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In view of God’s mercy. That’s a very important phrase that Paul uses to lay the foundation for everything he’s about to say, and everything we’re about to discuss. Before Paul talks about service, he talks about grace. Before he talks about the Christian life, he talks about the mercy of God. The body of Christ doesn’t go into action to earn God’s love. The body of Christ goes into action because it has already received God’s love. That’s what the first eleven chapters of his letters to the Romans focused on. He has already laid out the incredible story of God’s mercy. He began by explaining the problem: every single one of us is sinful. Jew and Gentile. Religious and irreligious. Good people and bad people according to human standards. All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. Our sin deserved God’s punishment and judgment. We have no way of righting our wrongs or fixing our relationship with God. No amount of good works, religious activity, or personal improvement could bridge the gap between us and a holy God.

But in his mercy, God did something extraordinary. He sent his Son. Jesus lived a life of perfection that we couldn’t live. He carried our sins, our failures, our shortcomings, intentional, and unintentional to the cross. He endured the punishment we deserved. And through faith in him, we have been justified, declared not guilty, and given the gift of eternal life. That’s grace! That’s mercy! And that is the foundation of everything Paul says here. In view of God’s mercy. Christian living doesn’t begin with what we do for God. It begins with what God has done for us. That changes our whole perspective and understanding of service. We don’t serve because we’re trying to get something from God or prove something to God. We serve because, in Jesus, God has already given us everything. We don’t come to church, help our neighbors, raise our children in the faith, volunteer our time, or use our abilities to earn a place in God’s family. We do those things because we already belong to God’s family. And so Paul urges us to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice—holy and pleasing to God—which is your appropriate worship. Think about the language Paul uses. A sacrifice. In Old Testament times, sacrifices were placed on the altar and given completely to God. That’s the Christian life. We don’t lie down on a burn pile, but we offer ourselves to the God who constantly gives us himself.

But there’s an important difference between the sacrifices made on altars and the sacrifices we make in service to God and his people. Many Old Testament sacrifices pointed to the forgiveness of sins and the sacrifice God would provide. We don’t offer ourselves as the sacrifice for our sins because Jesus already sacrificed his body for our sins. Instead, we offer ourselves as living sacrifices because of what Jesus has done for us. Our hands, our feet, our mouths, our minds, our time, our abilities, our resources—our entire lives become an opportunity to thank God for this mercy that he has given us in Jesus. This is our appropriate worship. Worship isn’t confined to an hour on Sunday morning. Worship continues when you go home and interact with your family, when you go to work and interact with coworkers, when you interact with other people in society, and when you use everything at your disposal to glorify God and serve others. Every day of our lives is an opportunity to say, “Lord, look at what you have done for me. Now, how can I use what you’ve given me to serve you and the people you love?” That’s a powerful way for us to be living and thinking, but that takes a mindset shift.

Do not continue to conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind. What does that mean? There are a lot of external things in our lives that, whether we realize it or not, influence the way we think and live. The sinful world around us will convince the sinful hearts inside us that we need to put ourselves first. It tells us that our value comes from what we accomplish, what we own, how successful we are, and how much people recognize us. But God’s mercy transforms the way we think. When we truly understand what God has given us in Christ, we begin to see life differently. We no longer have to spend life proving our worth. You no longer have to make things about you. You are already loved. You are already forgiven of your sins. You already belong to the God who created everything. Not only does God’s mercy reshape our understanding of ourselves; it causes us to see other people differently. Instead of asking what this person can do for me, I ask what I can do for this person. Instead of asking if I’ll be properly recognized for this, I ask how I can use what God has given me to benefit someone else. Instead of asking why someone else doesn’t take care of this, I ask what I can do to be helpful. That’s the kind of transformation that God’s grace and mercy produces. Not a transformation that earns God’s favor, but one that flows from having received God’s favor. And this new way of thinking helps us to properly discern God’s will—what is good and pleasing to God. God’s will isn’t some mysterious puzzle we have to solve. He reveals his will in his Word. He wants us to put our faith, hope, and trust in him above all things, and he wants us to use his love to love our neighbors. He wants us to use the gifts he has given us to glorify him and serve others. He wants us to be the body of Christ.

In regards to Christ’s body, Paul says this, for we have many members in one body, and not all the members have the same function. In the same way, though we are many, we are one body in Christ, and individually members of one another. This is God’s description of the Christian Church. Think about your physical body. You have hands, feet, eyes, ears, a brain, a mouth, a heart, and so many other parts. Each has a different function. Each has a different purpose, but they all belong to the same body. Imagine the fire department responding to a house fire in the middle of the night, many of them are volunteers. The alarm sounds, and everyone gets to work, but not doing the same thing. One person gets in the driver’s seat and gets the engine running. Another puts on firefighting gear, ready to enter the building. Someone else checks the hoses and equipment. Another stays behind at the station to coordinate all the communication. That’s over-simplified; but imagine everyone runs to the driver’s seat. No one’s prepped to fight the fire, the equipment might not be ready, no one’s on the communication. The job can’t get done if the different members aren’t doing their different jobs. 

That’s how the church functions; that’s how it has to function. We are many different people, with different personalities, different abilities, different experiences, and different gifts. But in Christ, we are one body. And every member of that body matters. It’s tempting to look at another Christian and think they have the important gifts. Maybe someone is a gifted teacher, an effective leader, a talented musician, or a gifted evangelist. We see what they do, and we wonder what we could offer. Maybe you’re tempted to think that you can’t contribute in big meaningful ways. You aren’t as talented as someone else. You don’t have the time to give. You don’t have the abilities you wish you had. The church isn't dependent on one person or a few people's gifts. Christ has brought us together as one body, and he has given each of us gifts to strengthen and serve that body. We have different gifts, according to the grace God has given us. Did you catch that? We’ve got different gifts, but one source: God’s grace. Prophesying, serving, teaching, giving, leading, and showing mercy. It’s not an exhaustive list, but the point is nobody’s gifts are identical; some are public, some are behind the scenes, some involve speaking and leading, some involve quietly helping someone in need. But they are all gifts of God’s grace, and they are meant to be used for the good of others. Think about what that means for us. The person who teaches God’s Word is serving the body of Christ. The person who encourages someone going through a tough time is serving the body of Christ. The person who gives generously is serving the body of Christ. The person who leads, organizes, visits, cleans, prepares, listens, welcomes, and even smiles is serving the body of Christ. Some of those things happen in front of people, some don't. But God sees them all. And none of them is more important than the next.

The church doesn’t need everyone to have the same gifts or specific gifts. It needs everyone to faithfully use the gifts God has given them. That’s the body of Christ in action. Not a group of people waiting around to be served, but a family of believers who have been so richly served by Jesus that they can’t help but look for ways to serve one another. When you walk through those church doors today, don't just look around and wonder who is going to do what needs to be done. Look around and see the people God has placed in your life. People you can encourage. People you can serve. People you can love. And don't underestimate what God can accomplish through the gifts he has given you. Maybe your gift is teaching. Maybe it's giving. Maybe it's encouraging someone who is struggling. Maybe it's quietly taking care of something that nobody else notices. Whatever it is, use it! The body of Christ is built by God’s grace; sustained by God’s grace; and it goes into action by God’s grace. Let’s go be the body of Christ in action! Amen. 
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