would be with him in spirit, he cared if I physically showed up in that place, if my body was there because that meant there was meaning behind my words. That meant it was for real.  When God calls us to sacrifice our body, He is saying this is the metric showing that your faith is real within your heart. He calls us to give our bodies to Him. He says give your bodies as a spiritual act of worship and He calls us to give our bodies as living sacrifices. That’s an interesting phrase, living sacrifice. That’s a Jewish reference. Jews would bring animals or sacrifices to the temple for the atonement of their sins, but there was a strange loophole. Every once in a while, an animal would be brought but it was an unnecessary offering. So was that offering worthless? No, that offering was deemed a living sacrifice and it was then used for other purposes in the temple. So what Paul is saying here to his audience is that all of you, no matter what you have done, no matter what your background, no matter what you think about yourself, you are worthwhile. You have a unique purpose to play in the kingdom of the community of God at work in this place. He is saying you are not just a one and done sacrifice, but you are an everyday living sacrifice unto Me. You die to yourself and you are resurrected. You find new life in my Spirit. We are called to be living sacrifices. Offer your body as a living sacrifice. This is your spiritual act of worship.
The Greek word used for worship here is the work for divine service. I love that. Worship equals divine service. The Hebrew word for worship, at the root word, there is a three pronged meaning, to worship, to work, to serve. So you get this idea that it is not just about a worship set. It is not just about 20 minutes of singing some songs and music involved or worshipping God once a week. Worship is an all-consuming, a holistic thing. It takes every part of your body, every compartment within your heart, it takes your entire being to be given and submitted unto God.
Verse 2

2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

I’m loving on my son Zeke. He is the completely opposite of conformity to this world! Three quick examples from this week. Zeke goes up and he grabs what he thinks is a cup of apple juice off the counter and he takes a big old swig. Unfortunately, it was the grease I drained from the taco meat earlier in the day. I yell, “Zeke no!” Then he does one of these, ‘Ahh.’  Don’t conform!  I put him to bed at night and he doesn’t just say goodnight, he has to kiss you on five parts of your face. It is so cute. My favorite is this week, I take him over to a fountain near our house, I’ve taken Ella there hundreds of times, so they are just walking around the fountain and I see Zeke and all of a sudden that look is on his face and he decided to kamikaze it into this fountain. He dives head first so then I jump in and I grab him and I look over to make sure Ella is ok and she is busting out laughing! I wasn’t really laughing at the time. So I’m walking back and I got a drenched Zeke in my arms and my laughing hyena daughter over here and I’m soaked up to knees and my shoes are soaked. And this lady with this fantastically manicured dog comes walking by and looks me up and down with this snooty look and I just go, “Nothing to see here mam, just move along.”  As soon as I say that, Zeke says, “Zeke went swimming!” And Ella starts dying laughing again! Wow! But with our kids, we want to teach them and guide them and we want to help refine them and mature them, but ultimately there is part of me as a parent that wants not to do some of that, that wants to help my kids find their uniqueness. It is conformation versus transformation. It is verse 2 right here. I don’t my kids to strain to conform to the other kids around them. I do want my kids to strain to be transformed by the God within us. 

Verse 2

2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

This is a huge verse right here. The thing that we all think about and talk about is what is my purpose. What is the will of God for me? Why am I here? We want to know our purpose, we want to have purpose, but here’s the thing, when you look at the disciples, you don’t see them sitting around, you don’t see them contemplating and reflecting and discussing what their purpose is. You see them listen to Jesus, follow Jesus and then go out and put it into action and respond to what He is doing in their hearts. We misinterpret Scripture. We misinterpret the idea that we feel like we need to sit around and wait for God to drop his will into our laps.
Isaiah 41:30 says this

Those who wait on the Lord shall renew their strength. 

Weren’t you just saying we’re not supposed to wait but now you’re saying to wait? The Hebrew word for wait implies a binding together by twisting or by braiding. It implies a partnership. In other words, this could be translated as those who partner with the Lord renew their strength. The word wait in this instance does not imply just sitting around hoping that God will show up and drop something in your lap. It implies something closer to the idea that you are a waiter or a waitress. This is interesting to me because when I go to a restaurant, the waiter plays a very key part in my decision for my order. So sit down and the waiter walks by with this hot cheesy thing and I want to get that, then they come to my table and I’ll ask them what they like to eat or the one thing you’ve got to get here. I’ll look at the menu and that plays a part but ultimately it is the activity of a waiter or waitress that plays a part in my decision on my order. Listen, we are called to wait for God, but we are also called to wait on God. I believe that in waiting on God, in staying active in that waiting process, that is often where He chooses to reveal his order, his will for our lives, his desire for where we are to be, where we are to go. I love what Penny Moder says, Steph Moder’s mom. She says, “The Lord can only steer a moving ship honey.” She didn’t say honey, I added that. The Lord can only steer a moving ship.

Verse 3

3 For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith God has distributed to each of you.

Time magazine recently reported on a math test given to 13 years old from six different countries. The Koreans scored the highest and the Americans scored the lowest. But along with this, here is what they did, they asked the question, respond to this statement: I am good at mathematics. Only 23% of the Koreans responded positively to that. Who do you think won that one? The American children won that one. Here’s what an observer shared. They said American students may not know math but they have evidently observed the lessons of the newly fashionable self-esteem curriculum where kids are taught to feel good about themselves.

Sometimes we get stereo-typed but I think sometimes there is an element of truth to this idea that a lot of us as Americans thinks the world revolves around us and if we stuck without understanding humility, there is no way we will understand teachability. 

We talked earlier about the secret of basketball. What is the secret of faith? What is the secret to releasing God’s blessing? I wondering if it’s just this idea that it is not about us. It is not about you. It is not about me. It is about God’s grace. It is about the mercy of God. And in response to that, we are put in a place of humility. It is about the purposes of God. In response to that, we are to give our divine service unto Him.  
Verse 4 

For just as each of us has one body with many members and these members do not all have the same function. So in Christ, we, though many, form one body and every member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts according to the grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your faith. If it is serving, then serve. If it is teaching, then teach. If it is to encourage, then give encouragement. If it is giving, then give generously. If it is to lead, do it diligently. If it is to show mercy, do it cheerfully.

I love this picture of the body of Christ. I love this picture of the family of this right here. Think about your fondest memory in a band or on a team or with a group of people trying to accomplish something. What do you remember? You remember that there were many parts accomplishing that same goal. If you took a couple of those parts away, you don’t succeed. Things fall apart. I can’t think about NCC without thinking about all the different parts of this body that are so important to making this community happen. God has blessed us and He has given each one of us a uniqueness, a niche, a calling to use our giftings for his purposes. 
Listen, I got a while second sermon that I can’t preach tonight, but I’ll try to do it in 30 seconds. How do we know what we are gifted with? How do we know our uniqueness? I’ll give you three quick thoughts. Take them and run with them. 

First, look within. You’ve got know yourself. God has made you. He has gifted you and we need to know who we are. It might be reading a book like Strength Finders or just spending time in prayer and reflection asking God to reveal. Look within.

Number two, listen to others. Take some time to hang out with friends and ask them what potential they see. Where are you falling short of the potential God has placed in your life? Share life and ask some questions about yourself.

Number three, live it out. This to me is the most important piece. You can’t find out what you are giftings are unless you get out there and put them into action. You try things and you serve. I think that is our call to service. If you get active, in the midst of that, I think God reveals his will and He reveals your giftings.

Without every part, without the body, without different parts of who we are, this thing called NCC doesn’t happen. I can’t help but look around the room and I see Juanita over here who has blessed us. She serves us coffee, she has blessed so many of us. She serves in our Second Saturdays and she has given her life to serve in a way that she could. I talk to Marie upstairs, she’s been on our hospitality for a year. I asked her a quick question. I asked her why she served? She said, “I love people and I need to serve.” That’s a purpose, a calling from God. It is as simple as that. I look around and I think about Kent and Melanie who have invested so much in small groups and service and they take people to their home. So many faces around here that make this thing work. I think about a guy I talked to a few weeks ago who started to coming to NCC. I asked him why he decided to start coming to church. And he said, “I sat by Scott and Paige Grey one day and they introduced themselves and started talking to us and they saw we had a little newborn next to us and five minutes later, this couple who had just met us was going to come over to our house that night and bring us a meal and they were just taking care of us.” He said, “We couldn’t not come to this church!” That is someone using their giftings and understanding that the kingdom of God is to use your giftings for those around you. There are countless examples. I think of Pastor Mike over here and I think back in the late 90s when we lived in the same house and we used to go up to the balcony on the third floor and we’d go outside and read Scriptures and we’d pray, and that guy challenged me because He knows the Lord and he knows his Scripture. If you have a chance to get together with him and just sit down and ask him about Scripture and you will be challenged. He sharpened me because he knows the Scriptures inside and out and he challenged me. He spoke into me things that were not said otherwise by anyone else. No one else could have said it at that time at that place. That’s the beauty of the body of Christ. There are things that you can do that nobody else can do. There are things you are purposed for that nobody else is purposed for. That’s why we are called to step up and to step in.
Rick Warren said, “God gave me the gift to preach not for my benefit but for yours. If I don’t use my gift, I cheat you. God gave you a gift, not for your benefit but for other people. If you don’t use your gift, you cheat other people.”

One of the question I ask myself, as a church are we merely gathering believers or are we making disciples because disciples are not concerned with their own needs, they are concerned with the greater good, about the team, about the family, about the body of Christ.

Discipleship 101 is come and follow Me. Discipleship 201 is listen to my Word but go out and practice. Respond. Act. Give yourself. 

I think about Dan and Tiffany who have spent a gazillion hours serving in production and kids ministry and small groups. They recently left. It was cool, they came to me and here’s what they said, “Thank you.” And I’m going ‘Wait a second, you served us and gave so much to us, why are you saying thank you to us?’  Here’s the idea, when you use your giftings for the kingdom of God, it is not just those others that get blessed, you get blessed in the midst of it. It is the reason that those who serve most always seem like they have purpose and it brings peace. That’s just the way it is. When you serve and give, it always come back and it overwhelms your heart. I love what happened with Dan and Tiffany. They had a going away party and so many who had been in their ministry showed up in that place and spoke and prayed into their lives. It was like they were looking at their legacy. Here’s the hidden gem in their story, that if they hadn’t used their giftings for the kingdom of God, they wouldn’t have left with a legacy of blessing. It was because they stepped out.

One last story. As I was preparing for this sermon this week, I got an email from a friend giving an update. I asked him if I could share it and they agreed.
Hi Pastor Joel, I thought about you recently because it has been over a year since I sent you that frantic email. I couldn’t see anything else then and thought the only way to find peace would be in death. On Wednesday morning, a young woman of 18 jumped in front of an oncoming train at Tacoma Metro Station. She didn’t make it. It reminded me of moments from last year when I was so numb with pain and hopelessness that I contemplated doing the exact same thing she did. I would stand waiting for the train and my mind would calculate the best angle and speed to get the task done. I didn’t think a single person would care. I sure didn’t. But God used you and NCC and so many others. He must have a plan for my life. I pray that He uses me to fulfill his purposes. One of these days when I’m more well off financially, I would like to contribute money back to NCC for what helped to save my life. One of these days soon is my prayer. Anyway, Pastor Joel, I’ m alive and well, but even more, I’m excited. I’m surrounded by an awesome team of people and each new day is a promise that I can let yesterday go. I just wanted to let you know how I’ve been doing. 

Amen!

Two thoughts come to mind. One, I’m so thankful for the body of Christ! There were people who counseled, that were community, that were there to pray with her, that were just there to share life. I’m so grateful for the body of Christ, that literally, as she said, saved her life! I remember praying with her in the midst of that. I remember praying, God that your love would be revealed to her, in your unique way God let her be overwhelmed with a sense of your mercy and your love. I remember praying a second thing specifically. God I believe that You want to do more than just invest your love, that You want to invest an idea that You have a plan for her life, that You have designed a purpose for her, that she is to step up into and that she is not just here to understand your love, that she is not just here for herself but she has been put on this earth with a plan and a purpose to be used for the kingdom of God. 

We have to understand the love of God here today. That’s where it all begins. That is the foundation, the framework of who we are, to know the mercies of God and his love within us. But we’ve got to go beyond that. We’ve got to take a step into 201 and move towards a place called God’s purpose. Are we willing to go there? Are we willing to make ourselves available? Are we willing to put our individual statistics, desires and wants aside for kingdom purposes?

God we ask that You would strengthen us to do exactly that. We pray Father that our life would not be our own. Just as we talk about things like ball and some many different examples of what it means to serve those around us, we see that success in our world is found when we are able to let go of our own wants and desires and we are able to try to accomplish something as part of a team and give to those things. There is nothing greater than the kingdom of God at work in this world and we pray Father that You would give us courage to step up, to give of ourselves, to submit to You and to submit our bodies to be renewed by the transformation of our mind but ultimately to use our giftings for your purposes because it is not our right that You have given us these gifts, but these gifts have been given by the grace of God and they’ve been given with a purpose that only we can fulfill. So give us courage today not to sit back and wait for opportunities but give us courage to step forward and begin serving and using those things for your purposes in this city and in this church. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen. 
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