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Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.
We’ve spent a good while watching the Olympics over the past 2 weeks and, of course, beyond the mandatory beach volleyball, which all of us (guys) have grown to love, we’ve been focused on Michael Phelps. He’s not only an awesome swimmer, but he’s got a very fascinating story. His mother is his greatest cheerleader, and she’s been there every step of the way for him: all the swimming practices and the 12000 calories a day and the whole bit. She just BEAMS from the stands as he wins and, no doubt, mourns as he loses.

But what about Michael’s dad? He’s not there in the stands, and as of this Friday, hadn’t called his son once to congratulate him. They were divorced when Michael was nine, but even before that, way back when Michael first wanted to swim, his dad called it a “waste of time.” He wanted Michael to do the “normal” sports, like football; things that might “pay off.” His mom recognized his talent and developed it into the Gold Medal style it is today. So… in one sport, Michael is the best there is…..and he’s worth a fortune.
St. Paul, addressing the church in Rome and the church in Virginia Beach, has some significant words this morning for Christians who are tempted to conform to the world’s way of doing things. Paul says: “Don’t conform to the world’s ways of doing things; transform into the Spirit’s way of doing things! Don’t accessorize by adding the trappings of the world; specialize in using the gifts of the Spirit!”
 Listen to how Paul starts this section: “I URGE you.” He uses the Greek word military commanders use to pump up their troops before they go into battle……a very fitting word for us who need to do battle with the world each and every day. 
Paul goes on, “to offer your bodies as LIVING SACRIFICES, holy and pleasing to God….this is your spiritual act of worship.”  It’s powerful language he uses, and it seems to have a Sacramental connection, where Jesus offers us HIS body. 
Close your eyes for a moment and envision yourself preparing for communion. You came into the sanctuary and used the questions on page 306 to prepare yourself. You believe you will receive Christ’s body and blood and know that will help you deal with the struggles of the coming week. Now you approach the altar. You put out your hand and the pastor hands you the wafer……and it’s covered with green, fuzzy MOLD! “That’s DISGUSTING. What is he giving me,” you’d say as you turned and left, your stomach doing a bronze-medal back-flip.
That, my friends, leads us to the “question of the day.” What is God’s response to what WE offer him with OUR bodies? Are we offering Him our lives shaped and molded by the Holy Spirit OR are we offering Him lives that continue to conform to the standards of the world?  Every one of us shows up here on Sunday mornings fully aware of our sin and our struggles. We bring these to God in confession and receive the absolution of Christ at His altar. He TRANSFORMS us by His grace and mercy. 

Yet far too often, the devil is able to CONFORM us back to the standards of the world by the time we wake up on Monday mornings. Far too often the world presses us to accessorize ourselves with earthly thoughts and values and actions. Far too often, Paul says, we don’t give God and His Kingdom a thought during the week, and when it comes to God’s plans for our lives? Sorry!
In verse 3 Paul reminds us that there is a serious mistake that we can make as Christians who are part of the church. It’s what I will call the “Mark Spitz Mistake.” Remember Spitz? He was a gold medal, world’s best swimmer many years ago. Now he’s a business man and a father. During the Olympics, when Phelps began racking up gold medals at a pace that would soon put Spitz’s record in jeopardy, Spitz was quoted as saying. “They should have invited ME to be there in person. I shouldn’t have to sit at home and watch him. They should have paid for my ticket!”  (Later he did calm down and was gracious and complimentary of Phelps, more like Mary Lou Retton has been the entire time, much to his credit.)  
The “Spitz Mistake” is Paul’s way of saying “Don’t think you are spiritual ‘hot stuff,’ cuz you’re not! It’s NOT about YOU and YOUR GIFTS, it’s about GOD, and what He has done FOR you, and what He wants to do WITH you!” It’s Paul’s reminder that if we idolize ourselves, we move away from the simple humility of faith and the reality that it is ALL by grace that we are saved. 

One more reference to Olympic Swimming: although some of Michael Phelps’ medals were won in individual events, others came in relays, where several swimmers participated in the same race. There, the performance of EACH swimmer was what won…..or lost…..the medal. It took each swimmer to make the race happen, and what would have happened if swimmer #3 didn’t show up? What would have happened if swimmer #2 got a leg cramp and sank to the bottom of the pool? And what would have happened if swimmer #1 had simply not wanted to get along with the other 3 and quit? Nothing good at all!
That’s St. Paul’s message to us today. It takes each one of us to make the church work. Each of us is a part of the body of Christ here at Hope: you are and so am I. In Romans 12, Paul doesn’t “stretch” the analogy of each of us being a part of the body and each part just as valuable as the others, he moves right to the heart of the message: We have all been given different spiritual gifts and they all need to be discovered and used.  

There are 3 places in the New Testament where spiritual gifts are enumerated and this section in Romans 12 is the first of them. Let’s check them off: Prophecy (literally the same as preaching), serving, teaching, encouraging, contributing to the needs of others, leadership, showing mercy.  

Given that I am the one standing in the pulpit, does that make prophecy the best gift in the list? Certainly not! I find it fascinating to read this list and look at the way Paul has it organized. Three of the gifts are somewhat public: prophecy, teaching and leadership. Four of them are a bit more in the background: serving, encouraging, contributing and showing mercy. 

I challenge anyone to remove any one of these gifts from any church congregation and still have a viable ministry. It’s not possible. Where would a church be without teachers, from nursery to Sunday School to Confirmation to adult education?  How could we have celebrated Pastor Cofer’s installation without all of you who exercised the gift of service? All of you “encouragers” out there who sent us cards and offered prayers made a huge difference in my recent hospitalization. Our Stephen and GAP ministers bring mercy to so many and do it in complete confidentiality. Our Council members and Ministry Team Coordinators offer up the gift of leadership consistently. 
There are more spiritual gifts outlined in 1 Corinthians 12, Ephesians 4, and 1 Peter….there are about 26 of them….and I’m not going to list them all out this morning. My purpose is to ask you one question and offer you one challenge.
DO you know what spiritual gifts God has given you? There’s a reason I ask this question and it’s linked to Paul’s letter to the Romans, our text for today. God gave you the gift of saving faith in Jesus Christ simply because He loves YOU. You matter to Him.  He called you by His Holy Spirit, blessed you with Christ’s righteousness, and engraved your name in the Book of Life. 
THEN, God made you a part of the Ministry Team known as Hope Lutheran Church. And what happens when you are a part of the team? You DO your part. You use your gifts. Many of you have been a part of this team for a long time, some of you all the way back to the days when the church met in Fairfield Elementary. When I joined this team two years ago, I offered each of you a challenge and I will re-visit that challenge again this morning in light of St. Paul’s words to the Romans. Do you KNOW what spiritual gifts God has given you? Are you using them? I have said it before and I’ll say it again: Someone who only comes to church every week is an inactive member…..because each of us is called to be an active part of the body of Christ. 

It doesn’t matter what your spiritual gift is, whether it’s a very public gift or a “quiet one,” when each of us, transformed by the love of Christ into His people uses those gifts to God’s glory, people’s lives are changed and the kingdom of God is blessed.  

If you don’t know what your gifts are, why not let one of us help you discover….and then use it……and then, rather than “conforming” to the values of the world, you will find yourself transformed more and more by Christ!
