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“What Gets You Going?  Achievement?”  Ex. 31:1-6; Ps. 33:1-3;  

Col. 3:22-24; Gen. 11:1-4  1/14/18 

 What gets you going each day?  What excites you?  What draws you 

to some kinds of activities, but not to others?  What is it that really 

motivates you?  At a 2013 commencement speech at MIT, Drew Houston, 

founder of Dropbox said, “When I think about it, the happiest and most 

successful people I know don’t just love what they do, they’re 

obsessed…with it.  They remind me of a dog chasing a tennis ball:  Their 

eyes go a little crazy, the leash snaps and they go bounding off, plowing 

through whatever gets in the way… So it’s not about pushing yourself; it’s 

about finding your tennis ball, the thing that pulls you.”  What pulls you? 

A lot of research has been done on the topic of motivation.  Sports 

teams want to know how to motivate athletes.  Educators want to know 

how to motivate students.  Businesses want to know how to motivate 

employees.  Go on-line and you’ll find scores of theories about motivation.  

I like the simple theory developed by David McClelland in his book, “The 

Achieving Society.”  He identified three basic needs that people have, 

which lead to three basic motivations.  He says that everyone is motivated 

by all three of them, but one is usually dominant. Listen as I quickly explain 

each one and see if you resonate with any of them. 
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The first is “Achievement.”  People motivated by achievement have a 

strong need to set and accomplish goals, and usually like to receive regular 

feedback on their progress.  I think these folks would be drawn to making 

New Year’s resolutions each year!  They may be classic “type A” people. 

The second motivation is “Affiliation,” or relationships.  People 

motivated by affiliation want to belong to a group and to be liked by that 

group.  They prefer to collaborate with others, rather than competing with 

them.  They might join a group or committee or a choir, not primarily to 

accomplish a task, but rather for the relationships they may find there. 

The third motivation is “Power” or influence.  These folks want to 

make a real difference.  They enjoy competition and winning.  They often 

prefer to be in charge. 

Can you see yourself in one or more of these three?  If not, or if 

you’re not sure, I’d encourage you to explore this further.  I’ve placed a 

simple self-assessment tool in the Fellowship Hall and narthex that you can 

take and score to help you discern where your primary motivation might lie. 

Now all this may sound like a professional conference focusing on 

psychological issues rather than a sermon!  But I think that understanding 

what motivates us can help us to grow in our faith, and to be more useful 

servants for Jesus Christ and his church.  God has made you the way you 

are, motivated more by some things than others.  And, in spite of what you 
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might think, none of these motivations is more “spiritual” than the others!  

So, We’ll spend three Sundays looking in more detail at each of them.  This 

morning we’ll look at “achievement” as a motivation. 

In an interview with Esquire magazine, Paul McCartney, now 75 

years old (How did that happen?), was asked if he still had something to 

prove.  He said, “Yeah, all the time.  And it is a silly feeling.  And I do 

actually sometimes talk to myself and say, ‘Wait a minute:  look at this little 

mountain of achievements.  There’s an awful lot of them.  Isn’t that 

enough?’  But- maybe I could do it a bit better.  Maybe I could write 

something that’s just more relevant or new.  And that always drags you 

forward.”  Clearly, Paul McCartney is still motivated by achievement.  

That’s his tennis ball! 

In the Bible we also find examples of people who are driven to 

produce results.  Consider, for example, this passage from Exodus 31.  

Moses has been directed by God to build a tabernacle, a large moveable 

tent where the people can encounter God as they travel through the 

wilderness on their way to the promised land of Canaan. 

The LORD spoke to Moses: 2See, I have called by name Bezalel son of Uri 

son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah: 3and I have filled him with divine spirit, 

with ability, intelligence, and knowledge in every kind of craft, 4to devise 

artistic designs, to work in gold, silver, and bronze, 5in cutting stones for 
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setting, and in carving wood, in every kind of craft.6…and I have given skill 

to all the skillful, so that they may make all that I have commanded you. 

(Ex. 31:1-6)  And then very specific instructions are given for the 

construction of each part of the tabernacle. 

 Bezalel and the others were gifted by the Spirit to work in the arts, 

textiles, metal-working, and stonework.  They were motivated to 

accomplish the many specific tasks necessary for the creation of the 

tabernacle.  And they were motivated to do them well. 

 Or, consider these words from Ps. 33. 

1Rejoice in the LORD, O you righteous. Praise befits the upright. 

2Praise the LORD with the lyre; make melody to him with the harp of ten  

strings. 

3Sing to him a new song; play skillfully on the strings, with loud shouts.  

(Ps. 33:1-3)   

Here, those gifted in music are called to play skillfully to lead the 

people in worshipping the Lord.  That was the goal they were to work 

toward.  They were to accomplish a specific task- to learn the music and 

play it with excellence. 

 In the New Testament, the apostle Paul has something to say about 

motivation.  22Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything, not only 

while being watched and in order to please them, but wholeheartedly, 
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fearing the Lord. 23Whatever your task, put yourselves into it, as done for 

the Lord and not for your masters, 24since you know that from the Lord you 

will receive the inheritance as your reward; you serve the Lord Christ. (Col. 

3:22-24)  

Many of the early Christians were slaves.  Here, Paul calls them to do 

the tasks assigned to them well, not just because that’s what their masters 

expect, but because God expects them to perform their tasks well! 

 In addition, those who are motivated by achievement may take an 

approach to growing in their faith that is consistent with their motivation.  

They may look at some of the key teachings of Jesus as goals set for us to 

achieve.  For example, when Jesus was asked what was the greatest 

commandment, he said, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’  This is the greatest 

and first commandment.  And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your 

neighbor as yourself.’” (Matt. 22:37-39)  If you are motivated by 

achievement, you may track your growth in faith by noting your progress 

toward loving God with everything you’ve got and loving your neighbor as 

yourself.  You are setting spiritual goals and achieving them.  Nothing 

wrong with that!  It’s a good way to grow in faith, but it may not work for 

everyone. 
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 And, there are some pitfalls for those who are motivated by 

achievement.  After all, we live in a fallen world, and every part of us, 

including our motivations, has been warped by sin.  Consider the story of 

the tower of Babel in Gen. 11.   

Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. 2And as they 

migrated from the east, they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and 

settled there. 3And they said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks, 

and burn them thoroughly.” And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for 

mortar. 4Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower 

with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves; 

otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.” 

(Gen. 11:1-4) 

 This story raises lots of interesting questions, but for our purposes, I’d 

like to point out that the people in the story were motivated by achievement.  

They wanted to achieve something great.  We usually focus on the tower, 

but they achieved a lot more than that.  They developed a new technology- 

fired bricks- and then they envisioned and built an entire city using them!  

That was an extraordinary accomplishment in itself.  And then, of course, 

they built the great tower.  Unfortunately, all of this was done in defiance of 

God’s explicit command to spread out over the earth.  They weren’t 

supposed to be settling in one place, building a city!  The people were 



7 
 

motivated by achievement, and they achieved something truly impressive, 

but they achieved the wrong thing!   

And that is a potential pitfall for those motivated by achievement.  

Achievement must be carefully directed, or in the end, it may count for little.  

Consider Ebenezer Scrooge, who built a very successful business, but 

nothing of lasting value.  One of the dangers of being motivated by our 

need to achieve is that we can lose sight of what is truly important in our 

quest to meet our goals.  Our achievements must be directed by godly 

priorities and values, or they may amount to little. 

 Those motivated by achievement can also be tempted to lose sight of 

the people around them, or to even use them in their quest to achieve.  

That certainly isn’t what God wants for us. 

 In spite of the potential pitfalls, if you are someone who is motivated 

by achievement, thank God for that!  We need people like you to make our 

world and our society and our church a better place!  So, look for work, 

activities and challenges that take advantage of your natural motivation to 

achieve.  If you are not motivated by achievement, don’t worry!  Next week, 

we’ll look at the second motivation- relationships, and then, power or 

influence.  But be aware that there are people around you that God has 
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fashioned so they are motivated by achievement!  And give thanks for 

them. 


