15th Sunday after Pentecost, 8/24/08

Romans 12:1-8

Be a Living Sacrifice to God!

 I. As you live for him daily

II. As you serve others humbly

There are US citizens who feel that there are generations of Americans who don’t know what it means to make a sacrifice. Those who feel this way point to the fact that, other than for the members of our armed forces and their families, this war in Iraq and our military efforts in Afghanistan have been painless. If our citizens today had to make sacrifices like our country’s citizens did during WW II, perhaps we’d think much differently about the wars we’re in today.

I don’t know that I agree with the statement that generations of Americans don’t know what it’s like to make sacrifices. Just look at the countless number of people who have lost their jobs and their homes in the past few years. I’d have to believe that most, if not all of them, have had to make sacrifices.

But whether we’re speaking about wartime sacrifices or the sacrifices made during a major economic decline, those are all sacrifices that are foisted upon us. We don’t go looking for places in which we can make sacrifices in our lives. In fact, we make great efforts to avoid them. Wouldn’t you agree?

But then along comes these opening words of our text from Romans 12. “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God.” Paul doesn’t urge us to shy away from making a sacrifice. He encourages us to make one. And it’s not simply a sacrifice of time or money or some earthly possession; it’s ourselves. It’s our bodies—our entire lives. Paul urges you and me to be a living sacrifice to God. Do you know what that is? Are you willing to make it? May the Holy Spirit help us understand it and make us enthusiastic to do it as we take these words to heart.

I.

There’s a bumper sticker which states, “I owe, I owe, so off to work I go.” It’s a humorous take-off on the words of the 7 dwarfs of Snow White fame. But for all too many people, they speak the truth. Their motivation for going to work is that they have bills to pay.

What’s your motivation? I’m not just speaking about why you go to work or to school. I’m asking what motivates you as a person for what you do? Obligation. The expectations of others. Guilt. The desire to please others. Pride. A fear of failure. Our list could go on and on.

As I mentioned, Paul urges you to be a living sacrifice to God. What’s your motivation for doing so? Paul doesn’t leave that to you to answer. He tells you. He says, “In view of God’s mercy.” Your God has had mercy on you. He didn’t give you the eternal hell you deserve for your sins. Instead, he loved you so much he punished his Son for your sins. That’s mercy.

And that mercy motivates us to action. The action Paul cites is offering our bodies as living sacrifices to God. What does that mean? Well, he doesn’t mean to kill ourselves on some religious altar. He talks about being living sacrifices. In other words, offering our lives as we live them to our God as something pleasing to him.

Paul calls that our spiritual act of worship. When I mention worship, what do you think of? You probably think about sitting in a pew in this building or one similar to it. It’s what you do for an hour on a Sunday morning. It involves hearing God’s word and speaking and singing his praises. But what Paul is talking about is not a one-hour, once a week endeavor.

He’s talking about a daily way of life. He’s talking about living the Christian life. Do you struggle with that? If you answer, “No,” then either you’re not being honest or you have no idea how much that life involves. It’s not just that you don’t cuss too much, drink too much alcohol or that you don’t steal. It goes right to the heart. It involves what you’re thinking about and what you’re feeling. So often our thoughts and attitudes are no different than the non-Christian’s.

That’s why Paul says, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” If your reason for doing something is, “That’s what everyone else is doing” or “That’s the way they talk,” or “That’s what they watch for entertainment,” or “That’s the way they treat me,” you’ve got a problem. We’ve been transformed. It happened when you were baptized as a child or later when you came to faith through the preaching and teaching of God’s word. The Holy Spirit entered your heart and made you something new. He made you a child of God with a new person living in you.

And now daily we need to check the way we’re thinking and feeling, because we still struggle daily with a sinful nature that wants the opposite of what God wants. And the thing to check it against is not what someone else thinks, says or does, but with what God thinks. As a Christian we recognize that our God only wants what is good, right, holy and beneficial for us. That’s how much he loves us. When we realize that and when our thinking lines up with the way God is thinking, then we agree that God’s way is best for us. Paul says, “Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” I will think about things the way God thinks. I will speak about things the way God speaks. I will do the things that God would do. That’s living for God daily.

Be a living sacrifice to God as you live for him daily.

II.

Tragedies involving multitudes of people often separate those people into two groups: the every man for himself group and the group that sacrifices themselves for others. If you had been in the one of the towers in the World Trade Center on 9//11/01, which one would you have been?

But now let me ask, “When there isn’t a tragedy, which one are you?” Whether we’re at home, at school or at work, we live in an every man for himself world. That rubs off on us more than we like to admit. If God were watching the video recording of your life yesterday or the day before, what would he see? Not pretty, is it? But those are exactly the sins for which God sacrificed his Son. That was his mercy. And now consider what he has made you—a new creature by faith in Jesus, one in whom he delights, one on whom he has showered his love so that you can reflect that love back to him in how you think and feel and in what you say and do. Be a living sacrifice to God as you live for him daily.

In the next 10 weeks you’ll hear more than one politician refer to himself or herself as a public servant. Sometimes that’s difficult for the voting public to believe. You don’t have to look very hard or far to find glaring examples of “public servants” who are only in it for themselves. Self-centeredness and arrogance are not qualities of a person who claims to be a public servant.

Would you like to be the kind of person who is admired by others, as someone who serves others, who is interested in helping other people? If so, then Paul has some advice for you. He says, “Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment.” Have you ever said something solely to impress someone else? Have you ever hoped that others would take notice of what you’re doing and praise you for it? When you’re working with a group of people, have you ever taken the attitude that you know what’s best for everybody else? If so, Paul would tell you, “Knock it off. Get over yourself. In fact, get a proper attitude about yourself. You’re no better than anyone else. You’re a sinner like the rest of us.”

And once you have that proper attitude about yourself, then you’re ready to serve others, to help others. In serving others Paul mentions two basic truths. First, he reminds us that we’re all members of one spiritual body. He’s talking about the holy Christian church, the communion of saints. “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 who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.” We all have different functions but we’re members of the same body. As such we work together.

But we don’t all do the same things. In fact, we all have different gifts. Paul lists seven different gifts and that list is by no means exhaustive. He mentions prophesying, which is proclaiming the word of God. He mentions serving, which can take any number of forms. He mentions teaching, which is explaining the truths of God’s word to others. He mentions helping those in need, the gift of leadership and the gift of showing mercy to others. In his word God tells us that he gives each Christian at least one gift. Most often he gives each Christian many such gifts to use in serving others.

Be a living sacrifice to God as you serve others humbly.

I once saw a baseball player’s excuse T-shirt. The following were some of the excuses printed on the T-shirt: the sun was in my eyes. I lost it in the lights. It took a bad hop. The umpire was blind. It was too cold. It was too hot. I got dirt in my eye. Those are all excuses for not being the baseball player you should be.

There are valid reasons for not taking an opportunity to serve others, even here in a Christian congregation. What you need to ask yourself is, “Is this a valid reason or an excuse.” This is Welcome Back Sunday—welcome back from summer vacation. Some schools are already in session. It’s the time of year when we as a congregation need to gear things up again. We have some opportunities for Bible study and serving others. It’s time to ask yourself, “What are my gifts and where do I fit in?” If you need help answering that question, just ask me. What can you do to make this congregation better, to serve other people, to advance the kingdom of God. Let your love for Jesus motivate you. And may your fellow-Christians encourage you and participate with you. Be a living sacrifice to God. Amen.

