“Skill Set” Series / 17: Spiritual Gifts / February 19, 2023

Okay, guys, here it is again. If you are not a Jesus follower … yet … what I’m going to talk about this morning will probably sound flat out weird to you.  It will work for you, just like it works for us Jesus followers, but it’s going to sound strange … at first.  But living this stuff out will make your life way better!  And … if you are a Jesus follower, what I am going to talk about this morning is not “optional.”  It is not an accessory to your Jesus following that you can opt for, or not.  It’s who we are and what we do … if we are actually “following” Jesus.  So, here goes.  

Now, I’m actually going to give you one “long” sermon in three parts.  Part one today, and part two next week, and part three the week after that.  But they are all connected; they all flow out of the same big ideas.  Four big ideas.  Here they are:
· Big idea #1: God owns it all.  It’s all his.  Everything we have, everything we can do, how we live, what we live for … it’s all his.  We think it’s ours, when, in reality, it’s all his … whether we acknowledge it or not. Because he is God, right?
· Big idea #2: The big G God is lavishly generous, he’s amazingly generous.  Whether you are a Jesus follower, or not, God has given you so incredibly much!  Do you buy that?  It’s all grace, guys!
· Big idea #3: With gifts comes responsibility.  How did Spiderman put it? “With great power comes great responsibility.” Well, it’s the right idea: “With great gifts comes great responsibility.”
· And, Big idea #4: If you live these 3 big ideas out, you’ll have a better life, and you’ll be better at life.  It’s all his; he’s extravagantly generous; but he expects you to use what he gives you in a God-honoring way.  Living that way will be better for you, and for everyone around you. … Because we have a very good, and a very wise God, right?

Now, for the last few months we’ve been following the path mapped out in this book: “Believe,” by Randy Frazee.  It’s about what we believe as Jesus followers, what we do because we are Jesus followers, and what we are becoming as Jesus followers.  We are in the middle of Part 2: the “what we do” part … Things like, we Jesus followers gather together on the first day of the week to give God the honor and the praise he deserves; and … we pray; and we study the Bible; and we connect with and do life with other Jesus followers … because we need each other; and we serve.  We serve God, we serve each other, we even serve those who are not Jesus followers yet.  And we think doing all this stuff leads us to a better life.  We think it makes life richer, sweeter.  Isn’t that weird?!  Now, if you have been following along in the book, today we are on chapter 17: Spiritual Gifts.  We would normally unpack chapter 18 next week.  But I’m going to rearrange it a little.  Today, chapter 17.  Next week, chapter 19 – Giving My Resources.” And then in two weeks we’ll go back and pick up chapter 18 – “Offering My Time.”  So, if you’re following along: Chapter 17 today, chapter 19 next week, then chapter 18 on the first Sunday of March.  By the way, there are copies of this book in our Connections Room for just $5. 

Anyway, Spiritual Gifts … that’s today.  Let’s go this way.  Especially among our younger adults (Millennials and Gen Zers), having a “cause” is a really big deal … some social cause, or environmental cause, or moral cause.  I like Shark Tank.  How many of you guys like Shark Tank? These entrepreneurs pitch their ideas to a group of “Sharks,” really, really rich guys like Mark Cuban, or Kevin O’Leary, or Lori Griener, hoping to get one of the “sharks” to invest or partner with them.  Anyway, it’s a common theme on the show.  It seems like most of the younger entrepreneurs want to build a business, but they also want to support some cause. They have this dream of both making money and donating part of it to building orphanages, or donating socks or sweaters to needy kids, or making lives better for veterans, or cleaning up beaches, or some other social, environmental, or moral cause.  And that’s cool.  It’s cool to be passionate about something besides … money.

There are websites out there that track the most popular causes, by generation.  Millennials, Gen Zers: they are extra passionate about causes … causes like racism, equity, poverty, mental health, climate change, the environment, sex and gender.  And their passion for some cause is a good thing, isn’t it? Because if you’re only in it for you, you’re living for too little, right? If it’s only about you … how sad is that. On the other hand … On the other hand … Sometimes their passions for a cause messes them up.  Sometimes our passions for a cause messes us up … in a couple ways.
· Sometimes we get all judgmental. “If you are not just as passionate about my cause as I am, there’s something wrong with you” … we think. “If you are not as passionate about the environment as I am, if you are not as passionate about diet and exercise as I am, if you are not as passionate about racism (as I define it) as I am, if you are not as passionate about poverty as I am, there’s something wrong with you!” As if my passions are standards by which all people are judged. … I think that right belongs only to God.  
· And … maybe this is the bigger problem … Most of the causes we invest in are not big enough to wrap our lives around.  They are okay as “lesser causes,” but they are too little to be what we’re all about. Too often – way too often – we allow our passion for some lesser cause to distract us from the big dog of causes … which is: bringing people to Jesus and dragging them to heaven.  If your obsession with some … “good cause” distracts you from an infinitely more important cause, you’re messed up!  So you save the whales … while you lose your kids.  So you climb the ladder at work … while you lose your marriage.  So you clean up your world … while you lose sight of the Kingdom of God.  That’s messed up, guys.

Someday every one of us is going to stand before God, and who we are, and what we have done, and what we have valued most … it will all be laid bare.  And it will matter … because what God does next will be infinitely important, right? And what God does next will not be determined by your passions for some lesser cause … no matter how good it is.  It will be based on whether you put first things first.  Bottom line, will you do life -- right now – with God, for God, God’s way?

Okay, here’s the verse for today. 1 Peter 4.10: “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards (as good managers) of God’s varied grace.” (hand motions: receive, give) Hold out your hands, and then pull them towards you like you are receiving something.  Now, hold them out like you are giving it away.  That’s it.  Let’s read it together: “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace.”  Try it without looking at the words … “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace.” Now, do you believe that? Do you believe that you have been gifted by God … incredibly gifted by God … every single one of you. And are you using your “gifts” to serve each other? Because, your gifts are not just for you, God says. Do you remember those 4 big ideas?  Four big ideas about “your” gifts and “your” talents.
· #1: God has given you these amazing gifts … to use … but God still owns it all.  It’s still all his.  Everything we have, everything we can do, how we live, what we live for … it’s all his.
· #2: Our God is lavishly generous, extravagantly generous, amazingly generous.  Whether you are a Jesus follower, or not, God has given you so incredibly much!  
· #3: With gifts comes responsibility.  The Bible word is “stewards,” or “managers.”  God owns, we manage in a way that is God-honoring.
· And, #4: If you do it God’s way, you’ll have a better life, and you’ll be better at life.  It will be better for you, and for everyone around you. 

Now, let’s unpack these a bit.  The first one is the biggest.  Because, if you get this, everything else will fall into place.  Here it is: #1 -- “God owns them all.”  I’m not just talking about your money and your stuff, I’m talking about your abilities and your gifts.  Every gift you have, every ability you have, every talent you have belongs to God.  God owns them all.  Some of you guys loved Rush Limbaugh; some of you guys hated him.  But one thing he said is true.  He said he had “talent on loan from God.”  He was right.  So do I.  So do you.  
· It’s right there in the verse we memorized: “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards (as good managers) of God’s varied grace.”  If you’re the manager, you’re not the owner. God is still the owner, right? It’s all over the Bible.  Let me show you a couple other verses with this same idea.
· The Bible says, “You are a holy people, who belong to the Lord your God.” (Deuteronomy 7.6) You belong to the Lord your God.  Does that idea offend you? “Nobody owns me!” we protest … stupidly. He’s God, guys! And, if you belong to God, then he owns everything you have, and everything you can do … whether you are a Jesus follower or not.  It’s all his.
· Here’s another one. The Bible says, “He made us, and we are his” … whether you are a Jesus follower, or not! (Psalm 100.3) He made us; we’re his. If we are his, our gifts and our talents are his too.

It’s about ownership.  You see, guys, God never transfers title to his stuff, he never relinquishes ownership.  He may let us use his gifts and talents – he loves it when we do! -- but they are still his.  The question is not: how many of my gifts and my talents do I allow God to use; the question is: how many of God’s gifts and talents will I use for myself.  It’s a question of ownership: God owns it all.

#2: Our God is lavishly generous, amazingly generous, extravagantly generous.  Whether you are a Jesus follower, or not, God has given you so incredibly much!  Listen, guys … Some of you are going to push back on this. We have “all” been gifted by God.  You have been gifted by God. Every person sitting in this room has been blessed by God with an incredible array of talents.  Whether you are a Christian or not, you have been blessed by God with an incredible array of talents.  And … if you are a Christian … he’s also given you some special gift for some special purpose.

Now, some of you guys don’t buy it.  Some of you guys don’t feel like you are gifted at all.  Some of you guys don’t think you can do much of anything.  In fact, you are content to sit on the sidelines because you are convinced you don’t have anything to offer if you get in the game... or, you think it’s all yours! Well … poppycock.  Research has shown that the average person – the average person -- has somewhere between 500 and 700 natural abilities and skills.  You can do at least 500 different things. That’s pretty blessed.  Some of you can work a computer, an iPad, a smart phone.  Some of you are good with mechanical things, some are good with numbers, some with words.  Some of you work well with people, some can cook (maybe not like Reba, but you can cook), some can sing (maybe not like Steve, but you can still sing), some can draw, some can drive, some can recruit, some can build, some can garden.  Here it is: Every one of you, Jesus follower or not, is amazingly blessed, by God. We call them the common graces.  Because God gave you the ability to do all those things, right? He gave you your mind, he gave you your body. And … listen … every talent, every ability he has given you can be used to serve him if you think about it.  Do you buy that?  

And … in addition to the talents and abilities God gives every one of us, Jesus follower or not, God gives special gifts to every Christian.  You see when God gives us a job to do, he also gives us the gifts we need to get it done.  He’s creative that way.   
· It was right there in the verse we memorized: “As each has received a gift (as every one of you has received a gift from God, no exceptions), use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace.” (1 Peter 4.10)  
· Listen to these verses, same idea. The Bible says, “In his grace, God has given us (each of us, all of us) different gifts for doing certain things well.” (Romans 12.6)  God makes us different, so our gifts complement each other.  Every one of you can do something better than the person sitting next to you.  Put all our gifts together, it’s pretty cool, pretty amazing.
· The Bible says, “A spiritual gift is given to each of us (each one of us) so we can help each other.” (1 Corinthians 12.7)  That’s pretty straightforward, isn’t it.  If you are a Christian you have a gift, and with a gift comes a job.
· Listen to this one, “He creates each of us (every one of us) by Christ Jesus to join him in the work he does, the good work he has gotten ready for us to do, work we had better be doing.” (Ephesians 2.10)  God made you to do a job.  … … So … are you letting the boss use you? If you are a Jesus follower, he’s the boss, you know.

So, God gives all of us this cornucopia of abilities and talents, and – if you are a Jesus follower – he adds to that some spiritual gift so you can accomplish whatever he gives you to do.  And some of you may be like: How do you know which one is a natural talent, and which is a spiritual gift? There are a lot of Jesus follower who get all torn up, looking for their “spiritual gift” so they can discover what God wants them to do.  And they’ll study the spiritual gifts listed in the Bible, and try to figure out which one they have.  And they discover that some of the spiritual gifts listed in the Bible just seem like natural talents and abilities; others of the spiritual gifts in the Bible seem pretty supernatural (those are the ones we want, right?); and … some of so-called “spiritual gifts” just look like an office, or a position in the church or something.  All these different kinds. My suggestion to you: Don’t worry about it.  I think God is infinitely creative.  And … I think the spiritual gifts mentioned in the Bible are just the tip of the iceberg.  I think when God calls you to get something done, he equips you with whatever is necessary to get it done … whether you feel adequate or not.  

One more piece; this may not be spot on, but let me suggest this: Maybe what makes a gift a spiritual gift is that it is used for a spiritual purpose.  I don’t care whether it is a natural talent, an ability you cultivate, a supernatural gift given you by God (because a supernatural God can do that), or whatever … if you use your “gifts” for a spiritual purpose … maybe that’s enough to quality it as a spiritual gift. Just find a way to use your unique gifts to serve our God, guys!

Anyway, let’s go on to big idea #3: With gifts comes responsibility.  Again, the Bible word is “stewards,” or “managers.”  God owns, we manage. 
· And again, it’s right there in that verse we memorized: “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another (repeat), as good stewards (as good managers) of God’s varied grace.” (1 Peter 4.10) Use it to serve one another.  He wants to use us our gifts as conduits of his grace.   Isn’t that cool?  Just listen to what the Bible says.  
· And it’s also in that verse we read just a minute ago. It says, “A spiritual gift is given to each of us so we can help each other.” (1 Corinthians 12.7)  “So we can help each other.” You (name) are gifted, by God, so you can make a difference … in someone else’s life … for God.
· One more. The Bible says, “God gave gifts … to prepare God’s people for the work of serving, to make the body of Christ stronger.” (Ephesians 4.11-12) You were gifted by God to serve, guys … which is a really, really good thing.

It’s crystal clear, guys: Your gifts are not all about you.  God gave them to you so you can build something outside of yourself that lasts, forever.  Now, I cannot overstate how important this stuff is, because … because our heart is revealed by how we handle the talents and gifts God lets us use.  Next week we’re going to look at how you can evaluate a man’s heart by looking at his checkbook.  This week: you can also evaluate a man’s heart by evaluating what he does with the talents and gifts he has “on loan from God.”  Can your family, and your friends, and your colleagues tell you are a Jesus follower by watching how you use his gifts?  Can your wife, your kids, your friends tell you are a Jesus follower by how you use the talents and gifts God has lavished on you? Bottom line, you will live one of three ways. You will either worship God with God’s gifts, you will worship some lesser god, some lesser cause … with God’s gifts, or (worst of all) you will worship yourself.  

Now, if you’ve been in church for a while, or, if you’ve read a good chunk of the New Testament, none of this stuff I’ve been talking about should be new to you.  I hope it’s … review.  But … if you know it up here and you’re not acting on what you know, you have a problem. Because, if you are a Jesus follower, it’s not about what you know; it’s about what you’re doing with what you know.  There was a Gallup poll a few years ago that made several discoveries.  They discovered that only 10% of American church members are active in any kind of personal ministry.  One out of ten.  Then they discovered that 50% of all church members (members, not guests; 50% of all church members) have no interest in serving personally in any ministry … irrespective of what God wants.  No matter how much a church might promote involvement in ministry, no matter how much a church might lay out the biblical rationale (like I am  trying to do today), no matter how much a church might nag, half of its members want to remain spectators.  These are the people who say, “I don’t feel led to get involved.”  There’s a technical word for that kind of thinking – “poppycock.” Listen, guys: any Jesus follower who doesn’t feel led into some kind of “ministry,” or service, isn’t listening to God.  

Now here’s the good news.  If the Gallup folk are right, that means that 40% of us American Christians do have an interest in ministry, but either we have never been asked or we don’t know how to get involved.  But imagine … imagine if God’s church could mobilize just that 40% who do want to get involved in ministry, but who aren’t, yet.  Can you imagine what an impact that would have on this church, and on this community?  That would be five times the number of Christians out there trying to use their gifts to make a difference for God!  Wow!

Now listen, this is big idea #4: God doesn’t give you all these gifts and this work to do to make your life miserable.  Believe it or not, God thinks it will make your life better, richer.  Do you buy that?  God isn’t cruel, guys.  Giving you gifts and different ways to use them is part of God’s grace.  And it works.

It feels good to help people, doesn’t it?  I know, it’s cool to receive gifts, but it’s even better to give them.  I know, it’s cool to be served, sometimes; but … it’s even better to make a difference for God in someone else’s life. People just light up! Here’s one of the paradoxes of our faith.  Joy doesn’t come from being served, it comes from serving.  That’s how we were wired by God, because that’s the way God is.  Spiritual fullness doesn’t come from being fed, it comes from feeding someone else.  You will never feel satisfied as long as your life is all about you.  That’s a wasted life! … …

Listen, guys: my preaching partner, Randy, argues that there is a profound difference between a “volunteer,” and a “disciple.”  A “volunteer” it the kind of person who donates a little of “his” time, “his” talent, “his” money to some cause he chooses.  And volunteers are good people, right? A “volunteer” gives as much time, and as much money, and as much sweat as he wants … and often they are incredibly generous.  But a Jesus follower is not … a “volunteer,” guys.  When you call Jesus “Lord” you are acknowledging that you are his … “servant.”  It’s all his.  He is amazingly generous, but it’s still all his.  And our Lord expects us to use his gifts for his purposes.  I know, he wants you to take care of you and yours, too.  But never forget, God gave you the ability to make a difference in someone else’s life for Jesus.  So … … are you looking for ways to get it done?

· Guys, we’re trying to give you a simple way to get started each month with our nudges.  A whole lot of you guys gave out roses last week, and some of the stories about how people were touched by God are really, really cool.  You made a difference!  We’ll have a different kind of nudge each month.
· Some of you guys might want to plug in around here, serving your family.  We’re always looking for help. If you want to look for a way to plug in here at CapCity, talk to me, or to Ben Webb, or Jon Sutphin, or any of our staff members, and we’ll try to help plug you in.
· Some of you guys need to be looking for a way to make a difference spiritually out there … in your neighborhood, at your school, at work … or maybe volunteering around town somewhere.  Just remember, the most important cause you can invest in – bar none, is to nudge someone closer to Jesus and to drag them to heaven with you.  

Let’s make a difference, guys.  Let’s be a spiritual force in this town.  Let’s pray.
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