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In 1979 a group of penny-ante poker players from Massachusetts Institute of Technology attended a course entitled 'How to Gamble if you Must.”  Being bright students, gifted in mathematics and with calculating skills honed by their years in school, they decided to discover if they could beat the bank in blackjack at Atlantic City. They lost their shirts on their first attempt and most of the group called it quits on gambling.   One did not.  He sought the advice of a Harvard MBA student who had spent the previous year playing blackjack in Las Vegas based on his own statistical research of that game. In 1980 they formed the first MIT blackjack team which –over the next 13 years, would turn in initial investment of $89,000 into winnings estimated to be as high as 10 million dollars.  They developed what gamblers call “a winning fomula” --an effective gambling strategy which is nothing more than a system for taking risks wisely.  Their legendary corporation of college blackjack players inspired a New York Times best seller: Bringing Down the House, a History Channel documentary: Breaking Vegas, Q: Anyone seen this documentary?  And a movie: “21” starring Kevin Spacey, which will be in theaters in late March.   I’m not telling you this story to promote or highlight gambling.   I believe that gambling is morally wrong, it’s a social evil, and something I’ve never done.  
But I’m telling you this story of the MIT blackjack team because it illustrates the biblical truth God has created us with the desire to take risks, the capacity to calculate risk.  Risk-taking is in our DNA. The first chapter of the first book of the Bible shows that God taking a risk on us by placing us on His earth and giving us a risky assignment: Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. discover it, develop it, and demonstrate His rule over the whole thing.  That’s RISK! Risk –in itself, is not bad. In fact, it’s a necessary and unavoidable part of life.  Turn to Genesis chapter 2, verse 15: The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. 17but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” God left open the option of thinking about eating the fruit, and that was a test, not a mistake.  Genesis shows us that the only thing that God ever asked from us was obedience.  Risk is an unavoidable aspect of all decision-making, and  God gave Adam and Eve one command, and it wasn’t “don’t take any risks.”  (refer to Peter stepping out of boat. Life, like blackjack, is a game of incomplete information, and though you can’t count cards in life, you can calculate risk wisely! The question then becomes: “How do I calculate risk wisely?”  Let me give you a grid that will provide you with a winning formula: a way to calculate risk to maximize your potential, minimize failure, and always win with God!
16And the LORD God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; 
The first question you must ask yourself when calculating risk is:  1. What is morally right?   Any risk that is morally wrong is wrong period.  How do you determine what is right and wrong? Our culture says: listen to your heart. when he’s calling for you, listen to your heart, there’s nothing else you can do (Dht). Problem: the bible notes that The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure.. (Jeremiah 17:9)  We see that in Genesis 3 with Adam and Eve: they listened to their heart, 
 “look in chapter 3 of Genesis:  ..the serpent;.  said to the woman, "Did God really say, 'You must not eat from any tree in the garden'?"   The woman said to the serpent, "We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden,  but God did say, 'You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.'  "You will not surely die," the serpent said to the woman.  "For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil."  Now Eve should have responded something like this; God said it, I believe it, that settles it.  That’s what Jesus did when he was faced with temptation by that serpent Satan; Follow along in  Matthew 4:1 page 683: Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, "If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread." Jesus answered, "It is written: 'Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.'[a]" 

 Jesus lived out what the writer of Psalm 119 wrote: Your word is a lamp to guide my feet and a light for my path… My life constantly hangs in the balance, but I will not stop obeying your instructions.  (Psalm 119:105, 109, NLT). That’s gambling for the right reasons: obedience to God!
Jesus told the devil: I’d rather risk dying in the desert than disobeying God.  He set the example for Peter and John who –when arrested by the Jewish religious leaders and ordered to stop teaching that Jesus was God’s savior said: "Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God's sight to obey you rather than God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard."  If you make the commitment of Jesus, Peter and John who said: God said it, I believe it, that settles it.  That’s what it means to live by faith.  To take risks based upon obedience to God, no matter what.  The only catch: you’ve got to know what God’s Word says?  The bible says that people perish for lack of knowledge: without God’s law they cast off restraint, become careless, wreckless risk-takers. 
Application: personal study plan, start reading the bible for yourself  small group; springboard off these messages and dig deeper in the bible  with others, and learn from them.Wednesday Study --where we’re learning how to read the bible for all it’s worth through a study of Ephesians; read chapter one and show up on Feb 28th.  If you really want to grow: get in a sermon based small group one week and our mid-week study the next. HANDOUT on reading chapter 1 for Feb. 28th. Also we as a church need to learn how to take risks in obedience to God.
Calculating risk wisely requires you to ask: 2. Is this for self-interest or others?  When God said “don’t eat that fruit”  Adam and Eve faced a choice between two risks They could obey God by not eating the fruit and risk missing out on the potential knowledge or experience they could gain by eating it. Eat from the tree and risk missing out on what God had in store for them as obedient Children –which his what they did and humanity has taken risks based upon self-interest rather than obedience to God  ever since, until Jesus, who never made a decision or took a risk based upon self-serving motives.  He said (Matthew 20:28) that he (the Son of Man) did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many."  Jesus frees us from our sins, but also to 
 "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.  (Matthew 16: 24) Denying yourself means not taking risks/making decisions based upon self-interest; that whenever God’s interests cross my self interest I say no to me and yes to God.   Paul says: Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus : (Philippians 2:2-5) Self-interest is a symptom of little love, diseased love, impoverished love.  Growing love is God’s antidote for self-interest: learning to love God with all your heart and your neighbor as yourself.   And this is a great prescription for us as the church, God, make our hearts bigger for those around us. Help us to reach out to them with your love. Help us to take your love to them. We believe that this is what God is challenging us as a church to do this year; to take risks and move out into our neighborhoods and do something outside of the box to reach people here in Macomb county.
Calculating risk wisely requires you to ask: 3. What’s the upside & downside?  Sometimes, we face choices between two or more good risks.  What do you do then?  Here’s a winning I’m borrowing from a Ben Carson, a Christ-follower, native Detroiter, and world famous surgeon in his book Take the Risk: Learning to Identify, Choose, and Live with Acceptable Risk  He do a best case/worse case scenario:
· What’s the best thing that can happen if I  do this?

· What’s the worst thing that can happen if I do this?  God notified Adam and Eve of the worst case scenario if they disobeyed Him and ate of the forbidden fruit.  They neglected to include this probable outcome when calculating the risk of disobedience. 
· What’s the best thing that can happen if I don’t do this? 

· What’s the worst thing that can happen if I don’t do this?
It’s obvious that Jesus had done a best case/worse case analysis of his mission.  When Peter stated his belief that Jesus was the Christ, Jesus told overconfident Peter the downside: 
Simon Peter answered, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God… From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.  Matthew 16:16, 21

 It’s also evident in his conversation with Nicodemus: For only I, the Son of Man, have come to earth and will return to heaven again. God did not send his Son into the world to condemn it, but to save it.  John 3:14-17 NLT  The greatest risk in life is not to believe in the one who risked it all to rescue you: Jesus Christ.  so that everyone who believes in me will have eternal life.  For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. And as Moses lifted up the bronze snake on a pole in the wilderness, so I, the Son of Man, must be lifted up on a pole, 
Calculating risk wisely requires you to ask:  4. What am I afraid of?   Take a look at Adam and Eve’s story again in chapter 3 of Genesis to see how fear drives us to take the wrong risks, or not take the right ones: 
 When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. 7Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves. 
 Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the LORD God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the LORD God among the trees of the garden. 10He answered, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.”  (Genesis 3:6-10).  9But the LORD God called to the man, “Where are you?” 
Got created us to be creatures unafraid of risk but mindful of the consequences. (All In, P. 206) –to calculate and take risks for the right reasons: to obey God and fulfil His purposes for our lives.   However, as soon as Adam and Eve realized that they had taken the wrong risk for the wrong reason –out of self interest-, the genie was out of the bottle, and that genie is fear!   Fear has dominated humanity ever since!  Author Michael DiMarco observes: “During the entire history of the Old Testament, God’s people were wandering through the wilderness of decision making.  Making choices was rarely based on obedience but instead on fear and self interest.” (P. 24)  
 Application: Go to God  Take the risk: trust in God to save you and lead you; partner with God and prioritize His purposes and you –like King David, can  say: “The LORD is my light and my salvation—so why should I be afraid?  The LORD protects me from danger—so why should I tremble?”  Build Faith  The bible not only shows you what’s morally right; it gives you moral courage by building your belief in the greatness of God.  Again, I refer to King David who sang: In God, whose word I praise, in God I trust; I will not be afraid.  What can mortal man do to me?  Psalm 56:4, NLT  St. Paul concluded in his letter to the Romans: if God is with us, who can be against us?  HAND OUT: No Fear Sheet (if fear is paralyzing you from taking the right risks).

Face Your Fears  Because fear, like self-interest will cause you to take the wrong risks for the wrong reasons, or avoid the right risks for the wrong reasons. Risk is oftentimes what you measure and think about before  you step out of the boat… Fear is what keeps you in the boat.. Michael DiMarco, All In: Gambling on Life, Love, & Faith in a World of Risk   Go to God with your fears, as King David did:  “I asked the Lord for help, and he answered me.  He saved me from all that I feared.”  Psalm 34:4 NCV

Prayer: Dear Jesus, enable me to follow your example of risk-taking for the right reasons. Holy Spirit, search my heart for self-interest or fear which is driving my risk-taking and decision-making.  Show me the risks you want me to take in following Jesus, and give me the courage to commit to them.  In your name I pray.  Amen. 
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