March 27 & 28, 2004

1 Corinthians 12:4-7

“You Were Shaped For Serving God”

     Last fall, Elvis Presley's album of greatest hits was the number one album in the nation, 25 years after he died. I think he died! They say some people don't think that. But, in spite of enormous success, Elvis as most of us know who are his fans or who read anything about him, was a very unhappy man. He was a very unfulfilled human being. And, his wife Priscilla gave an interview at some point and said this about her husband who died of obesity and drug dependency at age 42. "Elvis never came to terms with who he was meant to be or what his purpose in life was. He thought he was here for a reason, maybe to preach, maybe to serve, maybe to save, maybe to care for people and that agonizing desire was always with him and he knew he wasn't fulfilling it. So he would go on stage and he wouldn't have to think about it." That's pretty sad. In a sense regarding his purpose in life while he was here, he had no clue. He didn't know where to look. He was at sea. He was lost.

     Today we are continuing our 40 Days of Purpose, and we are going to look at God's fourth purpose for your life. And that's that you were shaped to serve God. Elvis felt like he was here to do something, but he just wasn't quite sure what it was and he basically didn't find it. He just couldn't figure it out according to his wife, and I just don't want that to happen to any of you, any of us. And so we are going to look at 1st Corinthians 12, verses 4-7 and we don't have time to unpack it really, but just make a comment and then just talk a little bit about the whole idea of being shaped to serve.

     Let's pray, okay? Lord, as we go into your word, even though it's a very brief passage, we pray that it will stick with us, and we will understand what this fourth purpose is about for each of us. We ask it in Christ's name. Amen.
     In 1st Corinthians 12:4-7 Paul in context is talking about how every person in the body of Christ, every believer has been given something, a gift, a manifestation of the spirit, something that will help us to contribute to the whole body. 

"There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all people. Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good."
     In a nutshell, the Holy Spirit of God, the third person of the trinity, gives each Christian a gift or gifts, and those gifts are of various types, and they go towards works of various kinds for the purpose of the common good. Now, in Greek, the word common "good," the word literally means "profit" or "benefit." So in other words, I think this is what this text is saying. That God has built something into you and into me, not simply to seek our own good or our own benefit, but so that others can profit or experience and advantage because of what God has worked into you. You were made to make a contribution, not just to consume. God made you to make a difference and what matters is not how long you live, but how you live. What matters according to Rick Warren is not the duration of your life, but the donation of your life. So, many here at ABE have figured out where they fit in the puzzle of service. Others of you have not figured that out. And still others of you may still be in transition. You may be thinking, I have done this for a while in serving, maybe God wants me to do something else and so you are in transition. And, I want you to know very carefully this week in days 30, 31 and 32 Rick Warren very carefully explains your shape, your servant profile, who you are uniquely and how to discern where you might fit in terms of offering service in the body of Christ. The thing I want to emphasize today is that our talents are not primarily for our benefit. They are obviously for building others up.

     Do you remember the first line in The Purpose Driven Life book? The very first line? It's not about you. You see, God wants you to be in this life for others. We ask him what are we here for? What's our purpose? The fourth purpose is to serve God by serving others. That's why we are alive. Some people say, "Well, I want to serve God, but I don't want to serve other people." You can't do it that way. It is impossible. You have to serve God by serving other people. Now the Bible has a word for this and its called ministry. And like all the other words that we have looked at, worship, fellowship, discipleship, it could be misunderstood. When I say the word minister most people of think of somebody who wears their collar backwards or they think of somebody who wears a robe, or they think of somebody who talks like God. But, the Bible says, every single believer is a minister. Not every believer is a pastor, but every believer is a minister. And ministry is this, it simply means using my shape, how God created me to help somebody else in his name. If I use my shape, how God created me to help somebody else in his name, I am a minister. I am doing ministry. You are a minister. 

     In order to serve as a minister, the first thing we must be is available to serve or willing to serve.  But we let several things get in the way of that.  One of the things that keep us from making ourselves available is perfectionism.  We think that we have to be perfect Christians to serve.  We hear folks say things like, “I don’t know the Bible well enough to teach Sunday School.”  How well do you think a three year old – a seven year old – a nine year old knows the Bible?  When I was eleven I asked my Sunday School teacher a question that she couldn’t answer, but then she told me that it was good I was asking those hard questions, because that’s how faith grows.

     There are other things that keep us from serving God.  Remember Beta tapes.  They were the first commercial videotapes.  But Sony wanted so much, to get ahead that they wouldn’t share their format because they wanted the whole market.  JVC came out with VHS later but shared the technology with competitors. Try and rent a Beta tape at the video store – you can’t.  When we get hung up on our own stuff – even good things – we let it get in the way of serving God. We get very self-centered. Philippians 2:4 tells us ”Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interest of others.

     The pursuit of things keeps us from serving God. We call that materialism. Jesus said in Luke 16:13 "No servant can serve two masters... You cannot serve both God and money." The trouble with things is, is that they never satisfy. There are always more things. Soon we begin to serve the things rather than the things serving us.
     Or “I can’t serve as this or that, because I’m not worthy.”  Have you ever felt like,   “I’m not good enough for God to use me?”  What’s your excuse?  Moses said, “I stutter.”  Jeremiah said, “I’m only a boy.”  David was an adulterer who had his mistress’ husband killed when she got pregnant.  But when he turned to God was “a man after God’s own heart.”  God chose a carpenter and a thirteen-year-old girl from the sticks to raise his son.  You’re good enough because God has made you good enough.  God uses the imperfect, for his perfect plan.

     Serving like Jesus not only means we are available but also must be done in gratitude.  When we serve the church, when we serve people in the community with out any concern for what we get out of it, it’s like a thank-you card to God.  When we look at some one and love them with our actions, we’re thanking God for freeing us from having to depend on the world to make us worthy. We are called to “serve the Lord with gladness.” (Psalm 100:2) It is gratitude that makes us glad.

     In the Bible, the words service and ministry are used interchangeably. All of us are called to ministry. If you are called to salvation, you are called to serve. Now the good news is this, God not only called us to serve, he said, "Let me show you how to do it." And the scripture says that God himself took on the form of a bondservant. Of the four words in the Greek language for servant, this is the lowest of the low, the doulas. Jesus became a bondservant and washed feet and Jesus himself said, "This is what I want you to do with your life." He said, "The son of man did not come to be served, but to serve and to give his life a ransom for many." Last week we said that if one of our purposes of discipleship is becoming like Christ and he came, and so purpose was come to serve then obviously we are growing in Christ when we learn to serve others.

     Now listen to this because it's really important. Your SHAPE determines your ministry. God uses five things to SHAPE us. SHAPE is an acronym. Each of the letters stand for the following:

1. Spiritual gifts
2. Heart
3. Abilities
4. Personality
5. Experiences.
     Do you know what the number one enemy is of compassionate service, beside self-centeredness? The number one enemy even for believers in our culture is busy-ness. We are just too busy. We are going so many different places we don't have time to serve. I've got my agenda, I've got my plans, I've got my dreams, I've got my goals and ambitions. Right? Do you know what the problem is? It's like we take a do not disturb sign, like we see in a hotel and we hang it right here. We hang it right on our heart. And we say, please do not disturb. My goals, my dreams, my life, I am focused on, so please let me be. Don't knock. Don't interrupt. Don't disturb me for the needs of other people. People who have an attitude like Jesus don't mind being interrupted. Isn't it amazing to think in the gospels that most of the things that Jesus did to touch people, he did when he was interrupted. He was going from one place to the next or doing one thing and somebody else tried to get his attention. And He did it. He served the needs of the people who came his way. So, a servant wakes up in the morning and says, "Okay God, I am not sure what the interruptions are going to be today, but I am ready to serve. Bring them on.

     But you see, here is the point. I know that everyone one of you, every one of you is a ten at something. You're a ten at something and we want to figure out how to get what you are a ten at, connected to a ministry that benefits other people. Okay? And so, we want you to discover your serving possibilities. When you boil it all down it comes to this, one of two things you can do with your life. You can waste it or you can invest it. And the best use of your life is to invest it in something that will outlast it. I don't know if you have discovered this or not, but not every investment in this life pays off. Anybody who's invested their money in the last 2 or 3 years has discovered it though. And let me give you a little investment advice. If you bought $1,000 worth of stock in Nortel a year ago, it's now worth $40.00. If you bought $1,000 worth of stock in Enron a year ago, it is now worth $11.00. And $1,000 worth of Worldcom is now worth $5.00. However, if you bought $1,000 worth of Coca-Cola, not the stock, the actual drink, if you bought the drink, a $1,000 worth and you drank it and then you move to Michigan. The recycling deposit is 10 cents per can. Turn all the cans in for recycling deposit, you would have $214.00. So here's my investment advice to you. Move to Michigan. Drink a lot of Coke and then recycle and you will be ahead of the curve. Right? And you don't have to pay me for that. There is no brokers fee with this one. It was free.

    But, seriously, one day you will stand before God and he is going to say to you, "What did you do? How did you invest your life? What did you do with the education and the abilities and the skills and the family support and the experiences that you had, what did you do with them?" And if you say to God, "Well, God I was busy with my own ambitions and plans, I didn't really get around to it." He is going to say, "Wrong answer. I didn't put you on this earth for you to serve just you. I put you here to serve other people." You may think that God is not watching, that nobody is watching, but listen God is watching. Hebrew 6:10 very clearly says, "God is not so unjust as to forget how hard you have worked in working for him and how you have shown your love by caring for other Christians." You know God will keep his promise and there will be an eternal reward. You know in this life somebody serves for 10, 20 or 30 years doing something and they give them a plaque, a watch or whatever. That's a drop in the bucket in God's economy. You get eternal rewards for serving him here. Listen to what Jesus said he would say the day that he returned and you stood before him if you served him the way he wanted you to. "Well done good and faithful servant. You have been faithful with a few things, so I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness." Isn't that fantastic? You will know more than anything else that you have connected with God when you hear him say those words to you and people here, leaders here we want to cheer you on so God will say to you, "Well done, way to go. You discovered your purposes for your life, worshipping me and fellowshipping with others and becoming like my Son and finding your way of serving other people. Well done. Come in. I have a reward for you."

     I started this message by talking about Elvis. A curious fact about Elvis is that the only Grammy award that he won for an album out of 250 million albums that were sold, was for a religious album called, "He Touched Me", it was the Bill Gaither song, "He Touched Me" and the song on that album expresses the whole thing that Jesus says about, "Well done good and faithful servant." This is how one of the lyrics goes. "After the lightning and thunder, after the last bell has rung, I want to bow down before Jesus and hear him say "Well done my son." He is my reason for living. He is my king of king's. I long to be in his possession. He is my everything." Is God going to say to you, well done? Is God going to say to you, "Enter into my happiness because you have been a faithful servant." Is there anything in your schedule that reflects faithful service to God and putting aside some priorities that you might want in order to serve others? You know, one day Napoleon looked at a map of China and he said, "There lies a sleeping giant. If it awakes, it will shake the world." Sometimes I come to ABE/LifeLifters and I see all the unbelievable giftedness and potential of people and I think if every single person that came under the influence of this church, friends and members, understood their giftedness, their shape and their passions, and it all fit together, it could create a spiritual nuclear reaction for Evansville, the Midwest, for the whole world. This congregation would be a mother church to so many people, to so many other congregations it would be unbelievable if we found our fit and our place for service. So I make no apology in saying to you, that the most important thing you will ever do with your life is serving God in some form of ministry, because it is far more important than you career. It's far more important than your hobbies. It's even more important than anything else you could think of. Why? Because it is going to last forever. Your service is practice for eternity and you are going to be serving. Jesus said, "You have been in charge of a few things here and you have done it faithfully. Now I am going to make you in charge of many things." Service is going to last into eternity. So, learn to serve right now.

     Let's pray. Lord Jesus, we thank you for your love and for your grace and we realize that we have been shaped to serve you by serving others. So, I want to ask you to place this in your hearts. Forgive me Lord for the times that I put a do not disturb sign on my heart. Help me to see the interruptions as opportunities to serve. Help me to make time for what matters most. You have been so good to me. I want to give something back. I want to serve you freely and gratefully and faithfully. I want to practice before I get to heaven so that one day I can hear you say, "Well done, good and faithful servant." In your name I pray. Amen.
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