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Willow Creek has embraced five concepts—Grace, Growth, Groups, Gifts 

(spiritual), Good Stewardship—which should be evident in those who are fully-

devoted followers of Christ. In this message, each ‘G’ is elaborated upon, with 

examples of the impact as a person moves from an irreligious person to full 

devotion. Not all ‘G’s will take shape at the same time, but as the Holy Spirit 

continues to draw you to a new kind of life, you experience a comfort level 

where you enjoy moving toward Christ-likeness. 
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WILLOW CREEK COMMUNITY CHURCH 

 

 

SIMPLIFY, Part 5 

3/16-17/13 – M1311 

 

Bill Hybels 

 

 
Titus 3:5 Ephesians 4:2 1 Thessalonians 5:19 Acts 2:46 

 

Throughout this series we have been trying to expunge certain words from the Willow 

vocabulary. We’ve decided we’re done with some words. Words like OVERWHELMED. Words 

like OVERSCHEDULED. Words like EXHAUSTED. And this week we’re working on the word 

CONFUSED. It’s not fun to be confused. 

 

When I was first starting to fly airplanes and I didn’t understand navigation all that well, my dad 

grabbed me one day and he goes, “I know you’re not completely done with your flight training, 

but I need a check picked up in southern Ohio. Take one of the company planes. You’ll find your 

way down there; I’m not worried about you, son. You go down to southern Ohio, get this check, 

and fly it back.” 

 

So I get partway down there and I realize I have no clue where I am. I’m going a hundred and 

fifty miles an hour, and I don’t know where I am. I tried to figure it out with all the electronics, 

but couldn’t. I had a chart out. But I was lost. Confused. And going fast. I was like, “Where’s a 

runway, any runway?” I’m looking at the fuel gauge … 

 

Finally, I looked down and there’s a little city, and it has a water tower. And I knew they usually 

have the name of the city on water towers. So I go real low and do about three circles around it; 

read the name; find it on the map; and I got clarity on where I was. And it felt so good to be able 

to put myself on the map and say, “Okay, only another thirty or forty miles and then I’ll find the 

airport.” 

 

Anybody like being lost? Anybody like being confused? 

 

Did you read in the paper this weekend about the dog owners that were going to fly their dog 

from the East Coast to Phoenix to join them on vacation? The airline mistakenly put the dog on a 

flight to Shannon, Ireland. [laughter] So I’m imagining this dog getting off the plane in Ireland, 

thinking, This ain’t Phoenix; I smell …. But I do like Guinness in my water bowl. I think I’ll just 

stay right here.” But he had to be a little confused. 

 

I talk to people in relationships and I say, “How’s your dating relationship going?” And they go, 

“We’re in a confusing era.” It’s no fun, no fun at all to be in a confusing era of dating. 

 

Someone’s thinking about changing a vocation. And I go, “Hey, how’s that all going?” They’re 

like, “Well, I’m confused. I don’t know if I want to get into that or not.” 
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We would prefer clarity over confusion. Confusion makes us anxious, worried. We want it to get 

resolved. We want to move from confusion to clarity. 

 

In the next few moments I would like to eradicate all confusion about how a person can be 

rightly related to God. I would like this to be so clear in the next few moments that every person 

in this place will make one of two sounds by the end of this talk. You’ll either go, “Ahhh,” 

because you’ve learned the definition of what it means to be rightly related to God and you 

realize you are. You can just go, “Ahhh. Clear. No confusion. I’m rightly related to God. Ahhh.” 

 

Others of you in the next few moments will learn the definitions of what it means to be rightly 

related to God and you’ll go, “Oowh, oowh, oowh. It’s clear, but I’m not rightly related to God. 

Oowh.”  Now that’s fixable, and we’ll get into how to fix it. 

 

A friend of mine who runs a business, whenever anything gets foggy in his organization, he pulls 

the organization together and he says, “We’re going to make this blindingly clear.” People go, 

“Oh, that’s really clear if it’s blindingly clear.”  

 

And that’s my goal today, to make whether or not you are rightly related to God blindingly clear. 

Agreed? You up for this? [applause] Okay, we’ll see. 

 

A little history lesson as a ramp-up to the substance of what I want to talk about. When we 

started Willow in the movie theater, we had a one-sentence mission statement. We said: We are 

trying to turn irreligious people into fully-devoted followers of Jesus Christ. That is to say, we’re 

going to take people pre-Christian, like negative-ten, anti-God people, and we want to explain 

Christianity to them. We want to winsomely point them to the love of Christ so that eventually 

they will come into a relationship with Christ. And we don’t want to just dump them off right 

there; we want to help them grow till they become fully-devoted followers of Christ. 

 

When we started this church, it was in a day when most churches didn’t give a rip about people 

outside their fellowship. They’re like, “Let Billy Graham or whoever else worry about those 

people. We’re not worried about them. We just want to have a nice Christian club that gets along 

well.” And a lot of churches weren’t even concerned about their members becoming fully-

devoted followers of Christ. It was just ‘keep the sheep in the pen, keep everybody happy.’ 

 

But we studied the Scriptures and we said, “We want to turn irreligious people not just into 

Christians; we want to turn irreligious people into fully-devoted followers of Christ. We think 

that’s the New Testament mandate.” 

 

Fifteen years or so ago, I was invited to the Harvard Business School. They had heard about our 

church and they wanted me to talk about the church at a Harvard class. And so one of the first 

things I said was, “Here’s what we do. We want to turn irreligious people into fully-devoted 

followers of Christ.”  So I was saying to that class what I’m saying to you right now. 

 

A guy raises his hand. And he goes, “If you’re trying to turn irreligious people into fully-devoted 

followers of Christ, I see that as you trying to turn atheists into, like, missionaries.” And he said, 

“Frankly, I see this as one hell of a challenge.” [laughter] I said, “Maybe that’s why it’s so hard.” 
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[laughter] But that student got it right away. He’s like, “That’s a long haul from irreligious to 

fully-devoted.” And I’m like, “Yup, that’s a long haul.” 

 

Now we had all agreed on our mission statement. But at some point along the way in the church, 

we started to ask the question: What does one of these fully-devoted followers of Christ look 

like? How would you define what a fully-devoted follower of Christ is? 

 

Some people wanted to have a very low standard about this. A fully devoted follow of Christ—

let’s call him Fred …  A fully-devoted follower of Christ is this guy named Fred. He has to be 

saved. Hopefully, he stays sober. And if he votes Republican, all is good. [laughter] And we’re 

in these meetings going, like, “Really? Really? Is that the biblical definition of a fully-devoted 

follower of Christ?” 

 

And then there were people on the other side of the equation who said, “Fred, if he’s a fully-

devoted follower of Christ, has got to become a monk, live in a monastery, vote Democratic.” 

And we’re like, “Really? Is that what the Bible says? If we’re going to be real serious about 

Christ, we’ve got to live in monasteries; separate ourselves from reality and all that? Really?” 

 

So we decided to take six or eight months and dig into the Scriptures and then decide what is a 

fully-devoted follower of Christ. 

 

And, eureka! When we got done with that study, we came up with five concepts that we 

managed to arrange in a way that all of them started with the letter ‘G’. Some of you veterans 

will remember this. And we’re kind of bringing it back so we can have this common 

understanding of what a fully-devoted follower of Christ is. 

 

So we said, “Here’s the first ‘G’. If you’re going to ever become a fully-devoted follower of 

Christ, you have to start by understanding and experiencing amazing GRACE. 

 

Where does the Christian walk begin? It doesn’t begin with some huge effortful resolution to be 

a better guy. It doesn’t start when you say, “You know what? I’m going to fly a little straighter 

now and become one of those Christian kinds of people.” The Bible says you begin the journey 

toward fully-devoted followership of Jesus Christ when you experience the amazing grace that 

the old song talks about. 

 

Let me describe it this way: Every other major religion in the world, any religion you want to 

talk about, if you think of it as a ladder with their god at the ladder top, and all the people are 

trying to see if they can climb this ladder. The people strive, struggle, sacrifice, achieve to see if 

they can get up to the highest level where they can be accepted by the god of that religion. They 

memorize stuff. They pray five times a day. They get a creedal thing going. They make certain 

kinds of sacrifices. They go away and fast, and light candles, and do all kinds of stuff. 

 

And if you ever talk to people who are trying to climb their way in another religious system and 

you ask them, “Do you actually ever know if you got it all right?” they’ll go, “We don’t know.” 
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And you go, “Well, what happens if you give your whole life to climbing up as high as you can 

go and you learn at the end that you were one rung short?” And they go, “Well, sucks to be me, I 

guess.” And you go, “Oh, really? You’re going to spend your whole life and you never know, 

and you might fall short and all that?” And they go, “It is what it is.” 

 

Then you compare that with biblical Christianity that has a God, the God of the Bible, sitting at 

the top. And there is a ladder; you bet your life there is. And people start to climb it and they get, 

like, two rungs and they go, “I will never … in ten lifetimes, I will never be able to achieve the 

standard of holiness that our holy God sets.” And they start losing hope and losing a sense that 

this can be achieved. 

 

God sees the mess that they’re in, and here’s the thing about biblical Christianity—never forget 

this: Biblical Christianity is not the story of human beings climbing up to the top; it’s the story of 

God coming down the ladder in the person of Jesus Christ. This is awesome to see Jesus come 

down and meet us at the point of our need and say to each of us as individuals, “I will atone for 

your sins that will make you right with a holy God, and I will make redemption available to you 

as a gift.” 

 

And when that lightbulb goes on in your mind … Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait. Every system I 

know is about climbing up, and the system of biblical Christianity is God coming down to do 

what we can’t do for ourselves and to make reconciliation with God available as a free gift of 

grace. [applause] This is unbelievable, gang. 

 

When I was seventeen years old, there was a single verse in the Scripture that came into my 

mind that radically changed my life, Titus 3:5: Not by works of righteousness—all that ladder-

climbing—Not by works of righteousness which we do will we ever be made right with God, but 

according to his mercy—or his grace—he saved us. 

 

Now here’s the first question I want to ask you, and I want you to be really honest with yourself: 

When was the time in your life where you finally figured out it’s not climbing up, it’s God 

coming down and giving you the gift of salvation upon request? When did that lightbulb go on 

for you? When did your heart get wrecked by grace? 

 

I talk to people all the time who love our church. And they say, “I’ve been coming for three 

months.” I go, “That’s great. You’re welcome here. Everybody’s welcome here.” And I go, “Tell 

me about when you met Christ,” and they go, “Awwww, like I said, I really like the church.” 

 

I go, “I’m glad you like our church. Tell me when you were wrecked by grace.” And if they give 

me that fog-over look, I go, “Hey, can I draw a little something for you?” And I do my ladder 

sketch of how most systems work, and how Christianity works. Can you please see this? Because 

if you see it, you’ll be seized by it. And when you get seized by it, you’ll be wrecked by it. 

 

I saw it when I was seventeen at a summer camp, and it rocked my world. The one word that 

kept coming into my mind when I understood it and I received this gift of salvation is the word 

‘exhale.’ I had been striving and I had been worrying and I had been climbing, and then all of a 

sudden I realized it’s a gift. Being made right with God is on the shoulders of Christ, and I can be 
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confident in him. I don’t have to be confident in my climb; I can be confident in his work for me. 

And I just had this huge exhale. 

 

So sometimes I’ll talk to people who are trying to impress me with their religiosity and I’ll go, 

“Oh, good, I’m glad you’re flying straight. I’m glad you’re going to church. Have you ever 

exhaled? Have you ever just said, ‘Whew, God loves me; Christ saved me; it’s all on him; I trust 

him?’” 

 

Had another guy one time just so thrilled with being a part of Willow, but I could tell he just 

didn’t get it, because he was still climbing. And I said, “Stop. Do you ever cry when you sing 

Amazing Grace?” He goes, “Whaaat?” 

 

I said, “I find something in common with people who have experienced saving grace. They fight 

off tears when they sing Amazing Grace. It’s so personal and it brings back those memories. 

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound / that saved a wretch like me / I once was lost—I was 

confused; I was flying around a water tower, looking for a city name, trying to find my way. I 

once was lost. I’ve been found by Christ. I was blind—confused, stumbling around / but now I 

see—clearly, clearly. What do I see? I see grace, Christ’s gift for me. 

 

Right now you’re either going “Ahhh, I get that. I can tell you when that happened.” Or you’re 

going, “Oowh. I think I’m still climbing.” 

 

Gang, I want to make this so clear by the end of this service that every single one of you can just 

go, “Ahhh. Ahhh. If I’ve never received it before, I’m going to receive it today.” 

 

Two more quick things about grace. If you want to be sure that you’ve experienced redeeming 

grace, here are two little checks. The first little check is that eventually you become a more 

gracious person. It’s impossible to be wrecked by grace and to continue to be a severe, judging, 

harsh person. Impossible, because that redeeming grace is so powerful that it has a continuing 

transforming work in your personality. 

 

So from the time you think you might have experienced grace to this day, have you watched 

yourself become, as Ephesians 4:2 says: You would become kind and gentle; you would become 

tender-hearted toward other people. 

 

Are you as severe as you’ve always been? Are you as hateful as you’ve always been? Oowh. 

Bad. Bad signs. Or do you go, “You know what? Curiously, I’m kinder. Curiously, my capacity 

for graciousness has improved. Ahhh, yeah, that’s true.” Or is that an “Oowh”? 

 

One more thing about grace: If you’ve been wrecked by grace, you quite simply want everybody 

you know to be wrecked by it too. You do. [applause] 

 

When people ask me why I talk to other people about my faith …  They say, “Everywhere you 

go, you just talk to anybody you can about your faith. Why do you do it?” I do it because I 

actually believe that every single person I know would be better off if Christ were at the center of 

their life. I really do. I think everybody would be better off. [applause] Because they would be 
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transformed by grace; they would become increasingly gracious. They would feel the hand of 

God in their hand. They would find guidance and strength over weakness. And they would have 

a home in heaven secured for them. 

 

You see, I believe everyone would be better off if Christ were at the center of their life. And so 

it’s not a burden for me. There is no sense of obligation for me to spread my faith; I just would 

like everyone to experience what it’s like to have transforming grace at work in the inside of 

their life. 

 

So here’s a little test. We have Easter coming up in a few weeks. Those of you who have been 

wrecked by grace have already been thinking who you can invite to Easter, because at Easter 

time everyone is open to the message of Christianity. Easter and Christmas are the two times 

when people are like, “Heck, I’ll go with you to church. Where do you want me to go? What do 

you want me to do?” And if you invite them, they’ll come; and they might experience grace 

themselves. And that would give you unbelievable joy. 

 

So that’s the first “G”—GRACE. You experience it. You grow in it. You extend it to others. Is 

that true about you? 

 

Second is GROWTH. This is something I want you to understand, so bear with me here. 

 

A lot of people, when they start getting religious, when they start coming to church, they go, 

“Okay, I understand what Christianity is. Christianity is a thinly-guised behavioral modification 

program. It’s true I need to fly straighter. It’s true I’ve got to cut some stuff out of my life. So if I 

go to church, I’ll be around a better group of people, learn a better set of morals, and I’ll clean up 

my life a little bit. It’s a subtle form of behavioral modification under this religious guise.” 

 

That could not be further from the concept in the Bible about how someone grows. It’s not 

behavioral modification. It’s internal transformation by the mysterious and transcendently 

powerful work of the Holy Spirit. The day you become a Christian, you experience saving grace. 

Scripture says the Holy Spirit gets put into your life immediately. The Holy Spirit is the power of 

God that draws you to a new kind of life and that does a new kind of work inside you where you 

actually like moving toward Christ-likeness. 

 

Can I say it again? You like moving toward Christ-likeness. You get curious about the Bible. 

And when you read it, it makes sense to you. You get curious about hanging out with other 

Christians, and you’re challenged by them. You don’t have to get dragged to church because you 

go, “I want to go to church. That’s where we talk about things that matter, and that’s where I 

learn and grow.” 

 

If the Holy Spirit is in you, you can feel the Holy Spirit’s work in your life. One of the sternest 

commands in the New Testament—it doesn’t get preached about enough—is a little verse that 

says whatever you do if you’re a growing Christian, do not quench the Holy Spirit (1 

Thessalonians 5:19). 
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The worst thing you can do if you’re trying to grow in your faith is to say ‘no’ when the Holy 

Spirit is trying to urge you to do something or to engage in some Christ-like endeavor of some 

sort. The Spirit is always pulling you toward Christ-likeness, and if you quench him, just cut him 

off and say ‘no’ … 

 

I was sitting on an airplane not long ago, way back in the cheap seats. Plane was packed and they 

were just ready to shut the door. And an elderly Indian woman—I think she was of Indian 

nationality …  Very old lady. She has a cane and she has a big burlap bag of some kind. She’s 

stumbling her way through first class and through business class, and no one is helping this 

woman. And she’s really struggling. 

 

And I could hear people around me and they’re like, “Oh, man, we’ve got to wait for this old 

lady. There’s going to be no place for her bundle,” and so. And the Holy Spirit just kind of 

whispers to me, “Bill, help her. Help her.” I’m like, “Look, there’re twenty rows. Someone else 

can help her. I don’t have to help her. Surely some nice person will help her.” And the Holy 

Spirit just whispers to me again, “Bill, you help her. You help her.” 

 

So I unbuckle. I get up. I walk up twenty rows. “Ma’am, can I help you?” And I reach for her 

bundle. And she thinks I’m going to steal it or something, so she pulls it close to her. [laughter] 

This is why I don’t do these kinds of things. I’m not trying to steal your bag, you know. So I do 

hand motions showing I could take the bundle and put it in the storage bin, and she gives me her 

bundle and we walk all the way to the back of the plane. And she had a hard time figuring out 

where her seat was. I helped her with that. Put the bundle up. Put her cane up there. Got her all 

fastened in. Go back to my seat and sit down. 

 

I sit down and the Holy Spirit whispers to me, “You did exactly what I wanted you to do. Way to 

go, Bill. Just a small thing, but you were kind and you did what I wanted you to do.” And I felt 

the smile of God in just that little way. 

 

The Holy Spirit does that 24/7. It’s just pulling you along and inviting you into a new and better 

kind of Christ-likeness. Do you feel that in your life these days? Do you feel that in your life? 

Because if you do, that’s an “Ahhh.” 

 

And if you don’t feel that, if you don’t know what I’m talking about and you never feel that, 

that’s an “Oowh.” That’s trouble. 

 

One more thing about this: From the point where you receive amazing grace till you die—that 

would be heaven—this is not supposed to be the only big deal that happens in your Christian 

journey. What’s supposed to happen is that several times throughout the course of your 

remaining years before you go to heaven, you’re supposed to have what I call second 

conversions or mini-conversions. By that I mean that as you’re being pulled along by the 

transforming work of the Holy Spirit, every once in a while, the Holy Spirit is going to rock your 

boat and alert you to something that’s wrong in this world that he wants you to start to fix.  

Many of you have experienced this. 
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You long-term Creekers remember when I felt no responsibility about the race issue in the 

United States or around the world. I wasn’t a racist, but I felt it wasn’t my job to fix what was 

broken in the world. Then I got convicted by the Holy Spirit that, because God’s given me some 

influence, part of my job is I need to overturn the ongoing systemic injustices toward people of 

color. And I need to preach the message of racial reconciliation wherever I go.  

 

Many of you who have been around Willow for a long time saw a tremendous change come over 

me. It was not engineered humanly. Wasn’t an issue that I wanted to pick up; it was an issue that 

God asked me to pick up. And it was a head-popper and a life-changer for me. 

 

Some of you are rocked by sex trafficking, and you go, “I can’t stand on the sidelines anymore,” 

and so you’re involved in various missions that are trying to end sex trafficking. 

 

Over a thousand of you are volunteers at our Care Center because you can’t stand the fact that 

there are people within thirty minutes driving radius of this campus who can’t put food on the 

table. And you just go, “Enough. I’m going to get involved.” 

 

My wife is a perfect example of the Holy Spirit doing these second conversions. My wife—two 

grandkids, lives with an unbelievable husband. [laughter] I mean, she could just enjoy the bliss 

of me all day and all night. But she has been powerfully called to two of the roughest conflicts on 

planet Earth right now. 

 

First is the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where my wife has been many, many times. It’s 

the rape capital of the world. More shattered souls in women in the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo than in any country in the history of the world. It’s a mess. 

 

And more people have been killed in conflict in the Congo than were killed in World War II. 

Over ten million people have been killed in the Congo in just the last decade and a half. This is a 

seething conflict, and most people don’t want anything to do with it. And my wife goes there 

regularly. Raises money for it. Why? Because the Holy Spirit has asked her to. 

 

And she goes to the Middle East and is a part of peace-making missions in the Middle East, 

where people who have been shedding the blood of each other’s sons and daughters for decades 

are now sitting down around peace tables and trying to work it out peaceably. And the only 

reason she’s doing this is because the Holy Spirit has led her into it. And it gives her great joy. 

 

Have you been pulled by the Holy Spirit into any great cause that’s restoring something broken 

in this world? If you go, “Bill, you’re talking a foreign language. I don’t feel the Holy Spirit’s 

presence or power. He’s not changing me. I know nothing about this,” that’s an “Oowh.” That’s 

a bad sign. 

 

If you go, “Ahhh, I understand that. He’s been doing that in my life,” that’s what it means to 

grow. 

 

Third ‘G’ would be the ‘G’ of GROUPS. 
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This is actually about the beautiful concept in the New Testament regarding Christian 

community. In the Godhead that we worship, there’s God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy 

Spirit. And guess what? They get along. Within the Godhead there are these three persons that 

make up the Godhead. And the Father blesses the Son. And the Holy Spirit glorifies the Father.  

And the Son obeys the Father. And the Holy Spirit is a part of all of this kind of stuff. 

 

There is wonderful fellowship within the Tri-unity of the God we worship. And the idea is that 

when we experience saving grace, we get invited into the kind of quality of relating that exists in 

the Godhead. In other words, a pure, selfless, egoless, kind-hearted, honoring, related pattern 

that’s so powerful it’s almost addictive. 

 

Which is why the moment there was that explosion in Acts 2, it says, And they began to meet 

from house to house and take their meals together. 

 

They were having small groups. No program. Nobody organizing it. They just wanted around 

dinner tables to talk about things of God, like the Godhead enjoys fellowship within the Tri-

unity. So here around the tables, the text says, They would take their meals together with 

gladness and sincerity of heart (Acts 2:46). 

 

Gladness: no one forced them to do this; they wanted to do this. Sincerity of heart: They took off 

their masks. This is one of the most powerful things about Christian community. 

 

You go to the workplace, you better keep your mask on, because you’ve got an image, you’ve 

got a profession, you’ve got a vocation. You’ve got to produce. You’re not going to a meeting 

and break down bawling and put on a drama while you’re trying to get work done. 

 

But there is a time and place with safe people who love you and where you can actually take off 

your mask and say things like, “You know, I’m scared to death my sixteen-year-old son is out of 

control, and I don’t know what to do about it.” 

 

Or you students can huddle in groups and say, “I have a dad with a drinking problem, and it’s 

killing our family. I can’t talk about it anywhere. Where am I going to talk about it?” So you 

come to your Elevate group, you come to your Student Impact group, you sit with a leader and 

you go, “Can I talk to you about my dad?” And people understand. They don’t judge you. And 

they say, “We’re going to pray for your family. We’re going to pray for your dad.” 

 

Some of the most powerful experiences I’ve ever had in my life have been around little tables of 

Christ-followers who open up their lives to each other and say, “Can you help me? Would you 

walk with me through this?” 

 

If you have the Holy Spirit in you, you would have a desire for this. You’d be drawn toward 

community. You’d want to have some of these kinds of relationship. The whole reason we’ve 

been talking to you for the last six-plus months about turning each section of this auditorium in 

South Barrington into a mid-sized community is so that you can meet other people with whom 

you can find friendship and connection that would someday lead you to be able to form a small 

group where you could do life deeply together. You could know and be known, love and be 



© 2013 Willow Creek Association ● SIMPLIFY, Part 5 ● Bill Hybels ● 3/16-17/13 ● M1311 11 

loved, serve and be served, celebrate and be celebrated. When that happens in your life, it is 

awesome. 

 

Some of you have this. Right now you’re going, “Aaah, I understand that I’m a part of it. Aaah.”  

 

And some of you are going, “That’s foreign. Oowh.” 

 

Fourth: If you’re a fully-devoted follower of Christ, you would understand, as we talked about 

for three weekends recently, these things called GIFTS. And that means spiritual gifts. 

 

These spiritual gifts, as I described in the “Forward” series, are divine enablements that the Holy 

Spirit entrusts to each one of you so that the tradition that’s gone on in church for far too long …  

The tradition has always been there’s one percent clergy who do all the ministry to ninety-nine 

percent of the rest of the people in a church who are spectators. And that’s the way it’s been 

forever. 

 

And then comes the New Testament and the entrustment of spiritual gifts to everyone who’s a 

believer in Christ. The new model is what’s taught in Ephesians 4, and that’s when you ask the 

question: How many ministers are there at Willow Creek Community Church? And the answer is 

one hundred percent.  

 

Everyone is a minister. Everyone has a spiritual gift. Everyone has the Holy Spirit. Everyone 

brings something to the party. [applause] And when you find your gift and when you use your 

gift, you feel the thrill of God using your life. It’s powerful. 

 

Some of you remember five years ago I invited Carly Fiorina, who had been the CEO of Hewlett 

Packard, to the Summit. Fortune magazine five times in a row called her the most powerful 

business woman in the world. She wrote a book called Tough Choices, one of the best leadership 

books I’ve ever read. And so I invited her to the Summit. She came. I interviewed her. She did 

fabulously. 

 

Backstage we talked, and I could tell there was something searching going on in her soul. I 

talked to her about it, and we kept in contact. This past Summit she came and stood right here in 

front of a worldwide audience of a hundred and seventy thousand people and gave witness to the 

fact she had experienced amazing grace, that she’s a Christ-follower now, and she wants the 

remaining years of her life to count. It was just great. [applause] 

 

A couple of weeks back I had to mentor a bunch of pastors down in Florida for four days in a 

row. I emailed Carly and asked, “Hey, why don’t you come and help me mentor a bunch of 

pastors?” She goes, “What would I say to pastors?” I said, “Carly, you’re a Christian now. God 

will give you the words to say. You have a lot of leadership experience. Pastors are all leaders; 

they’ve got to lead churches. Trust God. Step out in faith. See what happens. See what God 

does.” 

 

So she came. She started hesitatingly, but gained confidence over the four-day period of time. 

When we parted ways, she grabbed me and she goes, “Bill, these last four days I experienced 
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something I’ve never experienced before.” I said, “What is it?” She said, “I don’t really have the 

words for it other than to say it felt like maybe God was using my life.”  

 

I go, “How’d that feel?” She goes, “That felt awesome.” I said, “Any time any member of God’s 

family feels the thrill of being an instrument in the hand of God, meeting a need or touching a 

life, it’s awesome.” 

 

And God wants that for all of you, so that you can feel the thrill of making a difference with your 

one and only life. And you do that by using your spiritual gift. 

 

And if all that makes sense, you go, “Yeah, that’s me. Aaah.” 

 

And if you go, “Foreign language,” that’s an “Oowh.” It’s fixable, but it’s an “Oowh.” 

 

One last concept. A fully-devoted follower of Christ experiences GRACE, GROWTH, GROUP, 

spiritual GIFTS. And the last one we’ve talked about for the last two weeks, so I don’t really 

have to talk about it much now: GOOD STEWARDSHIP. 

 

What we’ve been saying the last couple of weeks is that if you have been spiritually reconciled 

to God, forgiven of your moral sin, but if you keep screwing up how you handle money, you will 

walk around feeling shame, even though you’ve been set free of guilt and shame by the cross. 

And so what I’ve been urging you to do—and all I can do is urge and then God has to do the 

final cinching of this in your heart …  I’ve been urging you to identify with these five 

statements: 

 

First: All that I have has come my way by the loving hand of God. 

 

Second: I must learn to joyfully live within God’s current provision for my life, so I don’t 

overreach by the use of debt and become enslaved and overwhelmed. I’m going to joyfully live 

within God’s current provision for my life and learn contentment and character and so. 

 

Third: I’m going to honor God by giving the first tenth, because God is first in my life. You 

heard the best sermon you’ll ever hear on that a week ago from Robert Morris. When you know 

that God is first in your life, it just makes sense that you give him the first of all your earnings to 

show that he’s first and you’re not just blowing smoke. For a fully-devoted follower of Christ, 

giving the first tenth is an absolute no-brainer. Just makes perfect sense; all the sense in the 

world. Robert last week and I again this week say to just try this for the rest of 2013. Try it for 

the rest of the year. Test God. See what he does. Sooner or later, you’ve got to put him first, 

gang. 

 

Next: I will set aside a portion of my earnings into savings for emergencies, for giving, and for 

my later years. 

 

And then the final one: I’m going to live each day with an open ear toward heaven, eager to 

respond to any whisper. Because now you’ve got some margin and you can give as God leads. 

And it’s a ball. 
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In a moment we’re going to go into the baptisms, but I want to close by telling you one story that 

I think really will pull all of this together. 

 

There is a woman who came to our church a while back. She came as a lapsed Lutheran. And she 

was tired of the climb. She couldn’t figure it out. She was here about six months, and then all of 

a sudden, she heard me talk about the reverse ladder: Christ coming down and salvation available 

as a gift. And she was so hungry for this because she was so frustrated with the other climb that 

she reached out for that gift of grace. And that grace gift wrecked her in all the right ways. It 

transformed her. 

 

So then she has the Holy Spirit in her, and she starts to grow like a weed. Then she found her 

way into a small group, and it melted her. And then she found her spiritual gift, and she used it 

all over the church. Then she got her finances straightened out, so she felt free indeed and at 

peace. And, lo and behold, when this was all going well, she got leukemia and suffered worse 

than I’ve ever seen a human being suffer. 

 

When you’re a pastor, whether you like it or not, you get to see more than your fair share of 

people die, because you’re often there in the final moments when someone needs you. And so 

you go and you watch people die. 

 

Did you know that people die differently? People who are not in a relationship with God, who 

have no assurance of where they’re going next step …  I hope you never have to see it, but I’ve 

seen people die horrible deaths. I’ve seen people clutch sheets, grab lampshades, hold onto 

people, because they’re so terrified about what awaits them in the next life. They know they’re 

not right with God. So they do everything, extreme things sometimes to stay in this life because 

of worry about the next one. 

 

And then I’ve watched a lot of other people who have been wrecked by grace and have become 

fully-devoted followers of Christ, and it’s like graduation. They’re just waiting to step over to the 

other side at full peace. 

 

The lady I referred to, the lapsed-Lutheran woman, was getting to her final hours, and I learned 

that she was refusing all pain meds. And she was wracked with pain. I got so concerned about 

her, I drove all the way downtown and I sat by her bed. And I said in my pastoral bedside 

manner, for which I am famous, “I’d be taking every pain med they’d give me. In fact, if there’re 

some laying around, give them to me right now, because I hate seeing you in this much pain.” 

 

She laughed a little bit and she said, “Bill, I’m almost out of time. I don’t want the last breaths of 

my life to be taken in a fog with pain medication making me loony. I only have a little while left, 

and I want to be thinking thoughts of thanksgiving to God for saving a wretch like me. And I 

want to go out singing if I can.” So she starts singing. She started with Amazing Grace. And then 

she went into some other old hymns. I’m there, watching this woman in her final breaths singing 

to God. And shortly thereafter, she died. 
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You never forget something like that. Not that I’m trying to be morbid, but I’m just saying that if 

at midnight tonight your number was up and you couldn’t do a thing about it, would you be the 

kind of person who’s kind of grabbing at the sheets, and knocking over the lampshade, and 

hanging onto people, going, “I’m not ready. I’m not ready. I’m not ready”? 

 

Or would you be the kind of person who says, “You know what? I don’t deserve being right with 

God. I could never have earned it, but it came my way through Christ’s atoning work on the 

cross and it was available to me as a gift, and I was smart enough and humble enough to receive 

it”? Is that you? Wrecked by grace: is that you? 

 

If you’re not sure, gang, this is what you have to get clear today. Do laps around a water tower 

until you figure out: Is that grace free? Is it real? If it is, receive it—today. Because that starts the 

whole journey then toward full devotion. The Holy Spirit will come inside of you and then 

you’re on the journey. You’ll walk toward full devotion and you’ll wind up in heaven. And 

you’ll have a productive, meaningful, challenging, adventurous life between here and there. 


