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Gifted for God’s Purpose
Romans 11:33–12:8

33 Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his
judgments and how inscrutable his ways! 34 “For who has known the mind of the Lord, or
who has been his counselor?” 35 “Or who has given a gift to him that he might be repaid?”
36 For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen. 

1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as
a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 Do not be
conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you
may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. 

3 For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself
more highly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the
measure of faith that God has assigned. 4 For as in one body we have many members, and
the members do not all have the same function, 5 so we, though many, are one body in Christ,
and individually members one of another. 6 Having gifts that differ according to the grace
given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in proportion to our faith; 7 if service, in our
serving; the one who teaches, in his teaching; 8 the one who exhorts, in his exhortation; the
one who contributes, in generosity; the one who leads, with zeal; the one who does acts of
mercy, with cheerfulness.

Today’s Epistle puts us in mind of just how at odds we are with the world in which
we live.

St. Paul begins by laying out, first of all, how much at odds our world is with God. 
“How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!”  There’s a depth to
God’s wisdom that we simply cannot fathom.  It’s like a bottomless well; throw a pebble in
and you’ll never hear it hit water.  Has anyone ever really known the mind of God or been
able to tell Him something He doesn’t know or given Him something He didn’t already
have?  What we know of Him is only what He’s revealed to us in His Word.  And what He
has not revealed we dare not try to investigate.  The hidden knowledge of God is too high
for us to understand, anyway.  Even if He did reveal it, we couldn’t comprehend it.  It would
be like us trying to communicate with a gnat or trying to explain physics to a two-year-old. 
We just don’t have the capacity to process it.

So, right from the get-go, there’s a disconnect between us and God.  This was one
of the reasons why God sent His Son – to become one of us, to present Himself in a way
that’s tangible and accessible.  And it’s why He spoke to us through the prophets and
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apostles – to distill His Word down to our level, to speak to us in our own language.  We
serve a very accommodating God!  But, as we’ll see in a moment, He goes much, much
farther than that.

The accommodating mercy of God ought to stir us to gratitude.  Imagine finding
yourself in a foreign country.  You don’t know the language or the customs.  No one
speaks English, so there’s no one to whom you can ask questions.  And suddenly, a group
of uniformed men comes running toward you, shouting at you and threatening you.  You
try to explain that you took a wrong turn, it was all a mistake, but no one seems to
understand.  Just then, a kindly old gentlemen approaches and says something to one of
the men.  Their countenance changes.  It seems he does speak English and serves as a
translator for you and helps you sort the situation out.  How would you feel about that
kindly old gentleman?  Gratitude doesn’t begin to cover it.  You really owe him your life.

Well, Jesus sorted out the trouble you were in with His Father.  Because of Him you
have escaped hell and damnation.  You literally owe Him your life – your eternal life.  How
ought you to respond to that?

Paul writes, “I appeal to you therefore, by the mercies of God, to present your
bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.” 
As one whose life belongs to God – for He purchased it at the price of His own blood [1
Cor. 6:19] – you have an obligation now to live your life for Him.  As Paul writes to the
Corinthians, “He [Christ] died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves
but for him who for their sake died and was raised” (2 Cor. 5:15).  Your life is no longer
your own; you belong to God.  But how does one live for God?

Paul says, “Do not be conformed to this world.”  Hoo, boy!  Isn’t that a can of
worms?  Look, we’re influenced by the society in which we live.  We’re all a little bit like a
chameleon; we take on the color of our environment.  Just look at the way we speak. 
When I first moved to Wisconsin I never used words like “bubbler.”  Now I do.  And it’s not
just the dialect.  I never much cared for brats before moving here.  Now I do.  And I never
rooted for the . . . oh, wait; I always rooted for the Packers.  The point is, the longer we live
in a place the more that place affects how we live, speak, and act.  It’s unavoidable.

So . . . we live in a world at odds with God.  Don’t you think that has an impact on
how you live and think?  How many Christians have given in to the societal attitudes toward
same sex marriage?  How many Christians have been swayed by the popular notion of
evolution?  How many Christians act just like the world when it comes to things like greed,
hatred, vengefulness, and the like?  We’re influenced by the world in which we live.

But Paul says, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the
renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God.”  How do we
counteract the influence of the world?  By testing our thoughts and attitudes according to
the perfect will of God.  When considering a behavior or attitude, don’t merely ask what
everyone around you thinks about it, ask God what His will is.  What does God think about
this or that?  And then search His Word, dig in to your Catechism, ask your pastors, do
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your best to learn what His will is, and then let that be the pattern for your thinking and
acting.

As you do this more and more you’ll see a new pattern begin to emerge.  You’ll start
looking at things differently.  You’ll become more discerning about what kinds of worldly
influence you want to allow into your life.  You’ll become less satisfied with your own sins
and want to live more in keeping with God’s will.  You’ll begin to feel less connected to the
world and more connected to God.  This is good.  But don’t let that be the end of it.  God
has a purpose for your life and He’s been preparing you for that purpose since before you
were born.

This realization leads you to become less focused on yourself – not thinking more
highly of yourself than you ought, as Paul says – and more focused on others – and you’ll
find that, without even trying, you’ve begun to inherit the same spirit of accommodation that
you see in God.  And you’ll begin to recognize that God has called you, blessed you, gifted
you for a bigger purpose than simply taking care of yourself.  Life is more than making
money or finding pleasure; it’s about living in community.  But, here’s the thing: You
actually live in two communities: the community of faith and the community of the world –
and you have a role to fill in both communities.

Martin Luther used to be very upset with the monasteries of his day, where people
would completely segregate themselves from society and claim they were serving God. 
He said, if you want to serve God, get out and serve your fellow man.  We exist in both
communities for a reason.

Concerning the community of faith, Paul writes that, as the physical body has
different parts working together for the good of the whole body, so the members of Christ’s
body have different gifts and talents given them by God for the purpose of serving Him
while serving others within the household of faith [Gal. 6:10].  You have a role to fill in your
family of faith.

What is that role?  Well, what gifts has God given you?  What are you good at? 
Whatever it is, there’s a way to use that for the benefit of your brothers and sisters in
Christ.  In our text Paul mentions things like prophecy, service, teaching, exhortation,
generosity, leadership, and acts of mercy.  What else do you want to add to that?  You tell
me.  What are your gifts?  I’m confident that there’s a way to use them for the glory of God
and the benefit of your church.

But you also have a role to fill in the community of the world.  How may your gifts
and talents be used to bring others to Christ?  Some of you may be called to be the
pastors, evangelists, shepherds, and teachers that Paul refers to in his letter to the
Galatians [Gal. 4:11].  Or you may be called to some remote corner of the world as a
missionary.  But for an awful lot of you, your mission field is much closer to home: your
family, friends, and neighbors.  This is by no means a lesser call.  Some of the best
evangelists are simply those who invite their friends to come to church with them.  Either
way, as you have a role to fill in the community of faith, so you have a role to fill in the
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community of the world.
After all, we may be at odds with the world, but we still live here.  And people still

need to know about Christ.  They still need to know about the forgiveness of sins, life, and
salvation He won for us through His death and resurrection.  Who’s going to tell them if not
us?  God wants to use you who have His grace as a vehicle for His grace.  He wants you
to employ the gifts He’s given you in His work of reconnecting Himself to a world separated
from Him by sin.

Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!  Why He would ever
want to use me, I have no idea.

But you know, Peter once said to Jesus, “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful
man” (Luke 5:8).  A couple of weeks ago we heard Jesus criticize Peter for his lack of faith. 
In today’s Gospel, however, he’s commended by Jesus for His witness that Jesus is “the
Christ, the Son of the living God” (Mat. 16:16).  And, despite of all his faults – and there
were many – Jesus still called him and appointed him to be His apostle.  Even after he
denied Him three times, Jesus still directed him to feed His sheep (John 21:15-17). 
Beloved, isn’t it clear that, in His inscrutable wisdom, He chooses whom He chooses.  It’s
really not about us; it’s about Him.  He does this out of love.  And, anyone who’s allowed
himself to be used by God will agree with me: it’s an indescribable honor and blessing.  I’m
so very glad to be given this honor.  You will be, too.  In the name of the Father and of the
T Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
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