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I’ve been trying to play some tennis with my son this summer.  I’ve found that I can only use the cardio equipment at the gym so long before I get so bored that I just can’t do it anymore, but I’ve always found exercise more enjoyable when it involved chasing a ball.  It turns out that in tennis you’re actually supposed to hit the ball more than chase it, but that’s the part I’m working on, the whole “hitting the ball” part.  But every once in awhile I happen to hit the ball just right.  I remember when I played baseball as a kid we learned about the “sweet spot” on the bat, the fat part of the bat where you want to hit the ball to get maximum power.  And it seems to work somewhat the same way in tennis; for me there seems to be a spot on the racquet that feels just right when I hit the ball.  When I hit the ball on the sweet spot, the ball doesn’t go over the fence, it doesn’t go into the net, and it doesn’t pop up in the air – when I hit the ball on the sweet spot the ball actually goes right where I want it to go.  
I believe that God has built into each of us a desire to find our sweet spot in life.  Maybe you’ve never thought of it in those terms, but you probably understand what I’m talking about.  It’s that feeling you get that “this is what I was made to do.”  For some of you your job is your sweet spot.  You get to do for a living what you really enjoy doing, what you were made to do.  Most people, if surveys are to be believed, don’t have that experience.  Most people studied one thing in college and ended up doing something completely different.  Or they didn’t go to college and took a job to make ends meet and just stayed at that job for the next 30 years because it paid the bills.  Most people don’t get to work at their dream jobs; most people would not say their job is their sweet spot.
But I think we can still live in our sweet spot even if we don’t happen to be in our dream job.  I think it’s possible to experience genuine satisfaction and fulfillment in life no matter what your job and no matter what your circumstances.  The Bible has a phrase for your sweet spot that you may have heard before – God’s perfect will.  Of course the trick, we think, is to find God’s perfect will for our lives.  It sounds sort of mysterious.  It sounds like it would take a lot of work to discover God’s perfect will for our lives.  But in Romans 12 Paul tells us exactly what we need to do to find our sweet spot.  Listen to how this chapter begins:  “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship.  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.” (Romans 12:1-2)  
The key to discovering God’s perfect will and to living in your sweet spot is to live as a sacrifice.  The Bible commands us to offer our bodies as living sacrifices to God.  It says this is your “spiritual act of worship.”  Bible translators disagree on just what that word “spiritual” means in this context, but the majority view is that it means “informed” or “understanding.”  Here’s the explanation.  In those days, and even today in many cultures around the world, a primary way of worshipping whatever “god” someone serves is to offer an animal sacrifice.  That was certainly a large part of the way the people of Israel worshipped God.  But here’s the thing – the animals didn’t get to vote.  The lambs and goats and bulls and birds that the people of Israel placed on the altar as sacrificial offerings didn’t have any say in what happened to them.  Their sacrifice was uninformed and unthinking.  We, on the other hand, offer ourselves to God not ignorantly, like the animals who were brought to slaughter, but intelligently and willingly.  We do it consciously.  
And notice what God says we are supposed to offer as living sacrifices – our bodies.  So why does God use the word “body”?  Obviously he doesn’t want us to literally crawl on top of an altar somewhere.  So why doesn’t God say, “Offer your soul as your living sacrifice” or “offer your spirit as your living sacrifice” – why does Paul use the word “body”?  It turns out that God thinks your body is important.  We aren’t just spirits; we aren’t just souls.  We live in a body.  So the best way to tell us to surrender everything we are and have to God is to say, “Offer your bodies as living sacrifices.”  
Do any of you watch the Discovery Channel show “Deadliest Catch”?  I’ve watched it a few times, and about a month ago I caught one of those episodes that takes you behind the scenes to show us what’s involved in filming the show.  If you’ve never seen it before, the show is about the men who sail out into the dangerous waters of the Bering Sea to catch crab.  Typically a crab season lasts about two months, so the crews are out on the water for quite awhile.  And the show is called “Deadliest Catch” for good reason – during the five seasons this show has run, a number of crewmembers have died, usually when they are washed overboard by a large wave.
The “behind the scenes” show gave us a look at what it’s like to be part of the camera crew that goes out on those boats.  And this show followed a smallish cameraman named Josh, who was very excited about getting this opportunity.  Before he took the job, Josh was told what would be involved.  There was full disclosure about the wind, the cold, the cramped spaces, the limited food supply, etc.  And Josh was ready for the challenge.  He was “all in.”  The first day at sea, Josh lost nine pounds.  He was as seasick as anyone I’ve ever seen.  There was an EMT on board who gave Josh a variety of medicines to try to help him, but in the ten weeks he was at sea, Josh never got over his seasickness.  And yet Josh never missed a minute of doing his job.  No matter how high the winds or how high the waves, Josh was always at his post on the deck of the ship filming the crewmen as they caught crab.  In one episode the winds reached 100 mph.  Josh once got smacked from behind by a 40 feet wave that left him bloodied and bruised.  And as I watched him I thought to myself, “That’s what it looks like to offer your body as a living sacrifice.”

If we want to discover God’s perfect will for our lives, if we want to live in our sweet spot, we need to offer our bodies as living sacrifices to God.  We need to surrender everything we are and everything we have to God.  
If you’ve been to church much in your life you know that it is somewhat common to end the message with what is called “an altar call.”  It’s the time where the pastor asks people who want to make a commitment to Jesus to get out of their seats and to come down to the altar and to pray a prayer and give their lives to Jesus.  We rarely do that here.  For one thing, we don’t have an altar.  For another, the lighting in this old theater is so bad we’re afraid you’d trip and hurt yourself walking down our aisles.  But this morning I want to give a kind of an altar call, and instead of waiting until the end of my message, I’m going to do it now.  Let me explain this a bit.

One or two of our small groups have gone through a study of Romans 12 called “R12” – it’s written by Chip Ingram, who is now the pastor up at Venture Christian Church.  And in that study Chip uses the illustration of a poker game to explain what it means to surrender your life to Jesus.  Most of us have either played some poker or watched it on TV at some time in our lives.  Each player has some chips that he plays with, chips that have particular monetary value.  As the game progresses each player has to put some of his chips into the pot, to put his money at risk, to stay in the game.  And then there comes the time to make your final bet.  If you think you have a surefire hand, if you are very confident that your hand is the winning hand, here’s what you might do – you might take your chips, push every one of them into the middle, and say, “I’m all in.”  That’s a risky thing to do.  If you go all in, you put all your money at risk.  But you do it because you have reason to believe you’re going to win big.
God makes us an offer.  He offers to make us winners.  He offers us his good and perfect will.  He offers us life lived in our sweet spot.  But here’s the catch – the only way to experience a life of satisfaction and fulfillment is to go “all in.”  We need to take everything we are and everything we have and say to God, “It’s all yours.  I am holding nothing back.  I am putting my body on the altar.  I give you my promise that from now on I will obey you completely and serve you without complaint or question.”   Pat Riley is a basketball executive for the Miami Heat, and a former coach of the Heat and the Los Angeles Lakers.  Here’s something he once said about commitment:  “There are only two options when it comes to commitment – you’re either in or you’re out.  There is no such thing as a life in-between.”

So let me give you a chance to let God know that you’re all in.  [Call to commitment]
In the rest of Romans 12 Paul paints a picture for us of what it looks like to live a surrendered life.  It’s very possible that there has been another time in your life when you offered your body as a living sacrifice to God, when in one way or another you committed yourself body and soul to following Jesus.  And perhaps now you’re wondering, “So just how do I know if this is my sweet spot?  How do I know if I am living in God’s perfect will?”  In the rest of Romans 12 Paul tells us something like this: “If you have surrendered yourself to Jesus, this is how you will live.  This is how you will be able to tell if you’re living in God’s perfect will.”
Break The Mold
First, if you’re living the surrendered life, you will break the mold.  In Romans 12:2 Paul writes this: “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.”  If we are living the surrendered life, the first evidence of it will be that we will break out of the world’s mold, that we will stop being conformed to the pattern of this world.  
Those of you who are married, have you noticed that after a few years you and your spouse began to take on each other’s characteristics?  In some cases married couples even begin to look alike, which can be either a good or a bad thing, I guess.  But more than that, your habits started to conform to her habits, your interests started to conform to his interests, and your tastes started to conform to her tastes.  A number of years ago my wife developed the habit of going to the gym to workout at 7 on Saturday mornings.  Saturdays was my primary day to sleep in … and everyone knows that the best cartoons are on Saturday mornings.  But over time I conformed.  Her habit became my habit.  
The Bible says, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world.”  It’s important to understand that the Bible uses the phrase “this world” in a specific sense here.  In this context by “this world” the Bible means “the values of a world that leaves God out” or “the priorities of a world that leaves God off.”  Now this doesn’t mean that all of the values of this world and all of the priorities of this world are wrong.  But I’m sure you would agree that God is not at the top of the world’s list of priorities.  In fact, God isn’t on the world’s list of priorities.  And when we spend all our time soaking in the world’s values and in the world’s priorities, it’s only natural that our values and our priorities begin to take the shape of the world’s values and priorities.  
So how do we break out of the world’s mold?  The Bible tells us – “but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”  And how do we renew our mind?  The answer is pretty simple.  To renew our mind we need to feed it new material.  Think about it like this.  Let’s say you have a week of vacation, but because of the economy you can’t afford to go anywhere so you just stay home and watch TV most of the day.  And let’s say that all you watch all day long are shows like Entertainment Tonight and TMZ and Access Hollywood, all the gossip shows that focus on the all that details of the lives of celebrities.  Or let’s say you spend all day watching shows like Jerry Springer, those shows where guests come on and yell at each other and get in fights with each other.  Wouldn’t you agree that watching shows like that all day long for a week would have an effect on your mind, that it would impact how you think and how you talk to people and what you believe to be important?  When all we feed our mind is the values and the priorities of this world, this world that leaves God out, then our minds and our lives are very quickly going to become conformed to the pattern of this world.  
So what do we do to break out of that mold?  We need to feed our mind new material.  Surely part of what we need to do is to read God’s Word and to feed on it.  Now I’m not suggesting that you can only read the Bible and you can only listen to Christian radio.  And frankly most of Christian TV that I’ve seen is awful.  But if all we fill our minds with is secular TV and secular movies and secular music and secular books, then we can be sure that our thinking and our values and our priorities will be secular.  So let me ask you to consider making a change this week in what you feed your mind.  Some of us need to just stop watching some of the stuff we watch on TV.  Some of us need to dust off our Bibles and develop a habit of soaking our mind in Scripture every day.  Some of us need to change the playlist on our iPods.  And why are we going to do this?  Because this is part of what it means to live a surrendered life; this is how we find the sweet spot of life God has promised us.  To live a surrendered life, we need to break the world’s mold and renew our minds.
Use Your Gifts
Secondly, to live a surrendered life we need to use our gifts.  Here’s what Paul writes next in Romans 12:
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 have different gifts, according to the grace given us.  If a man’s gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith.  If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.  (Romans 12:4-8)  

We spent all of last fall on the topic of discovering our “shape,” and we will be talking about this again when we go through the 40 Days of Purpose.  God has uniquely shaped each one of us.  “SHAPE” stands for these five elements: “S” stands for our spiritual gifts.  As Paul says here in Romans 12, God has gifted each of us to be able to make a unique contribution to the church.  “H” stands for our heart or our passion; God has given each of us a passion to meet different needs.  “A” stands for our abilities; God has given each of us different abilities, whether they be mechanical or artistic or whatever.  “P” stands for our personalities; some of us are more introverted and more comfortable being behind the scenes, while others are more extroverted.  And “E” stands for the unique experiences we’ve had in life.  
But the point of discovering how God has uniquely shaped us isn’t just to look into the mirror and say, “That’s interesting.”  Nor has God given you your unique shape to make you successful, in the way our world measures success, which is usually by bank accounts, promotions and accolades.  God did not give you your unique shape to make you successful; God gave you your unique shape so you could serve.  You have been shaped to serve, to make an impact first of all in our church and second of all in our community.
Slice of Life / Servant of the Month  
So that’s part of what it looks like to live a surrendered life.  First it means to break the mold, and second it means to use your gifts.

Love With Passion
Third, to live the surrendered live means to love with passion.  Listen to how Paul describes it:

Love must be sincere.  Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.  Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.  Honor one another above yourselves.  Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.  Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.  Share with God’s people who are in need.  Practice hospitality.  (Romans 12:9-13)
There are eight sentences in that paragraph, and we could spend an hour talking about every one of them.  In fact, that would be a great paragraph to memorize, a great paragraph to meditate on in order to break out of the world’s mold and to renew your mind.  But let’s just summarize it with this – to live the surrendered life means to love with passion.  Paul uses the word “zeal.”  In those days there was a political party called the Zealots.  One of Jesus’ twelve disciples was a Zealot (Luke 6:15); frankly, we would call him a terrorist.  The Zealots were a group who were devoted to using any means to overthrow the Roman government.  A Zealot was someone who was “all in” to the cause, someone who was passionate about the cause of political freedom and who was willing to risk his life to achieve his objective.  
And Paul says we as followers of Jesus should be zealots.  We should be zealots in our service to God and in our love for God.  That word “fervor” literally means “set on fire.”  We are to be set on fire in our passion for God.  We should be zealots for what is right, so zealous that it can be said that we hate what is evil.  And we should be zealots in our love for others; we are to love each other with passion.

When Paul says that our love must be “sincere” he uses a Greek word whose root was used to describe someone who acted in a play.   Literally Paul tells us not to be hypocrites in love, not to play-act at love, not to pretend to love.  And we know what he means.  We all know how to make it look like we’re being loving even when our heart isn’t in it.  We know how to fake a smile; we know how to pretend to listen. In fact, some of you might be pretending to listen right about now.  And the reason I know is because I’ve sat where you’re sitting and I’ve done the same thing. 
But play-acting at love is not how to live the surrendered life.  We need to love with passion, to be zealous about showing honor to each other, to be devoted to each other in brotherly love.  
Live At Peace 
And here’s the fourth mark of the surrendered life, and maybe the toughest of the lot – live at peace.  Let me read you some snippets of the rest of this chapter: “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse … Live in harmony with one another … Do not repay evil for evil.  Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody.  If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.  Do not take revenge, my friends … Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” (Romans 12:14-21)  
I will be the first to admit just how hard it is to live at peace with some people.  In his wisdom, God brings into each of our lives certain people who are hard for us to love.  Sometimes we’re persecuted for what we believe, even here in America.  One of our members has had the air let out of his tires four separate times, most likely because of the Jesus bumper stickers on his car.  And I imagine every one of us has had someone in the course of our lives who did evil to us, who were mean and hateful to us, who treated us unfairly.  

But we can rise above it, we who have surrendered ourselves to Jesus.  We can bless and not curse.  We can forgive and not hold a grudge.  We can overcome evil with good.
And notice this – Paul acknowledges that it may not be possible for us to live at peace with everyone.  He says, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.”  Sometimes, no matter what we do or say, the other party doesn’t want to be at peace, the other party has no interest in reconciling or in making a positive change in the relationship.  So what do we do?  We bless them and we pray for them, and we don’t let that experience make us bitter or jaded.  We don’t let the unwillingness of one person to reconcile pollute our other relationships.

So that’s what the surrendered life looks like – we break the world’s mold, we use our gifts, we love with passion and we live at peace.  And in doing so we will discover what it means to live in the sweet spot; we will discover the satisfaction of living in the center of God’s perfect will.  We’ve made our commitment.  Now let’s live the life.  
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