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Intro: 
If you’re a fan of baseball, you’ll know what a utility guy is. He’s the guy who is never the star player. He never leads the team in home runs. He is usually a guy who bounces from team to team and is a mid-level type player who makes an average salary. 

But a utility infielder is probably one of the most valuable guys on a team. He usually can play just about any position. So with this guy on his team, the manager has a lot of flexibility in setting his lineup. 

My favorite utility guy was a guy by the name of Steve Lyons. He played for the White Sox in the late 80’s and 90’s. Steve Lyons wasn’t that great at any one position, but he could play every position. If the first basemen needed a day off, Steve played first. If the third baseman got injured, Steve played third. If the manager wanted a left-hander in his lineup, Steve could play an outfield position. He could come in the late innings and be a defensive replacement. 

Steve Lyons actually pitched a few games. That’s how flexible he is. 

Last year, the Cubs had a great guy in their lineup that was similar. His name was Mark Derosa. And this year they thought they could get by without him and traded him to Cleveland. He eventually ended up with St. Louis. Well, you know how the Cubs are doing this year. Maybe they needed that. 

Flexibility is one of the most important attributes of faith. 

Well, tonight we’re talking about one of the most important, but often overlooked attributes of the Christian faith. You don’t hear a lot of sermons on it. You don’t hear people speak of it as a great Christian virtue. 
But flexibility—the ability to adjust your life and your plans—to people and circumstances—is an important trait. But it’s also the most difficult to cultivate, because it involves giving up a lot of ourselves and serving others. 
What is Flexibility?

What is flexibility? Is flexibility the same as weakness? Is flexibility mean you never tell anyone no or that you are always at the beck and call of someone else’s whims? Does it mean you never, ever stand up for yourself? 

No, I don’t believe so. I believe the Christian life is all about balance. But a good many of us could use a good solid lesson in flexibility. I would add to the unity of this church. It would make you a better family member. It will make you a better coworker. 

Points: 

Flexibility is Surrender

The root of flexibility is surrender. It’s surrendering our will to the will of the father. 

Often we think of surrender as that one-time altar call where we lay ourselves before the Lord and commit to serving him. And that’s true, that’s effective, that’s important. 

I’ve done that in my life. But that’s easy compared to daily surrender. Let me give you a for instance. 

This is a lesson I’ve had to learn the hard way even as I’ve assumed this pastorate. Every week I have an idea of the work I need to get done. I have messages to prepare, people to visit, church business to take care of. 

Its funny, I’ve had some large church pastors kind of mock me and say, “hey, you’re a small-church pastor. You must have nothing to do.” I want to say to them, “hey, you’ve got a large staff of people waiting to bring you a glass of water.” I’m the only guy here. Not that I’m complaining, because we’ve got some of the best volunteer people in you that I’ve ever seen in any church. I mean that. 

But every week I have certain tasks to complete. But inevitably the phone will ring and it will be someone in the hospital. Or someone with a spiritual problem. Or someone with a complaint that deserves my attention. Or something happens at home with one of the children. 

Now I have to be honest with you. I’ve had to really learn to put aside my plans and take care of things. This is part of surrender. And it really begins with us submitting our plans, our day’s work, our schedules to the will of God. 

We read in Isaiah: For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith the LORD. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts. Isaiah 55:8-9 (KJV) 

We also have to have flexibility in our larger plans. When I came to this church as a young newly-ordained preacher, I had a 5-year plan with bullet-point lists of things I needed to do. 
And by the way, I think it’s good that we plan, its good that we have goals. But we most constantly, continually, daily submit those to the Lord. When we hang so tightly to them, we lose the opportunity to see Him powerfully work thru us. 

I think of Jesus in the garden. In this flesh, Jesus didn’t want to go to the cross. He didn’t want to suffer the agonizing physical death. He didn’t want to assume the full wrath of God for sin. 

He prayed in the garden, “God, if it’s your will, please take this cup from me.” But Jesus took the cup, because it was the Father’s will for his life. 

Some of you are in situations you didn’t anticipate. You didn’t want to be divorced, but here you are. You didn’t want to be divorced, but here you are. You didn’t want to have to wrestle with your difficult family situation, but here you are. 

You can live in bitterness because you’re life plans have turned out differently, or you can embrace what God has made you now and live the rest of your life surrendered to him. 

Flexibility is Forbearance

When John D. Rockefeller was asked what quality he was willing to pay for the most when hiring employees, he responded without hesitation, "The ability to get along with people."

Paul exhorted the church at Colossi to embrace forbearance. WE read this in Colossians: 

Put on therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, bowels of mercies, kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, longsuffering; Forbearing one another, and forgiving one another, if any man have a quarrel against any: even as Christ forgave you, so also do ye. And above all these things put on charity, which is the bond of perfectness. And let the peace of God rule in your hearts, to the which also ye are called in one body; and be ye thankful. Colossians 3:12-15 (KJV) 
Its interesting the way Paul writes. He first says for us to “put on” because we’re God’s children, we’re God’s people, holiness, mercy, kindness, humility, meekness and longsuffering. 

In other words, as people, we have rights to be angry, annoyed, upset, easily perturbed by the people we deal with on a regular basis. But because we’re Christians we act differently. 

I’m telling you, this will set you apart at the office, when the guy in the cubicle over is annoying, tells dirty jokes, taps his pencil loudly, has bad breath, etc. Before you go into the office, put these traits on and act like a believer. 

Or do this at home. Do this in the church. Did you know that not everyone in the church is just like you? Did you know that there will be people in this church that will really tick you off. Maybe it’s even the pastor. Maybe a facial tick or something I regularly do really honks you off. The Bible says for me and for you to put on these traits, to act differently. Why? Because unity is prized above all. 

But I want to focus on this word forbear. Notice Paul talks about two levels of love toward people. The second one is forgiveness and that involves something deeper, when someone you love really hurts you. We talked about that in our last message and we pointed to Christ as your example, because he forgave us. 

This one forbear is about less weighty faults in people. The word literally means, “against, i.e. (figurative) put up with: - bear with, endure, forbear, suffer.” At times it is translated, “Bear, Endure, Enduring, Forbear, Forbearance, Suffer” 

I like that last one. It literally means to “suffer.” Can you suffer with people who aren’t just like you? Maybe you’re husband or your wife has an annoying trait that just crawls under your skin. 

I’m going to embarrass my wife. It’s really not fair, because I have so many more annoying flaws than she does, but she doesn’t get to preach. But I’m going to mention one thing she does that early in our marriage really got under my skin. Because she has a bad back, she likes to immediately put on her house shoes when she gets home. 

Well, as she walks thru the house with those shoes on, she kind of shuffles and that sound really gets on my nerves. But I’ve learned to forbear her on that. Well, I’m working on it. Probably have a long way to go!

This is a really powerful passage in Colossians. I want to share the version from the Message paraphrase: 

So, chosen by God for this new life of love, dress in the wardrobe God picked out for you: compassion, kindness, humility, quiet strength, discipline. 

Be even-tempered, content with second place, quick to forgive an offense. Forgive as quickly and completely as the Master forgave you. 

And regardless of what else you put on, wear love. It's your basic, all-purpose garment. Never be without it. Colossians 3:12-14 (MSG)

Flexibility is Grace
You know I am so surprised at how Christians talk, sing, and write about grace, but very few Christians practice grace in their daily lives. 

Isn’t it funny how we, recipients of God’s grace, are so stingy when it comes to showing it to others? What does it mean to demonstrate grace to others? 

It means when we see flaws and sins in others, flaws and sins that are so painfully obvious, instead of jumping all over them, pounding their flesh with Bible verses, and discouraging them to the point of quitting, we simply sit back and allow the Holy Spirit to work a work in their lives in His time. 

Let’s read the words of Jesus: 

Be ye therefore merciful, as your Father also is merciful. 
Judge not, and ye shall not be judged: condemn not, and ye shall not be condemned: forgive, and ye shall be forgiven: Give, and it shall be given unto you; good measure, pressed down, and shaken together, and running over, shall men give into your bosom. For with the same measure that ye mete withal it shall be measured to you again. Luke 6:36-38 (KJV) 
What is the basis for our grace toward others? The mercy and grace toward God. And this is hard, especially for those you find difficult to forgive. 
Judge not that ye be not judged, condemn not that ye be not condemned. What does this mean? Does this mean that you can’t ever pull a brother or sister aside and point out some area where they are stumbling? 

Of course not? We‘re told in other passages to ‘provoke one another to good works.’ But there is a way to do this and there is a time to do this and there is a place to do this. 

Jesus is talking about a spirit of Phariseeism that can exist among believers. This sort of haughty spirit where we puff ourselves up and refuse to see the good in others. 

I think we find more of this today in this digital age. There are whole blogs that exist out there to attack Christian leaders. Some of these sights have good information. But I’m always careful to be on the attack. I’m careful to have an entire ministry based on ‘discernment’ because I read this verse and it says to me that my spirit toward others in judgment will be returned to me.

Jesus says this. If you show grace to others, others will show grace to you. And I want all the grace I can get in my life. I need it. I have many faults. 

As you see others in the church, what your spirit toward them? What do you see when people walk into the doors? Do you think of their faults? Do you think of their weaknesses? Or are you going to be that instrument of grace they might need to make it through the week? 

I’d like to read a passage from 1 Corinthians 13, that famous “love chapter.” Let me read from the New Living Translation: 

Love is patient and kind. Love is not jealous or boastful or proud 
or rude. It does not demand its own way. It is not irritable, and it keeps no record of being wronged. 
It does not rejoice about injustice but rejoices whenever the truth wins out. 
Love never gives up, never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance. 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 (NLT) 
Notice that last part? Is always hopeful. This is part of demonstrating grace. Do you believe in people? 

I’m amazed at how many parents tell me about their kids, “Oh, my kid will fail in school. She’ll never amount to anything.” or “They’re brats.’ 

And kids hear this. They know this. Words have power. They can lift up or they can destroy. 

I had someone tell me recently that Grace was the worst kid they had ever seen. This was in the context of trying to help give us tips on parenting.

Do you think I paid attention to their help? Of course not. I may be meek and mild, but the Dad in me roared up and got angry. 

With my children, I always tell them how loved they are, how valued they are, how much God has a bright future for them. 

This is demonstrating grace. 
Flexibility is Humility
Humility is one of tough traits to discuss because the minute we think we have it, we lose it. But flexibility, the ability to adapt to circumstances, is humility. 

Let me explain. Flexibility is really acknowledging God’s sovereignty in every area of our lives. Its saying to God, “yes, I have my plans, but I know you’re way is better.”

One of my favorite passages in the Bible is 

But he giveth more grace. Wherefore he saith, God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble. Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. James 4:6-7 (KJV) 
Oh, what God can do with a spirit of humility? The Bible says that God resists the proud. That means God actually lines up his armies against those who are proud. But God gives grace to the humble. 

So we have a choice to make. We can have God’s resistance or God’s grace. I know which one I want. I want His grace. 

Humility in our relationships is saying to others, “I am not the greatest person in the world. I don’t have all the answers. I have not arrived.” 

Do you have a teachable spirit? I know for myself, I want to surround myself with godly pastors and leaders who can pour their wisdom into my life. My mentor, Bill Swanger, often gives me godly, golden advice. And I want to be humble enough to say, “okay, you’re right. I’m wrong.’ 
When is the last time you apologized? Or are you someone who is so proud you can’t ever say, “I’m wrong.”? 

Humility is being willing to adapt to change. Are you willing to change? Or are your plans and expectations so set in stone?

Often around here at church, we have to change things. And 90% of you have the humility to say, “you know, I don’t understand all of this, but hey, let’s give it a try.” But there are some that if one things changes, one line item in the bulletin, one single things changes in one single program, you’re going ballistic. 

But I’m grateful that you all are so humble and willing to change. This week we planned out Awana for this year and we sat and discussed how best to make all the rooms work. 

I went home feeling so encouraged by our people here. You have been doing Awana so long and here I come and you all are willing to look at it, to change, to grow. I have to say that most pastors don’t have that luxury. 

Flexibility is Unselfishness

I saved the best one for last. But flexibility in life is really unselfishness. That’s what it boils down to, a single question. 

Are you willing to lay aside your rights for the rights of others? I’m not talking about being a doormat. I’m not talking about standing up for your family or your church or your life. 

But are you the type of person who is willing to overlook flaws of others, set aside your expectations, yield your plans, offer grace, for the good of others? 

I like what Paul writes: 

For I say, through the grace given unto me, to every man that is among you, not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think; but to think soberly, according as God hath dealt to every man the measure of faith. Romans 12:3 (KJV)

Did you know that Paul often called himself the servant of God. The word for servant really means slave. When he was rotting away in prison, his first words were not about his own plight, but the plight of the churches and the people he cared for. 
What about you? Do you shove people aside and always insist on your way? Or do you serve others?

At the root of our inability to be flexible is selfishness. For all of us, our default position is to take care of ourselves, #1. The world says, “Look out for #1.” But God says, “No, lay aside yourself and look out for others.”

What if we did this at work, in the church, in the home? What would our world look like? 

I will tell you, there is nothing that hurts a marriage and a family more than simple, pure selfishness. I see that in my own life. Those times when I insist on my way, when I’m lazy or unhelpful or unkind are the times of tension in our home. And I also see the times I serve my family are the times our family has the most joy. 

If you’re an unselfish person, you’ll go far for God. I think of all of you, who’ve served faithfully here at this church. You’ve come year after year, toiling here because you don’t love yourself, you love God and you love people. 

When I saw Steve Hamill today it encouraged me. Yes, we’re a small church with few resources. But one day Steve came here and trusted Christ. And now he’s a pastor leading others to the Lord.

Why? Because you were here. You were faithful. Someone was here doing a ministry that 99% of the world knew nothing about. That encourages my heart. 

Closing

I want to circle back around and recap. Let’s be flexible people, moldable to God’s will and to the needs of others. Remember:

Flexibility is Surrender

Flexibility is Forbearance

Flexibility is Grace

Flexibility is Humility

Flexibility is Unselfishness. 

