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Commit to Excellence


For many people, mediocrity is the norm; they want to do as little as they possibly can and still get by. But God did not create us to be mediocre or average. He doesn’t want us to just barely get by or to do what everybody else is doing. God has called us to be a cut above. He’s called us to stand out in the crowd, to be people of excellence and integrity. Indeed, the only way to be truly happy is to live with excellence and integrity.


What does it mean to be a person of excellence? When you have a spirit of excellence, you do your best whether anyone is watching or not. You go the extra mile. You do more than you have to. Other people may complain about their jobs. They may go around looking sloppy and cutting corners. Don’t sink to that level. Everyone else may be slacking off at work, compromising in school, letting their lawns go, but here’s the key: You are not everyone else. You take pride in your work and in who you are. God wants you to set the highest standard.


You should be the model employee for your company. Your boss and your supervisors should be able to say to the new hires, “Watch him. Learn from her. Pick up the same habits. Develop the same skills. This person is the cream of the crop, always on time, has a great attitude, and does more than what is required.”


When you have an excellent spirit like that, you will not only see promotion and increase but you are honoring God. Some people think, Let me go to church to honor God. Let me read my Bible to honor God. And, yes, that’s true, but it honors God just as much to get to work on time. It honors God to be productive. It honors God to look good each day.


When you are excellent, your life gives praise to God. That’s one of the best witnesses you can have. Some people will never go to church. They never listen to a sermon. They’re not reading the Bible. Instead, they’re reading your life. They’re watching how you live. Now don’t be sloppy. When you leave the house, whether you’re wearing shorts or a three-piece suit, make sure you look the best you possibly can. When you go to work, don’t slack off and don’t give a half-hearted effort. Give it your all. Do your job to the best of your ability. You’re representing Almighty God. You should be so full of excellence that other people want what you have.


Exceed Expectations


When you’re a person of excellence, you do more than necessary. It’s interesting that Jesus told His disciples, “If a soldier demands you carry his gear one mile, carry it two miles.” At that time, Roman soldiers were permitted by law to require someone else to carry their armor. He was saying, “Don’t just meet the minimum requirements. Do more than is expected. Go the extra mile.” That’s the attitude you need to have: I’m not doing just what I have to. I’m not doing the minimum amount to keep my job. I’m a person of excellence. I go above and beyond what’s asked of me. I do more than is expected.


This means if you’re supposed to be at work at 8:00 a.m., you show up ten minutes early. You produce more than you have to. You stay ten minutes late. You don’t start shutting down thirty minutes before closing. You put in a full day. Many people show up to work fifteen minutes late. They get some coffee, wander around the office, and finally sit down to work a half hour late. They’ll waste another half hour making personal phone calls and surfing the Internet. That’s especially tempting for people who are working from home where no one is watching. Then they wonder why they aren’t promoted. It’s because God doesn’t reward sloppiness. God rewards excellence.


In the Old Testament, Abraham sent his servant to a foreign country to find a wife for his son, Isaac. Abraham told the servant that God would send an angel before him to help. When the servant reached the city of Abraham’s brother, Nahor, around sunset, the women were coming out to draw water from the well. He prayed that he would know that he’d found the right lady if she offered a drink to both him and his camels. When a beautiful young lady named Rebekah came to the well, the servant said, “I’m so thirsty. Would you mind lowering your bucket and getting me a drink?” She said, “Not only that, let me draw water for your camels as well.”


Here’s what’s interesting. After a long day’s walk, a camel can drink thirty gallons of water. This servant had ten camels with him. Think about what Rebekah did. If she had a one-gallon bucket, she said, in effect, “Yes, I’ll not only do what you asked and give you a drink, but I’ll also dip down in this well three hundred more times and give your ten camels a drink.”


Rebekah went way beyond the call of duty. As a result, she was chosen to marry Isaac, who came from Abraham’s wealthy family. I doubt that she ever again had to draw three hundred gallons of water. God rewards excellence. When you do more than what’s required, you will see God’s goodness in new ways.


You may be declaring favor and promotion over your life, and that’s all good, but it’s only one part. The second part is making sure you get to work on time, do more than what’s required, and do better this year than last year. We’re in a very competitive marketplace. If you’re not growing, improving, and learning new skills, you’re falling behind.


On Sunday afternoons after our final service, I sit down with a video editor and I edit my own sermons. I’ve done over 900 messages over the years. You might think that I don’t need to watch another one, that if I haven’t gotten my delivery down by now, it’s never going to happen. Still, I study each one to see what’s good and what could be better. I’ll see that one point took a little too long to develop or that another section of the message was really great. Maybe I’ll see that I’m talking a little fast or that I need to look out at one side of the audience more. I’m constantly evaluating and analyzing not only my speaking performance, but also the production, the lighting, and the camera angles. My attitude is that there’s always room for improvement. We can always get better.


People who watch our services on television will sometimes say, “Joel, I never hear you stutter, and I never hear you make a mistake.” I always tell them it’s because I know how to edit. I did that for seventeen years before I became the pastor. I can fix every stutter, every pause. I don’t have to. My live broadcasts aren’t bad, but I want my taped sermons to be the best they can possibly be. I don’t want to be at the same level next year as I am now. I want to be more effective, more skilled, and making a greater impact.



Strive for Excellence


When you’re an excellent person, you don’t get stagnant. You’re always taking steps to improve. Favor and being excellent go hand in hand. Increase, promotion, and reaching your highest potential are all tied to a spirit of excellence. Looking your best and taking care of your possessions are also part of this lifestyle. Some people, and I say this respectfully, drive cars that look as though they’ve never been washed. It used to be two-tone. Now it’s four-tone. It would get better gas mileage if they washed it. They argue that it’s an old piece of junk and that they’re planning on getting a better car. But if you don’t take care of what God has given you, how can He bless you with more?


I’ve been in huts in Africa with dirt floors and no running water, but they were spotless. Everything was clean, organized, perfectly in place. Why is that? The people who live there have a spirit of excellence. Whether you have much or a little, whether it’s old or new, take pride in what God has given you.


After services in our church, I usually walk up to the visitor area to greet our guests. On the way, if I see a piece of paper on the floor, a gum wrapper or a bulletin, I pick it up. I don’t have to do that. Somebody on our staff will get it eventually, but when you have this spirit of excellence, it’s ingrained in you. To see any trash on the floor rubs me the wrong way. Sometimes children from our nurseries drop crackers on the hallway floor. I always ask my assistant to call the cleaning crew if there is a big mess. I don’t want people coming to the next service to see that on the floor. Why is that? It’s not excellence if there is a mess on the floor. I realize our building represents Almighty God. I have a responsibility to make sure it looks excellent. That’s why we keep it painted. We make sure the lawn looks perfect, the hallways are spotless, the equipment works, the cameras are state-of-the-art, and the broadcast is exceptional.


Why? We represent God, and He is not sloppy. God is not run-down. God is not second-class. He is an excellent God. It doesn’t mean you have to have the best to represent Him, but you should take care of what you have as best you can. Sometimes a can of paint can make all the difference in the world. Pulling some weeds, cleaning the carpet, getting more organized. Do what you can to represent God in an excellent way.


When our children were small, we took them to Disneyland. That place was spotless. I never once saw gum stuck to the floors. Hundreds of thousands of people go through every year, and the entire park looked brand-new. I thought, How do they do it? One day, I saw employees going around with tools that scrape up gum. That’s what they did all day long. If Disney can keep their parks that clean and that first-class, we should make God’s house clean and first-class. Now apply the same standards to your own life, your house, your car, your clothes, your cubicle, and your office. I’m not talking about spending a lot of money. It’s how you choose to take care of what God has given you. I’m asking you to do it with excellence.


Years ago, I was driving to the church building we occupied prior to our move into what was the Compaq Center. For some reason that day I noticed many residents in that area were not taking care of their houses. The yards weren’t mowed. Weeds were everywhere. Things were stored all over the place. Not to be critical, but it just looked sloppy, one property after another. As I continued driving, I noticed in the midst of all those houses there was this one house that stood out. The lawn was mowed. The yard was immaculate. The house was painted. Everything was perfectly in place. The owners easily could have had the attitude: Nobody else takes care of their homes, so why should we? But they chose to have an excellent spirit. When I got to church, I commented on that house and somebody said, “Don’t you know that’s So-and-So’s house? They’re some of our most faithful members.” That didn’t surprise me one bit. Lakewood people are people of excellence. They stand out in the crowd. They are a cut above.


You may be in a situation today in which everybody around you is being lazy. Everybody’s being sloppy. Everybody’s taking the easy way out. Don’t let that rub off on you. You should be the one to have an excellent spirit. You should be the one to stand out in the crowd. You may say, “Joel, you mean I bought this book so you would tell me to clean up my house?” Not just that; you should mow the lawn, too! And organize the garage while you’re at it.


Seriously, what kind of example is it to your friends, your neighbors, and your coworkers if your yard is sloppy, your car is never washed, and you show up late to work? That’s not a good representation, and the truth is that’s not who you are. God made you as a person of excellence. Maybe all you’ve seen modeled is mediocrity or sloppiness, and maybe the people you work around are always late and undisciplined. But God is calling you to set a new standard. He wants to take you places higher than you’ve ever dreamed of, but you have to do your part and stir up the excellence inside. Don’t make excuses. Don’t say, “This is the way I’ve always been.” Take this challenge and come up to a higher level of excellence.


Take Care of Yourself


Excellence applies also to your personal appearance: the way you dress and the way you present yourself. We all have different styles and different tastes. There is no right and wrong. You may not like to wear a suit, and there is nothing wrong with that. The main thing is to present yourself in a way that you’re proud of. Don’t go out feeling sloppy, feeling less than your best, or knowing that you didn’t take the time to look like you should. You are the temple of the Most High God.


Take time to take care of yourself. Some women, in particular, take care of everyone else, putting their children first, being good wives, running the home, doing their jobs. That’s good, but they need to take care of themselves, too. Get your nails done. Get your hair done. Get a massage. Go shopping. Go exercise. Go have some fun with your friends. Take care of your temple in an excellent way.


Some men haven’t bought new clothes in twenty-seven years. The shirts they are wearing have been in and out of style three times already. They are taking care of their families. They are hard workers. Now they need to take care of themselves, too. When you look good, you feel better.


One time Victoria asked me to run to the grocery store and pick up something so she could finish making dinner. I had just worked out. I was hot and sweaty and wearing an old, torn-up T-shirt and run-down gym shorts. My hair wasn’t combed. I looked really bad, but I didn’t feel like getting cleaned up. I just jumped in the car and headed for the store, hoping I wouldn’t see anyone. As I pulled into the parking lot, I heard God speak to me—not out loud, just an impression down inside—“Joel, don’t you dare go in there like that. Don’t you realize you are representing Me? I am the King of kings. I deserve respect and honor.” I turned around and drove all the way back home, took a shower, combed my hair, put on some clean clothes, went back, and picked up those TV dinners. Just kidding!


Make a Habit of Excellence


When you go to a store and you accidentally knock some clothes off the rack, don’t leave them on the floor and act as though you don’t see them. A person of excellence picks them up and puts them back. When you’re shopping for groceries and decide you don’t want the box of cereal any more, don’t just stick it back over by the potato chips. A person of excellence takes the cereal box back where it was found.


Well, you say, “That’s what the employees are paid to do.” You should do it unto God. You should do it because you have an excellent spirit. A person of excellence doesn’t park in the handicap spot because it’s closer to the mall entrance. A person of excellence turns off the lights in the hotel room when leaving to save energy and costs for the hotel. They don’t say, “Well, I’m paying good money for that room. I don’t have to do that.” People of excellence go the extra mile to do what’s right. They do that not because somebody is watching and not because somebody is making them. They do it to honor God.


At our house we used to have large five-gallon glass bottles of water. Each bottle had a neck, and you had to upend them and put them on this special dispenser in order to get the water out. They were not only heavy but very awkward. Victoria likes everything super clean. Because the receptor where the water goes in was completely sealed inside the bottle’s neck, there’s no way you can even get to it. You’d have to break the seal. But Victoria insisted that the whole bottle get wiped down with soap. When that glass had soap on it, it got very slippery, even after we dried it. I debated with her several times, saying that it wasn’t necessary to wipe down the whole bottle. I was very passionate, but I couldn’t convince her. So I gave Victoria my word that I would do it. But there were many times when I was in the pantry all by myself, where nobody could see me, and I would start to put that bottle up without cleaning it. Then I would hear that still small voice saying, “Joel, do the right thing. Be a person of excellence. Keep your word.” More than once, I had it on the stand and had to take it down and go get the soap.


Excellence is doing the right thing even when nobody can see you. Even when you don’t think it’s necessary. Even when you don’t agree. You gave your word, so you live up to it. Sometimes you have to say, “God, I don’t feel like doing this, but I will do it unto You.” Or, “I think my boss is unfair in telling me to do this, but I will do it unto You.” Or, “Somebody else made the mess and I shouldn’t have to clean it up, but I will do it unto You.”



Pass the Small Test


Many people do not enjoy God’s favor as they should because they don’t pass the small tests. Being excellent may not be some huge adjustment you need to make. It may mean just leaving ten minutes earlier so you can get to work on time. It may mean not complaining when you have to clean up. It may mean not making personal phone calls on work time—just a small thing. Nobody would know it. But the Scripture says, “It’s the little foxes that spoil the vines.” If I had put up that water bottle week after week without cleaning it, nobody would have known except God and me. I could have gotten away with it, but here’s the key: I don’t want something small to keep God from releasing something big into my life.


A while back, I was in a store’s parking lot, and it was very windy outside. When I opened my car door, several pieces of trash blew out on the ground. As I went to pick them up, the wind caught them and they flew about fifteen or twenty feet in different directions. I was in a hurry and didn’t feel like going over to pick up those scraps. I looked around and there were already all kinds of other trash in the parking lot. I came up with several good excuses to not pick them up. I almost convinced myself to let them go, but at the last moment I decided I was going to be a person of excellence and pick up my trash. The scraps had blown here and there. As I ended up running all over that parking lot, my mind was saying, What in the world am I doing out here? It doesn’t matter. Let the stuff go.


When I finally picked up all the scattered trash, I came back to my car. I had not realized it, but a couple was sitting in the car next to mine, watching the whole thing. They rolled the window down and said, “Hey, Joel. We watch you on television each week.” Then the lady said something very interesting. “We were watching to see what you were going to do.” I thought, Oh, thank You, Jesus.


Whether you realize it or not, people are watching you. Make sure you’re representing God the right way.


Distinguish Yourself


In the Scripture, Daniel was taken away from his home in Judah and into captivity in Babylon. Even as a teenager, it says he had “an excellent spirit.” He was among a group of young men in training to serve the king, and the best of them—the smartest, strongest, and most talented—would be chosen as the next leaders. They had a certain diet for them to eat and certain programs for them to follow. But Daniel had made a vow to God to always honor Him. The Babylonians worshiped idols. Daniel was respectful, but he wouldn’t eat the king’s fancy foods. He didn’t just go along with what everyone else was doing. He made the more excellent choice.
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