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Sermon for the Opening of the School Year, 2008
Preached:  August 24, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Romans 12:1-8
You are God’s instrument, designed to sound forth His praise.

1. Sacrifice your body in order to fulfill your role in His body.
2. Let your mind be transformed and renewed to reflect His thinking.
3. And whatever your gift is, use it for the saving good of all.
The Bible was written by inspiration of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit breathed into the minds of the writers every word that they wrote down. It worked kind of the way it does when you play a wind instrument in which you blow into the instrument to make it sound. The Holy Spirit did the breathing, and the words came out of the mouths of the prophets and apostles, and then they wrote them down on paper. God used many different writers in the composition of the Bible. But the brains—the mind—the inspiration—behind it all came from one person, from the Holy Spirit of God. There were more than thirty different authors who wrote the various books of the Bible. And these writers wrote over a period of about 1,500 years. But it’s amazing how uniform the message of the Bible is. Although these 30+ authors did not all know each other and did not live at the same time, it’s obvious when you read their writings that they all had one common source of inspiration. The message is the same throughout the Bible—that man is lost because of his sin, but that God provided the perfect Rescuer to deliver the human race from death and hell.
It is amazing how perfectly God worked out His inspiring of the Bible. He took more than thirty men, each with a different way of speaking, each with a different style of writing, different educational levels, different interests, and His Holy Spirit spoke through each of them—spoke in such a way that each word they wrote down was God’s Word. I’ve asked several instrumentalists to play for us the melody of the Hymn of the Day, which we just sang. They all play wind instruments. Each player will provide the air that it takes for the instrument to produce sounds. And by covering specific holes and valves with their fingers they are going to play specific pitches that will make up a melody. [Instrumentalists play first phrase of the Hymn of the Day.] All of them played the same melody, right? But did you notice how different it sounded depending on which instrument was playing it? Each instrument has its own character, its own tone, its own richness. Depending what substance the instrument is made of, depending on its shape and size, the melody—even though it’s the same—is going to sound different. That’s how the inspiration of the Bible took place. God took different people—with different talents, different ways of expressing themselves, different personalities—and His Holy Spirit blew into them. He caused the same beautiful song—the same message—to come out of each of them. It was the same message of sin and grace, of law and gospel, of God’s anger and God’s forgiveness. The Holy Spirit brought the same message out of each writer.
Now today our sermon text does not focus so much on the inspiration of Scripture, although that’s in here too when it says that some have the gift of prophecy. But there’s a broader truth that we want to look at today that applies to all of us. It was really a very limited group of people that God used to write the Bible, and the age of inspiration of Scripture has clearly passed. But in a much broader way, God uses all of His people to spread His awesome Word. Today’s sermon text reminds us that every child of God has his or her own unique gift from God, and that by using our gifts together—as one body—God’s work gets accomplished. We want to walk away from God’s house today with a new and deeper sense of how each of us is God’s instrument and how He has designed us all differently to sound forth His praise.
Our sermon text today starts out this way:  “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God.” It’s important to know how this fits into the rest of the book of Romans. This is the 12th chapter of Romans, and the eleven chapters that go before it are one of the most detailed and specific descriptions of how Jesus served as your Savior and mine. Out of a perfect and one-sided love, God sent His only begotten Son to save a world that had rebelled against Him and did nothing but what was infuriating to God. God let His holy Son be treated terribly by the human race. They were so cruel to Him that they even nailed Him to a cross and let Him die gasping for breath for hours on that cross. This is the sacrifice that God made. This is the mercy that the first sentence of our sermon text is drawing a conclusion about. “Therefore, in view of God’s mercy”—considering how gracious God has been to you, that He didn’t even spare His own Son for you—“I urge you, brothers, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices.” As Jesus offered His body on the cross for you, so you, offer your body to God as a living sacrifice.
In the days of Jesus, people were very familiar with sacrifices. Before Jesus died on the cross for the sins of the world, the people would bring animals as sacrifices to the temple of the LORD in Jerusalem. These animals were all foreshadowings of Jesus. The father of the family who was bringing the sacrifice to the LORD would lay his hands on the head of the sheep or goat that he brought. In that way he symbolically transferred the sins of his family onto the head of that sheep. And then the sheep would die for the sins of that family, and parts of its body would be burned on the big altar in front of the temple. When Jesus died for the sins of the whole world, a new era began in the history of man. Now there was no need for further sacrifices. Jesus had paid for all people’s sins. So now God told His people to sacrifice themselves, not by killing themselves and being placed on a burning altar. No, now the sacrifices were to be living sacrifices. The person being sacrificed no longer had to die. But in a way, they were to give up their lives. Since Jesus gave up His life for us, we are to hand over our entire existence, our whole lives to Him. We are to sacrifice ourselves, every day and every moment, to Him. All of our life is to be lived for Him. 
And this Scripture makes an interesting play on the word “bodies.” In the first verse it says, “Offer your bodies as living sacrifices,” and then in v. 4 it says, “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.” Being a child of Jesus means that you sacrifice your individuality, but it also means that you become a part of a much better, much more important, much more glorious body. Anyone who belongs to Christ is part of the body of Christ. We form an entity that is much more closely knit than just a group. We are one body, one organism. Each of us is only a part. All the other parts are intricately intertwined with us. We are dependent on one another.
Now a body can only function properly if it has a sound mind. If anything goes wrong with the brain or the nerves of the body, and the proper signals don’t get sent to the different parts of the body, it can’t function. So God says to us today that we must be united with His mind in order to function properly. “Do not conform any longer 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.” The sinful mind that we’re born with operates on a different wavelength than God’s mind. The sinful mind is perverted. It can only think up evil ways. So we need a mind that is transformed to think along God’s lines. That happens when we are baptized. And our perverse ways of thinking are gradually changed every time we study God’s Word. These forces change our sinful way of thinking and make us think more and more according to God’s thoughts.
“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 measure of faith God has given you.” That’s one of the litmus tests for whether you’re thinking man’s way or God’s way. Man thinks first of self. God’s way of thinking is to put “me” in the proper perspective of the larger picture—to think first about God and others, and then realistically analyze where I can fit in to serve these other, more important parts of the body of Christ.

Each of us is simply a part of the body. Bodies are made up of so many intricate parts with very specific functions—the eyes, the ears, the kidneys, the lungs, the feet, the ribs. Every part has a role to play in the life of the whole body. So too in this body that we are a part of. God has a role for each of us. “If a man’s gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith.” At the beginning of the sermon we talked about how God gave that gift in a very powerful way to the prophets of Bible times. He inspired them with specific, word-for-word messages breathed in them by the Holy Spirit. Though God does not reveal such new, word-for-word messages today, He does call leaders here in the body of St. Mark’s—the pastors—to do the public proclaiming of God’s Word. “If [someone’s gift] is serving, let him serve.” Some of the gifts listed here are more general. At St. Mark’s you could use the gift of serving by serving a meal at one of our fellowships. Or you could use it by serving on the Buildings and Grounds Committee or by serving on the Altar Guild preparing the bread and wine for the Lord’s Supper. “If [the gift] is teaching, let him teach.” Today we are celebrating the opening of our new school year, and we are installing two new people who have this gift, Mr. and Mrs. Bauer. You have this gift. You have this talent for not just knowing facts, but of imparting and instilling them in young, impressionable minds. So use your gift to the full, God says to you. “If it is encouraging, let him encourage.” Maybe you’re not a teacher in our school, but a student. Maybe you have this gift of encouraging. When you see one of your classmates struggling with some homework or just struggling to make friends with others, you could step in and give them some words of encouragement. “If it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously.” If you see someone struggling with math, help explain things to him or her. “If it is leadership, let him govern diligently.” From Mr. Bauer all the way down to those who can serve as an example to their classmates and create a good atmosphere in the class, if leadership is your gift, God gave it to you so that you would use it for the good of the others. “If [your gift] is showing mercy, . . . do it cheerfully.” If someone has sinned against you and needs that mercy of Jesus that we talked about earlier, you can do what Jesus did for you. You can forgive. Don’t hold a grudge. Don’t be hesitant and suspicious. Forgiveness is God’s best gift, and it needs to be given cheerfully. 
We are all God’s instruments. He has fashioned and made each of us differently. We all have different gifts, different talents, different interests. But whether you are a flute or a trumpet, a French horn or a recorder, you were created to carry the same tune, a tune that proclaims that our God is a wonderful, merciful, forgiving God. May you proclaim that song in the coming school year, whether you are kindergartener, a high school student, a parent or in the senior years in the school of hard knocks. You are God’s instrument, designed to sound forth His praise.  Amen.
