
                                                                    “MEASURING SUCCESS” 

                                                                            April 23, 2017 

Romans 16:1-2 

       So how do you measure success?  Do you see yourself as successful?  Why or why not?  These are 

questions that I think many of us ponder on a regular basis, at whatever age we happen to be.  That is 

certainly in part because our media is constantly putting a big emphasis on who is successful among us.   

We also get a sense of how we view success when we read someone’s obituary, and see what is listed 

there.  Usually there is a list of accomplishments, organizations the person belonged to, and family that 

they are related to.  Is that how a successful life should be measured?  What if an obituary included all 

the people that you had helped to achieve their goals and achievements in life? 

      Author Richard Phillips shares the story of how there are two statues in Washington DC that tell 

together a remarkable story.  One is the massive memorial to General Ulysses S. Grant that stands on 

the east end of the Reflecting Pool, literally in the morning shadow of the US Capital building.  Visitors 

can hardly miss this majestic depiction of the legendary general atop his war stallion.  Grant’s military 

leadership was decisive to the Union victory in the Civil War, and he is considered a symbol of the force 

of human will, an icon of the strong man who stands against the storm in order to achieve what is right. 

     Some two and a half miles away, in a pleasant but nondescript city park, stands a more commonplace 

memorial.  The statue of this lesser-known Civil War figure, Major General John Rawlins, has actually 

had eight different locations and is hardly ever noticed by visitors.  Rawlins had been a lawyer in Galena, 

Illinois, where Grant lived just prior to the war, and he became Grant’s chief of staff during the conflict.  

Rawlins knew Grant’s character flaws well, especially his battle with alcohol.  At the beginning of the 

war, Rawlins extracted a pledge from Grant to abstain from getting drunk, and whenever the general 

threatened to fall away from that promise, his friend would plead with him and support him until Grant 

could get back on track, doing virtually all of this behind the scenes without any fanfare.  In many ways, 

it was Rawlins who helped Grant become the great general he was who made such a difference in 

history.  Rawlins’ memorial is modest compared to the huge memorial of Grant, yet without his support 

and help, Grant would never have had that statue on the Reflecting Pool. 

     Rawlins exemplifies for us the spiritual gift of helps, which we celebrate today as we reach the next to 

last week of our sermon series on spiritual gifts.  Over the past few months, we have been exploring the 

biblical argument that every believer in Jesus Christ is given certain spiritual gifts that are to be used for 

the benefit of the whole body of Christ.  Now the spiritual gift of helps is the divine gift to accomplish 

practical and necessary tasks which free up, support and meet the needs of others.  It is mentioned as 

one of the spiritual gifts in I Corinthians 12:28 where it says that God has placed in the church first of all 

apostles, second prophets, third teachesr, then miracles, then gift of healing, and then those who can 

help others.  As we know from our study of spiritual gifts, this gift is as important as all of the other ones 

listed there. 

     Someone who exemplified this gift is the person mentioned in our sermon Scripture today, Phoebe 

from Romans 16:1-2.  St. Paul was the author of the letter to the Romans, and in chapter 16, the last 

chapter of the book, he lists a number of people who were special to him for one reason or another.  

But he begins the list with Phoebe, who he says is a deacon in the church of Cenchrea, a suburb of 



Corinth in Greece.  Now it is striking that Paul would begin with her, because women were not generally 

valued or lifted up or viewed as successful in the culture of the time, but the early church was a different 

kind of community than any other one in the ancient world-it was a community where men and women 

at least at points enjoyed fellowship and mutual ministry and involvement together. 

     So Paul lifts up Phoebe and says that she is a Deacon in the church , and the Greek word he uses for 

Deacon means actually someone who is called to serve.  It is obvious that Phoebe’s ministry of service is 

greatly appreciated by Paul-he says to the Roman church, where Phoebe is apparently travelling to,  

“Receive her in the Lord, as one who is worthy of high honor.  Help her in every way you can, for she has 

helped many in their needs, including me.”  So Paul says that Phoebe has been a great help to him, 

along with many other people, so we might guess that she had the spiritual gift of helps.  Now I should 

say right away that the spiritual gift of helps is not a flashy kind of gift.  It doesn’t get the attention that 

people with the spiritual gift of leadership or teaching or evangelism may get, because, after all, the 

people with this gift are just helping, right?  But Paul stresses here how important Phoebe has been to 

him, and what a difference her spiritual gift has made in his life.  That is why he says that the Roman 

church should receive her in the Lord as one who is worthy of high honor. 

     Paul also in this verse encourages others to use their spiritual gift of helps in assisting Phoebe in her 

ministry now in Rome.  Now we are not exactly sure what Phoebe was traveling to Rome to do, but it 

certainly sounds like she is going there to assist the Roman church in some way as a personal emissary 

of Paul’s.  Who knows, maybe she was going to help set up a Diaconate in the Roman church?  But 

whatever her ministry was going to be, Paul asks the members of the Roman church to help her in every 

way that you can, just as she has been so helpful to so many others. 

     And so we see in this verse the importance of the spiritual gift of helps to the early church, and we 

also can easily recognize its importance to our church today.  Every church, every organization needs 

people who will be the support people, the team players.  I think of the Celtics and Bruins, who are both 

in the playoffs right now.  Usually it is the stars of any team that get all the attention, but it is the role 

players on any team who often determine whether you win or lose the series.  The same is true of every 

other endeavor in life-the people with the spiritual gift of helps usually make all the difference.  Now 

here are some signs of the spiritual gift of helps, and if these things are true of you, you probably have 

this spiritual gift.  If you 

1.  Enjoy serving behind the scenes wherever is needed to support the gifts and ministries of 

others 

2. Sense God’s purpose and pleasure in meeting everyday responsibilities 

3. Enjoy knowing that you are freeing up others to do what God has called them to do. 

Then you have this gift.  And there are so many ministries in our church that need the spiritual gift of 

helps.  Virtually every single ministry uses those behind the scenes people who just smooth the way for 

our ministries to touch others in Jesus’ name.  One of the ministries that I have long appreciated in our 

church is that of the collation committee, which provides food after a funeral for a family.  It means so 

much for a grieving family to not have to worry about this, but to know that their church family cares 

about them.  Their spirit of service has been of such help to so many.  As with all the other spiritual gifts, 

not all of us have this gift, and that is ok.  Some of us are gifted in other ways, but just as with the other 

gifts, we can be inspired by those who have the spiritual gift of helps.  Their ability to do things so 

effectively behind the scenes and to enable others to reach their God-given potential with a sense of joy 



inspire us to at least try to do that as well, and to remember that God defines success in some different 

ways that we often do. 

     This past week, we had a celebratory memorial service for Shirley Hero, who was a long time active 

member of our church.   It was a celebration because Shirley lived a very successful life by God’s 

standards-she helped so many people out in so many different ways, and the sanctuary was filled with 

people who had been touch by her kindness and her friendship.  I would not be surprised if she had the 

spiritual gift of helps.  This was especially ironic because Shirley herself was not someone who was 

helped a whole lot in her early life, as her daughter shared at the service.  She came to this country as a 

young child from England, but sadly lost both of her parents at an early age.  She was put in the foster 

care system, and ended up spending most of her childhood with a family who took her in mostly 

because of the money they were paid by the government.  She was made to sleep in the atiic, received 

no clothing from the family, having to rely on her social worker, and her only family member, her uncle, 

was repeatedly turned away from visiting her.  There was no love in that home for her, and most people 

would have been scarred for life by such an experience.   

     And yet when she left that house at 18, she never looked back.  She became the mother of 7, 

grandmother of 14 and great grandmother of 13, and someone who was filled with love for them and so 

many others in her life.  And it was really the love of God that transformed her in so many ways to use 

her spiritual gift of helps and to be such a successful person.  Shirley chose to have read at her service 

her favorite Scripture passage, which is often read far more frequently at weddings, and that is I 

Corinthians 4:4-8a.  This is Paul’s famous description of what love is, but he was actually writing it to 

describe how people with whatever spiritual gift they have should use their gift.  I know that Shirley 

sought to live her life this way using her spiritual gift of helps.  It reads, “Love is patient, love is kind; love 

is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.  It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or 

resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth.  It bears all things, believes all 

things, hopes all things endures all things-love never ends.”  Praise be to the living God and our Risen 

Lord Jesus Christ, Amen. 

 

      


